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Unterwasserarchäologie versus Tauchtourismus
Denkmalpflege in Kaş (Türkei)	 147
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■■ On humility, power shift and cultural change
Archaeology on Web 2.0 sites

Diane Scherzler
Südwestrundfunk

Whether it is a Facebook account, Twitter, putting 
up pictures on Flickr, editing Wikipedia articles 
or maybe even uploading videos on Youtube – it 
is the most recent trend in academic communi-
cation to be present in Web 2.0, the interactive 
web with all its blogs, wikis and social media 
platforms. Currently, museums, research institu-
tions and professional associations are compet-
ing for friends on Facebook, followers on Twitter 
and their clicks or comments. However, is all that 
glitters really gold and is it justified under any 
circumstances to be convinced of these instru-
ments’ effectiveness? This article aims to take 
a closer look at this question. Which opportuni-
ties and risks does Web 2.0 harbour for archae-
ologists and archaeological institutions that wish 
to communicate their topics beyond the circles of 
experts? Are we really only talking about a new 
technology or is there more to it? This text will 
give a brief overview of the current changes in 
global communication systems and their impact 
on the non-expert academic communication. 
Generally speaking, it aims to provide an ap-
proach to a strategic perspective for Web 2.0 in-
volvement.

■■ Snapshots of cultural change

If you wish to voice your opinion in public these 
days you do not need to write a  book or own 
a  newspaper or media conglomerate. These 
times are over. You do not necessarily have to 
raise mass media interest in your topic or need 
large funding. All you need is a computer and ac-
cess to the internet to start blogging, sharing your 
views on social media networks, form a  group 
and develop your ideas with kindred spirits. This 

is why, at present, communication systems are 
fundamentally changing around the world.
People – and only some of them are research-
ers – take photos of excavations or film this ar-
chaeological work during their vacations and on 
other occasions, or they document the destruc-
tion of archaeological sites, for instance in Egypt 
or Syria. They collect data and make it available 
to others, as seen after the nuclear disaster in 
Fukushima. Similarly, they debate the opportuni-
ties and significance of science, whether it be na-
notechnology or new remote sensing techniques 
in archaeology.
Web  2.0 can provide real-time communication 
where a  discussion can arise within minutes. 
Users share information, collect ideas and pass 
them on to their friends and colleagues who, in 
turn, share them with their respective networks. 
Ideas, suggestions, protest and enthusiasm 
thus spread at an enormous speed and in an 
organised way. Re-tweeting information and 
clicking on Facebook’s “like” button will help 
information spread rapidly. Just imagine some-
one passing on a piece of information to, say, 
100 of his / her friends and followers of whom, 
in turn, 30 will “like” or re-tweet this information 
to their networks (for the sake of simplicity let 
us assume they consist of 100 people as well) – 
there will be 3,000  people who are potentially 
aware of a certain fact. This can happen in no 
time. Also, it is obvious that the passing on, dis-
cussion and interpretation of information can 
continue forever. Web  2.0 is a  non-linear sys-
tem and its coverage cannot be foreseen by the 
sender of information.
An audience that previously was very fragment-
ed and hardly able to connect has turned into an 
audience that quickly forms groups of kindred 



238

or interested spirits in the social media. These 
groups have the potential to grow at enormous 
speed and links can be quite strong. Web 2.0 al-
lows for a much stronger degree of participation 
than Web 1.0 did. The key word to the success 
of social networks is “social” – the internet is not 
merely a  knowledge base anymore, it is an in-
teractive space. To a certain extent, it meets the 
needs for social interaction.
While, in the past, non-expert discussions of 
archaeological topics took place in the pub or 
in clubs and societies to a  limited extent with 
a  strongly fragmented audience, social media 
platforms today allow for the formation of net-
works on a  much larger scale. Apart from the 
swift distribution of facts they provide a space for 
emotions such as enthusiasm, anger or rage to 
wind each other up and collapse just as quickly. 
The network theoretician Peter Kruse calls them 
dynamics that boost themselves: “There is the 
formation of groups of people with the same in-
terests, beyond any political party or advocacy 
work, that are impressively able to acquire dem-
ocratically relevant majorities. The effects trig-
gered by this have a dimension which is irritating 
and difficult to predict for the existing structures 
of power.” (Diehn 2011, 42).
People will continue to debate archaeology – or 
what they think archaeology comprises – in much 
larger groups than before. They will do so wheth-
er an archaeologist participates in the discussion 
or not. The journalism researcher Jay  Rosen 
called them “The people formerly known as the 
audience” in the famous online newspaper The 
Huffington Post, and although he was actually 
talking about journalists (Rosen 2006) he could 
easily have referred to researchers as well when 
he said: “You don’t control production on the new 
platform, which isn’t one-way. There is a new bal-
ance of power between you and us. The people 
formerly known as the audience are simply ‘the 
public’ made realer, less fictional, more able, less 
predictable. You should welcome that, media 
people. But whether you do or not we want you to 
know we’re here.”.

