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Comparative Colonialism  
and Indigenous Archaeology

Exploring the Intersections

Stephen W. Silliman

Studies of comparative colonialism—the explicit comparison of colonial-
ism in different geographic, temporal, or historical contexts for purposes 
of improving broader understandings of it and fine-tuning its applica-
tions in specific contexts—have placed archaeologists around the world 
in conversations about colonies, colonization, colonialism, postcolonial-
ism, cultural entanglement, empire, indigeneity, power, and the very fun-
damentals of culture change and continuity (Alcock et al. 2009; Dietler 
2010; Gosden 2004; Jordan 2009; Lightfoot 2005, 2012; Lightfoot et al. 
2013; Silliman 2005, 2009; Stein 2005; van Dommelen 2006; Voss and 
Casella 2012). It is an unprecedented conversation for the discipline, and 
comparative analysis brings with it significant promise for intellectual and 
political advancement as well as potential perils.
 For many—but certainly not all—archaeologists studying these top-
ics, whether locally or comparatively, the commitment to understanding 
colonialism and its effects has made them keenly aware of the legacies 
and ongoing manifestations of colonialism in the contemporary world in 
which they work. In other words, colonialism is not just a phenomenon 
to study in the past but rather a long-standing, multifaceted process that 
links past and present. This has been most acutely felt in settler nations 
such as the United States, Canada, and Australia where indigenous ar-
chaeologists, nonindigenous archaeologists and the indigenous commu-
nities with whom they work have tackled head-on some of colonialism’s 
persistent presence in the political world in which archaeology operates 
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and in the disciplinary practice of the field itself. The former has involved 
archaeology in issues pertaining to historic preservation efforts, land title 
in Australia, federal acknowledgment in the United States, the U.S. Na-
tive American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, associated repa-
triation practices with respect to human remains and sacred objects, and 
more. The emphasis on the discipline itself has conjoined two elements: 
a focus on community-based archaeology that attends to the needs of in-
digenous descendent communities (Atalay 2012; Colwell-Chanthaphonh 
and Ferguson 2008; Silliman, ed. 2008; Watkins and Ferguson 2005) and 
attention to the decolonization of language in the conceptual and meth-
odological realms of practice (Ferris 2009; Jordan 2009; Liebmann 2008; 
Silliman 2005, 2009; Watkins 2004, 2005).
 This edited volume presents a unique and ambitious effort to combine 
aspects of both of these trends: studying colonialism in a comparative 
archaeological context and examining the relevance of those colonial as-
pects to the world today inhabited by archaeologists, descendants, and 
various heritage publics. As the editors articulate in the introduction 
(Hayes and Cipolla, this volume), studying colonialism without talking 
with indigenous communities and others who have less-than-privileged 
positions as a result of that colonialism will leave us in the predicament 
of actually not understanding colonialism or its long-term and ongoing 
effects. Therefore, the editors required that contributors try to speak to 
each of these components, which proved to be quite natural for some who 
have been looking at that intersection for many years and a bit novel for 
others who previously may have found the temporal distance too far or 
the contemporary communities too removed.
 The intentional entangling of New World and ancient Mediterranean 
colonialism in the volume raises important issues. At the same time, it 
begs the larger question of how recently colonialism needed to happen 
(begin? end?) for it to still have interpretive and heritage resonance, or 
whether its resonance is more a matter of how we narrate it now vis-à-
vis political issues among stakeholders. For settler nations, colonialism 
can be made simultaneously distant, when talked about in the context of 
national identity and settler politics or even the so-called contact period, 
and palpably recent, when talked about by indigenous people who still 
feel its effects. In other sociopolitical contexts, such as nations in western 
Europe, colonialism as a collective memory, national heritage, and aca-
demic project usually takes on a different valence. Hingley (this volume) 
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demonstrates how Britain used its Roman colonial past in the sixteenth 
through nineteenth centuries to justify its own civilization (an ironic nod 
of gratitude to having been colonized) and to advocate its own ambitions 
in Wales, Ireland, Scotland, and the Americas (a direct importation of 
the model of colonization). The latter highlights how the mobilizing or 
silencing of colonial pasts is an active heritage project with great political 
import and not just an academic preference. Unlike settler nations of the 
past few centuries, these Old World colonial pasts had to be reintroduced 
into the lexicon of Renaissance Europe since they did not form a continu-
ous thread of heritage and connection following the collapse of previous 
Greek or Roman colonial efforts (Dietler 2005; Hingley, this volume; con-
tra Wells, this volume).
