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Introduction 

 
It is commonplace to hear that digital technology and the supply chain 

logistics have brought about an unprecedented level of global connectivity. At 
the same time, the global refugee crisis has demonstrated that this connectivity is 
unequally distributed. It remains possible for the material present in a digital 
device to cross national borders far more easily than any of the myriad 
individuals associated with it manufacturing. The miners for rare earth in Congo 
and the workers on the assembly line in China, for example, would find it 
difficult to follow the devices that they make possible on their global route. In 
fact, policies that allow good and capital to flow freely on a global scale are often 
tied to policies that limit the movement of labor and work to create pools of poor, 
low cost workers who can ensure high profits on lower cost goods enjoyed by 
European, North American, and Asian consumers. The refugee crisis 
precipitated two decades of warfare and economic sanctions in Iraq and Syria 
brought new attention to the movement of people across borders on a global 
scale (Hamilakis 2016).  

Attention to borders themselves and, more importantly, the movement of 
individuals across them goes well beyond the recent “refugee crisis” in Europe 
and has produced significant work on the social, political, and material contexts 
of immigration, forced and undocumented migration, and refugees in North 
America as well. This has promoted an emphasis on borders and boundaries 
whose origins may be traced to the fall of the Berlin Wall in the 1989 and the 
growing interest among archaeologists, historians, and thinkers in globalization 
in the late 20th century. Works like Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire 
(2000) which argued for the end of the sovereign power of the nation-state and 
the rise of a range of stateless entities from terrorists to multinational 
corporations advanced new perspectives on the location of authority and capital 
in the 21st century world.  The 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, in an event that 
seemed to chilling conform some of Hardt and Negri’s ideas of empire, initiated 
period of heightened anxiety about immigration and border security in the US, 
manifest in the newly created Department of Homeland Security. Fifteen years 
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later, President Donald Trump’s campaign promise to build a wall along the 
Mexican border and sweeping travel bans from a number of Muslim-majority 
countries further foregrounded role of borders in divisive discussions of race, 
national sovereignty, and domestic politics. The racial tensions that erupted in 
protests and violence in the summer of 2020 provided reminder that racial 
divisions do not stop at national borders, but also cut through American society 
and intersect and reinforce social, economic, and political inequalities.   

Scholars like Saskia Sassen have argued that the global increase in migrants 
and persistence of homelessness in the United States are part of an assemblage of 
institutions, policies, and practices that lead to what she’s called “expulsions.” 
On the global scale, expulsions frequently involve the combination of 
multinational corporate interests, various global financial institutions such as the 
World Bank and the IMF, and the military capacities of the nation-state. This 
assemblage functions in different ways in different contexts which can range 
from the undermining of local economies by the introduction of global standards 
or international markets to the military intervention to support extractive 
industrials like oil production. The displacement of Syrians, Iraqis and Kurds 
from the Middle East, for example, reflected the willingness of the European and 
American military forces to intervene on behalf of the global oil industry which 
was closely tied to issues of national economic security. The displacement of 
people from Central and South America likewise reflects the intersection of the 
geopolitics of nation states and global economic interests. In the United States, 
Sassen argues that the sub-prime mortgage crisis is another example of how 
assemblage of financial, political, and social forces led to the displacement of 
individuals through the mechanism of foreclosure. In this sense, her arguments 
parallels Matthew Desmond’s work, best known in his 2016 book Evicted. In 
Evicted, he follows the lives of several individuals in Milwaukee, Wisconsin as 
they endure eviction, homelessness, and transience and encounter structural and 
institutional barriers that prevent them from finding stable housing. He argues 
that the shift in attitudes toward housing in the post-war era from a right to an 
investment supported the collusion of the state, financial institutions, and 
property owners to evict individuals and families for a wide range of reasons 
that often go well beyond their ability to pay rent. Once evicted, individuals 
often find it much more difficult to find stable housing in the future and this has 
significant impacts on their employment opportunities, access to eduction, and 
quality of life. The cycle of eviction intersects with the history of racism, the 
emergence of housing as an investment for individuals and institutions, and the 
willingness of the police, courts, and laws to support property owners at the 
expense of renters to exclude and disempower groups within American society 
as well. Alfredo González-Ruibal (2008) has argued that displacement and 
destruction define the era of “supermodernity” and should be the focus of 
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archaeological investigation and critique.   
The tension between an increasingly globalized economy and culture and 

