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Amid resurgent geopolitical fissures and in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, there is a growing aware-
ness in the sector of the need for, and concern about, national and international collaboration in archaeological
projects. This article reflects on present-day challenges for international collaboration in central Eurasian
archaeology and furthers a much-needed discussion about (re)integrating local narratives with inter-regional
trends in future research. Responsible and practical proposals for bridging collaborator differences in institu-
tional or publishing obligations, language capacities and access to resources are discussed.
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Introduction
In September 2022, a group of multi-generational scholars convened at the 28th Annual
European Association of Archaeologists (EAA) Meeting in Budapest, Hungary, to contribute
to an open-dialogue session titled [Re]Integrating a Dispersed Agenda: Advancing
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Archaeological Research in Central Eurasia. This session was motivated by lapses in access to
fieldwork and funding related to the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting lost opportunities
for professional networking and stagnation in overall research development. Equally promin-
ent was the recognition that such setbacks arrived during a pivotal time for archaeology in
central Eurasia (Figure 1), as new balances are being calibrated between the deeply rooted
archaeological methodologies and epistemologies of the region and the growing application
of highly specialised laboratory analyses, often driven by researchers not familiar with this part
of the world. The primary objectives of the session were to reunite regional specialists and to
identify common goals around which future research could be aligned. The discussion pre-
sented here is based on the live EAA session and ongoing conversations regarding the numer-
ous geopolitical crises that have since impacted archaeological work. We recognise that there
are still many other voices that can contribute to the themes presented here. Our article fol-
lows in the wake of several scholars and trends that, especially since the 1990s, have advocated
for more ethical, inclusive and collaborative archaeological research in central Eurasia (e.g.
Gubaev et al. 1998; Chang & Grigoriev 1999; Hanks 2010; Honeychurch 2010; Frachetti
2011).

Aiming to incorporate as diverse a representation of central Eurasian archaeology as pos-
sible, an open invitation to the 2022 EAA session was extended to scholars studying prehis-
toric to early historic periods within the region and who had expertise in a particular research
methodology, geographical zone or intellectual approach. Ultimately, scholars with

Figure 1. Map of the region as defined geo-politically for this article.
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professional representation in/from Germany, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Russia,
Turkmenistan, the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom, the United States of Amer-
ica and Uzbekistan participated (Rouse &Doumani Dupuy 2022). Many of the local central
Eurasian scholars were unable to join in person, highlighting some of the impediments to
engaging in widely cast nets of collaboration that we discuss in this article.

During the session, a number of problems and challenges within our archaeological com-
munity were raised. We outline these thematically below and propose ways to address them
based on our collective expertise and experience in the region. Our aim is to encourage
important conversations for those already steeped in central Eurasian archaeology, as well
as for the next generation of scholars hoping to navigate a career in an informed, inclusive
and equitable way.

Thinking through archaeology: historiography, theory, knowledge
and approach
While rooted in the physical remains of the past, archaeology happens in the present and
responds to evolving disciplinary theory. Central Eurasian archaeology today is distinct
because it draws from two theoretical traditions that developed separately throughout the
twentieth century (Kohl 2007; Klejn 2012). It incorporates narratives born in the USSR,
when iterations of Marxist historical materialism dominated the development of archaeo-
logical paradigms, and Anglo-American and European archaeology, which navigated proces-
sualist and post-processualist approaches influenced by broader trends in Western scientific
and humanistic traditions. Theoretical trends that portend significant changes for central
Eurasian archaeology include posthumanism, post-colonialism and post-Sovietism, which
all invite new avenues for research (Koplatadze 2019; Franklin 2023). However, some of
these terms have lingering political connotations that can create tension between colleagues
of different nationalities and backgrounds. Within our collaborations we can collectively
build the future course of the discipline through connecting archaeological theory and prac-
tice across broad international networks of diverse histories.

