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ARCHAEOLOGY AND KNOWLEDGE:

THE HISTORY OF THE AFRICAN PROVINCES
OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE

Brent D. Shaw

Il était un temps ou l'archéologie, comme discipline des monu-
ments muets, des traces inertes, des objets sans contexte et
des choses laissés par le passé, tendait a l'histoire et ne
prenait sens que par la restitution d'un discours historique;
on pourrait dire, en jouant un peu sur les mots, que l'histoire,
de nos jours, tend a l'archéologie, -- a la description intrin-
séque du monument. *
I begin with the proposition that archaeology is at best a methodol-
ogy, and at worst a mere technique, by which we acquire a certain type
of knowledge about the past. The practitioners of the technology began
to realize, about two decades ago, that there were some disturbing prob-
lems afflicting the production of knowledge from mute or inert objects,
a realization which rapidly turned to a profound sense of crisis. The
angst was first and most keenly felt by prehistoric archaeologists in
Europe and the Americas, and was centred on the tendency alluded to in
the passage from Foucault quoted at the head of this paper: the tend-
ency for archaeology to become, or at least seek legitimacy in, history.
But, as David Clarke phrased it in his classic re-evaluation of the dis-

cipline, an archaeologist is not an historian. Clarke did not consider

this negative assertion to be particularly pessimistic, but merely the
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first step in clarifying exactly what the purpose of archaeology was.
The archaeologist's purpose, he claimed, has been so warped by the in-
fluence of Clio that archaeologists feel compelled to write "counterfeit

history,”™ rather than to do archaeology itself. His strident proclamation
was that, "Archaeology is archaeology, is archaeology . . . . Archaeology
is a discipline in its own right, concerned with archaeological data which
it clusters in archaeological entities displaying certain archaeological
aims, concepts and procedures."2 A part of this same crisis has also

been perceived in the field of Classical archaeology, though only at a
more mundane level where some of the limitations of traditional techniques
have become glaringly apparent.3 In response, the so-called "new archae-

ology" sought to define a distinct field of archaeological discourse:

. archaeology can be redefined as the discipline concerned
with the recovery, systematic description and study of relict
artefacts. Archaeology is a discipline in its own right,
providing a framework within which the entities and processes
of archaeology act upon one another. The entities, processes,
aims, procedures and concepts of archaeology have a validity
of their own in reference to the archaeclogical frame and
despite their generation by =-- and partial correlation with --

. . . L 4
former social and historical entities.

The success of this bravely formulated programme depends, above all, on
the specification of the peculiar object of archaeological discourse:
the particular data it and it alone analyzes in a unique manner. AS
stated by Clarke above, the peculiar object is the "artefact:" '"the
most tangible product of hominid behaviour is the material artefact --
any object modified by a set of humanly imposed attributes."5 Of course,
Clarke also admits, although these are not his precise words, that
archaeology is a specific type of hermeneutic of artefacts, a peculiar
"reading" or interpretation of mute material remains.6 The ultimate
goal of the new archaeology, then, is to specify the end point of this
interpretation, the formulation of a new type of knowledge derived from

mute artefacts alone that has an independent existence =-- the latter



30

point being a necessary correlate to the autonomy of an archaeological
discipline. How is this to be achieved? By no less than the assertion
that the collective evidence (the artefacts) in and of itself forms an
enclosed and independent "total system" that can be reconstructed as a
separate archaeological reality by the archaeologist. Some, like Binford,
would go further and assert that, after the construction of the artefact-
ual system, the archaeologist can advance to the connection between it
and the cultural system that produced the artefacts, no matter how ten-

uous the links between the two might appear to be:

It is highly improbable that the multiple variables which
determined the form of any item of the distribution of items
should be restricted to any one component of the cultural
system. This means that the data relevant to most, if not
all, the components of the past sociocultural system are pre-

. 7
served in the archaeological records.

Naturally, the critics have noted that this begs the question of whether
or not it is even possible for any primary models for interpreting cul-
tural phenomena to emerge from prehistoric data alone, as this model
would require. They draw attention to the apparent lack of any success
in constituting interpretations from archaeological data alone, and
rightly voice their Scepticism.8

But, whatever the merits of the new approach as a whole, it has
correctly emphasized the peculiarity of archaeology as a discipline and
has specified a proper object of its discourse. With this I am in com-
plete agreement, although I would pursue the matter further than the
analysts mentioned above. Since they are prehistorians they still seem
to imagine that there are other objects of archaeology that are not
subject to their critique.9 In my view this cannot be so; there is no

other archaeology (e.g. "historical," "industrial") which is not also

"prehistoric," or perhaps better "ahistoric," in the object of its dis-
course. The hermeneutic involved is the same in all archaeologies, and
once any other type of interpretation is involved the resultant methodol-

ogy is no longer, properly speaking, archaeology. Hence, the intrusion
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of a written document of any kind whether it be semiotic, epigraphic,
or the written/printed text, necessitates a different type of interpreta-
tion which, since it is not archaeological (except in some metaphorical
sense not proper to this investigation), is excluded from further consid-
eration in this paper.lo Cnce the crucial distinction is made as to the
proper sphere of an archaeological discourse and its limitations, we
begin to understand why, under the precise historical conditions of its
knowledge, archaeology has often contributed less than was expected of
it, at least from the historian's vantage point.ll

