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Ancient Worlds - Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Introduction 
 
This activity is a follow up to the questions around ethics introduced during the  
Ancient Worlds program at the Museum of Vancouver. The purpose of this 
activity is to expand upon the important issues of ethics by allowing students to 
research ethical dilemmas based on true stories and then to debate in groups.  
 
Ethics in archaeology is a wide topic addressing issues such as the 
preservation and recording of artefacts, accountability, commercialization,  
the relationship between native people and archaeologists, reburial and 
repatriation, looting, theft and more.  
 
These issues are not easy to solve but must be dealt with on a regular basis by  
archaeologists.  
 
Goals 
The goals of this lesson are for students to: 
 

• Gain an understanding of the various ethical issues in the field of archaeology. 
• Recognize how archaeologists (both past and present) have dealt with the ethical 

issues in their field. 
• Appreciate the complexity of ethics in archaeology. 

 
Learning Objectives 
At the end of this activity, students will be able to: 
 

• Identify various ethical issues in archaeology and offer solutions to these issues. 
• Acknowledge that archaeological principles and ethics change over time. 
• Describe the current state of archaeology as it relates to ethical issues. 
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Ancient Worlds - Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Directions 
 

1. Distribute Case Studies  
The class will be divided into 4 groups. These groups will be given a case 
study addressing an issue of archaeological ethics.  
Each group should split into two teams.  
Each team will role-play a person or organization in the case study and argue 
for or against the issue.  
 

2. Research Case Study  
Read the background information provided and follow the links.  
You may also do your own internet research, time-permitting. 
 

3. The Debate  
Each group presents their case and their arguments in a small group setting. 
  

4. Further Discussion  
Discuss and reflect on whether your perception and beliefs about these ethical 
issues have changed.  
Ethics in archaeology is an ongoing process of reflection. 
 

5. Inspiration Corner 
As a final step students may write a response to answer the following question: 

• Do you think it is ethical to put the mummy, Panechates, on display in the 
Museum of Vancouver?  

• Why and/or why not? 
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Ancient Worlds - Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Case Study #1: Returning Cultural Objects  
Lord Elgin and the Parthenon Marbles. 
  
The Parthenon is a temple dedicated to the Greek 
goddess Athena. It was constructed in Athens, 
atop the Acropolis, in the 5th century BCE. At the 
time it was built, three sets of sculptures were 
created to decorate it--the metopes, the frieze 
and the pediment statues. 
 
In 1799 Lord Elgin--a prominent British Earl--decided 
that British citizens needed to become more familiar with Greek antiquities and he made a plan to 
make this happen. 
 
Elgin had his team remove many sculptures from the building. Removing antiquities from their country 
of origin was a common practice during Lord Elgin’s time. During his 21 years of service, Lord Elgin 
sent 253 cases of Greek antiquities to Britain. 
 
 In 1816 the British Museum became the home of these pieces. Many of the ancient sculptures survive 
today and are known as the Parthenon Marbles. Currently, the Parthenon Marbles are almost equally 
divided between London and Athens. The Greek government has tried for many years to have the 
British Museum return their portion of the marbles. 
 
 In the 1990s, the New Acropolis Museum, a museum designed to showcase all the Parthenon 
sculptures, renewed this campaign. Despite many years of refusing to return the sculptures, in 2008 
two representatives from the British Museum attended a conference in the New Acropolis Museum in 
Greece. While no decision has been made, it appears that the British Museum is now willing to discuss 
the possibility.  
 
The Debate: 
  

• TEAM 1: The New Acropolis Museum argues for returning the Marbles to Greece.  
• TEAM 2: The British Museum argues against returning the Marbles to Greece.  

 
Recent information on the return: http://hyperallergic.com/310384/british-mps-propose-bill-to-return-the-elgin-
marbles-to-greece/  
 

• For background information on this debate, see: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/greeks/parthenon_debate_01.shtml  

• For information on the British Museum’s participation in a conference on the return of the marbles, see: 
www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/artblog/2008/mar/21/unescoconference  

• For information on the Greek government’s recent actions concerning this topic, see: 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/arts/greece-drops-potential-legal-bid-to-get-parthenon-marbles-back-from-britain-1.3074491  

 
 



	

MOV | Museum of Vancouver – 1100 Chestnut Street, Vancouver, BC, V6J 3J9  

 T: 604-736-4431 /  F: 604-736-5417 

	

4	

Ancient Worlds – Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Case Study #2: Protection of Ancient Sites  
Ancient Egypt and Modern Development  
 
In Egypt, many modern cities and buildings are built on top of 
previous ancient sites or burial grounds. This can be a problem for 
local archaeologists who must work around modern homes and 
businesses while preserving valuable historical sites. Another 
related issue is the on-going theft of ancient artefacts. 
For many years local Egyptians, who discovered an ancient 
archaeological site underneath their property, have secretly 
looted these sites of valuable artefacts.  
 
These issues became especially apparent in December 2006, 
when 3200 families were asked to move from their homes in the 
hills near Luxor, Egypt. To compensate for the demand, the 
Egyptian government built a new $32 billion residential complex 
for the families five kilometres away.  
 
