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FIGURE 1.2  Machu 
Picchu, Peru. Located 

high in the Andes 
Mountains, Machu 

Picchu was probably a 
retreat for a ruling Inka 

family. It is a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, a 

symbol of Peruvian 
identity, and one of the 
most popular archaeo-
tourism destinations in 

South America.

The Lens of Archaeology

Archaeology may be considered a lens to view the human past. The lens is a framework 
to guide our interest. Frameworks are important to guide us, helping organize our 
thoughts and actions. Many frameworks exist for studying and understanding the 
past. Those interested in ancient landforms follow the framework of geology; those 
whose primary interest is in dinosaurs study through a lens of paleontology. Of those 
more focused on the human past, some view the human past through one of thousands 
of lenses of religion. Others, especially those who like the primacy of the written 
record, often use the framework of history. Those who prefer explanations involving 
aliens and supernatural phenomena are often following a framework of pseudoar-
chaeology.

The lens of archaeology is defined as viewing humans through a set of archaeologi-
cal principles, methods, theories, ethics, and research results. These are covered in 
subsequent chapters in this book. They differ from other frameworks or lenses. There 
is often overlap with other ways of knowing, but it is the suite of characteristics (meth-
ods, theories, etc.) that distinguish the lens of archaeology.

Having a framework for understanding the human narrative is important. 
Archaeology is a way of knowing. It isn’t the only way, but it is a way.
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