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Abstract
Archaeology is a discipline inﬂuenced by emerging cultural trends, especially with regard to theoretical
approaches to interpretation and practice. Public archaeology is a relatively young approach, still ﬁnding its
feet, and loose deﬁnitions of it have opened the door to multiple perspectives and opportunities. When
research agendas include the issue of public engagement, we need to approach our practices critically from
the beginning, and consider the consequences of ‘doing’ public archaeology. Moving beyond an understanding of the theoretical backdrop to our work, we ﬁrst need to situate our work socially, politically and
economically. This article will bring necessary critique to some current trends in public archaeology,
proposing that commitment to sustainability, inclusivity and ethics are the basis for a responsible practice.
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Trends in public archaeology
Public archaeology can be deﬁned as both a disciplinary practice and a theoretical position,
which can be exercised through the democratization of archaeological communication, activity
or administration, through communication with the public, involvement of the public or the
preservation and administration of archaeological resources for public beneﬁt by voluntary or
statutory organizations. Broadly understood as a sub-discipline, public archaeology is as much
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an activity as a theoretical concept, and operates in a wide variety of societal, social and
academic contexts (Schadla-Hall, Moshenska and Thornton 2010; Matsuda and Okamura
2011; Skeates, McDavid and Carman 2012), which makes it more than a new label for
archaeology. Its application has been practical in a wide variety of disparate contexts: the
intersection of archaeology, politics and policy (Ucko 1995, 1997); cultural heritage management and museums (Merriman and Swain 1999; Merriman 2000); indigenous rights and
nationalism (Fawcett, Habu and Matsunaga 2008; Rassool 2010); reconstruction and re-enactment (Anderson 1985; Benson, Brier and Rosenzweig 1986); the representation of the past in
interpretation (Jameson 1997; Merriman 2002); the historiography of archaeology (Hudson
1981; Jones 1984); heritage tourism (Robinson and Picard 2006); heritage education and
curriculum design (Corbishley 2011); public engagement and outreach (Moser et al. 2002;
Jensen 2010); archaeological ethics and the law (Faulkner 2000; Schadla-Hall 2004); archaeological journalism and archaeology in the media (Piccini 2006, 2010); archaeology in popular
culture (Holtorf 2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2007); and ‘heritage’ – tangible and intangible (Waterton
and Smith 2010; Waterton 2010). This wide remit for the subject can lead to confusion; the
description of what exactly a public archaeologist actually does, and whether the public
archaeologist is concerned with theory, research or practice continues to be the subject of
ongoing debate (Matsuda and Okamura 2011; The Public Archaeology Group 2013). The
professional experiences and research interests of the authors of this article led to the establishment of the European Association of Archaeologists Public Archaeology Working Group in
2013. This Working Group aims to create a network of professionals involved with public
archaeology that cross-cuts the silos of individual archaeological organizations, helps facilitate
the deﬁnition of ‘public archaeology’ and the exchange of examples of best practice from our
experiences. Writing from the viewpoint of the Working Group, this article will further extend
the debate around the deﬁnition and application of public archaeology from a global perspective.
Many of the key issues for debate in public archaeology are not new. Six decades ago, Sir
Mortimer Wheeler wrote that archaeologists are obliged to disseminate their ﬁ
tondthinegs
public: ‘It is the duty of the archaeologist, as of the scientist, to reach and impress the public,
and to mould his words in the common clay of its forthright understanding’ (Wheeler 1956,
234). Despite this awareness, the mid-twentieth century saw the development of an academic
discourse that was, at times, obscure and elitist, and had rendered archaeology inaccessible to
the general public. According to Hawkes:
Some discussions of archaeology have seemed to me so esoteric, so overburdened with
unhelpful jargon, so grossly inﬂated in relation to the signiﬁcance of the matters involved,
that they might emanate from a secret society, an introverted group of specialists enjoying
their often rather squalid intellectual spells and ritual at the expense of an outside world to
which they will contribute nothing that is enjoyable, generally interesting or of historical
importance.
(Hawkes 1968, 256)
This was later echoed by the American archaeologists Fritz and Plog, who wrote that ‘unless
archaeologists ﬁnd ways to make their research increasingly relevant to the modern world, the
modern world will ﬁnd itself increasingly capable of getting along without archaeologists’
(1970, 412).

