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It is conventional to end a book with a conclusion that summarizes the book’s 

arguments and content and perhaps points in future directions. For a book like 
this, a conventional conclusion would start with a return to the Alamogordo 
landfill and archaeological and cultural stratigraphy associated with excavating 
the contemporary world. From there it would reflect on the emergence of 
garbology and various approaches to discard as a way to understand and 
critique 20th and 21st century consumer culture. Attention to consumer culture 
in historical archaeology provided a platform for a broad study of things in the 
contemporary world which, in turn, enriches discussion of materiality, ontology, 
and agency prevalent in the so-called “material turn” across the humanities and 
social sciences. This has informed media archaeology with its emphasis on both 
material technology as well as the immaterial experiences of music, computer 
games, and growing reach of digital technologies in archaeological practice. The 
archaeology of our digital devices and experiences returns us to the world 
ushered in by Atari games and the landfill in the desert. 

The second half of the book takes us to the Bakken oil patch and uses it as a 
casual way to frame a series of landscapes where archaeology—as well as 
history, anthropology, political science, and other disciplines—offers insight into 
the contemporary situation. Archaeological methods, for example, and the 
discipline’s attention to discarded objects and traces holds forth the potential to 
make visible the surreptitious movements of the homeless and undocumented 
migrants across national borders. Archaeology can likewise unpack the tension 
between the neatly organized spaces of military camps and college campuses 
and evidence for resistance and dynamic strategies of adaptation and reuse. 
Archaeology brings a similar attention to the processes of change to the analysis 
of industrial spaces and urban areas. Efforts to document often ephemeral sites 
of protest and activism whether adjacent to military bases or embedded in the 
urban fabric have not only served to document the character of contemporary 
social movements, but also to preserved the material culture of these events for 
future generations. In concluding the book with a detailed consideration of the 
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archaeology of workforce housing in the Bakken oil patch, I once again connect 
archaeology of the contemporary world to the long-standing interest in 
extractive industries among historical archaeologists and suggest that our 
interest in things and materiality emphasizes the link between consumer culture 
and contingent labor in the US as well as the archaeology of contemporary 
climate change.  

This summary of the book’s contents reflects its engagement with significant 
trends in the discipline of archaeology as well as in contemporary political, 
social, and economic concerns. The emphasis on trash and pollution, exploitative 
labor regimes, undocumented and forced migrants, marginalized groups, and 
climate change traces issues pushed to the fore over the last thirty years and 
makes clear that archaeology of the contemporary world also represents an 
archaeology for the contemporary world. That said, very little of the trajectory 
traced in the preceding pages prepared me for the events that formed the 
backdrop to the completion of this book. The outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the protests in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder in the summer 
of 2020, and the attempted coup in January 2021 made the concerns at the center 
of this book appear if not trivial, at least less urgent and pressing than the events 
that dominated our collective attention over the last twelve months. As a result, 
this conclusion will reflect on the “long 2020” and consider how archaeology and 
archaeology of the contemporary world might shed light on the events that 
defined this extraordinary span of time. 

Before I make any effort to analyze the past twelve months, I need to 
acknowledge my position of privilege. I’m a white, middle class, tenured, 
university professor without children and with a supportive partner and friends. 
This situation allowed me not only to weather the storm of 2020 but also to 
remain academically productive. This situation has caused me a great deal of 
ambivalence. I recognize that my privileged position has allowed me to continue 
to advance my career while others are losing their positions or have had to 
reorder their professional priorities in response to the pandemic’s disruption of 
traditional schooling or the need to care for sick or vulnerable family and 
community members (Squazzoni et al. 2020). In contrast, the disruption of my 
traditional summer field seasons opened up more time for me to write and think 
intensively about various projects. I also admit that as a white scholar living in a 
predominantly white community, I was relatively isolated from the racial 
tensions that the killing of George Floyd brought to a boil and that triggered 
BLM protests and activism across the US. This sense of isolation is evident in the 
preceding pages which consistently struggled to articulate and define the role of 
race in the study of contemporary material culture. The violent invasion of the 
Capitol in Washington DC in January 2021 occurred as I finished revising the 
first draft of this manuscript. Like most people, I was horrified at the events and 



Do not cite without permission from the author. April 5, 2021. 

