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    james r.   dixon      

  38.1     Riots 

 This chapter is concerned with riots, that is to say with moments of unorganized violent 
disorder. Usually in archaeology we look to normative behaviours as the main indicators 
of what a society is like. Here, it is argued that more attention ought to be paid to those 
moments of rupture oft en reported as ‘riot’. Much contemporary archaeology has concerned 
itself with ‘othering’ those things of the present and recent past with which we assume 
familiarity: graffi  ti, homelessness, personal eff ects, sexuality, abandonment, transport, lei-
sure, mass production . . . (see Buchli and Lucas 2001: 9; Harrison and Schofi eld 2010: 1; 
Zimmerman, this volume). But, as contemporary archaeologists, we should not necessar-
ily always be looking to create distance between ourselves as archaeologists and our own 
lives when proximity, intimacy, and individuality are among the things that contemporary 
archaeology might have unique access to among other, more traditional archaeologies (see 
Graves-Brown 2011). Here, I will address this potential by looking at riots as an existing 
act of both ‘othering’ and distancing and looking to what we can learn through familiariz-
ing ourselves with the phenomenon (Jackson 1987b; Strathern 1987). Riots are (generally) 
short, unplanned episodes of violence into which all kinds of people can be drawn in rela-
tion to all sorts of situation. Rather than simply taking riots as ‘sources’ contributing to our 
understanding of the nature of whatever the rioters might have been for or against, we might 
look to the riot as a particular moment in which entire synchronic and diachronic slices of 
the world can be viewed at once, for a limited time (see Badcock and Johnson, Piccini, and 
White, this volume), and in a very particular way. 

 Of course we can also usefully look to understand riots as single events, unique actions, or 
even as durations, without recourse to the wider contexts that lead to and stem from them, 
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562   media and mutabilities

as is the case with any event in the contemporary archaeological lens. However, I wish here 
to demonstrate the potential for contemporary archaeologists to consider the active revela-
tion of the time and space external to an event through the course of the event itself. Th e way 
in which riots reveal in a moment a plethora of wider issues and processes is not dissimilar 
to the geological concept of the melange, a phenomenon whereby sheering forces mix rock 
in such a way that an entire history of geological formation may be visible in a single small 
area. Th e riot shows us most clearly the social melange, as it is only when violent disorder is 
brought into contact with seeming non-violent harmony that we are truly able to appreci-
ate the total range of a social situation, through the actions themselves and the histories, 
futures, nears and fars enrolled in and implicated by them. 

 By their nature, riots could be considered part of the archaeology of protest (see e.g. 
Schofi eld 2009: 87–98; Badcock and Johnston, this volume) or even confl ict or battlefi eld 
archaeology (see again Schofi eld 2009; Moshenska, this volume). I will, however, draw a dis-
tinction here. Whereas protests and wars tend to be lengthy and planned with stated aims, 
riots are short, largely unplanned on the part of participants and without structured aims. In 
particular, it is the short duration of riots which is of interest here, as we see a great deal of 
issues revealed by a very short period of violence, durations not usually included in archaeo-
logical analysis. We might also draw a distinction between riots and war (although not nec-
essarily protest) where the former involves an element of choice, of conscious engagement, 
whereas a war waged by a state removes, to a point, the choice of the individual to engage 
and routinely subsumes non-combatant innocents into its horrors. Riots are, of course, all 
diff erent and have diff erent longer-term causes and implications in diff erent places at diff er-
ent times (see Clement 2007; Jeff rey and Jackson 2012; Stenson 2012). Here, I wish to isolate 
and discuss simply the periods of violence within which wider contexts are revealed and 
acted upon. 

