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Abstract 
In 2010, I published a paper on the movement 
towards collaborative archaeology. Drawing on 
my personal experiences, I sought to 
understand the motivations behind this trend, 
and compared its supporting theory with its 
often quite different application in practice as I 
have witnessed it. I expressed doubt that 
collaboration represents a real break with 
archaeology’s past and instead suggested that 
this shift in language simply makes everyone 
feel better about exploitation. Since 2010, 
collaborative and community-based 
archaeology have continued to rise in 
popularity, yet my doubts have sedimented 
rather than dissipated. In this paper, I discuss 
the lingering concerns I have about this growing 
practice by juxtaposing how collaboration is 
envisioned with the reality I have observed. In 
challenging the tenets of what seems more and 
more likely to be the ‘future’ of archaeology, I 
suggest that a critical focus on what 
collaboration is not disrupts the narrative of 
“decolonization” espoused in a practice that 
ensures the project of archaeology continues 
uninterrupted. 
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Introduction 
 
I would like to start by acknowledging that 
today we are in the unceded Indigenous 
territory of the Squamish and Lilwat peoples.1 
Now, beginning a presentation with this kind of 
acknowledgement has become routine for 

many academics and politicians these days, at 
least in this province. Some go so far as to 
phrase it as ‘thanking’ this or that First Nation 
for ‘hosting’ ‘us’ in their territory. But as 
archaeologists, traditionally invaders of 
territory and meddlers in heritage, and in light 
of this session’s theme, it’s worth taking a 
minute to think about what this 
acknowledgement of being in another culture’s 
territory really means. 
 
 
Why I’m Here 
 
So why I am here today? That’s a good 
question, actually, since I do not practice 
collaborative archaeology. In fact, I don’t really 
practice any archaeology at the moment. So I 
think I was invited to be here today because I 
wrote a paper a few years ago, about the new 
trend in archaeology called collaboration (La 
Salle 2010). In that paper, I drew on my 
personal experience studying and practising 
archaeology, and wondered at the gap between 
what people say they are doing, and what they 
actually do. Since my first field work in 2004, 
nearly every project I have worked on has been 
framed as collaborative, and I’m honestly not 
sure that any of them actually were. So I 
concluded that this term, collaboration, makes 
people feel comfortable with archaeology by 
claiming it is something different than ‘before,’ 
while the project continues, ‘business as usual.’ 

That was in 2010. Since then, I’ve heard 
that my paper has been used as reading 
material in a couple of university graduate 
classes, and I’ve seen it cited a few times. It has 
been cited by two professors of anthropology 
with whom I have worked closely, who 
suggested that the lack of time students have to 
dedicate towards relationship-building meant 
that they were incapable of really assessing the 
extent of collaboration going on behind the 
scenes (Menzies and Butler 2011:176-177). It 
was cited in the Journal of Cultural Geography 
(Heikkila and Fondahl 2012:61) wherein the 
authors similarly dismissed my concerns as 
being typical of “novice researchers” who don’t 
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really have the experience to know what 
they’re talking about. And it was cited in 
Colwell-Chanthaphonh’s (2012:272) chapter 
titled Archaeology and Indigenous 
Collaboration, which notes that “collaboration 
may merely be used as a discourse to mask 
continued exploitation” ... and then the chapter 
simply moves on. 

Today, in this session on community-
oriented archaeology, I want to explain why I 
can’t move on—why my experiences since 
writing that paper, reading new material on 
collaborative archaeology, witnessing 
‘collaborative’ projects first hand, and talking 
with friends and colleagues about this trend, 
have only deepened my distrust for what 
appears to now be the future of archaeology: 
what I see as the trouble with ‘co.’ 
 
 
What is ‘Co-’ All About? 
 
In archaeology and anthropology, collaboration 
has become a loaded concept. Archaeologists 
Chip Colwell-Chanthaphonh and T.J. Ferguson 
(2008:13) describe it as encompassing ‘‘virtues 
such as civility, benevolence, generosity, loyalty, 
dependability, thoughtfulness, and 
friendliness.” This description encapsulates 
exactly the elements of collaboration that I 
distrust. 

Colwell Chanthaphonh (2012:271) writes 
that, “[o]ver the course of the 1990s, the gulf 
between Native Americans and archaeologists 
gradually narrowed...” and the research that 
has developed has increasingly been framed as 
“collaborative.” In his words, such projects 
“aspire to foster a kind of intellectual synergy 
that provides all participants with equal power 
and benefits—the construction of even-handed 
relationships which are ethically driven and 
committed to a shared purpose of better 
understanding the past.” 