The tradition of post-processual archaeological theory grew in popularity within academic
archaeology during the late 1970s and early 1980s, and drew inspiration from the social
sciences, Marxism, interpretative anthropology, structuralism, post-structuralism, gender studies
and critical theory, to propose that there was no single paradigm of archaeological interpretation
(Ucko 1995; Johnson 1999). Post-processualism as a theoretical concept emphasizes the subjectivity of archaeological interpretations, the importance of locating material culture contextually within archaeological interpretation, the importance of personal agency and the fact that
the act of interpretation of the past possesses political resonance in the present. Inﬂuenced by
these post-processual attitudes towards archaeological interpretation, the subsequent decades
have seen the topic of communication between archaeology as a discipline and the wider public
move beyond a ‘technical exercise of dissemination’ (Merriman 2002, 541) to become a
subject that is an accepted part of academic study within archaeology.
There are many diverse meanings and contexts for public archaeology in the academic
literature. The term ‘public archaeology’ has been in use since the publication of McGimsey’s
book Public Archeology in the USA – as a term used within the context of publicly funded and
supported excavation and preservation of archaeological sites threatened by development works
(McGimsey 1972). In the USA, this term is still applied within a discipline heavily focused on
public-beneﬁt cultural resource management (CRM) (McManamon 2000; McDavid and
McGhee 2010; Matsuda and Okamura 2011). The foundation of the World Archaeological
Congress in 1986 took a different approach, with an early manifestation of a socially responsible, reﬂexive and self-aware archaeology, established to:

promote: the exchange of results from archaeological research; professional training and
public education for disadvantaged nations, groups and communities; the empowerment and
support of Indigenous groups and First Nations peoples; and the conservation of archaeological sites.
(World Archaeological Congress 2013)
Much of the European-focused literature on the subject deﬁnes public archaeology as an
examination of the relationship between archaeology and the public, where the public of public
archaeology is represented both by the state, working in the public interest to protect, excavate
and investigate society’s archaeology on their behalf, and by the notional ‘general public’,
deﬁned as those who are not professional archaeologists (Schadla-Hall 1999; Ascherson 2000;
Merriman 2004).
A wider and deeper view of the worldwide contexts in which public archaeology is undertaken globally is beyond the scope of this article, but we believe it is important to at least offer
some notes on the situation of the subject outside the better-known contexts of Europe and its
parallels in the USA. However, there are two essential issues to consider; ﬁrst, the steady growth
of interest in conducting public archaeology; second, the patently peripheral position of public
archaeology practices outside the sphere of Anglo-Saxon inﬂuence.
In South America, we can see a struggle between a public archaeology focusing on education
and community work (Endere 2007; Saucedo Segami 2011; Funari and Bezerra 2012; Lizama
Aranda and Camargo 2M0c1G
4;ill
2014) and a radical opposition to cultural resource management, understood as a liberal practice that endangers research (Gnecco and Dias, forthcoming).

The development of Latin-American Social Archaeology from the 1970s (Tantaleán and Aguilar
2012) has set an agenda of postcolonial practice and community engagement that opened a new
theoretical and practical arena, very close and parallel to the process in Europe and the USA.
Africa is experiencing a similar situation, with a great heterogeneity in the way public
archaeology is understood, either from a CRM perspective (Naffé, Lanfranchi and Schlanger
2008), or a community approach (Eze-Uzomaka 2000; Almansa et al. 2011), or a critical postcolonial one (Shepherd 2011; Thiaw 2011). As many of the professionals working in the
continent are still drawn from foreign countries, there are, inevitably, differing approaches to
the development and application of management strategies and research. This will undoubtedly
change with a growth in the number of home-grown professional archaeologists.
Something similar is happening in Asia, where the differences in the national approaches to
archaeology are important, and the lack of professionalization in most of them makes it difﬁcult
to ﬁnd any common approaches (Okamura 2011; Shoocongdej 2011; Wang 2011; Chakrabati
2012; Corbishley and Jorayev 2014; Garazhian 2014). The reference list offered with this article
demonstrates some of the examples of public archaeology projects currently taking place in
these different countries.
The landscape of public archaeology in Oceania has been poorly studied beyond Australia,
which can be included in the Anglo-Saxon sphere, and is the model for the area (Byrne 2004;
Sand, Bolé and Ouetcho 2011).