 Overall, the outcomes in these chapters produce positive and revealing 
results, and these cases can help to guide future such studies meant to be 
concerned with both the past and the present of colonialism. However, 
my charge in one of the paired concluding chapters is not to examine each 
chapter individually for its successes in that joint project but rather to set 
these chapters and issues into a broader context of “indigenous archaeol-
ogy” and comparative colonialism. Lightfoot (2012) prepared a similar 
contextualization of comparative colonialism and collaborative archaeol-
ogy to conclude a recent edited volume on comparative colonialism and 
indigenous histories (Oland, Hart, and Frink 2012); I do not want to sim-
ply repeat what he offers elegantly there but rather try to build upon his 
insights. Performing that task for this volume has made me see powerful 
points of overlap and complementarity but also divergences that deserve 
some reflection as we move forward in these various intellectual and po-
litical projects.

Indigenous Archaeology

Active for less than fifteen years as an identifiable realm of the discipline, 
indigenous archaeology has been defined primarily through a set of in-
clusive prepositions, as an archaeology of, with, for, and by indigenous 
communities (Atalay 2012; Nicholas 2008, 2010; Silliman, ed. 2008; also 
Bruchac, Hart, and Wobst 2008; Watkins 2000). Pertinent to this edited 
volume, the practice and outcomes of this kind of archaeology have fre-
quently been deeply engaged with the nature of colonialism and its effects 
(Lightfoot 2012). As I have noted before (Silliman 2008:3), “The inter-
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sections of colonialism, sovereignty, dispossession, and anthropology’s 
tainted history with indigenous people make collaborative indigenous 
archaeology a unique enterprise.” Rather than offer a summary already 
provided by those cited above, I want to comment on the current uncer-
tain state of indigenous archaeology before talking about its relationship 
to comparative colonialism research. By “uncertain,” I do not mean that 
those archaeologists practicing various forms of it have changed course or 
given up on its important objectives, for this is far from the case. Rather, I 
mean that its unique drawing together of archaeology, politics, and com-
munity engagement is undergoing critique from outside (Holtorf 2009; 
McGhee 2008; Stump 2013) and expansion from within to include more 
kinds of local community engagement (Atalay 2006, 2012).
 The former aspect, critique from the outside, appears to pose little 
threat to the overall agenda of those who have advocated for an indig-
enous archaeology. McGhee’s (2008) critique of indigenous archaeology 
as compromising science, homogenizing indigenous people, and dem-
onstrating few tangible results has fallen flat, as evidenced by the com-
mentaries to his original article (Colwell-Chanthaphonh et al. 2010; Croes 
2010; Silliman 2010; Wilcox 2010), as well as by the increasing numbers 
of those who work with indigenous communities and produce quality 
archaeology (Atalay 2012; Lyons 2013). Stump (2013) has followed suit 
with a different critique of indigenous archaeology, which he instead calls 
“hybrid archaeology.” Although he is considerably more sympathetic 
to community-based archaeologies than McGhee, despite erroneously 
claiming “local” and “indigenous” to be interchangeable terms (Stump 
2013:271), Stump argues that this “hybrid” model of combining Western 
standards of knowledge production and indigenous perspectives has not 
met any of its lofty ambitions and does not have viability without a major 
revolution in archaeological epistemology. Yet, contrary to these recent 
concerns by archaeologists like McGhee and Stump, indigenous archae-
ologies now thrive, showing not only the coexistence but also the mutual 
constitution of community-based indigenous archaeology and rigorous 
archaeological research, all set in the acknowledgement of colonialism’s 
impact on archaeologists and community members alike.
