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The Perspective of Pro-Peace Conflict Archaeology
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University of Łódź, anna.zalewska2@filhist.uni.lodz.pl

Abstract 

This article examines the emerging perspective of pro-peace conflict archaeology, arguing that it is not merely 
a theoretical aspiration but a practice already present in contemporary archaeological research. Drawing on the 
framework of Manifesto 2000, six key dimensions of a culture of peace are explored: (1) respect for the life and 
dignity of each individual, (2) rejection of violence in all its forms, (3) sharing time and resources with others, (4) 
listening to understand, (5) preserving the planet and respecting all forms of life, and (6) rediscovering solidarity. 
The analysis demonstrates how archaeologists engage with material traces of past conflicts, war crimes, social 
trauma, and environmental destruction to restore dignity, foster ethical reflection, support communities, and pro-
mote reconciliation. By integrating participatory approaches, public archaeology, and interdisciplinary perspec-
tives, conflict archaeology contributes to peace-building, social cohesion, and environmental awareness. While 
many of these practices remain under-recognised as expressions of pro-peace conflict archaeology, they reveal 
the significant potential of archaeology to address contemporary challenges and actively participate in stimulating 
a culture of peace, non-violence, and social solidarity. The study concludes that further explicit framing of these 
activities within pro-peace discourses may enhance archaeology’s usability and usefulness and broaden its ethical 
and societal relevance.

Keywords

conflict archaeology, culture of peace and non-violence, Manifesto 2000

Zusammenfassung

Dieser Beitrag befasst sich mit der entstehenden Perspektive einer friedensorientierten Konfliktarchäologie und 
argumentiert, dass es sich dabei nicht lediglich um ein theoretisches Ziel handelt, sondern um eine Praxis, die 
in der gegenwärtigen archäologischen Forschung bereits vorhanden ist. Aufbauend auf dem Rahmenwerk des 
Manifesto 2000 werden sechs Schlüsseldimensionen einer Friedenskultur untersucht: (1) Achtung des Lebens und 
der Würde jedes Menschen, (2) Ablehnung von Gewalt in all ihren Formen, (3) Teilen von Zeit und Ressourcen 
mit anderen, (4) Zuhören, um zu verstehen, (5) Bewahrung des Planeten und Achtung aller Lebensformen sowie 
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(6) Wiederentdeckung der Solidarität. Die Analyse zeigt, wie Archäolog*innen sich mit materiellen Spuren ver-
gangener Konflikte, Kriegsverbrechen, sozialer Traumata und Umweltzerstörung auseinandersetzen, um Würde 
wiederherzustellen, ethische Reflexion anzuregen, Gemeinschaften zu unterstützen und Versöhnung zu fördern. 
Durch die Integration partizipativer Ansätze, public archaeology und interdisziplinärer Perspektiven trägt die 
Konfliktarchäologie zur Friedensförderung, zum sozialen Zusammenhalt und zum Umweltbewusstsein bei. Auch 
wenn viele dieser Praktiken als Ausdruck der friedensfördernden Konfliktarchäologie nach wie vor zu wenig 
Beachtung finden, offenbaren sie das bedeutende Potenzial der Archäologie, sich mit aktuellen Herausforderungen 
auseinanderzusetzen und aktiv zur Förderung einer Kultur des Friedens, der Gewaltfreiheit und der sozialen Soli-
darität beizutragen. Die Studie kommt zu dem Schluss, dass eine weitere explizite Einbettung dieser Aktivitäten in 
friedensfördernde Diskurse die Anwendbarkeit und Nützlichkeit der Archäologie verbessern und ihre ethische und 
gesellschaftliche Relevanz erweitern könnte.

Schlagwörter

Konfliktarchäologie, Kultur des Friedens und der Gewaltfreiheit, Manifesto 2000

Introduction

A quarter of a century ago, 75 million people signed Manifesto 2000 (see Plum Village App Team 2002), paving 
the way for a global campaign that encouraged individuals and civil society to participate in building a culture of 
peace and non-violence. At least one per cent of the world’s population welcomed the new millennium by sign-
ing this declaration, while simultaneously bidding farewell to the twentieth century – a period often described as 
the ‘century of wars’ and the ‘century of annihilation’. Drawing upon earlier UNESCO initiatives, including the 
International Peace Conference held in Côte d’Ivoire in 1989, where a new vision of a culture of peace inspired 
by Father Felipe MacGregor was articulated, the Manifesto set out a vision for a culture of peace. This vision was 
grounded in universal values such as respect for life, liberty, justice, solidarity, tolerance, human rights, and equal-
ity between women and men. Soon after, in 1999, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Declaration 
and Programme of Action on a Culture of Peace (Resolution A/RES/53/243; see United Nations General Assembly 
1999) and proclaimed 2000 as the International Year for the Culture of Peace.

Against this global backdrop, we might ask what role archaeology and archaeologists have played in promot-
ing these values. Perhaps significant achievements exist, but they remain hidden behind publishers’ paywalls or 
within disciplinary discussions that rarely intersect with broader peace-building debates. So far, however, it has 
been difficult to find evidence of archaeological communities actively supporting this global initiative or similar 
programmes. This absence is striking. How can archaeologists’ apparent lack of commitment to promoting a  
culture of peace and non-violence be explained? Why did our discipline appear largely passive during the ‘decade 
of peace’ (2000–2010)? And why is archaeology relatively underrepresented in wider discourses on peace-building 
and non-violent conflict resolution?

