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Abstract 

Since the 18th century, European archaeologists have considered themselves the true heirs of the 

marvellous heritage they were discovering in the Holy Land. In their minds, Arabs had no right to 

the heritage buried under their feet for thousands of years. After 1967, Israel justified the 

colonisation process, especially in the 1980s and 1990s, also using so-called “biblical 

archaeology”: the destruction and cover-up of Palestinian knowledge and culture led to the 

irreversible loss of precious historical data, cultural traditions and even place names. In 1994, the 

Palestinian National Authority founded the Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage 

(DACH). Its policy in the last 30 years was aimed at the development of dialogue and closer 

collaboration with local communities. Palestine is a land that has a multilayer, multicultural, 

multiethnic, and 5000 years long history. Working together with communities is the key to 

speaking about the cultural richness and diversity of the history of the Holy Land. Is it possible to 

let archaeological heritage become a source of peace and dialogue between different cultures living 

on the same disputed land? This last question will be the final topic of the paper: it is time to speak 

about shared heritage. How can we, as Western archaeologists, do this in front of a community 

oppressed by almost 60 years of military occupation? How can we do it now, after almost 60,000 

deaths in Gaza? Is it possible to use cultural property, together with people, to restore respect, 

tolerance, mutual understanding and, in other words, peace? 
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Introduction. Historical Background 

For more than a century and a half, the archaeological heritage of Palestine was (and in some cases 

still is) subject to colonial politics, plunder, destruction and despoliation. Mortimer Wheeler used 

to say that “In Palestine more sins have probably been committed in the name of archaeology than 

on any commensurate portion of the earth’s surface” (Wheeler 1954, 30). 

From the end of XIX cent. Palestine was perceived as the place of origin of the Hebrew 

and Christian tradition and attracted thousands of pilgrims, adventurers, archaeologists and biblical 

scholars looking for the confirmation of the biblical narrative. All these people reclaimed the 

cultural property as a Western heritage, and, eventually, took artifacts and moved them to the main 

European museums in London, Paris or Berlin (Pfoh 2020, 21). 

Between 1920 and 1948, Palestine was under the British mandate: archaeological 

excavations were conducted by British, American and European missions aimed at researching 

biblical roots of western culture. The local Arab population was, in the minds of archaeologists, at 

least, a problem to solve, and Palestinians had no claim to the past under their feet (Pfoh 2024). 

This is the phase of biblical and colonial archaeology: the colonial context expanded in 

Palestine, affecting the view of the past in the region (Pfoh, 2024, 309) and contributing creating 

an “imaginative geography through which to understand the landscape and its indigenous peoples” 

(Said 1978, 49–73). During this period, the Zionist movement started to claim the right to the land 

in Palestine; however, while Greece was appropriated by Europe as a vehicle of whiteness and 

occidentality,  Palestine and Syro-Mesopotamia were utilised by Jews of European descent as 

vehicles for their own oriental origin. 

Things worsened after 1948 and the creation of the state of Israel. The archaeological 

property was now under three different powers: the state of Israel, Jordan in the West Bank and 

East Jerusalem and Egypt in the Gaza strip. 

In the territory of Israel, a new phase of archaeology started: the main goal of famous 

expeditions such as Hazor, Megiddo and Dan was to confirm the presence of the reign of David 

and Solomon. Archaeology in Israel became a national affair and was used to build the idea of a 

nation in the Palestinian land. In Israel, antiquities were under the legislation of the Israel 

Department of Antiquities and Museums (IDAM) of the Ministry of Education, which was 

founded on July 26, 1948. 

In the West Bank, continued the archaeological expeditions carried out by European institutions 

and we still cannot find Arab archaeologists. Local populations, in this phase, were not considered. 

After the 1967 War of Six Days, Israel started the occupation of the West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip: antiquities in these territories were under a new institution: the Staff Officer for 
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Archaeology (SOA) of the Civil Administration of Judaea and Samaria, a branch of the Israeli 

Army. 

