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I am in broad agreement with Smith (2021) that archacology has potential relevance to a
range of contemporary issues that is, for the most part, unrealised. I draw here on my experi-
ence linking the archaeology of pre-colonial irrigation in southern India to colonial and con-
temporary debates (Morrison 2010), work on the historical marginalisation of lower-status
groups (Morrison 2018a, in press), and the LandCover6k project (Gaillard ez /. 2018). Land-
Cover6k exemplifies many of the qualities that Smith (2021) promotes, and our experience as a
transdisciplinary research group using archaeology and pollen data to improve land-cover change
and climate models can be used to amplify some of his points and to challenge others.
Archaeologists have long known that humans have had variable, but often significant,
impacts on regional vegetation—activities whose ‘land-cover footprint’ is mediated primarily
by land use. While anthropogenic land-cover change is important for informing climate
models, existing efforts to model these changes are deeply problematic, with competing
approaches differing significantly (Gaillard ez /. 2010). None of these models is based on
direct evidence of past vegetation or land use, despite the existence of extensive archives of
palacoenvironmental, archaeological and historical data. PAGES LandCover6k is an
international working group dedicated to data-based reconstruction of both land cover
(using pollen data) and land use (using archaeological and historical data) in an effort to
deploy the power of these historical archives and contribute directly to the improvement
of climate models (Gaillard & LandCover6k Interim Steering Group 2015; Harrison ez al.
2020). Participants include modellers, palacoecologists, geographers and archaeologists.

Premises

Smith (2021) notes correctly that archaeological data have often been represented by others
(e.g. Diamond 2011), or in works that appear to be based on archacology (e.g. Ellis ez al.
2021), but actually are not. Archaeologists do engage with the public, but dominant narra-
tives of discovery and origins reduce the impact of our work. Linking archacological research
to policy is an emerging arena, especially outside the world of heritage and cultural resources.
Recent research on fire history and Indigenous fire management in western North America
provides an excellent example of the potential for such linkage; here, both collaborations with
Indigenous forest stewards and data from archaeology and palacoecology combine to help
guide policy (Roos 2020).

Reasons

Why does archaeology not have a seat at the ‘big challenge’ table? Smith (2021) gives three
reasons. First, we do not understand what is relevant to other fields. During a LandCover6k
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workshop involving climate modellers, archaeologists in the room repeatedly faced the chasm
of disciplinary differences: from relatively simple issues of scale—global modellers are
impatient with local-scale patterns, while archaeologists tend to resist generalisation—to
more fundamental differences in worldview. For this workshop, it was correct, as Smith
asserts, that to work together we needed to understand relevance in their terms and respond
to it. In this vein, we are currently working on some numerical data related to land use that
the modellers requested. Our social science understandings, however, are also germane and
have allowed us to question zheir approaches. Anthropogenic land-cover change models
assume, among other things, constant levels of consumption over time, something that
even a cursory acquaintance with historical evidence reveals as problematic. Our data are
critical, but so also are our broader understandings.

The second reason, Smith argues, that we have failed to engage with big challenges is
because we are not scientific. It is time to retire this worn-out trope. I have spent a great
deal of time over the last six years explaining to other scholars how archaeologists reach con-
clusions. Questions such as ‘was there agriculture here?” or ‘how important was grazing at that
time?” require a constellation of data sources (e.g. artefacts, structures, plant and animal
remains, survey data, dates), a degree of definitional precision and concern for data quality
and coverage. Some of the most relevant questions for other fields are those that require the
full range of our inferential toolkit, including humanist/post-humanist insights. The model-
lers we work with are not particularly concerned with how we decide to answer these questions
and whether or not we are properly ‘scientific’ in our approach; they rely on peer review to
establish credibility. Smith (2021: 1064) argues that “knowledge must be credible, salient
and legitimate”. While this is undeniable, to equate it with ‘science’ is a red herring.

Finally, Smith notes that archacology often reaches a limited audience. This is probably
true, but equally concerning to me are the modes of public representation that exoticise
archaeology, and problems of communication within our discipline. Unlike our colleagues
in the palacosciences (e.g. Williams ez a/. 2018), we have little tradition of sharing data
and often cannot even begin to do so until we agree on basic categories. Scientific names
and dates are easily commensurable, but more ‘mid-level’ understandings are conceptualised
in highly diverse ways. Preparing a global-scale database of land-use categories and variables
for specific time periods has required that we first develop a common vocabulary (Morrison
et al. 2021), that we share data and that we look beyond our familiar regions.

Solutions

Relevance, Smith (2021) argues, requires transdisciplinary, collaborative research. This is
precisely what we are doing. I note, however, that this effort builds on decades of more
traditional archaeological research, such as surveys, excavations and long hours in the
laboratory. These, along with the broader cultural and social understandings we gain from
the humanities and social sciences, are foundational. Smith concludes that we need to gen-
erate quantitative results that can be used by other disciplines. This is indeed what our Earth-
system modeller colleagues demand, and is what they will get. In the process of engagement,
however, we have come to understand that our social and cultural insights are at least as
important as the numbers we can generate. I am committed to improving anthropogenic
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land-cover change models, but I also acknowledge that they are fundamentally flawed repre-
sentations of human behaviour and thus of anthropogenic environmental change (Morrison

2018b).

Relevance in my South Asian work is similarly more capacious than science and numbers.
The spiritual significance of pre-colonial reservoirs in southern India has policy relevance
for development projects in that region today, while ethnographic misrecognition of forest
dwellers as timeless primitives, along with archaeological reassessments of that view, have
relevance for the struggles of their descendants today. As archacologists work to address
the challenges of the present and future, we would do well to leave the science wars behind

us and get on with the job.
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