The Public’s Archaeology: Utilizing Ethnographic Methods to Link Public Education with Accountability in Archaeological Practice

When I wrote the abstract for this paper, I had not yet performed exploratory PhD work in my research field area.  Reading Mary Hufford, I was convinced that cultural resources like archaeological sites and artifacts “nurture collective identity, serving as touchstones to a shared history and a continually emerging sense of shared destiny” (Hufford 2003).  I was sure that cultural resources aided in the construction of heritage identities and systems of heritage.  How could this not occur, especially in an area of southern Indiana with hundreds of archaeological sites and a 200 year history of excavation?  How naïve I was.  Isn’t it just like an archaeologist to think that the world revolves around archaeology?  For those of us who think about archaeology 12 hours out of the day, it is not a far reach to believe that the average American might think about heritage at least once a day.  But, as I discovered this summer, this just is not true.  After interviewing almost 30 social actors tied in some way to heritage, and living in a community of 8,000 surrounded by archaeological sites spanning 10,000 years, I discovered that the general population rarely thinks about archaeology.

Is this the end of our discipline as we know it? Not at all.  In fact, my ethnographic research this summer may not have resulted in the identification of complex systems of heritage, but it did result in a better understanding of how archaeological resources and the practice of archaeology are perceived by citizens of southern Indiana.  Performing an ethnography linked to archaeology also gave me the opportunity to connect with numerous stakeholders in the area.  Though I no longer believe the destiny of any Hoosier is guided by archaeology, I do strongly believe in the value of talking with individuals connected in some way to the past, as both a benefit to archaeology and local communities.  As Edgeworth has written, studies of the modern contexts of archaeological research and resources can “help us look more holistically at the past in the present and the present in the past” (2006: 16).   I believe this ability is most important in the consideration of public education as an ethical imperative in archaeology.

In this paper, I will discuss exploratory PhD research which utilized ethnographic methods in an attempt to understand the systems of heritage created and enacted in a small Indiana town.  This research was performed in the summer of 2006 with funds made available through the Indiana University Anthropology Department’s Skomp Fund.  Thank you to the anthropology department and to the communities in which I worked for the opportunity to present this research.  I will begin by discussing the history of ethnography in its connection to archaeology.  I will detail the potential benefits of this type of research, focusing on educational benefits for practicing archaeologists and the communities in which they work and using examples from my exploratory research.  I will conclude by summarizing the importance of ethnography to archaeology education in the future. 
Ethnography and Archaeology
Discussions of modern studies of archaeology began in discussions about ‘reflexivity,’ and ‘interpretive archaeology.’  Indeed, post-processual approaches to the production of archaeological knowledge by scholars such as Hodder, Tilley, Shanks, and others opened the door for ‘multi-sited’ modern investigations into the past. In their introduction to an edited volume on archaeology and folklore, Gavin-Schwartz and Holtorf state: “Everyone concerned with the past – archaeologist, historian, politician, storyteller, priest, parent – constructs ideas and images of the past from materials available in the present” (Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf 1999: 3).  In other words, everyone has ideas about the past and about archaeology.  Ethnographies of archaeology are one way of understanding how archaeological knowledge is produced and received.  

My dissertation work is inspired by recent scholarship in archaeology known as ethnographic, public or community archaeology.  Studying the ‘past in the present and the present in the past’ (Edgeworth 2006) gives archaeologists the opportunity to sift oral tradition for information, seek ethnographic parallel, and study archaeology reflexively (Layton 1999).  (Bartu 2000; Moser et al. 2002; Potter 1998; Pyburn and Wilk 1995). 

For years archaeologists have utilized information from local sources about the location of sites and types of material culture discovered in research areas.  Collectors, farmers, hunters, and others have been integral to research archaeology in the United States.  However, these stakeholders are rarely acknowledged for their participation in the construction of knowledge about the past.  Collectors and farmers I spoke with over the summer were excited about their previous interactions with sites and archaeologists.  These people, for the most part, are willing collaborators.  