The first fact that must be emphasized with great force is that,
along with many other modern "studies," archaeology was a scientific
creation of the European Industrial Revolution. That is to say, the
discipline that we recognize as archaeology today, and not mere antiquar-
ianism, was born in a specific European historical context that largely
determined its actual application as a technology. "Archaeology" was
created in the specific circumstances of a will to have a more scientific
knowledge about our past, and in the optimism that something like history
could be pushed further into the past.12 The other historical condition
that bounded the new science from its inception was its dependence upon
and subordination to the interests of other disciplines, mainly art his-
tory and political history. 1In its subservience to dominant academic
ideologies archaeology was so suffused with their priorities that it
never clearly separated its own identity and interests from those of
the fields, principally political history, of which it formed a "colonial
study." The confusion between the proper fields of historical and
archaeological discourse is so pervasive that it has apparently succeeded
in convincing even the new archaeologists that there exists a genuine
and separate discipline known as "historical archaeology." The primary
interests of history, in the instance which I am to approach Classical
history, have tended to dictate the context within which archaeology
has been practised, the discipline of ancient history itself being
determined even to this day by the dictates of Classical philology. 1In
the specific case of the provinces that made up Rome's empire in Africa
west of Egypt, the first historical factor mentioned above was of crit-

ical importance. In North Africa archaeology was a new scientific
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technology imported in modern times by colonial powers, and its political
position only tended to accentuate trends already in force in Europe
itself.13

The specific connection between archaeclogy and the history of the
Roman provinces must, perforce, revolve about the central problematics
determined by history. As a recent Annales debate has reminded us, there
can be no doubt about the central question posed for the African prov-
inces and, for that matter, for all the western provinces of the Empire:
the twin problems of culture and conguest, of how North African society
changed in the process of becoming part of the Roman imperial system.

The problem was recognized long ago, almost intuitively, by the colonial
settlers and administrators who came to North Africa for whom the proc-
esses of acculturation and political control were of direct consequence.
The problem has been posed under a number of different rubrics, although
for the longest period it has been studied under the heading of "Romaniza-
tion," a natural presumption of a one-way evolution viewed from the centre
outward. More recently, however, the same question has emerged under

the antinomic headings of résistance and sous—développement.l5 The

point is that, whatever the label, the central problem of the history of
the ancient Maghrib of the Roman period has always reduced to the same
process. What has been the contribution of archaeology?

In one sense, if we were to accept a lax, all-embracing definition
of archaeology as merely collecting ancient artefacts, the contribution
has been revolutionary. One need only take a "before and after" meas-
urement of North African historiography to appreciate the extent of the
contribution. If histories of the "pre-archaeological"” era are consid-
ered (say those written before the 1850s to 1860s), one has the expected
situation where knowledge is based almost entirely on Classical literary
texts together with a sampling, usually exotic and inaccurate, of local
geography and ethnography. A survey of synoptic histories produced since
the 1870s and 1880s reveals a radical shift in our knowledge, almost to
the point where modern historical accounts bear little resemblance to
those of a century and a half ago.16 But in so far as one can judge
from the histories as written, the immense increase in our knowledge is

due to one source alone: epigraphy. The 60-70,000 Libyan, Punic, Greek,
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and Latin inscriptions recovered in North Africa have been the crucial
factor in the rewriting of the history of the African provinces. Almost
every general work on the subject reflects this source, as opposed to
archaeological evidence, as the basis of its historical reconstruction.
Inasmuch as the epigraphy happens to exist in such abundance, it has
been exploited in preference to any other type of evidence. This pre-
dilection has led to an imbalance in North African studies that would

be hard to match in any other region of the Empire.l7

For example, Broughton's justly famous work entitled The Romaniza-
tion of Africa Proconsularis (1929), a study centred on the cultural
and political process referred to above, makes no use of archaeological
evidence; in essence it is a literary and epigraphic study.18 Three
decades later, Romanelli's Storia delle Province Romane dell'Africa
(1959), even though a more broadly encompassing overview of African
history, contains only about twenty-five explicit references to arch-
aeological data; all but a few of these are peripheral to the subject
under discussion at any point, and most could be discarded without se-
rious impact on the narrative.19 His account is still overwhelmingly
literary and epigraphic. Much the same observation applies to two more
recent works that take the theme of resistance as their point of depart-
ure: Rachet's Rome et les Berbéres (1970) and Bénabou's La résistance
africaine & la romanisation (1975).20 These authors have had recourse
to discrete pieces of archaeological data about as often as Professor
Romanelli, and it is only the strong emphasis in their respective works
on military construction on the frontiers that allows them to make more
of these references count.

