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Archeology, like all the other sciences, is a combination of facts and hypotheses, 

and it is extremely important for the results of our research that we are aware of just 

where the distinction lies between these two major complexes1. It is remarkable, 

however, that opinions differ so, or are confused, on this particular question. Suppo­

se, for instance, that we ask: What are the facts known to us concerning the Middle 

Neolithic in Southern Scandinavia? Most scholars would presumably reply: The 

main fact is that there are three cultures, the Funnel-Beaker Culture (Trichter­

becherkultur, trattbiigarkultur), the Pitted-Ware Culture (Griibchenkeramische Kultur, 

gropkeramisk kultur), and the Battle-Axe Culture (Streitaxtkultur, stridsyxekultur). 

As major hypotheses can be mentioned that the people of the Funnel-Beaker Cul­

ture were settled farmers, those of the Pitted-Ware Culture fishermen and hunters, 

while those of the Battle-Axe Culture were nomadic herdsmen. Other scholars 

might object and say that these are not hypotheses but facts. In reality, however, the 

truth is rather the reverse, namely that all the above, even the existence of the three 

cultures, is only a series of more or less likely hypotheses, at all events not facts. 

For archeology has no facts to hand other than the physical properties of the arti­

facts and the circumstances under which these have been discovered, recorded 

objectively (Malmer, 1963a, p. 258) and expressed in logically correct, verbal terms. 

This is not, of course, to deny the importance of the hypotheses; they are essential 

in all scientific work. The objective recording of facts must not be an end in it self -

archeology must strive to interpret the facts. This is done by constructing hypotheses 

and then seeking support for these in additional facts until, ideally, the hypothesis 

approaches the realm of the proven (Malmer, 1962, p. 879). This, however, is as far 

as one can get in an empirical science such as archeology; one cannot construct con­

clusive evidence, only a probability bordering on certainty. 

The central concepts in archeology are typological element, type and culture. Now 

there is a certain fraternity of archeologists - unfortunately quite numerous - which 

believes that a concept need not be defined before it is used. Thus they can use .the 

expression "a thin-bladed flint axe" when in fact all they mean is "a flint axe that 
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looks thin to me". But as everyone has his own idea about what is meant by "thin" , 

a diseussion employing such indefinite concepts wiIl be worthless scientificaIly, or at 

all events made unnecessarily tedious. A scientific determination of concepts must be 

based on known quantities. In the case of the typologi cal element "thin-bladedness" 

the known quantity is clearly the metric system (or, natura Ily , some other system of 

measure): "thin-bladedness" may be defined as a thickness of less than a certain 

number of millimetres, say 20 mm, or as a thickness corresponding to a certain 

percentage of the width or length of the axe (Malmer, 1962, p. 361 ff.). 

A typological element ean thus be defined only by being expressed in known 

quantities. A type ean be defined only by enumerating the typologi cal elements that 

constitute attribution to that type, possibly with an additional enumeration of the 

typologi cal elements which disqualify from attribution. By the same token, the most 

useful concept of culture is obtained by defining a culture through the enumeration 

of the types that constitute attribution to that culture, possibly with an additional 

enumeration of the types which disqualify from attribution. 

A study of how the cultures debated in the archeological literature are defined 

reveals that in the great majority of cases they have in faet no definitions Ol' at least 

only a very incomplete one. The most usual form for such an incomplete definition 

is that a grou p of finds, say a number of graves, is described and then held to represent 

a culture, which also receives a name. Inevitably, several of the types found in these 

graves turn up elsewhere, too, though in other combinations. In such a confused 

situation, the interpreation of the culture is often fixe d by a hypothetical element. 

To take a concrete example, the Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture is common­

ly defined as the culture represented by the well-known flat graves with skeleton in 

crouched position. Only small grave-fields of 2 to 4 such graves have been found 

as a rule, and from this it has been deduced that the representatives of the Battle­

Axe Culture were nomadic herdsmen, not settled farmers (Stenberger, 1956, p. 17). 