While many families are happy to move, some depend on the 
local tourists’ business and are resistant. This demand came after 
almost 60 years of discussion about what to do about the 1000 
royal tombs found underneath these homes.  
 
The Debate: 
  

• TEAM 1: The archaeological team of Zahi Hawass, Secretary General of the Supreme Council of 
Antiquities in Egypt, argues to move the people off the site.  

• TEAM 2: Residents of the homes on the site near Luxor argue to remain in their homes.  
 
For more information on this issue:  
 

• For background information on the effect of archaeology on modern Egyptian development, see the following academic 
article: 
http://www.academia.edu/4031299/Politics_and_Archaeology_The_impact_of_Egyptian_cultural_heritage_spaces_on_a
rchaeological_remains_and_urban_populations  
 

• For more information on the discovery of royal tombs, see: 
http://guardians.net/hawass/Valley_of_the_Golden_Mummies.htm  
 

• For information on the issue of looting, see the National Geographic’s article: 
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/06/140603-egypt-looting-hearing-law-state-coins/  
 

• Other useful information: www.williamtolan.com/fno/EGYPT/story5.htm  
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Ancient Worlds – Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Case Study #3: The Preservation of Ancient Artefacts  
Totem Poles and Intentional Deterioration  
 
Totem poles are created by First Nations people of the Northwest Coast of North America by carving 
symbolic figures into wooden poles. These poles have been made for many hundreds of years. The 
poles often display crest figures from whom family rights or privileges were obtained.  
 
Totem poles state a person’s lineage and 
importance or may show rights over land, names, 
images, ceremonies and other cultural property.  
 
Totem poles are unique sculptural forms that are 
considered world-class works of art as well as 
important cultural objects. It is customary to allow 
these carvings to deteriorate naturally and then to 
create new ones to mark important events. 
 
A totem pole would naturally fall down in a strong 
wind or due to rot or erosion and then continue to 
deteriorate until it returns to the soil. However, 
because of their importance to art and historical 
records, many archaeologists and museum believe 
totem poles should be preserved. This may mean 
treating the wood itself with chemicals to prevent 
the weather from further deteriorating it. Or it may 
mean housing the pole inside so it is not affected by 
the weather.  
 
The Debate:  
 

• TEAM 1: Members of a First Nation argue against preserving a totem pole.  
• TEAM 2: The conservator and curatorial staff at the Vancouver Museum argue in favour of 

preserving the pole.  
 

For more information about this issue:  
 

• For background information on totem poles, visit the UBC website: 
http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/culture/totem-poles.html  
 

• For more information about conserving totem poles, visit the Museum of Anthropology’s website: 
http://moa.ubc.ca/conservation-of-totem-poles/  
 

• For information on how the approach to totem pole conservation has changed over time, see the following academic 
article: http://www.reed.edu/art/rhyne/papers/approaches.html  
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Ancient Worlds – Ethics and Archaeology 
Post-Visit Activity 
 
Case Study #4: The Treatment of Human Remains  
Native American Burials and Repatriation  
 
In 1927 Don Dickson discovered an ancient Native American burial ground on his family farm in 
Illinois. He began to excavate the site, removing the layers of dirt but leaving the human remains and 
other objects in place.  
 
He eventually uncovered 234 remains and built a Museum over top of the site, known as the Dickson 
Mounds Museum. This Museum received national attention--the first year 40,000 visitors came to view 
the graves. In 1945 the Museum was sold to the State of Illinois.  
 
In the 1970s and 1980s most Museums began to remove Native American remains from display as 
many Native American groups felt the practice to be sacrilegious, racist and demeaning. 
 
Many Native Americans believe that a person’s soul cannot rest if their bones are on display. In 1990 
the United States Government enacted the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 
(NAGPRA). This law requires institutions, who receive federal funding, to return Native American 
remains and cultural objects to lineal descendants and culturally affiliated tribes. 
  
Although there are no longer living descendants of the people whose remains are being displayed 
at the Dickson Mounds Museum, other Native groups have complained about the Museum’s display 
since the 1960s. It was in 1991 that these groups began protesting at the Dickson Mounds Museum to 
have the display closed to the public and the remains reburied. At that time, the Governor of Illinois 
wanted the display to be closed to the public but he was unwilling to rebury the remains. Finally, in 
1992 the state conceded to the Native groups and closed the display.  
 
After cataloguing all the artefacts, the Museum reopened in 1993, with the remains recovered.  
 
The Debate:  
 

• TEAM 1: Native American people claim the repatriation and reburial of remains.  
• TEAM 2: The Museum argues to continue to display the remains.  

 
For more information about this issue:  
 

• For information on the Dickson Mounds Museum, visit: http://www.museum.state.il.us/ismsites/dickson/history.htm  
 

• For more information about NAGPRA, visit: http://www.okhistory.org/kids/arlaws  
 

• Local controversy for comparison and further perspective: 
http://www.vancouversun.com/technology/ancient+musqueam+burial+ground+marpole+remain+free+development/7318
280/story.html?__lsa=c2df-d1bd  

 


