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The Swedish Archaeological Society

In 1947 the first meeting to establish the Swedish Archaeological Society 
was held at the Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm. The Society 
is the common body for professional archaeologists in Sweden, regardless of 
specialism. According to the statutes the purpose of the Society is to further 
Swedish archaeological research and to support this research by granting 
scholarships. The Society is especially tasked with attending to the voca-
tional interests of archaeologists. This task is to be carried out by taking 
part in public debate, by influencing public opinion, and by being a body 
to which proposed measures are submitted for consideration. The Society 
also arranges discussions and seminars on archaeological topics. The Soci-
ety’s board currently has sixteen members from universities, museums and 
archaeological institutions in various parts of Sweden. Mikael Eboskog 
from Bohusläns Museum is the present chair.

In 1993 the Society began issuing its annual journal Current Swedish 
Archaeology. Since then the journal has presented articles mirroring current 
archaeological research and theoretical trends. 
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Editorial

We are excited to share with you a new issue of Current Swedish Archae-
ology. We hope that this year’s archaeological research and debates will 
engage and inspire, generating new insights, fostering reflection and per-
haps even prompting action. Current Swedish Archaeology has long treated 
archaeology as a socially embedded practice, and the journal has repeatedly 
served as a forum for explicit engagement with political, institutional, and 
cultural debates within and beyond Sweden. Examples include the 2011 key-
note that addressed the Swedish political situation in the context of the rise 
of the radical right, and the 2017 volume’s discussions of archaeology’s role 
in museums and in legislative frameworks that shape democratic processes.

This year’s keynote, written by Marte Spangen at the Museum of Cul-
tural History, University of Oslo, Norway, continues and develops this 
long-standing engagement. It concerns the possible roles of archaeology 
and cultural heritage in contemporary society, and how they may con-
tribute to sustainable and just futures. Entitled Participatory Archaeology 
for Heritage Preparedness: Addressing the Wicked Problem of Anti-
Democratic Discourse, Spangen addresses contemporary global challenges 
posed by authoritarian and anti-democratic movements. She provides an 
elegant examination of the ways in which archaeology may mediate social 
and political processes within a multifaceted democratic discourse. 

While some archaeologists may be unsympathetic to the idea of the dis-
cipline’s involvement in contemporary politics and see themselves as neutral 
researchers (e.g. Knutson 2024), it is important to note that archaeology 
and archaeologists are always implicated in such processes, in one way 
or another. Indeed, early archaeologists such as Oscar Montelius (1843–
1921) and Hans Hildebrand (1842–1913) were politically engaged, in the 
sense that they sought to use their societal positions, and, at times, pre-
historic material culture as evidence, to influence the political debates of 
their own time. Both, for example, supported and actively advocated the 
emancipation of women, including women’s suffrage. Later, Hanna Rydh 
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(1891–1964) made substantial contributions to addressing pressing soci-
etal issues related to poverty, equality, and peace, as well as to debates on 
democracy. She also drew international attention to these concerns, for 
example through her service as a delegate to the League of Nations, the 
predecessor of the United Nations, whose central aim was the promotion 
of world peace (Arwill-Nordbladh 2005). In addition, she observed and 
commented on the significance of climatic change during archaeological 
fieldwork conducted abroad. Seemingly, Swedish archaeologists have long 
been motivated to contribute to the resolution of challenges that, to varying 
degrees, have threatened democratic and inclusive societies. Today, while 
some of these threats persist, others have taken new forms, necessitating 
novel approaches and strategies. 

Spangen proposes in her keynote that today’s global problems associ-
ated with increased anti-democratic and authoritarian forces could fruit-
fully be addressed through participatory archaeology. She departs from a 
self-reflexive and purposeful approach, drawing on experiences from Indig-
enous archaeology and Saami archaeology specifically. In this framework, 
active knowledge production involves so-called non-professionals working 
in dialogue with archaeologists, fostering mutual respect and reciprocal 
learning. Spangen further argues that archaeology must dare to be explic-
itly political. She introduces heritage preparedness as a form of cognitive 
and social resilience; the capacity to engage critically with contested pasts, 
identities, and values, rather than merely protecting predefined heritage 
objects. Framed as a response to ‘wicked problems’ (complex, open-ended 
challenges with no clear or final solutions), it is suggested that archaeol-
ogy cannot “solve” democratic erosion, but can contribute through ‘small 
wins’ (modest, concrete interventions that foster dialogue, trust, and tol-
erance of disagreement). While acknowledging that participatory archae-
ology in Scandinavia remains limited in scope, she maintains that such 
practices can establish vital arenas for democratic dissensus and long-term 
societal resilience. 

The messages in the keynote are taken up and productively complicated 
across the responses, which collectively underscore both the promise and 
the frictions inherent in participatory and Indigenous archaeology. John 
Schofield situates contemporary global crises as interlinked ‘wicked prob-
lems’ that demand urgent but non-linear responses, supporting Spangen’s 
claim that participatory heritage practices can strengthen democratic dis-
course even when problems are ultimately irresolvable. Harald Fredheim 
expands this discussion through examples drawn, among other places, from 
New Zealand, examining how heritage practices can foster trust while also 
raising critical questions about the evolving role of archaeologists in dem-
ocratic discourse. Wisely, he cautions against uncritical transfers of par-
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ticipatory models between different social and political contexts. Together 
with insights drawn from Tara Johnson-Comerford, Fredheim highlights 
the demanding nature of participatory archaeology: in fact the emotional 
and personal labour involved can be so substantial that participants may 
ultimately choose not to engage. Changes may be challenging and require 
labour. This might help explain resistance to reform, to the reordering of 
power relations, and to shifts in sites of knowledge production – challenges 
that participatory archaeology must confront rather than gloss over. 

Several respondents further extend Spangen’s argument by situating 
participatory practice within other urgent contemporary crises. Charlotta 
Hillerdal foregrounds the urgent threat of climate change. Drawing on 
long-term collaboration with an Indigenous community in coastal sub-
Arctic America, she demonstrates how effective community-based archae-
ology combines a clear sense of purpose with flexibility, responsiveness, 
and sustained listening. In this perspective, participation demands humility, 
patience, and a willingness to remain open to being changed by the collab-
oration itself. Following, Charina Knutson and Mattis Danielsen empha-
sise the risks involved when participatory and Indigenous archaeology 
unfold within unequal institutional frameworks. While such approaches 
aim to redress colonial power imbalances, they remain limited within 
development-led archaeology in Sweden and Norway, where most archae-
ological work occurs. Indigenous archaeology, they caution, is a high-stakes 
arena for public disagreement, as debate can undermine trust, exclude 
Saami voices, and expose Indigenous communities to hostility. To mitigate 
these risks, they call for stronger Saami representation in archaeological 
practice and education, and for archaeologists to develop cultural com-
petence and conflict-management skills. Carl-Gösta Ojala similarly sees 
Indigenous archaeology as a critical, decolonizing practice that emphasizes 
collaboration, power awareness, and engagement with living Saami com-
munities, while also urging continued critical reflection on representation 
and participation. Importantly, he highlights the responsibility of universi-
ties, museums, and archaeologists to act through education, communica-
tion, and ethical practice, while also recognizing archaeology’s potential 
to both empower and to do harm in contemporary society. 

In her concluding response, Marte Spangen returns to these concerns, 
stressing that meaningful inclusion must navigate complex political reali-
ties, such as land rights and colonial legacies, while avoiding tokenism or 
the exoticization of minority groups. Ultimately, the exchange reinforces her 
central claim: that archaeologists inevitably function as social mediators, 
and by intentionally embracing inclusive practices at the local scale, they 
can – through small but consequential interventions – help cultivate the tol-
erance and community-building necessary to sustain modern democracies.
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Connecting to the broader theme of anti-democratic forces and vio-
lence, the first research article by Julie de Vos, Today Emperor, Tomor-
row Beggar …, presents the results of archaeological investigations of the 
World War II Sølund Camp in Denmark. The camp held German civilians, 
a category of internees largely absent from public awareness and histori-
cal narratives. By foregrounding the material traces of everyday life in the 
camp, de Vos illuminates the marginalized experiences of these refugees, 
positioning the camps as tangible manifestations of the institutionalized 
‘states of exception’ in modern systems of governance.

Questions of identity and belonging are approached from a different 
angle in the second research article, Do You Want to Know Who You Are? 
by Kristian Kristiansen et al. Drawing on a nationwide survey of nearly 900 
individuals in Sweden, the authors examine why people pursue personal 
DNA ancestry testing and how test results might shape attitudes towards 
history. The findings indicate a difference between an interest in individual 
family genealogies on the one hand and engagement with collective national 
history or ethnonational identity on the other. It is implied that the connec-
tion to contentious discussions regarding ethnonational identity remains 
subdued in the context of personal DNA testing.

We find Elks on the Loose as the third research article. Authors Pernille 
Pantmann and Pernille Bangsgaard shift the focus of the issue to much 
earlier periods while engaging with questions of temporality, materiality, 
and social memory. The authors examine the deposition of antique ele-
ments, here elk bones, in Funnel Beaker wetland contexts in North Zea-
land, Denmark. They demonstrate how direct AMS dating can uncover 
long-overlooked traditions of temporal reuse, offering fresh insights into 
how Neolithic societies related to time, physical objects, and the reproduc-
tion of meaning across generations.

As always, we also offer insights into exciting new research in the form 
of reviews and notices. Nils Anfinset makes important observations in his 
review of Nordic Bronze Age Economies by Christian Horn, Knut Ivar 
Austvoll, Johan Ling and Magnus Artursson. Peter Skoglund, in turn, 
delves into Fredrik Fahlander’s recent book Ecologies of Bronze Age Rock 
Art. Sven Kalmring’s encompassing book Towns and Commerce in Viking-
Age Scandinavia is reviewed comprehensively by Christoph Kilger. Keeping 
to the theme of the Viking Age, Charlotta Hillerdal synthesizes and reflects 
on the two hefty volumes of Northern Emporium, edited by Søren M. Sind-
bæk. Ulla Nordfors and Ronan James O’Sullivan present thoughtful obser-
vations in their review of the book Critical Perspectives on Ancient DNA, 
edited by Daniel Strand, Anna Källén and Charlotte Mulcare. Finally, Bodil 
Axelsson shares her thoughts on Ulrika Söderström’s recently defended doc-
toral thesis Kulturarv som resurs i socialt hållbar stadsutveckling. Among 
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the notices, you will find information about Ostlänken, a large-scale linear 
archaeology project involving four counties in Sweden and c. 700 archae-
ological sites. The first notice, by Göran Gruber, Magnus Johansson and 
Tom Carlsson, presents the scientific coordination of the project. The sec-
ond, by Göran Gruber and Thomas Johansson, summarizes the project’s 
communication efforts. 

Lastly, a note on the development of Current Swedish Archaeology; we 
will continue to publish research articles online-first but will expand the 
practice to also include notices and reviews from 2026. You are welcome 
to submit your manuscripts throughout the year! We offer a speedy peer-
review process, complimentary language revision, online-first publication, 
and Open Access to serve a wide interested international and national audi-
ence.

Elisabeth Niklasson & Ing-Marie Back Danielsson 
editors of Current Swedish Archaeology
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Today Emperor, Tomorrow 
Beggar …
Archaeological Examinations  
of the World War II Sølund Camp in Denmark

Julie de Vos

Abstract
In 1944, the German Luftwaffe established a regional headquarters in occupied Denmark, 
located in the forest area of Dyrehaven, Skanderborg. The Wehrmacht cleared the Sølund 
Psychiatric Institution and constructed bunkers, barracks, trenches, weapons depots and 
vehicle sites. After Germany’s surrender in 1945, these barracks were repurposed as a refu­
gee camp for German civilians – mainly women and children – fleeing the collapsing Reich. 
While the German occupation has long attracted scholarly attention, the postwar refugees 
have largely fallen into oblivion. Whether this is because they were defeated, poor, women, 
children, or considered to be ‘victims’, their history has only recently begun to resurface. In 
parallel to historical research, archaeological investigations now aim to recover this hidden 
narrative of German postwar refugees in Denmark. This article presents the 2022 archae­
ological excavations at the former Sølund camp, assessing the potential of observing the 
change of power behind the barbed wire of the camp through an exploration of materiality. 
Since the physical traces of the soldiers are far more prominent than those of the refugees – 
and given the lack of ‘uncontaminated’ contexts or structures used by refugees only – this 
research argues for a reflexive archaeological approach in order to access the experiences 
of the displaced inhabitants who lived at Sølund camp.

Keywords: contemporary archaeology, World War II, the German Luftwaffe, concentra­
tions camps, internment, refugee camps, conflict

Independent researcher, Denmark
juliedvos@gmail.com

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 4.0 International licence 
(CC BY 4.0) (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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Introduction

April 28, 1946
On the opposite side, the forest is reserved for the German refugees. We could 
see their wooden barracks, and along the barbed wire fence, the refugees wan­
dered, young and old, with children by the hand. They looked at us indifferently. 
Some of the men still wore their uniforms, a last remnant of the German Wehr­
macht’s heyday. They probably hadn’t dreamed that they would end up here 
behind their own barbed wire. I had to laugh inwardly, how strange it is that 
everything can be turned upside down: Today Emperor, tomorrow Beggar …
(From the diary of the local barber Aage Danielsen (Danielsen n.d.), vol.2, Feb­
ruary 1945–September 1946 [author’s translation]).

While the wider public is generally well informed about the horrors of the 
Nazi extermination camps, many other types of concentration camps in 
Nazi Germany and beyond remain largely unknown (e.g. Banks 2011:113; 
de Vos 2020; González Ruibal 2020:320–321). This has long been the case 
for the refugee camps that held German civilians in Denmark. Once seen 
as temporary solutions to a crisis, they have faded from public memory. 
Yet, as I argue in this article, they can reveal unsettling truths about the 
normalization of ‘states of exception’ in state governance.

In the aftermath of the Second World War’s genocide and mass destruc­
tion, refugee camps that hosted German civilians on the ‘Whipped Cream 
Frontline’ (‘die Sahnefront’ in German) may have seemed unimportant. 
‘Die Sahnefront’ was a term used by German soldiers not only to denote 
the relative abundance of dairy products in Denmark, but more generally 
as a sarcastic reference to the easy life on a frontline without armed con­
flict and with many comforts, including ample food and drink and access 
to services and goods (DR 2005 ep. 2; Poulsen 1991). The camps were a 
pragmatic solution, used to feed and host the great masses of refugees, 
who could not be sent back to Germany, following orders by the SHAEF 
(Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force) (Harder 2020:138–
140). Denmark was part of the British occupation zone, and all negotiations 
and policy decisions regarding the refugees were made by and through the 
British military authorities.

The fact that the refugees have escaped general and academic attention 
(but for exceptions see Gammelgaard 1993, 2005; Harder 2020; Jensen 
2020; Lyloff 2006) may be symptomatic of what Giorgio Agamben describes 
as the permanent state of exception, specifically ‘the dominant paradigm of 
government in contemporary politics’ by which the ‘camp’ becomes normal­
ized as part of the ‘biopolitical paradigm of the modern’ (1998:117, 2005). 
Though Agamben treats the camp as a metaphorical space ‘that is opened 
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when the state of exception begins to become the rule’ (1998:168–169), as 
an archaeologist I am equally interested in the physical and social space of 
the camp. To me, the concept of the camp is more than a metaphor of the 
‘bare lives’ that the state of exception creates; it is a material fact, produced 
by the biopolitics of modernity. The post WWII refugee camps in Denmark 
can help to foreground this transition into a permanent state of exception, 
recycled from totalitarian regimes into liberal democracies, where the camp, 
as a material manifestation of biopolitical control, remains disturbingly rel­
evant in the context of the unwanted and refugees today.

The complex construction of (camp) space is well explained by Lefebvre 
(1991): the production of space is based on the triadic relationship between 
conceptually developed spaces named the perceived space (physical and 
material spatial practice), the conceived space (representations of space: 
conceptualized space linked to the underlying power structures and repres­
sive laws, ordering and control of space), and finally the lived space (rep­
resentational space: shaped by the interns and their encounter with space). 
Space is therefore not a fixed physical entity, but a cultural production 
embedded in physical, mental and social relations that are inseparable (see 
also Bernbeck & Pollock 2018:455). The Sølund refugee camp in Denmark, 
which forms the focus of this article, was formerly Sølund Psychiatric Insti­
tution and then a Luftwaffe headquarters, showing how the perceived space 
can remain intact, while both the conceived and lived space change radically.

In what follows, I present the background and key insights from the 
archaeological investigations of the former Sølund camp. By examining the 
material traces left behind and adopting a reflexive approach, the analy­
sis explores the shifting power dynamics enclosed within the barbed wire.

When history failed Nazi Germany

Towards the end of World War II, during the winter of 1944–45, hundreds 
of thousands of East Prussians had to flee their homes, most of them by foot 
or horse and cart, due to the Soviet offensive on the Eastern Front (Gammel­
gaard 1993:9–16). Great parts of the North-Eastern corner of Germany, 
mainly East Prussia, were sieged by the Soviet troops between February 
and April of 1945. The railroads were either destroyed or used to move war 
material and soldiers, meaning that one of the few options for escaping the 
Soviet army was to cross the Baltic Sea from the ports of the sieged cities. 
On the 4th of February 1945, the German Führer ordered the civilians from 
these areas to be transferred to Denmark (Gammelgaard 2005:17; Harder 
2020:55), where the civilians could be fed and taken care of by the German 
Wehrmacht. The passage though the Baltic Sea was dangerous; the ships 
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were critically overcrowded and constantly threatened by sea mines and 
Soviet submarines. The refugees were transported to the Western areas of 
what was then called the German Reich. Around 250,000 refugees ended 
up in Denmark during the winter and spring of 1945 (Harder 2020:13).

At this period in time, Denmark was still occupied by Nazi Germany 
(the German state between the years of 1933 and 1945); an occupation that 
lasted from April 1940 to May 1945. The German Wehrmacht had to find 
space for the many German civilians, the majority of whom arrived through 
the port of Copenhagen. Schools, sport centres and other public buildings 
all over the country were seized to host the refugees. The process was slow 
and the state of the civilians, who arrived after journeys of several weeks 
or even months, was poor. They suffered from malnutrition and – as a con­
sequence of the former – intestinal diseases that massively increased the 
mortality of infants (Harder 2020:161–163). The agglomeration of people 
also stimulated the spread of diseases such as typhus, scarlet fever, measles 
and respiratory diseases. Mortality was generally high among the refugees 
during the first months of internment, only beginning to decrease in the 
autumn of 1945 (Harder 2020:161–163).

After the surrender of the German Wehrmacht in Denmark in May 1945, 
most of the common German soldiers were sent back to Germany, while 
high ranking commanders were captured. Overcrowding and devastation 
at the end of the war led to a British ruling that the many civilian refugees 

Figure 1. German refugees arriving in Denmark before the end of World War II. Photo by: 
Christoffersen, Fyens Stiftidende, Odense. Source: The Museum of Danish Resistance, 
photo archive reference FHM-215345. No Known Restrictions.
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in Denmark could not return to Germany, leaving them stranded indefi­
nitely. What, in May 1945, appeared to be a question of weeks or months 
of waiting was gradually prolonged (e.g. Harder 2020:138–139), with the 
last refugees leaving Denmark as late as 1949.

As German military installations all over Denmark were abandoned by 
the armed forces, they were instead used for the internment of refugees. 
From 1946, some of these camps grew to a capacity of between 10,000 and 
30,000, with the biggest camp, Oksbøl, becoming the 5th biggest ‘town’ in 
Denmark (Jensen 2020:43). This growth occurred as refugees were trans­
ferred from the smaller camps and gathered in the bigger camps, in order 
to streamline logistics and administration.

For multiple reasons, refugees were not allowed to leave the camps, and 
no Danish civilians were allowed inside. Key reasons included the preven­
tion of integration of the Germans within Danish society, avoidance of 
fraternization, and control of both the refugee population and the transfer 

Figure 2. Map by the architect Johan Schmidt of the decommissioning work of the origi­
nal Luftwaffe camp. The refugee camp was limited to the area within the red line from the 
autumn of 1945 and to the final dismantlement of the camp during the summer of 1946. 
Courtesy of the Historical Archive of Skanderborg.
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of disease. While these orders were put in place by the British, the Danish 
authorities agreed with these conditions (Harder 2020:130–132). In this 
context, it is important to keep in mind the enormous hatred and desire 
for revenge that had flourished against the Germans during their occupa­
tion of Denmark. In this sense, keeping the refugees behind barbed wire 
was also for their own protection, especially during the first months after 
the German surrender.

While a Danish camp leader was formally in charge, the camps were 
primarily organized by the refugees themselves. They became societies in 
miniature, with kindergartens, infirmaries, cinemas, schools, and diverse 
workshops – similar to structures known from other internment settings, 
especially in POW (prisoner of war) camps (Banks 2011:123; Carr 2011:142).

Sølund, the Luftwaffe headquarters 
in Denmark and the refugee camp
The camp where the fieldwork of this research project was conducted (de 
Vos 2024a, 2024b, 2025a), was the German Luftwaffe headquarters in 
Denmark, located outside of the town of Skanderborg. This military facil­
ity consisted of 87 wooden barracks, four finished bunkers (another three 
in development), weapon depots, camouflaged vehicle sites, trenches, fire 
ponds, middens, latrines etc. (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:48–49). The former rec­
reational area and the Sølund Psychiatric Institution (after which the camp 
was named) were confiscated by the German Wehrmacht in February 1944 
(Pedersen, L.J. 2017:41), at which point work commenced on its transfor­
mation into Luftwaffe headquarters. In January 1945, the headquarters 
consisted of 44 officers, 23 officials, and 354 non-commissioned officers 
and enlisted men (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:88). After the occupation ended, 
some of the Luftwaffe soldiers were kept at Sølund – not as POWs, but as 
‘disarmed Germans’ (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:48) – until the autumn of 1945, 
in order to teach the British military authorities (in charge since the sur­
render/liberation) about the secrets of the site and its machinery (Pedersen, 
L.J. 2017:116–118). Simultaneously, the rest of the camp was transformed 
into a refugee camp for the civilians. The barracks, and the barbed wire, 
from the northern side of the road, were moved to the southern side in order 
to reopen the road for traffic and begin to normalize the situation (Møl­
gaard & de Vos 2024:38). This small camp lasted for only one year from 
the summer of 1945, accommodating about 700 refugees (Mølgaard & 
de Vos 2024:39). In July 1946, the refugees and most of the barracks were 
moved to the one of the larger camps named for its geographical proxim­
ity to the village of Gl. Rye (‘Old Rye’ in English), while the area around 
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Sølund camp was cleaned up and rehabilitated as the recreational area for 
the town of Skanderborg (Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:106–111).

The recreational area of Dyrehaven in Skanderborg was chosen as an 
administrative headquarters for the Luftwaffe, since it was located on an 
easily defendable peninsula, camouflaged by forest, and surrounded by 
lakes, should it be attacked (see Figure 2). It was a comfortable distance 
from the west coast of Denmark, which carried the risk of becoming the 
frontline of an allied attack, but not as far away as Copenhagen (Pedersen, 
L.J. 2017:19). Moreover, Skanderborg was close to sites that provided opti­
mal conditions for signal transmission and reception and radar stations, 
such as Hemstok and Ejer Bavnehøj, and was near to the Gl. Rye airfield 
(Pedersen, L.J. 2017:26). Gl. Rye airfield was, just like Sølund, an important 
Luftwaffe site that was turned into one of the biggest refugee camps in the 
aftermath of the war. Skanderborg was also strategically located close to 
other key military sites, including the Wehrmacht Headquarters in Silke­
borg (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:38).

Unlike the typical layout of internment camps – characterized by long 
sightlines, spatial efficiency, and tightly packed barracks to facilitate sur­
veillance and control (Banks 2011:123) – Sølund presents a markedly dif­
ferent configuration. Originally constructed for the German Luftwaffe, the 
camp’s barracks were designed to blend into the natural landscape, being 
dispersed among the slopes and concealed by the trees of the beech forest.

The fact that the Sølund barracks were originally constructed for the 
German military offered distinct advantages, particularly in terms of qual­
ity. Designed for long-term use, the barracks were well-insulated for win­

Figure 3. Left: A small barrack, target of excavation. May 2022. Photo by author. Right: 
Crew barracks in the Luftwaffe headquarters. Winter of 1944–45. Courtesy of the Histori­
cal Archive of Skanderborg.
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ter conditions and equipped with at least one stove per unit. This stood in 
stark contrast to many of the refugee camps hastily built elsewhere in Den­
mark, where insulation was poor and construction rudimentary (Harder 
2020:189, 228), since it had not been determined that the refugees would 
remain in the camps through the winter.

Comparing the few known testimonies from the refugees, it appears that 
Sølund was one of the better camps. The Danish camp leader was sympa­
thetic with the refugees, meeting their needs and even small requirements, 
as Anna Lietzau remembers in her diary (see Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:69). 
She also describes how the organisation of the camp diminished the feeling 
of being imprisoned or confined:

On July 16, we too were among the last to move into the beautiful forest, where 
the scattered small barracks truly made the stay bearable and, to a large extent, 
erased the sense of being confined. In this way, everyone was able to create a 
“home” according to their own preferences and means. Clever female hands 
can, after all, conjure something cozy out of almost nothing, and necessity 
breeds invention. Thus, in the seclusion of the Sølund forest, a small commu­
nity emerged—doing its best to overcome the long wait for repatriation (Møl­
gaard & de Vos 2024:44, 67).

Food was prepared by the refugees themselves in a community kitchen in 
the camp, while the meals were consumed in the barracks. Portions, or 
daily amounts of calories, were established by the guidelines of the SHAEF 
(Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force) (Harder 2020:137), 
with children receiving less calories but, together with pregnant women 
and refugees at the infirmaries, they were allowed to receive 0.5 l. of whole 
milk a day.

In the immediate post-war period, and in the light of the known condi­
tions of the German concentration camps, the treatment of the populations 
in the camps had to be carefully measured: the idea was to appear more 
generous internationally, but at the same time not to exasperate the Danes 
who also lived scarcely in the post-war years. The food was repetitive and 
unexciting, but it was adequate. Margarete Endres, one of the few refu­
gees from Sølund for whom we have a personal written testimony based on 
her diary, (available in: Mølgaard & de Vos (2024)) wrote about the camp 
of Sølund, describing how they made use of the forest to supplement their 
diet, for instance collecting honey fungi that were cooked on the stoves in 
the evening (Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:78).

In Denmark, the Second World War has always been a topic of interest 
for both professionals and the broader public. Especially favoured are the 
heroic tales of an otherwise neutral and occupied country: the important 
clandestine fight of the resistance movement – viewed as delinquents dur­
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ing the war but post-war heroes – and their evacuation of the Danish Jews 
to safety in Sweden in October 1943. Interest in such events appears to be 
part of the tendancy towards ‘remembering the “big men” of politics and 
warfare’ (McAtackney 2020:99). This is in stark contrast to the stories 
about the refugees, which have, on the one hand, been largely neglected, 
and on the other, constitute stories that did not fit very well with Danish 
self-perception. Perhaps this was the case because of these stories’ ambigu­
ous character, involving both charity and punishment. This kind of selec­
tive remembrance has been examined in similar contexts (Burström 2009; 
Jasinski 2018:647), suggesting a prioritizing of masculine war stories over 
those of women, children, the defeated, powerless and poor. These same 
reasons might have had an influence on why these stories apparently did 
not, until recently, appeal to historians, despite the fact that archives con­
taining a great deal of relevant information have existed and been both 
available and accessible to researchers.

This article remedies these short-comings by focussing on the change 
from powerful to powerless – from dominant soldiers to dominated women, 
children and old men, whose stories and great sufferings have fallen into 
obscurity. While the stories of German soldiers have traditionally been the 
focus of attention, the day-by-day stories of the German civilians in the 
post-war period have not enjoyed the same intense degree of interest.

Archaeological explorations at Sølund

Over the months of March, May and June 2022, and as a part of the two 
research projects, called Dis/place and Fortrængt (‘Erased’ in English), 
archaeologists from Museum Skanderborg excavated in three different 
localities of Dyrehaven, and made an examination of the Lake of Skander­

Figure 4. Foil tops from milk bottles. Photo by author.
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borg, the lake that almost surrounds the peninsula of Dyrehaven. The dis­
cussion here will focus on the excavation of the small barrack at Sølund 
(Figure 3). The excavations at Sølund Camp faced a problem in terms of 
identifying traces of the refugees’ occupation of the space. Being one of the 
smaller camps, it was reduced rather than expanded; as a result, there are 
no uncontaminated refugee contexts at the site.

As already noted, the Germans (in this case Luftwaffe) left more than 
destruction and suffering: they left behind an enormous amounts of things: 
‘The industrialized German war machine caused unprecedented destruc­
tion but was also supported by an enormous extraction, transformation, 
transportation, and deposition of things […]’ (Farstadvoll 2022:88). The 
volume of accumulated material at Sølund added to the process of re-
arranging and cleaning up the site: the German soldiers had two weeks to 
clean up before the Allies definitively took over on May 19 (Pedersen, L.J. 
2017:119–122) and the retreat was therefore less of a rush than can be seen 
in other locations. All the same, the German soldiers drew their understand­
ing of ‘cleaning’ from their established ‘scorched ground’ tactics. The camp 
was not literally set ablaze in the dramatic fashion known from other con­
texts (see Farstadvoll et al. 2022:36–37; Seitsonen et al. 2017:14–16), but the 
intent to destroy was unmistakable. Paperwork and some equipment were 
deliberately burned, while furniture and tableware were thrown out of the 
windows of the Sølund building (the former psychiatric institution). Addi­
tional items were dumped in a nearby peat pit (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:122), 
while electronic equipment, including radio devices, were discarded in the 
lake. In the 1970s, private collectors recovered several of these objects, and 

Figure 5. Left: The administration barrack seen from the South-Western corner, winter of 
1944–45. Courtesy of the Historical Archive of Skanderborg. Right: 2022, before excava­
tion, seen from the North-Eastern corner. Photo by author.
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at least a couple of radios were later documented and registered by the local 
museum. Refuse was also dumped in pits in certain areas of the camp and 
this practice was probably also employed during the dismantling of the 
headquarters, as seen elsewhere (Seitsonen & Herva 2011:184).

Archaeological excavations at Sølund were supplemented by a collabo­
ration with maritime archaeologists from the Museum of Moesgaard, who 
examined the lake via a ‘sidescan’, followed by diving examinations of the 
areas highlighted by the scan (Larsen 2022). Unfortunately, the highlighted 
areas turned out to be shells, meaning that any other objects have either 
been absorbed by the big layers of muddy lake sediments or swallowed by 
the earth, and are no longer accessible.

The administration barrack was the largest barrack at Sølund camp, 
measuring 27m 12,60×28,80m (de Vos 2024b). Built for administrative 

Figure 6. Left: Pieces of medical bottles and tubes. Photos by author. Right: From the infir­
mary barrack. Photos by Kurt Henke, courtesy of the Historical Archive of Skanderborg.
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purposes, when the camp was used by the Luftwaffe, the interior of the 
structure was divided in small subdivisions. This barrack was reused as 
an infirmary for the refugees. A number of discoveries point towards both 
periods of usage, including a fragment of a telephone receiver and fragments 
of medical bottles and test tubes.

The foundations of this barrack had not been blown up (see below for a 
discussion of the use of explosives at the site of the smaller barrack); they 
consisted of bricks and cement, and gravel/sand. Few artefacts were found 
within the foundations. This could suggest a more thorough cleaning pro­
cess and careful use on behalf of the soldiers, indicating clear differences 
between the usage of this barrack and the small barrack investigated by the 
excavation team. The use of the large barrack as an administration build­
ing, with a bureaucratic use, managing sensitive information and being 
used only for work, probably encourage better maintenance and prevented 
people from throwing rubbish out of the window. The small barrack had 
a more domestic character to it, and the behaviour relating to this struc­
ture was quite distinct.

The small barrack

This crew barrack was fully excavated, with the exception of an area 
obstructed by a large tree that could not be removed (de Vos 2025a). The 
foundations measured approximately 12.5×5.0 meters, corresponding to 
the so-called Type A barrack (cf. Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:49). This type 
of barrack usually features an entrance with three doors leading into two 
main rooms (left and right), separated by a smaller central space. Both main 
rooms at Sølund were equipped with chimneys constructed from bricks. 
During the excavation, concentrations of heat-resistant bricks were found 
among normal bricks, indicating the area of the stove, while a fragment of 
a similar stove was identified elsewhere using a metal detector.

Due to the barrack’s location on a slope, the site displayed a complex 
stratigraphy. The foundations had been dug into the terrain and, after the 
structure’s removal, natural erosion had gradually covered the remain­
ing features and traces of post-war clearance. The barrack structure was 
removed in the summer of 1946 and sent to the bigger camp in Gl. Rye, 
where up to 10,000 refugees were gathered from the autumn of 1946. The 
scarcity of building materials for the larger camp led to a communication 
to the contractor giving them permission to move, reuse and repair any 
suitable materials from Sølund.

Excavation showed that the foundation of the small barrack had been 
intentionally destroyed, with bricks and concrete fragments scattered across 
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the area. Only few bricks were found in situ, with a carefully arranged 
brickwork, hiding an empty bottle in the foundation, defying destruction 
(see also de Vos forthcoming 2025b). A crater in the structure confirmed 
the use of explosives in the dismantling of the barrack. Over the founda­
tion remains, a layer of discarded building materials – such as roofing felt, 
rock wool, broken bricks, wooden debris, nails, window glass, electric 
cables and Eternit (fiber cement) – marked the final stage of dismantling the 
structure. The presence of concrete foundations is testament to the qual­
ity of these barracks.

The inhabitants of the barracks appear to have used the windows fac­
ing the slope for discarding waste, leading to refuse layers rich in artefacts. 
Erosion subsequently displaced these materials further downslope, creating 
better preservation conditions on the eastern side. In contrast, few traces 
of the barrack survived on the western side. The southern room (assum­
ing the entrance with three doorways was on the northern side) yielded the 
most artefacts. It is likely that the two rooms were functionally divided into 
working and living spaces. Overall, the distribution of finds reflects more 
about the dismantling process than the everyday use of the barrack building.

In contrast to the administration barrack, the excavation team had no 
prior knowledge of the usage of this barrack, but the results indicated a 
mixed domestic and workspace, with quite a lot of ‘office supplies’ found 
at the site.