These questions deserve systematic exploration, particularly from scholars interested in the intellectual history of 
archaeology. Such research could clarify the disciplinary conditions that have shaped archaeology’s relationship 
with peace-building and inform future engagement. However, in times of escalating conflict, such as those we are 
witnessing today, the urgency of action may take precedence over the need for extensive retrospective analysis. 
For the purposes of this discussion, I will therefore begin with the provisional assumption that archaeology has 
not played a highly visible or widely recognised role in pro-peace discourse in the early twenty-first century. This 
assumption, however, should not obscure the considerable potential of archaeological research to contribute to 
the development of a culture of peace. Indeed, a closer reading of conflict archaeological scholarship, particularly 
from the last decade, reveals an increasing number of practices, approaches, and research agendas that implic-
itly address themes central to peace-building (Schofield 2009; Zalewska 2013a; McAtackney and Palmer 2016; 
González-Ruibal 2019). Only some contributions, rather rare, explicitly stipulate a broad pro-peace perspective 
(e.g., Little 2009; McAtackney 2011; Sánchez and Papagiannopoulou 2017) or stress that raising awareness of 
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past atrocities is “contributing to a more peaceful future” (Zalewska et al. 2017: 11). If they were more widely 
acknowledged, archaeology could play a more active role in shaping a culture of peace, which appears increasingly 
indispensable today.

In this context, the reflections of Viktor E. Frankl are particularly relevant. A Holocaust survivor, psychiatrist, 
and psychotherapist who devoted his life to helping people find meaning in life after trauma, Frankl argued that, 
ultimately, life comes down to taking responsibility for finding solutions to its problems (Frankl 2011: 125). In 
many respects, the work of archaeologists dealing with difficult pasts can be interpreted precisely as such an act 
of responsibility. Even when their activities are not explicitly framed in terms of peace-building, many initiatives 
contribute to restoring dignity, confronting violence, supporting communities affected by violence and resistance, 
traumas and fostering dialogue about the past (MacDonald 2009; Harrison 2013; González-Ruibal 2014). Recog-
nising and situating these practices within a broader conceptual framework reveal that a pro-peace perspective in 
conflict archaeology is not just a theoretical aspiration, but to a significant extent an existing reality. At the same 
time, making this perspective more explicit could further strengthen the discipline’s contribution to creating condi-
tions conducive to a future less burdened by war, violence, and exclusion. For this reason, I propose to adopt the six 
principles (key dimensions) articulated in Manifesto 2000 (Plum Village App Team 2002) as a heuristic framework 
for examining how archaeology has already contributed – or could contribute more visibly – to the development 
of a culture of peace. These principles are: respecting the life and dignity of each person; rejecting violence in all 
its forms; sharing time and resources with others; listening to understand; preserving the planet and respecting all 
forms of life; and rediscovering solidarity. In the following sections, I will first clarify my own perspective and po-
sitionality. Subsequently, these six dimensions will serve as analytical lenses to examine representative examples 
of contemporary archaeological discourse and practice – works treated as exemplary of many others. Together, 
these examples demonstrate that many elements of pro-peace conflict archaeology are already present, even if they 
have not always been recognised as such.

Towards a Culture of Peace and Non-violence via Conflict Archaeology?

While this essay is primarily theoretical, I open with a case study of a specific, ongoing endeavour in which  
archaeology has sought to contribute to a culture of peace: the quest for a world free from chemical and biological 
weapons. This aspiration was articulated iin2025 by Izumi Nakamitsu, the UN High Representative for Disarma-
ment Affairs, in a video message commemorating the centenary of the signing of the 1925 Geneva Protocol. This 
protocol was drafted in the wake of the First World War, a global conflict unlike anything the world had seen 
before. Nakamitsu acknowledges that it seems easier to succumb to cynicism and despair than to remain opti-
mistic. However, she states that without that Protocol, “we would not be here 100 years later” and emphasizes that 
collaboration is vital if we strive for a world entirely free of any weapons of mass destruction (Nakamitsu 2025).

The realisation that more secure life, relative stability, and peace could be regained even after the most horrific 
events in the past can be inherently affirmative (see Domańska 2014: 120–128). This is a perspective that many 
people today desperately need! Arguments of this kind are active on a theoretical level and relevant on a practical 
one, which leads me to believe that they are not naive. To illustrate the theoretical level, I refer to Rosi Braidotti’s 
concept of ‘oppositional consciousness’, which suggests that ethical and political relations can create alternative 
worlds by mobilising untapped resources, including our desires and imagination. Criticism must therefore focus 
on developing conditions for rejecting negativity and offering proactive, affirmative politics of support instead of 
reactionary politics of fear (Braidotti 2018: 11–13). Let us try, with the help of archaeological methods and archae-
ological imagination, to promote the vitalisation of entities and subjects rather than perpetuate their victimisation; 
to prioritize hopes for potential solutions rather than intimidation. Drawing from observations and reflections on 
how remains from the recent past are approached, it is evident that many archaeological initiatives already function 
to reinforce hope through affirmative practices.

