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Foreword

Sara Perry

Critiquing public archaeology

In early 2018, I was invited to contribute to a week-long course in Northern Ireland focused on heritage 
as a means towards reconciliation. At the request of the organisers, I presented efforts that my teams 
and I had been pursuing at archaeological sites across Europe, Turkey and North Africa to build civic 
welfare around heritage, and to evaluate the associated impacts. The course was attended by upwards of 
50 individuals working across the archaeological, museums and community-development sectors, some 
of whom were established professionals, and many of whom were young scholars and practitioners 
who had travelled from different parts of Ireland, Northern Ireland, Canada, and the USA to explore the 
topic of ‘heritage practices in contested societies’. Given that I was explicitly asked to initiate critical 
discussion on the evaluation of the social impacts of public and community archaeology initiatives, 
I spoke frankly about both the weaknesses of extant evaluative frameworks and the challenges of 
developing sustainable programmes in the absence of any such rigorous frameworks.

It would be an understatement to say that my contribution to the course was received negatively. Perhaps 
alongside other missteps, I made the mistake of focusing heavily on (democratic) governance structures 
for community engagement projects, summarising my points in a numbered list of 10 key principles of 
practice. Whilst the list was numbered merely for convenience (an error that I shall never repeat!), it 
was interpreted by several men in the room as my own proclamation on the degree of importance of 
certain activities, and was therefore seemingly dismissed in its entirety. I also made the mistake of citing 
a particular scholar, whose deeply critical views of community archaeological evaluative measures, 
and their poorly evidenced positive impacts, were vehemently disliked by multiple practitioners in the 
room. This dislike became immediately obvious when I moved from my brief introductory talk into an 
interactive group session. Here, I assigned participants the task of debating together, then feeding back 
to the full class, how well (if at all) the 10 democratic structuring principles might work in their own 
contexts of practice. Instantly, however, the activity was hijacked by a small but incredibly vocal group 
of mostly senior white men.1

Rather than invest any time in discussing the specifics of governance as requested, these men turned the 
focus entirely back on me, subjecting me in front of the crowd to a string of criticisms and accusations. 
More than one individual rejected the idea that any form of rigorous analysis should be demanded of 
community archaeology because the effects were ‘obvious’, should not be quantified (although I made 
no claim that quantitative measures were an imperative), nor held to any generalisable standards of 
quality or impact. It was repeatedly insinuated that I had no place speaking about these matters, and 
that if I intended to come into a charged environment like this again with the same arguments, I should 
‘toughen up’. 

1  I cannot dwell here on what I perceive to be a clear relationship between my (less powerful) identity and the identities and 
responses of my critics. However, at this event, I was asked by the organisers to take a risky position, and those resistant to 
such risky statements were then allowed to overwhelm me, thereby masking any weaknesses in their normative approaches. 
This phenomenon of identity-based oppression is common in archaeology, its prevalence documented by a growing number of 
scholars, especially Heath-Stout (2019) and Cook (2019) (for heritage/museums, also see Callihan and Feldman 2018).



Public Archaeology: Arts of Engagement

xii

At some point, probably more than 20 minutes into these attacks, one of my session partners intervened. 
He attempted to defend me and push back against the unfounded statements launched at me, but by 
then the session had been derailed, succumbing to what, I believe, were fundamentally anti-intellectual 
and anti-science viewpoints. I was overwhelmed by the circumstances, particularly by the fact that 
these views were seemingly propounded by established practitioners. Indeed, so visibly upset was I that 
a series of younger participants later approached me to apologise (unnecessarily, as they had no role in 
the affair, and the career-related risks to them for intervening might have been too high), expressing 
their concern at the behaviour of this zealous – yet relatively well-known and professionally-established 
– sub-section of the crowd.

