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Since the 1980s, if not before, industrial ruins have fueled the popular 

imagination. The post-industrial ruins of Los Angeles, Detroit, and the 
Philadelphia created a dystopian backdrop for movies such as 
Bladerunner (1982), RobCop (1987), and Terry Gilliam’s 12 Monkeys (1995). The use 
of power stations, abandoned factories, and urban decay as the setting for the 
future leveraged obsolete industrial spaces in the contemporary world as a gritty 
critique of technology's anticipated failures. The popularity of these 
settings echoed the rise in “industrial” rock music that literally drew inspiration 
the sounds of late-20th century machines and the acoustics of empty and 
abandoned industrial spaces. Bands like Joy Division, Chrome, and, perhaps 
most famously, Nine Inch Nails, connected punk rock’s urban despair to the 
grinding sonics of increasingly abandoned factories in cities such as Manchester 
and Cleveland. In this way, films and music popularized an aesthetic cultivated 
in the science fiction of J.G. Ballard and Philip K. Dick in the 1960s and 
1970s which looked toward the future with skepticism.  

In the early 21st century, decaying industrial landscapes attract renewed 
attention. “Ruin porn” style photography emphasized the failure of modernity 
by focusing on the rusting hulks of modern structures. Factories, schools, train 
stations, and even entire neighborhoods formed a Gothic backdrop of despair. 
The interplay between the abundant light, shadow, sharp edges and angles, and 
the presence of trash, discarded objects, overgrowth, rust, decay, and disorder 
embodied the tensions between our persistent optimism in science, economic 
growth, and progress and our growing awareness of the failures of capitalism, its 
uneven benefits, and the looming cost of its ecological and environmental 
blindspots. These associations likewise made abandoned buildings appealing 
backdrops for artists exhibitions, theater, and music performances that sought to 
complicate arguments for rigid boundaries between work and play, science and 
art, capitalism and gifts, and the past and the future (citations here; note JMGS 
2020). The transgressive character of these industrial ruins proved irresistible 
to urban explorers who found ways to infiltrate abandoned buildings who 
transferred the longstanding temptation for places of unstructured play from 
natural environments of woods, fields, and streams to the industrial ruins. Of 
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course, the lure of these transgressive spaces has also been commodified as tragic 
aesthetics of ruin porn attracted well-heeled voyeurs in the practice of “toxic 
tourism” (Pezzullo 2007). The cities of Detroit and Athens, for example, have 
become known as much for the impact of contemporary economic struggles on 
their urban fabric as their past glories. Abandoned and decaying buildings 
suffused with human suffering present cautionary tales.   

At the same time, as Tim Edensor (2005) brought to the fore in his book on 
industrial ruins, modern ruins also attract positive associations. By stripping 
away the structures designed to channel human behavior into predictable, 
formal, and productive outcomes and replacing them with spaces that seemingly 
embraced chaos, imagination, and freedom. The potential of industrial and urban 
ruins as unstructured places for imagination, play, and transgression, found 
formal expression in projects like Richard Haag’s Gas Works Park in Seattle 
(1972; Whitehouse 2018) or, more recently, Latz + Partern’s Landschaftspark is 
in Duisburg-Meiderich in the industrialized Ruhr Valley of Germany (1991; 
Edensor 2005; DeSilvey 2017) established municipal parks in and around 
abandoned industrial ruins. These parks recognized industrial ruins as historical 
monuments, aesthetically interesting structures, and the opportunity to bear 
witness to the re-naturing of industrial landscapes. Caitlyn DeSilvey’s attention 
to the Landschaftspark emphasized that industrial ruins were not static, but 
always undergoing change and paralleled the ongoing decay of the park with the 
similar processes at play at the Orford Ness military installation. Over time, the 
decay of these former industrial and military structures made a convivial home 
to significant plant and wildlife species (DeSilvey 2017; Edensor 2005). The 
blurring the line between the human and the natural environment finds echoes 
in Jeff VanderMeer’s fictional Southern Reach trilogy (2014) which combines an 
abandoned coastal town and light house with run away nature in an apocalyptic 
landscape. Anna Tsing’s Mushroom at the end of the World (2015) found in the 
matsutake mushroom evidence for life in the ruins of industrial forestlands.  

