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Abstract

 How can archaeologists do archaeology in an anti-colonial way within Cul-
tural Resource Management (CRM)? We explore this theme by first explaining 
why decolonial theory and practice is not enough, and then defining what we 
mean by anti-colonial practice, specifically within in CRM in British Columbia, 
Canada. All practitioners of archaeology must acknowledge many elements of 
Western archaeological practice which perpetuate harm to Indigenous communi-
ties. It is not enough to be intentionally decolonial in our approaches. Instead, we 
advocate for an anti-colonial practice: a mix of both seen and unseen work that 
archaeologists, whether Indigenous or not, can do to centre Indigenous heritage, 
the Ancestors and descendant communities. This practice requires a conscious 
effort and commitment to consistently critique our innate colonial bias present in 
day-to-day CRM. This paper proffers tangible constructive advice for archaeolo-
gists with the hope of engendering new, daily practices.

Introduction

“It’s easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism,” (Fish-
er 2009: 1)

From its earliest definition of “archaeology done with, for, and by Indige-
nous peoples,” (Nicholas and Andrews 1997: 3) Indigenous Archaeology has 
grown to encapsulate many different faces and iterations over the last 30 years 
(e.g., Lyons et al. 2022; Nicholas 2010; Rizvi and Lydon 2010; Smith and Wobst 
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2005; Watkins 2001; Yellowhorn 2006). Indigenous archaeology has traversed 
the entire collaborative continuum (Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008) 
from critiques of token involvement in projects (Connaughton and Herbert 2017; 
Connaughton et al. 2014; De Paoli 1999; Klassen 2013; Robinson 1996; Steeves 
2015) to Indigenous-led research (Angelbeck and Jones 2019; Armstrong et al. 
2023; Inlailawatash 2021, 2023). This paper offers an anti-colonial approach to 
archaeology as a means of doing better work for First Nations communities and 
the ancestors by subverting the colonialism inherent in our industry.

Cultural resource management (CRM), also known as commercial archaeol-
ogy or consulting archaeology, is a faction of archaeology primarily concerned 
with the protection, preservation and professional management of archaeological 
and historic sites in North America. In what is now known as British Columbia, 
CRM has grown to be a development driven behemoth, regulated by the provin-
cial government but responsible for the identification, assessment, preservation 
and management of archaeological resources that are largely Indigenous heritage 
(Apland 1993; Klassen et al. 2009; Klassen 2013). Comprised of budgets, cost 
estimates, project timelines, critical paths, ‘risk,’ ‘constraints’ and mitigation it 
is, at times, difficult to see any archaeological, human or heritage component to 
CRM (Connaughton, no date). Birthed from capitalistic opportunity and sanc-
tioned by the province under the Heritage Conservation Act (HCA) beginning 
in 1977, CRM has served to perpetuate colonial beliefs housed in archaeology 
and applied to both a bureaucratic and private sector context (Apland 1993; Dent 
2016). Archaeology and belongings (i.e., artefacts) are treated as commodities 
within development driven projects and the resource extraction industry. 

Colonialism is intrinsically tied to capitalism. In British Columbia, Indig-
enous heritage is managed and controlled by the province. By controlling the 
heritage of an already marginalised population, colonialism extends its insidi-
ous tentacles deeper into control of the land, extending capitalistic enterprises 
further into dispossessed Indigenous lands. Those who make management deci-
sions about Indigenous heritage for the provincial regulator are predominantly 
non-Indigenous and sometimes non-archaeologists. This imbalance in power has 
led to First Nations devising and implementing our/their own heritage policies 
and permitting systems (e.g., Stó:lō Nation 2003; Tsleil-Waututh Nation 2009; 
see also Hammond 2009; Klassen 2013). Although Nations’ permits are not rec-
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ognised by the province as having legal merit, the “real issue is recognising the 
Indigenous right to exercise authority and jurisdiction over archaeological heri-
tage” (Klassen 2013: 69). 

