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ABSTRACT 

Through the Ilısu Dam Rescue Archaeology Project, we explore ethical and 

practical aspects of rescue archaeology in contested territory and areas of 

conflict, at the mound sites of Başur H.yük and Çattepe in Siirt Province, 

Turkey. We are excavating the sites ahead of the Ilısu Dam’s 

construction, a controversial project that the state supports but that 

others contest. One of the most important characteristics of these 

heritage sites is their significance for local community identity 

construction. These places have also witnessed conflict between the 

state and Kurdish separatists. The project is administered under 

overlapping hierarchies, which may have different, even competing 

interests. These manifest in conflicts between ‘top-down’ approaches to 

rescue archaeology, and an effective public engagement strategy. We 

discuss how the project can be a positive force, given the impending 

destruction through dam construction and the location in the middle of 

an armed conflict; and when it cannot. 
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Introduction 

In cultural heritage studies, engaging with the public, doing community archaeology, and running 

outreach and education projects in local areas to share both knowledge and power with communities 

is necessary and useful for increasing heritage awareness and protection of the material culture, 

though other tools should also support these significant components. These supporting tools 

include critical factors for sustainability, such as capacity building, job opportunities, and social 

and economic support. These are particularly significant in underdeveloped and conflict-affected 

regions of the world, and among communities in poverty. 

While some archaeologists see themselves as responsible only for archaeology and material 

culture, we have also ethical responsibilities towards local communities as well as producing data 

for archaeology and heritage studies (Zimmerman, Karen Vitelli, and Hollowell-Zimmer 2003; 

Meskell 2010; Mark 2001). The main reason that we argue that we have particular responsibilities 

for communities is that heritage is a process (Smith 2006) and people actively shape, change, and 

transform it. Heritage plays a key role in people’s present and future (Ricouer 1999; Ireland and 

Schofield 2015, 2). We consider heritage as a tool to shape the present and future of societies, as 
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well as producing a sense of collectivity that supports the social and economic life of communities. 

Heritage can be a significant tool for social justice and cultural rights, as it may reinforce group 

identity 

and a sense of belonging within communities, creating a more diverse array of communities within a 

society (see Baird 2014; Logan 2014). Alternatively, it can also be divisive and a source of conflict in 

many parts of the world (for more on contested heritage, see Silverman 2011; Apaydin 2018a). 

As ‘heritage’ can a very broad term, in this particular project the meaning of heritage includes the 

material culture of the past, as well as domestic architecture, landscape, and aspects of the natural 

environment in connection with intangible heritage such as food, songs, and the oral culture of 

present-day communities. In this paper, we discuss this in the particular context of rescue archaeology 

in areas of conflict, where ethical considerations must include not only the danger to heritage, 

but also the danger to local communities, archaeologists and heritage practitioners. We argue that 

our ethical obligations should include supporting communities which are vulnerable (socially, 

economically, 

mentally and culturally) and which suffer from the trauma of destruction and conflict. 

We consider two perspectives of rescue archaeology and their implications for local communities: 

(1) communities of archaeological practice in which archaeology should engage effectively with local 

communities and be able to respond to their social, political and economic needs, and (2), the 

broader implications for the role of archaeologists in the preservation of cultural heritage in the 

excavation 

of two archaeological sites near the town of Siirt, in southeastern Turkey. These perspectives 

reflect our personal experiences working with the local community to integrate archaeological 

excavation 

with public engagement, education and heritage awareness, capacity building, providing 

social and cultural opportunities, and working as international researchers in a period of rapidly 

declining security and political stability. 

Archaeological excavations have been ongoing for over 15 years in a region affected by dam 

construction 

(see Figure 1 for the map), with many archaeologists and specialists, mainly from Turkey, but 

also Italy and the UK. Taking part in rescue excavations in these contested and conflict areas have 

brought to light many ethical issues as part of wider paradigm of archaeology and heritage 

studies (Meskell and Pels 2005; Shoup 2006; Hafsaas-Tsakos 2011). In this paper, as an archaeologist 

and a heritage specialist, we examine several ethical questions: 

 

Figure 1. Location of the proposed Ilisu Dam Impact Zone. Source: ©Brenna Hassett. 

 

. Are we part of this destruction or are we ‘rescuing’ the heritage that is significant for locals and 

humanity as a whole? 

. What can archaeologists and heritage specialists offer to local communities in this complex and 

sensitive matter? 

. How do we need to approach this in theory and practice? 

