
April 20, 2021

An Open Letter to the SAA President, Board of Directors and Executive Director

We write as the co-organizers (co-chairs) of the Queer Archaeology Interest Group (QAIG),
which includes Indigenous members, as well as other archaeologists of color and members who
work closely with Indigenous communities, to express our outrage and extreme frustration over
the inclusion in this year’s annual meeting of the paper “Has Creationism Crept Back into
Archaeology” by Elizabeth Weiss and James W. Springer. Beyond reflecting fringe
scholarship--as well as demonstrating a fundamental lack of insight into the complex relationship
between archaeological research and descendent peoples and their cultures--the paper exhibits a
profound disrespect for Indigenous knowledge systems. In short, it is completely out of line with
both ethical norms and good archaeological research; SAA should never have provided the
authors a platform for promoting racism.

In so doing, the Society has empowered the paper’s authors to (a) (re)traumatize Indigenous
attendees/viewers, (b) introduce a patina of legitimacy and gravitas to deeply-flawed ideas that
are well outside the mainstream, (c) foment tremendous anger and pain among SAA
members--doubtless one of the authors’ intended goals, and (d) set back any progress the Society
has made in recent efforts to ameliorate the relationships between archaeologists and descendant
communities, as well as to attract Indigenous students to the discipline. Significant controversy
surrounded the updating of the draft “Statement Concerning the Treatment of Human Remains”
(2021). SAA leadership has actively promoted the resulting text, which affirms the necessity and
value of NAGPRA, as well as of meaningfully consulting with rights-holders. The fundamental
principles of this statement are directly opposed by Weiss and Springer in their paper and its
abstract. (This is yet another reason the paper should have been rejected at the review stage.)

SAA’s hasty and woefully inadequate press release responding to members’ concerns over
the paper only exacerbated the problem by suggesting that such extreme and harmful
viewpoints were part of “broader discussions happening in our field”. To us, this appeared to
ignore member needs and reinforce structures of white supremacy within our discipline. Further,
it appears SAA leadership does not have a coherent, long-term plan for change beyond (a) the
creation of new awards and scholarships for marginalized groups the society fails to protect at its
own meetings, and (b) task forces that are disbanded before they reach any substantive
conclusions (or reach conclusions similar to the unaddressed findings of previous task forces).
Frankly, we lack confidence in the will (and perhaps even the ability) of SAA’s current
leadership to undertake the change that would be necessary to make the Society a diverse,
equitable, inclusive and just institution--one capable of hosting and protecting archaeologists
who are part of traditionally marginalized and vulnerable communities.



SAA is in a remarkably precarious position. With each poor decision and bad-faith act, it grows
increasingly difficult to justify to QAIG members and others the psychological--not to mention,
economic--costs of supporting the organization. Many archaeologists--particularly young and
marginalized individuals--may see significantly more value in joining and participating in
regional and/or thematically-oriented organizations, rather than an “elite” umbrella
association that doesn’t reflect their values. It’s now up to SAA leadership to reflect, change
and do much, much better, or face the very real risk of the Society losing all relevance.

We strongly recommend:

1. Program Committee members employ the SAA’s nine Principles of Archaeological Ethics
and the Anti-harassment Policy as the central criteria in their review of abstracts
submitted for the annual meeting;

2. Mandatory training be provided for session Chairs/Moderators, empowering them to
deal more effectively with problematic papers and/or speakers before, during and after
presentations and/or recordings; and

3. Support the existing and future work of Standing Committees and Task Forces engaging
with issues of diversity, including the attendant ethical concerns, and commit to
implementing their recommendations; this must include specific and measurable steps
the Society will take to:

a. Enhance and respect the diversity of its membership, including senior leadership;
b. Ensure the equitable treatment of Society members, regardless of identity;
c. Develop an environment not of tolerance, but of genuine inclusion, in which no

member feels marginalized for their identity or ideas (provided they are in
keeping with the Society's stated ethics and goals); and

d. Create a more effective system for restoring transparent, trusting relations
between members and leadership when and if a breach or conflict occurs by
developing a justice-oriented protocol to address such matters. (Specifically, on
this front, the Society’s leadership needs to break a pattern of vilifying those who
bring problems to its attention and/or deflecting concerns back to the membership,
rather than accepting responsibility for its role in shaping and contributing to
conflicts.).

Sincerely,

Sean Desjardins and William Meyer,
Co-Organizers,
Queer Archaeology Interest Group (QAIG)


