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ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE CONTEXT OF POLITICS

There are three primary political contexts for archaeology: in the creation of a sense 
of national identity; the protection and investigation of archaeological sites; and the 
destruction of heritage sites and objects for political purposes.

First, the link between archaeological sites and national identity is not difficult to 
observe. Archaeological sites often symbolize their countries. As already mentioned, 
the Parthenon and surrounding buildings of the Acropolis are firmly tied to Greek 
identity, and Machu Picchu has come to represent Peru. Mayan sites often symbolize 
Mexico; Stonehenge represents Great Britain; and the pyramids are an emblem of 
ancient Egypt.

In many countries of the world, national identity is strongly tied to heritage sites 
even though research doesn’t always link contemporary peoples of the region with the 
builders of the sites. Sites of the ancient Maya, for example, are often tied with national 
identity in Mexico, even though Mayans constitute a minor percentage of the con-
temporary population; and a recent Honduran presidential inauguration took place 
at the Mayan site of Copan. Other examples of well-known heritage sites that are used 
to create a sense of national identity include the sites of Angkor and Great Zimbabwe.

FIGURE 1.5   
Reconstructed 

Neolithic Houses. 
These Neolithic-style 

houses are located 
close to Stonehenge in 
the UK. They are based 

on archaeological 
excavations at a village 

site close to 
Stonehenge when it 

was built and used 
near the end of the 

Neolithic period  
(c. 5,000 years ago). 

Archaeologists are 
often involved in con-
structing and critiqu-

ing reconstructions of 
the physical past such 
as this and other living 
museums and archae-
ological theme parks 
to ensure authenticity.
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