Thus a question of ironic overtone plainly emerges. Why, in spite
of more than a century of hard work and production of data, has archaeol-
ogy contributed so little to a broadly based historical understanding of
the North African provinces? In part it must be because historians are
not asking the right questions, or because archaeologists are not doing
the right things. In this perspective one can point easily to some ob-
vious ironies. It is arguable that the singular importance of Africa
to the Empire was its agrarian productivity; even the great number of

municipalities and the power of local urban élites, upon which the
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central state depended so much, were based essentially on the land. Yet,
archaeclogy in North Africa has concentrated on the superficial aspect
of the urban settlement to the virtual exclusion of the countryside.21
wWhy? The colonial context of archaeology which tended to overemphasize
current European trends must be seen as part of the explanation. As a
monopoly technology wielded by the Europeans, the importation of archaeol-
ogy was not as innocuous a process in North Africa as in other colonial
contexts. The reason for the greater value attached to archaeology
stemmed from the fact that North Africa, at least in the view of the
colons, already had a European past, and the one-sided instrument of
archaeology was at hand to recover that lost chapter of European history.
The tendency is reflected in the fact that the better part of archaeolog-
ical field work in North Africa during the first century of colonial
domination was carried out not by professional technicians or trained
academics, but either by military officers of the occupation forces

(men like Lt. Hilaire, Col. Baradez, Commdt. Donau, and Gens. Chanzy and
Goetschy), or by members of the colonial administration such as the
indefatigable Dr., Louis Carton or the progressive liberal Charles
Saumagne.22 This distorted reading of the African past as a variant

of present experience, with its emphasis on the instruments of domination
and acculturation, led quite naturally to the city. In the patterns of
its streets, the plans of its buildings, its iconography, and its offic-
ial language, the Classical city reflected what the colonialist, given
his vicarious identification with the Roman achievement, wished to see

in the past. The colonizers were greatly assisted in this predilection
by the historical development of urbanism, since, in the period following
the Arab invasions, new towns and cities were founded in locations re-
moved from the old urban sites of the Roman period. The ruins of Roman
towns were ready to be exploited, as they stood in their hundreds as
manifest testimony to the successes of Roman rule.

The devotion of archaeology to the city is ironic on another count:
it was precisely the location where the technology was least likely to
make a distinctive contribution to knowledge, given the fact that the
mass of inscriptions unearthed on urban sites tended to tell the same

story, only better. But the degree of this unabated mania for urban
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archaeology is perhaps difficult to convey to archaeologists and histor-
ians whose normal field of endeavour is elsewhere in the Mediterranean
or in northwestern Europe. The magnitude of the imbalance can be assessed
in part by comparison with other regions of the Empire in the West. 1In
these areas, admittedly by default, rural archaeclogy has had an impor-
tant if not dominant r61e.23 But there could be no survey for North
Africa comparable to Shimon Applebaum's contribution on Roman Britain
in Finberg's Agrarian History of England and Wales.24 Nor, since the
archaeological data are not yet available, could North Africa provide
the sort of detailed analysis of agrarian structures produced by Agache
and Wightman for the Gauls and Germanies.25 Even in its rural archaeology
Africa is in the past: '"Once, 'rural settlement' was understood to mean
villas, and villas were mostly known for their mosaics and hypocausts,"
is one assessment of what archaeology used to mean; but, delete "hypo-
causts" and it is a fair assessment of the historic trend in North
Africa.26

The extent of this central problem is also mirrored in general his-
tories that treat the North African rural economy. In his magisterial
work on the society and economy of the Roman Empire (1926) Mikhail
Rostovtzeff exploited the literary and epigraphic evidence on rural
North Africa in some detail but, excepting mosaics, there is not one
piece of archaeological evidence in his text. To give Rostovtzeff his
rightful due, it is true that archaeological data (again, principally
mosaics) do appear in iconographic form in his plates which, along with
their accompanying commentary, gave Rostovtzeff's work that distinctive
form which has impressed generations of students since its publication.27
But there is a curious disjunction between the pictorial aspect and the
text where archaeological data hardly appear. The second edition of this
fundamental work, thoroughly revised and supplemented three decades later
by an equally assiduous and painstaking scholar, did not add a single
piece of archaeological data to Rostovtzeff's account of rural North
Africa. The same dependence on literary evidence remains true of sub-
sequent general works such as Haywood's survey of Roman Africa in Tenny
Frank's Economic Survey of Ancient Rome (1938),28 in Warmington's survey

of "The Country" for his book on the African provinces in the later Roman
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Empire (1954),29 and in Frend's work entitled The Donatist Church