 Two riots in particular will be discussed here, one in Tallinn, Estonia, in April 2007 and 
another in Bristol, England, in April 2011. Th rough an archaeological perspective on these 
two riots, we can see the worth of bringing consideration of riots and civil unrest closer to 
the centre of contemporary urban archaeology to understand, in action, the mutual con-
stitution of short durations of action and longer-term contexts. Alongside the general aim 
of contemporary archaeology to be multi-disciplinary in its work, consideration of these 
events will also look at how two artists have been involved with these riots. One, Kristina 
Norman, has produced a body of work looking to the aft erlives of the reasons for civil unrest 
and how they can be elucidated through creating certain kinds of material engagement. Th e 
second, Laura Oldfi eld Ford, works to uncover the material conditions of daily life in the 
contemporary city, in particular producing work bringing observations and found texts and 
images together to represent the potential for future discord. My recent work in contempo-
rary archaeology has developed entirely alongside engagements with artists. My position 
on the relationship between the two disciples is, broadly, that archaeology needs to develop 
more nuanced levels of art criticism than might be evident in current work in the area (see 
Harrison and Schofi eld 2010: 105–19; Renfrew 2003) if it is to engage with art beyond high-
lighting similarities between its practices and those of the archaeologist. However, here, I 
will use these two artists’ work diff erently, as my more immediate subject is the artist’s own 
perceptions of the material conditions of the riots I will discuss. In both cases I was aware 
of the works before I was knowledgeable about the riot events (in Bristol, the Oldfi eld Ford 
exhibition pre-dated the riot by some weeks) and this conditioned how I think about them.  
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the importance of civil unrest in contemporary archaeology   563

  38.2     Perspective 

 Th e perspectives on both archaeology and on my subject matter that I will use here are 
derived from a lengthy period (2006–11) of studying the eff ects of a single shopping cen-
tre development on central Bristol. I undertook this work as an archaeologist, but I stud-
ied the eff ects of the development through the lens of public art, indeed I undertook the 
research in the Creative Arts department of the University of the West of England. Th is 
research looked in particular at the micro-political networks enacted through artistic and 
other interventions into the contemporary landscape, within the context of an understand-
ing of that contemporary landscape developed through my own archaeological analysis of 
it. Th us, we might approach a public realm sculpture not simply as a fi nite object that signi-
fi es, for instance, a multi-national developer’s disregard for existing communities, but as the 
fulcrum of a set of active processes, enrolments, and implications that spread far beyond 
the piece itself. Perhaps the most important belief I bring from this period of study is that 
archaeology has a particular role to play in understanding contemporary events as they are 
happening: history-being-made. It also has a particular unifying approach to multiple tim-
escales, landscapes, and the relationship between people and things that can be used to help 
people better understand, for better or worse, the places in which they live. 

 Th ere are numerous methodologies that we might employ to elucidate the wider contexts 
revealed by a riot action. Th e analysis presented takes some inspiration from Bruno Latour’s 
work on technical networks (e.g. Latour 1996). However, Latour’s Actor-Network Th eory 
(ANT) can be rather limited as an interpretive tool, so I recast it here as a practical meth-
odology, particularly useful for uncovering and describing the links between seemingly 
disparate things, although of course we must ‘do archaeology’ at either end of any link we 
uncover. I also draw inspiration from Jacques Ranci è re’s discussion of ‘horizontal distribu-
tion’ (Ranci è re 2004), the idea of placing more importance on combinations of possibilities 
(in ANT, ‘emergent properties’), than on oppositions between objects and their meanings. 
Even when we introduce temporal dynamism into this analysis, for instance through the 
work on enrolment and implication in technical systems by Grint and Woolgar (1997) or 
Mark Hutchinson’s ‘four stages of public art’ (2002), we avoid the epistemic fallacy inherent 
in thinking of things as predominantly produced through discourse, and the ontic fallacy 
of reducing myriad contexts to their physical manifestations (Hutchby 2001; Hutchinson 
2002: 430). 

 Of course, it is desirable to add further degrees of complexity to such non-hierarchical 
network analyses. If we are to properly understand the nuances of the constant negotia-
tion of diff erent, sometimes disparate, enrolments and implications during the course of 
a riot, it is vital that we look to the concept of ecology as a framework within which to fi nd 
and describe the things that matter to our analyses. Pertinently, for the Bristol example at 
least, some of the best work in this area has come from geographers Sarah Whatmore and 
Steve Hinchcliff . Whatmore did her early research work on the allotments and community 
gardens at St Werburghs, Bristol, close to Stokes Croft /Cheltenham Road (Whatmore and 
Hinchcliff e 2010). We can also look to the mutually constitutive nature of people and envi-
ronments in times of civil unrest to further enlighten or complicate the relationship between 
people and things or people and other people (Clement 2007, 2012; Till 2012). 

