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Ancient Aliens: Chariots, Gods & Beyond 
Season 1, Episode 1, The History Channel
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GEOLOGIST?



America Unearthed: Giants in Minnesota 
Season 1, Episode 4, The History Channel
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Radical interpretations about the past from outside of the 
scholarly archaeological community. Typically reject the 
accepted scientific and analytical methods of the 
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material culture is...

PHYSICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF 
HUMAN CULTURAL ACTIVITY













➋ RECONSTRUCT PAST LIFEWAYS: answers what & how

➌ EXAMINE CULTURE PROCESS & CHANGE: answers why

3 GOALS OF ARCHAEOLOGY
➊ DEVELOP CHRONOLOGY: answers who, why, & how



COMMON 
MISCONCEPTION











it isn’t about the

ARTIFACTS



BALLBEK



SAQQARA BIRD
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QUIMBAYA ARTIFACTS



it’s about the...

CONTEXT



CONTEXT
Not only the physical location of an artifact (for 
instance), but its relation (in time and space) to other 
things (artifacts, structures, features, etc)
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STEP BACK, we’re 
doing science!

you heard the 

man...SCIENCE!



SERIOUSLY
SO WHAT



before we move on, we need to…

DRAW SOME BOUNDARIES
pseudoscience vs. science; archaeology vs pseudoarchaeology





CLAIM THAT PHENOMENA ARE SCIENTIFICALLY PROVEN (OR 
SOMEHOW SCIENTIFICALLY BASED)

CLAIMS MAKE STATEMENTS ABOUT THE HUMAN PAST, HUMAN 
EVOLUTION, ETC.
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ANCIENT ASTRONAUTS



LOST CONTINENTS



AGE OF THE

SPHINX



SECRET KNOWLEDGE OF THE PYRAMIDS



BIBLICAL

LITERALISM



NATIONALIST ARCHAEOLOGY



ASSESSING
A CLAIM
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PSEUDOARCHAEOLOGY
TOOLKIT



Where is the particular claim or discovery presented? 
Is it an article in a peer reviewed scholarly journal where 
other members of the field have the opportunity to 
assess the validity of the claim? A widely respected 
magazine with science advisors on staff? Or is it found 
on an anonymous website with no attributable source?

➊



Who is making the claim? a trained scientist. More 
importantly, is it a scientist or researcher trained in 
archaeology, anthropology, or a closely related field?  
Remember, a scientist skilled in an unrelated field may be 
just as incapable as a non-scientist to comment on an 
archaeological discovery or interpretation.

➋



How does the person announcing the discovery, making 
the claim, or interpreting the results of the study 
“know?” Do they follow follow standard models of scientific 
thinking?  Or does the claimant assert that their knowledge is 
the result of revelation or intuition, and that no proof is 
needed.  Do they argue that the claim is “obvious?”

➌



Are other experts consulted, and how do they 
respond to the claims being made? Are other scientists 
convinced? Are other scientists unsure, skeptical, but 
intrigued?

➍



Are confirming data presented?  Are the fantastical 
artifacts presented unique, one of a kind objects, or are 
archaeologists able to confirm the validity of these by 
finding additional examples?

➎



Is enough information presented for you to make an 
informed decision concerning the validity of what is 
being asserted?  Or, instead, are you left with important 
questions that the report does not address?

➏



WHY?
MOTIVATIONS



➊ MONEY: the public’s interest in archaeology is so great that people 
are willing to pay

➋ FAME: desire to have to oldest site or a previously unknown artifact

➌ NATIONALISM: pseudoarchaeology proving or supporting nationalistic 
claims

RELIGION: pseudoarchaeology to proving or supporting ideological 
claims

➍

ROMANTICIZING THE PAST: making the past more than it is (was)➎
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PUBLIC PERCEPTION 
OF 

SCIENTISTS



MAD SCIENTISTS



NERD SCIENTISTS





SCIENCE!
what it is and why its awesome



? HOW DO WE REALLY 
KNOW WHAT WE KNOW



EPISTEMOLOGY



➋ HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE KNOW?

➌ WHAT DO WE KNOW?

EPISTEMOLOGY
➊ BROADLY DEFINED: THE STUDY OF KNOWLEDGE

➍ HOW DO WE DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN FACT AND 
FANTASY, MEANINGFUL FROM THE MEANINGLESS



BELIEF AND KNOWLEDGE

CHANGES





 Johannes de Sacrobosco, Tractatus de Sphaera (1472)



Nicolaus Copernicus



what exactly is the point here?

WHAT WE KNOW (AND WHAT WE THINK WE KNOW) 
CHANGES OVER TIME DUE TO THE EVOLUTION OF 
THE WAYS IN WHICH WE COLLECT INFORMATION 
AND MAKE CONCLUSIONS.  
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COLLECT INFORMATION



COLLECT INFORMATION ?



