Is Archaeology a political practice?

Archaeology is the study of the human past through material evidence like buildings, tools, pottery, bones, and other remains(Bannau Brycheiniog National Park Authority, no date). It helps us understand how people lived, what they believed, and how their societies were structured—especially in periods where no written records exist. One of the main goals of archaeology is to trace cultural change over time and the ways different communities interacted with each other and their environments. Archaeologists use various methods, such as excavation, dating techniques, and artifact analysis, to uncover this information.
Although archaeology may appear to be focused on objective facts, it involves a great deal of interpretation. The questions archaeologists ask, the places they choose to dig, and how they explain their findings are all shaped by broader political, cultural, and personal contexts. This means archaeology can never be completely neutral. It not only helps us understand the past—it also influences how we see identity, history, and current social issues. In this way, archaeology is often a political practice.
Professor Grahame Clarke once defined archaeology as “the systematic study of antiquities as a means of reconstructing the past.”(Clark Grahame, 1939) This reflects the traditional view that archaeology is about carefully uncovering and recording ancient life. While this definition still holds some truth, it overlooks how interpretation is influenced by present-day perspectives. Today, archaeology is recognised not just as a means to reconstruct the past, but as a field deeply shaped by the politics of the present.
This essay argues that archaeology is inherently political, especially through the process of interpretation. Interpretation shapes how the past is understood and remembered—and that understanding affects ideologies, national identity, and power dynamics today. To explore this, the essay focuses on three postcolonial case studies: Israel/Palestine, sub-Saharan Africa, and Indigenous North America. It begins with theoretical perspectives that link archaeology with politics, then applies them to each case study, showing how interpretation can either empower or marginalise communities.
Theoretical Framework: Interpretation and Politics
Interpretation is central to archaeology and is deeply shaped by theoretical approaches. Postprocessualism, for instance, emerged as a critique of earlier ideas that presented archaeology as objective and scientific. Postprocessualists argue that archaeologists bring their own values, beliefs, and biases to their work, which means interpretation is always subjective. This makes archaeology a human, socially influenced practice—never entirely neutral(Shanks, no date).
Critical theory builds on this by exploring how power and ideology influence archaeological narratives(Tang et al., 2014). It asks whose stories are being told, and who benefits from them. Archaeology isn’t just about discovering facts—it’s also about constructing meaning. When the voices of certain groups are left out, archaeological narratives can reinforce inequality(Tang et al., 2014).
Postcolonial theory is especially relevant in many parts of the world. It critiques how colonial powers shaped archaeology to justify their dominance(Moro-Abadía, 2006). Often, colonial archaeologists imposed Western ways of thinking onto non-Western histories, presenting colonised peoples as passive or undeveloped. Postcolonial theory highlights how archaeology has often supported political ideologies, from colonialism to nationalism(Lydon and Rizvi, 2012).
Interpretation is also shaped by practical factors such as training, political context, and funding. Governments and institutions often fund archaeological projects that align with their goals, while more controversial or challenging research may be overlooked(Popa, 2019). As a result, archaeology can be used to support dominant narratives and silence others.
These theoretical lenses all show that archaeology isn’t just about the past—it’s also about how the past is used in the present. Interpretation reflects existing power structures, and often serves political ends.
Case Study 1: Nationalism in Israel/Palestine
One of the clearest examples of archaeology being used politically is in Israel/Palestine. Since the early 20th century, archaeology in this region has been closely tied to the Israeli national project(Thompson, 2009). Excavations have focused on uncovering evidence of ancient Jewish presence, especially from the biblical periods, to support modern claims to land and legitimacy(El-Haj, 2002).
In Jerusalem, for instance, much archaeological work has centred on the First and Second Temple periods, which are central to Jewish history. These remains are often well-funded, carefully preserved, and publicly promoted. Meanwhile, Islamic and Christian layers of the city's past receive less attention. This creates a selective historical narrative that reinforces the idea of an unbroken Jewish connection to the land, while sidelining the heritage of Palestinian, Muslim, and Christian communities(Galor, 2017).
In Facts on the Ground (El-Haj, 2002)Nadia Abu El-Haj argues that Israeli archaeology plays a key role in shaping national identity and justifying state power. She shows that archaeological methods, usually seen as scientific and objective, are often used to serve political goals. For example, excavation results are used in legal arguments, school curricula, and public discourse to support territorial claims.
This focus on one historical narrative has real consequences. It affects land ownership, cultural recognition, and public perception. Palestinian heritage sites are often neglected or disputed, and Palestinian histories are marginalised in public memory(El-Haj, 2002; Thompson, 2009). Archaeology becomes not just a tool of discovery, but one of control.
This case clearly shows how interpretation is political. It is not just about what is found, but how it is framed and used. In Israel/Palestine, archaeology is a powerful way to legitimise national ideologies and assert dominance over contested space.
Case Study 2: Colonial Legacies in African Archaeology
In Africa, archaeology has long been shaped by colonial views that denied African agency and history. During the colonial era, many European archaeologists claimed that impressive structures like Great Zimbabwe could not have been built by Africans(Ndoro, 2005). Instead, they credited outsiders such as Phoenicians or Europeans. This racist narrative supported the idea that Africans were incapable of creating complex societies(Liew, 2019).
