Archaeology as Politics: Is archaeology a Political practice?
    Archaeology and politics are not often linked in public discourse, some may in fact imagine them to be entirely separated. This however could not be further from the truth. Archaeology taps into a range of political issues. Cultural heritage sites for example are often targets in war time, recently in conflicts such as Ukraine, Mali, Ethiopia, Myanmar, Karabakh, Somali, Afghanistan and Syria to name but a few, sites of historical importance have been destroyed or used for displays of political power. Sites of cultural heritage have been systematically weaponised and destroyed.[footnoteRef:1] Archaeology is intrinsically linked to people’s cultural past; therefore the discipline can find itself embroiled in politics more than it might like. This essay will seek to answer the question of whether archaeology can be considered a political practice. It will do this by covering the area of cultural theft and the ethics of dealing with human remains. This essay will cover how archaeologists have dealt with communities in the past and will look at well-known examples including Kow swamp and ‘Sea henge’ before concluding that archaeology is indeed, in many ways, a political practice.  [1:  Timothy Clack, ‘Cultural Heritage on the frontline: the destruction of peoples identities in war,’ University of Oxford (2022), https://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2022-10-04-cultural-heritage-frontline-destruction-peoples-and-identities-war [accessed 21 October 2023].] 


    Archaeology can be traced back largely to a colonial past, across the world, indigenous communities have struggled with the discipline of archaeology.[footnoteRef:2] There have long been questions over the rights of communities to their cultural heritage and to their often sacred remains. The very survival of indigenous communities has been threatened by the control of objects, places and ideas.[footnoteRef:3] This debate has manifested itself in many different areas. For example, the seizure of artefacts from poor countries to fill the halls of distant museums has become a contentious issue in public discourse. The Sarr-Savoy report brought up the issue of repatriation of cultural objects and remains collected during the violent era of colonialism.[footnoteRef:4] Although the nature of all remains has been debated, It is still these remains, collected through a colonial context that are the most contentious due to the imbalance of power that allowed them to be taken without consent.[footnoteRef:5] Possibly one of the most vivid and shocking examples of this was that of Saartje Baartman, who’s stuffed remains, skeleton and preserved genetalia were displayed and kept in western museums until her repatriation and final burial in 2002 after a long diplomatic process.[footnoteRef:6] Bartman was brought to London in 1810 and lived the later years of her young life on display at freak shows, humiliated and lampooned by cartoons and music hall doggerel, after her death, France rebranded her a woman of science, and her remains were displayed at the Musee de l’homme until the 1970s she was resigned to the basement after a feminist campaign.[footnoteRef:7] This rather stark example puts a true light on the ethical problems of human remains. Baartmans body was removed from her cultural homeland and displayed as an item of exotic interest to the public. It as not until 2002 that her remains were finally laid to rest in South Africa, little under 200 years on from the year she was removed. In the name of not just entertainment but also science, her body was mutilated and kept in a museum. This treatment is more shocking to us today due to a number of reasons; the events are historically speaking rather recent, we know a great deal about her life but most importantly, due to the nature of her preservation, people saw her face, an undignified victim. The ordeal of Saartje Baartman is harrowing, in both life and death, she was treated as little more than an exotic oddity, not deemed worthy of a dignified burial, her worth to science seen as more important.  [2:  Caroline Phillips and Harry Allen, Bridging the Divide: Indigenous Communities and Archaeology into the 21st Century, (California: Left Coast Press, 2010). P. 17. ]  [3:  Ibid. ]  [4:   Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy, The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage. Toward a New Relational Ethics, (2018) <http://restitutionreport2018.com> [accessed: 30.03.2020]. ]  [5:  Cressida Fforde, Collecting the dead: archaeology and the reburial issue, (London: Duckworth, 2004).]  [6:  Carol E. Henderson, ‘AKA: Sarah Baartman, The Hottentot Venus, and black women’s identity’, Women’s studies, 43:7 (2014) 946-959, p.2.]  [7:  Chris Youé, ‘Sara Baartman: Inspection / Dissection / Resurrection’, Canadian Journal of African Studies / Revue Canadienne Des Études Africaines, 41:3 (2007) 559-567, p. 561.] 