populist anxiety concerning the limits of national sovereignty has not escaped 
the attention of archaeologists especially among scholars whose area of specialty 
and approaches often fall outside of the conventional training in historical 
archaeology at the core of archaeology of contemporary American society. This 
chapter will focus particular attention on the work of Jason DeLeon and his 
collaborators in the Undocumented Migration Project who have shed significant 
light on the movement of people across the US-Mexican border and applied 
archaeological methods developed in the American Southwest and Mesoamerica 
and ethnographic practices to document the material culture of undocumented 
migrants (DeLeon 2015, 10).  

Forced migrants represent just one of any number of groups and communities 
rendered invisible in contemporary society and attracting the attention of 
archaeologists. Archaeological methods have proven suitable for documenting 
the often ephemeral traces left behind by individuals who sought to remain 
invisible. Archaeologists have also sought to make visible communities and 
practices marginalized by the dominant racial, economic, and political groups. 
For example, by bringing to light the workings and consequences of immigration 
policies and border control tactics, archaeologists have brought attention to 
brutality associated with state sponsored efforts to preserve borders as symbols 
of political integrity and identity. When states encounter refugees or 
undocumented and forced migrants, they often detain them in secure “camps” 
located in marginal places and designed both to obscure status as provisional in 
the eyes of the state and to bring them back under state control and authority. 
Archaeologists have also directed attention to the homeless and the residents of 
temporary squats who often find security in their invisibility while, at the same 
time, being systematically overlooked and ignored by many in society. The work 
by Larry Zimmerman and his students on homelessness first in Minneapolis 
(Zimmerman 2004) and then in Indianapolis initiated a global trend in the 
archaeological investigation of homelessness that brought together practices 
associated with historical archaeology and contemporary ethnography.   

The work of archaeologists along what many suppose to be the margins of the 
state and society have revealed the mechanisms employed to maintain certain 
groups in their marginal and subordinate positions as well as strategies adopted 
by these groups to avoid harm, mitigate their often harsh circumstances, and 
manage their daily life. As Alfredo González-Ruibal has noted, there remains a 
fine line between acknowledging the distinctive practices of certain groups 
pushed by policies and politics to the margins and normalizing these practices 
and groups as legitimate and inevitable parts of the modern world (González-
Ruibal 2019, 53-54). As Phillippe Bourgois noted in his photo-ethnographic study 
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of homeless drug addicts in Los Angeles, documenting human suffering and 
abuse offers a way to reveal how individuals have internalized the structural 
violence so central to 21st-century neoliberal regimes (Bourgois and Schonberg 
2009, 11-19). Navigating the tension between individual agency and structural 
violence archaeological work among individuals and groups who occupy 
marginal places within our contemporary economic, political, and social systems 
allow for the discipline to function as political activism that both recognizes the 
diverse ways in which groups navigate the margins of society and works to 
mitigate the conditions, situations, and attitudes that created these conditions 
from the start. In this capacity archaeology of the contemporary world, especially 
when engaging with individuals and groups who lack conventional social and 
political power have ethical obligation in how they study, document, and present 
their research on the homeless or undocumented migrants. At the same time, this 
kind of archaeological work open news possibilities for ethical interventions into 
public policy when it makes visible groups and practices which the state and 
society have sought to obscure. 

The following chapter explores the archaeology of contemporary borders, 
migration, refugee and the archaeology of homeless. These two areas not only 
have attracted serious attention in an American context, but are also areas where 
work in a North American context speaks to global concerns in both 
contemporary society and in archaeological practice. As our contemporary world 
is increasingly bound up in global systems that produce and require borders and 
rely on the preservation of surplus labor, homelessness and forced migration 
speak not only to marginal groups in peripheral situations, but are fundamental 
features of the 21st century capitalist society. 

