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The first chapter of this book began in 2014 with me standing in a New 

Mexico landfill documenting the excavation of a deposit of Atari games. The 
final chapter will begin in 2012 with me standing in an RV park housing workers 
who have come to western North Dakota during the Bakken Oil Boom. The 
North Dakota Man Camp Project conducted its inaugural season of fieldwork 
starting at a dusty camp on the outskirt of Tioga, North Dakota. The town of 
Tioga calls itself the “Oil Capital of North Dakota” from its perch atop the 
Nesson Anticline which has produced oil at a commercial scale since 1951 when 
the Iverson Well #1 came in (for general background on this see Conway 2020). 
Booms in the 1950s and the 1980s brought thousands of workers not only to 
Tioga, but to the sparsely populated counties of western North Dakota. 
Invariably, local housing stock proved inadequate to accommodate the influx of 
workers who resorted to a wide range of temporary, mobile, and ad hoc 
solutions to the housing crunch. The North Dakota Man Camp Project team 
sought to document the various forms of boom-time workforce housing and 
visited the Bakken over a dozen times to conduct take photographs, notes, and 
interviewsm (Caraher et al. 2017). To accomplish this, the team combined 
archaeologists with an architectural historian, a historian and social worker with 
a specialization in housing, and artists, students, and colleagues committed to 
the documentation and study of 21st century Bakken oil boom.    

The early 21st-century Bakken Oil Boom grabbed international media 
headlines and introduced the term “man camp” to American vocabulary 
(Caraher et al. 2016). Alec Soth’s famous photo of an oil smeared worker sitting 
atop an overturned oil drum on the North Dakota prairie evoked the desolation 
of the place and the rugged, masculine labor associated with extractive industries 
(see Dunham 2016: 297-298; Brown 2013). The photo appeared on the cover of the 
widely circulated New York Times Magazine in 2013 and similar coverage 
appeared in The Atlantic, Harpers, National Geographic, and the Washington Post at 
around the same time (Becker 2016). The journalists drawn to the Bakken 
produced a series of thoughtful books that situated the Bakken in the aftermath 
of the subprime mortgage crisis and the “Great Recession” and amid the 
improvements in hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, technologies, a renewed push 
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to national energy independence and the longstanding hope of getting rich (e.g. 
Gold 2014; Rao 2018; Briody 2017; McLean 2018). Artists and writers have also 
looked to the Bakken for inspiration and critique (e.g. Dunham 2016; Brorby et al. 
2016; Czerwiec 2016; Brorby 2017; Anderson 2017; Sayles 2020). Commercial 
paperbacks (e.g. Martin 2017) and television series followed playing on the 
reputation of the oil patch as a kind of new “Wild West” where the potential of 
the frontier and freedom of lawlessness intersect to produce the ideal backdrop 
for transgressive tales of violence, capitalism, and wealth (see Caraher 2016 for a 
critique of this).   

Needless to say, we encountered very little of the Wild West in our work in 
the Bakken. Instead, we documented a wide range of efforts to adapt often 
temporary housing conditions to the North Dakota weather, to expectations 
developed over the last half-century of suburbia, and to preserve flexibility in the 
face of the growing precarity of the “gig economy.” 

