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Introduction
The Path Not Taken

There are two convenient paths toward a study of the transformation of 
American landscapes as an outgrowth of the Native American engage-
ment with European colonialism. One can either emphasize what hap-
pened to Indigenous peoples, or one can emphasize what happened with 
Indigenous peoples.
 There is a voluminous literature in the first regard for what is now the 
southeastern United States (hereafter “Southeast”). Much of this can have 
a somewhat gloomy pall through its descriptions of the impacts of dis-
ease, warfare, dispossession, and enslavement on Native American com-
munities. It might be argued that this body of research, important though 
it is, necessarily takes Europeans-as-setting-things-in-motion as a start-
ing part. This in turn lends itself to framing history from the viewpoint 
of broad trends in global history: In the Southeast, competition among 
European powers—notably Spain, France, and England—and advances 
in navigation and sailing technology led to a massive wave of colonialism 
in the 1500s and 1600s and numerous instances of “first contact”; with the 
establishment of colonies and the growing might of European powers, In-
digenous peoples were drawn into the growing mercantile system as hunt-
ers of both deer and their fellow humans; as mercantilism evolved into 
capitalism, notions of private property and property enclosure infiltrated 
Native American landscapes and worldview; and finally, the formation of 
the United States, along with its westward ambitions, spurred a chroni-
cally adversarial relationship with Native Americans that culminated in 
the infamous policy of Removal in the 1830s, when tens of thousands were 
forced to relocate to what is now Oklahoma.



2   ·   The Archaeology of Southeastern Native American Landscapes of the Colonial Era