Theory and public archaeology
Returning to the UK, Belford has written that the historic environment is a ‘contested’ landscape, with an academically dominated interpretative ideology, which presents the past to the
non-specialist public, supported by the ownership of requisite expert authority (2011, 50). The
authoritative deﬁnition of what constitutes archaeology is placed in the hands of the educated,
trained and experienced archaeologist. This real, or perceived, concept of archaeological
authority has been further legitimized by the development of a professionally skilled and
educated workforce in many countries, and by national and international legislation protecting
archaeological monuments and material. This section will discuss the various models of public
archaeology presented by archaeologists working in the sub-discipline, which are drawn from
discussions on the epistemological understandings of the communication of scientiﬁc knowledge (Matsuda and Okamura 2011, 6), illustrated in Table 1. Differing theoretical approaches to
archaeology can be found in different countries, depending on the history of the foundation of
the national disciplinary tradition. These approaches have developed alongside the socioeconomic and political circumstances under which publicly accessible and publicly understandable archaeology takes place, and is subject to policy, which varies from nation to nation
(McGuire 2008; Matsuda and Okamura 2011).
Merriman (2004) offers two models for public archaeology: ﬁrst, the ‘deﬁcit model’, which is
derived from the discipline of science communications and emphasizes the importance of
experts encouraging a better public understanding of science, for both its economic value and
its beneﬁts for citizenship (Irwin and Wynne 1996; Macdonald 2002). Merriman locates the
application of this scientiiﬁtcm‘oddeﬁ
elc
’ in the area of public archaeology practice where the
archaeological discipline attempts to promote the need for professional, expert archaeologists to

Table 1 Approaches to archaeology suggested by Merriman, Holtorf, and Matsuda and Okamura (Matsuda
and Okamura 2011, 6)
More practice-oriented
Four approaches
archaeology

to

public Educational
approach

Corresponding models suggested
by Merriman (2004)
Corresponding models suggested
by Holtorf (2007)

Public relations
approach

Deﬁcit model
Education
model

More theory-oriented
Multivocal
Critical approach approach
Multiple perspective model

Public relations
model

Democratic model

educate the (amorphous) public on how to appreciate archaeology ‘correctly’ (Merriman 2004,
6). Merriman notes the ﬂaws in this ‘deﬁcit model’ for public archaeology, and offers an
alternative ‘multiple perspectives model’, in the light of challenges to the deﬁcit approach in
science communications (Holliman, Thomas, et al. 2009; Holliman, Whitelegg, et al. 2009).
This model is especially important, since it acknowledges the importance of agency in public
encounters with archaeological data and archaeological sites, as well as the need for an understanding of certain core public values regarding archaeology (Merriman 2004). The multiple
perspectives model suggests that archaeologists should engage with the public on archaeological
issues from a desire to enrich people’s lives and stimulate thought, emotion and creativity,
although Merriman urges caution around what Schadla-Hall terms ‘alternative’ public archaeologies in a Western context (Merriman 2004, 7; Schadla-Hall 2004, 255). The tension between
multi-vocality and disciplinary authority is not only a matter of elitist hierarchy and postmodernist hyper-relativism (Evans 1997, 205). An acceptance of multi-vocal responses to
archaeological evidence also offers opportunities for the misuse of archaeological evidence in
the service of political, ethnic, religious or nationalist agendas.
Holtorf (2007) offers three models for the practice of public archaeology: the ‘education
model’, the ‘public relations model’ and the ‘democratic model’. The ‘education model’
suggests that archaeologists need to support the public to ‘come to see both the past and the
occupation of the archaeologist in the same terms as the professional archaeologists themselves’
(Holtorf 2007, 109). The ‘public relations model’ suggests that an increase in social, economic
and political support for the professional archaeological sector will arrive only if archaeologists
can improve their public image (Holtorf 2007, 119). As a contrast to these models, which see
the public as passive recipients of professional archaeological advice, education or lobbying,
the ‘democratic model’ proposes that everyone, regardless of education, profession or training.
be supported to ‘develop their own enthusiasm and “grassroots” interest in archaeology’
(Holtorf 2007, 119).
Moshenska deﬁnes public archaeology as part of the discipline of archaeology that studies
and critiques the political, social, cultural and ethical areas of archaeology, as well as ‘the
processes of production and consumption of archaeological commodities’ (2010, 47). If the
remit and value of public archaeology are to provide a method of understanding the public
demand for Moshenska’s archaeological ‘commodities’ – be these archaeological artefacts and
sites, archaeological experiences or archaeological knowledge – then public archaeology has to
provide data for the archaeological ‘industry’ on public consumption of archaeological
informa- tion (Burtenshaw 2010, 49). However, as Grima emphasizes, we cannot ignore the
impact of