Pursuing a direct-historical approach to the past to achieve an insight into previous life-ways has severe limitations as described by Wolf (1984) and others.  However, studying ethnographic parallel through ethnography allows archaeologists to understand how people, both in the past and the present, experience historical landscape through, for example, mounds (Gazin-Schwartz and Holtorf 1999: 16).   Holtorf and others have successfully explored living archaeological landscapes and archaeology in popular culture, giving archaeologists better understanding of the uses, understandings, and misunderstandings of archaeological artifacts, sites, and the practice of archaeology. 

Thus, as just described, ethnographic studies of the modern contexts of archaeology already exist and, I believe, they will be an important part of archaeology’s future.  Interviewing local citizens gives archaeologists the opportunity to truly contextualize their research and, perhaps most importantly, their educational efforts.  

Archaeology educators have already discussed the benefits of ethnography in effectively communicating with students (Davis 2000, 2005), and incorporating community interests into research (Jameson 1997; Little 2002; McDavid 2001).  I believe ethnographic methods like interviews, participant observation, and survey can play an even larger role in archaeological education by contextualizing educational efforts, making local voices heard, eliciting support for the preservation of sites and artifacts, and assessing previous educational efforts. 

Benefits: Making public education contextualized, effective, relevant

Numerous scholars have written on the importance of contextualizing educational efforts.  Generally, archaeology education focuses on teaching about historic or prehistoric cultures, informing the public about preservation and the importance of context (i.e. don’t loot), and informing about national and state laws.  My work this summer gave me the opportunity to ask many different local citizens about their goals for their community.  Elected officials, teachers, farmers, and others all had unique and interesting opinions on how to most appropriately and effectively educate local citizens about archaeology and the importance of heritage.  Beyond community educational goals, I was also able to assess important future educational projects based on responses in interviews.  I believe part of responsible archaeology education efforts should be moving beyond ‘traditional’ topics and methods of education to address what is critically important in multiple modern situations. 

Community Needs


Jeppson and Brauer have challenged archaeologists to consider how they really serve community needs.  Do state archaeology weeks and months really accomplish community needs and goals?  Should archaeologists even tailor their research for community needs and interests?  I believe so.  And, I believe sitting down and speaking with community members provides archaeologists an easy way to assess community goals. In my own research, I have chosen not to let the community define my research goals, but, instead, I hope to understand their interests, wants, and needs in order to most effectively execute my archaeological research.  Thus, I will tailor my archaeological research to allow for community participation and education in effective, relative, and contextualized ways. For example, many people I interviewed this summer told me about their interest in having a community museum:

[what are some ways you’d like to see the town interact with sites and history?]

“Of course, one of my dreams, is, the historical society has had a lot of articles given to it, not Indian, but other stuff.  I’d like to see us have a museum. Yeah. And put the artifacts, Indian artifacts [in] with that.”

[DNR Employee] “I don’t like how everything just gets taken away and moved away. It would be nice, you know, if somebody like yourself, just somebody might, or should just put up a museum in town or something.”


Of course, this is not something I can accomplish by myself, but I can return objects to the community and showcase excavated objects (historic and prehistoric) during Indiana Archaeology Month.  In fact, that is what we did this year (photo).  In the future we hope to acquire funds for a more permanent exhibit.  In the meantime, I also heard about other community needs related to archaeology:

(Historical Society) “I tell you, one thing that the historical society needs, is someone closer that can work with us and show our members how to preserve these tings that we already have.” 


Increasing knowledge about preservation is something every archaeologist should be equipped to do. In the near future, I hope to donate books on preservation to the historical society and look through their collections to see where I can help.  Though we might not think of it, donating a few plastic bags or acid-free boxes could go a long way to preserving important community heritage for the future. 