Now, I don’t mean to pick on Colwell-
Chanthaphonh here, but I think his definition is 
a good description of how collaborative and 
community-oriented research are generally 
conceived. Equal power and benefits, even-

handed relationships, ethically driven, to a 
shared purpose. This is the ideology of 
collaboration. And it is an ideology that is, of 
course, far more widespread than the little 
world of archaeology. 

By way of illustration, I turned to Google 
Image. Like Google, Google Image works by 
bringing the most commonly-clicked images to 
the fore: in this way, a Google Image search can 
give insight into how ‘most people’ conceive of 
an idea or theme—into the taken-for-granted 
ideas, or ideology, of a society.2 

So what images are used to portray 
‘collaboration’ and its qualities? Figure 1 
provides a sample. Top images for ‘community’ 
have similar themes (Figure 2). Indeed, top 
images for the word ‘ethics’ reveal the same 
pattern emerging (Figure 3), as well as for the 
word ‘friendship’ (Figure 4). Out of interest, I 
then did a search for the word business, and 
was interested to find the same themes, with 
somewhat more muted tones (Figure 5). 
Critically in this case, however, was the image 
of the arrow, onwards and upwards. I then 
compared all of these images to those retrieved 
in my search for ‘research’ and found exactly 
the same pattern, complete with the same 
graphic as business (Figure 6). So finally, I 
looked at the imagery connected with this 
graphic, related to this term—success—to 
discover it includes all the same imagery used 
for collaboration (Figure 7). 

So what does this mean? The ideology of 
collaboration is very happy, friendly, fluffy, 
colourful, childlike, bright, shiny, and...happy. 
It’s presented as being about ethics, friendship, 
community. These qualities are also suggested 
for research, and for business; and yet both of 
those projects are motivated by something 
other than ethics or friendship: success, defined 
by profit, literal and symbolic. So in considering 
these Google Image associations, and reflecting 
on my personal experiences of collaborative 
archaeological projects, I’ve compiled a list to 
counter this ideology, of what I believe 
collaboration is not. 
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Figure 1 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 
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Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 

Figure 8. A stage model of cooptation. Source: Coy and Hedeen (2007). 
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What Collaboration is NOT 
 
1.  Collaboration does not mean all parties have 
the same goals. 
 

For archaeologists, the goals tend to be 
about getting more information about the past, 
using oral history to corroborate the 
archaeological record, with attendant hopes of 
presenting and publishing, and being rewarded 
for this information by ‘the system.’ Simply put, 
the goal of archaeologists may be to do 
archaeology. However, the goals of the 
community, or those representing the 
community, may include having some control 
over research about or on them, to have their 
voices included; to elevate their public image 
and role in the collaborating institution. It can 
include having community members witness 
and become invested in the process, and 
promote community interest in this practice, to 
take over roles that have historically been 
farmed out to consultants. The point is that 
people will aim to satisfy their own interests in 
this relationship, and the relationship about is 
facilitating the achievement of those goals. 
 
2. Collaboration is not a friendship. 
 

The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
defines friendship as “a distinctively personal 
relationship that is grounded in a concern on 
the part of each friend for the welfare of the 
other, for the other’s sake, and that involves 
some degree of intimacy.” Because 
collaboration is undertaken to achieve 
particular self-interested goals, it conflicts with 
the selflessness inherent in friendship. As Janis 
Joplin sang years ago, “nothing don’t mean 
nothing honey if it ain’t free.” As such, 
collaboration can more appropriately be 
defined as a business relationship. Like all 
business relationships, this does not preclude 
the possibility of friendship, but this is neither 
the goal of nor the foundation for collaboration; 
indeed, it may instead hinder the ‘project’ of 
business, which is profit. 
 

3. Collaboration is not inherently good or 
ethical. 
 

Several archaeologists have already drawn 
attention to the use of the term ‘collaborative’ 
as a proxy for ‘ethical’ (e.g., McGhee 2008:583), 
and my examination of Google Image 
representations reaffirms this assumed 
relationship. But the idea that collaboration is 
inherently beneficial to the research quality and 
scope is simply feel-good rhetoric, like injecting 
the word community into an abstract or grant 
application to make it more appealing. There’s 
been little discussion of how collaborative 
relationships may instead be harmful. For 
example, researchers working collaboratively 
with Indigenous communities doing 
archaeology can literally and figuratively bring 
to the surface a whole history of colonial 
violence—residential schools, the death of 
elders and their knowledge with them, the 
distance between youth and elders—and 
archaeologists, like most people, are not 
equipped to deal with this in their professional 
capacity.  
 