Contemporary archaeology in central Eurasia continues to develop methodologically and
theoretically while simultaneously wrestling with practical and epistemological issues left by
the dissolution of the USSR (Dolukhanov 2010; Gorshenina et al. 2019; see also discussion
arising from the “Margulan Readings” Annual International Scientific and Practical Confer-
ence, 12–13 April 2022, Almaty, Kazakhstan and IICAS Vol. 29 “Masters” and “Natives”
Book Discussion Forum 2020). Archaeological institutions in the former Soviet sphere
face challenges including securing funding for research projects and professional training sup-
port, inconsistent legal claims between institutions, a breakdown in systems of cultural heri-
tage protection and avenues for research dissemination. Alongside the chronically
underfunded local institutions, the disintegration of the Soviet Union and its structures
meant that fewer professional archaeologists were trained during the 1990s and early
2000s. The limited availability of Soviet publications in academic libraries outside the former
USSR has rendered several generations of scholarship harder to access, resulting in the ideas
and achievements of earlier generations being overlooked on the worldwide stage.

Lynne M. Rouse et al.
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Related to this, language continues to guide and impact the literature we access, the ideas
we are exposed to, and the conversations we have and with whom. The political fractures at
the end of the twentieth century, compounded with the more recent emergence of English as
the lingua franca for academia, have contributed to a loss of general knowledge of Russian-
language archaeological literature for many outside of central Eurasia. Language barriers
are complicated by the post-Soviet resurgence of national languages for scientific and admin-
istrative purposes (Gorshenina et al. 2019). Failure to engage with this language complexity
promotes a silencing of scientific works and relegates central Eurasian scholars to a stratum of
archaeological research that is itself approached as partial and outdated.

To access the robust scholarly community of central Eurasia, Russian and English remain
foundational linguistic requirements. As distance from the Soviet Union era grows, national
languages including Uzbek, Tajik, Kyrgyz, Turkmen and Kazakh are increasingly used in
archaeological practice. For scholars and students looking to work in the region, a basic
knowledge of such languages is essential rather than desirable. Certainly, this linguistic com-
plexity is somewhat alleviated by online translation programs, but these do remove a level of
engagement. Digitisation projects in local institutions are a critical step toward alleviating
problems of literature accessibility, but they are unlikely to replace on-the-ground library
and archival research in the near future. International joint projects require scholars to
work across multiple languages and bodies of literature. Such intensity of collaboration
lays a foundation to engage with diverse audiences and fulfil responsibilities to scholarly com-
munities beyond the home base.

Within our research and publications, the terms we use carry implications that deserve
consideration (Gorshenina et al. 2019; Grigoriev 2021). Terms have an important impact
on how we structure our thinking, which can inadvertently overwrite other perspectives.
Some terms provide chronological and historical shorthands, such as ‘Andronovo’ or ‘Achae-
menid’, that are broadly intelligible for our language peers, but carry sub-texts that may be
misconstrued in translation. The continued use of general terminology similarly divides his-
torical and archaeological perspectives on the past. Moreover, blanket terms such as nomads,
civilization and Silk Roads diminish the spectrum of varied lifestyles in central Eurasia’s past
and present (Frachetti 2008; Chang 2018; Rouse et al. 2022a; Franklin 2023). Within the
intellectual circles of central Eurasian archaeology, a key place to initiate change is in the lec-
ture hall with the aim to unpack standard narratives and build new epistemologies situated in
diverse regional discourses.

Practising archaeology: fieldwork, methods, analyses and data
integration
There are many directions in which international researchers can collaborate to promote a
more integrated outlook for central Eurasian archaeology. The long-standing methodological
traditions in central Eurasian archaeology have focused primarily on sub-regional survey and
excavations targeting individual site histories. Building on the long history of research in Eur-
asia, these valuable regional and/or long-term syntheses can be effectively combined with
increasingly dense and varied data to create resilient and detailed local narratives that also
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illuminate broader inter-regional processes (Wright et al. 2019; Ventresca-Miller et al. 2020;
Doumani Dupuy et al. 2021; Hermes et al. 2021; Osipova et al. 2021; Rouse et al. 2022b).

