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perhaps American Bottom people were simply undergoing a process of
peripheral isolation. In Haury (1956:44) terminology, this parallels, in
many respects, a “Reducing Tradition” where trait loss occurs through an
increasing simplification process brought about by an emergent closed
value system (that is, a “lack of cultural interest” [47] in other cultures).
Alternatively, with the breakdown of the Hopewell Interaction Sphere,
northern and southern ethnic cores were no longer interested in maintain-
ing traditional ties with backwater areas such as the American Bottom.

At the end of this phase, sometime around cal a.d. 350, the gradual
process of Hopewellian collapse in the American Bottom is suspended by
the apparent abandonment of the area. It is unclear what historic pro-
cesses brought about this final collapse. One possibility is that the small
hinterland population of the American Bottom moved back into one or
more core areas, perhaps in response to collapsing religious, social, or
political systems in those areas. This may have occurred for appropria-
tional (sensu Polanyi 1957) reasons (Halperin 1994), for example, a desire

Fig. 11.5. Middle Woodland ceramic design formats: upper, Holding phase zoned,
fixed field; lower, Hill Lake phase unzoned, free field.
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to maintain closer social or religious ties, a practice or response that leaves
no evidence in the archaeological record. Perhaps it was due to a perceived
need to revitalize a rapidly disintegrating cultural tradition that still owed
much to the north and south. In any case, following abandonment of the
area by Middle Woodland populations, less than a century afterward,
early Late Woodland populations, clearly related to Lower Illinois River
Valley traditions (White Hall), reappear in the American Bottom—but
with lithic and ceramic assemblages and settlement strategies that differ in
virtually every respect from their Middle Woodland predecessors (McEl-
rath and Fortier 2000).

Conclusion

Understanding the discontinuous nature of the culture historical process
of the Woodland stage is in its infancy and still based on only a handful of
excavated sites. Ironically, much of our thinking about Early and Middle
Woodland archaeology has been colored by research at Cahokia and its
mostly gradualistic, unilinear models of Mississippian emergence (Kelly
1990). However, the historical circumstances and cultural trajectory of
that period were quite different and disconnected from the Early and
Middle Woodland past. The vertical nature of chronological charts such
as have been established for the American Bottom is unfortunate, for it
implies connectivity. On the contrary, the American Bottom “sequence”
really embodies a hodgepodge of cultural traditions, many of which are
horizontally intrusive, unrelated, and short-lived. The Early Woodland,
Middle Woodland, and initial Late Woodland traditions of the American
Bottom are only sequential in a chronological sense. In fact, cultural pe-
riod interfaces are mostly disjunctive in nature and, therefore, belie simple
evolutionary interpretations.

The fact that an in situ population in the American Bottom never be-
came established during this 500 to 600 year period is probably due to
four important historic factors: (1) its geographic position at the con-
fluence of three rivers, making it competitively attractive to multiple cul-
tural traditions for short periods of time; (2) the hydrological instability
and mostly inhospitable paludal nature of the Mississippi River basin; (3)
the unstable mobility patterns of Early Woodland groups throughout the
Midwest; and (4) its cultural position between two major Middle Wood-
land tradition core areas. In this sense the American Bottom may have
functioned as a kind of no-man’s-land or buffer zone between the Havana
and Crab Orchard traditions for much of the Middle Woodland period
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and under these circumstances could neither establish a permanent iden-
tity of its own nor break from its northern or southern parent traditions,
that is, it could not become a peripheral isolate. The development of some
sort of incipient self-identity may have developed over an undefined por-
tion near the end of this period, but unknown circumstances that acceler-
ated the collapse of Middle Woodland traditions in the core areas, and
perhaps throughout the Midwest, may have prompted this fledgling and
marginalized American Bottom “tradition” to abandon the periphery for
its perceived motherland. Perhaps there was a revitalistic movement at the
end of Hopewell that beckoned neighboring and marginal affines back to
the central arena, possibly for one last fandango (see Fortier 1998:356–
358). The actual circumstances of abandonment can only be surmised. In
any case, the most telling factors for the demise of the Middle Woodland
stage in the American Bottom will not be found locally, but in those core
areas.

Future Middle Woodland research in the American Bottom should be
directed at defining the hallmarks of local identity and technological prac-
tice, such as may be found in ceramic decorative styles, projectile point
types, ceramic manufacturing techniques, material source preferences,
mortuary practices, settlement logistics, and community organization for-
mats. The forces of historical circumstance also need to be better defined,
especially at the boundaries of periods and phases. Models by their very
natures color perceptions of our data. Models based on cultural gradual-
ism, adaptation, punctuated equilibria, or forces of historical circum-
stance each carry a certain amount of theoretical baggage that prefigure
how we regard cultural tradition and the means of articulating traditions
in time and space.

Chronological sequences are, after all, heuristic devices that explain
very little about cultural practice or historical process. In any case, recog-
nizing the discontinuous nature of American Bottom cultural traditions
during the Woodland period is a minimal first step in deconstructing evo-
lutionary models for this period that have now outlived their usefulness in
this arena of culture history.
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Interpreting Discontinuity and Historical Process
in Midcontinental Late Archaic and
Early Woodland Societies

Thomas E. Emerson and Dale L. McElrath

Fiddler on the roof . . . every one of us is a fiddler on the roof
trying to scratch out a pleasant simple tune without breaking his
neck. . . . How do we keep our balance? I can tell you in one
word—tradition!
Tevye the dairyman, in Fiddler on the Roof

Every individual, as Tevye observes, is a “fiddler on the roof,” trying to
keep their balance within the shifting demands and obligations of multiple
social and natural environments, oscillating between stasis and cata-
strophic change, negotiating between “us” and “them,” and so forth. The
result of the many individuals’ participation in such societal balancing acts
is the very reproduction and transformation of society. Acting individu-
ally, but within a social context, these individuals create “communities of
practice” that in their multiple interactions we might envision as creating
“traditions.”1 An important aspect of such a heuristic is the recognition
that such traditions are interwoven with social reproduction and, conse-
quently, contain many subjective and arbitrary elements of learned behav-
ior that are transmitted in the context of the multiple “communities of
practice” (cf. Lave and Wenger 1991). Traditions have many material
facies and multiscalar expressions ranging from narrow technologies to
their broadest guise as panregional cultural correspondences. But we sug-
gest that, at least at the level of a region, thinking of traditions in terms of
“ethnic cores” may be useful for conceptualizing the past.

In this study we focus on the recognition of a number of historically and
spatially defined local traditions in Terminal Archaic and Early Woodland
cultural assemblages in the restricted area of the Mississippi River flood-
plain known as the American Bottom region of Illinois. At this period in
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pre-Columbian America, cultural histories are often seen as marked by
evolutionary change encouraged by the addition of domesticates and ce-
ramic technology to the cultural repertoire. Many archaeologists have
viewed such changes as reflecting underlying environmentally condi-
tioned, functional adaptations by stable in situ populations. However
such interpretive models have an inherent functionalist and evolutionary
bias that validates continuity and gradual change while obscuring evi-
dence of variation and discontinuity, thus confirming their interpretations
(e.g., Caldwell 1958; J. B. Griffin 1964; Willey 1966). By specifically rec-
ognizing independent local traditions, we recognize disjuncture in the ar-
chaeological sequence that may reflect changing and interacting commu-
nities of practice. In this regard we evaluate inferences derived from
proposed evolutionary schemes for western Illinois Terminal Archaic and
Early Woodland populations and provide alternative interpretations to
explain observed variations in local cultural patterns (also see Fortier, this
volume).

Abandoning strictly functionalist and adaptationalist interpretations,
we reexamine the cultural-historical framework that archaeologists have
created to characterize the groups occupying the American Bottom from
about 1400 to 150 b.c.. We revisualize these earlier constructs in the con-
text of communities of practice, ethnic cores, and local traditions within
the broader confines of practice and agency (sensu collectivities) theory.
While some have seen culture-history and postprocessual paradigms as
incompatible or at least incongruent paradigms (e.g., Dancey 1999:254–
256 or Lightfoot, this volume), we do not (see Emerson 1999:267–268).
In the American Bottom it is apparent that the massive data sets (including
entire excavated sites with extensive chronometric, subsistence, settle-
ment, and material culture information) organized against a cultural-
historical backdrop provide the time-space-material culture dimensions
necessary to study practice and agency in a pre-Columbian context. Ulti-
mately, in this examination, we conclude that, conceptually, communities
of practice and developing ethnicities prove to be strong candidates for
understanding social change in pre-Colombian America (see similar con-
clusions by other authors in this volume, especially Sassaman, Saunders,
and Lightfoot).

Traditions

Tradition is a loaded concept having a considerable history in archaeologi-
cal theory, but most are familiar with it as codified in Willey and Phillips’s
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taxonomy as “a (primarily) temporal continuity represented by persistent
configurations in single technologies or other systems of related forms”
(Willey and Phillips 1958:34–38). This narrower, materialist definition
was an express retreat from an earlier, broader social conceptualization as
“a distinctive way of life, reflected in various aspects of the culture . . .
[marked by] persistent themes [that] dominate the life of the people”
(Goggin 1949:17) or as a “socially transmitted cultural form which per-
sists in time” (Haury 1956:39).

Pauketat (this volume) asks us to look to that broader earlier usage. It
is a return to a commonsense tradition, defined by the 1990 World Book
Dictionary as “the handing down of beliefs, opinions, customs, and sto-
ries, such as from parents to children, especially by word of mouth or by
practice.” However, this view also acknowledges that the reproduction of
tradition is its transformation. This is a “historical” and “processual”
tradition that is both grounded in the past and transformed through prac-
tice into a revitalized, reformulated, and living tradition. Such an interac-
tive vision of tradition relies heavily on, and might be considered a syn-
onym for, the post-structuralist agency-and-practice-centered concept of
social reproduction (e.g., Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Foucault 1979; Giddens
1979, 1984).

The renewed archaeological interest in a socially centered archaeology
is encouraging, especially as it is one that includes historical process as an
integral aspect of its interpretive schema (cf. Lightfoot et al. 1998; Light-
foot and Martinez 1995; Pauketat 1998a, 2001; Shennan 1993; Stein
1998; Trigger 1989a, b). In anthropology in general there has been in-
creasing disquiet concerning the suitability of monolithic ahistorical ana-
lytical units such as “culture” and “society” for investigating human inter-
action (cf. Marcus and Fischer 1986). In part this is due to recognition of
the multiscalar nature of societies and the analytical potential of factions
and other communities that comprise virtually any social collectivity. In
archaeology, the shift in attention, as well as a renewed historical perspec-
tive, has made the identification of communities an important issue. The
recognition of factional and community interaction also means we must
cope with “social resistance” as a force operating within and between
collectivities.

An important aspect of the foregoing approaches is the recognition that
social continuance and transformation are products of the actual practices
of real people, as well as the negotiations, accommodations, and resis-
tance of various factions within the greater social collectivity. It provides
us an opportunity to shift some of our attention from such external
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ahistorical and asocial forces as adaptation, environmental change, popu-
lation growth, and subsistence and to redirect them toward social interac-
tions. With the recognition of diversity within what were formerly per-
ceived as monolithic cultural entities, we can examine the applications of
power, resistance, and negotiation within and between segments of soci-
ety.

The linking of tradition with a practice model of social reproduction
moves us closer toward a historical and social archaeology but is not, in
and of itself, a problem-free heuristic. Its archaeological implementation
carries with it issues of scale, boundedness, and duration that we must be
careful to define on a case-by-case basis. Tradition brings this flexibility
forward into the social arena—it allows us to consider wide-ranging issues
of technological continuity, local cultural expressions, broad ecological
and adaptationalist patterning, or something altogether different. How-
ever, if this reborn tradition is to contribute to archaeological understand-
ing, we need to delimit its parameters and to conceptualize it in a socially
meaningful way. We suggest that an approach incorporating the concepts
of communities of practice and ethnic cores addresses these problems, and
we examine their utility using the Terminal Archaic–Early Woodland ar-
chaeology of the American Bottom as an example.

Ethnicity

Studies of Eastern Woodlands cultures have long been dominated by inter-
pretive models that rely heavily on adaptation and evolution as key caus-
ative themes (see the summaries in B. D. Smith 1986 and Steponaitis
1986). These studies commonly incorporate evolutionary models of pro-
gressive social organization, such as bands to states (sensu Service 1962),
concepts of economic rationality, such as optimal foraging, and a more
general viewpoint that material culture is adaptationalist (sensu L. White
1959). These approaches are especially prevalent in hunter-gatherer re-
search. Archaic people are usually depicted living as small family or band-
level mobile hunters and gatherers marked by logistical or foraging subsis-
tence and settlement patterns. Understanding the past is essentially
reduced to understanding the relationship of people with their environ-
ment. Such studies are seldom concerned with specific social collectivities,
and variation is usually attributable to environmental variations and ad-
aptations. These studies outline one way of approaching the past (see
papers in Winterhalder and Smith 1981; Bettinger 1991).

The recognition of local traditions may, however, provide us a different
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perspective on the microscale social, economic, and political interactions
that shaped the various Terminal Archaic and Early Woodland societies in
the American Bottom. In fact, we suggest that tradition, when incorporat-
ing communities of practice, ethnogenesis, and ethnic differentiation, may
be a useful conceptual heuristic.2 Such social categories are dynamic, fluid,
and subject to change. Consequently, ethnic identification is fundamen-
tally crafted by a group vis-à-vis “others” and requires the “objectifica-
tion” of social and material differences through a system of classification
for its existence, reproduction, and transmission (S. Jones 1997:84). The
importance of ethnicity is that it may provide a social boundedness that
we believe can, in certain circumstances, be equated with the archaeologi-
cal recognition of local traditions.

Such a characterization is sympathetic to an agency and practice theory
approach, since ethnogenesis, in a sense, works in the active creation and
maintenance of cultural boundaries, through community interaction, as
an active component of the social system (S. Jones 1997:28). Ethnogenesis
also must, of necessity, incorporate a spatial, contextual, and historical
approach to material culture, since it is primarily a creation of a historical
trajectory of practices that operate within communities of practice and of
the recognition of ethnicity as a problem of archaeological contexts. We
see ethnicity as a way of conceptualizing and operationalizing the concept
of tradition at the level of the community, in this case, at the level of a
band- or tribal-level society. We also find it useful because it incorporates,
in its very definition, factors of scale, boundedness, resistance, and group
and material differentiation.

Ethnicity also provides a way to understand how local traditions can
come into being as forces of differentiation through the creation of group
“consciousness.”3 The strength of such collective consciousness (that is,
ethnicity) is most dramatically expressed in culture contact situations in-
volving asymmetrical power relations (cf. S. Jones 1997:96–100). The
creation of “ethnic” minorities is maximized by the “resistance” of disen-
franchised groups interacting with strong centralized societies (e.g., Brass
1985; Emberling 1997; Shennan 1989). Ethnicity appears less strongly
expressed in situations of interaction between groups roughly comparable
in terms of power. Many researchers looking at the mechanisms involving
“ethnogenesis” note that environmental, social, or political stress, and
warfare are important and perhaps even necessary accelerating factors
(see Creamer and Haas 1985; R. B. Ferguson 1990; Fried 1975; Haas
1990b; Hodder 1979; Kimes et al 1982; Shennan 1989). Primary sources
of social, political, and economic stress are the boundaries between soci-
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eties with markedly different sociopolitical patterns, especially where con-
ditions of asymmetrical power relations exist (cf. Champion 1989).
Clearly, an important factor in the formation of local tradition and
ethnicity is intercommunity interaction.

Since ethnogenesis is specifically promoted by recognition of differ-
ence—that is, by “we/they” oppositions—it is encouraged in situations
that bring the prevailing doxa (which supports the naturalization of the
existing social order) into confrontation with a different reality. Such con-
frontations most readily come into play where subordinated or socially
differentiated groups encounter a new social reality through their rela-
tions with dangerous or powerful neighbors (see Scarry, Loren, this vol-
ume). However, the recognition of difference is a key aspect of all group
interaction and consequently plays a role in social formation throughout
history (see Sassaman, this volume).4

Ethnicity can be seen as a critical factor in the social landscape of the
earliest hunting and gathering groups (see especially Van den Berghe
1981). Such a view stems from a “primordialist” concept of ethnicity (e.g.,
Emberling 1997; Geertz 1963; S. Jones 1997) that defines it as “deeply
rooted” in human interactions. This conceptualization operates on the
premise of ethnic groups as “collectivities” that incorporate integrative
mechanisms, provide corporate definition and boundedness, structure in-
tergroup interaction, and create the “us-them dichotomy” (Jenkins 1997:
10–19). To some extent, such a perspective is a reaction to the “social
superfluidity” models of Barth and others that seem to project ethnicity as
a totally amorphous social entity present only in the reflected light of
resistance. Both Jenkins (1997) and Van den Berghe (1981) stress the
“structuring” force of ethnicity and its critical cohesive function. It is pos-
sible that this fluidity of ethnicity may be a modern phenomenon linked to
its existence primarily in the shadow of powerful states. In earlier ethnic
groups, group cohesion rather than resistance may have been the critical
generative factor. At all levels, however, ethnicity is simply kinship writ
large, and in this context it can be seen as a structuring factor in all soci-
eties from the smallest bands to the largest states.