(1952, rev. 1971). It was essential to Frend's principal thesis on the
origins of the so-called Donatist Church -- namely, that the schism was
based in the rural settlements of the High Plains of Numidia -~ that he
provide a detailed account of the economy and society of this rural re-
gion of North Africa. Frend did attempt such an analysis, but his chap-
ters devoted to the subject are literary at core with very unequal,
sporadic insertions of archaeological data.30 When, some decades later,
Frend issued a second "edition" of his work (1971), he was not able to
add any archaeological evidence to his picture; in the preface he laments
that the main hindrance to any further advances in understanding the
background to African Christian movements is the lack of any rural ar-
chaeology, and he notes that "the author's site of Kherbet Khararous
northwest of Timgad remains, he understands, as he left it thirty years
ago." He then states, "Work on Romano-Berber villages in Algeria, which
alone can settle some of the questions raised in The Donatist Church,
particularly concerning the possible correlation of the rise of a Numid-
ian village economy in the fourth century with the almost unanimous
acceptance of Donatist Christianity in Numidia, has to await more settled
political conditions.“31 While agreeing with Professor Frend's observa-
tions on the disastrous state of rural archaeology, I am compelled to
disagree with him over the root cause; settled political conditions both
before 1955 and after 1962 did not radically alter the pre-war trends

in North African archaeology. Archaeoclogy, as any survey of the work
done in the last two decades will show, remains overwhelmingly oriented
towards the urban site.

What then are some of the problems bedevilling a proper archaeolog-
ical knowledge in the Maghrib? We might begin by turning our attention
to the cities which have already been the object of much archaeological
digging. In the long-term urban history of North Africa, one of the
central questions pertaining to cities and "Romanizaticn" is the advance
in municipal status of urban settlements as recognized by central Roman
authority. The problem of archaeology and history in this instance is
a confusion of the relevance of archaeological and historical methodol-

ogies, since archaeology has constantly been pressed into service to
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explain municipal development in terms of economic growth, architectural
and artistic forms, and urban size. One of the more recent detailed
analyses of Roman municipal policy by Gascou (1972) typifies this ap-
proach. Gascou lists as the three most important explanatory factors
affecting advancement of municipal status 1. "importance économique

et richesse de la communauté," 2. "intérét stratégique," and 3. "degré

. . . de romanisation," while greatly subordinating such factors as
"protection de patrons puissants"” and "faveur exceptionnelle de 1l'emper-
eur."32 In practice all changes in municipal status explained by Gascou
are attributed to the first three factors alone, and of these the first
(measure of economic wealth equals extent of ruins) predominates. But
surely this is a confusion over what archaeclogy can and cannot tell us.
If, for the sake of argument, one were to ask if the connection between
material artefact and cultural result could be struck, the answer would
probably be negative. If all the epigraphic data relevant to the ques-
tion were arbitrarily removed, would the archaeological data alone be
able to predict, with any degree of certainty and within a consistent
theoretical model, the outlines of a "municipal policy," that is to say,
which towns were civitates, which municipia, and which coloniae? Of
course not, and Gascou's study and yet another on African municipalities
of the later empire by Kotula, though they hold to this explanatory
model, contain so many glaring exceptions to the rule that only one cer-
tain conclusion can be drawn, namely, that there is no necessary direct
causal relationship between factors such as urxban size, wealth, geograph-
ical siting, and municipal status.33 Small and economically insignif-
icant places achieve it where prosperous and centrally located towns
with a high degree of "Romanization'" or artistic and architectural design
do not. The students of municipal policy are then compelled to devise

a number of ad hoc explanations for cases that do not fit.34 It seems
preferable to admit the obvious: that the archaeological connection
does not exist and that the two sets of factors, the material artefacts
and the cultural results, are related by way of a third generative proc-
ess that actually produces the change in town status. In the only cases
where such motives are known, the answer is that the third factor is

the connection between local and central political élites and the process
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of patronage. This we know, however, from literary and epigraphic data.35

This example has been cited not in order to question entirely any
connection between archaeological facts and historical ones, but only
to lead to the restating of two premises. First, that the field of
archaeological discourse is effectively limited or bounded by the mere
existence of literary records in such a way that the relationship between
the methodologies of archaeology and history can be conceived of as sort
of "zero-sum game."36 Second, that archaeology is a peculiar discipline
with its own sphere of operation, its own objects and type of knowledge.
What might the latter be? From the perspective of the ancient historian,
an indication has been given in another context by the social historian
Keith Hopkins when he discusses the reasons for his emphasis on the
"long-term consequences of repeated actions," and his intent to explore
"the consequences of these actions independently of the actions of in-
dividual actors" because "the actors often did not know the long-term
consequences of their actions."37 Hopkins' repeated emphasis on the
long-term is rather reminiscent of the histoire de la longue durée of
the Annales school.38 It seems to me that this must be one of the pecu-
liar fields where archaeology, by focussing on the long-term history of
institutions, social practices, and economic developments, can reveal
the trends in events of the long range that are hidden from the specific-
ity of written records compiled by the actors themselves. Here archaeol-
ogy does much more than attempt to add to or correct specific historical
events.39