In the framework of our research on the archaeology of the First World War Eastern Front, for instance, we have 
pursued this goal by investigating the material remains of landscapes affected by the 1915 gas attacks (gas-scapes) 
in central Poland (the Bzura and Rawka river basin, see Zalewska 2013a; Zalewska and Czarnecki 2021) and in 
eastern Poland (the Biebrza river basin, see Karczewska and Karczewski 2015) and by presenting our research 
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results to the public. These efforts highlighted both the social and scholarly values of those landscapes as the last 
witnesses to the unnecessary suffering inflicted on soldiers and civilians through the use of chemical warfare 
agents. Archaeological activities, initially undertaken mainly to gain knowledge, ultimately served a dual purpose: 
maintaining a scholarly focus and raising social awareness of the specific threats, initiated with weapons of mass 
destruction and the ways in which people coped with such extreme violence in the past. Drawing attention through 
archaeological research to the ongoing threat posed by chemical weapons requires additional efforts to ensure an 
affirmative approach, rather than one that exacerbated fear and frustration (see Zalewska 2025). While additional 
efforts alongside the pursuit of scholarly goals need to be balanced, I am convinced that such types of attentive-
ness are a distinct archaeological approach to fostering a culture of peace. By combining testimonies gleaned from 
written and iconographic sources with the remote-sensing data and the agency of the specific places themselves –  
which bear witness – archaeology reveals the power of the traces present around us or at least their potential for 
shaping a peaceful, less violent world.

Like almost any human desire, the aspiration to convey hope by learning from the past impacts how we approach 
complex contexts of conflicts. Bearing this in mind, I begin by outlining the background that has shaped and pos-
sibly also distorted my view on a troubled past, and by explaining why I see a powerful potential for peacebuilding 
especially in modern conflict archaeology. The reflections and findings that I outline here were prompted by a 
question Barbara Hausmair asked me: can archaeology and its techniques be employed in such a way as to promote 
peace and non-violence? This very intriguing question has already preoccupied me for a long time, albeit in the 
scope of how contemporary archaeology is able to contribute to shaping peace in an era of escalating violence.  
I was also considering conflict archaeology’s potential for shaping inner peace of young people who are particu-
larly lost and falling into an existential void in our present time. My specific experiences are related to my research 
activities in conflict archaeology in Poland which I try to design to be as responsive as possible to current social 
problems, needs, and threats (sensu Zalewska 2025). The aim of initiatives designed to raise awareness of the  
difficult past and strategies for survival – by enabling young people to engage directly with the physical traces left 
behind by wars – is to encourage them to reflect, foster empathy and tolerance, improve their ability to express 
emotions, and help them regain a sense of meaning or purpose.

Due to the short form of this article, my considerations on this subject remain intuitive, although based on research 
theory and practice as well as observations from my specific field of activity. I will also omit the meta level con-
cerning issues such as the deep sources of violence, transgenerational trauma, the agency of material traces of the 
past in the present, the issue of ontological security, and relational ontology. However, this level does play a part 
in the reflections outlined below. That is why I must at least mention my personal bias as it needs to be taken into 
account in the assessment of my view of social reality.

Bias, prejudices, preferences, and assumptions affect us all – archaeologists as well as everyone else (sensu  
Abrutyn 2023). In my case, both I and the young people with whom I interact in an attempt to find meaning in 
archaeology, not only in learning about the past but also for salvaging the future, are strongly rooted in Traumaland 
(sensu Bilewicz 2024). That concept was introduced by Michał Bilewicz, a social psychologist who argued that 
Poland is a deeply traumatized country, where the long shadow of war continues to influence behaviour, fears, and 
social relations even several decades after the World Wars and totalitarian oppressions by the Nazi and Communist 
regimes. He pointed out that leaving Traumaland requires acknowledging these traumas and consciously working 
on them instead of constantly perpetuating them in the public sphere as unspoken and unprocessed. Therefore,  
I cannot discount the possibility that it is due to the constant immersion in transgenerational traumas that I have 
chosen to specialise in contemporary archaeology, modern conflict archaeology, the archaeology of everyday life 
in recent troubled times, and the archaeology of memory and non-memory of wartime. I deal professionally mainly 
with dilemmas related to the difficult, excessive, and unwanted material heritage of the World Wars and contempo-
rary state terror (damnosa hereditas) on a daily basis – by choice – and, like other archaeologists living in Poland, 
I am deeply entangled in this. Those are the reasons for focusing the reader’s attention on archaeological activities 
in the fields of the archaeology of contemporaneity and the archaeology of modern conflicts. At first glance, the 
Manifesto 2000 – despite its apparent simplicity and obviousness – can be challenging from an archaeological 
perspective. Yet, I want to ask: can we use it as a guide for archaeological activities aimed at fostering a culture of 
peace? In the following section, I will outline how the Manifesto’s six key proposals for shaping a culture of peace 
could serve as a checklist for thinking about a pro-peace conflict archaeology.
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(I) Respect the Life and Dignity of Each... (Manifesto 2000)

One of the most important ethical dimensions of contemporary archaeological practice concerns the effort to re-
store the dignity of individuals and communities whose lives were erased from historical narratives or deliberately 
removed from collective memory. Archaeological research has increasingly focused on counteracting historio-
graphical exclusion, historical amnesia, historical injustices, and so-called white spots in the historical record or 
cultural memory. Activities such as archaeological investigations into forgotten or obscured troubled experiences 
from the past, re-presented through the material traces of military actions and destructions (e.g., Schofield 2005; 
Zalewska 2019; Saunders and Cornish 2021), as well as their immediate and long-term material and immaterial 
consequences (e.g., Price 2005; Schofield 2009; Moshenska 2015), enable the restoration of meaning to millions 
of lives otherwise overlooked.

Such work can be interpreted as a manifestation of respect for each individual, including common soldiers who 
were often treated merely as cannon fodder during the twentieth-century World Wars (Saunders 2007), prisoners 
of war often stripped of their dignity during their lifetime or posthumously (Kola 2005; Kobiałka 2018), too mas-
sive to be precise magnitude of the civilian victims of conflicts and systematic state terrors (Sturdy Colls 2015; 
Theune 2018; Eickhoff et al. 2024), as well as victims of post-war political murders (Szleszkowski et al. 2014; 
Konczewski 2020).