Van den Berghe (1981:22–39), in a very functionalist and adapta-
tionalist interpretation, located ethnic origins in early human societies in
the practices of small breeding populations’ need to maintain internal
cohesion and peace, preferential endogamy, common (real or putative)
ancestry, and physical propinquity (or territoriality), that is, the gemein-
schaft of German scholars. He saw such integrative forces, as expressed
both through biological and social themes, as the basis for ethnic expres-
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sions that led to the establishment of the critical “us-them” dichotomy.
One does not have to accept Van den Berghe’s causative interpretations to
value his point that ethnicity may have been a factor in the earliest human
societies. Ethnic identities are created and reinforced through patterns of
intergroup competition and interactions, sociocultural environments, and
adaptational adjustments to varying environmental niches. While not de-
nying that such ethnic groups have a certain fluidity to them, Van den
Berghe (1981:22, 39) argues they are maintained primarily by preference
and isolation and partially by the mechanism of territoriality, which serves
to reduce competition. The strength of these identities is likely directly
correlated with the strength of the challenges to those identities. This cor-
relation explains the relatively low level of ethnic identity encountered
among comparatively equal, low-density, contemporaneous hunter-gath-
erer groups versus the marked ethnicity just noted here in marginal groups
within powerful states.

If we focus on ethnicity à la tradition as a cohesive and integrative force
in early hunting and gathering societies, then we might expect that the
patterning of archaeological material cultures should reflect that same
cohesiveness. Unfortunately anthropologists and ethnoarchaeologists
have been unable to demonstrate this in modern situations (cf. Emberling
1997; S. Jones 1997:106–127). To some extent the problem reflects the
fact that ethnic markers are derived from a group’s material configuration
through an internal process of accentuating or diminishing selected cul-
tural traits (Bentley 1987; S. Jones 1997:115–122; Shennan 1989:14–
17). While we may have difficulty recognizing this subset we should still
be able to identify the material culture of the larger group vis-à-vis others
(see Lightfoot and Martinez 1995:478–482). This recognition must be
performed in each specific case because the material world obtains mean-
ing from the wider context and can shift both message and significance as
that context changes. However, the use of the material world in the active
creation of ethnic identity is not random but emerges, instead, from “par-
ticular sociohistorical contexts” and “the existing cultural practices and
modes of differentiation” (S. Jones 1997:125). In essence, the historical
context and technological trajectory of the material remains of past com-
munities of practice provide clues to the production of the material world
in the present.

Consequently it seems possible to recognize ethnic groups in the ar-
chaeological record, perhaps not as tightly circumscribed, impenetrable
material clusters, but as ethnic cores (cf. Van den Berghe 1981) with per-
meable bounds and as communities of practice that have a material di-
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mension (cf. Lightfoot and Martinez 1995:481–482). It is a conceptual
shift by archaeologists to a focus on a community’s internal practices of
self-definition vis- à-vis the other that will allow us to examine the interac-
tions and historical trajectories of pre-Columbian societies, that is, their
traditions. Whether one frames this research in terms of communities of
practice, ethnic cores, boundaries, or other models of group interaction, to
identify them we must look across broad social and spatial regimes within
well-defined chronological and spatial parameters. This requires that ar-
chaeologists build strong historical sequences in those areas in which we
seek to understand the developments, interactions, and transformations
of historical and cultural traditions.

Adaptational Models of Late Archaic–Early Woodland Lifeways

In this discussion we explore Late Archaic and Early Woodland communi-
ties of practice within the confined space of the American Bottom. A pre-
cept of this study is that this period involved multiple and diverse groups,
most often categorized in politicosocial terms as bands or, possibly, tribes.
It is a time filled with socially and politically heterogeneous contempora-
neous societies—societies we believe are most appropriately modeled as
ethnic groups. Such collectivities should be reflected in the overall ar-
chaeological record but, we argue, are often obscured by present-day ar-
chaeological practice. We believe that a careful examination of the ar-
chaeological contextual evidence for such collectivities, seen within a
historical trajectory, can supply new insights into the formation and disso-
lution of pre-Columbian societies.

Most discussions of Archaic lifeways in the midcontinent, however,
follow Binford’s new archaeology “materialist paleoecological” paradigm
(e.g., Binford 1968a, 1980; cf. Watson 1991). We think that such research
(which we have labeled “adaptationalist” earlier in this chapter) often
incorporates underlying and unexpressed determinant assumptions of
economic rationality, environmental functionalism and adaptationism,
and notions of unilinear social evolution that undermine its achievements
and limit the value of its interpretations of Archaic societies. We are espe-
cially concerned with the latent evolutionary frameworks that are re-
vealed through in situ gradualist, adaptational interpretations of Archaic
culture change. These perspectives encourage interpretations in which
society is epiphenomenal and all variation is generated by environmental
change. Regrettably, the ecofunctionalist demarcation of research bound-
aries restricts our ability to focus on society and explore its workings,
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because society is not reducible to one-to-one relationships with the “en-
vironment,” “function,” or “economy” (see Shennan 1991, 1993, among
many others). While we view adaptational variables as important in set-
ting the outer limits for community practice, we believe those limits are so
broad that they do little, in and of themselves, to explain social change.

Furthermore, regional approaches to chronology and sequence build-
ing typically include long periods of cultural stasis conjoined within a
model of gradualist change to present an impression (false, we would
argue) of a smooth, unbroken sequence of evolutionary transformation of
in situ populations (cf. Fortier, this volume; Sassaman, this volume, points
out similar concerns in his discussions of the Southeast). Such continuous
taxonomic sequences are often supported by sparse data and by signifi-
cant unstated presumptions. The most pervasive presumption includes the
unspoken rule that there cannot be culturally differentiated (whether these
are “cultures,” “phases,” and so on) groups occupying the same point
within the space-time continuum—contemporaneity is not allowed. This
presumption is logically consistent within an adaptational model. If mate-
rial culture is a result of environmental adaptation it is not possible to have
functionally differing material assemblages within the same environment.
Contemporaneity of differing cultural assemblages is also precluded if
environmental change is the driving force in cultural change. An adapta-
tional model of change seeks adaptational answers to shifts in material
assemblages, which occur even in periods of environmental stability. We
do not deny that the land-human relationship is important in understand-
ing past societies, but such a single-minded focus obscures other equally
interesting questions, such as those related to social interaction and
change, that are embedded in the archaeological record.

Adaptational models are dominant in two compendiums on Archaic
period societies, Archaic Hunters and Gatherers in the American Midwest
(Phillips and Brown 1983) and Foraging, Collecting, and Harvesting: Ar-
chaic Period Subsistence and Settlement in the Eastern Woodlands (Neu-
sius 1986). Perhaps this agenda is nowhere more clearly expressed than in
the writings of James A. Brown (1985:166; Brown and Vierra 1983) in his
Archaic period model “linking environmental history, ecology, subsis-
tence, and settlement in the lower Illinois Valley.”5 The earliest research
(Brown and Vierra 1983:167–169) was specifically based on a consensus
that the significant subsistence and settlement changes that occurred dur-
ing the Archaic period were due to environmental change. Furthermore,
that shift in subsistence and settlement was seen as directional, trending
toward agriculture and sedentism. To investigate this hypothesis Brown
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applied hunter-gatherer settlement and subsistence models based on opti-
mal foraging theory to the available limited samples from the Koster site
in the lower Illinois Valley. He interpreted these data as supporting an
increasing utilization of riverine resources and an increasingly sedentary
lifestyle, which he accounts for as follows: “In our view, the key factor in
this development was the growth of the food-rich slack-water environ-
ment of the valley to the point where the valley pulled hunter-gatherer
subsistence and settlement strategies predominantly toward this area to
the exclusion of alternatives. With increasing floodplain productivity, this
zone came to dominate, and with this came sedentism and economic inten-
sification” (Brown and Vierra 1983:190).

James Brown (1985) revisited this issue a few years later as he discussed
the appearance of sedentism and complexity among hunter-gatherers in
the Midwest. He begins by observing that the development of in situ
sedentism is very long and very gradual and that it is best observed within
an evolutionary framework. While still emphasizing environmental
change and resource adaptation as primary causal factors in social change,
Brown has now incorporated social factors into his explanation of
changes via risk management theory. Sedentism and complexity become
the unintended results of mobile hunter-gatherers (1) responding to sub-
sistence risk, (2) shifting mobility strategies, and (3) minimizing territorial
overlap with competing groups. The independent variables of environ-
ment and population change can act to upset the equilibrium and create
risk factors that discourage hunter-gatherer risk strategies and encourage
those that lead toward sedentism.6

In the end we are presented with an interpretation in which ahistorical,
unbounded human societies are understood as the result of economic ra-
tionalism and increasingly functional environmental adaptations, all
within a framework of gradualist change. We believe that such adapta-
tional models do not explain all aspects of the archaeological record.

Crossroads and Boundaries, 1400–1150 b.c.

Nowhere, in our view, does the adaptationalist model seem less applicable
than to the discontinuous and dynamic American Bottom cultural se-
quence in the Terminal Late Archaic through the Early Woodland periods
(Fortier, this volume, fig. 11.1). At no time prior to the emergence of
Cahokia does the region display more diversity and heterogeneity in the
lifestyles of its inhabitants. This approximately 1200-year-long period
reveals the American Bottom as a place where many peoples come to-
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gether or pass through—it is truly a place of crossroads, boundaries, and
interaction. Our understanding of this cultural diversity is a result of the
extensive research performed as part of the FAI-270 project and various
other cultural resource, management-driven projects carried out by the
University of Illinois (e.g., Bareis and Porter 1984). As this research con-
tinues, the archaeological evidence becomes increasingly difficult to fully
comprehend within the limits of either a cultural historical or adaptational
model. In the following paragraphs we will attempt to summarize that
evidence (although recognizing that such a summary by phase somewhat
obscures and structures the richly detailed American Bottom archaeologi-
cal record) and to demonstrate why an approach incorporating tradition
and ethnicity better accounts for the empirical data of the archaeological
record.

Archaeological research in the last two decades has altered our under-
standing of Late Archaic peoples’ use of the American Bottom floodplain
and adjoining uplands. The Terminal Late Archaic Prairie Lake phase in
the American Bottom has been thoroughly studied (Emerson 1980, 1984;
Emerson and McElrath 1983; Emerson et al. 1986, 1991; Fortier et al.
1998; McElrath and Fortier 1983; McElrath et al. 1984; Yerkes 1987). It
extends, in a limited way, to the north in the Mississippi River Valley and
Lower and Central Illinois River Valley. However, the real origins of the
Prairie Lake point styles lie in the straight-stemmed points of the Mid-
south and Lower Mississippi River Valley (Emerson and McElrath 1983:
227). In essence, the American Bottom is on the northern frontier of this
larger southern Late Archaic tradition.

Chronologically we have twenty 14C assays ranging from cal 771 b.c. to
cal 1494 b.c., with the majority of dates between cal 900 b.c. and cal 1410
b.c. More than 1,400 features including hearths, deep and shallow pits,
occasional structures, stains, postmolds, and diffuse scatters of charcoal
and calcinated bone have been excavated from two restricted locales, one
around the Prairie Lake Meander scar (Emerson 1984; McElrath and
Fortier 1983) and one about the base of the Wood River Terrace near
Grassy Lake (Evans 1999). The dominant projectile point styles fall into
categories of straight-stemmed, barbed, and triangular blade forms that
go under the labels of Dyroff, Springly, Mo-Pac, Floyd, and Kampsville
Barbed points. Artifact inventories (Emerson and McElrath 1983; Emer-
son et al. 1991; Evans 1999) for Prairie Lake sites include grinding and
nutting stones, axes, and numerous chert unifacial and bifacial cutting,
scraping, and drilling tools, as well as more unusual objects such as
cloudblower pipes, gorgets, beads, hematite pestles, and plummets. Local
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Burlington cherts comprise the majority of the chert used (70–80 percent).
There is a focus on expedient flake technology with hafted bifaces as the
dominant tool form. Heat treatment of chert is typically in the 40 percent
range. Subsistence is poorly understood because of preservation prob-
lems. While no mortuary facilities have been located in the American Bot-
tom, in the Lower Illinois River Valley Kampsville phase cremation,
flexed, and bundle burials have been found in small cemeteries, usually on
bluff tops (Farnsworth and Asch 1986).

Emerson (1980, 1984; Emerson and McElrath 1983) argues that Prai-
rie Lake peoples followed a residentially stable lifeway clustered within
large base locales (Emerson 1980:163) surrounding the resource-rich
bluff-base bottomland oxbow lakes that are found in the American Bot-
tom. Base locales often covered many hectares and contained high densi-
ties and diversities of artifacts, with structural remains that possibly in-
clude dwellings, various types of pit features, and perhaps burial zones.
We see base locales as arguing for macroband aggregations and “as
strongly suggestive of territorialism and possibly even of tribalism”
(Emerson et al. 1986:251). These large Prairie Lake gatherings must have
been undergoing the kind of social and political shifts that facilitated large
group stability (cf. Keeley 1988). Prairie Lake settlement also includes
campsites that represent the seasonal movement of small groups to take
advantage of differentially distributed resources on the broad floodplain
and nearby upland woods and prairies (Emerson et al. 1986). The validity
of this model for American Bottom Terminal Late Archaic settlement that
entails a few widely spaced base locales clustered about bluff-base lakes
and thinly scattered extractive camps and loci has generally been sup-
ported by extensive surveys of the bottomlands and adjacent bluffs
(Emerson et al. 1986:258–265). It is clear that the earlier patterns of ex-
treme group mobility had begun to shift toward patterns of decreasing
mobility and increasing residential stability in the later Late Archaic.

It has been half a century since Early Woodland became a recognized
taxonomic unit in the Eastern Woodlands, but its specific nature is still
subject to definition (Farnsworth and Emerson 1986). Certainly, based on
our American Bottom investigations, we would have to reject the common
aphorism that “Early Woodland cultures are simply Late Archaic peoples
with pottery,” nor do we see much evidence for gradualist in situ evolu-
tion. In fact, there are significant differences between the Terminal Late
Archaic inhabitants of the American Bottom and those of the various
Early Woodland phases (cf. Emerson and Fortier 1986).

The Early Woodland Carr Creek phase (the local manifestation of the
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Marion culture) has five 14C dates that stretch from cal 393 b.c. to cal 814
b.c.. The chronological patterning is uneven, with several dates clustered
about cal 400 b.c. and several about cal 800 b.c. It is possible that Prairie
Lake and Carr Creek peoples’ use of the valley overlaps. The Carr Creek
phase (Emerson 1986; Emerson and Fortier 1986) represents the southern
fringe, perhaps even frontier, of the widespread northern Marion culture,
which includes components in Michigan, Wisconsin, Indiana, northern
Illinois, easternmost Iowa, and southern Minnesota.

Carr Creek sites (Evans et al. 1999; Fortier 1985) typically are small
campsites marked by low-density scatters of Marion thick ceramics, stone
projectile points, lithic debitage, calcinated bone, and charcoal, occasion-
ally including cucurbits remains. Some of these concentrations (ca. 5x3m)
of ceramics lithics, and subsistence remains have been interpreted to be the
floors of lightly built structures. This first appearance of ceramics in the
Midwest is marked by the presence of thick, grit-grog tempered, cord-
marked, moderately large cone-shaped vessels with small flat bottoms and
a smaller bowl form (Fortier, this volume, fig. 11.2). The small lithic as-
semblages include the diagnostic straight-stemmed, weak-shouldered
Kramer point as the only recognized Marion formal tool type. Generally
the lithic assemblages are primarily expedient and comprised of Burling-
ton cherts (ca. 70 percent) showing about 30–40 percent heat treatment.
A few shallow pits and scattered debris clusters comprise most campsites.

These sites have a wide distribution in the American Bottom region
(Emerson and Fortier 1986) and are disbursed across the floodplain and
uplands. In the floodplain the small sites are present near many low-lying
physiographic zones on the edges of old marshes, meander lakes, sloughs,
and the like. In the uplands they are present in significant numbers in the
secondary drainages that crisscross the area. Considering the small size
of Carr Creek sites, they are assumed to represent residential camps of
family-sized groups of foragers. No larger sites suggesting band- or
macroband-level aggregations are known. No mortuary sites are currently
known, but in other areas of Marion culture both small mounds and
cemetery burials are recorded (Emerson 1986).