The prominence of ruins at the center of contemporary critique should not 
imply industrial landscapes are always welcome by their communities. The city 
of Detroit, for example, has increasingly challenged views of its urban landscape 
as decaying, abandoned, and forlorn. The desire to rehabilitate, demolish, and 
rehabilitate the sites of urban ruins continue longstanding efforts to make urban 
spaces economically and social productive by defining them in readily 
understandable ways. Archaeologists of the contemporary world have often 
found themselves in the vanguard of those interested in documenting 
abandoned and decaying places before they are destroyed. For example Krysta 
Ryzewski has worked with a diverse contingent of scholars and community 
members to document and save buildings associated with Motown in Detroit. 
Larry Zimmerman unsuccessfully encouraged the Minnesota State Historical 
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Society to preserve and display graffiti found in the abandoned Washburn flour 
mill prior to its reconstruction as the Mill City Museum in Minneapolis 
(Zimmerman 2014). Challenges associated with the tensions between the 
permanence of modern sites and their obsolesce, the scale of industrial and urban 
ruins, their ephemerality, and the practical and aesthetic potential for adaptation 
and decay have created new attitudes toward our recent past and heritage 
management (Bangstad 2014; Buchli 2006). 

 
Ruins, Ruin Porn, and Industrial Archaeology 

 
At its origins in the 1950s and 1960s in the UK, industrial archaeology stood 

outside the academic, or even professional, branch of the discipline. Amateur 
archaeologists collected information, objects, and photographs about sites in their 
area. They were often motivated by nostalgia or connections to companies who 
had occupied various sites or facilities (Symond 2005). The emphasis on sites 
associated with the recent industrial heritage of a region or standing buildings 
distanced industrial archaeology from the mainstream discipline (Palmer 2005; 
Orange 2008; Palmer and Orange 2016). Moreover, industrial archaeology’s 
tendency to focus on the details of technological development rather than their 
larger social significance likewise distinguished industrial archaeology from 
trends that were emerging in the field of Post-Medieval archaeology in the UK 
and historical archaeology in the US. 

In many ways, the traditions of amateur practice in industrial archaeology has 
continued into the 21st century even as the field has found more of a home in 
the academic and professional discipline. The tendency to associate the 
photography of industrial ruins with issues of industrial heritage and 
archaeology informed a recent forum on ruin photography in the inaugural issue 
of the Journal of the Contemporary Archaeology (2014). The romantic elements 
of ruin photography, for example, often privileges the aesthetics of the buildings 
and the photography over aspects of formal interest to archaeologists. Classic 
works of contemporary photography, such as Robert Smithson “A tour to the 
monuments of Passaic, New Jersey” (1967) and approaches that owe more to 
Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project (1999) than archaeological methodology rub 
shoulders with more technical engagements the industrial and urban landscapes. 
Pétursdóttir and Olsen (2014), however, have argued that ruin photography far 
from standing outside archaeological practices provides an opportunity for the 
critical reflection on photography and ruins as the contexts for archaeological 
performance, affective engagements with the past, and long-standing 
archaeological documentation practices. The ability to observe the decay of 
the ruins which continues even in the absence of human intervention stands as a 
reminder of the agency of things. The photographers lens accentuates the 
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affective character of ruins and emphasizes the bodily position of the 
photographer as flâneur who moves through decaying and obsolete industrial 
landscapes (Dawdy 2010). The affective power of ruins and the interplay 
between photography and place finds parallels in the use of ruins as the 
backdrop to theatrical performances from the Theater of Dionysos in Athens to 
abandoned factories around the post-industrial world (Murray 2020; also 
Pearson and Shanks 2001). The striking images of the Albert Kahn’s Packard 
Plant and the looming visage of the abandoned and deteriorating Michigan 
Central Station emerge as tragic icons for the failures of capitalism and uneven 
consequences to the celebrated rise of the post-industrial economy.   

