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Traditional Patterns and Habits

The history of disjuncture between archaeological
site research and local community development
springs from the myths of western scientific supe-
rior knowledge and concomitant local ignorance
(McAlister 2005: 14). From its inception archaeol-
ogy was perceived as an enlightenment-based re-
search regimen carried out by expert practitioners
of the scientific methods of observation and inter-
pretation. The archaeologist-scientist-expert came
armed with scientific method to excavate samples
and write reports which were taken back to Europe
/ America, where they existed without further con-
nection to the landscapes and communities from
which they were extracted. Local persons, on the
other hand, were perceived as disqualified for and
irrelevant to this scholarly process!.

From this starting point, early archaeologists
also presupposed a disconnection between the
people of past cultures and the people living on
the land. They imagined the people of ancient and
classical cultures as fellow travelers whose great
achievements in monuments and literature inspired
or matched those of the scholar. In contrast, the
living people of the land were seen as uncultured
peasants, the inheritors and therefore mismanagers
of the decayed and collapsed remnants of the glo-
rious past. At best, they were exotic others, like
the colorful characters forever doing nothing in the
foreground of Roberts’ paintings of Palestine or the

performers of Cretan folk dances reenacting Arthur
Evans’ Minoan ‘labyrinth dance’ at Knossos (Gere
2009: 82-84).

For Umm al-Jimal this model is exemplified in
Gertrude Bell’s journal of her 1905 journey from
Jerusalem across Jordan, north into Syria and end-
ing at Alexandretta (Bell 1987). Though she says
that the objective of her travel diary is “an account
of the people whom I met or whom accompanied
me on my way”’, her writing clearly makes her the
hero of her own adventures, in which her travel
guides and hosts appear in a fascinating but kalei-
doscopic whirl around her own constant presence.
As pointed out by Sarah Graham-Brown in her fine
introduction to the 1987 reprint, her tone through-
out is a mixture of condescension for the lack of so-
phistication and admiration for the exotic otherness
of all she meets (Bell 1987: xvi). Of those she met,
Bell says that in general: “... their wisdom is that
of men whose channels of information and stan-
dards for comparison are different from ours, and
who bring a different set of preconceptions to bear
on the problems laid before them. The Oriental is
like a very old child. He is acquainted with many
branches of knowledge which we have come to re-
gard as of elementary necessity ... He is not practi-
cal in our acceptation of the word, any more than a
child is practical, and his utility is not ours” (Bell
1987: xix). After having based the ‘Oriental’ char-
acter on these twin pillars of intellectual otherness
and childlike impracticality, she does go on to say
she appreciates the many friendships forged on ex-
periencing common humanity and her admiration

| BEdward Said called this “exteriority,” that is, the notion that the
“Orient” could not represent itself, but could only “represented”
by the Western scholar and artist (Said 1978: 20-23). These rep-
resentations, though based on real observations, are by Europeans
for Europeans while “Orientals” themselves, Arabs, Turks, etc.
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are neither speaker nor audience. Though Said says little directly
about archaeologists and their publications, he clearly subsumes
them in the larger category of Orientalist scholarship in both Ori-
entalism and Culture and Imperialism.
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for the lack of artificiality and unapologetic hon-
esty expressed in the localized variety of cultural
habits and practices. This co-existence of disquali-
fication and admiration is typical of such literature;
it was the common thread in popular travel art and
literature produced for European markets with a
range in thematic repertoire from ‘noble savage’ to
‘exotic other’.

When Bell approaches the Hauran from the
south, that condescension is made specific in her
description of those living in and near Umm al-
Jimal. The brunt of her respect is devoted to the
Druze leaders of Hauran society (see Brown 2009),
but she reserves outright contempt for the local
Arab herders, whom she calls the Jebeliyyeh (Eng.
“hillbillies”), clearly the forebears of the modern
Masa‘id inhabiting Umm al-Jimal and neighbor-
ing communities in the Jordanian Hauran today. Of
them she says: “The Arabs who live at the foot of
the Hauran mountains are called the Jebeliyyah ...
and they are of no consideration, being but servants
and shepherds to the Druses” (Bell 1987: 75). From
this comment she turns immediately to her admi-
ration of Umm al-Jimal’s Nabataecan tombs and
their inscriptions, fondly observing that she comes
in the footsteps of Howard Butler and Enno Lit-
tmann, whose Princeton Expedition documentation
team had preceded her in the same year (Bell 1987:
75; de Vries 1998: 27). Clearly she and her western
scholarly friends are much more in tune with the
Nabataeans of old than with their actual cultural
heirs, the current people of the land.

