
Introduction 
 

In April of 2014, I stood with a team of archaeologists at the side of a landfill at the edge of 
the town of Alamogordo, New Mexico. A film crew had invited us to participate in an 
excavation and we were surrounded by contractors, consultants, minor celebrities, and a crowd 
of enthusiastic onlookers as a massive bucket loader tore into the stratigraphy of a abandoned 
landfill and extracted loads of household discard from the 1980s. The goal of this excavation was 
to confirm the urban legend that the video game maker Atari had dumped truckloads of game 
cartridges in the Alamogordo landfill in 1983 as it struggled to remain solvent. The excavation 
attracted international attention and was the climax of a documentary film that framed the dig for 
the Atari games as the excavation of an era in both video game development and American 
consumer culture (Reinhard 2015).  

Some 350 miles to the west of Alamogordo lies the Sonoran Desert. Each year hundreds of 
undocumented migrants attempt to cross this arid and unforgiving terrain to enter the United 
States. Many die. Jason De León’s Undocumented Migration Project documented and analyzed 
the material culture and forensic evidence for migrant border crossing. He interweaves 
archaeological evidence with ethnographic accounts of the immigrants who made the harrowing 
journey to cross this lethal landscape. This work humanized the cost of national borders and 
immigration policies which rely, in part, on the Sonoran desert as a deterrent. By documenting 
traces of immigration across this landscape, De León’s work outlines how U.S. policy served to 
push the experience of our inhumane immigration policy to the margins of American 
consciousness. The resulting book, the Land of Open Graves (2015) is a powerful critique of 
U.S. border policy and demonstrates how material culture reveals a tragic aspect of the American 
experience that are meant to be invisible. 

As the excavator brought to the surface dirty and damaged Atari game cartridges, it was 
painful to contemplate the relationship between the human costs of the global economy and 
artifacts of my childhood in this abrupt juxtaposition of my private past and our contemporary 
present (Wheeler 2014). Shannon Lee Dawdy’s study of contemporary New Orleans considers 
the experience of time’s circuitous route through the city’s past. Her book, Patina (2016), 
explored how residents of post-Katrina New Orleans both experienced and understood the 
multiple temporalities visible in the historical fabric of their city, in their heirlooms, and in their 
community’s vibrant rituals. In Dawdy’s hands, the visibility of patina offers a material 
counterargument to our faith in modern, linear progress which always values of the new over the 
old. In its place, she introduces the reader to the complicated and recursive history of New 
Orleans which embodies an experience that seems to escape the hegemonic reach of 
contemporary consumer culture. The value that New Orleans residents put on patina parallels in 
some way that the value that collectors put on the stench associated with the dirty and broken 
Atari cartridges excavated from a New Mexico landfill.  

Some 1,500 miles to the north of New Orleans, in the Bakken oil patch of North Dakota, 
drillers, pipeline “cats,” “fishers,” geologists, and even a few curious archaeologists gather for a 
Southern style meal in the dinning hall of a temporary “man camp” (Caraher and Weber 2017). 
These modular structures appeared almost overnight to house the influx of people to the region 
during the 21st century Bakken oil boom. Some of the units across the region installed to house 
temporary labor had sheltered families in Louisiana who had lost their homes from Katrina. 
Transported from the patinated disaster site of post-Katrina of Orleans to the boom-time 
contingency of North Dakota’s Bakken, the reuse of these trailers reflects a quintessentially 



modern landscape shaped by the flow of people, capital, and fossil fuels. Extractive industries, 
especially in the American West continue a long tradition of exploiting the frontier to support the 
seemingly insatiable desire for consumer goods at home and abroad. The role of fossil fuels in 
both the shaping of the American landscape and in accelerating anthropogenic climate change 
further connects displacement caused by catastrophic weather events with the experience of oil 
workers in remote landscapes.  

Despite their different contexts, the archaeology of patina in New Orleans and the 
contemporary Bakken oil boom represent opportunities to interrogate the experiences of both 
American capitalism and global climate change. The archaeology of undocumented migration in 
the Sonoran Desert offers a distinctly American window to the tragic experience of transnational 
migration perpetrated by ponderous persistence of the modern nation-state. The Atari excavation, 
for all its sensationalism and frivolity, reflects the key role that technology — particularly video 
games — played in both our collective nostalgia for childhood and the global economic 
connections required to materialize these memories. Archaeological approaches to the 
contemporary world not only serve to document ephemerality of the present, but also reveal the 
hidden and the overlooked alongside the visible, material features that define the contemporary 
American experience. As Richard Gould observed in one of the earliest arguments for an 
archaeology of the contemporary world: “modern material culture studies have shown us that we 
are not always what we seem, even to ourselves” (Gould 1981, 65). 
 

Defining the Field 
 
Readers of books in this series (and, indeed, the reviewers of early drafts of this manuscript) 

expect a tidy, or at least clear, definition of archaeology of the contemporary world. The 
archaeology of the contemporary world, however, is a comparatively young field, especially in 
an American context, and because it continues to develop, any definition will be provisional. 
Thus, while it might be appealing to hope for a single sentence definition, the emergent character 
of the field makes it particularly resistant to the kind of chronological, geographic, and material 
definitions common to other forms of archaeological specialization. As a result, this introduction 
will develop a more relational definition situated within recent discussions of time in 
archaeology, archaeological methodology, and the shifting terrain of the archaeology of 
experience. The introduction will then pivot to discuss in a more formal and traditional way the 
place of the American form of archaeology of the contemporary within the larger context of the 
field’s history. The final section of the introduction will provide a brief outline of the book itself.  

Readers will quickly come to realize that, similar to many emergent fields, the definition of 
an archaeology of the contemporary American experience is fuzzy, and this complicates the our 
ability to produce a canonical origin story for the field. As a result, the definition of the field 
offered here and my telling of the origins of the discipline will likely not satisfy all readers. In 
fact, an earlier version of this manuscript evoked divergent responses from reviewers and editors 
alike. As the introduction and the following book will argue, my view of this field seeks to 
preserve the broad, if fuzzy, boundaries of the contemporary discourse, while also recognizing 
my own positionality as an archaeologist within the field and its definition. 

