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ON FLORIN CURTA’S ATTACK

GHEORGHE ALEXANDRU NICULESCU"

Keywords: archaeology, ethnic phenomena, methodological nationalism, dogmatism, ideology, epistemic vices
Abstract: Comments on Florin Curta’s arrogant and defamatory article, which, instead of a fair examination of what I
wrote about how culture-historical archaeologists understand social science research on ethnic phenomena, uses mockery,
insults, data manipulation and statements presented without arguments or with ridiculous ones, in order to prove that he
has nothing to do with to culture-historical archaeology and that the persistence of nationalist representations in his
thinking about ethnic phenomena is just an outcome of my malicious interpretation.

Cuvinte-cheie: arheologie, fenomene etnice, nationalism metodologic, dogmatism, ideologie, vicii epistemice
Rezumat: Comentarii la articolul arogant si defaimator al lui Florin Curta, in care, in loc sd examineze onest ce am scris
despre felul in care arheologii cultural istorici inteleg cercetarea din stiintele sociale cu privire la fenomenele etnice,
foloseste bataia de joc, insultele, manipularea informatiei si afirmatii prezentate fara argumente sau cu argumente ridicole
pentru a dovedi ca nu are nici o legatura cu arheologia cultural istorica si ca persistenta reprezentarilor nationaliste 1n felul
in care concepe fenomenele etnice este doar un rezultat al interpretérii mele rau-voitoare.

In an article about the archaeological research on ethnic phenomena!, I tried to show, taking Florin Curta
and Sebastian Brather as examples, that archaeologists educated as I was?, in a culture-historical research
tradition, tend to preserve key elements from nationalist representations of society, even when they reject
nationalism and try to replace its representations with knowledge taken from the social sciences. Unwilling
to discuss my views, Curta dismisses them and expects other people® to do that, in a paper published in two
versions, one in English and the other one in Romanian*. A radical refutation of my claims, supported by

* “Vasile Parvan” Institute of Archaeology, Romanian Academy, Bucharest; alec_niculescu@yahoo.com.

I'Niculescu 2011.

2 Curta has noticed that: “In a sudden confession, he admits being ‘also educated as a culture-historical archaeologist
(2014a, p. 300), but he does not see the connection with my main argument, because for him the only imaginable reason
to criticize culture-historical archacology is to present yourself as superior to it, as he does. That is why what I said
appears to him “sudden”. It is not part of a scientific argument, it is an accidental and laughable admission of weakness.

3 He mentions two colleagues who have found some value in my article (Curta 2014a, p. 300, n. 9). This is a warning
for those archaeologists who dare to refer to views unapproved by him.

4 Curta 2014a and 2014b. The version in Romanian is an obvious attempt to impose his views on readers who do not
know English and therefore cannot check whether Curta has properly understood and presented what I wrote. My article
from 2011 was published in English and it refers only to what Curta wrote in English. There are differences between the
two versions of the attack. Mockery is more frequent here, starting with the title, which replaces the quotation from the
English version — the quotation is not accurate, “an” is added by Curta (see Niculescu 2011, p. 6); probably an “a” would
be appropriate — with a mocking interpretation of it. Other examples: “describing the water” (2014a, p. 300, n. 11) becomes
“ne descrie cu savantlac apa” (“savantlac” designates in Romanian false scientific pretenses) (2014b, p. 911, n. 11); “says
that he knows” (2014a, p. 300) becomes, in 2014b, p. 910, “ne marturiseste cu o sinceritate induoisatoare (confesses with
heart-breaking sincerity). In several instances, my claims are evaluated differently: an article published in 2005 is qualified
as “a thorough critique of nationalism” in the English version (2014a, p. 300, n. 11), and as “a very acid critique of
nationalism” (o foarte acida critica a nationalismului) in the Romanian one (Curta 2014b, p. 911, n. 11; “[t]o be fair,
Niculescu hints at precisely this matter...” (2014a, p. 302, n. 20) becomes “Niculescu se apropie Intrucatva de aceasta
idee” (Niculescu comes somewhat close to this idea) (2014b, p. 914, n. 20).
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308 Gheorghe Alexandru Niculescu 2

arguments, would be certainly useful, but the scientific content is for Curta just a pretext for constructing a
defamatory attack. He pays little attention to what I wrote® and uses his credibility, abusive rhetoric, derogatory
remarks and many red herrings with the aim of convincing the readers®. He assembles words from my text into
whatever he needs to prove that it contains a personal attack against him and that it is made of “dishonest
citation practices”, “efforts to create a straw man” and “smearing tactics”, that my arguments are worthless,
because they are coming from someone who has “weak credentials™, is intellectually deficient®, has “a
distorted understanding of what culture history actually is” and “wrong assumptions about such fundamental
concepts as ethnicity or (material culture) style™.

Curta is strongly displeased with the idea that nationalist representations are still active in his
interpretations. He claims that this is not possible, simply because he was not educated as a cultural-historical
archaeologist, and that I deliberately misrepresented the truth: “Niculescu chooses to ignore the fact that my
archaeological education is from the United States, not Romania.... there is actually no basis for his claim that

I was ‘educated as a culture-historical archaeologist who explores the social sciences’”!°.

