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One of the most ethically problematic issues in archaeology is the determination of ownership over the finds, the site and the history of the site itself.  The existence of conflicting claims (usually between “local” and “international” or “Western” interests) means that archaeologists have to strike a fine balance when they are planning, executing, and presenting the results of an excavation.

It is important to make sure that local voices are heard in discussions of archaeology, as “everything that is said and done on a site while digging has a potential effect on local and other interest groups.  Even the view that the past can be objectively studied is for many alienating”
.  Additionally, historically, and even “in many [modern] instances, research agendas and methods are still set without local participation and involvement”
.  Some local groups, such as certain Native Americans, feel that “archaeologists have distorted the past and archaeology as a means to investigating the past should be discarded”
.

However, the international interests in archaeological sites cannot be completely discarded in favor of local views.  As one author notes, “archaeology provides perspective on our modern times by giving a vivid sense of the passage of time and the ‘sweep of history’” and that “archaeology has enormously expanded the record of our species”
.  Additionally, Western commercial interests in sites (which undoubtedly provide a good deal of the funding that makes excavation possible in the first place) allow sites to be shared by multitudes by converting them into tourist destinations.  While the merit of the commercialization of history is perhaps debatable, the sharing and spreading of histories and knowledge is surely a positive outcome.  Furthermore, “individuals and events become connected with places and with the pasts of those places even if the individual’s ancestors had no part in the historical events or development that occurred in the place”
.  Additionally, archaeological sites become part of national identity, which “is shared or potentially shared by all (American) citizens”
.  Who is to say whether these claims are any less valid than the claims of locals whose presence in the area has been established for generations?  As Hodder points out, at many sites, “in the long term, even the so-called locals are also passing through”
.  Due to this view, Hodder advocates the approach that no one “owns” the site, but instead “we all pass through as travelers or tourists”
, and as such all the groups involve “share a joint curatorial responsibility”
.
One of the measures which can be undertaken to ensure the representation of the traditionally under-represented local groups is to make sure that multivocality is present in the presentation of the site as well as the excavation itself.  As Silberman illustrates, representing all the voices involved is not simple.  He argues that the “slickly produced multimedia representations of alternative voices from the past [which] have become increasingly popular at elaborate heritage site presentations… utilize the appearance of many voices and multiple stories, while subtly undermining the presumed power of multivocality to contest dominant narratives”
.  Silberman argues that this is because the motivation behind the collection of these voices is primarily commercial.  According to Silberman states, “The concept of multivocality, as I understand it, is meant to challenge dominant interpretive narratives and to create spaces and structures at heritage sites that will promote the co-existence of potentially conflicting approaches and perceptions of the site’s significance”
.  Multivocality should be “provocative”, “uneasy”, and “stimulating”, instead of being created to please a wide audience.  Obviously, however, a balance needs to be struck between multivocality and commercial interests, for as important as multivocality is, without the funding provided by commercial interest sites might not be able to continue functioning.

As far as our work at the John Brown house is concerned, the stakeholders include the historians at the Rhode Island Historical Society, ourselves as archaeologists, any descendents of individuals who lived on the property at any point, and the local citizens of Providence.  The presentation of material should be at the very least accessible to all these groups, if not actually representative of them.  It will be important to try to make our presentations have as much multivocality as possible, without causing them to lose their appeal.
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