In most cases, archaeologists define their field of study based on chronological periods. This 
accounts for the field’s  long-standing interest in periodization in general as it has shaped the 
profession in significant ways. Over the last 20 years, however, archaeologists have joined 
scholars across the humanities and social sciences to critique and challenging  our professional 



chronologies and attitudes toward time and temporality more broadly (for a useful summary see 
Tamm and Olivier 2019 and Lucas 2021). This expansive and often deeply theoretical discourse 
offers a complex backdrop to any definition of archaeology in and of the contemporary world. 
Indeed, the very notion of the contemporary requires particular attention. As Gavin Lucas notes, 
the concept of the contemporary implies that two events discernable in the archaeological record 
occurred at the same time (Lucas 2015). This does not mean, however, that they occurred 
simultaneously, but rather that the possible chronological span for their occurrence overlapped 
for some duration. When describing the archaeology of the contemporary world, then, we are 
describing the archaeology of events, objects, relationships, and situations that overlap in time 
with the publication of this book and, slightly more broadly, my lifetime. The challenge of this 
approach is that objects can have very long lifespans and events can be part of complex 
diachronic and continuous processes, as any number of recent archaeological publications have 
emphasized. Even “sealed contexts” often include artifacts that while contemporary at their 
moment of deposition represent a range of time spans (see Olivier 2015 for the classic treatment 
of this issue). In other word, we are contemporary with the Parthenon, the Great Zimbabwe, and 
the White House as well as the latest iPhone, a 1970s shopping mall, and material from the 
1980s in a New Mexico landfill. Of course, no scholar studying the archaeology of the 
contemporary world would include lengthy discussion of the architectural development of the 
Parthenon in their work, although they might include a discussion of our reception of the 
Parthenon or its relationship to the landscape of Athens in the present time (e.g. Hamilakis and 
Ifantidis 2015). At the same time, an approach that emphasizes contemporaneity has to recognize 
that there are a plurality of temporalities that make up the contemporary. Shannon Dawdy 
famously called this coincidence of multiple temporalities a clockpunk archaeology after the 
science fiction genre that set in a world featuring the juxtaposition of objects, fashions, and 
technologies from multiple time period  (Dawdy 2010).  

This recognition coincides with the growing awareness that the modern present is a 
distinctive experience. Laurent Olivier, drawing on the work for French cultural historian 
François Hartog (2016) describes our experience of the contemporary as ”presentism” and 
defines the present as an era characterized by a radical break both with the past and with the 
future (Tamm and Olivier 2019). Olivier argued that the contemporary present is bracketed 
between a past that no longer seems relevant for our current situation and a future that is either 
completely foreclosed by the impending catastrophe of anthropogenic climate change (or the 
irrepressible forces of capitalism or a nuclear holocaust) or exceeds our ability to comprehend 
(for a useful discussion of the future see Bryant and Knight 2019).  Thus, archaeologists now 
study “what the present does to the world,” and has abandoned earlier efforts to reconstruct the 
past as the past. In the place of efforts to create a past as and for the past, archaeologists now 
seek to define and reconstruct a past that already exists in the service of the present (Olivier 
2019, 30). 

This rather theoretical intervention has contributed to Olivier’s interest in how the 
technological developments of the modern age shape our experience, including our  
understanding of our pasts. Archaeologists working in the present recognize how the global 
scope and the massive destructive capacities modern technology have transformed the world in 
ways and at a scale that was inconceivable even a century earlier. Massive mines (Witmore 
2021; LeCain 2009), the detritus of global conflicts such as the Cold War (Hanson 2015; 
McWilliams 2013), climate change induced catastrophes (Dawdy 2006), forced migration 
(Hamilakis 2016), and the challenges associated with discarding unimaginably toxic detritus 



(Joyce 2020) characterize an era of supermodernity which transforms the particularity of human 
existence into a ruinous landscape of non-places indistinguishable from one another (Augé 1995; 
Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008). The archaeology of the present in this context emphasizes the 
dehumanizing and destructive capacities of technology and economic regimes in the service of 
mass consumption. This awareness of the present as a global regime shaped by the massive 
material forces of 20th and 21st century technology has also transformed our own understanding 
of time. Such expansive views of the present or the contemporary poses certain challenges to 
archaeology. Not only, as Olivier himself notes, does the dehumanizing and global experience of 
the 21st century exceed description at the small scale associated with traditional archaeology, but 
the spatially expansive character of the supermodern present also risks obfuscating the 
differences among those who are experiencing the present. On the other hand, as LouAnn Wurst 
has noted, these emphasis on the fractured nature of present threatens to impair our capacity for 
the collective action necessary to resist the forces that have created supermodern displacements 
and produce new futures (Wurst 2015; 2019).   

The tension between the collective experience of supermodernity and the diverse ways in 
which individuals and communities understand and experience their present likewise informs 
this book. Different groups bring different definitions of the present to how we understand the 
contemporary world. Our ability as archaeologists to engage with different experiences of time 
consistently complicates our work. While the concept of contemporaneity allows for multiple 
overlapping views of the present, archaeology has tended to cling to absolute framework that 
define our approach to disciplinary temporality. For the purposes of this book, the last 50 years 
offers a useful, absolute chronology for the present. The 1970s mark a period where neoliberal 
economic policies came to the fore both in the US and in Europe. These policies contributed to 
supermodernity by producing vast new networks of globalized, private, capital that challenges 
and exceeds the economic, social, and political power of states (Harvey 2005). There are more 
prosaic reasons to identify the last 50 years as a convenient duration for this book. Among 
American archaeologists, the last 50 years represents a period that falls outside conventional 
dates for historical significance according to federal guidelines (Yoder 2014). This also happens 
to coincide with my life experience, as a white, male, academic archaeologist born in 1972. To 
reinforce this self-referential framework of the contemporary, I have included brief first person 
preludes to each chapter that serve a reminder of chronological coincidence of my perspectives 
and experiences with the objects, situations, landscapes, and contexts that this work studies.  