Although CRM is inherently colonial, does it have to be? Can CRM archae-
ologists perform archaeology in an anti-colonial way within the context of Ca-
nadian capitalism? In turn, can we collectively disrupt the current state to be 
better allies and accomplices for the First Nations whose heritage is impacted by 
proposed developments which require archaeological work?

This paper seeks to illustrate that even within the oppressive confines of co-
lonialism and capitalism—there are approaches in which individuals can actively 
subvert against the common grain to engender local change. By making space 
for others, CRM archaeologists can contribute to new ways of thinking for those 
who partake in development on Indigenous lands. Is this easy? No. But nothing 
worth doing is and we need to start somewhere. The practitioners of CRM are 
positioned to be anti-colonial, if they can carefully examine the role they inhabit 
within the history and colonisation that continues in Canada today. This aware-
ness, along with an acceptance of this history—and an effort to not continue it 
daily—is essential to changing the landscape of CRM in practice. To be clear, 
both authors understand that an anti-colonial approach alone does not automat-
ically equate to being and becoming Indigenous archaeology. However, we feel 
that the collective dreaming of an anti-colonial future which builds upon Indige-
nous scholarship and relationships to Indigenous communities, the land and the 
Ancestors is enough to make the cut. Below, the authors present opportunities 
to encourage actions that archaeologists, as well as the First Nation members 
we work with each day in the field, can take towards building an anti-colonial 
archaeological future.

Situatedness

I (Karen) am a second year Indigenous PhD student in anthropological ar-
chaeology at the University of British Columbia. I am xʷәlmәxʷ (a person of 
the land), with family ties to the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish) and SEMYOME 
(Semiahmoo) Nations, but it is səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh Nation) who claims 
me as their own. As an Indigenous archaeologist practicing archaeology within 
the asserted and unceded territories of səlilwətaɬ and shared with our xʷәlmәxʷ 
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relatives, I consider myself a steward of our cultural heritage. This is an inher-
ited responsibility. I have a genetic and cultural relationship to the creators of 
archaeological materials from the region I work in that few of my archaeologist 
colleagues can claim. I have been working in archaeology for the last 13 years, 
first as a field representative for səlilwətaɬ and later as a professional archaeolo-
gist in CRM.

I (Sean) am an uninvited occupier living and working in British Columbia. 
I am a trained anthropological archaeologist. My in-field teachings have come 
from my experiences living and working in Indigenous communities in the South 
Pacific and throughout British Columbia. By making mistakes, making friends, 
listening, learning, sharing food and continuing to self-reflect on my archaeolog-
ical practice, I have come to understand archaeology in a more profound way, 
one where theory and method can have meaningful applications with, for, and by 
Indigenous communities.

Together, we work in CRM for a small progressive Indigenous-owned com-
pany, Inlailawatash, in which we strive to exert Indigenous values and build com-
munity through education, teaching and leading by example. We are not perfect, 
and often make mistakes, but we hold ourselves and our team accountable in how 
we practise archaeology in this modern era. We recognise there is a plurality of 
Indigenous archaeology practised in different Indigenous landscapes and con-
texts throughout the world. Working within an Indigenous organisation, we are 
archaeologists that recognise the persistence of those Indigenous members who 
have come before us and continue to work and teach alongside us. 

This paper builds upon foundational ideas in our discipline about Indigenous 
heritage, Indigenous archaeology, and how we can leverage our positions to do 
ethical work for communities (see McGuire 2008; Nicholas and Andrews 1997; 
Tax 1975; Trigger 1980). In a way, we are returning to “forgotten values” in our 
discipline (Connaughton, no date) and enacting praxis. However, we are also 
drawing upon a growing body of Indigenous scholarship to apply decolonial 
and anti-colonial theories to orthodox CRM archaeology practice to co-create an 
evolved and refined archaeological praxis.
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Taking the example from Tuck and Yang (2012), as an Indigenous scholar 
and a settler/occupier scholar writing together, we will use forward slashes when 
necessary to identify the incongruous positionings in our pronouns.

