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EPILOGUE: POSTCOLONIALISM AND ARCHAEOLOGY

Uzma Z. Rizvi and FJane Lydon

This handbook is both an intellectual and
a political exercise. Situating our critique
within contemporary social, political, and
economic inequities, this volume locates
the intersection of postcolonial critique and
archaeology in an effort to reassess historic
disparities of knowledge production and
evaluation. Indeed, the politics embedded
within the production of this volume lead
us to address concerns with representation
and inclusion, providing some critical self-
reflection. Additionally, there are certain
theoretical constructs that we wish to high-
light as significant future research areas, to
show how much of the work presented here
lays the foundations for interventions ben-
efiting an archaeology practiced within a
contemporary transnational reality.
Postcolonial research in archaeology
may unfold in many directions. For exam-
ple, it has clear implications for work relat-
ing to Indigenous archaeologies, in settler
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communities and colonial regions, specifi-
cally in terms of movements for social jus-
tice. Questions about the repatriation and
restitution of cultural property, and the pol-
itics of recuperation, are of importance
when contending with the future of ethical
practices within archaeology as a whole. The
chapters in this volume attest to the signif-
icance of a framework, embedded within
the postcolonial critique, that shifts the
epistemological foundations of archaeolog-
ical interpretations, methodologies, and
practice. In that spirit, each chapter pro-
vides new research directions that can be
contextually applied within different sce-
narios. Looking beyond our own world
areas, and learning from the histories of
both peoples and communities and how
they have reinterpreted their own pasts,
presents a multifaceted lens through which
one can learn about collective—and rup-
tured—pasts.
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Representation and Subjectivity

to in-

Realizing the aim of this volume
clude voices from around the world—comes
at a price. Not every voice could be heard,
and the idea that there might be one nar-
rative that could encapsulate all the per-
spectives emerging from a region or com-
munity is a fallacy. No scholar’s subjectivity
can be essentialized in this way—that is,
implicated in speaking for others within the
larger community or region (for more on
the politics of representation, see Benavides,
this volume, chapter 17). Moreover, in con-
temporary archaeological practice, the de-
sire to improve the conditions of peoples’
lives through work on cultural/social and
political/economic empowerment or advo-
cacy places archaeologists, who are often
outsiders to the community, in a uniquely
constituted location insofar as they become
spokespersons within academic discourses
for the communities in which, and for
which, they work. The delicate exigency of
such locations becomes apparent when two
possibilities of representation are conflated,
as Gayatri Spivak points out, distinguishing
between “representation as ‘speaking for’ as
in politics and representation as ‘re-presen-
tation” as in art or philosophy™ (1999: 257).
This issue has been explored by feminist
scholars such as Linda Alcoff, who has ar-
gued that although there may be a con-
fronting “crisis of representation,” it is rea-
sonable to assume that ultimately the issue
comes down to political efficacy, and thus
the ethical ramifications of politically
“speaking for” are subsumed within the
larger political movement of empowerment
for oppressed peoples (1995: 102-112).
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The assumption there, of course, is that
those in the movement know what the “op-
pressed people” want, need, or even care
about. This critique of obviousness (of what
certain people want) has been discussed in
feminist scholarship and does not require
recapitulation here (see, e.g., Ahmed 1998;
Chow 1994; Loomba 1998; Mohanty 1991;
Spivak 1999); what is relevant to this dis-
cussion, however, is an acknowledgment
that the issue of representation cannot be
subsumed within the rhetoric of intellectu-
als constructing normative assumptions
about which effects and political outcomes
are desirable or undesirable. Situating the
archaeologist within the postcolonial cri-
tique necessarily complicates such represen-
tations of subjectivity, and embeds the dis-
course within a larger ethical and politically
progressive framework. Indeed, within this
volume, we have intended to complicate the
assumptions of “oppression” and “empow-
erment” and, by extension, the concept of
the “native” subject, critically evaluating our
field and our theoretical interventions. Such
challenges emerge especially clearly from
the constructed in-between spaces that are
textually represented by the cross-discipli-
nary chapters in each section of this volume.

The chapter by O. Hugo Benavides
(chapter 17) provides a key insight into the
discussion about the inclusion of “Native”
and, specifically, “Native scholars” in ar-
chaeological discourse. In some ways, the
overt desire to include Native voices, he ar-
gues, instantiates the false dichotomy of
Western and Other. This aspiration high-
lights the non-location of those Native
scholars who live in the West and operate
within Western academic frameworks. It
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also suggests that “Natives” were not con-
sidered active agents in the production of
the archaeological past, as field staff and
crew, or as archaeologists at the site (for an
example from colonial India, see Lahiri
2005). The focus, then, is not just about in-
cluding “Natives” into the discourse; it is
the recognition that the histories that are
produced, in both colonial and postcolonial
frameworks, are all parts of the larger web
of historical production.

