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Chapter 4

Against Global Archaeological Ethics: Critical
Views from South America

Rafael Pedro Curtoni

Archaeology as a discipline has been largely formed as a nation-state’s biopolitical
device generating narratives and actions of control, management, classification, and
ordering of people and objects, pasts and presents, their stories, relationships, and
spaces from an Anglo-Saxon modern way of knowledge production. In this sense,
hegemonic archaeology bears its colonial imprint and exhibits the principles of uni-
versality, objectivity, and rationalism that characterize modern Western science.

Thus, archaeology has developed and expanded in close partnership with capital-
ism, generating a true industry and mercantilization of the past (Hamilakis 2007).

Simultaneously, an attempt to globalize the vision of Western archeology and to
install a monoculture of knowledge has been made in order to disqualify others’

worldviews, reducing and contracting the present as well as eliminating those con-
ceptions that do not fit with the scientific canons and principles (Santos 2006). The
ideal of knowledge in modernity, also characterized by its objectivity and universal-
ity, is predefined as disembodied and ahistorical and by its atopy, namely by its
possibility to ignore and transcend subjects, times, and places. This is linked to the
ontological rupture between body and mind, the initial separation of the modern
Western tradition, which places human beings in an external and instrumental posi-
tion in relation to their environment (Lander 2003). This reinforces abstraction and

detachment as main heuristics elements in the construction of knowledge. According

10 Maldonado-Torres, given the priority to scientific knowledge as the only model

of knowing, the cognitive abilities in racialized subjects (the “other” colonized) are

simultaneously denied, which provides the basis for their ontological negation and

epistemic disqualification (Maldonado-Torres 2007).
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