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Mobile Homes and Persistent Places

An Introduction to Hunter-Gatherer Houses

D A N I E L L E  A .  M A C D O N A L D  A N D  B R I A N  N .  A N D R E W S

The central role of architecture for structuring cultural patterns and behav-
iors is well documented for sedentary societies (e.g., Banning 1996; Blanton 
1994; Coupland and Banning 1996; Kent 1993; Wilk and Ashmore 1988). In 
contrast, the relationship of hunter-gatherers to the built environment, par-
ticularly mobile hunter-gatherers, is not often discussed in anthropological 
or archaeological literature (although see Cuenca-Solana et al. 2018 and ref-
erences therein; Maher and Conkey 2019; Milner et al. 2018; Whitelaw 1994; 
Zubrow et al. 2010). As discussed by Whitelaw (1994), research that does ad-
dress hunter-gatherer houses traditionally focuses on functional aspects of 
these structures, including the use and organization of space. This contrasts 
with a wider range of literature on the symbolic meaning of architecture and 
construction of place in agricultural societies (Whitelaw 1994). Therefore, in 
contrast to the houses of sedentary peoples, mobile hunter-gatherer houses 
are often described as ephemeral, utilitarian shelters, without further inves-
tigation into their importance within the broader cultural sphere. These dis-
tinct architectural research trajectories reflect a bias in how different types of 
societies have been studied rather than a difference in how hunter-gatherer 
and agricultural people conceptualize their built environment (Whitelaw 
1994). This volume seeks to reframe the conversation around hunter-gath-
erer houses through exploration of the diversity of hunter-gatherer inter-
actions with the built environment. The chapters present a diachronic and 
cross-cultural perspective to understand hunter-gatherer houses, exploring 
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the use of architecture across time and space. Through these collected ideas, 
we hope that readers gain a new understanding of the importance of both 
ephemeral and persisting architecture in hunter-gatherer communities and 
cultures. Creating a sense of home is not limited to sedentary communities 
who construct permanent houses; mobile peoples also have meaningful re-
lationships with architecture and use the built environment to help structure 
their world view.
 The chapters in this volume focus specifically on houses and architecture 
of hunter-gatherer communities; however, it is important to note that hunter-
gatherers engage in a wide range of interactions with the landscape that leave 
lingering and transformative traces. This includes terraforming practices in 
numerous archaeological contexts, creating monumental landscape features 
that continue to persist today (Grier and Schwadron 2017 and references 
therein; Pauketat 2014). Examples include monumental earthworks like Pov-
erty Point in Louisiana (e.g., Sassaman 2005); massive shell middens called 
“shell works” on the Florida Coast (e.g., Schwadron 2017); and, in the Pacific 
Northwest, clam gardens (e.g., Lepofsky et al. 2021; Toniello et al. 2019) and 
defensive earthworks (e.g., Angelbeck 2016). Broader landscape management 
was also practiced by hunter-gatherer communities, including the use of 
controlled burning to manage forest fires, reflecting a long-term engagement 
with the landscape (Lightfoot et al. 2013). Instead of concentrating on hunter-
gatherer interactions with these larger landscape features, here we focus on 
small-scale architecture, how it structures both quotidian and symbolic as-
pects of life, and the role that architecture plays in the construction of place.
 It is also important to note that the use of the term “hunter-gatherer” in 
this volume is heuristic. Hunter-gatherers are not a monolithic entity or life-
way, as differences between traditional “pure” hunter-gatherers (e.g., those 
who depend entirely on hunting and gathering resources) and those who 
have mixtures of different subsistence systems are complex and highly de-
bated today, let alone in the archaeological record. These complexities are 
even more obvious when the nature of hunter-gatherer lifeways is compared 
over broad geographic and temporal space. Although the term “hunter-gath-
erer” has been critiqued as androcentric, centering male “hunters” over fe-
male “gatherers,” these arguments suffer from their own fallacies (e.g., Dahl-
berg 1981; Hiatt 1974). Suggestions that only men act as hunters in prehistory 
while woman gathered are rooted in binary understandings of gender iden-
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tity and concepts of gendered divisions of labor, both of which are based on 
contemporary biases (see Sterling 2014 for further discussion). One of the 
goals of this volume is to draw attention to the nuances of these past peoples 
and produce a better understanding of the people and cultures that have been 
labeled as hunter-gatherers.
 The chapters in this volume take a variety of methodological approaches 
in identifying the archaeological signatures of the built environment. Indeed, 
this is one of the primary challenges in the study of mobile hunter-gatherer 
sites where dwellings were constructed. Furthermore, once identified, it is 
often methodologically challenging to demonstrate whether an occupation 
with multiple dwellings was the result of a large group (e.g., an aggregation 
of the microband) or reoccupations by smaller groups. Despite these and 
other methodological challenges, it is important to note that the definition 
of a household—the people who identify as a social unit—is not necessarily 
tied to architectural spaces. That is, the household may occur across multiple 
places, both interior (and tied to architecture) and exterior. The tendency to 
identify architectural spaces as correlates for social units is a modern concept 
(Hendon 1996, 2004) and one that is particularly problematic for the analy-
sis of mobile groups, where the relationships between cultural and physical 
places are, as this volume attests, highly variable across space and over time.
 The majority of work in household archaeology has focused on sedentary 
groups (e.g., Banning 1996; Banning and Chazan 2006; Blanton 1994; Cou-
pland and Banning 1996; Kent 1993; Robin 2003; Wilk and Ashmore 1988) 
and to a lesser degree on “complex” hunter-gatherers (e.g., Bar-Yosef 1991, 
1998; Cameron 1999; Coupland 2013; Coupland et al. 2009; Diehl 1997; Hod-
der 1990), likely as a result of the higher archaeological visibility of their ar-
chitecture (and, we would argue, the implicit assumption that architecture 
was “more important” to sedentary people than to mobile people). Recent 
volumes focusing on household archaeology (Madella et al. 2013; Steadman 
2015) focus primarily on complex or sedentary populations, although with 
some reference to hunter-gatherers. Madella and colleagues include two 
chapters on mobile hunter-gatherer houses at the southern tip of Argentina 
in Tierra del Fuego (Briz i Godino et al. 2013; Estevez Escalera and Clemente 
2013) as well as a chapter on complex hunter-gatherers in the Pacific North-
west (Coupland 2013). Steadman (2015) includes one section discussing the 
archaeology of hunter-gatherer domestic architecture, although the focus is 