archaeological ethics, power relationships and co-creation and reduce the paradigm of public
archaeology to one that simply returns to a deﬁcit model of archaeological knowledge (Grima
2004, 2010).
Matsuda and Okamura (2011, 6) propose four different theoretical approaches to public
archaeology, reﬂecting the work of Merriman and Holtorf: ‘educational’, ‘public relations’,
‘critical’ and ‘multi-vocal’. The ‘educational’ approach lends the expert voice to the communication of archaeological information to non-archaeologists. This ‘public relations’ approach
is that formulated by Holtorf (2007). Matsuda and Okamura’s work extends these models by
distinguishing between the ‘critical and multi-vocal approached in Merriman’s multiperspective and Holtorf’s democratic model’ with a nuance added from an application of
‘critical and hermeneutic epistemologies in archaeological theory’ (2011, 5). Matsuda and
Okamura’s ‘cri- tical’ (2011, 5) approach focuses on the examination of socio-political power
relationships in the negotiation, implementation and management of interpretations of
archaeological material and practice (Shanks and Tilley 1987; Ucko 1990; Hodder 2002). It
examines the subjectivity involved in these differing interactions and power relations between
material culture, groups and individuals that are both historically situated and in the present.
This critical approach ﬁrmly emphasizes the importance of broader dialogue between the socioeconomically and politically marginalized and archaeological knowledge and resources, as part
of the achievement of wider cultural meaning. (Faulkner 2000; McDavid 2004).
Matsuda and Okamura’s ‘multi-vocal’ approach to public archaeology acknowledges the
diversity of and differences in the interactions between humans and the material culture of the
past ‘based on a hermeneutic epistemology’ (260).1T
1,heir interpretation of the concept of a
multi-vocal approach to archaeology seeks to recognize, understand and acknowledge the broad
view of the ‘various interpretations of archaeological materials made by different social groups
and individuals in various contexts of contemporary society’ (2011, 6). This is in nuanced
contrast to their understanding of the critical approach ‘which is to highlight a speciﬁc meaning
of the past, sometimes to socially privileged groups to counter their socio-political domination
(Faulkner 2000), and at other times to socially marginalized groups to help them achieve due
socio-political recognition (Bender 1998; McDavid 2004)’ (Matsuda and Okamura 2011, 6).
All these models for public involvement with archaeology are intended to have a profound
and transformative impact on the discipline, and the social practice of communication and
representation (Giaccardi 2012), which we can understand as the formal representation of
knowledge, the representation of the interests and ideas of communities and participants, as
well the representation of the practice of archaeological expertise. These models support access
by non-experts to archaeological resources and data – some without including the direction and
leadership of professional archaeologists.

Public archaeology in practice
In each of the national arenas mentioned above, ‘audiences’, ‘communities’ and ‘management’
are common terms for every approach to public archaeology, however it is understood or
applied. Central to an understanding of public archaeology as practice must be an understanding
of its audiences and an understanding of what archaeology is or what it does, and what it is for.
Archaeologists need to consider who their audiences and communities are, using a range of

