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Introduction

Christopher P. Barton

Timbuctoo was founded in 1825 by formerly enslaved people who had mi-
grated from Maryland. The community operated as a terminus on the Un-
derground Railroad. In the mid-nineteenth century, several residents of 
Timbuctoo successfully resisted the attempts of slave catchers to capture 
them. At least eleven male residents of Timbuctoo served in the United 
States Colored Troops during the Civil War. Even though most of them 
were never enslaved, they fought against the system to ensure that people 
who they had never met would be free. The people of Timbuctoo were 
poor, not because of any moral failing or because they lacked the will to 
work but because they lived in a society that limited the opportunities of 
Black people to accumulate economic, political, and social capital (Barton 
2013). In the twentieth century, when New Jersey had an estimated 100,000 
residents associated with the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), Timbuctoo residents 
endured cross burnings, threats, and potential violence from local KKK 
members. Even in 2017, recruitment flyers for the KKK saying “Stop ho-
mosexuality and race mixing” and “Love your race” were distributed in 
the nearby communities of Cinnaminson and Maple Shade. Despite these 
historical realities of racism and marginalization, the legacies of which are 
still felt in the present day, I have frequently been asked after public presen-
tations or meetings with my dissertation committee why I am politicizing 
the past at Timbuctoo. After one public presentation, a white resident of 
Burlington County told me that I was a “race baiter” and that the KKK had 
never been in that area, despite the fact that the KKK had been posting 
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newsletters on people’s doors in nearby Shamong (Barton and Markert 
2012). I always have had difficulty trying to see the opposite point of view 
when it comes to repression. How, could the site not be political given its 
history and the continued subjugation of people of color in the United 
States? Accusations that I was politicizing the site and that I was being an 
“activist” were attempts to somehow limit the influences of our work at 
Timbuctoo. Many people wanted an apolitical narrative of progress that 
championed racial harmony. At first, as a young graduate student, I was 
afraid to vocalize my hopes for an activist archaeology, fearing retribution 
from other professionals and members of the public. But over time, the 
work at Timbuctoo changed to an understanding that history, archaeology, 
and politics intersect as we discuss structural problems in the past and their 
legacies in the present. This brings us to the guiding question of this book: 
Can archaeology be used for social activism?
 Power is the issue at hand. All of us possess power in some way, although 
our abilities to wield that power can vary due to circumstances and situa-
tions. For much of the history of the discipline, in fact, archaeologists have 
worked for academic institutions, government agencies, and the public sec-
tor, and because of this, much of our work has in some way helped to sup-
port the networks that have repressed others. While this was often not our 
intention, archaeology is a product of a society that placed a higher value 
on some histories at the expense of others. In this regard, archaeology has 
helped promote some histories while silencing others, all for the sake of 
those in power in the present.
 In this book, we discuss how to use the power of archaeology for social 
activism. The archaeology of social activism is the use of our craft to gen-
erate knowledge about the past in order to use that information to create 
action in the present and make a more humane future. Activist archae-
ologists understand that we have a responsibility to the communities we 
serve to use our craft for their betterment and not to perpetuate systems 
of repression that have marginalized and hurt people. Similarly, in what he 
calls “action archaeology,” Jeremy Sabloff defines the use of archaeology as 
activism as the “involvement or engagement with the problems facing the 
modern world through archaeology” (2008, 17). These definitions force us 
to understand that although the origins of archaeology are rooted in co-
lonialization, we are not captives to a discipline that aggrandizes the past 
for the sake of the present. Instead, we can use our craft to challenge social 
injustice in the present (Atalay 2012, 78–79; Stottman 2010).
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 The theme of this book is that no matter where in the world, no mat-
ter what time period is being studied or what methods are being used, 
archaeology can be used as social activism. Social activism does not need 
to be explicitly identified in boldface. Instead, there is power in leaving it 
to readers to look between the lines, to critically think about what they 
read. Within these pages you will be introduced to archaeologists study-
ing projects in many locations, and while some are clear about their social 