AQ:
Please 
approve 
the 
shortened 
running 
head.
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 Th ere are, of course, diff erent kinds of politics at play in situations like the two riots 
described here, from an individual decision to protest, to unplanned group action, to inter-
national relations. As has been described above, these diff erent scales and types of phe-
nomenon all exist at the same time in the course of a riot and are of equal importance and 
infl uence. How then to approach the multiplicity of political perspectives and actions at 
play? Perhaps the best place to start is with Chantal Mouff e and her call for greater consid-
eration of the nature of agonistic politics, the politics of active opposition. Mouff e sees the 
liberal notion of a ‘middle-ground’ of compromise between opposing positions as unsat-
isfactory, preferring an actively contested space between strongly held positions (Mouff e 
2005). Th is perspective, as well as working as a good analogy for riot actions themselves, 
is important for the diff erent role it aff ords objects and places, those subjects of archaeo-
logical analysis, as rather than representing compromises and being eff ectively shared, they 
can become actively contested and bear multiple meanings. Th e implications for things of 
a politics of this kind bears some resemblance to Sartrean notions of existential authentic-
ity, wherein people and things are the entirety of how they are perceived, rather than being 
one thing or the other (Storm Heter 2006). Instead of feeling Rocquetin’s nausea, a dan-
ger when allowing infi nite possible meanings into the archaeological equation, we might 
instead embrace the freedom of analysis that comes from allowing objects multiple identi-
ties (Sartre 1965).  

  38.3     Two Riots 

 Th is section will focus on the two riots that form the central case studies of this chapter. A 
variety of sources have been used and the methods of gathering the information presented 
here are by no means consistent between the two events. I have learned about the riots in 
Tallinn retrospectively, through a combination of reading, interview, and site visits. Th e 
area in which the Bristol riot took place I know as a local resident and the information 
on the riot presented here is drawn from a combination of Twitter streams, news reports, 
and blog entries. I consider these reliable, at least insofar as they accurately demonstrate 
the complexity of the local politics of the area as I understand it. Th ere is also increas-
ing understanding of such new media outlets as a democratizing force, working directly 
against the inferential structures whereby mainstream news outlets reporting of events 
(even of the possibility of future events) is oft en conditioned by the nature of police brief-
ings (Greer and McLaughlin 2010: 1041). It may need to be made clear that this chapter 
is concerned with the archaeological implications of studying riots, rather than with the 
politics of the events themselves. I was not aware of the riots in Tallinn until I came across 
Kristina Norman’s work in the Kiasma contemporary art gallery in Helsinki in January 
2011. I have a somewhat closer connection to the Bristol riot, having studied the area in 
which it took place on and off  for fi ve years beforehand and lived two streets away from the 
centre of the riot until just a few months before it took place (see Dixon 2009). However, I 
attempt, as far as is possible, to write here as a dispassionate archaeologist and this chapter 
is concerned only with the observable material conditions of both riots; for clarity of analy-
sis, political positioning will be limited to those statements explicitly made by participants 
in the events.  
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  38.3.1     Th e Bronze Night (Estonian: Pronksi öö ) 

 Th e Bronze Night(s), also known as the ‘April Unrest’ occurred in Tallinn, Estonia, on 26–30 
April 2007, following the relocation of a Soviet war memorial in the city and the exhumation 
of a number of Russian soldiers buried next to it. Th e removal itself took place at the end of 
a long political process connected to the establishment of an independent Estonia and an 
associated re-evaluation of the role of the nation in the Second World War. Th e then Prime 
Minister, Andrus Ansip, of the right-wing  Reformierakond  party, ruled that the part of the 
memorial that was a bronze effi  gy of a Russian soldier (known as ‘Aljo š a’) should be removed 
and relocated, along with the soldiers buried at its feet (Norman 2009). Th e memorial had 
long been a gathering place for members of Tallinn’s Russian-Estonian minority who would 
come together at the memorial at certain times to remember (not necessarily triumphantly, 
although this is implied in the justifi cation for the removal of the statue) the war dead and 
the nation’s Soviet past, with the laying of off erings, singing, and, more oft en than not, the 
drinking of vodka (Kurg 2009; Muhu 2008). 