Figure 7. East side profile of the small barrack, showing the fundament and the cut into 
the slope with all the following layers covering that part of the barrack. Photo by author.
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Rubbish out of the window

The excavations at Sølund revealed what had been lost, hidden or deemed 
worthless by the Germans when leaving the camp, as well as what was with­
out value for the searchers of scrap metal after the abandonment or by the 
metal detectorists and collectors who have searched the area for decades. 
The great majority of finds belong to the category of building materials and 
unidentified pieces of industrial matériel – which could be described as a de-
humanised collection of things. By de-humanised, in this context, I refer to 
materials ‘detached from humanness or the human connection’ though pro­
duced by humans, they do not awaken empathy, nor do they show any kind 
of association to persons, collectives nor do they reveal uses. Though it can 
be argued that the military identity is also standardised (Herva 2015:306) 
or ‘mass produced’ and is often associated to certain anonymous practices, 
there is still a strong human and civilian connection between soldiers and 
things, as the findings also show.

Through excavation, it was not possible to separate traces of the sol­
diers’ activities from those of the refugees, since the occupation was con­
tinued for a total of only two years and the main layers reveal the moment 
of dismantling and the posterior erosion of the slope. Stratigraphically, it is 
therefore uncertain which objects belonged to the soldiers and which ones to 
the refugees, which is quite normal given the circumstances (Jasinski 2018 
for a similar case). Some finds might, perhaps, indicate female or child use, 
or on the other hand male or military use, or be more likely to belong to a 
context of ‘emperors’ or ‘beggars’. Naturally, these kinds of interpretations 
are rooted in biased assumptions, and need to be approached carefully. In 
similar contexts (though not the same), it has been suggested that the strong­
est indication of POW presence are the improvised home-made items made 
to substitute lacking essentials in the camp (Seitsonen et al. 2017:25). At 
Sølund, an example can be found in the transformation of iron wire into 
fishhooks – a kind of trench art, defined by Saunders (2000:45) as: ‘any 
item made by soldiers, prisoners of war, and civilians, from war materiel 
directly, or any other material, as long as it and they are associated tempo­
rally and/or spatially with armed conflict or its consequences’. Most trench 
art is therefore also categorised as ‘Recyclia’ (Saunders 2003:183–186) that 
is, material of another purpose reused for making new things. Whether one 
is a POW, a soldier biding time in the trenches or a refugee isolated from 
the outside world, the manufacturing of these objects is a process that could 
be interpreted as therapeutical; supplying momentary occupation for the 
mind to keep their sanity (Carr 2011:140), and even give a sense of free­
dom by controlling time and space (Moshenska & Myers 2011:10). Endres 
testimony from the camp describes how bicycle spokes were repurposed as 
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knitting needles to knit a jacket from unraveled old clothes (Mølgaard & 
de Vos 2024:79). In fact, an example of such improvised needles has been 
recovered from the Gl. Rye camp (Figure 10). Beyond their practical func­
tion of producing warm clothing for winter, these objects took on a pro­
found symbolic and emotional significance, representing loss – of freedom, 
home, and dignity (Dusselier 2008). They have often been interpreted as 
carriers of memory (eg. Carr 2011), embodying the internees’ struggles with 
loss and suffering (Dusselier 2008).

The small barrack did present a great variety of objects, including alco­
holic beverages and personal hygiene objects, indicating both an office-like 
purpose and a domestic use of the space. This could indicate a barrack of 
mixed usage and does not necessarily say anything about a change of usage 
over time. Some distinct military-related artefacts were also recovered, for 
instance a Luftwaffe cargo identification tag and a clasp linked to day fighter 

Figure 8. Office supplies mosaic. Photos by author.
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squadrons. While the ID tag was recovered from the excavation context, the 
clasp was discovered as a stray surface find during a metal detector survey.

Among the office related materials (Figure 8) are the remains of 5 yellow 
pencils, one of them spelling ‘1561 WEIC(H)’ and a logo in golden letters 
corresponding to a Koh-I-Noor 1561 soft pencil, from which the wooden 
part is partially preserved. The other pencil remains consist of parts of the 
yellow wax coating, while a couple of graphite sticks belonging to the pen­
cils were also recovered. The wooden part of most pencils had generally 
rotten away. Colourful plastic heads of pins, the metal rings from three ring 
binders, the lower part of a round paper clip bin with three clips preserved 
at the bottom, and the leftovers of a red stamp pad (a surface finding), all 
show a certain activity of paperwork in the barrack, feasibly carried out by 
the soldiers. This does not mean that the refugees did not reuse these left­
over materials, making the distinction between phases of use even harder 
(see also Jasinski 2018). An ink bottle must be added to this category, since 
it has a professional use, but also reaches into the private sphere of home­
sickness and communication. The ink bottle is, perhaps, one of the most 
emblematic symbols of displacement in archaeological excavations of mid 
20th century war contexts; meaningful because it makes home communi­
cation possible and is therefore and often found object in camps and war 
trenches. The ink bottles are the traces and reminders of the millions of 
letters written by soldiers; letters that are now been lost (González-Ruibal 
2020:152).

Excavations have revealed surprisingly few sherds of broken faience 
plates or bowls and glasses, suggesting that food was probably prepared and 
ingested elsewhere, though the archives suggest that meals were ingested in 
the barracks. Alcoholic beverages, on the other hand, were present in the 
barrack, a variety of bottles and fragments were found, probably from both 
cognac and wine, with one example being a perfectly conserved green bottle 
for Danish cherry wine, produced by the J.J. Jacobsens EFTF. in Odense, 
Denmark1 (Pedersen, M.R. 2022). ‘Real’ wine was already scarce in these 
northern territories since the outburst of WWII, so the popularity of wine 
with local ingredients, such as cherries, increased during the occupation. 
Cherry wine had been a valued export wine since the 19 C., but during 
the war, a low-quality substitution was also sold on the market and was 
referred to as ‘Pullimut’.

Remains of other bottles and fragments suggest that drinking was habit­
ual in this barrack, with Danish witnesses confirming that the high level of 
drinking and partying of the soldiers was well-known outside the camp. A 

1	 J.J. Jacobsens in Fåborg was sold to Odense Vin Kompagni In 1928 and the production 
moved to Odense in the 1930s, where this bottle was produced. 
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local underground newspaper documented the abundance of food and wine 
among the soldiers at Sølund: on a weekly basis, they had large amounts 
of smoked eel and salmon, fresh fruit, beer and wine (Champagne, Wine 
from the Rheine area and French Bourgogne), coffee and tea transported 
to the camp. Each day, the menu consisted of a variety of cold and warm 
dishes (meat included), fresh fruit, coffee, and wine (Pedersen, L.J. 2017:99). 
This really pained the local population, due to the very restrictive food and 
drink rationing system imposed during the occupation.

On the twentieth century front lines, alcohol was an essential component 
of the soldiers’ daily rations (e.g. González-Ruibal 2020:148; Olsen & Wit­
more 2014:174). The consumption of alcohol was a way of keeping warm 
in some contexts, and also a means of coping with the extremely stressful 
situations of combat. Besides, as was probably the case of Sølund, alcoholic 
beverages also provided a way of killing time while waiting for combat. It 
has been noted that waiting is even a bigger part of being on the frontline 
than the actual time of active battle (e.g. Figenschau 2019:78; González-
Ruibal 2020:143). Military life has a civilian and quotidian side to it, that 
has been overlooked due to the absence of the spectacular (e.g. Farstadvoll 
et al. 2022:32; Figenschau 2019:75). The remnants from Sølund illustrate 
some of the coping strategies of the soldiers; with alcohol as a means of con­
trolling and normalising the environment either by soothing the feelings of 
estrangement towards the environment, the stress of being stationed away 
from home (Seitsonen 2018:106, 164) or by reality evasion (Figenschau 
2019) entering a parallel, sensorial world through inebriation. Curiously, 
historical studies of concentration camps have focused on coping strategies 
residing in the structures imposed by the powerful (Bernbeck & Pollock 
2018:455) and the coping strategies, in terms of resilience and resistance, 
formed by POWs. In the case of the soldiers at Sølund, the structures were 
imposed by themselves upon themselves; the conceived, perceived and lived 
space coincided. This assertion is, of course, only partially accurate, as the 
soldiers themselves had minimal influence over the design and construc­
tion of the camp. The point here is to underscore that, in contrast to camps 
built for prisoners or perceived enemies, this facility was deliberately and 
carefully constructed by those in power for the benefit of their own forces. 
The German soldiers in the military bases of Lapland created a symbolic 
barbed wire fence to exclude the wilderness and create an ordered world 
inside the camp as a way of coping with their displacement (Seitsonen et al. 
2017:23). This differs from the Danish cases where the internal camp life 
had to be protected from the hostility of the local community.

In the camp of Sølund, there can be no doubt about the ability of the Ger­
man Wehrmacht to obtain luxury products as alcohol. Alcohol was easily 
available to the Wehrmacht in general (Seitsonen et al. 2017:19), while it was 
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unavailable to the Danish population. The reasons for drinking might have 
been different from the ones that made alcohol a profoundly widespread 
habit in the German encampments in of the northern periphery (Figenschau 
2019; Grabowski et al. 2014; Olsen & Witmore 2014; Seitsonen 2018:97), 
but the excavations at Sølund show that at more centred, administrative 
German headquarters, as the Danish Luftwaffe Headquarters, alcohol was 
also consumed in large quantities.

Testimonies portray the partying of the soldiers and the abundance in 
this camp of drinking, eating and women as common ways of biding time 
while waiting. They maybe also have been ways of enjoying life, while turn­
ing a blind eye to the German change of fortune; one could only have been 
relieved about being at the ‘Whipped Cream Front’ and not fighting with 
their compatriots on the deadly Eastern Front – certain life versus certain 
death. However, the whipped cream front also became fatal for a few: their 

Figure 9. Hygiene related objects. Photos by author.
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audacity came to an unexpected end when two reserve officers/majors died 
from drowning after boating while drunk (in a kayak or a small boat) on 
Skanderborg Lake during one of their parties in June 1944. Yet another 
non-commissioned officer suffered the same fate later that summer (Peder­
sen, L.J. 2017:98–99).

The use of material culture in war situations provided a way of domesti­
cating and controlling a situation of stress and displacement and corporeal 
hygiene in extreme situations and was a way of keeping human integrity 
and a sense of control when the world around was in chaos (Seitsonen et 
al. 2017). The German soldiers were supplied with basic hygiene articles to 
keep up standards (Figenschau 2019:76), and they did not have problems 
obtaining what they needed from the grocery stores. The refugees, on the 

Figure 10. Possible refugee things fishhooks, faience and glass from a bowl from the Sølund 
camp. Knitting needles and crochet hook made from bicycle spokes or similar from the 
refugee camp of Gl. Rye. Photos by author.
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other hand, were (after the occupation ended) not allowed outside the camp 
and had no means of buying goods. Their hygiene was institutionalised, 
with a camp depot available for the collection of toothpaste, soap and shoe 
cream, while the camp was also equipped with a dental clinic (Mølgaard 
& de Vos 2024:54–55). Emptied toothpaste tubes are a recurrent find at 
the site, with the tubes coming from a variety of countries like Denmark, 
Germany, Italy, France and Holland. The health of the soldiers was impor­
tant; a soldier with a toothache was not worth much and the care for den­
tal hygiene was of high priority.

Other hygiene products, with a luxurious touch that might point towards 
the German soldiers, include a perfume bottle and an elegant, green – almost 
victory bell shaped – bottle spelling ‘IDEAL’, which might have contained 
Fitch Ideal Hair Tonic, known for its green colour. It is hard to say for sure 
that these belonged to the soldiers, since some refugees managed to bring 
a few personal belongings from their homes all the way to Denmark. The 
perfume bottle was most likely Danish, and definitely not German, since 
one of the few letters visible on the small piece of golden etiquette left, is an 
‘AA’, equivalent to today’s letter of ‘Å’ (a letter used in Scandinavian coun­
tries). Nevertheless, there seems to be a much greater presence of material 
culture relating to the soldiers, compared to the possible material remains 
of the refugees. Finds of pieces of flower decorated porcelain plates and 
ornamented glass bowls could be interpreted as belongings of the refugees, 
however, these kinds of home-making objects were not uncommon in Ger­
man soldier encampments (Seitsonen et al. 2017:23).

Local community and memory

This project aims for more than making knowledge based on the material 
evidence in and on the ground. As noted by Burström (2009:169), excava­
tion is not just a means of looking for material evidence, ‘it is also a way 
of evoking an interest, awakening memories and creating an arena for 
meeting people and for telling stories’ which ‘contribute to our historical 
understanding’. The refugees in the Sølund camp have somehow escaped 
the local memory and there can be many reasons for this. Bernbeck and 
Pollock (2007:229) state the importance of working within the locality and 
building links with the local community, instead of working from a distance 
and with no personal connection, thereby creating a distance between the 
locals and the research project and obstructing the aims of the latter. The 
largest barrack of the camp at Sølund was the focus of a one-week com­
munity dig and was only partially excavated.
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Archaeology has a very special way of instigating memory processes and, 
in the case of the Sølund camp, the fact that there had been German refu­
gees in the area came as a surprise to most locals, especially the younger 
generations. The Museum collaborated with a senior year high school class 
(18 to 19-year-olds) and we had the chance to ask them about their previ­
ous knowledge about this recreational area of their hometown. Some stu­
dents said that they knew that there were bunkers from WWII present in 
the area around Sølund, but they had never heard about the refugees. The 
material legacy of the bunkers appears to have sustained memory, while the 
absence of traces of the refugees may have enhanced their erasure from local 
histories, whether in terms of ‘unremembering’ or simply forgetting (Starz­
mann 2016:13). Systematic surveys were not carried out within the whole 
community, but an impression of local knowledge of the site were gained 
from conversations with a group of 20 senior year primary school children 
(c.15-years-old) who participated in the community dig. The memory of the 
Luftwaffe soldiers, it appears, is consolidated in the concrete monstrosity 
of the bunkers and seems to indicate a tendency for the material traces of 
the ‘emperors’ to dominate those of the ‘beggars’.

This suggests the need for a prolonged process of re-materializing the 
memory of the refugees. Future plans include the excavation of another crew 
barrack as well as several trash pits or ‘middens’, once again involving local 
participants in the fieldwork. The Bunker Museum is working to integrate 
the refugee experience into its narrative and collections, and is now offering 
guided walking tours that discuss the refugee camp on-site – an expansion 
from the previous focus solely on the Luftwaffe headquarters. The project’s 
principal investigator (and author of this article) also aims to extend the 
research to explore less disturbed refugee contexts in larger camps.

Hatred against the Germans was easier when the objects of hatred were 
the soldiers; whereas the ambiguity of hating German civilians (as the intro­
ductory quotation indicates) might have caused uncomfortable feelings. The 
archives of refugee administration have always been available for research­
ers, but it is only in recent years that these have sparked the interest of some 
historians. Since those locals that actively participated in our community 
excavation did not seem to find this past specifically uncomfortable, I can­
not help but get the impression that this part of history was unable to com­
pete with the excitement of the male stories of war, soldiers, occupation, 
and resistance; those narratives that confirm national self-understanding. 
Little attention has ever been paid to the other side of the coin: the darker 
consequences of victory. There has been little interest in the (female) sto­
ries of the, mostly women and children, German civilians (towards whom 
public opinion at the time was very low), even though these stories were at 
the same time quotidian and extremely dramatic.
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The Whipped Cream Front:  
normalizing the State of Exception
The lack of attention paid towards the refugees might also be seen in the 
light of the WWII events more broadly:

If vengeance is a function of power, then true vengeance is achieved only when 
the power relationship between perpetrator and victim is completely inverted. 
The victim must become the perpetrator. The powerless must become all-
powerful; and the misery inflicted must in some way be equivalent to that suf­
fered (Lowe 2012:125).

The urge for vengeance in the postwar period was strong and was espe­
cially accentuated in the areas where Germans had lived side by side with 
other nationalities (Lowe 2012:126). Denmark is a lesser case than, for 
instance, Eastern Europe, but the same feelings of hatred and vengeance 
come to light in the opening quotation from the local barber. He states that 
he could hardly help laughing when he saw the Germans behind their own 
barbed wire, while other diary entries depict a kind of pity for the defeated 
population. In his diary he recounts how, while secretly having a beer at the 
station hotel on April 25, 1945, he watched a train full of evacuated Ger­
man soldiers arriving: ‘Nothing had they gotten to eat in three days, miser­
able and hopeless to look at. What on earth can they do against the Allies? 
Nothing, so I thought, an ordinary person who is merely a spectator in the 
great drama. I went quietly home, as so many times before’ (Danielsen, n.d.).

After five years of occupation and at a moment when the barbarities of 
the Nazi regime were well known and documented, the hatred against the 
Germans was in many ways publicly legitimate.

‘Information’, a newspaper that started as an underground anti-German 
paper during the occupation, warned on March 12, 1945, against sympa­
thetic feelings towards refugees. It argued that the Danes should not suc­
cumb to the German refugees’ presentation of themselves as subjects of 
pity (Harder 2020:83–84). Nevertheless, hatred was undoubtedly easier to 
sustain from a distance. Numerous testimonies indicate that, as individu­
als came into closer contact with the refugees, they began to look beyond 
the label of ‘Nazi’ and to recognize their shared humanity. In the case of 
the Sølund camp, some locals even chose to offer limited assistance to the 
refugees – despite strict prohibitions against any form of fraternization and 
the social risk of becoming a target of local disapproval or disgrace. Mar­
garete Endres wrote in her diary of a rumour that a fisherman would cross 
the lake after sunset, bringing salt to the refugees. Her mother received some 
of the salt and Margarete notes in her diary how the food started tasting 
good again (Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:78–79).
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Similarly, an older woman (born 1941), interviewed for the project in 
2023, narrates how her father was forced to drive goods to the camp for 
the Germans during the occupation and, when the camp was turned into 
a refugee camp, he drove wood or peat for the camp. This woman, who 
was only around 5 years old at the time, sometimes went with her father 
and she still remembers a refugee girl of about the same age. The girl was 
often watching them from behind the fence and the local girl’s father, who 
spoke German well, would speak to her. One day, the girl was gone, they 
asked her mother about her and discovered that she was sick. When asked 
what she wanted the most, the girl asked for a boiled egg. The local girl’s 
father went to a grocery shop and bought eggs and told the merchant that 
it was for a young, German refugee girl, which he should not have done. 
After a few days, the rumour went about that the man was bringing food 
to the German refugees. This woman ended the interview anecdote say­
ing: ‘But they were not Germans, they were refugees’. This last comment 
could mean something like ‘they were not Nazis, they were human beings’, 
or they were simply refugees; nothing but a ‘bare life’.

The Danish postwar refugee camps illustrate how swiftly emperors can 
become beggars, and how power must be continuously enacted to be main­
tained – underscoring the political logic of ‘necessity’ that justifies a state of 
exception, producing ‘bare life’ in the sense of the homo sacer. The Danish 
camps are a materialization of the idea of a permanent state of exception as 
a new post-World Wars social paradigm, as Agamben argues (2005). The 
space of the state of exception, as a space ‘devoid of law, a zone of ano­
mie in which all legal determinations – and above all the very distinction 
between public and private – are deactivated’ (Agamben 2005:50), finds 
its most representative material expression in the internment camps in all 
their types and shapes, where people live outside of the law and civil rights 
and become what Agamben refers to as a ‘bare life’ (Agamben 1998). This 
same state of exception is closely linked to the concept of Supermodernity 
(González-Ruibal 2008). As González-Ruibal (2008:247) states, Super­
modernity is not about the overcoming of modernity, quite the contrary; 
it is the excessiveness of Modernity, which in the archaeological record is 
characterized by industrial ruins, battle fields, mass graves and concentra­
tion camps. In Supermodernity, the characteristics of Modernity become 
so ubiquitous that they become normalized. After a century of genocide 
and mass destruction, we can no longer idealise the past, and the past has 
left us passive towards present atrocities: ‘The view of Western modernity 
and its promises has darkened considerably within the West itself’ (Huys­
sen 2000:34). Casella (2007, 2011) also emphasizes how modern states can 
be characterized as ‘carceral societies’, employing confinement as a tech­
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nology of population management in order to draw boundaries between 
citizens and non-citizens.

Hannah Arendt (1943:265) states that, after WWII, humans lost their 
ability of keeping other humans safe: ‘Hell is no longer a religious belief 
or a fantasy, but something as real as houses and stones and trees. Appar­
ently, nobody wants to know that contemporary history has created a new 
kind of human beings – the kind that are put in concentration camps by 
their foes and in internment camps by their friends’. The state of exception 
is politically presented as a necessity, a necessary solution to a problem, 
and we have now become so used to the state of exception that we can no 
longer see the bare lives that it produces. The camps have forever changed 
our measure of how to treat our co-human beings.

Conclusions: hopeful things – collecting 
for the future
The refugee camp of Sølund is an example of how conceived and lived 
space are not only two different things, but the lived space can change 
radically within the same surroundings. The conceived space of the camp 
was designed by the power – the Luftwaffe (though not the soldiers them­
selves), to hold their administrative headquarters. The soldiers created a 
lived space of deployed soldiers, but on a frontline that has been designated 
the Whipped Cream Frontline, while the refugees lived quite different lives 
in the same conceived space. The significance of the barbed wire changed 
from being a self-protecting fence designed to keep out the enemy, to being 
an inward facing, repressive fence. Both were ways of controlling and order­
ing space, by separating two radically different spaces.

The most obvious repressive feature in the Sølund camp is therefore 
imbedded in the fence that separated the refugees from freedom. But what 
freedom? Their homes were gone, and did not even belong to Germany 
anymore, since East Prussia became integrated into Polish territory by the 
end of the war. The fence becomes temporal, a separation from their for­
mer lives, that could no longer be accessed, and an inaccessible future. As 
highlighted above, the spatial design (with the exception of the fence) in 
this camp was not repressive, but the engagement with material culture is 
different from camp to camp, according to the conditions, availability and 
circumstances. We know from the testimony of Endres that the refugees 
used their time in the camps to prepare for their future lives, collecting and 
manipulating things (Mølgaard & de Vos 2024:79). Endres recounts that 
her father made a wooden box to store the materials they were collecting 
(Figure 11). They left the camps with more things than when they arrived 
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and, therefore, (in strong opposition to the Nazi concentration camps) there 
must have been at least a whiff of optimism for the uncertain future some­
where within the despair of having lost everything. As Bernbeck and Pollock 
(2018:456) observe, there is a marked difference in material engagement 
between the Nazi concentration camps and the POW camps. In the Nazi 
camps, the scarcity of food and the extreme conditions of constant threats 
of death, undermined people’s (re)actions to survival, which meant that 
subversion also faded away (building on Löwenthal 1990:167). In contrast, 
within the POW camps, research has shown evidence of resistance which 
changes the material patterns in the camps. There is a – certain/uncertain – 
future for the refugees on the outside of the fence, which makes them engage 
differently with things. While in the Nazi camps, the few material things 

Figure 11. The wooden box of Margarete Endres, Museum Skanderborg. Photo by Chris­
tel Riis Orthmann.
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available become of uppermost importance for survival in the now (Myers 
2011:80), the material world surrounding the German refugees become one 
of opportunities, of collecting, for the future and might therefore become 
artifacts of hope rather than artifacts of loss.
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Abstract
As the practice and business of personal DNA ancestry testing continue to expand glob-
ally, understanding people’s interest in their genetic history, and how the results influence 
attitudes about the past, is being called for. Such insight is especially relevant to archae-
ologists and heritage researchers. Yet the motivations for taking direct-to-consumer DNA 
tests and their effects remain poorly understood in a European context. This paper presents 
the results of a nationwide survey carried out by The Centre for Critical Heritage Studies, 
University of Gothenburg, in collaboration with the Swedish Society for Genetic Geneal-
ogy. The aim was to identify social and cultural attitudes among people who decided to 
take a personal DNA test in Sweden. Nearly 900 individuals answered the survey. Based 
on the results, we identify a distinction between family genealogies and personal genetic 
history versus national history and collective identity. While the majority of respondents 
are interested in history and archaeology, their interest in family genealogies is specifically 
linked to individual stories and possible links to existing/unknown family members. This 
suggests that DNA-testing provides a new and different take on family histories compared 
to historically-documented genealogies. It also suggests that the link to polarizing debates 
on ethnonational belonging, highlighted in relation to public responses to ancient DNA 
studies in archaeology, remains muted as regards personal DNA tests.

Keywords: Direct-to-consumer DNA testing, genealogy, archaeology and  genetic ances-
try, heritage and identity formation

Introduction

People are commonly interested not just in the past per se but also in their 
own history. This is well known to archaeologists, and over recent decades 
community archaeology, public archaeology, and other forms of archaeo-
logical outreach activities have developed in response to this (Kajda et al. 
2017). Moreover, within these initiatives, it is widely recognized that ‘the 
public’ is positive about acting as co-producers of their past, rather than 
passively receiving accounts. In this light, the rapid spread of genetic ances-
try testing that can be bought freely and conducted at home is interesting. 
In such activities, rather than being a passive receiver of expert knowledge, 
the user becomes much more directly involved and the account produced is 
a personal one. At the same time, the accounts being produced are based 
on scientific methods, so they are granted a certain authority.

For people working within archaeology, museums, and heritage man-
agement more widely it should, therefore, be important to learn more about 
what influences people’s interest in their own history and whether and how 
this newly acquired genetic history is connected to their other notions of 
identity and attitudes about the past. Such insights are useful when these 
professions plan how to share their accounts of the past and when they 
design strategies for meaningful involvement of the wider public. With the 
number of aDNA results now exceeding 5000 alone for Europe (Mallick 
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et al. 2024), it may become possible to search not only for immediate fam-
ily relations abut also for genealogical links further back in time, even if 
this is much less personal.

Genetic ancestry testing schemes that people can now access with ease 
have become a global phenomenon. In 2022, more than 30 million peo-
ple had taken a direct-to-consumer (DTC) genetic ancestry test (Guerrini 
et al. 2022). Yet, research on what motivates people to use such tests and 
whether the results have any cognitive and social impacts is still underdevel-
oped (Hazel et al. 2021; Parthasarathy 2010; Roberts & Ostergren 2013). 
National socio-political contexts have some influence on the motivations 
for learning about one’s personal DNA history. The relatively widespread 
popularity of DNA testing in the US, for instance, is thought to relate 
closely to ongoing critical debates about race and migrant history (Abel 
2022; Carlson 2020; Nelson 2016). These differences have been character-
ized as ‘high’ and ‘low stake’ (Scully et al. 2016), with the former referring 
to situations where genetic testing can be used to (notionally) place oneself 
or a group within complex histories, such as slavery and colonialism, and 
where genetic claims and connections may have financial and legal impli-
cations (Abel 2022; TallBear 2013).

This paper, based on a survey in Sweden, is concerned with users who 
would be expected to fall within the ‘low stake’ category. For this kind of 
context, the data and the motivations they reveal may relate to ongoing 
debates about the role of the individual, family and kin (in this case in north-
ern Europe) and illuminate whether and how a sense of history and time 
matters to people. In the northern European context, the results may also 
relate to wider contemporary sociological debates with their distinct concern 
about the composition of the population and interest in the changing posi-
tions of the individual. As regards the latter, it has, for example, been argued 
that people have become ever more self-centred with their lives detached 
from ‘soil’ and family relations (e.g. Fukuyama 2018). This, in turn, raises 
questions about how earlier notions of lateral relations that anchored people 
are now disappearing and what the consequences of this may be, including 
how this may or may not impact people’s interest in pastness including their 
own family history as part of a long-term general history.

In turn, the desire for such connections may have implications for con-
temporary constructions of identity at individual, community, and societal 
levels, as well as for shared notions of history and the distant past. It is these 
desires and curiosities that commercial DNA testing providers address when 
they promise to place the individual within wider genealogies relations. This 
means that the survey respondents’ accounts of their motivations for using 
the test provide helpful insight into how individuals reflect on and formu-
late views when faced with the possibility of learning more about ‘who you 
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are’. In this regard it is important to stress that the promises made by the 
providers mean that the tests are done with a predetermined sense of what 
the results are about (Abel 2022; Abel & Frieman 2023).

It is on this background that people’s use of these new technologies 
becomes interesting and revealing, including potentially showing cogni-
tive or ontological shifts. We propose that behind the use of such technol-
ogies sits an interest in time, and more specifically a desire to project the 
Self back in time by operating (new) notions of kin and kinship and even 
ancestors. What is less clear, however, is how ‘time’ is conceptualized within 
such projections and especially whether such notions are individualized or 
whether certain times, such as the Viking period, are commonly desired as 
points of connection. The survey aimed to improve our comprehension of 
such aspects of the users’ motivations.

Reacting to these developments, we have seen the quick growth of new 
research fields focused on issues of identity, kinship, and genealogy, vari-
ously combined and using different disciplinary backgrounds ranging from 
biomedical to heritage (Abel 2022; Brück & Frieman 2021; Carlson 2020; 
Hazel et al. 2021; Källén 2025; Marcon et al. 2021; Nelson 2016; Roth et 
al. 2020; Scully et al. 2016; TallBear 2013). This paper seeks to contrib-
ute towards this by foregrounding a consumer perspective and pursuing 
insights that are important for archaeology and heritage. The following 
analysis is therefore grounded in the survey data and interpretative reflec-
tions are directed by the respondent. This approach was selected to achieve 
nuance in terms of how people think, and to make it possible for future 
studies to recognize differences across groups or countries. This means, 
however, that certain kinds of reflections are absent. For instance, notions 
of blood and kinship are not analysed or discussed because this terminol-
ogy and associations were not introduced or used by the respondents.

Starting from a large survey conducted in collaboration with the Swed-
ish Society for Genetic Genealogy (SSGG.se) in 2018, we seek to learn 
more about peoples’ motivations for taking a DNA test and the potential 
impacts of the results they receive. While we have seen discussions of the 
implications of the geographies of commercial DNA testing (Nash 2015), 
this paper is probably the first to represent a national survey based on more 
than 800 anonymized answers.

From traditional to genetic genealogy:  
the rise of DTC genetic ancestry testing
Sweden has had a long interest in genealogical research. The past 100 years 
of the Swedish genealogy movement can be roughly divided into three 
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phases. During the first 60 years, it was an interest exercised by the well-
to-do, and it demanded both time and financial means (Skogsjö 1983). The 
research required many and long visits to archives spread across the coun-
try. The interest was largely aimed at producing as “good” a family gene-
alogy as possible and it was not uncommon for genealogists to improve 
their pedigrees. There were often several preconceived notions built into 
the results, and in some cases these notions were even based on the fact that 
it was difficult to follow up and check them.

After the first phase, change in practices happened as a result of materials 
becoming more widely available through the use of microfilm or microfiche. 
These could be distributed to significantly more places than the previously 
limited archival access, and much more research could take place in or near 
the place of residence. Interest increased and a larger number of genealog-
ical associations were founded. Many people organized themselves into 
associations although genealogy continued to be considered an activity 
for a select group. During the third phase, which began around the turn of 
the millennium, various new developments took place. The use of internet-
based services made private genealogical research increasingly common. 
The former nerd stamp disappeared, and genealogy came to be considered 
a proper science, even if it did not fit into academic circles (Malm 2016). 
This development is clearly reflected by the membership of The Federation 
of Swedish Genealogical Societies, with a slow increase during the 1990s, 
a noticeable increase around the turn of the millennium, and the number 
of active genealogists in affiliated associations doubling 10 years later. Dur-
ing this last phase, we also saw a large increase in subscribers who paid for 
genealogy services on the internet.

After the peak in 2010–2013, the number of active members in The Fed-
eration of Swedish Genealogical Societies decreased, and at present it has 
declined by 20 per cent in comparison to its peak. This is probably largely 
due to the increased use of social media, including, for example, genealogy 
groups on Facebook. There is now substantial activity in these groups and 
the number of members most likely exceeds those who are members of tra-
ditional genealogical associations. It seems that an increasing number of 
people conduct genealogical research by themselves or in loosely composed 
constellations. Thus, whereas genealogy continues to be of great interest, 
it is taking place in different forms and platforms than earlier. The use of 
social media also allows new angles on genealogy to be explored, such as 
historical events.

DNA ancestry testing as an aid to genealogical research has been around 
for over two decades. Initially, the tests were limited to a small set of mark-
ers on the male Y-chromosome and the hypervariable segment of the mito-
chondrial genome, called HVR1. Over the years, more markers and larger 
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parts of the mitochondrial genome were added until, in 2009, 23andMe 
launched their first autosomal test. The ‘Relative Finder’ targeted around 
600,000 markers or SNPs (single nucleotide polymorphisms) spread across 
the entire genome and provided test-takers with ancestry, as well as health-
specific information relating to disease risk. Other companies, like Family
TreeDNA and Ancestry, soon followed suit with their own autosomal tests. 
With these launches, interest in DTC genetic ancestry testing spread quickly 
around the globe, first in the US, but not long after also in the UK and Scan-
dinavia (Kennett 2011). Part of the global appeal of DTC genetic ancestry 
tests, it seems, is their ability to reunite consumers with long-lost relatives 
(Guerrini et al. 2022), as well as the promise to reconnect them to real or 
imagined past family members.

Broadly speaking, the method used by DNA ancestry companies takes 
advantage of the fact that genetic variation in human populations tends to 
be geographically structured (Nash 2015; Novembre et al. 2008). However, 
it also stands true that most genetic variation occurs within continents and 
smaller regions rather than between continents or traditional racial groups 
(Benn Torres 2020; Graves & Goodman 2021; Lewontin 1972). This might 
seem paradoxical, but it is not and it all boils down to the fact that genetic 
ancestry and ‘race’ are not the same (Jobling et al. 2016). There is now broad 
agreement that traditional racial categories are a product of historically 
contingent social, economic, and political processes (Lewis et al. 2022). As 
institutions are re-examining their use of race as a biological or social vari-
able, genetic ancestry is starting to replace racial categories in medical and 
other contexts. This also applies to the business of DTC genetic ancestry 
testing as many companies employ continental genetic ancestry categories 
as a way of describing human genetic variation. However, this practice has 
many critics who argue that it fails to adequately capture the extent of human 
genetic diversity (and demographic history) and risks perpetuating essen-
tialized notions of human diversity as purely biological, fixed, and deter-
ministic (Marcon et al. 2021; Nordgren & Juengst 2009; Roth et al. 2020).

Despite the criticisms of using DNA testing as a ‘straightforward route 
of providing individuals with personally tailored information about their 
likely ancestry’ (Scully et al. 2016), DTC genetic ancestry testing has con-
tinued to gain in popularity. In Sweden, popularity increased shortly after 
the launch of the first autosomal test in 2010, with strong support from 
traditional genealogy associations. Today, over 200,000 people have been 
tested in Sweden, and the Swedish Genealogical Association have even pub-
lished a handbook on DNA (Sjölund 2016).

