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Abstract
A renewed adoption of relational perspectives by archaeologists working in eastern 
North America has created an opportunity to move beyond categorical approaches, 
those reliant on the top-down implementation of essentialist models or “types.” 
Instead, emerging approaches, concerned with highlighting the agential power of 
relationships between individuals, communities, and institutions, and, more gener-
ally, with simply moving beyond categories, are allowing archaeologists to move 
from the bottom-up, focusing instead on the relationships that underlie, and indeed 
constitute, social, political, and economic phenomena. In this paper, I synthesize 
recent archaeological work from across eastern North America in which archae-
ologists have productively moved beyond a reliance on categorical perspectives. I 
explicitly focus on the potential for relational perspectives to recalibrate our social 
and temporal referents in crafting archaeological narratives.

Keywords  North American archaeology · Eastern North America · Archaeological 
theory · Networks · Scale · Time and temporality · Chronology

Introduction

Since the early 20th century, archaeologists have moved through a revolving door 
of categorically based perspectives, trading in culture-historical units for neo-evo-
lutionary categories and, then again, for categories of organizational characteristics 
(e.g., heterarchical, corporate, network, cyclical, apical, etc.). In general, we remain 
committed to exploring the categorical properties of the entities and processes that 
we seek to elucidate in the past. Even those approaches that have emerged as a coun-
ter to such epistemological tendencies (e.g., those rooted in practice, agency, his-
tory) continue to be accompanied by a categorical imperative, especially through 
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the continued use of culture-historical/typological units to organize, categorize, and 
interrogate archaeological data. Such continued uses tether us to archaeologically 
derived categories that serve as barriers to theoretical and methodological advances 
that could enhance our perceived relevance to the broader social and humanistic sci-
ences. This article serves as a meta-analysis of the last ten years of archaeological 
research across eastern North America with two goals: synthesizing recent studies 
that have adopted relational theoretical and methodological perspectives and recon-
sidering how the archaeological record is broadly conceptualized as an object of 
study.

The intent of this article is not to burn the axiomatic strawman of culture history 
or neo-evolutionary frameworks. Neither is the purpose of this review to critically 
engage these categorical descriptors. Rather, I propose that despite decades of theo-
retical and methodological advances, taxonomic principles and fundamentals con-
tinue to constitute the foundation of archaeological research in eastern North Amer-
ica. Indeed, there remains a conspicuous preoccupation with refining pottery types, 
evaluating lithic taxonomies, and conceptualizing new categories to describe social, 
political, and economic organization. Even studies that do not explicitly seek to con-
tribute to classification implicitly build narratives on taxonomic legacies (e.g., using 
ceramic types to explore political change, relying on lithic forms to tell time). The 
sustained defense to this position is that these materials and their culture-historical 
baggage remain useful heuristics for situating archaeological research in space and 
time. In this review I argue, via a synthesis of recent research agendas, that advances 
in archaeological method and theory, and social science theory more broadly, have 
equipped us with approaches to temporal and spatial contextualization that can pro-
ceed without “heuristic” crutches. While heuristics remain useful as just that, heu-
ristics, they become problematic when deployed as meaningful analytical units. That 
said, throughout this review I use familiar names for broadly defined periods of time 
(e.g., Woodland, Mississippian). In none of the recent examples that I cite, however, 
are these heuristics leveraged as analytical tools. The difference between communi-
cation and analysis is a critical, yet often blurred, distinction.

I use the term meta-analysis to denote the goal of exploring, identifying, and 
developing an emerging methodological and theoretical orientation among eastern 
North American archaeologists, an approach rooted in network or relational per-
spectives (used interchangeably throughout this article). Rather than just review and 
synthesize, I hope to provide tangible examples of the implementation of relational 
principles. These perspectives provide a refreshing new foundation for archaeologi-
cal interpretation, re-situating both our conceptualization of the past as well as re-
configuring our relationship to archaeological data and practices of categorization. 
An approach that explores the relational foundations of social phenomena, I argue, is 
a welcome antidote to some of our broadly accepted theoretical shortcomings. When 
we make use of particular organizational categories (e.g., chiefdom), we bring to our 
interpretations a set of a priori understandings about the kind and quality of social, 
political, and economic relationships that define the phenomena we seek to describe. 
Instead, we must begin with the relationships that underlie our categorical forms.

Over the last decade or so, and more notably so within the last five years, archae-
ologists across eastern North America have been implicitly moving toward such 



539

1 3

Journal of Archaeological Research (2021) 29:537–579	

approaches. I begin with an introduction to eastern North American archaeology, 
a continental-scale region not often considered en masse. I pay particular atten-
tion to outlining recent, emerging epistemological developments among eastern 
North American archaeologists. I then outline and describe relational approaches 
from the perspective of the broader social sciences, delineating the applicability of 
such perspectives to archaeology. By way of application, I synthesize archaeologi-
cal research from across eastern North America over the last decade that exempli-
fies the ethos of relational, anti-categorical objectives. I organize this synthesis into 
two major realms: sociospatial and temporal perspectives, within which I consider 
broad themes related to sociopolitics, interaction and economy, and time/chronol-
ogy. Instead of outlining particular emerging research themes as other reviews of 
the region have done in the past, I specifically explore how relational perspectives 
are allowing us to reform, revise, critique, and update themes of perennial interest to 
archaeologists working in eastern North America.

The Recent Archaeology of Eastern North America

In 1958, Caldwell (1958, p. vii) opined that “the history of the Eastern Woodlands 
can be regarded as a single structure of interrelated parts, connected in large degree 
in a great interaction sphere from a time as remote as the first (Archaic) period for 
which we have any considerable information.” While this perspective generally 
holds true, no archaeologist today, including myself, would be so bold as to attempt 
a historical synthesis of the Eastern Woodlands as Caldwell (1958) did. On the other 
hand, the generally unbroken expanse of cultural continuity and acute lack of geo-
graphic barriers makes eastern North America an effective container for bounding 
a body of scholarship. Despite the widely varying Indigenous histories, languages, 
and cultural milieu that give human texture to the eastern half of North America, 
connections among, within, and between groups at every scale are undeniable. The 
geographic boundaries for eastern North America adopted here are simple: the Mis-
sissippi River to the west, the Atlantic Ocean to the east, the Gulf of Mexico to the 
south, and the mouth of the St. Lawrence River (ca. modern day Québec City) in the 
north (Fig. 1). In terms of classic culture areas, this region includes the Southeast, 
Midwest, Great Lakes, Northeast, and the Mid-Atlantic. The connectedness of the 
social, political, economic, and cultural landscapes that constitute this region cer-
tainly manifest as a mosaic of contemporary, shared research agendas. Thus, given 
the added entanglement of the intellectual histories of eastern North Americanist 
archaeologists, while a sociohistorical synthesis of the region may be untenable, a 
unified review of overarching methodological and theoretical orientations among 
researchers is warranted.

