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1. A short story of politics and power in Madrid

I will start this paper in first person, with an expe-
riential approach to a traumatic process for Span-
ish heritage. I will do it with a story that starts 
back in 2007 when a group of colleagues started 
AMTTA, an archaeology workers association 
with a clear aim: a new labour agreement for the 
sector in Madrid. 

Spanish archaeology is mainly conducted un-
der the polluter-pays-principle and most inter-
ventions take place in a commercial context (see 
Parga-Dans, 2009). This situation has been blamed 
for the precariousness of the sector (Moya, 2010; 
González, 2012), which is not different from other 
countries (Schlanger & Aitchison, 2010).

For three years, the labour agreement was 
carefully written up and in 2010 it was ready to 
be signed. First meetings with archaeological 
companies went well and I was about to start my 
mandate as President of AMTTA when the crisis 
blew all up with a new frame law that made any 
agreement unviable.

It was a moment to rethink the association, as 
its main aim was virtually over. Outreach was a 
clear focus for us, but the ratification of the La 
Valetta Convention in March 2011, opened a new 
line of action in the legislative arena. Therefore, 
we started to meet the different political repre-
sentatives in order to explain our situation and 
the need of further regulations adapting to it.

1.1. No need of new regulations!
In October 2011, we went to the Regional Parlia-
ment, and the minority party in the opposition 
offered us the possibility of writing questions to 
the Government, asking for new regulations for 
archaeological activity and a reform in the law 
according to the Valetta precepts. We did so and 
on November 24th 2011 we got an answer to only 
two of them (see figure 1).

The answer was simple: To the question about 
an adaptation of the law, there was no need to 
change anything. To the question about the new 
regulations, there were already six of them and 
that was enough. 
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It is true that the law was not especially bad, 
although it could not be considered innovative 
regarding the national law, and the national one 
was not especially adapted to the real situation of 
archaeological heritage management in Spain, as 
it was written looking backwards into a different 
model (Ballarín, 1999; PÉrez De arMiñán, 1987). 
Still, there is no doubt it did not fulfi l the require-
ments of the Valetta Convention.

About regulations, there were actually six of 
them, but regarding totally different topics to the 
ones addressed by us. They affected the Regional 
Council (its members and their roles), BIC dec-
larations (BIC is the highest protection fi gure in 
Spanish legislation) and funding (based on the 
Cultural 1% of funds set by the national law).

We were not happy at all with the answers, 
so the three opposition parties in the Regional 
Parliament made new oral questions to the Vice-
Councelor of Culture during a control commission 
in February. His answers were exactly the same, 
with no possibility of replica. Therefore, after the 
refusal to do anything, we started to fear that the 
expected regulations on archaeological heritage 
management, which would be fundamental to the 
better practice of archaeology, were never going 
to happen.

1.2. A new urgent law…
Three months after the written answer and only 
twelve days after sticking to it in the control com-
mission, the Vice-President (to be the new Presi-
dent only months later) of the Regional Govern-
ment announced a new law that would be pro-
cessed urgently, expecting to have a draft by the 
summer (Fig. 2).

Expectations were met as on May 29th 2012, we 
received an email with the draft from CDL (the of-
fi cial professional association with a consultative 
role). Only seven people came to the urgent meet-
ing called to discuss it, but we managed to answer 
shortly. CDL with an offi cial report, and AMTTA 
with a counter-law, amending most of the text. 
As many people were not aware of the new draft 
and we had no answer from the Regional Govern-
ment, we decided to go to the media in the form 
of the scientifi c news agency “Materia” (on June 
25th). This did not go over well in the government 
and we were indirectly reprehended. However, 
the process had just started and we aimed to set 
battle in order to achieve a better outcome for the 
new law.

Trying to build strong basis for our allegations, 
we called a committee of recognised profession-
als in different aspects related to cultural heritage 
management, including experts in cultural legis-
lation. In a two-day workshop we drafted some 
red lines and developed many interesting ideas 
for a new innovative law. Our objective was to 
use those in our attempt to change the draft for 
the better. Maybe our confrontation with the Re-
gional Government was too obvious, but it laid 
on a strong lack of communication.