Krysta Ryzewski, however, notes that the desire to use the photographs of 
ruins for certain aesthetic and political effects has real implications for 
communities where these ruins tend (Ryzewski 2014, 2019). These photos shape 
the public perception of cities like Detroit. By treating “ruin porn” as a form of 
industrial archaeology or archaeology of the contemporary world, it substitutes 
affective power for methodological rigor and complicates the epistemological 
and ideological commitments at the disciplinary core of archaeological practice. 
For example, Ryzewski critiques the lack of context for so much ruin 
photography which makes it difficult to understand ruins across chronological 
and geographic scales. As a telling example, she noted that some of the most 
popular images of the abandoned Michigan Central Station show the backside of 
buildings facing a thriving neighborhood thus projecting the hulking ruins of the 
railroad station across a resilient community (Ryzewski 2014, figure 4). The 
absence of individuals from ruin photography often simultaneously conveys a 
kind of impartial documentary rigor which, in fact, follows conventions 
developed in more methodologically defined archaeological or architectural 
photography while simultaneously representing post-industrialized cities like 
Detroit as depopulated wastelands rather that communities 
experiencing vibrancy and facing real social and economic challenges.  

Ryzewski’s multifaceted community archaeology work in Detroit seeks to 
create dynamic, human, and mutli-scalar contexts to the material culture of the 
contemporary community there (2017). For example, she collaborates with her 
students at Wayne State University in Detroit as well as community members to 
document structures and places significant to the recording industry in the city. 
The parallel between the distinctive sound of Motown and the global reach of the 
Detroit’s automobile manufacturing not only defined the mid-century landscape 
of Detroit but also extended its influence far beyond its urban limits. The use of 
petroleum products as the basis for both record pressing and automobiles is 
simply a happy coincidence and reflects the complex global economies necessary 
for both industries to thrive (Devine 2019). In the second decade of the 21st 
century, however, many of the places at the heart of the auto and record industry 
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were abandoned, neglected, surrounded by blighted neighborhoods, or slated for 
demolition by developers or communities looking to develop new post-
industrial identities and distance themselves from the city’s industrial past. 
Ryzewski’s work used digital tools and conventional heritage practices to 
document the wide range of music practices in Detroit from early 20th century 
ballrooms to jazz and blues joints and the clubs of MoTown, rock, techno, and 
house music. The use of many of these venues for multiple genres of music and 
musicians of very different styles, races, and ages effectively repopulated long 
neglected spaces and challenges the forlorn and depopulated landscapes of ruin 
porn. These kinds of documentation projects often serve to draw attention to 
endangered sites or to shift public perceptions related to  “blighted” or ruined 
landscapes.   

The critiques of ruin porn offered by scholars such as Ryzewski (2014) and 
Paul Mullins (2012; 2014) emphasize that the removal of individuals from ruin 
photography, and these criticisms find parallels with recent work in industrial 
archaeology. As LouAnn Wurst (2016) and Paul Shackel (2009) have noted the 
emphasis on technological advancement in industrial archaeology has tended to 
marginalize the role of labor (AND OTHERS?). By drawing industrial 
archaeology more fully into the field of historical archaeology, scholars have 
turned their attention to the role of industrial labor in shaping communities, 
class, and individual identity. Projects such as the Randall Maguire’s Colorado 
Coalfield War project sought to place labor relationships at the center both of the 
archaeology of the early 20th-century Ludlow Massacre site and in its modern 
effort to engage with organized labor in the region. Michael Roller’s (2018) 
research in and around the coal mining toward of Pardeesville, Pennsylvania 
considered the long reach of structural violence at the intersection of race, labor, 
and class in Pennsylvania’s anthracite region which continues to play a role in 
the lives of contemporary residents. Various short term efforts to revive the 
economy in the region has involved shifting the economy to increasing casual 
labor. Situated amid the decaying industrial structures of the coal industry, light 
industrial work and warehouses offered short-term and irregular employment 
opportunities for these communities, and capital from outside the region 
see in these post-industrial communities pools of low-cost labor.  