4. Collaboration does not level social 
inequalities. 
 

Collaborative projects are made possible 
largely by funding secured by academics 
through institutions; nearly always, this means 
that academics approach ‘communities’ to do 
some research together; but who holds the 
purse strings holds the power. This is true 
professionally as well as more broadly in 
society. For example, the academic 
archaeologists and anthropologists at two local 
institutions—the University of British Columbia 
and Simon Fraser University—make on average 
$110,000 to $115,000 CAN per annum, which is 
roughly four times what the median income is 
for most Canadians ($27,097), and almost six 
times the median income for Aboriginal people 
($18,962) (StatsCan 2006; UBC 2010; Vancouver 
Sun 2013; Wilson and MacDonald 2010:3). 
Collaboration doesn’t change this. 
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Archaeologists and the people they are 
collaborating with are not part of the same 
communities. Indigenous archaeologists are an 
exception here, but I can count on one hand 
how many are employed in academic 
institutions across this country. Most students 
are white and, in my experience, it’s very rare 
to have Indigenous students on the field school. 
This means those statistics aren’t really 
changing too much. 
  
5. Collaboration is not about giving up power. 
 

It is about sharing, divvying up different 
realms of power. By and large, archaeologists 
are still in charge of getting money, are still 
cited more, and are in charge of the published 
version of events – the official, authorized or 
‘real’ story. They are still called upon in court 
and their testimony is given weight over 
Indigenous non-experts. They are benefiting 
from academic and social capital generated 
through collaboration. 

This is clear enough from looking around at 
who attends conferences such as this one. I also 
tried to find out how many Indigenous people 
are members of the various archaeological 
organizations—the CAA, SAA, and WAC—but 
they either didn’t have, or wouldn’t give me, 
this information. The Society for Historical 
Archaeology said that only 1.6%, or 16 of their 
1000 members, are Indigenous. So even this 
power-sharing doesn’t seem to be really 
impacting the profession’s demographic. 
 
6. Collaboration is not immune to capitalism. 
 

We don’t really need to go any further than 
looking at the sheer number of books that have 
come out in the last, say, seven years relating to 
collaborative or community-oriented 
archaeology, and the many, many new articles 
on the topic—by my count, at least 130 articles 
in 2012 alone. And, as Rich Hutchings (2013) 
discussed in the CAA plenary session on 
Thursday, the project of archaeology is 
fundamentally tied to capitalism; growth, 
development and progress remains the flavour 

of the day. Right now, there is another session 
going on where consulting archaeologists are 
talking about collaborating with Indigenous 
communities within that structure, which 
represents 97% of all archaeology in BC (La Salle 
and Hutchings 2012). This session is more about 
the 3%. 
 
7. Collaboration is not about stopping research. 
 

By its nature, one must have something to 
collaborate on; it is about producing research, 
producing social, cultural, economic, academic 
capital. Collaboration is about enabling research 
to continue. 

Yet, collaboration was one of the ‘solutions’ 
presented to indigenous peoples who were 
protesting against archaeology: a response to 
pressure by indigenous peoples to have control 
over research that affects them (Deloria 1969, 
1997; Smith 1999). In this social and political 
context, collaboration is a compromise that asks 
people to become partners in the project they 
were protesting.  
 
8. Collaboration may not even be a real thing. 
 

In my experience, the difference between 
what is published and presented versus what is 
said in the pub is stark. Publicly, I have heard 
archaeologists acknowledge archaeology’s 
colonialist history and praise this new 
relationship with Aboriginal peoples as 
‘change.’ Privately, I’ve heard the same 
archaeologists say that Aboriginal people really 
just needed to gain a more sophisticated 
understanding of archaeology, to really 
understand it, and then they would be okay 
with it going ahead. To me, this disparity does 
not engender the relationship-building based 
on trust, respect and honesty that is necessary 
in collaborative partnerships. 
 
9. Collaboration may do more harm than good. 
 

All of this is to say that collaboration may 
do more harm than good, by putting this 
practice on a pedestal as progressive or ethical, 
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as something different than before, as a 
solution to Indigenous demands. It placates the 
protesters, meanwhile the project continues.  
 
10. Collaboration is not about decolonization. 
 

Instead, from everything I have seen, 
collaboration maintains the structure of 
inequality and colonial power by working within 
these systems of oppression. It is a 
compromise: but who is compromising? 
Researchers still do research, and communities 
still end up allowing research; the ‘interests of 
science’ are not compromised. Rather, the 
compromise is, again, being made by the 
Indigenous communities who remain the 
subject and site of research. As anti-colonial 
educator George J. Sefa Dei (2006:1-2) asks, 
“How much can be accomplished if we decide 
to ‘negotiate’ around domination or 
oppression?” 
 
