Is Archaeology a Political Practice?

Archaeology, as a discipline, has long been shaped by political contexts, reflecting broader social, cultural, and historical dynamics. One of the most contentious areas within this field is the display of human remains. The exhibition of human remains — whether in museums, academic institutions, or public spaces — raises profound ethical, moral, and political questions. These displays are not neutral; they are inherently political acts that are influenced by the cultural values, power structures, and historical narratives of the societies that produce and consume them. This essay explores how the display of human remains in archaeology is political, focusing on the implications for Indigenous communities, ethical concerns, the role of museums, and the broader political contexts that shape these practices.

The Role of Human Remains in Archaeology

[bookmark: _Int_zByf1THd]Human remains are an integral part of archaeological practice. They help to offer direct insight into the lives of past individuals and cultures, allowing archaeologists to form an understanding their physical characteristics, health, diet, and even social practices. Human remains can help to uncover aspects of history that otherwise may have been lost because written records do not reveal them, such as the experiences of marginalised groups or those who existed without written language. However, while human remains are invaluable for archaeological research, their treatment and display raise complex issues around ethics and morals that are highly debated throughout the archaeological academic world. Human remains are often uncovered as a result of excavations that are entangled under the dark cloud of Western colonisation, especially in areas such as Africa and Australia. In a great many cases, remains are excavated from sites that were once Indigenous lands but were taken by invading colonisers, or they might have been taken from graveyards and burial sites without the consent of descendant communities. A notable example of this would be the countless Egyptians mummies found in the current day in museums all over the world, including the British Museum in London, the World Museum in Liverpool, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s in New York City.

Archaeology and Colonialism

The relationship between archaeology and colonialism is integral to understanding the political practice of displaying human remains. Historically, much of archaeological practice in the 18th and 19th centuries was driven by colonial ambitions; European archaeologists often excavated sites in colonised lands, removing countless artefacts and human remains without any regard for the rights or wishes of local populations. In many cases, human remains were taken as trophies or curiosities and displayed in European museums, contributing to a narrative of European superiority over the 'primitive' cultures of the colonised world. This colonial approach to archaeology continues to have repercussions even today. The legacy of colonialism is evident in the way human remains from colonised regions are handled and displayed. Indigenous groups and other marginalised communities frequently argue that their ancestors' remains were removed under exploitative and disrespectful circumstances. The return of human remains to their rightful communities has become an important issue in the broader decolonisation movement, with growing demands for repatriation and the acknowledgment of past wrongs. In this context, the display of human remains can be seen as a continuation of colonial practices; by exhibiting remains taken from Indigenous peoples or formerly colonised groups, museums and institutions reinforce the power imbalance between the West and other areas of the world. These displays often reduce the dead to mere objects of study, rather than respecting the cultural and spiritual significance they hold for descendant communities.

Ethical Considerations in the Display of Human Remains

[bookmark: _Int_3dXl2inw][bookmark: _Int_Q2zIPJgp]The ethical concerns surrounding the display of human remains are numerous and deeply complex. At the centre of these concerns is the question of respect towards deceased human beings; many cultures have the view that human remains are sacred and believe that they should not be treated as objects of curiosity or entertainment, which is how they are often treated when in the possession of the world’s museums. For example, many Indigenous cultures believe that the spirits of the dead must be treated with reverence and that human remains should be returned to their ancestral lands for proper burial and spiritual rites. Many people would argue against the display of human remains in museums under the belief that it feels exploitative and disrespectful. It is seen as a violation of human dignity to exhibit individuals who once lived, loved, and suffered in a similar way to people alive today. Moreover, the display of remains often lacks context, which can therefore result in a misinterpretation and a level of dehumanisation towards the individuals whose bones are on display, as it creates an inability for modern people to be able to connect to someone who was once like them. Without understanding the cultural and historical significance of these remains, visitors may fail to recognise the humanity of the individuals they are viewing.

[bookmark: _Int_tnQrCwuO]Ethical debates surrounding human remains are particularly charged when the remains in question are those of groups who have been marginalised or oppressed. Many archaeologists and museum curators now advocate for a more ethical approach to handling human remains, one that would prioritise the wishes and perspectives of descendant communities. This includes seeking permission for excavation and display, ensuring that remains are treated with dignity, and returning remains to their rightful owners when requested. However, as a result of mass genocides, some cultures no longer exist to explain how someone would have wanted their remains to be treated. A prominent example is Saartje Baartman, a woman from the Khoekhoe people who was enslaved and following her death had her remains displayed in the Louvre in Paris, her remains were not returned to South Africa until 2002. She was a major point of tension because her people, the Khoekhoe, no longer exist therefore the question was raised over who had the right to own her remains. Despite the South African government, led by President Nelson Mandela, wanting her to return, she was not South African and would have never considered herself as such. Therefore, it can be argued about who should be in possession of her remains since no one descends from her culture to explain how Saartje would have wanted her remains to be treated. 

One of the most notable ethical debates surrounding the display of human remains centres on the question of consent. In the past, remains were often collected without any consultation with the communities to which they belonged. Today, many Indigenous groups and other affected communities argue that consent should be a fundamental principle in the treatment of human remains. The idea of posthumous consent is often discussed, but the difficulty lies in determining how to obtain consent from individuals who can no longer speak for themselves.

The Politics of Museum Displays

Museums are central to the political nature of human remains displays. As institutions of knowledge and culture, museums have significant influence over how the public perceives the past, including how human remains are understood and interpreted. Museums, particularly those in the Western world, have historically been the custodian of human remains from colonised areas of the world, and their role in displaying these remains has been a focal point of debate. One of the key political issues surrounding museum displays is the question of ownership. Many of the human remains held in museums were taken during periods of colonisation, often without the consent of the communities to which they originally belonged. In some cases, the remains were looted or stolen, and their display can be seen as an ongoing act of appropriation. For example, the British Museum has long been criticised for housing the remains of Indigenous peoples and others without returning them to their communities — likewise the British Museum has been criticised for refusing to return items such as the Elgin Marbles and Hoa Hakananai’a from Easter Island. The issue of repatriation has gained significant attention in recent years, with many museums facing pressure to return human remains to their rightful owners. This pressure has come from Indigenous groups, descendants of the people whose remains are on display, and even the public, who are increasingly questioning the ethics of displaying human remains without permission.  

The political nature of museum displays is also evident in the way that human remains are interpreted. Museums have the influence to shape the public’s understanding of history, and the way they present human remains can influence how different cultures are perceived. For example, remains from ancient Egypt or Greece are often presented as part of a 'universal' human heritage, framed in a context that emphasises their artistic, intellectual, and historical contributions. In contrast, remains from colonised or Indigenous groups are sometimes displayed in a way that reinforces stereotypes of primitiveness, thus perpetuating harmful narratives of racism and cultural superiority.

Indigenous Perspectives on Human Remains

Indigenous communities have been at the helm of challenging the display and treatment of human remains in museums. For many Indigenous peoples, the bones of their ancestors are not merely physical remains but are ingrained with spiritual and cultural significance. To remove and display these remains is seen as an affront to their beliefs and an act of ongoing colonialism. For instance, in the United States, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), passed in 1990, requires federal agencies and institutions receiving federal funding to return human remains and cultural artefacts to Native American tribes. NAGPRA was a response to the widespread removal of Native American remains and cultural objects from burial sites and the subsequent public display of these items in museums. The law reflects a growing recognition of the rights of Indigenous peoples to control the treatment of their ancestors' remains and to determine how their culture is represented.

