HPAR7004 Archaeological Research Methods: Assignment 4



Introduction

My role working on the Holy Island archaeology project frequently presents challenging scenarios requiring professional and ethical judgement. This is because of the nature of the project and my role as a community archaeologist working with its primary stakeholders including our on-site volunteers, the local community, the visiting public and those engaging digitally online. Please refer to Appendix 1 for a more detailed summary of my role and responsibilities within the DigVentures team.

As a practitioner of the chartered institute for archaeologists, I have at the bare minimum a personal responsibility to ensure that a certain standard of ethical and professional conduct is adhered to in my interactions with all aspects of the archaeology and the people involved with it (CIfA, 2014a). However, as a community archaeologist working with public volunteers to excavate an early medieval cemetery at a major local tourist destination, the nature of this project makes the situation somewhat more complex. In my experience, the breadth of multivocality that is inherent from working with multiple public stakeholders on site and online results in a plentiful supply of ethical dilemmas, creating a high benchmark against which to address ethical challenges as they arise.

Using a case study of scenarios on Lindisfarne, I aim to show that there cannot be a blanket approach to right and wrong when addressing ethical dilemmas and using professional judgement in this project. Rather, there is a requirement for transparency, communication and consideration of different people groups and members of the local community as well as the wider visiting public and those engaging digitally with the project online.





Ethical Challenges in the Role of Community Archaeologist on Lindisfarne

A large part of my role as a community archaeologist on Lindisfarne involves engaging the public with their heritage in an array of different formats (Appendix 1), but physically talking with volunteers or curious passers-by as we work on site is by far the simplest and most illuminating for me from a personal perspective. Lindisfarne is DigVentures’ flagship project with 154 volunteers coming to site over the course of the excavations in 2021, which lies adjacent to a public footpath used by many of the 1,800 average daily visitors to the island (The Holy Island of Lindisfarne, 2021), a number of which frequently stop by to ask questions. Amongst many others, some of the most common questions I have been asked (after the inevitable light-hearted jibe regarding elusive pots of gold) are;

1. Why are you digging here?
2. What are you looking for?
3. What have you found?
4. Why are you digging graves?
5. What will happen to the skeletons after analysis?

Fundamentally, these questions are all ethical issues and any archaeologist in the context of this project (and indeed others) should consider them carefully because they clearly have value to the public. Richardson and Almansa-Sanchez (2015) discuss the ethics of public archaeology, concluding that there is a need for a sub-discipline of professional community archaeologists that prioritise the rigorous ethical values of the public. In my experience, I have never been more challenged in my own thought and judgement processes, especially from an ethical perspective, than I have been by simply talking to members of the public; more so than in the professional interactions I have had with other archaeologists or heritage bodies. The regularity of which I get asked these questions by the public and their breadth ensures that I am persistently reminded of them and therefore frequently find myself reconsidering them. Gonzalez-Ruibal (2018) embraces this regular re-evaluation, suggesting that ethically responsible archaeologists working with communities must be open to reconsidering their approaches and how they act based on who they are working with because there is no such thing as a blanket approach to right and wrong. Furthermore, DigVentures’ crowdsourced and funded model positions the wider public as the primary project stakeholder throughout its different stages (Wilkins 2019, 2021). Therefore, they must be central in framing the context of ethical judgement regarding work at Lindisfarne, presenting a high benchmark against which to address ethically challenging scenarios as they arise.

Questions one and two from the above list asks the most fundamental questions of any excavation project. Ultimately, we need to be able to justify our excavations for them to be ethically responsible (CIfA, 2014b) and also, it would seem, acceptable to the public. As a result, all team members and project stakeholders need to be able to understand and justify why the excavations are taking place, the technical description of which is available in the project design (Wilkins and Petts, 2016). It is therefore an important part of my role as a community archaeologist to understand these reasons and communicate them to the public in a user-friendly way.

Question three can present ethical dilemmas as a community archaeologist when special finds, such as early medieval coins on Lindisfarne, are uncovered during excavations that could pose a potential site-security risk; for example, from illicit metal-detecting by the wider public on such a well-known site. Authors such as Ferguson (2013) suggest nationally important sites can be put at serious risk by this activity, raising the possibility that all such finds be kept secret. However, according to Stine and Shumate (2015) ethically responsible public archaeology must be based on the inclusion not exclusion of people, even using responsible avocational metal detectorists as their case study. As a result, a compromise must be struck between the ethical requirement of meeting the public demand for an answer to question three and keeping the site safe. On Lindisfarne, this is represented by not releasing details of special finds to the wider public whilst the site is open and exposed, but waiting until the trenches are safely backfilled before doing so, asking our on-site project participants to do the same.

Question four can be particularly challenging. The subject of excavating human remains is notoriously controversial for many different reasons which can ultimately be summarised by the fact that the process represents an experiential relationship between the living and the dead (Sayer, 2017 pg.13). On Lindisfarne, this relationship is evidenced in the experience of the volunteers that I have worked with. Some specifically ask me if they can work on excavating a skeleton because they feel it can help them to connect with the people of the past, whereas others request to avoid work on skeletons because of their own personal feelings regarding the dead. The curious wider public often ask me why we are digging them at all. Most feel the process is justifiable upon discussion of the project’s research aims and objectives; again, emphasising the need for good communication with the public in regard to questions one and two, but others remain unconvinced. Ultimately, everyone involved has an experiential relationship of some description and has the right to a voice. This multivocality is embraced by Hodder (2008) as a fundamentally ethical issue of people’s rights and representation within public archaeology, which makes it ethically responsible for my role as a community archaeologist to respect and cater for as many viewpoints as possible.