 The other critique of indigenous archaeology looks at broader politi-
cal heritage issues rather than outdated models of archaeological science 
(Holtorf 2009). In this version of critique, Holtorf argues that privileging 
an indigenous archaeology—meaning a prioritization of or value-giving 
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to the archaeology of those people considered “first” in an area—could 
prove politically damaging to latecomers in a particular region. I agree 
completely that we must be very cautious about the application of “indig-
enous archaeology” in this way, particularly in European cases where the 
nonindigenous referent would apply to more recent immigrants, those 
frequently powerless within a nationalist context. One can imagine the 
complexities of defining and doing this in places like Israel and Palestine 
as well where the very definition of who was first and when is highly con-
tested along political and national lines and has changed over time (Abu 
El-Haj 2001). However, this condition is explicitly not what indigenous 
archaeology addresses for those who practice it in settler nations, as it is 
primarily in the context of settler colonialism that a notion of “indige-
neity” and its associated “indigenous archaeology” have meaning. Those 
who have practiced this kind of archaeology have sought to reposition 
indigenous histories within overarching colonial ones, indigenous view-
points alongside and in conversation with academic perspectives, and 
indigenous people with respect to a professional and disciplinary un-
dertaking that has repeatedly colonized and appropriated their histories. 
Moreover, advocates do not suggest that it must replace all other kinds 
of archaeology, especially those projects that do not work with or study 
indigenous people. This does not mean that “indigenous” presents a non-
contested and undebated term, however, as witnessed by Hayes’s chapter 
in this volume, the various engagements with indigeneity excerpted in 
Bruchac, Hart, and Wobst (2008), and even in Strump’s (2013) cautionary 
statement about the lack of salience for this term in many African cases.
 The real change to indigenous archaeology will not come from these 
external critiques but from its own practitioners who refine and expand 
their craft. Sonya Atalay’s 2012 book, Community-Based Archaeology: Re-
search with, by, and for Indigenous and Local Communities, illustrates this 
nicely. In the book she explicitly positions her commitments within (and 
arising from) indigenous archaeology to inform a broader community-
based sense of activism and engagement. This means that she continues 
her dedication to indigenous communities, but she also expands that vi-
sion to include other “local” communities as well. In fact, she has taken 
her own North American indigenous perspective and applied it on the 
other side of the world in ancient Turkey (Atalay 2006). For her, the objec-
tive in these projects is upsetting power differentials, giving voice to struc-
tural silences, finding relevance through community-based participatory 
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research, and challenging archaeology’s status quo. Ironically, then, her 
application of “indigenous archaeology” in European cases worried over 
by Holtorf (2009) could translate into “immigrant archaeology” or simply 
“local archaeology,” as it might assist those struggling within overarching 
powerful nation-states to have their voices and their heritages heard and 
properly understood. Or perhaps her perspective would align with Hing-
ley’s (this volume) and advocate for listening to the stories of communi-
ties living along Hadrian’s Wall in northern England. It would certainly 
apply to the progressive political efforts in postdictatorship Brazil as the 
origins and fate of the quilombo maroon communities and associated col-
laborations were linked explicitly to the outcomes of contemporary social 
justice (Ferreira and Funari, this volume).
 Therefore, the state of indigenous archaeology remains unclear. Its te-
nets and commitments may, as some have hoped, become simply the way 
archaeology is practiced with indigenous communities and later require 
no specific label (Nicholas 2010; Silliman 2008). The danger, of course, 
is then that these origins in indigenous struggles and experiences might 
become lost in a greater narrative of archaeology’s history, making it 
appear as though archaeologists—many of whom were not indigenous 
people during the period of its ascendance—somehow brought about this 
transformation from a merely intellectual or professional place without 
the participation and activism of indigenous people inside and outside 
of the discipline itself. We need to maintain that disciplinary heritage in-
tact to avoid such an outcome. Alternately, indigenous archaeology may 
continue to join the ranks of other community-engaged, participatory, 
applied-research archaeology projects that work with a variety of stake-
holding communities, some descendent and some simply local (Colwell-
Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008; Nicholas 2010). These make good al-
lies with shared activist goals. However, we do not want to lose sight of the 
differences between indigenous communities and others while simultane-
ously recognizing their similarities. Furthermore, we have to recognize 
that working on behalf of some kinds of local communities may put proj-
ects and archaeologists at odds with local indigenous communities. This 
could be especially true in contexts with more volatile colonial heritages.
