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The analogy generation game
H. Martin Wobst∗

I have grown increasingly allergic to arguments about analogies and origins in archaeology.
Analogies are simply devices to stimulate the invention of ideas. The source of intuition is
fairly irrelevant for the power of the ideas thus generated. The history of science is full of
exciting hypotheses that had amusing sources, often far removed from the actual contexts
to which the idea ultimately applied.

Archaeologists have tended to generate analogies in a kind of a typo-numerical exercise:
you start with the elements/traits that you are archaeologically faced with and have questions
about. You then scan the present, the ‘ethnographic present’, or other pasts, for contexts
that you assume to be more complete than your starting point. That context becomes your
analogy generator that offers the most trait/element congruences with your archaeological
case. The more congruences, and the closer in time and space that case is to your
archaeological context, the more easily the hypotheses that it generates will convince you.
This method of hypothesis generation is exactly that—a method of hypothesis generation—
and the hypotheses thus generated are not inherently superior to those generated any other
way, with some rather amusing examples from the history of science. They now need to be
as vigorously evaluated as any other idea. One should harbour the suspicion that hypotheses
generated by analogy in the context of foragers might be considerably more pedestrian than
those inspired by other contexts because of the many problems inherent in the ‘ethnographic
present’ of foragers (after all, as with the archaeological record, it is also one where pre-contact
behaviours usually were not observable any more).

Similarly, the search for origins is simply a typological dead-end. The descriptive elements
of one’s present (often, the ethnographic present or a select set of its material elements) are
chased into the past until all formal coincidence ultimately disappears (when a ‘point of
origin’ has been located). Or a complex of descriptive elements (e.g. ‘some archaeologically
preservable material elements of recent Kalahari populations’) is matched with precedent
co-occurrences of the same elements until the coincidences eventually fizzle out (with ‘the
culture of origin’ just overlying that point). Either procedure is processually vacuous. The
resultant data structure (I have called it ‘origination cone’ in a previous publication (Wobst
1989)) is simply the result of the mindless sorting procedure. Its shape is pre-given, and
its ultimate spatial and temporal referents are the result of the number of attributes one
starts with, rather than any anthropologically interesting relationships or processes. Yet
forever after, these points of origin will motivate our explanatory efforts and the largesse of
archaeological supporters.

There are no easy processual shortcuts that relate Pleistocene and Holocene populations
to each other. Searches for analogies and for origins merely extract cultural elements from
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the contexts of change and variation in which they were embedded, in that way detracting
from those contexts, and deflecting from the real problems of the present and its pasts.
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Nothing wrong with reasoned
speculation
Alan Barnard∗

In essence, Pargeter et al. argue that claims for the antiquity of modern San ‘cultures’ involve
a misuse of analogical reasoning. In general, I agree. But, let me take issue with a few of
the specifics they discuss, and argue instead that things may be more complicated than they
seem.

It is perfectly true that I once claimed a greater diversity for San peoples than had
previously been recognised (Barnard 1992). This is especially true for aspects of kinship and
for settlement patterns. For other things, however, particularly religious beliefs and practices,
it is less true (see Barnard 1988). From one end of southern Africa to the other, we do find
diversity, although we also find great similarities, even in the vocabulary employed to discuss
such things: words for ‘God’ and for ritual activities, for example. How old these are, we of
course do not know, but the possibility exists that they are very ancient and even part of an
Urkultur such as that which seems to exist both in High God concepts and in mythological
systems. The latter may even exist across the continents, which means, therefore, through
long periods of time (see Witzel 2012).

I have no idea how ancient Border Cave cultural practices may be. The authors cite
Güldemann (2008), however, on the fact that the ‘San’ occupy three different language
families. What they do not say is that he has characterised the Kalahari Basin as a whole
as a Sprachbund, a collectivity of languages that have through time merged together, rather
than having split from a common source as with Indo-European. This makes every bit
of sense to me: language families can only be traced 7000 or 8000 years back, but this is
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