The Political Effects Archaeology has on Identity, Culture and Heritage

When discussing archaeology it is almost impossible to bypass the impression politics has formed from its very creation. Rooted in colonialism and still tentatively walking the line of cultural sensitivity, it is harder to suggest that archaeology is not inherently political. But what is the meaning of politics? Conventionally it is seen as the Acts and Laws made in parliament, however, it also includes all aspects of society such as “education, information, sciences [and] technology” (Ferns, 1985, p.10). In conjunction, what can be represented as archaeology? For many it is the study and excavation of ancient artefacts, however, lineage and heritage are also linked to the subject. The roots of human identity, culture and understanding are as much of an archaeological concern as they are a political concern (Lennex and Richardson, 2016). This essay will revolve around the ways in which Natives have been able to utilise politics to reclaim their stolen culture and the effect Native opinion has had on archaeological legislation. 

The first archaeological hammer to hit the Native Americans cultural traditions was the work of Thomas Jefferson during the early 1780’s (Zechmeister, 2010). Famous for his legislation during the American Enlightenment and named the ‘Father of American Archaeology’, he found his beginnings by excavating a mound found on a friend's estate in Virginia. Through the (possible) use of his slaves from his Monticello plantation, Jefferson dug several areas of the mound, finding bones of children and adults in each- specifically he notes how the bones are not in a skeletal shape and rather like they had been thrown in from a basket (Hantman, 2020 (Zechmeister, 2010)). No consultation was held with the Natives of the area, rather Jefferson and other archaeologists working on the site believed that the Natives were not the ones who built the mounds. Instead they predicted that a ‘Scandinavian, Welsh, Mexican, Siberian or South Asian’ (Trigger, 1989, pp.21) culture developed in the Americas and the current Natives were the ones to dispel them or make them extinct. This ideology comes from an idea that many American organisations upheld, specifically the ‘American federal government agencies such as the Smithsonian Institute and the Bureau of American Ethnology’ (Trigger, 1989, pp.20), the idea that the Natives were not culturally developed enough to establish such sophisticated landmarks (Trigger, 1989, pp.20). This political push for ostracisation of the Natives led to them being left out of a majority of American history or when mentioned being stated as inferior to the European Colonists due to their supposed unevolved nature (Trigger, 1989, pp.21 (Adams, 2024)). The excavation shows how the action of destroying a heritage site for the Natives was politically justified by the idea that they were not the original owners and therefore did not hold responsibility over the mound. It has been proven that the mounds were from the Monacan tribe (Hantman, 2020), however, the mounds excavation still stands as a politically charged notion to not only showed the lack of understanding of the Native culture but also expresses how archaeology can be used to as a propaganda tool . Evidence from this excavation was used to show that the European people were the only ones ‘progressive enough to be suitable for historical study’ (Trigger, 1989, pp.20) implying that the Natives did not have a history. This kind of evidence was used as an excuse to push back Native Americans into smaller and smaller reservations in order for European settlers to supposedly modernise America through Manifest Destiny (Norton, 2017). Legislation was created and implemented from the evidence the organisations collected, specifically the most notable being the Removal Act of 1830 which restricted Native Americans to the West of the Mississippi river (Drexler, 2019). Archaeology here has been used to spread misinformation on a grand enough scale that it has negatively affected the lives of others and forced them to change their ways to accommodate for an invading power (the European settlers). 

This forceful extermination of Native voices from American history and the use of archaeology to excuse such behaviours has attempted to be corrected in the present. The formation of NAGPRA (Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act) in 1990 was one of the first national steps towards ethically conscious American archaeology. The organisation aimed to give a voice to disgruntled tribes that wanted their ancestors' remains back from other federal organisations and universities (National Park Service, 2019), however, this was not easy due to the reluctance of some Institutes to hand over their stolen artefacts. It has taken decades for some universities such as the University of California to comply with the policies of the  1990 Act, having returned only 6% of the approximate 700,000 artefacts and remains they currently hold (Hall, 2023). This is found again with the prestigious Harvard University, which was found to have one of the largest collections of Native memorabilia, yet it has only repatriated 38% of their collection. Additionally, a study done by ProPublic found that 600 federally funded institutes had not yet complied with NAGPRA (Suozzo, 2023). This not only shows that legislation towards the use of archaeological items is not as strong as it should be but also the lack of ethical concern some Institutes have towards the living descendants of the remains. Furthermore, the Smithsonian is exempt from the policies and instead it follows the 1989 National Museum of the American Indian Act (Ward, 2024). This is marginally due to the fact that the Institute holds onto one of the largest displays of Native artefacts in the country. However, due to its exemption the Smithsonian is legally allowed to display artefacts and remains without the consent of the tribes themselves (Ward, 2024). Moreover, the 1989 Act has not been updated to more modern standards meaning archaeological legislation has not been looked at as deeply as it should be. 