■■ Benefits of Web 2.0 engagement

It could be an advantage for the field of archae-
ology to get involved in Web  2.0. Still, people 
continue to hear about archaeological findings 
mainly from the mass media but, in parallel, it 
is possible for archaeological institutions or indi-
vidual researchers to get in touch with people, 
easily and in a direct way, without the journalist. 
Archaeologists can voice their opinion wherever 
the debate takes place; they reach their audience 
without the filter necessitated by media logic, 
and without delay. Those who write a blog might 

also aim at rectifying pseudo-science and wrong 
statements  – as wrong information might also 
spread fast and influence people’s opinion.
Social media provides an excellent space for 
“niche information”. If you want to present your 
field of research or your work from an unusual 
point of view by focusing, for example, on a sin-
gle project, research policy or the illicit use of 
metal detectors at archaeological sites with the 
aim of looting, there is a possibility that you will 
reach your audience with a  blog if you are not 
able to reach it via the mass media because your 
audience is small and highly interested in spe-
cific information from your field.
Archaeologists are able to spread burning is-
sues or significant information swiftly around 
the globe. One current example is the Facebook 
group “Syria’s archaeological heritage in danger” 
(Le patrimoine archéologique syrien en danger), 
that informs us about the severe damage being 
done to Syria’s cultural heritage.
Archaeology with all its findings and non-renew-
able resources depends much more than other 
fields on public support and has thus much to 
gain from a  direct communication with the citi-
zens, and even more so from its active support, 
the “wisdom of the crowd”. Just to name one 
example: Jason  Felch is a  reporter for the Los 
Angeles Times and will soon start WikiLoot, an 
open source web platform for the publication and 
analysis of data and photographs documenting 
the illicit trade in looted antiquities. The raw data is 
planned to be made available to everyone, Felch 
says: “It’s all raw, unprocessed data. Researchers 
can use it, but we also hope the public can use it 
to find out a bit more about what is on display at 
their local museum.” (Kington 2012). This will also 
change the role of “experts” as they become one 
of the crowd.

■■ Challenges of Web 2.0  
engagement

As was mentioned before, people expect to be 
able to participate when they hear the words 
Web  2.0. They will not silently acknowledge 
just any facts by any expert. This potential and 
challenge of Web  2.0 should not be underesti-
mated by archaeologists. “As long as the inter-
net exists”, Peter Kruse says, “you cannot stop 
people from participating anymore. The internet 
is like a  permanent invitation to get involved.” 
(Stifterverband 2011).
In a  Web  2.0 environment, archaeologists are 
users like everyone else, and they are perceived 
as peers. If an explanation by an archaeologist 
is correct but too complicated, another user 
might comment “this does not make sense to 
me”, completely unimpressed by any PhD  title 
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or list of publications – he or she probably does 
not even know about them. Other users who are 
more familiar with the topic might contribute ad-
ditional information or inquire about the validity 
of data. However, this kind of comment is posted 
directly below a blog or Facebook entry and is 
therefore visible to everyone, in black and white, 
and you can hardly ignore it but have to answer. 
You must be willing to face potential criticism, 
listen and learn. The audience demands to com-
municate with human beings, not with an ab-
stract institution that tries to wriggle its way out 
of a disputed issue by using politically balanced, 
yet non-committal wording. Web 2.0 makes you 
visible, tangible, and archaeology is thus given 
a face.
Power, too, shifts from the sender of an infor-
mation to the addressee. If you are not able to 
generate feedback in your networks and if you 
send out information without generating a  re-
sponse you do not have any power there. “I am 
only powerful if power is given to me,” according 
to Peter Kruse (Stifterverband 2011). And unlike 
a glossy brochure or a  full-page advertisement, 
this power cannot be purchased.

