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Mississippian Communities in  

the Northern Yazoo Basin

The nature of Mississippian communities has been a subject of consider-
able interest to archaeologists for decades, with research centering around 
questions of social complexity, the nature of leadership, forms of social or-
ganization, economic relationships, identity, and ideology. Never before, 
however, have archaeologists had so many sources of information about 
Mississippian communities upon which to base their interpretations. The 
ever-increasing resolution of spatial patterns in the archaeological record 
has led to a recognition of the astounding diversity in the physical orga-
nization of residences, sites, and regions. This diversity indicates consid-
erable variability in how Mississippian people conceived of and experi-
enced everyday life within their households and communities and in their 
interactions with people from outside their communities. Old and new 
approaches to understanding kin-based social organization and world-
view among Mississippian people allow us to glimpse how they may have 
understood their relationships with neighbors and strangers; with the 
plants, animals, and landscape features that coexist in the physical realm; 
and with beings and phenomena located in the unseen spiritual realm. 
Theoretical approaches to understanding the nature of human action and 
structural constraints on that action provide a framework for considering 
persistence and change within communities, and recent consideration of 
non-Western ontologies allows us to envision a worldview in which both 
human and non-human agents can act in social realms. These disparate 
sources of information converge in ways that have the potential to enrich 
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our interpretations of Mississippian communities to an extent that previ-
ous generations of archaeologists could hardly imagine.
 Drawing on these perspectives as well as new archaeological data from 
Parchman Place (22CO511), this book takes the position that community-
building by Mississippian people was a process of placemaking that in-
volved repeated re-creations of a distinct worldview in a particular place 
(or places). This worldview largely rested on kin-based social organization 
and a belief that humans bore responsibility for maintaining the balance, 
and thus the overall health, of their communities, the physical world they 
inhabited, and the broader cosmos. Much evidence points toward the ten-
dency for Mississippian social relations to be strongly hierarchical. And 
yet, archaeological data from Parchman Place and elsewhere suggest that 
different Mississippian people or groups of people practiced placemak-
ing and world creation in different ways, through different media, and to 
achieve different goals. Consequently, despite the very visible outcomes of 
actions taken by powerful people (mound-top residences, palisades, some 
forms of community spatial organization and feasting refuse), commu-
nity-building was decidedly not the exclusive purview of elite members 
of Mississippian communities. Rather, leadership was routinely checked 
by those who wished to emphasize kin group autonomy and those who 
valued the maintenance of balance among distinct social groups. In what 
follows, I outline an approach to thinking about Mississippian communi-
ties that emphasizes the multiple ways that people created community in 
place, both through the physical organization of community spaces, and 
through depositional practices that emphasized particular, if conflicting, 
values. In interrogating these conflicts, it becomes clear that negotiation 
was a constant feature of Mississippian community-building, that heter-
archical social organization (sensu Crumley 1995, 2005) was valued and 
closely guarded, and that hierarchical tendencies were counteracted by 
acts of deposition grounded in a particularly Mississippian worldview.

