	
	
	



Is archaeology a political practice? 
‘How we interpret the past, how we present it...[is]...subjective...involving ideological and political issues’ (Renfrew and Bahn, 2020, p.546). Spindler (1993), Professor in Archaeology at the University of Innsbruck explains how the remains of 5300-year-old mummy known as Ötzi were identified 3,210 metres above sea level in the Ötzal Alps in the Tyrol by German tourists in September 1991. Reported to the Austrian and Italians and initially recovered by the Austrian authorities, the ownership, and therefore right to control, Ötzi, ‘the oldest preserved human body ever recorded’ (Scarre, 2018, p. 402) was contested. Ötzi and his artefacts were recovered over two excavation seasons and are today permanently exhibited over three floors at the South Tyrol Museum of Archaeology (STMA) in Italy (STMA, 2024).  One definition of   ‘politics...[is]...quite simply...the exercise of power’ (Open University Open Learn, 2024, no page number), with this definition in mind, this essay will argue archaeology is a political practice drawing on aspects of the recovery, research, interpretation and presentation of Ötzi to consider some aspects of ownership and other politics at play,  concluding that from the date of the find report Ötzi entered the world of international politics and remains firmly embedded within heritage archaeological politics today.
Ötzi was the subject of an international political ownership contest between Austria, Italy and the German tourists who found him. The politics of ownership of heritage are important as they confer ‘rights to control income and access, and to use heritage to tell particular stories about the past’ (Harrison, 2010b, p. 189). The Austrians, who had taken possession of Ötzi following the find report, mobilised to secure and protect the Ötzi through the competing internal politics of state institutions and existing protective heritage legislation. Spindler (1993) describes how Ötzi sat close to the main ridge which forms the current international border between Austria and Italy, a border redrawn in 1919 as Austria ceded land to Italy, a border which did not exit 5300 years ago. The Austrian authorities recovered the body however within 10 days geologists informally intimated the find site was on Italian soil, reigniting local grievances over the ceded land, for the Austrians ‘alien rule...[where]...the iceman breathes new life into the arguments (Spindler, 1993, p. 57).  Pending an Austrian/Italian bilateral land survey Austrian state institutions applied placed Ötzi protection of Ancient Monumnet national legislation, a political move which allowed archaeological investigation to continue. Subsequently the frontier marker stones were located under a metre of snow, placing the remains in Italian territory. The Italians claimed ownership, agreeing Austria would retain Ötzi initially for investigation and evaluation, politically expedient as it forestalled issues with the Ancient Monument legislation.
[bookmark: _Int_LkB2Gklo][bookmark: _Int_5lUkYgos]With ownership asserted by the Italians, the German tourists who discovered Ötzi filed a 'claim to ownership...[a right to own]...own one-half of the find’ (Spindler, 1993, p. 62). Carmen (2005) considers how communal or relational ownership rights in a heritage resource are problematic, added to which it is complex to place a value on a heritage resource. Continuing to discuss the politics of valuation measurements for artefacts, not always measurable in monetary terms, but requiring evaluation also of the artistic and/or historical values which are linked to the search for legitimacy, prestige and status both for the heritage and the owner. Ötzi is ‘useless; but...also priceless’ (Carmen, 2005, p. 58), he may theoretically have a monetary value but the this is countered by the political use value obtained through research, education and tourism, and non-use values associated with cultural identity, mystery and enigma. Gibbons (2009) considers the ethics of paying a finder's fee of €150000 to the German tourists but from the Italian government perspective it secures sole ownership rights of Ötzi. Ötzi was discovered in context, Renfrew (2000) and Carman (2005) consider financing of the illicit trade in artefacts, perpetuated by willing collectors and museums who buy unprovenanced artefacts as commodities in a marketplace, contributing to undermining the crucial role understanding context plays in archaeologists attempts to understand and evaluate the human past. 
Renfrew and Bahn (2020) consider that whilst the purpose of archaeology is to provide people with an understanding of the human past, this is influenced politically by an archaeologist cohort who are predominantly from white, western, industrialised societies. Whilst the ‘heritage cannot be assigned to the Left or the Right’ (Laurence, 2010, p. 271), the interpretation and presentation by an owner is imbued with political statements as the ‘use of archaeological knowledge [is used] in the legitimization...of interests’ (Smith, 2004, p.3). 