This book acknowledges the complicity of academic institutions and archaeology in 
constructing a view of time that culminated in the modern present and marginalized alternate 
forms of temporal experience. Johann Fabian referred to this tendency to subordinate other forms 
of temporal existence to the dominant academic, modern measure of time as allochronism and 
part of the difficult legacy of anthropology, archaeology, and colonialism (Fabian 1983; Lucas 
2021, 110). While this book’s dependence on my own sense of the present will invariably shape 
its perspective, I will also work to recognize that the my experience of the contemporary 
nevertheless embodies multiple views of the present. In practice, this means viewing my present 
as sometime more narrow and sometime broader than the 50 year measure that I propose in this 
introduction. For diaspora, indigenous, Black, Queer and immigrant communities, the concept of 
the present might be narrowly circumscribed by the experience of migration or might extend 
generations through the collective memory of an irreducible landscape or the nefarious working 
of intergeneration trauma. For example, Jennifer Morgan has argued that the study of the Early 
American republic, conventional patterns of periodization poorly represent the experiences of 



enslaved Black women whose experience in the Early Republic were fundamentally similar to 
their experience before the Revolution (Morgan 2016). Limited views of the present likewise do 
little for descendants of the Tulsa and Rosewood massacre (González-Tennant 2018; see Chapter 
7) or the Japanese concentration camps (Skiles and Clark 2009, Camp 2010; Farrell and Burton 
2001, 2019) who continue to endure the consequences of lost generational wealth and 
contemporary trauma  from “historical” events. Locating these experiences in “the past” serves 
to marginalize their ongoing contemporary impact on these communities. Conversely, Native 
American groups who protested the route of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) through the 
unceded treaty lands of the Standing Rock Reservation understood their protests as part of an 
uninterrupted tradition of indigenous resistance. Thus Nick Estes’s recent book on the DAPL 
protests is titled Our History is the Future (2019) and demonstrates an expansive view of the 
present that embodies the past and future of indigenous experiences and rights. Dawdy’s work in 
post-Katrina New Orleans shows how the devastation of the 2005 hurricane exaggerated the 
city’s diverse attitudes to the past and present (Dawdy 2016). Black residents often felt 
ambivalent about the city’s ongoing efforts to preserve traditions and places associated with the 
city’s past whereas white residents, in contrast, placed even greater value the ability of artifacts 
and buildings to connect them to the city’s history and their pre-Katrina lives. In this way, their 
experiences were similar to many of the older residents in my community of Grand Forks, North 
Dakota, which endured a destructive flood in 1997 and created a state supported historical 
preservation commission in its aftermath as a way to manage the preserve of historic buildings 
that survive the inundation. As Olivier has noted, our inclination to cling fiercely to fragments of 
the past often manifests our anxiety in the present (Olivier 2019).  

If the contemporary includes multiple temporalities, it also consists of multiple spatial 
extents. As Gavin Lucas has noted, the larger the area covered by a periodization scheme, the 
more abstract and reductive these schemes tend to become (Lucas 2021, 66). This tendency finds 
its ultimate expression in the concept of supermodernity which is both a chronological 
framework—modern is part of the term—but also explicitly operates on a global scale. The 
supermodern manifests in the wide distribution of non-places such as airports, shopping malls, 
and open pit mines which exist outside of any local traditions of design or use. Thus, the 
supermodern operatea outside of chronological indicators anchored in geographically determined 
practices, architecture, or styles. Workforce housing in North Dakota’s Bakken oil patch 
consisted of designs and arrangements that found their most ready parallels with guest worker 
housing at construction sites the Persian Gulf, housing constructed by immigrants on the US-
Mexican border, and lodging for oil workers on the North Slope of Alaska (see Chapter 8). 
Global supply chains both require and ensure an seamless flow of capital that sustains the 
movement of workers, goods, and material (see Chapter 3). These connections likewise trace the 
global dissemination of the American suburb, factory, and military base in the post-World War II 
decades and ensured that in many contexts supermodernity took on a distinctly American cast 
(see Chapter 6). In other words, any view of the contemporary defined by the supermodernity 
will require a global perspective to understand how and why we experience the contemporary 
world as we do and how we define the elements of an experience that are distinctly “American.”  

That said, this book will seek to prioritize the experience of the supermodern in context 
defined within the United States’ borders. For example, the experience of migrants struggling to 
endure a brutal crossing of the Sonoran Desert speaks both to the intensely local experience of 
the desert landscape on the US-Mexican border and to global policies associated with “late 
sovereignty” which alternate between increasingly permissive policies regarding the movement 



of money and goods and increasingly restrictive policies on the movement of humans (Walker 
2003 and Chapter 5).  In New Orleans, global climate change intensified the devastating impact 
of Hurricane Katrina, but the destruction occurred in a city with its own distinctive temporal 
identity defined by a deep awareness of its own history amplified by long-standing rituals such 
as Mardi Gras parades (Dawdy 2016; Wilkie 2014; Chapter 3). Massive multinational 
corporations finance much of the extraction of oil in the Bakken oil patch of North Dakota and 
provide accommodations for many of their workers. At the same time, however, workers who 
came to the oil patch but were not affiliated with these massive companies lived more casually in 
RVs, which they adapted to accommodate long-term use and the cold North Dakota winters 
(Caraher et al. 2017; Chapter 8). In this way, it becomes possible to locate examples of the global 
supermodern that shape our experiences in North America and the United States, while also 
exploring how the experiences of the contemporary preserve geographically and culturally 
distinctive responses. This balance will allow the book to reflect the priorities established by the 
field of historical archaeology, with its emphasis on the modern world and definitions developed 
in a white European-American context, as well as elsewhere in the humanities and social 
sciences where national specialties remain prominent.  
 

Methods 
 
The tension between the global scope of the supermodern, the local focus of most 

archaeological investigations, and the tendency for archaeologists to be specialists in a single 
period brings us to the matter of method. There is a relationship between the notion of 
contemporaneity, methods that archaeology deploys to document our world, and an experience 
that we might recognize as “American.” In this context, a brief consideration of methodology can 
contribute to our definition of an archaeology of the contemporary American experience. 
Cristián Simonetti (2018) has recently observed that archaeology uses an “ego reference point” 
for its reckoning of time. By this, he means that time is relative to the present experienced by the 
archaeologist both in the abstract and in the physical practice of the archaeological method. 
Excavation, for example, reveals “deep time” by literally removing earlier layers of earth to 
reveal “deeper” pasts below. Archaeologists assume that the surface is contemporary with the 
archaeologist themselves, although we also recognize that contemporary deposits might occur 
below the literal surface, throughout the plow zone, and buried below very recent depositional 
events. Typically, however, archaeologists refer to contemporary objects in strata excavated from 
below the surface as “contamination” because they upset the conventional relationship between 
the archaeologist and the subterranean past. Likewise earlier artifacts present in an excavated 
context or assemblage are deemed “residual” largely because they are not useful for dating 
purposes or predate the depositional event that formed the assemblage. Simonetti contrasted this 
“ego reference point” approach familiar to most excavators to the perspectives of survey and 
landscape archaeologists whose attention tends to focus on the contemporary surface. The 
contemporaneity of the archaeologists and the surface, however, does not suggest that all objects 
that appear within a surface assemblage have the same temporality. Even a casual field walker 
knows that it is possible to find objects from deep prehistory on the surface immediately next to 
an object dropped moments before. Archaeological methods that privilege work on the scale of 
the landscape have already recognized how this approach pushed the discipline to consider the 
co-existence of multiple temporalities  (Harrison 2011). Thus, for Simonetti, the methods 
employed by an archaeologist often dictate the archaeologists attitude toward time.  