Topics related to past events / Topics not assumed to be important 

Ethnography also allows archaeologists to define important topics for archaeology education.  As an example, in southwestern Indiana, two major looting events have tainted the mostly harmless local ‘collecting culture:’ G.E. Mound, and Slack Farm.  Though these events taught the general public about archaeological law and the importance of conservation, the specific events that took place at G.E. also effected local perceptions of Native Americans and their relationship with archaeologists. In this area of Indiana, there are no living Native American groups that are affiliated with the prehistoric Mississippian culture or the proto-historic Caborn-Welborn cultures.  Thus, archaeology education in the area does not usually discuss living Native American populations.  However, after interviewing citizens this summer, I now understand the importance of talking about the modern interactions between archaeologists and Native Americans, especially highlighting the important collaboration between these groups, and the roles Native Americans play in protecting history. 

In 1988, a Hopewell mound on General Electric’s property was looted and a public trial ensued, which involved government officials, archaeologists, Native American groups from around the country, and local citizens.  After the conviction of the guilty parties, there was great debate over what to do with the looted artifacts.  At first, it seemed that a local museum was going to be built by G.E., but then Native American groups convinced G.E. that it was better to re-bury the artifacts. No decisions were made based on the advice of local citizens or archaeologists, though archaeologists were able to study many of the artifacts before reburial. The mass-immigration of Native Americans into a 99% white community, however, caused a stir that is still talked about today.  And, the lack of community input in the final placement of the artifacts is still a sore point.  Allen and Montell once wrote: “What people believed happened is often as important as what actually happened, for people think, act, and react in accordance with what they believe to be true” (1981: 89).  Though Native Americans and archaeologists were working together to combat looting at G.E. Mound, people now remember the Native Americans in a different way:


(Interviewer) Where do you think that [idea that people get in trouble for finding things] comes 
from?

(Farmer) “Well… I see what appears to me to be a pretty militant sort of in-your-face attitude on the part of the Native Americans that come in like when there’s desecration, and you know, they’re there and they’re in your face and they’ve got the law behind them…So, you know, why put yourself in a position where some guy shows up on your doorstep raising hell over something you really have no control over.. it’s awful easy to take the toe of your boot and cover it back up with dirt and go on down the road and that’s the end of it.  Shoot, shovel and shut up as they say in the wildlife world.”

[historical society] “Whenever GE found all that stuff down there…They were going to do [a museum]. But the Indians raised so much pain they finally went ahead and reburied everything, which was a shame.

Continuing to pursue my ethnographic research will allow me to build upon earlier research by Munson, Jones, and Fry (1995), who discussed the representations and misrepresentations of archaeology and the Archaeological Resource Protection Act after the looting of G.E. mound.  The authors concluded, “deliberate reflection upon the multiple present-day meanings attached to the G.E. Mound artifacts and the ARPA case can foster communication…which will allow greater shared understandings among people with different backgrounds” (1995: 154).  Greater shared understanding is definitely needed in this part of Indiana, especially regarding the importance of Native Americans in today’s archaeology.  

‘Deliberate reflection’ and ethnography will also facilitate better education. 
b. Local Voices Heard

In interviews with local citizens this summer, I came to understand that archaeology education should be diverse whenever possible and should incorporate many stakeholders.  The SAA Principles of Ethics includes “Accountability,” which includes an “acknowledgment of public accountability and a commitment to make every reasonable effort, in good faith, to consult actively with affected group(s), with the goal of establishing a working relationship that can be beneficial to all parties involved” (SAA 2006).  Ethnography seems like the perfect way to merge accountability with public education and truly practice an archaeology beneficial to all people. Though I interviewed many different types of people, I perhaps learned the most from farmers and teachers. 
(Farmer) “There needs to be an absolute realization that I as a landowner, there’s gotta be a complete understanding of where I the landowner/farmer coming from economically with regard to this land.  You know, but this is my livelihood, this is what I do…to a 
certain 
extent there’s a certain amount of pride, this is what I do.”

