
Introduction

The current amazement that the things we are experiencing are “still” 
possible in the twentieth century is not philosophical. This amazement is 
not the beginning of knowledge—unless it is the knowledge that the view 
of history that gives rise to it is untenable.

Walter Benjamin (1970: 259)

This study is an attempt to conduct an archaeology of the twentieth 
century. As such, the material history and theoretical contexts re-
counted here are both locally specific and broadly generalizable. By 
shifting between micro- and macroscales of material life, I bring at-
tention to the astonishing contradictions, ironies, and absences in our 
understandings of the century. Further, this archaeology of our recent 
past can show us how we got to where we are today politically, eco-
nomically, and materially. Inherent to this approach is the critique that 
traditional ways of understanding this journey may be untenable.
 In 2009, I joined my advisor Paul Shackel and fellow graduate stu-
dent Kristin Sullivan on a research project on the outskirts of Hazleton, 
a city in the Anthracite Coal Region of Pennsylvania (Shackel et al. 
2011). Our topic was a nearby town’s dark heritage: the 1897 massa-
cre of coal mine laborers from Southern and Eastern Europe. As we 
learned about the region, it became clear that the anti-immigrant senti-
ments that gave rise to the tragic event were not confined to the past. 
Today, residents largely descended from these immigrant populations 
in turn discriminate against the recent wave of immigrants from the 
Caribbean and Central America. Residents we interviewed sometimes 
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evoked the past to challenge or validate this discrimination. Some jus-
tified their contempt by the positive example of their forebears. This 
ironic situation proved to be a fruitful mechanism to generate research 
questions. In time we came to ask, “In what ways do the racial tensions 
of the past echo those of the present? How do they differ?” and “How 
do the oppressed become the oppressors in time?”
 In the course of my research, which expanded from an initial focus 
on the Lattimer Massacre to the objective violence of the region’s com-
pany town and shanty landscapes, it became clear that merely compar-
ing the past to the present would not produce a substantial understand-
ing of either. Rather, any knowledge produced by this method would be 
an exercise in selective memory, the way local residents could use the 
past to justify or condemn their discrimination, but not to understand 
it. Moreover, I felt, such a history would be haunted by the traumatic 
ruptures and continuities of the past century.
 Ultimately, the ethnographic research and the archaeological field-
work provided a model for how to approach the region’s past traumas. 
Conducting informal ethnography, we encountered the region’s ver-
nacular heritage, its modes of memory making, object collecting, and 
storytelling. One is struck by a hypertrophy of memory and forgetting 
when visiting the Anthracite Coal Region. The locals we met in homes, 
shops, and at our public archaeology digs shared with us stories, photo-
graphs, food, and objects. Along the way we encountered poetry, plays, 
and movie scripts recollecting the heritage of the region. Likewise, we 
were welcomed into homes, garages, and storefronts packed with ver-
nacular displays of historic preservation and memory making.
 The locals brought all of these to life with stories of hard times and a 
rich community life. They delivered their history to us with a nostalgia 
and melancholy that spoke to the great contradictions of the twentieth 
century, of great social advancement and material plenty, and of great 
violence and traumatic loss. In the context of these greater, albeit dif-
fuse, traumas, the punctuating violence of events such as the Massacre 
seemed merely emblematic. In the anthracite region, “The tradition of 
all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living” 
(Marx 2003). Behind this collecting there was an unquenchable thirst 
for the recollection and affirmation of a lost “Golden Age.” Through its 
memory work, the people of the region are continuously searching for 
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the reasons behind the collapse of the local coal economy, the dissolu-
tion of community bonds, and relentless local government corruption. 
In time, I came to view these emphatic acts of collecting and organiz-
ing not as remnant traces of a fading way of life, but as contemporary, 
patterned collective responses to the trauma of the recent past.
 Like much historical archaeology, the vernacular bricolage of mem-
ory work in the region concatenates the personal, the regional, and 
the political, overlapping individual, familial, and community memo-
ries into collective presentations of the past. Such a glocalized heritage 
seemed amenable to the methods of my discipline. With its primary 
evidence derived from waste, ruins, surpluses, and redundancies, archaeo-
logical tellings of history recognize these aspects of material life not 
simply for their contingency, but for their centrality within capitalist life 
across the passage of time. In this recognition, the great ironies of the 
twentieth century become patently visible, as an era marked by social 
and material progress, human achievement, and communal growth, 
but also by inequality, violence, social fragmentation, and nostalgia 
(Hobsbawm 1994).
 To answer our research questions, I chose to use the evidence at hand 
to investigate the intervening years between the Massacre and today. 
Archaeology is used strategically, opportunistically, and dialectically: 
supported, amplified, and illuminated by archival and ethnographic 
research, spatial analysis, and social theory. Varied in its use of sources, 
it nonetheless returns again and again to the violence within everyday 
material life. Nearly every chapter explores the changing landscape of 
the company towns of Lattimer and Pardeesville and the shanties on 
their periphery, as well as the leitmotif of the Massacre.