My description of Simonetti’s work over-simplifies his complex arguments at the 
intersection of time, experience, and archaeological methods, but it serves as a useful point of 
departure for considering the relationship between the concept of the contemporary and the 
methods that have emerged to document the recent past. It is unsurprising, for example, that 
excavation has played a relatively minor role in the archaeology of the contemporary world. As 
this book will show in Chapters 1 and 2, it remains possible to excavate the contemporary when, 
for example, excavating a landfill in search of Atari games or to understand wider consumption 
patterns as performed by William Rathje and his team after years of surveying garbage. The 
intense community interest surrounding the careful excavation of the remains of individuals 
interred in a mass grave in Tulsa’s Oaklawn Cemetery who died in the Tulsa Massacre of 1921 
(Messer 2021; Odewale and Slocum 2020; Franklin et al. 2020, 758-759; Chapter 7) serves as a 
reminder that temporal distance from the present alone is not an adequate measure of 
contemporaneity. In fact, excavations can continue to speak to contemporary descendent 
communities in significant ways whether through the excavation of material associated with 
Indian residential schools or race massacres (Chapter 6) or the discarded objects from Japanese 
internment camps. These excavations can likewise contribute to the healing of trauma, enrich a 
community’s sense of place, and create new and expanded sense of contemporaneity. Awareness 
of the power of archaeology on contemporary communities has contributed to the development 
of the fields of public and community centered archaeology in the last few decades (e.g. 
Matthews 2020a). This book will not address directly many of these important and increasingly 
specialized discussions, but I hope that their impact will be visible in discerning how 
archaeology contributes to our experience of  the present more broadly. 

 To return to issues of methodology, the archaeology of the contemporary world has tended to 
embrace methods that underscore the contemporaneity of the archaeologist and the surface of the 
ground. As the second part of this introduction will show, this accounts for the field’s affinity for 
phenomenological methods in archaeology. Most famously developed by Christopher Tilley and 
his colleagues, phenomenological approaches stressed that the archaeologist’s experience in the 
present could inform how they understand past experiences in the landscape (Tilley 1994; 
Shanks and Tilley 1987). Among archaeologists, these approaches recognized the 
contemporaneity between the archaeologist and their situation as a way to allow the past to 
remain present in both its lived experience and temporal complexity.  

This awareness of the contemporaneity between the archaeologist and their present has 
likewise informed approaches involving active site archaeology such as Carolyn White’s work at 
the Burning Man festival in Nevada (White 2020, Chapter 7), my own research amid active 
workforce housing in the Bakken (Chapter 8), or at sites undergoing continuous transformation 
in response to the ongoing COVID pandemic (Angelo et al. 2021; Magnani et al. 2022). In these 
situations, it is obviously both inappropriate and often impossible to excavate. In response, 
archaeologists of the contemporary adapted a wide range of modern technologies, from mobile 
phone cameras to satellite imaging as well as time-based media such as video and audio to 
document active contexts. The use of methods associated with ethnography and oral history have 
likewise come to the fore in archaeology of the contemporary world leveraging approaches 
developed in anthropology to document the “ethnographic present” (Trigger 1981; Simonetti 
2018, 135-138) that is contemporary to archaeological work (for more on the convergence of 
archaeology and anthropology see Garrow and Yarrow 2010). As we will see later in this book, 
Jason De León’s ethnographic interviews with undocumented migrants coincided with his use of 
intensive survey methods to document individuals entering the US across the Sonoran Desert 



(De León 2015), Miriam Rothenberg similarly combined interviews and systematic 
documentation to understand the remains of volcano-damaged homes in Monserrat (Rothenberg 
2021), and Davina Two Bears combined ethnographic practice, archaeology, and archival work 
in her effort to document the Leupp residential school on the Navajo Reservation (Two Bears 
2019). The close relationship between archaeology and anthropology in the US academic 
tradition which supported the development of especially rigorous ethnographic practices which 
often prioritize approval by institutional review boards, anonymity, and clear policies for records 
preservation. This contrasts with some of the more informal or loosely defined ethnographic 
techniques that have sometimes characterized archaeology of the contemporary world elsewhere 
in the world (e.g. Harrison and Schofield 2011). 

Archaeologists of the contemporary world have likewise followed the lead of anthropologists 
in their use of photography and video to create a foundation to critique the contemporary 
situation. For example, Jason De León’s landmark, Land of Open Graves features photographs 
by Michael Wells (De León 2015). My own project in North Dakota’s Bakken collaborated with 
photographers Kyle Cassidy, Ryan Stander, John Holmgren, and Andrew Cullen (Caraher and 
Weber 2017). Shannon Dawdy’s most recent project, American Afterlives: Reinventing Death in 
the Twenty-First Century, is a collaboration with filmmaker Daniel Zox (Dawdy and Zox 2021). 
In many ways, these approaches reflect the growing prominence of activist-artists such as Ai 
Weiwei and Christoph Buchel who have controversially used artifacts associated with migrants 
to make both political and aesthetic statements. Just as among these artists, archaeologists vary 
the intent and basis for their artistic interventions according to the projects. In Chapter 3, we will 
show how the use of photography contributes to our understanding of the complex webs of 
agency in the aftermath of the devastating Minot floods of 2011 (Bloom 2017). This work and 
others like it reflect a growing awareness among archaeologists of the contemporary world to 
embrace not only new media but also new collaborations and aesthetics in documenting their 
own world.  