Advertising tends to be clear about who it aims at and what is being 
promised. For instance, AncestryDNA advertises its project as a means 
to ‘Connect to the people and places in your past’ further stating that 
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‘AncestryDNA can help deliver the richest family stories – and solve the 
toughest family mysteries’. Similarly, Genetics Digest entices the user by 
saying that ‘[…] digging into your family history and ancestry enables 
you to find out more about who you are personally’. The recognition of 
peoples’ curiosity and interest in themselves does not stop there, and we 
have seen further commercialization and exploitation of this. In 2018, for 
example, the music-streaming service Spotify launched a collaboration with 
AncestryDNA to create customized playlists. Under the heading ‘If you 
could listen to your DNA, what would it sound like?’, Spotify promises a 
‘unique mix of music, inspired by your origins’. It is important to stress, 
therefore, that these companies are selling a personal history that is largely 
rooted in biological variation, but with strong cultural and emotional con-
notations. Therefore, beyond scientific discussions of what exactly a DNA 
sample reveals about an individual, these commercial DNA testing kits 
should be recognized as a widespread tool through which people receive 
and create accounts of their genetic identity and relationships. In turn, novel 
ways of formulating identity, kinship, and lineage may be emerging with a 
range of potential impacts from new forms of temporal and spatially dis-
tributed identifications to fortress mentalities.

Locating the search for personal genealogy  
within notions of heritage
Beyond such personal interests and the solving of specific cases, what are 
the wider reasons for and repercussions of using DNA testing to learn 
about one’s identity? In particular, is there a concern with time and iden-
tity that connects this interest to a contemporary formation of heritage? It 
is generally thought that time is an important aspect of personal identity 
formation, as it provides a means of orientating the Self through a notion 
of continuity. Time helps to contextualize self-reflection in the form of the 
classic ‘Who am I’ and ‘Where do I come from’ questions (Breakwell 2015). 
Various notions of ancestors and genealogies provide the core instrumen-
talization of this, as they place the individual within a structured order that 
reaches back in time (including past people) and create connections. At its 
most basic this is about ontological security. We propose that these tests 
are primarily attractive because they are concerned with such placement 
of the Self. Moreover, this seems to be very different to how people may 
respond to aDNA testing as that does not promise a means of personally 
gaining a connection to past time.

The needs underwriting these attempts to secure order are substantial 
and widespread, and they are, arguably, among the formative forces behind 
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the phenomenon of ‘heritage’ (Macdonald 2013), and the general value given 
to archaeological enterprises – as the searching for and study of ‘our’ past. 
The formal structure of this ‘order’ does, however, vary considerably and 
is part of the formation of particular ontologies, which in turn results in 
diverse cultured constructions of kinship and lineage, including the social 
organization that historically characterized northwestern Europe.

The difference between, on the one hand, genealogy as a biological mat-
ter of descent and, on the other hand, familial relations as a socio-political 
system used to not be so easily separated; but this is what has become pos-
sible. This makes clear the difference between the universalism of how bio-
logical connections are made and the specificity of how social relations are 
regulated. The new DNA-derived data about identity and relatedness does 
not address this distinction, and users are invited to trace themselves and 
find genetically related individuals within the global community without 
any explicit attention to the range of social regulations and behaviours that 
caused them. This issue is also affecting how aDNA data is being interpreted 
within archaeology, and concerns have begun to emerge about how we 
adjust our interpretations to incorporate this (e.g. Brück & Frieman 2021).

To provide a historical context for our results we wish to stress that 
Sweden and Scandinavia historically have been part of a northwest Euro-
pean social tradition which has been extensively studied. Until the 1960s 
historians usually divided the family structures of the region into those of 
pre-industrialism versus those of industrialism and post-industrialism. The 
former was associated with large harmonious families while it was argued 
that these units had later been destroyed due to the effects of industrialism 
including urbanisation. In the 1960s Peter Laslett challenged this model 
(Laslett 1969, 2021). Instead, he argued that nuclear family structures had 
predominated in Western Europe from at least the Middle Ages until the 
twentieth century. Supporting Laslett’s research, John Hajnal distinguished 
a pre-industrial northwest European simple family pattern characterized 
by late marriage for both sexes, neolocality, and the circulation of young 
people between households, before marriage, as ‘life-cycle servants’ (Hajnal 
1965). Later Laslett complemented Hajnal’s research with further charac-
terization of a long-term family structure for northwestern Europe (Laslett 
1983). What has become known as the ‘Hajnal line’ separated east Euro-
pean extended family structures from west European nuclear families, and 
both from Mediterranean complex family structures (Hajnal 1965). The 
argument for northwest European exceptionalism was also made by Alan 
MacFarlane in a well-known study of English ‘individualism’ going back 
to the thirteenth century if not much earlier (Macfarlane 1978).

Criticisms of the absolute nature of these differences have been made, 
and a greater variety of family forms (stem and extended) are recognized in 
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a wider European and diaspora setting (cf. Goody 1996; Sovič 2008). Yet 
the pattern of a northwest European nuclear family structure and neolocal 
marriage establishing lateral networks with migration to North America is 
still the dominant interpretation (cf. Hartman 2004; Thornton 2013). Some 
authors emphasize the importance of late marriage and a high proportion 
of unmarried in the northwestern family model (e.g. Hajnal 1965). Norwe-
gians, Swedes, Scots and Canadians, for example, did marry unusually late 
in the nineteenth century (Ruggles 2009). Recent neo revisionist accounts 
of Laslett, Wrigley and Hajnal, while not disputing evidence of long-term 
continuity, are keen to emphasize the role of kinship in stories of migration 
and mobility from the seventeenth century onwards (Tadmor 2010). Kin 
often migrated in the footsteps of kin, a form recognized as chain migra-
tion, emphasizing the importance in migration strategies of kinship created 
through marriage ties rather than tracing ancestral descent from early mod-
ern times. This of course does not mean that objective patterns of nuclear 
family structures and neolocal residence would not be accompanied also by 
imagined long-term romantic ideas of ancestry (Scully 2018). Nor, as the 
results of this survey show, does it deny the flexibility with which chang-
ing perceptions of family kinship networks are incorporated into identity 
narratives. However, as the means of orienting the Self within such descent 
narratives is changing, we must consider what effects this may have on these 
same narratives. As Scully et al. state ‘[…] the very meaning and negotia-
tion of matters like class, family, ancestry and belonging is now happen-
ing within contemporary societies through a direct engagement of citizens 
with practices such as personalized medicine, neurological enhancement 
and genetic ancestry testing’ (2016:1). In their study of YouTube discussions 
of DNA testing, Marcon et al. similarly found that a common reason for 
testing was ‘the desire to solidify a sense of self’ (Marcon et al. 2021:139).

The survey: background, aims, and methodology

There has been little research on people’s attitudes towards genealogy, but a 
survey conducted in 2015 by The Centre for Critical Heritage Studies, Uni-
versity of Gothenburg touched on some of these issues. It used a nationwide 
survey to analyse socio-demographic and attitude variables related to cul-
tural heritage, including genealogy, in Sweden. The study was carried out in 
collaboration with the SOM (Society, Opinion and Mass Media) Institute, 
a university-based research organization and infrastructure for national 
survey data, and each question was answered by about 2,700 respondents 
(Brodén 2017). According to the survey, as many as 13 per cent of the Swed-
ish population had researched their genealogy at least once during the past 
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year. This relatively high number may, however, to some extent be due to 
different interpretations of the question asking how often they had done 
genealogy research during the last 12 months; some respondents might have 
had a wider conception of what sort of things genealogy research includes. 
The findings also indicate that, as expected, it is more common for older 
people to conduct genealogy research, with 17 per cent of the 65–85-year-
olds stating that they had done some form of genealogical research at least 
once during the last year (Brodén 2017:47).

The SOM survey data generally indicate the importance of demographic 
factors in understanding the relations between people and cultural herit-
age, and this may have some bearing on attitudes to genealogy as well. For 
example, women are more active than men when it comes to taking part 
in a wide range of cultural activities, including those that can be related to 
national cultural heritage, with class and education also being important 
factors (e.g. Antoni 2008; Weibull et al. 2008). In the context of the pre-
sent article, it should be noted that the SOM data specifically indicate that 
Swedes who are negative towards immigration to a lesser extent partici-
pate in activities that are associated with their national cultural heritage 
than those who are not (Brodén 2017:14, 2018). Such findings point to the 
complexities involved in the interconnections between personal, cultural, 
and national heritage.

In 2018, The Centre for Critical Heritage Studies, University of Gothen-
burg, followed up on the SOM survey by conducting a nationwide survey 
in collaboration with the Swedish Society for Genetic Genealogy. The latter 
organization, through its networks, distributed the survey to members of a 
range of different genealogy groups (The Federation of Swedish Genealogi-
cal Societies through its webpage ‘Roots’, and a selection of key Swedish 
Facebook groups who at the time were interested in DNA and genealogy and 
known to the Society) over two months. Almost 900 answered the question-
naire. There were in total 19 questions broadly divided into 1) background 
factors, such as gender, age and educational background, 2) motivations 
behind the respondent’s interest in genealogy and DNA testing, and finally 
3) their perceptions of their heritage, history and family as influenced by 
the test. The questions were posed to allow for a degree of interpretation, 
and it used terms that the respondents from the Society were likely to be 
familiar with. Through this data it has been possible to capture basic ten-
dencies; the results are summarized quantitatively in Supplementary File 1. 
The survey also invited the submission of additional personal comments, 
which we use to further scrutinize certain aspects (Supplementary File 2).

The first group of questions (Q1 to Q4 in Supplementary File 1) aimed 
to capture the emergent interest in DNA testing: to map the types of tests 
taken (autosomal, Y-DNA and/or mtDNA), what had prompted the inter-
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est in DNA testing, and how much time people would spend on this. The 
second group of questions (Q5 to Q11), aimed to map whether and how 
the results of the DNA test changed people’s interests, their relationships 
to others, and their perception of their own identity. To that group of ques-
tions belongs also Q12 and Q14, asking about how the results affected 
their personal relations as well as notion of identity. For clarity, it should 
be noted that we will use concepts such as identity cautiously, and only in 
a general sense to give context to the statistics. We do this to avoid the con-
flicting issues that might arise when combining complex analytic concepts 
that have intrapersonal connotations with an analysis of survey data. Ques-
tion 13 concerns opinions about the ethical sensitivity of the DNA results in 
the hands of commercial and political actors. Finally, questions Q15 to Q19 
document relevant background factors, namely gender, age groups, educa-
tional background, as well as residence and membership of other associa-
tions to get a better understanding of the population behind the expanding 
interest in personal DNA.

Results
THE CONSUMERS OF COMMERCIAL DNA KITS

The survey had in total 891 respondents, with respectively 348 (39 per cent) 
male and 466 (52 per cent) female. A total of 77 people did not state their 
gender. The slight majority of female respondents is not large enough to war-
rant a dichotomization of all survey questions, and gender identity affects 
the responses to most questions very little. The majority are 50–79 years old 
(see Figure 1 for the age distribution) and most live in larger urban areas. A 
similar pattern around gender and age has also been seen in other surveys 
of consumers (e.g. Marcon et al. 2021). Approximately 60 per cent have a 
university-level tertiary education, which is significantly higher than in the 
Swedish population overall (Figure 2). More than 80 per cent of respond-
ents aged 65 and above state that they are part of a genealogical society, see 
Figure 3. This number is below 50 per cent for age 50 and below. Similarly, 
around 66 per cent of all respondent’s state that they are active or involved 
in an interest organization with 63 per cent stating that they are active in a 
genealogical, cultural, historical, or local resident association, possibly indi-
cating that a majority of respondents have similar interests in history and 
heritage. Personal DNA testing seems to have mobilized a distinct, rather 
well-educated segment of society that has reached an age when they have 
the time to follow this new interest. It may also indicate a sector of society 
in which reflection on family and time is explicit. This could well be the 
same group who visits museums regularly, the so-called ‘culture-vultures’ 
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(Merriman 2016). Interestingly, our survey did not indicate any significant 
differences between men and women regarding DNA ancestry testing. This 
stands in contrast to Swedish national survey data which suggest that in 
general mature, well-educated women are more active than other groups 
when it comes to a broad range of cultural activities, including book read-
ing, library visits, and theatre-going (Antoni 2008; Brodén 2013, 2017, 
2018; Weibull et al. 2008).

Figure 2. The education level of the respondents, the majority of which have a university-
level tertiary education.

Figure 1. The age distribution of the respondents, showing a majority between 50–80 years 
old, and few respondents in the ages 16–29 and 80+.
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There is nonetheless great diversity in where respondents claim to have 
first heard about DNA testing in genealogy. Figure 4 shows that around 30 
per cent of all ages were informed by articles in newspapers. Interestingly, 
younger people are more often informed through written and televised 
media, with a significant portion hearing it from their family and friends. 
However, in the comments 120 respondents referred to the internet and 
social media as their main source, which conforms well with the younger 
group, as we did not have these sources in the questionnaire. Meanwhile, 
older respondents first heard of DNA testing through more formal set-
tings, such as a genealogical society or seminars, which is in agreement 
with a greater proportion of older members of these societies. Apart from 
the traditional genealogical society, social media such as Facebook and 
YouTube are prominent sources of information. Interestingly, comments 
reveal that two authority figures in Swedish family research, the genealo-
gist Peter Sjölund and the journalist Karin Bojs, influenced a notable share 
of the respondents. This is possibly due to their widely-read publications 
and appearances in various media (Bojs 2015; Sjölund 2019). Also, from 
the comments it is clear that many had continued their readings, and 72 
even listed titles of the books.

The share of each gender taking an autosomal test is roughly equal to 
the gender distribution of the responding surveyed population (Figure 5), 
but a notably different proportion was taking the tests for Y-DNA (tracing 

Figure 3. The sources from which respondents first heard about DNA-testing, separated 
by age group.
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paternal lineage) and the mtDNA (tracing maternal lineage), with a slightly 
higher difference in the proportion of women taking the mtDNA test. Nota-
bly, women cannot take the Y-DNA test, but a sizable share replies that they 
have done so. While this may seem contradictory, a likely explanation is 
that female respondents sometimes recruit family members to take a DNA 
test to gain access to their male genetic heritage.

Figure 4. Fraction of respondents active in genealogical societies, divided by age group.

Figure 5. The choices of DNA tests among respondents. Observe that although women can-
not take the Y-DNA test, some may let their male relatives take the test as a proxy.
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MOTIVATIONS AND PERCEPTIONS

The answers about motivations for taking a DNA test were collected on a 
scale indicating the degree to which the respondents agreed that the pro-
posed motivations aligned with their own, see Figure 6. The respondents’ 
answers and motivations are similar but clearly dominated by getting to 
know one’s own history and place in history. More introspective motiva-
tions such as respondents wanting to know ‘who they are’ and especially 
‘being in awe of human existence’ played a smaller role in getting the DNA 
tests. The additional comments also reveal that many are interested in find-
ing unknown relatives, ‘unknown’ (Swedish: okänd) being the most com-
mon adjective in the comments, many looking for potential relatives abroad.

Moreover, comments indicate that many participants were intrigued by 
the tests’ ability to reach further back in time than they had been able to 
do based on written sources alone. In the comments 40 per cent were inter-
ested in getting evidence of unknown kin, and 40 per cent were interested 
in looking further back in time. Considering that the older population is 
overrepresented in the survey, younger age groups may have different moti-
vations for taking up genealogical research and taking a DNA test. How-
ever, as illustrated in Figure 7, these motivations are similarly distributed 
across all ages. This indicates that the underlying reason for the skewed 
age profile of the respondents is not due to this factor.

Figure 6. The reasons for taking a DNA test are mainly weighted towards getting to know 
one’s history, rather than an aspect of identity or humanity.
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The emphasis on learning about oneself and one’s place in history is 
not surprising. It matches what the commercial kits promise, as discussed 
above, and it also latches onto and provides ways of expanding on tradi-
tional interest in family history. But the answers also reveal how the aims 
and scope of ‘family’ history have become conceptually expanded due to 
the possibilities created by DNA research. The ideas of tracing old lineages 
and of searching for unknown relatives are technologically aided motiva-
tions that focus on filling gaps in knowledge. We do, however, propose that 
beyond harvesting the benefits of new technologies, the perception of self 
and genetic heritage does not appear radically altered or challenged despite 
the possibility of making connections to a deeper past.

LEARNING ABOUT SELF AND HISTORY, CONSTRUCTING  
GENETIC HERITAGE

The respondents were asked to estimate whether their views on certain top-
ics changed post-testing, for example their understanding of their personal 
history (Figure 8) and whether the result had affected their views relating 
to notions of nationality, ethnicity, and migration (Figure 9). In general, 
respondents state that their views have changed little since taking the test. 
The standout was their views on migrations, where approximately half 
of respondents claim their views had changed. This is in stark contrast 
to the views on their own nationality, where more than 40 per cent state 
that nothing had changed. This was also confirmed in the comments and 
could indicate a disconnect among the respondents between nationality and 

Figure 7. Motivation for taking the test, divided and normalized by age, indicating very 
little difference between the respondents. Numbers indicate the number of respondents.
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biology (DNA), or simply that nationality in general is perceived as more 
fixed than the other subjects listed. Figure 8 supports the former hypothesis, 
showing that only about 30 per cent of respondents strongly consider their 
genetic heritage to be part of a national story. To further nuance this, we 

Figure 8. The fraction of respondents who consider their genetic heritage as part of some 
kind of grand story, indicating that few connect the genetic heritage to national identity.

Figure 9. The degree to which the DNA test changed the views of respondents. Most views 
remained largely unchanged, except for those pertaining to migration.
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cross-examine the answers of whether people’s genetic heritage is part of a 
national history with the answers about whether the respondents’ views on 
their nationality has changed. Figure 10 shows a cross tabulation of these 
two questions, indicating that a large number of respondents do not think 
their views on nationality have changed, no matter how they view their 
genetic heritage. When asked to what degree the DNA test had changed 
the respondents’ attitudes, for example becoming more humble, tolerant, 
or broadminded, most respondents gave the same answer to all three ques-
tions, with a correlation coefficient between all responses in the range 0.8 
to 0.87. This indicates that the options were hard to distinguish from each 
other. Moreover, most respondents reply that they already consider them-
selves comparatively humble, tolerant, and broadminded.

Overall, the survey data suggest that getting personal genetic informa-
tion had only superficial cognitive or social effects in most cases. Moreover, 
the DNA test results generally did not affect the interviewees’ perceptions 
of and attitudes towards parents, siblings, and other family members. This 
attitude was also confirmed by the free text, with 50 per cent missing the 
option of stating that it had no effect at all. Around 20 per cent claimed 
finding family members had changed their understanding of their relation-
ships; this seems a natural response and does not in itself suggest that genetic 
testing alters notions of Self and family, although it may expand both.

Figure 10. Cross table comparing the intersection of the attitudes of genetic heritage as part 
of a national story, and whether the test changed one’s views on nationality, indicating that 
few respondents have changed views on their nationality after taking the DNA test, irre-
spective of their views on their genetic heritage.
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OWNERSHIP AND POLITICS OF GENETIC HERITAGE AND THE PAST

Ownership of genetic information frequently emerges as a political or 
cultural-rights concern and is often discussed in the media (Reardon & 
TallBear 2012; Sawyer 2021). Our genomes contain a wealth of sensitive 
information and how companies are supposed to store, handle, and pro-
vide access to these data is subject to regulation and highly contested. But 
how widespread are such concerns in countries like Sweden, and how do 
they become articulated vis-à-vis personal DNA data? Respondents were 
asked to estimate their degree of concern over the management of the tests 
in the context of ethics as well as political and commercial interests. Figure 
11 shows that most respondents were somewhat or not at all worried by 
this (approximately 80 per cent), but somewhat more worried about com-
mercial influences over political ones. Interestingly, this difference is more 
pronounced between genders, where women are less worried than men (21 
per cent versus 33 per cent being ‘moderately worried’ or more). Comments 
reveal that a lot of the concern is centred around genetic disorders, and spe-
cifically how the presence of inherited diseases might be used by commer-
cial insurance companies. In terms of concern over political interests, this 
result is strikingly different from views expressed internationally amongst 
different indigenous communities, where historical abuse and misuse of 
biological data have been rife (Reardon & TallBear 2012; TallBear 2013). 
Without a similarly contested historical legacy, the Swedish respondents 
did not share, or maybe did not even recognize, this as an issue. There was, 
however, a distinct concern (50 per cent of comments) about their ability to 

Figure 11. Respondents’ concerns regarding ownership of genetic data.
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understand the information they had received. The nature of this concern 
was not, however, well illuminated by the questionnaire. The concern about 
information, or the intelligibility of the information, has also been raised 
in other surveys (e.g. Marcon et al. 2021; Scully et al. 2016).

Discussion and conclusions

Several themes emerge from the questionnaire results and comments. These 
complement existing emerging interest in people’s reception and enactment 
of genetic knowledge (e.g. Scully et al. 2016) and help to widen insights into 
these contemporary practices and concerns, including how they may link 
to notions of history and the past. Our explicit interest has been whether 
and how expectations and the subsequent ‘performance of genetic knowl-
edge’ are being shaped and, also, whether this should be characterized as a 
(new) form of heritage. More specifically, we ask whether we see new for-
mulations of identity and genetic heritage influenced by popular consump-
tions of genetic information, or are the genetic information co-opted into 
existing notions of identity and family?

Understanding the motivations leading people to participate in creating 
these new kinds of bio-socio-genetic knowledge is a key issue emerging from 
this study. Although the findings of our study need to be followed up, includ-
ing comparative studies of other countries and different sectors within soci-
ety, the results challenge the idea that genetic genealogies merely represent 
a continuation of earlier rather narrow archive-based family genealogies, 
while at the same time rejecting easy suggestions that the motivations are 
largely abstract and about placing oneself in the history of ‘mankind’. A 
striking feature from the survey is, therefore, that whilst it does suggest 
interest in the more remote pasts, the main motivation is clearly the wish 
to establish the scale of family networks by exploring the new technology. 
This argues that it is important to distinguish analytically between the 
importance of ancestry and relationality as DNA analyses are now able 
to provide both specific instances of deep past relations (in place of previ-
ous, more abstract ideas of ancestry) and searching out direct biological 
kin. Tracing personal relations appears to be the strongest motivation for 
taking a test. Thus, in the comments to question nine, 50 per cent of the 
respondents said they had discovered new family, and 35 per cent had also 
got new friends, while 10 per cent had lost family. This is a result of the 
fragmentation of knowledge about kin as a product of historically recent 
or ongoing migrations, making finding relatives and looking for ‘lost kin’ 
a common rationale for using DNA testing (see also Guerrini et al. 2022). 
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This reason is explicitly personal, and it corresponds directly to what the 
providers promise in their advertisements.

The further question this raises is whether people (knowable or unknow-
able) try to activate the data they receive in a manner that aims to convert a 
biogenetic fact into a sociocultural aspiration. The new technologies might 
even give people a formulation of their past that can fuel their aspiration 
to establish new kinds of future relations based on quite traditional ideas 
of kinship.

The findings also address questions about whether and how the new 
form of genetic knowledge, or a ‘heritage of Self’, may influence notions of 
Self and relationships to others, including the nation. We speculated about 
whether the DNA testing would make reflections on the Self more compli-
cated and variegated as the differences between social and biological rela-
tions are laid bare. We wondered whether these new practices might affect 
people’s notion of belonging with others, including the nation, and thus 
also articulate ideas about shared heritage in new ways. This seems not to 
have been the case, as respondents were relatively unaffected in terms of 
what may be seen as a range of socio-political relations. This suggests that 
some of the greater complexities that DNA-testing may reveal about the 
overlap between different identities (e.g. family, ethnicity, nation) are not 
of great interest or too complex to affect the respondents’ consumption of 
the data. Through these new technologies, genealogy may become a par-
ticular articulation of how heritage/inheritance is understood and argued, 
but not the sole author of them.

The two motives are not contradictory but are distinct. Historical con-
text is clearly a significant issue guarding against excessive generalization. 
As we discussed earlier, historical demographers view nuclear family, neolo-
cal residence, and late marriage patterns as features that have characterized 
northwestern European kinship since at least the Middle Ages. This has 
typically resulted in shallow family genealogies (three-generational); the 
importance of the new test is that it promises to expand the reach. Moreo-
ver, the history of out-migration of junior male members of families pro-
vides a strong interest in tracing the spatial extent of potential kinship and 
marriage networks. Genetic results developed for ancestry studies tend 
towards the promotion of surprise and discovery. This may equally be true 
of settler colony communities emanating from northwestern Europe and 
settled in many parts of the world. Where these communities are domi-
nant over Indigenous peoples or people of non-European origins, how new 
kinds of bio-socio-genetic data will be adapted and used in conditions of 
racism and social inequality is an immensely complex topic (Abel 2022; 
Nelson 2016; TallBear 2013) and lies outside the scope of this paper. How-
ever, our results suggest that the popularity of DNA testing in Sweden, 
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northwestern Europe and North America is also, at least in part, linked to 
their connected histories.

Finally, it seems that the results of our study do not support previous 
arguments (Abel & Frieman 2022; Strand & Källén 2021) that the wide-
spread expansion of genealogy DNA testing in the western world might 
stimulate nationalism and other forms of identity formation, including 
white supremacism. It should be noted, however, that we are dealing with 
a particular segment of Swedish society that tends to have higher levels of 
formal education, and which may not reflect the broader nationalist and 
anti-migration movements in Sweden and other European countries. In the 
latter contexts, critical debates appear to be more directly tied to findings 
from aDNA research (summarized in Kristiansen 2022) and their wide cir-
culation in popular media (Källén 2019). As the number of high-resolution 
ancient genomes continues to increase, including Medieval and early his-
torical periods, we wonder whether in the future personalized DNA testing 
will increasingly become connected with ancient DNA results. This will 
bring new challenges, not least ethical ones (Källén 2025), but also ques-
tions about what the desired outcomes and potential repercussions would 
be from extending the notion of Self.
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Abstract
This paper presents two Danish examples from the Funnel Beaker Culture illustrating a 
practice of depositing antique elements – in this case elk bones. While faunal remains are 
a well-known aspect of complex Neolithic deposition practices, the scope and nuances of 
these depositional practices remain unclear, partly due to a general lack of 14C dates and 
detailed zooarchaeological analysis. One key outcome of an increased focus on Accelera-
tor Mass Spectrometry (AMS) dating is the identification of deposited antiques. Although 
the concept of antiques in archaeological contexts is not new, it has rarely been discussed in 
Neolithic contexts, despite its relevance to theories of social memory and mnemonic mate-
riality. Recognizing the phenomenon of deposited antique animal remains requires both 
archaeological openness to the idea and sufficient 14C dating. The two examples discussed 
here – both involving Maglemosian Elk bones found together with Neolithic domesticated 
animals – were discovered in wetland contexts in North Zealand, Denmark. Together, they 
highlight the potential of direct AMS dating in revealing previously unrecognized prac-
tices of temporal reuse, as well as shedding new light on Neolithic engagements with time, 
materiality, and memory.

Keywords: Neolithic animal deposits, 14C dates, elk, Maglemose period, deposited antiques,  
mnemonic significance, animal turn
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Introduction

The South Scandinavian Funnel Beaker Culture (TRB) is characterized by 
a rich and complex repertoire of deposition practices that reflect the multi
faceted relationships between people, objects and places. These practices 
involve the intentional placement of various categories of objects, includ-
ing bones, ceramics and flint axes. Deposits from the period are commonly 
located in various types of wetlands, associated with megaliths or placed 
in pits on dry land. These patterns have attracted scholarly attention, and 
several studies have investigated the spatial and material characteristics of 
these deposits, focusing on specific objects, such as ceramics, or on specific 
sites (e.g. Andersen 2000; Becker 1948; Berggren 2015; Kock 1998; Rude-
beck & Macheridis 2015).

Despite this growing body of research, animal deposits from the TRB 
have only received relatively sporadic scholarly attention. While some pio-
neering studies have discussed faunal deposits from the Neolithic, these 
have often been case-specific, with limited synthesis addressing a broader 
geographic or temporal scale (e.g. Skaarup 1985; Koch 1998; Nilsson 1995; 
Nilsson & Nilsson 2003; Rudebeck & Macheridis 2015), while other stud-
ies have focused on adjacent periods and cultures such as Pitted Ware Cul-
ture (e.g. Wincentz 2020). Consequently, our understanding of the role of 
animals in TRB depositional practices remains fragmented. We still know 
little about how species were selected, which body parts were preferred or 
which social, symbolic or mnemonic principles guided the inclusion of ani-
mal bodies in ritual contexts.

This lack of synthesis is striking, since animal remains offer a unique 
interpretive lens through which to explore the human-animal relationship 
of the period. Animals were not merely by-products of human activity or 
indicators of economy – they were active participants in social life and ritual 
communication. As Armstrong Oma (2010:177) has argued, the human–
animal relationship can be viewed as a social contract, entailing mutual 
obligations and forms of trust. When placed in depositional contexts – 
whether as complete carcasses or selected anatomical parts – animals may 
thus have operated as agents of transformation, mediating between tem-
poral, spiritual and social domains. Archaeological inquiry into such roles 
requires sustained analytical attention that integrates zooarchaeological 
evidence with theoretical perspectives on materiality, memory and human–
animal relations.

This study draws attention to one particularly evocative aspect of TRB 
depositional practices: the deliberate incorporation of antique animal 
remains or animal elements already ancient at the time of deposition. The 
Cambridge Dictionary (2026) defines antique as “something made in an 
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earlier period that is collected and considered to have value because it is 
beautiful, rare, old, or of high quality”. Applying this notion archaeologi-
cally, we use the term to describe curated faunal remains that were re-
contextualized within later ritualized frameworks. This specific term has 
already been used by other scholars (e.g. Knight et al. 2019:4), while in other 
studies, the phenomenon is known as ancestral artefacts (Caple 2010:305). 
Rather than defining these faunal remains as ancestral, we choose to use 
the term antique throughout the article. Recognizing antiques and the fau-
nal antiques in particular, opens new perspectives on Neolithic engage-
ments with time, ancestry, and material continuity, suggesting that animals 
themselves could embody connections to a remembered or imagined past.

The current article seeks to improve our understanding of one aspect of 
the animal role: specifically, curated antique animal remains in TRB depo-
sitional practices. It suggests that the inclusion of temporally distant objects 
may have been an element within TRB ritual and mnemonic frameworks, as 
is known from other periods of the past. We argue that this aspect of ritual 

Figure 1. Map of the location of all South Scandinavian sites: Salpetermosen Syd 10 (1) 
Favrholm 5 (2), Dösemarken (3), Saxtorp (4) Skævinge (5) Syltholm Fjord (6) Lindgård/
Kildevang (7) Ravsnæs (8).
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and mnemonic frameworks should be included in Neolithic studies and be 
applied to faunal remains as well as artefacts. This approach will, in time, 
contribute to our understanding of the complexity of the Neolithic socie-
ties and examine whether these acts were deliberate attempts to reference or 
harness the power of the past. By foregrounding the animal as both mate-
rial and mnemonic agent, we aim to contribute to broader debates about 
the entanglement of humans, animals and temporality in Neolithic ritual 
life. Rather than presenting a full catalogue of examples, the intention of 
this article is to present a new perspective on animal deposits from the TRB.

To investigate these questions, this study introduces two new Danish 
cases in which juvenile elk bones and antler from the Mesolithic Magle-
mose period were deposited together with Neolithic bones of domesticated 
animals in wetland contexts. These examples, identified through systematic 
AMS radiocarbon dating and detailed zooarchaeological analysis, dem-
onstrate that some animal remains in Neolithic deposits were not contem-
porary but rather re-contextualized relics of a deeper past. As such, they 
offer insight into the ways Neolithic communities engaged materially and 
symbolically with animals and time.

Methods

The study is based on two faunal deposits from wetland contexts in North 
Zealand–Salpetermosen Syd (MNS50010) and Favrholm 5 (MNS50595), 
which form the core empirical material for the analysis. Both sites were 
excavated and documented by Museum Nordsjælland between 2018 and 
2021, and all subsequent archaeological and zooarchaeological analyses 
were carried out by the authors.

Faunal remains were identified to species or the lowest possible taxo-
nomic level using comparative collections at the Natural History Museum of 
Denmark, University of Copenhagen. Age-at-death estimations were based 
on dental eruption and wear, as well as epiphyseal fusion, and taphonomic 
observations recorded preservation and any working traces or burning. 
Selected bones were sampled for Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) 
dating at the Poznań Radiocarbon Laboratory (Poz). Calibration followed 
OxCal 4.4 with the IntCal20 dataset, and all dates are reported as cali-
brated years BC at 2σ (95.4%) probability.

The archaeological context of each deposit was recorded during excava-
tion and subsequently re-evaluated in light of the new chronological data. 
The integration of stratigraphic observations, species identification and 
direct dating enabled an assessment of whether the faunal assemblages rep-
resented single depositional events or the deliberate inclusion of temporally 
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distant elements. Comparative data from published Neolithic faunal depos-
its in Denmark and southern Scandinavia have been used to situate the two 
cases within a wider interpretive framework (e.g. Koch 1998; Nilsson & 
Nilsson 2003; Rudebeck & Macheridis 2015; Berggren 2015).

By combining detailed zooarchaeological analysis with direct AMS radi-
ocarbon dating, the study provides an independent and internally consistent 
empirical basis for interpreting the two assemblages as examples of depos-
ited antiques, in this case animal remains re-contextualized within later 
ritual frameworks. This integrated approach allows for both fine-grained 
reconstructions of depositional practice and broader reflections on Neo-
lithic engagements with time, ancestry and the agency of animals.

Secure elk remains and their chronological 
distribution in Denmark
Elk (Alces alces) appears to have disappeared from present-day Denmark 
by the Neolithic (Aaris-Sørensen 1980). The last secure elk remains on the 
Jutland peninsula come from Kainsbakke, near Grenå, dated indirectly via 
associated aurochs bone to around 4800–4400 cal. kyr BP (Richter 1991; 
Aaris-Sørensen 2010:26). On Zealand, elk disappeared significantly earlier 
and the last secure remains consist of a young adult bull and a calf found 
near Favrbo (Krudtmose, ZMK19/1920). The remains were C14 dated to 
8632±130 and 8528 BC±150 (OxCal 4.4) respectively (Aaris-Sørensen 1998: 
138–139; Møhl 1980, ZMK archive).

‘Secure remains’ refers to bones not exclusively consisting of teeth beads, 
worked antler or bones from the extremities, which were more often curated, 
traded or transported over long distances or even periods as part of skins 
or as valuable raw materials (Aaris-Sørensen 1998:178–179).

The complexity of animal deposits from TRB

The deliberate deposition of faunal remains, whether on their own or in 
combination with other objects, is considered a relatively common practice 
during the Neolithic period (e.g. Andersen 2000; Skaarup 1985). Eva Koch 
observed that 54 out of 100 finds of so-called ‘bog pots’ (deposited prehis-
toric ceramic vessels within a wetland context) include animal bones, yet 
she also noted that many wetlands appear to have been used over long time 
spans, complicating the temporal relationship between the deposited objects 
(Koch 1998:154). As such, the assumption that animal deposits were rela-
tively common during the Neolithic is rarely grounded in solid 14C dates 
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from the faunal remains themselves. In truth, we are largely in the dark 
when it comes to determining the scale and timing of animal deposition 
practices in TRB wetland contexts and knowing whether certain species or 
body parts were favoured during this period. Nonetheless, a few published 
examples from South Scandinavia illustrate the diversity of these practices.