Several recent reviews of eastern North American archaeology have explicitly 
challenged the categorical preoccupation that continues to implicitly define and 
guide many research agendas. One of the most explicit of these efforts has been the 
recent treatment and exploration of platform mounds in the Southeast (Kassabaum 
2019). Drawing on a review of over 100 “pre-Mississippian” platform mounds, 
Kassabaum (2019) traces a long history of platform mound use and highlights the 
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underappreciated time depth and diversity of platform mound use across the south-
eastern United States, characteristics that are often hampered by the use of the “plat-
form mound” as a check-box trait for Mississippian societies, or at the very least, 
for sociopolitical complexity. As Kassabaum (2019, p. 230) points out, identify-
ing complex and diverse patterns of mound construction and use remains difficult 
because the variability in such practices within a given culture-historic period is 
often equal to, if not greater than, variability between archaeologically defined peri-
ods. In fact, it would seem that geographic location, more than any identifier of time, 
might account for a great deal of this variability. In explicitly challenging top-down 
approaches, Kassabaum (2019, p. 230) argues that interpretations must be built 

Fig. 1   Map of eastern North America depicting commonly defined culture areas referenced in the text. 
Digital elevation data from the U.S. Geological Survey’s Center for Earth Resources Observation and 
Science (EROS) and downloaded from Data Basin (databasin.org)
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on the basis of evidence at particular sites and that, while broader categorical pat-
terns may be useful in formulating hypotheses, the heterogeneity and asynchronous 
nature of broader patterns means that we must take care to not rely too heavily on 
expectations rooted in categorical approaches, especially those hinging on artificial 
conceptions of time that do not in fact wholly describe the observed variation. She 
concludes with the proposition that we should be more interested in those who built 
and used the mounds than in the mounds themselves as objects to be studied (Kas-
sabaum 2019, p. 231). I adapt this sentiment, as I would argue that the interest must 
lie in the dense entanglements of relationships among groups and individuals and 
the webs of social, political, and economic institutions within which the prerogatives 
to build, use, and transform mounds were embedded.

In a similar vein, in a recent review of northern Iroquoia, while recognizing the 
tension between the abandonment of culture-historical taxa and their centrality in 
defining real changes/patterns in elements of past societies, Birch (2015, p. 306) 
poses that we must acknowledge that culture is constantly produced and reproduced 
in practice and that those practices are enmeshed in relationships. Indeed, “we must 
work these understandings into our research designs, methodologies, interpretive 
frameworks, and data management systems if we are going to be able to use the 
collective resources of the archaeological record, the insights of researchers and 
practitioners, and the knowledge and desires of descendant communities to fur-
ther develop our understanding of the historical development of Iroquoian peoples” 
(Birch 2015, p. 306).

Just as Birch (2015) calls for more attention to be paid to the connections of the 
Iroquoian world to societies and groups across eastern North America, this idea of 
a global, multiscalar perspective on the historical development of eastern North 
American societies is further highlighted in a recent review of the Middle Wood-
land societies of the southeastern United States by Wright (2017). One of the justi-
fications for Wright’s review is the continued use of culture-historical taxa to struc-
ture the interpretations of Woodland period societies in the Southeast. Specifically, 
Wright points out that southeastern histories are defined by the presence/absence of 
materials/practices that are used to define the more attractive Woodland histories of 
the Midwest. These complications are further exacerbated, as Wright (2017) points 
out, by the boundaries of state lines, regional archaeological organizations, and the 
persistence of traditional culture area concepts.

To move past these shortcomings, Wright (2017) draws on Lesser’s (1961) con-
cept of the “social field.” In doing so, Wright emphasizes ‘‘the universality of human 
contact and influence [sic] as a fundamental feature of socio-historical process” and 
argues that we must “think of any social aggregate not as isolated, separated by 
some kind of wall, from others, but as inextricably involved with other aggregates, 
near and far, in weblike, netlike connections” (Lesser 1961, p. 42). Wright (2017, 
p. 64) concludes by noting that such research will require archaeologists to move 
beyond our culture-historical foundations and to begin to develop archaeologies that 
can effectively consider notions of power, historicity, and materiality (sensu Knight 
2011, p. 214).

While similar calls in archaeology have been made broadly over the last several 
decades (e.g., Brück and Fontijn 2013; Feinman and Neitzel 1984; Hart 1999, 2012; 
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Hart and Brumbach 2003; Henry et al. 2017; Kowalewski et al. 1983; Nassaney and 
Sassaman 1995; Pauketat 2001, 2007, 2013; Sassaman 2001, 2010; Sassaman and 
Holly 2013), many of the answers to these calls have remained bounded by taxo-
nomic legacies, with interpretations continuing to rely on correct classifications of 
artifact types and categorical characteristics. For instance, while clearly a produc-
tive movement beyond culture-historical approaches, studies emphasizing practice, 
agency, and history are often found wanting in terms of empirical rigor, where mid-
dle-range theory remains underdeveloped as the advancement of high-level theory 
has outpaced advances in method.

What is offered here is different from what previous reviews have offered on the 
archaeology of eastern North America. The discussion that follows is not guided by 
spatial or geographic boundaries any more specific than eastern North America. Nor 
is this review concerned with particular social phenomena, artifact classes, or trend-
ing research themes (e.g., paleobotany, complexity, economics). Instead, this review 
is explicitly about the broad development in method and theory that has begun to 
(re)emerge among archaeologists working in eastern North America. This review 
is about how we do archaeology. Beyond the general labels sometimes applied to 
describe a range of approaches leveraged in eastern North American archaeology 
(e.g., processual, post-processual, processual-plus), theoretical orientations have 
recently become more implicit than explicit. That is, in few recent studies will one 
find an outline of the researcher’s explicit theoretical goals, orientation, or affilia-
tion. Nevertheless, a unified approach is emerging that sits at the threshold between 
productive theory and middle-range explanatory frameworks that can be, and 
demonstrably has been, leveraged toward the study of any period, region, or phe-
nomena. In the remainder of this review I characterize these emergent approaches as 
being founded in relational epistemologies and, more importantly, demonstrate how 
such theoretical tendencies have begun to transform archaeological interpretations 
of eastern North America.