 
Undocumented Migration 

 
Any conversation about the character of borders and migrants in the 

American experience must begin with Jason De León’s ground breaking work 
with the Undocumented Migration Project and its book length publication, The 
Land of Open Graves (2015). De León  combined archaeological field work in the 
Sonoran desert with ethnography to document the real experiences of crossing 
the US-Mexican border. He demonstrates how a US policy of “Prevention 
through Deterrence” uses  the Sonoran desert itself serves as a barrier to 
migrants seeking to enter the US (De León 2015, 1-10). By hardening highly 
visible portions of the border near towns and major roads, migrants are 
channeled toward the more open, but radically less hospitable terrain of the 
desert. He goes on to show, in brutal detail, the trauma inflicted on migrants who 
attempt the crossing the desert and fate of those who died in their efforts. The 
unforgiving heat of the day and cold of desert nights, the absence of water, and 
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the rugged topography filled with sharp stones and dead end canyons, 
dangerous animals, and random patrols and surveillance by various US agencies, 
made the Sonoran desert itself an remorseless ally in national border security. 
This policy not only ensures that migrants endure nearly unthinkable hardships 
in their efforts to enter the US, but that they are also subjected to the 
rapaciousness of coyotes, who offer to guide migrants through the fraught desert 
landscape for price. De León also emphasized that the vast size and desolate 
character of the Sonoran desert also served the hide from the American public 
the fate of those who try to cross it. The marginal land of the Sonoran desert 
served to render invisible, and, indeed, marginal the desperate individuals who 
brave its landscape. Just as the lack of documentation obscures migrants from 
most protections offered by the American legal system, so the Sonoran desert 
removes their fate from the public gaze.   

The work of De León’s Undocumented Migration Project is to make both the 
individuals and the crossing visible. While ethnography is central to De León’s 
work, archaeological methods also play a key role. The material traces left behind 
by immigrants in their movement across the desert stand are ephemeral 
especially in contrast to the massive state sponsored infrastructure erected at 
official border crossings (Maguire 2013). Despite the claims by some anti-
immigration advocates that see objects left behind by undocumented migrants as 
trash that contributes to the environmental degradation of the fragile desert 
(Meierotto 2015), the UMP’s efforts to document the traces of migrants’ 
movement through this landscape has show that the traces of human suffering 
disappear quickly when subjected to the wind, sun, and occasional zeal of 
environmentalists and other activists. The project’s collaboration with forensic 
scientists, for example, revealed that human remains in the desert may quickly 
become subject to animal scavengers who not only disarticulate but also 
distribute bones leading to the sites and numbers of migrant deaths being 
underreported (Beck et al. 2015).  The UMP also recorded things left behind 
during the migrant crossing, from plastic water bottles to clothing, shoes, bags, 
graffiti, and more personal objects. Unlike more casual efforts to link discarded 
objects to migrant movement, the UMP sought to understand these objects in 
their spatial context. Over 4 years the UMP documented almost 350 sites in the 
Sonoran desert with over 30,000 artifacts that reveal the complexity of the 
migrants’ journey as well as strategies used by the Border Patrol to intercept 
migrants and by activists to provide them with aide. Camp and resting sites, 
regularly used, informal migrant stations, water drops, Border Patrol 
installations, shrines, and pick up spots on secluded roads reveal a landscape of 
movement that makes visible the complexities of the migrant experience in the 
desert (Gokee and De León 2014; De León 2013). Many of the objects found in the 
desert provide evidence not only for strategies employed to survive the arduous 
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journey, including water bottles, pain medication, first aide for cuts and blisters, 
and religious objects, but also objects necessary upon arrival such as 
toothbrushes, deodorant, and clothes more suitable for daily life. The contrast 
between the overland routes of migrants and the clear cut roads and hardened 
installations of the Border Patrol, for example, show not only different 
relationships to the physical environment, but also demonstrate that the US 
government’s efforts to control the desert landscape has had a much more 
dramatic and significant environmental impact. Of course, De León’s team also 
took  