 

Background and context 

The excavations at Çattepe and Başur H.yük in Siirt (Figures 2 and 3), southeastern Turkey, began in 

2002 and ended in 2015 due to political instability and the reignition of conflict in the region. The 

government mandated the excavations as part of the construction of the Ilısu Dam on the Tigris 

River, which affected three major regional cities: Siirt, Batman and Diyarbakir. Different teams 

undertook 

rescue excavations and surveys, involving Turkish, Italian and British institutions. The State Water 

Institution (DSI, Devlet Su Isleri) directly funded the project, rather than the Turkish Ministry of 

Culture. 

While still subject to Ministry of Culture oversight, these excavations are unique in Turkey in that 

they 

take place with the knowledge that the cultural heritage that the sites represent will be lost to 



flooding in 2018 (Ronayne 2005, 2006). The expected flooding will affect tens of thousands, 

destroying 

the daily lives of locals in this region, as the flood will affect around 300 km2. The areas affected 

contain houses, farms, and grazing areas of the local community, depleting not only livelihood but 

also the heritage landscapes, which build and store community memory and identity. The area 

has been home to local people for centuries, in which they have developed tangible and intangible 

heritage ascribing values and meanings that shape their identity and are important for their sense of 

belonging (Ashworth and Graham 2005; Graham and Howard 2008), as sense of place is significant 

for particular group and individuals’ social construction (Waterton 2005; McDowell 2008, 38). 

The region has seen intense conflict for the last 35 years between government forces and Kurdish 

Autonomist Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). This conflict forced locals to leave their houses and 

surrounding landscape in the 1990s, with tens of thousands displaced individuals (Kitchen and 

Ronayne 2002; Ronayne 2005). Eviction and displacement have been quite common in this region 

because of these conflicts and dam construction projects dating back to the 1970s. From the 

1980s this construction has become part of a larger paradigm of wider neoliberal policies of 

development 

(Apaydin 2016a), and it is these two issues that create the largest and most long-term 

damage to local life by permanently destroying local culture. Although since the beginning of 

2000 local communities had been allowed by the government to return to their villages, and 2010 

witnessed the beginnings of a peace process developing over the next two years, conflict has 

sparked again in many parts of the southeast region. As a result, in 2015 the state evicted tens of 

thousands of local residents once again. Furthermore, with the completion of Ilısu dam project a 

further 75,000 people will be displaced, a process that has already begun in some parts of the 

area. The Ilısu Dam has a long history in terms of its construction, which is still an ongoing 

process, with no set completion date agreed, though it is expected to be completed within 2018. 

Both the framework of the dam construction and rescue excavation take a top-down approach; 

local communities do not have any say in the decision-making process or directly in the field. 

Rescue and research archaeology in Turkey operates as part of a very centralized system (Baraldi, 

Shoup, and Zan 2013) and all decisions are taken at the top (national) level and then implemented 

regionally. It is almost impossible to involve local communities in the decision-making process, and 

the Ministry of Culture strictly controls excavations themselves through local museums and ministry 

representatives at the archaeological sites. However, running a long-term archaeological excavation 

and survey project offered a unique opportunity to go beyond this traditional rescue strategy. The 

longevity of the project created opportunities for supporting locals economically and socially, for 

example through creating job opportunities, offering training and skills, youth education and 

social integration for women in this conservative region. All these aspects are core components of 

doing public archaeology (Schadla-Hall 1999; Marshall 2002; Moser et al. 2002; Merriman 2004; 

Shoup 2012; Moshenska 2017). 

Having pointed out these significant aspects of public archaeology, in this paper our aim is not to 

support the kind of large-scale construction that destroys natural, cultural and intangible heritage, 

and leads to displacement. This paper does not have the scope to discuss the ethics of rescue 

archaeology 

in toto (see however discussion in Shoup 2006; Ronayne 2006, 2008). Rather than working 

towards a universal statement of whether rescue archaeology is ‘ethical’ or not when it continues 

to occur, we instead emphasize how archaeology of this nature can be beneficial for local 

communities. 

It is necessary to consider that we must not limit the role of archaeologists and heritage specialists 

to documenting, excavating and surveying the archaeology, or creating and using a data source 

to further an academic career. Archaeologists can also support local communities, particularly in 

preserving 

and widening access to heritage. We present here our experiences and potential suggestions 

about the ways in which archaeologists and heritage specialists can support vulnerable local 

communities 

situated in areas of conflict. 