British Columbia context

In British Columbia, Indigenous heritage is regulated by the Archaeology 
Branch. The Archaeology Branch is comprised of bureaucrats within the Min-
istry of Forests who oversee all provincially permitted archaeological work un-
dertaken under the HCA (RSBC 1996, Chap. 187). Klassen et al. (2009) provide 
a detailed history of the rise of CRM within British Columbia, tied to extractive 
resource economies, where small business owners eventually gave rise to larger, 
transnational corporations engaging in archaeological services. From its incep-
tion, CRM has been a regulated industry largely centring the needs and values of 
both the client (typically not Indigenous owned) and the provincial government. 
A reaction to such heavy-handed provincial control has been for First Nations 
to attempt to exercise our/their sovereignty over heritage with several different 
strategies. These range from hiring in-house archaeologists, building archaeolog-
ical capacity by training First Nation community members and writing heritage 
stewardship policies, to implementing Nations’ heritage permitting requirements 
into our/their referrals and consultation processes (e.g.,Stó:lō Nation 2003; 
Tsleil-Waututh Nation 2009). Each of the above strategies have been accepted 
by the CRM industry with varying degrees of resistance, but overall, CRM ar-
chaeologists have respected these processes in British Columbia.

One means to strengthen and empower archaeological practitioners is to di-
rect project managers on CRM projects (i.e., clients) towards Point 43 from the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) 94 Calls to Action. It states, “we 
call upon federal, provincial, territorial and municipal governments to fully adopt 
and implement the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples (UNDRIP) as the framework for reconciliation” (TRC Commission 2015). 
Most relevant to CRM archaeology work is UNDRIP article 11, which names 
the right that Indigenous people have to “maintain, protect and develop the past, 
present and future manifestations of their cultures, such as archaeological and 
historical sites,” and article 12, which names the right that Indigenous people 
have to “maintain, protect and have access in privacy to their religious and cul-
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tural sites; the right to the use and control of their ceremonial objects; and the 
right to the repatriation of their human remains.”

Articulating with UNDRIP is British Columbia 2019 Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (DRIPA) (SBC 2019, c. 44), which establishes 
UNDRIP as the Province’s framework for reconciliation, and requires that the 
province bring all provincial laws into alignment with UNDRIP. The average 
British Columbian has no knowledge of DRIPA, and our experience in client 
meetings has been that this extends to most, if not all, developers and govern-
mental planners that we encounter.

Introducing clients to these (policies, declarations, recommendations, docu-
ments) in our earliest conversations allows us to clearly identify our commitment 
to respect First Nations’ heritage stewardship goals from the outset. A part of 
this commitment includes educating clients on the ways that the TRC’s 94 Calls 
to Action, UNDRIP and DRIPA guide our work. We think clients will find this 
upfront explanation and education of value (that is, if relationships matter to 
them and their respective entities). From our position, centring Indigenous com-
munities and our/their heritage first is an anti-colonial stance that we believe can 
engender meaningful change and education within our local world.

Why anti-colonial?

The last few decades have seen an increase in calls to decolonise and Indi-
genise: structures, spaces, methods, theory, systems and thinking based on earlier 
scholarly works (Atalay 2006; McNiven and Russell 2005; Smith 2012). The 
terms decolonisation and indigenisation are often used interchangeably, and by 
extension, incorrectly. Tuck and Yang (2012) have called attention to the trans-
formation of decolonisation into an ineffectual metaphor in theoretical discourse. 
Both decolonial and anti-colonial theory and practice share the common goal of 
a better world beyond colonialism, but where decolonial efforts in archaeolo-
gy call for collaboration with Indigenous communities beyond consultation and 
centring an Indigenous worldview (Atalay 2006), anti-colonial efforts call us to 
subvert the colonial regime with both a critical interrogation of colonial discours-
es and the development of alternatives which undermine colonial theory (Hing-
ley 2013). Some thinkers categorise both decolonial and anti-colonial theory as 
‘post-colonial.’ However, we do not believe that we live in a post-colonial world. 
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As Wolfe (2006: 388) explains of settler colonialism: “invasion is a structure, 
not an event.” Canada exists firmly within the colonial structure, and through co-
lonialism (and by extension capitalism) Canada continues to both exist because 
of and benefit from the ongoing oppression of Indigenous peoples and our/their 
dispossession from the land. 