Relational Perspectives and Network Metaphors

In a recent review in American Anthropologist, Kosiba (2019, p. 448) pointed out 
that in American archaeology’s theoretical infancy, Willey and Phillips’s call for a 
unified archaeological theory prompted an “exhaustive exploration of taxonomy” 
that yielded a series of boxes used to define space, time, cultural difference, and 
social complexity that would eventually become cemented into the foundations of 
Americanist archaeology. Indeed, the many approaches that emerged throughout the 
mid-to-late 20th century shared epistemological underpinnings due to the shared 
inquiry into the character of particular social, spatial, and temporal boxes (Kosiba 
2019, p. 448). While Kosiba argues that anthropological archaeology has long 
been a processes of categorization (2019, p. 447), he uses his review to highlight 
how these practices are being transformed and to point out that archaeologists are 
becoming increasingly less comfortable with reified categories and the assumptions 
built into these categories (2019, p. 448). As such, although we share a long history 
borne of classificatory objectives, eastern North American archaeologists remain 
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committed to exploring complex and fluid relationships, networks of interaction, 
and entanglements of peoples, things, and institutions that do not easily or often cor-
respond to the brittle boundaries of archaeological categories (Kosiba 2019, p. 448).

From Categories to Connections

The types, concepts, and attributes that have been proposed over the last century to 
organize archaeological research are all inherently abstractions of relationships or 
arrangements of relationships. What is called for, yet remains elusive, are frame-
works and perspectives that move beyond concepts and toward more relational, 
inductive understandings of historical phenomena. For example, when terms such 
as tribe or chiefdom, or Woodland/Mississippian, are employed, they bring from the 
top-down a number of assumptions about the relational structure of society, that is, 
the organization and quality of the relationships that constitute the phenomenon in 
question.

The network/relational perspective employed here is not the only theoretical or 
methodological approach that has sought to forefront the primacy of relationships 
in the interpretation of social and political histories. The most conspicuous of these 
approaches have certainly been Marxist, structuration/practice, and other post-pro-
cessual frameworks. While the conceptual framework that I construct here articu-
lates well with these relationally situated bodies of work, it offers a number of ana-
lytical advantages over them (Table 1). Noticeably absent from my discussion is the 
recent literature on new materialism, assemblage theory, and the entanglement of 
“things” (e.g., Hamilakis and Jones 2017; Harris 2017; Harris and Cipolla 2017; 
Hodder 2012; Hodder and Mol 2016) that adopt more extreme approaches to de-cat-
egorization, drawing relations among, and dissolving the boundaries between, cat-
egories of human and nonhuman actors. While such approaches are effectively and 
productively expanding the possibilities of archaeological narrative building, the 
scope of my review specifically concerns relationships among social entities (e.g., 
individuals, communities, institutions).

Table 1   Common frameworks used to construct historical narratives in archaeology

Table adapted from Feinman and Nicholas (2016, p. 276) but proposes an additional relational/network 
perspective

Framework Agency Scalar Focus Boundedness

Culture History Elite? Culture Closed
Cultural Evolution Elite Society Closed
Marxist Elite Society, Class (rarely) Potentially open
Darwinian All Individual/population Not considered
Postprocessual Elite (situational 

for commoners)
Society Mostly closed

Network/Relational All Any institution or entity (society, com-
munity, household, individual, kin group, 
etc.)

Open
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One of the best examples of relational/network thinking from a Marxist perspec-
tive is presented in Wolf’s (1982) Europe and the People without History. Wolf 
poses that we must understand societies and cultures as “bundles of relationships” 
(1982, p. 3). Indeed, the impetus for Wolf’s work was his recognition that anthro-
pologists had the tendency to conceive of cultures, societies, and even nations as 
bounded and integrated systems standing in contrast and apart from other bounded 
systems (1982, p. 4). Regarding change, Wolf (1982, p. 6) made his position clear 
using the United States as an example, posing that the “U.S. was never a thing 
propelled towards its unfolding goal by some imminent driving spring, but rather 
a temporally and spatially changeable set of relationships, or relationships among 
sets of relationships.” From this perspective, “society takes its departure from real or 
imputed interactions among people” (Wolf 1982, p. 76).

Theories of structuration and practice offer a more generalized relational perspec-
tive that focuses on the ways that actions and relationships between individuals and 
society are negotiated, maintained, and transformed (e.g., Bourdieu 1972; Giddens 
1984). In these cases, structure “is the complex of rules and resources that shape 
(but do not determine) social action; agents review rules and resources as objective 
conditions; they use them creatively to perform activities and achieve ends” (Roscoe 
1993, p. 113). While social agents undoubtedly review rules and resources and use 
them creatively to perform activities and achieve ends, as Roscoe (1993) points out, 
many archaeological studies deploying theories of practice and structuration remain 
unconcerned with empirically exploring the social, or relational, fields within which 
agents perform these activities (cf. Wilson et al. 2020). That said, such approaches 
do impose explicitly relational perspectives on society, even posing that histories 
are not the histories of individuals, groups, or institutions, but rather the histories of 
relationships between individuals, groups, and materials (Robb and Pauketat 2013; 
Terrell 2013).

While Marxist, structuration/practice, and post-processual frameworks all begin 
to approach society from a relational perspective, Feinman and Nicholas (2016, p. 
276) have recently argued that they continue to lack in their scope of agency, con-
strained scalar foci, and rigidity in boundedness (Table  1). The first three frame-
works listed in Table  1 (culture history, cultural evolution, and Marxism) “give 
inadequate consideration to the whys and hows of human groups, often simply 
presuming their existence, continuity, and closure” and afford little agency to the 
non-elite, or most people (Feinman and Nicholas 2016, p. 280). More recent post-
processual approaches are mostly circumstantial or situational in their considera-
tions of agency. As a result, to give an example, the opportunity to understand shifts 
in, or diversity of, the rules and practices of cooperation and collective action are 
lost (Feinman and Nicholas 2016, p. 280). The network approach lobbied for here 
attempts to remedy the shortcomings of these extant approaches by serving as a 
framework that “not only takes account of the multiple, scalable, and interlinked 
networks in which humans participate, but also recognizes that human groups and 
networks rarely have been entirely isolated or closed (e.g., Adams and Kasakoff 
1976)” (Feinman and Nicholas 2016, p. 280).