 



Documentation and exhibition of archaeology and heritage 

A crucial part of working in rescue archaeology is developing effective documentation strategies to 

record knowledge about material culture of the region, which in this case will be flooded and largely 

destroyed forever (see Kitchen and Ronayne 2002). Since the project started over 12 years ago, 

hundreds 

of specialists in archaeology, human remains, cultural heritage, botany, photography, filmmaking 

and other heritage specialisms have worked to map, document and excavate the archaeology of 

the dam region. 

Surface surveys, from the Neolithic period to the medieval ages and even the recent past, allowed 

mapping of hundreds of archaeological sites (Tuna, Greenhalg, and Velibeyoğlu 2004). Due to 

limited time, resources and funding, archaeology teams have excavated only a handful of those 

sites. These excavations exposed tens of thousands of artefacts from Neolithic, Bronze Age and 

Medieval 

periods. Excavation also brought up the issue of storing, preserving and exhibiting these artefacts, 

as the region did not have a museum at the start of the project. It has been quite common in 

Turkey to transfer most artefacts from these undeveloped regions to western (developed) parts of 

Turkey for preservation and exhibition. However, this time the Ministry of Culture decided to build a 

museum in the region in collaboration with archaeologists, museum and heritage specialists. 

Although this is still top-down, as local community members were excluded from the final 

decision-making process, it prompted a uniquely locally oriented perspective that formed the 

foundation 

for successful community engagement. This was also a first step in fostering local interest in 

archaeological excavations, with a majority of locals delighted to have the first archaeology museum 

in the region built about a 45-minute drive away from the provincial capital of Siirt, in the town of 

Batman (Figure 4). 

The Batman Archaeology Museum opened in 2012 with small photography exhibition ‘Hasankeyf 

1911’, in collaboration with Newcastle (UK) and Ege (TR) Universities. It focused on the 

photographs 

of the famous explorer and archaeologist Gertrude Bell, who took photos of the archaeology of the 

region almost 100 years ago. The exhibition became a huge attraction, as it enabled local people to 

see the oldest existing photos of their landscape and see how it has changed over time. An exhibition 

exploring the Neolithic and Bronze Age period soon followed the Bell’s exhibition. One of the most 

important contributions of the museum to local communities was non-archaeological: establishing 

the museum park, giving communities a green space for meeting friends and family, chatting, 

picnicking, 

drinking tea, playing with children, and other important social activities. Archaeology was 

soon incorporated into the popular space, with experimental replicas of Neolithic, Bronze Age and 

more recent houses and aspects of social life. While local community members enjoyed the 

museum and museum park, local secondary schools have used materials from the museum as an 

educational resource. Creating and disseminating educational resources worked towards this, 

demonstrating a critical aspect of how cultural heritage can be part of a larger social healing 

process during conflict and post-conflict periods (Meskell and Scheermeyer 2008). 

Along with documenting and exhibiting the material culture of the region’s past and present, the 

archaeology project employed another useful tool, filmmaking, to document ongoing excavations, 

natural life and intangible heritage using an ethnographic approach (Figure 5). However, filmmaking 

also brings its own issues: how to record the archaeology, heritage, and local life of a 300 km2 area? 

How to employ a ‘bottom-up’ approach to filmmaking? The project hired five professional 

filmmakers 

from Ege University for this purpose to work alongside a heritage specialist (Apaydin) with 

experience 

in ethnographic methods. 

In the first stage of filming, the team decided to record all rescue excavations of the Ilisu Dam 

affected area, including 20 archaeological digs. The main reason for shooting ongoing excavations 

was firstly, to preserve them digitally for future generations and local communities, and to present 

the landscape and heritage present before the dam floods the region. Additionally, this allowed us 



to record the experience and stories of archaeologists during the excavations, which was also 

important 

as we were part of the heritage-making and destruction. In the second stage of filming, the film 

crew focused on local stories, developed in parallel to local cultural landscape, intangible heritage 

and natural heritage. This included tales, songs, and poems that are transferred from one generation 

to another, through the region’s acknowledged oral tradition (Rashidirostami 2018). Following these 

main stages, the film crew also recorded the material culture of the present. The team aimed at the 

idea that documentation and recording rescue projects should not be limited to excavations and 

surveys of archaeology, but should also capture significant components of local identity and 

memory attached to those landscapes. The flooded areas will cover a very large proportion of the 

landscape and therefore both cultural and natural heritage are under threat. As an example of the 

type of intangible heritage documented alongside the excavation work, the team members of the 

archaeology project also researched local food cultures, then documented and published their 

findings in a special issue (Sağlamtimur 2009). 