The graves of the Battle-Axe Culture contain a highly characteristic pottery, which 

ean be identified with absolute certainty even when it is found outside the typical 

flat graves. And this pottery has in faet been found on over 60 habitation sites, 

usually in small quantities. Referring to the hypothesis that the Battle-Axe Culture 

was nomadic, it has been concluded that these 60 Ol' so habitation sites do not belong 

to this culture but that this is a case of a few vessels having been transferred by 

trade or some other means to the habitation sites of other cultures (Hinsch, 1956, 

p. 17). Consequently, the Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture is found to have 

no habitation sites, a conclusion that further convinces scholars that its people 

were in faet nomads. The definition of the culture has here had a decisive influence 
on its interpretation. The true interpretation is probably quite different. Rich finds 

in the habitation sites is a characteristic of the Mesolithic Cultures and the Pitted­

Ware Culture, the representatives of which seem not to have settled. The richness 
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of these finds is due to the location of the habitation sites, which are on beaches and 

other barriers, not on cultivated ground. The peoples of the agricultural cultures 

have of course inhabited the good arable land, which has remained under cultivation 

eve r since. During these thousands of years a considerable proportion of the artifacts 

of the agricultural Neolithic cultures has been destroyed, and in particular their 

pottery. The small habitation sites of the Battle-Axe Culture, far from being indi­

cative of nomadic herdsmen, are a sign of a settled people (Malmer, 1962, p. 262 ff.). 

Returning, finally, to the small size of the grave-fields, we find that recent investi­

gations have shown that these are not in fact all that smal l. I t is simply that these 

graves are usually sited in a long row, possibly along some prehistoric road, so 

that they are more difficult to find than graves that lie in clusters (Malmer, 1962, 

p. 244 ff.). 

Another way of defining cultures can be studied with the Swedish-Norwegian 

Battle-Axe Culture as an example. In this case the definition states that all the types 

found in the flat graves that are typical of this culture belong to it, whether they are 

found in these graves or elsewhere. Such a definition has remarkable consequences. 

These particular graves contain, for instance, certain characteristic types of amber 

beads. Exactly the same types occur in the graves of the Jutlandish Battle-Axe Cul­

ture. By this definition, therefore, several of the J utlandish culture's graves should 

in fact belong to the Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture. Made wise by expe­

rience, one is then tempted to declare that it is only some of the types found in the 

graves of the Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture that define this culture, 

whereas the other types are excluded. In adopting such a solution, however, it must 

be realized that however one may formulate the definition, whichever types one 

may exclude, this will affect the interpretation of the culture. This is clear aIready 

from the fact that no two of the types occurring in these graves have the same pattern 

of distribution; indeed, the differences are often extreme. A few examples can be 

quoted. Let us define the Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture by saying, for 

instance, that it is represented wherever its typical pottery (Malmer, 1962, p. 8 ff) is 

found, and only there. Some of the consequences of such a definition will be as fol­

lows: The Swedish-Norwegian Battle-Axe Culture is related to the arable regions 

in the south of the Scandinavian peninsula; it covers an area that runs 1000 km from 

north to south, although two-thirds of the ceramic finds are located to the southern­

most and most fertile part of the peninsula, a region that measures scarcely 100 

km from north to south (Malmer, 1962, p. 38, Table 2 and maps Abb. 22-25). Alter­

natively, we can define this culture by another type, namely its characteristic battle­

axe (Malmer, 1962, p. 6 12 ff.). We then find that the culture extends over a region 

twice as large - 2000 km from north to south - from Schleswig-Holstein to northern­

most Norway; that the small region that had two-thirds of the ceramics has only a 

quarter of the battle-axes; and that the connection with the ara ble regions is ad m it-
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tedly still clear, but less pronounced than in the case of the ceramics (Malmer, 1962, 

p. 594, Table 63)' Other types from this Battle-Axe Culture have different distri­

butions again. A characteristic type of bone rings belongs exclusively to southern 

Sweden, while the thick-bladed stone-gouge occurs only in eastern Central Sweden; 

if these were used to define the culture, the result would be different again (Malmer, 

1962, p. 287 ff. and 557 ff.). 

Examples such as these ean be taken from any of the Neolithic cultures in north­

western Europe and also, I am convinced, from any known culture. If one defines 

the Funnel-Beaker Culture in terms of its dolmens and passage-graves, it will be 

lo cate d in Scandinavia to the coastal districts in the south-west, as an exclusive 

farmer-proprietor culture in splendid isolation from other contemporary cultures. 

If one defines it in terms of its ftint-axes and double-edged battle-axes, on the other 

hand, not only do es it become well represented in the north-east, but the border 

line with the Pitted-Ware Culture becomes extremely difficult to draw. If one,· 

finally, defines the Pitted-Ware Culture by its ceramics it becomes decidedly eastern, 

so that certain scholars are tempted to seek its origins in eastern Europe; whereas if 

one defines it by its arrow-heads, it becomes just as decidedly western. 