This pattern of wide settlement dispersion across very diverse environ-
ments by many small family-sized groups is a shift from the earlier Termi-
nal Late Archaic Prairie Lake phase macroband base locales. We have
some evidence as to the possibility of external forces as causative factors in
this change in settlement form. Emerson and Fortier (1986:517–518) have
suggested that lowered lake levels may have made it difficult for the lakes
to provide the necessary resources to support large gatherings. More re-
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cent investigation seems to suggest that increased water levels during this
period may have resulted in meander lakes being cut off and filled in at a
rapid rate (Evans 1999).

Some of the most fleeting archaeological signatures on the landscape
are left by the Ringering phase people who are a local group related to the
larger Black Sand culture that is spread across the Midsouth and Midwest.
Two 14C dates of cal 768 b.c. and cal 790 b.c. suggest a narrow window
for these people’s presence in the American Bottom as well as their con-
temporaneity with Carr Creek groups. Their ephemeral occupations are
represented by a few fragments of grit-tempered Black Sand pottery with
incised decorations (see Fortier, this volume, fig. 11.2a-b), some contract-
ing stem points, and debitage showing a reliance on diverse local gravels
and cherts with only a marginal use of Burlington cherts (40 percent).
These remains occur as such thin scatters across the American Bottom
floodplain that it is difficult to reconstruct even the nature of a single
occupation or a “typical” assemblage. Evidence suggests (e.g., Evans et al.
1999; Farnsworth 1986; chapters in Farnsworth and Emerson 1986) that
Ringering phase/Black Sand groups ultimately are derived from similar
cultures in the Midsouth and slowly move north, reaching southern Wis-
consin about a century before the time of Christ. Their sojourn into the
northern American Bottom seems to be brief and may consist of small
family groups foraging from larger population clusters in the Mississippi
River and Lower Illinois River Valleys.

The Florence phase was first recognized in the American Bottom at the
catastrophically buried Florence Street site (Emerson et al. 1983; Emerson
and Fortier 1986). Located on the bank of a formerly active Mississippi
River channel, 14C samples yielded dates of cal 165 b.c., cal 381 b.c., and
cal 407 b.c., suggesting overlap with the end of the Carr Creek phase
occupation of the valley. However, the lifestyle of Florence phase inhabit-
ants must have been very different from that of other contemporary
peoples in the American Bottom.

The occupation zone included a number of large activity areas (up to
60m2) that contained massive rock hearths. These ranged up to 5.4m in
length (up to 16m2) and could include more than 1,200 limestone slabs
and cobbles. Surrounding the hearths were dense debris concentrations
that contained extensive ceramic and lithic materials. The site contained a
number of pits, and a wigwamlike structure (7.4x5.8m) was excavated.

The material assemblage included many formal tools, including con-
tracting stem points, distinctive humpbacked scrapers, diamond-shaped
Goose Lake knives, hafted drills, numerous bifaces, scrapers, denticulates,
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gravers, limestone chopping tools and cleavers, mauls, pitted stones,
abraders, and mineral pigments. The assemblage was dominated by high-
quality Burlington cherts (97 percent debitage, 90+ percent tools) with
heat treatment used on about one-half of the material. This assemblage
was focused on formal tool manufacture, and less than 4 percent of the
flakes show any evidence of use.

The Florence ceramic assemblage was very different from that associ-
ated with either the Carr Creek or Ringering phases (Fortier, this volume,
fig. 2). The fifty-four vessels recovered represent a cream-colored, grog-
tempered ware that used directional cord marking, fingernail impressions,
and stab-and-drag decorative motifs on a conoidal- to subconoidal-
shaped jar. This ceramic and lithic assemblage is culturally tied to the
earlier Alexander and Tchefuncte groups in the Midsouth and Lower Mis-
sissippi Valley (Emerson and Fortier 1986:511–512). The Peisker site in
the Lower Illinois River Valley is the known northern extent of these
people (Farnsworth and Ash 1986).

All of the known Florence phase sites are located along active river
channels (Emerson and Fortier 1986; Farnsworth and Asch 1986), and we
suspect the inhabitants focused on the exploitation of riverine resources.
They must have had access to watercraft, because large amounts of lime-
stone were transported to the site from the bluff sources across the river.
Very high percentages of black walnut shells were recovered (40 percent
versus a more typical 5 percent of contemporary groups). Although they
are a low-yielding food source, black walnut is the source of a well-known
fish poison. Unfortunately, faunal preservation was poor and we cannot
verify this focus on riverine resources.

The massive hearths and activity areas at the Florence Street site suggest
multifamily use and occupation of the riverbank site, perhaps for some
length of time. The Goose Lake Meander that contains the Florence Street
site also contains a number of small Florence phase campsites that are
marked by the presence of the distinctive lithic assemblage but seldom
contain ceramics. To date, sites of this phase have not been recorded away
from the river channels.

These poorly known assemblages have been recovered from only the
Carbon Monoxide and the Ringering sites (Emerson and Fortier 1986;
Evans et al. 1999; Fortier 1985). Each site appears to contain a small
campsite consisting of a structure basin (2.4x1.7m and 5.4x3.2m) and a
few hearths and pits. The ceramics are grog-tempered jars with plain or
burnished surfaces. The lithic assemblage has Goose Lake knives and con-
tracting stem points with a limited number of other formal tools and a
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concentration on flake production. The raw materials in the lithic assem-
blage include Salem chert and gravels with varying uses of Burlington
sources. Accepted 14C dates are cal 137 b.c. and cal 181 b.c. Given ce-
ramic and lithic assemblage similarities to the earlier Florence phase, we
assume there is a genetic relationship between the two groups, but the
Columbia phase is so poorly known that it is impossible to explore the
nature of this relationship.

Conclusion

The archaeological evidence recovered during the past three decades has
shown that simple in situ unilinear evolutionary models of American Bot-
tom Terminal Archaic–Early Woodland cultural developments are flawed
(also see Fortier 1998; Fortier, this volume). Instead, this period is charac-
terized by the presence of mutually contemporaneous groups bearing rec-
ognizably differentiated material cultures but with generally similar adap-
tations to the broad Mississippi River floodplain. Many variables beyond
local environmental change and stability are clearly generating cultural
diversity, stability, and change.

Given this emerging picture of a highly variable sequence, how do we
incorporate this scenario into a cohesive, understandable perspective of
the archaeological record for this area? If we accept that communities of
practice, group consciousness, and ethnicity are a part of the earliest hu-
man social organization, then such factors may have an integral role to
play in explaining variation among the pre-Columbian natives of the
American Bottom. Given that perspective, we argue that the American
Bottom sequence is best addressed within a historic framework that is
sensitive to the fact that populations, as ethnic groups, have recognizable
traditions and identifiable spatial and chronological parameters that vary
through time and space. These local traditions are the product of unique
social, material, and environmental interactions within specific communi-
ties of practice. While interaction between such communities can increase
their similarities to some degree, they always are to a greater or lesser
extent unique. The variation between both contemporaneous and non-
contemporaneous Early Woodland groups is a product of those unique
historical events. Their juxtaposition on the landscape is most often attrib-
utable to the expansion of territories or the actual movement of peoples.

It is unfortunate that Binford’s (1972) early well-directed criticism of
diffusion and migration theory led to the complete abandonment of such
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models. The result was that archaeologists treated the archaeological
record as if migration, depopulation, or group expansion never occurred.
This is a false and naive view because, as Seeman and Dancey (2000) point
out, the most casual examination of a linguistic map of the North Ameri-
can indigenous groups at the time of European expansion would clearly
invalidate such a position. It is abundantly clear that groups did move
across the landscape, and glottochronology suggests that these move-
ments were common, continuous, patterned, and often of great antiquity.

Because this dynamic aspect of demography could represent a signifi-
cant source of change in local and regional chronologies, it is worthy of
our attention. Unfortunately, the methods for recognizing these move-
ments archaeologically have not advanced over the last four decades of the
twentieth century in North American studies, and we must resort to
preprocessual archaeology for relevant analytical procedures. Seeman
observed that Emil Haury had established criteria for recognizing popula-
tion replacement nearly fifty years ago. Haury suggested two criteria for
recognizing population immigration: “(1) If there suddenly appears in a
cultural continuum a constellation of traits readily identifiable as new, and
without local prototypes, and (2) If the products of the immigrant group
not only reflect borrowed elements from the host group, but also, as a
lingering effect, preserve unmistakable elements from their own pattern”
(Haury 1958:1). Additional proof of such immigration would be provided
“(1) If identification of an area is possible in which this constellation of
traits was the normal pattern, and (2) If a rough time equivalency between
the ‘at home’ and the displaced expressions of the similar complexes can
be established” (Haury 1958:1).

These simple criteria, forgotten, ignored, or overlooked for four de-
cades, seem to provide an adequate framework with which to begin an
examination of disjunctures in the archaeological record for the American
Bottom. The American Bottom is at the intersection of four major areas
(Plains, Midwest, Midsouth, Ozarks). Even minor fluctuations in popula-
tions within these areas may have an effect on this crossroad/boundary
area. Indeed, we have come to recognize the American Bottom as a dy-
namic tension zone between numerous social groups that played a mar-
ginal role in midcontinental native history until Late pre-Columbian times
(Emerson and Fortier 1986; Emerson and Jackson 1987; Fortier 1998;
McElrath 1995; McElrath et al. 2000). We believe that significant long-
term in situ evolutionary change is not evident in the American Bottom
until the middle of the Late Woodland period, beginning about cal a.d.
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650 (cf. Emerson and Jackson 1987). With these criteria in mind let us
reexamine the American Bottom Terminal Late Archaic–Early Woodland
sequence.

We have contended (Emerson and Fortier 1986; Emerson and McEl-
rath 1983) that there is a dramatic break in the continuity of the archaeo-
logical sequence between the Terminal Late Archaic Prairie Lake and
Early Woodland Carr Creek phases. In the sense of a gradualist, evolution-
ary model it could only be considered a devolutionary step. Prairie Lake
peoples are clearly moving toward a pattern of large macroband aggrega-
tions about a limited set of floodplain lake locales for a long period of each
year. This move toward decreasing residential mobility and increasing
sedentism must have been accompanied by a significant number of social
and political changes in the management of the resulting internal and
external stresses (see Keeley 1988). Such sites also provide additional evi-
dence for the increasing importance of ceremonial and ritual behavior, as
well as the introduction of increased personal status, with the widespread
presence of cloudblower pipes, hematite plummets, exotic beads, and
gorgets. Perhaps such items are associated with the appearance of more
stable leadership and ritual roles among larger macrobands. It seems that
these peoples are moving rapidly toward an increasing social and political
complexity and an increasingly sedentary lifestyle.

Yet in about the ninth century b.c. this tradition rapidly disintegrates or
removes from the American Bottom to be overlapped or replaced by one
that is diametrically opposed in social, political, and adaptationalist char-
acteristics. Even the source of this new tradition differs from that of earlier
groups—the Carr Creek inhabitants of the American Bottom have roots in
the widespread Marion culture of the Great Lakes rather than with the
Midsouth of the Prairie Lake peoples. They bring into the area a very
different lifestyle based on a high degree of residential mobility and a
widespread utilization of both the uplands and floodplain resources. Their
mobile lifestyle also suggests that only the lowest forms of social and po-
litical integration were present. The majority of sites indicate that the
typical residential unit was the family and that multifamily sites were rare
or nonexistent. Subsistence patterns must have differed (based on areas of
utilization), but we have little evidence of this besides the rare presence of
Early Woodland squash. Technologically, except for the addition of occa-
sional ceramic vessels, their basic tools kits are very similar to those of the
Prairie Lake groups. Both groups use an expedient flake technology, with
formal tools limited to ubiquitous hafted bifaces and based primarily on
Burlington chert (about 30–40 percent heat-treated).
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About a century or two after the Carr Creek inhabitants initially occu-
pied the areas around the American Bottom, they had visitors. Archae-
ologically these visitors left ephemeral campsites that we archaeologically
associate with the broadly distributed Black Sand culture. In our area
these camps go under the rubric of the Ringering phase and contain only
fragments of chert, distinctive incised pottery vessels, and more ambigu-
ous contracting stem points. Their diffuse campsites show a greater depen-
dence on local cherts and gravels for lithic tools. We know little else about
them except that their major villages and occupations occur primarily to
the south, west, and north of the American Bottom. We know that they
occasionally utilized the area inhabited by the Carr Creek phase peoples
but do not appear to have actually occupied it.

Near the end of the Carr Creek occupation of the region a very distinc-
tive group of riverine people enter the area from the south. The Florence
phase people live in large multifamily riverbank sites with extensive com-
munal cooking areas and dense debris accumulations. Their houses are
fairly substantial, and they possess a distinctive tool assemblage consisting
of highly decorated grog-tempered ceramic vessels and bifacial formal
tools with few flake or expedient tools. They used only the highest-quality
Burlington cherts and further increased its workability with heat treat-
ment in about 50 percent of the examples. Florence phase inhabitants are
apparently residentially stable. Small sites are known along the river edge,
but as yet no use of the broader floodplain or uplands has appeared. By the
second century b.c., the Florence phase appears to have shifted to the very
poorly known Columbia phase, which continues some of the same pat-
terns but with the use of more localized chert sources, a generally less
sophisticated ceramic and lithic technology, less attachment to the river
edge environments, and a more mobile lifestyle.

The foregoing summary demonstrates the cultural “sequence” as com-
plex and hardly represented by an unbounded, ahistorical, gradualist,
unilinear, in situ adaptationist past (also see Fortier, this volume, for fur-
ther discussions of this issue). We have evidence of multiple groups co-
occupying and co-utilizing the restricted spaces of the American Bottom at
various times during the Terminal Late Archaic and Early Woodland peri-
ods. Sometimes this utilization is focused on different subzones of the local
environment, as with the Carr Creek peoples’ use of broadly distributed
upland and floodplain resources and the Florence groups’ intensive ex-
ploitation of the riverine areas. In such cases one is reminded of Barth’s
(1969) early discussions of the linkage of ethnicity and environmental
diversity in Pakistan. Only in the broadest sense can we see technological
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and functional improvements through time—when observed in detail,
such a pattern is, at best, obscure. The increasing evolutionary efficiency
of lithic technology from Prairie Lake to the Columbia phase seems diffi-
cult to substantiate, and the dominant pattern seems to be one of expedi-
ent tools with a few formal hafted bifaces. The Florence phase represents
an anomaly with its formal tool assemblage, one that begins to degenerate
during the Columbia phase. The famous inevitable trend toward
sedentism (Brown 1985; Brown and Vierra 1983;), to loosely quote Ames
(1991:108–109), seems “neither inevitable nor progressive,” since Prairie
Lake Terminal Late Archaic peoples appear to have been the most seden-
tary group, followed by various residentially mobile Early Woodland
groups. Only Florence phase peoples appear to represent a break in the
shift to very mobile lifestyles.

There appears to be little evidence that the various groups in the Ameri-
can Bottom during this period of time represent a unilinear in situ devel-
opment of stable populations. In fact stylistic, technological, and histori-
cal evidence suggests that most of these groups are unrelated historically
and are on the frontiers of larger traditions to the north, west, and south.
The American Bottom, partially because of its highly variable and in-
tensely riverine and lacustrine environment, is an “edge” zone of social
interaction rather than a center during this period. It seems to represent
just the kind of socially dynamic boundary zone that many researchers
believe drives processes of ethnogenesis and tradition building. We suggest
that the dynamic nature of the region created a setting that facilitated the
interaction of the surrounding groups and brought them into close contact
with diverse communities of practice—continually forcing them to con-
front a new reality, one differing from the prevailing doxa. This is a situ-
ation that is antithetical to social stasis, and, in and of itself, argues against
adaptational views of gradualist, environmentally driven culture change.
It is only after circa a.d. 600 that the areas will serve as the center for the
evolutionary development of one of the greatest and most complex societ-
ies in North America (cf. McElrath et al. 2000; Pauketat 1994, 1998b).

Our own interpretation of the implications of such a sequence is de-
rived from a historical paradigm that recognizes that multiple lifestyles are
viable within any given environmental regime or geographic region. It also
acknowledges that recurrent and transmittable social behavior establishes
identifiable traditions that leave a recognizable imprint on material assem-
blages, independent of any requisite need to adapt to the physical environ-
ment. Such individual social and material signatures are expected to con-
form to the spatial contours of specific social collectivities of varying
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geographic scale that in many, but not all, instances may be recognized as
ethnic cores. Such patterns of social reproduction are flexible, generative,
contextually referential, and inherently capable of significant internal
change independent of any exogenous stimuli from the environment or
requisite need to “adapt.” Furthermore, since such collectivities have ex-
panded and contracted, and since they have interacted at differing levels
or scales of connectivity, observed change in the archaeological record of
a given locality (especially in boundary areas) may reflect this social con-
dition rather than functional adaptation. These are often recognized in the
archaeological record as “traditions.”