scales. They need to attempt to understand whether these different audiences are receptive to
their archaeological information and discussion and whether they, as professionals, can understand the requirements of these diverse groups, to enable the professionals to support and
encourage connections with archaeological heritage (Angelo 2013).
In the academic literature, the greatest entanglements of concepts and theories of public
archaeology are around issues of deﬁnition, application and conﬂation of the terms ‘public’ and
‘community’. Who are the ‘publics’ of public archaeology? Are these audiences for the
production and consumption of archaeological information simply local communities? Do
these audiences also include tourist organizations, religious groups, construction companies,
housing developers, media outlets, newspapers, consumers of historical television programmes,
dealers in antiquities, nationalists and politicians? It is essential to acknowledge the impossibility of considering a general, single and homogeneous public archaeology, especially when the
concept of ‘public’ and ‘archaeology’ are socially, culturally and geographically situated.
This is why practice is as important for public archaeology, either as the location of research
or ﬁeldwork with communities. However interesting our theory, action is essential for the
advance of public archaeology and the reaching of our goals as professionals. Within these
actions, communities play an essential role in which an ethical approach is of vital importance.
As Crooke (2010, 19) notes, membership of a local, situated community is an interaction that
takes place within a self-deﬁned identity framework and involves some form of community
hierarchy. Organizational membership has multi-layered motivations. These can be based on
established interests, personal afﬁnity with geographical location or local ancestry and the acting
out of cultural identity and interests (Isherwood 2009). Membership of a community based on
geographical location, for example, has to be renegotiated in an era of greater urbanization,
population mobility and transience, alongside demographic, linguistic and socio-economic
differences (Isherwood 2009; Crooke 2010). Community groups may have distinct expectations
of the demographic of their membership, especially in areas with contested or controversial
community identities (Crooke 2010). For those of us working within the archaeology sector,
especially in the UK and North America, it is important not to forget that, for many community
volunteers and avocational enthusiasts, archaeology and heritage is a recreational leisure pursuit.
It is an important cultural and social activity, but recreational nevertheless. As Waterton (2005,
315) has observed, the attempt by professionals to encourage community cohesion or a ‘sense of
place’ through cultural heritage often ignores existing community relationships and interactions
between residents and their local heritage landscape, which may not be manifest when judged
against an archaeological expert’s scale.
The extent to which expert-led methodologies and interpretations of archaeological practice
within ‘community’ settings can support broad, counter-hierarchical participation and the
degree to which these methodologies and interpretations support diverse perspectives must be
ques- tioned against the backdrop of the available demographic statistics regarding membership
of both professional and voluntary sector organizations.
The UK has a strong tradition of undertaking research and practice that examines and
supports the relationship between archaeology and contemporary society and as such has a
signiﬁcant body of data with which to analyse these issues. According to research undertaken in
2013 on behalf of the Institute for Archaeologists (Aitchison and Macqueen 2013), the demographic proﬁle of professional archaeologists is predominantly white (99 per cent) which
contrasts with the entire UK workforce of whom 13 per cent were of black, Asian or minority

ethnic origins. This research also shows that 54 per cent of the archaeological workforce is
male; one in ﬁve professional archaeologists are in possession of a PhD, 47 per cent hold a
Master’s level qualiﬁcation and 93 per cent hold a Bachelor’s degree or higher. The Council
for British Archaeology Community Archaeology Report (Thomas, 2010) appears to indicate
that the average age of a voluntary-sector archaeological society member in the UK is around
55 , while a history society member is typically over 60 years old. Further work to unpick the
demography of participation in public archaeology in other countries would be enlightening.
How far then do the interests of local communities reﬂect that of the wider public as a whole?
Can community archaeology become a ‘living narrative involving local people’ (Reid 2008,
21) or has community archaeology been rebranded and re-professionalized and steered back
into the control of trained and paid archaeologists? The variety of archaeological and historical
pasts that are chosen by community archaeology groups and projects for exploration are
selected from a number of available ‘pasts’, and many other histories will not be examined
(Ashworth 1994). Speciﬁc heritage communities may have been selected to authorize the
redevelopment of urban and rural landscapes or to reinforce fragile community identities in the
light of dispersed populations (Belford 2011). Underlying the application of the term
‘community archaeology’ to a group or project is an assumption that ‘community’ can be
described as a deﬁned and homogeneous static entity, with members that share common
experiences and values. However, social relationships are rarely straightforward, and the
‘rhetoric of community’ (Waterton and Smith 2010, 8), especially at policy level, glosses over
nuanced interactions and relationships between an individual with an interest in archaeology
and the functions of civic and volunteer- led society at local, regional and national levels.
Questioning the dominant position of the heritage professional can be an uncomfortable
business for those working in the profession. It should be highlighted that those who comment
on the practice, meaning and outcomes of community archaeology are rarely active members of
those communities themselves. According to Holtorf and Högberg (2005, 80) there are two
essential areas of knowledge that community archaeology requires its practitioners to acquire:
an understanding of archaeological resources, including the creation of archaeological interpretations based on scientiﬁcally obtained archaeological evidence. and an understanding of
contemporary society and its interaction with the past. Any negotiation between archaeological
professional and community volunteer around issues of expert knowledge and the ownership
and control of community-led or community-focused projects is meaningless unless these
communities are actively engaged with the process of managing the projects, rather than simply
being involved as passive recipients of outreach work or receiving an explanation of the work
undertaken by the professionals as an end product (Waterton 2005; Emerick 2009).
Unpacking some of the assumptions that professional archaeologists make about the meaning
of participation is essential, and raises the question of whether we need a conclusive deﬁnition
of community archaeology at all – if it is more of a process than a method. What kind of
engagement with the past do we, as archaeological experts, expect the public to have? Are we
offering nothing more than a balm to a ‘passive, grateful audience’ (Rassool 2010, 81)? Do we
expect them to engage with the past through a theoretical lens of our expert scientiﬁc deduction
or is an emotional response to an archaeological past that has personal meaning acceptable to us,
as it is to the ‘uneducated’ public (Henson 2010, 2)?
Organizations undertaking work under the banner of community archaeology are disparate,
often grant-funded and therefore short-term and bring their own sub-disciplinary theories,

