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Geographic Information 
system (GIS) is a general 
term that can describe any 
information system that 
captures, stores, manipulates, 
analyzes, shares and 
displays all types of spatial 
and geographical data. 

Photogrammetry is the 
use of photography to 
take measurements in 
surveying or mapping to 
create a map, drawing or 
3D model. Photogrammetry 
can be used to determine 
the exact position of an 
object, artifact or building. 

Petrography is the detailed 
description of the mineral 
composition (i.e., what 
minerals are combined to 
make the clay) of pottery. 
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TRENDING TOWARDS SCIENCE
From the humanities to the social sciences, Michael Eisenberg 

argues archaeology will end up in the natural sciences 

The last 20 years have brought several radi-
cal changes in the field of archaeology, which 
will be significant for forecasting the next four 
decades. The “hard core” archaeologist will 
become a rare breed. 

Archaeology as a discipline naturally 
developed as part of the humanities. In time, 
it has shifted towards the social sciences and 
nowadays it is trying to relocate to the natu-
ral sciences. It is not merely a change in the 
tools of the discipline, but an overall change 
in perspective. The shift of emphasis, while 
it has contributed many positive aspects, has 
caused a neglect of the historical narratives 
in archaeological fieldwork. The number of 

large-scale field expeditions has been reduced, 
as well as the number of archaeologists working 
on the Biblical and Classical periods—though 
this trend might be turning around.

Archaeology’s new set of rules—many adopted 
from the natural sciences—has forced scholars 
to aim for publication in peer-reviewed journals 
over the publication of thick volumes of excava-
tion results. The natural sciences, which at one 
time were tools for archaeology, began to domi-
nate archaeology. Distinguished archaeological 
and historical journals became second-rate, in 
favor of leading science journals. This forced 
many archaeologists to direct their research and 
articles towards the science journals. 

Humanities, including archaeology, have suf-
fered over the last two decades from continually 
low popularity. As prehistoric archaeology unof-
ficially became a part of the natural sciences, its 
“younger siblings” Biblical and Classical archaeol-
ogy lost the interest they held for so many years. 
Classical archaeology lost some of its worldwide 
popularity, while Biblical archaeology lost its 
leading position within Israeli archaeology. 

This is not as negative as it might sound. It 
forced the two fields to reinvent themselves. 
Now wide regional multidisciplinary research, 
clear research questions and the adaptation of 
tools taken mainly from the natural sciences will 
become the norm in these fields.

This recent shift created some odd anomalies 
in Israeli archaeology. Some of the humanities 
specialties were virtually gone and some from 
the natural sciences that were—up to a decade 
and half ago—totally absent became overpopu-
lated. The rising demand will force the market 
to produce fresh specialties, like numismatics 
and physical anthropology.

As part of this new disinterest, funding for 
large-scale archaeological excavations has been 
reduced. In the next decades, the excavation it-
self will be considered the “archaeologist’s lab,” 
which will gain some funding. Nevertheless, 
conducting an academic, multiseason, large-
scale expedition will be almost impossible with-
out private financing. The Israel Antiquities 
Authority (IAA), the Israel Nature and Parks 
Authority or other  governmental agencies will 
not provide assistance in the near future, there-
fore patrons of archaeology are—and will be—
crucial for funding field archaeology.

Within two decades, the head archaeolo-
gist will function like an Admiral commanding 
a wide variety of experts. Real-time sensing, 
direct use of Graphical Information Systems 
(GIS),  photogrammetry and the full digitization 
of fieldwork will be standard tools for an archae-
ologist. The use of virtual reality as an analytical 
tool during the postdig process will also become 
a basic tool. The romantic anachronism of draw-
ing sherds and artifacts will cease. Full, accurate 
and efficient digitization and documentation 
will become part of the archaeologist’s work 
within the next few decades. 

Within 40 years, archaeologists will be 
more like forensic scientists than historians. 
Some of the human narrative derived from the 
ancient debris will be lost, while new methods 
and tools of research will allow a better un-
derstanding of artifacts, environment and ar-
chaeogeological processes.  a

Within 40 years, archaeologists 
will be more like forensic 
scientists than historians. 
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