 

Public engagement and education 

In the particular case of the dam rescue excavation projects, what we call ‘bottom-up’ public 

engagement 

was implemented with the considerable efforts of the director and coordinator of the dam 

rescue excavations, archaeologists and students. One of the main reasons that this became very 

effective and successful was that most of the team members were very familiar with the region, 

its people and cultural settings. Although many participants came from the west, for Turkey the 

project had a uniquely high level of participation from local residents trained in archaeology and 

heritage 

management. This is crucial in two ways for any public engagement projects in archaeology in 

any part of the world: (1) having knowledge of dynamics of particular cultural settings provides 

grounds for effective public engagement to increase heritage awareness, and (2) it is critical to 

build trust and integrate archaeologists and specialists with the local communities whose heritage 

it is, although archaeologists often still only use them for ‘archaeological data collection’ in many 

parts of the world. 

Elsewhere, Apaydin (2018b) argued that local heritage should not be considered as a pure data 

resource for academic career development (also see Koster, Baccar, and Lemelin 2012, 200; Waterton 

2015, 59; Apaydin 2016a). Archaeologists, heritage specialists and academics should be in dialogue 

with locals rather than isolating themselves (Apaydin 2018c); a ‘communicative’ approach. 

Communication 

between archaeological and heritage practitioners and local communities is an issue in many 

archaeology projects (Apaydin 2016a). Since the overall management of the Ilısu Dam Rescue Project 

is centralized and very top down and locals cannot be involved in high-level decision making, here 

we present how we overcame this major obstacle to public engagement. We argue that public 

engagement was possible despite the excavation’s top-down structure through developing 

resources for community members, building relationships with the local communities, and 

running an education programme for local secondary school students. 

The dighouse of the Başur and Çattape H.yük is located 10 km away from Siirt city centre, and 

contains a large expanse of land in addition to several unused buildings. The project team used 

these buildings as dormitories, kitchens, and work areas. Since they have been made into an 

archaeological 

‘camp’ area, the complex has become quite popular among local community members, who 

are able to come and visit as the dighouse and land were made open to visitors. The city of Siirt is 

distant from traditional tourist attractions, has witnessed considerable conflict and political 

tension, and is economically and socially undeveloped compared to other cities of Turkey. Hence, 

this was a great attraction for locals as an opportunity to meet the around 80–120 archaeologists 

and students, many of whom were from other parts of the country and even abroad. While this 

provided 

an opportunity for interaction with people whose background was very different from local 

communities, it also created an opportunity for locals to learn more about the archaeology of the 



region and find out why it is significant to have more knowledge about the material culture of the 

past and present. For instance, some of the locals pointed out ‘until recently, we also used stone 

foundation 

and mudbrick materials to build our houses’; ‘our grandparents also used kelek, earliest and 

common water transportation boat in Mesopotamia, to cross the Tigris River for trade and transport 

goods and people’ (see Sağlamtimur and Ozan 2017). The impact of interaction with archaeologists 

and heritage specialists reflected on the numbers of visitors to the sites as well as exhibitions at the 

Batman Archaeology Museum (pers. comm., H. Saglamtimur). 

In public archaeology and heritage studies, one of the focal points is engaging with the public and 

sharing knowledge and power (Moshenska and Dhanjal 2011; Moshenska 2017; Apaydin 2018b). It is 

crucial to have a ‘communicative approach’, and to be in dialogue with local communities at all times 

during excavations periods rather than only focusing on structured engagement programmes such 

as school visits or site ‘Open Days’. Dialogue creates opportunity for locals to appreciate archaeology 

and heritage and its importance, and it enables academics and specialists to understand the cultural 

settings and socio-cultural dynamics in that particular context (see Freire 1993 for how dialogue 

method works). Considering our experiences on this project with this two-way flow of information, 

we argue that the priority of public archaeology and heritage studies should not only aim for 

preservation 

of the material culture, but also the protection of the people who develop, attach and 

ascribe meanings to material culture and contribute to the diversity of the society. 

