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Is archaeology a political practice?
Archaeology is often imagined as a discipline devoted solely to uncovering material traces of the past, yet in practice it is deeply entangled with politics, ethics, and social memory. Far from being neutral, archaeological narratives are shaped by political agendas that privilege certain interpretations while silencing others, reinforcing dominant systems of power. At the same time, archaeology has the capacity to challenge these constructed histories, offering alternative perspectives that destabilize official accounts. The discipline also faces ethical dilemmas, particularly when conservation priorities conflict with community values or when the treatment of human remains becomes a political minefield. Battlefield archaeology illustrates these tensions vividly, as sites of conflict are embedded in contested histories and collective memories that demand careful negotiation. In the modern era, identity politics adds yet another lens, highlighting how heritage is entangled with struggles for recognition, justice, and belonging. Taken together, these issues reveal that archaeology is not simply about recovering the past but about navigating the complex intersections of evidence, ethics, and politics in the present. Politics plays a decisive role in shaping archaeological narratives, often privileging interpretations that reinforce dominant ideologies while silencing alternative perspectives. Archaeology can challenge these constructed histories, exposing manipulation and bias. Yet political agendas remain deeply entangled with heritage, making the discipline a contested space of power, identity, and resistance.

Identified with structures of government, power and authority Walter Korpi’s seminal article Conflict and the Balance of Power challenges conventional assumptions about how power dynamics shape conflict, offering a nuanced model that links disparities in resources to the likelihood of confrontation. Traditionally, scholars have argued that conflict is most probable when opposing parties possess equal strength, since parity encourages both sides to believe they can prevail. Korpi, however, disputes this notion, insisting that the relationship between power and conflict is more complex.
“Predictions from the model challenge the widespread assumption that the probability of conflict is highest when parties have equal power resources. Instead a bi-modal distribution of the probability of manifest conflict is predicted”
This insight reframes our understanding of social and political struggles conflict is not simply a product of balance but emerges both when one side feels sufficiently empowered to challenge dominance and when the weaker side perceives deprivation so acutely that resistance becomes inevitable. By incorporating variables such as utility of achieving goals, expectancy of success, and relative deprivation, Korpi’s model highlights the psychological and structural dimensions of conflict.
His work underscores that power imbalances can simultaneously suppress and provoke confrontation, depending on context. This duality makes the balance of power a dynamic rather than static concept, one that requires careful analysis of both material resources and subjective perceptions. Ultimately, Korpi’s contribution lies in demonstrating that conflict is not merely the outcome of equality or inequality but of how actors interpret their chances within shifting power structures, a perspective that remains vital for sociology, political science, and international relations today.
Power structures in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Ethiopia were closely bound to historical narratives and archaeological practice. Menilek II, the founder of modern Ethiopia, drew upon the nation’s Christian and medieval past to consolidate his authority and resist European encroachment. His reign demonstrates how political legitimacy was not only maintained through military strength or administrative control, but also through symbolic claims to antiquity and continuity. By presenting himself as a successor to the Solomonic dynasty, Menilek embedded his rule within a lineage of divine sanction and historical prestige.
 “Ethiopia’s Christian and medieval past was perceived and exploited by Menilek II, the founder of modern Ethiopia, to consolidate his own political power and resist the encroachments of European states in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.”
Archaeological evidence became a strategic instrument of governance, reinforcing Ethiopia’s identity as one of Africa’s great ancient civilizations. Menilek personally oversaw excavations of medieval royal churches and camp sites, positioning himself as guardian of the nation’s heritage. His decision to invite foreign scholars to conduct excavations further underscored Ethiopia’s sovereignty, while simultaneously projecting its antiquity to international audiences.In this way, power structures were sustained not only through coercion or diplomacy, but through cultural production. Archaeology served as a means of consolidating authority, shaping national identity, and resisting colonial pressures. Menilek’s reign illustrates how material traces of the past were harnessed to legitimize and strengthen political power.

[bookmark: _Hlk215838230]Archaeology is often imagined as a neutral pursuit of uncovering the past, yet in practice it is deeply entangled with political agendas that shape both narratives and interpretations. Governments, institutions, and communities frequently mobilize archaeological findings to legitimize authority, reinforce national identity, or advance ideological claims. This can manifest in selective excavation, where sites that support dominant historical myths are prioritized, while inconvenient evidence is ignored or suppressed. Political influence also extends to interpretation, as artifacts and monuments are framed in ways that align with contemporary power structures, transforming archaeology into a tool of propaganda rather than objective inquiry.
At the same time, archaeology can serve as a site of resistance, offering marginalized groups a means to reclaim heritage and challenge dominant narratives. The tension between authority and activism underscores the discipline’s vulnerability to distortion when political interests outweigh scholarly rigor. Such interference raises ethical questions about the responsibilities of archaeologists: how to balance the demands of funding bodies, governments, and communities while safeguarding the integrity of the past. Ultimately, acknowledging the political dimensions of archaeology is essential for developing practices that resist manipulation and foster more inclusive, transparent accounts of human history.
“Archaeology serves political entities and acts as a mechanism of governance, while at the same time providing resources for resistance to authority and political activism globally” (Archaeology as Politics, 2024).
Political archaeology, the intersection of politics and archaeological research, demonstrates how political motives can profoundly shape historical interpretations. Archaeology is never fully neutral; it operates within social and political contexts that influence what is excavated, how evidence is framed, and which narratives are elevated. States and institutions often use archaeology to legitimize authority, reinforce nationalist myths, or construct collective identities, privileging certain pasts while silencing others. Monuments and artifacts may be presented as proof of continuity between ancient civilizations and modern nations, strengthening territorial or cultural claims. At the same time, findings that challenge official narratives are frequently ignored or marginalized, revealing how selective interpretation serves ideological ends. Yet political archaeology also offers opportunities for resistance, enabling marginalized communities to reclaim heritage and contest dominant discourses. This dual role underscores the ethical responsibility of archaeologists to recognize political entanglements and guard against distortion. By critically examining these intersections, scholars can expose bias and promote more inclusive accounts of human history.
“Political archaeology, the intersection of politics and archaeological research, reveals how political motives can shape historical interpretations” (Mortazavi, 2024, p. 81).