 
Extractive Landscapes in the American West 

 
Historical archaeologists in the American West have long had an interest in 

extractive industries (Dixon 2020; 2014). This is as much because these industries 
defined the West both in reality and in the popular imagination as because they 
conformed to a view of the West as an extension of most populous settlements 
on the coast and in older centers in the Midwest. As we saw in the last chapter, 
the story of American urbanism often extends from the changing fabric, 
economy, and demography of the city itself into its vast hinterland of extractive 
industries, agriculture, and industry. Rail, highway, aquaduct, and high-tension 
wire connect the extractive hinterland to the urban core and make contemporary 
urbanism possible. As Andrew Needham (2014) noted how high voltage wires 
connected the new cities of the American West to more marginal, extractive 
landscapes, which often benefited last from rural electrification initiatives. These 
power lines, in turn, as Timothy LeCain has shown required the mining of 
copper on a massive scale (LeCain 2009). This, in turn, led to the growth of 
communities such as Butte, Montana, where the massive Berkeley Pit mine 
produced millions of tons of copper extracted from millions more tons of rock 
leaving today a massive and highly toxic scar on the landscape. The work of 
Donald Hardesty, in particular, worked to define the field of mining archaeology 
through his study of mining sites in Nevada (Hardesty 2010). Starting in the 
1980s, he produced a series of studies that examined not only the economic and 
technological character of these sites, but also argued that these sites offered 
ways to understand the social and political aspects of western expansion (see for 



Do not cite without permission from the author. December 22, 2020. 

3 

example, Hardesty 1991). A special symposium convened in 1999 at the Society 
of Historical Archaeology, led to a special issue of Historical Archaeology in 2002, 
that considered the place of workforce housing and communities in the 
organization of labor and society in the West and marked a continued shift from 
studies concerned with documenting sites connected with extractive industries 
themselves toward an interest in the lives of the workers themselves and the 
kind of communities that they formed (Van Buren 2002). The study of turn of the 
century camps in California oil fields (Baxter 2002), the site of the Ludlow 
massacre (Maguire and Rechner 2002), and the camps that followed the 
construction of the Los Angeles aquifer (Van Buren 2002) demonstrate a growing 
interest in the domestic lives of workers in these contexts. Kelly Dixon’s work on 
Virginia City, Nevada extends this research to boom town associated with 
extractive industries and forms of recreation, diet, and social life (Dixon 2005). 
This work developed from the efforts of Stephen Mrozowski’s excavations 
around working class neighborhoods in 19th century Boott Hill in Lowell, 
Massachusetts (Mrozowski et al. 1996) and in the wide range of studies 
synthesized in Paul Shackel’s work on the archaeology of labor and working 
class life. This work has generally brought to light the wide range of agency and 
resistance among worker communities (2009). Michael Roller’s recent book 
(2018), which we discussed in the last chapter, stressed the role of violence in the 
shaping of ethnicity and resistance in a turn of the century Pennsylvania mining 
community. Historically housing for workers in extractive industries becomes a 
space where these groups negotiate identity and autonomy.     

The emphasis on agency and resistance has, in turn, informed global views of 
workers and extractive industries. While the scholarship in the historical 
archaeology of colonialism is vast (Silliman 2020 for a useful survey of recent 
directions in this area), recent scholarship has emphasized the link between the 
ecological destruction of colonial regimes (e.g. Mrozowski 2015; Costa 2018; 
Garcia 2018) and the various kinds of violence brought to bear on colonized 
populations in the name of capitalism (e.g. Smit and Proctor 2020). The violence 
of the increasingly intensified encounter associated with 19th and 20th century 
extractive regimes made a significant impact on the colonial landscape where the 
organization of settlement and production shifted shift toward more intensive, 
efficient, and industrial forms of organization (Richard 2015; Van Bueren and 
Weaver 2012: 90-97). González-Ruibal (2015) recognized in the abandoned home 
and buildings of Equatorial Guinea’s 18th and early 19th century bourgeoise the 
shift to this more predatory form of colonialism where the state or non-state 
entity extracts resources while excluding the colonized populations for any 
benefits. In Equatorial Guinea the recent discovery of oil has followed the 
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intensification of this predatory colonial region in the late 19th and early 20th 
century during when a more intensive colonial regime effective cut out 
indigenous middle men. This trend has continued into the 21st century when the 
wealth from recently discovered oil pools in the hands of only a few local actors 
and the rest goes offshore (González-Ruibal 2015: 438-439). The global trajectory 
of capitalism and its impact on the modern and contemporary organization of 
space likewise informed our view of the Bakken oil patch as an “industrial 
landscape” created to ensure the efficient extraction of oil and the maximum 
profit for largely external sources of investment (Caraher 2016; Caraher and 
Weber 2017).       