The excavation camp not only offered knowledge of archaeology and heritage but also led to the 

creation of an organic farm in the complex, in which many vegetables were grown and that locals 

came to enjoy. Moreover, the land associated with the dighouse area become one of the greenest 

area in the city though the planting and growing of over 2500 trees in a 12-year time span. This is 

quite significant as the region does not have many green spaces and has many drought-affected 

areas. Creating this green space gave the opportunity for locals to have a picnic at weekends, 

further cementing the relationship between the excavation and the local communities. Furthermore, 

the productive use of the land was not limited to the natural park but, through sponsorships, the 

director was able to build a sport complex which archaeologists, students, as well as locals from 

many different communities, can use and enjoy. The running track, for instance, was very popular 

and on occasion used for ‘races’ involving not only the Turkish and ethnic Kurdish members of the 

excavation team but also foreign archaeologists, children of local Kurdish villages. 

One of the other significant activities that the archaeology team carried out was the informal 

education 

programme, supported through sponsorship by the local governor and regional council. The 

director, Haluk Saglamtimur, ran the three-day education programme alongside other team members 

in 2007 (Figure 6). The programme included on-site lectures, site tours, and a workshop where 

children 

could make replicas of the objects. Thirty children attended the workshop. The programme’s 

aim was to give detailed knowledge of the archaeology and heritage of the region before it is 

wiped out forever. The education programme did not have a specific age target as they were randomly 

selected from primary and secondary schools. One of the significant contributions of the programme 

was to consider the social, cultural and economic backgrounds of the participants and 

running the programme accordingly. This significant aspect of informal education is very often 

neglected 

in devising education programmes (Apaydin 2016b). The education board of the city and local 

NGOs assisted in the selection process of children for the education programme. Although a threeday 

programme may not have a large impact, it is significant to be able to offer something to local 

children who were born and grew up in the context of regional conflict and for this reason do not 

have the opportunity for many such social activities. Two years later in 2014 Batman Archaeology 

Museum was able to establish the museum park mentioned above with the collaboration of 

archaeologists 

and heritage specialists and began to run these education programmes in a more structured 

fashion at the museum. 

Considering the recent past and present situation of the region, which has seen 35 years of conflict 



where communities have suffered from losing family members, houses, land and arrival of Syrian 

refugees, we consider these social activities have made contribution to a healing process during 

the conflict and post-conflict periods. This is important given that people who live in conflict and 

post-conflict regions need more social support (Summerfield 2000). These contributions by the 

archaeology project were not only limited to social life but also impacted economic life through 

employment and skill training, as we explain in the next section. As archaeologists who are 

working in conflict regions, our experiences show that we can play a greater role in providing this, 

and, rather than isolating ourselves, we need to consider every angle and possibility for engagement 

with locals alongside other education and outreach activities. Having pointed out this, our engagement 

work with Syrian refugees was limited as the archaeology project ended in 2015. Engaging and 

employing refugees were not feasible given community tensions and the legal status of the refugees. 

As their status within Turkey becomes more regularized, with access to education and other 

resources, we hope to be able to offer outreach materials and engagement activities through 

Batman museum that will serve not only the local Kurdish and ethnically Arab communities but 

also the refugee community. 

 

Capacity building and training 

One major ethical issue of doing archaeology, particularly in conflict and post-conflict regions, is 

considering 

to what extent an archaeology project can support local communities socially, culturally and 

economically, rather than merely consuming local heritage as a data source. The Ilısu Dam project 

was one of the largest dam construction projects in the world and generously funded by the DSI 

in order to finish rescue excavations as quickly as possible. Over 12 years, Başur and Çattepe 

H.yük excavations employed hundreds of locals. On average the project employed 250 locals 

every year for six months a year (Figure 6). One of the great benefits of employment for locals 

was that by ensuring state pensions and insurances were paid, their family members gained the 

benefit of those same rights, enjoying free health services (under the Turkish state system, healthcare 

is extended to the entire family of an employed worker). Given that the province of Siirt is one of the 

least developed regions in Turkey, and people of this region have spent the last 35 years in a conflict 

context, there have been very few opportunities for employment and to pay into the state insurance 

and pensions schemes that allow access to things like healthcare. 

Compared to the rest of Turkey, the region has much lower levels of educational attainment, 

related to economic capacity and the weaker support of the state in this region (Yadirgi 2017). As 

a rescue archaeology and heritage project, our priority was first to employ and support and then 

to encourage members of local communities to pursue higher education. In order to do this, the 

project provided employment for young local people prior to taking their university entry 

examinations 

(a requirement for entry into tertiary education in Turkey) during their summer break, allowing 

them to earn enough money pay university tuition fees and expenses that would otherwise be 

impossible given the low wages available in the region. The project over the years has employed 

several students who are from the Siirt and Batman regions but study at universities in other parts 

of the Turkey. Many of them emhasizsed that without support of the project they could not finish 

their degrees, as they (or their families) did not have sufficient financial resources. 