Roller connects these processes to various efforts at urban renewal in the late 
1960s and early 1970s, for example, which sought to transform the increasingly 
abandoned commercial districts of “coal patch” towns by demolishing buildings 
condemned or identified as “blighted” and polices that encouraged the 
redevelopment of urban spaces and concomitant development of post-industrial 
suburbs. Part of these efforts involved determining the place of the region’s 
industrial past in its future directions. The material landscape of both the mining 
industry provided essential context to understanding the strategies employed by 
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residents to negotiate a livelihood in the volatile extractive economy. The 
industrial ruins of the mining industry preserve the history of workers to 
organize labor in those industries and management’s efforts to undermine those 
efforts in favor of contingent and precious labor practices that have continued to  
shape the region’s post-industrial present. The history of contingent and precious 
employment in the coal mining region’s of Pennsylvania has attracted a new 
wave of immigrants from Central America and the Caribbean to the area. Drawn 
by the region’s low cost of living and availability of low skilled and light 
industrial work, these new immigrants soon met with local resistance and racial 
animosity. Ironically, many of the attacks against the new arrivals came from 
former Eastern and Southern European immigrants who came to the region to 
work for the coal industry a 150 years earlier. Roller’s work recognizes the 
complex relationship between capital, race, and nationalism inscribed on the 
industrial and post-industrial landscape. 

If the economic decline of the coal mining regions of central Pennsylvania and 
heavy industry in Detroit represent slow moving disasters of industrial 
capitalism, Shannon Lee Dawdy applies similar a similar lens to the ruins 
produced in the aftermath of Katrina in New Orleans. She argues that the 
production of ruins in this context sheds valuable light on how the responses to 
catastrophe exert a formative influence over the of the archaeological record. The 
failure of levies and the intensity of the hurricane presented an obvious and 
temporally constrained catastrophe for residents of the Crescent City (2006; 
2010). Her emphasis on the decisions made during the recovery effort, 
particularly those associated with the taphonomy of the remains of the structures 
destroyed by the hurricane, reveal the social priorities, political positions, and 
environmental realities of communities. As an example, she notes that the 
assemblages preserved around homesites in the predominantly African 
American Lower Ninth Ward will invariably be richer than those from more 
affluent neighborhoods where the recovery and reconstruction process took place 
more quickly after the end of storm. The decision to remove all debris prior to 
rebuilding meant was a response to the instability of the soils in New Orleans 
and their tendency to shift and subside. Sites that saw more rapid reconstruction 
would have seen less material enter into archaeological levels through natural 
taphonomic processes than those sites in the less affluent Lower Ninth Ward 
where demolition and reconstruction was delayed. Thus natural taphonomic 
processes, the character of the soils themselves, and the social and racial context 
for recovery all contribute to the character of the archaeological record.        