A recent trio of projects dedicated to documenting and analyzing the archaeology of the 
COVID pandemic reflects the methodological diversity present in how archaeologists have 
approached a very contemporary situation in different ways. Despite the rather preliminary status 
of this work, they nevertheless demonstrate the plurality of approaches embraced by 
archaeologists of the contemporary world as they seek to navigate the often complicated 
intersection of local and supermodern landscapes. A project co-directed by Matthew Magnani, 
Anatolijs Venovcevs, and Natalia Magnani in the town of Tromsø, for example, documented 
discard objects associated with the pandemic using geotagged cellphone photographs (Magnani 
et al. 2022). This revealed that local attitudes toward COVID, particularly the need to wear latex 
gloves, did not align precisely with policy statement from the Norwegian government. A 
collaborative project published by Dante Angelo, Kelly M. Britt, Margaret Lou Brown, Stacey L. 
Camp developed a photographic archive documenting the impact of the virus across multiple 
sites in the US and Chile and recently published a photo essay based this work (2021). This kind 
of multi-site project revealed anxiety for the future, the stress of the global collapse of home, 
school, and work divisions, and different approaches to enforce new forms of conformity. A 
photo of a supermarket in Chile (Angelo et al. 2021, Fig. 12) will likely strike an American 
viewer as deeply familiar with its oversized logo and brightly colored floor markers. The 
presence of soldiers, however, enforcing distancing will likely appear quite foreign. Finally, a 
project led by John Schofield harvested data captured from social media feeds as a way to 
sample discard patterns of COVID-related objects from around the world (Schofield et al. 2021). 



He combined this data from material recovered from such unlikely places as the stomach of a 
seal turtle off the Australian coast to reveal how single-use polypropylene masks will find their 
way into the environment far from the location of their intended use. While it is unlikely that the 
recovery of material from other organic lifeforms could represent a viable or scalable 
archaeological method for documenting the impact of public health policy, it does make clear 
that the persistence of modern material in the broader ecosystem will reinforce the supermodern 
scope of the contemporary experience.  
 

The American Experience 
 
So far in this introduction, we have considered how the archaeology of the contemporary 

world has to contend with the multiple temporalities that constitute the contemporary. We have 
also recognized that the late-20th and early-21st century introduced new concepts of space, 
particular the concept of global, supermodern, non-places that complicate and complement 
traditional views of the local. The multitude of temporalities that constitute the contemporary and 
startling new notions of spatiality require that archaeologists in and of the 21st century embrace a 
wide range of methods. On the one hand, conventional excavation and survey practices can and 
do reveal multiple temporal and spatial extents in relation to the archaeologist, and these 
methods continue to play a familiar role in archaeology of the contemporary. On the other hand, 
archaeologists of the contemporary world have consistently recognized the challenge of global 
crises and active, developing sites through multisite approaches, digital and time-based 
documentation practices, ethnographic methods, and art. It is useful to note that the diverse 
methods associated with archaeology of the contemporary are not exclusive to this field and 
many of these practices have played a role in archaeology in general, but archaeology of the 
contemporary world has shown a greater eagerness to embrace new and sometimes even 
experimental approaches to capture the complexities of the modern moment. 

In this book, this distinct understanding of time, space, and methods will inform how we 
understand the  archaeology of the contemporary American experience. In fact, the diversity of 
times, spatial scales, and methods is essential for exploring and defining a concept as complex as 
the American experience. As an example, we can all understand how on a very simple level the 
American experience represents the experiences of Americans. As Stacey Camp has shown in her 
book The Archaeology of American Citizenship (2013), however, the idea of being American 
must extend beyond what it means to be a legal citizen and encompass the experience of all 
individuals living within the United States and neighboring areas. Thus, the concept of an 
American experience necessarily embodies a wide range of legal status as well as a wide range 
of encounters. Archaeologists have long understood the role of race, class, gender, age, and 
various regional identities in contributing to how individuals experience America. The concept of 
“America” or the “US” in this context extends well beyond the interaction between individuals 
and communities and the various apparatus of the United States’ government (or the 
governments of other American states). It is undeniable, however, that the state has played a key 
role in defining the American experience through various positive, negative, and ambivalent 
encounters with institutions such as the military (Hanson 2015), education (Skowronek and 
Lewis 2010), prisons (Casella 2005), internment camps (Burton and Farrell 2001), and internal 
and national borders (McAtackney and Maguire 2020). Of course, state institutions represent 
only one aspect of how groups and individuals experience America, archaeologists studying the 
20th-century American experience have looked to consumer practices and goods especially with 



the rise of mass produced material culture as a medium through which collective and individual 
identity manifests (Mullins 2011; see Chapter 3). From cars to Barbi dolls, Americans have 
regularly used consumer goods to both consolidate social standing and transmit the values across 
generations and in the community. Archaeologists have also looked for evidence in labor 
practices in the same period for fundamental experiences that define the diverse encounters that 
constitute American life (Shackel 2009; Roller 2018). For these scholars, the factory, the mining 
camp, the company town, the urban slum, and the protest site represent the crucibles in which 
American experience and identity was formed. Others still have looked to the wide range of 
public rituals manifest in sports to religious architecture, coming of age practices, festivals, and 
forms of commemoration as important loci for the American experience. In short, the diverse 
spaces and aspects of the American experience within the borders of the US creates an equally 
diverse range of encounters.  

At the same time, archaeologists of the contemporary world recognize that the American 
experience is not confined to the limits of the nation-state, but manifests itself in geopolitical and 
economic outposts, flows through global supply chains, and follows the growing output of digital 
media. The most literal example of the American experience beyond the borders of the United 
States are the military installations and corporate outposts which housed workers and soldiers in 
American style suburbs (Chapter 6). Recent work by Barbara Voss, Laura Ng, and Kostis 
Kourelis, for example, have emphasized the transnational character of immigrant worlds. Their 
work has expanded the model for an American experience developed in Stacey Camp’s work on 
the archaeology of American citizenship to demonstrate that the American experience was not 
limited to national boundaries and manifests in how immigrants expressed their identity in their 
countries of origin (Voss and Allen 2008, Ng 2021; Kourelis 2020). Other examples the global 
reach of the American experience are less tangible. For example, every Apple phone laden with 
applications, every streamed music video or game, and every major motion picture represents an 
expression of the American experience whether encountered in Singapore, Santiago, Athens, or 
Perth. The material traces of this globalized America, in turn, impact lives in the US and abroad 
in unexpected ways. In fact, as I am writing this introduction disruptions to the global supply 
chains brought about by the COVID pandemic have caused shortages in American supermarkets 
and made consumers worry about getting the latest gadgets and gifts during the holiday season. 
Such disruptions highlight America’s dependence on off-shore extractive industries, 
manufacturing, and, increasingly, disposal of waste. The lives of miners for cobalt and tantalum 
in Congo (Chapter 4), factory workers in dormitories in China (Chapter 8), and processors of e-
waste in Asia and Africa (Chapter 2) are as shaped by an American experience as suburban 
consumers in the United States or workers in the Bakken oil patch of western North Dakota. 
Finally, if the production and consumption of the American experience happens on the 
supermodern scale, it is hardly surprising that the crises that are transforming the American 
experience are global as well. From the series of 21st century megastorms fueled by global 
climate change to the pain and disruptions caused by the COVID pandemic, the American 
experience cannot exist outside of its global context.  