One of the most critical parts of this success was that some of the students became archaeologists 

themselves, and have started working in the region professionally. They have attributed their interest 

in and progression into archaeological careers to exposure to the project as workers, visitors, and 

students. 

The consensus of several of these archaeologists is that their first encounter with archaeology 

had been with the archaeological rescue project in the region, and particularly that they had been 

supported economically in the further study by having the project as a source of employment in 

summer periods. Furthermore, the region’s first archaeology museum created great opportunities 

for local community members. This included employing them, giving training, and skill development 

opportunities e.g. in conserving artefacts, or archaeological drawing. We found a further benefit in 

integrating local women from the most conservative social contexts into social and work life 

through employment as domestic labour. While it may not seem radical, this was in fact a very big 



step to include local women whose social roles generally prevented them from participating in 

regional life outside of their own homes or those of their immediate relatives. For many women 

from the smaller villages it was the first experience of paid work. Despite the potential difficulties 

(for instance, few of the women had access to personal phones, so work had to be arranged 

through calling male relatives), several female relatives of archaeological workmen from nearby 

villages 

were invited to join the project as cooks. Many reported that they very much enjoyed the 

experience, particularly the opportunity to earn money, and they formed strong bonds with many 

of the archaeologists from all across Turkey, who could sometimes be found helping them shell 

beans in the kitchen. This was also, of course, an important opportunity for the archaeologists, 

particularly 

those from urban backgrounds, to learn about the local culture. 

 

Training local students 

One of the benefits of involving multiple communities is the added opportunity for training and 

knowledge exchange. The highly communicative approach of the Ilısu Dam rescue excavation 

projects, 

where we continually transmitted information about archaeological research to local communities, 

regional government, and national officials, provided a strong foundation for integrating 

different specialist archaeological practitioners in the project. This open and ongoing dialogue 

about the archaeology of the site fostered an environment, which allowed the excavation direction 

to adapt and change to new situations, which included the discovery of a remarkable burial context 

in 2014; a mass grave containing around 50 individual skeletons. 

In 2015 an international team of physical anthropologists led by Hassett began working with the 

Ilısu project to excavate and identify the bodies in the mass grave. The 2015 excavation season 

became an opportunity for training a much larger field team in physical anthropological techniques. 

While the more experienced supervising excavators had worked with human remains previously, for 

many of the archaeology students, even those who had started graduate-level training, this was the 

first opportunity to gain hands-on experience in the archaeology of human remains. A group of 

university 

students from both local communities and from the large western cities, with levels of experience 

ranging from none to several years volunteered, joined the physical anthropology team. The 

complicated stratigraphy of the mass burial required adapting the standard field methodology 

that we had used on site, while the deteriorating security situation necessitated changes to the 

excavation 

and recording plan. 

The methods that we subsequently deployed involved a heavy use of technology to mitigate the 

time pressure, including creating 3D scans using digital photography and drone photography, creating 

a spatial grid to excavate, and recording the context digitally in two and three dimensions using 

software like ArcGIS. In order to rescue the burial context, the team had to devise a new form of 

training 

to allow students with limited or no experience of human remains excavation or photogrammetry 

and ‘3D’ excavation techniques to contribute to the recovery. We had to supplement the very limited 

Turkish language abilities of the international team with a translator with enough specialist 

knowledge 

to convey detailed information. We held a seminar before the beginning of excavation to introduce 

basic concepts in physical anthropology, allowing students who had no knowledge of the goals 

of excavating human remains a chance to see how to gather information on past lives from skeletons 

and teeth to identify sex, age at death, and evidence of disease or trauma. The seminar also introduced 

the new excavation and recording techniques that students would see in the field, including 

the spatially located photogrammetric recording, which was new to even the experienced 

excavators. The open, communicative approach allowed students to understand the decision-making 

process that led to adopting the photogrammetric recording system, and provided the non-

archaeological 

photographic and drone teams with an understanding of the excavation’s goals. We invited 



the students to ‘take over’ every aspect of these new techniques, meaning that they were able to 

learn, practice, and crucially, contribute to the methodology. While it would have been possible, 

and perhaps easier, to excavate by diktat, without informing the students of the rationale behind 

the new method of digging, the more reflexive process allowed students better scope to understand 

(and occasionally challenge) the method. 

