Is archaeology a political practice?

The question, ‘Is archaeology political?’, is a purely rhetorical question which is proven by the fact that any minor research into the subject will prove that even basic archaeology is a minefield of various political practices and numerous legislations. Each country has its own laws, ranging from the draconian to the well-respected, some being more localised and others being largely widespread, (Carman J, 2013). The laws can range from heritage practices to ethical conduct to the assurance of proper research practices and data collection for both findings and historical sites. The political practices within Archaeology can range from protection of heritage practices to financial imperatives, by the beginning of the 20th century, archaeology was largely recognised as a systematic study of a specific subject which meant that less discrepances were allowed and that higher standards were expected which originated politics within archaeology. 

However, that is not to say that all aspects of archaeology were immediately set with guidelines, as this was a time of a sociopolitical vacuum. This can be seen especially in the 19th century where Eurocentric unilinear cultural evolution was applied to justify European superiority, especially over colonised peoples, (Barber I, 2006).  Within archaeological practices despite laws being put in place to protect, it’s important to remember that political agendas within archaeology can enforce ignorance on certain subjects that enforcers don’t want to be taught or understood. Some of the simplest examples of this can be seen in what we teach children in our educational system especially within western countries. Certain aspects of that part of history can be either ignored or re-written to ensure it can be presented as favourable towards them and largely ignore any facts that would not be favourable within the context of the present. This can also be seen within geopolitical and nationalist contexts as despite the effort to preserve heritage sites archaeology can be used as either a political weapon or leverage. This can be seen in the destruction of historical sites important to cultural identity. Geopolitical conflicts aren’t all about destruction however as it also includes economic interests such as heritage sites being important to the tourist industry, (Lee S, 2025) Overall Archaeology is a deeply political practice in multitudinous different ways ranging from protection to destruction. 

The practice of archaeology has been around since the time of the Egyptians and as time went on it became apart of a more colonial practice. As Micheal Rowlands said ‘The immediate association of colonialism is with the intrusions, conquests, exploitation and domination of the indigenous peoples, (Rowlands and Kristiansen, 1998, pp.327–333). The exploitation of these people via archaeology can be seen regularly, especially among modern activities. Western archaeologists can be seen going to Eastern countries from as early as the 18th century in a bid to explore, expand their world view, and to send back and report upon discoveries. What ended up happening was a pattern of exploitation and alienation of cultural heritage (Düring B. S., 2024). The recognition of this fact or more accurately the lack of recognition is what makes it so problematic. Despite the recognition from modern archaeologists being present, wider recognition and understanding of the topic is largely glossed over in support of western government interests. One such example of this in England is the British museum which despite being regularly asked often refuses to give artefacts back and furthermore refuses to give each piece the proper recognition and respect they deserve. It’s a possibility this is done simply for economic reasons, but it has to be questioned whether the superiority complex among western states still exist especially when it’s often said that the artefacts of the country’s origin can’t be trusted or that they do not have the supplies to care for it. Looking deeper into this it seems to be a thin disguise for colonialism. Recently however the Netherlands, France and Germany have engaged in the reparation of many stolen artefacts, (Wong, 2023). Despite this seemingly positive motion there was extensive backlash after The Nigerian government declared that the artefacts that Germany was returning would be given to the direct descendant of the sovereign ruling over Nigeria when the artefacts were taken instead of the Nigerian state, (France-Presse. A., 2023). There was much discussion and ‘rows’ over this in Germany which demonstrates further how Western countries still want control over how Eastern countries use and present their own cultural heritage, the belief that they need guidance on what to do with their own history which is further demonstrated by the political backlash that this decision produced for further negations between the two nations, (France-Presse. A., 2023).

The concept of archaeology being a political practice is best seen when considering ‘archaeology as a technology of governance’, (Smith L, 2004), which provides a political context for identifying problematics of a political nature within archaeology. The concepts of ownership and the public domain is increasingly contested with debates over preservation, (Breglia, 2006, pp.5–28) tourism, ethics and finance. Despite best efforts, heritage will always be political practice as the history of it is steeped in colonialism and nationalism. A concept often referred to as ‘heritage nationalism’ examines how politicians extrapolate upon and manipulate the past to shape their own political motives, (Bonacchi, 2022).  This can often be seen among heritage sites such as museums which despite efforts otherwise may only show what is supported by governance or else risk a reduction or complete withdrawal of funds supporting the site. Even if we ignore government involvement, individual bias and ignorance continue to inform upon heritage sites to only show what is deemed acceptable. Even the UNESCO adoption of heritage protection practices ‘cannot be examined without taking into account the long histories of “heritage protection” tied to patterns of empire and nation-state making.’, (Taylor, 2009). This can be seen in various ways from ignoring various people who made up said heritage to the convenient lack of information on certain heritage sites and artefacts. It is in this way that cultural fundamentalism and heritage nationalist overlap with the former often being used to reinforce the latter. Culture heritage plays a significant role in shaping national identity, (Lee, 2025) so when it becomes a political issue it can be used to manipulate facts to forward political motivations by using archaeology as a scapegoat for them. 