I know that Curta has a Ph.D. in history from Western Michigan University, not in archacology
(archaeology is not usually taught in US history departments). I did not know that he took a course on
archaeological theory, but one course with an American archaeologist does not provide one with an
archaeological education. In what I read from Florin Curta’s writings there is nothing that could indicate an
US training: the interest for the social sciences was present in the history department of the Bucharest
University, most significantly in the teaching of an archaeologist: Ligia Barzu''. Knowledge about the debate
on styles from the 1980s was also present: while participating at an excavation in Norway, in 1990, [ was able
to spend time in the excellent little library of the Bergen Historisk Museum and I copied literature on the
archaeological interpretation of ethnic phenomena. Coming back to Romania I have presented those views on
style to my colleagues (Florin Curta and I worked in the same office) and offered the literature brought from
Norway to anyone interested. Even Bruce Trigger’s well known History of Archaeological Theory, mentioned
by Curta, as an important part of his US archaeological education, was present: in 1992 I brought several copies
of that book from the United States. Seriation and cluster analysis were also known.

Curta claims that in Romania he “was trained as a Classicist, not as an archaeologist”, and supports this
by invoking the theme of his B.A. thesis and two articles derived from it, published in 1995 and 1997. The
reader is led to imagine that a Romanian classicist continued his education in the United States, where he
developed an interest for archaeology. This is not true. He was trained as a historian, in the History department
of the Bucharest University, where he was taught archacology (all universitary archaeology teaching was done
at that time in history departments), not in the Classics department. Trusting his CV, he even taught archaecology
in the History-Philosophy Department of the Bucharest University in 1989. This might not be a strong argument
because having no education in a discipline does not prevent Curta from teaching it: he mentions in his CV
that he also taught sociology at the Bucharest Romanian-American University, in 19932,

3 See Curta 2014a, p. 300: “I will also not discuss his views of Bierbrauer or Brather. Instead, I shall focus on getting
the record straight and pointing to key problems in his deeply flawed argument”. My views are not on persons. I am
only discussing some of their writings.

6 Curta even resorts to slander when he describes me as someone who hides what he thinks in order to get advantages
from those who have different opinions (2014a, p. 303, n. 22).

7 Curta 2014a, p. 299: “weak credentials for assuming any critical position in terms of the ‘production’ of
archaeological literature in the culture-historical mode.” I'm not sure about what kind of credentials Curta has in mind
here, but he provides (ibidem, p. 301) the reader with what seems to him relevant information, that I took my Ph.D. from
the University of Bucharest, at the age of 46 (tacitly compared to his Ph.D. earned at 33, from an American university).

8 See, e.g., Curta 2014a, p. 299, n. 1: “’knowledge’ appears as truly ‘foreign’ to the author”.

9 Curta 2014a, p. 299.

10 Curta 2014a, p. 301.

1 In his preface to Curta 2009a, Victor Spinei mentions that Curta had several favorite professors, his main
attachment being to Ligia Barzu (p. v).

12F. Curta, Curriculum vitae, http://users.clas.ufl.edu/fcurta/florin/cv.pdf (accessed on February 27, 2015).



3 On Florin Curta’s attack 309

He was indeed interested in ancient history, but developed his archaeological knowledge by participating
to several excavations, from 1990 to 1993 as a member of the Institute of Archaeology, where he started his
work on the archaeology of the “Slavs” under the supervision of Radu Harhoiu'3. Curta used that knowledge
in eight archaeological articles conceived before his emigration to the USA!4. The idea that he had a
culture-historical archaeological education in Romania, qualified now as “bizarre” and “with no basis”, was
certainly not so a few years ago, when Victor Spinei wrote an introduction to a volume containing some of
Curta’s writings. Here Curta’s interest for archaeology is presented as starting in 1982, with the participation
to an excavation at Vadu under the guidance of Sergiu losipescu, and continuting with other participations to
excavations at Histria (1986-1987), Tirgsorul Vechi (1987-1989) and Sighisoara (1987-1993). Spinei points
out that Curta’s archaeological education was guided by Radu Harhoiu, his “colleague and mentor”!>. In the
acknowledgements section of his Ph.D. dissertation from 1998, Curta gives more details: “My deepest
academic debt is to Radu Harhoiu from the Archaeological Institute in Bucharest, who guided my training
as an archaeologist and encouraged me to think historically about artifacts. It is he who gave me the idea
of studying the Slavs in the context of the sixth-century Barbaricum...” (emphasis added)'¢.

All this is forgotten in Curta’s attack. He even qualifies his professors at the University of Bucharest as
“Niculescu’s” professors, forgets the debt of gratitude towards those who helped him become an archaeologist,
and opposes to them Allan Zagarell, who appears now as having “the greatest influence” on Curta’s “mode of
thinking”!”. No US archaeological education is mentioned in the preface to Curta’s book from 2001: “This
book is in fact a combined product of archaeological experience, mostly gained during field work in Romania,
Moldova, Hungary, and Germany, and work with written sources, particularly with those in Greek. ... | have
conducted exhaustive research on most of the topics surveyed in those chapters which deal with the
archaeological evidence. Field work in Sighisoara (1985) and Targsor (1986—8) greatly contributed to the
stance taken in this book (emphasis added)”'3.