 There is nothing inherently flawed with this global perspective. In fact, 
I use the final chapter of the book to step back from the many case studies 
and events described herein to reconstruct this paradigm of periodiza-
tion. It is impossible to comprehend the practices of actors and communi-
ties in the colonial Southeast from the sixteenth century onward without 
due regard to the ongoing transformations in the world economy, the evo-
lution of Renaissance and Enlightenment philosophies, and increasingly 
globalized wars being carried out by European regimes.
 Yet actors on the ground—be they Native American, Euro-American, 
or African American—were more often making their practical decisions 
about where to live and how to live with respect to much more tangible 
opportunities and threats encountered in daily life. English traders of In-
dian slaves were far more interested in their own personal wealth and 
fortunes than they were in upholding the plantation system or the English 
trade balance. Young male Indians accompanying Englishmen on slaving 
expeditions were more likely to view their newfound wealth as a means 
of circumventing traditional social structures that limited prestige and 
power to elder males, rather than as part of a strategic effort to expand the 
might of their people at the demographic expense of their foes.
 The following pages reflect the latter kind of history, a perspective that 
emphasizes the concrete daily lives of Native Americans during the co-
lonial era as conveyed through the landscape. The structural unfolding 
of colonialism, mercantilism, and capitalism will necessarily serve as a 
backdrop to small-scale histories ranging from the Mississippi River to 
the Atlantic Ocean, but this was not a tidily linear history. It was one 
where the larger ambitions of colonial powers were leveraged, countered, 
and thwarted not only by Native Americans, but by the very colonial rep-
resentatives who were meant to carry them out.
 The trend in anthropology toward privileging a plural perspective of 
the past is connected to a rich scholarship devoted to historical “mul-
tiples.” Many researchers have turned away from the notion that in the 
last five hundred years, we have witnessed movements like the Enlight-
enment, modernity, or capitalism as monolithic flows out of Europe and 
Euro-American North America that were passively accepted by, or simply 
forced upon, Indigenous peoples around the world. Instead, they have at-
tempted to conceive of these phenomena as mutually constituted among 
numerous peoples, as multiple Enlightenments (Himmelfarb 2004; Porter 
2000; Porter and Teich 1981), modernities (Cooper 2005:114–115; Knauft 
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2002; Trouillot 2002), or capitalisms (Blim 2000; Sahlins 1993). This is not 
to deny that there are central defining attributes to each of these concepts. 
The Enlightenment represented a turn toward humanism and the scien-
tific method; modernity is characterized by the ascendancy of the indi-
vidual and privacy alongside the rise of governmentalism; and capitalism 
would hardly be capitalism without commodities and alienation.
 Nevertheless, the multiples movement conceives of these notions as 
polythetic developments rather than normative abstractions. They were 
shaped in distinctive ways at countless localities throughout the world 
by the convergence of the actions of Europeans, Africans, Asians, Native 
Americans, and other peoples—even if that convergence was instigated to 
a considerable degree by European peoples and institutions. These mul-
tivariate processes continue today. The strong anti-religious fervor of the 
French Enlightenment was not shared in Great Britain or in the American 
colonies; the current market economies of Western Europe contribute a 
much larger portion of their profits to social services than does the market 
economy of the United States; and, as we shall see in the following chapter, 
various European powers pursued quite different colonial strategies in 
the Southeast under the banner of mercantilism, all of which were coun-
tered and accommodated in scores of different ways by Native American 
groups. From this perspective, the landscape of the American experience 
from the colonial period until the present is the outgrowth of a complex, 
reticulated history involving the participation of a variety of peoples, not 
the least of whom were the southeastern Native Americans whose histo-
ries constitute the point of departure for my study.
 Landscape studies are currently a thriving theoretical industry in an-
thropological research. Phenomenology, historical ecology, eco-function-
alism, post-colonialism, and a host of other approaches have been used to 
address how human actions, beliefs, and experiences were entangled with 
the surrounding terrain and biota (cf. Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Bruno 
and Thomas 2008; Johnson 2012; Thompson and Waggoner 2013; Wright 
and Henry 2013). That said, there is not an altogether unanimous consen-
sus on what constitutes landscape. The term does imply spatial relations 
across the terrain. At a material level, landscape thus is a field of resources, 
geographic features, and other peoples upon which a given community 
may align itself. To anthropologists, however, landscape also is a spatial 
medium of agency and meaning. Humans shape their surroundings and 
their surroundings, in turn, shape humans biologically as well as socially 
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and culturally in a recursive relationship. Landscapes are lived and rela-
tional environments that are always in an emergent stage of production 
and reproduction. They are not static stages for human action or merely 
a constellation of features built up across time (Appadurai 1995; Bender 
1993:3; Berleant 1997:12; Ingold 1993).
 At one time, a distinction was made by anthropologists between space 
(landscape and the natural environment broadly conceived) and place 
(location and/or the built environment) (see Hirsch 1995; Lovell 1998:8–
9). This distinction has dissolved, however, with the recognition that land-
scape itself is a collective field of spaces, and in itself may be conceived 
of as a space (Casey 2008; Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003). In this vein, 
archaeologists have made the argument that the divide between built en-
vironments (villages, towns, and so on) and their surroundings is a false 
divide; the so-called natural setting is as much constructed as a house. In 
addition to these two putative ontological extremes (constructed places 
versus the natural world), there exists a complex network of shrines, rock 
art, and ritual localities constituting a polysemous landscape that is de-
fined as much by connections and relations as physical location (Bender 
1993; Fowles 2009; Steadman 2005).
 Archaeological landscape methodologies vary by theoretical approach. 
Many phenomenological approaches focus on how the landscape was ex-
perienced and dwelled in and attempt to understand the convergence be-
tween bodily practices and space. What might it have been like to walk 
through a landscape structured to make actors follow a specific itinerary 
in order to view monuments, mortuary shrines, and other features that 
elicited the memories of specific events, places, or individuals? (Hamila-
kis 2013:154–159; Ingold 2000; Johnson 2012; Thomas 2008a; Tilley 2004; 
Wallis 2008). Landscapes may also be studied for their symbolic import, 
where monuments may be viewed as signifiers of hierarchy, or the ar-
rangement of the built environment may reference social, celestial, or cos-
mological frameworks (Dalan et al. 2003:167–188; Knight 1998; Pauketat 
et al. 2017). The so-called southwestern school of landscape research re-
lies heavily on a collaborative approach where ethnographic research and 
oral histories are used to incorporate the voices and perspectives of Na-
tive Americans today on the ways in which space and place were impor-
tant to their ancestors (Fowles 2010). More ecologically minded research 
may rely on tools like Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to examine 
site distributions to elicit information about demography, resource use, 