In the spring of 2013 we received new fuel for 
the fi re. The Legal Services of the Regional Gov-
ernment had spotted dozens of problems in the 
text, including several serious ones that should 
be amended. Some of them were in line with our 
comments and that is what we used in order to 
fi ght the fi nal draft going to the Regional Parlia-
ment for approval. Our main problem was that 
the Government had a suffi cient majority in the 
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Fig. 1  Snapshot of 
the answer of the 
Regional Government 
to our question on the 
need of a new law for 
archaeological heritage 
management, adapted 
to Valetta Convention.
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parliament. However, the governing party prom-
ised to hear the opposition and us, so our expec-
tations of a slight positive change rose.

The final draft was not very different from the 
original and we had conducted an extensive cam-
paign against it, including over 6,000 signatures 
from professionals and institutions (Díaz & Torija 
& Zarco, 2014). Finally, on June 13th 2013, the law 
was being voted upon, despite the opposition of 
three parties and over 200 amendments. The de-
bate was certainly disappointing and listening 
speech after speech, reply after reply, we under-
stood that the draft was going to pass almost un-
touched, although the law was not good (Yañez, 
2013; García Fernández, 2014; Muñoz, 2014).

Around midnight, after a recount of 52-69 
against us, it all ended as a bad basketball match.

1.3. The appeal
The odds were not very good for us, as there were 
very few options to appeal and they were all ex-
tremely expensive for us. The cheapest and more 
realistic was an appeal to the Constitutional Court, 
but that meant years of deliberation over very 
few points that did not actually solve anything. 
However, we needed to try something at least as a 
stand. For the first time in years the whole collec-
tive agreed on something: That new law was not 
good and we needed to keep fighting.

After contacting the national representatives 
of the opposition parties, there was an agreement 
to go ahead with the fight. After all, if the nation-
al Government itself did not appeal, a move by  
over 50 senators or MPs could do so. We had the 
presenter; Javier García Fernández, a professor of 
Constitutional Law and one of the best special-

ists in Heritage legislation (i. e. García Fernán-
dez, 1989 for a first international work). We had 
the money after an agreement between CDL and 
AMTTA-MCyP. We only needed time.

A first shocking reaction was the manoeuvre 
from two of the three opposition parties to leave 
the other outside the photo (using the Senate in-
stead of the Congress). A political strategic move 
we did not expect. However, the appeal was reg-
istered in September and admitted soon after. 
This was good news, as it meant those articles ap-
pealed against were temporarily suspended until 
the appeal was resolved.

At this moment I moved away from the 
project. I was not AMTTA President anymore and 
the process was apparently going to last forever. 
After months of very hard work, it felt frustrating 
that political power was absolutely over every-
thing. A lesson learned, but still painful.

We went back to outreach and other claims 
(health and safety, monitoring of open to visit 
sites, visualization of archaeology in the city, etc.). 
During a huge cultural event in March 2014, in 
which we participated, another colleague con-
vinced me to run for the board of CDL with him 
and other colleagues. We got elected and soon I 
had to get involved again in the process.

Why? Against all odds, the Constitutional 
Court sentenced in less than one year (Sentencia 
122/2014, de 17 de julio de 2014) upholding the 
appeal against about  20% of the law and requir-
ing the Regional Government to change it. As one 
of the main actors in the process, CDL had to get 
involved in the new process opened and I was 
again there for it.
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1.4. The reform
However, the process was not going to be as fast 
as expected. During that fall, no actions were 
taken, and the Regional Government decided to 
amend the annulled articles using the national 
frame law.

Elections in the Spring of 2015 slowed the 
process even more. When the new Government 
was elected, plans for a reform arose, but the Re-
gional Parliament soon mandated the task with 
clear terms by autumn. They had to change the 
annulled articles, as well as some other details 
with stakeholders’ participation – and all in just 
three months.

This was the perfect excuse to limit any change 
to the mandate, but the time frame was extremely 
short for the real parliamentary schedule. In Feb-
ruary 2016 we had a first consultation meeting as 
one of the six platforms invited to participate in 
the process. A draft was being completed and the 
cultural heritage office wanted to see what we (as 
interested parties to the process) had to say. By 
Easter we had a final draft, which we had the op-
portunity to amend. However, the changes made 
were correct and they had no need to go further 
with them. At the same time that these lines were 
written we got an official answer to our amend-
ments, in which only two of the proposed chang-
es we exposed were accepted, and a working 
task-group has been commissioned to continue 
monitoring and acting within the parliamentary 
process that will not probably take place before 
this coming fall.