It is unlikely that Curta actually believes what he writes about his education, especially since his CV and
Spinei’s introduction can refresh his memory and it is astonishing that he invokes two publications and the
theme of his M. A. in favor of his thesis and ignores eight publications and the theme of his Ph.D. dissertation,
which do not support it. The way in which he argues in order to create the impression that he is an US educated
archaeologist, who has nothing to do with culture-historical archacology, makes me understand why my advice
on not having our data behave according to our plans is dismissed by Florin Curta as “vague and emotional”

13 In Romania, he was an apprentice at the excavations he mentions (no other field experience is mentioned in his
CV, except one in Constance, to which he participated, very probably, also as an apprentice or as a visitor). He was
supposed to do what he was told and to learn. Following the custom active at that time, he was not entrusted with
research responsibilities (he is not even mentioned among the authors of the excavation reports). These excavations and
the considerable amount of time spent by senior colleagues from the Bucharest Institute of Archaeology on teaching
him, especially by Radu Harhoiu, were his archaeological post-graduate education in Romania. See Curta 2014a, p. 301,
n. 16: “My education at the University of Bucharest is irrelevant in this respect, since I was trained as a Classicist, not
as an archaeologist. ... Following my B.A. from the University of Bucharest (1988), I have not received any other form
of post-graduate education in Romania”.

14 Curta 1990 and 1992 were published in Dacia N.S., the main archaeological journal in Romania at that time; the
other six: Curta 1988; Curta 1994a; Curta 1994b; Curta 1994c; Curta, Dupoi 1994-1995 and Canache, Curta 1994.

15 Spinei, in Curta 2009, p. vi. Some details from this preface, for instance that Curta participated to an excavation under
my supervision and that of Monica Margineanu-Carstoiu, indicate that Spinei has used information coming from Curta.

16 Curta 1998, p. ii

17 Curta 2014a, p. 301. In order to indicate that his research belongs to a superior way of doing archaeology, he
presents his education as post-processualist. If we think that social theory and sensitivity to the ways in which
archaeologists are prone to ascribe to the distant past ways of thinking belonging to the recent one are important,
post-processual archaeology is certainly better than culture historical archaeology. But that does not make any
post-processual research product better than a culture-historical one. For instance, the contributions to archaeological
knowledge made by Max Martin, with his catalogue and analysis of the Kaiseraugst necropolis (1976 and 1991) are
much more important than many sterile post-processual theoretical musings, just as the theoretical work produced by
Ian Hodder or John C. Barrett is much more important for archaeology than many worthless descriptive publications
of culture-historical archaeologists.

18 Curta 2001, p. 2.
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and gratulated with three exclamation marks!®. His construction of the argument is made by choosing what can
be presented as supporting it and by deliberately omitting what does not, something a lawyer or a tabloid
journalist would do, not a scientist?°. Getting away with what can be presented as true is the goal, probably
with a wish to see how far he can go, not the truth.

Curta’s effort to falsify his biography is pointless. I did not infer his views from his education. I have
examined some of his writings, which clearly indicate a culture-historical perspective and the influence of
nationalism. One can safely assume they come from his education, no matter where that took place. One’s
beginnings in professional knowledge are important, but the extent to which they impose a set of outlooks for
a long time is variable, especially under conditions which do not favor their survival. Then, of course, nationalist
representations of the social were not cultivated only among archaeologists: the whole educational system was
permeated by them. And not only in Romania. They are frequent now in the US, even among social scientists
who study ethnic phenomena?!. The resistance to them does not come from the immunity tacitly claimed by
Curta. It can be a product of examining how what we know has come to our minds. Without such efforts, our
ability to take research outside the frame that has been for so long imposed on us is limited.

For any archaeologist who has read culture history, processual and post-processual archaeology is
obvious that Curta belongs to the first. This is indicated by central research practices which were frequent in
his Romanian work environment and continue to be frequent in Curta’s work: e.g., analysis of drawings instead
of artifacts (Curta has never seen most of the artifacts he is talking about) and hence a focus on shapes and
decoration and little interest for materials, technology and formation processes, the use of typological
classifications and mapping for ethnic identification®?.

A serious investigation of ethnic phenomena starts by distancing itself from nationalist views. Just an
example, from Fredrik Barth:

“Practically all anthropological reasoning rests on the premise that cultural variation is
discontinuous: that there are aggregates of people who essentially share a common culture, and
interconnected differences that distinguish each such discrete culture from all others. Since culture is
nothing but a way to describe human behaviour, it would follow that there are discrete groups of people, i.e.
ethnic units, to correspond to each culture” (emphasis added)?>.

Curta can certainly claim that he knows that. Here are “his” words:

“Before Barth, Western anthropologists had limited their investigation to processes taking place within
groups, rather than between groups. All anthropological reasoning has been based on the premise that
cultural variation is discontinuous and that there were aggregates of people who essentially shared a
common culture, and interconnected differences that distinguish each such discrete culture from all
others” (emphasis added)**. Curta has appropriated Barth’s words, but their meaning does not come to his
mind when he is wondering what a nationalist representation of society might be?>.

19 Niculescu 2011, p. 15. Curta 2014a, p. 301.

20 Interesting enough, Curta himself has harsh words for those who deliberately ignore evidence: when he suspects
that an archaeologist “passes over in silence those facts which directly contradict her arguments” the verdict is clear:
“she is simply dishonest” (Curta 2009b, p. 10).