 
At this point in my introduction, it might be useful to return to the matter of defining the 

archaeology of the contemporary American experience (and acknowledge the urging of 
reviewers and editors alike). For the purposes of this series, I will define the archaeology of the 
contemporary American experience as the study of material, situations, and encounters that 
occurred within the last 50 years in North America or more narrowly in the US. When this 



definition proves inadequate to encapsulate the range of times, spaces, and circumstances, I will 
expand it chronologically and geographically. Archaeologists are adept at recognizing when their 
chronological assumptions are inadequate for understanding the history of a site. It is not unusual 
to encounter earlier material associated with a feature or a stratigraphic level dating to a later 
time. As a result, our discipline has developed a remarkable ability to recognize the multiple 
temporalities present in an assemblage and to discern whether this is meaningful for 
understanding its history. I will do all I can to apply this same aptitude to this book. 
 

A Short History of the Field 
 
The approach in this book to the temporal character, spatial extent, and methods that define 

the contemporary American experience follows historical trends in the wider discipline of 
archaeology. The following section offers a brief overview of the history of the archaeology of 
the contemporary world in an American context which will be developed more thoroughly in 
subsequent chapters. Substantive and through surveys of the archaeology of the contemporary 
world have appeared recently (Harrison and Schofield 2010; Harrison 2011; Harrison and 
Breithoff 2017; González-Ruibal 2019), and these works have generally recognized its origins in 
an American context starting in the late 1970s, when American archaeologists took the lead in 
exploring archaeological approaches to contemporary material culture. Perhaps the earliest 
efforts in the U.S. to conduct field work on the contemporary world was Bill Rathje’s Tucson-
based Garbage Project, and we will return to this significant and long-standing project 
throughout this volume. In 1981, Rathje made an important contribution to Michael Schiffer’s 
and Richard Gould’s edited volume Modern Material Culture: The Archaeology of Us (1981), 
which stands as one of the first effort to articulate an archaeology of contemporary American 
society. Subtitled “the archaeology of us” (1981), this edited volume, included contributions that 
situated the field amid a diverse range of perspectives from historical archaeology (Leone 1981) 
to anthropology (Eighmy 1981), and Wilke and Schiffer reflection on how the archaeology of the 
present can positively impact the teaching of the discipline (1981). Rathje’s "manifesto 
on modern material-culture studies” stands as the most influential and widely cited article in this 
volume. It emphasized how an archaeology of the recent past could make four contributions to 
the field: "(1) teaching archaeological principles, (2) testing archaeological principles, (3) doing 
the archaeology of today, (4) relating our society to those of the past” (Rathje 1981: 52).  

Rathje developed these ideas over the course of his “Garbage Project” (Rathje and Murphy 
1992 for the best summary of this long-lived project). This project started in 1973 and sought to 
document the garbage from a number of neighborhoods in Tucson, Arizona. By the mid-1980s, 
Rathje and colleagues had started to conduct systematic excavations of landfills. This work both 
allowed Rathje to make a wide range of conclusions regarding modern discard and household 
behavior and popularized archaeological approaches to assemblages of modern material that 
were adapted from in well-established principles, methods, and practice. For Rathje, 
archaeological methods and principles could be separated from their focus on the past and 
applied to understand the present in new ways. In many ways, his approach framed the 
contributions in the second part of Schiffer and Gould’s edited volume. This consisted of a 
number of case studies that applied archaeological approaches to contemporary America from 
the discard of pennies (Rothschild 1981) to racial graffiti in Hawaii (Blake 1981), the 
archaeology of supermarkets (Bath 1981), the use of space in modern houses in Texas (Portnoy 
1981), and patterns of household reuse in Tuscon, Arizona (Schiffer et al. 1981). As a general 



rule, these projects also recognized the ethnoarchaeological potential in the study of 
contemporary behaviors and formation processes, but rather than using modern material culture 
to explain past actions, they turned their conclusions on contemporary society.  

In the decades following the inauguration of Rathje’s garbage project and the publication of 
Schiffer and Gould, work slowly continued to appear in an American setting. Michael Schiffer’s, 
the founder of behavioral archaeology, produced a book-length study of transistor radios 
(Schiffer 1991) and Larry Zimmerman made the first probing reflections on an archaeology of 
homelessness (e.g. Zimmerman and Welsch 2006). Two books published at the turn of the 21st 
century, stimulated renewed interest in the archaeology of the contemporary world. P.M. Graves-
Brown’s Matter, Materiality, and Modern Culture (2000), drew heavily upon the late-20th 
century interest in material and consumer culture that developed in sociology, history, 
anthropology, and elsewhere in the humanities (for a summary see: Hicks 2010 and Chapter 3). 
Intriguingly, Michael Schiffer’s contribution to this volume (2000) looked to behavioral 
archaeology as a way to critique the various interpretations used to understand the history of the 
early-20th century electric car. Consistent with emerging ideas of behavioral archaeology, he 
sought to integrate the study of material culture with an understanding of human behavior based 
on a range of historical and ethnographic sources. He showed that by studying the design of the 
cars, the advertising material related to their sales, and the history of their consumption, we could 
arrive at a more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of their histories. In the case of the 
decline in the electric car, Schiffer argued that gender and class influenced the adoption of the 
electric car in early-20th century society. Wealthy families purchased electric cars for short, 
household errands which were typically performed by women. The association of these vehicles 
with women and women’s work limited their mass appeal especially among consumers who 
wanted a single vehicle for both short and longer distance trips. This, as a result, accounted for 
the early-20th century decline in popularity of these vehicles more than any limit in technology.     