At Dösemarken, in southern Sweden, TRB pits contained articulated 
body parts of cattle and pigs arranged with flint and ceramics, suggesting 
deliberate composition (Berggren 2015). At Saxtorp, deposits of mixed spe-
cies highlight both the complexity and the chronological uncertainty that 
often surrounds such assemblages, as some bones dated much later than 
expected (Nilsson & Nilsson 2003). Similar patterns appear in Denmark: 
at Skævinge Mose a funnel beaker contained a juvenile pig humerus and 
acorns (Becker 1948; Koch 1998), while the Syltholm fjord ‘structure A’ 
comprised of repeated deposits of animal mandibles spanning a millennium 
and included species such as pig, wild cat, dog, deer, fox, otter, and roe 
deer (Sørensen 2019). Other examples, such as Lindegård and Kildevang, 
likewise demonstrate the structured placement of selected animal parts in 
wet contexts (Skousen 2008).

Comparable Neolithic, ritualized deposits of animals are known beyond 
Scandinavia. In Britain, over 160 faunal deposits from the Neolithic and 
Early Bronze Age range from single bones to nearly complete skeletons, 
but few are directly dated (Serjeantson 2011). Among those that are, sev-
eral include elements much older than their depositional contexts, such as 
Mesolithic remains incorporated into Neolithic features at sites including 
Stonehenge and the Dorset Cursus (Teather 2018).

These indications of temporal disjunction in Britain suggest that some 
Neolithic animal deposits may have intentionally included older material. 
In Denmark, antique faunal elements, such as the elk examples presented 
below, suggest that ancient bones could have been deliberately reintroduced 
into later ritual contexts, linking the living community to a remembered 
or imagined past.

TRB Deposition with Maglemosian Elements:  
The Case of Deposit E
The Salpetermosen Syd site (MNS50010) located south of Hillerød in North 
Zealand, was originally situated in a landscape of low-lying hills with dead-
ice topography and young moraine formations, centred around the former 
inland lake of Salpetermosen, which gradually transformed into fenland. 
Smaller fens, kettle holes, creeks and natural springs created a rich wetland 
environment, inhabited since the Maglemosian period, as evidenced by scat-
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tered flint and bone artefacts. During the early Neolithic, the area became 
more densely inhabited with settlements concentrated along the wetland 
margins, reflecting broader regional trends (Pantmann 2020).

Over the past 150 years, extensive drainage and land levelling have radi-
cally altered the landscape, converting it into a relatively flat agricultural 
terrain. During both the Neolithic and the Iron Age, the area provided 
critical resources such as water and grazing. Local pollen analyses sug-
gest an open woodland landscape with indicators of grazing during the 
TRB. Furthermore, the wetlands were used for depositing orchestrated and 
curated artefacts such as pottery and flint tools. During the Iron Age the 
use of the wetlands intensified as peat was cut for fuel and wells were dug 
on the margins, making use of the high water level. So-called ‘mundane 
trash’ was dumped into the swampy areas, while orchestrated deposits – 
including animal bones, white stones, pottery and wooden objects – were 
placed in watery environments.

One such fen, A793, exhibited complex activity patterns from both the 
Neolithic and the Iron Age. The southern section showed more Neolithic 
use, while the northern section was predominantly used during the Iron 
Age. More than 40 peat-cutting pits and over 50 faunal deposits, along with 
wooden artifacts, whitish stones and ceramics have been documented from 
the fen (Bangsgaard & Pantmann 2021). On the brink of fen A793, and at 
the outskirts of the other activities in the fen, lay deposit E (x1009). The 
bones in this deposit appeared disarticulated, but they were concentrated 
within an area of 50 x 50cm with no visible disturbance or any other finds 
in the vicinity. Initially, the collection seemed unremarkable compared to 
the other bone deposits in A793, but upon closer analysis it was shown to 
be exceptional (Bangsgaard 2018).

Deposit E (x1009) contained six identifiable elk bones (a metacarpal, 
two humeri, a mandible, a loose tooth and a cranial fragment) as well as 
smaller mandibular and rib fragments only identifiable to a large ungulate. 

Table 1. Overview of all mentioned bones from Salpetermosen 10 SydA793 with AMS dates.

Context # Species Bones Observations Dates

x1009 A793  
Dep. E

Alces alces 1 kranium fragment, 
1 mandible,  
2 humeri,  
1 metacarpal

Age: 4–4½ months (tooth 
eruption/wear), distal mtc 
unfused, minor carnivore 
gnawing on three elements

7941–7605 BC  
(Poz-102905) 
mandible

Large ungulate Teeth and ribs 
fragments

Age: juvenile, probably the 
same young elk

Sus sp. 1 femur Age: pullus 3630–3372 BC  
(Poz-111856)

Surface find Alces alces 1 radius Age: distal unfused, similar 
size to bones in x1009
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The close correspondence in size and morphology suggests that all the bones 
in x1009 are from a single juvenile elk. Direct comparison of teeth wear 
and eruption suggest an estimated age of four to four and a half months at 
death. Notably, concentration E also contained a humerus diaphysis from 
a very young piglet (pullus), suggesting a multi-species composition simi-
lar to other TRB faunal deposits.

An additional juvenile elk radius was recovered from the excavated soil 
(x1721), likely belonging to the same animal, although this cannot be con-
firmed due to a lack of secure contextual information. However, the age 
category, size and morphology of the bone suggest that this bone originates 
from the same deposit and animal.

The bones in deposit E (x1009) along with the radius from x1721 con-
sist of elements from the cranium, extremities and front legs, representing 
both sides of the body, without any overlap. This further suggests a single 
animal, either as a near-complete carcass or substantial portion thereof 
rather than a skin with attached bones.

Initially, the assemblage was thought to belong to the Iron Age, consistent 
with other deposits in A793. However, since elks were extinct on Zealand 
long before that period, this interpretation was untenable. Two alternative 
explanations were considered: either the elk remains originated from an 
earlier period and were found and redeposited during the Iron Age, or the 
bones were transported from a nearby region where elk were still present 

Figure 2. The deposit x1009 (E) from Salpetermosen 10 Syd in situ with a 50 cm scalebar. 
Photo: Museum Nordsjælland.
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during the Iron Age – such as southern Sweden. A direct AMS radiocarbon 
date on the elk remains placed them firmly in the Maglemose Period, spe-
cifically 7941–7605 BC (Poz-102905 8730±50 BP), a time when elk were 
still native to Zealand, though likely in reducing numbers.

The associated piglet bone also from deposit E returned with an AMS 
date of 3630–3372 BC (Poz-111856 4700±30 BP) with a 95.4% probabil-
ity, placing it firmly within the TRB. No other Neolithic dated bones were 
found nearby and other Neolithic activity in the fen was concentrated at 
its opposite end, several hundred meters away.

A methodological concern arises from the palimpsestic nature of bogs. 
To assess association, each deposit at Salpetermosen was recorded three-
dimensionally, and contextual boundaries between peat-cuttings and nat-
ural layers were documented. Deposit E was found in situ, embedded in 
stable peat with no signs of intrusion or redeposition, and the bones were 
spatially confined within a discrete pocket of undisturbed sediment. These 
observations make accidental mixing unlikely.

Taken together, the faunal composition, stratigraphic integrity and dual 
dating results indicate that Deposit E represents a TRB animal deposit con-
taining an antique Maglemosian element. Rather than a random intrusion, 
it appears to be a deliberate act of inclusion. In this instance, the antique 
elk remains may have been encountered and incorporated to lend temporal 
or symbolic depth to the deposit.

Residual Elk: Interpreting Deposit X30

The site of Favrholm 5 (MNS50595), located near the Salpetermosen Syd 
site, is a part of the same Neolithic wetland landscape, characterised by 
scattered smaller wet areas. In one such drained fen, A8, several relatively 
poorly preserved bone deposits were discovered within the peat during the 
2019 trial excavation. Based on the types of finds in the area, the depos-

Figure 3. Mandible from a 4–4½ months old elk calf from deposit x1009 (E). Photo: Globe 
Institute, KU.
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its were initially broadly dated to either the Neolithic or the Iron Age. The 
faunal remains included a mix of domesticated and wild animals. Among 
these were deposit X30, which consisted of 31 fragments of an elk antler 
and part of a mandible as well as two upper premolars, the latter two from 
sheep/goat.

Deposit X30 was the first to be found during the trial excavation and was 
uncovered by the excavator. As a result, no formal photographic documen-
tation was made at the time. However, the bones were reported to be found 
in close association with one another. Most of the antler fragments could be 
refitted to form a single left antler, including the main stem, brow tine and 
lower part of the palm from an adult elk. The remaining fragments are likely 
from the same antler, as no overlapping was identified (Bangsgaard 2024).

AMS dating of both elements produced strikingly different results: the 
elk antler was dated to the Maglemosian period 7300–7000 BC, (Poz-
118004, 8180±50 BP), while the sheep/goat mandible was dated to the end 
of the TRB 2800–2400 BC (Poz-150327, 4120±35 BP).

Figure 4. Parts of an elk antler, including the main stem and lower part of the palm from 
deposit x30 at Favrholm. Photo: Globe Institute, KU.
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In both cases, we considered alternative explanations to this specific 
combination of Maglemosian and Neolithic bones, such as disturbance by 
flowing water. However, this seems unlikely, as there was no indication of 
placement in running water or deep bodies of water; rather, the bones were 
situated at the margins of the fens and embedded in peat moss. No other 
Neolithic bones were found near the two deposits that could have inter-
mixed with the elk remains. Furthermore, both deposits were described 
as concentrated when discovered, suggesting that they had not been dis-
turbed. We therefore find it reasonable to conclude that these deposits are 
genuine and not the result of later mixing or post-depositional processes.

While both deposits stand out as exceptional, they are rooted in a peri-
odical tradition, namely the wetlands’ extended use for faunal deposits. 
The inclusion of ancient elk material may have been an extension of this 
tradition, in which old materials encountered during activity in the fens 
were imbued with meaning and re-contextualized in new ritual settings. 
These examples, therefore, suggest localized acts of engagement with deep 
time, revealing the ways in which TRB communities in North Zealand 
occasionally integrated ancient material traces into contemporary ritual-
ized landscapes.

Other examples of deposited antique objects from 
Danish Neolithic
Although the deliberate deposition of antique elements is rarely discussed 
within Neolithic studies, the broader phenomenon of depositing antiques is 
well known from other prehistoric, and later, periods (Caple 2010; Knight 
et al. 2019). Within Neolithic studies, discussion has focused on the use of 
antique elements in relation to megaliths and menhirs (Bradley 1998, 2002; 
Gillings & Pollard 1999). The limited number of dated faunal remains may 
partly explain why antique bones have not previously been recognized as 
such. However, a few Danish Neolithic examples of antique elements in 
deposits indicates that the practice of depositing antiques is not foreign to 
the period and not confined to faunal remains.

Table 2. Overview of all mentioned bones from Favrholm 5, deposit x30 with AMS dates.

Context # Species Bones Observations Dates

X30 Alces alces Antler  
(31 fragments)

Age: adult, no overlap, 
possible cut-mark

7300–7000 BC  
(Poz-118004)

Capra/Ovis sp. 1 mandible,  
2 teeth

Age: 2–6 years (tooth 
wear), premolar 3–4

2800–2400 BC  
(Poz-150327) mandible
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Axes in particular, have been described as being ‘out of place’ by the 
original excavating archaeologist, when compared to the overall date of a 
deposit. In one instance they were referred to as “relics”, that is objects that 
may symbolize social memorability (Skousen 2008:167).

At Kildevang, the site mentioned earlier, eight pits exhibit traces of burn-
ing and contain a mixture of so-called mundane refuse and deliberately 
deposited objects. Among the latter are two core axes with specialized 
edges, a type associated with the Mesolithic Ertbølle culture – thus sev-
eral centuries older than the TRB (Skousen 2008:164, 163–167). A simi-
lar situation was observed at Ravnsnæs megalithic tomb near Birkerød in 
North Zealand, where two axes of the Lindham type were found. Becker 
described these as “foreign objects” in relation to the site and the period 
of the tomb (Becker 1939:234–235). However, Ebbesen noted that the con-
text of the axes is clouded in uncertainty due to the circumstances of their 
discovery (Ebbesen 1982:91, note 6).

More recently, a deposit of seven flint axes was uncovered at Skævinge 
in North Zealand (MNS50715). Six were of the Horneby type, dated to 
2500–2350 BC, while the seventh is a type associated with the previous 
period, 2900–2500 BC. Though the latter axe could hypothetically have 
been produced around 2500 BC, the deposit might reflect a practice of 
incorporating an antique element.

Taken together, these examples parallel the faunal evidence from Sal-
petermosen Syd and Favrholm. In both cases, older materials were inte-
grated into TRB depositional settings, suggesting a reappropriation of 
antiques, whether bone or stone, as part of a broader logic of temporal 
referencing within a TRB ideology. Similar behaviour has been observed 
within a Viking age context in Dublin, in which a deliberated bent Early 
Bronze Age halberd was found in a grave with bent and damaged Viking 
Age weapons (Knight et al. 2019:12). While such acts are rarely identified, 
they reveal that TRB communities occasionally engaged with remnants of 
a distant past as meaningful objects within their own depositional tradi-
tions. This broader perspective situates the two elk deposits not as anoma-
lies, but as part of a subtle and selective material dialogue with past times.

Discussion

According to Bradley (2002:53–54), archaeology has an embedded para-
dox: typologies and chronologies are defined and based on closed finds 
that are assumed to be contemporary, despite numerous examples to the 
contrary. The comment by Ebbesen on the Ravnsnæs axes illustrates this 
challenge. While he acknowledged the objects as out of place, his hesita-
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tion may reflect a broader discomfort with the idea that antique elements 
can occur legitimately within Neolithic contexts.

Animal deposition practices from TRB were complex, diverse and 
embedded in wider social, cosmological and mnemonic frameworks. The 
archaeological record reveals a variety of deposition practices from the 
meticulous placement of select skeletal parts, such as skulls, mandibles and 
horn cores, to the deposition of entire carcasses or disarticulated assem-
blages representing multiple individuals or species. Domesticated cattle 
dominate many of these deposits, but wild species, including elk, also fea-
ture within this ritual repertoire. Together they form a dynamic repertoire 
of ritualised interactions with the animal world.

These practices suggest intentionality and cultural encoding beyond 
mere refuse disposal. Specific body parts or indeed antique bones may 
have been chosen not only for their visual or symbolic impact, but also for 
their perceived connection to, for example, the past or their cosmological 
beliefs or, in this case, out of respect for their relation to specific animals. 
Unfortunately, due to a scarcity of systematically dated faunal deposits, 
our understanding of these practices remains limited. The few examples 
that have been directly radiocarbon dated emphasize how vital such work 
is for discerning longer-term patterns, such as the possible persistence or 
reactivation of depositional traditions, as suggested by sites like Saxtorp 
(Nilsson & Nilsson 2003).

A critical barrier to recognising curated or antique remains in the archae-
ological record is the reliance on contextual association rather than direct 
dating. Without routine AMS dating of individual faunal elements, antique 
elements may pass unnoticed – possibly accounting for their apparent rar-
ity in Neolithic contexts. Indeed, curated antiques are more likely to be 
dismissed than accepted, since identifying such practices requires not only 
precise dating methods but also archaeological understanding and interpre-
tive openness. Antique bones in Neolithic contexts are frequently dismissed 
as ‘outliers’, lab errors or residuality (Teather 2018:202). This tendency 
is exacerbated by the dominance of Bayesian modelling in chronological 
analysis. As Teather (2018:203) notes, such methods may be ill-suited for 
identifying deliberately curated antiques, since their presence inherently 
challenges the assumption of a clean chronological progression. This calls 
for a more reflexive approach, in which such ‘outliers’ are not viewed as 
errors to be corrected, but as potential evidence for practices of temporal 
reuse and memory.

While the scale of antique deposits in the TRB remains unknown, the 
practice itself is not implausible. Given the frequency of faunal deposits dur-
ing the period, it is conceivable that older bones encountered by chance, 
whether unearthed during activities such as construction, ploughing or 
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ritual activity, could have been intentionally integrated into contemporary 
depositional practices. These antique elements may have carried mnemonic 
significance functioning as links to ancestral times, mythological origins 
or a deeply embedded respect for the role of animals. Such practices are 
known from later periods, particularly the Iron Age (Bradley 2002; Wess-
mann 2009), but it is increasingly plausible that such mnemonic practices 
may be considerably older. The two Danish elk deposits thus offer rare but 
compelling evidence of this possibility. These Maglemosian bones, found 
in TRB contexts, challenge the assumption that older faunal material must 
be intrusive. Instead, they open a window onto the Neolithic imagination, 
in which antique animal remains could serve as meaningful components in 
rituals alongside other artefacts. Whether the elk bones were intentionally 
curated for some time or encountered and re-contextualised shortly before 
their deposition, they signal a form of temporal awareness and engagement 
that has previously been underestimated in TRB studies. As such, they con-
tribute valuable insights into the materialisation of memory and time in 
prehistoric ritual practice. While the evidence raises more questions than 
it answers, it opens a promising line of inquiry and highlights the need for 
further high-resolution studies of animal deposits in Neolithic deposition 
practices.

Concluding remarks

While we cannot determine precisely how TRB communities came into pos-
session of Maglemosian elk bones, the evidence strongly indicates deliberate 
deposition rather than accidental inclusions. The pairing of these antique 
remains with contemporary domesticated animals follows the broader tra-
ditions of faunal deposition of the period but adds a distinct temporal 
dimension. The selective inclusion of these ancient remains indicates a delib-
erate engagement with deep time, an act that imbued the deposition with 
temporal depth and illustrates the depth of the human-animal relationship 
or indicates that the remains held symbolic potency.

The two North Zealand examples highlight how easily such practices 
could go unnoticed without direct AMS dating. As such, they illustrate 
the need for renewed attention to the chronological complexity of faunal 
assemblages and a methodological shift that prioritises direct dating of indi-
vidual bones as part of routine excavation and post-excavation strategies.

The broader implications are significant. If the deliberate deposition of 
antique faunal elements was indeed part of TRB ritual practices, it intro-
duces a new dimension to our understanding of prehistoric engagement 
with the past. Such practices suggest a more nuanced relationship to time 
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and memory, in which ancient bones may have acted as tokens of history, 
relational contacts with animals or symbols of enduring landscapes.

While the extent of these practices remains uncertain, examples from 
both Scandinavia and Britain suggest that the concept of depositing antiques 
was part of a TRB worldview. Recognising and understanding these prac-
tices will require not only more radiocarbon dates but also a fundamental 
shift in archaeological interpretation: one that embraces the complexity 
of a curated time-depth and the possibility that some of the materials we 
recover are not just remnants of the moment of deposition, but deliberate 
echoes of a more distant past.

Ultimately, these finds invite us to reconsider how Neolithic communi-
ties constructed relationships to time, materiality and memory. They call 
for interpretive frameworks that can accommodate a past-in-the-past: a 
past actively retrieved, curated and redeposited as part of a living cultural 
landscape. As such, they offer a powerful reminder that archaeology is not 
merely the study of what was, but also the study of how people remembered, 
imagined, and materially engaged with what had already been.
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Participatory Archaeology for 
Heritage Preparedness
Addressing the Wicked Problem of Anti-
Democratic Discourse
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In an era of rising authoritarian and anti-democratic movements globally, participatory 
archaeology needs to move beyond self-congratulatory ideas about its inherent goodness and 
take seriously archaeologists’ potential role as social and political mediators in a complex 
democratic discourse. The challenge lies in resisting both external and internal pressure on 
democratic discourse, while maintaining an inclusive, democratic and multivocal debate 
about heritage, identity and belonging. Drawing on experiences from Indigenous and par-
ticularly Saami archaeology, participatory archaeology in Scandinavia can become more 
self-reflexive and purposeful. Our subject’s strength is that it provides specified and tan-
gible topics and arenas for democratic discourse, building social cohesion by discussing 
and tolerating diverse perspectives. The aim should not be consensus about heritage and 
the past but dissensus and communities of disagreement. Such an approach contributes to 
a cognitive heritage preparedness that transgresses the preservation of predefined physi-
cal heritage values, constituting a ‘small win’ to the ‘wicked problem’ of sustaining open, 
accountable and transparent discussions in the face of totalitarian narratives and aggres-
sive “alternative facts”.
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Introduction

Archaeology and heritage have always been employed to promote political 
agendas. In the current tense political situation of the world, an increas-
ing number of these agendas are authoritarian, expansionist and anti-
democratic. In contrast, archaeologists have worked for decades to establish 
practices that are inclusive, multivocal and democratic, including partici-
patory archaeologies. In this keynote, I suggest that these practices should 
be reconsidered as not only important shifts in how heritage is done, but 
potentially vital contributions to the protection of democratic states and 
values. I further claim that, to this end, Scandinavian archaeology must 
adopt a bolder stance and dare to matter – even dare to be explicitly politi-
cal. In this context, participatory archaeology can benefit from the example 
of Indigenous archaeology in general, and Saami archaeology in particular, 
with its focus on specific social and political aims and fostering of critical, 
self-reflexive debates about the purpose, methods and challenges of col-
laborative efforts.

While the debates about and implementation of participatory approaches 
in archaeology are quite limited in scope in all Scandinavian countries, I 
will centre my discussion on the situation in Norway. Participatory archae-
ology has received relatively little attention in Norway so far. Where it is 
discussed, engaging with communities or non-professional partners is gen-
erally perceived as democratic and ‘good’, and participation is typically 
described as the engagement of people in archaeological investigations in 
order to educate them in our professional opinions about the past and as 
voluntary labour (Myrvoll 2010a:80). The archaeology of Saami pasts and 
heritage has included more pronounced aims of involving non-professionals 
in active knowledge production. This field has also been more contested 
and sometimes criticized for being too political. At present, however, we 
face a global political situation that actualizes precisely the democratic and 
political dimensions of archaeology.

So, what can archaeology contribute? It has recently been proposed that 
archaeology, through a ‘small wins’ approach, can be part of the solution 
for ‘wicked problems’. Wicked problems are complex, often intractable 
issues where attempts to rectify them can risk creating new or worse prob-
lems (Schofield 2024). Participation in archaeological and heritage con-
texts can itself be defined as a wicked problem (Rosetti 2022:21–22), with 
its complex entanglements with today’s politics, as well as multiple stake-
holders, historical, legal and administrative frameworks, and the danger 
of (unwittingly) reducing good intentions of empowering participants to 
tokenism that covers up prevailing power relations (Niklasson & Hølleland 
2018:18; Smith 2025; Viita-aho 2025:80–82). These complexities mean that 
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it is vital for archaeologists to understand the political context in which 
they operate (Schofield 2024:233) and to acknowledge that participation is 
thoroughly situational and based in historical power dynamics and forms 
of governance.

In the following, I will argue that purposeful and self-reflexive participa-
tory approaches in archaeology can contribute to a ‘clumsy solution’ (Ver-
weij & Thompson 2006) to the wicked problem of maintaining an open 
and democratic debate about the past, identity and belonging in the face 
of an increasingly anti-democratic discourse. By providing tangible points 
of departure for collective reflection and discussion, this kind of archae
ology might even foster a cognitive heritage preparedness vital to resisting 
an undermining of our democracies.

Wicked problems, small wins and clumsy solutions

Over the last decades, it has become clear that social, political and envi-
ronmental problems are not simple cause and effect issues that can be rec-
tified with singular solutions. The complexities of the challenges we face, 
the ‘mess’ we are in, can only be approached with equally complex strate-
gies. Attempting to control these ‘postnormal times’ is futile, but we can 
navigate through them by acknowledging that the multitude of problems 
we are facing simultaneously cannot be solved in isolation. Diverse per-
spectives are essential for understanding and steering through these wicked 
problems, managing them with creativity (Sardar 2015, as cited in Scho
field 2024:28–29), and hopefully establishing sustainable approaches that 
can last into the future.

The term ‘wicked problem’ was articulated in a 1960s US multidiscipli-
nary seminar that aimed to solve social system problems. Many definitions 
have later been proposed, of which a relatively simple one is that wicked 
problems are complex, intractable, open-ended, and unpredictable. Unlike 
tame problems, where you identify, for instance, a technical problem and 
find a solution to this, wicked problems are characterised by the difficulty of 
defining both what the exact problem is and any possible solution. Instead, 
solutions can only be evaluated after their effectuation, and then only sub-
jectively in terms of whether they were ‘good enough’ or merely created new 
problems. Thus, solving wicked problems is often portrayed as a one-shot 
operation involving potential risk (Alford & Head 2017:397; Churchman 
1967; Conklin 2006; Schofield 2024:16–19).

Contrary to this depiction of wicked problems, John Schofield has sug-
gested that archaeology can contribute to solving a variety of wicked prob-
lems, such as climate change, health issues and social injustice, through a 
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‘small wins’ approach (Schofield 2024). He attributes this notion to Gra-
ham Hingangaroa Smith and Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s discussion on how we 
can decolonize and create meaningful space for Indigenous Peoples within 
the academy. They conclude that this ‘utopian vision’ is not won in a single 
spectacular event, but perhaps through small and incremental gains (Scho-
field 2024:31–32; Smith & Smith 2019:1098–1099). ‘Small wins’ thus refer 
to concrete outcomes of moderate importance that still create traction and 
can accumulate to bring about transformative change (Schofield 2024:32–
35; Termeer et al. 2019:173; Weick 1984). A related term from behavioural 
science is ‘nudging’, describing how human behaviour, habits, and decisions 
are frequently influenced by apparently insignificant details that result in 
minor changes that over time can amount to substantial results (e.g. Tay-
lor 2023).

This hopeful approach is not suggesting archaeology can save the world 
but that we can at least nudge it in the right direction. However, this entails 
that ‘we’, as a community or even humanity at large, agree on that direc-
tion. On a larger scale, perhaps we do, but part of many wicked problems 
is that people nudge in all sorts of directions. This may appear random and 
chaotic, but Marco Verweij, Mary Douglas and others have identified cer-
tain cultural structures that allow us to understand and even benefit from 
these opposing viewpoints. Using diverse approaches to the issue of global 
warming as an example, they describe how conflicting views on public 
policy issues (which are often wicked problems) are the result of people 
adhering to a limited number of fundamental forms of social organisa-
tion – egalitarianism, hierarchy, individualism, and fatalism. These basic 
convictions allow for specific and largely incompatible organising, percep-
tions and justifications of social relations and humans’ place in the world. 
Because people argue about policy issues from radically different prem-
ises, they will never agree, but each fundamental conviction brings cer-
tain elements of experience and wisdom to the discussion that are missed 
by the others. Each provides valuable contributions to the debate that may 
otherwise remain omitted, and, significantly, expresses how a (substan-
tial) proportion of the populace thinks (Verweij et al. 2006). Even if these 
contesting opinions do not comprise a coherent set of values (cf. Shapiro 
1988:1561), they represent complementary virtues. By creatively combining 
such opposing perspectives on what the problems are and how they should 
be resolved, we can reach compromises or ‘clumsy solutions’ to complex 
(wicked) problems that are more viable and lasting than ‘elegant’ solutions 
that assume we have to choose one definite answer (Verweij et al. 2006; 
Verweij & Thompson 2006).

In addition, both validating and challenging opinions have psychologi-
cal and practical effects on mutual benevolence and intergroup relations 
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(Greville-Harris et al. 2016; Livingstone et al. 2024), which can argua-
bly influence democratic discourse and social cohesion. As I will return 
to below, such validation of opposing opinions and values is both a chal-
lenge to and a part of solving the wicked problem of democratic discourse 
in the face of anti-democratic forces; while aiming to oppose an unwanted 
external pressure that can destabilise our communities, we need to build 
the democratic resistance of those communities by acknowledging opin-
ions we do not necessarily agree with or find suitable. The latter position 
mirrors well-known issues of participatory and Indigenous archaeologies, 
although such contradictory attitudes and opinions and how to deal with 
them are not always explicitly scrutinised and discussed in these contexts.

Participatory and Indigenous archaeologies  
– good, bad or ugly?
Participation has emerged as a pivotal concept in European cultural policies 
over the past two decades, encompassing diverse strategies aimed at democ-
ratization and engagement beyond professional ranks (Bonet & Négrier 
2018). This resonates with the 2005 Faro Convention, and its declaration 
that everyone has the right to benefit from and contribute to the enrich-
ment of cultural heritage (Colomer 2023). Furthermore, participation or 
collaboration have been central terms in international discussions about the 
authorised heritage discourse and the power distribution between heritage 
professionals and Indigenous groups, communities, or ‘locals’ (e.g. Harri-
son 2013, cf. González-Ruibal et al. 2018; Smith 2006; Smith & Waterton 
2009). In general, participation has been promoted as a particularly ethi-
cal way of practicing archaeology (e.g. Atalay 2012; Thomas & Lea 2014, 
cf. Fredheim 2020).

Opinions on what, exactly, this ethical participation should be comprised 
of are less unanimous. This has created something of a wilderness of labels 
and definitions of different archaeologies, including participatory or col-
laborative archaeology (Colwell-Chanthaphonh & Ferguson 2008:10; Kid-
dey 2020:24–25), public archaeology (Merriman 2004; Moshenska 2017; 
Svanberg & Wahlgren 2007), community archaeology (Marshall 2002; 
Kiddey 2020; Thomas 2017), and Open Archaeology (Milek 2018). This 
variety of terms demonstrates that the specific articulation of participa-
tory archaeology in various contexts depends on aims, and theoretical 
and methodological preferences, as well as specific political, administra-
tive and legal frameworks (Atalay 2012:49–50; Batory & Svensson 2020; 
Thomas 2017:15). What most approaches have in common is a wish to 
promote an archaeology that engages non-professional groups and indi-
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viduals in archaeological practices to find out more about archaeologi-
cal heritage, while also creating social ties and community empowerment 
(Thomas 2019:149–150).

The distinction between participation and dissemination is not razor 
sharp, since including school children and others in archaeological work 
with the aim of educating them is also a form of participation. However, 
such efforts are usually about ‘us’ teaching ‘them’ how they should under-
stand archaeology and the past. While there is nothing wrong with dissemi-
nating expert knowledge to non-professionals who are eager to learn about 
our research, a participatory activity or study, in my opinion, is where non-
archaeologists are actively involved in the archaeological knowledge pro-
duction and discourse. Participatory approaches can still cover a very broad 
spectrum of archaeological activities (Colwell-Chanthaphonh & Ferguson 
2008), from simple data gathering and analyses to more ‘radical’ collabora-
tions, in which people from outside of the profession contribute to project 
goals, design, execution, analyses, and/or output. All approaches along this 
spectrum have their use and value, but it is the radical version that has fre-
quently been promoted as particularly good, ethical and genuine, not least 
when discussing Indigenous archaeology.

INDIGENOUS ARCHAEOLOGY

The term Indigenous people is defined in a variety of ways, but following 
the ILO 169 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention of 1989 it points 
to groups and individuals identified as descendants of people inhabiting 
land before western colonisation or modern national borders were estab-
lished and who retain some social, economic, cultural and political insti-
tutions that are distinct from those of a majority population (ILO C169 
1989, Article 1b). Importantly, (and a qualification that is often misunder-
stood) Indigenous people are not necessarily identified as the first people 
ever to have inhabited an area of land, though they may be the descendants 
of such pioneering groups.

While archaeologists in several parts of the world have been working 
closely with such Indigenous communities for a long time, Indigenous 
archaeology was articulated as a specific approach in the 2000s (Nicho-
las 2010b), following which a substantial body of literature on the sub-
ject has emerged (e.g. Atalay 2006; Colwell-Chanthaphonh & Ferguson 
2008; Hillerdal et al. 2017; Nicholas 2010a; Nicholas 2024; Ojala 2022; 
Silliman 2008; Smith 1999; Smith & Wobst 2005; Watkins 2000). Inter-
nationally, Indigenous archaeology has developed alongside general collab-
orative archaeology (Colwell-Chanthaphonh & Ferguson 2008), and it is 
frequently described as an archaeology with, for, and by Indigenous people 
(Silliman 2010:218). This may define it as a form of participatory or com-
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munity archaeology, and these approaches apply overlapping methodolo-
gies and considerations. However, Indigenous archaeology has a different 
socio-political background, context, premise and effect. While not a unified 
approach, it constitutes a movement of critical archaeology that challenges 
and aims to transform traditional archaeological and heritage management 
through decolonization and the empowerment of Indigenous groups. A 
fundamental concern within Indigenous archaeology has been the legacies 
of colonialism in archaeology and the impact of these legacies on descend-
ant communities. Another aim has been to encourage the participation of 
Indigenous scholars and practitioners in all aspects of archaeology from 
field work to academic research, and to incorporate Indigenous ontologies 
and epistemologies into archaeological theory and practice (Atalay 2006; 
Ojala 2022:121–122; Nicholas 2010a; Nicholas & Watkins 2014). In part 
this has taken the form of activist archaeologies for social and environmen-
tal justice (Atalay 2016).

Common denominators across various Indigenous contexts include the 
direct involvement of archaeology in crucial issues for current descendant 
communities. In contrast to other minority rights, which often focus on 
intangible cultural aspects, internationally articulated Indigenous rights 
include self-determination and rights to land and water. Disputes over these 
aspects are contentious matters in which Indigenous archaeology has been 
given a decisive and political role, often to determine Indigenous presence 
into the deep past where historical sources are lacking or severely biased by 
hegemonic colonial interests (Knutson 2024:54; Ojala 2022:126). So even 
if participatory archaeologies in general can have social impact, Indigenous 
archaeologies often relate to more fundamental stakes.

Karen Milek suggests that if her Open Archaeology is realized, it would 
eradicate what are currently seen as distinct archaeological fields, for exam-
ple collaborative, community, or Indigenous archaeology (Milek 2018:41). 
This mirrors George Nicholas’ call for an end to Indigenous archaeology 
(Nicholas 2010b). I completely agree that the segregation of various archae-
ologies based on what are really intersected aspects of human identities 
and societies should be abandoned (Spangen 2025). However, Indigenous 
archaeology is not entirely comparable to participatory archaeologies, and 
its specific socio-political contexts would not be well served by a blurring 
of this as just another collaborative approach. That said, if archaeology is 
to contribute to maintaining a democratic discourse in the current politi-
cally strained situation, all participatory approaches may have something 
to learn from the debates about aims, methods and results in Indigenous 
archaeology. These discussions interlace with an emerging focus on impact, 
and how to define communities, ethics, power relations and voluntariness.



92

Marte Spangen

CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY  VOL. 33  2025 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2025.04

(WHAT) ARE PARTICIPATORY AND INDIGENOUS ARCHAEOLOGIES 
GOOD (FOR)?