traditions and practice to the community table. Academic models and approaches to the issue of
practice, or how to manage community archaeology projects, tend to adopt one of two
methodological orientations. Marshall (2002), Moser et al. (2002) and Tully (2007) see community archaeology as a carefully managed collaboration led by professional archaeological
experts, with amateur participants. Tully (2007) deﬁned the practice of this approach as public
participation in archaeological work with the aim, methods and work overseen and controlled by
the expert archaeologists. In this setting, when professionals undertake archaeological work
within the context of a community archaeology project context, for example during an excavation supported by voluntary, amateur assistance, the professional archaeological expert is
ultimately responsible for the identiﬁcation of the archaeological contexts and artefacts, overseeing data collection, processing these data and formulating the ﬁnal interpretations. Belford
(2011, 64) argues that the ‘top-down’ approach to community archaeology maintains the expert
status of the professional archaeologist, who gives voice to the opinions and interpretations of
the community participants only when the archaeological experts validate these.
While this approach to community involvement in archaeological work promotes an element
of carefully controlled non-professional participation, simply allowing non-professional parties
to be involved in something labelled a ‘community archaeology’ project does not mean that its
practice is truly participatory and inclusive. Belford (2011) makes a strong case that this
approach excludes only those individuals and community groups that choose to be excluded
from the projects and process. In the UK prevailing political agendas have aimed to use cultural
heritage as an instrument for social policy – to combat social exclusion, support social cohesion,
create a ‘Big Society’ and support equality of access to heritage sites and information. Within
this UK context, this support has inevitably driven resources and funding for community
archaeology projects along this ‘top-down’ model. This has often taken place out of ﬁnancial
and administrative necessity, and is complicit with political policy for any institution or
organization in receipt of public money, and this brings with it a relatively passive role for
the non-expert public.
The commodiﬁcation of archaeological practice is probably the trigger for most of the pitfalls
we encounter in daily management (Almansa 2015). There is increasingly brutal competition for
funding, especially in the aftermath of a global economic crisis, and archaeology is no stranger
to that problem (see Schlanger and Aitchison 2010).
While research agendas are set, the goals of traditional projects adapt to new situations, not in
practice, but on paper, using concepts of public engagement and participation that might lead to
the approval of those projects and their funding. Our question here is: do these projects really
understand what they are applying to do? Public archaeology is not only a matter of working
with communities or providing educational opportunities. It is about management and the
construction of knowledge and the concept of heritage. Sharing your ﬁndings with the public
is not ‘public archaeology’ by itself, and we hope this article provides some clarity.
The idea of involving communities in archaeological practice is an attractive proposition, and
already part of our work in many countries. In the UK there has been a long tradition of public
involvement (Moshenska and Schadla-Hall 2011), but in others, like Spain, it was misunderstood or insufﬁcient (Almansa 2013), in spite of its claim to a long tradition (Moreno Torres and
Marquez-Grant 2011). The discourse around public archaeology after its explosion in the early
2000s was an obvious critique of the way we interacted with the present, so obvious in fact, that
institutions adopted it as a boost to their outreach activities. Unfortunately we lack a study of

this fact, but we can ﬁnd a parallel in the use of the word ‘heritage’ in the titles of the new
history and archaeology courses in Spain (Querol 2011).
The main problem was that these practises sprung from an untested hypothesis. Who was
going to those sites? Why? In some cases, there was no real planning or sustainability in these
outreach initiatives and quest for impact. There was no target, no discourse and no tangible aim
besides the tick-box success of quantity of audience (Almansa 2011; Hughes 2011). There was
no public archaeology, just poorly understood community engagement. Ironically, the concept
died of success.