This does not mean that all aspects of adaptationalist models are to be
ignored in explaining the historical trajectories of societies, but it means
that they cannot be considered the prime or only stimuli for change. A
historical paradigm that recognizes the existence of traditions provides for
other vectors of perceived change in the archaeological record in addition
to that stemming from the articulation of the organization of technology
and the environment. The most relevant of these vectors, from an anthro-
pological point of view, is the internal dynamic of social self-definition
linked with the external influences of intergroup interaction that are key
to the reproduction and transformation of tradition and ethnicity. Al-
though archaeologists have given some lip service to “social factors” by
acknowledging the existence of other social groups as an aspect of the
environment to be considered, they have in large part ignored the concept
of ethnic groups and their implications for interpreting the archaeological
record. We have found that an understanding of this historic process of
social formation and population movement and expansion coupled with
an understanding of traditions as ethnic cores is useful for interpreting the
archaeological record in western Illinois.
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Notes

1. A community of practice does not necessarily imply a “primordial culture-
sharing entity. . . . Nor does the term community imply necessarily co-presence, a
well-defined, identifiable group, or socially visible boundaries. It does imply par-
ticipation in an activity system about which participants share understandings
concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for their
communities” (Lave and Wenger 1991:98).

2. Ethnogenesis is intimately involved with economic and political relation-
ships and intergroup competition and interaction. It is a “self-defining system”
that focuses on a “consciousness of identity vis à vis other groups; a ‘we’/‘they’
opposition” (S. Jones 1997:84). Barth (1969a, 1969b) described ethnic groups as
originating from “categories of ascription and identification by the actors them-
selves” (1969b:10).

3. Bentley (1987) proposed that ethnic consciousness is a result of practice
operating within habitus (cf. Bourdieu 1977). Consequently ethnicity is depicted
as part and parcel of everyday life in all societies. While we would agree with this,
it falls short of addressing one of ethnicity’s most critical aspects—the “conscious-
ness of difference” (S. Jones 1997:94). In fact, Jones (1997:94) suggests that be-
cause habitus largely works to reinforce doxic social knowledge it actually acts to
naturalize differences, inequality, domination, resistance, and so on. The link be-
tween habitus and doxic forms of knowledge operates to support social stability,
continuity, and stasis, since they are products of a shared lived experience (cf.
Bourdieu 1977). Therefore in many instances habitus may be most readily seen as
a force that acts to suppress the active definition and implementation of ethnicity
(contra Bentley 1987).

4. Such group interactions encourage the questioning of the current doxa in the
face of the emerging social reality, which may lead to a new doxa (a process that
we would conceive of as ethnogenesis). These new patterns become part of the
reformulated habitus that is recognizably associated, by both external and internal
observers, with a specific ethnic identity.

5. We focus on Brown’s work here because he has created the most thorough
and articulate evolutionary, functionalist adaptationist, in situ developmental
model for the region. Most scholars investigating Archaic period remains in the
midcontinent have worked within these paradigms (including ourselves).

6. With this adaptational model in mind Brown reviews the Midwestern Ar-
chaic and Early Woodland record, including many excavated sites in the lower
Illinois Valley and the adjacent American Bottom (Bareis and Porter 1984) within
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a context that includes environmental, resource abundance, and population
changes. But none of these factors is sufficient to explain his interpretations of a
steady drift to sedentism. He believes this trend to sedentism can best be under-
stood

as the consequence of the cumulative effects of individual groups to main-
tain intergroup spacing in those situations in which resource abundance
makes this a relatively inexpensive option requiring minimal technological
innovation. . . . [C]ontinual feedback and selection for successful solutions
to social problems eventually results in complete year-around residence and
cultural elaboration.

Although environmental change and population growth are key variables
in the process of increasing sedentism, it has been argued that decision mak-
ing in risk management—under the constraints of these variables—is the
mechanism that promotes the shift away from residential mobility. The
tempo of change thereby turns out to be a reflection of the strength and
consistency of environmental and population-growth factors. Long, drawn-
out processes eliminate prime mover forces from consideration. (J. A.
Brown 1985:224)
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13

Hunter-Gatherers and Traditions of Resistance
Kenneth E. Sassaman

More than three decades of ethnohistoric and archaeological research
have dashed any lingering hopes of treating ethnographic hunter-gather-
ers as evolutionary ideals of the pre-state world (Bender and Morris
1988). In virtually every case investigated to date, ostensibly isolated and
primordial human foragers have experienced histories of contact with
food-producing or industrial societies (Bahuchet and Guillaume 1982;
Blackburn 1982; Chang 1982; Denbow 1984; Gordon 1982; Grinker
1994:29; Turnbull 1961); episodes of economic exploitation, militariza-
tion, or political oppression (Hoffman 1984; Lee and Hurlich 1982;
Schrire 1984; Wilmsen 1989, 1995); campaigns of assimilation and mis-
sionization (Leacock 1954); and attempts at ethnic cleansing or forced
resettlement (Latorre and Latorre 1976; Ndagala 1988). These histories
are not often apparent, because they are encrypted in the traditions and
myths of human foragers, and in the very forms of behavior long regarded
as inevitable to people living off the land. These traditions embody not
merely histories of domination from without, but also the actions of resis-
tance that separated human foragers from the rest of the world, fooling us
into seeing them as we thought they always were, primitive.

Revised thinking about the evolutionary validity of ethnographic for-
agers raises a variety of questions of relevance to archaeology. Are we
justified in ignoring the historical particulars of modern power relations to
address the emergent properties of human adaptations to environment (cf.
Yellen 1989)? Should ethnographic cases be rejected categorically as vi-
able analogs of the past? Are the circumstances of capitalism and moder-
nity so peculiar as to have no bearing on ancient times? Can we still rely on
uniformitarian principles to seek generalizations about historical process
that will serve as an inferential basis for prehistory?

I accept that much of what we observe among ethnographic hunter-
gatherers—from their geographic dispersion, to their generalized mode of
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subsistence, to their ethos of sharing—is a consequence of marginaliza-
tion, encapsulation, and domination (e.g., Headland and Reid 1991;
Keene 1991; Woodburn 1988). I suggest that these features are among the
cross-cultural regularities found among traditions of resistance. Here I
refer to resistance in its broadest sense, that is, as action in opposition to
structure, the opposite of compliance. In keeping with the theme of this
volume, I am interested in the development of collective resistance, the
establishment and negotiation of traditions or actions of noncompliance
(real resistance, to use J. C. Scott’s [1985] term). I am most interested in
cultivating generalized knowledge about resistant traditions for purposes
of archaeological inference. My guess is that the structural parallels be-
tween ethnographic and archaeological hunter-gatherers have much to do
with similar histories of domination and resistance. Obviously, the pre-
Columbian past was free of the institutional oppression of modern na-
tions, although capitalism is hardly necessary to spawn structures of
domination or its resistant consequences. In fact, the so-called regionali-
zation of the world’s post-Pleistocene hunter-gatherers bears witness to
negotiations of power and privilege as groups defined themselves in oppo-
sition to others. Such diversity is too often read as a product of isolation
and local adaptation. Historical readings of ethnographic subjects give us
reason to think otherwise.

In developing a cross-cultural perspective on resistant traditions I take
a deliberately broad approach. I trust we can agree that there is little
structural unity between a particular subsistence base and sociocultural
features such as hierarchy, kinship, or the appropriation of surplus. It
follows that hunting and gathering alone does not determine sociocultural
structures, and, conversely, that sociocultural structures among food pro-
ducing or industrial economies have potential relevance in our under-
standing of hunter-gatherer diversity. With a historical perspective that
links everyone together in webs of domination and resistance, hunter-
gatherers can hardly be isolated conceptually as exceptional or unique.
Hunter-gatherers today exist because of modernity, not in spite of it. Simi-
larly, hunter-gatherer diversity in the past derived from interactions, not
from isolationism.

The cases I review in this chapter go beyond examples of hunter-gath-
erer resistance to include ethnic and religious movements of the modern
world. I include here discussion of the Rom of Eastern Europe and the Old
Order Amish because they exemplify especially long-lived traditions of
resistance. Despite the many differences between these two cases, parallels
are apparent in the structures and actions each negotiates to create identi-
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ties that are deliberately oppositional to the conditions of oppression they
experienced in the past. I add a third case, that of the Mexican Kickapoo,
to illustrate how similar actions of resistance are manifested in an ethno-
graphic hunter-gatherer context.

The ultimate goal in this chapter is to build an inferential basis for
examining historical processes of resistance in the pre-Columbian past.
Here I draw on two examples from the Archaic period of the American
Southeast because I know these best. I suspect that examples of resistant
traditions are legion in the archaeological records of hunter-gatherers
worldwide and trust that my approach here is sufficiently general to en-
courage its application elsewhere.

Persistent Resistance: Three Case Studies

The Rom

The Rom are one of several groups of Eastern European Gypsies whose
origins can be traced to the subcontinent of India. The status of ancestral
Rom in India’s caste system is uncertain, as are the timing and circum-
stances of their exodus from India. However, by the fifth century a.d. they
appear to have occupied portions of Persia and Syria, and southeast Eu-
rope by the fourteenth century. In the ensuing three centuries they came to
occupy virtually every European country, along with large portions of
North Africa, the Near East, and the New World (Kephart 1982:7–8).

The Rom have persevered under enormous persecution in the twentieth
century. Nazis exterminated hundreds of thousands of Rom in the early
1940s, eliminating nearly the entire Czech population. Under Soviet
domination, the Rom were subject to a systematic assimilation campaign.
Since 1989, the Rom have become the “scapegoats of postcommunism”
(M. Stewart 1997:3) in Eastern Europe, suffering increased oppression in
the balkanized landscape of emergent capitalism and democracy.

Although there have always been a significant number of sedentary
Gypsies (Sinte), especially since World War II, traveling is among the more
defining characteristics of traditional Rom living. Other groups often-
times described as “Gypsies,” such as the Irish Travelers, sustain a truly
mobile existence, a lifestyle accentuated in some cases by state efforts to
disperse Gypsies from residential districts (see Adams et al. 1975). But
even among the relatively stationary Rom there is an inherent flexibility
that comes from a lack of land control. No particular preference is ex-
pressed by the Rom about where they live. Community for them is defined
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by interactions and sharing amongst themselves, not an objectified sense
of place. Lacking land and unable to realize autonomy through labor, they
seized on circulation as a way of life (M. Stewart 1997:237).

A communal ethos is also among the defining features of Rom society.
In response to the hostility that has plagued Gypsies throughout their
history, the Rom nurture a sense of respect and honor for one another.
They represent themselves as fulfilling each other’s needs, while preserving
each other’s autonomy. There is a continuous flow of food, tools, and
services among households. Things are shared willingly without expecta-
tion of return. They reject any form of differentiation within the commu-
nity stemming from interactions with outsiders. Thus there exist great
pressures to level differences, and effective means for expelling uppity or
greedy members.

Because members of Rom society are invariably unique individuals, the
maintenance of egalitarianism requires a constant assertion of what it is to
be Gypsy. This is manifested in mundane as well as ritualized aspects of
Rom life. “So long as all the Gypsies did the same, looked the same, and
ate the same food, they appeared as equals” (M. Stewart 1997:92). The
hidden contradictions between individuality and community occasionally
rise to the surface in conflict and crisis, but offsetting this tension is the
encapsulation of Rom by the outside world.

The sense of being encapsulated by more powerful and hostile people is
conceptualized by the Rom as a state of siege (M. Stewart 1997:40). The
world outside Rom communities is regarded as dangerous and polluted,
and their interactions with it are highly circumspect. They define them-
selves in opposition to the gazos, the non-Rom, whom they consider to
be other than human (M. Stewart 1997:232). The Rom substitute egalitar-
ian relations within the community for the hierarchical ones they suffer
with the gazos and that the gazos endure with each other (M. Stewart
1997:234).

In a recent study of Rom identity, Michael Stewart (1997) described
three contexts of cultural appropriation and self-assertion: horse trading,
speech, and concepts of bodily shame. In each case the Rom have negated
representations or relations from the outside world—those used expressly
to subordinate and denigrate the Rom—by symbolically converting them
to assert their superiority. For instance, money taken through wage labor
with the gazos is “cleansed” by purchasing horses that are then traded
back to the gazos at higher prices. Because the Rom live in a world where
they are despised by the gazos, establishing a separation between them-
selves and others and then “policing” the boundary are integral features of
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their resistance to domination (M. Stewart 1997:234). The key to under-
standing the remarkable persistence of the Rom “lies in the way these
Gypsies have been able to take their experience of the world around them
and convert or transform it into their own cultural terms, into a specifi-
cally Rom sense of what it means to be human” (M. Stewart 1997:232).

The Old Order Amish

“Amish history is a history of divisions and migrations” (Hostetler
1980:36). The roots of Amish religion lie in the Anabaptist movement of
sixteenth-century Europe (Hostetler 1980; Kraybill 1989). Critical of the
slow pace of protestant reformation sparked by Martin Luther, a group of
young dissidents held a secret meeting in Zurich in 1525, where they re-
baptized one another to initiate an offshoot movement. Within five
months civil authorities killed one of them for sedition. Over the ensuing
decades, thousands of the religious heretics were imprisoned, tortured,
and executed. Refuge by small factions was sought in increasingly remote
parts of Alpine and northern Europe, and eventually in North America. In
the Netherlands Menno Simons emerged as the leader of a sect that came
to be known as the Mennonites. Another influential figure, Jacob Am-
mann, led a group of Alsatian immigrants in the late 1600s in reforms that
eventually became the Amish church. The chief divisive issue was the prac-
tice of excommunication, or Meidung, which Ammann and his followers
upheld strictly but Swiss Mennonites tended to relax (Kephart 1982:49;
Kraybill 1989:6). The Old Order Amish emerged after 1693 as the conser-
vative branch of Anabaptists, distinct to this day from the Mennonite
Church.

A fundamental tenet of Amish religion is separation from the world.
Like other sectarian movements, the defining beliefs of the Amish were
consciously selected on the basis of differences with the parent group
(Hostetler 1980:48). The Amish created and constantly renew separatism
to maintain their order. Geographic separation has factored heavily in
their histories, notably immigration to the New World, but more funda-
mental is the ideological separation that was asserted in opposition to the
church establishment of Europe. “The Amish contrast church versus
world, Amish and non-Amish, and ‘our people’ versus ‘outsiders’” (Kray-
bill 1989:37). As a constellation of ideas consciously asserted to oppose
orthodoxy, separateness is reified and reproduced through daily activity,
which itself is imbued with spiritualism, as well as through distinctive
material culture, such as dress, hair style, and farmhouses.

Although separation from the world is deemed necessary, geographic
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isolation from outsiders is neither sought after nor considered desirable
(Hostetler 1980:113). Acceptable behavior in public, as well as private
and ceremonial life, is guided by the unwritten code of conduct known as
Ordnung (Kraybill 1989:95). The Ordnung specifies some things as sim-
ply outside the Amish world. “On such grounds business partnerships or
conjugal bonds with outsiders are forbidden. Strife, war, and violence
have no place in the community or in the life of the member. Members of
the community cannot function as officers or caretakers of the political or
world society” (Hostetler 1980:23). At the same time, the Ordnung
evolves to accommodate changes in the world beyond Amish control, and
enforcement varies among communities, some more conservative than
others.

In direct reaction to their history of oppression, the Amish are fiercely
egalitarian. This feature is enabled by the Ordnung as a communal means
of managing the human tendency toward self-exaltation and manipula-
tion (Hostetler 1980:85). Social penalities are leveled against personal
power, wealth, conspicuous consumption, idleness, and stinginess. Pride is
shunned, humility cultivated. Although Amish farms are largely self-suffi-
cient, households pool labor for large-scale projects, such as barn-raising,
woodcutting for the winter, fencing, and preparations for ritual. They visit
one another routinely. In cases of disaster or illness, communities take
action to alleviate the burden on individual families.

Whereas the Amish might be regarded as a commonwealth, their reli-
gious beliefs preclude the occupation and defense of a particular territory
(Hostetler 1980:5). In the face of hostility, the Amish pick up and move
without defending their rights (Hostetler 1980:78). “Without freedom of
movement the Amish would encounter serious difficulties in trying to re-
solve and maintain the essential elements of their community life” (Hos-
tetler 1980:364).

Ever since being pushed into rural isolation through persecution in
Europe, the Amish have worked the land as farmers. They regard farming
as a religious mandate, tilling the soil a spiritual endeavor. At the same
time, fertile soil is a paradox, for the prosperity it enables has the potential
to destroy the church with luxury (Kraybill 1989:189). Thus, Amish farm-
ing defines one’s place in the community of God, but not one’s relationship
to the land.