The West Bank was still in force of the Jordanian antiquities law modified in 1986 by two 

military decrees, “Antiquity Law Decrees 1166 and 1167” (Greenberg-Keinan 2007, 16). The SOA 

can assign excavation licenses to institutions and subject whom they consider eligible for. In fact, 

from 1967 to 2007, the Staff Officer for Archaeology assigned 97% of the licenses to itself. Since 

1967, more than 1200 sites have been excavated in the West Bank by the SOA, but only 15% have 

been adequately published (Greenberg-Keinan 2007, 6-7). 

Since, for the Hague Convention of 1954 (Convention for the Protection of Cultural 

Property in the Event of Armed Conflict), excavations in occupied territories are forbidden1, the 

excavations of the SOA are all defined as salvage excavations. In contrast to the first protocol of 

the Hague convention, all the mobile findings are exported in the deposits in Jerusalem. 

Moreover, the presence of an archaeological site was often an excuse to seize land to 

Palestinians, such as in the case of the village of Susiya2, near Hebron or the colony of Shilo, north 

of the West Bank (Rjoob 2009). 

In 1994-95, Israel and the Palestinian Authority signed the Oslo accords. Article IV comma 

2 states that the responsibility for education and culture is transferred to the Palestinian Authority. 

In the second accord signed in Taba in 1995, appendix 2 of annex III was dedicated to archaeology 

(the Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip). 

Indeed, the accords divide Palestinian territories into three areas: Areas A, B and C. 

Area A includes all the main cities and towns in the Palestinian territories and all the Gaza Strip. 

This area is completely under the control of the Palestinian Authority. Cultural heritage is under 

the control of the Department for Antiquities and Cultural Heritage (DACH), created in 1994 after 

the Oslo accords. 

Area B includes areas around the main cities and villages in the West Bank and almost all 

the inhabited areas. The civil administration is under the control of the Palestinian Authority, while 

security is demanded by the Israeli army. 

Area C, 70% of the West Bank, is still under occupation: all the civil and military 

administrations are under the control of the Israeli Army, specifically the Civil Administration of 

 
1 Isreal signed the Hague convention in 1957 and the fist protocol in 1958. 
2 In area C archaeology is often used to annex Palestinian land to the settlements. This is the case of the village of Susiya: 

in 1986, 25 families were moved from the village of Kirbet Susiya because of the presence of a Bizantine synagogue 

(Grossman 1994, 226). Agricultural Land was seized in order to permit the archaeological excavation. A second expulsion 

from the land of the village was in 1990 and a third one in 2010.  The Israeli army demolished dozens of homes in Susiya 

and contiguous Palestinian villages, and bulldozed their cisterns, many ancient, built for gathering rainwater, and then 

filling them with gravel and cement to hinder their reuse (Amnesty International 2009). 
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Judea and Samaria. The cultural heritage is still under the Staff Officer for Archaeology, with all 

the problems we saw above. 

In 2011, Palestine became a member of UNESCO, and in 2012 it signed all the main 

UNESCO conventions for the protection of cultural property, such as the Hague Convention of 

1954 and its two protocols and the Paris Convention of 1972. 

 

Part 1. Archaeology and Politics under Occupation 

Today, there are four different regimes in the control of archaeological heritage in Israel/Palestine. 

First: the situation in Israel, East Jerusalem and Golan Heights3. Here, the Israel Antiquities 

Authority, heir of the Israel Department of Antiquities and Museums (IDAM) of the Ministry of 

Education, which was founded in 1990, is active. The law in force is the Antiquities Law of 1978. 

The territory contains approximately 27.000 archaeological sites. 

Second: Area A of the Palestinian territories. Archaeological heritage is administered by 

the Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage (DACH) of the Ministry of Tourism and 

Antiquities (MOTA) in Ramallah. The law in force is the Palestinian Tangible Cultural Heritage 

Law of the year 2018. The Palestinian authority is also responsible for the issues tied to the security 

of the sites, preventing vandalism and pillages. 