Public archaeology and ethics
Matsuda and Okamura wrote that the choice of approach to public archaeology is a political act
and results in ‘a distinctive form of public archaeology in each context’ (2011, 6). One of the
central ethical paradigms for public archaeology includes the examination of socio-political
relationships between archaeology and contemporary society, and the renegotiation of power
and control through participation, communication and dialogue between archaeological professionals and non-professional members of the general public.
However, as Evans argues, while these post-modernist (and post-processual) approaches to
the past should compel us to rethink the ‘categories and assumptions’ within which we work,
‘we really can, if we are very scrupulous and careful and self-critical, ﬁnd out how it [history]
happened and reach some tenable though always less than ﬁnal conclusions about what it all
meant’ (Evans 1997, 252–3). As a discipline, archaeology has to be politically engaged in order
to explore the policies to which it is subject, to understand the history, foundation and
application of associated academic theory and to explore and analyse public archaeology in
practice. Since archaeology is a subject that is in a constant state of dialogue with itself, and
with the past, the relationship between the present and past is situated, complex and subjective –
applicable from the perspective equally of professional archaeologist or non-professional member of the public. One of the roles of public archaeology is to critique the process and means
through which the archaeological sector inﬂuences, facilitates, limits and exposes these relationships among the past, present and future. However, without robust statistical evidence to gauge
the level of public support and interest in archaeology, the discipline becomes vulnerable
(Schadla-Hall 1999). In the current era of global economic austerity, with increasing cuts to
public funding for archaeological work in Europe and beyond, there is greater need than ever
before for research that can examine ‘both the economic and cultural values and impacts of
archaeological resources’ (Schadla-Hall, Moshenska and Thornton 2010, 62).
Ethics have been a long debated topic in the history of philosophy. Today, we still debate
it, also in relation to deontological practice. Depending on the trend among deontological
theory the right and the good might mean different things and prevail one over the other
(Kamm 2007). Both agent-centred and patient-centred deontological theories can be of use,
but at the same time they remain contradictory in many terms. As professionals, we might
be affected by contractarian deontological theories (Scanlon 2003), where our codes, contracts and laws determine what is right and wrong. However, there are always reasons to
question them. On this line, we might question a meta-ethical background that is not

associated to religion, which makes choices far more difﬁcult and subjective (Moore 2004).
How then can we even think to be ethical?
If we go back to the deﬁnition of public archaeology outlined above, we ﬁnd some
structural concepts to take into account: society, economy and politics. They represent the
bedrock of our scope as public archaeologists. As researchers, the wide range of topics we
can approach is almost inﬁnite. Understanding the multiple ways in which people affect and
are affected by archaeology does not represent any threat to our ethical approaches and
behaviour. One of the roles of public archaeology as part of a theoretically driven discipline
is the examination of the relationship among the many interpretations of past human
activities and contemporary society, in the light of the gathering, processing and re-examination of old and new archaeological data. Copeland (2004), Hodder (1992, 1999, 2000,
2004, 2008) and Smith (2006) place emphasis on the need for, and ethical responsibility of,
archaeologists involved in the presentation of their work in the public realm to understand,
respect and value the interpretations of the past by non-professionals, without the imposition
of their ‘correct’ interpretational methods.
In the end, this just means words, although words can trigger actions. We could appeal to
social justice or human rights as the limits, but where does the ethical controversy start? Is it
unethical to support a cause you ﬁrmly believe in? And to pledge against a law you ﬁnd unfair?
Many of us have been in that position at some point, and in these cases both sides of a single
coin can be ethical and unethical depending on the point of view, but both, simultaneously,
public archaeology.
However, practice has different consequences and the actions that come when we make
public archaeology happen, might be detrimental for archaeology, heritage or people.
What happens when we fail to communicate our archaeologies to the public? Whether this is
inaction during our ﬁeldwork, conﬂict with workers or unclear discourses in outreach activities,
not doing something is failing as archaeologists, so the lack of public archaeology in a project is
an ethical breach itself. Although the codes of practice approved by different associations in
some way refer to aspects clearly related to public archaeology as a practice, only the IfA Code
(2013) is binding as a by-law (which means there are repercussions for those who do not follow
it). Meanwhile, failing to comply with other ethical policies (like those for the WAC, EAA,
SAA, etc.), which also contain some interesting notes, has no serious repercussions for those
who break these. Everybody feels ready to conduct public archaeology, but it must be planned
and designed as are other facets of the archaeological project. In the same way that we contract
specialists for chemical/physical analysis, we need specialists to deal with communities. At this
point, targeting groups, understanding our audience and preparing adapted materials that can
meet our goals for the programme, are essential parts of any project. As stated before, it is not
just about bringing visitors to a site. The wrong approach might lead to negative feelings
towards archaeology (or archaeologists), incorrect information about our work disseminated to
the public or political and social conﬂict leading to the destruction of archaeological sites and
artefacts, looting or social opposition to the preservation of sites and monuments. We must be
careful with the message we transmit.
We strongly believe that our role as public archaeologists is to engage people in a positive
way, helping them to understand and value our profession and the results of our work. If our
work interferes in a way with a community, we need to be extremely careful, as people are more
important than dusty ruins. It is our duty to solve conﬂicts, not to create them, and here we