Indigenous scholar Max Liboiron’s Pollution is Colonialism (2021) is a pow-
erful text to draw from and think with relative to archaeological practice. Their 
approach to anti-colonial practice in their lab has many protocols from which it 
is good to read about and good to think on that possess cross-over for archaeol-
ogists in terms of methods, accountability, relationships and outputs. What is it 
that we are doing each day? What are we making by being and doing in the field? 
What do we say about ourselves and our guild in how we act on the land in front 
of others? Anti-colonial thinking is not purely theoretical—there are practical 
decisions, questions concerning “method-and-ethics” that make up each day (Li-
boiron 2021: 113). To paraphrase Liboiron (2021: 119), how will we do archae-
ology in an anti-colonial way, rather than merely with anti-colonial intent? We 
think of this phrase often, and how Liboiron conducts their research while main-
taining respect and accountability to all their relations (i.e., land, fish, Elders, 
community). While thinking from Liboiron (2021), other scholars like Atalay 
(2006, 2012), McNiven and Russell (2005), Steeves (2015), Wilson (2008) and 
Yellowhorn (2006) shine through illuminating a body of work for which archae-
ologists can turn inward and re-imagine archaeology (Connaughton, no date).

With the commodification of Indigenous heritage in British Columbia, and 
the development-driven Canadian narratives which position First Nations de-
siring sovereignty over our/their own heritage as being ‘in the way of progress,’ 
we see that CRM archaeology performed under the auspices of the Archaeology 
Branch is thus an extension of the colonial regime, actively contributing to the 
disconnection of Indigenous people from our/their lands and heritage. But we do 
not need despair. We can think critically about how to enact change in the world 
we inhabit.

Where do we start?

We believe the practitioners of CRM are positioned to be anti-colonial, that 
is, if they are open to rethinking their training and practice. Archaeologists work-
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ing within the CRM landscape must cultivate their understanding of the colonial 
context of Canada, the nature of unceded Indigenous lands and the ways in which 
provincial (i.e., the HCA) and federal (i.e., the lack of it) legislation governing 
the protection and management of heritage oppress communities. By beginning 
to understand the history of colonialism in British Columbia and especially of 
residential schools, and how both have affected communities and specifically in-
dividuals whom we work with today, CRM archaeologists must develop a desire 
to work against (rather than within) the ongoing oppression of Indigenous peo-
ples. Cultivating this awareness and understanding of Indigenous experiences is 
an ongoing process that must be committed to by archaeologists who manage 
and work with Indigenous heritage.

Beyond this awareness of both the system we work within and the Indige-
nous landscape we are situated on, individuals must cultivate awareness of their 
own self. Acknowledging the ways in which we are colonised and by extension, 
the many ways our formal education as professional archaeologists perpetuates 
harm is essential to doing our jobs in an anti-colonial way. For example, our 
formal education as archaeologists includes much unspoken and subtle Western 
perspectives—by the very framing of the discipline as one which is about dis-
covery—extracting data and knowledge for learning’s sake. In British Columbia, 
we are all taught that archaeology is destructive and that we can only excavate 
once, but what is left out of this discourse is the fact that it is Indigenous heritage 
that is being destroyed, regardless of how much data we are able to capture first 
through systematic excavation and data recovery. Not to mention that ‘permis-
sion’ for destruction of Indigenous heritage was granted by the provincial Ar-
chaeology Branch by way of an HCA site alteration permit, and non-Indigenous 
people (sometimes, non-archaeologists) are making decisions about the nature of 
destruction and the percentage of sampling and recovery ‘required.’ Seeing and 
examining our inherent colonial biases allows us to recognise how colonialism 
permeates the CRM world we occupy. Recognising the colonial fabric of Canada 
will then help us when the time comes to unravel the systems that continue to do 
harm. Cultivating an understanding of the above puts CRM archaeologists in a 
good position to advocate for and champion Indigenous sovereignty, especially 
sovereignty over unceded lands and heritage.
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What are some anti-colonial practices and actionable goals for CRM ar-
chaeologists? 