In so far as the cities of North Africa are concerned, then, one
would like to know something from archaeology about their long-texm
urban history. What is the record of archaeology here? Fairly dismal,
it must be admitted. There have not been many important advances since
Toutain first treated the subject in a synthetic manner in 1896.40 Even
as late as the 1960s, as promising as the titles of some approaches to
le développement urbain might seem they still depend on epigraphic rather
than archaeological data.41 Recently, however, there have been some
studies that concentrate on structural aspects of the ancient city and
have treated them within an archaeological framework. For example,

the problem of water supply is one that is apparently so crucial to urban
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development in North Africa that the connection between the construction
of elaborate water-supply systems and urban growth seems an obvious and
logical one. But that equation or correlation has been questioned and
even denied by Leveau and Paillet following on their detailed study of
the agqueduct constructed by the city of Caesarea (mod. Sharshall) around
the turn of the second century. Although the aqueduct did supply the
city with about 40,000 cubic metres of water per day, Leveau and Paillet
conclude that it was not necessary for the urban growth of Caesarea.
They further contend that agueducts were not in general responsible for
the expansion of any other urban sites in North Africa; the water require-
ments of the towns were met more adequately by existing wells, cisterns,
and other water-storage Systems.42 Many towns, such as Thuburbo Maius
(mod. Hr. al-Qasbat), functioned quite well without any agueduct; in
most cases where aqueducts can be dated, as at Carthage, they follow
upon an initial phase of urban growth and appear to be intended for the
supply of the "luxury consumption"” of water in public edifices such as
fountains and baths.43 Hence an apparent contradiction: urban devel-
opment did not depend on water supply by agueduct which seems to have
been destined for public consumption of water in modes peculiar to the
ideological concept of a "Roman city.”" The construction of massive mon-
umental aqueducts at great expense for "luxury" use by the city is, like
the building of rocads, "a material expression of urban domination of the
countryside." In particular, the building of an aqueduct at Caesarea

is now interpreted as a correlate of that city's exploitation of its
rural hinterland by a Romano-African bourgeoisie.44 So, too, the ques-
tion of the construction of city walls, another integral part of the
fagcade of the Roman town, has come under closer scrutiny.45 Tradi-
tionally, in a North African context the city wall has been interpreted
functionally as indirect evidence of insecurity in the surrounding coun-
tryside. In a detailed study of the town walls of three Roman cities

in Mauretania Tingitana (the northwestern part of present-day Morocco),
Rebuffat concluded that they were built as much for reasons of civic
prestige as for purposes of defence; they were expensive projects indulged
in, like agqueducts, at the height of a city's economic expansion. There

does not seem to be any direct correlate with military needs, just as
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often walls that could have no defensive character are used to attach
civilian settlements to military ones (as at Rapidum and BU-Njem) as a
means of defining the extra-camp settlement as part of a true city.46
But the long-term history of the city in North Africa will only
begin properly once a typology of the different sorts of urban settle-
ment has been made, along with a typology of the internal component
parts of the city. The former, so far as I know, has not yet been
attempted by any archaeologist or historian; the latter is only begin-
ning, exemplified by studies such as Rebuffat's categorization of Af-
rican "maisons & péristyle," though many other similar studies of the
elements of the urban matrix are needed before we could begin to trace
the long-term development of the Roman town in Africa as an archaeolog-
ical complex.47 In the latter case, the problems posed to the develop-
ment of a typology or spectrum of hermeneutics from archaeology to hist-
ory by objets d'art, such as pictorial relief sculpture and mosaics to
name but two obvious examples, are acute. The hermeneutic of mute ob-
jects, such as arrowheads and pillars is, obviously, their material
function. But art objects of the type just mentioned are involved in
an ideological frame where the maker and possessor are attempting to
convey a conscious message on a level that the manufacturers of tool
artefacts are not. This is at least one serious problem with the Bin-
ford-Clarke definition of artefact: it can slip too easily from the
specific and restricted definition they give to it (and to which those
objects alone belong) to a looser metaphorical usage including objects
that have more than just a cultural-functional meaning. If we do not
distinguish the two fields of artefact, severe problems arise. Religious
ideology provides but one blatant example (to which the relief sculptures
and mosaics uncovered by the archaeologist in North Africa belong) of
such problems. It is precisely in this sphere that widely divergent
historians of critical insight have stressed the impossibility of the
reconstruction of beliefs (the cultural-ideological system) from iconog-
raphy alone and have illustrated the havoc and error that have resulted
when the attempt has been made.48 Clearly what is needed is a separate
hermeneutic of semiology, a way of interpreting conscious signs with

which this category of artefact is imbued; but this would place them
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beyond the realm of archaeology sensu stricto.49 But the tendency in
North Africa has been to attempt an archaeclogical interpretation of
these finds; in spite of a mass of individual archaeological reports on
various aspects of the artistic production of the urban élites, there
have been few synthetic studies that clearly separate the evidence into
archaeological and other interpretive modes. For example, there can be
little doubt that the most brilliant achievement of the North African
bourgeoisie was the mosaic; North African city and rural sites have
yielded thousands of examples of these visual reflections of the mode
urbaine. But the tendency has been to study each one in isolation or
to produce long lists and catalogues of types. It is a sad testimony
to the lack of a conscious framework for the interpretation of this type
of artefact that the first comprehensive analysis of this chapter of
African artistic history did not appear until 1979.50 More and more of
the successful interpretations of art pieces, it might be noted, have
abandoned the short-term influences of art history in favour of a longer-
term approach of a semiotic type.51