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Comparative Colonialism and Indigenous History

Regardless of the tautness of connection to indigenous communities and 
collaborative archaeology, one of the challenges of conducting studies of 
comparative colonialism in archaeology or other disciplines is the very 
definition of colonialism itself. Most authors in this volume dodge that 
issue, although Hayes (this volume) considers some of the complexities 
of the term “colonialism” and its associated ideas of indigeneity and dias-
pora. Some authors assume a colonial context rather than apply colonial-
ism as an analytical lens (Mullins and Ylimaunu, this volume), choosing 
instead to orient their research to one of impoverishment. Others rede-
fine certain interactions as “cultural colonialism” to not require coloniza-
tion but merely the convincing by powerful elites of distant elites to buy 
into their ideologies and material practices (Wells, this volume). I am not 
sure this latter use actually expands our scope and analytical sharpness. It 
seems to remove agency from Iron Age societies at the periphery of these 
Mediterranean colonial systems by suggesting that the Greeks culturally 
colonized them into accepting and valuing their elite goods rather than 
asking how these Iron Age society elites may have encouraged or adopted 
these objects and material symbols on their own terms. That is, some-
times expansion of colonial fronts comes not at the expense, initially, of 
elite residents but rather at their request and for their benefit. The Span-
ish missionary expansions into parts of La Florida provide pertinent ex-
amples (Scarry and McEwan 1995).
 Yet despite these ambiguous research parameters, the authors in this 
volume have mobilized a healthy suite of approaches for looking at those 
being colonized and asserting themselves and their identities. Cipolla 
(this volume) draws on notions of consumption, developed and applied 
adeptly by Mullins (2004, 2011) over recent years. Cornell (this volume) 
deals with ideas about social innovation and the creation of new cultural 
formations in colonial contexts even without the adoption of European 
material objects. Mrozowski, Gould, and Law Pezzarossi (this volume:123) 
advance understandings of indigenous people in New England with care-
ful attention to their own generational trajectories and the nondichoto-
mous nature of “tradition and innovation, habit and ingenuity, replica-
tion and modification, and memory and anticipation.” Hodge, Loren, and 
Capone (this volume:157) outline how Native American students negoti-
ated their position in the “unique inflection of Puritan colonialism, which 
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privileged literacy and anxiously evaluated bodies and souls” at Harvard 
University’s Indian College in the early seventeenth century. They join 
others (among them Bragdon 2010) in making a point about the ways that 
literacy formed both a context of colonialism and a mechanism of cultural 
production and navigation of new circumstances for New England’s Al-
gonquian people.
 In that larger context, the growing corpus of work on comparative co-
lonialism, in and outside this volume, has given archaeologists broadened 
perspectives and enhanced conceptual tools for tackling large and small 
issues in colonialism. As a comparative project, its goals tend to be quite 
academic and intellectual in scope. The work seeks to expand the global 
material from which to mobilize archaeological and historical interpreta-
tions in specific contexts, and it often strives to establish overarching mod-
els of colonialism that draw from the outcomes and processes identified in 
similar or disparate localities around the world. Hayes and Cipolla (this 
volume:3) note quite correctly, “These disciplinary and scalar tensions 
reflect that a comparative approach can identify common concepts and 
categories but can also be used to deconstruct common (received) con-
cepts and categories.” As such, studies of comparative colonialism work 
laterally. They take colonialism as the critical analytical and processual 
link between geographical and cultural locales. Comparative colonialism 
as a research program has spaces for collaborative and community-based 
research within the local studies, but I have noticed that the approach eas-
ily slips into an academic-only space once the broader comparisons are 
set in motion.
 Concurrent with the expansion of comparative studies of colonialism 
has been a growing parallel focus among archaeologists on long-term in-
digenous histories (Oland, Hart, and Frink 2012; Scheiber and Mitchell 
2010; Schmidt and Mrozowski 2014). I suggest here that despite many 
points of overlap with comparative colonialism studies and often many of 
the same practitioners pursuing the two approaches, a tension remains. 
