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Critical Response #5


As all the articles have repeatedly mentioned throughout the weeks of this course, archaeology is inherently a destructive process.  We have also experienced this destruction first hand, with the excavations of our units every Monday.  Once a site is excavated one cannot return in hopes of “re-excavating.” Rather, one would only be able to dig below or to the side of what has already been dug.  Therefore, the documentation of a site is crucial to the continuity of knowledge.  Although the documentation is of great importance, it is actually the publication of the work at a site that is the most important process in archaeology. Publication is the crystallization of knowledge, defining the larger cultural and historical contexts of a site.  It ensures that anyone who desires to know about the archaeology of a site has access to that knowledge.  The knowledge is not reserved for the scholarly elite, but it is made public, for a wide range of audiences.  


The different possibilities of audiences must be understood as publications are often intended for a certain group and the information is conveyed in a manner accordingly.  The terms “past” and “heritage” possess different meanings to different people.  The differences are especially significant when dealing with issues of cultural heritage or cultural property.  If a site has specific relevance to a certain group of people ethical standards must be abided, so as not to upset any stakeholders.  In Shepherd’s article, the collective memory of the citizens in Cape Town, South Africa of the pain and trauma related to the site was seemingly ignored in the pursuit of science.  Thus, although property is defined in legal terms and essentially delineates an owner who has possession over a certain thing, these terms are fluid and susceptible to change overtime.  What might seem clear in the present can be blurred by the past.  
 Many believe that the archaeological process of excavation through to publication can “recover hidden histories” and “democratize the past” by giving voices to certain groups such as women, slaves, or minorities who had been disenfranchised in their own society (Shepherd 99).  But even the archaeological record is not without its flaws or oversights.  As the Bankoff and Walker article discusses through the case study of the Van Cortlandt house, often the disenfranchised of the past, ie slaves, remain voiceless in the present without any discernable material remains being uncovered during an excavation.  
Where the process of excavation can largely be ruled by “social and political interests, forces, values and ideas” the publication part of archaeology should be focused on understanding through a synthesis of interpretive knowledge and recovered data (Shepherd 106).  Based on the case of Cape Town referenced in Shepherd’s article, it is evident that issues of misrepresentation in the last stage of publication can be avoided by having an open dialogue with the community at hand.  The publication of archaeological findings must be sensitive and present data as objectively as possible, while still acknowledging both past and present influences, as certain groups will always wish to lay claims to what they deem “their past”.  
The intended audience for the Slavery and Justice report appears to be academics and interested Rhode Island citizens.  The report is composed of historical research on the topic of slavery and the slave trade and of course is influenced by the modern perspectives of American heritage.  Our own work at the John Brown House also brings up the topic of slavery.  The Rhode Island Preservation Society through the use of the house as a museum has highlighted the topic of slavery and the Brown’s past involvement.  Slavery is part of colonial America’s history and is a sensitive subject now, one that some people wish to keep silent.  However, for people to learn from past mistakes and to keep society evolving, one must be correctly informed of the past and of cultural heritage.  When the public is given the correct information they can then use that information to make their own interpretations, and construct their own unique world views.  The presentation of knowledge, through publication, is best done through an unbiased lens, so that audiences of all backgrounds can feel free to gather information and learn about their past (ancestor’s) as well as other’s past.   The publication of the John Brown House should be presented in this unbiased manner with an accurate synthesis of historical research, material finds, and oral histories.  
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