More importantly, locating these artifacts in their context allowed De León 
and his collaborators to move beyond well-meaning efforts to present objects 
associated with migrants as representing the migrants themselves (De León and 
Gokee 2018). The UMP’s decision to collect and study a vast number of artifacts 
allowed them to understand these objects as more than just representations of 
individuals, but as bearing witness to human suffering through their wear and 
adaptation during the desert crossing (De León 2013), their locations, and their 
archaeological contexts. Torn and tattered shoes, in one instance repaired with a 
bra strap, provide a vivid document particularly when documented in tandem 
with the restraints commonly used by Border Patrol. Migrant backpacks 
recovered by the project became the basis for an installation that was part of the 
UMP’s “State of Exception” exhibit at the University of Michigan. This 
installation which also included video and still photography revealed the ethical 
and political complexities associated with documenting migration and curating 
objects associated with such traumatic experience. A follow up exhibit called 
“Hostile Terrain 94” began touring in 2019 with plans to appear in 150 locations 
over the next several years. The center piece of this exhibit is a map of the 
Sonoran desert with the location of over 3200 known migrant death since 1994. 
Participants in the exhibit fill out toe-tags for each migrant body and affix them 
to the map. This creates a visually arresting display of the consequences of the 
US “Prevention through Deterrence” policy. 

   
 

Borders and Walls 
 
The work of the Jason De León and the UMP represents part of a expansive 

and complex transdisciplinary critique of borders and a global archaeological 
interest in the material culture and experiences of migrants. For example, Wendy 
Brown’s work Wall States, Waining Sovereignty (2010) argues that as the forces of 
globalization have eroded the real sovereignty of nation states, they have 
increasingly looked to wall as the physical manifestation of their dissipating 
power (24). Reece Jones offers a similar argument in his 2012 book which 
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understood efforts to fortify the borders in the US as part of global response to 
the war on terror. The so-called “border industrial complex” (Dear 2020) and the 
militarization of borders represent the desire of sovereign states to distinguish 
themselves from terrorists who, like global capital, are not constrained by the 
geographic limits of states.  The construction of militarized border walls between 
the US and Mexico involved the re-deployment of the “detritus of American 
imperialism” such as recycled Vietnam era helicopter landing mats, concrete 
barriers developed to protect US bases abroad, and leased drones and military 
surplus thermal imaging (Hattam 2016; Dorsey and Diaz-Barriga 2020). The 
material culture of the borders themselves, then, contributed to a colonialist 
political rhetoric which characterized the residents of neighboring countries as a 
uncivilized, ungoverned, and violent. Needless to say, this also contributed to 
the dehumanization of those on the other side of the civilizing border (Jones 
2012, 26-52).  

Randal Maguire’s  study of the Mexican-American border in the town of 
Ambos Nogales (2013), provided an archaeological perspective on the way what 
once was a symbolic a “picket fence” between the two countries was fortified in 
keeping with the United State’s policy of “Prevention by Deterrent.” At the same 
time, the border remains the most crossed borders in the world and the 
economies of communities on either side of the border as well as both countries 
deeply intertwined. A number of scholars have argued that borders produce a 
distinct temporality (Little 2016; Papadopoulos 2020) and border strategies create 
an intentional sense of ambiguity (Dorsey and Diaz-Barriga 2020), in part, 
through tactics designed to slow the flow of individuals across liminal zones and 
create confusion concerning the status of their rights. The temporal contrasts 
between the flow of individuals, capital, and goods across borders and the 
violence of sites associated with the indefinite detention of migrants represents 
an enduring theme in many of the critical studies of migrants in the 
contemporary world. Material culture, time, technologies and policies combine 
to reinforce divisions on the basis of  race, religion, wealth, and gender and other 
ethnic characteristics contributed further to the creation of “violent borders” that 
not only seek to define groups on the basis of nativist views of national identity, 
but also make the moving across borders personally invasive.  

