
 

Paper urges archaeologists and historians to
work closely with people who are grappling
with racism in public monuments

April 8 2021, by Holly Ober
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Ayana Omilade Flewellen (left) and a student (right) sift dirt through a wire
screen to find small artifacts at Estate Little Princess, St. Croix, US Virgin
Islands. Credit: Ayana Omilade Flewellen
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When most Americans imagine an archaeologist, they picture someone
who looks like Indiana Jones. Or, perhaps, Lara Croft, from the Tomb
Raider game. White, usually male but occasionally female, digging up
the spoils of a vanished culture in colonized lands.

Depictions of archaeologists in popular culture mirror reality. Many
scholars have noted the experts institutions recognize as authorities to
discuss or represent the past are overwhelmingly white and mostly male.
Archaeology has also been a tool colonizing countries use to consolidate
and justify their domination. As a new open-access paper in American
Antiquity points out, the first doctoral degree in archaeology was not
granted to a Black woman until 1980.

First author Ayana Omilade Flewellen, an assistant professor of
anthropology at UC Riverside and co-founder of the Society of Black
Archaeologists, is working to change this by investigating antiblackness
within the discipline, increasing the visibility of Black archaeologists and
changing how archaeologists are portrayed in the media, and developing
strategies to get more Black students to study archaeology.

"Public-facing avenues for history-making have historically excluded
Black and Brown people," Flewellen said. "It has been white, extracting
value from and not in dialogue with surrounding communities. How can
we be part of history making? How can we get more excluded
communities engaged in this work?"

The paper urges archaeologists and history professionals to work closely
with people who are grappling with racism in public monuments and
institutional names in the wake of last year's uprising following the
killing of George Floyd. The authors argue that by working with "broad
publics who are actively dictating what should be preserved and what
should not the field can begin to redress the harm it has perpetuated."

3/6

https://phys.org/tags/history/


 

"The past is messy," Flewellen said. "And archaeologists, we're in the
dirt."

The authors assert that professionals of color who deal with history,
whether as archaeologists, historians, museum curators, or other heritage
experts, are often accused of bias in topics related to slavery, racism, or
genocide. Their scholarly or public-facing work is often said to lack
objectivity or express excessive emotion. The work of white scholars,
writing on the same topics, is considered objective and taken more
seriously.

"People question the objectivity of Black scholars but everyone,
including white scholars, always has our own biases," Flewellen said.
"But embracing these biases by working closely with communities,
including Indigenous and Asian, usually excluded from history making
allows us to have a more human image of the past."

For example, the authors suggest monuments damaged by protestors
could be preserved and displayed alongside exhibits contextualizing the
damage as part of a broader history that includes the oppression and
struggle for equality of Black, Brown and Indigenous peoples in
America. Defacing or destroying monuments could be seen not as an
attempt to erase history but rather, as part of an active process of making
history.

Recognizing acts of Black resistance against such monuments and other
markers of white supremacy makes for a more objective, inclusive, and
human telling of history, the authors argue. It also shifts attention from a
preoccupation with preservation toward critical examination of the
histories scholars choose to see, excavate, and steward.

The paper also addresses the challenges of bringing more Black college
students into archaeology, which, in America, is usually housed in
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anthropology departments.

"Many Black students don't even have access," Flewellen said.
"Historically Black colleges and universities don't usually have
anthropology majors, and there are financial barriers as well. Field
schools, necessary to complete training, are expensive, and because there
are so few Black archaeologists, it's also hard for Black students to find
mentors."

The authors argue Black archaeology, a specialization shaped by Black
Feminist theory focusing on Africa and the African Disapora, can help
bring more Black people, especially women, into archaeology and work
against racism in the discipline.

"An antiracist archaeology is committed to forging sustainable and
nurturing connections among archaeologists of all backgrounds, as well
as with communities impacted by archaeological work, community
organizers and activists, and those working with smaller historical
societies that are also fighting to preserve local histories," the authors
write.

The paper emerged from a forum last summer and calls on universities
to:

Hire and advance more minority faculty and staff through tenure
and promotion and into senior-level roles, respectively.
Make the process of obtaining tenure and merit reviews more
transparent.
Admit more minority students and offer more scholarships to
help them achieve a degree.
Train faculty and graduate students to integrate antiracist
pedagogy in their classes.
Rethink curricula and syllabi to incorporate a greater diversity of

5/6

https://phys.org/tags/archaeologists/
https://phys.org/tags/archaeological+work/
https://vimeo.com/433155008


 

voices and perspectives.
Reduce and respond to incidents of macro and microaggressions
on campus, such as overtly racist abuse and small everyday
insults that make for a hostile environment for students of color.
Hire counseling center staff members who are competent to
address the psychological stress of minority students.

  More information: Ayana Omilade Flewellen et al, "The Future of
Archaeology Is Antiracist": Archaeology in the Time of Black Lives
Matter, American Antiquity (2021). DOI: 10.1017/aaq.2021.18
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