Joost Fontein, in his chapter (chapter
14), refocuses the same lens, elaborating on
the location of the Native and Indigenous
scholar by illustrating how these new view-
points challenge the traditional scientific
emic/etic distinctions within archaeological
scholarship. In Fontein’s mind, it is not sim-
ply a question of providing alternative histo-
ries of the past, but rather one of exploring
alternative ways of looking at and under-
standing the past. This shifts attention from
looking for competing representations of
the past, toward the ways in which the “au-
thority to represent the past is established
and contested,” an issue that emerges within
the call for Indigenous archaeology, framed
as a response to what he calls archaeology’s
“etic” authority, while simultaneously ad-
dressing the “violence” that is perpetuated
by archaeology’s claim to that ontological
location.

In a personal account, Whitney Battle-
Baptiste (chapter 29) addresses the violence
that is perpetuated by hegemonic archaeo-
logical accounts and how it affects individ-
ual archaeologists in developing their hid-
den biases and subjectivities. She peacefully
counters it through genealogies and con-
nections, and most significantly, conversa-
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tions and dialogue. She frames this positive
methodology by reclaiming the authority
to look at the past and construct a future
for historical archaeology—and she does
this using the power of Egun. In the Yoruba
language, Egun means “bones”—the bones
of ancestors in a metaphorical and spiritual
sense, a way to acknowledge the connection
between the living and the dead. Her per-
sonal journey, beliefs, and gaze powerfully
align the concept of Egun with “conversa-
tion” as a way to heal disparities. She posits
a new world view that links all of human-
ity together: “Without these conversations,
we have no connection and are without a
genealogy, without an ancestral line, with-
out Egun.”

This concept of a shared history—a link-
ing of all of our histories as a space within
which present discourses can allow for rec-
onciliatory or equitable presents—is an im-
portant consideration for a postcolonial ar-
chaeology in the future.

Postcolonial Cosmopolitanism

New research under the rubric of “cosmo-
politan” archaeology directly addresses this
aspiration, linking the ideals of obligation to
others and respect for cultural difference to
archaeological practice, highlighting the
role of ethics and moral responsibility (e.g.,
Meskell 2009). Scholars across many disci-
plines have recently drawn upon a reinvig-
orated notion of “cosmopolitanism” (al-
though it is still a contested term) in the
context of globalization, to define new con-
ceptions of political community emerging
around the world. As many have noted, en-
hanced global connectedness is characterized
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by the dissolution of some boundaries but
simultaneously the sharpening of others, as
the international circulation of people,
media, and economic and cultural capital
prompts both homogenization and an in-
creased sense of local distinctiveness. The
concept of cosmopolitanism is one means
that scholars have used to attempt to ex-
plore this process. Some argue for the po-
tential of an ethical stance that entails a
commitment to the equal worth and dignity
of all human beings, linked to standards of
justice that are intended to be applicable to
all, while simultaneously retaining an open-
ness to local, different ways of life (Appiah
2006; Cheah 2006). Phenomena such as the
participation of Indigenous peoples in inter-
national rather than national institutions do
not merely challenge the legitimacy of the
states’ claim to exclusive jurisdiction over
territory, but in fact constitute an “emergent
cosmopolitanism” (Ivison 2006) that is com-
patible with universal notions of justice and
yet is also rooted in particular, local ways of
life. As with other global networks charac-
terized by complex articulations between
different orders of practice, including her-
itage and human rights discourse, debate
often focuses on the analytical and concrete
tensions between principles of universalism
and local difference.

However, in order to imagine a shared
past, an equal present or, more specifically,
an equal access to the past in the present
must be assumed. In an attempt to bring to
bear that formulation of equality and a shift
in power directionality, cosmopolitan ar-
chaeology explores how contemporary her-
itage practices operate in the present. It is
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in this space that future discussions must
focus. Insofar as Western archaeologists
continue to have access to the pasts of de-
veloping countries, often at a higher rate
and with more expedient results than the ar-
chaeologists working within their own com-
munities, the cosmopolitan aspiration may
be stifled, no matter how (theoretically) local
the basis for the universal may be (see Fis-
kesjo, this volume, chapter 23; Gonzilez-
Ruibal 2009: 118). These levels of disparity
cannot be considered merely within the tra-
ditonal dichotomies of colonial versus col-
onized, but must also be examined in the
context of colonized and disenfranchised
minority communities. Within these groups,
there are additional levels of intrinsic in-
equality, partly based on colonial adminis-
trative distinctions (see Voss 2008) and
partly on internal histories of inequality
that clearly affect discourses about the past
(see Breglia 2009). In a contemporary mo-
ment, as Benavides (this volume, chapter
17) suggests, this issue is less about cultural
difference and more about transnational
capital essentializing those differences as a
way of reinstating older forms of racial hi-
erarchies. Scholars such as Hugo Bena-
vides, Magnus Fiskesjo, and Alfredo Gon-
zalez-Ruibal serve as critical reminders that
our own efforts might unintentionally em-
body the greater global forces at work that
reinstate the rhetoric of colonialism (and
also see Merry 2003).