A similar ‘Orientalist’ attitude can still be de-
tected in Agatha Christie’s diary of her visit to her
husband Max Mallowan’s field projects in the Ha-
bur Triangle of Syria, on the occasion of a regional
survey in 1934 and the first season of excavations
at Chagar Bazar in 1935. As Christie began the
book in 1939, but completed it for publication in
1946, it reflects western popular sentiment in the
World War II era. The book is a paean of praise to
her husband as epitomized in the cute introductory
lyric poem, “A-Sitting on a Tell” in which the work
of the great archaeologist is compared to her own
creative inventions of murder mysteries (Christie
1974: 9-11).

Ironically, she achieves this paean not by emu-
lating his actual archaeological accomplishments

— she does not even pretend to understand the ar-
chaeology part, but by setting him up as the inge-
nious European expedition organizer who prevails
in spite of the ignorance, naiveté and cultural back-
wardness of his bungling and incompetent native
hirelings. For example, here is how she documents
the hiring of the expedition’s equipment lorry
driver in Beirut: “Max, without any undue enthu-
siasm, agrees to engage Abdullah if nothing better
offers... He bears a remarkable resemblance to a
camel, and Max says with a sigh that at any rate he
seems stupid, and that is always satisfactory. I ask
why, and Max says he won’t have the brains to be
dishonest” (Christie 1947: 37). Though intended to
be humorous, you see how absolutely condemning
this is. The horns of the dilemma for hiring a native
driver are stupidity and dishonesty; the sum of it
is not whether you can get a skillful employee, but
that such an employee will come with an inevitably
flawed, inferior character. Later, at the excavation
headquarters, she describes at length the cook’s in-
ability to figure how to place the silverware around
the dishes, and predicts he will not get it right even
after an entire field season. Clearly but unreason-
ably, the cook is faulted for his lack of a British
cultural upbringing.

Some colorful local people remind her of Bibli-
cal characters. An Armenian ‘madam’ operating a
brothel in ‘Ayn al-*Artis becomes Rahab in ancient
Jericho (Christie 1947: 217-219) and, in the end,
she praises the natives of the al-Jazirah collectively
for their simple unspoiled innocence: “For I love
that gentle fertile country and its simple people,
who know how to laugh and how to enjoy life; who
are idle and gay, and who have dignity, good man-
ners and a great sense of humor, and to whom death
is not terrible” (Christie 1947: 222). In the light
of the whole book, such child-like innocence is in
contrast to her and her beloved Max’s world-weary
better-knowing European sophistication.

Thus local people became ethnographic objects,
exotic ‘others,” whose picturesque ways served as
reflections of the cultures of the past?. At the same
time, that fascinating ‘otherness’ was evidence of
their persistent ignorance of the ways of the West.
But they were available as laborers. While in some
cases these became experienced technicians who
were in great demand (Kathleen Kenyon’s ‘Jericho

2 Just as Arthur Evans imagined his Cretan peasant laborers as an-
cient Minoan dancers, so modern Christians loved to envision
Palestinian villagers as the Galilean crowd around Jesus, their
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costumes unchanged since biblical times. For example, in the
Billy Graham film ‘His Land’ modern Palestinian fishermen were
filmed as the disciples of Jesus (de Vries 1971).
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Men’ trimmed balks for us at Tall Hisban in the ear-
ly seventies), most of these local workers were not
included in any field school process, but remained
uninformed casual laborers for the heavy lifting.
While a prolonged project could bring economic
benefit to the local community, such a gain tended
to be purely financial and ephemeral. Though spe-
cial fond relations often developed, these remained
the patronizing sort. In the long run, the archaeolo-
gist like Mallowan garnered fame from publica-
tions and lectures in Western media, while the local
contributors to the venture receded into anonymity
— at best remembered by a barely recognizable face
in the staff photos at the beginning of field reports.