 On 26 April, the exhumation of the bodies began (a sign on the fence around the site 
read ‘Archaeological Excavation’ although no further information is currently available on 
who the archaeologists were undertaking the work) and a crowd of protesters formed, swell-
ing to around 1,000 over the course of the aft ernoon, as attempts were made to storm the 
enclosure. By midnight that evening, the centre of the city was in the midst of full-scale riot, 
with (mainly, but not exclusively) Russian-Estonian youths committing acts of vandalism 
and looting shops. Th is was followed by numerous arrests before violence died down in the 
early hours of the morning, by which time an emergency meeting of the Estonian govern-
ment had decided to expedite the removal of the memorial and its relocation (then to an 
unknown ‘holding’ location). 

 Th e following night, rioting continued, this time with a better prepared police force com-
bating the rioters with water-cannons and rubber bullets, and spread to some other predom-
inantly Russian-Estonian towns. Violent rioting did not carry on past this night, although 
the next two days saw the creation of a strong volunteer police force and a call by Russian 
groups for all Russian-Estonian men to ‘take up arms’. Th e 30th of April saw an organized 
‘slow-drive’ through the city with much sounding of horns. By this time a Russian delega-
tion had arrived in the city and, among other actions, called for the resignation of the Ansip 
government (Harding 2007; Norman 2009). On 1 May, they laid wreaths at the site of the 
relocated memorial and, although the debates surrounding the relocation were to continue, 
the riot can be said to have ended.  

  38.3.2     Tesco, Bristol 

 Rioting along Stokes Croft  and Cheltenham Road in Bristol on the night of 23/24 April 2011 
followed a not dissimilar pattern. During the day, it was announced that Avon and Somerset 
police would be arriving in the area to evict the occupants of a supposed squat, Telepathic 
Heights, on Cheltenham Road, with an associated charge that they were planning to attack 
the new Tesco store opposite the squat. Social media sites began reporting a growing police 
presence in the late morning. A small crowd gathered through the aft ernoon to witness 
and protest against the eviction, with a constant stream of events being reported on various 
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social networking sites, notably Twitter, and even a live video stream of the eviction from 
the upstairs window of a local resident. Th e crowd grew as the eviction carried on into the 
evening, numbers swelling as local protesters were joined by others coming to the area from 
elsewhere in Bristol. 

 Over time, what had begun as a protest turned into a violent riot as protesters began to 
take their frustrations out on the police and the police likewise took their frustrations out 
on local people. Lines formed in the street (the Twitter stream describes a barricade of bicy-
cles being eventually replaced by one of fl aming bins) with protesters and police, the latter 
equipped with horses, alternately charging each other. In the early hours of the morning, the 
Tesco shop on Cheltenham Road became the focus of violence, having its windows smashed 
and graffi  ti sprayed on its frontage and the shop’s entire stock of cigarettes stolen (Clement 
2012). Th e Tesco supermarket had been at the centre of local political debate for some time, 
with a large, sustained movement of local people protesting against the company setting 
up another store in the area (there were already a number within walking distance), to the 
potential detriment of other local shops struggling to get by in a harsh fi nancial climate. 
It would not be accurate to call the evening’s events an organized anti-Tesco action, but it 
is certainly the case that what began as a protest against heavy-handed policing eventually 
turned its attention to the area’s major symbol of corporate disregard for people and places. 