In the past, numerous attempts have been made to erase individuals from human and material memory. Efforts 
were also made to deprive them of their posthumous dignity, including the fundamental right to a proper burial. 
Nevertheless, even where perpetrators attempted to destroy all traces of crimes, the material witnnesses (sensu 
Schuppli n.d.) remain. For instance, at sites such as the former Nazi extermination camp in Sobibor in Poland (also 
referred to as a ‘death factory’), traces of the war crimes continue to exist despite deliberate efforts to erase them 
as actualised (presentified) with the participation of archaeology (see contributions in Eickhoff et al. 2024).

Archaeological engagement with the material remains of individuals and communities who experienced the trau-
mas of wartime violence, discrimination, or oppression represents an ethical practice that expresses respect also 
for all those who survived as well as the relatives and descendants of the deceased. Particularly important are 
archaeological initiatives that involve identifying, interpreting, and commemorating burial sites, hidden remains 
and ashes of victims of wars, war crimes (Kobiałka 2023), and genocides (Sturdy Colls 2015). Such activities in-
clude identifying hidden burial places and enabling funeral rituals or returning remains to families, as in the case 
of searches for victims of political repressions in Poland between 1945 and 1956 (Szleszkowski et al. 2014). As in 
the cases of victims of Nazi persecution and systematic communist state terror mentioned above, and in general of 
all victims of systematic state terror, restoring their dignity and revitalizing the memory of them is a crucial moral 
responsibility.

This also applies to researching traces of all those war victims that were deliberately obscured in the landscape, 
either because of their sheer abundance or due to descendants’ scant interest in the remains of their deceased rela-
tives. For example, many war cemeteries and clandestine burial places of soldiers killed in the First World War on 
the eastern front, such as in the Rawka river basin, were found using archaeological methods only more than 100 
years after the end of the war (Zalewska 2013b; Karczewska 2017; Zalewska and Kiarszys 2021). They were com-
memorated as a tribute to the victims of the war in general as well as a sign of respect for every person.

When the archaeological process is made legible to society, it demonstrates that every life leaves traces and, just 
as importantly, it can reinforce the belief that every life – past as well as future – deserves respect. This occurs 
particularly if we emphasise that all those traces, as ties to the past, are also causative material warnings against 
conflicts and wars.

(II) Reject Violence in all its Forms… (Manifesto 2000)

Social scholars, humanists, and those guided by intuition will likely confirm that peace and non-violence are 
synonymous and that violence manifests itself in many ways and tends to escalate into conflicts and wars. As 
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archaeologists, we can reinforce this by highlighting the tangible consequences of mass violence and unveiling 
its far-reaching and often long-lasting entanglements and implications for social reality. The material record pro-
vides numerous traces of destruction, conflict, and human suffering. These traces, when critically interpreted, can 
facilitate reflection on why violence in all its forms should be rejected. However, rejecting violence requires more 
than passivity. As stated in the Manifesto 2000, non-violence must be understood as active rather than merely the 
absence of aggression. The emphasis needs to be on “actively practising non-violence by rejecting violence in all 
its forms” (after Plum Village App Team 2002).

Archaeological activities aligned with this principle include identifying and documenting structures of exploita- 
tion and structural, symbolic, and political violence; revealing material evidence of crimes through forensic and 
humanitarian investigations; strengthening legal narratives of justice; and providing evidence used in court pro-
ceedings (Little 2009; McAtackney and Palmer 2016; González-Ruibal 2019). Archaeologists also contribute 
to condemning crimes and improving global awareness of violence by documenting its material consequences 
(González-Ruibal 2008; Zalewska et al. 2017; Symonds and Vařeka 2020). Also, when addressing the fate of those 
who were most deprived and vulnerable, including individuals humiliated even after death – as it was elaborated 
in the section above, archaeologists participate in practices which have the potential to promote the rejection of 
violence in all its forms. However, the traces and layers that are present here and now, as well as gaps left by absent 
traces of violent past, can be perceived very differently by the people around us. Material traces of violence may 
function either as warnings that discourage violent behaviour but also as triggers that fuel destructive ideologies, 
such as revanchism or denialism. Archaeology can challenge such distortions by revealing and claryfing how past 
societies suffered from violence. Archaeology therefore can play an important mediating or negotiating role, by 
contextualising and making causative material traces of different forms of violence. In their publication Archae-
ology for Today and Tomorrow, Craig N. Cipolla, Rachel J. Crellin, and Oliver J. T. Harris (2024: 72–74) note that 
whilst the field of conflict archaeology, which has developed significantly over the last few decades, deals with 
the challenging archaeological traces and evidence of violence, the archaeological imagination itself has an even 
greater influence on how this subject can be approached. They argue for rethinking violence as historically and 
culturally specific rather than universal and as predicated on a set of culturally constructed rules about what counts 
as acceptable and unacceptable violence.

So far, some researchers see archaeology’s key benefit in its ability to situate violence and warfare within their 
temporal specificity by considering how sociopolitical factors are interwoven with the dynamics of particular 
times (sensu Warming 2025: 14; see for example contributions in Zwolski 2018). Some are pinning their hopes 
on a better understanding of deep temporalities – ‘the very ancient in the very present’. This is how Alfredo 
González-Ruibal put it in his study on the Sudanese-Ethiopian border region, in which he analysed how the dif-
ferent local communities assimilate, hybridise, utilise, and reject material culture depending on their specific 
long-term historical experiences of disempowerment and violence (González-Ruibal 2014: 36). A more profound 
comprehension and elevated acknowledgement of the agency and efficacy of material culture, and, in a more ex-
tensive sense, of communities comprising both human and non-human (or transhuman) beings, has the potential to 
direct greater attention towards the domain of contemporary conflict archaeology, conceptualised as a pro-peace 
perspective. Indeed, arguments such as those presented in the article “Violence Across the Human/Non-Human  
Divide” (see Cipolla et al. 2024: 71–87) posit that a more comprehensive understanding of the crucial role played 
by non-human beings is necessary for an adequate understanding and contextualisation of violence.