These rich veins of scholarship shaped our engagement with workforce 
housing in the 21st-century Bakken. In a North American context, the challenges 
of housing workers in the 21st century American West were similar to those of 
the late-19th and early 20th century. In 2009 absence of existing housing in the 
sparsely populated counties of western North Dakota resulted in a series of ad 
hoc solution among the workers who flooded the region. The major companies 
associated with the oil boom developed workforce housing sites to accommodate 
their workers and to ensure their efficient deployment to drilling and fracking 
sites throughout the region. At the same time, as the national media breathlessly 
reported, workers arriving in the region without employment camped out in the 
Williston Walmart parking lot, public camp grounds and parks, and hastily 
arranged RV hook-ups throughout the cities of Tioga, Williston, and Watford 
City in North Dakota. By 2011, the chaotic early years of the 21st-century oil boom 
gave way to private sector solutions as authorities across the region enacted 
legislation limiting the number of RVs and other forms of temporary housing in 
the city limits. The private sector, in turn, stepped in to provide temporary 
housing for the increasing influx of workers. Outside investors developed a wide 
range of formal housing facilities and graded RV parks with water, sewage and 
electricity on the outskirts of the major towns in the region. Beyond and 
sometimes amid this workforce housing emerged the growing grid of drilling 
rigs, well pads, waste-water injection sites, pipeline scars, and tank farms. The 
reconfigured geography of western North Dakota may not represent the same 
kind of racialized landscape characteristic of 19th century colonial violence, but it 
did superimpose on the long-standing settlement pattern of the region a new, 
externally-imposed spatial logic defined by the intensified needs of extractive 
production (see Caraher and Weber 2017). 

  
The North Dakota Man Camp Project began in 2012 which was the height of 

the oil boom. Like previous archaeologists interested in workers in the American 
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West, our project also focused on the relationship between domestic spaces and 
social relations in the region’s man camps. Our methods for documenting work 
force housing sites were consistent with many “active site” archaeological 
projects (White 2020). As part of our goal was to produce a descriptive archive of 
the 21st-century Bakken boom, we developed a multimodal practice of recording 
workforce housing sites. This involved not only tradition archaeological practices 
involving the descriptions and illustration of particular units, but also the 
intensive use of photography and video which allowed us to capture sites 
systematically. We also worked with ethnographers who collect hundreds of 
hours of unstructured interviews with residents in the camps. While the analysis 
and archiving of this material is ongoing and we continue to make periodic trips 
to the Bakken and continue to document our research sites, we have collected 
sufficient data to support a basis interpretation of workforce housing during a 
contemporary, extractive industries boom.   

To facilitate our analysis, we developed a working typology of camp types 
(see Caraher et al 2017). Type 1 camps were prefabricated camps with communal 
dining, recreation, and housing areas typically operated by large logistic 
companies. Type 2 camps were RV parks where residents typically owned their 
RVs and rented a space and access to water, sewage, and electricity. Type 3 
camps were essentially squats established by small groups without access to 
water or sewage and ad hoc access to electricity. These were often illegal, 
informal, and sufficiently ephemeral that we heard about their existence more 
than we encountered them in the field. Type 2 camps, in contrast, we common, 
visible, easy to access, and particularly diverse class. As a result, these attracted 
most of our attention and allowed us to explore the diverse ways in which 
temporary workforce housing sites developed the material aspects of settlement 
and community in a precarious, extractive landscape.   