The focus on participation over the last 20 years has fostered important 
changes and initiatives in archaeology, but there are some tropes that 
can be questioned. There has been a growing criticism of the rather self-
congratulatory idea that working with communities or the public is inher-
ently good and ethical (Ellenberger & Richardson 2019; Fredheim 2019, 
2020; Kiddey 2020; Niklasson & Hølleland 2018; Smith 2025; Smith & 
Waterton 2009:13–14). Archaeologists that involve non-professionals in 
their efforts can do good work, but to evaluate ‘goodness’, we need to define 
it. Schematic definitions of participatory archaeology approaches tend to 
align good or beneficial outcomes with the amount of power transfer from 
‘experts’ to ‘non-experts’ (e.g. Guilfoyle & Hogg 2015), often referring to 
Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Arnstein 1969). Originally devised 
to describe public participation in planning processes in the US, her analysis 
is an interesting critique of various types of tokenism, whereby citizens are 
involved under a guise of participation but do not influence the decision-
making in any significant way. Similarly, insistent talk of ‘co-operation’ has 
been criticised for masking an inherent asymmetry in all archaeological 
endeavours and disguising a patronising and colonialist attitude to ‘locals’ 
(González-Ruibal 2009, 2010; Olsen 1991). However the collaborations 
are labelled, they often fail to produce anything other than an imagined 
power redistribution, while in reality they are reproducing the dominant 
heritage discourse (Knutson 2024:117; Niklasson & Hølleland 2018:18; 
Rico 2017; Smith 2025; Spangen 2016:225).

Equating the level of power transfer and public influence with goodness 
in a participatory archaeological project overlooks the intended aim of the 
effort and does not measure whether said effort has a positive or wanted 
effect. If the intention is unclear, it will also be difficult to measure its suc-
cess, with efforts resulting in participation for participation’s sake or a box-
ticking exercise (Kelty 2017). To my mind, this risks the unethical use, or 
waste, of people’s time and resources.

Furthermore, a focus on power transfer indicates simplified ideas about 
experts and non-experts as two monolithic and dichotomic entities. In real-
ity, various identities and community affiliations are often interlaced, and 
communities can be fragmented and multivocal due to internal disputes, 
power relations, and competing attitudes, politics, and motivations (Kid-
dey 2020:31–32; González-Ruibal et al. 2018:508; Van Dyke 2020:49–50). 
In Indigenous contexts, the non-expert ‘People’ tend to equal Indigenous 
communities. Not only frequently perceived as distinct homogenous units, 
they are also commonly conceptualised as a homogenous Indigenous com-
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munity across the world. ‘Indigenous’ appears as shorthand for people that 
are inherently disenfranchised, in harmony with nature, of animistic con-
victions, and protective of their ancestral past. There are even notions of 
Indigenous people having unconscious knowledge about particular mean-
ings of archaeological finds and cultural heritage, from long before their 
own time and context, that will mystically reoccur when the individual is 
confronted with these physical remains (e.g. Domanska 2018; Harris & 
Cipolla 2017:2; Milek 2018:38–39, cf. González-Ruibal 2019; Spangen 
2016). While usually well meant, these perceptions construct specific expec-
tations of what Indigenous participation in archaeology should look like. 
Of course, the knowledge, skills, resources and interests among Indigenous 
‘People’ are as diverse as anyone else’s.

These variations substantiate the critique of broad claims to be working 
with communities or ‘the People’, as they overlook or undercommunicate 
the specific selection of people that get involved (González-Ruibal et al. 
2018). Participation can be limited by socio-economic and cultural status, 
as well as money, time and emotional cost (e.g. Burström 2014:105; Fred-
heim 2020:8; Spangen 2016:224; Ween & Riseth 2011). Active marginali-
zation by other community members can also be an issue (Byrne 2012:29), 
as well as simple disinterest or a feeling of not belonging in a certain con-
text (Fredheim 2019:42–43). Yet, professionals have tended to ascribe non-
participation to a ‘wrong’ attitude based on ignorance. Revealingly, those 
who do volunteer tend to see themselves as providing a service, while pro-
fessionals, though acknowledging them as resources, also see the volunteers 
as lucky beneficiaries due to the perceived inherently ‘good’ components 
of archaeology and community work (Fredheim 2020). As volunteers fre-
quently include people who are more interested in recognition from peers 
and experts than monetary gain (Axelsen 2021:168–169), this can result in 
exploitation of volunteers, potentially feeding into a token economy that 
takes advantage of their willingness to work for social rewards rather than 
pay (Gilge 2016:205).

In line with the trope of volunteers as beneficiaries, archaeology and her-
itage is also claimed to be sources of well-being (Burnell 2022; Dobat et al. 
2020; Dobat et al. 2022; Hodder 2010; Pattinson et al. 2023; Smith et al. 
2022). The healing power of heritage work has remained a trope since the 
1970s, and although it can be argued in certain contexts (Schanche 1993), 
assertions that involvement in archaeological efforts promote better phys-
ical and mental health are largely based on self-reporting and interviews 
(e.g. Dobat et al. 2022; Pattinson et al. 2023). It is probably unimportant to 
the participants themselves if their improved health is due to the fresh air, 
physical activity, social networks, meditative activities, or to the archae
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ology or cultural heritage as such, but it is problematic to claim that archae-
ology has inherent health and healing benefits.

In summary, participatory archaeologies and work with communities 
cannot be seen as inherently positive but instead pose a range of challenges 
that vary between contexts. While these approaches can be both socially 
and scientifically beneficial, I claim that participation should not be seen 
as intrinsically valuable and that we should not uphold a systematic cor-
respondence between power transfer and success. The ability of archaeol-
ogy to add constructive contributions to communities and society at large 
depends on clear and transparent aims, ethical considerations concerning 
who participates and on what conditions, and a continuous critical and self-
reflexive scrutiny of whether our efforts bring us closer to these described 
goals. This means recognizing the context-specific and multilayered aspects 
of each archaeological intervention, stretching across a continuum of vol-
untary, non-expert engagement versus expert control.

In what follows, I will turn to Norway where, despite a wave of interest 
in in the 1990s and early 2000s to engage people in fieldwork and meetings 
between professional and local knowledge systems (e.g. Brekmoe 2004; 
Krogh 1999; Myrvoll 2010a; Nilsen 2003; Pramli 1999; Solli 1996), there 
has been little critical debate about participatory archaeology. However, 
collaboration and participation have been important integrated elements in 
Saami archaeology since its naissance in the 1980s, with the articulation of 
specific aims for this practice and the identification and discussion of a series 
of challenges already established in the 1990s. Some of these reflections 
and experiences might serve as learning points that can further the devel-
opment of participatory archaeologies in Norway and Scandinavia into 
more critical, self-reflexive and influencing social and political practices.

The Saami and their archaeology

Indigenous archaeologies are bound together by the fact that Indigenous 
groups across the world share histories and experiences of violence, oppres-
sion, assimilation, and discrimination, as well as the erasure of culture, 
language, history and heritage – histories that have had and still have con-
sequences for their existences (Ojala 2019:182). Yet, critiques have pointed 
out that Indigenous archaeologies have been dominated by the experiences 
and present situations of groups of native descendance in English-speaking 
settler colonial nations like the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zea-
land (González-Ruibal 2019). Considering the relatively prominent role the 
Saami have had in the international Indigenous movement, there has been 
limited international attention to the archaeology of this Indigenous group 
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in Scandinavia (though see e.g. Bayliss-Smith & Mulk 1999; Mulk 1994, 
2024; Schanche 1994; Ucko 2001). This may be related to the distinctive 
history and development of Saami archaeology, particularly in Norway.

Unlike the situation in settler colonial nations, the Saami have always 
lived alongside culturally diverse neighbouring groups in the vast region 
from the Kola peninsula in the northeast to Mid-Sweden and South Nor-
way in the southwest, engaging in a range of subsistence strategies, includ-
ing reindeer herding in various forms, hunting, fishing, agriculture, crafts 
and trade (e.g. Bergman 2018; Hansen & Olsen 2014; Kuusela et al. 2020; 
Nordin 2023; Spangen in press; Wang 2023). As Saami society was con-
sidered to be of a static nature, their cultural heritage remained a topic 
mainly for ethnography instead of archaeology until the mid-20th century 
(Hansen & Olsen 2014:1–6). However, various researchers and explorers 
investigated Saami cultural heritage sites in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
frequently intruding on sacred sites and graves, in part to obtain skeletal 
material for physical anthropological studies (e.g. Hallström 1922, 1932; 
Schanche 1994, 2000). Along with strong assimilation politics (known as 
Norwegianisation and Swedification) and an earlier history of forced Chris-
tianisation in the 17th and 18th centuries (e.g. Minde 2003a; Rasmussen 
2016; Rydving 1995), these experiences have made research on Saami pasts 
politically and emotionally sensitive, resonating with synonymous situa-
tions for other Indigenous groups worldwide.

Historical circumstances have resulted in political and legal frameworks 
for Saami self-government and archaeology in Norway that are quite unique 
compared to Indigenous groups elsewhere. Saami archaeology was articu-
lated in the late 1970s and 1980s as part of a broader Saami political and 
cultural awakening (Brantenberg 1985; Minde 2003b; Schanche & Olsen 
1985). The political controversies surrounding the government plans to 
exploit the Alta-Kautkeino river/Álttá-Guovdageaineatnu in Finnmark for 
hydroelectric power production raised awareness in the Norwegian pop-
ulation about the long-term oppression of Saami culture and rights. The 
hydroelectric dam was eventually built, but the Saami gained a political 
momentum that led to the establishment of the Norwegian Sámi Parlia-
ment – the Sámediggi – in 1989. Norway was also the first country to ratify 
the ILO Convention 169 in 1990, acknowledging the Saami as an Indige-
nous people. In the other countries with a Saami population, Saami rights, 
archaeology and cultural heritage management have developed differently 
due to other political, administrative and legal frameworks (Knutson 2024; 
Ojala 2009), which is why I limit my discussion to the Norwegian situation.

The Sámediggi is an elected body but legitimised through Norwegian law 
and funded by the Norwegian government. Still, the transfer of a range of 
responsibilities and funds to the Sámediggi radically changed the relation-
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ship between the Saami and the Norwegian state (Falch et al. 2016:130). 
In 1994, the Sámediggi assumed responsibility for the Saami cultural her-
itage management (from now CHM), which was important for the cul-
tural revival and the principle of self-government, but also as part of the 
transferred authority within land-use planning (Falch 1998:36). Much like 
county archaeologists, the Sámediggi archaeologists record Saami heritage 
sites and handle planning and building cases as well as making statements 
on applications for research excavation and other endeavours that will 
affect Saami heritage sites in an administrative territory stretching from 
Finnmark to Innlandet counties.

In short, already by the 1990s, the Saami in Norway had gained a level 
of self-government over Saami archaeology and CHM that was unprece-
dented for Indigenous groups at the time, fulfilling the subsequently articu-
lated goals for Indigenous archaeology of being by, with and for the Saami, 
as well as achieving the common success measure of substantial power 
transfer. However, this has not resolved all challenges, as both internal and 
external mediation have remained necessary to address conflicting inter-
ests, oppositions, and ongoing controversies.

COLLABORATION AND CONTROL IN SAAMI ARCHAEOLOGY

The establishment of a Saami CHM body marked a formal transfer of 
power and control to Saami people in Norway and was an important rec-
ognition of Saami autonomous rights to define their own heritage. But in 
practice, power still rests with a small number of professionals within the 
Saami community. From the beginning, collaboration with local individ-
uals and groups was an important way of mitigating this. Local experi-
ences and knowledge were integrated into the daily archaeological work 
through interviews, involvement, and participation to build knowledge and 
reach good solutions in individual cases. The overall aim was that partici-
pation should contribute to cultural engagement, cultural consciousness, 
and a self-determined cultural development (Falch 1998:36–37). Traditional 
knowledge about landscape use and conceptualisations has been particu-
larly emphasized, both as a source of information about cultural heritage 
sites and landscape use and as inspiration to conceptualise archaeologi-
cal interpretations that are in line with a Saami cultural perspective (e.g. 
Barlindhaug 2013; Ljungdahl & Norberg, 2012; Schanche 2004; Skand-
fer 2001, 2009).

Yet, the overall organisation of the Saami CHM is adopted from and 
integrated with the national Norwegian CHM, so that the ethnopolitical 
significance is balanced with legal requirements and the needs of planning 
authorities as well as scientific considerations. This has led to some con-
troversies where local interests have not always been heard. Already in the 
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1980s, several projects employed local Saami people in recording cultural 
heritage sites, but there have been disputes about these recordings, in some 
cases concerning whether to make the partly sensitive information available 
through national databases and in others relating to the lack of resources 
to do so (Spangen 2016:113–114). Another issue has arisen surrounding 
the question of how to incorporate Saami cultural heritage sites and inter-
view information into digital recording systems, and how the ontologies 
of these systems shape our knowledge production (Myrvoll 2010b). These 
issues illustrate how a transfer of power is far more complicated than simply 
transmitting elements of decision making.

In fact, the Saami CHM focus on collaboration and respect for local 
knowledge was not just shaped by autonomous Saami preferences, but 
emerged, in part, as a reaction to the focus in majority Norwegian CHM on 
protection issues and dissemination to those of less knowledge. The Saami 
approach involved a concern with active listening and receiving of knowl-
edge. Paradoxically, the need to emphasise contrasting cultural values in a 
Saami CHM, led to these values being indirectly defined by the majority 
society (Schanche 1993:58–59). In addition, a persistent scepticism in the 
Scandinavian archaeological community, as well as being called into court 
cases about land rights where archaeological ‘proof’ of Saami presence is 
requested, have forced researchers in Saami archaeology to argue again and 
again that Saami presence in the past can, indeed, be traced archaeologi-
cally (Brännström 2020, see also Niezen 2017 for a general discussion on 
how Indigenous heritage is shaped by legal processes). This has made Saami 
archaeology prone to a certain strategic essentialism (Spivak 1988) that 
initially led to the construction of an overly consistent and uniform Saami 
culture and ethnicity in the past (criticised early on by Schanche 1993 and 
by Olsen 2001) in opposition to the central myths and stereotypical archae-
ological expressions of Norse, Norwegian, or Scandinavian past culture 
and ethnicity. These pressures have also had direct consequences for the 
categorisation of Saami archaeological remains by, for instance, accentuat-
ing rituals and spirituality in interpretations (Spangen 2013, 2016, 2017).

The articulation of a Saami past was further affected by how cultural her-
itage work served as an important grieving process for the Norwegianised 
generation of Saami that fronted the cultural revival in the 1970s and who 
tended to prioritise preserved (recent) local traditions. However, as early 
as 1993, Saami archaeologist Audhild Schanche warned about the ways in 
which an understanding of traditions and the past as forged by this 1970s 
Saami elite might not be relevant to the next generation Saami. Instead, 
Schanche suggested, the Saami society might need to acknowledge that 
their history included elements that were not in concurrence with the cen-
tral myth constructed claiming Saami past societies and culture to be, for 
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example, inherently egalitarian and peaceful (Schanche 1993:60–62). Such 
popular myths continue to affect Saami societies today. For instance, the 
1970s ethnopolitical movement forged a stereotype about the strength and 
social power of Saami women in contrast to women’s positions in surround-
ing Nordic communities. These depictions were based on, among other 
things, an entirely speculative notion of past Saami societies as matriarchal 
and have served to suppress discussions about women’s rights in Saami soci-
eties (Bäckman 1982; Eikjok 2000; Kuokkanen 2007:23; Spangen 2025).

Several of these experiences are of interest for a discussion about how to 
develop valid participatory archaeologies. Firstly, even radical power trans-
fer only shifts power relationships within communities and does not remove 
the need for continuous conscious inclusion of multiple voices. Secondly, 
the healing effect of validating someone’s past, can risk barring the right 
to (re)define the past and heritage for other groups within that community, 
including younger generations. Thirdly, a transfer of power to define one’s 
heritage does not remove systemic frameworks and external influences that 
continue to impact the articulation of that heritage. Fourthly, this shift of 
power has a flipside, as promoting participation and local voices should not 
equal abandoning professional expert knowledge, which offers important 
insights into variation and change in the past. Fifthly, and importantly in 
the present context, external pressures risk narrowing and consolidating 
a template of an essentialist past. Thus, in a situation where democratic 
research and knowledge-based narratives about the past are under pressure, 
it is crucial, if challenging, to maintain an open, multivocal discussion of 
critical questions and reinterpretations.

Participatory archaeology for democracy  
and heritage preparedness?
The recent escalation of war and violent conflict in the vicinity of Scandi-
navia has heightened political awareness of the role of cultural heritage in 
times of crisis. Recent government reports on total defence in both Sweden 
and Norway include provision for the protection of cultural heritage and 
cultural life in such situations (Ds 2023: 34:301, NOU 2024–2025: 9:89–
90). Academic discussions have so far focused primarily on voluntary civil 
efforts to safeguard pre-defined, valuable built heritage (Jærnes & Taylor 
2022; Jærnes et al. 2023:31; Jærnes et al. 2023), but heritage preparedness is 
increasingly framed in terms of cultural and cognitive resilience and social 
cohesion (Vonnák & Jones 2025). I suggest that this requires the shifting of 
attention from the presumed universal value of certain monuments (cf. Solli 
et al. 2011) to an acceptance of sometimes incommensurable opinions on 
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heritage value and the past. The aim of heritage discussions cannot always 
be to reach consensus or compromise but perhaps rather to encourage the 
active listening and dialogue that is the foundation and strength of a demo-
cratic public discourse that is currently challenged by multiple aggressors.

THE CURRENT STATE OF HYBRID UNREST

Anti-democratic movements have gained power in the US and many Euro-
pean countries (Latona 2025; Muirhead & Rosenblum 2024), while Russia 
pursues totalitarianism and aggressive expansionism (Aikman 2025). The 
Arctic and the north, where Norway borders Russia, are zones of particular 
interest and potential conflict. Symptomatically, a majority of all Russian 
nuclear warheads are placed on the Kola Peninsula near Murmansk, some 
100 km from Norway (Persen et al. 2022), and Russia has recently shown 
renewed strategic interest in Svalbard (Jakobsen 2025). Civil aircrafts in 
northern Norway have experienced critical GPS jamming that can be traced 
to Russian territory for years, so frequently since 2022 that it has become 
an unwanted ‘new normal’ (Brekke 2025; Furunes 2018; Svendsen 2024).

Russia has long used memory politics and cultural heritage sites to fur-
ther ideological agendas (e.g. Malinova 2019). In eastern Finnmark, WWII 
monuments have been co-opted for “patriotic memory tours” – thin veneers 
for infiltration and propaganda (Myklebost 2024). International fake news 
campaigns include bizarre but persistent claims about Norwegian Child 
Welfare removing children from Russian and other foreign mothers over 
trivialities, only to place them with families allegedly rife with devious sex-
uality and incest, supposedly due to the Norwegian population’s Viking 
roots (Aas et al. 2015; Jentoft 2014; Norman 2016; Pavlíková & Mareš 
2020:593–594; Sønsteby 2012).

A pro-Russian party ‘Freedom and Justice’ (Frihet og rettferdighet, FOR) 
was founded ahead of Norway’s general election in September 2025. It 
came to public attention after filling the Oslo subway with posters against 
Ukraine aid on Constitution Day, an action funded by a partly Russia-based 
Norwegian billionaire (Drabløs & Foss 2025; Støyva et al. 2025; Valvik 
et al. 2025). The Police Security Service (PST) warned that Russia might 
also attempt to influence the Sámediggi election, which was run along-
side the general election. The aim was not to achieve a specific outcome 
but, instead, to amplify existing tensions (Trosten 2025). These tensions 
include fierce debates in northern Norway about Saami rights, identity, 
their urheimat and their legitimate status as an Indigenous people. Discus-
sions involve prolific newspaper pieces and blog entries with speculative 
interpretations of history and archaeology, as well as allegations of scien-
tific misconduct, branding academic researchers, in particularly at UiT in 
Tromsø as “crooked” (a strictly limited sample includes Gabrielsen 2015; 
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Hellesvik 2022a, 2022b; Handegård 2023; Leijon 2018; Sirkka 2018; Val-
dermo & Bakke 2024). The rhetoric has become increasingly aggressive in 
recent years (Knutson 2024:380) and reflects a broader rejection of expert 
knowledge and an international rise in unchecked opinion (Andersen & 
Tellman 2018; Clarke & Newman 2017; Nichols 2024).

Hence, we experience both external and internal pressure that affects dis-
cussions about heritage, belonging, identity and the past. If social cohesion 
and democratic discourse is our aim, we have to oppose anti-democratic 
and anti-factual narratives while building the internal ability to co-exist 
across our differences. This includes allowing for, if not accepting, opin-
ions and statements we disagree with.

TRUST, DISSENSUS AND COMMUNITIES OF DISAGREEMENT

Norwegian society is famously held together by world-record levels of trust 
– trust in the state, various institutions, the media, and each other. Desta-
bilising this trust would be an obvious way to create social unrest. Even 
small local communities often harbour a range of different opinions on any 
given topic. These differences can potentially be exploited to serve exter-
nal agendas of destabilising social cohesion and political debates through 
the amplification of internal oppositions. Opposition to an anti-democratic 
discourse that dismisses logical reasoning or reliable facts, consequently 
depends on preserving and building trust as well as understanding, hand
ling the incommensurable mess of opinions within our democracies and 
insisting on an open, democratic and inclusive debate.

It has been argued that reactionary populism, described as anti-liberal 
attitudes to identity politics alongside liberal attitudes to economic policies, 
should be opposed through critical knowledge production in archaeology 
(González-Ruibal et al. 2018). I agree that we, as academics, should con-
tinue to produce reliable research, take to task speculative and populistic 
misrepresentations of archaeology and the past and expose the ideological 
undercurrents of fake facts, not least for the purpose of public education 
(Spangen 2022; Spangen & Solheim 2023). However, the effect of this on 
the actual reactionary populism is dubious, as political and ideological atti-
tudes have relatively little to do with knowledge alone, and substantially 
more to do with intuitive emotions and fundamental moral values (Enstad 
& Finseraas 2024; Haidt & Joseph 2004; Graham & Yudkin 2022; Verweij 
& Thompson 2006). Simply opposing attitudes with provocative facts is 
unlikely to have a transformative effect; indeed, it is more likely to encour-
age further opposition (Hall 1987).

That does not mean we should give up nudging towards democratic dis-
course, but the aims and methods of our efforts may have to be somewhat 
redefined. The strength of archaeology in this context is that our discus-
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sions can evolve over very concrete issues and materials rather than abstract 
principles. In conversations with Trump voters in 2016, George Saunders 
noted that talking about political topics with specific (constructed) protago-
nists in mind, opened up possibilities for mutual respect, trust, and under-
standing. His aim was not, however, consensus (Saunders 2016; Tringham 
2018:61). Considering the conclusions above concerning the unlikelihood 
of general agreement on any complex issue and the potential benefits of 
heterogeneity of thought, it may be a more viable and valid goal to generate 
‘dissensus’, where multiple and contested perspectives invite participants 
into further dialogue (Lynch & Alberti 2010). Even when two knowledge 
categories are in direct conflict, a ‘contradictory conversation’ may lead 
to interesting results (Beck & Somerville 2005:477; Tringham 2018:61–
62). Such discussions in ‘communities of disagreement’ give participants 
practice in articulating their opinions and promoting them in constructive 
ways, which is a better tool to further democracy than the (untenable) idea 
of fostering a common value system across a diverse population (Bettum 
2021:56–57; Iversen 2014). The use of archaeology in such efforts offers a 
chance to develop understandings of our physical surroundings in a way 
that can supply people with repertoires of knowledge and vocabularies of 
co-belonging across group and individual variations. This kind of ‘world-
ing’ is not only an opportunity to explore multiple strands of future-making 
(Harrison 2020) but an engagement that has immediate effect on dialogue 
and interaction.

As participatory archaeologies are fundamentally about dialogue and 
mutual respect and learning, without necessarily adopting each other’s 
knowledge uncritically (Skandfer 2001:120; Stutz 2018:54), our discipline 
should be ideally situated to contribute to this maintenance of democratic 
discourse. In some cases this may include ‘radical trust’ – collaborations in 
which the power of definition and control of the process and results slips 
entirely out of the experts’ hands and allows a variety of non-expert voices 
to dominate (Lynch & Alberti 2010). In other cases, some level of expert 
moderating may be needed, for instance to avoid harmful confrontations 
and results or to ensure that subdued (subaltern) voices are heard and given 
the necessary room for and support in joining the conversation (Bettum 
2021; Bettum & Özcan 2018). As mentioned above, the mere acknowl-
edgement of opinions impacts social behaviour and intergroup relations 
(Greville-Harris et al. 2016; Livingstone et al. 2024). A crucial point is that 
we, as experts, with the power to initiate such projects, and with ourselves 
as part of various communities of interest, cannot limit our interaction to 
people we agree with, like or deem worthy, important or valuable (cf. Kid-
dey 2020:26). Participatory archaeology is not about promoting all opin-
ions uncritically (González-Ruibal et al. 2018:507–508); equally, it should 
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not be about pushing our own agendas of ‘mending’ these opinions. Par-
ticipation and democracy are about enduring differences and oppositions, 
and participatory archaeology can contribute to strengthening this ability.

FUTURE PREPAREDNESS

In the 1970s–1980s, there was a shift from emphasising how knowledge 
about the past should build the identity of the nation to how it should 
build the identity of the individual. During this shift, cultural heritage sites 
were presented as a solution for the imagined insecurities of individuals 
in the population and were prescribed as a sort of therapy to create secu-
rity, identity, and belonging (Berkaak 1992:49; Schanche 1993:56; Skand-
fer 2001:119). This intended use of cultural heritage has been criticised for 
connecting a sense of cultural identity to something so old that it would 
appear to be natural and therefore evident, non-disputable, and difficult 
to change. Instead, it has been suggested that we should focus on ‘future 
preparedness’ (framtidsberedskap), utilising prognoses, various scenarios, 
and cultural variations to avoid ‘future shock’, while also gaining aware-
ness of the many possibilities we have to shape our own culture and soci-
ety (Johansen 1989:236–239). Recently, there have been similar calls for 
an archaeology that strategically exercises a future-oriented position and 
promotes a way of thinking that foresees and pre-shapes this future by par-
ticipating with knowledge building and constructing various scenarios of 
the future (e.g. Domanska 2018; Holtorf & Högberg 2021).

Audhild Schanche has pointed out that to the Saami population and 
communities, developing their identity is part of a future preparedness 
(Schanche 1993:62–63), while also discussing that the past may not be or 
mean the same to everyone in that society. I would say this holds true for 
many groups and individuals in our diverse national populations, but that 
social cohesion does not depend on a unified heritage identity. Acknowl-
edging and validating different views of what is important about the places 
we live and the pasts we inevitably live with, whether through expert opin-
ion, local interpretation or a combination of perspectives, can enhance 
belonging and community cohesion across variations, as well as training 
our tolerance for discussion and diversity. This can build the ‘heritage pre-
paredness’ we need in the face of essentialist heritage narratives and anti-
democratic, totalitarian approaches to the past. Consequently, I call for 
more self-reflexive and purposeful participatory approaches in Norwegian 
and Scandinavian archaeology, approaches that move on from data collec-
tion and the aim of engaging people in perceived ‘good’ and ‘healthy’ activi-
ties, towards embracing and developing our roles as significant social and 
political mediators in a complex democratic discourse.
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‘Something Wicked This Way 
Comes’

John Schofield

‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes’, is a quo-
tation from William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, spoken by the Second Witch 
in Act 4, Scene 1, to signify Macbeth’s approach. In Shakespeare’s play, the 
line uses folklore, where a tingling in the thumbs signals evil, to foreshadow 
Macbeth’s arrival and highlight his transformation into a monstrous fig-
ure. As a society, we have had a tingling in our thumbs for decades and, 
like many mild symptoms that can signify deeper problems, we have been 
resolute in ignoring it, thinking that it will just go away of its own accord. 
But that tingling hasn’t gone away. It has only become worse over time to 
the point of criticality. As a society we feel this pain in many different ways, 
including in many aspects of our daily lives, most of which are universal: 
the impacts of climate change; social injustice; crime; conflict; food insecu-
rity; environmental harm; and health and wellbeing. We can add to that list 
the global rise in authoritarian and anti-democratic movements. To make 
matters worse, and drawing on the influence of Systems Thinking, all of 
these complex and so-called ‘wicked problems’ are deeply entangled, mak-
ing them even harder to resolve without risking further and deeper prob-
lems occurring elsewhere. The growth of authoritarian and anti-democratic 
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movements, for example, can impact the way people think about and react 
to some of those other problems, such as climate change.

Responding to Marte Spangen’s timely and thoughtful contribution, 
based in particular around that global rise in anti-democratic movements 
and archaeologists’ potential role as social and political mediators in demo-
cratic discourse, I use this opportunity of a response to provide further con-
text to her arguments, offering a wider political framing of the Indigenous 
perspectives that are the focus of her contribution. In framing Spangen’s 
arguments, I highlight the urgency with which archaeologists must address 
such wicked problems, and the creativity required to succeed. I also con-
sider what success might look like when the problems are, by definition, 
irresolvable.

In my recent book Wicked Problems for Archaeologists: Heritage as 
Transformative Practice (Schofield 2024) I outlined the history of wicked 
problems research, which draws on psychology, planning and policy stud-
ies, as well as economics and environmental history, amongst others. I 
described the way the term ‘wicked problems’ has been used as well as defin-
ing some alternative but related concepts. For example, I explored Systems 
Thinking and entanglement as ways to understand the complexity of these 

Figure 1: A neat and uncomplicated representation of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals. Source: https://sdgs.un.org/goals.
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wicked problems, the key to which is their definition; that such problems 
are, as Spangen states, ‘complex, intractable, open-ended, and unpredict-
able’. I also highlighted ‘super-wicked problems’ where additional factors 
further complicate matters, such as the urgency of resolution, and the lack 
of any central authority to help create it.

In teaching this subject I use two graphical illustrations, which I include 
here (Figures 1 and 2). The first is a well-known and widely used illustra-
tion that shows in a neat and ordered form the seventeen United Nations 
(UN) Sustainable Development Goals, adopted in 2015 as part of the UN’s 
2030 Agenda (Figure 1). This is an instantly recognisable and commend-
ably straightforward depiction of those most urgent of problems felt uni-
versally and for which resolution is urgently sought. The second illustration 
was selected from a search-engine ‘image’ search on ‘Wicked Problems’ 
(Figure 2). The image is complex, entangled, and confusing. One doesn’t 
know where to begin, or to end. How does one ‘read’ such an illustration? 
Does it even make sense? My point in showing both of these illustrations 

Figure 2: A messy depiction of Wicked Problems. Image source: LoraCBR CC BY 2.0. 
Source: https://archive.discoversociety.org/2018/07/03/why-i-am-staying-optimistic-
about-the-world-and-its-wicked-problems/
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together is twofold. First, terminology. Some scholars and policy makers 
use terms like ‘goals’ and ‘challenges’ (e.g. ‘global challenges’). This is mis-
leading and unhelpful in this context. Goals and challenges are aspirational; 
they are things we would like to achieve, like winning a trophy or climb-
ing a mountain. With wicked problems, where there is an existential and, 
in some cases, an urgent threat to human and planetary health, there is no 
choice but to act, and fast. We should not be afraid, also, to recognise when 
problems are likely to be irresolvable and, in those situations, to not lure 
people into thinking that there is some easy fix. Second, the well-known 
and widely used UN illustration presents the seventeen ‘goals’ as if they 
are compartmentalised, with each being separate from and independent of 
the others. The ‘wicked problems’ graphic, on the other hand, implies the 
opposite: mess, entanglement, and chaos. This is the reality with wicked 
problems. It is not tidy, and there are no simple solutions. Presenting them 
in this neatly compartmentalised way to global audiences is also mislead-
ing and unhelpful.

As Spangen states in her essay, wicked problems present a conundrum: 
they are complex to the point of being irresolvable, yet they are also urgently 
in need of resolution. But as I describe in my book, and as Spangen states 
in her essay, there is hope. What scholars, policy makers and citizens can 
do, to good effect, is to design small wins that gradually erode the prob-
lem’s impact on a local scale, thus nudging towards larger-scale resolution. 
As psychologist Karl Weick (1984:40) states, small wins are ‘concrete out-
comes of moderate importance that still create traction and can accumulate 
to transformative change’. Being a psychologist, Weick recognised benefits 
in this approach both in terms of eroding the problem, but also giving par-
ticipants a sense of achievement, increasing the likelihood that they’d want 
to do more. As Greta Thunberg has famously stated (e.g. 2019): ‘no-one is 
too small to make a difference.’

Spangen’s essay, and the propositions that it contains, for example 
around balancing democratic discourse with the need for inclusive, demo-
cratic and multivocal debate on heritage, identity and belonging, is essen-
tial not least for its urgency. By drawing on experiences from Indigenous 
and particularly Saami archaeology, Spangen describes how participatory 
archaeology in Scandinavia can become more self-reflexive and purpose-
ful. Archaeology, alongside the cognate field of heritage studies, provides 
topics and arenas for democratic discourse, building social cohesion by 
discussing and tolerating diverse perspectives. Such outcomes would com-
prise significant small wins in challenging ‘anti-democratic discourse’. As 
stated in the essay: ‘The aim of heritage discussions cannot always be to 
reach consensus or compromise but perhaps rather to encourage the active 
listening and dialogue that is the foundation and strength of a democratic 
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public discourse that is currently challenged by multiple aggressors’. In this 
proposition lies a compelling and persuasive argument that promoting ‘open 
and democratic debate about the past, identity and belonging in the face of 
an increasingly anti-democratic discourse’ provides an essential foundation 
for resisting those wishing to undermine democracies.

The key point of Spangen’s argument is vital not least in defining the 
true purpose of heritage in society: heritage concerns the recognition, dis-
cussion, and celebration of difference. There is not, and never has been, a 
’unified heritage identity’. As Spangen states, by celebrating diversity in all 
of its forms and manifestations, we can ‘enhance belonging and commu-
nity cohesion across variations, as well as training our tolerance for discus-
sion and diversity’. Success would take the form of small wins that address 
what, in my book, I refer to as the wicked problem of social injustice. How-
ever, given the deep entanglement of wicked problems, these small wins 
would also and inevitably be felt elsewhere, in relation to climate action for 
example, food insecurity, and conflict. Learning how to successfully hold 
conversations around difference and diversity may be amongst the most 
pressing of needs across contemporary society. And as archaeologists and 
heritage professionals it is an area in which we have both experience and 
the data to help support such conversations, not least around, Indigeneity, 
human origins, and human capacity to accommodate change over millen-
nia. Spangen doesn’t go quite this far in her essay, but I have argued else-
where that, as archaeologists and heritage practitioners, we have a duty of 
care to create such small wins, given the privileged insight and the exper-
tise that we hold.