Nevertheless, local communities supplying such
labor were not systematically consulted or surveyed
for their views of the significance and meaning of
the antiquities in their midst, so that any growth of
awareness of the heritage interconnection between
the ancient and modern communities was inciden-
tal. As perceived by local workers, the main project
of the research was the foreign scholars’ engage-
ment with the material world of the ancient com-
munity, a process in which there was no role or
place for locals.

Models from Orientalist Literature

Such ‘documentation’ of the childlike but exotic
nature of the local peoples, in contrast to European
sophisticates, had been made popular in Europe
from reports of 19th century visitors like David
Roberts who brought back their colorful pictures
of spectacular ancient Biblical and Roman ruins
in which they portrayed “colorfully dressed native
Arabs lounging languidly” (de Vries 2010: 105). In
the popular European mind, a sense of kinship with
the achievements of the ancient cultural achievers
being rediscovered by these early travelers and ex-
plorers was punctuated by the current natives, who,
though colorful were considered culturally and in-
tellectually inferior compared to both their ancient
forebears and the modern Europeans observing
them. Thus, the European expert cast in the role of
explorer and incipient archaeologist had the entire
field of the Near East open for his / her intellectual
taking. This expert, a European who came from
afar nevertheless had the power of superior knowl-
edge, whereas the native who lived in proximity of

the site was perceived as ignorant.

A fictional epitome of this superiority was Kara
Ben Nemsi (Karl the German), the heroic alter ego
of Karl May’s eastern novels, published between
1892 and 1909. Ben Nemsi survived all challenges
and traps owing to his superior knowledge and clev-
erness by which he could outwit any threatening
native Arab (May 1979). In these adventures, his
clever and humorous Arab side-kick Hadji Halef
Omar was portrayed admirably as an epitome of
the noble character of the natives Karl May wanted
his European readers to appreciate. Strikingly, May
‘globalized’ this imagined superior intelligence of
the European explorer by casting his depiction of
the Middle East as a frontier mirroring that of the
American West, where another fictional creation,
Old Shatter Hand, served as May’s Western alter
ego3. An irony is that of the twenty eight ‘travel’
adventure books set in the Near East, some twenty
were written before he actually visited the region.
Instead, he relied heavily on the travel reports of
others and orientalist scholarship to achieve his
aura of authenticity of place and culture. Translat-
ed into French, English and many other languages,
and used for numerous films in the second part of
the 20th century, Karl May’s works had a tremen-
dous influence in shaping the popular stereotype of
the Western heroic explorer and his admirable ‘no-
ble savage’ sidekick. As that legacy was perpetu-
ated in the mid to late 20th century, it undoubtedly
served to inform the stereotypical larger-than-life
western dig-director (cf. Christie’s Max Mallowan)
and reverberates in recent popular film characters
like Indiana Jones and Lara Croft.

Traditional Exclusion

Thus, local people were at best clever travel com-
panions (Karl May), at worst stupid bunglers
(Agatha Christie). What European explorers and
scholars were really after was seldom explained to
‘locals’. Even in their writings for European audi-
ences, the purposes of exploratory journeys being
described are not made entirely clear — at least in
the cases of Bell and May described above. This
lack of communication of purpose and significance
to the local people continued to be characteristic
of the conduct of archaeological projects. In the
end, local communities were mystified by archae-

3 The imaging of the American West and the Middle East as parallel
frontiers among American writers is well described by Mitchell
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ologists’ interest in their landscape. The result was
alienation from what they had once considered
their own. And this mystification led quite logically
to the myth of archaeologist as treasure hunters®.
Why else would those foreigners pay good money
for sifting through all that dirt?

