Archaeology and Humanities - interconnections and challenges

‘Archaeology is a science that must be lived, must be "seasoned with humanity"’ wrote Sir Mortimer Wheeler in the preface to Archaeology from the Earth (Wheeler, 1954) and this essay will explore the interconnecting relationship that British archaeology has within the broader subject of humanities. Initially summarising the history and interconnected disciplines of modern archaeology, it will then explore the challenges that impact its relevance and finally assess how archaeology and humanities have a responsibility to look at how current society is future proofed.
Archaeology is defined as ‘the study of past peoples, societies, and cultures through the systematic excavation, recording, and analysis of artefacts, burials, structures, and other material remains’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2026) and one of the earliest recorded examples was in 1194, where monks at Glastonbury Abbey searched for the fabled King Arthurs burial place (Schofield, Carman and Belford, 2011, p. 25). In the post-medieval period, it was predominantly undertaken by amateur landed gentry, as they had the means and time to devote to it. A notable contributor during this period were John Leland who developed a basic systematic approach and subsequently appointed as a ‘King’s antiquary’ in 1533 by Henry VIII. There also followed many Antiquarian societies, full of people who collected and researched various ephemerae. In the 17th century John Aubrey’s research linked the importance of druids with standing stones. On a similar theme, Sir Richard Colt Hoare and William Cunnington investigated Barrows in Wiltshire in 19th century. One person who significantly impacted learning and future understanding was Charles Lyell. His study of geography and stratification and was used by Charles Darwin to help write the Origin of the Species, published in 1859 (Schofield, Carman and Belford, 2011, pp. 25–26).
At the turn of the 20th century there was a great leap forward in interpretation thanks to Sir Flinders Petrie, who having witnessed the chaotic way that archaeology was undertaken in Egypt introduced a greater structure  to archaeological excavation (Fitzwilliam Museum William Matthew Flinders Petrie, 2026) and also by General AHLF Pitt Rivers whose work allowed the building of multiple phases to be documented. (Schofield, Carman and Belford, 2011, p. 33). Between 1921 and 1937. Sir Mortimer Wheeler developed a technique that surpassed Pitt Rivers’ detailed recording, his new approach was to excavate in grid squares leaving standing baulks between squares (box excavation) to allow detailed recording of stratigraphy, with finds recorded in relation to their context and the sections drawn only after interpretation (Wheeler, 1956, p. 63). Wheeler was keen to divulge these approaches and was instrumental in creating a centre for academic study specifically for archaeology at University College London. This dream was realised when it opened in 1937 and was the start of the professionalisation of archaeology, which since the 1980’s and has become has become a formal profession with a complete set of laws, ethical codes and practices (Schofield, Carman and Belford, 2011, p. 26).  In 1920, Wheeler started working in Cardiff and he became the first lecturer in archaeology alongside organising the funding and opening of the National Museum of Wales. He is credited as being responsible for the creation of archaeology as a formalised subject in Wales (Wheeler, 1956, p. 64). Public fascination with archaeology ‘acquired an almost overnight new market-value’ (Wheeler, 1956, p. 71) when the Daily Mail newspaper paid for exclusive updates from Lord Carnavon’s excavation of Tutankhamun’s tomb. This fascination gained further momentum in recent decades with programmes like Time Team and Digging for Britain. The multitude of documentaries on this subject by all UK channels continues to grow. This interest has helped create ‘public archaeology’ which is practised by members of the local communities, who are often ‘gatekeepers’ of local heritage (Schlegel, 2024). 
Having considered the history of British archaeology, the next section will highlight some of the subsections of archaeology, discussing their close relationship with science and the interconnection with the broader subject of humanities. Many scientific innovations improved comprehension within archaeology, for example Dendrochronology (tree ring analysis) can be a reliable way of knowing the date that specific pieces of wood have been felled (Schofield, Carman and Belford, 2011, p. 166). This is important as it helps to understand how our ancestors used the resources around them and can chart changes in uses and is particularly useful for those studying prehistoric archaeology. Another pivotal scientific method, invented in the 1940’s, is Radiocarbon (or Carbon-14) dating. This technique allows archaeologists to precisely establish the age of organic components, something that is especially helpful to those studying zooarchaeology and bioarchaeology (What is Carbon Dating? | University of Chicago News, 2026). The next technology is LiDAR, where laser imaging is used to create 3D images that can help locate features that are not visible on the ground due to vegetation growth or inaccessible places. LiDAR allows the reconnaissance of large areas of land to be undertaken more efficiently and application of AI technology could increase this further (LiDAR Finder, 2026). This approach is beneficial to aerial archaeologists, especially when used in conjunction with aerial photography and satellite imagery. These results help establish reasons for settlements locations for temples and fortifications. The final technology this essay will consider is Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) which works by transmission of a regular electromagnetic features under the ground. Measurement of the strength of delay gives an estimate of the depth of features (Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR), Wessex Archaeology, 2026). This technology can pinpoint potential areas for excavation, saving time and money. Further areas of overlap include anthropology which can help identify human health and migration patterns through DNA sequencing. These technologies listed above are a small sample of those available to the modern archaeologist and they highlight the need for a multi-disciplinary and holistic approach site exploration, one where science and the humanities combine. 