 

3 

reminded that my privileged isolation from the tensions, anger, and violence just 
beneath the surface of American society did not absolve my complicity or 
apathy. The following afterword is an effort to direct my reading of the 
archaeology of the contemporary American experience toward the events of 
2020. My hope is that this serves not so much as a conclusion to this book, but 
another chapter what must be an urgent and ongoing conversation.  

 
The COVID Pandemic 

 
There is something fundamentally material about the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Nothing has defined the global response to the pandemic more clearly than the 
wide spread use of masks. Attention to social distancing in schools, shops, and 
public areas has encouraged a greater degree of spatial awareness as we became 
aware of the not only of the place of our bodies in shared spaces, but also the 
traces left behind in the air we breath and the objects that we touch. The 
challenges associated with the distribution and administer vaccines revealed the 
complexities of global supply chains that not only mediate our access to 
consumer goods that define our culture, but also the health of our bodies 
individually and collectively. The COVID pandemic has made abruptly obvious 
how our bodies exist within local and global networks and the movement of 
viruses and vaccines demonstrate how the boundaries of our individual self are 
consistently open to interpenetration and blurring.  

Historical archaeology has much to add to understanding the impact of 
pandemics on communities and social institutions both in the past and in the 
present. A recent article in American Antiquity, for example, composed jointly by 
the editors, situated the contemporary situation in the long history of pandemics, 
marginal communities, and race (Gamble et al. 2020). By considering the uneven 
social impact of pandemics in the past, the authors push us to consider how our 
ongoing response to the COVID-19 outbreak can avoid further marginalizing 
groups who have historically suffered from inadequate medical care and 
economic opportunities. A series of articles in the African Archaeological Review 
have similarly sought to situate our contemporary response in past practices and 
to understand the impact of long term change, indigenous knowledge, social 
resilience, and colonialism shaped how communities reacted to such traumatic 
events. As importantly, Shadreck Chirikure (2020), in the same issue, calls for 
archaeologists to not just content themselves with the study of past pandemics, 
but to use this knowledge to collaborate with other disciplines and to shape 
policy in the present. Kristina Douglass’s article (2020) considers how the 
disciplinary knowledge that archaeology produces about the past might form the 
basis for a more resilient present both for the communities where we live and 
study and for our discipline. A special issue of Social Anthropology, likewise 
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dedicated to COVID, featured precious few articles that deal with the material 
culture or archaeology of COVID-19, but Natalia Magnani and Matthew 
Magnani’s article proposed a “rapid response” archaeology that documented the 
community’s and the state’s reaction to the COVID pandemic in the town of 
Tromsø in Norway (Magnani and Magnani 2020). The specific outcome of such 
work remains unclear in this brief article, but the potential for this kind of 
research to understand how communities responded to various policies in a 
rapidly changing situation seems more than clear. 

While writing this book, I witnessed the state of North Dakota struggle to 
control the spread of COVID-19 and at one people have the highest per capita 
rate of infection on the world. The leaders in the state seemed reluctant, at first, 
even to issue a mask mandate and only in very tentative ways sought to limit 
gatherings of people, the operation of local business and schools, or other 
situations where the virus was likely to spread. Archaeology’s interest in 
structural violence, or the ways in which political and economic regimes create 
situations where individuals and groups endure physical damage, personal 
injury, and systematic inequality (Matthews and Phillippi 2020). The desire to 
make North Dakota appear friendly for business and to do as little as possible to 
impede the functioning of global supply chains and extractive industries created 
conditions that shaped their response to the COVID pandemic. The ambivalence 
toward the safety of workers in the Bakken oil patch (Chambers 2020) and oil 
related activities that caused damage to the environment in Western North 
Dakota (Olive 2019 with citations) contribute to a pattern that privileged the 
place of the state within global economic networks over local concerns.  

