Assignment 2 Question:
Is archaeology a political practice?
Archaeology is a political practice in many aspects, with archaeological materials playing a significant role in representing history and through its cultural heritage. Archaeological objects link us materially to the past of the countries or people we come from and the discovery of and destination of these materials can help solidify or weaken cultural identity.
One of the ways in which Archaeology is a political practise is in how it is and has been historically used to create cultural identities. Archaeological monuments and artefacts play a significant role in cultural heritage, which can help create and solidify a national identity based on their location, history or even design. It is up to governments and important national bodies to determine the policy of representation and preservation around Archaeological materials, as well as who has physical and cultural ownership of them (Lee, 2025). Who digs up what, where those objects are moved to and if or how they are displayed is all determined politically based on whether they are seen as having cultural value and enough importance to justify such actions.
Archaeology is a political practice when it comes to cultural representation with sites and artefacts being used to showcase a country’s history and solidify its identity based on what’s being displayed. An example of this is the Grand Egyptian Museum (GEM) which opened November 1st this year, two decades after it was first proposed at the cost of 1.2 billion dollars. It has the obvious political benefit of bringing in over 8 million tourists a year, but it is also a statement on how Egypt has cultural ownership and connection to Ancient Egypt. The GEM is the largest museum to ever represent a single culture, and it houses over 100,000 artefacts, including the entire Tutankhamun collection of over 5000 archaeological treasures (Scott, 2025). 
The GEM presents Egypt as a guardian of cultural heritage through the conservation of many significant archaeological discoveries as well as an incredible archaeological resource through the GEM conservation centre connected to it by a tunnel. The conservation centre has 19 laboratories and six storerooms, divided among remedial, preventative, conservation and documentation sciences to take care of all of the Museum’s artefacts (Gem.eg, 2025). The policy of conservation is minimum intervention with the materials, preventative action by controlling the environment around the materials and focusing on non-destructive analysis of them. This is also political as it shows that the Museum has the goal of maintaining the items for the future, and that it believes they will continue to be of cultural significance for future generations rather than just temporarily boosting tourism for the present Egypt. Furthermore, the GEM strengthens Egyptian claims for the return of cultural artefacts kept outside of Egypt such as the Bust of Nefertiti and the Rosetta Stone. In Australia there has already been a restitution with seventeen artefacts being seized from private ownership and returned to Egyptian ownership, with the Australian court approving it September 3rd, 2025 (Ahram Online, 2025). This shows how Archaeological materials can also be used to improve diplomatic relationships between countries and help right international disputes, with the return of items strengthening not only cultural identity but also global heritage and current bonds.
This is also the first time since Howard Carter discovered the Tutankhamun collection a century ago that the entire collection will be displayed together. These materials show how culturally significant items can also have global significance and be used to improve international relationships as well as represent national identity. These materials have belonged to Egypt since their excavation and were a symbol of national pride even before Egyptian independence. Since the 1960s there have been exhibitions with the items travelling all over the world, such as the very successful 1972 Treasures of Tutankhamun exhibition at the British Museum which was a huge achievement in improving Uk-Egyptian relations, with the exhibit getting 1.6 million visitors and the profit being to Archaeological work in Nubia (Hill, 2024). The display of the entire collection in the GEM is not only educational but also political as it shows how Egypt is presenting its cultural heritage and its ownership over it, with Tutankhamun being a symbol of pride in Egyptian history since 1922. 
Historically, the excavation of Tutankhamun’s tomb was one of the earliest pushbacks against the 19th century practise of colonial powers taking artefacts back home with them, with Howard Carter only allowed to continue his work in Egypt in 1925 on the concession that all of the materials would remain in Egypt. Then the exhibitions of the collection were used in the 1960s after the Egyptian revolution to get the new Egyptian government favour and diplomatic relations (Paul, 2021). The full collection shows not only the Ancient History of Tutankhamun’s treasures but also represents more recent Egyptian history and their pride in their cultural identity.
Similar to this are the other exhibits such as the massive 11-metre-tall statue of Ramses II in the entryway and the grand six-storey stairway with statues of Egyptian royalty all display pride in the Egyptian heritage. The scale of both the Archaeological items and the museum itself show the prestige given to the Ancient History of Egypt and present a strong national identity. This shows how Archaeology can be used to shape a narrative and present a culture in a certain light through its history and the material remains, in this case Ancient Egypt is being shown to be mighty and wealthy.