The linkage of local and macro-regional narratives is an important goal of (re)integrating
central Eurasian archaeology. We are now able to energise new and existing research and to
use these detailed composite data to evaluate macro-scale narratives and reshape them with
additional nuance. Increasing collaboration and communication supports flexibility in
research design that encompasses contemporary and historical objectives. The primacy of
macro-narratives is giving way to a new responsive agenda where large-scale narratives (e.g.
Chernykh 1992) are being re-evaluated against emerging local histories (Calgaro et al.
2023; Voyakin & Usmanova 2023; also compare Anthony 2007; Anthony et al. 2016).
We are now at a point where our collective archaeology can benefit from comprehensive
data integration. As more types of organic and inorganic datasets become part of standard
archaeological practice, there is increasing scope for combined analyses that address, explore
and strengthen local and grand narratives (Kuzmina 1985; cf. Narasimhan et al. 2019; see
also Amartuvshin & Honeychurch 2010; cf. Jeong et al. 2018). Large, combined sampling
efforts in bioarchaeological and biomolecular research play critical roles in revitalising old
questions about human/animal/plant mobility, ethnogenesis and historical trajectories
born in Soviet scholarship (Svyatko et al. 2015; Shishlina et al. 2020; Motuzaite Matuzevi-
ciute et al. 2022; Ventresca-Miller et al. 2020).

These new lab-based insights allow us to not only revisit long-standing archaeological nar-
ratives, but also to reconfigure our methods and practices and how these inform future
archaeology. Revisiting central Eurasian material cultural typologies, many of which have
roots in the twentieth century (Klejn 1982), considerably expands our purview on the rela-
tionships between cultural, socioeconomic and ecological conditions. Many existing typolo-
gies were initially built on data with low spatial and temporal resolution to serve continental
and imperial macro-narratives (e.g. Kuzmina 1985). We are at a moment when those typolo-
gies can be—and are being—critically re-examined at local scales, both for how they are con-
structed by archaeologists and what they represent about past societies (e.g. Shnaider et al.
2020; Luneau et al. 2022). Dismantling standing typologies through collaborative research
efforts centres foundational research in the regions where it takes place and grounds the
ongoing dialogue between diverse central Eurasian scholars in high-resolution data.

Building archaeology for the future: collaboration, capacity,
inclusivity and scholarly responsibility
The steady increase in the number of international collaborative projects in central Eurasia
over the past 30 years reflects the growing recognition of the region’s importance worldwide.
True collaboration in such projects addresses the obligations of all parties to support one
another and the next generation of scholars and their institutions. Ideally, these collaborations
foster intellectual partnerships that acknowledge historical differences in research environ-
ments and the teaching and learning traditions of all project members. This inclusivity
encompasses taking the time to practise open research, reciprocal involvement in research
design and funding, mutual access to sites and data, sharing the logistical and administrative
load, finding compromise in goals and agendas and weighing various interpretations.

Lynne M. Rouse et al.
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Scholars can moreover seize or even create additional opportunities for joint seminars, local
workshops and student training through field schools or in laboratories. These steps toward
capacity building as well as mutual adherence to ethical obligations promote successful and
equitable collaborations.

The expanding community of central Eurasian archaeologists brings with it greater insti-
tutional, academic and geographic representation, but also the challenges of including a range
of voices and of meeting the expectations of distinct academic systems. Beyond research
design and analysis, collaborators can assist one another in disseminating the results of
their joint research in multiple languages and venues—everything from regional journals
and conference proceedings to international scientific journals. Publication in the latter is
increasingly used as a measurement for academic ‘productivity’ within the American aca-
demic system, as well as in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, yet publishing in inter-
national scientific journals is sometimes detrimental to publishing efforts at the local level.
Scholars carry the responsibility to publish in venues accessible to the heritage community
invested in that place and/or following a particular scientific press tradition (e.g. Odsuren
et al. 2020; Doumani Dupuy et al. 2023). Without attention to these responsibilities, the
demands on both sides to produce certain ‘recognised’ forms of academic output in their
home country can perpetuate divisions among researchers.