Physical anthropology forms a very limited part of Turkish archaeological education, with a few 

notable exceptions where practitioners of high caliber have established departments, for instance 

in Ankara and Edirne. Therefore this provided a first introduction to the scientific study of human 

remains for many students. In addition to an introduction in basic skeletal anatomy, the project 

provided 

training in the recording methods used. Students trained in and worked on all aspects of excavation 

recording, from data entry in spreadsheets to digitization of skeletons from photos to using 

geographic information systems to the construction of spatially located 3D models of the burials. 

These final 3D models, visually intuitive interpretations of the work of the excavation team, were 

presented 

to the entire project at the end of the season by the physical anthropologists, and continue to 

be used to communicate the importance of the excavation at the Ministry of Culture, to international 

colleagues and collaborators, and at international academic conferences. 

This situation created an environment in which all members of the team were able to participate in 

and experience the physical anthropological research. Students who had little to no knowledge of the 

study of human remains were able to learn why this is an important aspect of archaeological research, 

often overcoming longstanding prejudices to do so. Human remains are an emotive subject in any 

excavation context, and it is important to convey the scientific rationale behind such research. 

While including findings from the anthropological assessment was appreciated by the regional 

governor, 

future public engagement work funded through a new AHRC grant will focus on highlighting 

the value of such work to the wider community. In 2018, the physical anthropology laboratory work 

begun in the field resulted in the publication of a retainer burial on site (Hassett and Sağlamtimur 

2018) that made headlines globally, and was extremely well publicized across Turkey. The students 

who participated in the excavation were able to see their pictures in not only local newspapers, but 

also on international news sites such as CNN. While the impact of this interest is too recent (July 

2018) 

to be evaluated immediately, at the very least it has reinforced the importance of the archaeological 

work at Başur Houyuk to both local and national actors. This level of media interest will also 

hopefully 

cement the interest in archaeological science that was begun during excavation; while the field 

seasons are in abeyance, students are still able to participate in the physical anthropology research 

at Ege University. 

Exposure to all parts of the research planning process gave the entire excavation team an opportunity 

to gain training in research planning, methods for excavation of human remains, laboratory 

analysis methods, data recording and standards, and even the importance of physical anthropological 

research. The results formed the basis for a successful bid for further funding for outreach activities 

in the Siirt region (the creation of educational and museum display material, mentioned above), 

and continued work with the remains at Ege University will provide opportunity for concentrated 

courses, workshops, and seminars to demonstrate physical anthropological techniques to a wider 

range of practitioners. The work was also popularized in a book aimed at the general public 

(Hassett 2016) that has garnered additional interest in physical anthropology. 

 

Dilemma of staying or leaving 

One of the greatest dilemmas for all of us concerned staying or leaving, particularly in 2014 and 2015 

when regional and international political tensions escalated dramatically. In 2015 the project had to 

reconsider its role. The research aim of the last field season in 2015 was to excavate an extremely 

interesting burial context (the mass grave discussed above), and the project invited a contingent of 

foreign bioarchaeologists to join the Başur H.yük excavation. Roughly a week after arriving, the 

Turkish General Election returned the governing party to power and the four-year cease-fire in 



effect with the PKK ended. Siirt is located in a Kurdish region and has seen considerable amounts 

of PKK activity in the long history of the conflict. It is also the location of strategic Turkish military 

bases, often targets for the PKK. Likewise, state security forces are extremely active in cracking 

down on banned activity in the region. Several archaeological projects in the region ceased activity 

after this, though there were some exceptions. The Siirt projects included the site of both the Çattepe 

and Başur H.yük excavations; however, the excavation director and cultural ministry officials decided 

that the more than an hour’s drive to the site of Çattepe was too great a security risk to open 

excavations. 

The project did decide to open a limited excavation on the Başur H.yük site, which faced 

more pressing preservation concerns with the discovery of the mass grave. During the field 

season, there were several car bombs aimed at military targets; one killed eight conscripted soldiers, 

another, two (BBC 2015). Soldiers guarding a water facility on the Başur River, which runs behind 

the 

dig complex, were fired upon, and one died. Heavily armed patrols became even more commonplace, 

and public gatherings were very carefully controlled. 

It was at this point that the question of staying or leaving the archaeological work became critical. 