The second fundamental early-21st century work is Buchli and Lucas’s landmark 2001 
publication, Archaeologies of the Contemporary Past. It included articles by Schiffer and Rathje, 
but also from Laurie Wilkie and the Ludlow Collective. Majewski and Schiffer (2001) describe 
their efforts to document modern material culture as an expansive archaeology of consumerism 
which explicitly linked the life-history of modern objects to their place within the social and 
technological relations. They offer a case study grounded in historical archaeology of late-19th 
century ceramics to ground the origins of contemporary consumerism within the production, 
distribution, consumption and discard of these household goods. The contributions by Wilkie 
(2001) and the Ludlow Collective (2001) likewise locate their interest in the archaeology of 
contemporary American society in early 20th century material and the ways that non-textual 
artifacts served to articulate persistent notions of race, memory, and resistance. Rathje’s article 
(2001), in contrast, returns to his “garbology” project, and, echoing Schiffer, strikes a 
multidisciplinary and inclusive tone arguing for an “integrated archaeology” that brings together 
many of the key trends in archaeological thought of the late-20th century from New Archaeology 
to post-processualism. That being said, Rathje’s approach remains anchored in the processualism 
of the New Archaeology with its emphasis on how the rigorous, quantitative analysis of 
contemporary garbage from Tuscon could reveal behaviors that other forms of documentation 
would not.  

Thus, despite this awareness of larger trends in the discipline of archaeology, American 
contributions to an archaeology of the contemporary world remained distinct in their effort to 
anchor this emerging subfield in the American form of historical archaeology. Historical 



archaeology in the United States developed in the 1970s and 1980s and focuses on the period 
from 1700 to the mid-20th century (Orser 1996). Methodologically, it combined commitments to 
systematic data collection and quantitative analysis with an interest in structural paradigms. This 
is especially visible in the work of  James Deetz and Mark Leone (see Hicks and Beaudry 2006 
and Beaudry 2007 for a discussion of this; see also Chapter 3). The influence of these scholars 
and historical archaeology more broadly set the archaeology of the contemporary American 
experience on a rather different trajectory from its world counterpart (cf. Gonzalez-Ruibal 2019). 
The archaeology of the contemporary world in Europe has tended to draw on post-processual 
approaches inspired by Ian Hodder and Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley or the 
sociological studies of Daniel Miller and the so-called “material turn” (Hicks 2010). Shanks and 
Tilley’s (1987) famous study of contemporary British and Swedish beer cans, for example, did 
less to consider the economic character of the beer cans, their contents, or their function, and 
more to consider the symbolic and social meaning of their design in the history of brewing, 
alcohol marketing, and social discipline in British and Sweden. This historically divergent 
trajectory manifests itself in the recently published Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of the 
Contemporary World (Graves-Brown, Harrison, and Piccini 2013), which included fewer than 
ten of the 49 contributions from an American context.  

The divergent history of archaeology of the contemporary in the U.S. has not prevented 
scholars from engaging with their global counterparts. At the turn of the 21st century, the 
formation of the Contemporary and Historical Archaeology in Theory (CHAT) group brought 
together scholars from the US and Europe to consider explicitly the role of theory in the rapidly 
developing fields of historical archaeology and archaeology of the contemporary (Hicks 2010). 
CHAT has produced a series of edited proceedings from their conferences which model 
theoretical and regional diversity. Driving this point home was the inaugural publication of the 
CHAT group which featured a preface by American archaeologist Mary Beaudry and an 
afterword by Europeanist Victor Buchli (2007; McAtackney, Palus, and Puccini 2007). The 
volume consists of contributions from North America, Africa, the Mediterranean and the UK and 
the contributors employ a range of methods and theoretical paradigms from the quantitative 
approaches common to American-style historical archaeology to those informed by post-
processual and phenomenological approaches developed in the UK. The chronological range of 
the contributions is likewise expansive with research into 19th century patent medicine 
advertisements and bottles in New England (Ryzewski 2007) rubbing shoulders with a 
phenomenological study of a contemporary shopping mall in the UK (Graves-Brown 2007). As 
the introduction to the volume pointed out, the contributions emphasize colonialism, conflict, 
heritage and performance and practice despite the diverse range of methods and sites 
(McAtackney and Palus 2007). In CHAT, theory and method provide a common ground for 
considering the archaeology of the contemporary world. 

The emergence of CHAT and the publication of volumes such as the Oxford Handbook 
demonstrate the convergence of archaeological practices and our awareness of the global scope 
of contemporary culture and society. On the one hand, the maturation of the archaeology of the 
contemporary world has established it as a recognized component of historical archaeology. The 
2020 Routledge Handbook of Historical Archaeology, for example, includes a chapter on 
“Contemporary archaeology” (McAtackney 2020). On the other hand, the founding of the 
Journal of Contemporary Archaeology in 2013 may well mark the arrival of archaeology of the 
contemporary world as a field in its own right. It coincides with a growing interest among 
publishers in works that bring together approaches situated in both American and global 



practices in the archaeology of the contemporary world (e.g. McAtackney and Ryzewski 2017), 
and this has produced a steady stream of edited volumes, surveys, and well-regarded 
monographs on the archaeology of the contemporary world (including, I hope, this volume). As 
the subsequent chapters of this book will show, the global scope of archaeology of the 
contemporary world has emphasized the field’s ability to trace trends and challenges that are 
common to our modern world. At the same time, the tradition of American historical archaeology 
offers a way to anchor the impact and significance of these global trends in the nuanced world of 
personal, local, and collective experiences.  
 

The Organization of this Book 
 
This book seeks to explore key issues in the archaeology of the contemporary American 

experience. My approach is anchored in two case studies which divide the book into two parts. 
The first part of the book unpacks the excavation of an assemblage of Atari game cartridges in 
the New Mexico desert in 2014 and the second part of the book explores a decade of study 
associated with the 21st century Bakken oil boom in Western North Dakota with particular 
attention to workforce housing. Each part of the book constitutes a protracted and unorthodox 
case study that follows the deep and reflexive dive into the research that informed my analysis of 
the Atari excavations and the Bakken. In effect, then, the book is both a case study in the sense 
that it explores distinctive material assemblages associated with two specific contexts in the 
contemporary world, but also a case study in the sense that it shows how these two assemblages 
open onto the development of the field. Because the archaeology of the contemporary world 
assumes the contemporaneity of the field itself and the objects of study, the following chapters 
go to some length to demonstrate the link between the way in which we use archaeology to study 
the present my own place as an archaeologist and participant in the disciplinary and cultural 
trends. I largely present these in brief preludes to each chapter that serve to reinforce my own 
“ego reference point” of the archaeologist in relation to the chapters.  

My dependence on the case study approach also accounts for the unevenness of my coverage 
of the field. My justification for this approach is that it seemed like the best way to write a book 
on the archaeology of my own experiences as an American rather than a book on a period 
particularly bounded by set of conditions (e.g. labor, race, consumer practices, incarcerations, 
urbanism, et c.) or a period distilled from a more distant past by generations of archaeological 
and historical practice. That said, I did my best to tease out the broader implication of both my 
case studies and experiences both as an authentic reproduction of my decade long study of these 
periods and in an effort to be fair and representative to the contributors the field.  