The case of the long-running political dispute centring around the destruction of the Babri Masjid in 1992, (Merriman, 1995) is an excellent example of where politics and archaeology are in overlap. The shrine and temple having peacefully coexisted was until the mosque was destroyed and replaced with a Hindu temple. The given reason was that archaeologists had reported that the site was originally the place of a Hindu religious site and as such that was reason enough for them to have the mosque removed. Another example of the overlap between archaeology and politics is the nationalism that took place in several Middle Eastern countries that became politically independent after the Second World War, in this case specifically Syria Archaeological practice, especially in non-western settings became deeply affected by contemporary intellectual, social and political agendas, (Gillot, 2010). During the French Mandate Period, France governed the territories of Syria and Lebanon following the collapse of the ottoman empire. During this period archaeology became a priority for the French government. Consequently, France greatly benefited from the sharing and trade of antiquities economically and culturally (Gillot, 2010) however it’s difficult to know exactly how much Syria gained from this, if anything. Post successful independence, Syrian regimes attempted to identify, protect and emphasize a national heritage. As a result of these French officials were removed from their post and replaced with native people in both the bureaucratic system and national museums. 

Ethics is a fundamental part of archaeology and can range from how to handle human remains, post-conflict ethical considerations and cultural heritage. A more thorough look at this will reveal problems within contexts such as: Artifact repatriation, looting, and the role of indigenous communities in archaeological endeavours are some of the many ethical issues found within archaeology, (The Archaeologist, 2025). One such example is that of the Kennewick Man. Due to a mix of factors such as use of an anthropological archaism, lack off or poor communication with news stations, and complications with defining exacts of law, (Meltzer, 2015) the discovery of this man ended in a lawsuit that lasted eight years. It’s not until recently that oral history has been accepted as valid histories in their own right and not just used to supplement or corroborate archaeologists own findings, (Nicholas and Hollowell, 2016). 

Archaeologists have tended to 'see the past as "being lost" if not archaeologically investigated' (Nicholas and Hollowell, 2016 as cited by Zimmerman 1990) as such, cultures and peoples who aren’t as likely to dig or investigate their land due to religious or cultural reasons often have their own history reduced to legend and myth or even ignored entirely. Archaeology is a subject that is constantly evolving and as a result of this there is an implication that with 'better science' we come closer and closer to a more accurate interpretation of the past. As a result of this archaeology can lose track of how the interconnection of diverse viewpoints and various understandings can strengthen our understanding within the contexts of archaeological explanations. Due to the innate colonialism and nationalisms of archaeology however, varied viewpoints are often passed over for more Eurocentric understandings. Therefore, ethical understandings within archaeology can involve removing decentring a scientistic approach to allow for other ways of knowing and doing as valid alternatives, (Nicholas and Hollowell, 2016). Regardless of how much focus is put upon ethical understandings however, largely those working closest to archaeology often have the least amount of say and are often lacking in the political capitol needed to do any meaningful battle against political interests.  

Throughout the years there has been various examples of politics within archaeology due to an introduction of additional legislation, laws or manipulations of fact to favour certain people. Some fundamental examples of this range from the introduction of the Public Order Act and a Criminal Justice Act of 1994. It was originally used to protect sites like Stonehenge from degradation but is also used to persecute itinerant people, (Shanks, 2004). ‘In 1995 an American archaeology lecturer from a British university is expelled from Bulgaria allegedly for spying, though no evidence or charges are brought forward; ideological differences with the Bulgarian state archaeological service are cited as relevant.’. Many archaeologists are aware of connection their work may have with political interests, though many may wish to deny it and maintain ideas of academic neutrality, (Shanks, 2004). The question stops being, Is archaeology a political practice? Instead, it becomes, should it be one? As an intellectual and academic study, it lays way to reason that politics within this subject is unavoidable, certain and very much integrated into the topic. 
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