Elitism and (Neo-)Colonialism in Archaeology


Political, intellectual, and economic elites have dominated the field of archaeology since its earliest conception in America.
  Globally, the politics of archaeology can be conceived of as Western intervention, what Shannon Lee Dawdy terms a “quasi-colonialism”.
  These patterns of elitism and colonialism are still present within the field today, and have direct ethical implications for fieldwork.  While these top-down and Western-centric conceptions of archaeology don’t have any inherent normative value, they must be taken into account when taking part in the archaeological process, even for an dig on the scale of the John Brown House.  


In relation to American archaeology, it is important to illuminate how, even from its earliest conceptions in the 18th century, fieldwork was carried out at the behest of—and to support the agenda of—American elites.  For example, the excavation of Champlain’s fort served the interests of political elites trying to resolve a border dispute, the excavation of Myles Standish’s home was undertaken to grow the social standing of his descendent,
 and Thomas Jefferson excavated mounds in his native Virginia to augment the historical record of the area.
  Today, elite guidance within the field is still visible.  Economically, archaeology is inextricably tied to each project’s financial backers.  M.C. Beaudry explains that “all but the most ivory-tower-ensconced historical archaeologists have come to realize that regardless of whether they are employed by a private contracting firm, a state or federal agency, or a college or university is client-driven or answerable to a variety of stakeholders in the past.”
  Dawdy similarly concludes that those who hold the purse strings shape the politics of archaeology: 
[Archaeologists’] motivations for advocating public archaeology are also to smooth things over and forestall controversy over their projects, but primarily the aim is to bolster the public support of archaeology so that the laws stay on the books and the money keeps flowing. Academic archaeologists, depending on their national and institutional position, must also worry about money and making sure that there is a perceived public value to the work they do, often underwritten by taxes.

While elite interests may dominate American archeological politics, the more contentious assertion that modern global archaeology still emulates its pre-21st century colonial counterparts needs to be qualified.  Indeed, Ian Hodder posits that there is a “new relationship” tied to “globalism” which undermines the idea of colonialism within archaeology.
  While there has been an increased interest and involvement in archaeology from local populations, evident in nationalist movements within Latin America,
 India, Africa, the Caribbean, and more,
 these projects, especially the dissemination of information and “broader impacts” Hodder describes
 are largely framed by Western systems.  For example, while international archaeological projects may currently work for the global good as Hodder suggests, publications, tourism, and artifacts from these excavations are still primarily co-opted by the West.  That is to say, writing relating to a dig (both technical and vernacular) is disseminated in Western languages, tourists visiting the sites are wealthy individuals from Western countries, and the most important artifacts are exhibited in Western museums.  Furthermore, the increased responsibilities Hodder calls for on the part of funding agencies, even if they were to be enacted, would be framed through an entirely Western perspective as these agencies (e.g. the British Academy, the Arts and Humanities Research Board, the US National Science Foundation) are all themselves western entities whose viewpoints fundamentally cannot be grounded in local or even international frameworks.
  While this isn’t the same colonialism as yesteryear, when “archaeologists…swooped in, hired local labourers at cheap rates, and swept out again, having performed their resource extraction,” it is a continuation of the colonial pattern whereby Western countries dominate archaeology in foreign nations.
  

Describing the politics of modern archaeology as being dominated by elite interests and manifest in a sort of neo-colonialism seems prima facie to entail a negative connotation.  However, one must contextualize specific examples before passing judgments as to the ethics of particular dig.  While the excavation of New York’s African Burial Ground is now used as an example of mismanagement of this system,
 few would argue that Western protections to prevent destruction and theft of sites is worse than leaving the areas to their own devices to be picked over by looters.
  These examples are indicative of the fact that the current system, while not without its flaws, is neither inherently good nor bad.  

Using the normative neutrality of the politicization of archaeology as a starting point, our current excavation of the John Brown House provides an interesting case study for ethical procedures in archaeological politics.  Examining this dig, it holds true that this excavation is controlled by elites—the three primary entities responsible for the dig, the Rhode Island Historical Society, Brown University, and a team of Ivy-League-educated excavators, all rank among the cultural, economic, and/or intellectual elite.  However, as explicated above, just because elite interests have a stake in the excavation doesn’t mean that the dig is intrinsically good or bad.  Drawing conclusions along these lines is most easily done retroactively, once all the information regarding a dig is available (e.g. pre-dig research, data collected during excavation, conclusions drawn post-dig, etc.).  That being said, since we are still mid-excavation, we have an obligation to practice ethical archaeology in order to “contribute to the public good” and, in doing so, be retroactively viewed as an example of positive—if politicized—excavation.
  The best way to go about this, as Beaudry describes it, “is to do historical archaeology well.”
  Certainly, this is a vague statement, but she lays out three concrete “values of the archaeological profession: contributing to knowledge about the past; acting as stewards of the archaeological record; and serving the public interest.”
  

In our work, there are several ways we can tangibly achieve these values.  Our report (to be published at the end of the class) on this year’s work will continue the narrative of the John Brown House and enrich the understanding of Rhode Island history.  In publishing our findings, we can ensure ethical work by following proper citation guidelines and avoiding unjust prejudice in our reporting.
  We can serve as stewards of the archaeological record by applying professional methods to our excavation (opening new contexts, sampling soil, sifting all fill etc.), keeping thorough records of data collected throughout the dig, and maintaining the site for future archaeologists (for example, backfilling our trenches and not using overly-destructive dig methods).  Finally, we can work to serve the public interest by involving the community (as we did during the Parents’ Weekend dig), making our findings easily accessible (as they are on the Wiki), and striving to apply ethical practices in all aspects of our work. 
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