The exclusion of ‘locals’ presupposed a cultural
disconnection between the antiquities under study
and the local people living on them. This extend-
ed not simply to the living communities, but to the
more recent Islamic strata separating archaeologists
from the ancient layers that were the focus of their
research. These later strata and the current occu-
pants, including their homes and cemeteries, were
perceived as in the way, obstacles to the attainment
of the real, important information being collected>.
Thus, while recent material strata could be removed
readily without serious documentation, this removal
could be extended to living occupants when prop-
erty entitlement made that legally possible.

At many sites physical alienation occurred with
the displacement of local residents from the antiqui-
ties, usually with some compensation for new land
and relocation. In Jordan, prominent cases are the
removal in the mid 1970s of the residents of Umm
Qays to a site some distance away, in the modern
village, and of the Bedul from Petra to their current
village of Umm Sayhtin (Brand 2001; Tarawneh
2000). Such displacements, usually in the context
of site development involving the government and
archaeological teams, tend to be messy and upset-
ting to the uprooted community. Key effects on lo-
cals of their relocation are radically reduced access
to the antiquities landscape, loss of income from
catering and selling to tourists, and loss of a share
in post-site-development income, such as admis-
sion fees, tour guiding and operation of tourism
facilities.

New Directions
Recently, Irene Maffi (2009) has written an ex-

cellent analysis of the formation and growth of
archaeology in Jordan under the British Mandate
in the colonial tradition. She concludes that the
emergence of a ‘national school of archaeology’,
flourishing in both academic and government in-
stitutions in the last few decades, has brought both
greater autonomy from and continued dependence
on Western notions of the role of archaeological
heritage in the formation of modern national and
political identity (Maffi 2009: 30-31). While this
generalization has value, I would say that by ob-
serving the gradual evolution of the subject mat-
ter of the triennial Conferences on the History and
Archaeology of Jordan, one can see a trend towards
greater representation of Islamic-era archaeology
and, as a result, a growing sense of connection be-
tween modern Jordanians and the archaeological
landscape on which their relatively new nation was
founded. By including local Jordanian communi-
ties in sincerely honest archaeology and heritage
programs, involving the places where they them-
selves live, their sense of identity with the past and
claims on a place within that past can grow quite
naturally and need not seem artificially imposed or
politically compromised.

Post-processual theory also allowed for alterna-
tive voices in recognition of the possibility of the
co-existence of multi-variate interpretations of the
same landscapes. In this way too local communi-
ties may gain greater prominence as power groups
and alternative voices deserving inclusion with
benefits and access, and receiving a hearing on
questions of meaning (Shankland 2000: 167-176).

Moreover, local cultures have been increasingly
recognized as the last stratum in the occupation
histories of sites. One could say this recognition
began reluctantly with ethnoarchaeology, that is,
the study of living traditional cultures as a means
for understanding the use of culture artifacts in an-
tiquity. For example, the purpose for the examina-
tion of the food-ways of the residents of the vil-

4 Because we were spending large sums of money without making
clear what we were getting in return, it must be we were looking
for treasure. Ironically, the digging methods local people learned
as laborers gave them the skill to do their own treasure hunting.
Given the fuzzy relationship between field research, collecting
and marketing of antiquities, this myth is not entirely without sub-
stance (Burleigh 2008). In fact local treasure hunting like the cur-
rent tomb robbing at Umm al-Jimal is intensified when the illicit
diggers find there is a thriving market for their artifacts. The result
has been further alienation between professional archaeologists
and their licensing departments of antiquities on the one hand,

and local object hunters on the other hand. The archaeologists per-
ceive the locals as thieves, but the local diggers, though primarily
attracted by monetary gain driven by poverty, feel they have as
much right to dig in their own land as the foreign outsiders who
have invaded it with permits from distant authorities.

3> One of the cruelest portrayals of the juxtaposition of a glorious
cultural past with an ignominious cultural present is Cormac Mc-
Carthy’s portrayal of the cultural documentation engaged in by
Judge Holden in the course of a scalp hunting campaign in Blood
Meridian. See the concluding paragraphs of this essay.