Venues of collaboration and (re)integrating central Eurasian archaeology extend beyond
fieldwork and joint publication to include forward-looking funding requests. Actively facili-
tating the growth of researchers and knowledge transfer, such as through PhD or scientific
exchange programs, represent a crucial part of efforts to form lasting connections and to
help correct scholarly imbalances. Storage for project materials, study rooms and library
access, joint conferences and the costs of contributing to online-accessible databases are fea-
tures that can also be built into funding applications. In designing collaborative research,
access to open-source software, particularly data-sharing infrastructure, that is adapted to
the expertise and network hardware of all participants is also a vital consideration.

One practical consideration is that future conferences should continue to be organised in
hybrid formats to involve as many voices as possible. Although hybrid meetings present their
own challenges (e.g. time differences, internet connections) for central Eurasian colleagues
they can alleviate issues of travel costs and visa restrictions. We recommend that, as a min-
imum standard, regularly organised meetings should have an online participation option
and a concomitant reduction in conference fees. Ideally, smaller workshops in central Eurasia
should be advertised and open to hybrid participation as well (e.g. Heritage Alliance of the
New Silk Roads Conference 3–4 November 2023, Nazarbayev University, Astana, Kazakh-
stan; Steppe Sisters and Humboldtians Early Career Conference, 5–7 September 2022,
Tashkent, Uzbekistan; Mongolian Archaeology: Current Research and Innovative
Approaches, 25–26 November 2022, National University of Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar). Our
experience at the EAA brought these points into sharp focus, where technology, institutional
affiliations and ability to travel created imbalances of representation. As is the case with other
ideas presented here, open dialogue among central Eurasian archaeologists is key to
re-integrating dispersed research agendas beyond any particular project or collaboration.

[Re]Integrating a dispersed agenda
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Conclusion
Challenges of central Eurasian archaeology have transformed since the 1990s. We recognise
three overarching themes of (re)integrating contemporary central Eurasian archaeology that
will resonate with other scholars. The first concerns how disparate theoretical approaches are
integrated through attention paid to our intellectual legacies and language use, as well as their
influence on archaeological research agendas and the terms used. Second, and related, we
encourage collaborative consideration of data collection and dissemination methods. Think-
ing through the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of data collection and categor-
isation should be part of the research design. Finally, we emphasise the importance of
scholarly networking in the future of central Eurasian archaeology: hybrid and local confer-
ences, training and workshops for colleagues of all ages and nationalities, open data sharing
and co-publishing in multiple languages and academic venues.

Our call for more inclusive and open collaboration in central Eurasian archaeology cer-
tainly echoes approaches undertaken by colleagues in the 1990s (e.g. Gubaev et al. 1998)
and even earlier (e.g. Adams et al. 1980; Bernard et al. 1990). Given resurgent geopolitical
fissures, a rise in linguistic and academic nationalism and the generational turnover of schol-
arship since then, now is a crucial time to reiterate the importance of (re)integrating archaeo-
logical practice across Eurasia. Conflicts characterised by open violence continue in Ukraine,
while institutional violence and repression carry on unabated in the Caucasus, Xinjiang,
Kashmir, Iran and Afghanistan. Sadly, this is a non-exhaustive list and all such conflicts
impact the study and safeguarding of heritage. The kinds of scholarly collaborations advo-
cated for here are not a panacea for the simmering tensions of who controls Eurasia’s past,
present and future, but they counter such conflicts through explicit efforts to build open dis-
cussion, to reach common insights and, where possible, to offer direct support to fellow col-
leagues. Ours are not the only voices or perspectives, of course, and our aim here is to steer
long-standing but ongoing conversations about the progress of collaborative, international,
equitable research in central Eurasian archaeology.
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