This misinterpretation served colonial interests. By erasing African achievements, colonisers could justify their rule as bringing civilisation to an otherwise backward region. Archaeology, in this context, became a tool of domination rather than discovery(Bam-Hutchison, Ackermann and Humphreys, 2020).
In the postcolonial period, African scholars and governments have worked to challenge these views. Researchers like Peter Schmidt and Shadreck Chirikure have reinterpreted African sites from local perspectives. Chirikure argues that sites like Great Zimbabwe clearly show evidence of African innovation in architecture, trade, and leadership(Chirikure, 2020). He stresses that these societies were well-developed long before colonial contact.
Reclaiming these narratives has strong political and cultural importance. Postcolonial states have used archaeology to rebuild national identity and restore pride in African heritage(Thondhlana, Chitima and Chirikure, 2021). Museums, education, and tourism now promote a more accurate and empowering view of the past(Lemos, 2023). This not only corrects historical wrongs but helps communities reconnect with their history.
This case highlights how archaeology can either reinforce or resist political power. When colonial interpretations dominate, history is distorted. But when African voices lead the interpretation, archaeology becomes a means of empowerment and identity-building.
Case Study 3: Indigenous Archaeology in North America
In North America, Indigenous archaeology has emerged as a way to give Indigenous communities control over their own heritage. It challenges traditional archaeology, which has often excluded or disrespected Indigenous knowledge and beliefs(Atalay, 2006).
For much of the 20th century, non-Indigenous archaeologists studied Indigenous sites without consent, often removing sacred objects and human remains(Atalay, 2006). These actions ignored the cultural meanings of the sites and caused harm to Indigenous communities. Interpretations were often based purely on material evidence, leaving out oral histories and spiritual significance.
A major shift came with the introduction of NAGPRA (Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act) in 1990. This law gave Indigenous groups legal rights to reclaim ancestral remains and sacred items from museums and universities(Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990 - Archeology (U.S. National Park Service), no date). It also encouraged archaeologists to work more ethically and collaboratively with Indigenous communities.
Today, many archaeology projects in Indigenous areas are community-led. These projects include ceremonies, storytelling, and other cultural practices. Scholars like Joe Watkins have argued for “interpretive sovereignty,” where Indigenous people have the authority to interpret their own past. This leads to richer, more respectful, and more accurate understandings(Watkins, 2001).
This case shows how control over interpretation shapes the meaning of archaeology. When Indigenous people are excluded, archaeology can be harmful and disempowering. But when they lead the process, it becomes a source of cultural strength and healing. Interpretation, once again, proves to be deeply political.
Counterarguments
Others believe that archaeology may be an apolitical, dispassionate science, especially if it is founded on scientific methods like radiocarbon dating, stratigraphy, or Geographic Information Systems (GIS). All these technologies provide data that seem to be neutral—dates, locations, and measurements that do not change with who explains them. In this perspective, archaeology is a question of determining facts about the past that are independent of politics or ideology(Trigger, 1985).
But this point of view overlooks the extent to which even so-called objective facts must be interpreted, and that interpretation is culturally and politically variable. Scientific results don't speak for themselves; it is archaeologists who decide what to ask, what data to highlight, and how to reconcile those results into broader narratives. For example, a radiocarbon date might confirm when an artefact was made, but deciding what that means in terms of identity, migration, or heritage is an interpretative process informed by the interpreter's context and political environment.
Moreover, political implications usually arise not from the facts themselves, but from how they are presented, communicated, and implemented in society. Archaeological discoveries may be highlighted or ignored depending on whether they will be beneficial for lobbying in favour of specific groups, ideologies, or policies. Archaeology presentations to the public, museum displays, and schoolbooks usually reflect these skewed choices.
This way, the proposition that archaeology is purely objective ignores the essential role of interpretation and the social setting within which archaeological data are made and used. Grasping the complexity allows us to better understand why archaeology is political in character, whether it involves scientific methods.
Conclusion
This essay has asserted that interpretation in archaeology is heavily politicized, especially in postcolonial and contested sites such as Israel/Palestine, Africa, and Indigenous North America. Archaeology is not simply about finding facts in the past; it is about making choices about how to interpret and represent those facts. These choices affect how people today understand their own identities, political power's legitimacy, and even law and policy related to heritage and land rights. Thus, archaeology's interpretation affects social and political realities in this way.
The case studies demonstrate that archaeology can be used to consolidate dominant national narratives and mute minority voices or empower subordinated groups by recouping their pasts. The way archaeologists interpret material remains makes a big difference beyond the truth of knowledge—it determines who belongs, who is remembered, and who gets to speak for cultural heritage.
To acknowledge archaeology as political practice is not to imply it is unscientific or less trustworthy. Rather, it involves an awareness of sensitivity to the social and political contexts in which archaeology is undertaken. Politically conscious archaeology demands honesty with respect to such influences and observance of ethical and inclusive practice. It is an adult approach that respects the richness of the past and its people.
In the future, there is space to include more non-Western and Indigenous voices and other voices of formerly colonized peoples. Decolonizing archaeology practice and interpretation will bring more balanced and fairer accounts. In this manner, archaeology is able to offer significant information regarding the past while promoting respect and understanding in the present.
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