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Epilogue 
Isto Huvila 
  
This volume began with the somewhat bizarre proclamation that there is no digital archaeology and 
no digital society. There would be merely archaeology and society, and the digital was simply a facet 
of a particular set of technologies and a cultural phenomenon that permeates the contemporary 
existence both when it is present and absent. From this claim in the very beginning this volume has 
been oscillating between the denial and affirmation that the digital still might hold at least a semi-
privileged position in the making and becoming of archaeological information and knowledge. 
There is no doubt that changing information and changing premises and practices of conducting 
archaeological information work are changing the way how archaeology is done, and when 
archaeology is done. Embracing digitality is to a large degree a question of competence of critically 
understanding a branch of technologies, their use, usefulness and direct and indirect cultural 
repercussions. It is fair to claim that both quantitatively and qualitatively, there is more archaeological 
and archaeologically relevant information than before and new copious possibilities to use and reuse, 
analyse and reanalyse this information. At the moment, the downside of the many of the possible 
futures is that they are still on the level of ambitions, aspirations and visions rather than reality. Some 
of the impediments are undoubtedly solvable whether they are practical or organisational. To certain 
degree, it is possible to complete incomplete information and fill repositories, reuse data, test untested 
instruments and techniques and develop the organisation of archaeological work. What is impossible, 
however, is to make information informative beyond its limits, or to use it without a theory of how to 
’take’ information that is out there within the limits of how it was ’made’. This applies to 
paradigmatic development of archaeological research as much as to the aspirations of borrowing 
methods from fields working with highly standardised datasets such as demographics and economics 
to archaeology where there is no feasible way of trying to standardise that what emerges out of the 
stratum. The antithesis, an extremist postmodern assumption that all information is essentially 
untakeable, is, however, equally problematic, and might lead to radically context-over-dependent and 
local knowledge making. Paraphrasing the remark of Ley (2003), local is an uncomfortable category 
also in the context of archaeological information work. There has to be larger categories to manage 
practical issues on the level of a discipline even if the localism and pluralism are their key ingredients.  
 
The tension between the local and the global pertains also obviously to our observations in this 
volume. The limitations of our largely Scandinavian perspective and of the themes (not) covered in 
this volume come with their own localities and the general remarks and interpretations are 
conditioned by the contexts where they are stemming from. Yet the particular frames of working with 
specific types and pieces of information should not stop us or anyone else to explore and strive for a 
broader common ground. A vital aspect in the process is to maintain a critical sensitivity to the limits 
of both large and narrow categories and an understanding of their consequences to archaeological 
information work and the conduct of archaeology. This is a task of all archaeological information 
workers from field archaeologists to GIS specialists, curators and information managers but 
obviously, especially of those who are engaged in educating and training future generations of 
professionals. 
 



Another dichotomy, the relation of whether archaeological information work should be (primarily) 
about collecting or interpreting, is not directly attributable to the emergence of the digital but is 
essentially another aspect of the same question of explaining and framing the purpose of information 
and information work in the context of archaeology. The particular antagonism between the “passion 
for collection” (Shanks, 2012) and a strive for interpretation (e.g. Andrews et al., 2000) together with 
a wealth of other binary oppositions (Thomas, 2004) have been and is still characteristic to both 
archaeological literature and as Börjesson and Huvila show, the politics of managing and conducting 
archaeology. As the chapters of this volume show, digital technologies have in general made the most 
formidable impact on collecting whereas the challenges and doubts described throughout the text tend 
to relate to the questions of use and reuse of data, how to interpret digital data, and whether, how and 
when digital methods have helped to make any significant contributions to archaeological 
interpretation. A part of the problem is that collecting is easier to measure and link to the use of 
specific tools and instruments. In contrast, it is difficult to verify whether a particular interpretation 
would have been impossible without a certain type of (digital) data or a specific (digital) instrument. 
Another, even more pertinent, part of the issue is that the paradox is deeply rooted in the very 
fundament of how archaeologists work with information. Collecting is an essential part of the making 
of information whereas information taking builds on interpretation. This contrast of making and 
taking is visible also in archaeological (information) policies which tend to instruct information 
making from the perspective a taker that emphasises the ideal of selectiveness and usefulness of 
archaeological information, whereas everyday practices of documenting archaeology in field and 
elsewhere take the maker perspective and emphasise the ideal of completeness and the impossibility 
to anticipate the needs and wants of future information takers. 
 
In the end, the question of whether there really is no digital archaeology and no digital society, or not, 
is a question of the privileges given to the digital similarly to how the primacy of collecting or 
interpreting is a question of their order of ascendancy. There are no doubts that we are heading 
towards a post-digital (as for Brattli, 2016) archaeology and archaeological information work in a 
society, which is more digital than ours but marked by another paradigmatic discourse. Whether it 
will lead to a true shift of what is considered as “normal science” in archaeology, remains to be seen. 
Risking the accusation of berry-picking of remarks rather than discussing the substance, it seems that 
there is reason to agree with Galloway (2014) in that also from the perspective of archaeological 
information and knowledge-making it is problematic to take the digital in archaeology as an object of 
study, or ’digitising’ archaeology as they both easily fail to capture the ontological and 
epistemological facets of the digital. Digital things are not substitutes for non-digital things if they are 
not given prerogatives to be that and freed from the demands of upholding parallel digital and non-
digital practices. Simultaneously, even if there is no doubt that information and information work 
would not be power, it is not prescribed what kinds of information are given the priority over others 
when archaeological information work evolves. The question is less about keeping up the binary of 
digital/non-digital than about articulating categories that are perceived to make a difference in the 
context of archaeology and archaeological information work. 
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