 
Collaboration as Cooptation 
 
Since writing my 2010 paper, I’ve started 
looking into the civil rights movement as an 
important source for comparison. During this 
social movement, a long-enslaved population 
rose against oppression, fought and won hard 
battles, and continues to struggle ... even 
though The Cosby Show convinced many people 
that ‘those issues’ were ‘all in the past’. After 
all, African Americans in that TV show had 
education as doctors and lawyers, had the 
attendant economic prosperity, and the upper 
middle-class values to ensure social acceptance. 
Meanwhile, African descendants struggled to 
stay on track with the goals of reform and 
revolution that they had identified, against the 
onslaught of institutions and middle-grounders 
who sought to moderate and ultimately coopt 
their agenda for social justice (Marshall 2010) 
—a struggle still ongoing just for a decent life in 
this brutal society. 

In a similar vein, it is no coincidence that 
archaeology as a profession in North America 
really came to fruition during the Indigenous 

social movements of the 1960s; indeed, 
Laurajane Smith (2004:196) suggests that 
archaeology was reinvented as a means to 
“help the state govern” and control this 
movement. And like The Cosby Show, the 
suggestion is made that Indigenous people have 
fought and won their battles, that they are now 
powerful players in the consulting and academic 
worlds, that their communities control projects 
through collaboration. Like The Cosby Show, 
this happy-ending history masks the reality of 
injustice that continues to this day. 

My suggestion is that collaboration is an 
institutional and thus hegemonic solution to the 
problem of social unrest by an oppressed 
people. The appropriation of Indigenous 
perspectives, their inclusion and participation in 
the system, and the transformation of their 
goals from choice and control to power-sharing, 
reflects a process of cooptation (see Figure 8), 
just as was seen in the civil rights movement. 
And its purpose is to moderate the rebellion of 
Indigenous peoples against their oppression 
and the active violation of their culture—past, 
present and future.  
 
 
The Trouble With Co- 
 
The ‘trouble with co,’ then, is that it hides this 
social and political subtext underneath rainbow 
colours and holding hands; because 
archaeologists and the communities whose 
heritage they study are, by and large, not on the 
same team. They do not share the same 
backgrounds, experiences, expectations or 
levels of access to economic, social or political 
capital. They do not necessarily even share the 
same goals, values or interests. And it is not a 
level playing field. So while collaboration has 
been offered as a way forward towards 
“decolonization,” it seems instead to me to be 
more implicated in the cooptation and 
assimilation long sought by colonial 
governments as a means to solve ‘the Indian 
problem.’ As my professor said to me once, 
anthropology mimics friendship but is not 
friendship. Why does it mimic friendship? 
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Because that makes it easier to get what you 
want. 

In my view, collaboration with descendant 
communities fits neatly into this paradigm, 
which remains deeply colonial and potentially 
harmful to the people whose meaningful places 
continue to be destroyed at an alarming rate, all 
in the name of ‘progress.’ 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The plenary session of this conference featured 
a line-up of First Nations’ speakers, all of whom 
lamented the still-ongoing loss of heritage sites 
and landscapes due to ever-increasing 
development. The plenary speaker, Rich 
Hutchings, reflected on the still-colonial, elitist, 
capitalist and racist nature of archaeology, 
collaborative or not. In response, one audience 
member challenged Hutchings to offer 
alternatives to collaboration, on how to ‘fix’ the 
problems of archaeology in this capitalist, 
colonialist society—how to stop the destruction 
of heritage.  

Despite all I’ve said today, I believe that, 
deep down, the sentiment behind collaboration 
in archaeology is about the good intentions of 
good people wanting to do good in the world. 
And I want to believe that archaeologists have 
genuine interest in supporting Aboriginal rights 
to their heritage. So here is my answer to the 
trouble with ‘co-’. 

Just like the state-run archaeology branch, 
archaeologists have the power to throw a 
wrench in the machine of development that is 
responsible for the destruction of these 
meaningful places, and it’s simple: just stop 
digging. Development cannot legally proceed 
without fulfilling these permits. If we really care 
about natural and cultural heritage and its 
rampant destruction, and if we really want to 
collaborate, to be allies with descendant 
communities, we need to refuse to pick up our 
trowels until government and developers take 
seriously their obligations to Indigenous 
peoples. We need to be activists. This is one 
important thing we can do. But it can only work 

if we all do it together. Trowels down, fists up, 
in solidarity. Now that is a collaboration that I 
can get on board with. Thank you. 
 
 
Notes 
 
1. “The Trouble with ‘Co-’” was presented at the 
2013 Annual Meeting of the Canadian 
Archaeological Association, Whistler, BC, in a 
session titled Community-Oriented 
Archaeology, organized by Andrew Martindale 
and Natasha Lyons. 
 
2. The mechanics of Google and Google Image 
are more complicated than this, as is the 
“community” that the returned hits represents. 
However, this simple tool offers a proxy to 
gauge common or take-for-granted  ideas and 
representations. 
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