	
	
	



                                                        Archaeology as Politics

This essay will discuss if the study and practise of archaeology is a political practise. It will do this by showing how interpretations and difference of opinions can change the nature of how Archaeology is performed and viewed as a practise.

[bookmark: _Int_amstOq9E] Archaeology is defined as the study of human history and prehistory through the excavation of sites and the analysis of artefacts and other physical remains (archaeology, n. meanings, etymology and more | Oxford English Dictionary, 2023) while politics is defined as the activities associated with the governance of a country or area, especially the debate between parties having power (politics, n. meanings, etymology and more | Oxford English Dictionary, 2023) this in itself shows that Archaeology is inherently political as for Archaeologists to be able to conduct any type of Archaeological activity permission from many areas of society must be granted to them. This may include permission from the government, owners of the land they are researching or even living relatives of past peoples. To not gain permission means that Archaeologists are not allowed to start their physical research this may also occur mid investigation where Archaeologists will have to end their research. This essay will discuss the power of interpretation on the politicalness of Archaeology, Archaeological finds and how different societies interpretations can cause change in how Archaeological investigations can be carried out and the laws surrounding them. It will also discuss whether or not human or physical remains should be allowed to be moved from their place of origin and placed somewhere elsewhere for public viewing or if they should be left where they were found and be admired from there. 

[bookmark: _Int_Qw3DC24x][bookmark: _Int_iwBDNQ0T][bookmark: _Int_nadRjbaG]One of the primary areas of politics within Archaeology is physical remains left by people of the past. This is because when physical remains are found their discovery causes many challenges for the Archaeologists in question such as who the remains belong to and therefore who should keep them. This is seen often when Archaeologists go to a foreign country find historical artifacts and then decide to take them back to their home country to investigate them and eventually put them on display in a museum. Egypt is a country that has felt the loss of artifacts quite harshly with thousands of Egyptian artifacts being shown in museums across the world much of which was initially taken as souvenirs by Archaeologists. However, Egypt much like many other countries have requested these items back to have in their own collections one of the most notable being the Rosetta stone. The Egyptian government called upon The British Museum which has housed the Rosetta stone since 1802 to return the stone to its rightful place in the Grand Egyptian Museum (www.returningheritage.com, 2022). This however has not been achieved as the Rosetta stone still lies in London. This shows that Archaeology is a political action as the removal of the Rosetta stone by initially French Napolean forces in 1799. However, after the defeat of Napolean and the signing of the treaty of Alexandria in 1801 the Rosetta stone fell into the possession of the British where it would then be put in the British museum (The British Museum, 2017). This in itself is political as during this exchange Egypt was not a part of the conversation even though the Rosetta stone was originally theirs. The fact that the British museum has not given the Rosetta stone back is also a show of Archaeological politicalness this has raised the question of whether or not artifacts should be taken from their place of origin and displayed in a foreign country possibly thousands of miles away.  Another example of this is the caryatid of the acropolis, this is a statue that was taken from the acropolis in Athens by a British diplomat Lord Elgin. This happened in 1816 while Greece was still under the reign of the ottoman empire who gave Elgin permission to take multiple artifacts from the acropolis including one of the six caryatids that aided in holding up the acropolis. After being told by Greek authorities not to damage the integrity of the building Elgin still followed through with this by breaking the sides of the building to capture the statue returning to England with his finds including the singular caryatid. The caryatid was put into The British museum later in the same year. After Greece gained independence in 1830, they requested for the caryatid to be returned to them so she could be reunited with her sisters however The British Museum argued that their possession of the artifacts was entirely legal and that they were the rightful owners of the collection while the Greek Government argued that since they came from Greece and the permission came from the former rulers the artifacts were rightfully theirs (Pickett, 2024). The caryatid still remains in the British Museum away from her sisters this shows how Archaeology can be political as it creates the question of who legally owns it if a past ruler gave permission for an artifact to be taken but the current ruling body asks for the artifact back should it be given back or is the recipient the legal owner.