If we turn from the long-term history of urban centres and to the
African countryside, what contributions do we see being made by archaeol-
ogy in this sphere? One outstanding example is, of course, the study
of the vast system of centuriation (land survey), the identification of
which was made possible by aerial photography. Related to this discovery
is the study of patterns of irrigation systems in the southern arid
regions of the Maghrib, also made possible by the use of aerial photog-
raphy. One must emphasize again, however, that these advances, perhaps
among the most important pertaining to a new understanding of the ancient
agrarian economy of North Africa, resulted from concerns only tangen-
tially related to archaeology. The initial discovery of the systems of
centuriation covering north-eastern Tunisia was the result of photograph-
ic missions undertaken by the Institut géographique national of France
in connection with the remapping of the countryside, primarily for rea-
sons of a more efficient bureaucratic administration of land and prop-
erty in the Régence.52 Again, the study of the field-patterns and sys-
tems of land survey discovered in east-central Algeria and published

since 1973 by Jacqueline Soyer of the Institut d'Afrique MEditerranfenne
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at Aix-en-Provence was made possible, at least in part, as we learn from
a chance remark, by photographic missions staged by the French Air Force
between 1955 and 1962, probably not for the elevated purposes of science
and archaeology.53 Apart from questions of motivation and context, how-
ever, there is no doubt that the technology of aerial photography has
provided us with a viable source of information on the long-term history
of the countryside that cannot be paralleled in scale or in kind by lit-
erary accounts of the subject. In particular, it has specified areas
where Roman juridical categories were applied to the soil and to property
relations, the extent and chronological development of the systems of
centuriation, and the types of field patterns typically found in dif-
ferent regional contexts. The content of the juridical categories and
the social nature of the property relations, and, to a great extent, the
fine dating of the systems, still depend on literary rather than ar-
chaeological evidence.54

Hence, the most profitable avenue to follow seems to be some sort
of linkage between historical problems and archaeological method. In
this context Christian Courtois' book Les Vandales et 1'Afrique (1955)
is relevant; its excellence does not lie in absolute accuracy of detail
but rather in the delineation of a number of arguable theses about the
process of "Romanization" within the limits of certain general themes
of Maghrib?® history. The most famous of these was his thesis concerning
the opposition between mountain and plain, and the consequence of this
dichotomy for Roman rule: "La civilisation romaine s'était répandue &
la maniére des eaux. Elle avait envahi les plaines sans recouvrir les
montagnes . . . ."55 The thesis is clearly testable by archaeology in
some of its long-range consequences. Indeed a solitary scholar named
Philippe Leveau, alone and with truly exiguous resources, has performed
a series of archaeological investigations in a 700 square kilometre
region that once formed the rural hinterland of the city of Caesarea
(mod. Sharshall).56 While lamenting the general lack of rural archaeol-
ogy in North Africa, Leveau, following the lead of Agache, studied the
archaeological remains in the mountain zone, first by establishing a
typology of rural sites and secondly, by attempting to comprehend these

57
as parts of a rural system. From a surface survey that revealed
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hundreds of villas, villages and hamlets, isolated farmsteads, processing
and production centres, roads, towers, and other such works, he was able
to postulate the existence of a dichotomous rural system. First, there
was the system of villas and independent farmsteads tied to the urban
centre of Caesarea and, opposed to this system, the villages and hamlets
that seem to have formed an isolated and autonomous local society in the
mountains. The central point that Leveau has been able to stress is that
a "Roman" villa system did effectively penetrate, perhaps even dominate,
the mountainous rural hinterland of Caesarea in antiquity, a development
perhaps made possible by the lower level of technology of the "colonial”
power of that time. The result, based on archaeological evidence alone,
is that an historical problematic concerning "Romanization" must be
rethought, with considerable repercussions on our understanding of the
process and its potentialities.58

Fortunately there has recently been an increasing number of rural
surveys of this type, among them that by Ponsich in the hinterland of
ancient Tangiers,59 that by Peyras and Maurin in the north-eastern
Bagradas valley in Tunisia,60 and that by Acquarc of the Cap Bon Penin-
sula.6l All the surveys point to some general conclusions worthy of
note. First, they all agree on the density of settlement patterns and
the complex interdependence of villas, isolated farmsteads, hamlets,
and towns in a rural economic matrix, and they are able to be fairly
precise about the actual geographical extension of these systems. Sec-
ond, regional and temporal variations in these patterns can be specified.
Increasingly the villa-based exploitation of the countryside is seen to
have a considerable pre-Roman or Hellenistic history.62 Moreover, in
certain regions, such as the Tangiers hinterland, the villa system seems
to have had larger individual units of exploitation and a greater ge-
ographical extension in the pre-Roman period; around Tangiers the reces-
sion began in the early Empire, apparently due to the rise of olive-
producing villa complexes in the lower Guadalquivir valley in southern
Spain.63 Trends and developments such as these are archaeological knowl-
edge; it is most unlikely that they would have been revealed by any com-
bination of literary evidence alone.