2. Layers of overlapping powers

Within this short description we can identify sev-
eral layers of power, among which there is not a 
clearly dominant locus of power, as depending on 
the specific situation some of them prevail over 
the others. In a brief review we can highlight: the 
people; the media; civil associations; professional 
associations; bureaucrats; the Regional Govern-
ment; the political parties; the Regional Parlia-
ment; the National Government; the Constitu-
tional Court and beyond.

Some of the actors participate in different lay-
ers —let’s call them spheres from now on— like 
myself, as part of civil society, a professional as-
sociation and an informal member of the media - 
gaining or losing power even within each sphere. 
As a member of the civil society I might have a 
voice, but I cannot articulate it effectively to make 
the organic power (Government?) listen. Howev-

er, with a good media release the organic power 
might listen, even more than when we organize 
in associations. But the political sphere(s) is even 
more complicated and “the party”, supposed to 
be the minor power, becomes the ruling voice, or 
even a dictatorial one in situations like those de-
scribed above, where it holds the majority of the 
Parliament. Then, independent spheres like the 
bureaucrats or the Parliament itself are under full 
control and higher powers are needed. This is ba-
sically how we acted, but things could have been 
extremely different if just one of the spheres had 
changed slightly. For example, a Regional Parlia-
ment without a full majority from “Partido Popu-
lar” would have probably stopped the law before 
being approved, as we had gained the support of 
the other three parties. This is the current situa-
tion and the negotiations over the amendments 
are being much more inclusive, even though ide-
ology is still there. A shift in power relations al-
ways affects the outcome.

This power can be gained by different means. 
For us it should have been the expertise of the 
professionals. This is how we gained the favour 
of the opposition and the people, but not the Gov-
ernment. In this case our power was money, as 
we were able to pay the fees of a constitutional 
appeal —the lawyer that basically wrote our sub-
missions. Without that money, our power to put 
down the law would have vanished instantly. 
Public opinion showed to be insufficient for us, 
but we were used by the political sphere to gain 
power over people through this same public opin-
ion when the parties appropriated our work.

This is probably the main form of power we 
practice, from the so-called Authorised Heritage 
Discourse (Smith, 2006) and our role as experts. 
We exercise power over people in activities relat-
ed to archaeological interpretation and manage-
ment. The term was defined in a negative way, as 
means of exclusion and scorn, but hides a reality 
that has not been critically addressed yet from its 
opportunities. After all, the power relations set 
within the AHD are not always – or completely 
– bad.

Power is a complicated issue that lays in the 
core of society. It is not my role in this paper 
to discuss its sociological foundations (see i. e. 
Foucault, 1980; Honneth, 1991), however, I find 
it interesting to delve into its implications for ar-
chaeological practice. Archaeology has extensive-
ly studied power in the past, either as a matter of 
change, persistence or resistance. Understanding 
power in an historical perspective is an advantage 
to understand society nowadays. We have called 
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for the position of archaeologists as public intel-
lectuals in this sense (see i. e. Hamilakis, 1999; Tar-
low at al., 2013), but very few results have been 
achieved besides contemporary (public) archae-
ology. In this sense, projects like the Levi Jordan 
Plantation (McDavid, 1997) or Annapolis (Potter, 
1994) were an example of community empower-
ment from archaeology. However, other politi-
cal options are present, with less transformative 
consequences and questions arise: is this the only 
possible model we can follow? Do we need an ac-
tual connection with the affected community to 
act? Is political action the way? How?

3. Politics and Archaeology

Some time ago I had a heated debate about the 
political impact of archaeology in contemporary 
society. Reading McGuire’s Archaeology as politi-
cal action (McGuire, 2008) had awakened some old 
ideas in me. A couple of years later, two sentences 
in a new book (Stottman, 2010) set the basis of the 
debate for me: “Is trying to save the world with 
archaeology what we want to be doing?” (Jeppson, 
2010, 63). “Perhaps it is the world of archaeology 
which needs to be changed in order to be saved” 
(Little, 2010, 154-155).

Politics became the centre of my research in 
two different ways: how politics – and policies 
– affect archaeology (see the beginning of this ar-
ticle as an example) and how archaeology might 
affect politics – and work towards social change. 
In this venture, there are different scenarios to 
play, as politics affect most aspects of the social 
sphere and, thus, are implicit in most of our ac-
tions. However, there are several aspects I con-
sider essential to point out.

