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 T ransforming archaeology emerged 
from a conference session where 

participants engaged with activism. The 
first chapter, coauthored by editors 
Atalay, Clauss, McGuire, and Welch, 
presages the whole and, as suggested 
by the book’s subtitle, its main thrust 
is about transforming archaeology into 
“activist archaeology.” The rationale for 
this move stems from their critiques of 
archaeology as paternalistic, nationalist, 
elitist, and supporting social inequality; 
archaeology “disconnects people from 
their past.” These and other acts of dis-
enfranchisement constitute the status 
quo in archaeology’s practice.

The editors assert that archaeology, 

needs disruption because when 
pursued as top-down, researcher-
driven, or government-mandated 
practice, it can (and all too often 
does) disenfranchise people from 
their heritage in real and powerful 
ways [p. 9]. 

As such, their argument proceeds, 
archaeologists must move beyond criti-
cal archaeology and embrace a new activ-
ist archaeology, geared toward creating 
collective benefits.

Providing a review of the volume in 
Chapter 12, T. J. Ferguson neatly sum-
marizes what he sees as the text’s key 
themes: defining activist archaeology, 

rethinking the rights and responsibilities 
of archaeologists, and considering how 
archaeology impacts communities. We 
feel these themes represent philosophy, 
power, and practice.

In Chapter 2, Lee Rains Clauss 
struggles with a philosophy of activist 
archaeology. Suspicious of the ten-
dency to define whatever one is doing 
as somehow “different”, she reflects on 
the difficulty of naming what she views 
as a “moving target.” She considers how 
archaeology could help achieve restitu-
tion for Indigenous peoples, atoning for 
archaeology’s role in the appropriation 
and disenfranchisement of Indigenous 
heritage. This “revolutionary” change 
is defined in opposition to reformist 
archaeology insofar as technical fixes are 
abandoned in favor of “radical” action.

In Chapter 3, Sonya Atalay focuses 
on engagement, critiqued by her as a 
term used for “everything from shar-
ing research results with those outside 
academia to hosting a science summer 
camp” (p. 48). In her view, activist schol-
arship requires a critique of how knowl-
edge is produced. In Chapter 8, Patricia 
McAnany defines such an archaeology 
as inclusive, open, and democratic. Her 
core philosophy is that the past should 
not take precedence over living people. 
McAnany reflects on how research rein-
forces inequality, and aims for “sustain-
ability” in archaeology.
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Moving into discussions of power, 
Quetzil Castañeda seeks ways that 
archaeologists can serve “communities, 
social justice, defense of rights, restitu-
tion of heritage, social movements, 
increased democratic participation, 
advocacy, and so on” (p. 64). However, 
like Clauss, Castañeda is weary of activ-
ist archaeology becoming “another 
archaeological brand of academic 
commodity with a determinate half-life 
necessary for career building” (p. 68). 
Indeed, in Chapter 6, Randall McGuire 
suggests that activist approaches remain 
constrained and paradoxical.

In Chapter 7, George Nicholas seeks 
a more “representative and responsible” 
archaeology in which Indigenous peo-
ples “benefit from and make decisions 
about their own heritage” (p. 134). This 
more “equitable” archaeology means 
archaeologists must relinquish control 
and help restore connections between 
descendant communities and heri-
tage. Nicholas avoids defining activist 
archaeology per se, suggesting instead 
that activism should be evaluated “by 
its effectiveness in meeting actual needs 
rather than as a ‘new’ approach to 
showcase” (p. 150). These concerns are 
revisited by Anne Pyburn in Chapter 10, 
who suggests that one of the principal 
lessons of colonialism is that “interfer-
ence is damaging to local groups and 
Indigenous cultures, and that what 
outsiders think will help is often not at 
all helpful” (p. 198). Pyburn concludes 
that archaeologists should worry about 
power, particularly the power of profes-
sional credentials.

The third theme of the text relates 
to the practice of archaeology—specifi-
cally to cultural resource management 
(CRM). John Welch and Neal Ferris 
offer two chapters on this subject. In 
Chapter 5, Welch and Ferris state their 

concern about archaeology’s conser-
vation goals and ethical principles, 
especially given “the realities of an 
archaeological practice that continues to 
consume the archaeological record at an 
unprecedented rate and scale” (p. 93). 
They seek “sustainability” in archaeol-
ogy by working with shareholders. In 
Chapter 11, Ferris and Welch question 
the primacy given to science as the only 
way to steward the past for the “greater 
good.” For them, people should be what 
matters, not things. A sustainable archae-
ology would avoid excavation and recog-
nize that archaeological value is just one 
of many value systems. In their view, the 
site for transformation in archaeology 
is CRM.

In the only other chapter on CRM, 
Jay Stottman explains his motivation for 
transforming CRM as stemming from 
his experience in that practice: “the 
focus was centered entirely on satisfy-
ing a legal mandate, with no interest in 
how cultural resources articulate with 
the present-day community” (p. 179). 
Referencing two case studies, Stottman 
concludes that transformation requires 
public engagement towards community 
interests.

