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Prompted by recent dialogue around 
commercial archaeology both locally and 
globally, we would like to make the following 
five observations. Some of the points made 
here were developed in our article ‘Commercial 
Archaeology in British Columbia’ (La Salle and 
Hutchings 2012). Others perspectives reflect 
what we see as being essential social science 
concepts (e.g., Hale 1990; Robbins 2011; Bodley 
2008, 2012).1 
  
1.  Some archaeologists propose that 
archaeology/CRM either (i) debate, or (ii) 
proceed without recognition of or reference to, 
one or all of the following: 
 

a) its past (imperialist, colonialist, 
capitalist, elitist)  

b) its social context (nation-state, market 
society) 

c) its cultural context (culture of 
consumption, culture of dislocation) 

d) its economic context (global capitalism, 
disaster capitalism; global 
socioeconomic crisis) 

e) its present (imperialist, colonialist, 
capitalist, elitist; global socioecological 
crisis). 

 
First, failure to account for these (perhaps 

harsh) realities in our daily lives—which, for 
archaeologists, includes negotiating living 
people’s pasts or heritage—is to ignore the 
essential questions and lessons of post-WWII 
socioecological science (e.g., Polanyi 1944 
[2001]; Ravetz 1971; Smith and Sauer-
Thompson 1998; Wolf 1999; Villa 2000; Homer-
Dixon 2006; Foster 2009; Foster et al. 2010; Biro 
2011). To ignore or ‘forget’ is to externalize 
capitalism’s gruesome toll on natural and 
cultural heritage. Such an approach of ‘neutral’ 
or ‘objective’ inquiry also belies the 
discipline/practice’s own history (Trigger 1989; 

Dunnell 1984; Kehoe 1998; Meskell2002; 
Thomas 2004; McNiven and Russell 2005; Smith 
2004, 2006; Trigger 2006; Hamilakis and Duke 
2007; Samuels 2009; King 2009; Meskell 2012). 

Second, there is a clear rift between those 
who wish to start ‘the debate’ from the very 
beginning (i.e., discuss whether commercial 
archaeology and capitalism are ‘good’ or ‘bad’), 
and those who are starting from a well-
developed critical theory that already sees 
capitalism, thus (commercial) archaeology, as 
an inherently destructive force. 

Although fundamentally related, these are 
two very different baselines for conversation, 
thus they should be treated as such. If some 
wish to start the conversation from scratch, 
they should do so.1 However, it is our belief that 
those engaged in the upcoming WAC 
conference in Brazil are beginning the 
conversation from the latter baseline (i.e., 
critical theory). They too should be allowed to 
do so. We believe this rift can best be thought 
of in light of the unfolding division between 
mainstream archaeology/CRM (state-
sanctioned, top-down science and scientific 
management) and critical heritage studies (the 
critique of state-sanctioned, top-down science 
and scientific management). 
 
2.  A second rift is between ‘academic’ and 
‘commercial’ archaeologists. This division is 
false as both academic archaeologists and CRM 
workers are professional archaeologists; that is, 
both get paid for what they do and say. As such, 
both are subject to the same critique. 
 
3.  Too often, it seems, professional 
archaeologists take critiques of their 
institution—be it of the academy or resource 
management—to be a personal attack against 
them. This is troubling, for it suggests that 
individuals have so taken on the values of their 
institutions that they no longer distinguish 
themselves (and their values) from their 
employer (and their values). This co-optation of 
morality is a serious concern, especially when 
one considers that the vast majority of the 
heritage industry works ‘in service of the 
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state’—or at ‘the pleasure of the crown,’ should 
you live in one of the colonies like us.  

We are reminded of this observation by 
philosopher Bertrand Russell: “Conventional 
people are roused to fury by departure from 
convention, largely because they regard such 
departure as a criticism of themselves.” This 
sentiment operates best when one replaces the 
term ‘conventional’ with the term 
‘mainstream’—as in mainstream 
archaeology/CRM. To be clear, our critique is of 
the structure of (commercial) archaeology and, 
while we question the ability of ‘good’ people 
to affect ‘good’ change in a harmful system, we 
empathize with all who feel limited in their 
agency, as we do. 
 
4.  Four baselines for carrying forward a 
dialogue about professional (or commercial) 
archaeology are: 
 
a) Modernity (Thomas 2004): recognition of 

the historical forces behind 
archaeology/CRM’s origins and 
development.  

b) Authorized Heritage Discourse (Smith 
2006): recognition of the role of social 
power in the heritage industry. 

c) Capitalism (Hamilakis 2007): recognition 
that the political economy of archaeology 
calls into question “archaeology’s capitalist 
influences and its materialisation as a 
profession” (Zorzin 2011:119). 

d) Whitewashing (King 2009): recognition that 
the devastating impact of  economic 
development on natural and cultural 
heritage is being masked by the resource 
management industry. As American 
resource management critic Tom King puts 
it (2009:7, emphasis added), 

 
[W]e now have bureaucracies overseeing 
environmental impact assessment (EIA) and 
cultural resource management (CRM), and 
we have well-heeled private companies 
doing EIA and CRM work under contract. 
What we do not have is an orderly system 
for actually, honestly considering and trying 

to reduce impacts on our natural and 
cultural heritage. It’s all pretty much a 
sham. 

 
… There are good reasons to consider how 
something we plan may muck up [heritage], 
and to do so before we undertake it. And in 
a democracy, citizens should have real 
opportunities to influence what 
government does, or lets others do, to their 
heritage. It’s too bad, I think, that we’ve let 
things develop in such a way that we’re 
spending lots of money on mere public 
relations efforts, slathering the lipstick on 
the pigs of ill-considered development. We 
ought to change our system. 

 
5. We agree with Foster (2009:7) in his 
assertion that “we have reached a turning point 
in the human relation to the earth: all hope for 
the future of this relationship is now either 
revolutionary or it is false.” Our final baseline, 
which comes from Berkes and colleagues 
(2007:308), reflects this position: 
 

Resource management is at a crossroads. 
Problems are complex, values are in 
dispute, facts are uncertain, and predictions 
are only possible in a limited sense. The 
scientific system that underlies resource 
management is facing a crisis of confidence 
in legitimacy and power. Top-down 
resource management does not work for a 
multitude of reasons… 

 
 
Note 
 
1. We would suggest starting with Polanyi 
(1944), Robbins (2011), and Bodley (2008, 
2012).  
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