3.1. The social image of archaeology… and its 
impact on politics
There is an extensive literature on the topic – at 
least on the image of archaeology – that portrays 
a very interesting profile of society on what they 
understand as archaeology or the past (see i.e. 
Holtorf, 2007 – my personal favourite – or my 
risky approach to other scenarios in Almansa, 
2013; 2014a). From there we can understand that 
stereotypes of the profession and the past are still 
strong in the collective memory – maybe as strong 
as for other professions. But also that the archaeo-
appeal that Holtorf defines is still too strong to 
be missed. The public interest in archaeology is 
more an opportunity than its misunderstanding 
is a threat, making this line of work imperative for 

the future of archaeology. Why?
In another article (Almansa, 2014b) I illustrat-

ed with a short story the importance of a better 
knowledge of archaeology for the future of the 
discipline. In it, I narrated the story of a small vil-
lage where a good educational program had de-
veloped concerned citizens. One of them became 
himself an archaeologist. Another one became the 
major and soon a first line political figure in his 
party. The impact of this educational program in 
the long term could have meant a strongly posi-
tive impact for archaeology. Could it be possible? 
Even on a global scale? Environmental education 
has been successful in many contexts, but still 
lacks the global impact needed. However, we are 
only seeing the mid-term consequences of a long-
range strategy that is still improving year by year 
after affecting public policies, international agen-
das and even research programs – even within 
heritage (Barthel-Bouchier, 2012).

Therefore, we need to take care of our image 
as a profession, as well as about the messages we 
make clear about the past – although that is an-
other matter.

3.2. Political economy and archaeology
If the current economic crisis has made anything 
clear, is the need of a stronger funding strategy for 
archaeology (Schlanger & Aitchison, 2010). Cur-
rent models are not stable and depend too much 
on third parties and political change. But solu-
tions like crowdfunding do not seem to be a real 
– or suitable – alternative. One of the consequenc-
es of the scenario shown in the previous point is 
a higher demand for archaeology and heritage in 
society and, thus, more funding. But again, it is 
long-range solution for a current problem.

I am personally sceptical of this specific issue, 
as it is in direct relation to Capitalism as the ruling 
frame system. We can be utopian in thinking this 
can be changed at some point, but again, mean-
while, we need to survive. Thus, archaeology 
needs to make a political decision on the scope 
of the discipline. What can we offer society so 
there is a demand for our services? Where are the 
ethical boundaries in this venture? Should we just 
stay “pure” and stress the need of funding for the 
traditional values of our work?

Too many questions arise here, as the topic is 
highly controversial. However, there are many 
options for an ethical archaeological practice that 
can provide different services to society. Most of 
them go beyond the traditional practice of archae-
ology to the use of its products —let’s talk in these 
terms. Actually, some of them have existed for a 
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long time, like educational programs, artefact re-
productions or historical consultancy.

I do not aim here to be controversial, but we 
need to integrate archaeology within the political 
economy of contemporary society in order to sur-
vive and we will only do that by forgetting about 
the prejudices of becoming a non-(only)-academ-
ic discipline. After all, we can change the world 
even within Capitalism.

3.3. Management and public policies
This was originally the core topic of this paper, 
with the example of the power relations that hap-
pen within a legislative process. But we cannot 
forget that power also takes place in the daily 
decision-making process, being the final call for a 
politician or civil society.

How many times have we wondered whether 
society would choose between archaeology and 
another service in the event of a clash? Would 
it be our fault/win? Are highways or shopping 
malls more important than archaeology? At this 
point we need to make another controversial is-
sue clear: archaeology is the study of humanity 
through material culture, which means the prod-
uct of our work is not (only) archaeological herit-
age, but knowledge.

Made this clearly, the destruction of an ar-
chaeological site is not always a drama. There 
are thousands of archaeological sites that have 
no merit in being preserved in situ and the over-
protective policy in Western countries within 
the last decades has played against us. A good 
management of archaeology means an account-
able planning, a great record, thorough research, 
inclusive outreach and socialization, and sensible 
decisions. Current regulations do not always en-
sure this, but still are our main tool for exercising 
power, maybe sometimes in a wrong way. There-
fore, we need to exercise best practices in heritage 
management and influence public policies with 
them – or in other words, exercise our power to 
improve management.

3.4. Ideology and archaeological interpretation
Having a look at the last decades of archaeologi-
cal theory, there have been impressive advances 
from a wide range of sources. Most debates centre 
on the “fight” between processualism and post-
processualism (see i. e. this interesting debate, in 
Spanish Domínguez Rodrigo et al., 2008; Barceló 
et al., 2009), which is in some way trivial if we 
think about an archaeological practice where dif-
ferent perspectives can coexist within the same 
site or project. However, this is not the norm and 

instead of enriching each other or constructively 
debating, we usually accuse others of being or not 
political, as if any of them were not.