Third: Area B of the Palestinian territories. The administration of archaeological heritage 

is demanded by the Palestinian authority, but security issues are demanded by Israelis, specifically 

the Civil Administration of Judaea and Samaria. This is a problem since the two institutions do not 

collaborate and there are no real efforts to prevent pillage and vandalism. 

Fourth: Area C of the Palestinian territories. Here, the administration and security of 

archaeological heritage are completely demanded by the Staff Officer for Archaeology of the Civil 

Administration of Judaea and Samaria, depending on the Defence Ministry in Israel. The law is 

the antiquities law n°51/1966 (Jordanian law)4 emended by two military decrees 1166 and 1167, 

of the 1986. Area C, approximately 70% of the West Bank, contains the majority of the 

approximately 12.000 Palestinian archaeological sites. 

According to Rafi Greenberg, “1,100 excavation permits were issued (by the Staff Officer 

for Archaeology) for digs (. . .) at 700 sites in the West Bank, not including East Jerusalem,” and 

were largely without documentation of any kind, which exists for only approximately fifteen 

percent of the digs (Greenberg-Keinan 2007). 

 
3 East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights are annexed to Israel in 1980 against the provision of the United Nations (UN 

Resolution 478, 1980) 
4 The law was in force under the Jordanian rule of the West bank from 1948 to 1967. 
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The main problems in the management of cultural heritage are in East Jerusalem and area 

C, namely, the occupied areas. 

In Jerusalem, all excavations are conducted by the Israel Antiquities Authority, but this 

institution delegates all the archaeological explorations in Silwan (a neighbourhood outside the 

Old city) to a settlers, right wing association, Elad or Ir David (City of David). Its goal is to expand 

the Hebrew presence in East Jerusalem using archaeology as an excuse to move Palestinian 

residents of Silwan. Elad is financing all the IAA excavations in Silwan and east Jerusalem. The 

majority of the Palestinian inhabitants of Silwan fell archaeology as something dangerous and 

strictly bonded with the occupation (Greenberg 2009, 35-50). 

Local inhabitants are alienated from their own past because of that. Moreover, in the 

excavation of the so-called Givati Parking Lot (Fig. 1), in Silwan, the Ottoman and medieval levels 

were removed without adequate documentation to study only the Byzantine, Secon Temple periods 

and Biblical levels (Greenberg 2014, 31). 

Glock, in the 1990’s, had already expressed “deep concerns about how the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem were alienated from their own past due to their absence on the archaeological scene” 

(Parent 2014, 335). 

A nationalistic approach is typical of Israeli archaeology, which overlooks the layered past 

of Jerusalem, privileging one history of the city over another: this misconception of archaeology 

creates contentious issues within the discipline and between the Israeli/Jewish and the Palestinian 

communities (Parent 2014, 336). One more time archaeology is used to legitimise the settlement 

of the Jews in Jerusalem and the control of Israel over the city (Parent 2014, 338). 

A UNESCO-appointed technical mission to the Old City of Jerusalem, which had reported 

to the World Heritage Committee, concluded that Israel is acting in violation of international law 

in its archaeological excavations at the site (Keane-Azarov 2013, 319). 

Archaeology has been, and continues to be, used as a pretext for the procurement of territory 

(Keane-Azarov 2013, 316). 

 

Part 2. Damage to Cultural Heritage 

In Israel/Palestine, damage to archaeological heritage is very common. In a survey conducted from 

2011 to 2015 by the writer, 78% of 101 pre-classical archaeological sites experienced some kind 

of damage (Merlonghi 2015). Damage is related to vandalism and negligence, illegal excavations, 

the military use of a site, and the construction of buildings. 

Damage caused by vandalism and negligence is the most common: this kind of damage is 

evident in all the cases when a site is left without restoration or has been not recovered after 

Archaeology and shared heritage under occupation: the case of Israel/Palestine



6 

 

excavation. In Israel/Palestine, this type of damage is very common at sites dug in the 1970’s and 

1980’s. In particular, this type of damage consists of (accidental or malicious), the use of the site 

as a dump, vandalism, and degradation of the masonry structures. As an example, we can see the 

site of Samaria/Sebastia (Fig. 2) (Hamdan, Benelli, 2024): the site is divided between area C and 

area A: two-thirds of the site are under occupation. All around the village of Sebastia, there is a 

chain of Israeli settlements. The acropolis of the site (where the famous Omri’s palace is located) 

is declared national Park by Israel and is under the administration of the Israel Nature and Park 

Authority. The site is essentially neglected, full of vegetation, and the structures are barely readable 

(Merlonghi – Cioé 2020). 