The kind of industrial ruins present in Detroit or other post-industrial cities 
offer a similar window into the taphonomic processes associated with slower 
moving economic changes. While the decline of the urban, industrial economy 
was not as abrupt as the hurricane Katrina landfall, the taphonomy of the ruined 
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and abandoned structures nevertheless continues to define the after life and 
recovery of these communities. For example, John Schofield’s study (2009) of the 
abandoned English Heritage offices in their swanky Savile Row address observes 
what was left behind and the irregular traces of the building former function 
after its long-time residents had left and before it was redeveloped into new 
office space. Christine Finn’s journalistic account of a year in Silicon Valley, 
likewise, narrates the constant rhythm of abandonment in the post-industrial 
landscape where office parks, retail space, and corporate campus constantly 
under go change and intervals of abandonment as they adapt to rapid pace of the 
digital economy. Josh Lepawsky’s Reassemling Rubbish (2018) reminds us, 
however, that while the re-use of post-industrial spaces often reduces 
abandonment process to mere months, many post-industrial sites in Silicon 
Valley produced the same kind of long-term toxicity as abandoned 
manufacturing sites associated with the industrial economy. As Haeden Stewart 
(2017) has noted lasting impact of toxic chemicals around abandoned sites 
persists long after the visible signs of abandonment have vanished. Moreover, 
the leaching of chemicals into waterways, vegetation, and the wider ecosystem 
communicates the impact of industrial (and post-industrial) practices well 
beyond the temporal and spatial constraints of the structures. The varying causes 
and forms of abandonment and ruins contribute to their status as ontologically 
ambiguous places (Edensor 2005). From an archaeological perspective, the ruins 
continue to have an impact on individuals and communities long after the events 
associated with their abandonment and the impact invariably reflects racial, 
economic, and political contexts. 

 
Protest, Graffiti, and Urbanism 

 
An interest in ruins and abandonment and race and capital in an industrial 

and post-industrial context contributes to well-established trends in historical 
archaeology (e.g. Shackel 2009; Wurst 2014). In the archaeology of the 
contemporary world, this has not only manifested itself in critical engagements 
with the archaeology of industrial and post-industrial world, but also extends to 
the archaeology of protest against the way that these systems define race, class, 
gender and other forms of identity. As work on the protest sites associated with 
the Nevada Test Site has shown, the protests encompassed not only the testing 
and development of nuclear weapons, but also the appropriation of traditional 
range lands from the Western Shoshone and post-war American nationalism and 
consumerism (Schofield). The contemporary Greenham Common Airbase 
protests in the UK operated at the intersection of Cold War tensions and gender 
(Schofield and Anderton 2000) as the camps surrounding the airbase were 
occupied by women and children. As Schofield and Anderton observe, the 
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uniquely gendered aspect of these protests sought to challenge the hyper-
masculine militarism of the base with sexual chants. In other cases, the women 
used the fence to display knitting, children’s clothes, and other items associated 
with traditional women’s life in a mock effort to beg the men in the base to allow 
women to repair the present and prepare for the future. Schofield and Anderton 
likewise recognized that the association of women, gendered tactics, and protests 
at the Greenham Common paralleled similar strategies developed by women in 
the UK in other situations such as the 1984 coal workers strike and the 
Prostitution Collective movement that began in the mid-1970s. 

 The archaeology of protests is beginning to recognize the complex responses 
to the economic and racial challenges facing American cities in the late-20th and 
early-21st century. Crystal R. Simms and Julien Riel-Salvatore (2016), for 
example, examined the sanitary conditions of the Occupy Denver (OD), which 
was part of the larger Occupy Wall Street movement, in response to claims by 
Colorado Governor John Hickenlooper that the OD protesters were a public 
health and safety risk. While Simms and Riel-Salvatore faced the challenges 
facing any archaeological project seeking to document an active and occupied 
space of habitation (cf. White 2020 on similar challenges at Burning Man), they 
nevertheless demonstrated that many of the generalizations regarding the OD 
protest camp reflected it transition from a protest site to a homeless camp. In fact, 
their research project recognized that they collected most of the data on 
sanitation and safety from when chronically homeless individuals occupied the 
site rather than when it occupied by political protestors. The prevalence of drug 
paraphernalia, for example, and an outbreak of scabies seem more likely 
associated with challenges associated with long-term homelessness than the 
protestor’s encampment  An effort to document the material culture of the 
Occupy Movement in New York’s Zuccotti Park produced photographs and 
descriptions which appeared on a website, were displayed and curated at 
Columbia University’s Archaeology Lab and featured in conference papers. 
While this work appears to have produced no formal publications, the 
assemblages and photographs demonstrate the wide range of behaviors 
connected to the Occupy Movement’s temporary camps and as well as patterns 
of distribution associated with their disruption by police. The desire the break up 
protest camps reflects the desire on the part of the authorities to challenge the 
message of the protestors by representing their actions as unsanitary and 
irresponsible as well as to undermine the impact of their work by breaking up 
the camps and obscuring their mark on the urban landscape. 

