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REFLECTION

Reflections in UK archaeology – a personal journey in academic life
Theresa O’Mahony

The Enabled Archaeology Foundation, London, UK

This short article reflects on my student and professional experiences in archaeology as a (dis/Abled)
enabled public archaeologist (we put the A in disabled to show we have abilities not disabilities,
and enabled means using coping strategies or tools to do our best work and live our daily lives). I
first discuss both the attitudinal negativity and at times almost prejudicial actions of a small minority
of archaeologists and museums towards my participation or involvement as the unspoken attitude of
‘surely someone disabled can’t do archaeology?’ As Phillips and Gilchrist found in their survey of the
topic, one archaeological employer said that he would never even consider employing a disabled
person (2005, 76). Then I go on to discuss the support and encouragement of the many who,
when they become aware of these issues (for instance through my conference talks) have shown
support and solidarity.

In 2013 as an undergraduate at University College London (UCL) I was required as part of my
archaeology degree to complete 70 days of fieldwork. I thought I might have a chance of a placement
as I received a high grade in my university field-school training course, and I had volunteered at digs
before I started university. In all I applied to 38 different training schools, museums and archives but I
kept being rejected, in total 36 times. This was a surprise but perhaps it should not have been, as less
than two percent of the archaeology workforce in general is made up of dis/Abled people (Aitchison
and Rocks-Macqueen 2014, 99). Some museums even ‘re-structured’ their placements online after I
applied, which was in reality just the same placement re-advertised the next day. I had declared
my disabilities to them: I looked around at my student peers and I saw them getting placements,
often with less experience and lower grades. One fellow student got one of the placements that I
had unsuccessfully applied for. After my initial feelings and shock of being rejected, I looked
around and asked myself why this was happening.

I started researching dis/Ability in archaeology and whilst on digs and elsewhere during the next
two years I interviewed over 200 people including students, staff and volunteers in archaeology
around the UK; those with and without disabilities; those who were dis/Abled or became dis/
Abled whilst practicing archaeology. I heard some horrific accounts of discrimination, and within
other people’s experiences of archaeology I saw common patterns emerging which chimed with
my own experiences.

On one occasion I was called a ‘freak on three legs’ (I walk with a cane), ‘a witch’ and ‘evil’. I also
experienced people as a group (around 30 people), turn their backs on me as I walked into a room. I
wrote my undergraduate dissertation on attitudes towards disabilities in archaeology in the UK; my
MA dissertation in 2016 was focused more specifically on the experiences of dyslexic students in UK
universities, within the wider theme of invisible disabilities.

My experiences of the circa 10 percent of people in archaeology who are totally opposed to dis-
abled inclusion are not atypical. One of my dissertation research participants, a man on the autistic
spectrum, committed suicide and I believe the very negative experiences of his fieldwork training
were a contributory factor in his death. During my interview with him, he kept saying ‘I’m invisible,
just empty space’. He wanted me to be his voice as he could not speak up on his own behalf. This
event changed my life.
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During the last year I had been thinking about how we can shift our archaeological culture in the
UK away from the medical model of disability (whereby disability is seen as resulting from impair-
ment) towards the social model of disability (where it is understood that disability results from
societies’ failure to provide support in accessing spaces, employment, culture, etc.). Whilst speaking
about this inequality at my first archaeology conference as an undergraduate in 2015 the room fell
silent after my talk and then I saw and felt the overwhelming realization of the audience of what was
happening to us, the love, care, encouragement and support in those few moments from the audi-
ence was overwhelming.

This is how my campaigning work in enabled archaeology was born; people did care and wanted
to support us, their reactions galvanized me into action. I have now spoken at numerous conferences
and published on this subject (O’Mahony 2015, 2016). We have over 1,700 supporters on our All
Inclusive Archaeology Facebook page from 30+ countries, alongside our Enabled Archaeology
closed Facebook group with 145 members discussing issues and obstacles to our involvement in
archaeology (anyone can join with or without dis/Abilities). We have seen the establishment of a
new chapter of Enabled Archaeology in Australia, and with other countries possibly following suit
the future is looking brighter. We recently held our first ever Enabled Archaeology conference
where for the first time we raised our voices to be recognized for who we are as individuals and a
group with our own past, identity and heritage, and we are starting to be listened to. More people
are becoming aware and by each one of us speaking out when part of archaeological culture says
without speaking we dis/Abled enabled participants cannot be involved, we all can break down
the barriers to dis/Abled enabled people being involved in archaeology today.

With the establishment of the Enabled Archaeology Foundation (EAF) wewill have threemain aims:
firstly to empower, equip, train and enable disabled people to take part in any area of archaeology they
wish. Secondly, for all dis/Abledenabledparticipants to have a voice individually and collectivelywithin
archaeology for the first time. Thirdly and finally, to bring awareness and familiarity of disability to all in
archaeology so there will be no more opposition, fear, mistrust or wariness to our inclusion.

Our aim will be to change archaeological culture to one of openness, honesty and acceptance. As
UCL Institute of Archaeology taught me in my four years there: if you see something that needs chan-
ging, ‘be the change’. I will never give up the archaeology I love, nor leave anyone without a voice, for
those of us who are dis/Abled enabled have far more Abilities than disabilities and now we are
becoming visible and not just invisible or empty space.
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