activism, others write in a more nuanced way. Yet each of the contributors 
view their work within the broad spectrum that is archaeology as social 
activism. Archaeology as a medium for contesting social injustice is not a 
uniform product; it has no set way of achieving its goals. What may work 
at one site may not work at another site. This may seem like a copout to 
some readers, who would argue that the ambiguity and the lack of a clearly 
defined process somehow diminishes the activist element of archaeology. 
However, we believe that the democratization of archaeology is not limited 
to including others in our research designs, our methodologies, and/or our 
interpretations; it is also about empowering audiences to think critically 
about our contributions in order to form their own opinions.
 Before we dive into the contributors’ case studies, it is important to ask 
several questions about archaeology as social activism. First, can archaeol-
ogy create positive change in the world? Second, if our goal is to use our 
craft to make the world a better place, then who are we doing it for? Finally, 
what is this better world that we are hoping to create?
 Can archaeology create positive change in the world? We should not 
overlook this question: it is the basis for all archaeology. Each of us wants 
to bring change to the present through our studies of the past, to show 
how people in the past experienced their world; how they lived, how they 
viewed themselves in relation to others, and most important, how they are 
connected to us today. Archaeologists do not uncover the past simply for 
the sake of exploration; we hope to somehow discover something of our-
selves in those who came before us and to use that discovery to define us. 
Jeremy Sabloff argues that our research “not only can inform us in general 
about lessons to be learned from the successes and failures of past cul-
tures and provide policy makers with useful contexts for future decisions-
making, but it really can make an immediate difference in the world today 
and directly affect the lives of people at this very moment” (2008, 17). In 
many ways, social action and activism can be unintended consequences of 
archaeology.
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 Not every form of archaeology needs to be directly geared toward so-
cial activism to create political action. In fact, since the 1970s and the rise 
of New Archaeology, there have been concerted efforts to depoliticize ar-
chaeology through a push for objective, scientific approaches to our craft. 
Any quick search for the definition of archaeology will return descriptions 
featuring the word “science.” This is not to say that what we do is not sci-
entific; quite the contrary, many of us pride ourselves on our methods. I 
believe that archaeologists are scientists, and while some see themselves 
as “hard scientists” like our friends in biology or geology, others think that 
we are more like social scientists, as are our siblings in anthropology. But 
whether you see archaeology as anthropology (Binford 1962) or archaeol-
ogy as archaeology (Wiseman 1980), the core of our craft is that it seeks to 
inform the world about the past (McGuire 2008). Even the many people 
who do not believe that archaeology should be “politicized” or be used to 
affect social change are creating social action through the ways they use 
their research to inform the present. Simply put, all archaeology seeks to 
educate those in the present about the past, and in this way all archaeology 
is a political act that has power (King 2004, 23–31). The topics we investi-
gate, the sites we dig, the legislation used to protect the past: every process 
of archaeology is intertwined with social and political networks and thus 
deals with issues of power. This definition forces us to understand that we 
are not captives to our past and we can use our craft as a medium for good.
 However, over the past few decades there has been a shift in how we use 
archaeology to explore the past. Some of these changes were not intentional; 
they were a reflection of how society sees the past and the present lives of 
marginalized groups. In the United States, much of this new conscious-
ness originated in the 1960s and 1970s in the context of the Civil Rights 
Movement, the American Indian Movement, the feminist movement, the 
gay liberation movement, and protests against the Vietnam War (Little and 
Shackel 2014, 74–75). That is not to say that there were never socially con-
scious archaeologists before that time period (Patterson and Orser 2004) 
but that the sociopolitical context of the 1960s and 1970s helped create a 
consciousness that pushed archaeologists to question their roles in soci-
ety. However, many archaeologists in the United States feared that if their 
discipline became overtly political, they would lose social capital and their 
discipline would be viewed as not an objective science. While archaeolo-
gists understood that their craft had power in the context of larger sociopo-
litical movements, their fear was that their peers and the public would see 
any interpretations that connected the past to present-day social issues as 