    This debate weighing up the values of science and of human burial is unfortunately what these problems often amount to. The same ethical debate has played out time and time again in archaeology. In August 1967 a partial skeleton baring archaic cranial features was examined, the rest of the skeleton along with 40 others would be discovered over subsequent excavations of Kow Swamp, Australia, beginning in 1968.[footnoteRef:8] The remains were carbon dated between 9,000 and 15,000.[footnoteRef:9] This impressive late Pleistocene discovery was of incredible scientific importance and showed the survival of Homo erectus features in Australia as recently as 10,000 years ago. The discovery was undeniably important however it ran its fair share of controversy. Aboriginal communities felt the dead of their ancestors were being wrongly disturbed. To them the archaeological excavations and subsequent holding in museums was akin to grave robbing. Following a campaign, the remains were repatriated and were allowed to be reburied. This however did not go smoothly. In a now much criticized work, senior Australian prehistorian John Mulvaney criticised the repatriation.[footnoteRef:10] He argued that due to the age of the remains, the Aboriginals had no greater right to them than that of science. The late Pleistocene remains differed markedly in appearance to contemporary aborigines. The assemblage in fact could be crucial in the understanding of aboriginal origins. Mulvaney argued their importance for aboriginal “self-knowledge” to be “undoubtable.”[footnoteRef:11] Through his work, the attempts at reburial amounted to a “racial monopoly.” [footnoteRef:12] Mulvaney’s work was somewhat unsurprisingly heavily criticised. Sandra Bowdler argued against Mulvaney in 1992.[footnoteRef:13] Mulvaney’s basic argument amounted to an insulting paternalism to indigenous communities as he explained why they were wrong to call for repatriation because the remains amounted to an opportunity for greater self-knowledge. Bowdler writes, “There is a considerable difference between keeping objects safe because they are part of an on-going tradition, and keeping burials safe because white academics say they will be wanted by aboriginal people in the future.”[footnoteRef:14] Mulvaneys argument that white academics in support of aboriginal repatriation do so because of their “guilt ridden consciences”[footnoteRef:15] is disputed by Bowdler who points out that many academics simply listen to what aboriginal people say and that after weighing up the argument, see they have a case. The case of Kow swamp is a very important example of the strain archaeology can put indigenous communities under in the name of science. The attacks Mulvaney appears to make on indigenous communities left an unsightly scar on his overall highly respected career. The legacy of colonialism in archaeology is something that must be actively shaken off. Political issues such as colonialism and the rights of indigenous communities are heavily linked with the discipline of archaeology. For every excavation and every assemblage, the contemporary site must be understood and respected. The people who live there must also be consulted and respected. This is an important part of archaeology and is absolutely political in nature.  [8:  A. G. Thorne and P. G. Macumber, ‘Discoveries of Late Pleistocene Man at Kow Swamp, Australia’, Nature, 238 (1972) 316-319, p.316.]  [9:  D. J. Mulvaney, ‘Past Regained, Future Lost: the Kow Swamp Pleistocene Burials,’ Antiquity, 65:246 (1991) 12-21, p. 13.]  [10:  Mulvaney, ‘Past regained, Future lost.’]  [11:  Mulvaney, ‘Past regained, Future lost’’ p. 14.]  [12:  Mulvaney, ‘Past regained, Future lost,’ p. 18]  [13:  Sandra Bowdler, ‘Unquiet Slumbers: the Return of the Kow Swamp Burials,’ Antiquity, 66:250 (1992) 103-106.]  [14:  Bowdler, ‘Unquiet Slumbers,’ p. 105.]  [15:  Mulvaney, ‘Past regained, Future lost,’ p. 15.] 


    Archaeologists are continually wrestling with politics, the way communities are consulted, and beliefs are respected is an important part of the excavation. In 1998, after a heavy storm, archaeologists were made aware of a timber circle, revealed beneath the sands of Holme-next-the-Sea in Norfolk. The site was named “Seahenge” and was formed of 55 oak posts arranged in a circle around a huge, upturned tree trunk.[footnoteRef:16] The site was visually impressive and was snapped up by public attention. The Bronze Age site, recently exposed, was threatened by erosion. As a result, after discussion with the landowner and local authorities, an excavation was agreed. However, the excavation would come under criticism in the media for lack of public consultation.[footnoteRef:17] The decision to excavate the site was made by English Heritage in 1999, without consultation of the local community and other stakeholders including Druids, Pagans and New Agers. The media coverage of the site brought these stakeholders together with the local community. Druid Rollo Maughfling believed the site to be a druid creation for all people and Buster Nolan even brought a legal challenge to English heritage without success.[footnoteRef:18] Needless to say, the site erupted into a fierce protest as the excavation was carried out. Protestors sometimes occupied the site and removed the protective sandbags placed there by the archaeologists.[footnoteRef:19] The protests involved police presence and attracted wide media attention. Unlike in America or Australia, these protests and conflicts are not common in the UK. An effort was made subsequently to engage with stakeholders.[footnoteRef:20] ‘Seahenge’ is an important example of why archaeology has to be conducted with political consequence in mind. Unlike in many other countries, archaeologists in the UK are not often dealing with cultural pushback for disturbing ancient sites. The case of ‘Seahenge’ is important not because to a certain extent it shows the issues with political naivety in the field of archaeology. English heritage and archaeology in general came out of the situation in a poor light.[footnoteRef:21] Had the correct lines of communication with the community and stakeholders been followed from the start, some issues may have been resolved. ‘Seahenge is an important example of why communities must be understood and respected by archaeologists. [16:  Brian Ayers, Robin Hanley & Hannah Jackson, ‘“Seahenge”: the holme timber circle excavation and public display,’ Material Religion, 3:1 (2007) 158-160, p. 158.]  [17:  Ibid. ]  [18:  Gabriel Moshenska, ‘Archaeological excavations as sites of public protest in twentieth-century Britain,’ Fennoscandia archaeologica, XXXVII (2020) 181-195, p. 187.]  [19:  Moshenska, ‘Archaeological excavations as sites of public protest,’ p.188.]  [20:  Ayers, Hanley and Jackson, ‘”Seahenge”: the holme timber circle excavation and public display,’ p. 159.]  [21:  Moshenska, , ‘Archaeological excavations as sites of public protest in twentieth-century Britain,’ p. 189.] 


    In conclusion, archaeology must be seen in some ways as a political practice. In order to greater understand our past, archaeologists must navigate and understand the wishes of stakeholder groups. There are many contentious political and ethical issues within archaeology, and they must all be dealt with respectfully. The practice of dealing with human remains will always raise important ethical questions especially when these remains find themselves on display to the general public. A dialogue with communities and indigenous groups must be upheld with excavations. In the three examples outlined in this essay, serious political failings have led to protests that have damaged the field of archaeology as a whole. It shows how ignoring the political aspect of the discipline can lead to the placing of science above people and history above communities. 
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