In the first of Harrisons (2010b) rights of ownership, the control of income, the STMA curates Ötzi and his artefacts, in Italy, close to ‘where they [were] discovered...interest[ing] locals and tourists alike...form[ing] the basis for a tourist industry that ...bring[s] work and prosperity to the region’ (Renfrew, 2000, p. 92).  (STMA, 2024). Visitors must pay a fee to enter the exhibition and that physical management of visitor movement through the exhibition space funnels visitors past the gift shop prior to exit (STMA, 2024), a further opportunity to maximise income from visitors making a destination excursion and who may never visit the area again. The Ötzi exhibition income stream is directly related to the ‘qualities of [the] heritage object – the ‘amount’ of heritage it represents’, Ötzi is unique in many ways. 
[bookmark: _Int_yrJ0GG78][bookmark: _Int_8mCi5Jfl]In the second right of ownership, access, Harrison (2010b) considers how the UNESCO World Heritage Convention assumes a western model of heritage where value is inherent only in material remains, this ‘universal heritage value...transcends local boundaries...[and is]...a ‘common concern’ of humanity’ (Harrison, 2010b, p. 155). Egarter Vigil’s (Head of Conservation at STMA) states his mission is to learn all he can about Ötzi whilst his duty is to keep the remains and artefacts from harm (Carolinasa, 2019). With ‘irreversible influences over...research’ (Smith, 2004, p.8) Vigil controls which researchers can access the remains, tissue and artefacts and as a consequence he determines the direction and extent of any further research, this has impacted and inhibited numerous research activities for example the removal of the arrowhead believed to have been the cause of death (Carolinasa, 2019). Such cultural resource management is ‘engaged in politics of cultural identity...[with consequences]...for those who define the ‘things’ that are’ managed’ (Smith, 2004, p.2)
[bookmark: _Int_rAydFVZJ]Renfrew and Bahn (2020) question the target audience of museums. The politics inherent in delivering cultural heritage to all age ranges and abilities plays out through management of the museum space. STMA (2024) website indicates tours are provided for older school children – excluding those who the museum arbitrarily assesses cannot effectively appreciate the exhibition. Under sixes enter free but the images of the exhibition rooms do not indicate any child related or physical activities are available. There is a lift but no indication of whether it or the building is wheelchair accessible. As well as Italian and German, local languages,  information is presented in English, the language of archaeological discourse (Renfrew and Bahn, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_9dkCg5MZ]The third of Harrisons (2010b) rights of ownership, that of using heritage to tell specific stories of our past is multifaceted. Ötzi’s physical remains are openly displayed in the museum, along with the artefacts recovered from the site, Carmen (2005) discusses how what is owned is the cultural and symbolic value the heritage represents, a social value, a political construct which had to be narrated for general consumption and Smith (2004) considers how archaeological knowledge is used to legitimize interpretations. Is it ethical though to exhibit human remains? ‘we have no direct written knowledge of [Ötzi’s]...cultur[al] beliefs and wishes’ (Renfrew and Bahn, 2020, p. 555) to rebury the remains in a way meaningful to a past culture. A political decision has however been made by the museum to openly exhibit the remains, when equally they could be cared for respectfully away from public view.
Scarre (2018) describes the excellent state of preservation of Ötzi’s artefacts. To assist the visiting public in interpreting and reimagining Ötzi, a reconstruction is exhibited in the museum (STMA, 2024).