21 See Wimmer 2014, p. 838, on the “straightforward Herderian essentialism [which] dominates much of ethnic
studies in the USA (with very notable exceptions)”.

22 Despite the decades he has spent on inferring types of people from types of artifacts, as many culture-historical
archaeologists do, Curta dismisses my interpretation that this has to do with a groupist social ontology and claims that
the reason for using typology is “a stringent need of chronological control”. More about Curta’s understanding of
typology, here, infra. On mapping, see Curta 2001, p. 200-203, where he comments on the distribution of several types
of brooches and concludes: “[t]he distribution of all these types speaks for itself.” No distribution map speaks for itself.

23 Barth 1969, p. 9.

24 Curta 2001, p. 18. Footnote 39, situated before the “paraphrased” text, sends the reader to Barth’s “influential
book” from 1969, not to the introduction, from which the emphasized words are taken. The next footnote, n. 40, placed
at considerable distance from it, sends the reader to Barth 1994, p. 12, but the text is taken from Barth 1969, p. 9. The
reader is not offered that information and is led to believe that the assessment belongs to Curta, who evaluates the state
of the research before the work of F. Barth.

25 See Curta 2014a, p. 302: .. Niculescu... never explains what exactly is a nationalist representation of any society”.
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In my 2011 article I did not offer a definition for “nationalist representation of society”. The contexts in
which I used this notion made it clear enough?® and I thought that those interested in the archaeological
interpretation of ethnic phenomena would not need one. It is what sociologists call “methodological
nationalism™?” and it designates beliefs about the relations between human beings imagined by nationalist
ideologies and absorbed by common knowledge and scientific disciplines. Its main ingredient is the idea that
the world is made of distinct groups, similar to modern nations, endowed with durable characteristics, which
make them the main actors of history and politics, and should be studied as such.

In the article that has enraged Curta I argued that, despite his efforts to distance himself from nationalism,
this representation is still present in some of his interpretations, namely in the view of ethnicity as a common
mode of action, in that of style equated with the signaling of the distinctiveness of an ethnic entity and in the
assumption that ethnicity was during Late Antiquity what it is today. All this amounts to the preservation of
what is crucial in nationalist representations and was rejected by F. Barth and U. Beck: a world made now and
in the distant past of groups of the same kind. And this representation makes for Curta valid definitions like
that of Max Weber, on which I will have more to say. My views on these matters are not rejected by Curta as
based on misrepresentations of his writings, so he tacitly agrees that [ properly understood what he meant. They
are dismissed, with no arguments worthy of a scientific paper, as indicating my ignorance.

For Curta, as for many historians and archaeologists from Eastern Europe, nationalism means mainly
defending and promoting views that exalt their own nation and diminish others. Therefore, he defends his
writings as being irrelevant for current nationalist interests?®. My claim was that both he and S. Brather make
the past relevant to the ethnic present not by supporting particular nationalist political claims, but by imagining
ethnicity as a uniform reality, extending from the past to the present, although what it does is to extend the
nationalist present in an imagined ethnic past®®. This view is emphatically sustained even in Curta’s recent
attack, when he equates my reservations towards his idea that ethnicity was in distant past, as today, “a
phenomenon of everyday life”?°, with the radical rejection of ethnicity as a phenomenon of Late Antiquity.

26 See Niculescu 2011, p. 10, where such representations refer to ethnic phenomena as “continuously mobilized
groups”, or p. 15, where the idea “of a world divided, in the present as in the past, into bounded ethnic entities” is
presented as “central in the nationalist representation of social reality”.

27 See the definition of methodological nationalism offered by Ulrich Beck (2007, p. 287): “Systematically,
methodological nationalism takes the following ideal premises for granted: it equates society with nation-state societies,
and sees states and their governments as the cornerstones of a social sciences analysis”. See also Wimmer, Glick Schiller
2002, p. 217: “Methodological nationalism is understood as the assumption that the nation/state/society is the natural
social and political form of the modern world”. See also p. 222, where a reference to one of my papers is used to point
out that methodological nationalism continues to be dominant in historiography, art history and archaeology, as practiced
by many Eastern European researchers.

28 It seems unlikely that Curta is so politically naive that he does not understand the implications of knowing “who
were those enigmatic Slavs” (Curta 2001, p. 2). He comments: “Be as it may, one is left wondering how is that relevant
for the ethnic present?” and claims that the conclusions of his work are against current ethnic concerns (2014a, p. 302).
However, they replace origins exalting long ancestry and autonomy, with a “truth” that makes them subaltern. This is
devaluation, one of the tactical devices used in nationalist symbolic conflicts, described by Simon Harrison (1995,
p. 256-258), and, as such, it is relevant for the present.