Studies of long-term indigenous histories have grounded their approach 
in the recognition that understanding indigenous people affected by co-
lonialism requires interpreting native histories up to, through, and be-
yond different manifestations of colonialism. Colonialism appears as one 
inflection point, albeit a significant one, in long-term cultural and his-
torical engagements by native peoples in their homelands. In contrast to 
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the lateral approach of comparative study, long-term indigenous history 
approaches offer distinctly longitudinal and diachronic investigations, 
ones designed to elucidate trajectories rather than models. Furthermore, 
these approaches to native histories can and should rely fundamentally on 
involvement with descendant indigenous communities, for these groups 
comprise only the latest incarnation of those changes, continuities, inter-
sections, and entanglements.
 Herein lies the tension: How do we study comparative colonialism in 
ways that do not set long-term indigenous histories adrift in an interpre-
tive sense, and how do we ensure that studies of long-term indigenous 
histories do not become insular and disconnected from broader anthro-
pological understandings? One way to balance these tensions is to use 
colonialism as an analytical pivot point, swiveling perspectives back and 
forth between the long durée of cultural histories and the short purée of 
colonial entanglements (Silliman 2010). Similarly, we can use this swivel 
to counter narratives of inevitability that have been embedded in many 
archaeological studies of colonialism, as demonstrated by several chapters 
in this volume (Cipolla; Hayes and Cipolla; Mrozowski, Gould, and Law 
Pezzarossi) and beyond (Jordan 2009; Silliman 2009). Rather than as-
suming the outcome and finality of colonialism as we may see it from our 
present position looking back, it has proven helpful to decouple some of 
those historical outcomes from the actions of those embroiled in the for-
mative moments and making decisions based on their own pasts and un-
certain futures. We may know how these events lead to “colonialism,” but 
the individuals in the past—even those we call colonizers—may not have, 
especially if we consider them engaged with “colonial projects” (Thomas 
1994).
 At the same time, how do we conduct comparative colonialism studies, 
including finding our way through the various opinions on how to define 
and study colonialism, while staying connected to local communities and 
their ancestors who lived them? Many communities may want archae-
ologists to acknowledge the harsh realities of the colonial process, from 
beginning to end, to accentuate their current political positions or their 
struggles to persist. Alternately, some may grow weary of having their 
cultures today always anchored in the moments of disruption and dislo-
cation of colonialism rather than in the longer trajectories of indigenous 
histories. This is a real tension, felt not only by indigenous communities 
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but also African diasporic ones. Unlike many other communities who 
might work with archaeologists, indigenous ones are those that feel the 
brunt of these historical narratives and political realities.
 More seriously, some contemporary indigenous communities may re-
coil from archaeological attributions of colonialism to their own ances-
tors that some comparative studies have proposed or entertained in their 
attempts to find the limits of colonization and colonialism. The passing 
mention of the Pequot in Hayes and Cipolla (this volume) as potential 
colonizers in their own right before the English arrived in the early seven-
teenth century would likely not find resonance with Pequot people today, 
especially since we have little archaeological information to even support 
it. Another chapter in this volume proposes an inversion, stating that the 
Indian students at Harvard University in the early seventeenth century 
may have colonized the Indian College rather than simply the opposite: 
“In a sense, these Native American students colonized Harvard” (Hodge, 
Loren, and Capone, this volume:153). Admittedly, these authors seek to 
advance an argument that gives Native American students agency and 
ability to chart their way through this early university setting and the 
complexities of Christianity and literacy, but I have to wonder whether 
this kind of inversion is appropriate. Giving the “colonized” the oppor-
tunity to be colonizers themselves, either before or within the context of 
expanding European colonial powers, is tricky narrative business. Does 
this rhetoric grant a wrong kind of agency that attributes to them the 
same kinds of motives as to those who waged military and cultural war 
against them? If so, this starts to undermine the real struggles of agency 
in colonial contexts and begins to make “colonialism” what everyone can 
do, almost as an aspiration. This redirects attention away from its unique 
forms and its lopsided power and legacy.