Accepting critique as a necessary component of public archaeology

I have long wanted to publicly reflect on this experience, not least because of the many ironies 
inherent in a course focused on ‘reconciliation’ devolving into an unapologetic group attack on a lone 
presenter. It has been deeply affecting for me both personally and professionally, particularly given 
that myself and my teams identify as committed community and public archaeologists with shared 
goals and aspirations. Stepping back and with further reflection, it has led me to wonder under which 
circumstances we could ever be excused from constructively critiquing our community-based work. 
Yet in my experience, community and public archaeological projects are notorious for avoiding or 
dismissing both external scrutiny and internally-focused self-reflection (for comparable arguments 
see, among others, Ellenberger and Richardson 2018, and Fredheim 2018).

Powerfully, the contributions to Public Archaeology: Arts of Engagement prove to me that such critique and 
scrutiny are not avoidable nor inappropriate, but a cornerstone of contemporary public and community 
archaeological practice. This volume is a needed and truly exciting commentary on the present state 
of the field. It is one of the first compendiums to consistently celebrate, as opposed to castigate, 
meticulous, evidence-based reflection, and to nurture (especially in junior contributors) an insistence 
on cumulative learning in order to advance and strengthen future work. Authors are not afraid to think 
through the weaknesses of projects at large: Parry, for example, recognises that current initiatives are 
generally too ‘small-scale and diffused in their aims and objectives’ (p. 39) to achieve genuine social 
impact. Authors are not afraid to question the means by which we fund (and otherwise shape resilience 
into) our community endeavours, demonstrating per Beresford that, of the main models of community 
archaeology in use today, ‘none of them are sustainable on their own’ (p. 42). And authors are not 
afraid to cast a critical eye on the methodologies that we deploy to engage people, with Williams and 
Alexander (p. 72) clearly evidencing how these methods may ‘valorise and misrepresent’ certain pasts 
to appease contemporary interests.

Authors are frank about where they have modelled themselves differently, often displaying a willingness 
to put forward arguments that may otherwise seem unpopular or that challenge accepted wisdom in 
public archaeology. Humphries, for instance, makes clear that top-down intervention is often vital for 
community initiatives to take off, providing participants with confidence and support that may be key 
to success (p. 54). The challenge, then, becomes how we ensure that these same top-down measures 
do not create an inescapable status quo. Stringfellow’s and Pudney’s chapters are especially notable in 
demanding that we be more realistic and aware of our approaches and impacts, and that we work far more 
diligently in the future to capture learnings from our projects and meaningfully apply them. Both authors 
also compel us to appreciate that we may never be able to (indeed, perhaps we should not wish to) achieve 
genuine social change, and hence we must consider productive alternatives which could better play to our 
strengths as archaeologists (per Pudney, these might entail community projects designed ‘to have socially 
active material legacies’ (p. 120)). At its core, then, this book offers the space, and creates the conditions, 
for people to be constructively critical in their practice. Indeed, it goes further by actually incorporating 
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and showcasing critical forms of public communication (see chapters by Swogger, Boyle, Barkman-Astles, 
Duckworth, Ezzeldin, Clarke, McInnes, Brophy and Sackett, Giles and Croucher), and making demands on 
us to invest long-term in community and public archaeology work as opposed to one-off, time-limited 
projects (which appear to be the norm in the sector) (see chapter by Hijazi et al�).

Public archaeology as the path towards a revised archaeological practice

One might argue that public archaeology has long operated in a fashion that (borrowing from Ahmed 
2012) concretises the status quo and allows the colluders in such concretisation to escape questioning. 
What is often at work here, as Ahmed puts it, is that we presume we are acting critically (whether we are 
or not), thereby ‘protecting ourselves from complicity’ (2012: 5). As amply evidenced across multiple 
chapters in this volume, the implications of the approaches employed by community and public 
archaeologists have often not been understood, and the ironies inherent in the outcomes are tremendous 
and disturbing. This is no better demonstrated than by Stringfellow in her outstanding critical analysis 
of a series of community archaeology projects, wherein she concludes that ‘“community” does not 
best describe what these projects do’ (p. 104). Rather, the ‘archaeology in “community archaeology” 
[is] the predominant motivation’ (p. 100), meaning that real economic and social effects are frequently 
unaccounted for. 