the chaPters

Chapter 1 provides a brief historical and theoretical context from which 
to begin our study. It introduces the overall structure of the research 
with the concepts of subjective, systemic, and symbolic violence. A 
brief history of immigration and labor in the region leads to an explo-
ration of the relationship between migrants and sovereign power. The 
next section expands this context by setting the stage for the present 
immigration issues. The last section discusses theoretical constructs 
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and historical contexts explored in detail in the rest of the book. The 
often-antagonistic relationship between labor and immigration is pre-
sented in separate sections covering historic and contemporary milieu. 
Theoretical sections cover the relationship between sovereign boundar-
ies and migrants in the past and present and the development, in the 
latter half of the twentieth century, of vertically integrated neoliberal 
and governmental subjectivities.
 Chapter 2 provides a historical context of the anthracite region 
against the background of industrialization, modernity, and mass im-
migration. In this chapter the development of the anthracite industry 
is interminably linked to broader historical contingencies. Global de-
pressions, political developments, and mass migrations are all demon-
strated to have shaped the social and economic patterns in the region.
 Chapter 3 describes the historical context of the Lattimer Massacre, 
followed by a recounting of the event and the trial that followed. Next 
there is an account of the archaeological survey conducted in the au-
tumn of 2011 with the members of BRAVO (Battlefield Research and 
Volunteer Organization) of Monmouth, New Jersey. The archaeologi-
cal account of the Lattimer Massacre described in this chapter exem-
plifies the capacity for archaeological evidence to be simultaneously 
concrete and ambiguous.
 Chapter 4 examines the objective violence of the company town 
landscape, the setting for the antagonistic work and living conditions 
that gave rise to the Massacre. The chapter outlines the history of mi-
gration to the region, explicating the material and spatial factors gov-
erning “new immigrant” labor. Specifically, the chapter describes the 
development of shanty enclaves on the periphery of company-built 
housing during the turn of the twentieth century. This chapter con-
cludes that these ethnic enclaves mark out new spaces of exception 
in the landscape of the town. Their presence materializes ownership’s 
new dependence upon immigrant surplus labor pools and mechanized 
work processes to capitalize upon the fickle industry despite economic 
depressions, fluctuating markets, and an increasingly organized craft 
labor force.
 Chapter 5 examines the motivations, characteristics, and material-
ity of what I term machinic mass consumerism on the national and local 
scale. The chapter outlines the rise of this phenomenon in the middle 
of the twentieth century, beginning with structural changes in political 
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economy and national infrastructure following the First World War. 
Specifically, the chapter connects the efforts of industrialists and social 
scientists concerned with the effects of consumer democracy, including 
suppression of radical behavior and the profiteering of surplus pro-
duction. The archaeological evidence used in the chapter comes from 
privy deposits and yard scatter from the yards of a shanty in Lattimer 
No. 2, excavated during the summer of 2013. These findings lead to a 
multiscalar analysis examining the implications of mass consumerism 
for the class positions of these most protypical of producers, immigrant 
laborers and their families.
 Chapter 6 takes up the changing spatial landscape explored first 
in Chapter 4, in a much-altered political and economic environment. 
By the late 1930s, the anthracite coal industry was in decline. By 1938 
the company divested itself of the company homes and the property 
around the shanty enclave. This is a period of emancipation for the 
town accompanied by the development of new forms of communal 
solidarity and identification. Attention to the material record suggests 
that this emancipation from industrial control signaled the develop-
ment of new forms of collectively organized communal improvements. 
A countervailing influence also sets in with the development of con-
temporary ideologies of individuality, privacy, and ownership at odds 
with the historic materiality of the intimate communal spaces of the 
shanty enclave.
 Chapter 7 examines several planning documents connected to rede-
velopment efforts of the last quarter of the twentieth century. Archaeol-
ogy from this era also reveals drastic changes in the physical and social 
landscape of the town. I assert that urban renewal resulted not only 
in material and economic upheaval, but, more importantly, in a sub-
jectivating process. Residents began to subject each other to bureau-
cratic demands suggesting that, at least tactically, they had adopted the 
language of renewal and management, enunciating a new community 
comprised of atomized individuals adopting entrepreneurial attitudes 
to space, labor, and governance. Material aspects of the landscape, 
which in previous eras served to draw together communal bonds, were 
recoded as nuisances and removed. At stake was the capacity for the 
materiality of landscape to remember, reproduce, and channel so-
cial relations in a manner responsive to the exigencies of uncertain 
economy.
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 Throughout the text, archaeological evidence is bound to the longue 
durée of twentieth-century history: the destructive cycles of capitalism 
entangled with modernist progress, empire, and class antagonisms. To 
do this I treat each stratum as implicitly indexical of what comes next: 
“a layered set of dangerous times” (Matthews 2002: 136). Each era 
reflects the same antagonisms of class and race, sovereign power and 
resistance, but inflected through different material conditions. Broadly, 
the intentions of this book are twofold. The first goal is to produce 
a particular history along the trajectory of a community in constant 
change. Second, my goal is to construct a nuanced periodicity of the 
forms of structural violence inside the everyday life of the twentieth 
century.