 Thus the first part of the book starts at the edge of a landfill in Alamogordo, New Mexico 
where a massive excavator removes domestic waste from above an assemblage of Atari games. 
The first chapter describes the stratigraphy of the landfill excavation in some detail 
demonstrating that archaeology of the contemporary world can involve traditional methods of 
documentation. Chapter two locates the excavation of the Atari games within both a concern for 
the waste produced by American consumer culture and the tradition of the “garbology” instigated 
by Bill Rathje’s Garbage project. It traces how archaeology of trash started as a way to gain 
insights into discard practices associated with particular groups of people. Contemporary studies 
of garbage recognizes that it has the potential to tell transnational stories that speak as much to 
processes and the interplay between trash and individuals under various waste regimes. This 
more expansive view of garbology parallels recent approaches to things that are the topic of 



Chapter three. This chapter follows the Atari case study from childhood memories of wanting to 
buy the latest Atari game to the stinky mess at the edge of the Alamogordo landfill. This leads to 
a more expansive consideration of things in archaeology and across the social sciences and 
points to how new attitudes toward agency complicate views of consumption and the production 
of culture and distinctive experiences. Chapter four completes the first case study by extending 
our reflection on archaeology of the contemporary American experience of media starting with 
famous record collections, recording studios and music venues and continuing through the 
archaeological investigations associated with various forms of digital media related to the Atari 
games that we were excavating. Much like contemporary trash and consumer goods, these 
objects produce a distributed American experience that traces expansive networks that of 
interrelated, but contemporary experiences. The chapter concludes with a brief consideration of 
how archaeology as a discipline leverages these same networks and experiences to produce 
knowledge in the 21st century. Thus, the recursive relationship between the American experience 
and the emerging field of the archaeology of the contemporary world manifests in itself in the 
tools and practices that archaeologists use to understand their world. 

Chapter five begins the book’s second case study which focuses on the archaeology of 
contemporary oil production and labor in the Bakken oil patch of North Dakota. This chapter 
seeks to contextualize the experience of workers who flooded the Bakken region of North 
Dakota in search of jobs in the aftermath of subprime mortgage crisis and resulting recession of 
the early twenty-first century. Their scramble for housing which often included camping in 
public parks or living in RVs in the Williston, ND Walmart parking lot revealed the connection 
between economic displacement, housing, and marginalization. In an effort to contextualize 
these experiences, this chapter considers the important work of archaeologist of the 
contemporary world on migrants, borders, and homelessness as a way to consider how borders, 
marginal places, and displacement contributes to the experience of contemporary American life. 
Chapter six is among the more discursive chapters of this book in that it considers the role that 
institutional housing played in on military bases, college campuses, and residential schools. Like 
workforce housing in the Bakken, bases and schools sought both to promote orderly life and to 
obfuscate, whenever possible, signs of resistance or disorder. Archaeology of contemporary and 
historical sites has revealed the tensions between the carefully managed public appearance of 
these sites — which often take on a global scale — and the experiences of their residents. 
Chapter seven continues to consider the interplay between the American and the global by 
considering topics important to the study of the contemporary city in both a chronologically 
broad American context and the geographically expansive transnational context. The ruins of the 
post-war and post-industrial American city speak to trends in the global economy that shifted 
manufacturing from American cities to cities in the “Global South.” The remains of an industrial 
past form a dramatic backdrop for ongoing racial violence, protests, and various forms of urban 
redevelopment which draw upon historical and transnational precedents. The final chapter of the 
book will attempt to tie some of the threads introduced in chapters five, six, and seven together 
in recent archaeological research in North Dakota’s Bakken oil patch. While the work in the 
Bakken primarily focused on workforce housing with its connections to military, institutional, 
and urban forms, our time in the Bakken and our attention to human cost of the oil industry also 
forced us to consider issues that went well beyond the temporal and geographic limits of Western 
North Dakota. As a result, the final chapter will also introduce some remarks on how the 
archaeology of the contemporary world has engaged with issues of global climate change. The 
chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the idea of the Anthropocene, which seeks to 



describe the human impact on the Earth in geological terms. The interest in the Anthropocene 
among archaeologists of the contemporary world offers yet another example of how the very 
notion of the “contemporary” defies tidy definition and how the American experience can be 
planetary in scope. 
 

Because this book developed organically from the two case studies that appear in chapter one 
and chapter eight, it is in some ways limited in how it engages the field, and perhaps more 
expansive than one might expect in others. For example, the field of forensic anthropology or 
disaster archaeology largely stands outside the scope of my case studies, even though it often 
involves research that would fall into the fuzzy chronological limits of “the contemporary world” 
(Gould 2007). These fields, however, have also developed its own disciplinary discourse and 
methods over the last three decades (Powers and Sibun 2013). Archaeology of race, gender, 
sexuality, and identity, while incredible fertile grounds for archaeological research in recent 
decades, does not appear in this book under distinct headings, but forms an obvious foundation 
to many of these chapters. As the archaeology of the contemporary American experience 
continues to develop as a field, I anticipate that it will contribute in significant ways to the 
archaeology of contemporary race and gender, but as yet, these important areas remain relatively 
unexplored when compared to the field of historical archaeology. My book also presents an 
American experience that extends well beyond the boundaries of North America and entangles 
traditional approaches to American historical archaeology with the flourishing field of 
archaeological contemporary world in Europe. This is in keeping with the approaches 
championed by groups such as CHAT with its European and American membership, and my own 
sense that this is the best way to address pressing planetary situations such as climate change on 
a global scale. This has then informed my decision to focus the potentially expansive remit of 
this book in the area where I have. 
Of course, it is entirely possible that my reading of the field is wrong and that my oversights 
represent blinders imposed by my own sites, research priorities, and political anxieties. In fact, I 
expect that some readers will find this book to be inadequate or simply too idiosyncratic to be 
useful. My hope is that these readers, however, will recognize that for whatever its flaws, this 
book is only the first word in a rapidly developing field, and this makes it quite distinct from 
many of the more narrowly situated works that have appeared in this series. I expect that future 
books on topics such as the archaeology of contemporary race, a queer archaeology of the 
modern American experience, and the archaeology of gender in the twenty-first century will fill 
in gaps, shift priorities, and consolidate the field in new and important ways. 