The second type of damage, which is widespread not only in area C but also in Israel, is 

illegal digging. One study reported that between 1967 and 1987 approximately 11.000 sites were 

subjected to illegal excavation (Ilan et al. 1989, 38). Illegal excavation is an activity that destroys 

and disrupts the archaeological deposit, causing a loss of documentation other than the loss of 

archaeological artefacts. Often, the diggers are “subsistence looters”, people who dig to integrate 

their lean gains by selling goods to dealers. These dealers will then sell the artifacts to antiquity 

dealers in Jerusalem or in other markets (Merlonghi – Cioè,  2020). 

As an example, we can see the site of Tell Keilah (Fig. 3), which is near the village of al-

Qilla. Many illegal excavations have been conducted using metal detectors and small digging 

machines. The result is the loss of parts of the Bronze Age walls and many ancient tombs that 

looters dug through deep holes in the ground (Merlonghi 2015). 

The third type of damage is due to modern constructions. In the Palestinian territories, the 

urban expansion and the small space to build new houses caused the destruction of some of sites, 

such as Tell en-Nasbeh near Ramallah. Several illegal Jewish settlements and infrastructures 

caused the loss of a number of archaeological sites, such as Tell Rumeidah (Fig. 4) in the city of 

Hebron (Maniscalco 2006, 82), and change of the archaeological landscape. In Tell Rumeidah, an 

illegal settlement lies above the archaeological site with houses and buildings directly over the 

Bronze Age walls (Merlonghi 2015). 

 Finally, damage due to military infrastructure and military use at a site can occur. This 

category includes damage due to the military use of archaeological sites and the construction of 

the so-called “separation wall”. In the opinion of the Palestinian DACH, approximately 4500 

archaeological sites (500 main sites) are touched by the separation wall and the connected military 

installation. There were a few salvage excavations before construction, which were poorly 

published (Rjoob 2009, 229). The separation wall also caused much damage to the landscape 

cutting away from the touristic routes many villages, such as Betania and the Sanctuary of S. 
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Lazarus. Additionally, the separation wall separate sites and their necropolis, such as in Tell Beit 

Mirsim (Fig. 5), were the main site is located on the Israeli side of the separation barrier and the 

necropolis is located on the Palestinian side. 

 

Part 3. Damage to People 

More dangerous than the damage to the archaeological sites is the damage caused to people by 

instability and military occupation, especially in the Palestinian territories. 

Palestinian heritage was used during the 20th century to construct a Jewish national identity 

on Palestinian land (Yahya 2010, 142): in this sense, Palestinian cultural heritage was one of the 

most excavated, abused and destroyed as a result of more than 150 years of different managements 

but all with political interest in manipulating storytelling about the past (Keane and Azarov 2013, 

309-310). This caused a sense of cultural alienation among the Palestinian population. From the 

excavation of the European missions under the British mandate, to the Israeli excavation from 

1967 onward, Palestinians were detached from their past. 

After 1967, Israel used archaeological records to support nationalistic claims: there was 

need to construct a national identity on the basis of the appropriation of a past selectively 

assembled (Dodd and Boytner 2010). Is not a secret that archaeology in Israel, until the end of 20th 

century, favoured some specific ages at the expense of others. In detail, many Israeli scholars 

concentrated their efforts on biblical sites or on specific layers connected to biblical age and second 

temple period (Yahya 2010, 143--144). The main excavations are carried out at biblical and Jewish 

sites in Israel (such as Megiddo, Hazor or Masada) and in the West Bank  (such as Herodion and 

Qumran). In the West Bank, many archaeological sites are under Israeli control (Yahaya 2010, 

145): for Palestinians, this means appropriation of the land, which transform heritage into a sort of 

“negative heritage” (Yahya 2010, 147). In the last 20 years, the Palestinian Ministry for Tourism 

and Antiquities, together with the international community, is working to restore a sense of pride 

and dignity with respect to antiquities and, in general, cultural heritage. For Palestinians living 

under Israeli occupation, archaeology, especially preislamic archaeology, is still synonymous with 

confiscating land, denying building permits, destroying agricultural land, and confiscating houses. 