[bookmark: _Int_b6C6wtx5][bookmark: _Int_PKHupOHF][bookmark: _Int_5Z9NQX9Y][bookmark: _Int_3i4wj0Ij]Another significant area of politics within Archaeology is the politics of burials and human remains. Many question whether or not Archaeologists should be able to excavate human remains and if they do should they be able to exhume the remains. Due to the human tissue act 2004 being able to exhume human remains and have them in a lab has become difficult as it created the Human Tissue Authority which means that the storage of human tissue is increasingly more regulated than it was before. The act states that it is against the law to Remove, store, or use human tissue for Scheduled Purposes without appropriate consent (GOV.UK, 2004). This is political as if a skeleton is exhumed, they would need consent to be able to thoroughly investigate it as bones are counted under the human tissue act. Therefore, the archaeologist would need to need to find someone who could give informed consent for the remains. While this may be easy if the burial is closer to modern day where the next of kin is more easily accessible however if the burial is from an ancient civilisation, then gaining consent would be vastly more difficult as many branches of modern societies come from ancient ones therefore many people from different social groups may claim the human remains as their own this shows political action within archaeology as if multiple people are claiming they have the rights to a person who is able to make the right decision on who the remains actually belong to. This is evident in cases such as Saartjie Baartman was born in modern day South Africa in 1789 as a member of the Khoi tribe she worked as a domestic servant until being sold to Englishman and shipped to England where she stayed before being sent to France where she was seen as a sexual spectacle for the last five years of her life before dying in Paris in 1815. Upon her death her brain and Gentelia were removed for research and her body was turned into a stuffed model that sat in the louvre on display for people to stare at intermittently until 1985(Unesco, n.d.). the south African government began to ask for saartjie’s repatriation in 1994 however due to the genocide committed against the Khoi people there were many questions of where Saartjie would end up and if she would receive a proper burial as there was nobody from her tribe left to claim her and tell the people of South Africa how to give her a Khoi burial. She was finally put to rest in 2002, but this shows the complication that politics adds to archaeology and how archaeology is a political action. Many argue that archaeology takes dignity away from the dead which is evident in the case of Saartjie Baartman. In Archaeology and respect for the dead Geoffrey Scarre asks the question of “are the dead wronged if we utilise their physical remains for our own purposes?” (SCARRE, 2003) By using Saartjie’s brain for research purposes is archaeology wronging her just as much as the louvre showing her body? This makes archaeology of human remains political. 

[bookmark: _Int_6kGI5WiT][bookmark: _Int_g3tr0gvP][bookmark: _Int_aAQPgY07]The final area of politics within archaeology that will be discussed in this essay is the politics behind reburial and reinstatement. When human remains are found a majority of the time they will be excavated and used for further research of either the individual or the civilisation that they were a part of. This can aid Archaeologists in a number of research areas such as burial styles and how the deceased are treated after death in different civilisations. However, when the remains are no longer being actively used for research the question of what to do with the remains appears while remains are kept in storage in case Archaeologists need it for further research sometimes the remains are returned to their original burial site where they are able to be laid to rest. This then creates the argument of how these physical remains should be buried as many of the historical remains that are dug up even within England would not have originally been given a Christian burial so when they are reburied should they be given a modern Christian burial or should the Archaeologists who are reburying them re-enact the burial rites that would have been in place at the time. Modern day pagans and druids have called for archaeologists to honour the historically pagan rites when reburying remains however this is difficult as paganistic beliefs are incredibly widespread with many branches all practising differently therefore it is difficult for archaeologists to know what rites to use during the reburial. This has caused lots of tension between the Pagans, druids, and the archaeologists. This political debate does not only refer to human remains it also refers to other archaeological finds where groups believe that an archaeological site holds significance to them and their beliefs and should therefore be left to them so they can practise at a site they believe to be theirs. This was shown when Stonehenge was put under the protection of English Heritage a decision that the druids a spiritual movement that focuses on the spirituality of nature did not agree with, they argued that people should not have to pay to pray at Stonehenge when they believed that it held spiritual significance to them (Staff, 2017). This shows political actions within archaeology as if a group believe a site to be historically theirs and want to use it for spiritual purposes should Archaeologists be allowed to tell them that the site is not available for their spiritual use.
In conclusion, this essay has discussed if the nature of archaeology is a political practise and how the interpretation of different people can affect how archaeology is carried out. Throughout this essay multiple reasonings of how archaeology is a political practise are outlined and reasoned. All of which show that archaeology is political every action that involves humans is political as factors such as ethical considerations must be taken. This is shown in situations such as ownership concerns if an artifact or human remains are found archaeologists need to know who they belong to not only for legal reasons but also to aid in their research being able to know what civilisation an artifact belonged to can tell an archaeologist a lot more about it as many civilisations may have similar items in their possession yet use them differently an archaeologist may find two pots that may look the same yet one is used for wine while the other for perfume. But if multiple groups are claiming ownership not only, can it cause confusion but can also cause legal trouble when archaeologists do not know who to return artifacts to. In conclusion, archaeology is a political practise and should be practised accordingly to not cause harm.
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