I agree with Donna Mertens (2017), who suggests that researchers are 
at an important point in history – they can be frozen in their tracks, con-
tinuing to do research on people, collecting, analysing and reporting and 
moving on; or they can work in a way that stands a better chance of solv-
ing some of the world’s wicked problems and help achieve economic and 
social justice for people. It is this proposition, that we prioritise working for 
people, that appears central to the argument presented in Spangen’s essay.

As Spangen says, successful small wins such as facilitating ‘contradictory 
conversations’, can build the ‘heritage preparedness’ we need in the face of 
essentialist heritage narratives and anti-democratic, totalitarian approaches 
to the past. Perhaps we still have capacity to ensure that ‘a pricking of the 
thumbs’ is as bad as it gets; that we recognise the symptoms and act upon 
them with urgency. This keynote essay offers a novel and vital perspective 
on how to achieve that outcome.
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Developing Trust Through 
Participatory Archaeologies?
On the Importance of Playing to Our Strengths

Harald Fredheim

I enjoyed reading Marte Spangen’s keynote on participatory archaeology 
for heritage preparedness, which engages with many ideas that have been 
central to my own research and that of close colleagues over the past few 
years. Spangen’s productive focus on the specificities of the Norwegian con-
text, through Sámi archaeology and the Russian border, is an instructive 
example of what Celmara Pocock and Siân Jones have termed the power 
of the periphery to contest the centre (2018). She uses these specificities to 
present a timely critique of participatory ideals, yet does perhaps still fall 
prey to the participatory critic’s trap of perpetuating cycles of critique and 
naïve hopefulness (Graham 2025). In this response, I will discuss Spangen’s 
critique of participation as a spectrum of power-sharing/goodness, invite 
further consideration of heritage and archaeology’s potential to facilitate 
trust-building interpretive encounters and question whether archaeologists 
actually have the skills and motivations to ‘move on from data collection’ 
and instead focus on being ‘significant social and political mediators in a 
complex democratic discourse.’

Over the past year, I have been collaborating with colleagues at the Uni-
versity of York and Mahidol University to study participation in British, 
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Norwegian and Thai heritage contexts (Fredheim et al. 2025). As part of 
this work, we have used the definition of participatory practices from the 
Museum Association’s Power to the People framework: ‘museums and 
communities working together as equal partners’ (2018:3). In defining par-
ticipation as a collaboration between equal partners, this definition evokes 
typologies of participation, which, as highlighted by Spangen, rank discrete 
levels of participant agency. Within these typologies, greater levels of partic-
ipant agency are positioned as being inherently ‘better’ (cf. Cornwall 2008; 
Onciul 2015). In our research, most of the collaborations that museum staff 
highlighted cannot be described as being ‘between equal partners’. Yet, 
by being transparent about their intentions and mindful of participants’ 
needs and motivations, these collaborations do in many cases build trust 
over time. This ebb and flow of agency through different stages of a part-
nership mirrors the experiences of our Thai collaborators. They have devel-
oped trusting relationships with Karen and Lawa Indigenous communities 
in northern Thailand through a range of collaborations spread over many 
years, where the degree of agency held by each party has varied across dis-
crete activities (cf. Cusripituck & Yamabhai 2023; Yamabhai et al. 2021).

Trust is a central theme in much research on participation, but the trust 
that is developed between partners in long-term collaborations is, I would 
argue, a slightly different phenomenon to more general levels of trust in 
society that contribute to maintaining democratic discourse. I think it is 
worth attempting to disentangle different participatory dynamics and the 
distinct dimensions of trust they may engender. In her text, Spangen notes 
that the relationship between Sámi and the Norwegian state is different to 
that of most other Indigenous peoples around the world, due to the long 
history of interaction and the devolved powers of the Sámediggi, the Nor-
wegian Sámi Parliament. Another context I have been reading a lot about 
recently is New Zealand, which is distinctive for its ‘bicultural’ approach, 
epitomised by the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. While 
Sámi museums in Norway are governed by Sámi and funded via the Sáme-
diggi (Aikio 2021), much has been written about how museums in New 
Zealand have attempted to navigate the distinct Māori (Indigenous) and 
Pākehā (settler) approaches to caring for and interpreting collections within 
shared institutions (cf. Butts 2006; McCarthy 2011; Tapsell 2011, 2017). At 
Te Papa, this has given rise to new concepts such as Mana Taonga, which 
recognises the living relationships between collections and their cultures of 
origin, resulting in a dynamic where the museum’s ‘interpretive authority 
[is contingent on] its connectivity and meaningful relationships with the 
communities of origin’ (Shorch & Hakiwai 2014:197; cf. McCarthy et al. 
2013:8, Tapsell & Arawa 2017). By contrast, Spangen notes that while the 
‘establishment of a Saami CHM body marked a formal transfer of power 



123

Developing Trust Through Participatory Archaeologies?

CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY  VOL. 33  2025 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2025.06

[…] in practice, power still rests with a small number of professionals within 
the Saami community’. Comparing different Indigenous approaches to her-
itage is understandably beyond the scope of Spangen’s piece, but I would 
have loved her to delve a bit deeper into the specificities of the distinct rela-
tionship between Sámi and archaeology in Norway and how it has impacted 
trust within the Sámi community, and between Sámi and Norwegians or 
the Norwegian state. For example, has the creation of distinct Sámi insti-
tutions for archaeology and heritage increased or decreased levels of trust? 
In my mind, this discussion would add to the specificity of what we might 
learn from the case of Sámi archaeology in relation to using archaeology 
to promote democratic discourse.

While I see real value in learning from Indigenous approaches to archae-
ology and heritage, I also think we should be cautious of directly transfer-
ring models for understanding participatory dynamics between different 
contexts. Research on participation in colonial and post-colonial contexts 
has cast into sharp relief the inherently contested nature of heritage and the 
power-dynamics that come into play when professionals and publics col-
laborate. Yet, most citizens in Norway, New Zealand, Sweden or the UK 
do not view archaeology and museums as sites of contestation for their own 
self-determination. As Tara Johnson-Comerford at The Barber Institute of 
Fine Arts told me last December as part of my research on participation:

I don’t think everybody is ready for participation. That takes quite a lot on you 
personally … I think sometimes there’s a sector move to go everything partici-
patory and actually what that does is – it doesn’t clearly identify how much of 
an investment you have to make emotionally and personally in that, and under-
standing that actually, some people just want to have a nice time (quoted in 
Fredheim et al. 2025:28).

Non-participation, a reluctance, apathy or active refusal to participate in 
heritage processes, is arguably an equally important challenge to managing 
the power-dynamics when publics do wish to participate. Here, transpar-
ency in our professional practices, or limited and contained forms of par-
ticipation may be more effective in fostering the interpersonal and social 
dimensions of trust that promote democratic discourse. I am reminded 
of Nicole Deufel’s work on dialogic and agonistic heritage interpretation 
(2017) and participatory interpretive techniques at museums, such as the 
‘Kitchen Conversations’ programme at the Tenement Museum in New 
York, where visitors discuss contemporary issues around a kitchen table 
with strangers at the end of their visit (Abram 2007), and the experiments 
of the EMOTIVE project that invited dialogue within and between groups 
of visitors to heritage sites (Perry 2019). While Sara Perry draws on the work 
of Christina Fredengren (2016) to argue convincingly for the potential of 
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archaeology to ‘enchant’ both professionals and publics, she has also noted 
significant barriers to realising this potential, maintained by entrenched 
workflows, data structures and attitudes within the archaeological dis-
cipline (Perry 2019, Perry et al. 2025). Some of these challenges appear 
to mirror Spangen’s reflections on the challenges of imposing established 
archaeological ontologies and database structures on Sámi archaeology, 
while others have also featured prominently in Sadie Watson’s research on 
maximising public benefit from development-led archaeology in the UK 
(cf. Watson 2023, 2024; Watson & Fredheim 2022). It is also worth noting 
that, anecdotally, both seasoned professionals and undergraduate archae-
ology students are often heard making disparaging remarks about public-
facing and interpretive work not being ‘real’ archaeology (cf. Perry et al. 
2023:155–156). Coupled with the increasingly polarised societies we live in, 
infused with bad-faith actors, nefarious disinformation campaigns, social 
media platforms fuelled by outrage and clickbait, resulting in declining lev-
els of trust in institutions and ‘experts’, the problems facing the realisation 
of archaeology as a vehicle for promoting democratic discourse truly are 
‘wicked’ and should not be underestimated.

Spangen’s call for Scandinavian archaeology to ‘move on from data col-
lection and the aim of engaging people in perceived “good” and “healthy” 
activities’ is provocative. If I were to be provocative in return, I might argue 
that the call for archaeologists instead to focus on ‘embracing and develop-
ing our roles as significant social and political mediators in a complex dem-
ocratic discourse’ feels a little under-baked – evoking the delicious-looking 
yet slightly raw cinnamon buns for sale at Oslo Lufthavn Gardermoen. 
Archaeologists are specialists in many things, but I would argue that facil-
itating open and democratic discourse that builds trust is not necessarily 
one of them. I’m also not convinced this is what most professional archae-
ologists, archaeology students or publics want us to be either, but perhaps 
this is precisely why we need provocative keynotes, and ‘small wins’. There 
is exciting work happening in this space. Like Spangen, Watson argues that 
in some cases, particularly at less archaeologically significant sites, more 
value can be realised from development-led archaeology through commu-
nity-focused interventions rather than traditional archaeological data gath-
ering (2023). Colleagues of mine here in York have also been involved in 
developing a participatory heritage ecosystem impact assessment in Cam-
bridgeshire, drawing on models developed with Indigenous communities in 
North America (Hoffmann et al. 2025). The work by Perry and colleagues 
on creating meaningful, reusable archaeological data with local communi-
ties (Perry et al. 2025) prompts the appealing idea that archaeologists could 
collect data differently, engage people in good and healthy activities and 
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develop our role as significant social and political mediators. I certainly 
share Spangen’s vision for an even more socially relevant archaeology, but 
I do think it’s important that we play to our strengths.
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Can Indigenous Archaeology 
Really Teach Us How to 
Disagree Constructively?

Charina Knutson1 & Mattis Danielsen2

In her article, Marte Spangen highlights several significant perspectives on 
participation, preparedness, conflict, and democracy. Particular emphasis 
is placed on Indigenous issues and on the necessity of drawing upon both 
archaeological and Indigenous expertise in the production of knowledge. 
Sharing this view, we wish to formulate our comment jointly, allowing the 
comment itself to serve as an example of co-creation and participation. 
Mattis Danielsen is a Sámi based in Røros, Norway, with extensive experi-
ence of the Sámi cultural landscape. Charina Knutson is a Swedish archae-
ologist and heritage professional whose primary workplace is the desk.

Many archaeologists enjoy discussing participation – with other archae-
ologists. Projects and articles are often formulated about, but not nec-
essarily with, the communities with whom collaboration is envisioned. 
Embedding ideas of participation is therefore an important task. Is the 
intended audience actually interested in taking part? On what terms? Who 
sets the agenda? Who formulates the research questions?

Within Indigenous archaeology, the need for collaboration between 
Indigenous peoples and archaeologists has been recognised for decades, 

1 The Nordic Centre of Heritage Learning and Creativity, Sweden
charina.knutson@nckultur.org

2 Cultural Heritage Registration, Bergstaden Røros, Trøndelag, Norway
danielsen96@hotmail.com
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with particular emphasis since the 1990s. The aim – as Spangen notes – 
has been to redress the imbalances in knowledge, power, and influence that 
are the result of colonial structures. In the process, archaeology has also 
become richer in perspective (Atalay 2012; Van Alst & Shield Chief Gover 
2024; Howey et al. 2025).

Collaborative projects and Indigenous initiatives have also taken place 
in Sámi contexts in both Sweden and Norway. These have included, for 
instance, local Sámi communities applying for project funding to survey 
their traditional lands (see e.g. Norberg & Winka 2014), as well as research 
projects in which museums and/or universities have collaborated with local 
Sámi communities (see e.g. Barlindhaug 2013; Björck et al. 2021). Such 
examples align well with the form of participatory archaeology advocated 
by Spangen. In both types of projects, there is legal scope and practical flex-
ibility to shape the work in ways that suit both the archaeologists and the 
local communities involved.

One problem is that such research projects remain few in relation to the 
proportion of archaeology carried out in connection with land develop-
ment and planning processes. In both Norway and Sweden, development-
led archaeology constitutes the majority of all archaeological projects.

In Sweden, development-led archaeology operates on commercial terms, 
within a framework of strict legislation and regulation. Projects are carried 
out within a triangle consisting of the developer, the County Administra-
tive Board, and the archaeological company commissioned to conduct the 
work. Collaboration with additional partners is often regarded as compli-
cated, time-consuming, and costly (Knutson 2024:184–190). If Indigenous 
participation in cultural heritage management is to increase, both legislation 
and practice must be developed to enable collaboration with local commu-
nities also within development-led archaeology.

In Norway, decisions concerning development-led archaeology of Sámi 
sites fall under the authority of the Sámi Parliament. This may appear to 
represent a step towards participatory archaeology and power-sharing, yet 
in practice the situation is more complex. The transfer of authority from the 
majority society to a minority or Indigenous people is seldom as straight-
forward as it appears on paper. As Spangen notes, ‘in practice, power still 
rests with a small number of professionals within the Saami community’ – 
referring to the fact that Sámi archaeology in Norway is now administered 
by a limited group of archaeologists within the Sámi Parliament.

However, for the system to function effectively and gain the trust of the 
Sámi community, the cultural expertise of this ‘small number of profes-
sionals’ within the Sámi Parliament must be substantial. There must be a 
fundamental understanding of the Sámi cultural landscape, which is rich, 
multifaceted, and exhibits significant regional variation. One does not need 
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to be Sámi to fulfil the task, but one should possess a genuine interest in 
Sámi culture and be prepared to draw upon Sámi knowledge holders to 
compensate for areas of limited personal experience.

If archaeologists’ dialogue with local Sámi communities is limited or 
inadequate, it can lead to diminished trust in the Sámi Parliament’s man-
agement of cultural heritage. Archaeologists risk losing legitimacy among 
the Sámi population, while the Sámi themselves risk being excluded from 
participation in the creation of their own history. Traditions and knowl-
edge held by the Sámi, often transmitted orally and accumulated over gen-
erations, are thus at risk of not being preserved. In the most extreme cases, 
this can have negative implications for Sámi historical narratives, rights, 
and identity.

Although Sámi archaeology in Norway faces its own challenges, it never
theless upholds Indigenous peoples’ rights to manage their own cultural her-
itage to a greater extent than in Sweden. In Sweden, there is no clear avenue 
for Sámi participation in development-led archaeological processes, as the 
Sámi Parliament in Sweden has no mandate to work with cultural heritage. 
Here, the only opportunities for participatory archaeology lie either in rely-
ing on the goodwill of universities and museums, or in attempting to secure 
project funding from foundations and project structures where decisions 
are ultimately made by the majority society. It goes without saying that 
participatory Indigenous archaeology in Sweden is exceedingly limited.

Discussing archaeology, with its material and often ambiguous traces, 
can be a suitable field for those wishing to develop their argumentative 
skills and become comfortable with disagreement. Yet – as Spangen also 
points out – much more is at stake for Indigenous peoples than for others, 
since discussions of Indigenous archaeology profoundly affect their cur-
rent social and legal standing.

We are therefore concerned that Indigenous archaeology may be an ill-
suited arena for practicing democratic disagreement, as the exercise risks 
exposing Indigenous peoples to harmful or hostile opinions. In a ‘post-
truth’ era, efforts to work in partnership to bring Indigenous perspectives 
into public view can expose Indigenous populations to bullying, aggres-
sion, and hostility (Atalay 2020).

In western Härjedalen, Sweden, the longstanding historical presence of 
the Sámi in the landscape has been questioned by the Härjedalen Party. 
They claim that reindeer-owning Sámi did not arrive in southern Norrland 
until ‘as late as the 18th century’, and that the Sámi people themselves are 
responsible for the colonisation of land that was claimed by mountain farm-
ers (Larsson & Tapper 2025). In a well-mannered, academically framed 
world, such views could be countered with archaeological scientific evi-
dence, and indeed they have been, for example by Jonas Monié Nordin, 
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Ann Kristin Solsten, and Anders Hansson (Aronsson 2024; Solsten 2024; 
Aronsson 2025). Yet the substantive debate has not progressed even a mil-
limeter, while the Härjedalen Party’s assertions continue to spread among 
those in the region who feel disadvantaged by state policy. We would hope 
for, but cannot see, how this could contribute to a ‘clumsy solution’ to the 
situation.

Co-creating archaeology in northern Fennoscandia and fulfilling 
Spangen’s vision places high demands on all of us. Above all, it requires 
that tomorrow’s archaeologists are prepared in two areas.

The first is a foundational knowledge of Sámi archaeology and respect 
for Sámi cultural expertise. When our colleague, archaeologist and his-
torian Ann Kristin Solsten, is invited to conferences and projects, she is 
often the only participant with Sámi expertise, which makes the role both 
exposed and demanding. In project contexts, she has at times felt like a 
‘token’, with Sámi perspectives insufficiently integrated throughout the 
entire process.

Mattis, who has worked for many years in both documentation and 
knowledge dissemination, finds that his Sámi cultural expertise is often 
sought in contexts where cultural heritage is discussed, yet frequently only 
as a kind of garnish or bonus experience. For example, a university archae-
ology program might invite Mattis for a half-day field excursion in the Sámi 
cultural landscape, while the rest of the curriculum contains no Sámi ele-
ments. In this way, the perception of Indigenous cultural heritage as some-
thing exotic and secondary – treated as an optional extra – is reinforced 
and reproduced.

It is therefore imperative that Sámi archaeology becomes an integral 
part of archaeological education in the Nordic countries, especially given 
the high mobility of archaeologists, who are expected to be able to work 
across a variety of cultural landscapes.

The second area requires archaeologists themselves to develop a deeper 
understanding of, and gain more practice in, conflict management and 
mediation.

For participatory archaeology to become a space in which we can cul-
tivate heritage preparedness, we must train ourselves to engage in difficult 
discussions, encounter people acting emotionally, and have the courage to 
speak up when boundaries of racism and populism are crossed.

Archaeologists in the Nordic countries generally shy away from seeing 
themselves as political or activist actors. They have no desire to be public 
figures – they have chosen the work because they love archaeology. They 
prefer to see themselves as neutral researchers presenting neutral facts for 
others to interpret (Harlin 2019; Knutson 2024:151–157). It is therefore a 
long road to motivate archaeologists as a collective to act as ‘social and 
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political mediators’. In a world marked by rising tensions, security threats, 
and polarization, how can we hope to inspire archaeologists to step into 
the line of fire?
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If Not Us – Who?  
If Not Now – When?
Mobilizing Archaeology to Confront 
the Wickedness of Our Times

Charlotta Hillerdal

Marte Spangen’s keynote articulated many of my own sentiments. The 
‘wickedness’ of our contemporary times can indeed feel overwhelming, 
and the urge for archaeology to make a difference, to truly matter, has 
rarely been greater.

Diverse perspectives, Spangen points out, are essential for tackling 
wicked problems. However, one issue is that populists are looking for simple 
solutions. How are we to remain relevant in a society that is reduced to 
simple binaries?

Spangen identifies a way toward greater social relevance through what 
she terms participatory archaeology, her preferred label for community-
based research. Crucially, she argues for a participatory archaeology that 
follows self-reflexive principles and is conducted with a clear purpose. 
Rather than seeking consensus about the past, she proposes an inclusive 
participatory approach that makes room for opposing views and cultivates 
discensus. Such open and transparent dialogue between experts and com-
munities, she suggests, may serve as a counterweight to anti-democratic 
tendencies shaping contemporary society.
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Building on Spangen’s point, we cannot expect to ‘do good’ with archae-
ology in a purely altruistic sense, but we can mobilize our dicipline as a tool 
for improving sociopolitical conditions and promoting democratic values. 
Doing so, however, requires deliberate effort (e.g. Samuels 2017).

I agree that we need to let go of the idea of consensus, but even the com-
munities of disagreement that Spangen envisions rely on a commitment to 
work collaboratively towards a mutual goal. If such communities of disa-
greement are to function, there must be a basic respect for opposing opin-
ions. Not everyone will participate – authoritarianism, after all, is partly 
defined by its refusal to tolerate dissent. In a totalitarian regime, there is 
no space for communities of disagreement.

Given the growing disconnect between research communities and polit-
ical leadership today, I would argue that an even more explicit stance is 
necessary. Archaeologists can no longer hide behind claims of neutrality 
and objectivity. Indeed, the ideal of objectivity is not only unattainable, 
but may also be damaging. At a time when supporting facts-based state-
ments is perceived as taking a political stance, defending science has itself 
become a political act (Rekker 2022).

The problem with the past is that what lessons we draw from it are 
not inherently good. Spangen’s ‘tangible points of departure’ can easily be 
manipulated for anti-democratic purposes (e.g. Niklasson 2023). Thus, to 
be an effective counterweight, dialogue may not always be as inclusive and 
fluid as one would wish, and assigning the professional the role of facilita-
tor and mediator might not be enough. If we are to understand and benefit 
from oppositions, we as archaeologists must impose directionality and take 
on a critical role within these communities of disagreement.

Spangen’s hope is that engagement, dialogue, and interaction will pro-
mote democratic discourse and create ‘heritage preparedness’ against essen-
tialist and anti-democratic uses of the past. This is where, however, I feel 
Spangen’s call for action falls slightly short. There is a time to be introspec-
tive, and there is a time to join the resistance.

Based on my long-term and ongoing collaboration with an Indigenous 
community in coastal sub-Arctic America, it is clear that climate change 
represents the most glaringly wicked problem of all (Hillerdal et al. 2025). 
Its impact is further amplified by a political establishment that prioritizes 
profit over people, and by ongoing socioeconomic marginalisation and 
inequity (Chang et al. 2023). Wickedness intersects. I fear that building 
preparedness for the future does not respond to the violence of the present. 
In the face of anti-democratic movements, growing fascism, escalating capi-
talism and climate breakdown – how do we matter?

Indigenous archaeology has the questionable advantage of operating 
within a morally defined space: working with and for Indigenous groups 
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to explore and reclaim their past from a Western-dominated history gives 
it immediate significance (e.g. Nicholas 2025). We can all agree that decol-
onizing archaeology is important (e.g. Lemos et al. 2025). I have found 
that working with Indigenous communities necessarily positions me, as an 
archaeologist, in the contemporary, and, by extension, the political. This, 
I contend, is one of Indigenous archaeology’s strengths.

In their introductory chapter to Transforming Archaeology (Atalay et al. 
2014), the editors argue that archaeology which aims only to advance the 
discipline is misguided and potentially harmful. They call for an archae
ology that ‘at its core, serves communities in the present and with long-term 
considerations for the future’ (Atalay et al. 2014:11). Archaeology then, has 
the social responsibility to matter.

Transferring this approach to less clearly defined communities and power 
relations demands a different kind of engagement from archaeologists – 
one in which we actively take part and introduce, not only clear aims, as 
Spangen suggests, but also direction to any collaboration. Additionally, it 
demands that we state our position. Dialogues can be open-ended, but not 
ambiguous. In successful community-based projects, even if aims are not 
shared between researcher and community, they can still align, and differ-
ent knowledge systems can coexist and inform one another. Sonya Atalay 
(2020) introduces a model of ‘braiding knowledge’, creating space for mul-
tiple, and complementary, ways of knowing. This, she suggests, extends the 
reach of sciences and strengthens scientific resilience, especially in a conten-
tious political climate. Ultimately, it makes for better science.

We need to remember that collaboration is a practice – not a theory. 
Community-based projects are always local, embedded and intrinsically 
contextual. Relevance and success are measured against locally defined 
needs, and global values are perceived through the local lens. Thus, effec-
tive community-based archaeology requires both a defined purpose and a 
flexible and responsive approach to collaboration. When mutual aims and 
objectives are agreed, collaboration must allow the community to define 
the terms of participation in accordance with their expectations. It may 
not require archaeology to be only self-reflexive but also humble – to listen 
and to learn. The result is a truly interdisciplinary archaeology that can 
advance knowledge and strengthen social cohesion based on local values. 
When properly integrated, archaeology tells richer stories, reaches deeper, 
and matters more – not as a neutral mediator, but as a mobilizing force 
capable of using heritage to confront the wicked.
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Connecting Past and Present

The Ethics and Politics of Archaeology in Sápmi

Carl-Gösta Ojala

Marte Spangen invites us to think critically about the possible roles of 
archaeology in a society characterized by complex problems and conflicts. 
She raises many important issues that need to be discussed among archae-
ologists.

In my response, I will focus on archaeology and heritage, and debates 
on land and cultural rights, in Sápmi – which is my main field of study. As 
an archaeologist working at a university, Uppsala University, I will also 
focus on the roles and responsibilities of universities. In my view, there is 
a great need to discuss the ethics and politics of archaeology and heritage 
management in Sápmi.

My response will focus mainly on the situation in present-day Sweden, 
although it is essential to keep in mind that Sápmi stretches across the cur-
rent state boundaries. These boundaries are basically colonial construc-
tions, but they have had and still have a large impact on notions of history, 
identity and belonging in Sápmi. They are also of great importance for 
heritage management, as the legislative frameworks differ in the different 
countries.

Archaeology in Sápmi has often been considered as a more controversial 
and political activity than archaeology in the southern parts of Sweden, 
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Norway and Finland, with connections to conflicts over land and cultural 
rights. Debates on Sámi archaeology illustrate the complexities of inter
relations of archaeology, identity, heritage and politics – and highlight the 
need to discuss power dynamics in archaeology and heritage management.

Archaeology can play an important role in the much-needed critical 
examination of colonial histories and relations in Sápmi, offering new per-
spectives and dimensions (Ojala & Nordin 2015). Archaeology can also con-
tribute to decolonization movements in contemporary society. By opening 
up the field of study and engaging with people and communities, archae-
ology can be a positive, transformative force in the contemporary world.

Internationally, there has been much discussion on what is often called 
Indigenous archaeology. In recent years, more discussions have also taken 
place in Sweden, concerning Indigenous archaeology in Sápmi (Knutson 
2024). Indigenous archaeology can be described as a movement of crit-
ical archaeology, challenging and transforming traditional archaeology 
and heritage management, aiming to work towards decolonization and the 
empowerment of Indigenous groups (Atalay 2006; Nicholas & Watkins 
2024; Ojala 2022). Proponents of Indigenous archaeology have promoted 
alternative ways of doing archaeology, with a strong focus on the develop
ment of collaborative and participatory methodologies, and community-
based and community-initiated research. In these approaches, power 
relations, participation, representation, archaeological ethics and Indig-
enous rights have been central themes.

Native American archaeologist Sonya Atalay (2006:302) writes in her 
seminal work Indigenous Archaeology as Decolonizing Practice, that a 
decolonizing archaeology ‘must include topics such as the social construc-
tion of cultural heritage, concerns over revitalization of tradition and Indige-
nous knowledge, issues of ownership and authority, cultural and intellectual 
property, and the history and role of museums, collections and collecting’.

Indigenous archaeology thus entails a much wider engagement and com-
mitment than in traditional archaeology and heritage management, involv-
ing many current social, cultural and political issues and debates.

However, I agree with Spangen that, no matter how important the ambi-
tions are, it is still important to think critically about collaborative and 
participatory archaeology. We need to continuously ask difficult questions 
about community collaboration and representation. What is a community? 
Who defines it? Who speaks? Who is allowed to speak, who is not allowed 
to speak? Who has the power to speak on behalf of others? And what is 
collaboration? What does it entail, and how can it be evaluated? How can 
we envision positive community collaboration, and how can we avoid sup-
porting extractive and exploitative practices and relations?
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As archaeologists, we need to better understand heritage processes, the 
importance of the past in the present, and the complex and varying ways 
of relating to the past and valuing remains from the past in the present. 
This is important in, for instance, current debates on Indigenous cultural 
rights, and demands for repatriation of Sámi heritage and Sámi ancestral 
human remains in collections.

In debates on Indigenous cultural rights, discourses on human rights and 
international law play an important role. One important document is the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
from 2007, which contains several paragraphs dealing with cultural rights 
of Indigenous peoples, including “the right to maintain, protect, and have 
access in privacy to their religious and cultural sites; the right to the use 
and control of their ceremonial objects; and the right to the repatriation of 
their human remains” (UNDRIP, Article 12.1).

UNDRIP is increasingly referred to in heritage discourses in Sweden. 
How to understand and implement these points in archaeology and herit-
age management is something that we need to consider and discuss in all 
fields of archaeology, in contract archaeology, research, museums and uni-
versity education.

In my view, there is a need for archaeological perspectives on current 
issues. For instance, there are deep historical roots of many current con-
flicts over land rights, and archaeology can play a role in examining these 
roots (Ojala & Nordin 2015). Archaeology has also been part of court cases 
dealing with land right conflicts in Sápmi, with archaeological arguments 
and archaeological experts in court proceedings – which creates a very chal-
lenging work environment (Brännström 2020; Ojala 2009; Vogels 2025).

Opening up archaeology and engaging and cooperating with people out-
side of academia, for instance with community experts, such as local and 
traditional knowledge holders, can enrich archaeology and heritage man-
agement. But archaeological expertise can also contribute to local commu-
nity processes, cultural and identity revitalization.

Museums and other heritage institutions can be important arenas to 
help archaeologists to connect with people outside of academia. Archae-
ology can learn from the museum world. Internationally and nationally, 
many museums are exploring and developing new relations, especially in 
reviewing their own histories of colonial and imperial collecting and pos-
sible futures of contested collections, in repatriation and cultural revitaliza-
tion processes. This is also the case in Sámi contexts, where Sámi museums 
and cultural institutions have important roles in cultural revitalization and 
the development of Sámi perspectives on heritage management (Nylander 
2023).
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Universities also need to deal with their difficult histories, such as con-
nections with racial research, colonial and extractive collecting, especially 
in Indigenous contexts. This includes examining and engaging with the 
history of the discipline of archaeology. How can we deal with our disci-
pline’s difficult academic past and heritage? Serious critical engagements 
with histories of archaeology will make us better prepared to deal with 
current and future challenges.

In my view, university teaching is central to discuss the challenges raised 
by Spangen. This is an arena where we can discuss futures of archaeology 
and heritage management, social and cultural engagements, and the ethics 
and politics of archaeology. What are we teaching our students? What do 
we consider to be important? What do we want our students to learn? We 
also need to talk with our students about the existential dimensions of 
archaeology and the engagement with the past and the people of the past.

Spangen rightly emphasizes the complexities involved and the difficul-
ties of evaluating how collaborative and participatory approaches actually 
work. Doing this kind of work is not a simple task. As it is about open-
ing up archaeology and engaging with living communities and cultures it 
will always be dynamic, contested and difficult. Furthermore, we should 
consider how we value practical community-based, collaborative and par-
ticipatory work – which takes much time and effort – in academic records 
and merits.

Another central issue that I want to raise concerns communication within 
archaeology. How do we communicate and talk with each other, across the 
borders of the increasing number of subfields and specialties of archaeol-
ogy? Do we listen to each other, although we might have different starting-
points, interests and opinions?

Facing the complex and contested issues of history, identity and herit-
age – in Sápmi and elsewhere – we need manifold perspectives and experi-
ences and we need to collaborate, inside and outside of the archaeological 
field. The borders of archaeology are constantly shifting and the field is in 
constant flux. New challenges will appear and old ones will continue to 
haunt us. We need to be flexible, but we also need to understand that the 
past matters to people in different ways, that there are rights and respon-
sibilities, and that archaeology can empower people as well as cause dam-
age and pain.

In my view, archaeological perspectives and engagements are needed 
in today’s society, for a wide range of reasons, some of which have been 
mentioned in Spangen’s text and in this response. It is about decentering 
the present, and the human arrogance which causes so much trouble, in 
order to help us to prepare for the future. Engaging with society and fac-
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ing complex societal problems forces us to rethink, reconnect, act and find 
new paths forward.

After all, we need each other. We need to communicate across the bor-
ders of the different sub-disciplines that exist in archaeology, listen to each 
other and together try to understand the power and potential of archaeo-
logical approaches and their complex entanglements with people, commu-
nities and cultures/natures.

Can we do it? Maybe. At least we must try our best.
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Rebaking the Case for 
Participatory Archaeology 
as Cognitive Heritage 
Preparedness

Marte Spangen

I wish to thank everyone who read and commented on my keynote on parti­
cipatory archaeology as a contribution to heritage preparedness in the face 
of the wicked problem of anti‑democratic discourse. The responses provide 
food for thought and a welcome opportunity to ‘rebake’ my suggestions 
and arguments, which Harald Fredheim compares to delicious-looking but 
underbaked cinnamon buns. In the space available here, I cannot address 
every point raised, but I will elaborate on a selection of them in the hope 
of inspiring further debates, or bake-offs, around these crucial issues in 
the times ahead.

Fredheim is entirely correct that my thinking on this topic remains a 
work in progress, and I therefore welcome John Schofield’s broader contex­
tualisation of my text in his comment. Schofield’s book Wicked Problems 
for Archaeologists (2024) was an important source of inspiration during 
the writing of my keynote, so it is unsurprising that we agree on the princi­
pal points of how archaeologists may address the wicked problem of anti-
democratic discourse. To further the discussion, I draw attention to his 
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mention of ‘super-wicked’ problems as characterised by additional compli­
cating factors such as the absence of a central authority capable of coordi­
nating a solution. Although presented only as an example, the question of 
authorities serves to highlight how situational, complex and unpredictable 
(super-)wicked problems and their potential solutions can be. Concerning 
anti-democratic discourse and heritage preparedness, the typically slow or 
lacking response of central authorities in Ukraine over decades appears to 
have forged what, in times of crisis, can be seen as a fortunate ability to ini­
tiate effective informal and private initiatives for heritage rescue (Vonnák 
& Jones 2025). In an ongoing debate about whether to establish a govern­
mental Psychological Defense Agency in Norway, similar to the existing 
one in Sweden, military experts stress that such an agency cannot substi­
tute for our collective responsibility to identify and resist manipulations of 
democratic processes and public discourse (Seip 2025; Sivertsen & Buvarp 
2025). Thus, solutions in some situations may depend on central authority, 
while its absence, though not ideal in itself, can result in unforeseen ben­
efits in other contexts. In all cases, the complementary actions of individu­
als and communities can be equally decisive and represent necessary small 
wins of preparedness and resistance.