 Not all cases are so ambiguous and fraught with difficulty. For example, 
descendant communities and academics may not find a problem with 
talking about colonialism in other “premodern” contexts, as might be the 
case for obvious imperial actions and ambitions of Peruvian and Meso-
american polities in the centuries before Spanish arrival in the sixteenth 
century and their descendants’ engagements with that historical real-
ity. Yet, these kinds of claims would not work for most North American 
groups whose pasts may have been characterized by migration, territorial 
contests, and interpersonal and intercultural conflicts—some of which 
bear similarities with colonialism—but decidedly unlike the acts of im-
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perial expansion, city-state polities, and aggressive eradication of others’ 
claims to territory or to cultural practices. The connection forged with 
local indigenous communities as we do our archaeologies of colonial-
ism should give us pause, not to achieve a kind of “politically correct” 
interpretation that does not offend contemporary communities but rather 
to make sure that we do not start to inscribe loaded legacies of the post-
Columbian era onto the autochthonous communities of settler nations 
without careful consideration of what that means for the past and present.
 Of course, “finding” versions of colonialism in pre-European contexts 
in the Americas does not translate inherently into a deflation of the signif-
icance of European colonialism and might offer some interesting points 
of comparison if conducted critically and carefully. We do know, for in-
stance, that some Native Americans groups allied militarily with coloniz-
ers at times to leverage against neighboring enemies, which in effect fur-
thered a colonial project that would ultimately not benefit them. However, 
we already have instances in which the use of “comparative colonialism” 
supports a particular narrative for undermining indigenous heritage and 
political claims rather than outlines an analytically sophisticated analysis. 
For example, in his critique of indigenous archaeology, McGhee argues 
that indigenous people’s experience of colonialism deserves no special 
attention or archaeological sensitivity since “the accumulated evidence of 
history demonstrates that all of our ancestors have at some point lost their 
homelands, taken over the homeland of others, mixed with other societ-
ies and changed beyond recognition over time” (2008:583). Such a per-
spective does not encourage the critical comparison proposed by authors 
of this volume but rather the apologetic leveling of historical outcomes. 
The former proposes to treat people with equity and attentiveness to their 
historical origins; the latter merely claims that everyone is somehow the 
same in order to more easily recast historical events and dilute responsi-
bility among those in contemporary positions of privilege.
 In light of these complex issues, we have to mind the gap that could 
be produced while we analytically swivel. We cannot lose the broader vi-
sion offered by comparative colonial studies, nor can we afford to ignore 
the local ties and understandings produced by indigenous archaeologies 
that study colonialism. Archaeologists must also be attentive to cases in 
which the “indigenous community” is not so clear and perhaps actually 
formed in the heritage process itself, much as Hingley (this volume) has 
hinted for Hadrian’s Wall and Roman colonization in ancient England. In 
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other words, archaeologists do not always work with communities that 
already have a strong heritage connection; their efforts at decolonization 
and engagement with communities are making a space for those con-
nections to be better forged. This can have quite different outcomes for 
indigenous communities in settler nations versus subcultural elements in 
larger nation-states, and we need to be attentive to archaeologists’ roles in 
these processes.
 We might even have to reconsider some of what we find as the most 
fundamental in our studies. Mullins and Ylimaunu (this volume:50) make 
a provocative observation: “Poverty offers a powerful archaeological met-
aphor rooted in a concrete material reality and an aesthetic and corpo-
real experience. Therefore, it is one of the few dimensions of colonial life 
over the past half millennium that may offer a truly global interpretive 
framework.” If we take this charge seriously, then perhaps colonialism is 
a mechanism, and one of many, of impoverishment. At least this might 
be the case for the past half millennium, Mullins and Ylimaunu assert: “A 
global picture provides a rigorous analysis of impoverishment that places 
poverty at the heart of life in the past five hundred years yet recognizes 
it has been experienced in many different forms” (43). Comparative co-
lonialism would be approached quite differently if impoverishment was 
taken as a core feature and as outlined above and in their chapter (Mullins 
and Ylimaunu, this volume), either tactic requires expanded, comparative 
scopes of analysis anchored in local, material conditions.