 Th is particular riot lasted only for one night, not slowing during daylight hours before 
recurring the following night as is oft en the case with larger occasions of civil unrest. 
However, the event is notable for the way in which news of the events was spread via social 
media, something which doubtless had an eff ect on events themselves. As well as the ‘facts’ 
of what was happening, by following the Twitter feeds of diff erent people, including the MP 
for the neighbouring constituency Kerry McCarthy (McCarthy 2011a, 2011b), it was pos-
sible to pinpoint changes in the ‘mood’ of the protest and the moment when it became a riot. 
Tesco, certainly, seems to have become a focus for violence very late in the course of events 
and it is right to surmise that attention was driven towards it by the nature of the course of 
other events on the evening.  

  38.4     The Art of Civil Unrest 

  38.4.1      Aft er-War  

 Th e case of the Bronze Nights was taken up by Estonian artist Kristina Norman in a series of 
works and interventions brought together as  Aft er-War , the Estonian exhibition at the 53rd 
Venice Biennial in 2009. As a Russian-Estonian herself, Norman was and is particularly 
sympathetic to the debates surrounding the relocating of the monument and the political 
situation surrounding it that led to the riots of April 2007. 

 Her work for  Aft er-War  began with a fi lm,  Monoliit  (2007), exploring the materiality of the 
soldier statue as if it had arrived in Tallinn from space (inspired by the monolith in Stanley 
Kubrick’s  2001: A Space Odyssey ). Th ereaft er, in 2008, the work took a more interventionist 
turn, as Norman took miniature replicas of the soldier to the cemetery in which the memorial 
had been relocated and used them as a catalyst to conversation with people she encountered 
about the memorial, the events of April 2007, and the wider political situation. One of these 
miniature replicas of the bronze soldier was taken by someone and placed near to the pre-riot 
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location of the war memorial of which it was a part, an act which resulted in people leaving 
off erings and candles alongside the miniature as they had done when the original had been  in 
situ , a happening that was reported on the national news. Realizing the continued existence of 
the Russian-Estonian community’s relationship with the space, as mediated through the image 
of the soldier, Norman developed these existing ideas of the importance of the physical pres-
ence of the image of the memorial (as distinct from the memorial itself) and developed another 
intervention which saw her construct (with Meelis Muhu) a full-size replica of the soldier 
coloured gold (Figure 38.1) and attempt to place it near to the original location of the memorial 
(it stood briefl y before being removed by the police). Films of the making of the golden soldier 
and of the Estonian police’s removal of it soon aft er installation form  Aft er-War , alongside the 
gold soldier effi  gy itself, a number of miniature replicas, and fi lm of the Bronze Night riots.      

 What we see in Norman’s durational artistic engagement with a particular political situa-
tion, especially taking account of the perspectives she focuses on of the materiality of the image 
of the memorial in question, is a complex relationship between a physical object, other objects 
representing that original object (see Schiff er, this volume), the expression of deeply held 
political and social beliefs (Astrov 2009; Laimre 2009), and the ways in which a community 
defi nes itself through the action of memorialization, erupting into riot when the central object 
of the memorial is removed. How Norman’s work adds to our understanding of this relation-
ship is that, by using the various replicas of the monument to revive the memorial acts that 
surrounded it in a particular location prior to removal, she demonstrates that any commemo-
rative acts around the old statue in its new location are somehow of secondary importance to 
those acts of commemoration around new replicas in the original location. It is almost as if to 
say that the replicas, by occasioning such a revival, come to embody an emotional vitality that 
was always in existence, but which had been unsuccessfully transferred to the new location 
with the soldier itself. Th us, we begin to understand, through artistic intervention, the depth of 
the threat that was felt and which was the immediate cause of the civil unrest in question.  

 figure 38.1      Still from  Aft er War , 2009 (reproduced with permission from Kristina 
Norman)  
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  38.4.2      Savage Messiah  

 Th e ongoing project of artist Laura Oldfi eld Ford,  Savage Messiah , consists of walks, urban 
drift s (making use of the Situationist technique of the d é rive, a method of experiencing 
the essence of places by passing through them), during which Oldfi eld Ford engages with 
people and places, and collects images, either literally or by sketching. Th ese come together 
in occasional exhibitions and the long-running zine  Savage Messiah , in which she brings 
together many of the drift  images with pieces of text, original and found, to describe and 
debate places, people and events (Oldfi eld Ford 2012; Sherwin 2011). 