It is also worth extending this to include efforts to identify within these assemblages the conditions conducive to 
fostering a culture of peace. Laura McAtackney (2011), for example, captured this need perfectly. As an archae-
ologist and historian, but also as an attentive and empathetic observer of the context in which she conducts her 
research, she lives and cares for understanding the recent conflict in Northern Ireland (c. 1969–c. 1998) and vio-
lence in various forms. She has analysed the roles played by walls, including murals as markers of territory and as a 
means of maintaining and reinforcing identity during and after conflict. By highlighting their positive and negative 
characteristics and de-essentialising their existence, McAtackney (2011) demonstrates how also non-humans can 
play roles in maintaining peace.
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(III) Share Time and Resources with Others... (Manifesto 2000)

Another dimension of archaeological engagement concerns the willingness to share time, knowledge, and intellec-
tual resources in a spirit of generosity. Archaeological practice frequently extends beyond tasks defined as strictly 
scholarly, requiring openness also to informal goals that arise during fieldwork. From personal experience and 
observation of the work of other archaeologists, it is apparent that overcoming such challenges frequently neces-
sitates skills that transcend disciplinary boundaries and actions that extend beyond the scope of academic engage-
ment. This may involve engaging with competencies from other fields, including psychology, law, polemology, 
sociology, international relations, diplomacy, etc. This spirit of generosity becomes particularly important when 
archaeologists support individuals or groups dealing with traumas caused by violence, loss, or absence, such as 
widows, children, or families of victims of totalitarian regimes. Memory practices, including archaeological in-
terventions into memory, play a significant role in this context because the remembrance of war and conflict has a 
profound long-term impact on individuals and societies (Moshenska 2010: 40–41; Zalewska 2013b).

There are numerous examples of archaeologists’ commitment to uncovering the truth using archaeological  
methods, even when this requires personal sacrifices and risk on the part of the researchers. As an extraordinary and 
pioneering example in this framework,  I would like to draw attention to the exhumation and archaeological work 
on the remains of the mass murder of almost 22,000 Polish citizens committed by the Soviets in 1940 in territories 
that are now part of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus (Kola 2005). Among the victims of this crime were officers,  
police officers, and members of the Polish intelligentsia, such as doctors, artists, and scholars including few archae-
ologists (Blombergowa 2016). Especially in the early stages of the search for evidence and traces of these crimes, 
referred to collectively as Katyń Massacre, some archaeologists who tried to fulfil the wishes of victims’ families 
who suffererd from a lack of information, along with the unwillingness of backing from the then – Communist  
Polish government, faced threats against their own safety. It was one of the outcomes of the so-called Katyń lie: the 
Russian government at the time and the current Russian government tried – and, as their recent actions and Putin’s 
statements show, still try – to deny the crimes they had committed and blame the German forces present in those 
areas in 1941. To this purpose, Communists – including the involvement of the so-called Burdenka Commission 
and heavy machinery (bulldozers, drills, etc.) – obliterated some physical evidence and traces, falsified documents 
and spread fraudulent ideology (see details in Zalewska et al. 2025). The details of the Katyń Massacre, including 
the locations of mass graves, the number of murdered victims, the method of murder and the disposal of bodies, 
were only revealed thanks to the use of archaeological methods. Archaeological intervention was also necessary 
due to a lack of documentation and difficulties accessing the relevant archives (Kola 2005; Głosek 2006; Zalewska 
et al. 2025 – further reading can be found there).

Later on, also other war crimes traces, which were intended to be erased by the perpetrators, were documented and 
interpreted with Polish archaeologists’ engagement. As Marian Głosek, one of the researchers into the material 
remains of the Katyń Massacre, put it, “[i]t was archaeologists who were entrusted with searching for other sites 
of mass murder, such as Bykownia near Kiev, Włodzimierz Wołyński, Jedwabne and Bełżec. It is archaeologists 
who can reveal the truth about such places to the public” (Głosek 2006: 111). It is notable that archaeologists who 
challenge established narratives or oppose dominant political preferences can be considered generous and selfless, 
as they risk their safety and career stability to restore human remains to their inherent dignity, reveal the truth, or 
serve the needs of bereaved families.

However, even at a time when our individual decisions do not risk threats to personal freedom or integrity, the 
spirit of generosity is needed. It is particularly required while dealing with the members of the community of  
suffering or when archaeologists engage with ‘objects that remained’, ‘objects of testimony’, ‘objects of memory’, 
or ‘artefacts of loss’ that may invoke strong emotions in archaeologists themselves (Harrison 2016; Zalewska 
2013b; González-Ruibal 2019; Hausmair 2025).

(IV) Listen to Understand... (Manifesto 2000)

Dialogue and attentive listening constitute another essential principle in shaping a culture of peace. One sig-
nificant archaeological approach involves integrating victims’ communities into decision-making processes 
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during archaeological research related to conflicts and war. Listening from an archaeological perspective involves  
recognising complexity and constant flux of the relationships between people (past and present), places (sites and 
landscapes), and non-human agents (such as material traces, environmental conditions, etc.).