Hostetler (1980:10–17) points to four features of Amish society that
help to understand their persistence: distinctiveness, smallness of scale,
homogeneous culture patterns, and strain toward self-sufficiency. To this
list we might add the ability to adjust to a rapidly changing world without
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compromising longstanding values. This is made possible, arguably, by
the conditions of democracy and human rights the Amish enjoy as U.S.
citizens. Indeed, the Amish are often revered for their utopian ways and
efficient farming. Tourists flock to Amish country each year to experience
what they regard to be a quaint and simple holdover of a bygone era.

The Mexican Kickapoo

The Algonquian-speaking Mexican Kickapoo Indians are one of three
extant Kickapoo tribes with common ancestry among late pre-Columbian
populations of the Great Lakes region. Compared to their counterparts in
Kansas and Oklahoma, the Mexican Kickapoo are particularly conserva-
tive and reclusive. They are portrayed expressly as a resistant cultural
tradition by Mary Nunley (1986, 1991), whose work I draw on liberally
in the following summary.

Early accounts of the Kickapoo put them in southern Michigan, where
they were living among the Menomini and Winnebago as refugees of
Iroquois aggression (Latorre and Latorre 1976:3). Sustained European
contact began in 1634 with the French. Subsistence prior to contact was
based on seasonal rounds of hunting, gathering, and limited farming. For
the next two centuries after contact, the Kickapoo engaged in shifting
alliances with neighboring Indians and Europeans. Western expansion led
to a series of divisions and forced resettlement beginning in 1833, when a
group settled permanently in Kansas. A second split in 1873 established
the Oklahoma reservation nation. The third group, the Mexican Kicka-
poo, never accepted a fully sedentary existence, despite pressures from
both the U.S. and Mexican governments. They fled to Mexico during the
Oklahoma resettlement campaign, where in 1873, they were chased down
by the U.S. Fourth Cavalry. Attacking while the Kickapoo men were away
on the spring hunt, the U.S. troops abducted women and children and held
them hostage in Oklahoma to force others to settle on reservation land.
The scheme worked on some, but others resisted the campaign and were
joined over the years by refugees to constitute what today is a population
of several hundred Mexican Kickapoo who reside more-or-less regularly
in government-allocated land in Coahuila, Mexico.

Irrespective of their access to land and resources to make an adequate
living through farming, the Mexican Kickapoo choose to maintain a tran-
shumant lifestyle that takes them from Mexico to as far as the Canadian
border on an annual basis. In fact, many Kickapoo soundly reject agricul-
ture, as they opt to lease pasture and cropland to others rather than work
it themselves. Hunting is the preferred means of subsistence, although it is
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no longer the chief economic pursuit. Today the Kickapoo cobble together
a livelihood from a combination of wage labor, welfare, foraging, and
hunting. They generally spend the winter months in the major Mexican
settlement of El Nacimiento, where they focus on foraging. In May they
travel northward for agricultural wage labor, hunting wherever and when-
ever they have the chance.

Migration is consciously used by the Mexican Kickapoo to assert au-
tonomy. They regard moving as an expression of independence and free-
dom. Besides the annual wage-labor trips northward, many Kickapoo
make the long roundtrip drive to Texas or Oklahoma several times a week
during the winter. Because of the ambiguity about citizenship with the
United Sates, the Kickapoo in effect have dual citizenship and thus move
unimpeded across the Mexican border. They use this dual affiliation to
great advantage, for wages earned in the United States are converted to
pesos in Mexico at rapidly increasing rates of exchange in recent decades.

The Kickapoo have likewise taken good advantage of welfare and char-
ity opportunities in the United States. For decades they have used Eagle
Pass, Texas, as a seasonal staging area for hiring out for agricultural labor.
In the early 1970s, when the Kickapoo became aware of social services
available to them, a small settlement was established near Eagle Pass to
exploit these opportunities. Characterized by the U.S. news media as im-
poverished and homeless, the Kickapoo began to receive additional land
and capital improvements without asking, largely due to public pressure.
According to Nunley (1991:349), the Kickapoo “have learned that look-
ing poor may be profitable.”

Although they involve themselves in a variety of economic opportuni-
ties with outsiders, the Mexican Kickapoo are a decidedly reclusive
people. They discourage foreign entry into their winter village by keeping
the nineteen-mile access road in a poor state of repair. Although most
Kickapoo are bilingual and some trilingual, they restrict use of Spanish
and English to only necessary circumstances and otherwise use their native
language in public. Marriage with non-Kickapoo is taboo, and very few
outsiders are afforded lasting friendships. Cultural boundaries are con-
sciously guarded.

Relations within Kickapoo society are strongly egalitarian. Generalized
reciprocity is codified in rules for sharing food and in communal rituals of
cooperation. Preserving internal cohesion is a voiced concern, as the Kick-
apoo regard themselves united against the hostile world. The staunch re-
sistance they express against anything promoting assimilation is under-
written by a complex set of social sanctions to inhibit deviations from
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tradition. According to Nunley (1991:352), Kickapoo society has always
been divided into two bands, those willing to accommodate changes im-
posed by the dominant society, and those committed to preservation of
aboriginal values. Splits leading to the formation of the three extant
groups are explained in these terms. In this manner of fissioning, “those
Kickapoo who do not hold to the traditional culture are purged along with
acculturative traits they may have acquired” (Nunley 1991:352).

Finally, the Mexican Kickapoo exhibit an overall opportunistic flexibil-
ity that Nunley (1991) attributes to their “foraging ethos.” They expand
their catchment of natural and social resources whenever and wherever
possible so long as it does not undermine their autonomy. This flexibility
has been enabled by preserving, even expanding, their range of mobility,
as well as by maintaining a sharp division between themselves and outsid-
ers. This latter feature helps to sustain different types of economic rela-
tionships in their dealing with the “out-group.” “Whereas a generalized
reciprocity requires sharing and cooperation among members of the in-
group, by creating and maintaining an out-group, a social environment in
which exploitation or negative reciprocity that does not threaten closer in-
group relations is possible” (Nunley 1991:353).

Emergent Properties of Persistent Resistance

The three cases reviewed to this point are wildly divergent in their histori-
cal particulars and cultural content. And yet, a number of parallels exist
among them. Most obvious, each has a history of oppression or domina-
tion by a nation-state that involved or precipitated events of separation,
both geographic and ideological. Notably, these were events constituted
by actions of resistance to the imposition of will. The cultural meanings
informing these actions were constructed in direct opposition to the struc-
tures and actions of domination. As examples of culture building, these
resistant actions are no different than other sorts of actions, in that all
actions have significance in relational or oppositional terms.

A more interesting parallel among these cases is the role of separation
(action) in reproducing and altering resistant traditions (structure). Sepa-
ration in this sense is not an event, but an ongoing process of asserting
difference. In the same way, the tradition to resist power to change or
assimilate, coercively or otherwise, is not static but created and negotiated
through routine action, little of which may be consciously regarded as
resistance. Thus, separation does not result in mutually exclusive cultural
traditions, each internally homogeneous and integrated. Clearly each of
the cases reviewed here involved circumstances requiring individuals to
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decide whether to go along with the objectives articulated by a few. But
this does not imply that all actors were similarly motivated, or that the
resultant cultural forms remained unambiguous and self-perpetuating.
With each action of every day, each actor negotiates tradition. Resistance
to change is prevalent in each of the cases, but it is effective because change
is accommodated, and the separation process continues to mediate
change.

In the cases reviewed, egalitarianism is fundamental to separation. As-
serting equality and autonomy enables a line to be drawn between those
one treats as self, and those one treats as the other. The cases here suggest
that when interactions across these boundaries are routine and historically
adversarial, the differences between self and other are marked. Differences
enable the interactions by rendering unambiguous the roles of the actors.

A variety of actions for asserting egalitarianism are exemplified in these
case studies. In structural form, they bear strong resemblance to those
found among many hunter-gatherer societies worldwide (Leacock and Lee
1982). Among the actions are mobility, sharing, enforced humility, and
economic autonomy. They work to level differences among members and
to impede conflict or exploitation. Ethos about land has this effect too, as
none of the groups reviewed objectify land as inalienable property, not
even the Amish, who own sizeable tracts. Limited capital investment,
simple technology, and self-sufficiency among the Amish help to prevent
constraints on mobility. Arguably, the Rom avoid full-time wage labor
and the Kickapoo avoid agriculture for the same reason.

Ultimately, we see in these cases not the perpetuation of deeply rooted,
static tradition, but continuous processes of tradition-making constituted
on the power relations within and between collectivities (see also Saun-
ders, this volume). The historical particulars that engendered cultural dif-
ferences are no doubt as varied as the resultant forms, but the processes of
ethnogenesis and reproduction of difference have cross-cultural regularity
that is of potential value to archaeologists. What we have seen so far is that
conditions of political oppression, economic exploitation, or other modes
of domination are met with resistance that is made and reproduced
through egalitarian social relations, mobility, and an ongoing process of
separation.

Persistent Resistance in the Archaic Southeast

Emergent properties of resistant traditions bear remarkable similarity to
the defining characteristics of ethnographic hunter-gatherers typically
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appropriated through analogy to interpret hunter-gatherers of ancient
times. I suggest these similarities derive from similar historical processes.
As I indicated earlier, this is not to suggest that ancient societies were
enmeshed in the sorts of hegemonic forces that engendered the resistant
traditions of the Rom, Amish, or Kickapoo. Rather, I am proposing simply
that diversity among ancient hunter-gatherer societies can often be traced
to negotiations of power and tradition in historically situated contexts of
interaction (see also Emerson and McElrath, this volume). The emergent
properties just reviewed provide an inferential basis for examining this
proposition. Before attempting this exploration, however, some method-
ological and conceptual barriers must be removed.

First, we have to allow for the existence of cultural diversity among
hunter-gatherer populations with histories of interaction among them.
There is an inherent bias that diversity derives largely, if not solely, from
isolation, and conversely, that interaction produces homogeneity or as-
similation. The very methods used by archaeologists to construct cultural
historical sequences perpetuate this bias (Sassaman 2000). As elsewhere,
archaeological sequences in eastern North America are extrapolations of
stratigraphic sequences that are inherently unilineal. The constituent cul-
tures or phases of such sequences are thus isolated in time, one following
the other, usually without hiatuses between them. In addition, sequences
are generally subregional in scale, each derived from one or a few strati-
graphic profiles. Clearly, some constituent phases crosscut sequences to
constitute cultural horizons, but differences between two or more se-
quences at given points in time are never integrated at a higher scale of
archaeological systematics. Here the differences are attributed to spatial
isolation and the attendant consequences of local or subregional adapta-
tions.

Beyond these methodological pitfalls lie the interpretive issues of diver-
sity. We have in radiocarbon dating and other independent means of chro-
nology a way around the stratigraphic conundrum. Short of dismissing
absolute dates as “bad” when they demonstrate contemporaneity among
two or more stratigraphically defined phases, archaeologists have the
means to recognize synchronic cultural diversity. How they choose to in-
terpret such diversity is a matter of theoretical predilection. Those reluc-
tant to regard diversity as cultural or “ethnic” tend to explain it in ecologi-
cal or functional terms. Following Marvin Harris (1997), they may regard
ethnicity as a condition exclusive to state-level societies, or even to moder-
nity. In this sense, ethnicity is the distinctive cultural identity of a group
that was incorporated into a state through conquest or migration. It fol-
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lows that pre-state cultural landscapes were devoid of ethnicity, so ob-
served diversity, if not ethnic, temporal, or a product of isolation, must be
functional.

A broader definition of ethnicity allows us to expand political causes
for diversity to pre-state circumstances. That is, ethnicity may be defined
as the symbolic representation of inequality (sensu Comaroff 1987). Inas-
much as cultural differences of any sort existed among pre-state societies,
including hunter-gatherer societies, inequality existed. I hasten to add that
inequality does not necessarily imply exploitation or oppression, only dif-
ference (McGuire and Saitta 1996). But it does necessitate the existence of
power. As the late Eric Wolf (1999:67) insisted, differentiation throughout
human history is a manifestation of power—power to mark off insiders
from outsiders. Once such differences are demonstrated in archaeological
contexts of hunter-gatherers, we are forced to either throw up boundaries
of our own—that is, isolate them conceptually—or seek to understand the
specific historical circumstances that caused agents to create and maintain
differences in cultural identity.

In the balance of this chapter, I offer two illustrations of resistant tradi-
tions in the pre-Columbian Archaic Southeast. The case of the Morrow
Mountain tradition illustrates a long-term pattern of cultural resistance.
Like any long-term pattern in archaeology, it is not terribly revealing of
day-to-day living, or the consequences of human agency. The example of
the Mill Branch tradition is a bit more illustrative in this regard because it
has been examined at much finer temporal and spatial scales. I believe it
useful to juxtapose these two cases not only to examine the differences in
scale, but to underscore the importance of particular historical contexts.
Just like the cases described earlier, the Morrow Mountain and Mill
Branch traditions are vastly different, yet like their modern-day counter-
parts they share certain qualities that shed insight on cross-cultural regu-
larities in power relations, historical process, and tradition.

Morrow Mountain

A Middle Archaic cultural tradition signified by the Morrow Mountain
hafted biface type (Coe 1964) is among the most widespread in eastern
North America. Morrow Mountain points are distributed across most of
the Southeast, the lower Midwest, and the Middle Atlantic regions. South-
ern New England can be added to this list if we include the virtually iden-
tical biface form known as Stark (Dincauze 1976; following Cross 1999;
Cassedy 1983; Dent 1995). Either way, the enormous expanse of Morrow
Mountain points obscures a great deal of interregional variation in subsis-
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tence and settlement organization, population density, and social com-
plexity. Describing and explaining the full range of diversity in Morrow
Mountain expressions is beyond the scope of this chapter. My purpose
here, instead, is to highlight the persistence of certain elements of this
tradition in the Southeast, particularly throughout the Piedmont province
of the South Atlantic Slope, from Virginia to eastern Alabama.

Joffre Coe (1964) defined the Morrow Mountain type based on exca-
vations at stratified sites in North Carolina designed to establish an ar-
chaeological sequence for the region. Coe considered the type intrusive to
a deeply rooted Carolina Piedmont sequence, pointing to possible parent
sources to the west. Radiocarbon dating has since shown that the oldest
occurrences are indeed to the west, at sites in western Tennessee (Dye
1996). Morrow Mountain points and a related type known as Eva show
up in the basal strata of freshwater shell midden sites on the Tennessee and
Cumberland Rivers. Dating from about 7300 radiocarbon years b.p.,
these strata mark a dramatic change in lifestyle. For the first time in the
region, groups began to occupy riverine sites repeatedly, even perma-
nently, intensifying production to meet the rising economic and social
demands of sedentism. They also regularly interred their dead in shell
deposits and participated in long-distance exchange. These and other
changes began a period of cultural elaboration referred to collectively as
the “Shell Mound Archaic,” which lasted for nearly four millennia over
portions of the lower Midwest, Midsouth, and South Atlantic Slope.

Over the geographic and temporal expanse of its existence, the Shell
Mound Archaic encompassed scores, perhaps hundreds of distinct cul-
tural entities. Common among them is an intensive riverine settlement and
subsistence pattern. Many locations were used repeatedly over the millen-
nia, bearing witness to changes in material culture that bespeak a dynamic
social landscape. Throughout, sites were repositories for the dead, some
housing hundreds of burials. Several archaeologists have suggested that
mortuaries signified corporate “ownership” of land, sacred sites that le-
gitimated claims to territory (Claassen 1996; Hofman 1985; cf. Charles
and Buikstra 1983). Examples of interpersonal conflict, scalping, and tro-
phy taking have been documented at some sites, suggesting a marked level
of intergroup competition (Walthall 1980), or avenues to prestige (C.
Smith 1996). Occurrences of trade items and hypertrophic artifacts reflect
other possible conduits to status and prestige (Jefferies 1996; Johnson and
Brookes 1989).

The cultural boundaries created, negotiated, and redefined throughout
the protracted history of the Shell Mound Archaic did more than demar-
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cate the rights and privileges of one Shell Mound group from the next.
They also categorically excluded alternative factions. Undoubtedly hun-
dreds of cultural entities existed in the interstitial spaces of the Shell
Mound Archaic landscape, but only one persisted sufficiently long and in
such distinctive fashion to gain much archaeological recognition.

Throughout the Piedmont province of the South Atlantic Slope, the
Morrow Mountain point continued to be made and used for at least 500
years after it disappeared from its region of origin in the Midsouth.
Whereas the persistence of a simple hafted biface technology is hardly
notable, the contexts in which it is found during these later centuries are
decidedly antithetical to those of the Shell Mound Archaic (Sassaman n.d.).
None of the thousands of Morrow Mountain components in the Piedmont
or adjacent provinces contain shellfish remains, although by all indications
freshwater shellfish were widely available. Riverine sites are plentiful, but
none contain the sorts of organic accumulations indicative of long-term or
repeated occupation, and they are eclipsed twofold by small, low-density
habitation sites throughout inter-riverine zones. Nonlocal raw materials are
but a trace occurrence in toolkits, and no evidence exists for long-distance
exchange or the production of nonsubsistence items. Analysts working
throughout the Piedmont province consistently report a lack of intersite
functional variability indicative of labor differentiation or specialized land
use (Anderson and Joseph 1988; Blanton and Sassaman 1989; Cable
1983; Purrington 1983). By all accounts, the Morrow Mountain pattern
was one of generalized subsistence, frequent residential mobility, and small
co-resident group size. The pattern fits to a tee the criteria of a forager
model (Binford 1980) and an immediate return economy (Woodburn
1982). It was sustained seemingly unchanged for more than a millennium.