 For the duration of February 2011, Oldfi eld Ford produced an exhibition in conjunc-
tion with the Arnolfi ni gallery, Bristol, in which she created eleven posters based on drift s 
around the city. Primarily these were left  to be casually encountered by members of the pub-
lic, although a map of the poster locations was produced by Arnolfi ni and Oldfi eld Ford led a 
walk around them to open the exhibition, as did the author on another occasion, specifi cally 
as an urban archaeologist. What becomes immediately clear is that by bringing together a 
number of found images of aspects of urban decay, the artist creates a clear visual distinc-
tion between the contents of the poster and its immediate surroundings. However, what one 
learns through the act of looking for each of the posters and perhaps ‘straying off  the beaten 
track’ a little is that the urban decay depicted is never far away. 

 Although these works are not a response to the riots of April 2011, appearing sometime 
before that event, in them we see the material conditions that can be identifi ed as a contrib-
uting factors in the events that led to the smashing of the Tesco frontage (Figure 38.2). It 
is signifi cant that these material conditions are identifi ed through the d é rive process and 

 figure 38.2      Cover of  Savage Messiah  zine accompanying Bristol exhibition (reproduced 
with permission from Laura Oldfi eld Ford)  
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juxtaposition of found images rather than being immediately apparent. We might suppose 
that Oldfi eld Ford’s work exposes what is hidden by the veneer of respectability, imposed 
perhaps by lack of depth of engagement on the part of most who encounter central Bristol. 
Of course this veneer was also compromised by the riot itself. What Oldfi eld Ford’s Bristol 
work, and the wider  Savage Messiah  project, show us is just how thin that veneer is, how 
beneath the fake harmony of consumerism and happy lives there is a ‘truth’ of hardship, 
decay, and violence that will, on occasion, reveal itself. It is to be found in discarded fast food 
wrappers and pictures torn from magazines and is observed not easily, but by durational 
engagement with places, both in the form of the drift s and ‘off -site’ in the forming of the 
juxtapositions of images and text that most accurately represent the potential of a place to 
experience civil unrest.        

  38.5     The Archaeology of Civil Unrest 

  38.5.1     Tallinn, Estonia, April 2007 

 From even this short summary of events, there are certain things we can infer from look-
ing at the riots in Tallinn. Perhaps the most important of these is the way, not limited to 
situations such as this one, in which international politics can, however briefl y, centre on 
individual objects, in this case a war memorial. Th is, of course, was a complex memorial, 
incorporating the bodies of a number of Russian soldiers and the animosity their excavation 
caused is not particularly surprising (see also Shepherd, this volume, and Fondebrider 2009, 
for more on the political contexts of exhumation). What is perhaps of more interest to us is 
the way in which the course of events ran. Beginning as a political debate (Blomfi eld 2007), 
events became the physical removal of the statue, which became a protest, which became 
a violent protest, which became widespread looting, all in the course of one aft ernoon and 
evening. 

 As this sequence of events takes place, diff erent ideas and materials become involved 
and we can see how the relationship between people and objects changes or fi nds diff erent 
expression over time. Of course, we begin only with the idea of the bronze soldier monu-
ment and the history and community it represents. Th e soldier itself (and buried soldiers 
too) become enrolled in the events as soon as work begins to physically remove them from 
their location. Hidden behind fencing, this central object is invisible, both present and not 
present. Th is ambiguity refl ects the ambiguity of the ‘Estonianness’ of Russian-Estonians, 
who are not considered full Estonian citizens, despite having been in the country for many 
generations in some cases (Triisberg 2009). Th e heightened uncertainty of events leads to 
physical violence against the police force, one of the more obvious physical manifestations of 
anti-authority action. As events escalate, more things, the shops of central Tallinn, become 
enrolled as symbols of a wider Estonian identity that is partially denied to those rioting, for 
whatever reason. Th e riot stops because it does not need to carry on. 