By examining the subjective nature of historical understanding and how human perception influences our interpretation of the past, we can recognize how archaeology can be manipulated by various individuals, including politicians, for political gain. Archaeological evidence does not speak for itself; it requires interpretation, and those interpretations are inevitably shaped by cultural values, ideological frameworks, and political agendas. This subjectivity creates opportunities for selective use of archaeological data, where certain findings are emphasized to legitimize authority or reinforce nationalist myths, while inconvenient evidence is downplayed or ignored.
Politicians and institutions often exploit archaeology to construct narratives of continuity, presenting monuments or artifacts as proof of ancient legitimacy for modern claims to territory, identity, or power. Such practices reveal how archaeology can be transformed into a tool of propaganda rather than a discipline of objective inquiry. At the same time, awareness of this manipulation underscores the ethical responsibility of archaeologists to critically examine their own assumptions and resist distortions. By acknowledging the political dimensions of interpretation, scholars can work toward more transparent and inclusive accounts of the past, ensuring that archaeology serves as a means of understanding rather than exploitation.
“By examining the subjective nature of historical understanding and how human perception influences our understanding of the past, we can recognize how archaeology can be manipulated by various individuals, including politicians, for political gain.”(Mortazavi, 2024, p. 81).
Mortazavi uses the term liberation archaeology to promote a different approach in order to combat the political power structures that oppress and und undermine them.  
Perring and Van Der Linde recognise the interests of archaeologists are not always aligned with that of communities.
“We draw attention to the political nature of archaeological work, and to the problems of reconciling professional interest in the protection and management of cultural property with needs of communities affected by war”(Perring and Van Der Linde, 2009, p. 197).
This is particularly true of conflict archaeology when the feelings of a community may be particularly strong and have conflicting feelings on a 
narrative. The treatment of human remains in archaeology represents one of the most ethically and politically complex challenges within the discipline. Human remains are not simply scientific specimens; they embody personal histories, cultural identities, and spiritual significance. When archaeologists excavate, study, or display these remains, they enter contested territory where questions of ownership, respect, and authority collide. Scientific communities often emphasize the knowledge gained from analysis, such as insights into health, diet, or migration, while descendant groups may prioritize dignity, cultural continuity, and spiritual obligations. This tension transforms human remains into symbols of broader struggles over heritage and power. Governments and institutions may resist returning remains, citing their value for research, while communities demand repatriation as an act of justice and recognition. Such disputes reveal the colonial legacies embedded in archaeological practice and highlight how decisions about reburial or curation are shaped by political agendas as much as by scholarly aims. Navigating this minefield requires transparency, dialogue, and a commitment to ethical responsibility. By acknowledging the cultural and political dimensions of human remains, archaeologists can move toward practices that honor both scientific inquiry and human dignity, ensuring that the past is studied with respect rather than exploitation.
[bookmark: _Hlk215838812][bookmark: _Hlk215838939]Battlefield archaeology presents a particular challenge when facing contested histories and community memories because it deals with sites that are not only material remnants of conflict but also powerful symbols of identity, trauma, and political meaning. Unlike other archaeological contexts, battlefields often remain embedded in living memory, tied to narratives of victory, defeat, or suffering that communities continue to negotiate. Excavations may uncover artifacts, human remains, or structural evidence that contradict established accounts, forcing archaeologists to navigate tensions between scholarly interpretation and collective remembrance. For some groups, battlefield sites are sacred spaces of mourning, while for others they are celebrated as markers of national pride, making any intervention politically sensitive. The act of excavation itself can be perceived as either an attempt to honor the past or as a disruption of memory, depending on the stakeholders involved. This contested terrain requires archaeologists to balance rigorous analysis with ethical sensitivity, engaging with descendant communities, veterans’ groups, and local populations to ensure that interpretations respect diverse perspectives. Ultimately, battlefield archaeology highlights how the material past is inseparable from the social and political present, demanding approaches that acknowledge both the evidential value of artifacts and the emotional weight of memory.


In conclusion, archaeology’s role in society is inseparable from the political, ethical, and cultural contexts in which it operates. Political agendas can distort archaeological narratives, privileging interpretations that reinforce dominant systems, yet the discipline also holds the power to challenge and destabilize those constructed histories. The tension between conservation priorities and community values underscores the need for dialogue, while the treatment of human remains reveals the profound ethical and political sensitivities that archaeologists must navigate. Battlefield sites further complicate interpretation, as they embody contested histories and collective memories that demand careful negotiation. In the contemporary era, identity politics provides a new lens through which archaeological practice can be understood, highlighting how heritage is entangled with struggles for recognition, justice, and belonging. Taken together, these challenges demonstrate that archaeology is not merely about uncovering the past but about engaging responsibly with the present. To preserve its integrity, the discipline must balance rigorous inquiry with ethical sensitivity, ensuring that interpretations honor both material evidence and the diverse communities for whom the past remains a living and contested resource.
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