Archaeologist Uzma Rizvi’s discussion of moving through checkpoints in Iraq 
in 2009 emphasized the banality of these militarized interactions during which 
the sounds, objects, location, and practices of the militarized state contrasted 
with everyday conversations. Like the border wall between Mexico and the 
United States, the check points constantly disrupted movement through the 
cityscape (496). Moreover, the checkpoints required the categorization of 
individuals by gender, nationality, and ethnicity, and they imposed limits on her 
ability to document the encounter and photograph the spaces. The banal and 
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even mundane conversations that Rizvi recorded during the encounters belied 
the structural violence these spaces produce by reifying a limited range of 
identities and military authority in the urban landscape. The construction and 
persistence of “peace lines,” the often substantial walls erected in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland, for example, served as much to formalize Protestant and 
Catholic claims to territory in the city and to reinforce the marginal relationship 
between the communities where these walls stand (McAtackney 2011, 82-86). 
Setha Low’s study of gated communities in the US opens with a striking 
childhood story of being denied entry to a playmates gated home as a 
kindergartener because he was both Jewish and less affluent (Low 2003, 2). Zaire 
Dinzey-Flores’s work in four gated communities in Puerto Rico demonstrated 
how gates and walls contributed to ideas of race (2020; 2013). Gated private, 
white communities have control over their gates and associate them with safety, 
property values, and affluence. In contrast, the residents of public, black 
communities with gates monitored by the police saw gates as part of the 
infrastructure of control reinforcing their vulnerability and volatility As Maguire 
and McAtackney have noted in their recent edited volume dedicated the wall 
building in the late-20th and 21st century (Maguire and McAtackney 2020), walls 
play a vital role in defining relationships both within and between various 
groups in our contemporary world.   

McAtackney and Maguire’s work, Rizvi’s description of checkpoints in Iraq, 
and De León work in the Sonoran desert offer a distinct case-studies of the kind 
of violence that occur at borders. Reece Jones’s recent work, Violent Borders 
(2016), emphasizes the way in which global borders inflict violence on 
individuals and communities both in the name of the state and in the service of 
capital. Distinct from Brown’s reading of fortified borders as a rearguard effort to 
reinforce the relevance of the nationstate, Jones argues that borders remain a 
vital tool for creating pools of low cost labor and limiting access to natural 
resources and other forms of wealth. Moreover, as De León and others have 
shown, borders themselves do environmental violence to the landscapes through 
which they run. Studies of migration that seek to compare archaeological 
evidence for migrations with contemporary migrations have likewise 
emphasized the role that environmental conditions and climate change have 
played in forcing groups of people to move across state boundaries on a global 
scale (Morrissey 2015 with citations in Baker and Tsuda 2015). Of course, as 
Morrissey noted in his study of migration in Northern Ethiopia, the Ethiopian 
state’s highly-centralized control over land and food aide has as much an impact 
on the decisions on groups and individual to move as the increased aridity of 
parts of the country. In short, the political, social, and economic contexts for 
climate or environmental movement play a more major role in understanding the 
material realities of migration and borders. Takeyuki Tsuda, for example, 
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worked to unpack the complex factors that have produced a largely negative 
view of Mexican immigrants when compared to immigrants from Asia countries 
(Tsuda 2015). He noted that the visibility of the border, among a number of other 
factors, contributed significantly to the view of Mexican workers as disruptive to 
American society.  