DIRECTLY THROUGH PERSONAL OBSERVATION
people tend to think that obtaining firsthand 
information (what they observe themselves) is 
always the best way - unfortunately, most 
people are poor observers
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INDIRECTLY THROUGH SECONDARY SOURCES
Even more problematic - must rely on on the 
quality of someone else’s observations.  How 
did they obtain the information in the first 
place. What are their motives for providing the 
information? Do they have an agenda?
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WHAT IS SCIENCE?
Science is a process of understanding the world 
around us (past or present, seen or unseen) 
through the application of logical thought
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➋ THE UNIVERSE OPERATES ACCORDING TO UNDERSTANDABLE RULES

➌ THE UNIVERSE’S RULES ARE IMMUTABLE

THE ASSUMPTIONS OF SCIENCE
➊ THERE IS A REAL UNIVERSE WHICH IS KNOWABLE

➍ THESE RULES CAN BE DISCERNED, STUDIED, AND UNDERSTOOD BY 
PEOPLE THOUGH OBSERVATION, RESEARCH, AND EXPERIMENTATION
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SCIENTIFIC
REASONING



INDUCTION (INDUCTIVE REASONING)
arguing from specifics to generalities. Developing 
generalities (eventually hypotheses) based on 
observed phenomena.

DEDUCTION (DEDUCTIVE REASONING)
arguing from generalities to specifics. Predicting 
observed phenomena based on a generality 
(hypothesis). Often framed in if/then statements.
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SCIENTIFIC
METHOD



Observe (collect data)➊

➋

➌

Generate hypothesis (explanation for what 
has been observed)

Predict specific things that must be true if 
the hypothesis is valid

➍ Test the hypothesis through experimentation

➎ Generate theory
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ANALYSIS



EXCAVATION
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Observe (collect data)➊

➋

➌

Generate hypothesis (explanation for what 
has been observed)

Predict specific things that must be true if 
the hypothesis is valid

➍ Test the hypothesis through experimentation

➎ Generate theorytheory



THEORY
A well-substantiated, unifying explanation for a set of 
verified, proven hypotheses. "Fact" is also used in a 
wider sense to mean any theory for which there is 
overwhelming evidence.



AN OPINION IS NOT THE SAME AS A FACT

AN OPINION IS NOT THE SAME AS THEORY

AN IDEA IS NOT THE SAME AS A THEORY



Last Week Tonight with John Oliver: Climate Change 
Season 1, Episode 3, HBO



UMMMM...

Soooo…do you 
know what is going 

on here?
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SEE?  the archaeologist 
doesn’t know…the truth 

is obviously aliens



logical fallacy 

ARGUMENT FROM IGNORANCE
Asserts that a proposition is true because it has 
not yet been proven false (or vice versa). A type of 
false dichotomy in that it excludes a third option - 
there is insufficient investigation and therefore 
insufficient information to prove the proposition 
satisfactorily to be either true or false.
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logical fallacy 

ARGUMENT FROM IGNORANCE
Asserts that a proposition is true because it has 
not yet been proven false (or vice versa). A type of 
false dichotomy in that it excludes a third option - 
that there is insufficient investigation and therefore 
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When archaeologists say “we 
don’t know,” it doesn’t mean 

the pseudoarchaeological 
idea is valid or validated



SCIENCE
ALWAYS
CHANGES

(and always makes mistakes)



DIFFUSION & HYPERDIFFUSION



DIFFUSION
social change in past cultures was explained through 
diffusion - the concept that cultural items (ideas, 
styles, religions, technologies, languages) spread 
from one culture to another



MESOPOTAMIA

EGYPT

4th Millennium BC







MESOPOTAMIA

EGYPT



HYPERDIFFUSION
The notion that all major cultural innovations and 
societies derive from one (usually lost) ancient state, 
nation, civilization, etc.
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IGNATIUS DONNELLY





PUNCHLINE
WHAT IS THE 
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BUILDING A TOOLKIT TO ADDRESS

PSEUDOARCHAEOLOGY



➊ UNDERSTAND THE RHETORIC OF PSEUDOARCHAEOLLGY

➋ KNOW HOW TO ASSESS A PSEUDOARCHAEOLOGICAL CLAIM

➌ UNDERSTAND THE FUNDAMENTALS OF ARCHAEOLOGY

➍ UNDERSTAND THE FUNDAMENTALS OF SCIENCE

➎ BE ABLE TO ARTICULATE FUNAMENTAL PROBLEMS WITH 
PSEUDOARCHAEOLOGY IDEOLOGY
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THE END