As archaeologists we listen every day to the ambient materiality – seeking a comprehensive answer that would 
serve as a recipe for a culture of peace – but noticing and making present (if possible) the splinters, ambivalences, 
etc. The complexity of the materiality we are studying in general, and especially when related to conflicts and 
wars, requires dialogical interactions already at the epistemic level. However, we shall not stop at this stage 
of our dialogue-based activities. To make significant insights into shaping a culture of peace that would be  
accessible to broader audiences, conflict archaeologists can not stop after documenting the material dimension 
of violence, describing the layers and traces left by conflicts and wars, or recording remains of suffering, death,  
destruction, or warfare. Although archaeology does this very thoroughly, ideally through a robust multi-disciplinary  
approach, documentation must be regarded as necessary, yet not sufficient to its own end. It also requires archaeo-
logists to listen as attentively as possible to the realities that we are submerged in. Obviously, these realities differ 
significantly. However, there are certain common characteristics that we should not ignore, such as escalating 
environmental crises or radicalisation of social inequalities, but also increasing tensions resulting in symbolic 
and physical violence stemming from religious or cultural differences (sensu Ministry for Diaspora Affairs and 
Combating Antisemitism 2024; European Centre for Law and Justice 2025) and ongoing armed conflicts. As  
Cipolla, Crellin, and Harris have aptly observed, since conflicts are historically specific in nature, it is crucial that 
we reflect more deeply on how our perceptions of and responses to current conflicts shape our understanding of the 
past. In their book Archaeology for Today and Tomorrow, the authors illustrate this by pointing out that, from an 
Anglo-Saxon perspective (which I share despite my geographical location), the attitude towards the wars in Syria, 
Iraq, and Yemen contrasts with the reactions to the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the ongoing war, and 
reveal the extent of Western bias. So our ideas about conflict today shape our understanding of the past (Cipolla 
et al. 2024: 74–76).

An example of conflict archaeology characterised by such attentive listening to all the whispers that form the past 
and present as well as the natural-cultural nexus is the study of Oula Seitsonen (2018) on Finnish Lapland, which 
examines the complex coexistence of human and non-human actants in the decades since the Second World War. 
This work, which is also connected to Lapland’s long colonial history, adopted a problem-oriented and theoreti-
cally informed approach. The investigation of the archaeologies, materialities, and heritage of the German military 
presence in the North revealed subtle forms of interactions between humans and non-humans, past and present, 
etc. that might otherwise have remained unnoticed. Seitsonen unveiled ambiguities and revealed the human side 
of World War Two soldiers, including their everyday needs (such as dietary necessities) as well as their less obvi-
ous interactions with the local population and nature. But he did not stop there. By revealing such ambiguities, he 
broadened not only the understanding and thus the historicity of experiencing reality in the past, but also exposed 
the traces of the German presence as one of the symbols of the ongoing conflicts between north and south and 
the marginalisation of the north. The landscape with its diverse layers (sensu Moshenska 2015; see also Krupa-
Ławrynowicz and Ławrynowicz 2019; Saunders and Cornish 2021) are forming a network of relationships that 
connects the past, present, and future into an embodied whole that becomes more meaningful both to scholars as 
well as to the general public (sensu Olivier 2013, 2024; Zalewska 2013b, 2021).

Modern conflict archaeologists are also increasingly adopting inclusive and participatory public archaeology  
approaches (see Zalewska 2021). This seems inevitable, given that challenges frequently arise in the field of 
conflict archaeology, where contemporary stakeholders are not always willing to confront traces of past violence 
that have come to the surface. Public archaeology can mean either including community members in the research 
process (participatory mode) or listening to the concerns, fears, and memories of our contemporaries (ethno-
archaeology mode). In this context, the current work of archaeologists in southern Poland is particularly interesting 
and insightful. The recent project on the remains of former Plaszow concentration camp at Kraków focused not 
only on the research of the past but also on the necessity to carefully adress the tensions that arose because of the 
new Memorial’s creation on the one hand and aspirations of current inhabitants of Kraków to enjoy tha vast site as 
a recreational area on the other hand. The project demonstrates how dialogue with local communities can be com-
plicated and at the same time enrich archaeological interpretation and endeavours (see Karski and Kobiałka 2023).
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In conflict archaeology, listening to the needs and aspirations of present-day stakeholders already has become an 
essential component of research (see some examples and elaborations in Zalewska 2016; González-Ruibal 2019; 
Hausmair 2025). However, listening is not enough in some contexts. In many cases, archaeologists have to learn 
‘how to speak in a new way’. As Raja Shehadeh (2015) has demonstrated in her quest for justice through the use of 
material evidence amidst the dramatic long-term developments in the relations between Palestinians and Israelis, 
the language of war and the language of peace differ radically. Sometimes this involves also choosing the mode 
of withdrawal or silence (see the empty space of the article withdrawn as a consequence of the orignal author’s 
request: Colomer 2014; cf. Sánchez and Papagiannopoulou 2014). It must be ensured that the experiences of those 
affected by violence personally (in the past as well as in the present) remain central to conflict archaeology, and 
that requires the necessary compassion for human life as such.

(V) Preserve the Planet, Respect all Forms of Life... (Manifesto 2000)

Contemporary archaeological discourse increasingly emphasises the impact of humans on the planet by analysing 
the anthropogenic pressures (sensu Zalewska and Czarnecki 2024: 60) and the Anthropocene at both macro- and 
micro-scales (Edgeworth 2014; Olivier 2024). Research addressing environmental processes and semi-natural 
disasters, such as the impact of climate change on coastal wetlands (van de Noort 2013) or the El Niño phe- 
nomenon (van Buren 2001), illustrate how archaeological knowledge of materiality and temporality can contribute 
to understanding the long-term interaction between human societies and natural systems. Archaeological perspec-
tives have also been applied to contemporary disasters. For example, the triple catastrophe that struck Fukushima 
in 2011 – earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear accident — has been described as a “reification of the achievements 
and failures of late modernity” (Schlanger et al. 2016).