 
Domesticity and Precarity in North Dakota Man Camps 

 
The 21st-century Bakken oil boom gained momentum at the same time as the 

United States began to emerge from the “Great Recession” at the end of the first 
decade of the 21st century. The technologies of horizontal drilling and hydraulic 
fracturing revealed the potential of the Bakken oil patch beginning with the work 
in the Parshall oil field in Montrail county in 2006. The deployment of these 
technologies across the Bakken and Three Forks formations in North Dakota and 
Montana opened the region to large scale oil development in subsequent years. 
The demands of drilling and fracking as well as related infrastructural 
development drew thousands of workers to the region at the very time when the 
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US economy was struggling to emerge from a period of economic stagnation and 
contraction. In many cases, the role of the sub-prime mortgage crisis in the Great 
Recession and the steep increase in foreclosures across the US emphasized the 
financial aspects of housing and its roles in the national and global economy. 
Thus the opportunity for even temporary employment in the Bakken represented 
an opportunity for workers to regain financial standing undermined by the loss 
of jobs elsewhere, foreclosures, and general economic hardships brought on my 
the contraction of the economy and the early years of a jobless recovery. The 
willingness to take on new risks associated with short term employment and the 
vagaries of a volatile global economy fueled the emergence of class of worker 
with precarious financial standing, employment, and housing. This new class of 
worker, sometimes referred to as the “precariat” (e.g. Standing 2011), combined 
with the “financialization of housing” (Madden and Marcuse 2016) to form 
salient backdrop for workforce housing in the Bakken. 

The large scale, standardized housing facilities that we called “Type 1” 
camps, were almost always funded by outside investors. Many served to house 
workers from larger companies who arrived in the region on regular shifts. 
These man camps typically consisted of a series of prefabricated housing units 
divided into a number of either individual or double room with private 
bathrooms. The housing was typically arranged around a larger public space for 
communal dining and recreation.  The interior spaces were typically austere 
which reflected their basic functionalism. The rooms, hallways, and public spaces 
were largely devoid of anything remotely associated with traditional domestic 
space or anything connecting these facilities to their location in western North 
Dakota. The operators of the camps kept the outsides of the buildings clean and 
uncluttered. This space functioned as a liminal zone between the place of work 
and the place of rest. Fences, security posts, and lists of rules which typically 
included bans on alcohol, drugs, and weapons, further reinforced the perimeter 
of the camps. The entrances to public spaces typically included boot scrapers and 
one of the largest camps in the region included a changing room designed to 
provide space for workers to get out of their coveralls, heavy coats, and boots 
(Caraher et al. 2017). These buffer areas not only had practical purposes, but also 
served to mark out the camp as a  space of rest and distinguish it from the place 
of work. Thus even the most austere camps represented a kind of deracinated 
domesticity whose main function is to provide workers a place to eat, sleep, and 
recover for more work. Since many of these workers had more permanent 
residences elsewhere, the “Type 1” camp provided a surrogate home in the 
Bakken that was stripped of its personal features and reduced to a clean, 
modern, and merely functional space designed to maintain the efficiency of oil 
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patch work.  
Our Type 2 camps, which were predominantly RV parks, offered an 

alternative model. While many of these workers also saw their stay in the Bakken 
as temporary and lived in RV and mobile homes during their time in North 
Dakota, they also invested in adapting their living spaces to their new social and 
environmental circumstances. Many of these worker were not employees of a 
company who arranged housing in larger Type 1 style sites, although some 
smaller companies involved with highly mobile work such as road or pipeline 
construction provided lots in RV parks for their workers. Others found the living 
arrangements in Type 1 camps to be too restrictive as they typically did not allow 
family members, banned alcohol, and had noise restrictions. A few workers who 
we talked to found the short term accommodations of Type 1 camps 
inconvenient because employers expected residents to return home elsewhere 
when they were not engaged in work in the Bakken. In some cases, foreclosures 
and struggling regional economies, especially in Idaho and the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan, made it more convenient or necessary to relocate to the Bakken.  

