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Dr Rajat Sanyal, Assistant Professor in the Department of Archeology, University of Calcutta, 

delivered an extremely informative lecture on the topic ‘Archaeology for our Historical Past: 

Methodological Issues’ in Diamond Harbour Women’s University on 27th February, 2018. 

Rajat Sanyal is Assistant Professor and former Head of the Department of Archaeology, 

University of Calcutta. His areas of interest include early medieval archaeology, eastern Indian 

epigraphy, field archaeology with emphasis on methods and practices in historical archaeology 

and archaeology of Indian Buddhism, history of geopolitics in early India and environmental 

history. Currently, as an official collaborator of the ERC Synergy Project on DHARMA 

(https://dharma.hypotheses.org/people), he is preparing and editing a comprehensive database of 

dedicatory inscriptions of eastern India. 

Archaeology is a field of study that aims to reconstruct and understand the human past through 

the analysis of material remains. As a discipline, archeology plays a vital role in unraveling our 

historical past. It is the study of human activity through the recovery and analysis of material 

culture such as artifacts, structures, and environmental data. It is multidisciplinary by nature and 

it combines methods and techniques from various disciplines such as anthropology, geology, 

chemistry, and history. However, just like any other scientific field, archaeology faces 

methodological issues that can impact the interpretation and understanding of our historical past. 

In his lecture, Dr Rajat Sanyal highlighted some major methodological issues related to using 

archaeology for historical reconstruction and a case study on the archaeology of early medieval 
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settlements based on epigraphic sources, going beyond the limit of general archaeological 

explorations. 

Methodological Issues in Archaeology for Reconstruction of Historical Past: 

Preservation Bias: The archaeological record is not an unbiased representation of the past. The 

preservation of certain materials and sites is influenced by various factors, such as climate, burial 

conditions and human activities. As a result, some time periods and cultures may be 

overrepresented, while others may be underrepresented or absent altogether. This bias can lead to 

skewed interpretations of history. 

Site Formation Processes: Archaeological sites are formed through complex processes involving 

human activities and natural forces. Processes, such as erosion, sedimentation, and human 

disturbance, can alter the integrity and context of artifacts and features. Understanding these 

processes is crucial for accurate interpretation but can be challenging to discern. Archaeologists 

must carefully consider these formation processes to avoid misinterpretations. 

Sampling Bias: Archaeologists often work with a limited sample of artifacts and sites due to 

practical constraints, such as time, funding, and accessibility. However, the choice of which sites 

to excavate or survey can introduce sampling bias. Selecting specific sites or areas based on 

convenience, accessibility, or preconceived notions can lead to incomplete or skewed 

understandings of the past. This sample bias can affect the representativeness of the data and lead 

to generalizations that may not reflect the diversity and complexity of past societies. 

Interpretation and Subjectivity: Archaeological interpretation involves making sense of material 

remains and constructing narratives about the past. Interpretations are influenced by the 

background, biases, and perspectives of the archaeologists themselves. Subjectivity can 

introduce unintentional biases or the imposition of modern values and assumptions onto the past. 

Unconscious biases can shape the selection and interpretation of data, potentially leading to 

skewed or limited understandings of the past. Archaeologists strive to mitigate these biases 

through critical analysis and interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Chronological Uncertainty: Establishing accurate chronological frameworks is crucial in 

archaeology, as it allows for meaningful comparisons and reconstructions of historical events. 

However, dating methods, especially for ancient periods, can be imprecise or subject to 
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reinterpretation. Uncertainties in chronology can impact the understanding of cultural sequences, 

technological developments, and the relationships between different societies. 

Ethical Concerns: Archaeological research can raise ethical considerations, particularly when 

working with human remains, sacred sites, or objects of cultural significance to descendant 

communities. The involvement of local communities and stakeholders in decision-making 

processes, respectful engagement, and the ethical treatment of artifacts and human remains are 

essential for responsible archaeological practice. 

Addressing the methodological issues requires careful consideration, transparency, and 

interdisciplinary collaboration. Archaeologists continually refine their methods and approaches 

to minimize biases, incorporate new technologies, and engage with diverse perspectives. By 

recognizing and addressing these challenges, archaeology can contribute to a more accurate and 

nuanced understanding of our historical past. 

The lecture received positive feedback from the faculties and the students and they were actively 

engaged in the question-and-answer session. The seminar was successful in providing an insight 

on the topic, Archaeology for our Historical Past: Methodological Issues. 

 


