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Colonialism Before Contact:

Interrogating theoretical limitations of contact period archaeology

Duane Esarey

Research Laboratories of Archaeology, UNC-CH

Studies styled as “contact period” archaeology are practiced throughout the Americas and much of the Pacific.  Yet, the term “contact period” appears to be essentially absent in the Anglophone archaeology of other extensively colonized areas – e.g., Africa, the Middle East, India, and mainland Southeast Asia.  Why are contact period archaeologies perceived as “better suited” to some colonized areas than others?  Today I want to share some thought-provoking clues to be found in the critique of contact period archaeology in North America.
During the 1980s, American archaeology began to greatly expand the study of “culture contact.”  One early description of a central goal of this sub-field was to document “the effects of European contacts on native cultural institutions.”  Some biases were as simply delineated as pointing out that this initial goal described a strictly directional interaction.

In 1993 Wilson and Rogers made it clear that culture change was “neither one-sided nor solely governed by European intentions or strategies.”  Yet, as interest in the subject increased, other conceptual difficulties have become apparent.  For example, Wilson and Rogers’ contact periods took place in different locations and began at different times.  In fact, many of our spatial/temporal units constructed at these intersections intentionally enshrine a social process – contact – an end to a previous state of isolation between natives and Europeans.  How should we characterize that state of isolation?  We no longer lock pre-contact peoples in timeless states, but are there routinizing effects here from the modes of isolation of our neoevolutionary paradigm?  Wilson and Rogers see change in contact periods as characterized by “relatively rapid transformation.”  A lack of transformation in adjacent regions would imply punctuated rather than graded processes.  How would insulation between regions be maintained in the face of such dynamic change?  Clearly, culture contact archaeology is not without theoretical problems.

These and other concerns have prompted a number of critiques of North America’s culture contact archaeology.  (Here I will spare you my obligatory discussion of Lightfoot 1995, Galloway 1997, Cusick, 1998, Schortman and Urban 1998, Rubertone 2000).  More recently, Stephen Silliman summed problematic aspects of culture contact and contact period archaeology in North America as responsibility – a request for archaeologists heed Wylie’s call to consider the ways in which our discipline is yet entangled in the perpetuation of Columbian consequences and to continue to address political and moral myopias embedded in the practice of archaeology.

  The problems Silliman points out are nowhere more obvious than in the ambiguity and overlap between what is referred to as a “contact period” versus a colonial period setting in American archaeology.  In this, the range of definitions is telling.  For many, contact periods are a pre-colonial stage with distinct spatial, temporal, and processual bounds.  For others, contact periods are defined as a more parsimonious venue of comparison in which the researcher wishes to emphasize cultures engaged in negotiation.  Hegemony is less than the critical variable in the latter case, but in both views colonial relations would be defined as more hegemonous than those of a contact period.  In yet another mode, practitioners of culture contact archaeologies merely imply multiple cultural modalities regardless of the symmetry of power relations.  Each approach frames assumptions about time, space, social change, and power.


Silliman isolates three main criticisms.  Culture contact study “(1) emphasizes short-term encounters over long-term entanglements; (2) downplays the severity of interaction between groups and the radically different levels of political power that structured those relationships; and (3) privileges predefined and almost essentialized cultural traits over creative, creolized or novel cultural process”.


Commending you to Silliman’s detailed consideration of these topics, I want to focus here on a specific concern.  As implied above, any study using “contact” as a stage automatically has the effect of binding space, time, and process into taxonomy.  Here, unmistakable, yet implicit, appeal is made to the parties’ prior state of isolation from each other.  Because of the literal requirement that events of European and Native American “first contacts” took place on varying schedules across space, staged concepts of culture contact automatically lead archaeologists to think of contact as a deterministic thing that spreads.

My further concern is that, not only are the parties to culture contact essentialized by enshrining the moment of contact, but space and time are loaded with pre-understandings, made ready for work, and historicized, or rather rehistoricized (following the definition of Fabian 1983).  Time and distance are given meaning as process, rather than remaining strictly ordinal.


