
Scientific realism as a necessary prerequisite for interpretative archaeological studies

   

What are the “isms” of archaeology?   

The traditions of archaeological philosophy of science can be divided on three main 

position classical empiricism (positivism), transcendental idealism and (metaphysical, 

transcendental, scientific) realism. I will argue, that by the principles of the main positions 

only realism is compatible with explanatory archaeology,  that means archaeology which 

goes over typological or taxonomical questions.  

I have got initiation for this account on the basis of  the view afforded by Guy Gibbon in his  

“Explanation in Archaeology” (1989)  about the matter. 

Gibbon presents two of the three main traditions of science in archaeology, empiricism or 

logical positivism and realism. He does not seem understand the meaning of realism For 

Gibbon realism is an “ism” among other “isms” which come and go and which we can 

freely choose.  Metaphysical realism is as a matter of fact the condition for us to make 

statements about what do not get by perceiving the material.

Gibbon does not describe the third “ism”, transcendental idealism, which has been very 

influential from the 1980´s, because “post-processualism” is a version of it.  

First I shall describe briefly the traditions: empiricism, transcendental idealism and realism. 

empiricism 

The roots of Classical empiricism are in the philosophy of David Hume. According to Hume 

all we can know are atomic impression of sense.  They can be interpreted to be 

impressions of the world. Even material objects are constructed as groups of events.  

 

E. g. an apple: 

                    event    x = red at t1

event    x = round at t1

event    x = sweet at t1

Etc. 
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All attributes are regarded  as events. The redness of x at t1 and t2 happen to occur in the 

sequence but does not belong to it. There is no reason, why the apple should  not be 

square at t2. Event-ontology cannot yield a concept of material identity.  (Harré & Madden 

1975, 110). There are no enduring things in this ontology,  This  creates the problem on 

induction. In on ontology based on enduring things, mechanisms and processes we do not 

have a philosophical problem of induction. But we have of course methodological problem, 

how to find and prove that certain unobservable mechanisms and processes are generate 

or have  been generated or produced the phenomena we want to explain. 

Event ontology yields also the problem of scientific laws.  In empiricism a constant 

conjunction of evens is necessary for attribution of natural necessity or scientific law.  Any 

finite amount of events does not warrant, that the sequence of events we have observed  

will continue in the future. This problem is solved by taking the tendencies or powers of the 

things, mechanism and processes as the basis of ontology. 

EMPIRISCIM IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

Traditional archaeology is connected to empiricism both theoretical and substantial levels.- 

On theoretical level, there are quite few presentations to be found where this can be 

established. Archaeologist were not aware or interested about the philosophical questions 

of their science.  There was no debate about the relationship between data and theory, 

individual and society etc.  Traditionalists repelled theoretical accounts. Perhaps the most 

profound one is written by Oscar Montelius in 1884 (Den förhistoriska fornforskarens 

metod och material). Empiricism can commonly be seen f. example in the scepticism to be 

found about the possibilities to get knowledge of the prehistoric times.  Although strong 

empiricist tendency.  Montelius says that it is always possible to disentangle, where the 

artefacts are made and from where they are imported. 

In substantial level the tendency to empiricism comes forth in the publications so that they 

were full of description of artefacts or features. Their “discussion” part is generally very 

short. Explanations afforded are very few.   The term “explanation appeared in 

archaeological discussion  not until  in processualism where it got very narrow meaning, it 
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was used it only in the context of “explanation of culture change. As a matter of fact, when 

we use the term “Stone axe” we  explain the stones with edges  as stone axes.

The explanations traditionalists gave were limited to to diffusion, migration or trade, 

apparently following Montelius  . But these were explanations concerning the 

imperceivable prehistoric word. In coherent empiricism there should be none, because 

migrations, diffusions and trade were not given in perception. 

Processualism used the concept of scientific law in two purposes. First processualists tried 

in a way to cover up the scandal that archaeology has no perceptible object which it 

should have had according to canons of positivism.  

On the other hand they tried to use statements concerning perceptions of artefacts and 

statements concerning modern behaviour as if  to smuggle modern behaviour to the 

vanished prehistoric world. Postprocessualists have criticised much the law concept of 

processualism. It must be regarded as legitimate. If we have another kind of law concept, 

based on  based on the  tendencies or power of real mechanism or processes that 

criticism fails.  