Anna McWilliams study of the Cold War border installation provides a useful 
reminder that despite the massive and fortified appearance of contemporary 
borders, they can also be ephemeral and even evoke nostalgia (McWilliams 2013; 
2015; Schofield 2009, 166;). The border installations, for example, in 
Czechoslovakia are now part of a large park. In the 1980s, the border between 
Czechoslovakia and Austria was not simply a national border, but part of the 
“Iron Curtain” that divided the the sphere of Soviet influence from the West. In 
the 21st century, much of the border installation has vanished into the woods 
and the paths once followed by border guards are now nature trails. The global 
scope of the Cold War, for example, produced the proliferation of walls, with the 
Berlin Wall being the most famous (Feversham and Schmidt 2007), and a 
prevailing sense of living on the “front lines” (Schofield 2009, 166-169) even 
when this border area is not geographically proximate to a national or regional 
boundary. The presence of hardened installation, for example, in the UK, 
Western Europe, or in rural North Dakota communicated the intercontinental 
threat of a Soviet attack. Today, many of these monuments stand abandoned or, 
like the Nekoma pyramid in Northeastern North Dakota, are in the process of 
being repurposed suggesting that while the physical monuments persist, their 
meaning in the landscape continues to change. Since 2001, there has been a 
concerted effort, for example, to preserve parts of the Berlin Wall which over the 
preceding decade were removed. 

 
Forced Migrants and the Archaeology of Homelessness  

 
Recent work on the archaeology of forced migration has invariably 

considered refugee camps as an important locus for understanding the 
experience of migration. Archaeologists have joined architectural historians, 
anthropologists, and policy makes in an effort to understand the role of camps, 
squats, and other forms of migrant settlement contribute to formation of migrant 
identities both within their communities and in their host countries. Dan Hicks 
and Sarah Mallet’s work at the migrant camp called “La Lande” or the Jungle at 
Calais (2019) complements the work done by French anthropologist Michel Agier 
(2018) at the same site. Hicks and Mallet focus on the confluence of 
environmental, political, and social conditions that created the migrant camps 
collectively known as the Jungle near the crossing into Calais. The demonstrate 
through photography and argument how the border serves as “a device for 
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classification” (43) that use forms of settlement, such as migrant camps, 
degraded environments, policies of deprivation, and other techniques to define 
national boundaries and racial, ethnic, and economic identities. The authors 
collective describe this as “borderwork” and it reflects the global nature of forced 
migrants and its relationship to foreign policy, military interventions, climate 
change and humanitarian activities has made the forced and undocumented 
movement of people a global constant. Dimitrios Papadopoulos refers to these 
same phenomena as “boundary work” in his study of the borders of Greece, 
which at various times have marked the borders of European Union and 
democratic Europe, and like “La Lande” included migrants camps on the island 
of Lesvos. Such migrant settlements, whether defined by the borders of refugee 
camps or the more fluid spaces of squats and shelters, have become spaces where 
individuals and groups preserve and define identities outside of the legal and 
territorial definitions of the nation-state. Recent studies by scholars from a range 
of disciplines recognize the distinct material culture and architecture of camps 
and the particular materials such as blue tarp (Hailey 2009, 377-382), barbed wire 
(Agier 2002), and cement (Abourahme 2014). M. Herz and colleagues intensive 
work documenting the long-term refugee camps of Western Sahara (2013), for 
example, revealed that these temporary encampments soon took on its own 
organization and developed institutions and architecture to accommodate 
administration, commerce, culture, health and education as well as dynamic 
forms of residential architecture.   