We cannot speak about everything in this short article, but we can provide 
some ideas to think and act from in daily practice.

1)	 Cultivate humility and a readiness to lead by example, holding other 
non-Indigenous and settler folk accountable to a decolonial present and anti-co-
lonial future. Doing so takes a self-awareness; an awareness of the privilege and 
power archaeologists (i.e., field directors and/or permit holders) hold within 
CRM and questioning that role in it each day. Self-awareness becomes action 
when we learn to spot biases and blind spots in our day to day. This can look like 
several things, including calling out racial micro-aggressions and questioning 
racial stereotyping rhetoric in the field and in project meetings. Prior to field-
work, manage client expectations from project inception and build up Indigenous 
representation and sovereignty into the project plan and scope statement from 
the beginning with an emphasis on shared decision-making when it comes to 
Indigenous heritage. This includes explaining that an archaeologist’s actions and 
decisions must also be vetted and approved by First Nations on a project through 
communications with local Nations. By holding ourselves and our archaeolog-
ical peers accountable and demonstrating our commitments to an anti-colonial 
future, we make space to nurture relationships.

2)	 Building and maintaining relationships with the Indigenous peoples 
whose heritage and land we make a living from is critical if we are to advance 
a new way of being in the field (Connaughton 2020). This is a key opportunity 
to develop relationality in our practice, by being accountable at all phases in 
our work to our Indigenous colleagues (Wilson 2008). Being in good relations 
with communities allows for good relations to the land and subverts the colonial 
notions of separateness and compartmentalisation (Christie-Peters 2017; Morin 
2014). The ability to recognise that the well-being of our Indigenous colleagues 
and our/their communities is intrinsically tied to the land, and also to the well-be-
ing of our non-human kin is essential to building communities in the field.

3)	 Archaeologists can refuse normative practice by engaging in deep 
listening by stepping aside to be facilitators rather than experts on Indigenous 
heritage (Connaughton, no date; Connaughton and Herbert 2017). This can be 
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achieved by valuing the contributions of First Nations representatives in the field 
and making space for their voices. We do this in many ways: honouring their 
knowledge by elevating them above the title ‘monitor,’ teaching respectfully, 
asking them to join us in project meetings with clients, seeking their interpreta-
tions and genuinely valuing their contributions. These conscious choices lead to 
a more robust and fulfilling experience for all. By consciously avoiding any form 
of gatekeeping—whether that is gatekeeping knowledge, access to knowledge 
or client intentions—we are refusing the structure of bureaucratic, regulatory 
archaeology that we are all trapped within. This approach of radical inclusion is 
also a means of refusal: we are refusing the narrative that First Nations’ repre-
sentatives do not contribute to CRM archaeology beyond the superficial, partici-
patory way.

4)	 Actively choosing refusal as a method in our archaeological practice; 
for us this looks like incorporating an explicit rejection of the structures and 
rules of settler societies (Coulthard 2014; Simpson 2014; Simpson 2017). We do 
this in multiple ways, first with a refusal to engage in the Western science versus 
Indigenous spiritualism trope that has problematised Indigenous relationships 
and scholarship within archaeology (Schneider and Hayes 2020: 138). Next, we 
refuse the label of ‘artefact’ generally used by archaeology, choosing instead to 
use the terms ‘belongings,’ ‘lithic objects’ and ‘ancestral objects.’ As explained 
by xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam) scholar Jordan Wilson, using the word ‘belong-
ing’ to refer to ancestral objects in the fields of archaeology and anthropology 
offers “a generative ambiguity” by simultaneously inviting us to think about the 
contrast between possession (Western legal framework) and ownership (Indige-
nous Law) and by acknowledging that the ancestors are still the owners of their 
belongings (Duffek and Wilson 2021: 47). We also refuse to prioritise capitalism 
over the destruction of Indigenous heritage. And if a site must be impacted, with 
no other alternative, we work closely with the impacted First Nations communi-
ties to ensure the archaeology is done well, with full support, and a story is told 
of a place and its peoples.