29 Niculescu 2011, p. 15. A similar view can be found in an article written by an anthropologist: “[c]lassifying the
most diverse historical forms of social identity as ‘ethnic’ creates the scientifically questionable but politically useful
impression that all ethnicities are basically the same and that ethnic identity is a natural trait of persons and social
groups. If, following Smith (1991, p. 52), we use the term ethnies to refer equally to Old Testament Canaanites, early
medieval Normans and modern-day Basques and Sikhs, it is no great feat to claim ‘a greater continuity between
pre-modern ethnies and ethnocentrism and more modern nations and nationalism than modernists of all kinds have been
prepared to concede’. This is not an argument which bears up to historical scrutiny. Rather, it is a nominalist operation
intended to provide scholarly legitimation for ethno-nationalist ideologies” (Lentz 1995, p. 305). After rightly seeing
in A.D. Smith’s understanding of ethnie “a tendency to reify ethnic groups and to treat ethnicity as an ‘it’, a ‘thing’ out
there to be objectively measured and studied”, Curta uses ethnie as “a way to avoid confusion between the ethnic group
and the phenomenon it supposedly instantiates (ethnicity)” (2001, p. 23), without noticing that “instantiation” used in
this way is reification.

30 Curta 2014a, p. 305. See infia.
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The overtly political nationalism contained in archaeological writings relies on methodological
nationalism, but there are archaeologists who still believe in the existence of ethnic archaeological cultures and
resist nationalist interpretations of the past because the archaeological record, as they understand it, does not
support them. One can even dedicate a very important and valuable body of work against the nationalist use
of the past and still have a nationalist representation of society. Herminio Martins, who appears to have
invented the notion of methodological nationalism, remarks that “macro-sociological work has largely
submitted to national pre-definitions of social realities: a kind of methodological nationalism — which does not
necessarily go together with political nationalism on the part of the researcher — imposes itself in practice
with national community as the terminal unit and boundary condition for the demarcation of problems and
phenomena for social science” (emphasis added)3!.

Avoiding a direct confrontation with most of my claims, Curta focuses on proving dishonesty and
ignorance, a common tactic for those who want to avoid a scientific discussion. I will discuss only some of his
arguments, selected according to the importance he gave to them. I have ignored statements that are formal
games on what I wrote or just silly>2.

Curta invokes “dishonest citation practices’ -, starting with the accusation that I selected the information
supporting my claims. I paid attention to arguments in his writings that could prove my interpretations wrong, but
I did not read everything Curta has written. My purpose was to illustrate a common problem, shared even by
culture-historical archaecologists who use the social sciences, not to offer a comprehensive study of Curta’s work.

Then he claims that | have invented things he never wrote: “if one goes to the page indicated, one
immediately notes that there is no mention of ethnicity being a recent phenomenon. Those words are not mine;
they have only been attributed to me by Niculescu™*. Here is what one can read by going to that page:

“Others argue that ethnicity is a relatively recent phenomenon, resulting from dramatic historical
experiences, notably escape from or resistance to slavery, ....” (emphasis added) *°.

Curta also claims that I have wrongly attributed to him the characterization of Fredrik Barth’s work as
a “subjective approach to ethnicity” and that what he wrote --“[t]o be sure, the subjective approach to ethnicity,
which is so often and almost exclusively attributed to Barth, long precedes him” is something completely
different. It is not. Here is another statement, on the same page: “Barth shed a new light on subjective criteria
(ethnic boundaries)...” 3¢

Another accusation of misrepresentation concerns my claim that Curta believes F. Barth favored a “we
vs. them” perspective’’. He says that in his book he attributed this not to Barth, but to his followers. That is
true. [ assumed that Barth’s followers very simply followed his opinions. Curta did not mention them and did
not indicate that they were dissenters. How was I to know? That this is another instance in which Curta plays

9933

31 Martins 1974, p. 276.

2 E.g., Curta 2014a, p. 302, claims that I do not understand that “the Slavs are not a desirable ingredient of the
Romanian ethnogenesis, and definitely not an element of the past that could be effectively used by Romanian
nationalists”. This is something in Romania even high-school pupils understand. Or: “[m]ine is not a text-aided
approach. Nor do I think of historical sources as additional or some kind of crutches helping the archaeologist make
sense of the archaeological record” (2014a, p. 306). Curta does not know what he is doing. The simple existence of
ethnic units is taken from the written sources. Without them he would have no knowledge about “who were” those
Slavs. On this, see Halsall 2011, p. 18: “Indeed assigning any ethnic name to archaeological evidence is quite impossible
on archaeological grounds alone. No specific ethnic identity of any sort can ever simply emerge from the archaeological
record on its own, whether that record be studied through artefact design, or from distribution maps or charts of
percentage frequencies...Such an interpretation can only — ever — arise through the application to the archaeological
data of a series of assumptions derived from written sources”.

3 Curta 2014a, p. 299.

34 Curta 2014a, p. 303.

35 Curta 2001, p. 15. 1 did not write that Curta believes ethnicity to be a recent phenomenon, only that he mentioned this
as an opinion: “After mentioning the opinion that ethnicity is a relatively recent phenomenon...” (Niculescu 2011, p. 10).

36 Niculescu 2011, p. 10; Curta 2001, p. 18.

37 Curta 2014a, p. 303-304. See Niculescu 2011, p. 10 and Curta 2001, p. 18.
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on the appearances against the truth is proved by what he wrote in a book review “Barth and his students built
on concepts of the self and social role behavior typified by the ‘we vs. them perspective’38,

Curta also indicates that my remark on the absence of the required quotations marks for a phrase he
borrowed from Sidn Jones is inappropriate. He has the audacity of presenting his use of her words as a
paraphrase®.

