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Ethics and Archaeology

Most associations of archaeologists have codes of ethics that stipulate how archaeolo-
gists should conduct their work. Although the issues addressed for each organization 
vary (Table 3.4), some generalizations can be made about the protection of the archae-
ological record, commercialization, and responsibilities to various groups. In recent 
years many associations have strengthened their codes of conduct to specifically address 
sexual harassment and abuse.

PROTECTION OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD

Most professional organizations recognize an obligation to protect the archaeological 
record. In practical terms, this means that archaeologists should not allow the wanton 
destruction of archaeological sites or the looting of heritage objects. Some organizations 
stipulate that archaeologists hold the primary responsibility of protecting and interpreting 
the human past. Others believe that the responsibility for protecting and interpreting the 
human past should be shared with or be secondary to descendant communities. This 
brings up the dilemma often expressed in the question, “Who owns the past?” For some, 

TABLE 3.4  Major Archaeological Associations and Issues Addressed by 
Their Codes of Ethics

ORGANIZATION ETHICS ADDRESSED

Archaeological Institute of 
America

Responsibilities to the archaeological record, the 
public, and colleagues

Canadian Archaeological 
Association

Stewardship; Aboriginal relationships; professional 
responsibilities; public education

Register of Professional 
Archaeologists

Responsibilities to the public, descendant 
communities, colleagues, employees, students, 
employers, and clients; commercialization; standards 
of research; sharing research

Society for American 
Archaeology

Stewardship; accountability; commercialization; 
public education and outreach; intellectual property; 
public reporting and publication; records and 
preservation; training and resources

Society for Historical 
Archaeology

Stewardship; sharing research results; 
documentation; commercialization; public education

World Archaeology Congress Responsibilities to Indigenous Peoples
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