Introduction   ·   5

political bias. These are very real concerns. Economic, political, and social 
agendas have threatened archaeological sites and archaeologists through-
out the world (Colwell [2016]; Newman 2015; see also Keita et al., this vol-
ume). These concerns pushed archaeologists to strive for empirically based, 
purely data-driven research that mirrored the perceived objectivity of the 
hard sciences (Trigger 2006). Archaeologists began to emphasize the func-
tion of the archaeological record with a particular focus on past peoples’ 
relationships with the environment at the cost of deemphasizing social in-
teractions between people (Preucel and Hodder 1996; Harris and Cipolla 
2017, 29). While some archaeologists understood the connections between 
the present and their research of the past, few archaeologists sought to di-
rectly influence present-day issues.
 In my own field of African Diaspora archaeology, most practitioners 
from the late 1960s to the early 1980s sought to avoid explicitly discussions 
of modern problems. For example, in 1968, Charles Fairbanks (1974) be-
gan excavations at Kingsley Plantation in Florida. Fairbanks is seen as the 
founder of plantation archaeology in the United States, not because he was 
the first to excavate at plantation sites but because his focus was primarily 
on the everyday lives of enslaved people. His work was also distinguished 
by his interest in uncovering artifacts that showed a direct connection be-
tween enslaved people and belief systems in Africa (Fairbanks 1984). While 
Fairbanks’s work at Kingsley was never overtly political, his focus on find-
ing Africanisms was in part inspired by the idea that despite the horrors of 
enslavement and the legacy of slavery, people of the African Diaspora were 
able to resist assimilation and hold onto a core African identity (Herskovits 
1941). 
 Much historical archaeology in the United States prior to this period had 
focused on sites that were seen as important to the history of the nation. 
While Fairbanks was by no means the first archaeologist to look at mar-
ginalized peoples (cf. Bullen and Bullen 1945), his work was a watershed 
moment in American archaeology as the social movements of the 1960s 
pushed archaeologists to expand their research beyond the traditional top-
ics of their predecessors. While today we do not see a shift from focusing 
on the plantation’s big house to slave cabins as radical, for the archaeolo-
gists of the time, the transition to studying past marginalized peoples was 
revolutionary. I do not believe that anyone would classify much of the ar-
chaeological work during this period under the label of “social activist ar-
chaeology,” but this brief discussion shows that despite our best efforts to 
appear objective or to present our work as apolitical, the reality is that we 



6   ·   Christopher P. Barton

are products of our time and every facet of our work has social and political 
ramifications.
 We need to understand that many sites associated with marginalized 
communities are often poorly documented and overlooked in the pres-
ent, leading to situations where these sites are developed, excavated, and/
or destroyed with limited or no consultation with the communities that are 
affected. Such sites have political meaning for diverse communities. As a 
result, sites like the African Burial Ground in New York City (LaRoche and 
Blakey 1997); Shockoe Bottom in Richmond, Virginia (Laird 2010); the Ca-
hokia Mound Site (Schuessler 2014); and the Dakota Access Pipeline (Sid-
der 2016), have become threatened by development even though they have 
local and national significance. While these projects help us understand 
the history and archaeology of marginalized people better, their selection 
for development shows how we often view such sites as expendable or as 
obstacles that impede the lives of the living. For example, Shockoe Bottom 
was one of the largest slave-trading districts in the mid-nineteenth century 
(Deetz et al. 2015). After the end of the Civil War, the area continued to be 
a historical black community even as sections of Shockoe became vacated 
or as Virginia Commonwealth University acquired them and turned them 
into parking lots. From 2005 to 2010, the James River Institute for Archae-
ology (Laird 2010) excavated the Lumpkin’s Jail site in Shockoe which was 
used as used as a slave auction house until the end of the Civil War and then 
became a schoolhouse (Mullins 2016). Despite the pleas of scholars and 
concerned citizens, in 2011, city planners in Richmond, Virginia, unveiled 
the Shockoe Economic Revitalization Strategy, which included plans for a 
hotel, over 500 apartments, and a stadium for Minor League Baseball. The 
city contended that the redevelopment project would not affect the history 
of the area because the land was underdeveloped and only contained empty 
parking lots (Berry and Scheeler 2012), despite the detailed historical and 
archaeological studies that showcased the value of Shockoe. In recent years, 
the city has slowly backed out of redevelopment plans as it faces mounting 
pressure from the public. In 2014, the National Trust for Historic Preser-
vation listed the neighborhood of Shockoe Bottom as one of America’s 11 
Most Endangered Historic Places. Like many other African American sites 
in the United States, such as Weccacoe Playground (Mooney and Morrell 
2013) and the African Burial Ground (LaRoche and Blakey 1997), the ar-
chaeology of Shockoe comes at a time when movements such as Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) are addressing issues of social justice and racism.
 BLM originated as a hashtag in 2013 following George Zimmerman’s 