In this regard, the work of archaeologists in understanding and documenting 
the migrant experiences parallels recent work to document homelessness and 
ways in which homeless individuals create shelter as well as a sense of place, 
home, and identity. It is hardly surprising, then, that the work of Racheal Kiddey 
in Europe, for example, focused on the archaeology of homelessness in England 
and has since shifted to study refugees as part of her “Migrant Materialities” 
project. Drawing on the larger “material turn” in migrant studies (Wang 2016; 
Basu and Coleman 2008), Kiddey published three portraits that contextualize 
some aspects of migrant in Athens, Greece: a collectively run squat in a former 
tourist hotel, a UNHCR funded refugee settlement in another hotel, and a 
community center operated as a co-operative (Kiddely 2018). Her use of 
ethnography and archaeology in these contexts follows from her groundbreaking 
work on the archaeology of homelessness in the UK. Kiddey embraced a 
“translational” approach to her research. The concept, as developed by Larry 
Zimmerman, Courtney Singleton, and Jessica Welsch (2010), proposed a view of 
archaeology that translated archaeological work and analysis into research of use 
to policy makers. He emphasized the need for archaeologists to share their 
authority as a way to complicate the distinction between our status as 
archaeologists and the status of migrants or the homeless as “the Other.” 
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(Zimmerman et al. 2010, 444-446). While such activist archaeology is hardly 
seems like a radical proposition in the 21st century, the specifics regarding the 
methods, ethical consideration, and goals of these activist practices are deeply 
situated in local contexts.  For Kiddey, translational practice manifest itself in her 
close collaboration with members of the homeless community not only through 
the excavation, documentation, and interpretation of their material culture but 
also in their collaborative efforts to present it to both a wider public and an 
academic audience through lectures and exhibitions (2017; Kiddey and Schofield 
2010, 2011). De León and his project, while not as collaborative in design as 
Kiddey’s work, nevertheless shared its translational emphasis in its efforts to 
communicate their results through installations and exhibits and to produce a 
more politically aware society. 

In the US, Larry Zimmerman’s archaeology of homelessness pioneered efforts 
to use archaeology to make the life of homeless visible. His efforts started as part 
of a renovation by the Minnesota State Historical Society to the gardens of the 
James J. Hill House in St. Paul, Minnesota. When the Hill and his wife died, the 
house and property passed first to the Catholic diocese and then to the MHS who 
neglected the gardens. The location of house near downtown and the secluded 
landscape became a convenient location for the homeless from the 1960s onward 
and when work to restore the gardens began in 2003, archaeologists were 
confronted with a significant assemblage of material associated with homeless 
life there. Zimmerman folded research into the homeless occupation of this area 
into larger questions of the organization of the gardens, original use and 
iconography of the landscape, and reuse of the site (Zimmerman 2004). Using 
both survey and excavation, he identified relatively little material associated with 
the early-20th century structures on the site, but large quantities of material 
associated with the homeless occupation of the site over nearly 40 years. This 
involved not only scattered debris, but several sites of repeated and intensive 
habitation, including the mushroom cave of the Hill House, which produced the 
kinds of middens familiar to any historical archaeology. Zimmerman noted that 
the presence of drug paraphernalia produced some additional risk to excavators, 
but more importantly the contrast between the opulent 36,000 square foot 
mansion and the abject poverty of the homeless encampments on the grounds 
made manifest the tensions inherent in capitalism where both the concentration 
of wealth and the presence of poverty are necessary. 

Only after the excavations at the Hill House did Zimmerman and his team 
recognize the potential of using the material culture of homelessness to make the 
homeless visible. This initiated a more systematic and expansive survey of the 
homeless in Indianapolis, Indiana, guided in part by his collaborator Jessica 
Welsh who had not only been homeless but volunteered at a local shelter 
(Zimmerman and Walsh 2011; Singleton 2017). Unlike Racheal Kiddey’s or Jason 
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De León’s work which included ethnographic components, Zimmerman, Welch, 
and colleagues focused their work more on assemblages associated with the 
homeless. In this way, he continues the traditions of historical archaeology, 
which have periodically set their attention on the archaeology of homelessness in 
the past (e.g. Baugher 2001; Casella 2007; 12-14 with additional references) and 
focused on the material culture as a way of making visible situations that have 
escaped the documentary evidence traditionally used in historical research. 
Casella recognizes almshouses in the 18th and 19th century as part of the 
emergence of the ”carceral society” that sought not only to define individuals 
who were members of society from those who were not, much in the way in 
which the contemporary “borderwork“ defined by Hicks and Mallet functioned.  