 Th us, over the course of a few hours, we see a fl uid set of relationships between changing 
numbers of diff erent people and diff erent objects and ideas of objects. All of this is the Bronze 
Night, but it happens at multiple scales, from the individual Russian-Estonian protesting the 
loss of a memorial space to the speculative ‘Army of Russian Resistance’ calling for outright 
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confl ict, to members of the Russian government travelling to Tallinn for 1 May celebrations. 
It is connected to what the memorial is held to represent, to the physical memorial, to the 
uncertain future of the memorial, to the history of Estonian-Russian relations, the Second 
World War, and anti-capitalist sentiment at one and the same time. It takes the heightened 
emotions and actions of a riot to see all of these enrolments and implications together over 
the course of a few hours, a length of time largely absent from archaeological analyses  

  38.5.2     Bristol, England, April 2011 

 Th e Stokes Croft /Cheltenham Road area of Bristol had seen riots before, notably in April 
(again) 1980, when the riot in neighbouring St Pauls spilled over into it at times. Offi  cial 
accounts exist of the 1980 riot and these are of a diff erent interest to the contemporary 
archaeologist, as they deal with the area almost as a battlefi eld, a militarized landscape of 
safe zones, rallying points, and forward and reserve lines (BTUC 1981; Dixon 2011). 

 But in 2011, the diff erence is that local events could be followed in real time by anybody 
with a laptop or smart-phone anywhere in the world. So, it is (or perhaps was) possible to 
appreciate how long the tension built up for aft er news of the police gathering for the raid 
on Telepathic Heights. Further, it was possible to realize the impact of the moment the 
police stormed the building, if only by the sheer speed at which the Twitter feed began to 
roll. Above all, following this event in real time made something of a nonsense of how the 
event was reported as a purely anti-Tesco riot (Allen 2011; Flintoff  2011; Taphouse 2011; 
Williams 2011). Th ere were literally hours and hours of ebbing and fl owing, moments of 
violence and moments of calm, before one person’s attention turned to the windows of 
Tesco sometime around 2 a.m. with others following suit. Th e majority of those on the 
scene posting comments on Twitter described how quickly the hyper-violent phase of the 
riot happened. 

 As with events in Tallinn, witnessed ‘in action’ as opposed to seen with hindsight in the 
recent past, we can understand the changing relationships between people and things, and 
people and other people, with a much more nuanced understanding of how time and dura-
tion play their own roles in shaping events. Th e event has become associated with anti-Tesco 
feeling partly because of the vandalism itself, but also partly because of the suddenness 
with which the vandalism took place. People in the area had been leading a peaceful protest 
against the shop for some time before 23 April and although some kind of violence against it 
may have been foreseen, it was certainly not inevitable (Bakare 2011).   

  38.6     Conclusions 

 Th is chapter has suggested that riots are perhaps among the most important things that are 
under-considered in contemporary archaeology, for their power to uncover, for an observ-
able duration, deep historical and wide geographical ‘slices’ through society. Archaeological 
approaches to duration will develop as we debate further the diff erence between contempo-
rary archaeology and the archaeology of the contemporary past. Likewise, it may become 
possible, through extending small case studies like those presented here, to make the 
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archaeology of a single riot useful for the study of all kinds of other discrete action. But riots 
ought to be studied in their own right and their potential to change the way we use archaeol-
ogy to view both the present and past world is invaluable. 

 Riots are already an act of othering, an extreme statement of opposition between particu-
lar people and particular things, or other people. In the case of riots, rather than introducing 
a false distance between ourselves as archaeologists and events as data, we can approach 
them through proximity and, by following them as they unfold, with an emotional con-
nection. Riots have huge implications that are felt far beyond their immediate locales and 
beyond their participants. As contemporary archaeologists we have a particular ability to 
demonstrate how these implications are made, in action, and the particular material condi-
tions that contribute to their nature and eff ect. Th ese integrated archaeological understand-
ings of why riots happen and of what happens during them may, one day, have the potential 
to play an active role in better curating those conditions that make desperate people resort 
to violence in the fi rst place.  
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