This is the “paraphrase”:

“This seems to come very close to Bentley’s point that the cultural practices and representations
which become objectified as symbols of ethnicity are derived from, and resonate with, the habitual
practices and experiences of the agents involved, as well as reflect the instrumental contingencies of a
particular situation” (emphasis added).

And this is Sian Jones’ text:

“The cultural practices and representations that become objectified as symbols of ethnicity are
derived from, and resonate with, the habitual practices and experiences of the people involved, as well
as reflecting the instrumental contingencies and meaningful cultural idioms of a particular situation”
(emphases added)™.

In the footnote following the paragraph which includes the text quoted above, the unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation of Sian Jones is mentioned, after a reference to a work by Ian Hodder. But without quotation marks
the reader cannot know what was taken from her dissertation and how. The rules about this are straightforward.
This is how they are presented on the site of well-known academic publisher: “Authors are reminded that,
where they draw upon material from another source, they must EITHER put that material in the form of a
quote, OR write it entirely in their own words (i.e. there is no ‘middle way’)**!.

The “paraphrase” from S. Jones is immediately followed by another one from Ian Hodder:

“Thus, the ethnic differences are constituted in the mundane as well as in the decorative, for the
‘tribal’ distinctions and negative reciprocity become acceptable and are ‘naturalized’ by their continual
repetition in both public and private™*.

This is lan Hodder’s text:

“The ethnic differences are constituted in the mundane as well as in the decorative. The tribal
distinctions and negative reciprocity become acceptable and are ‘naturalised’ by their continual
repetition in both public and private™®.

The aforementioned footnote 68 starts with a reference to Hodder, but, again, the reader in not informed
that Hodder’s text was copied almost ad litteram. With time, the paragraph made of phrases written by S. Jones
and [. Hodder has become so dear to Curta that it has become his knowledge. In a review and two articles he
uses it, with small variations, without indicating the sources:

“But the evidence suggests precisely the opposite. Cultural practices and representations that
become objectified as symbols of group identity are derived from, and resonate with, the habitual
practices and experiences of the agents involved, but they also reflect the instrumental contingencies of
a particular situation. Ethnic differences are constituted simultaneously in the mundane as well as in the
decorative, and become “naturalized” by continual repetition in both public and private™*.

When I first encountered the “paraphrase” from S. Jones, I did not see it as more than an accident,
eventually to be mentioned in a footnote. I do not know how frequently Curta uses such “paraphrases”, but
they suggest the special relation with other traditions of research than his own, also indicated by his mocking
of the difficulties encountered by me during my journey through the foreign knowledge produced by social
scientists. Endowed with the miraculous gift of instant comprehension, Curta imagines that by reading and by

38 Curta 2006, p. 92.

39 Curta 2014a, p. 304, n. 31. See Niculescu 2011, p. 11, n. 56, on Curta 2001, p. 30.

40 Jones 1997, p. 90

41 http://www.elsevier.com/journals/research-policy/0048-7333/guide-for-authors (accessed on April 12, 2015).

42 Curta 2001, p. 30.

4 Hodder 1982, p. 55-56.

4 Curta 2006, p. 92; the text is almost identically reproduced in Curta 2007, p. 180 (here the two parts coming from
Jones and Hodder are separated) and Curta 2011, p. 539 (in footnote 26, placed before the “paraphrase”, Curta sends
the reader to p. 187 and 205 of Hodder’s book, but not to p. 55-56, where the text he copied can be found.
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appropriating ideas he cannot express with his own words, let alone produce, he has direct access to current
research in other traditions of research and that there is no difference between identical words uttered by
different persons, in different contexts*. That this is an illusion is shown by the evolution of 1. Hodder, who
has repeatedly changed his views in order to get closer to the advance of current research or to produce it.
Confronted with my statement that the idea of material culture as text Curta still presents as current
post-processual thinking was abandoned by Hodder, he is blocked in the sterile rage of the clueless and, instead
of calmly examining the facts (I have provided a citation from one of Hodder’s writings, in which he declares
that “[r]eading text is not an appropriate analogy for reading material culture”)*®, he explains my position by
claiming that I hate post-processual archaeology (sic!)*’. Knowledge is as good as its conditions of production
and printed words do not include the reality that has produced them. That is why their meaning is different.
What for Curta is eternal truth, for a post-processualist is a tentative formulation, to be replaced with something
better. But the main difference is that while a post-processualist knows the reasons for embracing and discarding
such a notion, for Curta the choice of a representation is a matter of personal excellence, and therefore a good
choice can never become a bad one, because someone highly intelligent cannot become stupid. [llusions of
instant comprehension are a serious problem in the relations between disciplines and traditions of research.
They are based on mistaken codes*® and plague numerous interdisciplinary projects in which researchers are
imagined by bureaucrats as Curta imagines himself and therefore no recognition is given to the fact that
understanding of a different scientific world takes a lot of time*.

The only coherence detectable in Curta’s theoretical writings about ethnic phenomena is given by the
underlying methodological nationalism. Otherwise the texts taken from different social scientists, archacologists
or not, who have different and sometimes contrasting views, and assembled by Curta, are incompatible. The
reliance on borrowings and the incapacity to produce good original thinking explains the gap between the
“paraphrased” quality of Curta’s theoretical writings and the intellectual poverty of his attack, for which Curta
had to produce his own arguments, usually nothing more than dogmatic statements dressed in mockery.