In this way, a network/relational perspective provides explanations that high-
light the structural factors that govern change as well as the multiple pathways that 
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change might follow (Little 2000, p. 89). This approach offers a way to consider 
outcomes on the basis of both social context and individual actions so that they are 
inherently multiscalar (Hechter and Kanazawa 1997, p. 208; Feinman and Nicholas 
2016, p. 281). As Feinman and Nicholas (2016, p. 281) argue, and as I argue below, 
approaches rooted in network perspectives can provide the foundations for con-
structing new frames that are specifically structured to evaluate the diversity of soci-
eties and their histories. The relational framework I deploy here attempts to bypass 
completely, without ignoring historical context, the research programs that have thus 
been described, especially those rooted in culture histories and social evolutionism. 
As Drennan (1987, p. 320) has claimed, advances come less by resolving major 
questions than by replacing them with better questions. In this way, I do not attempt 
to use this synthesis to address questions rooted in extant perspectives, for exam-
ple, to evaluate the organization of chiefdoms, to track their development, or even 
to negate their existence. Rather, I provide a new framework within which ques-
tions of a different quality may be more productively explored, questions that do not 
hinge on the practice of categorization or the consideration of reified archaeological 
classifications of society, history, or time (Bauer 2019; Beaudoin 2016; Henry et al. 
2017).

The Foundations of Network Perspectives

A network perspective represents neither a set of middle-range theories on social 
phenomena nor a grand theory from which the world can be explained. Rather, it 
represents a type of analytical ontology within which the onus of explanation, inter-
pretation, and investigation rests primarily on the study of relationships between 
peoples, groups, or entities and explicitly rejects the use of categorical principles. 
No matter the particular components, studies that adopt such a framework focus on 
the characteristics of the relationships and connections between components rather 
than on the surficial attributes of the components themselves.

An engagement with networks in social science research is inherently a prac-
tice in both method and theory simultaneously. Network methodologies have 
developed over the last seven decades as an integral part of advances in social 
theory. Indeed, many of the key structural measures and concepts of social net-
work analysis are founded in the research of those attempting to describe empiri-
cal phenomena motivated by central components of social theory (Wasserman 
and Faust 1994, p. 3). An explicitly network perspective thus encompasses theo-
ries, models, and applications expressed in terms of relational concepts or pro-
cesses that recognize relations, defined by linkages among entities, as fundamen-
tal components of social theories (Wasserman and Faust 1994, p. 4). Wasserman 
and Faust (1994, p. 4) outline four principles that distinguish a network perspec-
tive from other approaches: actors and their actions are viewed as interdepend-
ent rather than independent, autonomous units; relational ties (linkages) between 
actors are channels for transfer or “flow” of resources (either material or nonma-
terial); network models that focus on individuals view the relational environment 
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as providing opportunities for or constraints on individual action; and network 
models conceptualize structures (social, economic, political, and so forth) as last-
ing patterns of relations among actors.

The main difference between network approaches and nonrelational frameworks 
is the inclusion of concepts and information on relationships among units within 
a study (Wasserman and Faust 1994, p. 6). Regularities or patterns in interac-
tions give rise to the kinds of social, political, or economic phenomena we seek to 
explain (Wasserman and Faust 1994, p. 6). Already, we can draw parallels between 
a network perspective and the relational perspectives offered by the structuration/ 
practice theorists, especially in terms of the historical contexts of relationships and 
the structures they continually generate (e.g., Bourdieu 1972; Brumfiel 2006; Gid-
dens 1984; Pauketat 2013; Robb and Pauketat 2013; Sewell 1992). Unlike these 
approaches however, a network perspective provides the appropriate conceptual and 
methodological scaffolding to empirically operationalize such a perspective.

There are two broad categories of data in the social sciences: attribute data and 
relational data (Scott 2013, pp. 2–3). Attribute data refer to the properties, quali-
ties, and characteristics that belong to entities (e.g., age, sex, education, occupation) 
while relational data refer to the ties, contacts, and connections that relate one entity 
to another and so cannot be reduced to the properties of the individual entities. 
These relations are not properties of the entities themselves but of entanglements of 
entities; they connect pairs of entities into larger relational structures (Scott 2013, p. 
3). As such, while attribute and relational data can certainly be used to explain one 
another, they offer distinct sets of information. What becomes clear is that categori-
cal and classificatory efforts in archaeology have attempted to collect, present, and 
interpret relational data as if it were attribute data (or vice versa). These archaeolog-
ical traditions have sought to generalize and essentialize the relationally constituted 
characteristics of societies and convert them to concrete attributes for the purpose of 
manageable comparison.

A network perspective is not, however, a unitary theory or set of methods; 
it remains “a constellation of diverse methodological strategies” while as a para-
digm it remains a “loose confederation of approaches” (Burt 1980; Emirbayer and 
Goodwin 1994, p. 1414). Where all of these diverse approaches converge is on 
their implicit assumptions about the relationships between individuals and society, 
between micro- and macroprocesses, and the structuring of social action by patterns 
of social relationships (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994, p. 1414). The major differ-
ence between classic approaches and network approaches is the “anti-categorical 
imperative” of network perspectives that rejects attempts to explain human behavior 
or social processes solely in terms of categorical attributes (Emirbayer and Goodwin 
1994, p. 1414) and thus rejects explanations of social behavior as the result of some 
common possession of attributes rather than as the result of certain involvements in 
structured social relations (Wellman 1983, p. 165). A network perspective shields 
against an appeal to categories to explain why people behave the way they do (Emir-
bayer and Goodwin 1994, p. 1415). In this way, structures need not be treated as 
undifferentiated boxes (e.g., tribe, chiefdom, Woodland, Mississippian); they can be 
effectively parsed into their constituent elements of entities and relations (Emirbayer 
and Goodwin 1994, p. 1418).
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Network Perspectives Applied

The most notable, explicit applications of network perspectives in archaeology are 
those that have made use of formal social network analysis (SNA) (Brughmans 
2010; Brughmans et al. 2016; Crabtree and Borck 2019; Knappett 2013; Mills 2017; 
Peeples 2019). For example, Peeples (2018) used network perspectives to evaluate 
the collective production of identity in the context of social transformations that 
he characterizes as social movements across the Cibola region of the southwestern 
United States. Borck (2016, p. 14) defined social movements as a specific type of 
contentious politics that are often investigated with a focus on why and how groups 
mobilize to enact religious, ideological, and political change. Borck thus utilized a 
relational framework, within a historical perspective, to evaluate how political and 
ideological structures were maintained and transformed. Crabtree et al. (2017) used 
principles of network theory to evaluate human-ecosystem interactions by modeling 
food webs of Ancestral Puebloan peoples in the Mesa Verde region. While addi-
tional studies, including those from across eastern North America, have successfully 
leveraged SNA to achieve and facilitate relational perspectives, this review is not 
uniquely about applications of SNA but the conceptual principles that underlie these 
formal applications of SNA that could otherwise be applied without it.

