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Archaeology and identity politics: a cross-disciplinary 
perspective 
 

What scholars are committed to in principle is not always what they are likely to 

uphold in practice. Adam T. Smith examines—and deplores—the striking 

discrepancy between the centrality of the constructivist idiom in a variety of 

disciplines and the tendency of archaeologists to continue to treat archaeological 

subjects (be they ethnic groups, classes, nations, races, cultures or any other kind 

of identity group) as given entities and stable units of analysis. Smith’s concern is 

not merely about the consistency of the discipline’s theoretical underpinnings. In 

fact, his greatest worry turns out to be political: an archaeology that reconstitutes, 

rather than deconstructs the essential subject, may be wrongly used as a 

foundation for contemporary political action (such as nationalism). Thus he 

invites archaeologists to revise the relationship between scholarly analysis and 

political practice. Smith not only suggests to take into full account the malleability 

of identity groups in relation to changing socio-political contexts, but he also 

incites scholars to bend their minds to the socio-political circumstances within 

which seemingly stable categories of identity are produced. Archaeologists should 

be careful not to ‘essentialize’ identities, he concludes, but instead shift their 

attention to exposing the strategic practices deployed by those who ‘essentialize’ 

identities. 

 Seen in a broader academic context, Smith is far from alone in making this 

argument. In many other disciplines authors have since long observed and 

criticized the tendency to take the existence of stable subjects for granted. 

Moreover, the incongruity between theoretical principles and analytical practice is 

a problem that haunts the entire field of identity studies in social science research. 

And, as in archaeology, progress on how to shape empirical social science 

analysis in order to overcome this gap has been halting. Nevertheless, I submit 

that a cross-disciplinary inspection of this topic may be useful. The advance that 
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has been made in other disciplines may point to possible avenues of progress in 

empirically oriented archaeological research. It may also throw into sharper relief 

the complex, far-reaching and sometimes perplexing implications of the task 

Smith is proposing. 

 The modest aim of this commentary is to suggest two possible points of 

departure for such a cross-disciplinary investigation. In particular, I would like to 

show in brief compass here that there is much to learn from two largely 

unconnected bodies of literature: the sociological study of ethnicity and the debate 

in normative political theory on multiculturalism. Although these fields have very 

different backgrounds, goals and methods, authors in both areas have struggled 

with the same issue of essentialism. In an endeavour to disclose useful clues on 

how to avoid essentialism while at the same time pushing empirical work further, 

recent work in the sociological study of ethnicity has employed perspectives from 

cognitive sociology. This has been a promising development and may provide 

scholars in other areas with a new and specific set of analytical tools. Normative 

theories of multiculturalism, on the other hand, are instructive because they have 

grappled with the moral commitment of recuperative identity politics. A number 

of authors have tried to find ways to defend recuperative identity politics while at 

the same time disproving the essentialist assumptions on which such recuperation 

appears to be predicated. In their view, advocating the politicization of certain 

identities without essentializing them is a necessary and normatively defendable 

response to the societal problems of inequality and oppression.   

 

Ethnicity and cognition 

Let me first turn to the way sociology has dealt with the slippery notion of 

ethnicity. Perusing the literature one can find an increasing number of scholars 

who have drawn attention to the constructed character of ethnic identities and to 

the role of political factors and dominant categorization schemes in the process of 

ethnic identity construction. Such an approach builds on a tradition in social 

anthropology that understands ethnicity, not in terms of group characteristics, but 

as a form of social organization (Eriksen 2002; Jenkins 1997). The pathbreaker in 

this field was Fredrik Barth (Barth 1969), who already at the end of the 1960s 

levelled an outspoken constructivist critique at ‘primordialism’, the traditional 

anthropological conceptualization of ethnicity as a given, innate, deep-seated and 



unchangeable group trait. There is now a growing consensus in the literature that, 

like all forms of collective identity, ethnic identities are not given; they belong 

to—as Charles Tilly has formulated it—that ‘potent set of social arrangements in 

which people construct shared stories about who they are, how they are 

connected, and what has happened to them’ (Tilly 2003, 608). Ethnic groups 

should thus not be understood as natural units that have always been there and 

therefore automatically constitute the basis for political action; on the contrary, 

conceptually and empirically, it makes more sense to understand them as the 

result of social and political processes of categorization. 

Unfortunately, this broad theoretical reorientation has not always been 

effectively endorsed in more descriptive writing on ethnicity. This is, of course, 

most clearly visible in many popular narratives of ethnic diversity. The metaphors 

that are commonly used to describe ethnic heterogeneity are telling: they often 

convey the image of a world resembling a natural mosaic of neatly segmented and 

ethnically bounded population groups. Smith’s choice of area is apt indeed. 

