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Introduction

In the world of archaeology, the focus has often shifted from monumental ruins to the subtle traces of daily life. One 

scholar who championed this transition was James Deetz in Small Things Forgotten . His pioneering work

reshaped how we perceive material culture, reminding us that the smallest artifacts—spoons, buttons, and broken

tiles—hold stories that rival the grandeur of ancient temples. This article explores Deetz’s legacy, his

methodological innovations, and the lasting impact of his insights on contemporary archaeology and heritage

preservation.

Who Was James Deetz?

James Deetz (1934–2006) was an American anthropologist and archaeologist whose career spanned over four

decades. He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Chicago and held faculty positions at the University of Texas at

Austin and the University of California, Los Angeles. Deetz’s research interests ranged from prehistoric hunter-

gatherer societies to the archaeology of everyday life in colonial and early modern America. His most celebrated

contribution—an exploration of the “small things forgotten” that populate our homes—earned him international

acclaim and a permanent place in the annals of cultural anthropology.

The Concept of “Small Things Forgotten”

Deetz’s book Small Things: The Forgotten History of the American Home (1998) is a landmark study that argues

for the significance of domestic artifacts in reconstructing past societies. He coined the phrase “small things

forgotten” to describe the overlooked items that populate households: the chipped mug, the faded lace, the broken

windowpane. These objects, he argued, are more than mere refuse; they are evidence of cultural values,

technological change, and social relationships. By studying these everyday items, archaeologists could gain

insights into gender roles, economic status, and even political ideologies.

Methodological Innovations

Contextual Excavation of Household Sites

Traditional archaeology often prioritized public spaces—temples, burial mounds, and ceremonial centers. Deetz

challenged this by advocating for the systematic excavation of domestic sites. He introduced meticulous recording

techniques that preserved the spatial relationships between objects, enabling researchers to interpret patterns of

use and discard. This approach required archaeologists to treat household floors, walls, and storage areas as rich

archives, rather than mere background layers.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration

Deetz recognized that understanding small artifacts necessitated collaboration beyond archaeology. He worked

closely with historians, chemists, and even sociologists to analyze composition, provenance, and social context. For

example, he collaborated with chemists to determine the lead content in pottery, linking manufacturing techniques

to trade networks. By integrating multiple disciplines, Deetz set a new standard for comprehensive material culture

studies.



Public Engagement and Interpretation

Beyond the laboratory, Deetz was passionate about communicating his findings to the public. He organized

exhibitions that showcased everyday artifacts, inviting visitors to interact with the objects and reflect on their own

domestic histories. His efforts helped bridge the gap between academic research and public interest,

demonstrating that the stories of ordinary people are as compelling as those of kings and conquerors.

Case Studies: From Colonial Kitchens to Modern Suburbs

The Colonial Kitchen of New England

One of Deetz’s most illustrative studies examined a 17th-century New England kitchen. Excavated remains

included a broken pewter spoon, a dented iron pot, and a faded linen tablecloth. By analyzing wear patterns and

residue, Deetz reconstructed cooking practices, dietary preferences, and even household hierarchies. The spoon’s

handle, for instance, revealed that the family had access to imported pewter, indicating a certain level of wealth and

trade connectivity.

The Rural Farmhouse of the Midwest

In another project, Deetz focused on a 19th-century Midwestern farmhouse. He uncovered a collection of broken

ceramic plates, a rusted pocket watch, and a set of mismatched buttons. These artifacts painted a picture of a

family adapting to industrialization while maintaining traditional craftsmanship. The watch’s movement, traced back

to a local foundry, highlighted the region’s nascent manufacturing industry.

Modern Suburban Residences

Deetz’s approach was not limited to the past. He also examined contemporary suburban homes, noting how the

proliferation of disposable goods and digital technology altered material culture. By comparing the 20th and 21st

centuries, he illustrated how environmental concerns, consumerism, and technological change influence the way

we create, use, and discard objects.

Theoretical Contributions

Material Culture Theory

Deetz’s work built upon and expanded material culture theory, emphasizing that objects are not passive relics but

active participants in social life. He argued that the way people interact with objects—how they repair, repurpose, or

discard them—reveals underlying cultural norms and power dynamics. This perspective has become foundational

for contemporary archaeologists studying everyday life.

Socioeconomic Stratification

Through detailed analysis of small artifacts, Deetz demonstrated that socioeconomic status could be inferred from

material remains. High-quality ceramics, imported glassware, and intricately designed textiles indicated wealth,

whereas coarse pottery and locally produced items suggested modest means. His work highlighted how domestic

spaces served as sites of status display and identity construction.