Cosmopolitanism can be used to move
beyond such dichotomies, including the
global/local dichotomy, by claiming that
such issues are everyone’s concern (Hodder
2009: 184). These global concerns become
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central for archaeologists, although they are
not always so for other disciplines, such as
international development (but see Levitt
and Merry 2008). Perhaps there is poten-
tial for social change if we work in tandem,
as Ian Hodder (2009) suggests, with other
policy makers or within the framework of
human rights, keeping in mind the very
well-publicized critique of the wholesale
use of such development models within ar-
chaeology, as put forth by Gonzilez-Ruibal
(2009). Although an obvious point, we
should remember that as part of the critical
application of such models, there must be a
vernacularization of the conceptual frame-
work, the vocabulary, and the historical con-
text so that it clearly addresses the very local
nature of the politics in the region (Levitt
and Merry 2009; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2009).

Shifts in Politics:
Indigeneity in a Global Context

A major component of this volume is a
focus on Indigenous movements around
the world. Yet, the critique of ethnographic
representation and the politics of subjectiv-
ity have demonstrated that there is no self-
evident or natural category of “indigenous”
peoples—we create these categories to
serve specific political purposes (Jeganathan
2005; Kahn 2005). There are significant
reasons, however, why such markers are
crucial for some populations, either in
helping, or further marginalizing, disen-
franchised peoples. In the context of post-
colonial struggles for autonomy, essential-
izing representations of indigeneity have
often been used to require peoples to
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demonstrate the continuity of their connec-
tions to place and culture and to meet ex-
pectations of “authenticity” and legitimacy.
Nonetheless, in former colonies across the
globe, Indigenous peoples who once
formed a myriad of distinct cultural and lin-
guistic groups now share a history of dis-
possession and ongoing disadvantage. In
this context, intellectual trends that empha-
size the mutability and contingency of iden-
tity have been perceived as undermining as-
sertions of culture, as Indigenous peoples
themselves draw upon such categories to
protect their interests and oppose injustice.
Where inequities may be reinforced by the
logic of the nation-state, within a context
of enhanced global interconnectedness In-
digenous peoples may now choose to par-
ticipate in international institutions in pref-
erence to national ones, as new categories
of global identity are represented by organ-
izations such as the World Archaeological
Congress, for example. Such appeals to in-
ternational norms, together with their In-
digenous revaluation, also reveal a relation-
ship between local, state, and global levels
“which is pluralist but not state-centric, im-
manent but also universalist” (Ivison 2006:
121). In addition, Indigenous scholars have
argued that conceptions of local culture are
changing, shaped by an international con-
text and incorporating a universal notion of
human rights without abandoning a sense
of local meaning (e.g., Behrendt 2003). The
international campaign led by the Mirrar
people of the Kakadu region in northern
Australia exemplifies this process, to date
successfully preventing uranium mining on
the Jabiluka mineral lease through appealing
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to international opinion on the basis of
local distinctiveness (Lydon 2009; see also
de Costa 2006).

In the future, it seems as though the ar-
chaeology of Indigenous peoples must in-
creasingly be conducted by and in collabo-
ration with Indigenous communities. In
addition, archaeologists are coming to rec-
ognize and engage with culturally distinc-
tive ontologies and epistemologies. As the
examples provided in this volume suggest
(see especially Part V: Strategies of Prac-
tice; also Atalay, this volume, chapter 4),
new ways of conceptualizing archaeologi-
cal questions, designing and implementing
methodologies, and presenting results are
already in train. Just as a dialogue implies
receptivity to our interlocutor and entails a
certain open-endedness, it is difficult to
predict where such collaborations will lead
the discipline of archaeology.

