




252 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Governance Archaeology: Research as Ancestry

to establish forms of relationality with the communities we study, and to decen-
ter the dominant assumptions of the present (or the very recent past) as the only 
horizons for the design of future political systems. Relatedly, ancestry aids gover-
nance archaeologists in looking beyond abstract mechanisms and structures to 
the norms and culture that bring political systems to life. When we understand 
our research as a relationship with real people, past and present, it becomes harder 
to ignore how culture and norms are essential for the functioning of institutions. 

Integrating a sense of ancestry equips governance archaeology to unsettle and 
dismantle the colonial narratives that present a linear, ascending sequence from 
the primitive to the modern. As sociologist and legal scholar Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos insists, a radical “ecology of knowledges” requires that the dominant epis-
temology be decentered as the canonical point of reference so that “the kind of 
knowledge that guarantees more participation to the social groups involved in 
the conception, execution, control, and fruition of the intervention must be priv-
ileged.”21 Recognizing that familiar narratives were always profoundly incom-

Figure 1
Homepage for the Excavations Artists’ Residency Website

Source: Excavations: Governance Archaeology for the Future of the Internet homepage at 
https://excavations.digital.
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plete is like discovering a matrilineal line suppressed by patriarchal last names 
and storytelling. Being a descendant means being indebted. In work like creating 
art or crafting political institutions, that involves recognizing ancestors as active 
participants while decentering the loud but incomplete narratives that have ob-
scured them.

Ancestry implies that knowledge arises through relationship, not abstraction. 
This means, wherever possible, that governance archaeologists should enter into 
reciprocal relations with living culture-holders of legacies they seek to learn with, 
reversing asymmetries and acknowledging lineages. Learning from a particular 
lineage must not be premised on a fleeting and extractive point of contact, but on 
an ongoing process that is open to unexpected challenges and emergent insights. 
As sociologist Ronaldo Vázquez writes in a summary of decolonial practice, “The 
role of the ancestors is not a passive or a conservative one, but rather an active 
source of meaning.”22

The forms that relationality will take in our research remain an open ques-
tion for us. Many of the communities that populate the database so far be-
long to the distant past, and while we might ask permission to learn from 

them, we cannot expect a response. In other cases, however, there are living prac-
titioners who should have the right to participate in and cogovern the data of their 
ancestors. Practitioners from far-flung traditions might find new commonalities 
through what a database like ours reveals, and form relationships on the basis of 
those similarities. A governance archaeology database will in some sense have to 
become not just a collection of information but a network of relationships.

More than any static model or eternal truth, we hope to find a living past: in 
the words of sociolinguist Catherine Walsh, “a past capable of renovating the fu-
ture.”23 Governance archaeology is an insistence that past struggles for a moral 
politics and economy can find new life in our study and our practice.

Even before the artist residency, our interest in governance archaeology was a 
response to the demands of the present. The initial motivation for developing the 
database emerged through our collaborations in the Metagovernance Project, a 
researcher and practitioner collective focused on the design of online governance 
technologies. One of these technologies is CommunityRule, a web interface for au-
thoring and publishing basic governance processes, developed in partnership with 
users such as mutual-aid groups and open-source developers.24 Among those com-
munities, we observed the need for a much wider range of options than what tends 
to be found among familiar civil society organizations and sample bylaws, particu-
larly in the face of challenges like virtual collaboration and systemic racism. One of 
our ambitions with governance archaeology is to better serve diverse institutional 
forms: to ensure that the library of options available on tools such as Community
Rule reflects diverse political traditions, enabling users to draw from and build on 
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culturally relevant legacies. Without a governance archaeology approach, these 
tools might too easily fall into practices driven by unconscious assumptions based 
on the narrow experience of the developers. Yet the very act of software develop-
ment always involves choices and assumptions. The posture of ancestry recognizes 
this as a way of consciously guiding the choices designers make.

We have presented the strategy of governance archaeology through our experi-
ence with building a database of collective governance practices. We hope to help 
confront what we perceive as a widespread crisis in democratic governance. Just 
as thinkers during the European Enlightenment did, we find ourselves turning to 
history in order to think through the urgency of now. But we depart from the eigh-
teenth-century European by embedding our research efforts in a commitment to 
cultivate relationships of accountability and responsibility to the legacies we learn 
from, a commitment we think of as ancestry. To practice ancestry is to recognize 
that crafting a moral political economy will require not merely different institu-
tional arrangements but living networks of relationship and accountability. 

Institutions such as governments, corporations, and nongovernmental orga-
nizations have experienced strong pressure for homogeneity, particularly since 
World War II and the rise of “globalization” agreements seeking to standardize 
international trade. Such homogeneity facilitates capital flows across borders, but 
it has failed to provide governance that addresses the most dangerous outgrowths 
of those flows, such as wealth inequality and climate change. We turn to gover-
nance archaeology to broaden the institutional repertoire. 

We have begun exploring this approach in the contexts of historical research, 
artistic practice, and software development. But the potential applications are 
much more expansive. In recent years, for instance, lottery-based citizen assem-
blies have been used to formulate climate policy, resembling a practice that was 
widespread in the ancient Athenian democracy and other less-known settings. 
Similar assemblies could be applied to govern other complex systems, such as 
digital algorithms.25 Lottery-based assemblies can defuse polarization by creat-
ing space for careful study of contentious issues outside the pressures of parti-
san politics. Meanwhile, as the leverage of labor unions declines in many parts 
of the world, precarious workers might learn from older governance models like 
the medieval Muslim halawa financial system or European guilds, which were 
fundamentally networked and transnational. Designers of new blockchain-based 
systems, also, face a wide range of governance challenges that appear novel com-
pared with those of existing governments and corporations. But blockchain de-
velopers might learn, for instance, from the many uses of cowrie shells in the pre-
modern world, such as their use as money from Africa to China, or their role in 
establishing wampum contracts among Native Americans.26

Such adaptations should seek to embody ancestry, not further erasure. When 
we adapt, we can tell and retell the stories of where these ideas came from. We 
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can seek out relationships with, and learn from, a tradition’s living descendants. 
While adopting a tradition that has been buried or silenced, we should set out to 
dismantle any forms of domination that have been part of that silencing.

In another time, the patient labor of assembling a database of historical gov-
ernance practices might seem merely interesting or amusing. Today it strikes us 
as urgent. The future of democratic politics, economics, and civic life depends on 
expanding the repertoire of options, learning, wherever possible, from foregoing 
human experience and sharing it as a common inheritance. Yet the learning can-
not be carried out as some previous generations have, through selective appropri-
ation, colonization, and erasure visited on the very cultures providing inspiration. 
Governance archaeology is a craft and a call: to expand the wealth of political rep-
ertoires, but also, at the same time, to repair and tend to our relationships with the 
political ancestors whose lessons we need more than ever.
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