(Farmer) “No-tilling is controversial and the people who don’t no-till don’t no-till for the 
very reason that they think that they’re not going to make as much money as if they were conventional tilling…Now, if you went in and say, [local farm with a site on it], and you went in there and went into a place where there is a big mound in the middle of the corn field and you said to somebody, “You’re going to no-till that now.” And they’ve been 
plowing it up to this point, if they already are of the frame of mind that says no-till doesn’t work for me, then you’ve just dipped right into that man’s pocket as far as he’s concerned.  And he’s gonna resist you tooth and nail”

Farmers are critical partners in archaeology in southwestern Indiana.  The discovery of new sites is not possible without the cooperation of farmers and I believe any future project in this area will benefit from an understanding of farmer concerns.  Though archaeologists do not like to speak about the economic value of archaeological sites (commercialization), this becomes a necessity when dealing with farmers.  In fact, trying to convince a 3rd-generation farmer in Indiana that his property really belongs ‘to the world’ (cultural internationalist), would be a major mistake.

Teachers:

Teachers are also critical collaborators in archaeology education.  Our projects have been fortunate to work with excellent 4th grade teachers in southern Indiana.  Some teachers have been our partners in education for over 10 years, however, that does not mean that they do not have fresh ideas about education: 

(teacher) “Because I think if we could take it out of the state and I mean and right now what we’re doing is mainly in Posey County.  If we could take and we could show how well it fit and educate more teachers then they would do it also. Um, teachers will go to conferences and learn a lot about you know how to do something else if they can talk to other teachers that have done it…we need to get more people doing the same thing.  It’s a shame that Posey County students are the only ones who are getting this kind of activity.”
Local Stories

Finally, performing ethnography related to archaeology also gives archaeologists the opportunity to hear local stories about sites and artifacts.  Though these stories have the potential to increase knowledge about site locations and distribution, perhaps the greater value in listening to stories is understanding and reinforcing connections to heritage and identity.   

“My father used to take us on a Sunday afternoon… down to the ‘bottoms.’ So, every Sunday after church we would have lunch we’d pack to go look at the bottoms. And there…we used to go look for Indian arrowheads, you know. And he could tell me well look at that mound and look at this mound and we would go through after he had plowed a field and we would look through for Indian arrowheads and little clay pots.  Yeah, growing up it was a little tradition that he would, and my mother also, and that we would just go down there.”

c. Elicit interest in archaeology and preservation

Ethnography gets at specifics of why people support (or do not support) archaeology and preservation in ways that quantitative work cannot (McClanahan 2006). In speaking to individuals this summer, I determined that those who support archaeological ethics like stewardship have usually had positive encounters with archaeologists in the past, through events like open-houses, or educational opportunities for their children.  Those who did not trust archaeologists, or those who had concerns about preservation efforts, generally had misunderstandings about the practice of archaeologists.  I feel strongly that promoting stewardship should not be ‘teaching people not to loot.’  Instead, our efforts must begin by attempting to understand how people are connected to their land, and what roles they would like to play in the development of their community for the future. 

In southern Indiana, and likely in most part of the country, connections to land and heritage begin in the private property ethos of American culture. Several interviewees expressed both an interest in preserving the past, but also an unwillingness to go against private property rights.  Understanding the context and history of connections to private property, specifically related to land use and archaeology, will be beneficial in augmenting preservation efforts. 

“Seems like the last 10 years the newspapers around here have been, uh, you know, arresting people who collected arrowheads or something and they weren’t supposed to and all that. Made big time newspapers down here…”

[[What do you think of those cases…?]]

“You know what, I, the first that I thought is, “oh, am I guilty too?” Should I have a guilty conscience? But I thought “No” because that, that was part of life down here. It was, you know, people did that years ago as something to do that was interesting. That they collected arrowheads and they used to sit around talking about them. But I do think ‘yes,’ if it’s supposed to be an archaeological dig, you know, where it’s marked off and 
everything…just because the attention is brought to it, it doesn’t give people the right to come in and mess it all up.” 


[[But on their own land?]]

