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In Small Things Forgotten: The Archeology of Early American Life by James Deetz Introduction The study of history
often gravitates toward grand narratives—wars, political upheavals, and influential leaders. However, beneath these
monumental events lies a wealth of everyday life that shapes the true fabric of past societies. James Deetz’s seminal work,
In Small Things Forgotten: The Archeology of Early American Life, revolutionized the way archaeologists and historians
approach the material culture of early America. By emphasizing the significance of seemingly trivial artifacts—buttons, glass
shards, household objects—Deetz illuminated the nuanced social, cultural, and daily practices of early American
communities. This article explores the core themes of Deetz’s work, its impact on archaeological methodology, and how it
continues to influence our understanding of early American life. Context and Historical Significance Before Deetz's
contributions, archaeology was largely focused on monumental structures, artifacts of elite status, or items with clear
economic or political significance. The everyday lives of common people were often overlooked or dismissed as
insignificant. Deetz challenged this perspective, asserting that small artifacts and mundane objects hold the key to
understanding social identities, cultural shifts, and everyday routines. Published in 1977, In Small Things Forgotten emerged
during a period when American archaeology was transitioning toward a more humanistic and interpretive approach. Deetz's
emphasis on material culture—objects produced and used by people—pushed the discipline toward a more holistic
understanding of history, blending scientific analysis with cultural and social interpretation. Main Themes and Contributions

The Importance of Material Culture

Deetz argued that artifacts, no matter how minor, are vital to reconstructing past lives. These small objects provide insights
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into: - Social status - Cultural practices - Economic behaviors - Personal identity Rather than focusing solely on grand
architecture or elite artifacts, Deetz advocated for studying everyday items to gain a clearer picture of ordinary people's
experiences.

The Archaeology of Everyday Life

One of Deetz’s key ideas is that everyday objects—such as household utensils, clothing fasteners, and glassware—are
repositories of cultural meaning. He believed that these objects reveal: - Changing social norms - Cultural influences and
shifts - Personal preferences and identity By analyzing these items, archaeologists can trace subtle social transformations
over time, such as shifts in fashion, dietary habits, or household organization.

Historical Archeology and Cultural Change

Deetz’s approach contributed significantly to the development of historical archaeology—studying the material remains of
societies with written records. He demonstrated that artifacts could complement documentary sources, providing a fuller

understanding of early American life. This methodology allows researchers to: - Corroborate or challenge historical texts -
Uncover marginalized voices - Trace cultural influences from Europe, Africa, and indigenous peoples

Methodological Innovations

Deetz championed a meticulous, detailed approach to excavation and analysis, emphasizing: - Contextual analysis:
understanding the specific placement and association of artifacts - Typological studies: classifying objects to identify
cultural trends - Quantitative methods: counting and comparing artifacts across sites His work also promoted
interdisciplinary collaboration, integrating history, anthropology, and conservation sciences. Impact on Archaeology and
Cultural Understanding



Reconceptualizing Colonial and Early American Society

Deetz’s research challenged earlier narratives that often portrayed early Americans as primarily influenced by European
elites. Instead, he highlighted the diversity of social practices and cultural expressions among settlers, indigenous peoples,
and enslaved Africans. His findings revealed: - The complexity of cultural identities - The blending of traditions and practices
- The emergence of distinct regional and social identities

Highlighting the Role of Ordinary People

By focusing on small, overlooked artifacts, Deetz shifted the archaeological paradigm to include the lives of everyday
individuals. This approach democratized historical narratives, emphasizing that history is shaped not only by elites but also
by common citizens.

Influence on Preservation and Heritage Management

Deetz’'s emphasis on the significance of small artifacts has influenced heritage preservation policies. Recognizing the
importance of everyday objects has led to more comprehensive site management, ensuring that mundane artifacts are
preserved for future study. Key Concepts and Case Studies

Key Concepts in Deetz’s Framework

- Cultural Patterns: Recognizing that artifacts reflect broader cultural practices and beliefs. - Material Expression:
Understanding objects as expressions of identity, status, or group affiliation. - Change Over Time: Tracking how small
artifacts evolve to reflect social or cultural transformations. - Contextual Significance: Prioritizing the archaeological context
to interpret meaning.
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Notable Case Studies

