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Evolutionary Archaeology

and Its Future Directions:

A Rejoinder to Kehoe

By Michael J. O’Brien and R. Lee Lyman

Kehoe’s comments are predictable given
her dislike of evolutionary archaeology and
her track record of misreading what evolu-
tionary archaeologists have said (e.g.,
Kehoe 1997, 1998, 1999). There usually is
little to be gained by responding to an arti-
cle such as Kehoe’s, but in this instance we
feel compelled to rebut several substantive
statements that she makes. First, the title of
Kehoe's article has all the fanfare of a
newspaper headline: “Evolutionary Archae-
ology Challenges the Future of Archaeolo-
gy’ It was our article in Review of Archae-
ology (O’Brien and Lyman 1999a) that
spurred Kehoe to action, but that paper
was titled “Meeting Theoretical and
Methodological Challenges to the Future of
Evolutionary Archaeology” Our modest
goal was simply “to outline a few of the
methods that we view as useful in attempts
to retool and thereby allow the future
application of Darwinian evolutionary the-
ory to the material record” (p. 15). Our
point was this: If evolutionary archaeology
is going to make serious strides in provid-
ing explanations for the archaeological
record being the way it is, there are numer-
ous issues that still must be addressed. Our
objective was to be upfront about
unsolved problems and to offer a brief dis-
cussion of methodological approaches that
might prove useful in overcoming those
problems. The article was in no way a chal-
lenge to the future of archacology as the
title of Kehoe’s article suggests.

Second, Kehoe took our article as the lat-
est manifesto from a coordinated group
parallel to the “Mafia” of the New Archaeol-
ogy of the 1960s and the 1860s X-Club of
Darwin’s England. Although there are
archaeologists, ourselves included, who col-
lectively label what they do “evolution-
ism”—akin to “processualism,” “behavioral-
ism,” “postmodernism,” and other “isms” in
archaeology—we cannot recall being sum-
moned to the clubhouse to plot the future
direction of archaeology in general. Do we
publish? Yes. Do we publish in “major and
second-tier journals” as Kehoe labeled
them? We try to, as do most archaeologists.

Does this enhance “the appearance of
authority”2 Not in our opinion. Does pub-
lishing in highly rated journals deflect
“recourse to other programs and positions,”
as Kehoe avers? Again, in our opinion, no.
We compete with behavioral archaeolo-
gists, processual archaeologists, evolution-
ary ecologists, and archaeologists of every
stripe through the peerreview process. If
you believe what you have to say is impor-
tant, then you ought to try to say it in high-
ly regarded journals.

Third, Kehoe indicates that we seek to
“garner funds by presenting [our] package
as basic science, specifically opposed to
competitors’ ‘unscientific’ archaeology.” By
doing this, in her opinion, we further our
chances, along with those of our students,
of obtaining “academic posts in a tight job
market geared toward grantsmanship.” We
have never sought grant funds to do evolu-
tionary archaeology and probably never
will. A few of our students have been co-
authors of papers dealing with evolutionary
archaeology, but none has produced a the-
sis or dissertation that could remotely be
labeled evolutionary. Our students have
instead performed studies of rock art, mor-
tuary practices, pottery sourcing, ceramic
technology, subsistence practices, site struc-
ture, and other traditional archaeological
subjects that we find valuable to the disci-
pline in general as well as to our own
efforts to apply Darwinian evolutionary the-
ory to the archaeological record.

Fourth, Kehoe refers to our reference to
A. V. Kidder’s (1932) goals for archaeology
as “formulaic.” We chose Kidder’s remarks
because they are more detailed than earlier,
similar remarks made by other anthropolo-
gists. For example, one, if not the, goal of
Americanist archaeology since before the
beginning of the twentieth century was
noted nearly 2 hundred years ago by Franz
Boas (1904:521-522), who remarked, “the
sequence of types of culture as determined
by the artifacts of each period [is among]
the fundamental problems with which
archaeology is concerned. The results
obtained have the most immediate bearing
upon the general question of the evolution
of culture, since the ideal aim of archaeolo-
gy practically coincides with this general
problem, the solution of which would be
contained in a knowledge of the chronolog-
ical development of culture” (emphasis
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added). Kidder basically reiterated these
goals in his paper of 1932 that we quoted.
There is nothing formulaic about it.