STONE AXE ACCORDING TO EMPIRICISM 

Historically we know, that the idea about the nature of “thunderbolts” as stone axes 

accomplished popularity  little by little  from the 16th century to the 19th century. For us 

their nature as stone axes is in a way perceptible fact, but this is only because of our 

tradition. IN the philosophy of science, they are stones with edges. Is not possible to revert 

their making and use as axes to anybody’s perception.   

According to coherent empiricism it is only possible to describe the things, make 

typologies or taxonomies of them, analyse the rock types, make correlations of the 

attributes and the places where they are found.  etc.  It is also possible to  try to correlate 

the places where they are found with flashes of lightning or some other perceptible 

phenomena .  But an empiricist  can not get the right answer because there is no 

prehistoric behaviour to be found to correlate.  As we can see, there has not been any 

coherent  empiricists or positivists among the archaeologists.  Even the concept of 

prehistory does not fit with the canons of empiricism. 

That is why empiricism has been only a tendency in archaeology. No archaeologists, how 
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much ever he had had the  empiricist ideal of science have not been able to build a 

coherent empiristic  philosophy of archaeology.

 

TRANSCENDENTAL IDEALISM 

Transcendental idealism has first been formulated by Immanuel Kant in it´s  classical, 

static form. It has been updated as more dynamic forms.  

According to transcendental idealism the objects of scientific knowledge are models, 

ideals of natural order.  They may be regarded to be independent of particular men, but 

not human beings or human activity. 

Transcendental idealism allows creative model building. The purpose of models is to make 

phenomena conceivable, not to represent any real mechanism of the world. Models are 

artificial constructs.  It is not seen possible to test the models proposed.  Metaphysically 

transcendental idealism shares the same base as positivism, that of empirical realism. It is 

is based on the category of experience. I

In this tradition it has been  developed  versions  which do not engage in empirical realism.  

It has it´s root on the specific readings of Thomas S. Kuhn and “theory laden” school of 

thought, where the real objects of science are regarded as the product of though - or in the 

socialized form scientific community and unconstrained by sense-experience. (Bhaskar 

1986, 7). The real objects of science are treated as products of human thought, of 

spontaneous play of human mind or scientific community (Bhaskar 1986, 7-8). 

Bhaskar defines this “super-idealism” as subjective conceptual realism.   It is realism, 

because the ideas are  regarded as real.   It can be seen to be a version of Platonism, 

where the eternal and human independent real ideas are substituted by socially 

contracted ideas.  

In archaeology this can be seen for example in the statements of Shanks & Tilley. Their 

point of  departure is that all perceiving is theory laden. From this they infer “So knowing 

the past means producing it in the present” .  

Knowledge has the form of structure, not a surface in transcendental idealism.   But the 

natural world becomes a construction of human mind.
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TRANSCENDENTAL IDEALISM IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

Classical formulation of transcendental idealism we can find f. ex. in the Glyn Daniels “The 

Idea of prehistory” from the year 1962: 

“We were brought up at school to believe that there were immutable historical facts and 

find when we grove up that they are as mutable as the interpretations of those who write 

about them. and as varying as models which those writer assume. So with the prehistory. 

Modern postprocessualist represent more extreme, super idealistic form of transcendental 

idealism., as f. ex. Shanks and Tilley.  They turned everything in processualism upside 

down. This is not the way to solve problems. Many of the philosophical premisses of 

processualism  were misleading, but their  correction does not work by presenting their 

opposite. Philosophy is not so easy work. The result  was conceptual mess full of 

contradictions, conflicts and antinomies. 

It is interesting to see, that their antinomy against processualism is possible only because 

on the very base level they share the same very basic metaphysical principle:  we cannot 

call statement scientific if we can not know if it is true or certain. 

From this premiss which according to scientific realism is untrue they made different 

inference than  positivists. In positivism all enterprise was directed to find out the right 

methods how to preserve the truth which was thought to reside in the perception. 

Postprocessualists implicitly approved the role of truth but made an opposite inference.  If 

there are no statements which can be known to be true in sciences the worse for the 

sciences.  Instead of seeing the strive for truth as bogus they made the conclusion that 

there are no valid methods and  scientific statements do not differ in kind of any other 

statements in the society: political, popular, those made accordion to class position etc. 