Ironically, then, the financializing of housing contributed to the influx of 
workers to the Bakken, and, at the same time, workforce housing camps 
provided an outlet for investors from outside the region as well as a number of 
global investment scams that received considerable media attention. The short 
window available to recoup losses during the boom and the intense competition 
for housing in the Bakken counties meant that rent and hook-ups (utilities) were 
often more than $1000 per month making them comparable to apartment rents in 
my mid-sized American cities. Despite the costs, the quality and character of the 
facilities offered by a Type 2 camp was uneven. Many offered basic amenities 
such as wireless internet, on site managers, and common spaces for laundry, 
mailboxes, and socializing. One of the most spectacular facilities in the region 
was the “indoor RV park” that provided heated garages for RVs. Far more 
frequently, however, the quality of construction present in these camps varied 
significantly. In one of the largest Type 2 camps in the region, contractors 
violated building codes when installing the sewage pipes. As a result, it froze 
during a January cold snap leaving most of the camp without waste disposal. 
Frozen water pipes, inconsistent electrical hook ups, poor drainage, rutted roads, 
and inconsistent maintenance plagued Type 2 camps throughout the Bakken. 
These reflect not only the hasty and irregular construction of many of these 
camps (for a particularly egregious example see Rothaus et al. 2021), but also the 
pressures to recover their initial investment quickly. The ownership of camps 
often changed hands and led to new policies and approaches to maintenance.      

Despite the inconsistencies associated with Type 2 camps, the resident of 
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these facilities often took advantage of the less restrictive environment to 
individualize their living spaces. In contrast to the austere functionalism of Type 
1 camps, the individual units in Type 2 camps often featured a wide range of 
practical, recreational, and decorative embellishments. The most prominent 
addition to a unit in a Type 2 camp was a mudroom. These structures consisted 
of a lean-to with three walls and a single pitched roof set against side of the RV 
around the door. Residents most often used scrap wood available around the 
camp to build their mudrooms which often retain a rough appearance. Most 
simply, the mudroom served the same function that it does in a modern home: it 
provided a space for a resident to remove muddy or dirty work clothes before 
entering living space. In Type 2 camps, however, particularly early in the boom 
before municipalities pass more restrictive guidelines, mudrooms allowed 
residents to exercise their creativity in expanding their living space. Large 
mudrooms were sometimes nearly half the size of the RV and offered storage 
and living space as well as their traditional function as a social and physical 
barrier between the outside and interior of the RV (Caraher et al 2017).    

The mudrooms also fit into a number of strategies that allowed residents of 
Type 2 camps to develop a more complex sense of domestic space. For example, 
the mudrooms transformed the RV into an L-shaped building that created a 
sense of place on the lot. Residents often used the space defined by the RV, the 
mudroom, and frequently the neighboring unit for outdoor activities, gardens,  
and storage. Neatly arranged furniture, improved gardens, exercise equipment, 
and sometimes unsecured storage demonstrated that residents recognized this 
space as private. The most elaborate examples included fences, dog runs, and in 
one case a tree planted in the arid soil of the North Dakota prairie. The 
appearance of well-appointed outdoor spaces in Type 2 camps belies the nearly 
constant turn over of residents in these camps. Its suggests, however, that unlike 
Type 1 camps, which offer austere, but functional accommodation for a 
temporary workforce, Type 2 camps suggest that some workers continue to 
conform to models of domesticity grounded in suburban practices and attitudes.  