This predicament is perhaps not surprising given that, as also noted by Williams in the book’s 
introduction, our understanding of our audiences is highly narrow. In fact, even where we take the time 
to tease out aspects of individual identities, non-participants in our community-based projects tend 
to go unnoticed and hence not understood.2 Beresford takes this point further in his chapter, hinting 
that many audiences may be excluded by the very nature of the paperwork and bureaucracy involved 
in public archaeological initiatives. What is crucial here is an argument that May (2019), Fredheim (in 
prep.), and various other practitioners inside and outside of the discipline, have articulated; namely, 
that publics create themselves and, equally, they are created by our structural biases. We must come to 
recognise how these publics constitute and in what forms. Moreover, we then need to actively design 
for critical engagements amongst such known groups, as well as design means for understanding those 
who do not fit known moulds. If we do not, our contributions will stay narrow and unequal. 

Indeed, we are currently setting ourselves up, following Ahmed’s (2012: 14) summary of the work of 
Alexander (2005), as conspirators in the ‘manufacture of cohesion’, creating ‘the impression of “more 
diversity” than “actually exists”.’ Stringfellow makes a comparable point in her chapter, noting that 
the very concept of community turns community archaeology into an exclusionary enterprise wherein 
intersectionality is ‘ignored or side-lined’ (p. 92). The possibilities of community archaeology, however, 
are perhaps best underscored by Fisher in her chapter on the engagement of homeless individuals with 
archaeology. Herein Fisher hints that the ‘normal’ operations of archaeology are actually not at all 
appropriate for our contemporary practice, and that it is through meaningful experiences with different 
audiences that we can recognise just how much – and in what ways – we must reform our typical methods 
and intents. Citing Kiddey (2014), Fisher writes, ‘it is essential to develop methodologies to work with 
people as they are, and not to expect them to conform to “normal” archaeological practice’ (p. 60). I 
think we might push her important argument even further to suggest that what public archaeology 
affords us – and therein what makes it essential to our basic expertise – is precisely this sense of 
how malformed is ‘normal’ archaeological practice in the present day. Taking public archaeology to 
its fullest, then, means using its critical insights as impetus to constructively revise the discipline of 
archaeology overall.  

2 Excellent examples of how we might begin to understand these non-participants can be found in the work of heritage 
practitioner Fredheim (in prep) and science communicator Emily Dawson (2019).
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Gonzales (2020), reflecting on the role of museums in creating a more just world, notes the necessity 
of being able to talk openly about human issues—regardless of how troublesome and traumatic those 
issues may be. Her point is applicable far beyond the museological sector, as it centres upon dialogue 
and direct human-to-human communication as means to solve problems and galvanise change. I would 
like to suggest that this may also be what Barkman-Astles (pp. 184, 186) is addressing when, in his 
discussion of the application of social media, he calls on us to recognise that our aims should prioritise 
inspiration, conversation, ‘consistent, honest, open and public discourse’. Importantly, this is exactly 
what I believe Public Archaeology: Arts of Engagement provides to its readers. It models such openness and 
honesty both in what it communicates and in how it communicates – in its conscientious, evidence-led 
arguments, its multi-vocal composition, its respect of different presentational media and styles. This is 
a step change from what I experienced in Northern Ireland, where I believe that closed, homogeneous 
and coercive communication was allowed to prevail. For the first time in many years, then, I feel hopeful 
for the future of the discipline. Via its constructively critical approach, this volume provides us with a 
roadmap to how we might learn from the tensions of previous public archaeological projects, propose 
more radical and transformative methodologies, and therein grow a more reflexive and just practice 
now and for the future. 
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