Anything goes. 

For Cornelius Holtorf every popular belief, statements about prehistory expressed  by 

amateurs and conception in entertainment,  videogames or movies  of prehistory is better 

than the theories of serious archaeologist.  
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If the truth concerning outside world can not be achieved we must take the world in our 

conceptual system. So whatever statement is true if it is consistent with other statements. 

The world outside is unnecessary.  This is not an innocent way. If the world does not 

matter the one who has political power decide what is right and what is wrong at the last 

instance. This opens the way to Nazi etc. archaeologies.  

(On scientific point of view this  can be seen to be as reduction Ad absurdum of 

transcendental idealism – and postprossesualism.)  

Our common sense indicate that  science works, it has power. We have no grounds to 

think that stones with edges are not stone axes. The demand for absolute truth is all too 

demanding  for empirical sciences.  There are no absolute truths outside mathematics and 

formal logics that is one reason why they are not good models for science.  

It is peculiar for Hodder and Tilley, who construct also substantial theories that they forget 

their philosophical statements and express their theories realistically, that is candidates for 

reality to be taken seriously.  For example Tilley in analysing the ceramics in front of a 

passage grave in Southern Sweden and presents a theory about the ideology and social 

relations of the society without hesitation that it is he who has the right theory. 

 

STONE AXE THEORY ACCORDINT TO TRANSCENDENTAL IDEALISM 

According to transcendental idealism to regard stone axes as stone axes is only a model, 

which make the things conceivable. As a matter of fact they can be something else, 

whatever, for example thunderbolts. 

METAPHYSICAL REALISM.  

What is realism? 

Metaphysical in front of the word “realism” –  means no more than belief that there is a 

world outside us and that we can get knowledge about it. Bhaskar use so called 

transcendental argument to prove this, he uses also the name transcendental realism for 

his version of realism.  am sceptical about transcendental arguments. Jesuits have used 

the to prove the existence of God. I consider practical or pragmatical bases better. They 

can not be proven by logic but by our “Lebebswelt” .We live in human societies in a 

material world full of causal powers. There is normally no reason to doubt our experiences 
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and perception. Science is based on refined common practises and ways of finding 

knowledge. 

Metaphysical realism is not  a theory about truth - although many opponents of realism do 

not know any other realism than truth realism, which is a very easy target to disprove.  Any 

theory of science which have been refuted is enough to point out the impossibility of 

scientific realism as a theory of truth. 

Realism is not a theory about the priorities of change in human society, which has long 

been disputed between processualist and postprocesulist. It is not a philosophical 

question at all if ideas or the material conditions of human life are most influential in 

change. It is a question of substantial theory building in given prehistorical situations.  

Metaphysical realism takes the tendencies or powers of the things, mechanism and 

processes as the basis of ontology.  Things have the tendency to behave in a way which is 

peculiar to them. They do need not to do it always or universally as empiricism implies for 

the objects of  law like  statements.   

 In this conception there is no problem to ascribe human behaviour or social forms as as 

law like. 

TRANSITIVE AND INTRANSITIVE DIMENSIONS OF SCIENCE 

Classical empiricism or transcendental idealism do not allow to distinguish the transitive or 

intransitive dimension of science, which afford  solution to the problem of “theory 

ladeness” of perception. 

Bhaskar sees that it becomes necessary to distinguish the more or less unchanging real 

objects which exist outside the scientific activity and the changing cognitive objects. The  

former Bhaskar names as the intransitive objects of science and the latter as the transitive 

objects of science. Correspondingly the man independent world scientists are studying 

belongs to the intransitive dimension of science. The scientific or pre-scientific knowledge 

which is used as a means to produce or reproduce new knowledge is in the transitive 

dimension of science. (Bhaskar 1975, 32).

Hence Bhaskar sees that the already acquired knowledge is also the object of science. In 
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this way he can support both the social character of scientific production and knowledge 

as well as the progressive character of science. We normally call the formerly acquired 

knowledge as facts. But these facts are social products, too, not anything given in sense 

experience or a priori. There are no necessary ties between the world and the science as 

in the “old” truth” realism and empiricism.  Metaphysical realism allows knowledge change 

as does transcendental realism without “the World” changing with the knowledge, as 

transcendental idealism presupposes. 