“I’m sorry, but on their own land it’s theirs.” 

“Nowadays [archaeology is] not even on the radar screen.  The people I know… I don’t think they even think about it.  And if they are thinking about it it’s probably a negative. It’s like if we find anything then we’re not going to say anything because we don’t want to get in trouble and they’re going to tell us we can’t do something… I think there’s just a natural suspicion on the part of most landowners for somebody coming in and telling you what you cannot do on your on your ground.  That’s a real suspicion and a negative suspicion…”

But, the news is not all bad. There were many individuals who felt responsibility to archaeological sites and preservation as well.  These individuals had often had positive interactions with archaeologists in the past, or were part of other conservation efforts such as the Nature Conservancy.  

“As a landowner, I certainly feel a connection if for no other reason than as a responsibility. That there are you know responsibilities, you know, as that there are sites out there I feel a certain you know, you know like I said what the word is, a responsibility.” 

d. Assessing previous education efforts

In my research area, one archaeologist has undertaken educational efforts for more than 20 years.  These efforts have had an incredibly positive effect on public attitudes toward archaeology.  Though this archaeologist is active in the community and returns year after year, she has not undertaken much of any formal assessment of her programs.  Both long-term and short-term educational programs in archaeology will benefit from ethnographic research. Just in talking to a few teachers and parents, I was able to acquire important knowledge about the positives and negatives of previous educational efforts.

Positive:

(Farmer) “We’ve got a collection of arrowheads at our house. Not a big collection, just stuff that we’ve found…it’s been interesting because there’s things that you’d find—to have somebody like [local archaeologist] that you can take them to is great.  You know my son found this beautiful white spear point down in the stream a couple of years ago. Well we took it down there and [the archaeologist’s spouse] was there and said that came from a quarry near St. Louis.  It really makes it a whole lot more meaningful and just by having a little bit of uh set-up that you can look at, you can kind of get a better handle of what it’s all about.”

[teacher] “At 10 years, 9 and 10 years [students] are still concrete learners, they are beginning to go into the abstract, but if you can give them something to actually look at instead of trying to imagine it’s different and you know it makes, it, it sticks with them, it becomes real for them. So anytime I can give my students a real opportunity to actually feel and see and hear and smell and, you know, it’s better.”

Negative:

[Mayor] “I do think that there could be a new focus or some more work done so the community is more aware of what we have to offer as far as archaeologically. I don’t know how a person could get that accomplished, actually…I think just the marketing side of it could improve…That [internet presence] could be improved if you know what I’m saying. Like if you had the right person working together so that there could be more information available on the website. More knowledge of what is available.” 

[teacher] “I guess on that one I felt like the archaeologist was thought maybe we teachers who had been trained in the archaeology project were a hindrance. You know, I just, I just didn’t really feel like he appreciated us being there but he wanted the help.”
Conclusion

Foucault once wrote: “The critical ontology of ourselves must be considered an experiment with the possibility of going beyond those limits [imposed on us and reproduced by us]” (2003: 56).  Recent scholarship in archaeology education by scholars like Davis, Smardz and Smith, and others are positive advances in making the practice of archaeology more applied, contextualized, relevant, and important to local populations.  However, to continuously progress, ethnography is needed to assess educational efforts and move beyond ‘those limits’ imposed on archaeology and reproduced by archaeologists.  New approaches and methodologies give archaeologists the opportunity to break through traditional borders in research and education.  We must continuously evaluate efforts to pursue archaeological goals (like stewardship, anti-commercialization, and accountability) through educational programs.  In performing ethnography of archaeology, we may find ways to meet both the needs of our profession and those of communities (Breglia 2006; Jeppson and Brauer 2003).  I conclude with a quote from a key informant during my summer research: 

[teacher] “I hope what we’re doing for the students, you know, if it just makes one of the students want to do archaeology, become an archaeologist or think about that know a site and they know somebody’s doing something to destroy the site, they take a stand and they become citizens, good citizens that will help preserve.”