Overall, there were several features 
in this text that we especially liked. First, 
we appreciated the authors’ attempts 
to emphasize personal experience in 
explaining the historical context for 
their motivation towards an activist 
approach. Activism is necessarily per-
sonal and one’s own politics and per-
spectives are inherently activated in such 
an undertaking.

The second feature we found useful 
was the “Considering Methods” sec-
tion at the end of each chapter, chal-
lenging authors to ground ideas in 
actionable suggestions. Activism may be 
theoretically appealing but the reality, as 
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McGuire notes, can be quite messy. This 
section of each chapter sought to bring 
theory and practice closer together.

In general, we found most chapters to 
be accessible in terms of language, again 
in part because of the often personal 
nature of the discourse. However, in 
terms of audience, Transforming Archaeol-
ogy represents largely academic practice 
and is written for an academic audience. 
This is problematic, particularly as some 
authors note that academia is not the 
realm in which direct change usually 
occurs, a point we revisit below.

Our critique of this text follows the 
three themes discussed above—phi-
losophy, power, and practice. The first, 
concerning the philosophy of an activ-
ist archaeology, is addressed by authors 
through language, such as particular 
adjectives (e.g., open, accessible), verbs 
(e.g., help, critique), and by emphasizing 
intentions (e.g., equitable, sustainable). 
There is, however, a lack of clear base-
lines around such core ideas as change, 
radical, and revolutionary. Although 
archaeology may be used in service of 
society, as per Castañeda, this does not 
inhere social justice, but may instead 
simply rehearse dominant narratives.

Regarding power, while most authors 
support the democratization of archae-
ology, no consensus is reached con-
cerning what specifically the institution 
should look like post-transformation. 
For example, if descendant communi-
ties are “de facto resource managers” 
(Welch and Ferris, p. 104), then why do 
they need or want the “help” of archae-
ologists? The outcome of communities 
controlling their heritage may be the 
demise of archaeology; in this equation, 
archaeologists become obsolete (Davis, 
Alliances: Re/envisioning Indigenous-non-
Indigenous Relationships, 2010). In our 
view, Transforming Archaeology makes a 

better case for abandoning archaeol-
ogy than keeping it (e.g., Waterton and 
Smith, Taking Archaeology Out of Heritage, 
2009), yet the authors are emphatic and 
persistent in their desire to preserve the 
institution, stated clearly in the intro-
duction: “Our interests center not in 
dismantling academic or CRM/ARM 
archaeologies” (p. 13). In this way, the 
goal of transforming archaeology, in 
making archaeology more open and 
sustainable, is to ensure that the project 
of archaeology continues.

Concerning the third theme of prac-
tice, while no clear definition of “activ-
ism” may be possible, the authors avoid 
providing a definition of archaeology 
itself, and most do not address the insti-
tution’s broader social function. This is 
problematic because, in the absence of 
a baseline on what archaeology is, one 
can never assess whether or not it has 
been “transformed”. Indeed, the sort of 
archaeology discussed in 70 percent of 
the book is “academic”, which accounts 
for a mere three percent of archaeology 
undertaken; CRM represents 97 percent 
of archaeological practice (La Salle and 
Hutchings, The Midden 44[2]:8–16). 

This suggests the text is not written 
for most practicing archaeologists, who 
operate in the corporate world where 
activism is not tolerated and meaningful 
decisions are, by and large, predeter-
mined by the company and the state. In 
this context, archaeologists have little 
control over who they get to work with 
and how that work gets done; their work 
is constrained by regulatory checklists, 
hence the term compliance archaeol-
ogy. Conformity and bureaucratic con-
servatism are the modus operandi, and 
perhaps-honest attempts at collabora-
tion with descendant communities, as 
advocated in this text, instead become 
cooptation.
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In sum, Transforming Archaeology is 
written for a very specific type of aca-
demic archaeologist: the radical reform-
ist. By definition, a reformist does not 
see the need for radical, or revolution-
ary change. Rather, as Clauss discusses, 
reformists see problems not as intrinsic 
or inherent but as superficial, and thus 
call for gradual changes through and 
within existing institutions. The use of 
terms like radical and revolutionary by 
self-identified reformists, who have no 
interest in “dismantling” institutions 
but seek to make them “sustainable,” 
suggests an appropriation of activism in 
order to be seen as edgy and progressive.

As Frantz Fanon has stated, what 
matters is  not to know the world 
but to change it. The challenge, as 
Stottman suggests, is how to evaluate 
transformation—how to assess the phi-

losophy, power, and practice of activism 
by archaeologists. We empathize with 
these authors in their goals and the chal-
lenges they face in pursuing something 
different—something that represents 
risk personally, professionally, and 
potentially for the communities with 
whom they seek to work. Critical, public, 
and at times ruthless examination of 
archaeology is necessary in order to map 
its structures of power and then try to act 
against them. Perhaps, only history can be 
the judge of such an endeavour.
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