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Subject annotation 

The term "theory" often intimidates both new and continuing archaeology students. However, 

theory can be a fascinating tool for investigating and answering questions about the past, 

whether those posed by other scholars or by ourselves. 

In modern archaeology, theoretical skills are highly valued, and the ability to apply theory 

effectively and skillfully in research is crucial. This goes beyond memorizing the history of 

theoretical approaches—it requires selecting and using theories as an integral part of your 

PhD work, directly linking them to your research questions, methodologies, and data 

interpretations. 

This module will explore key theoretical issues relevant to Anglo-Saxon archaeology through 

individual meetings and tutorials. We will examine archaeology as a discipline, discuss how 

practitioners have understood their roles over time, and trace the historical development of 

archaeological theory, emphasizing major shifts in research during the 20th century. We will 

also explore traditional theoretical frameworks for explaining cultural change, such as neo-

evolutionary, functionalist, and ecological approaches, along with neo-Marxist/materialist 

perspectives and multidimensional process theories. 

Following this, we will delve into contemporary theories from various disciplines that address 

not only cultural change but also cultural reproduction and transformation. These include neo-

idealist, interpretive, and neo-historical (contextual) approaches, cognitive theories, and post-

structuralist concepts like praxis, agency, and phenomenology, as well as post-colonial 

identity theories. 

The module will also examine the connections between archaeology and anthropology, as 

well as their relationship with the broader social sciences and humanities. The goal is to 

understand how these diverse perspectives can be combined to address the complex 

challenges of interpreting human history. While we will acknowledge the conflicts within the 

discipline, the focus will be on finding areas of convergence between traditional and 

contemporary theories rather than drawing rigid distinctions. Assessment for the module will 

be based on an independent research essay. 
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