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The Power of Villages
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Throughout eastern North America, pivotal cultural transformations took place 
when people came together into villages. Such transformations included new tra-
ditions and social milieus that had no prior analogues. For the purposes of this 
volume, we define village-communities along a number of social and spatial di-
mensions (sensu Kolb and Snead 1997; Canuto and Yaeger 2000). As Copeland 
Reining (1980:8) points out, there are a number of components that define the 
village, which include aspects such as physical attributes (e.g., population size, 
composition, house structures, territories, site permanence), what it means to be 
a villager (e.g., identity, face-to-face interactions, households), and the structural 
organization of such entities (e.g., continuity of membership, residence rules, mar-
riage). While mainly based on ethnographic observations, archaeologists must 
consider these aspects when we talk about villages. However, in order to have a 
consensus on what constitutes a village in archaeological and historical records, 
we suggest that at its base two aspects are important. Thus, we define the village 
as a restricted geographic place where some portion of the population lived year-
round. This definition also presumes that there were semiregular face-to-face 
interactions among the majority of a population that included a wide variety of 
coresidential groups, often including multiple extended families. This definition 
closely follows the Bandy and Fox (2010:6) notion of a sedentary village as con-
sisting of “relatively permanent, multifamily residential clusters.” However, our 
emphasis on face-to-face interaction provides, as we detail below, another dimen-
sion by which to differentiate such formations.
 We recognize that there are a certain number of deficiencies in the definition 
presented above. Framing it this way, however, allows us to focus on those societ-
ies that did not engage in such traditions both before and after the emergence of 
villages. This permits us to focus our narratives on groups as engaging in a different 
way of life than the highly mobile hunter-fisher-forager groups that preceded such 
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formations (see Anderson and Sassaman 2012), as well as the dispersed farming 
communities and households characteristic of some parts of the uplands of eastern 
North America during the later prehistoric and contact eras (e.g., Pauketat 2003; 
Williams and Shapiro 1990). Such a definition permits comparison of structurally 
similar social formations irrespective of their means of subsistence. It also gives us 
an analytical unit to work from, separate from some of the largest aggregate com-
munities (e.g., Cahokia) where the vast majority did not participate in semiregular 
face-to-face interaction, and where social relations were more closely aligned with 
interactions typical of urban environments. We note that this would not preclude 
villages that were a part of such entities. The particular behaviors that transpire 
during and by virtue of copresence in residential settings are a unique form of 
human sociality (Goffman 1967). The immediate physical material of face-to-face 
interactions include facial, gestural, and verbal cues. We would argue that in or-
der to sustain coresidential village-communities, these interactions required the 
development of qualitatively different social behaviors and postures compared to 
earlier, more mobile communities. Such patterned interactions may have required 
the development of formalized mechanisms and institutions that structure rela-
tionships, communication systems, and the nature of strategic interactions. The 
outcomes of such social transformations warrant focused study by archaeologists.
 There were a number of factors that led people to come together into these new 
social formations, including environmental, climatic, cultural, and sociopolitical in-
puts, though nowhere were these mutually exclusive (Bandy and Fox 2010:2; Birch 
2013a). The relative permanence and stability of these village-communities were 
also variable. They range from the early, sedentary villages of the coastal Southeast, 
where community and intervillage ties were negotiated and reinforced through 
ritualized feasting over centuries (e.g., Sanger 2015; Thompson 2007; Thompson 
and Andrus 2011; Thompson and Moore 2015), to the large, aggregated villages of 
the Northeast, where generational patterns of village relocation did not preclude 
significant investment in fortifications and the built environment (Birch 2012).
 While the settings for village formation in eastern North America differ widely, 
the cultural materials that peoples used to craft village-communities and the social 
processes that played out within them were not so different. The power of vil-
lages to create new societal forms developed through processes of emplacement, 
negotiation, cooperation, and competition at multiple social and spatial scales. As 
such, the way individuals and groups expressed power operated under different 
societal constraints than under other kinds of social formations. The focus of this 
volume is to examine the nature of power dynamics in village societies and how 
such relationships played out at the local village level, as well as among interacting 
village-communities.
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Global Perspectives on Villages

There is a vast global literature regarding the archaeology of village societies (see 
Pluckhahn and Thompson 2018 and Birch 2013b for a summary). Much of it fo-
cuses on how such formations develop along with the concomitant emergence of 
related social institutions and traditions (e.g., Bar-Yosef and Belfer-Cohen 1989; 
Bandy and Fox 2010; Flannery 2002; Parkinson 2002). Other studies tend to focus 
on village economics, particularly the development of agrarian economies (Hod-
der 1990; Kuijt and Goring-Morris 2002), demography (Bandy 2008; Bocquet-
Appel 2002; Warrick 2008), social structure (e.g., Byrd 1994; Kuijt 2000; Wills 
and Leonard 1994), and the integration of single villages into larger political units 
(e.g., Anderson 1994; Gibson 2011). As a part of such discussions, power dynam-
ics among villages and villagers, in general, emerge as key issues in many of the 
central problems in village studies (e.g., McGuire and Saitta 1996), although they 
are perhaps less often identified as such. We see no reason to restrict discussions 
of power and sociopolitics to more complex organizational forms when it is clear 
that these dynamics are also apparent in small-scale, segmentary societies (Has-
torf 1990; Roscoe 2009; Vaughan et al. 2010). To our knowledge, however, few, if 
any, edited volumes focus solely and explicitly on the dynamics of power in village 
societies. This includes how power is enacted in village settings at the community 
level, smaller social groups, and the individual level. We assert that such under-
standings are important if we are to understand how villages and villagers engage 
in suprahousehold endeavors (e.g., communal labor projects) and relationships 
(e.g., ritual societies), as well as the points of articulation between village-level and 
pan-regional institutions.
 Our intention with the title of this chapter, “The Power of Villages,” was to in-
voke many different meanings and questions regarding the nature of village societ-
ies. In our minds some of the more important dimensions of such inquiries include 
the following: What compels people to live in villages (i.e., village emergence)? 
How do villages deal with the social and economic problems of coresidence (i.e., 
cooperation)? How do villages and villagers assert power over their respective 
scalar peers (i.e., competition, sanctioning)? And, finally, how are the bonds of 
villages broken (i.e., fission) or transformed into something altogether different 
(i.e., polities, nations)? In what follows, we explore the particulars of these ques-
tions in more detail and offer some commentary regarding archaeological inquiry 
into each broadly, and in the Eastern Woodlands specifically, in order to elucidate 
some of the important issues in the examination of power dynamics within village 
societies.
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Social Relations in Village Societies

