Politics essay

Assignmnet brief:   When considering the nature of archaeology as a political practice (or not), focus on a specific aspect – such as: methodology, interpretation, legislation etc. You may restrict your response to a specific period, place, or cultural group, if you wish. 
Politics are inherently in everything from children’s tv shows to academia. It is important to consider how a subject is political. When we consider archaeology, it is possible to see how politics is deeply imbedded into the whole subject due to the inherently political and even ethical issues within archaeology such as the digging up the remains of long dead people, places and objects. Archaeology has been used as a political tool to forward agendas as Gustafsson and Karlsson discuss this in their article on Swedish archaeology(Gustafsson and Karlsson, 2011).This essay looks at real world examples of archaeology and determines that archaeology is inherently political whether that is in the imposing of political agendas into archaeological practice, and in the presentation and manipulation historical narratives.
Archaeology has been used to fulfill many political agendas with notable examples in which political leaders use archaeology in order to secure succession or prove legitimacy to a position of power. This was notably used by Meniilek II who is recognized as the modern founder of Ethiopia. Meniilek’s strategic use of archaeology actually ended up helping the Ethiopian people develop a cultural identity long after Meniilek II’s reign(Zena, 2018).

  The Ethiopian identity was developed further because of Meniilek II but he used Ethiopian, Christian and medieval history as well as Meniilek’s genealogy to further provide proof of his right to rule Ethiopia(Zena, 2018). This shows that archaeology is able to be used for political agendas and even allows people to unite under a banner of a common ancestry or a leader that is deeply rooted within their society. In this case archaeology is shown to be inherently political. By focusing on the physical data and using the tangibility that archaeology provides Meniilek II used archaeology to consolidate his rule in Ethiopia and gain a following as well as forging a cultural identity. The argument that archaeology is inherently political is grounded in a significant amount of evidence in scholarly discourse. Politics is of course commonly associated with the making of laws and the transitions of power such as the presidential and the prime ministerial positions, but it is important to realize that politics govern all types of organization and academia and when it comes to archaeology the inherent politicization of the academic pursuit shines through. Archaeologists themselves are aware of the conflict within their discipline. smith and Wobst state “At heart, archaeology is a colonialist endeavor”(Smith and Wobst, 2005). This statement is about how, due to the past colonial era, there will always be a political side to archaeology. Archaeology will always have people who have other agendas that they wish to impose onto archaeological research whether it be in the interpretation or presentation of the data or the manipulation of historical narratives.
Burying the dead is seen as a deeply sacred act, a fact which has remained true throughout human history. When it came to digging up ancient remains it meant that there would have to be certain rules in the event that a corpse is dug up. This is where the 1857 burial act comes into play, this act is all about respectfully excavating the dead and keeping the sanctity of the burial grounds(Participation, 2023), disturbing these long dead bodies means that there is a large amount of care required to excavate these sites, starting with getting permission from the local area or government and then if a body is found must be immediately reburied. Thes are important because many people feel very strongly towards the dead and their resting place and the disturbance of them can have disastrous effects on someone’s mental state. This would be an example of a political action that although affects archaeology it also exists in order to govern the aspects of interacting with the dead in any setting. This further provides evidence that archaeology is inherently political, as a core aspect of it (that being the analysis of dead bodies) is inherently a political action and causes political discourse. 
The colonial era was a deeply troubling and traumatic time for indigenous cultures and those ramifications ripple out to today. This leads to people seeking out justice or at least repatriations from the people who have wronged an indigenous tribe. Identity and archaeology are tied by politics and a deep rooted history and that history is rooted in location “the politics of location is central to our understanding of archaeological subjects”(Meskell, 2002) the location as a central topic shows us that its clear that the impact humans make on a location is hugely important to archaeology and a way humans will make an impact onto a location is using political ideologies in order to imprint on a place and fundamentally change that location. This will manifest as a simple non-descript landscape becoming a town, building or even a graveyard, this makes the act of digging up these places or finding those locations an archaeologist is viewing the effects of politics of the past. Further proving that archaeology is a political subject.