When the specificity of the literary record can be placed within a
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definable long-term context provided by archaeology, the results can be
most satisfactory. Daniele Manacorda's work on Tripolitanian ceramics
and the exportation of olive oil is a good illustration. It has been
observed that amphorae stamps alone are an insufficient guide to econom-~
ic history, that some typology and quantitative analysis are also
required.64 At least a typology had been established for Byzacene and
Tripolitanian amphorae of the high and late Empire, and it was on this
basis that Manacorda was able to build.65 He had as his goal the elu-
cidation of the relations between the ruling class of the Empire, both
at the centre and in the provinces, and the politico-administrative
apparatus of the state. Although both literary and epigraphic evidence
was used in approaching the problem of olive-oil exports from Tripolitan-
ia, Manacorda correctly regarded the archaeological evidence as a nec-
essary part of "the history of production and consumption." The literary
evidence established the connection between the production of olive oil
in Tripolitania and the annona policy of the state, that is, the free
distribution of olive o0il on a daily basis to the plebs of Rome (angd
Italy?) from the time of the Severan emperors onward.66 The epigraphic
data attest a new imperial procurator ad olea conparanda per regionem
Tripolitanam of late second or early third-century date, and provide the
readings of numerous amphorae stamps.67 The archaeological evidence
consists of three distinctive amphora types identified by Zévi-Tchernia,
of which type three, dominant in the third and fourth centuries, betokens
a considerable export of olive oil from Tripolitania. From this combined
evidence Manacorda is able to demonstrate an integral connection between
the long-term history of growing exports from Tripolitania and the grad-
ual regional shift in important centres of production in the western
Mediterranean, and leading members of the ruling élite at Lepcis Magna
(Q. Granius Caelestinus, L. Septimius Aper, C. Fulvius Plautianus, L.
Silius Plautius Haterianus, P. Cornelius Bassus Severianus), including
the Severan emperors themselves.68 Thus a set of specific historical
"events" are located within the context of a rise in the Tripolitanian
contribution to the cycle of production and consumption of olive oil

that effectively balanced a slight decline in the previously dominant

. coe .6 .
centres of production along the Guadalquivir in Spain. ° That is to
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say, archaeology has effectively provided the broader Mediterranean con-
text within which the short-term changes recorded by the actors themselves
in their literary texts and records can be understood more effectively.

But a firm grip must be maintained on the spheres and limitations
of either type of data. There is as much a tendency amongst historians
to do "counterfeit archaeology" as there is amongst archaeologists to
write "counterfeit history." My last example centres on the problem of
water and land. During the colonial period, committed as the administra-
tion was to the view of a more developed Roman past, there was consid-
erable impetus to re—establish the water-control systems constructed by
the Romans as a means of reviving the "lost prosperity” of the Maghrib.
Colonial administrators, regional government bureaucrats, and army of-
ficers were engaged in the purposeful search for Roman waterworks that
might be made to function again. 1In fact, all the comprehensive surveys
of Roman hydraulic schemes in North Africa were the result of direct or-
ders issued by colonial governors-general who were motivated by pragmatic
interest.70 But these surveys, given their official impetus, directives,
and assumptions, tended to miss the very object of their inquiry. 1In
their single-minded pursuit of "Roman" hydraulic systems, the officials
prepared long catalogues of countless cisterns, wells, storage basins,
piping systems, and agueducts which struck at least one observer even
at the time as lacking any methodology or purpose and, as he put it, as
arid as any desert in their "desperate monotony.“7l The simple fact is
that almost all the urban-based watexrworks that were readily identifiable
as "Roman" were part of systems of consumption rather than production,
a problem that never seems to have been broached by the scientific
collectors of archaeological data. Nor was it likely to have been, given
their assumptions.

But the problem of the colonial context aside, any attempt to make
a specific connection between archaeological context and the specificity
of the literary data remains extremely difficult. Take the case of one
irrigation system, the details of whose operation are known from a
lengthy Latin inscription from the ancient municipality of Lamasba (‘Ain
Merw@na) in north-central Algeria. Dated precisely to the reign of the