Our work in the Bakken has argued that architectural elaboration associated 
with Type 2 camps demonstrates a tension between the increasingly precarious 
state of workers and their effort to preserve some aspects of suburban life with 
its exaggerated commitment to permanence. The workforce needs of extractive 
industries and their penchant for booms and busts highlights larger changes in 
the global economy that privileges just-in-time manufacturing and gig labor 
where the availability of a mobile labor pool on short notice remains a key to 
economic flexibility and low costs. The use of dormitory labor in Asia (Ngai and 
Smith 2007), for example, and guest workers for construction positions in the 
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Persian Gulf (Bruslé 2012) offer just two examples of the key role that workforce 
housing plays in supporting short-term and precarious employment on a global 
scale (Caraher 2016). Extractive industries with their dependence on the vagaries 
of the international markets and finite access to resources have frequently relied 
upon dormitories or camps to house temporary workers on a global scale. 
Archaeologists have only begun to explore these sites in a late-20th century or 21st 
century context. For example, Andreassen and colleagues (Andreassen et al. 
2010) studied workforce housing in extractive industries in the late 20th century 
in their work to document of the Soviet Mining town of Pyramiden in the 
Svalbard archipelago of Noway which the Russian mining company Arktikugol 
abandoned the mid-1990s. While the conditions at this remote settlement differed 
significantly for those in the Bakken, the tension between the institutional needs 
of the mining operation, which also provided entertainment, recreation, and 
even schooling to the 1000 inhabitants of the community, and the individual 
needs of the workers remained prominent throughout the abandonment site. 

The ad hoc and innovative practices associated with Type 2 housing likewise 
reflect the development of forms of global urbanism. The ad hoc construction 
practices associated with mudrooms reflect the flexible and adaptive design that 
characterize domestic structures in favelas that surround cities in the global 
south, refugee settlements in North Africa and the Middle East, and colonias that 
have appeared along the US-Mexican border (Simone 2004; Perlman 2010; Ward 
2014). Mobile populations used available materials to create domestic spaces 
even in difficult environments and uncertain circumstances. The peripheral 
location of the Bakken as the destination for capital and as the source of raw 
materials often led to a relationship with the centers of political and economic 
power characterized by what Andre Gunder Frank called “the development of 
underdevelopment” (Caraher 2016:187-190; Frank 1966) In these situations, the 
interests of the center favor limited regulations on labor, for example, and 
discouraged policies that develop political and social infrastructure that would in 
any way inhibit the extraction of material from the region. As a result, 
regulations on housing, for example, lagged behind the significant increase in 
new workers to the region, and this helped ensure that temporary housing could 
meet demand. It also created the opportunity for the range of ad hoc adaptations 
present in Type 2 camps. 
 
Workforce Housing, the Bakken, and the Archaeology of Climate Change 

 
The details of workforce housing in the Bakken represent regional variation 

on a number of larger trends in the archaeological study of labor, attitudes 
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toward the environment, and climate change. The final section of this chapter 
will introduce three vignettes that will help us to explore the connection between 
the labor regime that made the Bakken boom possible and issues of 
environmental justice and the intersection between our dependence on fossil 
fuels and climate change on a global scale. In general, historical archaeologists 
and especially archaeologists of the contemporary world have consistently 
recognize that the study of recent material culture can play a key role in not only 
understanding human’s role in the transformation of the earth, but also the 
impact of climate change and associated climate regimes on both evidence for the 
past and our society today. As we have seen in chapter 2, Bill Rathje’s Garbage 
Project and the larger program of historical archaeology developed amid the 
environmental concerns in the 1960s and 1970s that gained momentum in the 
long shadow of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), the organization of Earth 
Day in 1970, and an increasingly energized environmentalist movement. Climate 
change, the impact of recent human actions on the biosphere and atmosphere, 
and the persistent mark of industrialization on the surface of the planet likewise 
characterized the wide ranging debate among historical and contemporary 
archaeologists on the “Anthropocene” in the Norwegian Archaeological Review in 
2011 and the inaugural issue issue of the Journal of Contemporary Archaeology in 
2014. There appears to be a growing awareness that the violence associated with 
the traditional haunts of historical archaeology - colonialism, Eurocentrism, 
capitalism, and modernity - is manifest as much in past and present human 
suffering as in the global trail of environmental destruction that contribute to our 
common, compromised future. This damage is coming home to roost in the form 
of climate change which promises only to exacerbate social, political, and 
economic instability inherent in a system that relies upon and promotes global 
inequality.  

