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How is an archaeological explanation possible?

CHEN Shenggian
Department of Archaeology and Museology, School of History, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872

Abstract Archaeological explanation is the inferring process from archaeological materials to
information of past societies. However, archaeological materials cannot talk by themselves. In order
to reach the goal, it is necessary to build the reasonable connection between theories and materials.
The starting point of archaeological explanation is not really archaeological materials as we
generally assumed. After analyzing formation processes of archaeological materials and their
explanations, it is found that the real starting point is theory. Theory building therefore is the key to
develop archaeological explanation, and it is also the point related to the current problem of
Chinese archaeology. The sources of archaeological theories should also include the theories from
social and humanity sciences, and the middle-range theories that predominantly work for
archaeological explanations, except the related theories from physical sciences.

Keywords archaeological explanation; archaeological theory; scientific inference; archaeological

materials; theory building
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