Archaeology is also strongly linked to cultural control through European colonialism. During the 19th century Archaeology was used by colonial powers to confirm their national identities and exert influence with their control over excavations and the interpretation and display of materials. Antiquarians and collectors in the 18th and 19th century from European countries would travel to places of Archaeological interest to excavate and take artefacts and art to “preserve them”, with objects often being kept in private collections away from their land of origin (ehne.fr, n.d.). At the time it was believed that this was a good way to safeguard items since they couldn’t be trusted with local peoples who were seen as undeserving or untrustworthy. It was often believed that these people cared more about monetary gain or building materials that could be gained from Archaeological sites rather than the cultural and historical value which the more educated elite were thought to prioritise. This continues to be relevant to politics today due to the policies surrounding archaeological items and their ownership and transport, as well as many materials being currently disputed over between different nations. 
Culturally important Archaeological materials are often the source of discourse because they were exported from the countries or lands, they were originally found in and continue to be kept in museums by the European powers that took them. For example, there are many disputed items in the British Museum that were originally acquired during the times of the British Empire such as the Rosetta Stone and the Elgin Marbles (Castro and Castro, 2024). The British Museum has had strong ties to British colonialism since it was founded in 1753 with many items being from colonies or territories of the British Empire, acquired through potentially dubious means. Many countries have since made demands for restitution or reparations and the return of their cultural artefacts which the British Museum has denied, only having loan agreements to lend out certain items. The controversial materials cannot leave the museum because of the 1963 British Museum Acts which presents the removal of objects from the museum’s collection, this policy directly affects the Archaeology of the museum’s entire collection since it controls not only where they go but also who is able to research and conserve them since their movement is so restricted (BBC, 2023). 
One controversial piece of the British Museums collection is the Elgin Marbles or the Parthenon Frieze collection acquired by Lord Elgin in the 19TH Century. This is seen as an unethical acquisition as they were taken from Greece while it was under the occupation of the Ottoman Empire and the Greek government has since been asking for them back for decades. The collection, half of the frieze that went around the building and 17 sculptures, was moved to Britain by Lord Elgin to preserve the items since the Parthenon was in poor condition at the time and was given to the British Museum in 1816 after this was declared legal by Parliament (Razzall, 2023). But in the two hundred years since then Greece has won its independence, worked on preserving and restoring the Parthenon (YSMA, 2022) and built the Parthenon Gallery inside the Acropolis Museum in 2009. There is no longer a valid reason why Greece is not a suitable caretaker for the Archaeological collection since they can be kept safe and conserved in the Acropolis Museum. Greece claims that the British Museum has no right to such a crucial part of Greek heritage and that the materials were illegally taken from the country and has asked for the collection back. However, the British Museum will not return the collection under claims that they are the more suitable place for the collection due to their facilities and ability to continue to preserve the artefacts and that London is a better place for global visitors to see the items. The British Museum also argues that it would put their global collection, and their goal to educate people about a worldwide culture, at risk.
Furthermore, the British Museum also has other Greek items taken by Lord Elgin such as the “Lonely Sister”, a caryatid from the Acropolis. The statue is one of six columns of the Erechtheion temple and the only one of them in the British Museum (Pickett, 2024). The rest of them are on display at the Acropolis Museum where a gap has been left in their display as a way of protesting against the British Museum for refusing to give the Lonely Sister back. What rights do the Acropolis Museum and the British Museum have to own these items? Archaeologically the significance of these items and the importance of conserving them does not change depending on their location but the cultural heritage they are connected to does. The ownership of these materials is deeply political as whoever owns them creates a narrative around them as well as displaying their historical origins, possessing items of cultural heritage creates cultural control. In the UK these artefacts represent not only the global culture they are displayed as but also the colonial history that brought them there, whereas in Greece they represent a part of the national identity and the importance of it. 
This affects not only Greece, but also other countries affected by colonialism like Egypt, with the Rosetta Stone (Dipo Faloyin, 2021) and over 100,000 Egyptians materials being kept by the British Museum in their Department of Egypt, and Nigeria, with the British Museum having over 900 looted objects from Benin (Fleary, 2025). The British Museum’s continued ownership over these items gives them cultural control over the countries they were taken from, as well as control over the narrative surrounding the artefacts. 
In conclusion, Archaeology is a deeply political practise due to its connections to cultural heritage and how it’s used to represent foreign and domestic cultures. Its also political in how modern governments interact with each other to form political bonds and draw in revenue. It could also be the cause of disputes between governments and be an important issue in people’s link to the place whose history has been unearthed. The politics surrounding Archaeology shape how excavations take place or how materials are valued and displayed and these policies themselves are controlled by the nature and history of the materials and who controls them. 
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