 The ephemeral nature of protest events, the opposition of authorities, and the 
complexity of protestors goals and organization often make systematic 
archaeological documentation of even large protests difficult. Beisaw and Olin 
(2020) recent call to document the site of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) 
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Protest in North Dakota rests on both the disciplinary responsibility toward 
recognizing the diverse range of Native American claims to land and their 
history of protests. The authors frame their call by presenting a critical study of 
the efforts to preserve the Native American occupation of Alcatraz island from 
1969-1971. The occupation of the island, the abandoned prison and its grounds 
was among only the most visible efforts of Nation Americans to reassert claims 
to traditional lands both in California and across the US. In recognition of the 
significance and visibility of this protest, the National Park Service who now 
manages the island as a national monument has preserved painted signs on the 
walls of the prison and has developed with Native American activists and 
scholars an exhibit room in the penitentiary museum. For Beisaw and Olin, 
however, the removal or failure to preserve many traces of the Native American 
occupation of the island and the absence of consistent interpretative signage 
renders this significant act of protest difficult to understand and obscure to the 
casual visitor. Unlike the relatively short-term protests of the Occupy Movement, 
the more literal occupation of Alcatraz Island would have left more persistent 
traces that could be preserved and presented to visitors. The intensity of the 
DAPL protests may well have left a similarly visible material trace that would 
offers a vital counter narrative to prevailing media view which characterize the 
protest camp as occupied by professional agitators seeking to escalate a conflict 
with oil companies and the local authorities. A more humane, diverse, and 
nuanced presentation of this site would complicate perceptions could call into 
question the close alliance of capital and militarized law enforcement and their 
claims to represent public order in ways that evoke the violence of the Colorado 
Coalfield War of the early 20th century.      

A similar interest in the archaeology of 21st century protests has emerged 
surrounding the protests that occurred in the wake of George Floyds murder in 
the 2020 and the related efforts to remove or destroy monuments associated with 
racist figures in urban areas. As Simms and Riel-Salvatore (2016) noted in their 
efforts to document the material signature of the Occupy Denver movement, the 
speed at which many of these protest occurred, their diverse and widespread 
nature , and the ephemeral character of some of the transformations have 
required innovative approaches to documenting the protests and their changing 
manifestations in the urban fabric. The Philadelphia-based Monument Lab 
project, for example, is developing performing a National Monument Audit n an 
effort to document and understand the changing monumental landscape of 
American cities (https://www.monumentlab.com/projects/national-monument-
audit). The Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and 
Culture is collecting artifacts associated with the 2020 protests against police 
brutality in Washington, DC’s Lafayette Square 
(https://nmaahc.si.edu/about/news/statement-efforts-collect-objects-lafayette-
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square). Artists Terry Kilby used drone photography in July of 2020 to produce 
3D model of the statue of Robert E. Lee in Richmond, Virginia and posted it to 
the 3D viewing site Sketchfab (https://skfb.ly/6TtSV). Kilby’s model preserved 
the spray painted sentiments expressed by protestors which ranged from 
expressions of anger, love, unity, and racial solidarity to calls to “tear it down,” 
revolution, and anarchism. The sheer volume and variety of messages jostling 
with each for attention on the monument embodied the diversity of the 
protestors, their motivations, and goal. Absent, of course, were the equally 
dramatic messages projected on the statue at night which left no material trace. 
The techniques employed by Kilby and any number of other historians, 
journalists, archaeologists, and community members to document the protest 
were both similar to those used during archaeological field work (e.g. Murray 
and Sapirstein 2017) and also reflect the need and opportunities for ad hoc 
approaches to recording the often ephemeral remains of protests. While there is 
no doubt that the protests against racism and policy brutality and the removal of 
racist monuments marked a significant moment in the history of both race and 
urbanism in the United States, the traces of these protests particularly in the 
urban fabric continue a tradition of practices, including graffiti, tagging, and 
street art, that is fundamental to modern, global urban experience.    

