
Introduction
Rules, Networks and Different Kinds of Sources

Natascha Mehler

The chapters presented in Part I analyse and discuss some of the rules 
and regulations that linked people with other people, and with insti-

tutions and homelands during the later medieval and early post-medieval 
period in parts of Central and Northern Europe and beyond. The interpre-
tations are guided by, and embedded in, a firm body of social theory, pre-
dominantly drawing on concepts from Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and Bruno 
Latour (2010). The approaches presented here are both fascinating and 
inspiring. Ben Jervis engages with the agency of rules by means of a late 
medieval merchant’s guild book from Southampton, United Kingdom, 
and by presenting these rules within the framework of Latour’s approach 
to law and regulation. Beyond that, and in the context of this late medieval 
document, he reflects critically on the relationship between archaeological 
and historical sources, herewith providing a methodological umbrella for 
Part I as a whole. Ute Scholz draws on sociological consumer research, 
predominantly using concepts of systematic food consumption, in her 
analysis of the late medieval archaeological material discovered at Tulln, 
Austria. Greta Civis, in her analysis of rubbish management in the medi-
eval settlement of Diepensee, Germany, applies the concept of habitus for 
her discussion on how refuse can help to study regulation by means of 
archaeology. Furthermore, she offers a persuasive methodology for the 
interpretation of rubbish in the archaeological record, based on the con-
cept of socially embedded material culture. Civis and Scholz both discuss 
regulations concerned with hygienic matters. But while Scholz presents 
her material from a consumer perspective, Civis does this from the point 
of view of disposal. Finally, Magdalena Naum gives an understanding 
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of how the lives of the settlers of New Sweden, United States during the 
seventeenth century and later were guided and influenced by regulations 
from their motherland of Sweden. It should be pointed out that her dis-
cussion, based almost exclusively on written sources, allows us also a rare 
insight into disobedience and the defiance of rules, a theme that reappears 
throughout this volume.

The case studies presented here stem from a period that is character-
ized by a steady increase in literacy, recording and the creation of pri-
vate documents, which accrued and transmitted the many aspects and 
expectations of previous generations. Indeed, our knowledge about how 
trade, waste management, consumption, and religious and moral inter-
actions were regulated and connected through networks stems largely 
from written sources that require critical consideration regarding the 
extent of their implementation, and it seems to be straightforward to 
transfer our knowledge from these. Consequently, all the authors in Part 
I embed their discussions within this context. Jervis particularly moves 
beyond a multidisciplinary approach that is historical and archaeologi-
cal into an interdisciplinary reflection about the meaning of textualiza-
tion for social dynamics, and how inherited written regulations evolve 
within, and are influenced by, networks. Considering Part I from a 
methodological point of view, all the chapters are characterized by a 
confrontation of the archaeological record with written sources that 
convey the regulation of social interactions. Archaeological findings of, 
for example, food waste are contrasted with textual directives for waste 
management; something that is only rarely possible. Jervis particularly 
stresses that such a contrast of the archaeological with the written record 
is more than an attempt to provide explanations for patterns observed 
in the archaeological material, and he calls into question the nature of 
the reality or truth that archaeologists and historians often believe they 
encounter in their evidence. Anders Andrén has reminded us that such 
a contrast between the archaeological and historical source material is 
deeply rooted in the research traditions of the specific academic disci-
plines (Andrén 1998: 172). Indeed, all the authors – being archaeolo-
gists – share the standpoint that archaeological material can reveal past 
realities not presented in the written record. While some documented 
regulations seem to express an ideal condition that may never have 
been enacted, the archaeological material is viewed as a unique source 
that may tell us how things were handled in reality, even more so when 
the archaeological record tells a different story from the written docu-
ments. In fact, such a contrast makes evident yet again that one source 
group cannot be understood without the other, and this also stresses 
the need to critically reflect on investigations that provide a larger set 
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of particular evidence (e.g. written sources) and very little of another 
(e.g. archaeological sources). The latter is the case with Naum’s study, 
where archaeological evidence is sparse. Her critical comparison of the 
rich body of written regulations with other accounts of the colonists’ 
engagement with their material environment enables Naum to trace 
the dynamics that underlie the relationship of governance and identity 
creation in colonial contexts. What we need to keep in mind here is that 
the description of people’s interaction with material culture is in itself a 
representation that needs to be handled with caution, especially when 
the scarcity of contemporary archaeological material and contexts does 
not allow for further scrutiny of past practice.

What the chapters, and the contrast and tension evident between the 
different kinds of sources, leave us with is a challenge to think about the 
many facets of the relationship between regulation and reality. Historical 
reality is at the centre of the research of both historians and archaeologists. 
Still, we are unable to fully know and understand past realities (Goertz 
2004: esp. 11): no matter how many types of evidence we investigate and 
methodologies we apply, we only find fragments of past realities. Is it 
that rules, as Jervis has suggested, present an idealized state and hence 
only suggest how things could have been handled in reality? Moreover, 
what does it mean when our sources at hand do not give us any indica-
tion about regulation at all? By engaging with questions such as these, 
the studies in this part outline what different kinds of sources may tell us 
about rules, regulation and disobedience, and how we can move beyond 
the dichotomy of the different and sometimes even contrary evidence at 
hand to get a step nearer to past realities.

Natascha Mehler is a historical archaeologist, with a Ph.D. from Kiel 
University, Germany. She has published widely on the development of the 
discipline and on material culture and is especially interested in interdis-
ciplinary work. She is Senior Researcher at the German Maritime Museum 
in Bremerhaven, Germany, Docent at the Department of Prehistory and 
Historical Archaeology at the University of Vienna, Austria and Honorary 
Reader at the Centre for Nordic Studies at the University of the Highlands 
and Islands.

References

Andrén, A. 1998. Between Artifacts and Texts: Historical Archaeology in Global 
Perspective. Philadelphia, PA: Plenum Press.

Archaeologies of Rules and Regulation 
Between Text and Practice 

Edited by Barbara Hausmair, Ben Jervis, Ruth Nugent, and Eleanor Williams 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HausmairArchaeologies 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HausmairArchaeologies


24� Natascha Mehler

Bourdieu, P. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Goertz, H.-J. 2004. ‘Abschied von “historischer Wirklichkeit”: Das 
Realismusproblem in der Geschichtswissenschaft’, in J. Schröter and A. 
Eddelbüttel (eds), Konstruktion von Wirklichkeit. Berlin: De Gruyter, pp. 1–19.

Latour, B. 2010. The Making of Law: An Ethnography of the Conseil d’Etat, trans. 
M. Brilman. London: Polity Press.

Archaeologies of Rules and Regulation 
Between Text and Practice 

Edited by Barbara Hausmair, Ben Jervis, Ruth Nugent, and Eleanor Williams 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HausmairArchaeologies 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HausmairArchaeologies