 
The George Floyd Protests 
 
I was writing Chapter 7: Industrial Ruins and the City when the police killed 

George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 2020. I revised it against the 
backdrop of the protests that this senseless killing prompted. Like many white 
archaeologists, I listened intensely to the conversations that Floyd’s killing 
pushed to the fore, read with fresh eyes books such as Whitney Battle-Batiste’s 
Black Feminist Archaeology (2010), González-Tennant’s work at the Rosewood 
massacre site in Florida (2018), Alicia Odewale’s effort to document Greenwood 
district destroyed by the Tulsa Race Massacre of 1921 (Odewale and Slocum 
2020; Franklin et al. 2020, 758-759) and the urgent work of Maria Franklin and 
her colleagues (Franklin et al. 2020) as well as works by activist-writers and 
scholars such as Ibram X. Kendi (2016, 2019), Robin J. DiAngelo (2018), Keise 
Laymon (2018) and others. To my embarrassment, much of my reading took 
place too late to shape the contents of this book, but Floyd’s death and the wave 
of protests that it triggers has indelibly impacted how I think about racism and 
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anti-racism in the United States and the archaeology of contemporary American 
society. 

I was especially drawn to the moving images associated with the removal of 
racist monuments across the US. My father grew up in Richmond, Virginia and 
my parents were married at St. John’s United Church of Christ on Stuart Circle, 
named after a monument to the Confederate General J.E.B. Stuart, on Monument 
Avenue in Richmond. I went to college at the University of Richmond and 
during that time Monument Avenue, its stately homes, and its procession of 
Confederate leaders fascinated me. As a college student, I was only vaguely 
aware of the role of these monuments in the reinforcing the city’s racially divided 
history in the late 19th and early 20th century (Buffington and Walder 2011; for 
more general treatment of Confederate monuments see: Savage 2018; Shackel 
2003). The addition of a statue to African-American tennis legend and local hero 
Arthur Ashe in 1996 implicitly critiqued the racist character of the Confederate 
Monuments (Schultz 2011). It was not a surprise that the these monuments 
became targets for protestors during the summer of 2020. The majority of people 
living in the City of Richmond, like many cities in the US, were African-
American, the city was home to two major, historic HBCUs, Virginia Union and 
Virginia State University, and had a history of African-American political 
leadership dating to the 1970s. At the same time, the city had struggled with 
poverty, violent crime, and its tragic and complicated legacy as capital of the 
Confederacy, capital of the state of Virginia, and a symbol of a more racially, 
socially, and economically diverse New South.  

As someone who grew up in the suburbs of Wilmington, Delaware, another 
city with a complex and tragic history of racism, Monument Avenue attracted 
my attention, in part, because it stood in such contrast to the landscape of my 
childhood. Like many post-war suburbs in the US, the suburban landscape of 
Wilmington lacked monuments which made explicit reference to the area’s 
history. In fact, the most prominent structures in the landscape tended to be 
commercial and corporate buildings and schools characterized by the austere, 
functionalist style of mid-century modernism. Public spaces, such as parks, stood 
as open spaces devoid of historical associations or statues, but filled with playing 
fields, basketball and tennis courts, playgrounds, and other practical 
paraphernalia that marked their function as public space. Having grown up in 
this typical mid-century suburban environment, the presence of figural 
monuments to white men in spaces such as Monument Avenue in Richmond (or 
Rodney Square in Wilmington) defined the historical character of the traditional 
urban core (Hasian and Paliewicz 2020). Figural monuments marked urban space 
as both distinct from my contemporary suburban landscape, but also legible and 
familiar as part of my historic identity as white, male American.  

The effort to recode public space amid the protests associated with the 
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murder of George Floyd depended in some ways on understanding the history 
and material manifestation of post-war urban change in the US. The construction 
of middle-class suburbs around the functional, if iconographically impoverished, 
architecture of the single-family home, the shopping center, the school, and the 
park, left the predominantly white residents of these subdivision to project to re-
imagine and appropriate urban landscapes as historical spaces rather than lived 
spaces. In this context, the demands for the removal of statues celebrating the 
achievements of racist white people by the predominantly non-White residents 
of US cities that monuments represented an effort to claim urban areas as their 
own. The informal renaming of Lee Circle as Marcus-David Peters Circle after 
Marcus-David Peters, a Black man killed by police in 2018, literally demonstrated 
how recoding the urban landscape occurred. The covering of the statue of Robert 
E. Lee in Richmond with colorful graffiti demanding racial equality transformed 
the monument from a lingering reminder of the painful legacy of an American 
anti-hero to a visually dynamic call for social change. Push back from 
predominantly white and, I would suggest, predominantly suburban residents 
against the visual impact of these recoded monuments reflects a generation-long 
expectation not only that urban areas exist as public mausolea to their own 
imagined past, but also that contemporary urban residents do not have the right 
to appropriate their lived environment for their own community. In this way, the 
re-coding of the Robert E. Lee monument and the removal of statues from urban 
areas elsewhere in the US represents in material terms the demand for the end of 
the police violence against Blacks and other people of color. By claiming the right 
to transform or remove public monuments, Blacks and people of color visibly 
claim their right to control public space and public affairs, especially policing, 
but also education, social services, and other vital functions that shape their lives 
and wellbeing, in their own community.  

