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Michael Shanks is a Stanford archaeologist who specializes in classical archaeology and archaeological 

theory. He studied at Cambridge University. He moved to the U.S. in 1999 to take up a Chair in Classics 

at Stanford University. Shanks worked on what is now known as post-processualism and interpretive 

archaeology. He cowrote with Christopher Tilley the books Re-Constructing Archaeology and Social 

Theory and Archaeology. He also wrote Experiencing the Past in 1992. He is a senior founding faculty of 

the Stanford Archaeology Center, a Professor of Classics, a member of the Center for Design Research, 

and teaches in the Programs in Writing and Rhetoric, Science Technology and Society, Urban Studies, as 

well as Classics and Archaeology, and was a codirector of Stanford Humanities Lab (2005-2009). 

 

Here is Michael Shanks: 

First of all, I think that people come first, and technology is an independent variable that is embedded in 

the social fabric. It’s people that we have to focus on, and in particular the culture that they create and 

in which they are immersed. The issues that affect society today are not all that different from the issues 

of 3,000 BC. We have to understand humans in order to provide solutions for humans. 

There are three broad interests in my current research: 1. The future of learning; 2. The future of cities: 

3. The future of the car (the technology that has largely shaped today’s society).  Learning is 

fundamental for everything else. I make a distinction between schooling and education. There is a crisis 

in our school system. Our schools are not preparing the children for the real future. We need a culture 

of learning that extends throughout the lifetime. Nobody is trained for life. I like to think in terms of 

shared learning competencies. Our approach is through project-based, studio-based experiential 

learning. We want to create spaces where cultural experiences happen. Creativity comes from a culture, 

and is specific to each different culture. Archaeology offering exceptional insight into change,  creativity 

and innovation. 

The cities of our age need to confront problems that are very different from the ones that states can 

solve. In fact, one could argue that the nation state, invented in the 18th and 19th century, is failing, at 

least in the West. Cities have issues of diversity, inequality, migration, etc. States are driven by political 

economy, that dominate the public discourse, but doesn’t solve these problems. Cities need more 

cultural vitality in order to address these issues. Accepting diversity, in particular, is important to create 

the city of the future. I am interested in how we can build collaborative networks. Diversity is typical of 

the methodological challenge of deciding what is a problem and what is a solution. Technology, actually, 

frequently solves problems that don’t exist, or, worse, doesn’t realize that a solution is problem. That 

happens when you don’t study people first. Diversity is typical of this dilemma: is it a problem or a 



solution? One could say that diversity creates boundaries, is an obstacle to communication, and that 

different values create conflict. But at the same time one can see diversity as a process of learning to 

accept different ideas from yours. For example, many here think that the core of design is empathy. You 

need to put yourself in the shoes of the user before you can design something for that user, and that 

entails understanding the culture of that user. It is all about “listening” to somebody else. Therefore 

accepting diversity is a way to train for designing solutions for people different from you. Traditional 

design has a poor understanding of human culture, and here we try to remedy that. 

Media have a role in bridging differences because I see them as modes of engagement. They are ways to 

connect. A medium allows you to visit a space in a way that enriches you. Media can foster all the 

fundamental “c”s: conversation, culture, communication, care, collaboration… We experience the world 

through media. The future will bring us participatory and co-creative media that can create new modes 

of engagement. 

The behaviorist school of psychology has long dominated research in the USA but I think that is not the 

right approach. Behavior doesn’t tell me much about meaning. Talking about behavior is the wrong way 

to approach a problem. You have to analyze the root issues. 

Archeology is a field that teaches you the importance of hindsight. Studying the culture fosters foresight. 

From  hindsight and foresight we can get insight. 

 