Global Scope of the
Postcolonial Critique

This volume provides a robust critique of
the development of the discipline of archae-
ology around the world, having originated
in curiosity about the exotic other, as a
modus operandi for collecting and endowing
museums of the West, and in the quest for
empirical knowledge. Archaeology was jus-
tified and legitimated from the perspective
of those on the civilizing mission, who con-
sidered the concept of “universal” to exist
only in relation to, or because of, the Euro-
pean Enlightenment. In the contemporary
world, this has translated to a preference for
archaeological materials considered to rep-
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resent “high culture,” values prescribed on
materiality by the West, particularly linked
to the development of science and democ-
racy and a continued fascination with the
exotic other (Bennett 2004; Mitchell 2004).

In an economic context, the antiquities
market continues to blossom, and as the free
market system continues to assume that
everything can be bought or sold, the past
continues to be a commodity (Merryman
2000, 2006). This has larger implications for
issues about looting, tourism, and tourism’s
effects on archaeological work with com-
munities (see Bahrani 2003; Brodie and
Renfrew 2005; Rizvi 2009). A progressive
archaeology must be able to engage in ac-
tive and critical dialogues within the devel-
opment world, such as with the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
and other international humanitarian agen-
cies, especially in terms of human rights, is-
sues of migration and assimilation, and the
formation of transnational identities. This is
not to assume that moving our discussions
into the realm of development studies is the
best or correct thing to do. But it is one way
to further our own understandings of what
other forces are at play and how other dis-
ciplines are (or are not) taking on shared is-
sues such as contemporary inequalities as-
sociated with histories of oppression. As
archaeologists, we have a unique link to the
ancient and historic world and thus offer an
important perspective working with global
heritage projects (such as UNESCO). From
that vantage point, we can make significant
contributions toward challenging the uni-
versalizing narratives often expressed by
such agencies.
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Earlier in this volume, Fiskesjo chal-
lenges the very concept of the “universal” in
relation to the “Declaration on the Impor-
tance and Value of Universal Museums,” a
statement which, he argues, is a forceful
general statement against repatriation. His
critique of the “free trade” of cultural ob-
jects highlights the hypocrisy of such dec-
larations insofar as they work in favor of the
richer, more powerful nation-states at the
expense of the former colonial regions.
Fiskesjo’s focus is on the ways in which
these institutions continue to reconstitute
themselves by creating such documents and
making such statements that provide them
with the authority to appear legitimate, eth-
ical, and valid. This desire for relegitimiza-
tion at the institutional level of the museum
covers what is really at stake, which, he ar-
gues, is the ideological basis of “Western”
identity.

One of the key acknowledgments of this
volume is the significance of reconstituting
identity, alterity, and forms of subject-hood
to account for various stakeholders in the
larger web of historical production. In the
dialogue between Carol McDavid and Fred
McGhee (chapter 37), this issue of subjec-
tivity informs their individual approaches to
archaeology and advocacy. They approach
the questions of policy and social relations
within the context of the United States,
rather than on an international level,
specifically within the context of race and
privilege. Although this particular dialogue
is based in the United States, the issue of
racism in contemporary societies is one that
is, in fact, transnational in its effects and has
large-scale ramifications that can be linked
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to colonial frameworks. In their discussion,
McDavid and McGhee approach commu-
nity involvement and participation from dif-
ferent perspectives, illustrating their stand-
points as distinct based on their race and
their experiences of being of that race. As an
African American, McGhee demonstrates a
keener interest in actually seeing change—
and being an active part of that change
through his research and public work. As a
Euro-American, McDavid confronts white
privilege head on, and approaches anthro-
pological and archaeological interventions
by embracing uncertainty and mistakes that
she might make along the way. There is a
sense of hope that by continuing to do
things in the best faith, something, in time,
will change.

Itis change that this volume seeks as well.
Our contributors have addressed these
larger global trajectories of colonialism and
how they have affected archaeology, explor-
ing the employment of interdisciplinary
methods, comparative frameworks, and new
methodologies and practices. In each sec-
tion, scholars have brought together the
postcolonial critique with other approaches
within archaeology in order to elucidate the
narratives of colonialism and the ways in
which we might address and redress the
past through restitution, repatriation, and
ethics. Methodology informed by ethics
asks us to examine ourselves as practition-
ers in implementing the postcolonial cri-
tique. Finally, contributors consider how
we deal with issues of alterity and identity
in the archaeological record. This collec-
tion has explored the significance of
methodologies, the changing language/

Museu de Arqueologia e Etnologia
Universidade de S&o0 Paule

BIBLIOTECA



502

lexical register that a postcolonial archaeol-
ogy employs, and the effects on our practice.
As a handbook, it encapsulates an anti-colo-
nialist sentiment that stresses individual
agency, ethical practice, and a revolutionary
spirit. In simple terms (adapted from Mo-
handas K. Gandhi), we want to be the
change we hope to see.
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