In practice, it may not be possible to please everyone but our processes can be tailored to respect all viewpoints and ensure none are marginalised. In an introduction to his book on public archaeology and human remains, Williams (2019, pg.2) makes the point that archaeologists “do not own the dead” and that they must communicate and consult with the public on the sort of experience and relationship they wish to have with the deceased. On Lindisfarne, I have found that effective communication and transparency in this matter is a necessity as a community archaeologist. Examples include making people fully aware of the presence and context of the human remains before they encounter them during site orientation and public tours. They are covered at all times when they are not being worked on and there is a strict on-site policy of not photographing them for personal social media purposes to ensure that everyone has the chance to make their own decision about the sort of relationship they wish to have with the deceased.

Question five often comes up as a concern in my conversations with the public but I have increasingly found the majority of people seem contented that if remains are ultimately to be returned to the island for re-burial, then scientific analysis is more than justifiable. Clegg (2020, pg.5) also notes that people groups in general seem to be moving towards accepting the benefits and usefulness of the scientific study of human remains rather than insisting they be kept out of reach, crediting the slow but steady progress of the profession as a whole towards collaborating with and respecting the views of different people groups on the subject of human remains. On Lindisfarne, this is evidenced by the significant interest shown by the islanders in our most recent re-burial of previously excavated human remains on the island in a ceremony carried out by the local vicar. This was attended by a large proportion of the island congregation who were also given a tour of our trenches and showed particular interest.

The ethical considerations of a community archaeologist working with the public as part of the Holy Island archaeology project extend beyond just the physical excavation process but also into the realm of digital public archaeology. This includes engagement and dissemination through social media, online output and the open view instant access Digital Dig Team (DDT) recording system, all of which present additional ethical challenges. Richardson (2018) presents a review of the ethical challenges in digital public archaeology, concluding that through all of our digital public engagement methods (including social media, online participatory platforms, data collecting and use of volunteers) the wellbeing and protection of the people groups we engage with must be our central concern, in equality with physical on-site public engagement methods. The author also cautions against allowing the objects we find or the data we produce to be placed at a higher level of importance than the wellbeing of the people groups involved.

An example of this at DigVentures on Lindisfarne would be with our social media, blog post, video and other media outputs. It is important that those containing images of human remains are presented with a content warning to enable people engaging to make their own decisions about whether or not they want to view those images, ensuring their wellbeing and viewpoints are respected. A specific example of this would be the docuseries “Why We Dig” (DigVentures Ltd, 2021) that tracks our excavations on the island over the course of the 2020 field season, where each episode is preceded with a content warning for human remains.

Furthermore, the open access DDT recording system (DigVentures Ltd, 2016a) must be used on Lindisfarne with ethical considerations in mind. There is fast growing support for the release and publication of open data in archaeology (Edwards and Wilson, 2015, and Costa et al. 2014). However, whilst the majority of archaeological records are uploaded for instant online public accessibility on DDT, it may not be appropriate to do this straight away for every record; there have been occasions where I have held back from publishing photos or detailed records to DDT until after fieldwork is completed. This is especially the case for sensitive discoveries such as human remains or metallic special finds for reasons already discussed. However, one useful feature of DDT is the Dig Timeline (DigVentures Ltd, 2016b) which in a way almost acts as a content warning function for the public about the nature of our discoveries and what they should expect on DDT before going ahead and viewing the records in full. This is important so that our data and records can still be made publicly accessible but in a respectful way. Similarly, Cook (2018) advocates for open access data availability regarding cemeteries and the dead in digital public archaeology within an ethical framework.

Conclusions

Whilst working as a community archaeologist on the Holy Island archaeology project, tackling the multivocality of its primary stakeholders; including on-site participants, the local community, visiting public and those interacting digitally online, has presented ample opportunity for challenging ethical scenarios. Throughout my time on Lindisfarne, I have found that the public are very much concerned about the ethical issues that are becoming topical in archaeological debate; including why we excavate, what we are looking for and particularly around the issue of human remains. 

In my experience and in accordance with authors such as Williams (2018), good communication and transparency with project stakeholders surrounding these issues is essential to ensure that all viewpoints are respected. On Lindisfarne, this extends to how we interact with people on site during discussion, teaching and training in the excavation process as well as on public tours and in other formats. But it also extends to our digital interactions online through social media, video content and the digital data we produce. It may not always be possible to know for sure the right or wrong ethical approach to a situation when it arises, but we can at least ensure that in our actions we communicate with and respect the people groups that may be impacted by our decisions.
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Appendix 1: My role as a Community Archaeologist, as summarised from my PCIfA application

As a community archaeologist, my primary role within the team as an employee at DigVentures is to assist in engaging the public with archaeology. When in the field, my responsibilities include teaching and training our crowdfunding members of the public, or ‘Venturers’, helping them to experience the on-site archaeological research process first hand by learning different archaeological skills and how to excavate and record sites in a professional way. Beyond this, there is also a strong focus on social impact and understanding the change that archaeology can have on people’s lives through evaluation of their experience with us. The role includes substantial elements of fieldwork, but is by no means limited to excavation only and also involves a wide range of activities such as online web and social media content, producing videos and blogs in an effort to engage the public with their heritage and archaeology in as broad and diverse a way as possible. The DigVentures team works with a relatively flat hierarchical structure, meaning that my role expands into a number of areas throughout a project’s lifecycle, including assisting with various elements of project design, delivery, post excavation and reporting. Most of the employees at DigVentures are community archaeologists (https://bit.ly/3J1gAKr) and it is my role to work with them to deliver projects as opposed to working under tightly defined management structures or boundaries. This gives me additional scope to develop an array of skillsets as part of the project delivery process; as a personal focus, I have a particular interest in project financial efficiency and sustainability due to my background in accounting and finance.
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