Gendered Spaces and Roles

Deetz’s studies often revealed gendered divisions of labor within households. For instance, the presence of sewing

tools, embroidery threads, and domestic textiles in certain areas indicated women’s roles in textile production.

Conversely, the discovery of metalworking tools and gardening implements in other zones pointed to male labor.

These findings contributed to a nuanced understanding of gender dynamics in historical societies.



Impact on Contemporary Archaeology

Urban Archaeology

Deetz’s focus on everyday artifacts has informed urban archaeology, where the remnants of modern life—plastic

bottles, discarded electronics, and graffiti—are now studied as cultural data. Urban archaeologists adopt Deetz’s

contextual excavation methods to interpret the social and economic narratives of contemporary cities.

Digital Heritage and Virtual Reconstruction

In the age of digital heritage, Deetz’s emphasis on detailed recording and contextual interpretation has guided the

creation of virtual reconstructions of domestic spaces. Museums and universities now use 3D modeling to recreate

historical interiors, allowing visitors to experience the material culture of past societies in immersive ways.

Public History and Museum Curation

Deetz’s public engagement strategies have influenced museum curation practices. Many institutions now feature

“Everyday Life” sections that showcase ordinary artifacts, inviting visitors to connect with history on a personal

level. These exhibitions often include interactive elements, such as touchable replicas and narrative audio guides,

echoing Deetz’s commitment to accessibility.

Critiques and Ongoing Debates

Valuation of Small Artifacts

Some scholars argue that an emphasis on small things can obscure larger political or ideological narratives. Critics

claim that focusing on domestic artifacts may lead to an overemphasis on individual experience at the expense of

broader social structures. However, proponents counter that the micro-level insights gained from small items are

essential for a comprehensive understanding of past societies.

Methodological Challenges

Interpreting small artifacts often requires specialized techniques and interdisciplinary collaboration, which can be

resource-intensive. Additionally, the preservation of delicate items poses challenges, as organic materials like

textiles and paper are prone to degradation. These obstacles underscore the importance of developing robust

conservation strategies.

Ethical Considerations

As archaeologists excavate domestic sites, ethical questions arise regarding the ownership and repatriation of

household artifacts. Deetz’s work has prompted discussions on the responsibilities of archaeologists toward

descendant communities, especially when artifacts hold cultural or spiritual significance.

Practical Applications for Heritage Management

Preservation of Everyday Heritage

Heritage managers can draw on Deetz’s principles to preserve everyday artifacts in museums and archives. By

cataloging and conserving items such as kitchen utensils, clothing, and household tools, institutions can offer a

richer, more inclusive representation of the past.

Community-Based Archaeology

Engaging local communities in the excavation and interpretation of domestic sites fosters a sense of ownership and

cultural pride. Community-based archaeology projects can incorporate Deetz’s contextual excavation methods,



allowing residents to participate in uncovering their own heritage.

Educational Programs

Educational curricula can integrate Deetz’s concepts to teach students about the significance of material culture.

Hands-on activities—such as analyzing household items for wear patterns—can help learners appreciate the depth

of information embedded in everyday objects.

Future Directions in Small Things Research

Technology-Enhanced Analysis

Advancements in imaging technology, such as micro-CT scanning and GIS mapping, enable archaeologists to

analyze small artifacts in unprecedented detail. These tools can reveal hidden features—such as tool marks or

residue—that inform usage patterns and cultural practices.

Cross-Cultural Comparisons

Comparative studies across different cultures can illuminate how everyday objects reflect universal human

experiences versus culturally specific practices. By applying Deetz’s methodology globally, researchers can

uncover both shared and divergent patterns in domestic life.

Integration with Climate Change Studies

Small artifacts also serve as indicators of environmental change. For instance, shifts in pottery composition or the

presence of certain plant residues can signal climatic variations. Integrating Deetz’s approach with

paleoenvironmental studies can enhance our understanding of how societies adapted to changing conditions.

Conclusion

James Deetz’s legacy as an advocate for the study of everyday artifacts—what he famously termed the “small

things forgotten”—remains profoundly relevant. By shifting the archaeological lens toward domestic spaces, he

revealed the intricate tapestry of human life that often lies beneath the surface. His methodological rigor,

interdisciplinary collaborations, and commitment to public engagement have shaped contemporary practices in

archaeology, museum curation, and heritage management. As we continue to explore the material traces of our

ancestors, Deetz’s insights remind us that the most ordinary objects can carry the most extraordinary stories.
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