Indigenous cultures suffer a common problem of their artefacts having been stolen from them during the colonial era. The thieves that took these items often display them with in their uses such as the British national museum and American history museums all have one central argument to their engagements in the subject of repatriations. That argument is “if we give it back, we cannot study it” this false statement Is in and of itself self-serving and a bad argument at best as the people who made this object absolutely know what it is for. The best example of this would be the Nigsas people’s totem pole being returned to them after a very long time. See a totem poles religious purpose is to be made then watch over the land and then finally fall down and let nature reclaim, this reclaiming of nature is apart of the religious rite of these totem poles. but was stolen by a colonizing force and was kept for almost a century(Matassa-Fung, 2023). This shows not only the effect that archaeology has had on the political landscape, but the wrongs of the past are being actively righted by governments. Using the artefacts, we stole and returned these items to improve relations, lend further evidence to archaeology being political and it even further shows evidence of archaeology inherent politics.
Artefacts being stolen is a deeply political subject and in fact causes many issues within the wider range of politics, with people being on either side of the political arguments but there has been a shift of opinion when it comes to returning these artefacts to their original owners. For example, Manchester has been considering returning artifacts that had been previously stolen from Australia by indigenous people these artefacts are being returned to indigenous aboriginal tribes in Australia in order to help with relations and just do the right thing(‘UK and Australia “working on” return of Aboriginal artifacts from museums’, 2023). This shift in the relationship between colonizers and the indigenous is especially important to look at as that very obviously was not always the case. Just like politics archaology is forever evolving and the politics of archaeology evolve with it.
Archaeology can be used to further specific narratives in political storylines can be used to portray a specific narrative that unfortunately are normally used to provide “proof” of a lie used to negatively affect certain groups. A major example of this situation happening is the comments made about African history and the continent as a whole. There is a common story told about African history, that thankfully have been moved away from in recent years, that Africa has a singular history. This heavily Eurocentric myth about the continent has affected the archaeology(Shepherd, 2002) .this is clear evidence that archaeology is a political subject but also implies that archaeology can be used in order to change perspectives about groups and therefore shift someone’s political leanings when it comes to these topics.
White privilege and a white centric type of thinking is the idea that a white person is the default. This default state can lead to an us vs them mentality or even worse.  but it is important to acknowledge this as in archaeology this white privilege can cause people to look at other cultures as being “abnormal” or even plain wrong. The assumptions people make about people of color will inevitably bleed into our making of history and by extension archaeology. This is supported by the known privilege white people are given today and the disproportionate privilege people of color are given(Little and Shackel, 2007)
The” other” is a concept that is worth talking about in any subject. It can have negative connotations like in politics today with speeches of hate or it can mean knowing a mindfulness of another culture and being sure not to view other traditions with our preconceived notions and in fact moving away from Eurocentric values actually will help in the humanities as it allows for a more holistic view on the world(Montón-Subías and Hernando, 2018). Blurring of the diverse past actually ends up with a worse and untrue view of the past. There are ways to stop Eurocentric and singular minded views in archaeology and that is by introducing many more people to archaeology that are not all the same white European male. Solving the problems of a white male dominate industry and actually allowing history to be written about and analyzed the correct way without being skewed by those who would rather see one type of person being represented throughout history(Montón-Subías and Hernando, 2018).
archaeology as a subject has been shown to be a very subjective academic pursuit and has many issues with changing that perspective. Feminism specifically is entwined with archaeology and can allow for a different view into archaeology, letting the women who existed in the past be represented properly. Sadly, this was not always the case as men would skew perspectives or write of women playing non supportive roles in society as just being wrong. More recently archaeology has looked at divisions of labor and how and how women interacted with the society that is being studied(Geller, 2009). Gender is widely considered to be a political topic with many people being either pro gender equality or against. But this does show through. Within archaeology as a political debate as there are those how would want to not fully show the impact women have had onto society and those who do desire this to be shown in its full extent. the blatant racism classism and sexism that is out in archaeological texts show that archaeology is fundamentally political and not only shows the politics of gender but also shows that this political issue is embedded within society and higher learning.
This essay has looked at whether archaeology is or is not a political subject and the evidence does point to it being deeply political but other questions come forth from answering that question. Such as is archaeology inherently political or has that been assigned to it by those who wish to use archaeology for their own agendas like meniilek II(Zena, 2018) or if digging corpses up is ethically okay and what political ramifications that has on people(Participation, 2023), these political acts and also the political maneuvers that archaeology has been shown means that, yes archaeology is inherently political but also means that archaeology influences politics and the modern world. With the returning of the totem pole to the Nigsa people(Matassa-Fung, 2023) and other events that support this change it is clear that the politics that archaeology creates and influences are all forms of politics throughout the world.
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