This cultural alienation results in a large amount of illegal digging and destruction of sites. 

Palestinians are still struggling to find their version of their own history: if a people without 

history cannot exist, loss of memory (for example, destruction of sites and loss of place names) 

and cultural alienation are still well present in Palestinian society, especially in the countryside. 

The greatest thing archaeologists can make is to listen to different communities, especially 

the communities excluded from the discussion about the past, and engage these communities in a 
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collective effort to create a common past undermining exclusive and othering claims to the past 

and to the land. 

 

Part 4. A Different Storytelling? 

Archaeology produces knowledge and, in this sense, is always political for the sake of providing 

information that influences the storytelling of the past and, also, influences our vision of the present 

(Mattiews 2009, 86). Archaeology contributes to closing the past to the present (Mattiews 2009, 

88). Indeed, archaeological narratives and fieldwork practices worldwide supported, somehow 

legitimised and sustained colonial, racist, classist, and misogynistic discourses, policies, and 

institutions since the 19th century. This had, and continues to have, very real consequences for 

indigenous, non-white people. This is particularly true in areas such as Israel/Palestine, where “he 

who controls the past controls the present”. 

As archaeologists, we can act to change storytelling to bring people closer to the past under 

their feet and fill the void that 150 years of colonial archaeology caused to the Palestinian people. 

We have to move between two poles of identity and diversity: instead of underlying the distance 

between past and present, it is possible to understand the similarities. The main goal is to present 

the archaeological data as near to the present: it is important to present the data scientifically but 

also in a simple way, given that all the layers have the same importance. In this way, people can 

get closer to the archaeological record, recognising the past as something that concerns them, 

instead of something alien and related only to the coloniser and the powerful. 

Archaeology can be politically divisive: finding differences and dividing people into “us” 

and “them” in a sort of ethnocentric vision. This is the idea of a colonial archaeology centred on 

research on specific, ethnocentric levels and specific ancient civilisation. 

However, archaeology can also be politically inclusive if we use the stratigraphical method 

to emphasis all the layers we excavate and if we work at a different storytelling, highlighting  the 

similarities between the past and the present, including people in the decision-making of the 

management of archaeological sites and in the process of excavation. 

 

Part 5. What, as Archaeologists, Can We Do? 

Archaeology may not have the potential to bring peace if the deep causes of the hostility remain 

on the ground. However archaeologists are not neutral observes of the conflict: we are complicit 

of the power or, on the contrary, as I suggested, partisans who stay with oppressed (Perring and 

Van der Linde 2010, 200). 
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The main goal today is to ultimately exit colonial archaeology to reach a decolonised, wide 

discourse of what exactly the past is. 

In our effort to decolonise archaeology, we need to be open, aware of our role, and honest 

about the impact that our professional conduct could have. There is the need, especially in 

Israel/Palestine, to demystify our role to break down the ideological basis of archaeology in Israel. 

The archaeology of Israel/Palestine is not only about the past, or just about the present; it 

is also about the multitemporal existence of civilisation on a continuum that extends from 

prehistory to the present struggle: it is a land of multiple temporalities and multiple civilisations. 

A land with many people who have occurred over the centuries and has created something unique 

in such a small territory. 

We must pay attention because some temporalities are (politically) more evident than others 

and, as we observed above, could have serious implications for how the archaeological record is 

perceived by the population. (Meskell 2020, 10). 