Situating Mississippian Communities

Archaeologists have always recognized placemaking as a tangible form 
of community-building, though our understandings have evolved as our 
grasp of spatial patterns, built landscapes, and Mississippian worldviews 
have expanded. Culture-historians constructed archaeological cultures or 
phases based on recurring similarities among artifact assemblages located 
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in close spatial proximity to one another (Mainfort 2005; Phillips 1970; 
Phillips et al. 1951; Willey and Phillips 1958), an approach that has been 
criticized for its tendency to conceive of past communities as “natural,” 
conservative, unchanging entities bounded in time and space (Jones 1997; 
Murdock 1949; O’Brien and Lyman 1998). The critique is valid, although 
close reading of the work of culture historians, such as Phillips (1970:23), 
reveals a more complicated view of past peoples and our reconstructions 
of their cultures. As Dunnell (1985) pointed out, early investigators work-
ing in the Lower Mississippi Valley were aware of limitations in their 
methods of regional survey, surface collection, and ceramic seriation, 
and considered their work preliminary to the task of reconstructing the 
lifeways and relationships of the ancient people of that region.
 Responding to critiques of the descriptive nature of culture-historical 
approaches, many scholars began to investigate how Mississippian socio-
political systems functioned in regional contexts (e.g., Anderson 1994; 
Blitz 1993a; Hally 1993; King 2003; Steponaitis 1978). Through spatial anal-
ysis of settlement patterns and monumental architecture, these studies 
initially emphasized the largest Mississippian sites and the actions of elite 
members of society who were thought to have dominated their develop-
ment. This emphasis on social hierarchy and elite mechanisms of control 
has remained influential in Mississippian studies (e.g., Blitz 2010; Cobb 
2003), even as these same studies drew attention to the incredible diver-
sity of Mississippian social forms. Furthermore, these large-scale stud-
ies focused on chiefdoms or polities rarely considered the nature of local 
communities except in terms of their form and function within regional 
systems (Yaeger and Canuto 2000:4). In my view, this omission is largely 
a matter of scale; studies of social organization and culture change can be 
productively adapted to investigate local communities.
 Site-specific investigations contribute to our more recent understand-
ing that Mississippian communities were organizationally diverse and that 
particular spatial organizations establish, communicate, and reinforce 
particular understandings of social organization (Blitz 1999; Boudreaux 
2007; Dye and Cox 1990; Hally 2008; King 2006; Knight 1998; Knight and 
Steponaitis 1998; Lewis and Stout 1998; Marcoux 2008; Pauketat 2007; 
Pauketat and Alt 2003; Rogers and Smith 1995). Knight (1998) has shown 
that Moundville, for instance, was organized as a sociogram, material-
izing social relations among the main corporate kin groups making up 
Moundville society in the 13th century (see also Knight 2010, 2016; Wilson 
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2008). Like Moundville, the spatial layout of well-excavated Mississippian 
sites like Town Creek, King, and Cahokia also consists of discrete clusters 
of architecture interpreted as the residential areas of corporate kin groups 
(Boudreaux 2007: 93–94; Hally 2008:272–290; Pauketat 2003:43; Wilson 
2008:87–92).
 More recently, our understanding of spatial patterns at Mississippian 
communities has been facilitated by near-surface geophysical exploration, 
particularly magnetic gradiometry, which, given the right conditions, is 
particularly useful for revealing buried architectural features. Geophysical 
applications have been productively combined with principles of land-
scape archaeology (Ashmore and Knapp 1999; David and Thomas 2008; 
Snead et al. 2009), to consider how past societies were organized socially 
(Conyers 2010; Conyers and Leckebusch 2010; Nelson 2014), how cultural 
ideas about the use of space have persisted (or not) over time (Nelson 
2014; Thompson et al. 2011), and how human groups have interacted with 
the broader landscape (Dalan et al. 2003; Kvamme 2003). In line with 
landscape approaches in archaeology, these studies recognize that geo-
physical methods are well suited to identifying built features such as do-
mestic or monumental architecture, but also the negative spaces defined 
by the built environment (see, for example, articles in a special issue of Ar-
chaeological Prospection edited by Thompson [2014]). I draw on geophysi-
cal data from Parchman Place collected since 2002 to explore the ways 
Mississippian people used the built environment as well as empty spaces 
to establish social order within their community, how they experienced 
everyday interactions with their kin and neighbors, and how relationships 
among kin groups changed over time as people shifted their living spaces 
to align with monumental architecture.
 While spatial patterns in the archaeological record can tell us much 
about social organization within communities, archaeologists have also 
looked to ethnographic accounts of the social organization and belief 
systems of later southeastern Native groups to see if they can shed light 
on those of their Mississippian ancestors. Despite local variation and 
change over time (Urban and Jackson 2004), many of the principles guid-
ing kin-based social organization were broadly shared among colonial 
period Indian groups. The Muskogean-speaking peoples (including the 
Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks, and others) historically located near the 
study area held many aspects of social organization in common, includ-
ing matrilineal descent and matrilocal residence as well as organizing 
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structures such as clans and moieties. Members of these social entities 
were distributed in towns in similar ways, and individual towns likewise 
interacted with other towns in similar ways (Hudson 1976; Knight 1990, 
2018; Speck 1907; Swanton 1928a, 1931, 1946; Urban and Jackson 2004). 
These widespread similarities, the late date of the Parchman phase, and 
archaeological evidence (presented herein) suggest that some of these 
shared principles of social organization are relevant for understanding 
the nature of community at Parchman Place and other Mississippian sites.
 Knight (1990:2) has attempted to reconstruct “the nature of basic 
kin groups and their relationship to the political system” of Mississip-
pian societies from contact period accounts of several southeastern In-
dian groups, including the Timucuas, Chickasaws, and Natchez. He be-
gan with the common observation that clans in the southeastern United 
States were generally exogamous social categories based on filial descent 
through matrilines (though some were patrilineal). Clans were affiliated 
with one of two major social divisions (sometimes called moieties) that 
were both contrasting and complementary in nature. Within these major 
divisions or moieties, clans were ranked, and the two moieties were also 
ranked with respect to one another. Members of clans did not constitute 
localized groups, but were dispersed among many different towns.
 Local manifestations of clans frequently took the form of small-scale, 
corporate lineages or sub-clan groups, such as the “house-groups” of the 
Chickasaws (Brightman and Wallace 2004; Knight 1990, 2010; Speck 1907; 
Swanton 1928a) and Choctaws (Galloway and Kidwell 2004; Swanton 
1931; Urban and Jackson 2004), and the hûti of the Creeks (Knight 2018; 
Swanton 1928c). These groups, composed of related women and their hus-
bands and children, resided together and were tied to estates that included 
houses, shared communal space, and agricultural fields. Chickasaw es-
tates were named and their members were thought to share particular 
characteristics of personality and custom. I suggest in the following chap-
ters that residential neighborhoods at Parchman Place, particularly those 
centered around courtyard groups, represent the living arrangements of 
local clan-based lineages similar in character to house-groups, an argu-
ment Wilson (2008:17, 75) has made for multi-household groups at early 
Moundville (cf. Knight 2016; Scarry and Steponaitis 2016).
 On a larger scale, multiple lineages or house-groups resided together 
in towns, referred to by the Creeks as talwas (Ethridge 2003; Knight 1994; 
Swanton 1946) and by the Choctaws as oklas (Galloway and Kidwell 2004). 