One of the unfortunate aspects of modernity is the ever-increasing anthropogenic pressure. Anthropogenic changes  
to the environment have long been a common theme in archaeology. This generally takes place in two ways:  
empirically, as cause and effect; or reflectively, as relational. Within the field of conflict archaeology, however, 
this is not a fully developed area of research to the extent that it would fit within the dynamics of the Anthro-
pocene Turn yet (sensu Dürbeck and Hüpkes 2020). Therefore, even the studies, findings, research questions, and  
hypotheses that do not explicitly mention the concepts of the Anthropocene or anthropopressure – such as 
González-Ruibal’s work (2018) – can be supportive of deeper reflection on these concepts.

The endeavour to conceptualise anthropogenic pressure as an epistemological category becomes manifest, for 
instance, in the process of acknowledging the intricacy and distinctiveness of landscape transformations. From the 
perspective of conflict archaeology, it is important to note that some of these transformations include material con-
sequences of conflicts and wars. Such consequences may take the form of remnants of fortifications, weapons, and 
ammunition (small arms, artillery, or even chemical weapons), as well as war cemeteries and other resting places 
of fallen soldiers and civilian victims. This is an attribute common to a multitude of locations across the globe. 
One such example is the area of central Poland, where landscapes that were shaped over millennia, abruptly and 
forcefully changed as a result of the First and Second World Wars. In the course of the project “Material Remains 
of Life and Death in the Trenches on the Eastern Front and the State of Post-War Landscape Transformation in the 
Rawka and Bzura Region (1914–2014),” all the elements of the studied archaeological landscape – interpreted as 
the result of anthropogenic pressure, both material and immaterial – were considered to be of informative value. 
However, as González-Ruibal (2018) pertinently observes, the exploration of the age of destruction encompasses 
not only epistemology but also ethics. It was hypothesised that a more comprehensive identification of all mani-
festations of anthropogenic pressure through conflict archaeology would enhance scholarly recognition of the sites 
scarred by war, as well as our understanding of the fading traces of past violence which have also contributed to 
the current state of affairs described by the term Anthropocene.

By exposing the physical evidence of (past) human negligence and destruction, archaeology may stimulate greater  
responsibility toward the planet and contribute to efforts aimed at slowing down processes of environmental  
devastation. Archaeology also has played an important role in identifying contaminated zones as well as sensitive 
areas and landscapes shaped by violence or environmental destruction (Harrison 2016).
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It appears that an examination of the conditions and methods by which we engage with locations characterised 
by conflicts, wars, or other ways of complicating normality (such as landscape contamination or degradation),  
employing the concept of anthropopressure may facilitate the elucidation of the epistemological, ontological, and 
also moral dimensions of contemporary society’s actions. Exploring the long-term consequences of technologi-
cal and environmental crises from an archaeological viewpoint as well as scrutinizing the impact of the use of  
weapons of mass destruction and arms races may encourage deeper reflection and a more responsible, non-violent, 
and engaged participation in social life and care for the planet.

The trend of arms races, which is rooted in the pursuit of profit from the arms trade and a long-standing struggle 
for technological superiority, persists. Furthermore, it is evident that authoritarian political leaders continue to  
manipulate the populace’s sense of fear by exploiting the potential of weapons of mass destruction. The results 
of archaeological research on weapons of mass destruction, as, e.g., in the the case of the First World War’s gas-
scapes in Poland (see above), indicate that such trends have a profound long-term impact on both the mental well-
being of individuals and societies as well as on the landscapes and natural environment.

From the perspective of conflict archaeology focused on peace, such research constitutes significant warnings. 
This assertion is substantiated by the findings of archaeologist Grzegorz Kiarszys, who presented evidence indicat-
ing that from the late 1960s to the early 1990s, facilities designated for the storage of tactical nuclear weapons – 
intended for deployment against European cities in the event of a conflict – were deliberately concealed. This was 
achieved by the combination of remote sensing data, such as laser scanning (LiDAR), declassified satellite images, 
and archival data. Kiarszys has meticulously documented and interpreted a series of material manifestations of the 
Cold War in Poland. These manifestations are located in Brzeźnica-Kolonia and Templewo, where the remnants 
of bunkers and security zones remain largely demolished or damaged, and in Podborsko, where the bunkers are 
preserved as part of the Museum of Polish Arms in Kołobrzeg. Via such research, conflict archaeology asserts that 
even incriminating heritage, albeit neglected, can be considered as crucial, as offering insights into totalitarian 
strategies, in this case Soviet military strategies (Kiarszys 2019).

Thus, studies on conflict archaeology contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of how and with what 
consequences we come to terms with the repercussions of violent human agency, how we interact with them and 
how we care for them, or how we discredit them, and ultimately, what they signify to us in the Anthropocene and 
their potential future significance – such as the prospect of shaping a culture of peace.

Archaeological data, when considered with other data and reflected on, can contribute to our knowledge of  
human impact as a relational, multi-temporal, and multi-agential phenomenon. Including this data could also  
expand interpretative possibilities. In a time of transformations, including changes to the landscape, climate, and 
society, this also shows the potential of pro-peace conflict archaeology.