Recent work by Christopher Matthews in East Orange, New Jersey (Matthews 
2020) and Krysta Ryzewski in Detroit (Ryzewski 2019) highlight how the 
archaeology of the contemporary American experience supports racially diverse 
communities as they work to assert their control over urban public spaces not 
just by re-claiming their historical presence in the urban landscape — as projects 
like the well-known African Burial Ground excavations in New York City 
establish (LaRoche and Blakey 1997) — but also their claim over the 
contemporary city, its monuments, its streetscapes, and its social functions. The 
backdrop of the protests in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder roused me 
from my white suburban complacency by making clear that the re-coding of 
monuments in American cities was not simply an effort to erase the memory of a 
racist past, but to establish their right for anti-racist future. That my book does 
not understand the significance of this movement and these actions speaks 
loudly to my own upbringing and white privilege which suffuse my perspectives 
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on the contemporary world.  
 

The Capitol Riots 
 
The final part of my afterword will reflect on the events of January 6, 2021. At 

that time I was immersed in the editing and revision process but like so many 
people, the events that unfolded that day drew my attention away from my text 
and deadlines. As I reflected on what I witness on television that day, my work 
on this book conflated with my understanding of the riots and drew my attention 
to the materiality of the insurrection and investment of the Capitol building. I 
continue to struggle to understand the events of January 6 and will not offer a 
fully formed analysis below. Instead, I will present a preliminary reading of 
events that looks to how archaeological sensitivities to things like context and 
materiality can inform our view of contemporary events.  

Just as the protestors in the aftermath of George Floyd’s death sought to 
transform and recode urban public spaces, the rioters who stormed the Capitol 
likewise attempted to manipulate objects in an effort to stake claim to public 
affairs. To be clear, this is not to suggest that protestors of the summer of 2020 
and the insurgents who sought to seize the Capitol in January 2021 are morally 
equivalent. Nor do their tactics or the context of their protests represent similar 
attitudes toward public space and public life. Instead, an archaeological reading 
of the Capitol insurrection that emphasizes the role that objects played in both 
the events and their presentative through the national media, suggest that the 
aggrieved supporters of President Trump and various conspiracy theories drew 
attention to objects out of place in an effort to disrupt public affairs. This 
approach stands in contrast to the efforts of  protestors who worked to remove or 
recoded monuments in urban areas as a way to create new public spaces that 
reflected the social and racial character of their communities. The rioters who 
invested the Capitol appeared in most cases to have no systematic aims in their 
use of objects during the event. In fact, rioters appear to have moved symbolic 
objects from the Congressional chambers with no particular goal in mind. 
Moreover, they found ways to weaponize everyday objects and to introduce 
Confederate flags, campaign banners, and other symbols associated with protest 
and partisan politics to a space historically dominated by images of national 
sovereignty. The resulting portrayal in the media revealed a disrupted public 
order which suggests that the rioters goals were not to change or influence public 
discourse, but to bring it to a end.  

The most iconic image associated with the Capitol riot involved Adam 
Johnson walking through the Capitol carrying Speaker of the House of 
Representative’s lectern. He wears a hat emblazoned with the President Trump’s 
name and faces the camera and waves. His destination with the lectern remains 
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unclear from the photograph, and it appears that his removal of the lectern is 
primarily a symbolic gesture that parallels the protestors’ claims to take the 
country back from what they viewed as illegitimate forces. Ironically, however, 
Johnson is literally taking a national symbol with him in an effort to take back the 
country. Where he plans to take the country (or the lectern), however, ultimately, 
remains unclear.  