My keynote presented participatory archaeology as one potential con­
tribution to such small wins. By participatory archaeology, I do not mean 
only explicitly communal projects but any archaeological undertaking that 
engages non-professionals in discussions and the co-production of knowl­
edge about archaeological issues. As pointed out by Charlotta Hillerdal, any 
concrete participatory efforts must be articulated through practice in locally 
embedded contexts. My central claim, however, is that all such encounters 
have the potential side effect of enabling people to discuss tangible issues in 
constructive ways. The label ‘participatory archaeology’ is not merely my 
preferred term for community-based research, as Hillerdal suggests; it also 
signals that such meetings may involve people who do not initially perceive 
themselves as a community or as a coherent group with obvious common 
denominators – aside from, presumably, a shared interest in the past. It is 
through discussion around this shared interest that archaeology, I argue, 
can help foster tolerance and communality, if not consensus, across social 
and ideological divides. Contrary to Hillerdal’s dismissal of such ‘communi­
ties of disagreement’ in the context of totalitarian regimes and her assertion 
that building preparedness for the future does not ‘respond to the violence 
of the present’, I contend that creating such spaces for disagreements, such 
pockets of trust and dialogue, is precisely one form of contribution archae­
ology can make to resisting, or resistance within, such grim situations.

Alongside Schofield (2024:297), I recognize that a small wins address 
can seem unambitious to those who prefer more activist approaches, yet 
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there need not be an opposition between these choices. Hillerdal’s wish to 
‘join the resistance’ seems to assume that a resistance always exists in a join­
able form. In practice, resistance has to be defined through a process that 
requires precisely the kinds of dialogues and mediation I think archaeolo­
gists can productively contribute to. If we are to pursue articulated aims 
when addressing a reality of opposing interests, they need to be framed in 
more specific terms than ‘against climate change’ or ‘for social justice’. And 
if the resistance is to go beyond tokenist interventions, articulation will have 
to involve co‑creation with fellow citizens who potentially, or even likely, 
disagree on the particulars (Verweij & Thompson 2006). My claim is that 
practising such discussions and co-creation on archaeological questions 
constitute a pertinent and practical contribution.

My keynote also introduced Saami archaeology as a potential source of 
inspiration for participatory archaeology more broadly. This was to sug­
gest that Saami archaeology is a field in which collaborations have been 
tested and discussed over time, leaving us with relevant lessons for how to 
effectuate participation in other contexts. Carl Gösta Ojala’s comment also 
emphasises the importance of the Saami perspective in archaeology and 
archaeological thinking, highlighting complex social and political issues 
in Sápmi, including land rights conflicts, colonial legacies, and decoloni­
sation. Concerning participation, I concur with Ojala that museums can 
offer valuable insights into inclusive practices.1 Local museums are espe­
cially important points of access for engaging wider publics, in Saami con­
texts and beyond (as illustrated by Fredheim’s example from his project 
partners in Thailand). I also agree with Ojala’s, Charina Knutson’s and 
Mattis Danielsen’s calls for stronger integration of Saami archaeology into 
archaeological teaching and practice – supported by increased resources 
(Spangen et al. 2020:10–11; Spangen 2025).

Knutson and Danielsen further highlight the importance of administra­
tive and financial frameworks to participatory approaches, pointing out 
that most archaeological projects today are development-driven. In Sweden, 
such projects are commercial, which constrains resources for Saami partici­
pation in the absence of a legal framework that promotes it. Comparable 
structural limitations arguably restrict participatory efforts in development 
excavations more broadly, although the Indigenous dimension accentuates 
the problem. Saami contexts certainly raise distinct concerns, as exemplified 
by the aggression evident in land‑use disputes such as the Härjedalen case 
described by Knutson and Danielsen. They express concern about mak­

1	 Participatory approaches and citizen science in museums is the topic of my ongoing 
national network project SAMMEN FF, see https://www.khm.uio.no/forskning/pros­
jekter/sammenff/ (Research Council Norway no. 349576).
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ing Indigenous archaeology an arena for practicing democratic discourse 
because it risks ‘exposing Indigenous peoples to harmful or hostile opin­
ions’. I share this concern. My argument does not frame Saami archaeology 
as a forum for radical opinions or abuse. Rather, I suggest that Saami and 
other Indigenous experiences provide important guidance for developing 
participatory processes that are carefully designed to meet their intended 
purposes. These experiences also underscore the need to attend to the con­
crete social, political, and economic implications of archaeological practice.

Clearly, resources to strengthen Saami participation in archaeological 
endeavours are also necessary. Knutsson and Danielsen describe the costs 
of participating in archaeological contexts as a Saami individual, or rather 
as a representative or, at times, simply a token of ‘Saaminess’. Besides being 
counterproductive for building both knowledge and trust, being cast in 
exoticized and secondary roles is understandably taxing and infuriating. I 
am glad this debate provided an opportunity to flag this problem. I would 
add to this that we need to involve and cultivate greater consciousness 
about Saami perspectives beyond contexts that are perceived as explicitly 
Saami. Obviously, Saami people are not only experts on Saami culture but 
fellow citizens. Acknowledging this more explicitly may help mitigate ten­
dencies to exotify and facilitate identification of both shared and divergent 
interests. It may also counter the tendency to frame concepts such as resil­
ience and (heritage) preparedness through uniform messages that assume 
homogenised meanings across national populations – an approach that 
risks reproducing colonial logics (Kuokkanen & Sweet 2020; Lindroth et 
al. 2025). The current situation in Greenland (Adler 2026; Bryant 2026) 
poignantly illustrates how the meaningful inclusion of Indigenous popula­
tions and other minorities, grounded in full recognition of their citizenship 
rights and epistemic contributions, is not merely a matter of redressing his­
torical atrocities but constitutive of our current democracies.

Knutson and Danielsen further call for informed and genuine engage­
ment with Saami history, culture and participation among the relatively 
small number of staff in the Norwegian Sámediggi cultural heritage admin­
istration as a condition for sustaining trust and legitimacy. This concern 
intersects with Harald Fredheim’s question of how the establishment of 
distinct Saami institutions for archaeology and heritage has shaped levels 
of trust within Saami society, between Saami and non‑Saami Norwegians, 
and between the Saami and the Norwegian state. As Fredheim correctly 
observes, addressing this enquiry requires disentangling the multiple levels 
of inclusion, participation and trust discussed in my keynote.

Although this merits further discussion, participatory archaeology can, 
in my view, deliver small wins against anti‑democratic forces by cultivating 
competence, trust and tolerance at the local scale. The transfer of authority 



147

Rebaking the Case for Participatory Archaeology as Cognitive Heritage Preparedness

CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY  VOL. 33  2025 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2025.10

over political and administrative heritage decisions offers a complementary 
route for nurturing trust and tolerance more broadly across a national popu­
lation. Yet, these levels intersect, and Saami and non-Saami attitudes to both 
Saami cultural heritage management, the Sámediggi and the state depend 
on many crossing influences. Trust in Saami cultural heritage management 
has not been investigated as such, but evidence indicates that the Saami in 
Norway generally express higher levels of trust in state governance than in 
the Sámediggi – a pattern that may reflect both the Sámediggi’s political 
output and the practices of its administration as the implementing body 
(Falch & Selle 2022). Trust in the Sámediggi nevertheless varies within the 
Saami population, shaped by differences in expectations, experiences and 
individual identity (Nilsson & Möller 2017; Bergmann 2025). At the same 
time, the Sámediggi retains a unifying quality in that it is broadly acknowl­
edged to advocate Saami rights and interests within the wider framework 
of Norwegian state governance (Falch & Selle 2022).

Thus, questions of trust are complex, and political science studies of 
general trust – often based on electoral participation and attitudes towards 
the Sámediggi political system and Norwegian state governance – do not 
necessarily address the issues raised by Knutson, Danielsen and Fredheim. 
These concerns warrant further investigation, likely using different meth­
odologies from those employed in the research cited above. Even so, it is dif­
ficult to see how the findings would undermine the importance of involving 
a diverse range of people in heritage and archaeology in Saami contexts, as 
well as in other contexts – particularly if these practices are to contribute 
to community building and heritage preparedness by facilitating an open 
and democratic discourse on identity, belonging and the past.

Several respondents question the realism of this objective, pointing to 
its practical difficulty (Ojala), and that archaeologists are reluctant to act 
as political actors (Knutson and Danielsen), or arguing that such engage­
ment lies outside archaeologists’ core expertise or interest (Fredheim). I 
would suggest, however, that this is not a matter of choice: archaeologists 
already function as social and political mediators through the projects we 
bring into the world. Not every archaeological project needs to be explic­
itly participatory, and participatory modalities may be adopted to differ­
ent degrees. Nonetheless, all archaeological projects affect individuals and 
communities in one way or another. By recognising this fact and purpose­
fully exploring participatory possibilities, we may be able to nudge our pro­
jects so that their potential positive effects are more likely to be realized.

Crucially: taking the social impact of our work seriously does not pre­
clude enjoyment. On the contrary, enthusiasm, curiosity, and humour can 
be effective ways of creating pockets of trust and dialogue. I remain confi­
dent that participatory archaeology has the potential to contribute to such 
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small wins and thus foster cognitive heritage preparedness in the face of 
anti-democratic discourse.
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Reviewed by Nils Anfinset

This newly published book on Nordic Bronze Age Economies by Horn 
et al. is part of the Cambridge University Press series on Ancient and Pre­
modern Economies to provide innovative and interdisciplinary views on 
culture and comparative economies. With this in mind, this small book of 
60 pages, including illustrations and additional references, aims to describe 
the basis of regional economic development in the Nordic Bronze Age (NBA 
–the authors use NordicBA, though the more common abbreviation of this 
period is now NBA, see for example Vankilde 2014). The book is divided 
into six chapters, where the first chapter introduces us to the NBA, its geo­
graphical scope emphasizing the ecological diversity of the region, although 
argued to form a relatively homogeneous cultural expression. The premise 
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is the development of an interweaved relationship between domestic and 
political economy during the NBA (p. 1).

At first, we are briefly taken back to the earlier parts of the Neolithic 
in order to explain the significant changes that are to come in the NBA, 
emphasizing especially the development of pastoral economy around 2800 
BCE, which is connected to migration of groups from the steppes in the 
east, and the later maritime expansion of a metal-based economy repre­
sented by Bell Beaker groups. These changes developed into a uniform Nor­
dic Bronze Age almost a millennia later, where the primary cause for this 
development was the engagement in long-distance metal trade based on 
new boat technology and elite control. Based on this, the authors develop 
models of chiefdoms based on various resources and archaeological mate­
rial in Scania, Bohuslän and Western Norway (Fig. 2). From there a brief 
description of the NBA and its periodic development is given, summarizing 
it down to a distinctive specialized seafaring economy based on an agro-
pastoral economy creating an economic surplus generating domestic and 
political economies.

The second chapter deals with the macroeconomic perspectives where 
the economic condition of the NBA with a farm- and boat-based economy, 
and a local contrasting economy, develop into a political economy particu­
larly based on bronze and other exotic products. Here the authors draw a 
historical outline from the late 19th century to the early 2000s, illustrating 
how different theoretical and methodological changes have influenced the 
understanding and interpretation of the Bronze Age economy. Based on this, 
the authors suggest an approach centred on independent (self-sufficient) and 
decentralized farms with the concept of marine mode of production (MMP) 
to understand the development of institutional formation. This develop­
ment of micro-regional systems with low density populations is connected 
to the long-distance trade of metal, weapons, slaves and other valuables 
where the local farms and agriculture are the fundamental premises for the 
developments in the NBA (also illustrated in Fig. 5).

From here the book takes us to the domestic economy in chapter 3, which 
briefly presents selected empirical examples on farms and settlement organi­
zation suggesting among others that the increase in house size is connected 
to increase in social complexity (p. 18). This is illustrated by the domestic 
economy from plant material to herding, fishing and hunting, where the 
produced surplus supported the ruling elites and their social agenda.

Chapter 4 deals with the broader economic picture within the region 
discussed in the book. Here three different spheres of exchanges (micro-, 
macro-regions and long-distance contacts) for goods and interaction are 
suggested, highlighted with several examples such as flint, soapstone, tar, 
metal, amber and other products. These spheres are linked to the signifi­
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cance, production and use of boats, enabling raiding as well as trading 
and gift-exchange. This created opportunities within the NBA societies, 
although there were clearly both economic and logistical challenges with 
long-distance travels.

In chapter 5 the issues of conflict and alliances are further described and 
discussed with reference to the economic perspective of the book using both 
economic theories as well as ethnographic examples. The Limfjord region 
is used as an example, illustrating that uneven distribution of resources and 
the strategic location made it easy to control trade and raids, which created 
economic imbalances within the NBA-region.

Chapter 6 follow this up with micro-regional case-studies from the Lim­
fjord, Jæren, Inner Sogn and Tanum areas, suggesting that the Limfjord 
area was a major hub between the other case-regions and central parts of 
Europe. In chapter 7 it is described how the NBA societies developed and 
could have taken part in maritime expeditions encountering European com­
munities using boats. This is exemplified by boat finds and rock carvings, 
and the authors concludes that the NBA societies encountered European 
societies by boat, in a system of domestic and political economies which 
developed in the NBA.

One of the major premises in this book is the issue of domestic economy, 
that is used as a point of departure to understand the significant invest­
ments in building houses and agriculture, as it is perceived as generating 
an agropastoral basis for self-sufficiency and surplus production diverted 
to political economy (p. 15). We are presented with a view that the NBA-
societies were driven by rational societies where individuals were acting 
by their own economic interest in order to optimize wealth and prosperity 
(larger crew, more cargo, technological development) as a homo economi-
cus. Here we are really at the core of NBA-economies, and what would 
constitute pre-modern economy and wealth, and did (all) NBA societies 
really optimize their production and technological development? As it is 
clearly stated throughout the book that questions regarding economy are 
political, it is surprising to find that the book lacks major explanations and 
discussions of what economy is in this specific pre-monetary setting. No 
doubt, the NBA is a time of transition in large parts of Scandinavia, but 
the book fails to bring forward alternative economic models, as we are left 
with an extreme focus on economic rationality. As the authors point out in 
the beginning, this region of Europe was highly diverse, but did this diver­
sity lead to cultural and economic homogeneity? Were there other means 
of wealth and values beyond creating an economic surplus and a built-in 
(cultural) desire for material prosperity? Here the issue of complexity is 
relevant, as the authors present us with complex decentralized chiefdoms 
and complex constellations. As the cases presented represent very different 
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ecological, cultural and geographical contexts, one would expect different 
modes of social and political complexity. All societies are complex social, 
economic and political systems irrespective of social organization or size. 
Here we are left with arguments suggesting that complex boat construction 
and seafaring created a distinctive and complex economy (p. 7–8). We are 
presented with a picture of a political economy and complexity going hand 
in hand, while it would be useful for the reader to discuss the concepts of 
complexity more broadly, especially in the context of NBA and the diver­
sity both in terms of ecology and culture within this region and how this 
change over time. It is an oversimplification to state that increase in house 
size indicates increase in social stratification (p. 17), as there are a number 
of factors which affects the size of a house such as local climate, the geo­
graphic setting, resources, household size, etc.

This brings me to the second issue with this book, who is this aimed at? 
The authors states that this book will ‘[…] provide a readable and easy-to-
use account that helps to understand the economies of the NordicBA […]’ 
(p. 1). If the receivers and readers of the book are students, the book would 
have benefited from being more consistent and precise with references also 
using page numbers. This would clearly help others to navigate and check 
references for further readings. In addition to this, some of the references 
are actually wrong cited. To point out one familiar example, metal finds 
in (Western) Norway are not found in settlement context, nor is the Veim 
hoard found in loose gravel, but in a scree (p. 49). My point here is that the 
level of precision clearly could have been better, but this is also seen in the 
way the interpretations are presented. Too often we are presented with ten­
tative or loose interpretations not well funded using ‘perhaps’ (41 times), 
‘could have’ (34 times), ‘may have’ (48 times) which leads to sentences like 
this; ‘People caught up in hostilities were perhaps killed or injured, including 
the elderly woman who could have played an important role, for example, 
as mediator or expert in the proper, that is, customary conduct of such 
encounters.’ (p. 54). Precision, reliability and accountability are significant 
values of research which we all should aim at.

The book would have benefitted from a much tighter editing of the text 
presented, the structure of the book, and indeed the illustrations and maps. 
Names on the maps are hardly readable in the physical book nor in digi­
tal format, while other names in the text do not occur on the maps (e.g. 
Stjørdal and Alta). Other placenames on the map are not relevant for the 
text (e.g. Lappvallen?), and illustrations are sometimes hard to understand 
and lack clear descriptions (e.g. Fig. 2).

Archaeology, like any other science, must dare to challenge prevailing 
perceptions and push and present new knowledge. Unfortunately, the book 
is neither innovative in their approach to Nordic Bronze Age Economies, 
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nor highly interdisciplinary, as much of what we find in this small book the 
authors have written elsewhere, and the interdisciplinary approach is not 
well funded neither in economic nor ethnographic studies. That is a pity, 
because a book like this should clearly dig deeper into this highly impor­
tant theme in one of the most formative periods in Scandinavian prehistory 
grasping the complexity and diverse economies.
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Fahlander ś book on rock art in Eastern-central Sweden sets out to explore 
one of the most prominent rock art clusters in Scandinavia. We are pre-
sented with an overview of the rock art surrounding Lake Mälaren in Swe-
den covering the counties of Västmanland, Stockholm and Södermanland. 
However, the most important contribution is not the material presented, 
but the theoretical approach, where the author systematically applies the 
perspective of material articulation which implies that rock art motifs acted 
as tools and devices to do something. Fahlander and other colleagues have 
written about these matters previously, but for the first time in Scandina-
vian rock art research, this perspective is now applied systematically to a 
larger study area. Thus, the book is a must-read for anyone with an inter-
est in how theory is a precondition for novel and interesting interpretations 
of rock art imagery.



Reviews & Notices

CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY  VOL. 33  2025 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2025.12 157

The book is divided into seven chapters. Chapter 1 sets the scene and 
introduces the main theoretical concepts and outlines the book. Chapter 2 
presents the study area and provides a spatial overview of the rock art distri-
bution. A generalized chronology is presented which builds on, but simpli
fies, established chronologies presented by Kaul (1998) and Ling (2014). 
Chapter 3 focuses on the articulation of the motifs and the relationships 
between different motifs. The connection between motifs and features in 
the panels such as cracks and fissures are also investigated. The distribu-
tion of different types of motifs is presented and discussed.

Chapter 4 is a key section in the book since it deals extensively with the 
core theme of the book namely the articulation of the motifs. In this chap-
ter Fahlander explores topics like partial and incomplete motifs, rework-
ing and enactments of motifs, large-scale and hyperbolic motifs and finally 
the relationship between the motifs and the rock canvas. Throughout this 
chapter theory works implicitly to guide the author to identify interest-
ing patterns in the material. Chapter 5 builds on the observations made in 
Chapter 4 and now Fahlander broadens the scope and elaborate upon the 
interpretations by including ethnographic perspectives in the discussion. 
In this chapter Fahlander explores the motifs as devices with a potential 
for both visual and material agency. According to Fahlander the rock art 
motifs had different aims which were altered and adjusted with the help of 
mediality, design and articulation. These concepts are explored through an 
analysis of the size of the images and how images are related to each other 
and also how they are positioned in relation to characteristic features in the 
rock surface. Chapter 6 places the Mälaren rock art in a wider geographical 
perspective with comparisons to other Scandinavian regions and beyond. 
Chapter 7 is a summary of the main conclusions drawn in this study of the 
Mälaren rock art.

The seven chapters making up the book are all well-written with a lot 
of high-quality illustrations and maps. The author addresses complicated 
matters in a straightforward way which invites the reader to take part in 
the discussion.

Moreover, Ecologies of Bronze Age Rock Art: Organisation, Design 
and Articulation of Petroglyphs in Eastern-central Sweden introduces a 
novel perspective on rock art challenging the idea of rock art as a passive 
reflection of ideology and cosmology. Instead, the author emphasizes its 
generative potential with properties and agencies of its own. The theoretical 
perspective is combined with a deeply rooted notion of the importance of 
empirical data. The rock art motifs are quantified and presented in tables 
and maps providing an excellent overview of rock art in this part of Scandi-
navia. In my judgement the application of theory onto data in general works 
very well and makes this book stand out as a model for other researchers.
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This is especially true for Chapter 4 where Fahlander’s perspective ena-
bles him to identify several interesting features in rock art motifs and their 
landscape context which add new understandings compared to more clas-
sical mimetic approaches. I am especially intrigued by how the author iden-
tifies hyperbolic motifs, i.e. very large images, as a subgroup with a limited 
chronology restricted to the very beginning and the end of the Mälaren 
rock art tradition. In these periods, when the rock art format was adjust-
ing to new circumstances, size was used to increase visibility and to maxi-
mize the image’s effect on people.

However, Chapter 5, where Fahlander presents more precise interpreta-
tions involving also ethnography, I find more challenging to read. I get the 
impression that the author is sometimes overinterpreting the material and 
presents explanations that are to a lesser extent anchored in the theoretical 
discussion and the empirical data. Examples could include the notion of 
podomorphs as representing living standing entities and anthropomorphs 
as representing dead lying down humans, or that certain cupmark locali-
ties were designed to encapsulate water and stir the flow of running water 
in certain directions.

These examples point to a general problem with rock art studies that 
goes beyond Fahlander’s book, namely the tendency to think of individual 
motifs and panels to represent visual and material remains of distinct impor-
tance. Given that the material remains of other activities potentially taking 
place at rock art sites such as gatherings, feasts, rituals and storytelling are 
gone, or have always been nonexistent, we are forced to study what is left 
namely the images. These visual and material remains may well be of sec-
ondary importance and a kind of extemporary outcome compared to other 
activities that took place at the site. This view on rock art is influenced by 
my own ethnographic fieldwork studying the ongoing rock art tradition 
among the Samburu in northern Kenya. In this tradition, the main activity 
in the rock art shelters is the feast where meat is consumed, and rock art 
production sometimes evolves out of this activity as a rather spontaneous, 
unrehearsed and informal activity (Goldhahn et al. 2021).

Despite these differences in opinion regarding the significance of rock 
art in general and certain specific interpretations, I must emphasize that 
Fahlanders’s book sets the stage for a new theoretical understanding of 
Scandinavian rock art. The book presents a theoretical approach that com-
plements and challenges other well-established notions such as the idea of 
rock art representing visual narratives or rock art as a outcome of maritime 
rituals and activities. Instead, we are presented by a variety of examples 
and interpretations on how images by their design and position interfere 
with their environment and creates new material relationships that acts and 
impose something on people, making this book an interesting example of 
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how to approach the ecology of rock art. The way the author deals with 
both larger datasets and sophisticated theory represent great professional 
scholarship, and that is why this book will serve as inspiration for anyone 
with an interest in how to use theory in rock art studies.
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The phenomenon of Viking Age towns has been a central topic in Viking 
Age research for a considerable time, with various approaches employed 
by both archaeologists and historians, resulting in a vast body of litera-
ture. The biographies of Viking Age towns such as Ribe, Birka, Kaupang, 
and Hedeby span a period of 250 to 300 years, starting across Scandina-
via after 750 and ending with the demise of Hedeby, the largest and most 
powerful of them all, after 1050. In this monograph, the author Sven Kalm-
ring aims to delve into the inner core of the research problem: – What was 
their specific purpose, why did Viking Age towns emerge, and why did they 
disappear? The primary objective is to explore the very essence of Viking-
Age urbanisation. A hypothetical baseline that runs throughout the book 
is to view these sites with their urban communities as special economic and 
legal zones, which create unique social environments that were distinctly 
novel to earlier Iron Age central places, but also different from later high 
medieval towns. The book is structured both chronologically and themati-
cally, with eleven chapters and a final summary.
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Chapter two presents a comprehensive historiographic overview of schol-
arly approaches to Viking-Age urbanism that goes beyond the constraints 
of definitions and terminologies that have often limited earlier approaches. 
Kalmring traces the evolution of thought from Jankuhn’s concept of See-
handelsplätze in the 1950s to the economically anthropological notion of 
elite-controlled trade hubs in the 1960s and 1970s, which informed Richard 
Hodges’ influential Emporia model for interpreting early medieval urban 
sites. He further engages with Scandinavian scholarship on early urbanisa-
tion, and incorporates theoretical frameworks such as central place theory 
and network theory. The chapter also broadens the discourse on urbanism 
by integrating a broad range of perspectives and researchers.

What is not addressed in this overview, however, is how concepts within 
economic and social anthropology significantly shaped urban and Viking 
Age studies in the 1980s and 1990s. Theories such as gift exchange, sub-
stantivism and notions of the social embeddedness of trade challenged 
the applicability of market exchange models in premodern societies. Until 
recently, these frameworks have offered powerful alternatives to economic 
determinism and have been instrumental in reframing economic relations 
in the early Middle Ages as socially embedded and politically regulated.

A crucial aspect of Viking Age urbanism, developed in chapters three to 
five, involves examining rural Iron Age society – its farmsteads and villages 
– as well as regional variations in territorial organization, cultural norms, 
and religious practices. Viking-age society tended more toward social seclu-
sion than inclusion, which hindered foreigners from engaging with rural 
populations. Within this context, the author emphasizes the importance of 
legal protections for trading networks, which expanded globally during the 
Viking Age period, highlighting the growing need for safeguarded spaces. 
He argues that the legal capacity of towns to offer secure environments for 
foreign merchants and craftsmen – situated on the fringes of a potentially 
hostile rural society – was likely a key factor in their establishment.

Another innovative approach to understanding Viking Age urbanism is 
presented in chapter four, “Cult, Jurisdiction and Markets”, where Kalm-
ring explores the role of legal systems and things in rural society. This 
chapter effectively highlights recent studies on the social and political sig-
nificance of thing assemblies in Scandinavian societies. Thing assemblies, 
which also had a clear religious and cultic component, provided social 
arenas for regular gatherings. Like Viking Age towns, thing assemblies 
were pivotal points in society, where large numbers of people gathered in a 
confined space and engaged in ritual, judicial, and, importantly, economic 
activities. The author presents a vast number of sources from Medieval 
Scandinavia and wider Europe, which connect things with markets and 
traders in different constellations. In this context, he also discusses reli-
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giously charged centres of power and the cult, such as Old Uppsala, as 
well as royal or manorial estates like Jellinge or Tissø, and the connections 
between religious festivals and seasonal fairs.

In chapter five, “Local Society and Viking-Age towns”, Kalmring devel-
ops further the idea that emerging Viking Age towns presented a novelty in 
Scandinavia, with reference to Augé’s concept of super modernity. As neu-
tral zones, Viking Age towns developed outside rural agrarian society and 
existing power structures. A peculiar feature is that royal estates or manors 
were located outside the towns. A famous example is the royal palace Hov-
gården on the island of Adelsö, within eyesight of Birka; this opposition is 
accentuated as Birka also had its own thing assembly. Another feature of 
Viking Age towns, which is discussed further in this chapter, is their lim-
inal placement in border zones between ethnic and political formations, 
transport zones or landscape units.

One characteristic common to all Viking-age towns is their pronounced 
connection to the sea and maritime activities. As points of contact between 
land and water, harbours were a prerequisite for the development of these 
urban centres, a theme explored in chapter six, “An Urbanisation based 
on Harbours”. This chapter provides an overview of how seasonal landing 
sites, which also functioned as coastal marketplaces, began to emerge in the 
North Sea and Baltic Sea regions between the 6th and 8th centuries. Recent 
historical scholarship and archaeological investigations present a signifi-
cantly more complex picture of the establishment of emporia in the North 
Sea region. A consistent finding is that Viking Age towns, including Ribe, 
Birka, Kaupang, and Hedeby, also originated as seasonal coastal markets.

Another more contentious issue discussed concerns the role of royal 
influence in the founding of Viking Age towns. One conclusion is that com-
mercial activity served as the primary driving force behind the establish-
ment of seasonal and local coastal markets; however, political authorities 
– often royal – intervened and directed their development at a later stage. 
This so-called “heyday phase,” marked by the emergence of a limited num-
ber of dominant trading centres, occurred consistently during the second 
half of the 8th century.

An overarching and recurring theme in Kalmring’s work is to address 
legal dimensions in the governance and administration of Viking Age towns. 
This is excellently developed in chapter seven, “Jurisdiction and Taxes” and 
further explored in chapter eight “Free Trade within Narrow Boundaries”, 
which examines the legal protections afforded to merchant diasporas by 
rulers across various geographical and political contexts. Kalmring con-
nects archaeological evidence – such as shallow ditches encircling trading 
sites, likely marking symbolic boundaries of marketplaces – with historical 
discussions on juridical zones, customs, tax revenues, restrictions, entry 
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fees, and time limits imposed on foreign merchants for visiting and residing 
in towns. There is substantial evidence for such commercial legislation in 
textual sources from the late Roman Empire, Byzantium, and the Frankish-
Merovingian and Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Later Medieval maritime law 
codes in Scandinavia, such as the Bjarkey laws, appear to reflect the diver-
sity of legal practices of towns like Birka and Hedeby, but this is not easy 
to prove. The author revisits and analyses these primary sources in impres-
sive detail, convincingly arguing that they offer a valuable framework for 
understanding Viking Age towns as special legal zones.

Viking Age towns served as catalysts for innovation within a previously 
conservative and underdeveloped rural society. Chapter nine explores these 
towns as special economic zones and addresses the classical question of 
their relationship with surrounding hinterlands, particularly in the con-
text of emerging long-distance trade between Scandinavia and Continen-
tal Europe during the 9th century.

Chapter ten examines the evolution of Viking Age towns between 850 
and 1000, with a deliberate focus on identifying turning points and disrup-
tions in the archaeological record. This chapter is the longest in the book 
and more challenging to summarise, as it spans 150 years and encompasses 
a wide array of topics. One subchapter investigates the consequences of the 
breakdown of global trading networks in the latter half of the 9th century, 
including the decline of the North Sea emporia and the subsequent recovery 
of Viking Age towns following the silver crisis. Another subchapter explores 
the decline of Birka, the transformation of Hedeby, and the second wave 
of urbanisation marked by the emergence of new Christian towns such as 
Sigtuna in the late 10th century. The chapter offers compelling archaeo-
logical evidence of conflict and crisis in urban settings.

The final chapter eleven is devoted to a discussion of the abandonment 
of late 11th-century Hedeby and the relocation of the town to medieval 
Schleswig. According to textual sources, the move occurred within a rela-
tively short period of time between 1050 and 1075, specifically following 
the destruction of Hedeby in 1066 by the Norwegian king and the Slavic 
Obotrites. The chapter summarises earlier hypotheses regarding the reasons 
for this relocation. In addition to presenting recent excavation results from 
both Schleswig and Hedeby, as well as metal detector surveys in Hedeby 
that yielded an exceptionally rich assemblage of finds and new dating evi-
dence, Kalmring proposes that the decision to move to Schleswig was made 
by the Danish king Sven Estridsen after 1059, in connection with the reor-
ganisation of the Danish church and the establishment of new bishoprics 
in Jutland. The argument is compelling. Further evidence may lie in the 
dramatic decline in the import of Western European coins to Scandinavia 
after 1050/1055. At the same time, rulers in Denmark and Norway debased 
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and reorganised their coinages, which likely had far-reaching consequences 
for both long-distance trade and urban economies. The demise of Hedeby 
might also be interpreted within this monetary context.

The research effort in this book is well-grounded, with approximately 
660 titles in the bibliography, out of which 50 are primary sources. The book 
provides not only a long-needed update of the debates on early medieval 
urbanisation in Scandinavia and Europe, but also a compilation of the 
growth of knowledge in archaeological research on Viking Age towns, 
excavation results, and material publications. Kalmring’s achievement lies 
in his comprehensive approach, which connects different topics in Viking 
Age and early medieval research to the framework of urban studies, as 
well as broader questions about economic and social relations in Viking 
Age society.
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As the earliest Scandinavian ‘emporium’ (to use Sinbæk’s term of preference, 
more commonly these sites are referred to as ‘towns’), Ribe can hardly be 
overvalued. Equally, as the most recently excavated Viking Age town, one 
that makes use of the full range of novel analytical and recording methods 
offered by contemporary archaeology, the impact of the Ribe excavation can 
hardly be overstated. As very accurately pointed out by Sindbæk himself in 
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the introductory chapter (Vol. 1, p. 13), Ribe (established around 700 CE) 
is the reference site for much of Viking Age chronology and development. 
It is therefore highly welcome that the excavations have been published in 
such meticulous detail. These volumes promise to become the new ‘bible’ 
for Viking Age researchers, not often read cover to cover, but frequently 
cited for decades to come.

Sinbæk’s network theory (2007) has been profound in the last decades’ 
reconceptualization of the Viking era. Ribe is foundational to this, both 
theoretically as a ‘type example’ of a network nodal point, and quite lit-
erally as the first of the ‘Viking’ emporia. These volumes contribute to 
advancing this idea, and not least, to anchor it within material culture and 
empirical data.

It has long been recognizedthat these sites are characterized by long-
distanced sea trade and crafts. But the origin and intent of their estab-
lishment are debated. The network model has provided the most effective 
critique against the, often assumed, link between urbanity, regal power and 
state formation (e.g. Ambrosiani 1990; Ambrosiani & Clarke 1991; Skre 
(ed.) 2007; Skre 2008).

Sindbæk sees Ribe’s foundation as the northernmost extension of a Fri-
sian tradition, rather than a Scandinavian initiative, something that is sup-
ported, at least partially, by the artefact material (e.g. Vol. 2, Chapters 2, 3, 
6–14). Underlining that these places are there to serve a purpose, in a very 
practical sense, rather than advancing an agenda or ideology.

This too changes the ‘dynamic’ of the Viking Age, moving away from 
notions of isolated northern communities suddenly appearing on the (Brit-
ish) world stage at the end of the eighth century CE, towards that of contin-
uous interaction and gradual intensification and integration into a growing 
trade network.

Despite the (somewhat surprising) loyalty shown to traditional chronol-
ogy (e.g. Vol. 1, pp. 50, 158–159), this book contributes to the feeling of it 
becoming increasingly outdated. Ribe’s continuous occupants from 700 
CE, or a little earlier, seem to take little note of the rise of the Viking Age 
in 793. Rather, they go about their business according to their now century-
long tradition of craftsmanship and trade, contacts across the seas, south, 
north, and east, well established. Trade in products from the North, the 
western Scandinavian peninsula, can be seen already in the 730s (Vol. 2, 
Chapters 7, 14), abundance of amber suggest the Baltic Sea area is exten-
sively involved in trade in the 740s (Vol. 2, Chapter 15), and it is even prob-
able that a traveller from England visited the emporium in the early eight 
century (Vol. 2, Chapter 9). If anything, Ribe shows us the need to break 
the hegemonic narrative of The Vikings (see also Vol. 1, p. 18).



