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Cahokia’s role in “Mississippianization”—or the rapid advent of monumen-
tal architecture; maize-based subsistence practices; a rich iconography; 
and social, political, and economic complexity—and its spread or adop-
tion throughout the Midwest and Southeast is intriguing. The question 
of whether what we see in the archaeological record can be described as 
an “event” or a “process” drives research into examining cultural change 
and forces us to critically evaluate what exactly is Mississippian. Recent 
studies are first recognizing that what we call Mississippian culture is in-
credibly complex, from individual communities to broad regions whose 
localized development cannot be overshadowed. Second, researchers ac-
knowledge that change is marked by historic figures, events, places, ob-
jects, landscapes, memories, traditions, beliefs, and people. The tangled 
web of change observed in the archaeological record is further obscured 
by the temporal and spatial scales of the data. However, creative models 
and collaborative research are elucidating the variability of Mississippia-
nization from inception, spread, and adoption. The Cahokia site, its rise 
and fall as an early regional influencer of people both locally and abroad, is 
an important framework within which to study the development of place, 
memory, events, cultural traditions, and the last millennia of precontact 
North America.
 In order to address the influence of Cahokia as a catalyst for social, po-
litical, economic, and ideological change and Mississippianization as an 
event and as a process, a number of scholars met in the summer of 2016 at 
the Mid-South Archaeological Conference in Memphis, Tennessee. The e-
mailed discussion threads leading up to the conference, research presented 
during the conference, and informal debates throughout the conference 
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provided an intellectual melting pot of regional experts whose collabora-
tive efforts resulted in this publication.
 Specifically, the focus of this volume is to provide a compilation of re-
cent research regarding the hegemony and diaspora of Cahokia at a spa-
tial scale not yet attempted. Hegemony is defined throughout as the social, 
cultural, ideological, or economic influence exerted by a dominant group. 
The hegemony of Cahokia at AD 1050–1275 in the American Bottom is well 
documented (Kelly 1991a; Pauketat 2004, 2009a; Brown and Kelly 2014; 
Anderson 2017). Of equal interest is the resulting “collapse” or reorganiza-
tion of the resident population center when the site was vacated after just 
over two centuries of intensive use. The resulting diaspora—the movement, 
migration, or scattering of a people away from an established or ancestral 
homeland—and this event’s impact on regional communities are important 
to document as an explanatory tool for change. The two-pronged objectives 
of hegemony and diaspora make up the thematic framework of the volume 
and provide evidence tracking Cahokia’s influence on contemporaneous 
communities across the midwestern and southeastern United States.
 The following chapters may surprise some as the presentation of nega-
tive data highlights regional cultural developments and the variability dur-
ing the Mississippian period, which is the hallmark of recent research. In 
other words, the presentation of archaeological data signifying the lack of 
Cahokian influence is crucial to understanding local regional development 
and these communities’ relationship with that of the American Bottom me-
tropolis. Variability and complexity are two recurring themes throughout 
that stand in marked contrast to the neoevolutionary frameworks of the 
last century (Anderson 2017).
 The volume is organized into five sections, roughly by geographic re-
gions. Preliminary contextual chapters in the opening section provide a 
necessary framework for understanding Cahokia within its heartland, the 
American Bottom. Brennan and Pursell’s contribution highlights the fact 
that Cahokia’s hegemony, even here and in close proximity, should not be 
assumed, as the community at the Kincaid site in the lower Ohio River 
valley almost appears in opposition to its northerly neighbors. The Schild 
site in the lower Illinois River valley, with its female flint clay figurine and 
Mississippian-influenced ceramics (Boles, this volume; Reynolds et al. 
2014), may well represent Cahokian hegemony. Aztalan, far to the north 
in southeastern Wisconsin, is another possible exception. The connection 
with Cahokia is undoubted, but the relationship is open to question (Rich-
ards, this volume).



Introduction   ·   3

 The growth of Cahokia is marked by the influx of a tremendous number 
of people and their subsequent return to their home communities. Some 
of these came from the north, in the vicinity of the lower Illinois River val-
ley, giving rise to the Late Bluff or Edelhardt phase. Stronger influences can 
be seen from the southern regions of the Ohio confluence and southeast-
ern Missouri during the late tenth century with the appearance of Varney 
Red, shell tempering, and Mill Creek hoes (Kelly and Brown, this volume). 
These attributes are to become increasingly popular in the Cahokia region.
 Southeastern Missouri and the Ohio confluence are ideal regions to pro-
vide the tremendous population influx seen at Cahokia prior to and dur-
ing the Edelhardt and Lohmann phases. Pottery from these regions in the 
early Loyd phase at Cahokia (Kelly 1991a:71a) suggests that this may well 
have been the case. Perhaps these were Woodland peoples who had been 
experimenting with the Eastern Agricultural Complex, attracted to the fer-
tile soils of the American Bottom. These immigrants would have joined the 
people already occupying small settlements in the region, forming Kelly 
and Brown’s (this volume) aggregated villages. Thus, developmental Ca-
hokia would seem to be largely a child of the south.
 Alt (this volume) has emphasized the importance of religion in the 
nascent stages of Cahokia, based on her work at the Emerald site in the 
Richland highland region above the American Bottom. Apparently, shared 
religious beliefs of the Late Woodland immigrants to the American Bot-
tom were intensified in that area, serving to acculturate the new arrivals 
in a fairly peaceful manner as pilgrims attending significant solar or lunar 
events.
 By the end of the Edelhardt phase the main plazas at Cahokia were being 
constructed, signaling major changes in the settlement system. Some Ter-
minal Late Woodland communities were ready for what some call the “Big 
Bang” or others the “Mississippian Event of AD 1050” (Kelly and Brown, 
this volume). Subsequent developments at Cahokia during the Lohmann 
and Stirling phases appear to have been the result of internal dynamics. 
