
Community	archaeology,	 indigenous	archaeology,	 slow	archaeology:	
Uncovering	the	past	with	Pacific	Islanders
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The	“helicopter”	problem



Careful	with	the	‘d-word’	(or,	why	I’m	also	an	anarchist)

https://mediadiversified.org/2017/11/15/the-museum-will-not-be-decolonised/



Building	
authentic	
community	
partnerships	
in	fieldwork



Bislama	
terms	
people	use	
all	the	time	
Aelan
Vilej
Famli
Ples

Terms	you	
rarely	hear	
outside	of	
an	NGO	(or	
not	at	all)
Komuniti
Indijenus



From	lecture	hall	to	nakamal

• History	of	Vanuatu	research	
involved	a	shift	from	a	colonial,	
extractive	model,	through	a	
moratorium	to	the	establishment	
of	a	national	network	of	filwokas

• Research	ideas	often	begin	at	the	
grassroots	level	and	outside	
researchers	engaged	through	VKS

• National-level	training	of	filwokas
in	archaeology	key	to	public	
awareness	and	interest



Archaeology	in	non-state	space

• Remote	islands	in	Vanuatu	
feature	a	marked	degree	of	
autonomy

• State	government	power	
and	presence	are	‘light’	on	
the	ground

• Work	proceeds	through	
negotiations	with	the	jifs
(‘chiefs’,	Fan	lo,	Yani,	Ariki)	
who	are	the	real	arbiters	of	
local	authority	and	decision-
making



In	sugarcane	country

• The	descendants	of	the	
‘sugar	slaves’	imported	from	
1863

• Impacts	of	the	‘White	
Australia	Policy’	1901

• Survival	on	the	margins
• Indigenous	but	not	to	

Australia
• Schisms	and	splits
• Community	organisations

and	bureaucratic	process



Community-led,	Indigenous,	slow	(or	none	
of	these)?

• Community	involvement	
and	buy-in,	but	how	do	
we	know	when	they’re	
really	leading	the	way?

• What	to	do	when	
research	and	interests	
diverge?

• Keeping	up	in	the	context	
of	COVID-19	and	beyond



Unresolved	contradictions
• Is	community	

archaeology	an	
incomplete	revolution?

• Differences	in	wealth,	
access	to	information,	
institutional	structures	
keep	relationships	
unequal	(fighting	
against	history)

• 21st century	‘fast’	
research	model	
incompatible	with	
community	ethos	



Possibilities	and	brighter	horizons
• Indigenous	futures:	

building	a	world	in	which	
the	first	peoples	direct	
where	research	goes

• Scholarly	commitment:	
bring	diverse	voices	into	
the	academy	and	
professions

• Restitution:	making	up	for	
past	wrongs	via	our	
institutions

• Degrowth:	reversing	
capitalism’s	damage	while	
building	society	around	
commons	and	conviviality



Thank	you/Tanak asori/Kombolongi tama/Faafetai/Tangyu tumas
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Questions?	 james.flexner@sydney.edu.au


