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A REPOR T ON THE 197 0 NSF FLINTWORKING SCHOOL 
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by Carl Phagan 
Ohio State University 

Columbus, Ohio 

The 197 0 F l intworking School, sponsored byt he National S c ience Foundation 
and Idaho State University, has certainly be e n the mos t significant portion of m y 
graduate training in archaeology. This is par ticularly true b ecaus e my primary 
i nte re s t s lie in the earlier periods of p rehis t or y in which artifacts consist almost 
ent i r ely of lithic mate rials . For my subs e quent wo r k in the analysis of lithic 
materials from highland E cuador (and I am certain the same would b e true for 
any such collecti on) thi s expe rience has been cr itically important. In fact I now 
c onsider this experie nce, or an e quivalent one , an absolute necessity for those 
who would understand and interpret properly the lithic remains of aborig i nal man. 

Insights gained from such personal involv ement allow the analyst to select 
from an infinite range of possible attributes, modes, or characteristics of the 
imple m ent s those which are technologically most significant . This process of selection 
of important or diagnostic attributes is absolutely essential in describing, orga-
nizing , and comparing lithic assemblages. Too often this select ion is made on 
gr ossly inad e quate bases or on completely subjective feelings. Sometimes it i s 
made only after much wasted effort in measuring and tabulating wha t may turn 
out to be - or should turn out to b e - insignificant characteristics. .A n understanding 
of lithic technolog y p roves most helpful in eliminating from primary c onsideration 
a g reat many "apparent attributes" which should properly be subsume d in la rge r 
t echnologic al processes , which normally serve chiefly as c onfus ion .. , ::: tor s in 
lithic analyses, and w hich may lead to inadequate interpretive hypotheses. While 
te chnological unders tanding s a re not the only way to d i s c over c u ltura l regularities 
in aboriginal societie s , they are certainly one of the best ways; and assuming 
some d egree of pa rallelism in the mental processe s of modern and aboriginal man, 
t hese understand ings s ee m important in revealing the " intentions" of the makers of 
stone artifacts. 

Ethnographe r s have long p r ofited by a personal involve m ent with the objects of 
t heir stud y, feeli ng that the gain in uncle rstanding made poss ible b y a certain degree 
o f actual partic ipation is worth some loss in c omplete objectivity. Prehistorians 
hav e felt t hat s ince their s ubject s are no longer alive, such participation is impossible . 
T h i s flintworking s c hool i s , however, a d efinite fir s t ste p in the inv olvement of pre­
h i storians i n t he lives of their subjects , and as such makes a significant contribution p 
to t he s tudy of early man. One - and on ly one - who h as swe at and bled over the , 
p r oduction of a p r ojectile poi nt has a new unde r standing, a new feeling, a new per- ~ 

spective. H e is better able to sense the significant e lements in its production ..S, 
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which are p erhaps only subtly evident in its final form . He may also be able 
to t rea · as p r operly insignificant some aspect which appears obvious . As a 
s uggest i on for a further s te p in this process of involvement in prehistory I 
would s u gg e st for a s elected group of students an extensive period of study 
not only in t h e p roduction o f aboriginal tool kits by various techniques, but 
thei r use i n a c omplete pattern of subsistence. 

S trong Points Of T h e Flintworking School 
---

1. A per sonal involv ement in one aspect of prehistoric life - - technolog y. 

2. T he skill and a ttitu d e of t he s c hool's teacher , M r. Don Crabtree. He 
was a r eal ins p i ration to all of us and a c onstant stimulation in both 
echnologi c a l p roficiency and interpretive genius. His wealth of under­

s tanding and skill are utterly amazing. 

3. T he pres e nce and assistanc e of Mr . Guy Muto. He was most generous 
wit h his time and skill, and particularly instructive in helping us learn 
from ou r many mistakes . 

4. The intensity of involvement with a few interested and stimulating 
people from a wide range of backgrounds. 

5 . A loosely st r uctured program with sufficient flexibility for eac h 
partic i pant t o procee d at his own pace , to emphasize areas of h i s 
own i n t erest , and t o receive much individual help. 

6 . A mos t a dmirable phy sic a l setting , espe cially for those who feel t hat 
a log a nd tw o peop le is still the optimal learning situation rathe~ ' han 
a fo r mal cla ss room. 

7. T he "ac c id ental" pre sence of D r. F r ancois Bo r d e s f o r a fe w days, who 
gener ous ly contr ibuted a slightl y diffe rent set of ski lls and per spectives. 

8. A healthy attitude of quest i oning and te s ting even established propositions 
and h y pothe ses in p reh i story, and the application of experimental evidence 
to them. 

Suggestions For Imp rovement (E ven the bes t might be bett e r ) 

1 . A period of a t least six week s or eve n longer would allow for inc reased 
retu rns of unders tand ing. Just when best experimentation b ec omes 
possible , it's all ov er. 

~ 
2 . An opportunit y for really interested student s to follow up this program with ~ 

a more advanc e d one would increase the returns even more , especially on 
a long-term basis. \,N 
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3. T h e p r o curement of differe nt kinds of lithic materials for further 
exper imentat i on would increase the degree of parallelism between 
the experimental work and many aboriginal stone assemblages. 

4 . A slightly stronger e mphasis on the use of lithic implements would help 
f urther in understanding only certain technological features w hich m ight 
have b een significant to early man . 

Both the National S cience Foundation and Idaho State University should be 
c ong ratulated f or developing such a fine program, and given every assistance 
in continuing and improving it. 
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