The specific events resulting in cultural separations between Morrow
Mountain foragers and their Shell Mound counterparts are unknown to
us. We can, however, surmise the circumstances that would have contrib-
uted to fissioning in the Shell Mound Archaic. The costs of participating
in increasingly intensive economic and social activities were likely dis-
tributed unevenly among community members. Technologies, labor ar-
rangements, and means of extracting social surplus may have put undue
demands on certain households, kin groups, genders, or age groups.
Communal labor ventures with delayed returns, objectification of place
through mortuary practice, and social debts all had potential to constrain
mobility, and thus individual autonomy. Increased investment in specific
places and people may have had a spiraling effect on labor demands, as
specialized production to offset marginal returns enabled the emergence
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of a group of nonproducers. As access to labor was likely mediated by the
rights and responsibilities of kinship and marriage, it would not have been
difficult to manipulate the flow of surplus labor ceremonially. Those un-
able to accumulate adequate ceremonial funds for lack of obliged labor
may have had difficulty securing mates or other allies, thus exacerbating
their plight. The evidence for violent confrontation in Shell Mound Ar-
chaic graves might reflect possible recourse for (or threat to) less privileged
individuals or subgroups.

Whether or not these speculations about rising inequality withstand
further scrutiny is not altogether relevant to our understanding of the
persistence of Morrow Mountain culture. For whatever reason, a separa-
tion (i.e., fissioning) event or series of events took place in the Midsouth
after 7000 b.p., constituted on the “invention” of a way of life in direct
contradiction to what had come before. Its reproduction thereafter in-
volved repeated geographic separations (i.e., migrations) eastward, per-
haps in conjunction with fissioning episodes that divided communities
between resistant and “progressive” elements. By the time bearers of
Morrow Mountain culture came to dominate the Piedmont landscape (ca.
6900–5600 b.p.), the egalitarian relations they asserted appear to have
been reproduced quite effectively by the everyday practices of mobility,
generalized food getting, and expedient tool using. Perhaps a variety of
less mundane rituals reinforced cooperation and humility among them,
but it was probably unnecessary for them to experience regularly the very
conditions that led to their separation generations before and hundreds of
kilometers away. The persistence of their tradition would begin to erode
only after about 5800 b.p., when the Piedmont cultural landscape was
again reorganized for reasons yet poorly understood.

Mill Branch

As a local phase of Late Archaic Broadpoint cultures, Mill Branch was
centered on the Middle Savannah River Valley of South Carolina and
Georgia from about 4200 to 3800 radiocarbon years b.p. (Elliott et al.
1994; Ledbetter 1995). Its ancestry can be traced back several hundred
years in the local area, with a regional lineage in the Carolina Piedmont
sequence dating to as much as 9500 b.p. (Oliver 1985). The archaeo-
logically defining features of Mill Branch and related Late Archaic phases
are the Savannah River Stemmed point (Coe 1964), cruciform drills, the
nearly exclusive use of metavolcanics for chipped stone tools, and pol-
ished stone artifacts such as winged bannerstones.

Distinguishing Mill Branch from other regional expressions is the use



Hunter-Gatherers and Traditions of Resistance  |  233

of soapstone for indirect heat cooking (i.e., stone boiling). This technique
of cooking has great antiquity in the Eastern Woodlands, but only in the
Savannah River Valley and limited adjacent areas was soapstone drafted
for such uses. Because of its superior thermal shock resistance, soapstone
offered not only an effective thermal medium, but a durable one at that.
Several geological sources of soapstone existed within the geographic ex-
panse of Mill Branch sites, and throughout the greater Piedmont province,
but not in the adjacent Coastal Plain.

Mill Branch history in the Middle Savannah was shaped largely
through interactions with their Coastal Plain neighbors, bearers of
Stallings culture. Known chiefly for the oldest pottery in North America,
Stallings culture had only a shallow past in the lower Savannah Valley.
Local ancestry can be traced to a preceramic phase dating from 5000 b.p.,
perhaps a few centuries earlier. These early shell-bearing sites mark the
first intensive occupations of the Coastal Plain since the Early Archaic
period. From the onset of renewed occupation, preceramic Stallings
groups engaged their Piedmont neighbors in exchange for soapstone
cooking stones. Shallow, flat-bottomed ceramic vessels began to be made
in the Coastal Plain at about 4400 b.p. They were ideally suited to indirect-
heat cooking (Sassaman 1993), and soapstone continued to be acquired
from Piedmont suppliers for this purpose. The Mill Branch phase coin-
cides with a division of the Coastal Plain population into two factions: one
that established permanent coastal settlement and developed pots for use
directly over fire, and another that continued with traditional cooking
technology, including the acquisition of soapstone.

Aside from their shared use of soapstone, Mill Branch and Stallings had
little in common. A series of Mill Branch cultural traits appears to have
been intended to mark their difference with Stallings. Conspicuous among
them is the Notched Southern Ovate bannerstone. Elaborating on a long-
standing design, Mill Branch artisans crafted large, hypertrophic banner-
stones, as well as more typical ovate forms (Sassaman 1998a). Bifaces too
became unusually large, and tool makers maintained a nearly exclusive
preference for local rhyolites. Notably absent from Mill Branch invento-
ries are ceramic vessels, despite ready access to knowledge and materials
for making them. In fact, resistance to the adoption of pottery remained a
defining feature of this culture throughout its history in the Middle Savan-
nah and beyond. From its genesis until about 4000 b.p., Mill Branch settle-
ment rounds included repeated, warm-season occupation of sites on the
river and cold-season dispersal into adjacent Piedmont uplands. Burials of
Mill Branch affiliation are numerous in strata below Stallings shell
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middens in the Middle Savannah (e.g., Claflin 1931; C. Miller 1949).
Marine shell beads acquired presumably from Stallings partners were
sometimes interred with the dead, particularly with children (Claassen
1996).

Within a century of the genesis of Mill Branch culture, bands of
Stallings affiliation began to occupy Middle Savannah sites on a seasonal
(apparently fall and winter) basis. Until recently, the appearance of
Stallings sites in the area was considered to follow from the abandonment,
assimilation, or evolution of Mill Branch culture, chiefly because that is
the only story stratigraphic sequences allowed. Dozens of radiocarbon
dates from several sites now confirm that Mill Branch and Stallings coex-
isted in close proximity for at least two centuries (Sassaman 1998b). At
first, use of Mill Branch sites by Stallings bands may have been enabled by
seasonal differentiation, as in the fashion of Kohistani and Gujar use of
sites in the Swat region of Pakistan (Barth 1969b). But by 4000 b.p.,
Stallings shell middens began to form at Mill Branch riverine sites, includ-
ing ones containing Mill Branch burials. Given that members of these two
groups had long interacted through soapstone and shell bead exchange, it
seems reasonable to suggest that they became one people via ethnogenesis
(sensu J. H. Moore 1994b). Indeed, individuals of Mill Branch ancestry
likely assimilated into Stallings culture via marriage. However, resistant
factions of Mill Branch culture survived in the area for generations
through their separation and reinvention in dispersed, mobile settlements
of the adjoining uplands. The relationship of these dispersed factions to
Stallings groups is unknown; shortly after 3800 b.p. they abandoned the
area and relocated to central Georgia, perhaps elsewhere too.

Mill Branch abandonment of the Middle Savannah coincides with
marked changes in Stallings pottery. The plain, flat-bottomed vessels of
early Stallings times were thoroughly replaced by highly decorated pots
technologically suited for direct-heat cooking. Remarkably, pots were still
used as containers for stone boiling with soapstone (Sassaman 1993) and
would be until Stallings residents abandoned riverine sites in the Middle
Savannah some 150 years later. Stallings culture during these waning years
appears to have become increasingly insular. Interactions with coastal
groups and other Coastal Plain factions are evident in the panregional
repertoire of surface decoration on pottery. But at the same time, the
highly localized nature of technological design, as in vessel wall thickness
and temper type (Sassaman et al. 1995), as well as traditions of pottery
function, suggests there were limited transfers of personnel, at least among
those (women?) involved in pottery manufacture and use. Persons of Mill
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Branch affiliation may have been altogether excluded from alliances with
Stallings members, perhaps contributing to Mill Branch motives for aban-
donment.

The history of Mill Branch culture away from its homeland in the
Middle Savannah shows a remarkable turn of events. Having arrived in
present-day central Georgia by 3600 b.p. (Stanyard 1997), Mill Branch
descendents began to acquire and use soapstone vessels. Interestingly, this
new technology combined the raw material of tradition (soapstone) with
the form of innovation (pottery vessel). Archaeologists have long assumed
that soapstone vessels were the technological precursors of pottery. AMS-
dating of soot from soapstone vessel sherds from throughout the South-
east demonstrates just the opposite—that pottery predates soapstone ves-
sels virtually everywhere in the greater region (Sassaman 1997). Still, as
the Mill Branch case shows, soapstone vessels were not used because of a
lack of knowledge about pottery, but in spite of it. After about 3500 b.p.,
groups with direct access to the largest quarries in Georgia began to funnel
soapstone into the trading routes that led to Poverty Point in Louisiana (B.
W. Smith 1991). To the extent descendents of Mill Branch culture were
involved in these ventures—an involvement that is all but certain—they
had succeeded in reinventing tradition yet again. Their actions would con-
tinue to inhibit the adoption of pottery, this time on a much grander scale.
Poverty Point exchange and its attendant Late Archaic affiliates far and
wide all disappear from the cultural landscape of the Southeast with the
eventual panregional adoption of pottery some 2900 years ago.

Conclusion

Structural similarities in the actions humans take to resist domination
should enable archaeologists to locate and investigate the histories of re-
sistant traditions of the ancient past. The cases reviewed here illustrate
marked differences in the historical context and cultural forms of resis-
tance. However, in understanding the persistence of resistance it is the
connection between power and ideas, between action and ideational
structure, that is most relevant, not their content or form. In each of the
cases reviewed, persistence was achieved by subverting domination
through separation. Geographic separation was involved in each case, but
more to the point is the ideological separation of tradition. Creations of
identity in opposition to structures of domination empowered actors to
mark difference and to assert egalitarian relations among themselves in
order to guard that distinction. Ideological separation between those who
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do and do not adhere to tradition is continuously negotiated, hence tradi-
tions of resistance, like all culture, are always in a state of becoming.

Negotiations of power and ideas get played out in material and behav-
ior terms through the mundane actions of everyday life. Ethos about com-
munity, humility, and autonomy are reproduced and challenged in the
actions of visiting, food sharing, cooperative work, and group mobility.
Little can be assumed about these simple actions without understanding
the histories of power and interaction that gave rise to a group as a collec-
tive of equals. Kinship itself is an insufficient explanation, for it too is a
nexus of culturally and historically constituted power relations (e.g.,
Collier 1988). Similarly, relationships of people to land and its resources
are never ahistorical or apolitical. It may seem trite to say that environ-
ment is mediated by culture, but this truism seems to be overlooked inex-
cusably. Only history and culture can explain why Morrow Mountain
people chose nut collecting over shellfishing and Mill Branch preferred
soapstone over pottery, or why Mexican Kickapoo hunt instead of farm,
the Rom trade horses instead of toil in factories, and the Amish pull ma-
nure spreaders with horses and not tractors.

The rising awareness of the importance of history to our understanding
of hunter-gatherer diversity has the potential danger of merely turning the
tables on ecofunctionalist doctrine. Whereas ecofunctionalist perspectives
were ahistorical in their disregard for intergroup connections among
ethnographic hunter-gatherers, explicitly historical approaches are some-
times deterministic about the effects of contact on hunter-gatherer organi-
zation (Bird-David 1988; Woodburn 1988:63). The “internal” and “ex-
ternal” relations among hunter-gatherer societies, or all societies for that
matter, are mutually constitutive. The concept of resistance reminds us of
this because resistance, by definition, is relational, indeed oppositional.
And, to become tradition, as opposed to isolated action, it must be simi-
larly constituted. The mere existence of domination, no matter how acute,
does not explain the persistence of cultural differences. It takes an under-
standing of histories of interaction and power relations to understand the
persistence of difference. The challenge then is to investigate the histories
of interaction that contributed to hunter-gatherer diversity. I recommend
that in archaeological cases of persistent traditions, particularly those con-
stituted on egalitarian relations, mobility, and generalized economies, we
consider carefully the possibility that interactions among groups of vary-
ing cultural complexity contributed to these patterns, despite the strati-
graphic and geographic separations that make them appear to be isolated,
self-contained wholes.
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14

Traditions as Cultural Production

Implications for Contemporary Archaeological Research

Kent G. Lightfoot

My purpose in writing this chapter is to provide commentary on The
Archaeology of Traditions from the point of view of an outsider who is not
a practicing southeastern archaeologist. I appreciate very much Tim Pau-
ketat’s invitation to write this chapter after my serving as a discussant in
the 1999 symposium at the Society for American Archaeology meeting in
Chicago, where I heard many of the papers for the first time. In my view,
the primary contribution of this volume is a renewed interest in “tradi-
tions” as an important concept for interpreting the social relations of past
peoples, using archaeological remains. The authors explore multiple
meanings and uses of traditions in their investigations of diverse south-
eastern societies ranging from early Archaic hunter-gatherers and later
Woodland and Mississippian chiefdoms to postcontact Spanish missions
and plantations. I find the theoretical reworking of the meanings of tradi-
tions very provocative and the overall breadth of the chapters refreshing.
The volume clearly has implications for the study of traditions that reso-
nate well beyond the southeastern United States.

From the outset, however, I want to stress that the multiple meanings of
“traditions” employed in this volume differ considerably from how the
term has been conventionally used by most archaeologists. Scholars
trained as culture historians or processual archaeologists may question the
new meanings of “traditions” and argue that the contributors are not
really defining traditions per se, but something else. I begin my discussion
by comparing the conventional usage of the term “traditions” with the
new concepts of traditions outlined in the volume. I then consider three
major implications that this new vision of traditions has for the practice of
archaeology. These include how we study culture change, how we account



238  |  Kent G. Lightfoot

for persistent cultural practices, and how we define alternative forms of
traditions. Next, I comment upon some of the explanations proposed in
various chapters to account for persistent cultural practices that focus on
resistance and domination. Then I examine the advantages of employing
concepts of traditions that are rooted in the study of cultural practices and
highlight the array of archaeological remains (architecture, pottery, stone
tools, food ways, and so on) used by the contributors to define and analyze
traditions. I conclude with a discussion of the multiscalar views of tradi-
tions presented in the volume, noting that the microscale and macroscale
studies are very complementary.

Multiple Meanings of Traditions

The initial concept of tradition was first commonly defined and used in
American archaeology in the 1940s, although it had its genesis in earlier
culture classifications such as those proposed by Gladwin and Gladwin
for the American Southwest (Willey and Sabloff 1980:174). As Willey and
Sabloff (1980:174–175) note, this definition of tradition was somewhat
vague, but the basic meaning referred to “traditional” or “time-persistent
ways of doing things.” Traditions were defined as persistent cultural traits
that exhibited continuity with the past and could be delineated in time-
space grids. The essence of this concept is captured nicely in Wesson’s
chapter when he states that traditions “represented the glue that held so-
cial life together, with this adhesive working best when it bound social,
cultural, and political relationships in perpetual stasis.” The scales at
which traditions were analyzed varied from broad-based “cultural tradi-
tions” involving the development of entire cultures to “artifact traditions”
in which specific pottery types or projectile point types were traced
through space and time (see P. S. Martin and Rinaldo 1951; Thompson
1956; Willey 1945; Willey and Phillips 1958). Emerson and McElrath cite
in their chapter examples of traditions that range from a narrow material-
istic perspective (see Willey and Phillips 1958) to a broader “social con-
ceptualization” of the term (see Goggin 1949;  Haury 1956, 1958).