Politics can now be used by the tribes to make their voices heard and to push back against the grave desecration that was disguised as archaeology in the past, there have been successes from the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act in conjunction with the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) of 1979. The use of permits through the ARPA have allowed many establishments to keep their Native artefacts through an agreed contract with the tribe themselves (centerforartlaw, 2021), meaning that the culture has a say in what happens to their ancestors. The ARPA replaced the outdated anti-excavation policies of the Antiquities Act of 1906, and authorised that before all excavations the organisation running the dig needed a permit (Gibbon, 2018). Further proving archaeology as a political practice as the legislation outlines the steps in which it needs to adhere and the effects its findings can have on a certain culture if the proper regulations are not met. However, it is not only American archaeology that has taken into account the voices of its Natives. 

The Aboriginals are a native tribe in Australia that are one of the oldest cultures in the world, having started approximately 65,000 to 80,000 years ago (Davidson and Wahlquist, 2018). Colonisation of the continent started in the late 18th century, around 1770 when an expedition led by James Cook docked at the shore and met the indigenous population with violence and misunderstandings (Moore, 2023 (MacGregor, 2010)). Cook deemed the land that of the British Empire and began the end of the longstanding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Moore, 2023 pp. 6-8). The beginnings of archaeology is often attributed to the new archaeology of the 1960’s, an attempt to get away from the ‘amature’ antiquarians that were employed by museums (Spriggs, 2020). However, the collection of archaeological items started before that, at the very first meeting of European and Aboriginal men. The Gweagal Shield, dated to the 1700’s (Moore, 2023, pp. 15-19) is a controversial piece of a vast amount of archaeological artefacts still housed in the British museum. It was made by the Gweagal people, the people that the settlers met on the first day of their arrival, and has been widely requested by thousands of Natives to be returned to Australian soil . A, supposed, direct relation (Rodney Kelly) to the very crafter of the shield approached the British Museum in 2016 and requested for the shield to be brought back (Nugent and Sculthorpe, 2018), however they were denied due to legislation that relinquished the powers of the original owners and enhanced the thieves. Specifically, the British Museum Act of 1963 limited the ability for original owners of the colonised artefacts to request repatriation (Moore, 2023, pp. 29-31). This Act also specifies that the artefacts must be kept in as best condition they can be, they cannot alter the artefact (British Government, 2011). This act not only shows how archaeology is lagging behind in the world of legislation and many question the relevancy of Acts passed more almost 60 years prior without revision. Arguments have been targeting the almost unfair rule the museum has over the artefacts that aren’t originally there and were taken during the colonial era (Moore, 2023, pp. 29-31). However, this hindrance in the United Kingdom's approach to archaeological legislation in terms of repatriations has not stopped Australia from introducing policies and acts to increase the influence of Natives in their decision making. The Heritage Laws have built up the power of the Natives that were once only mentioned twice in the original constitution, with both times being derogatory and excluding them from colonised Australia (Williams, 2023), with this only being fixed in the 1967 referendum. Heritage Laws include the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act of 1984, made to hold the government responsible for culturally important sites and any damage that may be done to them (Australian Government, 2021). This shows that archaeology is a political practice as it is the action of the government in relation to the protection of ancient sites, modifying the study by creating a barrier around the site and needing permissions to touch it. Permissions given by the Aboriginal Heritage Regulations 1974 in which different  permissions are given on a level of how much damage the excavation would cause to the site, for example a Section 18 consent would be in relation to harming the site whereas a Regulation 10 consent would be minimal impacts (Western Australia, 2004). This inclusion of indigenous voices has been exemplified by the Australian Heritage Council Act 2003, in which they replaced the Heritage Commission with a more diverse Council (Parliamentary Counsel, 2003). It included at least 2 indigenous members that were chosen to represent the interest of the culture, additionally, all members must be fully educated and informed in heritage (Parliamentary Counsel, 2003). This new age of archaeological legislation in relation to Native opinion has expanded the subject into a more ethically sensitive art. 

Conclusively, archaeology is, in itself, a political practice. Its impact on different cultures through the enforcement of propaganda and stereotypes shows the power the study has and how it needs to be handled with cultural sensitivity. The very bones of the discipline are also subjected to the same rigorous questioning, the funding of a dig holds political questions and oppositions, how much money is needed? Why should it be spent on archaeology? What impact would this information have on the greater community and would it affect their cultural identity? In conjunction with that, there is the show of power that is evident in archaeologies history. It was used to excuse colonial behaviour, taken from cultures that were not viewed as people but merely animals. Such political notions were also carried into the 20th century with the Nazi justification for Lebensraum through pseudoarchaeology (Bouchard, 2011). It is impossible to say that archaeology as a whole does not hold weight in the world of politics, the discipline often finds itself in situations where a governing body’s opinion and sometimes new enforced legislation are needed. The examples used of colonial America and the Aboriginal groups only show how slow progress for archaeology is and how those in higher society are still able to control and manipulate their power to keep cultural heritage and identity away from these groups. 
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