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science, then at least in archaeological narra-
tives. 1 do not mean to suggest that peoples
now or in ancient times never successfully trans-
planted their cultures or that overburdened.
over-specialized societies are not vulnerable to
physical attack. I leave that judgment and its lo-
gical elaboration to the excavators and specia-
lists working on the problem of the Bronze-to-
Iron-Age transition in the Aegean and the east-
ern Mediterranean, for it is they who have the
ultimate responsibility of analyzing such impor-
tant and evocative themes as ethnicity, coloniza-
tion, resource exploitation, economic change,
and social decay with the same sophistication
and methodological complexity as they use in
analyzing patterns of potsherds, fallen walls,
trace evidence, and pollen grains.

Like the Victorian period, ours is an era in
which issues of population transfer (both volun-
tary and involuntary), urbanization, ethnicity,
and the collapse of empires are all immediate
and pressing. Today, however, social scientists
use quite different models to understand these
phenomena (as reviewed in Anthony 1990 and
Knapp 1992). Demographers and sociologists
now characterize most patterns of migration-
both industrial and preindustrial-as continuous
adaptive behavior between regions with long-
standing familiarity, characterized by consider-
able back-and-forth movement, not a perma-
nent exodus (for example, Gmelch 1980;
Kearney 1986). They now speak of systems the-
ory and the forging of new economic connec-
tions through the informed, strategic decisions
of individuals, not uni-directional migration of
families, nations, or tribes (for example, Lewis
1982; Ogden 1984).

One might legitimately ask if these are not
merely the fantasies of a world which is itself
in the midst of dramatic economic transforma-
tion, with the heavy industry and mass labor mi-
gration of the Victorian period giving way to
transnational venture capitalism and the silicon
chip. A recent archaeological reconstruction
characterized the Mycenaean palace economy
as “‘a heavy hand holding down private enter-
prise and blocking entrepreneurial initiative”

and the mobile peoples of the 12th century BCE
as “enterprising merchants and traders, exploit-
ing new economic opportunities, new markets,
and new sources of raw materials” (Muhly
1992: 19). T would suggest that the probability
that such an image will outlive the current poli-
tical vogue for supply-side economics will prob-
ably depend more on the continued public ac-
ceptance of those modern freemarket policies
than on additional archaeological evidence.

I close by suggesting that the key to under-
standing the link between archaeological inter-
pretation and modern ideology might be found
in one of the ancient sources where the story
all began. As E.S. Sherratt has pointed out in
an enlightening study of the interplay of ideol-
ogy and literary strata in the formation of the
Homeric epics (1990), phases of active narrative
or descriptive invention closely correspond to
periods of rapid social and political change.
Sherratt notes that one of the characteristic
manifestations of this process—in which emer-
ging elites seek to legitimate their power—is
“the transformation of an existing oral epic tra-
dition in order to dress it in more recognizably
modern garb” (1990: 821). Can we not see in
the history of the archaeology of the Sea Peoples
a similar process of literary reformulation, in
which old components are reinterpreted and re-
assembled to tell a new tale? Narrative presup-
poses that both storyteller and audience share
a single perspective, and therein may lie the con-
nection between the intellectual and ideological
dimensions of archaeology. To generalize be-
yond specific, highly localized data, archaeolo-
gists must utilize familiar conceptual frame-
works and it is from the political and social
ideologies of every generation that larger specu-
lations about the historical role of the Sea Peo-
ples have always been drawn. As many papers
in this conference have suggested, traditional in-
terpretive structures are in the process of recon-
sideration and renovation. That is why I believe
it essential that we reflect on our current Sea
Peoples stories—and see if we cannot detect the
subtle, yet lingering impact upon them of some
timeworn Victorian narratives.
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