ANTHRO 322: Historical Archaeology

Literature Review and Case Study Assignment

Spring 2010

Your assignment is to write a research paper that has two basic components: a literature review, and a case study.  Your assignment is to consider yourself an archaeologist employed by a local historical site/park/district/community.  You’ve been hired to develop an interpretive plan for the property.  You need to create a literature review that documents how the kinds of sites, or kinds of issues, or kinds of topics represented at your site are addressed in historical archaeology.  Then, based on that literature review, you need to design a list of interpretive topics that will guide archaeological research at your historical site for the next decade. The stronger your literature review, the stronger a case you can make for your interpretive program.   

Literature Review Component
Lit reviews in this context are a critical part of a research or project design, in that they are where you present the ‘evidence’ or ‘argument’ or ‘discussion’ that’s going on out in the field about your research question or topic.  Crafting a lit review in this kind of context is about defining the “who would care?” and “where does my stuff fit in some larger discussion in the field?”  But literature reviews are much bigger than that, as a part of the larger professional work of our field.  The broader idea for the literature review assignment is to develop both writing skills and research skills in the professional literature of this field [and by extension, any other] that will put you in a position to find out about, and then comment on or apply, what is [to you] brand new information, about a new topic or theme, with some real competence and sophistication.  

This is a challenge we face all the time in many lines of work.  In archaeology or CRM, literature reviews at a more stripped down, focused level are a staple of professional writing all across our field, component parts of ethnographic overviews, historical contexts, and previous archaeological research sections of any number of reports.  But they are also a solid way of making a point or stating a position in any broader, more discursive professional literature as well.  


Our literature reviews in this class will all be a bit different, in that they will largely reflect each individual student’s topical focus.  But everyone’s lit review needs to follow the same basic template.  It can be helpful to have a clear example of what a good literature review looks like.  One huge and diverse set of lit review examples can be found in the Annual Review of Anthropology, which can be searched via our library database sets.  But most ARA reviews are fairly comprehensive “here’s what’s out there on this topic at the moment” kinds of papers.  For an example of a more ‘position’ or ‘argument’-based lit review, check out any of the ones in your textbook that I mentioned in class.  Whatever example you find that you like, the following attributes are ones to consider:

1.) Pick articles topic areas that have been published since at least 1985, and preferably 1990, as the mainstay of your review.  This isn’t to say that the history of the idea isn’t interesting, or significant to the topic, but it’s not the main focus of our work in this particular application.  If you do a section on the historical background, keep it limited.  In a sense, to keep from writing entire dissertations, we’re sacrificing historical depth for contemporary breadth.  [Please note that this is a strategic choice tailored to our needs of the moment, and not a universal rule.]  You want to focus on what people are doing right now with this particular approach or about this particular issue, and you want to focus the literature you cite/describe on the issues that YOU plan to deal with.  [One consequence of this fact is the need to rely much more heavily on the journal literature than on the books available, because of the publication time lag we discussed in class].  This is the ‘crafting’ part of a lit review: you are building evidence for an argument, so you need to pick and choose.  But you must also “engage the literature of the field” in a responsible way:  you can’t just leave out a really prominent person or position, just because you don’t like it.  This kind of crafting is what can mean that lit reviews take many drafts, and need to be revisited often.

2.) Even as you do your first bibliographic searches, begin a tentative list of the sections into which you might organize your review:  how do people talk about this subject?  What different kinds of approaches do they use?  What are the main issues they seem to be debating?  How do they categorize the relevant data categories, or site types, or chronological periods, or each other?  Use these to structure your own review, and lead your reader on a tour of different approaches, issues, etc. in a way that leads them TO the reason why your proposed application to the case study is a useful one, (Hint:  much of what I’ve just listed will, believe it or not, appear in the titles of articles, especially, if not .in those of books. Every time you find what starts to look like a ‘buzzword’ this way, add it to your keyword list for database searches).  We have already begun this process with the ‘overlapping Venn diagram bubbles’ work, but the next step means being able to articulate, in your writing, the rationales for the linkages among the bubbles that we’ve brainstormed about in class.  