Instead of discussing arguments I have offered about the persistence of a groupist social ontology in his
work>, Curta wants to prove my “distorted understanding of what culture history actually is”. The line of
thought is that only someone who does not understand culture-historical archaeology could place him in this
tradition of research. I did not attempt to prove his belonging to culture historical archaeology, simply because
that is obvious, just as obvious as the fact that there are differences between him and other archaeologists
belonging to the same tradition.

Curta claims that he has nothing to do with culture-historical archaeology, because he has never defended
the use of “archaeological culture” notion®!. He does not pay attention to what I wrote: “Emblemic style replaces
for F. Curta archaeological culture as a tool for archaeological ethnic identification (emphasis added)’*>2.

Then, Curta claims that I ignore the problem of agency, which he considers important for what I wanted
to say. He states that culture-historical archaeology uses a normative view of culture, “i.e., [that] people

4 On similar illusions, see the remarks of Thomas Kuhn (1996, p. 204): “...he finds himself fully persuaded of the
new view but nevertheless unable to internalize it and be at home in the world it helps to shape. ...He may use the new
theory nonetheless, but he will do so as a foreigner in a foreign environment, an alternative available to him only
because there are natives already there. His work is parasitic on theirs, for he lacks the constellation of mental
sets which future members of the community will acquire through education” (emphasis added).

46 Niculescu 2011, p. 15 and Hodder, Hutson 2003, p. 204. For a presentation of the “material culture as text”
position, see Preucel 2006, p. 138-142.

47 Curta 2014a, p. 301, n. 17.

48 Bourdieu 1968, p. 590.

49 On the misrecognition of the amount of time needed in interdisciplinary projects, see Gosselain 2011.

30T am not sure he understands properly what the notion means. In the Romanian version of the attack, he translates it
with “ontologie sociala de grup” (2014b, p. 909), an appropriate translation for “group social ontology”, not for “groupist
social ontology”, which should be translated in Romanian with “ontologie sociala bazata pe existenta grupurilor”.

31 Curta 2014a, p. 301, n. 19. In Romania, more often than not, culture-historical archaeologists do not rely on complex
wholes of interrelated artifacts for their ethnic identifications, but on few “expressive artifacts”, just as Curta does.

32 Niculescu 2011, p. 12.
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‘behave’ in certain culturally characteristic ways without necessarily being aware of what they are doing”>?
and opposes to it agency. It seems to me that normativity refers to behavior being guided by norms>*, whether
the agents are aware of what they are doing or not, and that human agency is, to a significant extent,
normatively constituted>. Culture-historical archaeologists assume that behind the typological regularities
they study there are ancient norms, and Curta does the same, when he uses the notion of emblemic style,
which implies the existence of rules linking styles to ethnic entities>®. The restriction of agency to intentional
action is unusual for a post-processual archaeologist — Curta claims to have a post-processual education and
training®’ —, especially now, when many of them are supporting ideas of material agency, which by
definition is not intentional and excludes awareness>®. Among the social scientists, some have serious
reservations against the utility of the notion of agency and more include habitual action in it>°. Without any
references in Curta’s writings (again, I have not read all of them), the sources can only be guessed. Possibly
the source is neoliberal thinking, in which humans are imagined as actors who make rational choices with
the aim of improving their chances of success and are free from structural constraints, reflexively managing
their selves as if they were businesses®.

Embracing some theory of agency and leaving everything else in place does not take one out of
culture-historical archaeology. Curta’s agency enables ancient actors to do exactly what culture-historical
archaeologists imagined they did (of course, now they are fully aware of they are doing): they use the types of
artifacts determined by archaeologists — their agency does not allow them to choose anything else — in order
to show their identity, and archaeologists continue to do what they were doing before: they identify them using
those types. The only benefit seems to be that by using “agency” Curta is able to show that he knows more to
those who don’t®!.

For Curta, someone who embraces his notion of agency cannot be a culture-historical archaeologist,
because this tradition does not use it. The definition of culture I had to learn in 1975, as a first-year student in
the history department of the Bucharest University, was that it is “the extra-somatic means of adaptation”, i.e.
Lewis R. Binford’s well-known definition adopted from Leslie White2. That did not make any of the
archaeologists working in Romania processual, not even the professor who taught us the definition. A tradition
of research can use a variety of borrowed ideas, usually under the pressure of their prestige, as legitimating
devices, which do not change the research procedures and their outcomes. These are the core of the paradigm
and the theory empowering them is largely tacit. The adoption of some foreign ideas does not necessarily
change what archaeologists do and how they do itf3.

33 Curta 2014a, p. 302. He indicates in n. 20 that he knows I reject cultural determinism (“[t]o be fair, Niculescu
hints at precisely this matter when writing that Bierbrauer’s view...”. For a different assessment of my position, see the
version in Romanian (here, supra, n. 4).

3 See, e.g., Hodder, Hutson 2003, p. 9, where normative refers to the existence of shared beliefs and rules of
behavior.

35 Korsgaard 2014.

36 See, again, Hooder, Hutson 2003, p. 31, on processual archaeology: “the systemic covering law approach is itself
normative, in the sense that the beliefs and rituals, the meaning of style, are all rules shared by members of social
communities” and p. 207: “...most current archaeological theory, of whatever hue, retains a normative component, in
that explanation assumes ideas held in common and rules of behavior”.