The most explicit deployment of the network/relational perspectives across the 
social sciences has been in regard to the study of social movements and collective 
action. While there now exists a well-developed body of archaeological work on col-
lective action, this work remains bound to issues of cooperation within the context 
of rational choice theories and evolutionary perspectives on human groups (e.g., 
Boyd and Richerson 2009; Henrich and Henrich 2006; Henrich et al. 2004; Olson 
1965; Ostrom 1990). As Peeples (2011, pp. 24–25) highlights, however, among rela-
tional sociologists, collective action has most frequently been considered within the 
realm of research on political mobilization and social movements (see Polleta and 
Jasper 2001). From this perspective, the primary question shifts from why collec-
tive action occurs to how populations are able to coordinate action across time and 
space to successfully negotiate fundamental changes within a particular social set-
ting (e.g., Diani 1992; McAdam et al. 2001; Tarrow 1998).

In the introduction to an edited volume on the relationships between social move-
ments and networks (Diani and McAdam 2003), Diani (2003, p. 105) defines social 
movements as resembling strings of connected events scattered across time and space 
and posits that entities supporting these movements do so not as atomized or isolated 
actors but as actors linked through complex webs of direct or mediated interactions. 
Thus, processes of collective action, or the coordinated mediation of social changes, 
are structured by relationships (Booth and Babchuk 1969; Oberschall 1973; Pickvance 
1975; Pinard 1968; Snow et al. 1980). In this way, network characteristics, including 
the qualities and organizations of both relationships and actors, play fundamental roles 
in shaping and defining engagement (Centola and Macy 2007; Diani and McAdam 
2003; González-Bailón et al. 2013; Gould 1991, Granovetter 1973, 1978, 1982; Macy 
1991a, b; Marwell et  al. 1988; Oliver 1984; Oliver and Marwell 1988; Opp 1989). 
Networks invariably affect the levels of collective performance that different social 
units can achieve (Diani 2003, p. 115), including the structuring of opportunities for 
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communication that bear directly on the evaluation of collective processes (Hedström 
1994; Hedström et al. 2000). While current archaeologies of collective action, rooted 
in evolutionary frameworks and economic contexts, attempt to address the “whys” and 
“whats” of collective action in the past, a consideration of collective action in the con-
text of social networks and relational organizations can move us toward the “hows.”

Much energy across the broader social sciences has also been spent on evaluat-
ing the role of history on influencing the relational foundations of social change. In 
Gargiulo and Benassi’s (2000) study of managerial organizations, they found that 
relationships cemented through years of common organizational history may outlive 
the specific contexts in which they arose (and may, in fact, become a liability for 
leaders and for the organization). Indeed, if changes to institutional contexts are not 
drastic enough, old relationships may remain strong (Gargiulo and Benassi 2000, p. 
183). Gargiulo and Benassi (2000, p. 184) go on to point out that the environments 
created by overly cohesive networks may have detrimental effects on cooperation, 
as they may hinder opportunities to develop social ties necessary to initiate and sus-
tain cooperation beyond the bounds of the existing network. Thus, the tradeoff is 
between networks that guarantee the “safety” of cooperation and those that secure 
the “flexibility” to adapt the composition of the network as necessary (Gargiulo and 
Benassi 2000, p. 185). Given these features, managers and leaders tend to seek the 
safety of cohesive networks in situations of uncertainty when, at the same time, flex-
ibility remains crucial for enacting organizational change and taking advantage of 
opportunities (Gargiulo and Benassi 2000, p. 185).

The histories of these networks and relationships (e.g., previous socialization in 
a different organizational culture) have a critical impact on how organizations are 
able to change, transform, and adapt to uncertainty. Indeed, mechanisms of informal 
control, rooted in deep organizational histories, coupled with the tendency toward 
wanting “safe” cooperation in the context of change and uncertainty, may cement 
interpersonal bonds and curtail an organization’s ability to effect change (Gargiulo 
and Benassi 2000, p. 185). As such, being able to track relational structures, forms 
of social capital, and institutions through time without the constraints of categorical 
principles is necessary for understanding how social histories unfold.

The conceptual space of networks and relationships detailed above contrasts with 
much of the history of North American archaeological method and theory. My main 
goal in this discussion was to elucidate the foundations of the anti-categorical per-
spective and to crystallize it in archaeological research. As outlined below, archae-
ologists across eastern North America are beginning to adopt many of the principles 
laid out above but have yet to recognize the maturation of these perspectives outside 
of archaeology or the relevance of such archaeological work to the broader social 
sciences.

From Landscapes to Networks

One would be hard pressed to identify an archaeology that wasn’t about or involved, 
implicitly or explicitly, some kind of interaction. Within the scope of this paper, I 
stress the need for archaeologists to reframe the analytical units that we deploy to 
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address interaction. Indeed, it is not uncommon to find archaeologists continuing to 
explore interactions among categorically defined entities (e.g., interactions between 
“Woodland” and “Mississippian” peoples or between “cultures”) that dehumanize 
and generalize encounters and connections. With growing datasets and analytical 
capabilities, archaeologists are increasingly able to fully conceptualize complexi-
ties of interactions, including the precise timing and tempo of interactions and 
exchanges, the exact kinds of interactions taking place, and the intricate movements 
and flows that gave form to connected social, political, and economic worlds. Along 
these lines, eastern North American archaeologists have been conceptualizing inter-
actions as “landscapes” that indeed conjure appreciations for relationality (sensu 
Basso 1996; Fowles 2010a; Ingold 1993; Thomas 2008). With a network perspec-
tive, however, archaeologists may move forward from this base, from more platitu-
dinal concepts like the amorphous “landscape” to a consideration of interaction in 
terms of actual, measurable, and comparable relationships and networks.

The absence of explicit categorization does not preclude generalization, compari-
son, or model building. Within a network framework, however, processes of com-
parison and generalization do move from a preoccupation with essentialized entities 
to a focus on the qualities of relationships. Instead of comparing the boxes within 
which cases have been placed, we can compare, for instance, the diversity of rela-
tionships, particular processes of establishing, maintaining, transforming, and lev-
eraging relationships, or the ways that institutions are built within broader relational 
contexts. When we compare categories (e.g., one chiefdom to another), it is usually 
the case that only a select few types of relationships (e.g., relationships of power, 
political ties between elites, economic relationships between elites and non-elites) 
are assumed relevant and compared while other kinds of relationships are effectively 
excluded from analytical consideration. In the absence of such categorization, we 
are forced to explore the complexity and variability of relational arrangements that 
underlie the phenomena of interest. Below I identify challenges to these efforts and 
evaluate recent archaeological approaches to a range of interactions.