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Ötzi reconstruction. (Surugue, 2016)
Aesthetical interpretational politics have divorced known artefacts from Ötzi’s historical context. Ötzi is presented as semi-naked in a striding pose. Clothing found with him (poncho and cape) is not reconstructed nor are other wearable artefacts such as the quiver and the backpack (Vanzetti et al, 2010). This presentation appears androcentric, ‘material heritage draw[ing] upon national...loyalties...and political agendas...served by partisan interpretation and representation of the cultural heritage’ (Renfrew and Bahn, 2020, p.580). Harrison and Linkman (2010) discuss gender politics in Victorian photography, where males are posed in ways which portray energy, a readiness for action and engagement with a physical environment where men were at ease, all of these are equally evident in Ötzi’s reconstruction. Ötzi has been interpreted as a farmer, a trader and a hunter. The reconstruction holds what may be the bow stave, but positioned as if it were a spear, a subliminal message of man as hunter, as provider. The reconstruction gives Ötzi a relatable identity but falls short to the story telling approach to interpretation described by Mccarthey (2008)  as a microhistory to relate a compelling story which the museum feels is true whilst remaining true to the research.

[bookmark: _Int_Uy1QyuAM][bookmark: _Int_mjHlE6ec][bookmark: _Int_KdfCfGto][bookmark: _Int_iw27P5GN]‘The ‘interaction of ‘heritage’...[is]....the physical and symbolic embodiment of ‘identity’’ (Smith, 2004, p. 7). Identity politics are evident, where Ötzi is a reflection of a cultural past of the Tyrol and he is presented reflecting this. A position of ‘’my heritage’ (but not yours)...[ensures the]...cultural capital accrues to the’ (Carman, 2005, p.77) Tyrolean community and Italian state. Increased interest in the preservation of the past and a nostalgic obsession that the past was better results in ‘modern attempts to reassert...perceptions of social, cultural or national identities’ (Smith, 2004, p.5). In the wake of postcolonialism...the idea that objects of heritage are more truthfully owned ‘’culturally’ has become increasingly important’ (Laurence, 2010, p. 188). Ötzi’s DNA places his closest relatives as Anatolian (Marshall, 2024). Harrison (2010b) and Renfrew and Bahn (2020) consider how indigenous people of other countries who can trace their descent to peoples of the past do not consider ‘age’ of remains breaks moral custodianship. Politically a reclaiming of cultural heritage ownership of Ötzi based on cultural affiliation or genetics and not location could be made. 
It is difficult to draw a debate on class or religious politics in heritage from the exhibition, but the museum does not have a free online tour for those unable to visit, nor does the gift shop have an online offering (STMA, 2024). As a permanent exhibition (STMA, 2024) it is most unlikely that Ötzi will ever be accessible as part of an organised loan between museums and those without the ‘means and opportunity to visit’ (Renfrew, 2000, p.21) are permanently excluded from a firsthand experience. West (2010) discusses how different classes participate in cultural activities and derive different cultural capital from that interaction, a visit to Bolzano would be beyond the economic means of many, even within Europe. 
[bookmark: _Int_XKyOOqxd]Heritage politics however does not rest exclusively in the hands of the heritage sector, the ‘power of the consumer to transform ...selecting ‘what works’ in heritage...[and interested in] ...authenticity...[ensures]...heritage is ‘created’ by consumers in ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions’ (Harrison, 2010a, p. 22). Renfrew and Bahn (2020) discuss the extent to which heritage has to be delivered as entertainment to compete with the diversity other popular attractions. 
Ötzi is an ‘important national symbol...[where] ownership confers on the owner ...the right to interpret and control access...[and]...also rights to economic values of heritage’ (Harrison, 2010b, p.182). The STMA politically ‘operate[d] on their own terms without reference to wider social interest[s]’ (West, 2010, p. 270) and Ötzi is used to ‘symbolize perceptions of social, cultural and historical identity at individual, community and national levels... [where political] debates over the meaning given to the past and heritage’ (Smith, 2004, p.7). In political moves researchers are denied access to the remains for evaluation, heritage consumers have no access to the exhibition outside a physical visit and modern western values are attributed to reflect, for example, gender and individuality. Ötzi’s microhistory, which is well narrated across a vast number of peer reviewed journals, is not fully reflected in the exhibition presentation and interpretation, such a microhistory would ‘personalize, contextualize and demysify  (McCarthy, 2008, p.536) Ötzi and the period, presenting the science without a compelling story is detrimental to heritage consumer needs. Whilst ‘expertise...[may]...be de-politicized where it rests [solely] on the science’ (Smith, 2004, p.10) archaeology and heritage are political practices.  
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