Having reviewed the history of archaeology and looked at its current situation, this next section will assess the short- and long-term challenges that both archaeology and humanities face. These have been grouped into four sections, and all should be addressed by current and future archaeologists, humanitarians and in government positions.
Societal challenges
Societies have always evolved, however since the industrial revolution, this pace is increasing exponentially, and consideration needs to be taken to ensure we keep pace with societal change. Archaeology, just like other branches of humanities, requires a multi-disciplinary approach that is fact based to study patterns of behaviour and ethical/moral values. Whilst archaeology is very good at assessing the past, it also needs to consistently apply a ‘so what’ test to ensure decisions on our future and affect societal change to remain relevant. Other disciplines in the UK have single public education champions like Sir David Attenborough for wildlife and ecology, Professor Brian Cox for Physics and Professor Hannah Fry in Mathematics. Due to the broad spectrum of the humanities, the UK has many faces like Professors Mary Beard, Alice Roberts, Janina Ramirez, ‘Ella’ Al-Shamahi, however it does  not have that unifying public face that is seen as a central font of knowledge, someone that can show how the humanities can make a difference in societies future, rather than only looking back. This need to stay relevant will be explored further in the section on financial challenges. Another concern is how to gain the interest of kids from poorer socio-economic areas, who could be the future champions of how we understand the ‘commoner’ rather than elite of society. The final consideration is how can future social media be used to show how society functioned? Does self-curation of our lives affect our understanding of the current generation? There must be full consideration to how to ‘future proof’ this information so that the large tech companies who are the owners of this knowledge cannot hold society to ransom through the monetisation of its archives.
Geo-political challenges
A major shift in the last 50 years is outsourcing of manufacturing to countries often with lower standards and cheaper labour markets. Archaeologists of the future will need to understand how this change will impact future interpretation. Whilst archaeologists have a clear understanding of historical trade routes like the silk road, as technology has evolved towards air and sea transportation, this will provide an increased focus for marine archaeology to understand the change in patterns. Alongside this, change in migration patterns will have a considerable impact on archaeology and it is imperative that we preserve as much information before the world becomes ‘blended’ and cultures become assimilated. All the humanities disciplines have a personal stake in this.
One further challenge is the tendency of nations to be protective of artefacts and finds, using them as part of their identity, irrespective of how they are obtained (e.g. colonialisation). This nationalism or tribalism can cause real issues, as migratory journeys or even conflicts are best understood ‘in the whole’ as the journey progressed. Therefore, to better understand humanity we need to share resources and ideas openly with neighbouring areas to fully understand the past. This point is particularly salient when the issue of repatriation of artefacts is considered. 
Financial challenges
Archaeology is a methodical and time-consuming undertaking. As society, and particularly governments, are increasingly afflicted by short-termism, funding becomes a serious concern. Do the interconnected disciplines of humanities compete for funding, or should there be more collaboration? Working together could be more effective, especially if it is able to humanise the sciences. However, with the desire from funders for a return on their investments, either in terms of publicity, valuable artefacts, or greater funding through bigger heritage footfall for future exhibitions, there is a need to ensure that this momentum is not solely towards prestige projects. 
A further development has been the increasing trend of archaeology as part of demolition (e.g. HS2 construction) which is reminiscent of the ‘rescue archaeology’ after World War II. Humanities and archaeology should consider the impact this will have, whether it is the potential for shortcuts as developers pressurise archaeologists due to cost restraints. Care must be taken to ensure there is no risk that the relationship becomes too close, plus it should ensure it is not to the detriment of more considered and researched locations. 
Environmental Challenges
As our planet changes due to the influence of global warming, and resources become scarce, the humanities discipline should evaluate if there is a potential for historical sites to be reappropriated. For example, is a thick-walled castle with a moat a good location for future data centres? Will landscapes be flooded to provide water for these data centres? As weather events become more extreme and sea levels rise, how will coastal erosion affect archaeology? Our current dependence on materials that take a long time to degrade will no doubt influence the future of our current civilisation. Whilst archaeologists have been able to investigate historic ditches adjacent to settlements, will current UK policy to move landfill sites far away from urban areas affect future interpretation of these sites? Or could it be that digital records replace physical artefacts in archaeology? Either way our discipline will need to consider ways to future proof items and techniques.
Summary
Museums are philosophical institutions, places of contemplation where the interface of humanities, science and society meet. One question that needs addressing is how do humanities keep relevance in a world that is increasingly monetising everything? Archaeology, along with all disciplines of humanities, have an important role to play in shaping our current understanding of past civilisations but it must also ensure future archaeologists can easily interpret today’s society. One example is how will burial be viewed in the future, as there is a trend away from formal whole body church burials towards cremation and remembrance itself will change and future excavation impacted. It is necessary to reflect on whether people will care about ordinary lives, or will heritage be shaped by famous individuals or media (e.g. tv programmes, books) as shown by heritage tours like Call the Midwife tours or Banksy graffiti tours? 
There are many other questions that have not been considered here, like the impact of Brexit on Archaeological funding and student exchanges. Also, with the rise of hobbyist metal detectorists and the glut of finds, how do we address storage issues? The final word is eloquently summed up by Professor Cornelius Holtorf ‘heritage futures thus fulfils the common aspiration of caring for heritage for the benefit of future generations by actually posing this as a set of questions: which future generations is the heritage sector providing benefits for?’ (Heritage Futures, 2025).
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