Rethinking Scale

A major challenge in moving toward relational and network-focused perspectives 
is the continued use of traditionally defined sociospatial scales (e.g., the house, the 
community, the region). Studies are often couched in terms of the scale with which 
they engage (e.g., household economics or regional political organization), while 
“’multiscalar” studies are often simply the comparison of two of these reified scales. 
Relational approaches provide us with opportunities to reconfigure archaeological 
perspectives on scale. They offer a basis for the critique of archaeologically derived 
scales and their a priori imposition.

Social, political, and economic institutions (sensu Holland-Lulewicz et al. 2020a) 
have spatial extents that can be measured, to be sure. However, scale should not be 
understood to be a categorical variable but rather, metaphorically, like a continuous 
zoom function that can be adjusted to frame the phenomena of interest. The spatial 
boundaries of institutions exist on a continuum and are often difficult to define by 
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strict scalar categories. The legacy and pervasiveness of the use of such scales by 
archaeologists has led to an overemphasis on institutions, processes, and sociopo-
litical phenomena that tend to fit into these categories as well as the misrepresen-
tation of essentialized scales (e.g., the village) as meaningful institutions a priori 
(Holland-Lulewicz et al. 2020a). When we stop assuming that these categories are 
meaningful, relevant institutions and their arrangements can be inductively explored 
and identified in full without masking variation in favor of neat scalar units.

By focusing on meaningful institutions (which may indeed include such institu-
tions that map onto traditionally defined scales like the household or village), the 
actual properties of institutions and their roles relative to one another can be for-
mally compared (Holland-Lulewicz et al. 2020a). For instance, the village-as-insti-
tution may be compared along the same axes of characterization as a polity, house-
hold, lineage, or ritual sodality. Instead of a multiscalar perspective, we arrive at 
a multi-institutional perspective that seeks to explore institutional constellations. If 
we rid ourselves of scalar constraints, we can compare and contrast, for example, 
the internal organization, relevant resources, or exclusivity of a household versus a 
ritual sodality. Beyond comparing two isolated institutions of the same scale (e.g., 
southeastern chiefdoms vs. Iroquoian confederacies), it becomes necessary to com-
pare the entire arrangement of overlapping institutions, of which chiefdoms and con-
federacies represent but single institutions among many. In contrast to the use of 
scalar boxes, the focus is shifted to relationships between individuals and groups 
that form meaningful institutions and to the relationships between those institutions 
in constituting societal forms and institutional histories.

Another solution to the scale issue that has found ground in recent years is the 
application of a communities of practice approach (e.g., Crown 2014; Sassaman and 
Rudolphi 2001). As a response to the uncritical correlation of archaeological materi-
als and phases with identities and “real” social groups in the past, the concept of the 
community of practice has been gaining popularity among archaeologists. A com-
munity of practice can be defined as a special type of community bound together 
by multiple dimensions of coherence: mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and 
shared repertoires (Wenger 1998, pp. 72–85; Worth 2017, p. 138). A community of 
practice represents a group of people who come together by way of a mutual engage-
ment in an endeavor, defined by both its membership and by the practice in which 
that membership engages (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, p. 464). In this way, 
the community of practice is, in essence, a locus of engagement in action, interper-
sonal relations, shared knowledge, and negotiation of particular enterprises (Wenger 
1998, p. 85). They are defined simply by shared histories of learning (Wenger 1998, 
p. 86). As Worth (2017) argues, the concept of the community of practice represents 
a valuable analytical tool for archaeologists to leverage in moving beyond reified 
uses of archaeological phases or cultures, forcing us to consider the relationships 
and relational institutions through which the material record was actually produced. 
Indeed, the community of practice concept is valuable as just that: an analytical tool 
whose purpose is to provide theoretical and methodological linkages between the 
archaeological record and meaningful social groupings. Problems arise, however, 
when the community of practice itself becomes reified.
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When the community of practice itself becomes a category to be defined and 
studied, its analytical utility as an anti-categorical tool is lost. The goal of an 
archaeological study should never be to identify and characterize communities 
of practice alone. A community of practice approach should be used to identify 
and describe meaningful social institutions. Archaeologically, a community of 
practice as identified through ceramic production may represent a matrilineal kin 
group, within which teaching and learning occurs between women of multiple 
generations. Herein lies the utility in the community of practice concept, the cor-
relation of institutionalized relational constellations (e.g., kin groups, labor par-
ties, elite networks) with the material record.

On the Georgia coast, Sanger (2017; Sanger et al. 2020) takes the community 
of practice as a point of investigation with the goal of defining the geographic 
extent of institutions tied to ceramic and lithic production. Using data on the 
techno-functional aspects of pottery production, Sanger (2017) demonstrated that 
two separate potting communities occupied different Late Archaic settlements 
just 3 to 4 km apart. In their study of lithic production, Sanger et al. (2020) use 
biface shape to reveal similarities between these two Late Archaic villages. They 
suggest that this pattern is the result of potters (presumably women) remain-
ing in their natal homes while stone tool makers (presumably men) engaged in 
post-marital relocation, a distinct pattern of matrilocality. Through the use of the 
community of practice concept, Sanger et al. demonstrate that archaeologists can 
indeed explore some of the relational institutions like kinship and residence pat-
terns that have often been deemed inaccessible. In a more novel application of the 
approach, Mueller (2013, 2017a) adapted the community of practice concept to 
the study of domestication and the relational underpinnings of post-domestication 
diversification, taking into consideration not only relevant plant characteristics 
but also the networks of communities and lineages through which these charac-
teristics would have been propagated across the Midwest and Southeast.