emperor Elagabalus, the inscription informs us of the names of the owners
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and gives a precise number of irrigation plots, the size of these hold-
ings, the time and order in whi :th they are to receive water, the amount
of water they are to receive, and the water regime according to which
they are to receive it.72 Although the findspot of the inscription is
known and the source of the water is specified on the inscription (the
spring called Aqua Claudiana), numerous attempts to identify the actual
archaeological remains of the scheme have ended in failure.73 But the
scheme must be one of a limited number of types of irrigation system
that have been identified on aerial photographs of the Iimes region.
Even if such an identification were to be made, however, the overriding
problem would remain: the archaeological data and the literary data
basically function at different levels. The literary data of the Lamasba
inscription are the best sort of illumination that can be thrown on an
individual irrigation system at one point in time; and it tells us direct-
ly about the cultural dynamic of the scheme in a way that archaeology
could do only with great difficulty: the ostensible degree of "Romaniza-
tion" of the proprietors through the nomenclature, the social distribu-
tion of wealth, the modalities of land ownership (amongst women, heirs,
familial groupings, joint owners, etc.), the distribution of water, and
the r8le of official arbitrators in settling disputes amongst the farmers.
But archaeology clearly can inform us in a much better way about the
other aspects of the ancient irrigation economy in North Africa: the
full extent of such systems in the arid lands, the relationship of the
different types of systems to one another, and their fluctuation over
long periods of time. However, it is revealing that the only work I
know of that takes such an approach, using aerial photographs, has been
done not by a Classical archaeclogist or historian but by a geographer,
and there is no sign as yet that his work has been recognized or that
his lead will be followed by the Classical scholars.74

In view of the above survey, it perhaps comes as no surprise to the
readexr that the author became progressively more pessimistic about the
track-record of the contribution of archaeology to our knowledge of
Roman Africa. 1In order that the analysis not be reduced to a simple
litany of complaint, however, some specific conclusions should be drawn.

The failure, it seems, is due principally to a lack of understanding of
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the field of archaeology itself., Archaeology, like history, remains
inescapably based in the present; we can safely say that no model of
behaviour, cultural change, or processual dynamic can emerge from the
past artefactual record alone. These must be provided by the historian,
the anthropologist, and the sociologist.75 The basic division remains:

I do not expect the type of evidence provided by archaeology at its best,
as armed with a whole battery of new technologies, to change very much,
even if its quantity is vastly increased. BAll that the "new archaeology"
seems to have offered, apart from a correct definition of the field, is
the mistaken view that more and more of the same data and increased pre-
cision of the technology will bring about a qualitative revolution.76

In my view, archaeological knowledge has all the relative merits and
restrictions of long-range social history. It can tell us much about
the structure of the material world, as is indeed reflected in most ar-
chaeological jargon: "types, spectra, distributions, clusters, settle-

ment patterns,”" and so on. This path leads from the artefact to a sort

of "sociology," and hence Rodinson's (perhaps excessively) glowing
appraisal of Tchalenko's work in Syria.77 But the specific short-term
causes and events that are an integral part of history, and the ideolog-
ical and material interactions within human communities that produced
commensurable artefacts remain beyond the reach of archaeology. On a
more tactical level, my optimism is born of the fact that isolated
individuals, working with very limited resources, such as the indefat-
igable Philippe Leveau, seem to have sensed the perimeters of the tech-
nology and its potentialities, and have probably achieved more in respect
of any contribution to our understanding of the history of North Africa
than have the efforts of numerous countries, their équipes archdologiques,
UNESCO, and the financial resources poured out in the last decade at
Carthage.78

The problem is knowing what archaeology can do best. I can only
paraphrase Mr. Eastwood: "A good methodology has got to know its limita-

tions."

University of Lethbridge
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NOTES

Sections of this paper were delivered to a seminar entitled "The Archaeol-
ogy of Knowledge" at the University of Birmingham, June 1977, and to the
session "The Archaeology of the Provinces of the Roman Empire,” at the
annual meeting of the Bmerican Philological Association, Boston, December
1979. I would like to thank Dr. C. Wickham and Ms. S. Robinson for their
comments (Birmingham), and, respectively for their criticism and encour-
agement, Dr. C.M. Wells and Dr. E.M. Wightman (Boston). Naturally they
are exonerated from any support of the views expressed, which are those
of the author alone.
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the general field of anthropology with regard to explaining cultural

similarities and differences .

3 A.M. Snodgrass, Archaeology and the Rise of the Greek State
(Inaugural Lecture, Cambridge 1977) 4-7; much earlier, and in another
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eutik (TUbingen 1960) 261 f., 361 ff. Cf. his "vVom Zirkel des Ver-

stehens,” in Festschrift Martin Heidegger zum siebzigsten Geburtstag

(Pfullingen 1959) 24-34.

7 L.R. Binford, "Archeological Perspectives," ch. 1 in $S.R. and
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patterns, it is partly because the gap between prehistorian and student
of Roman Britain has never been so great in that country, so that tech-
nigques have been readily adopted and borrowed.” That is to say, there
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the survey by M. Martin and F. Logeart, Les vestiges du Christianisme
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31 Frend, ibid. vi.
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Limes Tripolitanus; why advance this one alone?), or Gens Septimiana

(191), when other wealthier and larger centres do not advance at all.
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22737 and ILTun 41), Utica (Aul.Gell. NA 16.13), and Volubilis (ILMar
116) . Gascou often seeks to deny this explicit testimony in favour of
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withdrawal from the limites in western Caesariensis (see, e.g. P. Salama,

"Occupation de la Maurétanie Césarienne occidentale sous le Bas-Empire,"
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