57 Curta 2014a, p. 301.

38 For this understanding of agency, which is crucial for current archaeological theory, see, e.g., Hodder 2012, p. 68:
“Things do have a primary agency, not because they have intentionality but because they are vibrant and have lives and
interactions of their own”.

3 Bourdieu does not use it, because his whole work was an attempt to go beyond the opposition of structure and
agency, which is also that between determination and conscious action. See also Loyal, Barnes 2001 (especially
p. 507-508), for whom the concept of agency is useless for sociological theory because no evidence can separate the
chosen from the determined. For an inclusion of the habitual, using Bourdieu’s notion of the “intentionless intentional”
(p- 980) in a mainstream sociological understanding of agency, see Emirbayer, Mische 1998.

0 Gershon 2011, p. 537 and 539. See also Patterson 2005, especially p. 376-377.

61 Curta also scolds S. Brather for not using the notion and for not mentioning “the now abundant literature on
agency and performativity in archaeology” (Curta 2013, p. 168), but he does not offer any references.

62 Binford 1962, p. 218. Cf. White 1959, p. 8.

3 On the unequal contest between recent social theory and the conceptual apparatus embedded in archaeology,
which includes types, see Johnson 2006, p. 123-124.
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Against my claim that, as a group making methodology, typology has something to do with nationalism,
Curta states that typology is important for culture-historical archaeologists mainly because they need
chronological control®*. It is hard to believe that Curta does not remember those many instances in which, like
other culture-historical archaeologists, he used archaeological types to “identify” ancient peoples. He does here
what he has done with his education: he presents only arguments that support his thesis and ignores the rest.
The link with nationalism seems to me obvious: just as the political ideology creates groups around human
types (see Curta’s “prototypic manner” of identification, ascribed by him to ethnic groups, a way of thinking
he continues to support in his attack), archaeological typologies make groups around artifact types, with two
similar related consequences: the severe reduction of internal variability and the neglect of other traits than
those used for making the groups®.

Curta then states that, “[a]s a method, typology is not ‘contaminated’ by culture history. Only its use
(which is dictated by theoretical choices) could be incriminated as ‘culture-historical’. In and for itself, typology
is neutral”®. According to him the same typology can receive a culture-historical interpretation or a
post-processual one, and so, whatever the results of analysis are, they cannot influence an archaeologist’s view
of the past he wants to recover, because that view is not produced by archaeologists, it is adopted before the
analysis is made and its adoption has nothing to do with archaeological analytical procedures. In other words,
social theory becomes an ideology, not a tool which needs appropriate methodological choices. The informed
archaeologist is supposed to know, before doing anything with the archaeological record, what view of the
world is currently accepted as valid and his research has to confirm it®’. That view is presented in the
conclusions, even if it is incompatible with the methods used for the analysis of the archaeological record, as
it happens with Curta’s emblemic style, which, imagined as a result of the deliberate choices of the actors,
should make him abandon objectivistic and empiricist typologies.

As a way of looking at the world of objects and people typology is not neutral, it shapes the world
according to what it can do, just as in the well-known saying that someone who has a hammer will tend to see
only nails around him. That is why sociologists have repeatedly warned about the limitations imposed by the
constitution of traditions of research around one or several methods®®. One of the most instructive facts about
typological thinking is the importance attached by biologists to its repudiation: “For the typologist, the type
(eidos) is real and the variation an illusion, while for the populationist the type (average) is an abstraction and
only the variation is real. No two ways of looking at nature could be more different™®.

As he tries to demonstrate that he has no connections with culture historical archaeology, Curta makes
them clearly visible. His insistence on the neutrality of typologies, with the consequence that theoretical choices,
good or bad, manifest themselves only in their interpretation and do not participate in the construction of the
methodology, is what processual archaeologists have repeatedly rejected, as culture-historical archaeology,
during the1960s: the idea that “archaeology can be conducted as an autonomous (technical) fact-gathering and
systematizing enterprise that is neutral with respect to (and that can be expected to support) the diverse

64 Curta 2014a, p. 302.

65 Curta 2001, p. 21 and Curta 2014a, p. 305. See Barth 1995, on nationalism operating by impoverishment. See
also Barth’s introduction to the 1969 volume, where the general viewpoint of the essays published in it is described as
the exploration of the processes “involved in generating and maintaining ethnic groups”, rather than “than working
through a typology of forms of ethnic groups and relations” (p. 10). For the limitations of archaeological typology see,
e.g., Bisson 2000, Van Oyen 2015 and Boozer 2015.

66 Curta 2014a, p. 302.

7 See Bauman 1992, p. 686, on the knowledge cultivated by nationalist intellectuals: “The truth they preach must
rely on something stronger than mere power of argument; it must be guaranteed before the argument has started, and
independently of the course the future argument may take - that is, by forces reason can only discover and acknowledge,
not conjure up or modify”.

8 On this, see, e.g., Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992, p. 225-226. For a whole chapter on the alleged neutrality of methods,
see Bourdieu, Chamboredon, Passeron 1991, p. 40-48.

% Mayr 2006 [1959], p. 327. For the transition in biology, in the wake of World War II, from typological thought
to clinal differences, see Abu El-Haj 2007, p. 286. On the giving up of typology as tool for group making in 