4 Danielle A. Macdonald and Brian N. Andrews

largely theoretical rather than specifically addressing the documentation of 
known hunter-gatherer architecture.
 Why this lack of research on hunter-gatherer architecture? We acknowl-
edge that it likely relates, in part, to the lower archaeological visibility of 
mobile peoples’ dwellings, but certainly the methodological challenge of 
identifying structural remains is not the only reason. Thus, we suggest that 
ethnocentric bias leads archaeologists to view architecture as somehow more 
important to sedentary people than to mobile people. There has been a signif-
icant emphasis on mobility in hunter-gatherer studies, with work focusing on 
how mobility interacts with and structures other components of the cultural 
system such as subsistence, technology, social organization, and even, to a 
lesser degree, housing forms (Binford 1990). Indeed, mobility is often seen as 
one of the most critically important aspects of hunter-gatherer lifeways (e.g., 
Binford 1980; Kelly 2013; Sellet et al. 2006, and chapters therein)—one that 
impacts all other aspects of a cultural system. An emphasis on mobility has in 
some ways resulted in a deemphasis on the built environment. In other words, 
archaeologists have long focused on what happens when hunter-gatherers 
move across the landscape but have spent much less effort understanding 
what happens when they, as they must have from time to time, stopped and 
stayed in a place for a while. This volume is an attempt to draw attention to 
these gaps in our knowledge about how mobile hunter-gatherers integrate 
their built environments into their cultural systems.
 The idea for this volume was initiated during conversations between the 
two editors at the Lithic Beer Night, a casual meetup in Tulsa for archae-
ologists interested in lithics (started by Don Henry and held in the pub 
frequented by George Odell—there is a sense of tradition in continuing the 
friendly archaeological banter each month). Through casual conversation, 
we quickly realized that although our two field projects were in disparate 
regions (Macdonald in Jordan and Andrews in Colorado), the aims and 
interests of our projects were remarkably similar. We both were working on 
hunter-gatherer occupations with architectural structures, were interested 
in the intertwined nature of the humans and their built environment prior 
to sedentism, and had used similar methodologies to address these ques-
tions. As our discussions continued, we realized that there was limited re-
search on how mobile hunter-gatherers constructed and used space, spark-
ing our interest to learn more. From this we brought together colleagues 
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who work on an array of sites and topics related to hunter-gatherer archi-
tecture. This venture aimed to connect researchers working in a variety of 
different regions and chronological periods, from Paleolithic archaeology 
to modern ethnography, all researching the topic of hunter-gatherer houses. 
By bringing together archaeologists working on diverse cultures, we explore 
through this volume a range of hunter-gatherer interactions with the built 
environment in the past, including how structures were constructed and 
used and the social and symbolic importance of architecture within these 
communities.
 Through this volume, we endeavored to include a breadth of research from 
different chronological periods and diverse regions to explore the variability 
and similarity of the built environment of various hunter-gatherer commu-
nities. Examples range from Neanderthal placemaking in France, to social 
memory in the Canadian Arctic, to ethnographic studies in Mongolia. Despite 
this effort to include a broad range of examples, many of the case studies in 
this volume are from colder, high-altitude, or high-latitude places (although 
see Macdonald and Maher, Chapter 4). Part of this bias is the result of the 