(VI) Rediscover Solidarity… (Manifesto 2000)

Finally, conflict archaeology is also contributing to rediscovering material manifestations of solidarity in societies 
burdened by difficult pasts. Research on social trauma, social pain, and belonging suggests that human well-being 
depends strongly on social integration and the sense of being part of a community (Abrutyn 2023). Engagement 
with material remains of traumatic pasts should not serve only personal or academic goals but should also con-
tribute to broader social purposes. It is worth constantly asking ourselves what motivates us in our archaeological 
work. Do we engage with the material remains of past conflicts and wars merely to boost our self-esteem or to 
feel like we are doing something meaningful (which is not necessarily a bad thing, but seems insufficient to me), 
or is there something more at stake? The value of material traces of the past to serve as vital warnings is evident. 
Conflict archaeology – such as the one conducted in Poland concerning Nazi and Communist totalitarian war 
crimes and genocides – has highlighted the profound consequences of hatred, division, violence, and the subse-
quent conflicts and wars. The material consequences of these events have had a profound impact on humanity, 
leaving us grappling with the challenges and setbacks they have engendered. Regardless of whether we consider 
this as individual reserachers (e.g., the archaeologist) or as an ‘interpretive community’ of professionals, we need 
to recognize that when human solidarity weakens, the collective sense of existential threat increases.
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Some remedies of conflict archaeology may involve the use of our findings in educational programmes, working 
with local initiatives and fostering a sense of belonging, debunking stereotypes, and training in emotion regulation, 
empathy, and communication. By investigating and stressing the importance of the material traces of social exclu-
sions, acts of violence, conflicts, and wars as the sources of traumas or ‘cultural pain’, archaeology can reduce the 
stigma and alienation felt by marginalized groups or by individuals tormented by a sense of exclusion or historical 
injustice. In this way, conflict archaeology can contribute to building a future based on reconciliation and solidarity 
rather than exclusion and violence. Material traces of past conflicts that serve as warnings and reminders, much 
like the research in Poland regarding crimes committed by totalitarian regimes (Szleszkowski et al. 2014; Zwolski 
2018) or in many other places in the world (see examples in Zalewska et al. 2017; Symonds and Vařeka 2020; 
Saunders and Cornish 2021).

Archaeology thus contributes to understanding violence not only as a historical phenomenon but also as an endur-
ing ethical and moral problem. By analysing the material consequences of conflicts, archaeologists demonstrate 
that violence has long and complex roots and leaves enduring physical, social, and psychological consequences. 
This knowledge can foster reflection that is existential, pragmatic, moral, and ethical at the same time. Archae- 
ologists’ engagement in rising awareness of the overwhelming presence of traces of past violence and of our her-
itage that is fraught with violence – that is perceived among others as negative (sensu Meskell 2002), orphaned 
(sensu Price 2005), difficult (sensu MacDonald 2009), or as incriminating and ambient (sensu Zalewska 2019) – 
may stimulate efforts or even encourage action to actively oppose violence in all its forms, as it exists also today. 
There are indications to think that the direction of archaeological engagements in shaping a less violent world 
and a culture of peace (sensu Piejka 2015) is already an important dimension and aspiration of modern conflict 
archaeology.

Furthermore, projects addressing contemporary social issues – such as homelessness, exclusion, or social inequal-
ity – intersect with the Global Justice Movement and demonstrate how archaeological work can provide arguments 
‘for the future and not for the past’, emphasising survival, resilience, and hope (sensu Little 2009: 116–117). Such 
initiatives promote ‘the search for meaning’ (see Crossland 2011: 291–292) and – as elaborated by Jaime Almansa 
Sánchez and Elena Papagiannopoulou (2014) – support democratic and humanistic values such as trust, dialogue, 
and mutual confidence.

One can hope that all these initiatives and examples of archaeological engagement help foster a sense of solidarity 
– both between people and across species.

Some Concluding Remarks

For obvious reasons, the above aspects (I–VI) are intertwined. They overlap and complement each other, lending 
credibility to the thesis that archaeologists can truly move towards shaping a culture of peace and non-violence. 
However, much remains to be done before we can say that an archaeology promoting a culture of peace and non-
violence is actually ‘in motion’. We are still struggling to assimilate many of the lessons of the twentieth century, 
including those conveyed by material evidence and by people burdened by the experience of war and violence.  
I will cite two examples of legacies that offer lessons very apt also for archaeologists. Frankl, despite being per-
secuted by the fascist Nazi regime, noted that “what matters is not what we expect from life, but what life expects 
from us” (Frankl 2011: 124). While Barbara Skarga, despite bearing her own scars and stigmas as the victim of the 
Communist regime, argued that although traces may result from violence, they do not need to remain something 
painful but should be treated as if they are something positive. “Man is a being called upon (action); the call is in-
herent in his very existence. This call can be heard in the desire for infinity, as well as in the sense of responsibility 
towards others that leads to the acceptance of various ethical imperatives” (Skarga 2002: 102).

Archaeological activities involve making material entities more present, visible, or causative in cognitive and  
social terms, thereby helping to co-create a culture of peace. Material remains, however, have their own power and 
agency regardless of our desires and needs – by dint of their longevity. Naturally, agreement or disagreement with 
the need to highlight what makes archaeology a discipline of significance in the pursuit of a culture of peace need 
not be spontaneous or universal.
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So let us take a proactive and responsive approach to ensure that our archaeological work on the traces of sense-
less conflicts and violence contributes more comprehensively to shaping a peaceful and socially solidary present, 
because the field of archaeology of the contemporary era concerns primarily the present and emerging futures. In 
this context, a critical approach to conflict archaeology as a means of shaping a culture of peace and non-violence 
would be certainly beneficial.
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