The main issue is how to decolonise archaeology: this involves a practical, methodological, 

political and active approach to the subject. A decolonised archaeology should bring a sense of 

continuity and a shared recognition of the relationship between historical communities and their 

landscape throughout the history of Israel/Palestine. 

To decolonise archaeology, we should retool our subject to dismantle present social 

inequalities, dispossession and injustice and offer “alternatives to colonialist constructions of time, 

place and narrative” (Greenberg 2021, 318). 

As archaeologists, we can offer new ways of considering the land and its history, promoting 

a powerful alternative to the current colonial archaeological scene in Israel/Palestine (Greenberg 

2021, 321). 

We should start to consider heritage as “care” that is able to heal wounds in local 

populations: it is possible, in my opinion, to use archaeological information to promote a peaceful 

coexistence, working together with local communities. In this sense, the role of the archaeologist 

must be that of a mediator and interpreter of cultural knowledge, helping, with all the possible 

humility, to emancipate modern people from a mythic, nationalist and divisive past. Heritage as 

“care” also means combatting the sense of loss of culture, rights and dignity via the powerful tool 

of the stratigraphic method: if all the layers are equally important, all the civilisations buried under 

our feet are important in the same way. There is no better past and there are no exclusive right to 

the past: cultural heritage creates a sense of belonging but also contributes to generating a 

multicultural arena with different stakeholders sharing the same past. 
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Conclusion: Shared Heritage 

How can a shared cultural heritage be created? How many stakeholders share cultural heritage in 

Israel/Palestine? 

To answer these questions, is important to keep in mind that heritage has 3 components: 

inheritance, community (or, in our case, communities) and the values that every community gives 

to heritage. In this sense, shared heritage is a tool for heritage management that can transmit 

multiple meanings reflecting the cultural affiliation of various stakeholders. 

Shared heritage places cultures and communities in contact with different meanings of the 

same heritage, creating a multicultural archive of stories and meanings that presents a transcultural, 

dynamic and multilayered narrative (Markovich, Dätsch 2024, 13). 

In fact, different stakeholders have different types of storytelling about the same heritage. 

In Israel/Palestine, this is not an equal relationship: it is not possible to speak about shared heritage 

if there are hegemonic relationships, as in today’s Holy Land. 

The precondition for a shared heritage is an equal relationship between communities that 

share the same heritage. In this way, communities can exchange different meanings, creating 

knowledge and a shared experience with the heritage. This is possible through consultation, 

dialogue and cooperation, but, most importantly, through the change of balance of power between 

Israelis and Palestinians. 

There is a need to revise nationalistic and colonial narratives and heritage claims toward a 

new storytelling that emphasises the similarities between present communities and between past 

and present: sharing heritage through consultation, dialogue and cooperation makes it possible to 

change the power balance between Israelis and Palestinians, suggesting a different juxtaposition 

of cultural heritage, sovereignty, and self-determination (Markovich, Dätsch 2024, 16). 

Nations who once faced each other as strangers or enemies could find commonalities rather 

than differences through this new way of viewing their history. It may be a naïve view of the 

enormous problem of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but, as Edward Said wrote, “There can be no 

possible reconciliation and no possible solution unless the two communities – the Arabs and the 

Jews, Israeli and Palestinians – confront the experiences of each in the light of the other” (Said 

1999). Now more than ever it’s difficult to speak about peace and reconciliation after the facts of 

the 07 October 2023 and the subsequent reprisal that caused, until now, more than 60.000 deaths. 

However, cultural heritage may be the key to opening a new dialogue, constructing 

different narratives and removing the colonial element in favour of an equal right to the past to 

build a better future. 
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Figure 1: Givati Parking lot in Jerusalem (source: the Author) 

 

Figure 2: Samaria, Omri's Palace (source: the Author) 

 

 Figure 3: Illegal excavation in Tell Kheila (source: the Author) 

 

 

  

Archaeology and shared heritage under occupation: the case of Israel/Palestine



12 

 

 

Figure 4: Building in Tell Rumeida, Hebron (source: the Author) 

 

Figure 5: Tell Beit Mirsim and its Necropoli (source: the Author) 
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