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LOOTERS, COLLECTORS, AND 
THE CURIOUS PUBLIC 

People have different motivations for engaging with material culture 

outside of museum visits, whether as family heirlooms, through 

accidental discovery, or by more overt ‘treasure-hunting’. 

Considering where the interests of these groups both differ and 

overlap provides some insights into how to engage and educate them 

on the histories of these materials, the people from which they come, 

and perhaps how they might work alongside archaeologists and tribal 

communities to learn about and even protect these materials.   

It is useful to consider these groups as points along a spectrum of 

public interaction with uncovered heritage (Figure 1). While it is not 

possible to assume the background, motivations, or specific 

knowledge of everyone, generalizations can help to frame interactions 

and outreach methods in ways that may more appropriately engage 

them.  

As much as these groups differ in how they go about engaging with 

material heritage, shared values across them offer insights into ways 

archaeologists and communities can best connect and build 

relationships with, and educate, otherwise diverse publics. 

WHY IS COLLABORATIVE 
ENGAGEMENT IMPORTANT? 

Heritage is often seen as shared and public, but it is not always 

accessible. Archaeologists and heritage professionals are positioned 

to educate and engage the wider public on issues of shared heritage 

and its protection, but knowing how or where to start those 

discussions can be challenging. Likewise, it is crucial to establish a 

public trust in archaeologists as not trying to take anything away, but 

as encouraging productive interactions that serve all involved.  

A collaborative engagement strategy centers on the recursive 

relationship between archaeologists and the public, rather than one 

of a one-way educational interaction. This strategy facilitates 

dialogues between the public, professionals, and tribal communities 

that encourage ongoing: 

 Encouraging knowledge of 

historical and contemporary culture, populations, and technologies, 

as well as challenges to their preservation or new developments. In 

addition, of the range of people and communities engaged in these 

activities, e.g. local archaeologists, tribal communities, state or 

federal agencies, universities. 

: Establishing mutual trust and respect 

between archaeologists, native communities, and the public that 

encourages active dialogues and engagement around important 

local and national issues, including histories, stories, legal and ethical 

obligations, and traditional practices in both the past and today. 

WHAT’S THE PAYOFF?  
Connecting with the public offers ways for archaeologists and tribal 

communities to gain new knowledge about local materials, and know 

that the public is more aware of cultural, historical, legal, and ethical 

issues around material heritage. Archaeologists stand to gain a 

greater awareness of the contexts and locations of materials found by 

the public. This encourages less secrecy around public finds and can 

lead to more open dialogues between professionals, communities, 

and members of the public.  

The wider public understands that archaeologists are not policing 

their activities, nor do communities want to take their land. Rather, by 

working with archaeologists, they stand to gain a more specialized 

understanding of the materials they find, and share in the creation of 

that larger body of knowledge around new finds and local histories.  

 

Figure 1. Intersecting values of groups which interact with material 

heritage. Dashes represent variable ranges across values. 
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TAILORING OUTREACH  

A willingness to engage with outreach efforts will vary between 

groups. Influences might be negative or positive, ranging from a 

fear of finds being taken away, to genuine interest in heritage.  

Outreach can be made accessible to groups either directly (e.g. 

through public open days at museums, talks to community groups 

or schools, field volunteer opportunities), or indirectly (e.g. through 

media interviews, newspaper articles/opinion pieces). The 

educational aspect of outreach efforts need not be overt, but may 

simply be one part of a larger initiative. This expands the potential 

opportunities for where this information can be included, for 

example as an aside in a presentation on local heritage to a 

community historical group.  

 

Consider the audience, and how they are likely to want to engage 

with particular outreach methods. A collaborative approach will 

find ways to work alongside groups to deliver content in ways that 

encourage the audience to continue to engage with the material 

and people long after the talk, article, or open day is over.  

 

INITIATIVES  
AND RESOURCES 
Archaeologists are in a position to engage with the public through a 

range of initiatives. In developing or selecting such initiatives, 

consider your position, expertise, and access to resources (including 

real estate where events might be held, a captive audience to engage 

or networks to utilize, co-hosts or co-authors, example materials to 

include) and how to maximize these in your efforts.  

: While opportunities for radio, 

podcast, or printed interviews may be difficult to locate, offering your 

experience to these outlets may prompt stories not previously 

considered. Likewise, offering your informed opinion on topical news 

stories through newspapers and online news outlets reaches a 

different audience than do academic articles and site reports.  

: Connecting with 

local historical associations and communities at talks and shows 

means engaging with publics who already have an interest in 

heritage, and want to either know more, or engage in dialogue.   

:  Talks on curriculum topics can branch into heritage and 

local history discussions. Your visit alone might be exciting, and can 

prompt conversations about heritage and history with family and 

peers.  

: Engaging with or hosting public events at museums, 

heritage sites, or national parks focuses a lot of knowledge in one 

place at a given time, and attracts an audience that wants to be 

involved.  

: Put the power in the hands of the public by 

providing them with useful resources they can access in their own 

time. Having knowledge of resources such as the Burke Museum 

Artifact Identification webpage may encourage individuals to seek 

expertise in a low-stakes interaction, and provides archaeologists 

with new information.  

:  Consider whether your projects 

have space for interested volunteers to become involved. No 

options? Direct interested publics to other ways to experience 

fieldwork, such as through the US Forest Service’s Passport in Time 

(for both kids and adults!).  

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

Foster, Lance (January 21, 2016). A THPO's Perspective on Collecting 

Artifacts, The Office of the State Archaeologist, University of Iowa. 

Online. 

 

RIGHTS AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES 

By educating the public about their rights and responsibilities under 

both legal and ethical frameworks, they become equipped to 

understand the histories around, and the wider cultural context of, 

the materials which they may uncover or already possess.  Education 

in these areas can empower the public to take a greater interest in 

connecting with archaeologists and tribal communities, as well as 

others within their own communities. 

Cultural heritage is governed by a number of legislatures, including 

the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and the Native 

American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). 

However, while important of which to be aware, members of the 

pubic might not be interested in the specific details.  

The wider public should know to:  

• Seek permission to enter private land, 

• Record contextual information of finds, e.g. location, date, 

photographs.  

• Report human remains to local law enforcement, 

• Ask questions of archaeologists, communities, and others 

involved in heritage, 

Not to:  

• Trespass on private land, or take artifacts from state, federal, 

or tribal lands, 

• Disturb human remains,  

And that:  

• No one can take their lawfully-gained land or objects away,  

• Working with archaeologists and communities contributes to 

everyone’s understanding of the past. 

The simple delivery of a few key points can make a big difference for 

future public activity and their engagement with communities, 

professionals, and cultural landscapes and materials.  
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http://www.burkemuseum.org/research-and-collections/culture/services-and-policies/artifact-identification
http://www.burkemuseum.org/research-and-collections/culture/services-and-policies/artifact-identification
http://www.passportintime.com/
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https://www.nps.gov/archeology/tools/laws/nagpra.htm
https://www.nps.gov/archeology/tools/laws/nagpra.htm