Cahokia developed into a major political and religious center—some say a 
city—a focus for craft production, and a place of pilgrimage. Volumes have 
extolled this period of Cahokia’s ascendancy.
 Following the Stirling phase, the Moorehead phase (AD 1200–1275) 
marks the rather sudden decline of Cahokia. There is a major decline in 
population, and many have speculated on the impact and nature of this 
diaspora.
 Chapters by Richards and by Henning and Schirmer make it clear that 
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this exodus was not to the north or northwest. Aztalan, the most likely 
candidate, was established during the late Lohmann and Stirling phases, 
during Cahokia’s heyday, and shows no indication of interactions during 
the subsequent Moorehead phase. This timing lends support to Richards’s 
suggestion (this volume) that Aztalan was founded by dissidents from Ca-
hokia, joining an established Woodland community.
 Kelly (2007b:162) suggests that the post-Moorehead inhabitants of the 
American Bottom are identified archaeologically as Oneota, but there is 
little evidence that Moorehead phase occupants from Cahokia dispersed 
into the greater Oneota area to the northwest (Henning and Schirmer, this 
volume).
 The diaspora, then, was largely to the south. There is much to be said for 
Boles’s claim (this volume) that flint clay items, definitely made in the Ca-
hokia region and probably during the first half of the Stirling phase, are the 
ideal items to track the Cahokian exodus. However, the question remains as 
to the nature of the exodus. Was it a dispersed population or an exodus of 
ideas via a dynamic population of migrant Cahokian visitors? The authors 
tackle this question and the implications of it throughout.
 The Mississippi River provides the most obvious route south from Ca-
hokia. In view of the trail of flint clay objects extending from New Madrid 
County, Missouri (Boles, this volume), south through eastern and south-
eastern Arkansas (Boles, this volume; Jeter et al., this volume), it seems 
likely that this was one route followed. Boles suggests (this volume) that the 
Cahokia diaspora may have partly involved priests leaving Cahokia with 
their religious sacra.
 Carson Mounds (Johnson and Connaway, this volume) on the east side 
of the Mississippi River in the state of the same name also has connections 
to Cahokia. Given the complete absence of Ramey Incised at Carson (al-
though a few Powell Plain sherds exist), the best evidence for contact with 
Cahokia would seem to be with the Lohmann phase. The problem is, as 
noted by Johnson and Connaway, the earliest dates at Carson are concen-
trated in the beginning of the thirteenth century, at the end of the Stirling 
climax in Cahokia. It may be that this situation is similar to that posited 
by Richards (this volume) for the founding of Aztalan by a group of dis-
sidents from Cahokia during the late Lohmann and early Stirling phases. A 
similar group may have migrated southward along the Mississippi at about 
the same time, finally arriving at Carson at the beginning of the thirteenth 
century. If this is the case, it seems intervening sites dating to the twelfth 
century must exist.
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 Other sites on the east side of the Mississippi—for example, in Ten-
nessee—show relationships to Cahokia but no intimate connections. Al-
though Baldwin thought that “connectedness” existed between Obion and 
Cahokia, Mickelson (this volume) observes that no undisputed object from 
Cahokia has been recovered at Obion and that relationships of that site to 
the east should not be overlooked. Similar indications of Cahokian “influ-
ences” exist at other sites in west Tennessee, but there is no indication that 
this region received any significant portion of the Cahokia exodus.
 Weinstein and Wells (this volume) suspect that the Cahokia presence at 
the Lake Providence site in northeastern Louisiana may have been medi-
ated through the Carson site. This does not seem likely, given the Lohmann 
cast of the Cahokia-like complex at Carson and the Stirling phase traits 
(including Ramey Incised) at Lake Providence. It seems most reasonable 
to regard this influence as a continuation of the Cahokian impact exerted 
southward through eastern and southeastern Arkansas.
 There is also evidence of Cahokia contact in the Caddo area, in par-
ticular at the Gahagan site in northwest Louisiana and somewhat later at 
the Spiro site in eastern Oklahoma. The early contact at Gahagan, with its 
shaft graves and flint clay objects comparable to the previously discussed 
example from the Richland site in Arkansas, seems to have been a result of 
Caddo visits or pilgrimages to early Cahokia, given the presence of Cad-
doan ceramics in relatively early deposits at that site (Kelly 1991a) and the 
absence of reciprocal exchange from Cahokia (Girard, this volume). These 
visits persisted throughout the Lohmann phase and into the Stirling phase. 
The visitors were apparently influenced by religious developments at Ca-
hokia and, upon returning home, incorporated them into existing local 
beliefs. An alternative suggestion involves the arrival of “cult-bringers” to 
the Caddo (see Boles, this volume). Could Gahagan be a precontact Proph-
ets Town (Alt, this volume)? The resulting religion, with its ideology and 
shaft graves, spread throughout the Caddo region of northwest Louisiana, 
southwest Arkansas, and east Texas (see Girard, this volume).
 It seems quite probable that this new Caddo religion spread north to 
Spiro on the Arkansas River in eastern Oklahoma. Spiro was soon to be-
come a major religious center for the surrounding area. It is not unreason-
able to regard the famous “Great Mortuary” in the Craig Mound (Dye, 
this volume) as a grandiose shaft grave. As Spiro grew it began import-
ing large numbers of ceremonial items from a wide area (Brown 1983), 
but particularly from Cahokia (Dye, this volume). The Spiro-Cahokia ex-
change may well have involved the Southwest Trail, described by Buchner 