The director, jointly with the cultural ministry officials, worked to develop strategies to ameliorate 

both risk to archaeologists and risk to the archaeology. The first concern was for the safety of the 

archaeologists and workmen. The second concern was the mitigation of harm to the ongoing 

efforts to integrate the archaeological project into local communities to boost the local economy 

and to raise awareness and appreciation of regional heritage. While the question of the safety of 

excavation 

participants was necessarily paramount, the key factor in ensuring personal security was in fact 

the same processes that were integral to coordinating local support for the excavations. This primarily 

consisted of near-constant dialogue with regional actors, including representatives of local and 

national government, local communities, the Ministry of Culture, and the workmen and archaeologists 

themselves. Communication regarding security risks had to be maintained constantly. It was 

only through dialogue with local communities and national actors that the security situation could 

be accurately assessed; this was the critical test of our ‘communicative approach’. 

We cannot simply abandon archaeological practice that seeks to build an inclusive workforce 

representing diverse life experiences and support for local appreciation for cultural heritage in 

situations 

of political unrest. Many of the students and researchers involved with the Siirt Projects come 

from the southeastern region and faced considerable hardship in continuing study and work, with or 

without the excavation. For example, the annual examination of English language skill, required for 

positions with the Ministry of Culture and itself a common career track for Turkish archaeological 

graduates, was held during a sustained period of civil unrest in the city of Diyarbakir. Attending 

required two hours’ travel past armed security checkpoints with the possibility of roadside bombings. 

Those students who did attend the exam were able to hear PKK and government forces exchange fire 

during the test and were exposed to pepper gas on exit. We, the team members of the rescue project, 

avoided gathering in public places, like the downtown area of Siirt, and restricted excursions to other 

heritage sites which we would have normally provided for the students participating in the dig. 

The deterioration in site security also occasioned adjusting excavation strategy. Aside from leaving 

work at Çattepe for the season, we shortened the actual period of excavation at Başur H.yük from 

four months to one. The project framed the research agenda to salvage the partially-exposed 

mass burial pit, which we considered the most vulnerable part of the site. The excavation of a 

mass grave is an extremely time-consuming task, requiring a lot of care. The mass burial context 

at Başur H.yük was in fact extremely comingled remains, which usually would take even longer; 

however, in order to complete excavation of the 2 by 3 meter pit within one month it was necessary 

to adopt a salvage strategy. By adopting a mass-capture policy of data collection due to limited field 

time, and using the remaining time to process the data, it was possible for the project to complete a 

full four-month season, maintaining the critical links to local communities and the ongoing work of 

integrating archaeological heritage with local communities. This careful approach led to the ‘salvage’ 

of much of the excavated material; the human remains, for instance, were moved to the more secure 

area of Izmir, and funding from AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research Council UK) we obtained for 



researching them will be used to continue contributing to the education and heritage programmes 

begun in Siirt Province. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we attempted to present the pitfalls and potentials created by archaeological rescue 

projects under pressure and in conflict situations. We focus on how we can use the resources for 

effective public engagement to the benefit of local communities. On one hand, as an archaeologists 

and heritage specialists, we had two major difficulties: (1) facing the threat of heritage destruction by 

dam, and therefore attempting to excavate, document, record and digitize archaeologies and heritage 

of the region in a delimited timeframe, and (2) the more critical dilemma of staying or 

leaving with the escalation of armed conflict. On other hand, as we have tried to emphasize in 

this paper, we faced serious difficulties from a professional perspective, questioning our role as an 

archaeologist and a heritage specialist: are we out there for a data or people? Surely, safety must 

come first for those working in conflict regions. However, engaging with locals effectively creates 

tremendous 

opportunities, and supporting and encouraging the youth in a conflict region through the 

tools of our profession must be a priority. Particularly, we feel this is ethically paramount in the case 

of 

archaeology in conflict areas. 

Of course, the time pressure and security risks of carrying out excavation are precisely the conditions 

archaeologists must consider when carrying out research in these kinds of rescue contexts. 

In the case of Çattepe, the security became very fragile and so we had to leave. We did not have 

any other option. In the case of Başur H.yük there was the impetus of the exposed mass grave, 

but also the continued goodwill and integration of local communities with the practice of archaeology. 

The integration of local communities with the practice of archaeology and archaeologists is by 

far and away more important than digging the site, and this was maintained at Başur through a 

‘communicative 

approach’. It is critical to develop mitigation strategies that prioritize local community 

needs, for instance the need for economic development, opportunities for wage labour, and 

scholarships 

for further study that were needed by local communities in Siirt. The role and position of 

archaeologists 

and heritage specialists should be to encourage the local community to protect their own 

heritage by direct engagement through offering professional experience and support, and we find 

that a policy of constant communication and integration of local participants is critical to achieving 

successful public engagement. 
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