Oliver and Neal (2010), for example, locate the origins of contemporary 
interest in graffiti in the economic and racial turmoil in major urban areas in the 
US in the 1970s — New York City, Philadelphia, and Chicago. In this context, 
graffiti represented a challenge to the urban order for whom it represented 
vandalism and an assault on private and public property. Since that time, 
archaeologists, anthropologists, and a wide range of urban explorers and 
photographers have documented graffiti and street art as windows into the 
communities, identities, rituals, and tensions that define urban life. Schiffer and 
Gould’s seminal 1981 book, Modern Material Culture, includes a C. Fred Baker’s 
chapter analyzing graffiti in bathrooms in and around the University of Hawaii. 
He notes that the use of racial and ethnic insults directed toward white, Japanese, 
and native Hawaiians, confirms the role of liminal places as spaces for the public 
expression of transgressive language that, ironically, reinforces social norms. In 
other contexts, however, archaeologists have argued that graffiti play a role in 
place making activities that challenge hegemonic views of what constitutes 
liminal or marginal places. Gabriel Soto, for example, argued that the presence of 
graffiti in box culverts along roads in the Sonoran desert is a form of place-
making along in an otherwise sterile and indistinct landscape. Similar practices 
appear to have characterized the graffiti found on a bridge over the Ilissos river 
in Athens, Greece, where migrants transformed an otherwise marginal space in a 
place to mark their ethnic identity, commemorated their journeys and place of 
origin, and perhaps even created a place for worship (Lenakis 2019). In effect, the 
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shared experiences communicated through the graffiti transformed a marginal 
space into a place made familiar offering comfort to individuals encountering an 
intense form of displacement in an unsympathetic and often hostile urban 
landscape. On the one hand, the use of graffiti to create a sense of places at the 
margins of the city echoes its place in classic works in Teun Voeten’s Tunnel People 
(1996,2010) which explores the life of residents of New York City’s abandoned 
railroad tunnels. The use of graffiti as part of the 21st-century protests, then, 
represented a varied and well-established strategy to stake claim to urban spaces. 
By challenging the social and political order’s control over public spaces, graffiti 
represents a significant form of resistance to hegemonic forces that use violence 
and other forms of social, economic, and institutional power to marginalize 
groups, suppress dissent, and appropriate public space. Thus the archaeology of 
industrial ruins, protests, graffiti, and contemporary urbanism share a common 
interest in understanding the impact of late 20th and 21st century capitalism on 
lived experience.  

 
Cities and Nature 

 
Cities provide particularly visible spaces for protests in the 21st century in 

part because they are epicenters of change in the post-industrial world. The mid-
20th century role of American and many European cities as manufacturing 
centers that transformed raw materials into consumer goods has steadily 
declined in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. The rise of global supply chains 
and distributed and just-in-time production practices has transformed both the 
urban landscape in the United States and Europe. The rise of suburbs, “white 
flight,” and the decline in tax revenue available to increasingly impoverished 
cities contributed to economic, regional, and racial tensions. As we have seen, 
cities such as Detroit or the South Bronx section of New York have become iconic 
as much for its industrial ruins and poverty as its once storied past as a 
manufacturing and cultural centers.  