return to the issues of archaeological research and its potential impacts on the communities and
societies within which it takes place.

Concluding thoughts
The experiences of the founders of the European Association of Archaeologists Public
Archaeology Working Group (2013) outlined in this article and an overview of the current
situation of public archaeology worldwide (Matsuda and Okamura 2011; Skeates, McDavid
and Carman 2012) highlight two important facts. Public archaeology seems to be gaining
support and followers exponentially. However, there is still an unclear idea of what public
archaeology is and what it means. Despite the broad paradigm of the discipline, most
professionals still conceptualize it only in terms of site-based outreach activities or community work. Communities are important for public archaeology, but this needs to be
understood from a wider perspective, where archaeology is much more than a weekend
hobby and where it affects daily lives in different ways – an argument perhaps beyond the
remit of this article.
In order to make public archaeology happen we only need commitment (and a lot of research,
and maybe imagination). Nonetheless, having the good will to do things does not mean we are
doing them well. Looking at the theory behind public archaeology and the debates around its
practice, we can see how controversial and difﬁcult this subject can be, especially since we are
still undertaking basic research on it. Although outreach or community involvement might be
mandatory in some publicly funded projects, ﬁrst of all we need the commitment of the
collective discipline to assimilate the goals of public archaeology and include them in the
design of their projects. We desperately need archaeologists interested in the public, but also
professional public archaeologists.
Professionalizing public archaeology means researchers and practitioners fully devoted to the
subject and capable of designing effective, quality projects and putting them into practice. We
cannot keep considering this our hobby, and the increase of research opportunities and paid
positions in public archaeology-related topics is a signal of positive structural change. However,
we need to see this professionalization in the context of cross-disciplinary projects, on the same
level as other disciplines completely integrated into current archaeological research.
The political and economic facets of public archaeology are still under-researched, and yet the
social impact of community archaeology seems to be too successful to be true (we can recall
only one publication showing problems with a community: Mapunda 2013). Are we really
always that successful? Or we are afraid of showing (and publishing) our failures? In a subject
that has grown up inextricably linked with practice, there must be more examples to learn from.
Our concerns as authors and professionals are that we stand at an ethical crossroads. The
unchecked practice of so-called public-archaeology projects due to what we have here identiﬁed
as a practice of trend and fashion (with its intrinsic value for obtaining funding) endangers the
discipline and risks its ethical practice.
Ethics is essential for public archaeology, as we are not dealing only with material remains, or
heritage, but with human beings. The consequences of our actions can be highly negative if we
fail to understand and practice a good public archaeology. We are not deﬁning here what a
‘good’ public archaeology is, but we certainly advise practitioners to be extremely careful
and

think about it as a discipline that needs professional public archaeologists. It may sound
contradictory to call for professional public archaeologists while at the same time encouraging
non-professionals to practise our mother discipline, but this is exactly why we need to make
clear the goals and methods of public archaeology practice.
This article has reviewed what we currently understand as public archaeology and how we try
to theorize it, but overall it has tried to highlight the need for a responsible and ethical practice.
This practice must place front and centre the commitment of archaeology professionals to a
better, sustainable archaeology through public archaeology, one which moves beyond trends and
the requirements of funding bodies, in order to consider and accommodate the needs and values
of the communities and colleagues with whom we work.
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