3.) Again, from the beginning, develop one or two themes or “stances” that will carry through your whole review.  Look for example at LouAnn Wurst’s last paragraph of her introduction in the Hall and Silliman book (on p. 191)  This is the author stating a position, and thus establishing a voice, or an identity, that the reader can recognize as separate from the data, issues, and opinions of many others which will form the bulk of what is presented in the review. Nicholas goes on to define what his approach will be, and how he will lay out what’s coming.  

4.) Ask yourself what makes Wurst’s  piece useful, and convincing.  For one thing, her command of a very broad comparative scale is relatively good. But you can see her pick and choose, based on preferences she made clear at the beginning of the article.  She also picked a topic, or a combination of topics, and an angle that not everyone had done before, but that anyone working anywhere near a modern era archaeological site might want to know about.  Try to think of an angle for your topic that’s useful, and try to push the comparative frame you build for it as broadly as you can. But remember your own themes, and always bring the reader back to how such a broad set of comparative examples bears on your main points, and for heaven’s sake, don’t have more than three of those, tops.  (Again, we’ve begun this work in class, but now it needs to be written about ‘out loud’ in your own paper).   

5.) Look at the mix of discussion about raw data or methods, in the narrow sense, and of what was actually done with the data as analysis and interpretation, in Nicholas’s article:  don’t overload your biblio with “technical reports on the isotopic analysis of X” unless you can make a REALLY good case that these are DIRECTLY relevant to how the resulting data were actually interpreted, and therefore the theoretical framework that your review is supposed to be about.  

6.) So, in sum, a literature review is not a passive document, but it is one in which the narrator spends most of their time describing first what other people have written, and then how what they have written supports a particular thesis, or premise, or assertion, that is the narrator’s own.  Good ones are clear and structured, and help the reader organize the available information on a subject.  

Case Study Component


In Sonoma and Marin counties alone, there are over a dozen public historical sites, historical districts, and other public sites relevant (like schools, cemeteries, etc.) to local neighborhoods and communities.  Many of them have had significant archaeological research done on them.  Many of them are struggling to explain to their local public why these sites are important, and what kinds of important information these places can provide to that community.  Some of them are trying to keep from being sold, in the face of the state debt.  


Here’s your assignment: choose a local site from the list provided.  Or, if you have another one in mind, talk it over with me to see if it works.  Here are the criteria: it must be either public lands (a park, monument, publicly owned building, etc) or a previously designated historical area or district (eg., downtown Petaluma).  Choose a site, and choose one of the very general literature review topics.  Write your literature review to support an argument for how you think this site ought to be interpreted, to make clear its significance to the local community, general public, and professional discipline.


Then, based EXPLICITLY on your literature review, propose a research program to support your proposed interpretive plan for the site.  What kinds of archaeology needs to be done? What kinds of other research need to be done? What kinds of questions need to be asked? What kinds of issues need to be addressed?  Your proposal needs to have 3 main parts:  1) what 2 (minimum), 3 (maximum) interpretive issues, themes or topics do you think are MOST relevant to this site (based on your literature review), 2) what kinds of research or analyses need to be done to find out more about this/these topic(s)? and 3) why will this research produce real benefits for the site, or connections between the site and its community?


The final product of this work will be a research paper of at least 10 pages, but not more than 15, excluding bibliography.  The outline will still be due on the same date as before, in the syllabus.  In lieu of the ‘midterm distribution’ day of March 30, we will have a workshop on the literature review and case study assignment.  ATTENDANCE ON THIS DAY IS MANDATORY; FAILURE TO ATTEND WILL REDUCE YOUR POSSIBLE FINAL GRADE ON THE PROJECT BY 10%.  