A similarly disturbing photograph that saw wide circulation showed three 
secret service agents with their guns drawn in the House of Representatives 
chamber. They braced their guns on a large piece of furniture which they had 
moved to barricade the door. Like the photo of Johnson carrying the lectern, this 
photo represents the disruption of public affairs through the displacement of an 
object. The bench becomes a barrier against violence and a visible threat of force 
in the civic space of the House chamber whose very function is to negotiate 
differences in a peaceful way. The horrifying stories of the use of a fire 
extinguisher to kill Capitol Police officer Brian Sicknick similarly represent the 
radical displacement of an object designed to provide security in a time of crisis. 
Thus symbols and spaces of peaceful public and civic activities become 
reappropriated for violent ends.   

The rioter’s desire to “take back their country” likewise contextualizes their 
decision to displace the American flag with campaign banners emblazoned with 
President Trump’s name or battle flags of the Confederacy. If we accept the 
arguments that their goal was to restore the United States by disrupting what 
they saw as a series of compromised proceedings, then the displacement of the 
American flag did not represent an effort to permanently transform public space 
by replacing the flag of the United States with that of the president or a defeated 
Confederate army. This represented a temporary expedient that perhaps finds 
the most compelling parallel in Caesar’s claims to restore the Roman Republic 
even as he invades Italy with his armies (for a summary of Caesar’s arguments 
see Batstone and Damon 2006; Watts 2018).  Both the Trump campaign banners 
and the Confederate flag established the rioters political identities within a 
regional, ideological, racial, and political context (see Prince 2004 and Coski 2005 
for classic studies). The Confederate flag over the past two decades has become 
increasingly associated with white supremacy, or at very least anti-black 
attitudes (Talbert and Patterson 2020 with citations), despite consistent efforts to 
associated Confederate symbols with more expressions of “heritage” (Sanchez 
2018; Neiwert 2017).  they did not serve to represent any legitimate or sovereign 
public entity. any form of political but an effort to disrupt public affairs by 
displacing the symbols of public sovereignty. Their claims to represent American 
political ideals and the deliberate admixture of regionalist symbols, however, 
made clear that these displacements, just as the secret service’s movement of the 
bench to block the door of the House chamber, were temporary measures 
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designed to suspend what they saw was compromised public conduct. 
Matter and bodies out of place continued to dominate the Capitol in the week 

following the insurrection. Andrew Harnik’s viral photograph of Rep. Andy Kim 
cleaning up trash left behind in the Capitol on January 7th reinforced the images 
of the preceding day. The camping chair, playing cards, juice boxes and snacks 
discarded by rioters stand in contrast to the massive patriotic paintings that 
adorn the rotunda’s walls and the polished brass stanchions and rope barriers 
that controlled the movement of people through the space. Nationally syndicated 
photographs of the bodies of National Guard soldier sprawled out on the floors 
of the rotunda by January 8th served as an ongoing reminder of the 
displacements that occurred during the riots. Attention to the materiality in 
photographs documenting and critiquing the January 6th riots reflects our 
understanding of objects as key indicators of order. The photographs were not, 
of course, neutral lenses to see events at the Capitol and more than photographs 
produced, but designed to produce a narrative that both critiqued and reinforced 
the apparent goals of the rioters. As someone who witnessed events from nearly 
1500 miles away, photographs became the main medium through which the 
implication of the riots became clear to me.   

 
Conclusion 

 
The trauma of the COVID pandemic, the protests in the summer of 2020, and 

the Capitol insurrection of 2021 pushed me continuously to reflect on the roles 
that archaeology and objects play in articulating the diverse realities of a 
contemporary American experience. The ability of objects to disrupt, transform, 
and protect our sense of community served as a constant reminder that 
archaeological perspectives on the contemporary world provides a way to tease 
out more complex and sympathetic understandings experiences. While this book 
has likely fallen short of providing a context to come to terms with diverse and 
unprecedented events of the “long 2020,” my hope is that some of the objects, 
issues, and situations presented here offer a way forward to producing a more 
inclusive world.   