The interpretation of a culture, in other words, always varies according to whether 

it is defined by one type or several, as well as by which types are chosen for this pur­

pose. Which, then, is correct? Some scholars have defined a culture by a single type, 

others have severely criticised such a practice (De Laet, 1954, P. 94; Childe, 1956, 

p.16). Others, again, have constructed extremely detailed and categoricai rules, 

for instance: "To qualify for inclusion in the culture's content any type should be 

represented in at least two representative sites and by more than one example" 

(Childe, 1956, p. 33). 

I believe that the simplest way out of this definitional dilemma is to recognise that 

there are two general attitudes among archeologists which may conveniently be 

terrned empiricism and rationalism2• The empirical line sees the archeologist's task 

as the discovery of the types in prehistoric materiais, i.e. the types which the prehis­

toric peoples thems elves recognised. The rationalist attitude, on the other hand, 

sees the types as nothing more than a eonvenient archeological classification of the 

prehistoric materiais; the artifacts themselves exist a priori, it is true, but the types 

have not a priori existence, they are created the instant one formulates a logicaIly 

eorrect verbal definition. The same holds of the culture definitions. The empiri cal 

line considers that by studying the distribution of the types and their combinations 

with one another in the finds, it is possibie to arrive at the "correet" boundary 

between the cultures, whereas the rationalists hold that it is up to each scholar to 

draw these boundaries as he sees fit. Thus, it may seem that the empirical view invol­

ves being as objective as possible, while the rationalistic could not be more subjective. 

In practice, however, we have a ve ry different state of affairs. The empirieal search 
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for the "correct" or "natural" boundaries rapidly leads to a ve ry large number of 

points where it is quite simply impossible to decide objectively what is "correct" or 

"natural" , leaving the scholar to make a subjective choice. The empiricist's desire 

for objectivity leads ironically enough to repeated instances of notorius subjectivity. 

Rationalism, on the other hand, starts with a conscious, entirely subjective selection 

but from then on is able to record the phenomena that fall within the prescribed limits 

with complete objectivity. 

Both empiricists and rationalists, when formulating their type definitions naturally 

start from a hypothesis, an attempt at interpreting the facts, a vision of the concrete 

prehistoric situation. But the danger of the empiricist's attitude is that in formulat­

ing the definition of a culture, he believes that he has " discovered" a culture and 

starts treating this as though it were a fact and not just a hypothesis. The rationalist, 
however, is well aware that his definition of a certain culture is nothing but an experi­

ment; he is interested in what the 1'esult, the interpretation, will be if he formulates 

his definition in a certain way. But once he has completed this experiment, he is 

bound to formulate his definition in some other way, study the result of thi s and 

compare it with his first experiment. He then proceeds to a third definition, and a 

fourth', and so on. It is in the comparison of the results that the most reliable know­

ledge is to be found. 

Which brings us to the conclusion. It �s hazardous to believe that the more or less 

clearly formulated and habitual definitions of the Funnel-Beaker Culture, the Battle­

Axe Culture and other cultures represent anything essential or factual: they are all 

hypothetical. Questions such as: Was the Funnel-Beake1' Culture agricultural ?' or 

Were the peoples of the Battle-Axe Culture immigrants? can very easily be meaning­

Iess. They can in many cases be likened to a mathematical problem to which there 

is not rational solution, quite simply because the problem has been incorrectly fo1'­

mulated. 

There is nothing wrong in itself in defining a culture by a single type, though the 

results will frequently be more interesting if several types are included in the defini­

tion. What is important is that several different definitions are formulated, and that 

the interpretations resulting from these are then compared with one another. 

[As presented January, I964.] 
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NOTES 

1 In analogy with the usage in nearly all languages apart from English, both the humanistic 
and natural science disciplines are referred to in this paper as "sciences" . 

2 Ford & Willey, 1949 p. 38 ff.; Phillips, Ford & Griffin, i95 I p. 61 ff.; Ford, 1954, p. 42 ff.; 
Steward, 1954 P.54 ff.; Shepard, 1957 P. 308; Moberg, 1958 p. II; Malmer, 1962 p.6 and 
586; Malmer, 1963a, p. 120 f. and 254 f.; Malmer, 1963b, P.93 f. and I I I f: 
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