National Geographic once argued that the Caucasus is a volatile area ‘because it 

is dauntingly complex, with 50 ethnic groups and nationalities spread like a crazy 

quilt across a California-size territory’ (Edwards 1996, 126). In this metaphor, 

ethnic groups appear as static, natural, quantifiable, quasi-territorial entities. They 

seem independent of political and social factors. National Geographic even 

suggests that these entities are responsible for bringing about certain political and 

social developments; the Caucasus is volatile, it is contended, because there is 

perplexing ethnic heterogeneity. In other words, the mere existence of ethnic 

differentiation is viewed as a cause of political mobilization along ethnic lines; 

ethnic groups are viewed as the ‘protagonists’ (Brubaker 2002, 164) of 

mobilization, not as the ‘products’. Many scholars in ethnicity studies have 

warned against such an approach because it precludes research into the role of 

political actors—state institutions, ethnic activists, organizations, politicians, and 

so forth—in articulating particular identities and suppressing others, and in 

framing the world in ethnic rather than in other terms. 

Although the primordialist position has been widely denounced in the 

social science community, scholars have been less unanimous on how to unfold 

the constructivist agenda further. If ethnicity is constructed, what factors, then, are 

responsible for shaping it? While some focused on the role of a strategic, 



manipulative elite in forging ethnic attachments for instrumental reasons 

(instrumentalism), others have paid heed to the influence of widespread, 

inescapable beliefs and myths about descent, belonging and group divisions (what 

Clifford Geertz has called the assumed ‘givens’ of social existence) (Geertz 1963, 

109). One body of literature that has provided the field of ethnicity studies with a 

particularly promising set of insights is cognitive sociology (Zerubavel 1997; 

DiMaggio 1997). Cognitive sociology has pointed to the fact that we do not think 

just as individuals, but also as the products of particular social environments that 

affect as well as constrain the way we cognitively interact with the world 

(Zerubavel 1997, 6). In particular, a perspective on social cognition allows to 

focus our attention upon the acts of categorization, classification and 

interpretation that make people understand the world as they do. The practices of 

social categorization and classification are crucial in our understanding of 

ethnicity, because these practices have a ‘constitutive significance’ (Brubaker, 

Loveman and Stamatov 2004, 33). A cognitive perspective allows us to 

conceptualize ethnicity, not as a ‘thing in the world, but a perspective on the 

world’ (Brubaker, Loveman and Stamatov 2004, 32). It directs our attention to 

‘socially sanctioned systems, formal or informal, of racial, ethnic and national 

classification, categorization and identification, as well ass the basic 

psychological processes and mechanisms that underlie such interactional and 

institutional classificatory practices and routines’ (Brubaker 2001, 16). 

With regard to disciplines such as history and archaeology introducing a 

cognitive perspective into academic inquiry poses a particular challenge. It means 

shifting the locus of analysis towards social and political arenas, both present and 

past, in which ethnicities are created. This means first and foremost that the 

constitutive powers of state practices, authority and political apparatuses should 

be analysed, as Smith suggests in his case study. But acknowledging the cognitive 

practices of state categorization clearly not exhausts the entire field of ethnic 

group formation. Although such categorization is likely to be very influential in 

the construction of ethnic groups because it is directly related to the power 

structure of a society (Bulmer and Solomos 1998, 823), ethnic identity formation 

is not influenced by political factors alone. There are various studies in social 

anthropology, cognitive sociology, and social psychology, all of which have 

fruitfully demonstrated the wide range of circumstances that may produce 



collective identities as well as internal images of the ethnic self. These 

circumstances include ‘unofficial, informal, “everyday” classification and 

categorization practices employed by ordinary people’ (Brubaker, Loveman and 

Stamatov 2004, 33) such as stereotypes. It also involves, as Smith can only 

mention in passing, the scholarly practice. Identifying and investigating the 

identity-producing contexts in all those arenas may ultimately prove to be a more 

difficult, all-encompassing and far-reaching venture than is suggested by Smith. 

Researching the underlying cognitive frames that have fixed the way people parse 

their world is a task that requires research into the whole domain of dominant 

typologies emerging from both controlled and less-controlled social interaction. 

 

Recuperative archaeology and political theory 

The relevance of normative political theory comes into view when Smith 

discusses advocacy. If we should shift our attention to identity-producing social 

contexts, have all forms of academic advocacy for oppressed or neglected identity 

groups then become impossible? Smith’s criticism of what he calls ‘recuperative 

archaeology’ is based on the argument that by invoking references to new lines of 

social division and previously neglected groups, archaeology contributes to the 

reification and crystallization of identity groups. By so doing the archaeological 

enterprise can be accused of portraying identity groups as implausibly monolithic, 

homogenous and unchangeable. I would like to place the discussion into the wider 

context of debates on culture and inequality in political theory. Multiculturalism 

in particular has sought to find ways of addressing fairly and effectively the 

oppression and marginalization of certain cultural minorities without falling into 

the trap of essentialism (Barry 2002; Tully 2002).  