Because culture contact is seen as spreading in a wave-like mode, archaeologists’ normal focus on delimiting schedules and places very easily conflates process with space and time.  For example, archaeologists vary in their conceptions, but it would be easy to garner general support for a model describing New Mexico in 1680 as having a colonial status, the interior American Northeast at this time as being engaged in a “Contact Period,” and the Middle Missouri region as remaining “pre-contact.”  Many archaeologists would readily agree with such a model, confirming for us that the stage approach to culture contact is in full force in our discipline.  For example, I’ve been looking into refugee migrations.  Can refugees from colonial wars flee colonial settings and arrive in a pre-contact time?  It is this variable staged insulation, this produced sense of differential place/time, this provincialization, implicitly tied to a time-transgressive sense of how culture contact proceeded, to which I want to draw attention.

The essential nature of contact

Why do our imaginings of the salient attributes of culture contact make the initial time and place of contact a primary reference point?  Silliman writes that the image of contact “manipulates process into event.”  Others charge that the changes seen as initiated by this bounded historical event evoke the acculturation paradigms of the 1930s, which, of course, must have a starting point.

When we study culture contact, we inevitably seek to establish baseline understandings of each culture.  We want to know what pertained before, at, and after the point of contact, and from these we construct a processual understanding.  Events are reference points and understanding change is our goal.  We especially strive to garner an understanding of a prior state - a point of departure.  All the most powerful and central themes of culture contact studies gain their leverage from this assigned shape, this reference point, this prior state.

Archaeologists, of course, seek to establish comparability.  For example, Rothschild (1996) establishes comparability  of 17th-century Rio Grande and Hudson River valley colonial settings in order to investigate material culture, forms of labor, and women’s roles operating in the contrasted colonial situations.  Comparability allows her to investigate construction of power relations and identity in these settings.  We would be puzzled if Rothschild instead attempted to compare the Hudson River colonial setting with a coeval Middle Missouri River group such as the Arikara, who at this same time would typically be characterized as “pre-contact” rather than colonial.

We easily embrace the notion that isolation/insulation from European contact disqualifies a setting from being considered part of the colonial dialogue.  For example, thinking of the Middle Missouri region in the 17th-century as linked to colonialism, even before European goods first arrive there, seems contradictory, even incomprehensible.  A stage is missing.  And after that stage is achieved, archaeologists invest considerable effort examining modes of resistance – showing how unaffected or how dynamically resilient the Middle Missouri inhabitants continued to be once exposed to European goods and direct contact.  This focus on resiliency may be a clue, since it implies alternate outcome seemed probable.  So, in the 17th-century, the Middle Missouri people are “in front” of the continental tide of culture contact and the Mohawk Valley and Rio Grande settlements are “behind” it.  This contact is seen as an event, a moving wall, a thing.  Its leading edge evokes an especially familiar theme, a frontier opening onto a place not yet observed by “what is coming,” by the new perspective of contact.  This moving wall and that place not encountered most concern me.  Isolation is culture contact’s essential determining absence.  These thresholds are not merely processual reference points, they are constitutive architecture.  They structure our perception of process even as we observe.


For several decades North American archaeologists have acknowledged that pre-contact peoples acquired European goods via down-the-line trade through aboriginal middlemen.  We typically extend agency to pre-contact and initial contact groups by interpreting these interactions in a context of aboriginal world-views.  It has become canon that not only initial contact, but all pre-contact down-the-line interactions are construed within the existing world view of aboriginal peoples.  As we practice culture contact archaeologies, native peoples had world views that in some measure insulated them from, or at least gave them dialogue with, commodification, colonial power relations, and extractive demands for labor.  Further, in our styling, they continued under this protection at least until they passed beyond what Gosden and White  refer to as “middle ground” colonialism, where infringing colonial power is conceived of as still met with effective negotiation, accommodation, and creolized practice.  As we parse the processes involved we craft more stages.

I would characterize most of the theoretical underpinnings of culture contact archaeology as reasonable and well-considered.  As indicated above, definitions and practice vary considerably.  Yet many of us drift into sloppy thinking on the subject.  When we do, we support deterministic meanings of European contact - even in its absence.  We can and should address power relations, identity issues, and deepening entanglements, but we cannot afford to see these as inexorably closing in on “pre-contact” people to repeat dramas enacted elsewhere.  I see an anti-syncretic provincializing effect embedded within our assumptions when Silliman  describes how coeval sites are sometimes characterized as culture contact versus colonial depending on their remoteness from colonial centers.  In the core/periphery directional approach implicated, we must address the meaning of both the location of that core and its absence at the periphery.