I like to remember an interesting debate that 
took place in 1961 between Karl Popper and Theo-
dor Adorno (Wiggeshaus, 1995, 567-70) where the 
first accused non-positivist science of an exces-
sive subjectivity that could support authoritarian 
regimes – read Marxism or Communism – while 
the second answered with a critique of positivist 
science as an uncritical practice, also supportive 
of authoritarian regimes – read an alienating and 
exploitive Capitalism. Self-consciousness of the 
actual impact of our research should be the main 
conclusion, but (how) should we apply it?

Accepting that ideology is over us, in what-
ever way we do archaeology, we need to think 
about what kind of impact do we want to have. 
Assuming here that all archaeologists are… ‘X’, 
would be absurd. There are many colleagues that 
are comfortable in the current system, as there are 
many others that are very critical, either with the 
system itself or certain aspects within it like gen-
der inequality or minority rights. 

What we need to accept, and maybe embrace, 
is the power of archaeology to influence politics 
from our own ideological backgrounds. The kind 
of societies we study and our interpretations of 
them make a political stand that we must be aware 
of. Sometimes we do not realise that by defining 
power in the Iron Age we might be empowering 
Capitalism or a sexist society. Let’s decide con-
sciously.

*Note I have explained it the other way 
around… Archaeology is used as political propa-
ganda in a daily basis. Sometimes we do not even 
realise we are being used, or we are empowering 
inequality, while others we actually support this 
use.

3.5. Public archaeology as a tool for social 
transformation.
Therefore, if we understand public archaeology 
as a tool for social transformation (see my part in 
Tarlow et al., 2013), the power archaeology and 
heritage provide to actually change the political 
discourse can be useful.

This means we need to go a step beyond the 
classical definition of public archaeology (Rich-
ardson & Almansa, 2015) towards an understand-
ing of it as a critical theory of archaeology. Un-
derstanding archaeological practice in its social 
context; defining the dynamics of the relations set 
within the different stakeholders; criticising the 
different practices we undertake as professionals; 
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raising awareness about the consequences of these 
practices within their social context; and maybe 
providing alternatives towards social change.

We must notice here that I am not talking 
about archaeology anymore. Although it is some-
times said that all archaeology is public archaeol-
ogy, I would like to make a stand for a difference, 
as well as for getting over the short-sighted defi-
nition of public archaeology as some kind of en-
riched participatory outreach and research that is 
so extended. Public archaeology is about the rela-
tions between society and archaeology (Almansa, 
2010) and therefore, it is about understanding ar-
chaeology in context and acting over it.

Recalling the quotes at the beginning of this 
section I would say that perhaps we need to 
change archaeology into a more responsive prac-
tice within its social context, so we can actually 
help to change the world.

4. Discussion

The origins of this paper were an excuse to write 
about power and politics in archaeology. The ex-
ample provided highlights on some interesting is-
sues for the topic like the ubiquity of power or the 
fragility of power relations. We exercised power 
to extend our possibilities for a legislative prob-
lem, but every day we continue empowering this 
same “enemy” just by working. I used to say that 
we had the power to stop Spain when the con-
struction bubble was still inflating and while our 
labour conditions weakened. We never exercised 
that power – with a strike – and today we prob-
ably suffer the consequences. The example of the 
strike to Codex in Catalonia (Llorca & García, 
2007) is an exception in Spain. An exception that 
lead to better conditions and a labour agreement 
in the region. Should we have exercised our 
power with a strike in Madrid? Nobody thought 
this was a solution and a problem of collective 
cooperation then questioned our real power. On 
the other hand, our defeat when the law passed 
created an opportunity to exercise our power in 
the media, as attention was raised for several en-
dangered sites and we gained a voice to influence 
public opinion. Did we use it well? Probably not.

Looking at the profession, it is difficult to see a 
common voice, or even an understanding on im-
portant issues. We might agree about the past, but 
not about the present or the future. But we need to 
realise that our real power is in the consequences 
of our work today, and that is also the only way to 
sustain the profession. I cannot be naïve to believe 

there is an easy solution to our problems or that 
political action is the solution by itself. I am not 
optimistic about it either. But I need to make the 
call and keep the debate, as it is still a very impor-
tant issue to address.
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