editors’ research networks and scholarly community. However, also contrib-
uting to this pattern is the work of taphonomic processes and preservation 
biases. Highly productive environments like rainforests and other forested 
environments complicate the preservation and recovery of ephemeral archi-
tectural structures made by hunter-gatherers. While we hope that the breadth 
of research presented in this volume offers insight into the importance of 
the built environment to hunter-gatherer studies, further archaeological and 
ethnographic research into environments not covered in this volume, such 
as rainforests, is an important future avenue of study needed to expand our 
knowledge of hunter-gatherer houses.
 The volume begins in Paleolithic Europe with a study by Clark and Ranlett 
(Chapter 2) looking at the use of space by both Neanderthals and modern 
humans and asking when did our use of space become mediated through 
cultural practices? Their work compares how both humans and Neandertals 
in the Vézère Valley of France used spaces in the past, how life was organized, 
and what this can tell us about cultural patterns of placemaking. Using mul-
tiple sites, they show how the structured use of space is not binary (organized 
or unorganized) but instead a continuum on which both humans and Nean-
derthals lie. Thus, while Neanderthal use of space differs from the range of 
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behaviors exhibited by modern humans, their use of space still falls within 
the range of human variability in prehistory.
 Building on these themes of placemaking and spatial analysis, Sterling and 
colleagues examine in Chapter 3 the use of space at the Upper Paleolithic site 
of Peyre Blanque in the central Pyrénées region of France. In this chapter, the 
authors present a limestone structure found at this open-air site and, through 
the lens of the built environment, discuss placemaking in the Upper Paleo-
lithic world. Challenging notions of unilineal cultural evolution and “primi-
tiveness” in Paleolithic hunter-gatherers, the authors show how the people of 
Peyre Blanque lived and created meaning in their constructed homes.
 Moving eastward, Macdonald and Maher explore in Chapter 4 similar 
themes of hunter-gatherer placemaking through the houses at the Epipal-
aeolithic site of Kharaneh IV, Jordan. Reconstructing the life history of two 
brush huts, the authors show how the built environment was integral to both 
quotidian and ritual life at the site. Although considered ephemeral, the huts 
had several episodes of use and reuse, and both were ultimately purposefully 
burned. The death of these houses was linked with highly symbolic activities 
including the deposition of a cache of shells and a human interment. These 
features highlight the interwoven nature of domestic and symbolic life for 
these hunter-gatherers and suggest that the built environment held cultural 
memory for the site’s inhabitants.
 The relationship between social memory and the built environment is not 
unique to Kharaneh IV. In Chapter 5, Hood and colleagues discuss how Me-
solithic and Early Metal Age houses are integral for the construction of social 
memory in Arctic Norway and along the Russian Kola Peninsula. They show 
how, on a regional scale, the built environment acts as an important node in 
a broader network, linking hunter-gatherers across the landscape. Houses 
act as placemaking devices, and the structures persist after abandonment, 
helping to preserve local and regional social memories linked to places on 
the landscape.
 Traveling across the Atlantic, Chapter 6 by C. Morgan and Neme compares 
patterns of high-altitude hunter-gatherer houses between North and South 
American locales. This chapter takes a broad regional perspective to the 
problem of identifying hunter-gatherer houses, arguing that the absence of 
structures in the archaeological record does not mean the absence of the built 
environment where hunter-gatherers were living on the landscape. Through 