Deetz’s work includes detailed analyses of various early American sites: - The Plymouth Colony Site: Examining household
artifacts to understand social hierarchy and cultural influences. - 18th-Century Colonial Households: Analyzing ceramics,
glassware, and personal items to trace shifts in domestic life. - African American and Indigenous Artifacts: Highlighting
cultural resilience and adaptation through material remains. These case studies exemplify how small objects can unlock
stories of cultural exchange, resistance, and daily life. Legacy and Continuing Relevance Deetz’s pioneering approach has
left a lasting mark on archaeology and cultural history. His emphasis on the significance of small artifacts has inspired
future generations to: - Expand archaeological investigations beyond elite contexts - Incorporate diverse cultural
perspectives - Use material culture to understand social change Modern techniques such as residue analysis, digital
imaging, and GIS mapping build upon Deetz’'s foundational principles, enabling more nuanced interpretations of everyday
objects. Conclusion In Small Things Forgotten: The Archeology of Early American Life by James Deetz remains a cornerstone
of archaeological theory and practice. By championing the importance of mundane artifacts, Deetz transformed the study of
early American history, making it more inclusive, detailed, and socially aware. His work reminds us that the stories of
ordinary people, embedded in small objects and everyday routines, are essential to understanding the rich tapestry of
American life—past and present. Through his innovative approach, Deetz has ensured that the archaeology of small things
continues to reveal the profound truths hidden within the minutiae of history.

In Small Things Forgotten: The Archeology of Early American Life by James Deetz is a seminal work that revolutionized the
way we understand everyday life in colonial America. Through meticulous excavation and insightful analysis, Deetz shifts
the focus from grand historical narratives to the subtle, often overlooked artifacts and practices that reveal the texture of
ordinary lives. This book exemplifies the power of archaeology not merely as a means of uncovering ancient civilizations but
as a tool for illuminating the quiet stories embedded in the small things—clothing buttons, glassware, household items—that
define cultural identity and social change over time.



Introduction: Reframing History Through Small Things

In traditional historical studies, the spotlight often shines on political events, prominent figures, and major societal shifts.
However, James Deetz’s "In Small Things Forgotten" challenges this perspective by emphasizing the significance of
everyday artifacts and the mundane details that compose daily life in early America. These small things—furniture,
ceramics, personal items—serve as tangible links to the past, offering nuanced insights into social structures, beliefs, and
material culture.

Deetz advocates for a bottom-up approach to archaeology, where the focus on ordinary objects helps reconstruct the lived
experiences of colonial Americans. This approach broadens the historian’s toolkit, blending material culture analysis with
traditional narratives, ultimately providing a richer, more textured understanding of early American life.

The Core Thesis of Deetz’s Approach

At the heart of Deetz’'s work is the idea that the small things forgotten—the seemingly insignificant artifacts—are actually
the key to understanding societal change and cultural continuity. His thesis underscores that everyday objects:

1. Reflect social status and class distinctions

2. Reveal cultural values and beliefs

3. Show technological advances and trade influences
4. Indicate shifts in domestic routines and lifestyles

By carefully analyzing these artifacts, archaeologists and historians can piece together stories of migration, adaptation, and
identity formation in colonial America.

Key Themes in "In Small Things Forgotten"

1. Material Culture as a Reflection of Society
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Deetz emphasizes that objects are not neutral; they embody social meanings. For example, the design and quality of a
drinking glass can reveal the owner’s social standing, regional identity, or even religious beliefs. The material choices—such
as the use of ceramic versus glassware—can signal economic wealth or cultural preferences.

1. The Evolution of Domestic Spaces

One of the book’s central themes is how domestic environments changed over time and what these changes tell us about
societal shifts. Deetz explores:

1. The layout and decoration of homes
2. The types of household items used
3. The organization of domestic routines

These details shed light on evolving notions of privacy, gender roles, and family life.
1. The Significance of Small Artifacts
From buttons to toys, small artifacts serve as microcosms of larger cultural trends. For example:

1. The transition from handmade to machine-made buttons indicates technological progress.
2. The presence of imported ceramics shows trade networks and economic connections.
3. Personal items like jewelry and religious tokens reflect identity and belief systems.

1. The Role of Archaeology in Cultural Memory

Deetz advocates for archaeology as a means to recover marginalized voices—particularly those of lower social classes or
enslaved peoples—whose stories are often absent from written records. The artifacts they left behind help fill gaps and
create a more inclusive historical narrative.



Methodologies and Techniques Highlighted in the Book

Deetz discusses several archaeological and analytical methods that have been instrumental in uncovering the stories
behind small things:

1. Stratigraphy: Analyzing layers of earth to date artifacts and understand chronological sequences.
2. Typology: Classifying objects based on form and style to trace cultural influences.