 HERMENEUTICS 

This is very important question helping to see what is different with prehistoric archaeology 

and different branches of history, ethnology, cultural and social anthropology. 

All the named disciplined but prehistoric archaeology  have pre conceptualised material, 

texts or speech to begin the research. This material belongs to the intransitive dimension 

of those sciences. Prehistoric archaeology has only material things as a starting point. 

That material is first to be translated as texts, concepts. As such it is not any more in 

intransitive dimension, but transitive dimension. That is why hermeneutics do not work. 

The firs hermeneutical circle is form on the material of the archaeologists, not on the 

material of people under study. That is why prehistoric archaeology is forced to use 

analogical reasoning and iconic vehicles of thought like natural sciences although the 

object of study are humans whose behaviour is concept dependant. 

KNOWLEDGE 

 The objects of knowledge are structures, not events as in empiricism.  They are not 

constructs imposed on phenomena as in idealism. They are real structures with endure 

and operate independently of knowledge we have about them . 

Transcendental realist or scientific realist sees that it is possible to get knowledge about 

the non-perceivable domain. It is the presupposition of the existence of the science that 

the world is not actual, that there is a non-observable reality, whose structures, 

mechanisms and processes have generated the phenomena we can perceive.  (Bhaskar 

1978, 29.Muurimäki 1995).

Realism does not entail any a priori limits for science. Only by radically separating 

epistemology and metaphysics, the "world" and our knowledge about it that we can 

guarantee the possibility of unrestricted scientific change. Realism takes seriously the 
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possibility of the world without somebody observing it, without somebody having ideas 

about it or giving meanings to it´s phenomenal patterns (Muurimäki 1995). 

Scientific realism approves thesis of epistemological relativism hold by transcendental 

idealists.  . It asserts that all beliefs are socially produced, all knowledge is transient and 

that neither truth values nor the criteria of rationality exist outside historical time. (Bhaskar 

1979, 73). But he denies the thesis of judgemental relativism which states that all 

statements are equally valid and that there are no rational bases to regard one better than 

the other. 

REALISM IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

There are not many archaeologists who have exquisitely committed in metaphysical 

realism. V. G. Childe called his philosophy as realistic. His theories have much in common 

with metaphysical realism, but they are more “common sense”realism. Alison Wylie can be 

named of the modern, explicit developer of the theory. Mats P. Malmer changed from 

positivism in realism in his late writings. My first publication of scientific realism was 

publish in 1986.  

But there are much much more common sense realists. Oscar Montelius when stressing 

the possibility to find out where the artefacts were made and how they were exported to 

the areas they are found. was a realist with respect to these questions. Christopher Tilley 

has been realist concerning the subject of his substantial theories.  Metaphysical realism is 

not a new “ism”. It only tries to find out the real mechanisms of theory building. 

 THE LOGIC OF SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY 

As a matter of fact, there is place for all these “isms” in normal process of theory 

construction.  In the diagram of Roy Bhaskar 

I have to stress that there has been done very good substantial work in archaeology 

independent of the philosophical tradition the researcher has maintained.   I have criticised 

the philosophical principles,  not substantial studies.  

The diagram of the logic of scientific discovery reveals why the attacks of processualism 

and attacks of post-structuralist against the former tradition were not in place. Scientific 

work is done using the principles of every tradition on different levels on inquiry. 

The logic of scientific discovery as a diagram is quite familiar; it is the same diagram which 

9



presented the main traditions of science. On the level of classical empiricism we record 

attributes, make typologies or taxonomies.  They are the phenomena to be o be explained.

The second level, that of transcendental idealism is the creative moment on theory 

building.  We ask, if there is something we know which could have generated or produced 

the p´phenomena we have described or classified on the empirical level. On the third level, 

that of scientific realism we test the model. Of course there are no experimental activity in 

archaeology competed to natural sciences. The testing is finding many possible models 

and choosing among them which one is better suitable in the archaeological situation . 

This is something which was  done as routine already in processualism, but in that 

tradition it was not allowed to be named as a method based on analogy.  
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