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Sunday Times, July 7th 2002.

Digging up a heap of trouble

New excavations are under attack from
archaeologists who prefer to be PC about BC,
writes Michael Durham.

This week the digging season began in earnest in eastern Turkey, 
one of the richest archaeological hunting grounds in the world and 

one of the most culturally sensitive. Over the next month up to six 

teams of archaeologists from Germany and America will join Turkish 

diggers within a 15-mile radius of Bismil, a town in the Upper Tigris 

valley, an area destined to be flooded by the controversial Ilisu dam.

If it is built the dam will inundate 200 square miles of remote countryside 

in a Kurdish area of Turkey, wipe the medieval town of Hasankeyf from 

the map, and displace 25,000 mainly Kurdish people. The dam's many 

opponents say it will benefit Turkey and oppress the Kurdish minority. 

But apart from the human tragedy, the waters will close over thousands 

of archaeological sites in an area considered the cradle of civilisation, 

sealing them for ever. 

Small wonder that western archaeologists are rushing to dig. But these 

latter-day Indiana Joneses, who today come equipped with mobile 

phones and all-terrain vehicles as well as floppy hats, are now at the centre 
of an increasingly bitter row. Should they be digging in such an area at all?

According to an increasingly vociferous group of archaeologists, diggers 

searching for ancient civilisations should be putting the rights of local people 

first - even if it means abandoning the kind of quest that made Howard Carter 

famous. Some of their colleagues, however, are wondering if political 

correctness has finally reached the dusty world of archaeology.

In a report for the World Archaeological Congress, an organisation 
that aims to lay down ethical standards for professional diggers, Maggie
Ronayne, argues that fellow-diggers should not take part in rescue 
operations paid for by developers in sensitive areas, or dig without taking 

the feelings of local people into account.

“It is a question of whether or not archaeologists want to be part of the very 

large-scale destruction of culture now occurring”, she argues. “And whether 

the whole area of developer-led archaeology--where companies tender for 

contracts to excavate in advance of developments, now institutionalised in 

the US and the  UK--should be extended.

“Agreeing to salvage in advance of something like Ilisu puts archaeologists in 

the position of being complicit in projects which have been shown to have 

devastating effects economically, socially, environmentally and culturally. Or 

worse, in war zones”. With a final twist of the trowel Ronayne, a lecturer in public archaeology at the National University of Ireland, argues  that by carrying out emergency “rescue” digs, archaeologists lower their professional standards, 

reducing their work’s value.

Some academic archaeologists agree, but the majority of field diggers say 

Ronayne and the World Archaeological Congress are being too politically 

correct. Rob Early, a site manager with the Oxford Archaeology Unit, speaking 

from Instanbul, says: “We know building dams is an out-of-date concept that 

shouldn't be happening, but archaeology should be non-political”.

One digger specifically taken to task by the World Archaeological Congress 

is Bradley Parker, an American specialist in the ancient Near East from the 

University of Utah.  Parker has dug in the Ilisu dam area for years, first at 

ancient settlements at Salat Tepe and Boztepe, and more recently at Kenan 

Tepe, a 6,500-year-old inhabited mound in the Upper Tigris, five miles east 

of Bismil.

Ronayne accuses Parker of ignoring the concerns of local people by digging
trenches  through the courtyards of their ruined houses at Boztepe, bulldozed 

and set on fire by the Turkish army. “I would like to ask Parker whether he 

asked those residents displaced from there whether he could dig though the 

courtyards of their bulldozed houses”, she writes.  “I’d also like to ask him why 

he stopped digging at Boztepe and moved on to Kenan Tepe--given that the 

Turkish government wanted him to”.

Parker, who will be joined by several other western and Turkish expeditions 

near Bismil for this summer’s digging, insists he has acted properly and always 

with the support of local people.

He admits, however, he is obliged to work in the Bismil district because most 

of the area threatened with flooding is closed by the military authorities.

Ilisu is just one of scores of places where archaeologists risk being accused 

of collaboration with human rights abuses or bad development. In China, 

teams of archaeologists are working round the clock to record sites that 

will be flooded by the Three Gorges hydroelectric dam, which will displace 

tens of thousands of people when it opens next year.  In Portugal, archaeologists 

are preparing to do battle over a new barrage on the River Coa, which threatens 
to destroy some of the world’s finest paleolithic rock carvings.

In Australia’s Northern Territories, Aborigines protesting at plans for a
uranium mine in the Kakadu National Park have called on archaeologists to 

support them. The mine would destroy a sacred site. The Aborigines say they 

would rather archaeologists worked to stop the mine instead of agreeing to a 

rescue excavation.

In a few cases, diggers have come into open conflict with indigenous people. 

In one recent case in Tasmania, archaeologists were run out of the area by 

Aboriginals furious at the threatened destruction of a heritage site.

Professor Martin Hall, president of the World Archaeological Congress,
defends Ronayne’s argument. “This is not just a silly bit of political 
correctness”, he says. “The remains of the past are very often part of the 

patrimony of people in the present. Archaeologists should always consider if 
there are ethical implications for modern communities they work with.
“Unfortunately, some archaeologists do not recognise this connection and
argue that research should be independent of the context in which it 
is conducted”. Harrison Ford is due to reprise the role of Indiana Jones for one 

last rummage through the rubble.  Do not expect the film to air these 
issues.

~~~~~~~~~~

Clarification by Archaeologists Campaigning Against the Ilisu Dam

Contrary to the statement in the Sunday Times article that this is
simply a ‘pc’ dispute between academics, it is of course the
concern and demands of women, children and men affected by this
project and of campaigners in Turkey and Europe, which have
resulted in professional archaeologists taking a position to oppose
this project.

In addition, even within the profession of archaeology, over 250
Archaeologists, from *all* sectors of the profession in the UK and
Ireland, signed a petition opposing the project.  One third of all field
archaeologists in the UK who work in the commercial contract
sector of the profession and who would, in all likelihood, be among
those sent to "rescue" sites in advance of the dam, oppose this
project.  This includes many of those employed by the Oxford Unit,
mentioned in the article.  Furthermore, these archaeologists 
oppose it on grounds of the destruction of people’s culture and 
violations of the human rights of affected communities, which the 
dam would result in.  Archaeologists are also opposed to the 
project on the basis of cultural and other repression of Kurdish 
people and their history already taking place in Turkey, including in 
the area where the dam would be built.  

The archaeologists’ branch of the Prospect trade union has voted a 
"green ban" on the Ilisu dam.  This means that any archaeologist 
who is a member of the trade union will be supported to refuse to 
engage in work in order to "rescue" a few archaeological sites in 
advance of the dam - work which could only justify the project going 
ahead and lead itself to further distortion and denial of Kurdish 
people’s culture and history.

- Jayne Gidlow, Field Archaeologist and Branch Secretary, Prospect 
Trade Union Archaeologists’ Branch, UK.
- Willy Kitchen, Part-time Lecturer in Archaeology at the Dearne 
Valley College and the Institute of Lifelong Learning, University of 
Sheffield, UK.
- Maggie Ronayne, Lecturer in Public Archaeology, National 
University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland and Executive Member, World 
Archaeological Congress.