In contrast, the contributors to The Archaeology of Traditions do not
present one coherent concept of traditions, but rather a constellation of
meanings that are polysemous in definition. Each author may share some
of these different meanings, but they are not necessarily all employed in
any one chapter. One meaning of this new conception of traditions em-
phasizes historical contingency and human agency. Individuals may con-
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struct different traditions based on their perceived interests, agendas, and
worldviews, and based on the negotiation of social relations with other
peoples. Another theme stresses that traditions are the means of continu-
ously defining cultural production through peoples’ actions. This mean-
ing, as discussed in more detail further on, is critical because it provides a
dynamic vision of traditions in which the seeds of both culture reproduc-
tion and transformation may exist. Traditions are rooted in the past, but
they are constructed in the present, and as such they may be continually in
the process of reconfiguration, as past actions are reinterpreted and modi-
fied to meet contemporary demands. A third meaning links the concept of
traditions to a practice-centered approach. This approach, closely tied to
practice theory, emphasizes the importance of day-to-day practices for
understanding how traditions are created and transformed over time.

Implications of the New Meanings of Traditions

The multiple meanings of traditions, especially when taken together, differ
in many respects from the previous definition of traditions. The new
meanings provide an innovative theoretical and methodological structure
for analyzing the creation, development, and transformation of traditions
over time. The implications of this reconceptualization of traditions for
the practice of archaeological research are threefold. The first is shifting
the study of culture change from punctuated equilibrium models to those
of continuous time flows. The second is accounting for persistent culture
practices and not taking them for granted. The third is rethinking the
limited range of traditions defined in the past and experimenting with
alternative definitions and forms of traditions.

Study of Culture Change

Conventionally defined traditions were based on material culture that
exhibited consistency and continuity through time. This perception of
conservatism and stability in material culture allowed archaeologists to
define traditions through time and space. Culture classification charts
reified the idea that traditions were equated with long periods of cultural
stasis. For example, Gordon Willey (1966) in his seminal book An Intro-
duction to American Archaeology depicted various cultural traditions for
North American prehistory that were characterized by long periods of
relative stasis broken by short punctuated intervals of change. He showed
the “Big Game Hunting Tradition” and especially the “Archaic Tradi-
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tion” in the Eastern Woodlands as long-term cultural entities that eventu-
ally gave rise to later traditions, such as the “Woodland Tradition” and
“Mississippian Tradition.”

My mentor, Fred Plog (1973:188–190; 1974), argued that the reliance
on conventional space-time grids and culture classification charts in ar-
chaeology reinforced a conceptual model of chronology as a series of suc-
cessive periods or stages, each of which represented a discrete chronologi-
cal unit. In this model of culture chronology, a tradition was typically
equated to one or more periods or stages. The upshot was that the study
of culture change was relegated to the intersections or lines that separated
one period or stage of a culture tradition from another. Plog (1973, 1974)
criticized this archaeological practice because it limited the analysis of
change to only a relatively few chronological units rather than allowed the
tracing of change through a series of continuous points through time. This
practice also fostered a perspective in which traditions were treated as
discrete units whose internal workings were typically not analyzed for
evidence of culture change or transformation. Furthermore, this practice
tended to perpetuate the conventional punctuated equilibrium model of
long periods of cultural stasis divided by rapid periods of change.

Processual archaeologists of the 1960s and 1970s, while they critiqued
many of the fundamental concepts of culture history, as outlined in Rees’s
chapter, did little to modify the conventional concept of traditions in ar-
chaeology (but see Binford 1965:208). In fact, the common perception of
traditions as characterized by long periods of cultural stasis punctuated by
rapid intervals of change was ideally suited for adaptational models of
culture change. Adaptational models, heavily influenced by systems
theory, depicted cultures as seeking equilibrium with their natural and
social environments. A culture’s equilibrium would remain in a steady
state unless kicked out of balance by positive feedback processes stimu-
lated by any number of factors, including ecological imbalances in people/
land relationships, population growth, resource intensification, droughts,
and so on (see Flannery 1972a; Glassow 1972; Zubrow 1971). The long-
term stasis of cultural traditions is emphasized by Flannery (1972a:230)
when he notes that “under conditions of fully achieved and permanently
maintained equilibrium, prehistoric cultures might never have changed.
That they did change was due at least in part to the existence of positive
feedback or ‘deviation-amplifying’ processes.”

The contributors to The Archaeology of Traditions question this long-
held belief that traditions are characterized by long periods of cultural
stasis and self-perpetuation punctuated by rapid intervals of change.
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Fortier examines the problems of employing such a punctuated equilib-
rium model in archaeology. Rather than arguing for long periods of equi-
librium or stasis, he feels that “cultural populations and human behavior
in general are more dynamic and perhaps more unstable, particularly over
short periods of time.” Emerson and McElrath present a case example of
how adaptation models have been employed in Eastern Woodlands re-
search and consider the problems that have resulted from viewing
sedentism in the Archaic and Early Woodland periods as an ahistorical
and gradualistic process. All three of these authors are critical of models
that assume a priori that cultural traditions are necessarily characterized
by long-term continuity and in situ development of stable populations.

By proposing one of the new meanings of traditions as a dynamic and
continuous process of cultural production, the contributors to The Ar-
chaeology of Traditions are redirecting the study of culture change in a
way that Fred Plog would have approved. For example, Pauketat argues
for a definition of traditions that is not static or the opposite of political
action but rather as historical forms that are always in the process of
becoming. Sassaman stresses the ongoing creative process of cultural pro-
duction when he states that “with each action of every day, each actor
negotiates tradition.” Emerson and McElrath also underscore the dy-
namic character of a tradition “that is both grounded in the past and is
transformed through practice into a revitalized, reformulated, and living
tradition.”

With this view of traditions as transformative in nature, I believe, the
necessary theoretical infrastructure is now being established to implement
an approach to culture change that Plog advocated some years ago. Since
traditions are now viewed as the nexus of cultural production, there exists
the potential for both culture change and culture persistence to take place
in the creation of traditions. Thus, the study of culture change is not re-
stricted to the interfaces of cultural traditions, nor is the study of culture
persistence relegated to traditions themselves. Rather, the seeds of change
and persistence may be observed in the process of creating traditions
through day-to-day living, in which an individual’s action may always
involve aspects of both culture reproduction and culture transformation.
At any point in time, cultural practices may be performed that are linked
to the past but redefined or reinterpreted in order to be made meaningful
in contemporary social contexts. This meaning of traditions requires ar-
chaeologists to examine change and persistence as a continuous flow of
time. For any point in time, one must begin to consider why some aspects
of an individual’s culture practices may persist intact, why others may be
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modified to some degree, and why still others may be completely trans-
formed.

Accounting for Persistent Traditions

While the potential for change is always present in the process of cultural
production, there are situations in which persistent cultural practices are
repeatedly performed over extended periods of time. “Persistent tradi-
tion” is the kind of tradition  that will be most familiar to culture histori-
ans and processual archaeologists. However, in recognizing that change
may potentially take place at any moment in the process of cultural pro-
duction, one cannot take persistent traditions for granted or assume them
to be part of a natural cycle of culture development over time. It is clear
that one must be explicit in accounting for persistent traditions.

An important contribution of The Archaeology of Traditions is explor-
ing why some people consciously choose or unconsciously follow specific
cultural traditions that become routinized over multiple generations. In
viewing traditions as historical processes that must be interpreted, the
contributors examine power structures, identity construction, and resis-
tance as important factors that may influence an individual’s decision to
reproduce cultural practices over time in direct opposition to other
peoples’ traditions.

In accounting for Archaic traditions in the Southeast, Sassaman ob-
serves that cultural traditions are often assumed to develop in relative
isolation. He notes that the standard cultural historical sequences em-
ployed in archaeology, which are typically devised for distinct areas (val-
leys, physiographic regions), tend to foster this perspective. Sassaman per-
suasively argues that for Archaic traditions, the opposite is probably more
realistic—that distinct hunter-gatherer traditions were established as a
consequence of interactions and the marking of differences between “oth-
ers.” This point accentuates a common interpretation in The Archaeology
of Traditions in which persistent traditions are perceived to have been
created in opposition to other peoples’ lifeways. Many of the contributors
explore tradition building as part of a process of identity construction that
may be undertaken as a strategy of resistance by oppressed peoples to cope
with social relations of domination and inequality. Pauketat goes even
further by arguing explicitly that “contrary practice” may be viewed as
“dissidence of the latent everyday sort, done less to oppose some domi-
nant persons and more to reproduce one’s sense of tradition.” A few ex-
amples from the volume illustrate this point.

Sassaman presents a classic case example of a tradition as an embedded
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form of cultural resistance in considering the persistent use of soapstone
cooking slabs by some Archaic peoples, when they were fully aware of
pottery production. This persistent tradition is argued to have been cre-
ated in opposition to nearby groups who employed pottery in their day-to-
day activities, and as such it is considered a latent form of resistance.
Emerson and McElrath employ the concept of “ethnic cores” to define a
variety of Late Archaic and Early Woodland peoples with distinct tradi-
tions who encountered and differentiated themselves from one another
over time in the permeable American Bottom region of Illinois. Nassaney,
in his study of the Plum Bayou culture, argues that tensions arose between
the sociopolitical aspirations of elites in the Toltec Mound center and
persistent traditions of communalism in outlying communities. He shows
how resistance to inequality was negotiated in the production and use of
ceramics and lithic tools in the daily practices of nonelite peoples. And
Thomas considers various aspects of African-American slave traditions
(display of property, fictive and cross-cutting kinship relations) that devel-
oped on southern plantations in direct opposition (and resistance) to the
power structure established by white planters.

Alternative Forms of Traditions

The conventional concept of traditions was limited to a relatively narrow
range of phenomena, primarily cultural traditions and artifact traditions
defined at the scale of regions and local sites. An important contribution
of The Archaeology of Traditions is the recognition that cultural produc-
tion may involve alternative forms of traditions that vary greatly in their
spatial and temporal scales. In viewing cultural production as a negotiated
historical process involving individual agency, it becomes clear that indi-
viduals and groups, depending on their values, beliefs, and motivations,
may instigate very different kinds of cultural practices. If the performance
of these practices persists long enough to become archaeologically visible,
then we may be able to define them as distinct traditions. For instance,
alternative forms of traditions may be created at different scales of analy-
sis and relate to distinct cultural entities, communities, kinship groups,
political affiliations, and factional groups, or employed to demarcate gen-
der, age, and status differences. Several examples from the volume exem-
plify this point.

Sullivan and Rodning describe the development of separate but equal
gender traditions among males and females of late prehistoric chiefdoms
in southern Appalachia. Alt considers the creation of related but still dis-
tinct traditions that developed within the Cahokia ceremonial/political
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center and nearby upland communities. A shared identity was perpetuated
between the center and hinterland, but uplands people maintained tradi-
tional practices that Alt interprets as signaling their rejection of Cahokia
political domination. Loren details the development of “local” and “offi-
cial” traditions at the Los Adaes Presidio and shows how native, mestizo,
and Spanish peoples employed various combinations of these traditions in
private and public spaces, depending on the motivations and interests of
individual actors. Scarry highlights the multifaceted and deeply layered
traditions that arose when Apalachee peoples encountered Spanish colo-
nists and implemented strategies of both resistance and accommodation.

Recognizing that an individual, single community, or broader culture
may have created diverse traditions that are meaningful for understanding
past social relations raises concerns about how these entities are defined
by archaeologists. Conventionally defined traditions were usually based
on normative assumptions concerning time-space grids and the distribu-
tion of specific projectile point and pottery types. One problem with some
of the case studies is the ad hoc nature in which traditions appear to have
been defined. This is not unexpected when one considers that The Archae-
ology of Traditions is breaking new theoretical and methodological
ground. But future research should be directed toward the problem of
how one defines alternative forms of traditions. Ultimately, archaeologists
will need to consider whether all these alternative forms should be consid-
ered traditions per se or defined by some other concept.

Another potential problem concerns the application of conventional
cultural traditions in very different ways than those in which they were
originally defined and used. Some chapters begin with sophisticated theo-
retical discussions on traditions and then employ culture traditions that
have been defined in the past by traditional ceramic types or stone tool
types to illustrate their points. It is not clear to me how well these older
archaeological entities, which are the product of a very different para-
digm, will hold up under these new multiple meanings of traditions. I do
not think that we will be able to translate them directly into studies of
cultural production, agency, and negotiation. But since most culture histo-
rians were well versed in describing archaeological traits across space and
time, my feeling is that many of these conventionally defined traditions
will prove to be a good beginning point for defining new forms of tradi-
tions. I think Sassaman illustrates this point with his study of the Morrow
Mountain tradition, a cultural tradition that was defined originally by a
specific type of projectile point. He then considers other kinds of archaeo-



Traditions as Cultural Production  |  245

logical data (shellfish remains, nonlocal goods, mortuary practices) to
define different traditions (Shell Mound and foragers) within the Morrow
Mountain complex. However, I still think considerable work is needed to
tease apart the cultural practices that embody these different traditions.

A Consideration of “Resistant Traditions”

With the recent focus on power relations and resistance in the anthropo-
logical and archaeological literature (see McGuire and Paynter 1991; D.
Miller et al. 1989; J. C. Scott 1985), some scholars are voicing concern
that domination and resistance are being overplayed at the expense of
other kinds of social relations—for example, cooperation, reciprocity, and
accommodation—and that resistance is now being applied to almost any
historical context, a trend that undermines the analytical utility of these
concepts (M. F. Brown 1996:729–730). With this growing backlash re-
sulting from the inappropriate use of resistance and power as explana-
tions, there are now some who are directing challenges “to prove there
was resistance in the past” (Frazer 1999:5). Others are critiquing resis-
tance arguments because they tend to deny decision making (agency) to
subordinate or less powerful populations and communities by portraying
them as reactionary clones responding to domination (see Frazer 1999:5).

Pauketat, Scarry, and other contributors are well aware of these cri-
tiques and are concerned about trivializing resistance in accounting for the
creation of contrary traditions. There are two kinds of resistance discussed
in The Archaeology of Traditions. The first type concerns conscious and
intentional actions to resist oppression. This is the type with which most
scholars are familiar. For example, R. Jackson and Castillo (1995: 73–74)
in their discussion of native peoples and their encounters with Franciscan
missionaries in California describe two dimensions of this kind of resis-
tance (active and passive). Active resistance involves overt confrontations
that often lead to violence by subordinated populations who initiate re-
volts, raids, and assassinations against their oppressors. Passive resis-
tance, while tougher to document archaeologically, involves covert ac-
tions against oppressors such as work slowdowns, noncooperation, foot
dragging, feigned sickness, and so on.

It is this second type of resistance, described by Pauketat as “any con-
trary practice,” that is bound to raise some eyebrows among our col-
leagues. This is the kind of resistance that is examined to understand the
creation and maintenance of “resistant traditions” in many chapters of
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the volume. The authors are not alone in this approach, as Singleton
(1998:180) notes that it is increasingly common for archaeologists to in-
terpret evidence of shared cultural practices as forms of resistance.

Quite frankly, I am somewhat uneasy with the growing trend of em-
ploying resistance, subordination, and inequality to explain the genesis of
many social relationships. But I also see the problem inherent in previous
studies of traditions that did not take power relationships, domination,
and resistance into account when considering persistent traditions. As
Frazer (1999:5) rightly points out, if one accepts that power differentials
existed in the past, then one must acknowledge that resistance “as the
other half of a dialectical relation of power” must have also existed (a
point also voiced by Emerson and McElrath). I think the critical issue in
employing resistance to account for persistent traditions is to consider in
detail the specific historical context of interactions with “others,” and to
examine the interplay of other possible social factors, such as accommo-
dation, alliance building, and negotiation (see Singleton 1998:181).

I think there are specific historical contexts where it makes consider-
able sense to consider resistance as part of the explanation for why people
maintain separate cultural practices, and why they may maintain direct
links with their ancestral past. Some years ago, Spicer (1962:578–579)
identified culture contact settings in the American Southwest as social
arenas where native peoples intentionally maintained persistent cultural
traits and practices that set them apart from the white world. I think in the
context of the oppressive power dynamics of colonial and plantation set-
tings one must consider strategies of resistance in accounting for the tradi-
tions of the underclass. The chapters by Loren, Scarry, and Thomas pro-
vide, in my opinion, excellent examples of such resistant traditions. The
rise of chiefdoms and the development of elite and commoner traditions in
the Southeast is another context where it makes considerable sense to
consider issues of domination, inequality, and resistance. I think that Alt
and Nassaney in the volume present compelling cases for examining the
development of cultural practices as resistance to sociopolitical inequality.

I am very intrigued with studies of persistent traditions in other histori-
cal contexts involving hunter-gatherer and/or horticultural interactions
(see Sassaman, Emerson and McElrath, Fortier). It is not clear to me
whether these social contexts can really be viewed as resistance to some
dominant power per se (although Sassaman makes a strong case for such
resistance arguments when considering historic hunter-gatherers and their
relations with the outside world). Rather I see the creation of traditions
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among these groups as part of a process of identity marking related to
alliance formations, trade ties, and religious movements, as well as facili-
tating the identity of friend or foe. For example, I have long been dissatis-
fied with traditional explanations for why native peoples in California
remained hunter-gatherers and mostly nonpottery users throughout pre-
history, when neighboring groups along the Colorado River and through-
out the American Southwest practiced agriculture and produced some of
the finest pottery in the Americas. As Sassaman outlines, the traditional
explanations for hunter-gatherer perseverance are isolation, marginaliza-
tion and, in the case of California, supposedly poor climatic conditions for
producing native cultigens. I think it will be constructive in the future to
consider persistent hunter-gatherer traditions in California as identities
created in opposition to the agricultural “others,” as well as identity con-
struction that signaled a common ancestral relationship among the many
hundreds of communities that dotted the California landscape.