■■ Possible strategies in Web 2.0

As was mentioned above: the unilateral sending 
out of information and not responding to your au-
dience’s questions, interests and needs does not 
work in a Web 2.0 environment. Users will real-
ise when someone is not interested in them and 
just brushes their concerns aside; they will know 
if someone wants to use Web 2.0 as just another 
advertising channel. This fact, too, will potentially 
be communicated to the public and commented 
on by other users – in the worst case you can be 
hit by a shitstorm. It is obviously possible to make 
mistakes in Web 2.0 and in that case the user will 
have to pay dearly for them.
The essential point is to not just serve Web 2.0 
“because that’s the done thing”. The most cost-
ly involvement will not help your matters if you 
simply post information on the website of your 
institute, just like in Web  1.0. That’s the point: 
Web 2.0 is not just a paradigm shift in terms of 
technology but just as much a cultural change. 
The academic must dare to enter into a discus-
sion with the public. If, however, you already find 
it difficult to accept that journalists do not write 
exactly what you would like to read about your 
projects, you will run into problems when deal-
ing with non-experts. If your aim is mainly to in-
form and “enlighten” them you will have to think 
again.
Now, what is the best approach? In Web 2.0, us-
ers must learn to deal with criticism and to be 
questioned by other users. A certain humility to-

wards your audience is necessary. In Web  2.0 
networks it is not possible to keep up the nimbus 
of “objectivity” or the narcissistic idea of owning 
the “truth”. Users must learn to encounter situa-
tions they are not able to control in the end.
All of this is not easy. Furthermore, any Web 2.0 
involvement is time- and energy-consuming, 
therefore also costly. This is certainly not a nine-
to-five job with six weeks of annual vacation.
As this article shows there can be good reasons 
why archaeological institutions should currently 
not get involved in Web  2.0 activities. On the 
other hand, Web 2.0 develops at great speed. It 
must be a matter of the heart for this research 
discipline to help shape this development and 
the changing view of archaeology. Archaeology 
must not close its mind to those networks be-
cause that would be detrimental. Thus, the 
question we archaeologists must ask is actually 
simple: are we ready for a  new understanding 
of power and dialogue? Are we ready to ac-
cept that networks develop a momentum of their 
own? Yes or no?

■■ Von Demut, Macht­
verschiebungen und einem 
Kulturwandel
Archäologie in Web-2.0-Umgebungen

Soziale Netzwerke funktionieren so enorm gut 
(ihr Wachstum kann man getrost als explosiv 
bezeichnen), weil sie sozial sind – das Internet 
ist nicht mehr nur Wissensspeicher, sondern 
Interaktionsraum und befriedigt das Bedürfnis 
nach sozialer Beziehung. Gleichzeitig verändert 
sich die Wissenschaftskommunikation: Die 
Belehrung der Öffentlichkeit durch Archäologen 
hat zwar nicht völlig ausgedient, aber als 
Wissenschaftler muss man damit rechnen, 
dass die Menschen diskutieren wollen und die 
Botschaften der Fachwelt hinterfragen. Soziale 
Netzwerke, Blogs etc. haben sie daran gewöhnt, 
dass jeder selbst zum Akteur werden kann. Man 
findet sich zu schnell wachsenden Gruppen zu-
sammen und tauscht dort Informationen und 
Meinungen aus. Ideen, Anregungen, Protest 
und Begeisterung breiten sich damit organisiert 
und rasend schnell aus – ob nun ein Archäologe 
Teil einer solchen Gruppe ist oder nicht. Davon 
bleibt das Fach nicht unberührt. Gleichzeitig 
können sich auch Archäologen im Web 2.0 
hervorragend einbringen und davon profitie-
ren. Grundlegend dabei: Web 2.0 ist weniger 
eine Technologie-Entwicklung, sondern ein 
Kulturwandel, der sich gerade auftut. Ihn zu be-
greifen, ist unverzichtbar: Wem es nicht gelingt, 
Resonanz in den Netzen zu erzeugen, hat dort 
keine Macht.
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