Across southern Georgia and northern Florida, work on ceramic sourcing, 
stamped iconography, and regional distributions have been used to illustrate an 
interlocking network of movement and interaction. Wallis et  al. (2016; Wallis 
2011) have shown how interactions among Woodland societies of the Deep South 
resulted in the movement of ceramic vessels from habitation sites to distant burial 
mounds and that wooden stamping paddles were also traded at ceremonial cent-
ers located far from villages. While Wallis et  al. do not themselves employ the 
concept, there are a number of communities of practice that can be identified and 
effectively used to assess the kinds of relationships that constituted this entan-
gled landscape: communities of practice related to the production of pottery, the 
production of wooden paddles, the use of communal burial mounds, and partici-
pation in practices at ceremonial centers. Each of these communities of practice 
is linked to meaningful social institutions through which relationships between 
individuals and communities were established and defined. The leverage of such 
conceptual links between the material record and social groups has allowed 
archaeologists to successfully explore the centrality of relationships to a range of 
phenomena, adeptly sidestepping legacies of categorical practice.
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Networks in Motion

One of the primary ways in which networks and relationships are constituted is 
through movement. While movements, including those of people, things, and ideas, 
are certainly structured by the opportunities and constraints afforded by networks, 
such movements and flows themselves work to constitute, maintain, reinforce, 
and transform networks. While migratory events may be the most conspicuously 
encoded in the archaeological record, millennia of population movements, migra-
tion, and circulation (of different spatial and temporal magnitudes) has undoubtedly 
resulted in complex historical entanglements among eastern North American Indig-
enous peoples. In this way, we may conceptualize some forms of relationships as 
those generated through movement. Migration (especially the relationships altered 
and forged through migration) as an explanatory framework has faced a number of 
critiques (see Pluckhahn et  al. 2020). As Pluckhahn et  al. (2020) argue, however, 
advances in both method and theory, especially better control over time and more 
robust models of migration processes, have allowed for a renewed interest in migra-
tion as a meaningful transformative force. Contrary to previous migrationist argu-
ments for eastern North America that invoked large-scale, long-distance migration 
movements as “blanket processes to explain seeming discontinuities in material 
culture” (Pluckhahn et  al. 2020, p. 45), Pluckhahn et  al. instead propose a model 
of migration for the Woodland Gulf Coast that hinges on social and historical con-
texts. Drawing on high-precision, high-resolution Bayesian chronological modeling 
of radiocarbon data, Pluckhahn et al. (2020) assess the contemporaneity of such pro-
cesses like village decline, formation, and reorganization to assess the complex web 
of relatively small-scale population movements that structured the social, political, 
and cultural networks that defined the southeastern Gulf Coast for roughly 2,000 
years.

Ritchison (2018a) has assessed a large-scale, regional dataset of radiocarbon 
dates within a Bayesian interpretive framework to explore the timing and scale of 
demographic transformation, specifically population growth and community reor-
ganization, on the Georgia coast. His work has leveraged a methodological frame-
work that links the abandonment of the Savannah River valley to the explosion of 
settlement and processes of community transformation on the Georgia coast. It is 
likely that this movement, and others like it across eastern North America (e.g., 
Comstock and Cook 2018; Cook and Price 2015; Cook and Schurr 2009; Hedman 
et al. 2018; Slater et al. 2014; Thompson et al. 2015), were rooted in pre-established, 
historically defined networks built and transformed over generations and millennia. 
Future work must move to understand how existing networks between populations 
worked to structure the scale, tempo, and topology of migratory events as well as 
small-scale population movements over both the long and short terms. Such work is 
especially important for understanding how immigrants were incorporated (or not) 
into pre-existing communities.

Many kinds of movements, broadly defined, are responsible for generating, 
transforming, and constituting different kinds of relationships (see Skousen and 
Buchanan 2015). One of these kinds of movements is pilgrimage. Skousen (2018, 
p. 261) has recently proposed that an archaeology of pilgrimages must “prioritize 
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the interconnections among persons, places, things, and substances.” Focusing on a 
case study of the Emerald Acropolis, a Cahokian pilgrimage center, Skousen (2016, 
2018) argues that people traveled to Emerald from both Cahokia and the Lower 
Illinois Valley and that these interactions/actions played a critical role in Cahokia’s 
emergence. Skousen posits that the alignment of Emerald’s natural landscape, 
along with its mounds and features, to lunar events gathered people and relation-
ships as reflected in the communal, repeated renewal of mounds, participation in 
feasts, and the construction of special structures. While Skousen (2016, p. iii) argues 
that the relationships formed during these pilgrimages “ensured world renewal, suf-
ficient rainfall, and successful harvests” they also would have served to generate 
important networks that could be leveraged towards social, political, and economic 
motives. Indeed, the networks produced through such pilgrimages may have served 
as the foundational core of large-scale Mississippian period networks that eventually 
enmeshed much of eastern North America. Similar, perhaps diametrically opposite 
processes of diaspora that occurred with the decline of Cahokia may have served to 
establish far-reaching networks among eastern North American populations through 
which the traditions and practices crystallized at Cahokia differentially diffused 
throughout the continent (e.g., Baltus and Baires 2019; Mehta and Connaway 2019). 
In any case, recent work across eastern North America has aptly demonstrated that 
some of the most critical relationships defining the social, political, and economic 
relationships we seek to explore are those borne through movement.

Such considerations of movement, circulation, and flow naturally lead us to exam-
ine processes of diffusion. Conceptual frameworks rooted in network perspectives 
provide tools for archaeologists to empirically reconsider diffusion as an important 
process. The reaction against diffusionism (e.g., Rowe 1966) seems to have uncriti-
cally thrown the proverbial baby out with the bath water. Others have rightly echoed 
these complaints (e.g., Adams et al. 1978; Schiffer 1975; Shanks and Tilley 1987). 
The uncritical reliance on diffusion as a primary mechanism driving cultural change 
and form was exceedingly unempirical and, in some cases, morally unjust. While I 
am not advocating the reemergence of interpretive frameworks that accept diffusion 
as a transformative force, I am arguing that the relationships through which things, 
people, and immaterial resources diffuse (move or flow) may themselves be agential 
in affecting certain kinds of change.

Alternatively, the establishment of relationships between distinct social, political, 
or cultural groups may result in the diffusion of material or immaterial agents that 
do have transformative potential. The diffusion of materials or ideas from nonlocal 
places, or “others,” may indeed contribute to such processes as emergent inequality, 
privileged leadership positions, or the undermining of extant institutional organiza-
tions. Researchers have long shown how Great Lakes copper circulated at a con-
tinental scale all the way back through the Archaic period (e.g., Hill et  al. 2019; 
Sanger et al. 2018, 2019), and how, during the same general period, Poverty Point 
in Louisiana served as a socio-ritual hub at the center of a profound, continental 
scale entanglement of peoples, things, and practices (Sassaman 2005; Sassaman 
and Brookes 2017; Spivey et al. 2015). Others have pointed out long-distance con-
nections between southeastern and Iroquoian groups (e.g., Giles and Knapp 2015) 
and between midwestern and southwestern groups (e.g., Blatt et al. 2011; Redmond 
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2012). Far from being mere “connections” or instances of “trade,” these cases pro-
vide avenues into inquiries that concern the effects of such connections on local 
relational structures. Such objectives are not so farfetched. Indeed, while poten-
tially a bold claim, the use of the term “Mississippianization” has itself served as a 
conceptual placeholder for “diffusion,” except for that it carries with it a significant 
amount of categorical baggage.

