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In 1982, Eric Wolf published his masterpiece, Europe and the People with-
out History, in an effort to once and for all jolt anthropology out of its 
colonial confines and shatter the discipline’s basic assumption that in-
digenous people existed outside the sweep of history. Wolf argued that 
both contemporaneous and past indigenous societies were not static, 
unchanging, bounded cultural entities but, like Western societies, were 
always a product of history and the subsequent entanglements and inter-
actions among people across the globe. Wolf called for a rapprochement 
between history and anthropology and devoted 536 pages to explaining 
why anything else was a blatant distortion of humanity. Wolf ’s call, al-
though perhaps the most strident, was not new; other anthropologists 
had been making similar observations for years (Maitland 1911, 3, 295; 
Evans-Pritchard 1962; Hudson 1974; Trigger 1982, 1983).
 Anthropologists heeded Wolf ’s call. Late twentieth- and twenty-first-
century anthropologists began to vigorously explore connecting anthro-
pology to history, and they continue to do so today.1 More specifically, 
American anthropologists studying American Indian history joined with 
historians to historicize Native peoples, to take a hard look at the colo-
nial and modern experiences of American Indians, and to conceptual-
ize indigenous people as shaped and reshaped by history.2 More recently, 
American archaeologists have also taken a historical turn, and today 
they are busily bridging the divide between “prehistory” and “history.” 
They emphasize that one must remember that Native peoples have always 
had a history and that historical processes did not begin to unfold with 
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European contact but have been at work since the peopling of Amer-
ica. They continue to revise and devise archaeological methods to an-
swer historical questions of the past (Beck 2013; Beck et al. 2007; Cobb 
2005, 2014a; Cook 2017; Mills and Fowles 2017; Gallivan 2016; Gilmore 
and O’Donoughue 2015b; Lekson 1999, 2008, 2018; Nassaney and John-
son 2003; Pauketat 1994, 2001b, 2007; Pluckhahn 2003; Pluckhahn and 
Thompson 2018; Randall 2015a; Sassaman 2006, 2010; see also the essays 
in Schmidt and Mrozowski 2013).
 The essays Ethridge and Bowne have assembled in this volume attempt 
to assess and formalize the historical turn in southeastern archaeology. 
They solicited chapters from a cohort of those whose work shows a com-
mitment to historicizing so-called prehistory. In this volume, we attempt 
to describe where the historical turn has taken us. As the reader will see, 
these essays do not bring us to a steady place because they do not neces-
sarily present a coherent theoretical or even methodological perspective.3 
But that is okay, because, taken as a whole, they represent the theoretical 
and methodological variations regarding ancient and more recent history. 
They also suggest that perhaps theoretical coherency is overrated. History, 
after all, is quite messy, and perhaps multiple models, scales, and positions 
are required to decipher it.
 First, though, it is worth exploring what the historical turn in Ameri-
can and southeastern archaeology was turning against. Anthropology 
and history, both of which study human social and cultural development, 
developed separately. The reasons why are complicated, and we will only 
summarize them here.4 As the Western academy formed in the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, inquiries into the human condition—
that developed into the disciplines of history, political science, religion, 
sociology, literature, philosophy, and so on—restricted their studies to 
mostly Western societies. The disciplines also developed methodologies 
for research and reporting and most did not see indigenous people as 
relevant to their studies (Trigger 1983, 419, 421; Kuklick 2008a; Kuklick 
2008b, 56–58). Meanwhile, inquiries into the natural world—which de-
veloped into biology, botany, physics, astronomy, chemistry, geology, and 
so on—took the nonhuman world as their object of inquiry and science, 
which was crystalizing as a method at this time, as their methodology.
 In scientific thinking, the cosmos was not random; it was a regulated 
entity governed by natural laws that were discernable to humans. The sci-
entific method was seen as an objective, unbiased method for observing, 



Introduction: The Historical Turn in Southeastern Archaeology   ·   3

measuring, and collecting data on various aspects of the cosmos. By 
generating data and testing hypotheses and theories, science could dis-
cover the laws that regulated the natural world. Some of the disciplines 
devoted to the study of human societies, such as political science and 
sociology, sought to apply the scientific method to the study of humans. 
They embraced the scientific method to varying degrees with the goal, 
as in the physical sciences, of discovering natural laws that governed hu-
man behavior and societies. A handful of these new “social scientists,” 
who subscribed uncritically to nineteenth-century deep-rooted colonial 
stereotypes of indigenous people as pristine, static, natural creatures, 
saw contemporary Native societies as perfect, uncontaminated labora-
tories for scientific scrutiny of human behavior and societies. This was 
the foundation of anthropology (Kuklick 2008b, 58–60; Trouillet 2003, 
14–20; Wolf 1999, 43–68). Anthropology, then, took the so-called savage 
slot (Trouillet 2003, 20–23) and early on wedded itself to science. Thus, 
the field of anthropology began as a way to study the human condition 
through natural science and natural history, albeit with fundamentally 
flawed assumptions about humanity. One of the repercussions of these 
founding precepts of anthropology was that when scholars thought about 
the past of indigenous people, they thought in terms of natural history 
and evolution rather than in terms of human history and they went on to 
devise elaborate, ethnocentric evolutionary schemes for human societies.5

 Archaeology, meanwhile, emerged separately from anthropology. In 
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, European thinkers and 
nascent scientists discovered that the earth was much older than previ-
ously thought (more than 6,000 years old), which meant that ancient Old 
World myths and legends most likely referenced actual people and places 
who lived in the deep past. Their histories were known only through oral 
traditions and could not be accessed through written documents because 
they did not have a system of writing. Thus, archaeology, or the recovery 
of the material remains of these past people, was born, stretching human 
existence well before biblical, Roman, and Egyptian times. These scholars 
adopted the term “prehistory,” or the time before writing, to refer to this 
deep past. In the early days of the discipline, archaeologists were largely 
concerned with the ancient times of Europe (the Stone, Bronze, and Iron 
Ages), ancient Greece and Rome, the biblical era, and the ancient civiliza-
tions of Egypt, the East, and Mesoamerica (Kehoe 1991, 467–468; Kehoe 
1998, 1–20; Rowley-Conwy 2006; Trigger 2006, 40–77).