What are the new forms of social relations that develop in villages, and how do they 
differ from dispersed communities or prior societal conditions? This question is per-
haps the most broadly considered in the literature and at its essence is about the 
formation of early village life (Pluckhahn and Thompson 2018:8). Indeed, from 
the European and Asian Neolithic (Byrd 1994, 2005; Hole et al. 1969; Kuijt 2000), 
to Mesoamerica and South America (Bandy 2004, 2006; Flannery 1976; Lesure 
et al. 2013; Marcus 2008; Marcus and Flannery 1996), the American Southwest 
(Kohler et al. 2004; Kohler and Varien 2012; Mabry et al. 1997; Rautman 2014, 
2016; Wilshusen and Potter 2010), and the Eastern Woodlands (this volume), this 
has been a central question among the global archaeological community for de-
cades (see discussions in Birch 2013b; Pluckhahn and Thompson 2018:8).
 In the Eastern Woodlands, there are a number of different moments in which 
early villages first formed. Exactly what compelled each of these communities to 
come together and to organize themselves in particular ways, from our perspec-
tive, varied widely. The earliest villages in the region (ca. 4600 to 3200 cal. BP and 
perhaps earlier) likely occurred along the southern coasts of both the Gulf and At-
lantic regions (DePratter 1979; Russo 1998; Sanger 2015; Thompson 2007; Thomp-
son and Andrus 2011; Turck and Thompson 2016). Among these early villages, 
there is little evidence for conflict, and populations for each individual village were 
likely quite low, on the order of some 200 persons or less (Thompson 2006). Inter-
estingly, such early villages were a limited phenomenon and collapsed in various 
coastal regions, not to emerge again until the Middle and Late Woodland, where 
again we see limited evidence for conflict in coastal regions (Hutchinson 2004; 
Pluckhahn and Thompson 2018). This is in contrast to many of the inland riverine 
areas of the Mid-South, Midwest, and Great Lakes Northeast, where the forma-
tion of nucleated villages tends to be in the context of agricultural intensification 
and, possibly, violence (Birch 2015; Hart and Means 2002).
 Taking a long-term view of village formation, we believe that the Eastern 
Woodlands boasts some of the most diverse villages in the world. We have a long-
term record of village formation predicated on nondomesticated resources—from 
the earliest in the region to historic contact (Thompson and Worth 2011). Even 
after maize makes its entry into some regions it is varyingly adopted, with some 
groups relying heavily on it as a staple resource, while others simply added it to 
a mixed economy (e.g., Birch 2015; Hart and Lovis 2013; Gallivan 2016; Thomas 
2008). Further, we see households and extended families articulating into di-
verse forms, including longhouses, courtyard groups, and circular villages (e.g., 
Cook 2008; Hart and Brumbach 2003; Means 2007). Thus, the Eastern Wood-
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lands is a prime testing ground for some of the postulates offered by Rosenberg 
and Redding (2000:41), who suggest that many of the features of sedentary 
village life emerged before agriculture. In addition, such diversity allows for 
broader considerations of how power developed, was maintained, and evolved 
in these social formations.

Heterarchy and Cooperation in Villages

How are power relations in villages expressed when they are part of heterarchical or 
peer-village networks as opposed to rigid hierarchically organized polities? We rec-
ognize that there is no such thing as an autonomous village and that social and 
cultural phenomena were defined both by intravillage relations and interactions 
among village-communities and their constituent parts (contra Carneiro 2002; 
Kowalewski 2013). However, the degree of integration among villages is highly 
variable, especially across eastern North America. Such interactions may range 
from peer-village networks (e.g., Griffin 1992; Williamson and Robertson 1994) 
to confederacies (e.g., Knight 1994; Snow 1994), to tightly integrated hierarchical 
polities (e.g., Marquardt 2014; Thompson et al. 2016).
 As one might imagine, the dynamics of villages that fringed greater Cahokia 
at its apogee might be very different than those around the Great Lakes region, 
although both events were occurring ca. AD 1200. However, because larger com-
parisons have not been carried out, we actually do not know where there may have 
been convergences in such traditions, or, conversely, where such formulations de-
part historically from other village formations. Similarly, we might expect changes 
in the basic structures of regional interaction networks and the power of local lead-
ers or collectives to stay the same or to change through the trajectory of the rise 
and fall of the network or polity. Such questions are not only dependent upon the 
degree of integration that villages are articulated with the larger polity but also the 
temporality of polity development itself. Other factors such as patterns of trade 
and exchange, climatic instability, or the onset or intensification of conflict have 
also functioned to alter the nature of intravillage relations and organization (Birch 
et al. 2017; Blanton et al. 1996).

Power Dynamics in Villages

What is the nature of intravillage power dynamics? Village societies have commonly 
been thought of as being synonymous with “tribal” social formations and lacking 
complex forms of political and economic organization. More recent perspectives 
on sociopolitical organization in middle-range societies recognize the multidi-