Fifth, Kehoe implies that we got our his-
tory wrong because we credit Kroeber
with invention of frequency seriation. Note
that we said frequency seriation. Kehoe
reports that “Trigger (1989:200) credits . . .
Flinders Petrie nearly a generation earlier”
with inventing frequency seriation, and she
implies that Kidder had something to do
with it because Trigger “(1989:188) notes
Kidder studied with the Egyptologist
George Reisner” Here is what Trigger
(1989:202) really said: “Although Kroeber
may have learned the basic principles of
typology and seriation from Boas and
known of Petrie’s work, his technique of
seriation was not based on the same princi-
ples as Petrie’s”We have studied this partic-
ular aspect of the history of our discipline
in some detail (Lyman and O’Brien 1999;
Lyman et al. 1997, 1998; O’Brien and Lyman
1999b) and agree completely with Trigger.

Sixth, Kehoe says that we confuse a
research program with science itself—a
conclusion she draws from our statement
that evolutionary archaeology needs a uni-
fied body of principles and methods. Notice
we did not say a restricted body; we said a
unified body. Kehoe cites Joan Fujimura
(1992) that in science methods are used to
“instantiate and substantiate” theory, but
Kehoe ignores the fact that those methods
aren’t just any old methods but rather a set
picked specifically for a purpose. Because
Darwinian evolutionism is a different kind
of theory than that used in the physical sci-
ences, it demands a particular epistemolo-
gy, which in turn demands a particular set
of methods. This was one of the points
raised in our paper—that the kind of units
one uses to measure heritable change over
time is an important consideration in any
evolutionary study. This point has been
made repeatedly by evolutionary biologists,
despite their squabbles over particular con-
cepts and methods. The pluralistic concept
of species noted by Kehoe is a case in point
and attends the critical aspect of analytical
units. Numerous species concepts are avail-
able (Hull 1997; Mayden 1997), but the
important thing is that different concepts
work better in different analytical contexts.
We suspect these points will be lost on
Kehoe given her claim that “it feels scientif-

ic” to note that First Nations people in the
northwestern Plains and Plateau used
twined bags for ritual and medicine
objects. Does making an observation turn
what one does into science? Is something
scientific because it “feels” that way? It
either is or it isn’t, and no amount of per-
sonal feeling is going to have an effect on
its status.

Seventh, Kehoe states that evolutionary
archaeology “fails to engage fundamental
questions,” particularly that “non-living arti-
facts don’t have genes.” This kind of state-
ment harks back to J. O. Brew’s (1946:53)
complaint that “phylogenetic relationships
do not exist between inanimate objects.”
Brew was merely stating the obvious; oth-
ers had found related problems with apply-
ing Darwinian evolutionism to the archaeco-
logical record, one of the most frequently
cited (e.g., Boas 1904; Gladwin 1936; Kroe-
ber 1923; Steward 1941, 1942, 1944) being
that biological evolution was diversifying
only, whereas cultural evolution could be
diversifying- and also reticulate. We have
considered this criticism in detail else-
where (O’Brien and Lyman 2000a:134-139)
and here merely note that the model of bio-
logical evolution as simply and only diversi-
fying is founded largely on vertebrate evolu-
tion. Studies of molecular phylogenetics in
plants (Endler [1998] and references there-
in) and bacteria (Doolittle [1999] and refer-
ences therein) suggest reticulate evolution
is much more common than once thought.
Irrespective of this, modern paleobiologists
(e.g., Eldredge 1989, 1999) conceive of evo-
lutionary change as occurring among an
isolated daughter deme or population of a
species; if evolution is tracked at this scale
rather than at the scale of species, reticulate
evolution is not uncommon.

As we noted in our paper, Darwinian evo-
lutionary theory cannot be applied to the
archaeological record without considerable
work. The same statement can be made
about the paleobiological record. Beginning
with the work of George Gaylord Simpson
(1944) and others in the 1940s, paleobiolo-
gists have made significant strides in writ-
ing modern Darwinian theory in paleonto-
logical terms, much to the consternation of
some biologists who study the evolution of
living organisms (see Bell [2000] and refer-
ences therein for recent discussion of this
issue). Kehoe’s comment that artifacts don’t
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have genes is, in our view, a red herring. We
hope that she is not denying the critically
important role of cultural transmission in
the evolution of cultural lineages, yet she
says that “artifacts . .. do not lie in a relation-
ship of descent,” thereby denying the validi-
ty of a cultural tradition except as some
vague product of human agency. Surely
there is a better explanation of the archaco-
logical record than that.

