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Tl-le nature of an archaeological project often requires
that researchers establish a temporary residence in a local commu-
nity. Concern for the conditions that affect, and are affectec} by, their
presence in this new place and space is often considered penphera! to
the task of realizing research objectives. In fact, many archaeologists
would admit to enjoying a certain sense of security in their perceived
temporal, and therefore legitimized, dislocation from their object of
study. In the most extreme of cases, an archaeologist might rese{nble
a geologist—extracting, observing, or examining symbolically inert
physical material with little regard to contemporary cultural cont.exts.

Nevertheless, the discipline of archaeology has become increasingly
more active in efforts to bridge the gap between the archaeological
record (as it has been recovered and interpreted by archaeologists) and
those peoples who claim it as part of their heritage (see Dongoske et al.
2000; Downum and Price 1999; Ford 1999; Lynott and Wylie 2000;
Marshall 2002; Pokotylo and Guppy 1999; Sabloff 1998). However,‘ “be-
ing” an archaeologist —that is, an “outsider” —can be as much at 'issue
as “doing” archaeology when living among the people who inhabit the
location that has been designated for study. Most ethnographers are
trained, in some way, to deal with the challenges of living in the com-
munities in which they work. Most archaeologists are not trained eth-
nographers or applied anthropologists. Yet, we often occupy, and even
become part of, a community that is not our own. This chapter will
examine some of the current literature and research related to archae-
ologists working with descendant communities, the ways in. which a
Maya community-based project differs from a non-community-based
project in the northern lowlands, as well as provide e‘xamples of some
of our positive and negative experiences in working Wlth local peoples,
in the hopes that other projects can benefit from this knowledge.
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Current Research Problems and Questions

Nowhere else in the Maya area is the cultural and physical geography of
an indigenous people as contested, by such a diversity of interests, as in
the northern lowlands. The unparalleled combination of the dramatic
Caribbean coastline, lush tropical forests, warm climate, stately ha-
ciendas, spectacularancient ruins, and thriving Yucatec Maya commu-
nities continues to prove fertile ground for all manner of ventures—be
they entrepreneurial, advocacy-based, or research-oriented. Cancin,
one of the ten largest resort destinations in the world (Rider 1999: 101),
is the epicenter of this regional transformation (Re Cruz 1996b). Its
presence is felt well beyond the tourist zone as ejidatarios (people who
farm collectively owned lands) migrate to Canctn and other attrac-
tions along the “Riviera Maya” and across the peninsula in order to
take advantage of wage-labor opportunities. Needless to say, the subse-
quent effects on the social and economic fabric of Maya village life are
significant and have lately received considerable attention from schol-
ars (see Brown 1999; Castanieda 1996; Hervik 1999a, 1999b).

A number of recent critiques explore the potential for indigenous or
local descendant communities to benefit,ina variety of ways, from the
internal management of their patrimony (Ardren 2002; Ardren et al.
2000; Griffith and Colwell 2000; Wille et al. 2000). The extent towhich
this alternative socioeconomic strategy involves archaeologists falls
under the rubric of public, applied, or community archaeology and
the emerging concepts of cultural tourism or heritage tourism. Such
scholars have also taken the discipline of archaeology to task for its
all-too-common indifference towards indigenous concerns, as well as
its exclusive or partisan portrayal of the archaeological record. Fortu-
nately, an increasing number of archaeologists share Ardren’s “goal of
practicing an archaeology that is both more responsive and more rele-
vant to our host communities” (2002:396), while heeding Pyburn and
Wilk’s (2000) caution of the potential pitfalls, pratfalls, and paternal-
ism of well-intentioned community archaeology.

K. Anne Pyburn (2003) calls fora more “engaged” Maya archaeology
rather than the detached and ostensibly objective approach of tradi-
tional field research. She affirms that “[t]he issue of the social context
of archaeology is not a stand against science; it is a desire for better sci-
ence and more responsible interaction with the present” (2003:289).
Mayanist scholarship stands only to benefit from an honest and in-
formed approach to community archaeology, and we have little to lose
by abandoning the obsolete template of “pure” scientific inquiry. We
feel that our “engagement” should resemble the deference and flexi-






