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Revisiting the Old Debate: On the Relationship Between
Natural Science, Modern Technology, and Archaeology

XU Liang-gao

Abstract: In the contemporary era of advocating scientific archaeology, natural scientific
concepts, achievements, and modern technology have been continuously imported into
archaeological excavations and interpretations. It is hoped to situate scientific archaeological
practice into the historical tradition of the modern discipline of archaeology. Henceforth, as
a branch of social science, archaeology can claim both objectivity and justice. Undoubtedly,
natural science and modern technology are of great value to archaeology, providing the
unique means to discover the unknown past, expanding the field of archaeological research
profoundly. The application of scientific innovations in archaeological investigation opens
new pathways with novel ideas and perspectives and fetches unprecedented research objects
to fill in blanks that traditional archaeology cannot perform. Scientific archaeology delivers
a distinctive theoretical model for interpreting ancient material culture and human behavior
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objectively and efficiently, fundamentally altering traditional archaeology’s subjectivity and
ambiguity. The combination of natural science and other disciplines with archaeology has
become the inevitable direction of the development of archaeology. However, regarding the
complexity of human behavior and culture, the premise of “uniformity theory” is still under
inspection. Rather than rejecting the application of natural science and modern technology,
this paper calls for archaeology to engage with the rapidly changing technology in the field
critically, drawing upon issues from the current famous debates in the public and academics
to reflect the impact that idolized modernity has on archaeological practice and knowledge
production. This attention to scientific archaeology is an invitation to adopt a new theoretical
and methodological framework deliberately that establishes archaeological knowledge
production in the realm of social science.
Key Words: natural science; modern technology; archaeology; humanities
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