Reviews & Notices

CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY  VOL. 33  2025 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2025.14 167

Volume 1 The Making of Viking-Age Ribe offers a detailed focus on the 
Posthustorvet excavation 2017–2018. The excavation made use of new field-
work and documentation techniques to achieve a high-definition approach 
to the chronology and context of the finely sequenced stratigraphy of up 
to 2.5 meters depth.

High-definition excavation is presented in a high-definition publica-
tion. This certainly does not make it the most intriguing read for the casual 
reader but will be immensely beneficial for anyone with a special interest.

The backbone of this volume consists of a summary of the excavation 
results, followed by ten specialists’ reports detailing different analytical 
aspects of the excavation. These are generously illustrated by multiple site 
plans, images, and detailed data tables. The volume also includes 5 plates 
detailing the matrix of principal phases and constructions (Plate 1), section 
drawings, and photogrammetric reconstruction of sections (Plates 2–5).

The introductory chapter by Sindbæk sets the scene outlining the research 
history of Ribe and the motivation for undertaking a new excavation in 
Ribe, including research questions and aims.

The second chapter explains the excavation methodology, recording 
protocols, sample strategy, etc. in clear detail. It also critically evaluates 
the success of this approach, with important advice for future excavations 
on similar sites.

Chapter 3, the most substantial chapter in the volume, an ‘Excavation 
atlas’ of 170 pages, navigates through the stratigraphy phase by phase, 
relating the chronological history of a site from the scantly used grasslands 
that preceded the establishment of the emporia, until the much-disturbed 
modern urban deposits at phase 18.

Each phase is interpreted in relation to: artefact finds, ecofacts, micro-
morphology, and entomology – each category represented by its own 
symbol. This is an efficient way of presenting the distinct phases and com-
prehensively organizing the significant data, where the reader could easily 
have gotten lost in the amount of available information.

The chapter also include five ‘Focus’ sections that offers a more in-depth 
look at certain structures or phenomena that stood out in the excavation.

The Excavation Atlas is followed by ten specialists’ reports, ranging from 
3D spatial recording to radiocarbon chronology.

To highlight a few, Chapter 5 on soils and sediment micromorphology 
by Barboura Wouters is extremely informative, especially considering the 
important contribution micromorphology made towards understanding 
the site. Micromorphology solved some of the longstanding ‘Ribe conun-
drums’, such as identifying stratigraphy in the seemingly homogenous ‘dark 
earth’ layers.
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This chapter also demonstrates the highly varying preservation condi-
tions across the site, and a very uneven accumulation rate throughout the 
decades, something that is further discussed by Søren M Kristiansen and 
Anna K. E. Tjellden in Chapter 8 and by Pieterjan Deckers in Chapter 6. 
Decker’s chapter is also a well needed reminder that the chronological 
assumption behind stratigraphic relationships expressed in singe context 
recording is not always as straight forward as one would like to assume.

Chapter 11 by Jacob Kveiborg is another immensely useful addition to 
the book, since zooarchaeology is not very prominent in the ‘Excavation 
Atlas’ (Chapter 3). Unsurprisingly, the assemblage is dominated by local 
domestic animals, predominantly cattle but also pig and sheep. However, 
Kveiborg shows a great variety of animal resources were utilized by Ribe’s 
inhabitants, including locally available gamebirds and fish, even though 
fish is probably severely underrepresented in the faunal assemblage. The 
use of local wild resources is also evidenced in Chapter 13 discussing plant 
material.

Insect remains (Chapter 12) were incremental in establishing the perma-
nent character of occupation in the earliest phase of Ribe’s existence, but a 
detail that really brough the site to life for me was the detection of honey-
bees and evidence of bee keeping in the mid-8th century (p. 441).

The high-definition approach must be considered very successful. Not 
least resulting in a refined chronological framework where settlement 
phases have been identified down to 10–20, occasionally 30, year-spans 
between 690/70 and 900/920 CE. The uncertain end-date of the Viking Age 
sequence (Phase F14) is due to highly disturbed settlement layers (p. 200). 
As no decline in craft activities can be discerned in this phase, the interpre-
tation opens for the possibility of continued activity beyond the early 900s.

Geoarchaeology in combination with archaeoentomology has resolved 
some of the outstanding questions, for example that of Ribe’s probable 
origin as a seasonal market, as suggested by previous excavations (Feveile 
2006). Instead, it is concluded that Ribe had a permanent occupation from 
the very start, albeit with shorter-lived, less sturdy, wattle walled houses.

Michroporphology is also able to put an end to speculation of seemingly 
homogenous ‘dark earths’, previously interpreted as quickly accumulated 
organic deposits, probably linked to cattle markets (Bencard & Jørgensen 
1990). Analysis showed that these are highly compressed stratified layers of 
houses build from organic materials such as wattle, reads and turf. The high 
level of preservation is explained by local conditions created by the large 
amount of compressed organic matter (Vol. 1, pp. 116–117; Chapter 5).

These finds attest to interesting shifts in building traditions throughout 
Ribe’s existence. Initially, the site is marked by light wooden buildings of 
wattle and wood, permanent but rather short-lived. For about two decades 
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positions of buildings, fences and boundaries seem to shift around, contra-
dicting ideas of a planned settlement and original plot-division. However, 
following this a very stable building pattern and plot-division is established, 
with a continuous sequence of buildings for almost 200 years. Craft pro-
duction, evident already in the earliest occupation phase, also seem to fol-
low a similar pattern with large short-term variability in the earliest phases 
shifting towards a series of specialized craft activities continuously prac-
ticed on the same plot for decades.

Volume 2 The Networks of Viking-Age Ribe comprises 20 chapters 
focusing on different finds- and materials categories, framed by an intro-
duction and conclusion by Søren Sindbæk. This is the book where Sind-
bæk’s network theory is mapped onto the artefact material and actualized, 
to some effect.

Naturally, given the amount of finds and the limitation set by a compre-
hensive volume, presentations of artefacts have to be summarized, but find 
categories and approach has been designed with usefulness for research in 
mind (Chapter 1), and it shows. These categories include but are not limited 
to: pottery, stone products, numismatic evidence, non-ferrous metal work-
ing, beads, bone and antler working, textile production, and wood. There 
are also a couple of chapters focusing on more unique finds, such as the 
only sherd of Samian ware (with probable origin in Roman period Rhine 
area) ever found in Ribe (Chapter 5), and remains of musical instruments 
(Chapter 21). The chapters are largely descriptive and includes detailed 
tables, drawings, and multiple artefact photographs – for example, 128 
pictures of 124 individual Ribe type beads (Chapter 13, Figs 13.24, 13.25, 
13.26). This is a hugely helpful reference book for anyone working with 
Viking Age material.

The underlying focus is on movement of things and people, and the 
emerging image is of a settlement with both domestic and international 
character, depending on which material you focus on. Imported pottery 
suggest early ties with Frisia and the Rhineland, but the dominating pottery 
tradition is domestic (Chapters 2, 3). Early comb production overwhelm-
ingly points to Frisian artisans (Chapter 14), but brooches and pins follow 
local tradition (Chapter 9). Consistently, throughout the settlement’s his-
tory, there is a conversation between foreign and local, and large and small 
movements. Sindbæk concludes that Ribe should be understood, not as a 
’community of people of widely different origins’ (p. 419) but as embedded 
in the region and with an explicit function to fulfil.

What is striking is the everyday character of this, for its time, extraordi-
nary settlement. Barrel wood reused as floorboards (Chapter 20), imported 
raw material for craft production (e.g. Chapter 13, 14), and household pro-
duction of textiles (Chapter 18), for instance, does not point towards a ‘high 
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status’ community, but a well-connected society of artisan families living 
rather mundane lives. Far less spectacular then the Viking Age emporium 
often imagined.

Emporia emerged, Sindbæk concludes in Chapter 22, as places to facili-
tate sea traffic. Originally, in the case of Ribe, sea traffic from Frisia, but 
then expanding both north and east. They are nodal points in a social net-
work around trade and movement, serving both long-distance and hin-
terland, easing and driving the expansion and development that became 
characteristic for the Viking Age.

These volumes are not for a lay audience, and the dry report-like writing 
style might be criticized. However, they are clearly designed by research-
ers with further research in mind, and as such they are extremely useful, 
far more so than a glossy popular version would be. The granularity and 
extent of data made available from such a significant key-site excavation 
is commendable, and I hope will serve as an example for similar key-site 
excavations in the future. Surely there are many more intriguing stories to 
be told about Ribe – and with the aid of these volumes, they will be.
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As the title suggests, the book offers a series of critical reflections on ancient 
DNA (aDNA) research. The edited volume examines how genetic interpre-
tations shape narratives of the past, and focuses on epistemological tensions, 
ethical challenges, and power structures in archaeogenetics. The chapters 
approach these questions primarily through anthropological and sociologi-
cal perspectives without many contributions from geneticists themselves.

In their introduction, Strand and Källén outline the central themes of 
the entire volume. While the topic is timely and relevant, some of the text 
reads somewhat aggressive, such as the critique of the term ‘revolution’ (pp. 
xii–xiii). Archaeogenetics has been described as revolutionary for introduc-
ing new types of data that has the potential to expand and challenge tra-
ditional interpretations of the past (e.g., Crellin & Harris 2020; Heggarty 
2018; Kristiansen 2022). Strand and Källén invoke Thomas Kuhn’s theory 
of scientific revolutions (p. xii), noting that the absence of an articulated 
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paradigm shift in archaeology to justify this label. Yet, one could argue 
that carefully done integration of genetic information into archaeological 
interpretation has the potential to reshape or at least refine understanding 
of identity, mobility, and population histories (e.g., Crellin & Harris 2020; 
Gregoricka 2021; Matisoo-Smith & Horsburgh 2016; Pohl et al. 2021). 
Nevertheless, it is very true that without the interpretative lens of archaeol-
ogy (and possibly the integration of other scientific methods), genetic results 
alone can remain decontextualized, or be overinterpreted, highlighting the 
essential role of archaeological expertise in grounding aDNA findings in 
historical and social contexts. We argue that this is precisely what modern 
archaeogenetics does. Particularly controversial is the editors’ claim that 
no clear line can be drawn between population geneticists and political 
actors (p. xx), which may oversimplify the relationship between scientific 
research and its societal interpretations. We will return to this point when 
discussing chapter 7.

Chapter 1, Gained in Translation: Interdisciplinary Challenges in 
Ancient DNA, by Charlotte Mulcare and Mélanie Pruvost, calls for ethi-
cal reflection and sustained dialogue across disciplines. While the chapter 
raises important concerns, particularly regarding the need to incorporate 
Indigenous and marginalized perspectives into research design and inter-
pretation, it tends to present a somewhat simplified picture of the cur-
rent state of archaeogenetics. The valuable point about inclusion might 
have been strengthened by acknowledging recent developments in North 
America and elsewhere, where collaborative models involving Indigenous 
and African American descendant communities are increasingly shaping 
research practices (First Rider et al. 2024; Fleskes et al. 2023; Moltke et 
al. 2021, and even chapter 4 in the volume). Similarly, caution in overinter-
preting genetic data is valid, but the chapter does not address the extent to 
which contemporary archaeogenetics already seeks to engage with meth-
odological limitations, uncertainty, theory-laden inference, and interdisci-
plinary cooperation. However, given the young age of archaeogenetics as 
a discipline, its epistemological framework is still in its infancy, and there-
fore, discussions of standards, ethics, and genuine inclusivity are timely. 
Equally important is maintaining a dialogue among disciplines to ensure 
that archaeology is not reduced to a subordinate or purely supportive role 
within archaeogenetic research.

Chapter 2, Diagrams of Human Genetic Kinship and Diversity by Mar-
ianne Sommer and Ruth Amstutz, critiques widely used visual tools in 
archaeogenetics, such as PCA and ADMIXTURE plots. The authors argue 
that these diagrams may reinforce simplistic or racialized ideas of origins, 
ancestry and, implicitly, ethnicity. This is an important concern, especially 
when visual outputs are isolated from their interpretative context. However, 
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many of the examples cited are from older publications and do not reflect 
how such tools are now routinely accompanied by demographic model-
ling, functional studies, cautionary explanation, and critical reflection and 
debate (e.g. Barton et al. 2025; Chevy et al. 2023; Durvasula & Sankara-
raman 2020; Klunk et al. 2022; Teixeira et al. 2021; Vilgalys et al. 2025). 
The critique of two comparative figures (2.5 and 2.6) appears technically 
imprecise, as it fails to acknowledge that the diagrams depict different ana-
lytical levels (individual vs. population) and are not meant to be directly 
comparable. Since the publication of the book, new approaches, such as 
identity-by-descent (IBD) network analyses and collaborations integrat-
ing genetic data with social and cultural understandings of kinship have 
emerged (e.g. Gnecchi-Ruscone et al. 2024; Wang et al. 2025), and these 
studies demonstrate how archaeogenetics is evolving to address many of 
the very concerns the authors raise.

In Chapter 3, Past Pathogens and Precarious Futures, Venla Oikkonen 
examines how the study of ancient pathogens is entangled with cultur-
ally and politically charged imaginaries. Oikkonen focuses on how nar-
ratives of risk and vulnerability are constructed through the scientific and 
public framing of pathogen aDNA research. While this offers an interest-
ing humanities-based perspective on the symbolic dimensions of science, 
the chapter blurs the line between speculative cultural discourse and real-
world biosecurity risks. Scenarios such as the reawakening of pathogens 
from thawing permafrost are presented with limited differentiation from 
actual scientific debates, and the core aim seems to be a critique of how sci-
ence is used to express collective anxieties about contamination, control, 
and the future. However, the chapter would have benefited from a more 
grounded engagement with the current aims, methods, and limitations of 
ancient pathogen research, especially given the increasingly cautious and 
reflective approach of many practitioners in the field.

Chapter 4, Twisting Strings: Hopi Ancestors and Ancient DNA by Stew-
art B. Koyiyumptewa and Chip Colwell, is an excellent contribution. The 
authors offer a nuanced comparison between Hopi notions of kinship and 
genetic ancestry frameworks employed in archaeogenetics. They argue con-
vincingly that for communities like the Hopi, identity and belonging are cul-
turally constructed and cannot be reduced to genomic affinity. The chapter 
presents a strong case for archaeogenetic research to engage thoughtfully 
with Indigenous epistemologies and to acknowledge that genetic data is 
only one strand in a much larger narrative. Koyiyumptewa, writing from 
within the Hopi community, and Colwell raise important concerns around 
biocolonialism, drawing attention to how states have at times used genomic 
findings to undermine Indigenous sovereignty. Their central message is 
clear: ancient DNA research must be conducted collaboratively, with clear 
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benefits to descendant communities, rather than simply seeking to confirm 
cultural histories that Indigenous people already understand through their 
own traditions.

Chapter 5, Whitewashing the Neanderthal: Doing Time with Ancient 
DNA by Amade M’charek is another valuable contribution. The chap-
ter provides an insightful analysis of how visual and rhetorical represen-
tations of ancient hominins, particularly Neanderthals, can perpetuate 
racialized and Eurocentric conceptions of human evolution. M’charek notes 
that Neanderthals are commonly depicted as white, contrasting them with 
darker-skinned, more ‘primitive’ African ancestors. This reflects a deeper, 
often unconscious tendency to associate progress and modernity with 
whiteness and Europe. A particularly compelling example is the Nean-
derthal Museum’s postcard Werde Teil der Menschenfamilie, in which the 
visual arrangement places light-skinned individuals as the culmination of 
humanity. M’charek places this pattern within a broader critique of Enlight-
enment-era scientific frameworks and colonial legacies that have shaped 
genetics and anthropology. By highlighting how skin colour can become 
a gatekeeper of historical belonging, where individuals can only identify 
with the past if it visually resembles them, the chapter warns of the dan-
gers of superficial identification and the erasure of diversity in human his-
tory. Rather than reinforcing narrow phenotypically-based notions of our 
ancestors, ancient DNA research should highlight the cultural, social, and 
lived complexity across time and space.

Chapter 6, The Lagertha Complex by Andreas Nyblom, critically 
examines the media reception of the ‘Birka female warrior’ aDNA study 
(Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017) and cautions against speculative nar-
ratives in public discussions of aDNA research. While the chapter raises 
valid concerns about sensationalism in popular science communication, it 
occasionally overstates the role of researchers in shaping media narratives. 
Some criticism of the research team borders on personal, and the chapter 
lacks comparative examples that could have contextualized its claims. For 
example, the research on the Suontaka grave (Moilanen et al. 2022 [avail-
able online in 2021]), another case involving contested gender identity and 
extensive international media coverage, is conspicuously absent. Including 
additional examples would have allowed for a more balanced discussion of 
how media portrayals vary across studies and how researchers can influ-
ence, and on the other hand, lose control of public interpretation. This loss 
of control over narratives can occur even when researchers act responsibly 
and communicate their findings with care, as media can shape interpreta-
tions in ways that diverge from the original intent.

Chapter 7, Ancient DNA and the Politics of Ethnicity in Neo-Nationalist 
China by Magnus Fiskesjö, shifts focus from media reception to the delib-
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erate instrumentalization of archaeogenetic research by state actors. The 
chapter is an important account of how aDNA research can be co-opted for 
nationalist and authoritarian agendas. Focusing on contemporary China, 
Fiskesjö outlines how genetic narratives are selectively appropriated to 
delegitimize minority groups like the Uyghurs. While the chapter power-
fully illustrates the dangers of scientific findings being mobilized to justify 
state violence, one passage (p. 147), in which prehistoric interactions are 
described using phrases such as Denisovans ‘moving in to sleep with the 
natives’ and ‘packing their bags to move across the landscape’ strikes as an 
oddly flippant tone in an otherwise serious analysis. Importantly, the way 
Fiskesjö’s chapter is presented in the book’s introduction (suggesting that 
no distinction can be made between geneticists and political actors) risks 
misrepresenting the chapter’s careful treatment of the constraints under 
which many scientists operate, particularly in politically oppressive envi-
ronments. Although focused on China, the chapter’s warnings are globally 
relevant. Recent studies have shown that archaeogenetic narratives, par-
ticularly those related to migration and ancestry, are increasingly appro-
priated by far-right actors to support exclusionary and racialized notions 
of identity (Frieman & Hofmann 2019; Hakenbeck 2019). This reminds 
researchers to be aware of how their findings may be interpreted or misused 
in politicized contexts, both within and beyond academia.

The volume ends with K. Ann Horsburgh’s concluding commentary, 
which reiterates many of the book’s key concerns, calling for truly inter-
disciplinary collaboration and critical reflection in aDNA research. Her 
emphasis on listening to archaeologists and heritage professionals is well-
founded, but her language occasionally generalizes the motivations and 
epistemic positions of geneticists. Terms like ‘molecular chauvinism’ imply 
that geneticists uniformly disregard the humanities, a claim that does not 
do justice to the diversity of researchers in the field. Also, the inclusion of 
discussion on direct-to-consumer genetic testing companies feels somewhat 
misplaced in a volume dedicated to ancient DNA. While these companies 
also reflect public interest in ancestry and genetics, conflating these distinct 
domains may obscure rather than clarify the responsibilities and practices 
of academic researchers. It is essential to distinguish between media repre-
sentations, consumer genomics, and peer-reviewed archaeogenetics. This 
complexity merits a calibrated discussion, one that recognizes both the pit-
falls and potential of aDNA research when conducted in mutual respect 
across disciplinary boundaries.

Overall, the volume is a welcome contribution to the broader conversa-
tion around ethics, interpretation, and interdisciplinary collaboration in 
archaeogenetics. Despite its occasionally uneven tone, it raises important 
questions that merit careful reflection. Researchers in archaeogenetics, espe-
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cially those early in their careers, would benefit from reading and reflect-
ing on these critiques. Even though criticism that focuses only on problems 
without acknowledging strengths risks polarization rather than dialogue, 
the concerns raised in the book should be taken seriously by all those 
involved in aDNA research, from project design to public communication.
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heritage and socially sustainable cities is examined both retrospectively, and 
to some extent speculatively, exploring ‘future consciousness’.

The thesis’ research context is heritage conventions and practices, as 
well as relevant international heritage research. From this sounding board, 
Söderström emphasizes the difficulties of achieving democratic participa-
tion and conceptualization sustainability. To investigate these challenges, 
Söderström develops a multi-theoretical analytical framework. First, social 
sustainability is defined as the creation of socially just cities, including equal 
rights to public space, recognition and preservation of diversity, and demo-
cratic participation in the management of common resources. To analyze 
participation, Söderström draws on Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of citizen par-
ticipation’, a theory that provide a way of assessing participation, rather 
than explaining it. The third theoretical framework modifies Smith’s (2006) 
theory of authorised heritage discourse (AHD) and adds institutional the-
ory. Convincingly, the author argues , following Pendlebury (2013), that her-
itage discourses vary even within heritage management, and that versions 
of AHD are also practiced by urban planners and policy makers. Under-
standing the institutions involved therefore requires accounting for actions 
informed by laws and regulations, as well as professional norms, values 
and shared beliefs. The final theoretical underpinning comes from the field 
of futures studies. Future literacy, according to this perspective, can create 
an understanding of how decisions, actions and developments today will 
affect the future. When implemented as future awareness, future literacy 
provides opportunities to test alternative decisions and adjust established 
courses of action to mitigate the risks of failure and unexpected challenges.

The first two empirical chapters set the scene for three case studies. Chap-
ter five analyzes documents to show the ways in which heritage manage-
ment is intertwined with a range of policy areas. The analysis also looks 
at the recent Swedish policy on architecture, form and design (Regerings-
kansliet 2018, Prop. 2017/18:110), and its potential positive impact. Chap-
ter six approaches urban planning through a survey of public servants in 
urban planning offices in 19 municipalities and interviews with four public 
servants in this area in three municipalities.

The following chapters (7–9) deal with three very different cases that 
beneficially shed light on the aim of the thesis. In the Caroli district of 
Malmö, old buildings were demolished and redeveloped in the late 1960s in 
a top-down process guided by the norms of modernization. Today, efforts 
are being made to create an attractive living space by making use of the 
remaining heritage. But according to Söderström, the futures envisioned 
both then and now seems to have been already squandered. The second 
case study is the block Valnötsträdet in Kalmar. Here there are two lega-
cies: archaeological excavations of medieval remains and hospital build-
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ings from the late nineteenth century. The redevelopment of the latter has 
contributed to the gentrification of the area. The former resulted in a public 
art installation in support of Kalmar’s preferred medieval identity.

The third case study is Kiruna, a city well known for the ongoing relo-
cation caused by the activities of the mining company LKAB. Here it seems 
difficult to imagine a future that is not determined by mining. Söderström 
emphasizes how the built environment from the early mining days, the 
‘model town’, has been chosen to represent memory and identity. As a 
result, the process tends to exclude both the views of the Sami population, 
and the intangible ‘spirit of Kiruna’. Two recent archaeological investiga-
tions of the area before the mining town was built were also not taken into 
account in the planning process. Söderström acknowledges the artistic and 
architectural design of the Mining Town Parks, a recreational area with 
temporary installations. In particular, the design of a dismantled building 
block Ullspiran bridges the past and the future, and is discussed in terms of 
Caitlin DeSilvey’s (2017) concept of ‘palliative cultural heritage practices’.

In the conclusion, Södergren emphasizes the contradictory relationship 
between the Cultural Heritage Act’s focus on the preservation of the built 
heritage and the forward-looking objectives of the Planning and Building 
Act. The implementation of the former often leads to normative practices 
that lock in the value of heritage in ways that may not support social sus-
tainability. Participation of the public in urban planning processes is not yet 
taken for granted. Current practices seem to be based on an understand-
ing of preferred pasts and futures chosen by institutions. Enduring herit-
age values such as belonging and community are widely recognized, but 
can also lead to socially unsustainable gentrification. Without taking into 
account lived experiences and developing future literacies, heritage values 
risk closing off equitable futures.

Söderström’s thesis is written within the Graduate School in Contract 
Archaeology (GRASCA) at Linnéus University. It relies on a pragmatic mix 
of methods and materials. However, the use of social science methods in 
a context of archaeology raises some questions about travelling methods. 
The concept of triangulation is invoked as a way of validating the sources. 
But, in the case studies, it seems to me that the sources are used for different 
purposes. And in the case of Kiruna, there are at least a couple of studies 
that could have nuanced the conclusions regarding the positive response to 
the design of the dismantled building block Ullspiran (Boyd 2023), or the 
public conception of the planning process (López 2021). If this had been a 
social science thesis, one would also have expected a discussion of the rep-
resentativeness of the two web surveys and the interviews.

That said, the many qualities of this thesis outweigh these methodologi-
cal remarks. Its structure is clear, the text is easy to read and well argued. 
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The analytical framework serves its purpose throughout the work, and 
Söderström makes productive use of her diverse material. The extensive 
analyses of official documents such as government investigations, legal 
texts, policies and guidelines are impressive. The selection of cases is highly 
beneficial, and the case studies emerge as analytically sound, compelling 
narratives. There are also some interesting discussions on the role of design 
for conveying heritage that could be developed in future research. Overall, 
the thesis argues for more socially inclusive, participatory, future-aware 
planning processes, including archaeology and design, and offers its ana-
lytical model as a tool to achieve this goal.
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Ostlänken – Scientific Coordination

Göran Gruber1, Magnus Johansson2 & Tom Carlsson3

This notice accounts for the scientific coordination of the archaeological 
project “Ostlänken”. On 7 June 2018, the Swedish government granted the 
Swedish Transport Administration (Sw. Trafikverket) permission to build 
Ostlänken, a new 160-kilometer double-track railway between Järna and 
Linköping in the southeast of Sweden (Regeringsbeslut 2018). The railway 
passes through three counties – Stockholm, Södermanland, and Östergöt-
land – and five municipalities: Södertälje, Trosa, Nyköping, Norrköping, 
and Linköping (Figure 1). Ostlänken is built to enable sustainable trans-
port, increase passenger train capacity, reduce travel times, and contribute 
to regional expansion. The railway is planned to open in 2035, with an 
estimated cost of SEK 110.3 billion (price level 2025).

Approximately 700 archaeological sites are directly or indirectly affected 
by Ostlänken. It is well established that large-scale linear projects, such 
as Ostlänken, offer enormous scientific potential for archaeology as well 
as other disciplines, both at regional and national levels. Some early indi-
cations of this potential emerged during the initial archaeological inves-
tigations, called Step 2, which began in 2015 (Figures 2–4). Among other 
findings, a previously unknown Stone Age landscape was discovered along 
the Mesolithic archipelago between the cities of Norrköping and Linköping. 
Bäckeby, a site south of Norrköping, is one such cultural environment that 
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during the Early Stone Age was an island with multiple settlement locations 
(Sjölin & Westermark 2019).

Kardonbanan and Godsbangården in Norrköping are side systems to 
Ostlänken, and have already been completed. Extensive archaeological 
investigations were conducted in preparation for these two projects, includ-
ing studies of the settlement at Ströja, which revealed Vendel Period hall 
buildings and finds of golden foil figures (so called “guldgubbar”) (Arkeo
logikonsult). Additionally, the Late Iron Age cemetery at Bådstorp was 
investigated – one of the few fully excavated cemeteries from this period in 
the region (Seiler & Sjölin 2022).

System-critical?

Managing this large number of archaeological sites is a challenge. Against 
this background, the Swedish National Heritage Board (Sw. Riksantik-
varieämbetet) analysed how the contract archaeology system might be 
affected by Ostlänken (RAÄ 2020). The report concludes that Ostlänken’s 
scale risks creating time pressure and heavy workloads for archaeology 
officers at county boards, which may reduce decision quality and thus 
affect the scientific quality of investigations. The Board calls for coordina-

Figure 1. The stretch of Ostlänken. Map: Trafikverket.
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tion of the scientific issues. Without such coordination, there is a risk that 
the production of new knowledge about prehistory and history from Ost-
länken may be limited. A weak influx of new knowledge in such a costly 
infrastructure project could lead to questioning the contract archaeology 
system in its current form (RAÄ 2020).

When it comes to the contract archaeology system’s role in generating 
new relevant knowledge, a formal responsibility lies with the county admin-
istrative boards. At the same time, this responsibility concerns the entire 
archaeological sector.

Coordination

In the early 2020s, the county administrative boards of Östergötland and 
Södermanland produced regional knowledge bases for the Stone Age, 
Bronze Age, and Iron Age (Hallgren & Molin 2020 ms; Eriksson 2023; 
Hållans et al. 2023). In 2021, the three affected county boards – Stockholm, 

Figure 2. Mesolithic axe finds from the site at Bäckeby, between Norrköping and Linköping. 
Photo: Arkeologerna.
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Södermanland, and Östergötland – jointly decided that Ostlänken should 
be treated as one project rather than three separate county projects. This 
decision enables cross-county decision-making according to the Swedish 
Cultural Heritage Act (KML). In 2022, the county administrative boards 
jointly decided that a scientific coordinator was needed for the archaeol-
ogy along the Ostlänken project. Initially, Dr. Fredrik Andersson compiled 
a report (2023) on behalf of the county boards, which called for concrete, 
cohesive, and realistically feasible archaeological themes, including related 
research questions as well as methodological and analytical choices.

Based on Andersson’s report, which argued that scientific themes pro-
vide a viable path to good and sustainable science, a scientific coordinator 
was appointed on January 1, 2025. The work of this coordinator initially 
runs for one year and is funded by Trafikverket. The project includes a 
full-time coordination position and funding for meetings of five different 
forum groups. These groups are primarily divided chronologically: Stone 

Figure 3. Finds from the settlement/burial ground at Rogsta, Nyköping. A similar bronze 
pin was found during an excavation in Hallunda, south of Stockholm. Photo: Trafikverket.
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Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age, Historical Period. There is also a documenta-
tion forum group that develops proposals aimed at making documentation 
more consistent across archaeological actors.

The choice to work with forum groups, whose participants include 
archaeologists from both contract archaeology and universities, allows 
some 40 researchers to participate in shaping the direction of the scien-
tific work. This creates both breadth and depth in the scientific questions 
addressed. In brief, the various themes developed will be used by county 
board officers when drafting requests for proposals for upcoming investiga-
tions and procurements, by archaeological firms in designing investigation 
plans, in reports, and in future in-depth studies. Naturally, this approach 
also contains flexibility to accommodate unexpected results as well as the 
individual investigator’s creativity in formulating new questions that can 
lead to good and sustainable knowledge.

Abbreviations
RAÄ = Riksantikvarieämbetet; Swedish National Heritage Board

SHMM = Statens Historiska Museer; National Historical Museums

Figure 4. Preliminary archaeological investigation of burial mounds at Bönsta outside 
Nyköping. Photo: Trafikverket.
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Ostlänken – Communication Efforts

Göran Gruber1 & Magnus Johansson2

The government emphasizes the importance of Trafikverket […]//[…] working 
to communicate archaeological results to promote understanding of histori-
cal traces and fulfill national cultural heritage goals (Regeringsbeslut 2018).

This notice accounts for the communication efforts within the archaeologi-
cal project “Ostlänken”. The new railway, Ostlänken, directly or indirectly 
affects approximately 700 archaeological sites. Against this background, 
Trafikverket early on identified a range of challenges, including practical, 
logistical, and formal decision-making processes. As noted by the Swedish 
National Heritage Board, Ostlänken challenges the contract archaeology 
system. To ease the workload and facilitate the work of county adminis-
trative boards’ case officers and archaeological companies, Trafikverket 
established an internal Archaeology Project in 2020. The project acts as a 
link between construction contractors’ schedules and the administrative 
processes of the county boards, while improving accessibility and logistics 
for archaeologists working in the field.

In the government’s permit decision for Ostlänken, public commu-
nication efforts from Trafikverket regarding archaeological findings are 
requested. Based on this, the Ostlänken Archaeology Project focuses on 
two main communication efforts: measures to strengthen cultural heritage 
and traditional public communication.

1 Trafikverket, Sweden
goran.gruber@trafikverket.se

2 Trafikverket, Sweden
magnus.r.johansson@trafikverket.se
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(CC BY 4.0) (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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Measures to Strengthen Cultural Heritage

New transport projects impact cultural heritage, including ancient monu-
ments. To counter this, Trafikverket follows the Damage Mitigation Hier
archy (Figure 1) during railway location, route alignment, design, and 
detailed planning. The aim is to avoid, minimize, and restore impacts 
on cultural heritage. Directly affected ancient monuments are managed 
according to the Cultural Heritage Act and contract archaeology system. 
Beyond legal obligations, Trafikverket voluntarily carries out measures 
to strengthen cultural heritage, easing the debt caused by infrastructure 
(Trafikverket 2019).

These measures differ from nature-sector compensations (e.g., species 
protection) and are not legally required except within cultural reserves or 
permit/environment rulings. Methods include (Toreld et al. 2023):

•	 Restoring and recreating (functions, connections, or values)
•	 Making accessible (enhancing values near affected areas)
•	 Making visible (information campaigns and physical actions)
•	 Improving or developing (creating or strengthening functions or values)

Studies indicate these measures can promote sustainable, inclusive perspec-
tives and add value by making environments more accessible. This requires 
shifting from an object- or environment-focused approach to a more people- 
centred perspective (Holtorf & Smits 2023).

Figure 1. Damage Mitigation Hierarchy. Illustration: Trafikverket.
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StoryMap

Within Ostlänken, cultural heritage strengthening is still early, and mainly 
focused on creating an interactive StoryMap (Figure 2). The Map highlights 
cultural heritage and archaeological work directly affected by Ostlänken’s 
land use, plus cultural heritage near its route. This is done through short 
texts, images, and videos. Updates occur twice yearly but will become more 
frequent, including presentations of ongoing excavations. By way of writ-
ing, the StoryMap holds about 130 stories/sites and has had 11,000 visitors 
since February 2024.

Participatory Archaeology

In central Norrköping, the old Vulkan industrial block, partly affected by 
Ostlänken, housed AB International Harvester, known for agricultural 
machinery. Near the factory, housing and a consumer cooperative store for 
workers were built early in the 1900s, but was demolished in the 1970s. As 
part of strengthening cultural heritage’s position in society, a small public 

Figure 2. StoryMap, Ostlänken – Stories about Cultural 
Heritage. Website: Trafikverket.
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participatory excavation of these remains is planned (Sabel, 2025). Since the 
remains date to after the year 1850, they are not regulated by the Cultural 
Heritage Act. Map and archive studies are also ongoing. The goal here is 
a popular science publication, highlighting the area and industry from the 
perspective of employees and families.

Traditional Public Communication

Trafikverket’s other communication work for Ostlänken involves tradi-
tional communication of archaeological investigations and results through 
web news, lectures, exhibitions, short social media films, and more.

At the same time, public activities are held by contract archaeology firms 
following county administrative boards’ decisions under Chapter 2 of the 
Cultural Heritage Act. Currently, there is no coordination among the county 
boards for public communication as there is for scientific research. Instead, 
each archaeological firm carries out its own efforts per ancient monument 
or investigation. Perhaps Trafikverket’s StoryMap can assist the county 
boards in coordinating public archaeology communication in the future?
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