Conclusion

A primary appeal of culture contact studies for archaeologists is that the road of contested meaning is long and inherently political, persisting as long as group identity and coherence are maintained.  Multi-vocality is required for examining process.  But a vital concern is how we establish culture contact frames of reference.  Critical to the issue of beginnings is determining exactly what “pre-contact” status means in our methodologies.  How is time manipulated to prepare the ground for culture contact studies?  Jumping to subaltern studies on other continents, we find exact parallels.  Chakrabarty (2000) characterizes the effect of a prior state marked by an essential absence in his critique of the Marxist historicism of Hobsbawn’s “archaic” pre-political peasants, to whom capitalism comes insidiously and from the outside.  Chakrabarty notes that the prefix “pre” is “not a reference to what is simply chronologically prior on an ordinal, homogenous scale of time.”  Rather it is “imagined as something that exists on the temporal horizon… and that at the same time disrupts the continuity of this time by suggesting another time that is not on the same secular homogenous calendar (emphasis added).” 

This criticism pertains directly to North American contact period archaeological studies.  An assignment of perceived non-synchroneity imperceptibly morphs into a denial of political consciousness and manifests itself (explicitly or implicitly) in employment of staged taxonomies designed to bring about contemporaneity.  Contemporaneity is achieved only by bringing one party to the table where the other is already seated.  The newcomer is typically seen as “working under world-historical notice of extinction” (Chakrabarty 2000).  Resistance, agency, negotiation, et cetera, are, of course, critical variables, but the essentialized identities and manipulated calendars  have done their work - directionality and causality remain largely intact.


To conclude, I return to my initial question: Why is contact period archaeology practiced in some regions of the colonized world and not others?  I suggest that the answer is deceptively simple.  What is closing in on pre-contact peoples, what comes to the contacted, to the occupants of the Native Ground, the negotiators of the Middle Ground, and what comes to those otherwise colonized in the Americas and the Pacific, is simply modernity.  With this diagnosis the stage is set for identifying the worrisome temporal characteristics I describe.  This is another form of allochronism - a denial of coevalness.

In ethnography’s crisis of representation allochronism was a worldwide project.  Ethnographic others were denied full participation in the present.  My observation on those locations to which contact period archaeology limits its practice seems to indicate that the perception of when and where our project is suitable is conditioned by a conjunction between the identity of people and the identity of time (that is, who comes, and when).  In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, there was a contact period by any arbitrary measure we would recognize.  It began over 800 years ago as trade and the demand for slaves in the Islamic world pushed south.  I suggest that because this was before the Enlightenment that the identity of time in this case violates the implied perspective needed – specifically because there was no sudden intersection with modernity.  Modernity came later.  Likewise, Orientalist perspectives of the West cast “those who came” to the sub-Sahara among the ethnographic Other.  The stretch that would be required to characterize this as a suitable conjunction for contact period archaeology seems to be as obvious as this.  Throughout the Americas, and in the Pacific, modernity is styled as coming abruptly and at the same time as first connections to Westerners.  When contact lacks this conjunction we apparently quite easily realize some unspoken criterion is missing.  This apparently, as we say, goes without saying.  A proxy measure of the degree to which we suffer from this denial of coevalness might be an evaluation of to what degree we think of “those who came” to the isolated ones as ourselves, and think of the result of that encounter as leading in some idealized way to “now.”

Very little of the above observations is new.  And I do not think that it is possible to have practice that is not marked by some contradictions.  Yet the weaknesses noted here show that we are still grappling with something.  Just to close on a provocative note, let me characterize this something as romantic desire, even though the object of our desire has shifted in service of one shared communal narrative to another.  I suggest that archaeologists have simply found that the venues which originally hosted triumphalist narratives, and then tragedies of assimilation, now also provide the best ready-made stages (pun intended) for romances of subaltern resistance and agency.  So be it.  We are still progressing towards laudable goals.  Our efforts promote routinization of multiple voices and are in keeping with the literary turn.  I merely suggest we should continue to keep an eye on our tendency to mishandle our place in all this.  After all, as Fabian (2006) very recently reminds us, his original critique of anthropology’s denial of coevalness with its ethnographic other was not an attempt to overcome alterity, but only to irradicate allochronism’s role in producing alterity.  We should continue to push ahead.