5)	 Finally, remembering that the work we do is on behalf of the ancestors. 
We are privileged to facilitate relationships to heritage for Indigenous descendant 
communities, privileged to make our living within extractive capitalism, seek-
ing, documenting, protecting, stewarding and fighting for Indigenous heritage. 
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We do this work with intention, with the knowledge that enacting all of the above 
elements daily—making hard, conscious decisions about our praxis—brings us 
into relationship with the ancestors. The very nature of our work and the way we 
approach it brings us into community with generations of spirits extending back-
wards and forwards throughout time and includes the Indigenous people alive 
in the present, sharing space with us in the field and lab. If you choose to work 
within British Columbian CRM archaeology, this must be seen for what it is.

Conclusion 

An anti-colonial approach does not require hostility, rather it centres Indig-
enous heritage and descendant communities through good relationships with 
people, land, sea and spirit (Connaughton, no date; Liboiron 2021). It draws on 
humility and gratitude to be mindful of an archaeologist’s privileged position and 
to stand with Indigenous communities to care for our/their heritage. This does 
require continuous personal effort and making conscious anti-colonial choices 
for archaeologists working with Indigenous heritage in capitalist frameworks to 
hold each other accountable. And there is strength in community to do so through 
education and by leading in the field.

Manifesting these ideas into more daily practice needs to be taught in univer-
sity where most new archaeologists are taught theory and method, and how to 
operationalise archaeology. Developing an early education through anti-colonial 
pedagogy in archaeological academic programmes will extend this anti-colonial 
approach into the field when young graduates seek employment opportunities. 
Paulette Steeves (2015: 129–130) illustrates the problem of unethical practices 
she personally witnessed due to the lack of training in heritage laws and ethics 
in university. In addition to the academy, Connaughton (no date: 92) highlights 
how, post-graduation, most young practicing archaeologists are exposed to three 
‘teachers,’ (1) the Archaeology Branch, (2) Corporations (especially corporate 
culture/archaeologists) and (3) Clients. He discusses how these three entities 
contribute to the miseducation of archaeologists in British Columbia despite the 
values accrued through life, university and Indigenous teachers in the field. It 
is obvious to see how an injection of anti-colonial science and pedagogy would 
slowly seep out and make change on a local and international scale. Until that 
injection comes, we can move towards change on the ground and hold each other 
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accountable. 

Given the structure we are working within as archaeologists, it is easy to 
lose hope when confronted with the ways our industry training and education 
reproduces colonialism. However, we must remember that teaching also happens 
in the field—we are teaching junior archaeologists and simultaneously clients, 
First Nations representatives and the public about how archaeology happens on 
unceded Indigenous territories. First Nations representatives are teaching us all 
(i.e., archaeologists, clients, non-archaeological crews) about how to be in rela-
tion with heritage, the land and the ancestors. Enacting anti-colonial approaches 
to CRM archaeology is not going to end colonialism. But it can make space for 
change, and usher in a new era of Indigenous sovereignty and power over our/
their heritage. This should give us hope, that we are here together using our 
voices and privilege to make things better. We recognise that this article is not a 
roadmap or recipe to post-colonial bliss (if only!)—and we think that that is what 
makes these ideas to think and act from palatable. Specifically, while they are not 
easy by any means, they are possible and achievable. How do we know they are 
possible and achievable? Because we are doing them. And you can do them too.
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