In a contemporary context, Zimmerman’s team recognized features common 
to homeless life such as caches of possessions which reflect the wide range of 
commitments and strategies to preserving a sense of home and identity. Caches 
often included reading material, sometimes children’s toys, efforts to create 
windbreaks or other forms of shelter from the cold, hard surfaces of the city 
streets Zimmerman and Welsch 20xx; Singleton 2017, 234-235). Singleton’s work, 
for example, which did include an ethnographic component, has shown how 
policies that treat homelessness as a situation addressed through providing 
homes for individuals living on the street also led to evictions, gates, and fences 
around areas used by the homeless for encampments. These encampments, 
however, provided a sense of community, stability, freedom, and even security 
for their residents and were often seen as a more appealing alternative to shelters 
or other more institutional forms of shelter. In this way, archaeology has 
demonstrated the limits to certain approaches to helping the homeless. For 
example, gifts of canned food without can openers often results in improvised 
strategies to opening cans and the loss of food. Shampoo tends to require too 
much water to be of use to homeless individuals and is quickly discarded. 
Donations of shoes often frustrate the homeless because the shoes fit poorly and 
are often soon abandoned, but not before the valuable shoelaces are removed. 
True to their efforts at a translational archaeology, Zimmerman and his team 
often find ways to demonstrate how their research can provide insights to policy 
makers by making visible how the homeless adapt to difficult situations in 
unexpected and overlooked ways.  As A. González-Ruibal (2019) noted, the 
challenge of the archaeology of migrants and homelessness is documenting their 
situations without validating the social, political, and economic conditions that 
created their status. Zimmerman’s and Kiddey’s efforts to make homelessness 
visible to the general public recognized that awareness is a precondition for 
meaningful changes in policy. As the such both recognized the need to develop 
“homeless heritage” which preserved certain elements of homeless life in a 
public setting. For Zimmerman, this involved an ultimately unsuccessful effort to 
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preserve for public view the graffiti left by homeless residents who had lived for 
many years in the Washburn flour mill prior to its reconstruction as the Mill City 
Museum in Minneapolis (Zimmerman 2014). There was similar reluctance to 
include an exhibit of artifacts that she and her homeless colleagues excavated 
from the Turbo Island homeless site in Bristol. The refusal to see the assemblages 
of artifacts associated with homeless as heritage and the tendency to see many 
homeless placemaking practices, such as graffiti, as vandalism or as in the case of 
migrants, as trash to be cleaned up and hidden away, makes it more difficult to 
prioritize or even to address these pressing social problems.  

Finally, while Zimmerman and colleague’s approach archaeology of 
homelessness does provide a window into the experience of the homeless, it 
offers less of a perspective on contemporary homelessness as a process situated 
in the wider context of American urbanism. Urban renewal in the mid-20th 
century, for example, targeted neighborhoods where African-Americans, 
immigrants, and low income families lived and defined them as blighted. The 
massive urban archaeological project undertaken in West Oakland by Adrian 
Praetzellis and his colleagues at the Archaeological Studies Center at Sonoma 
State University showed how racist attitudes toward African American 
neighborhoods combined with the decline of the West Oakland rail yard, 
freeway construction, and urban renewal efforts in the late 1940s led to the 
demolition of over 300 homes. Some material evidence for this change appeared 
in a “dumping ground” assemblage of objects dating to the 1960s that challenged 
the view that the neighborhood was blighted in the 1940s and, instead, revealed 
continued vitality with evidence for interest in personal appearances and heath 
that challenge views of the poor as unhygienic, and dining practices using 
unmatched collections of serving vessels that suggest a rejection of practices 
associated with white culture (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2004, 296-300). In 
Indianapolis, Paul Mullins has documented the displacement and destruction of 
African American communities from the neighborhoods in Indianapolis and 
around IUPUI, where he and Zimmerman teach (Mullins 2016). By comparing it 
to the redevelopment in Finland in the aftermath of the German’s scorched earth 
withdraw from the country at the end of World War II, he connects the American 
interest in urban renewal with the contemporary reconstruction of Europe. The 
impact of these efforts, of course, and the material landscapes left in their wake, 
remain a key point of interest among archaeologists of the contemporary world.  