Central to this inquiry has been the question of whether cultural identity 

groups should be recognized. More precisely, should policies recognize specific 

cultural groups and offer them special protection? Or should cultural 

boundaries—which according to the constructivist consensus are not intrinsically 

linked to specific enduring and stable cultural characteristics—simply be ignored? 

And if not, will the recognition of ethnic boundaries—which inevitably seems to 

involve a certain degree of essentializing rhetoric—enhance or undermine 

stability in a multinational democracy? Some have argued that there is a danger 

that the institutionalization of cultural boundaries will erode overarching 



identities, undermine potential cross-cultural solidarities and therefore may 

produce ethnic conflict (e.g. Phillips 1999; Gitlin 1995). Some of them strongly 

believe that liberal-democratic states should therefore maintain their neutrality 

with regard to cultural diversity and not fix groups in eternal characteristics (e.g. 

Barry 2001). In contrast, such authors as Will Kymlicka (1995) believe that 

classical liberal theory should be open to the accommodation of claims made by 

specific groups, in particular cultural minorities. Kymlicka has argued that 

minority rights are needed to help protect cultural minorities from injustices that 

might arise from the fact that states are never culturally neutral; states always 

support a particular ‘societal culture’ that is not shared by everyone within that 

society. These authors also consider the recognition of the cultural boundaries to 

be the best choice in terms of political practice. In their view, accommodating 

subnational cultural identities, rather than subordinating them, is a viable way to 

promote a sense of solidarity and common purpose in a multinational state 

(Kymlicka 1995, 189). This view appears to be predicated on essentialist 

assumptions. 

Should any moral attempt at advocating the interest of a particular cultural 

identity be discarded as inherently essentialist? Should therefore states always 

attempt to be culturally neutral? And should advocates always refrain from 

protecting cultural identities? From the multiculturalist point of view there are two 

possible responses. First, some authors believe it is worth ‘risking essentialism’ in 

cases where a particular identity has been repressed or devalued (Fuss 1991). 

Smith calls this option understandable but discards it as an ultimately unsatisfying 

political basis for archaeological analysis; and I believe that his arguments are 

convincing. 

Yet it might be worth considering a second, more nuanced response, which 

takes into account insights from the cognitive view on identity groups. The fact 

that identity groups (such as cultural minorities, gender groups, etc.) are a part of 

our perspective on the world, and not a thing in the world, does not mean that they 

are pure matters of fiction. On the contrary, that people act upon the perspectives 

they hold is exactly what makes these perspectives all the more powerful and real. 

And the reasoning that supports the idea of political action in the name of an 

oppressed group is based precisely on the assumption that society is shaped by 

dominant cognitive arenas. Advocacy in this view does not necessarily require the 



reconstruction of the essentialist subject. It merely demands recognition of the fact 

that people are likely to act upon the dominant typologies and social fault lines 

surrounding them. Some multiculturalists argue that it may be possible to defend 

the interests of certain identity groups in such a way that it is not tantamount to 

endorsing the essentializing categorization that has given rise to the existence of 

these groups. In this view, a satisfying advocacy will have to take into account the 

social environment as well as the injustices that exist as a result of the way the 

social environment is organized. One author coined the term of ‘strategic 

essentialism’ to address the issue (Spivak 1987, 205). It is described as utilizing 

‘specific signifiers of ethnic identity, such as Asian-American, for the purpose of 

contesting and disrupting the discourses that exclude Asian-Americans, while 

simultaneously revealing the internal contradictions and slippages of Asian-

American so as to insure that such essentialisms will not be reproduced and 

proliferated by the very apparatuses we seek to disempower’ (Lowe 1991,  quoted 

in Laitin 1998, 19). 

If this line of argumentation is right, identity politics should always fight a 

twofold battle. Defending the interests of an oppressed identity group always 

needs to be accompanied by an interrogation of the categorization schemes that 

have constructed the very identity group one is defending. In this way, 

recuperative identity politics and the politics of deconstruction need not to be 

mutually exclusive. The politics of recuperation may avoid the tacit reproduction 

of essential identities on the condition that the advocacy of specific identities is 

accompanied by a contestation of the essentializing categorization schemes that 

lie at the heart of categorized oppression. 

I believe that a discussion on this subject is highly relevant for the 

development of the politics of archaeology. Does, as Smith argues, the political 

potency of archaeology only lie in its ability to analyse the apparatuses that 

produce an essentialist understanding of identity groups? I submit that this is a 

question that can and should be addressed in a sustained cross-disciplinary 

examination along the lines I have suggested.  
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