Fighth, Kehoe claims that because A. L.
Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn “failed to
achieve” a “satisfactory definition of ‘cul-
ture;” Robert Dunnell’s (1971:201) defini-
tion of culture as “a concept referring to
shared ideas used as an explanation” is not
only problematic but “naive” Dunnell’s defi-
nition, however, attends the fact that cul-
ture is transmitted—ideas are shared—and
also underpins the explanation for such
archaeological phenomena as horizons and
traditions and why seriation as a basic
method works to measure time (O’Brien
and Lyman 1999b, 2000a). This underscores
our sixth point above regarding the analyti-
cal value of concepts defined on the basis
of theory. Further, that Kroeber and Kluck-
hohn failed in their endeavor is debatable.
They suggested that culture is a “set of
attributes and product of human societies,
and therewith of mankind, which are extra-
somatic and transmissible by mechanisms
other than biological heredity” (Kroeber
and Kluckhohn 1952:145).As Marvin Harris
(1968:10) noted, this definition “is one step
beyond a mere concept of culture; it is
rather a theory of culture, namely, an expla-
nation of how the features of a particular
population’s behavioral repertory are estab-
lished, i.e., by learning rather than by genet-
ic processes” Such a definition thereby
makes culture an analytically useful con-
cept.

Ninth, Kehoe states that “hidden in the
dark recesses of O’Brien and Lyman’s . . .
publications on the history of American
archaeology is the dragon figure of Leslie
White” We have never “hidden” White’s
work (Lyman and O’Brien 1997, 1998).And
contrary to Kehoe's comments regarding
“White’s influence on the Dunnell group,’
we have been quite explicit about our opin-
jon of the nonusefulness of that form of
evolutionism for archaeological research
(Lyman and O’Brien 1997, O’Brien and
Lyman 2000a2). Kehoe’s efforts to find an

intellectual lineage between White and
Dunnell are thus strained because there
simply is no such linkage.

Tenth, Kehoe indicates that we “deny the

" scientific methods and understanding

demonstrated by Thomas Jefferson, Daniel
Wilson, and Will McKern, not to mention
British and other archaeologists outside the
United States.” Perhaps Kehoe makes this
accusation because, as she admits,“I haven’t
seen all [O’Brien and Lyman’s] output’
There is no particular reason that Kehoe
should have read all of our output, but if
she had she might realize how unfounded
her accusation is. We explicitly acknowl-
edge the contributions to the discipline in
general as well as to our own thinking
made by Jefferson, McKern, Harold Colton,
Gordon Willey, James Ford, Lewis Binford,
and a host of other Americanists (Lyman et
al. 1997) as well as Europeans such as
David Clarke (O’Brien and Lyman 2000a).
Eleventh, Kehoe is correct that “human
agency can render a fit artifact extinct,” and
we find interesting her example of the
abandonment of raised fields and the failure
of humans to return to using them. This
example underscores not only the contin-
gency-bound nature of adaptation but also
the fact that humans may not always make
the “best choices” Human intent, as we
have indicated before, seems of little
explanatory value in an ultimate sense,
although in a proximate sense it does
(Lyman and O’Brien 1998). Yet Kehoe’s
apparent advocacy of human agency as the
only mechanism of cultural change—she
mentions no others—echoes White’s
(1943:339) appeal to human “urges” as the
“motive force as well as the means of cul-
tural evolution.”Is this a hidden dragon?
Twelfth, Kehoe claims that when one of
our supposed “acolytes (Maschner) changes
his mind about [our] research program,
[we] pooh-pooh his work” Herbert Maschn-
er, as far as we know, is no one’s “acolyte,”
certainly not ours, and we did not “pooch-
pooh” his work. We might disagree with
him, but we’ve had disagreements in print
with many other archaeologists-—Michael
Schiffer and James Boone, for example. This,
in our view, is part and parcel of how sci-
ence works. What Kehoe may not realize is
that we have published chapters in books
that both Maschner and Schiffer have edited
(O’Brien 1996b; O’Brien and Lyman 2000b).
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The point is, they knew we viewed some
things differently than they did, but they still
graciously asked us to participate. This, too,
is supposed to be how science works.

In closing, we note that Kehoe cannot
even write a simple book review without
getting her facts wrong. For example, in
reviewing Evolutionary Archaeology: Theo-
ry and Application (O’Brien 1996a), Kehoe
(1997:1540) stated, “This festschrift for
Robert Dunnell includes seven of his
papers, two by the late David Rindos, two
coauthored by editor Michael O’'Brien, and
one each by Hector Neff, David Braun, and
R. D. Leonard and G. T. Jones. All but the
essays by Braun and Rindos appear in Evo-
lutionary Archaeology, ed. by Patrice
Teltser (1995)” There are two problems
here. First, the book was in no way, either
explicitly or implicitly, a festschrift for Dun-
nell. Inclusion of his early papers was based
strictly on the fact that they were the semi-
nal publications on evolutionary archaeolo-
gy. Second, not a single paper in that vol-
ume appeared in Teltser’s earlier book. If
someone is going to hold herself up as a
critic of an approach, she would gain credi-
bility were she to get her facts correct. O
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