3. Use-wear analysis: Examining wear patterns to determine how objects were used.

4. Contextual analysis: Considering the archaeological setting to interpret the significance of artifacts.

He also emphasizes the importance of meticulous record-keeping and interdisciplinary collaboration—integrating history,
anthropology, and chemistry—to fully understand the artifacts.

Case Studies and Examples from the Book
Colonial Cemeteries and Personal Artifacts

Deetz illustrates how grave goods and burial practices reveal social hierarchies and cultural identities. For instance, the
presence of religious symbols in graves indicates belief systems, while the types of jewelry can denote social status.

Domestic Artifacts from Puritan Settlements

Analysis of household items in Puritan communities shows a tension between simplicity and materiality. While outwardly
emphasizing modesty, some households possessed imported ceramics and finely crafted objects, hinting at social
aspirations and trade connections.

The Transition from Medieval to Modern Material Culture
Deetz traces how the shift from hand-crafted to factory-produced goods in the 18th century reflects broader economic and

technological changes. The increasing standardization and mass production of items symbolize the rise of consumer culture.
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The Impact and Legacy of Deetz’'s Work
A New Perspective on American Colonial History

Deetz’'s emphasis on small artifacts transforms our understanding of early American life, highlighting continuity and change
in everyday routines, social structures, and cultural identities.

Influencing Contemporary Archaeology

His methods and ideas have influenced generations of archaeologists, encouraging detailed, context-rich excavations and a
focus on material culture as a source of social history.

Challenging Traditional Narratives

By demonstrating that small things matter, Deetz challenges the hierarchy of historical significance, asserting that the
mundane can reveal profound truths about the past.

Practical Takeaways for Modern Readers and Enthusiasts

1. Every artifact has a story: Even a simple button or broken glass can unlock narratives of migration, trade, and social
change.

2. Context is king: The location and surroundings of artifacts are crucial to understanding their significance.

3. Look beyond the obvious: Focus on details that might initially seem insignificant but can offer valuable insights.

4. Embrace interdisciplinary approaches: Combining archaeology, history, and science leads to a more complete picture.

Conclusion: Rediscovering the Past Through the Small Things

"In Small Things Forgotten" by James Deetz remains a foundational text for anyone interested in early American history,
archaeology, or material culture. It reminds us that everyday objects—those small, often overlooked items—are the silent
witnesses of history. They tell stories of social stratification, cultural exchange, technological progress, and personal



identity. In excavating these small things, we recover the rich, complex tapestry of early American life—one artifact at a

time.

Whether you are a scholar, a student, or simply a curious reader, embracing the significance of small things forgotten

encourages a deeper appreciation for the subtle narratives that shape our understanding of the past. Deetz’s work invites

us to look closer, think deeper, and recognize that history is written not just in grand events but in the quiet details of daily

existence.

Questions & Answers About in small things forgotten the archeology of early
american life by james deetz

No

Question

Answer

1

What is the central theme of James
Deetz's 'In Small Things Forgotten'?

The book explores how small artifacts and everyday objects reveal
significant insights into early American life and cultural history.

significant in understanding early
American history?

2 How does Deetz's approach differ from Deetz emphasizes the importance of analyzing small, overlooked
traditional archaeology? artifacts and contexts to understand social customs, beliefs, and daily
life, rather than focusing solely on grand architectural structures.
3 What role does the study of material Material culture serves as a primary source for uncovering the
culture play in Deetz's methodology? behaviors, identities, and cultural practices of early Americans through
their everyday objects.
4 Why is the concept of 'small things' Small artifacts often carry symbolic or practical meanings that can

challenge assumptions about historical narratives, providing a more
nuanced view of past societies.
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5 How has Deetz's work influenced modern
archaeological practices?

His focus on detailed analysis of everyday objects has encouraged
archaeologists to pay closer attention to mundane artifacts, leading to
richer interpretations of past lifestyles.

6 What are some examples of small
artifacts discussed in Deetz's book?

Examples include buttons, glassware, household tools, and personal
items that reveal social status, trade connections, and cultural values.

7 In what ways does 'In Small Things
Forgotten' contribute to our
understanding of American cultural
identity?

The book demonstrates how everyday objects reflect evolving cultural
identities, beliefs, and social structures in early America, enriching our
understanding of American heritage.

early American life, archaeology, James Deetz, colonial America, historical archaeology, cultural anthropology, material

culture, historical preservation, colonial artifacts, American colonial history
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