The first vignettes is the parking lot of the Williston Walmart. While this 
might seem like an unlikely place to unpack the relationship between the haunts 
of historical archaeology, environmental degradation, and climate change. At the 
same time, it does offers a window into the changing landscape of labor in the 
United States. As early as 2010, new arrivals in the Bakken congregated in the 
Williston Walmart parking lot. Nationally, Walmart had a longstanding policy of 
allowing the overnight parking of RVs in their lots, and new arrivals looking for 
work in the booming Bakken oil patch took advantage of this policy especially as 
longer term housing was both scarce and expensive. By 2011, evening 
transformed the Walmart parking lot into a bustling settlement. The store 
provided groceries and other amenities, but as the media coverage made clear, 
life in the parking lot was not comfortable. While it is likely that the reports on 
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crime in the parking lot represent local anxieties about change as much as the 
reality on the ground, there is no reason to assume that living in an RV in the 
North Dakota winter was pleasant. Many of those who end up staying in the 
parking lot have left communities hard hit by the Great Recession and see the 
hardships of living in an RV as the price of opportunity (Donovan 2012). The 
Walmart parking lot represents a degraded parody of the mid-century suburb. 
Planned suburbs such as Lakewood, California and Levittown, New York 
combined housing and shopping with abundant parking. This not only made 
clear the link between mid-century middle-class domesticity and consumer 
culture, but also emphasized the crucial role of the automobile in post-war life. In 
contrast, the Walmart parking lot occupied in the aftermath of the subprime 
mortgage crisis revealed the faltering middle class dream of home ownership 
amid our persistent attachment to the convenience of consumer culture. Workers 
seeking jobs flow to the Bakken along routes already established by the global 
supply chains that support the consumer goods on the Walmart shelves. Upon 
arrival they cluster around the familiar convenience in a poignant and 
depressing reproduction of the design of modern suburbia. 

The second vignette focuses on the RV in the “Type 2” camp in the Bakken. 
The arrival of job seekers in the Bakken, by car and RV, reinforces our 
dependence on fossil fuels and our increasingly mobile society. The RV, a 
recreational vehicle, provided the middle class with a means to escape the fixity 
of suburban life (Hart et al. 2002). Its streamlined design marked its modernity 
and compatibility with car culture. The use of RVs as long-term, albeit 
temporary, housing in the Bakken demonstrated how the ever more rapid and 
dynamic flow of capital complicates notions of settled suburban life. The same 
vehicles used to house middle class families as they visited National Parks of the 
American West, now serve to house workers extracting oil from the region. At 
the same time, efforts by workers to embellish their RVs and their lots suggests 
that notions of suburban fixity and private space persist even in housing 
manufactured with mobility in mind. The blurring of distinctions between 
settled suburban life and the mobility of capital and the middle class echoes the 
increasingly fuzzy distinctions that define the core and the periphery even in the 
historically peripheral space of the American West (Caraher 2016). The speed 
and mobility of modern capital and labor has complicated the spatial and 
conceptual boundaries that have defined not only regions, but also our 
relationship to the landscape and resources. 

As we have noted elsewhere in this book, natural resources including oil, 
minerals, natural beauty, and “open spaces” (produced partly through the 
displacement or simply ignoring Native American populations) defined the 
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American West. In many ways this definition has followed the modern division 
between the natural world and the human world which archaeology has recently 
sought to problematize (see Olsen 2010 for a discussion of this). National parks, 
for example, represented efforts to preserve natural beauty from human 
interference while the resources of the West exist for the advancement of 
American society. In effect, the American West became a model for the 
distinction between the cultural and the natural and the human and the non-
human reinforced by its location at the periphery of the settled urban center of 
the Midwest and East. Fossil fuels, first powering rail, and later powering cars, 
trucks, and air travel, formed the connective tissue that bound the center to the 
natural regions which they dominated politically and economically. Scholars 
critical of the nature/culture dyad have come to regard this as a fundamental 
feature of modern and colonialist thinking that justified extractive industry and 
industrialization and their attendant disregard for the environment. In effect, 
fossil fuels facilitated closing the gap between the distant periphery which was 
the domain of nature and held resources destined for human consumption or 
preservation and a core defined by human culture. Concerns over climate 
change, accelerated largely by our rampant consumption of fossil fuels, requires 
that we recognize irreducible tangle of ties that connect culture with nature, the 
human with the non-human, and the fate of our species with dynamic 
transformation taking place on a global scale. 