Practice-Centered Approach

Another important contribution of The Archaeology of Traditions is tak-
ing a practice-centered approach to the study of traditions. Building upon
such concepts as doxa, habitus, and structuration as originally conceived
by Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens, the authors of the volume em-
ploy aspects of practice theory to consider how the history of traditions
unfolds at the interface of structure and action. Pauketat and others em-
phasize how cultural categories, values, and meanings are reproduced and
transformed during the process of day-to-day practices. As I have noted
before (Lightfoot et al. 1998:201–202), I think this approach is tailor-
made for archaeology. Daily practices are ideally suited for archaeological
study because they involve the investigation of how space is structured,
how mundane domestic tasks are conducted, and how refuse is disposed.
The performance of daily routines produces patterned accumulations of
material culture that are often among the most interpretable kinds of de-
posits found in archaeological contexts. By viewing traditions as the
means of continuously redefining cultural production through the enact-
ment of day-to-day practices, one can develop the necessary linkages be-
tween the theoretical construct and the archaeological database. In other
words, traditions may be defined, analyzed, and interpreted using those
cultural remains that are commonly found in the archaeological record.

Most of the contributors employ this practice-centered approach in
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their case studies. To emphasize the great diversity of cultural materials
that may be employed in the study of cultural practices and traditions, I
list the kinds of archaeological remains associated with specific traditions.

(a) Kenneth Sassaman. Archaic traditions (projectile points, shell-
fish, nonlocal goods, mortuary practices, soapstone vessels, pottery)
(b) Thomas Emerson and Dale McElrath. Late Archaic and Early
Woodland traditions in the American Bottom region of Illinois
(lithic and pottery assemblages, settlement distributions)
(c) Andrew Fortier. Early and Middle Woodland cultural traditions
(pottery temper, shape, and design motifs; lithic assemblages)
(d) Michael Nassaney. Toltec Mound site and hinterland community
traditions (pottery, chipped-stone artifacts)
(e) Susan Alt. Cahokia and upland communities traditions (ceramic
styles and temper, construction methods, settlement configurations)
(f) Mark Rees. Black Warrior( Moundville) and Central Mississippi
Valleys (Nodena phase) traditions (representational themes/motifs
on pottery)
(g) Lynne Sullivan and Christopher Rodning. Male and Female tra-
ditions in chiefdoms of southern Appalachia (spatial relationship of
mortuary remains to the built environment)
(h) Cameron Wesson. Historic period Creek traditions (Euro-Ameri-
can trade goods)
(i) Rebecca Saunders. Negotiated native tradition in Spanish La Flor-
ida (pottery)
(j) Diana Loren. Diverse native, mestizo, and Spanish traditions at
the Los Adaes Presidio (architecture, dress, trade goods, ceramics)
(k) John Scarry. Apalachee native traditions (settlement patterns,
domestic architecture, ceramics, diet)
(l) Brian Thomas. African-American traditions in southern planta-
tions (property of slaves such as ceramics, glass, etc.)

Traditions Through Time

The authors of The Archaeology of Traditions employ their multiple
meanings of traditions to undertake analyses of societies that collectively
span the entire Archaic, Woodland, Mississippian, and Historic periods of
the Southeast. It is truly refreshing to see a collection of papers that ap-
proaches a theoretical problem employing both prehistoric and historic
data, a point that Rees emphasizes in his historical overview. In particular,
I appreciate Wesson’s and Fortier’s explicit discussion of historical pro-
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cesses involving the creation and maintenance of traditions that spanned
prehistoric, protohistoric, and historic settings.

The multiscalar approach to the The Archaeology of Traditions is also
refreshing, as I find the investigation of traditions at both the micro- and
macroscales highly complementary. Many of the chapters are microscale
analyses that detail the creation of specific traditions at the scale of indi-
viduals and groups. These studies tend to focus on how specific traditions
were created by individual actions in selectively retaining and transform-
ing cultural traditions on a day-to-day basis. For example, Saunders de-
scribes how individuals created the Altamaha pottery tradition by com-
bining technological and stylistic components of both Spanish and Guale
Indian design. Sullivan and Rodning consider how individuals were bur-
ied in relation to public architecture and residential buildings in defining
the creation of gender structures in southern Appalachia chiefdoms. Loren
describes the construction of diverse and overlapping traditions in the Los
Adaes Presidio that were the product of individuals manipulating visible
cultural practices (dress, architecture, trade goods) that related to some
aspects of the Spanish elite, while adhering to some of their ancestral prac-
tices behind closed doors. Scarry details how native men and women
implemented different kinds of strategies of resistance and accommoda-
tion to Spanish colonial authority, and how these different traditions may
be defined among the historic Apalachee people using a wide range of
archaeological materials (domestic architecture, ceramics, diet, dress).

Other chapters are macroscale analyses that consider the juxtaposition
of multiple traditions through extended periods of time. Fortier takes the
longue durée in examining cultural traditions in the American Bottom of
Illinois and observes evidence of discontinuities and replacement over
time. He argues that our typical view of traditions as being unilineal and
gradualistic in their growth over time may be more a result of our archaeo-
logical methods, such as the vertical nature of chronological charts that
imply connectivity over time, and less a realistic representation of what
actually takes place. In employing a macroscale view of the American
Bottom, he is able to show that this sequence “really embodies a hodge-
podge of cultural traditions, many of which are horizontally intrusive,
unrelated, and short-lived.” Emerson and McElrath’s macroscale ap-
proach to the Late Archaic and Early Woodland traditions of the Ameri-
can Bottom complements this perspective of cultural variation and discon-
tinuity. At the regional scale, they define “ethnic cores” based on various
lines of archaeological data as representing the cultural practices and tra-
ditions of discrete cultural groups that moved in and out of the American



250  |  Kent G. Lightfoot

Bottom region over hundreds of years. The ethnogenesis of new cultural
traditions in the American Bottom may have involved the process of nego-
tiating separate identities in a permeable boundary zone (a perspective
supported by Sassaman’s analysis of Archaic hunter-gatherers). Emerson
and McElrath also stress that archaeologists need to revisit their theoreti-
cal and methodological approaches for defining and understanding popu-
lation movements and migrations, especially in frontier areas such as the
American Bottom.

Conclusion

The contributors to The Archaeology of Traditions present multiple
meanings in redefining the concept of traditions in archaeology. This new
vision of traditions stresses historical contingency, day-to-day practices,
and human agency. A critical component of the new concept is viewing
traditions as the means of continuously redefining cultural production
through daily practices. This makes traditions come alive with the possi-
bility that individuals may negotiate both culture persistence and change
in the performance of daily life. At any point in time, some cultural prac-
tices may persist while others are transformed so that they can be made
meaningful in new social contexts.

The reconceptualization of traditions has three major implications for
the practice of archaeology.

·It raises questions about the common use of punctuated equilib-
rium models comprised of long periods of cultural stasis (traditions)
that are divided by quick spurts of change (interfaces of traditions).
The study of change is now conceptualized as a continuous flow of
time in which cultural transformations may potentially take place at
any moment.
·It requires that we no longer take persistent cultural practices for
granted. Instead we must account for the development of persistent
traditions that are replicated over multiple generations. The con-
tributors to the volume explore such factors as identity construction,
dominance, and resistance to account for why people created persis-
tent traditions that arose in opposition to other nearby groups. In
many of these studies, there is good evidence of unequal power rela-
tions and oppression that may have stimulated the creation of resis-
tant traditions. However, other studies of persistent traditions took
place among groups of relatively equal power, in which no one
group clearly dominated the others. In these cases, it may be fruitful
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in the future to expand our concepts of contrary practices beyond
resistance per se, and to consider other reasons why people identify
themselves in opposition to others. For instance, I think that
Emerson and McElrath’s discussion of “ethnic cores” is very prom-
ising.
·It forces archaeologists to consider a more diverse range of alterna-
tive traditions than those defined in the past. Individuals and groups
may create very different kinds of traditions depending upon their
varied interests, agendas, and worldviews. These traditions may be
observable at different scales of analysis. Some may become visible
only at the scale of individuals who differentiate themselves based on
gender, status, and age differences. Other traditions may come into
focus at the scale of kinship groups, sodalities, and factional groups,
while still others may become clear at the scale of communities, poli-
ties, and broadscale cultures.

Furthermore, some of these alternative traditions may be very short-lived
phenomena, while others may persist over hundreds of years. One prob-
lem that needs to be addressed in the future is a more formal method for
defining these varied alternative traditions. Also, it is not clear to me
whether conventionally defined traditions based primarily on projectile
point and ceramic types can be translated directly into this new conceptual
framework.

Another important contribution of The Archaeology of Traditions is
employing a practice-centered approach to the study of traditions. Daily
practices are ideally suited for archaeological study because the perfor-
mance of daily routines produces patterned deposits of material culture
that are among the most interpretable to archaeologists. Consequently,
traditions may be defined, analyzed, and interpreted using remains that
are commonly recovered from archaeological contexts.

Ultimately, time will tell if the multiple meanings of traditions proposed
in The Archaeology of Traditions will be widely accepted by American
archaeologists. I think some scholars will quibble that resistance and
domination are overplayed as explanatory factors in the persistence of
cultural practices. I also think some archaeologists will question whether
some of the traditions described in the volume should really be defined as
such. Should an individual’s cultural practices that unfold over a genera-
tion and can be identified in the archaeological record be defined as a
“tradition”? Should a specific group’s aggregated cultural practices that
are rapidly transformed over time and have little continuity with the past
be defined as a “tradition”? Should discrete cultural practices that are
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used to differentiate gender, age, status, and other kinds of social distinc-
tions be defined as one or more “traditions”? I think these are excellent
questions that will undoubtedly be addressed in the future.

In concluding, I think The Archaeology of Traditions is an important
book because it will generate renewed interest in how we define and em-
ploy traditions in archaeological practice. I also think it is important
because it explores new and creative ways of defining traditions using
archaeological materials. Given my recent exposure to southeastern ar-
chaeology, I am now convinced that the Southeast is the new frontier for
exploring cutting-edge developments in the method and theory of Ameri-
can archaeology. While southwestern archaeologists once held this posi-
tion in the days of processual archaeology, the Southeast is rapidly becom-
ing the place to do innovative research in these postprocessual days, a
point exemplified by the chapters in this volume.
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15

Concluding Thoughts on Tradition, History,
and Archaeology

Timothy R. Pauketat

[E]ach of us makes meaning out of meanings that others have al-
ready made and are making—a process that makes us living em-
bodiments of the history of our relations with others.
Christina Toren (1999:125, emphasis in the original)

The Southeast offers a resolution to the conundrum of tradition. In sepa-
rate but related historical cases, the authors of this volume analyze tradi-
tion by focusing on the process of tradition making at a number of differ-
ent scales of analysis. This can be done in the Southeast, perhaps more
than in any other part of the world, given the theoretically preadapted and
well-funded archaeology of the Eastern Woodlands (Graham 1998:31;
Lightfoot, this volume; Pauketat 1998b:45). The ability to measure diver-
sity through time and within artifact assemblages, features, settlements,
and regions is requisite, meaning that rich data sets are necessary.

That said, it is also the case that an archaeology of traditions before and
after Columbus transcends the perceived limitations of archaeological
data sets. In fact, given the principle of materiality, history in the sense that
various contributors have used it is more accessible to archaeologists than
to historians. Thus, it is no longer acceptable for “prehistorians” to rely
on the crutch that their data sets, lacking written descriptions by Europe-
ans, are somehow impoverished and not suitable for understanding the
ways that traditions were shaped, politicized, and negotiated between
persons and among peoples. At the same time, it is no longer acceptable
for historical archaeologists to use the ever-biased written accounts of the
literate few as substitutes for actual on-the-ground measures of how
people produced history. History in this volume is not limited to certain
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time periods where individual agents are identified by name or where texts
may be used to aid in archaeological interpretations.

The processes of cultural change in the so-called historic and prehis-
toric past must always be understood as historical processes. What people
did, how they represented themselves, and how their motivations were
inculcated matters in our explanations of cultural change. People’s ac-
tions, representations, and dispositions are not merely consequences of
cultural processes. People doing and being from day to day and year to
year are the processes that archaeologists should seek to explain. Indeed,
human agency is so closely intertwined with traditions—those patterns of
doing and knowing that range from technologies (as “know-how”) to
ethnicities (as “know-who”)—as to be inseparable.

This “historical-processual” view of traditions is not novel. Archaeolo-
gists working with diverse case material are turning to approaches that
can be listed under its banner (Pauketat 2001; see references in chapter 1).
However, such historical-processualism remains a minority view. The un-
derlying principle of materiality—that the creation of culture (including
material culture and the built environment) is a process directly accessible
to archaeologists—is not the doxa of archaeology today. It seems that,
having learned the lessons of processual archaeology—that archaeologi-
cal residues provide actual measures of processes, that culture is not nor-
mative but participatory, and that variation in artifact assemblages has
explanatory potential—archaeologists stopped short of building a theory
(of materiality) that explains how variation in the daily lives of people
brings about long-term cultural change (in the spirit of Binford 1983; but
in the sense of Dietler and Herbich 1998; Dobres and Robb 2000; Shen-
nan 1993). A commonsense adherence to the tenets of behaviorism may be
largely to blame.

Divesting archaeology of behavioral tenets is a work in progress. The
variable degree of acceptance of materiality as a new basis for explaining
the past by the authors of this volume is revealing of the progress. In our
move away from abstract laws of human behavior, however, it is true that
archaeology must still confront the problem of why developmental paral-
lels seem to exist between peoples far removed from one another in time
and space. For example, few archaeologists would argue that the “state”
is a completely artificial construct (see Feinman and Marcus 1998; Yoffee
1993). Likewise, few would deny that gender divisions of some sort char-
acterized many peoples at various times and in diverse places around the
world. Given this sense of regularity, archaeology must resolve what Bruce
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Smith (1990) has called the “analogy-homology dilemma.” Are homolo-
gies or analogies most appropriate in explaining the past? What regulari-
ties owe their origins to common historical linkages? Which owe their
existence to general processes that characterize all people in all places?

An archaeology of traditions offers just such a resolution. There are
large-scale cultural, organizational, or technological patterns that appear
to have constrained what people did in the past (see R. Hall 1997). History
is not chaotic, and any one person is not free to step outside of and radi-
cally alter traditions. Nor would that be something that might ever occur
to most people. Then again, there is ample evidence of people supposedly
altering traditional patterns and making history, so to speak. This is be-
cause traditions themselves are not static things. They are always being
made and remade. Regardless, there is uniformity to the process of tradi-
tion making even if the traditions—for example, of mobile foraging
groups versus colonizing armies—seem entirely unlike one another.

The resolution of the analogy-homology dilemma, then, is twofold. As
the Southeast bears witness, the regional and panregional patterns that are
sometimes called traditions do constrain the many and multiscaled pro-
cess of tradition making and, thus, history. They constrain not because
they are real things but because they are the raw cultural material from
which people make tradition anew every day. Homology is therefore a
critical part of an archaeology of traditions. However, the studies of tradi-
tion in this volume are also comparative. That is, analogous argumenta-
tion remains central to archaeological theories founded on the principle of
materiality just as it was for a behavioral archaeology. However, genealo-
gies of traditions, not behaviors, are the units of comparison. The results,
perhaps counterintuitive to some, are generalizations about a universal
process that produced diversity! The generalizations are not different for
Archaic hunter-gatherers, Woodland villagers, Mississippian chiefdoms,
historic-period missions and presidios, or antebellum plantations.

The generalizations also are not simply appeals to acculturation,
missionization, colonization, migration, and other commonly known his-
torical processes. Instead, we have begun in this book to investigate the
commonalities of these processes. The effect is to pay considerably more
attention to the historical moments wherein traditions were created, nego-
tiated, accommodated, or resisted. This necessitates data-heavy studies
and attention to the variability of the archaeological record, as contribu-
tions in this volume bear out.

Ultimately, such historically rich and archaeologically complex studies
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of the many kinds and multiple scales of tradition making will produce
more than mere reifications of trendy concepts. The long-term goal of an
archaeology of traditions is the development of theories of world histori-
cal development. Our real challenge, then, is to match the complex ques-
tions of world historical development with suitably rich and multiscaled
archaeological data sets. Theorizing without them is not theorizing at all.
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