The decaying industrial landscapes of these cities form an appropriate 
backdrop to not only the economic and racial protests, but also environmental 
concerns. The incipient interest among historical archaeologists in the 
environmental impact of industrial practices and urbanization (e.g. Benjamin 
2017 [2020]; Dawdy 2010). As Jeff Benjamin observed contemporary industrial 
ruins are not just a commentary on the limits of capitalism, but also an 
opportunity to consider ways to escape from the environmental legacy of our 
industrial past. Dawdy’s understanding of the ruins of post-Katrina New 
Orleans offers both new ways of seeing the city and disasters. When hurricane 
Katrina destroyed the levies holding back the waters of the Mississippi, the literal 
boundary between the city and river collapsed. The clean up and remains left 
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behind after this disaster preserved the blurred line between the ordered space of 
the city, the devastation of Katrina, and the natural and political forces that 
constituted destruction and recovery. For Dawdy, the ruins revealed the 
inequalities in economic, social, and political power within the city that dictated 
which sites were rebuilt, when they saw attention, and how they were rebuilt. 
Ruins also cultivate the emergence of alternate forms of social and material 
relations as Anna Tsing (2014) has argued in her study of the matsutake 
mushrooms which thrive in  landscapes produced by industrial logging and 
abandoned intensive agriculture. As Edensor (2005) and DeSilvey have observed 
among industrial ruins, these spaces blurred any number of social and 
ontological divisions that define our world (2005). The natural and the cultural, 
the industrial and the rural, the past and the present, and the neatly ordered and 
chaotic, all coincide in the space of ruins. 

By blurring the division between the natural and the human, these critiques of 
ruins open onto a larger critique of the relationship between humans and their 
environment. While the archaeology of the contemporary urban world remains 
in its infancy, it seems inevitable that the thriving field of urban environmental 
history will exert a significant influence. The work of William Cronon, especially 
his epic study of Chicago, Nature’s Metropolis (1991), recognized the relationship 
between cities and their often expansive hinterlands. Rather than envisioning 
these connections as spokes on a wheel or a series of connections and nodes, the 
ontological blurriness that describes the character of ruins might likewise apply 
to the categories of cities and their hinterland. For example, A. Beisaw’s article on 
the archaeology of the New York City massive water supply parallels David 
Soll’s recent history (2013) of the network of watersheds, reservoirs, aqueducts, 
communities, agencies, and policies that bring New York its fresh water. The 
requirements and habits of the New York residents have shaped the landscape 
and ecology though dams, reservoirs, and watershed conservation designed to 
ensure the security of New York’s water. These efforts, however, have limited the 
opportunities among upstate communities to develop economically despite their 
access to lakes and natural space.  Amahia Mallea’s work (2018) on the 
relationship between Kansas City and the Missouri River locates the city and its 
policies along the longest river in North America at the messy intersection of 
social, economic, and regional attitudes. The protests associated with the Dakota 
Access Pipeline’s route beneath the Missouri River not only reflected local 
concerns for the pipeline’s route, but emphasized the massive reach of the 
Missouri’s course and the diverse communities impacted should the pipeline 
become compromised. The dense web of infrastructure that allows contemporary 
society to function continuously redefines the character and extend of urban 
space and transgresses the limits of traditional demographic and administrative 
divisions. For example, Andrew Needham’s environmental history of Phoenix, 
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Arizona (2014) goes beyond the blurry “Crabgrass Frontier” of the southwestern 
city’s suburbs and follows the high-current power lines to the coal mines and 
power plants on the Navaho reservation which made Phoenix’s Post-War 
expansion possible. Matthew Kingle’s environmental history of Seattle begins 
and ends with the journey of the Pacific salmon whose annual efforts to return to 
their spawning grounds invariably take them past Richard Haag’s Gas Works 
Park. The preservation of industrial ruins forms a backdrop to more recent 
efforts to restore the ruins of city’s waterways. 