Multiethnic and Shared Histories

One of the key realizations of comparative colonialisms over the past 
twenty years has been that of the complex mixes of backgrounds present 
in our no-longer-so-distinct silos of the colonized and the colonizer. For 
studies conducted on the past five hundred years, these colonizer/colo-
nized binaries were usually assumed to be easily rendered as “European” 
for the colonizers and “indigenous” for the colonized, and we fashioned 
our analytical categories for artifacts and sites to parallel those assump-
tions. However, plenty of research has revealed the error in these assump-
tions and the complexities of participants in colonial projects, thanks in 
large part to the early, inspired studies by Thomas (1994), Stoler (1989), 
and others. For example, Voss (2008) has demonstrated how the “coloniz-
ers” in Spanish colonial San Francisco were not simply Spanish but actu-
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ally Spanish, criollo, Mexican, African, and Native American. King (2012) 
similarly uses the diverse array of identities (Spanish, Zapotec, Aztec, 
African, and more) in Oaxaca, Mexico, to better nuance the cultural and 
political negotiations under study. Once these complexities are acknowl-
edged, we can turn attention to how identities are created, not simply 
manifested inherently, as part of the colonial process.
 Yet, one aspect that has only recently received attention has been the 
mixtures of peoples and heritages on the side of the colonized during 
the colonial process. Some studies have foregrounded this, such as Light-
foot’s studies of Russian colonization in California (Lightfoot 2005; Light-
foot, Martinez, and Schiff 1998), a process that involved the importation 
of Alaskan Native peoples into California Indian territory in the early 
nineteenth century, or Weisman’s studies (2007) of the development of 
the Seminole in Florida, but others have only recently explored what this 
might mean. For example, Cipolla (2013, this volume) examines a power-
ful case of the Brothertown Indians, a group formed from the amalgama-
tion of Samson Occom’s followers drawn from several Native communi-
ties in southern New England, and their movements to New York and 
then Wisconsin that structured their genesis as a new community.
 Hayes (2013, this volume) also explores the coming together of her-
itages on Shelter Island, New York, as Native Americans and Africans 
worked side by side as laborers. In doing so, she follows through with a 
concern that I raised years ago (Silliman 2005:64, 68) about the discon-
nect in project perspectives and even terminology between archaeologists 
who work on Native Americans in colonial contexts (previously known 
as the “contact period”) and archaeologists of the African diaspora. I am 
pleased to see more work on this topic, especially given the complex mix-
tures of Native Americans and people of African descent in the eastern 
half of the United States (Weik 2009). If we want to study colonialism and 
its impacts on people, then we have to look at the intersections of differ-
ent peoples, similar experiences of labor, and novel situations created by 
diaspora and colonial settlement. This will necessitate more attention to 
the entanglement of Native American and African peoples and cultures.
 Research on maroon communities in Brazil makes this point boldly 
(Ferreira and Funari, this volume; Funari 2006; Orser and Funari 2001). 
Here archaeologists face a unique situation that turns understandings 
of captivity, colonialism, communities, and collaboration on their head. 
Typical models of captivity and enslavement do not apply here, as these 
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Africans broke free from their bondage and established communities out-
side the reach of the colonial powers in Brazil. In doing so, they allied with 
and incorporated indigenous people into their society. They cannot be 
studied by archaeologists by using a simple presence or absence of African 
cultural elements; instead, they have to be studied as the result a complex 
ethnogenesis drawing on various heritages and historical constraints and 
opportunities. As Ferreira and Funari (this volume) explain, archaeologi-
cal work to date has been particularly attuned to the political needs of 
these extant communities. In a sense, work with them could be placed 
beneath the umbrella of indigenous archaeology, for they have almost be-
come a kind of indigenous community, forged in diaspora and colonial-
ism, and definitely would fit comfortably in a variety of community-based 
archaeology projects.
 Hayes (this volume) argues with respect to handling these complex 
mixtures that we need to parse out colonialism into its constituent pro-
cesses for those most (adversely?) affected by it: indigeneity and diaspora. 