The final vignette is the widely circulate photograph of the Northern Plains at 
night which showed the region producing almost as much light as Minneapolis. 
The light was frequently and incorrectly attributed to flares burning off natural 
gas from oil wells in the region which reinforced perceptions of the Bakken as an 
ecologically irresponsible and inefficient folly. A more likely explanation for the 
light was the round the clock activity at drill sites, pipeline terminals, new rail 
yards, workforce housing sites, and other facilities developed the support 
extractive industries. Whatever the cause of its brilliant glow, the photograph 
evoked the famous 1972 image of the Earth from space colloquially know as the 
Blue Marble. This image apparently served as an inspiration for James 
Lovelock’s and Lyn Margulis’s Gaia Hypothesis (Lovelock 1979; Latour 2017). 
This theory understands the Earth a self-regulating system comprised of all 
organic and inorganic entities which constantly adapt to one another (de Souza 
and Costa 2018, 6). The image of Earth as a Blue Marble reduces humans to yet 
another species barely distinguishable from space and existing within a global 
system of agents.  

While archaeologists have been slow to embrace the Gaia Hypothesis, it has 
informed similar views of the world that seek to unsettle and complicate the 
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human/nature dichotomy. Matthew Edgeworth’s notion of the “archaeosphere,” 
for example, reinforces the impossibility of separating human actions from wider 
material and natural world by emphasizing the full range of human 
modifications to the physical environment. The commingling of the organic and 
inorganic and the human and the non-human has become a key assumption in 
the effort to define the current geological age as the “Anthropocene.” This term, 
coined by Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stroemer in 2000 (2000, Crutzen 2002) 
recognizes the fundamental human change to the geology of the Earth. The 
radiation from nuclear weapons testing, the redistribution of material through 
mining and drilling, the use of plastics and other manufactured inorganic 
compounds at a massive scale, and the increase in the amount of atmospheric 
green house gasses, among other indicators, will leave indelible traces in the 
geology of the planet (Steffen, Crutzen, McNeill 2007; 2011). While it has not 
been officially accepted as a geological epoch, it has nevertheless been a touch 
point for more expansive understandings of the impact of humanity on the 
physical environment. This has, in turn, fueled a growing interest among 
archaeologists in environmental change in the past and has added urgency to 
archaeological critiques aimed at understanding long term trends (Lane 2015). 
All of this has contributed to the realization among historical archaeologists that 
concepts such as the Gaia Hypothesis, the archaeosphere, and the anthropocene 
offer important concepts for interrogating the complex interplay between human 
and non-human actors in ongoing environmental change. 

From the Walmart parking lot to the Blue Marble may appear to be a vast leap 
in terms of time and scale. The travails of Bakken workers doing dangerous work 
and enduring substandard housing conditions, however, connect the human 
costs of extractive industries to the global changes in both the economy and the 
environment. It also marks the potential for both historical archaeology and 
archaeology of the contemporary world to bridge between local concerns, in this 
case workforce housing, and global concerns, such as climate change. Like so 
much archaeological work of the last two decades, this ability to move between 
scales, agents, and situations relies on our ability to complicate long-standing 
ontologies which have supported how archaeologist describe and interpret the 
world. By recognizing that categories of core and periphery, human and non-
human, and natural and cultural are not only dependent upon one another for 
meaning, but also collapsing under the weight of the ever increasingly speed of 
capital, the contingency of human labor and living conditions, and new ways of 
seeing the Earth.  