These offer helpful anchors for comparative and local work. That said, 
though, the viability of diaspora to link the experiences of colonized and 
colonizer in Australia, for example (Lilley 2006), remains to be seen. Lilley 
joins the calls in Australian archaeology and historiography to consider a 
notion of “shared histories” that invests both Aboriginal people and An-
glo settlers in joint uses of materials, spaces, and landscapes (Byrne 2003; 
Harrison 2004; Murray 2004). Yet, his diaspora perspective may take too 
much off the edge of colonialism. Archaeologists might agree that some 
experiences of dislocation and unsettling could occur with both colonizer 
and colonized in a case like this, but feeling unsettled marks a noticeably 
different experience for those who are settled upon than those who do the 
settling.

Conclusion

The projects of comparative colonialism and indigenous archaeology 
share many objectives and can find common ground, especially when 
practiced jointly by the same archaeologist or collaborative group of ar-
chaeologists. In particular, both realms of archaeological practice want to 
understand the complexities of colonialism, past and present, and to find 
answers to questions that matter not only for historical communities but 
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also for contemporary ones living in the legacies or ongoing currents of 
colonialism. Expansions of colonial studies to set up comparative poten-
tial across time and space (Greeks, Romans, British, Spanish, Inca, and 
others) have great potential to reveal the problems and possibilities of 
our conceptual frames of reference, terminology, and overall understand-
ing of historical process. Similar expansions in the communities affected 
by colonialism and worthy of contemporary collaborative engagement to 
include not only indigenous communities but also diasporic ones—and 
instances when those communities have both components (Cipolla, this 
volume; Ferreira and Funari, this volume; Hayes, this volume)—will bet-
ter position archaeologists to study realistic cultural interactions and cul-
tural productions in the colonial past and to account for those resonances 
in communities today.
 Concurrently, though, we have to monitor the tendency for compar-
ative projects to drift from their local constituencies and collaborative 
partners in indigenous communities. These critical swivel points need 
careful articulation to keep them from starting to stick too much, espe-
cially on the comparative side at the expense of the community one. In 
addition, we need more archaeologists of indigenous descent, broadly 
defined, to conduct research not only on long-term indigenous histories, 
as is most commonly done, but also on comparative cases of colonialism, 
even those far removed from their own communities’ historical experi-
ences. Just as Atalay has brought exciting new approaches to archaeology 
of ancient Turkey courtesy of her Anishinaabe background and academic 
training (2010, 2012), we need examples like this in studies of compara-
tive colonialism. To want this is not a result of essentializing indigenous 
experiences (contra McGhee 2008) or an assertion that such scholars will 
always think about everything differently than a nonindigenous person or 
will impart only “indigenous knowledge” to their study subjects (although 
they frequently will, which we should welcome) but rather to acknowledge 
the value of situated cultural experiences and diversity in our attempts to 
better archaeological practice. This could not be truer than in the study of 
colonialism itself, a multitemporal, transgeographical process that has re-
sulted in some of the very categories of difference that inform or plague us 
today. Think of the interesting redirections in intellectual and disciplinary 
practice that might result if a Maya anthropologist studied French coloni-
zation in Canada, if a Hopi scholar studied Roman colonization in Eng-
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land, if an Australian Aboriginal person studied Russian colonization in 
Alaska, if a Native Hawaiian archaeologist researched Greek colonization 
in southern France, and if a Quechua archaeologist from Peru studied the 
Norse colonization of Iceland. Some versions of these configurations are 
perhaps already ongoing in new, unpublished work by indigenous schol-
ars and graduate students, but I suspect numbers are few and far between. 
Even if we cannot achieve this “practitioner” result quickly, archaeologists 
of comparative colonialism would still benefit from the voices of indig-
enous communities from other places and histories to offer sources of 
inspiration or redirection, not as an appropriative tool but an inclusive 
one.
 To recognize the value of this kind of entangling of past and present, of 
contexts near and far, recommended in this volume is to recognize how 
deeply entangled these histories and legacies already are. As a result, as 
advocated in this volume, we need to keep talking—across regions, about 
time, along trajectories, among archaeologists, and between communities.
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