Social Networks

Part of the turn toward relational perspectives is the recognition that we can recon-
ceptualize a range of phenomena as social networks. Categorical concepts like 
culture areas, regions, communities, or interaction spheres can be understood as 
networks of peoples and institutions and can thus be subjected to the full range of 
methodologies appropriate for relational data and phenomena. Such a realization 
allows us not necessarily to abandon socio-material traits but to consider these traits 
in their relational contexts. In a consideration of Woodland period platform mounds 
(and plazas), Kassabaum (2019) breaks apart the platform mound as a categorical 
index that has traditionally tended to collapse understandings of history, time, and 
social/spatial context. Kassabaum effectively demonstrates how an overreliance on 
the category of the platform mound/plaza complex as defined and characterized 
primarily in regard to Mississippian traditions has masked important variation rel-
evant to these structures in their varied social and historical contexts. Such attention 
allows us to move beyond the use of index traits to assign phenomena to particular 
social, cultural, or temporal categories. When we move beyond a reliance on such 
traits, we also begin to challenge the very foundations of categories like “culture 
areas” and instead consider such spatial and temporal continuities as dynamic, vari-
able, and heterogeneous networks of interaction.

For example, in contrast to predominant narratives that attribute pan-regional 
commonalities primarily to analogous developmental processes, Pluckhahn and 
Thompson (2013) propose that the social, political, and ritual landscapes of the Mid-
dle Woodland Deep South were constructed to strategically emphasize both similar-
ity and difference through local interpretations of common sociopolitical themes. 
Woodland monumental communities (e.g., Kolomoki, Crystal River, Fort Center) 
were built to signal across both local and regional networks. While these places 
and their emplaced symbolism would have served to generate tightly bound local 
networks, they would have similarly served to maintain long, productive bridging 
ties across the region with other communities. Similarities among site plans would 
have served to facilitate participation in extralocal ceremonies and social networks, 
while differences would have underscored the uniqueness of the community and 
the practices that took place there (Pluckhahn and Thompson 2013). As such, we 
might think about these widespread communities and their constructed landscapes 
as exhibiting a great degree of historical and social connectedness, more so than 
permitted by existing categorical models that homogenize this important variation 
in favor of totalizing culture areas, traditions, and categories (e.g., Swift Creek area, 
Middle Woodland monumental centers).



555

1 3

Journal of Archaeological Research (2021) 29:537–579	

Stoltman (2015) presents decades of petrographic work on Woodland period 
ceramics and raw clay resources to characterize the structures of relationships across 
the midwestern and southeastern United States, highlighting the variability in the 
kinds of interactions that gave form to the so-called Hopewell world. Emerson et al. 
(2013) focused specifically on stone pipes, the use of which expanded over the 
entirety of the Middle Woodland period, showing not only how different geographi-
cally bound stone resources were utilized through time, but more broadly how the 
structure of macroregional networks that cross-cut traditional categorical cultures 
can shift through time. As these stone pipes are traditionally categorized as being 
characteristic of a particular set of Ohio Hopewell cultures, any reorganization of 
networks is not necessarily encapsulated by the categorical characteristics attached 
to “Ohio Hopewell” as an analytical unit. Similarly, Wright has demonstrated not 
just how the quality of relationships and the structure of Woodland period net-
works in southern Appalachia might change through time but how the specific roles 
of nodes embedded in such networks can be altered (2014; Wright and Loveland 
2015). Demonstrating how the internal organization of a southern Appalachian 
mica-processing community shifted over time, Wright provides a case where the 
social, political, and economic properties of a node (community) may affect net-
work participation and alter the kinds of flows occurring through regional networks 
(2014; Wright and Loveland 2015).

At a broader scale, using the distribution of ideologically imbued Ramey Incised 
pottery, Friberg (2018) has recently explored the ways that communities within mac-
roregional networks (e.g., subnetworks or network clusters) translated, mediated, 
and transformed the resources (especially immaterial resources like religious tradi-
tions and cosmic ideologies) that flowed from powerful nodes. Friberg (2018) criti-
cally evaluates the scope of relationships that bound Cahokians to populations up 
through the Lower Illinois Valley, the Central Illinois Valley, and the Apple River 
valley into Wisconsin. While Cahokians may have been attempting to frame rela-
tionships between social groups in appeals to the broader cosmos, such perspectives 
were reconceptualized in the context of local worldviews. Friberg’s study illustrates 
the dynamic, active role that network structures and relational qualities play in 
affecting the diffusion and spread of worldviews, ideologies of power, and concep-
tions of sociality. Rather than the unbridled flow of particular traditions, histories, 
and cultural forms across a region or set of communities, such flows were inter-
rupted and transformed by way of both nodal qualities and relational topologies of 
interacting peoples, communities, and institutions.

Aside from regional networks, the development and organizational dynamics of 
villages as a point of comparative departure has also received much attention across 
eastern North America. Instead of focusing on models of categorical development, 
the most effective of these studies have conceptualized villages as particular con-
stellations of relationships, motives, and institutions. In a recent edited volume on 
the archaeology of eastern North American villages (Birch and Thompson 2018), 
Thompson and Birch (2018, p. 1) propose that the emergence of villages represented 
a transformation of social milieus that had no prior analogues. Arguing for a char-
acterization of villages as loci for face-to-face interactions, Thompson and Birch 
(2018, p. 2) shape the comparative study of villages as a comparison of how new 
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societal forms (and relationships) were developed through processes of emplace-
ment, negotiation, cooperation, and competition. They propose the village as an 
avenue for comparative relational exploration by highlighting that as villages devel-
oped, the ways that individuals and groups expressed power would have operated 
under unfamiliar social constraints, and thus one focus of comparison should be 
how such relations of power played out in these hyper-emplaced social networks 
(Thompson and Birch 2018, p. 2). From northern Iroquoia (e.g., Birch 2012, 2015; 
Birch and Williamson 2013; Creese 2016, 2014, 2013) to the southeastern and mid-
western United States (e.g., Meyers 2017; Pluckhahn and Thompson 2018; Pluck-
hahn et  al. 2018), studies of village development, especially as the navigation of 
emergent relational constraints and the generation of new relational forms, continue 
to effectively move beyond traditional categorical approaches that would instead 
conceive of the village as a reified social entity without consideration of its complex 
internal and external relational foundations.

Many of these relational, anti-categorical perspectives have been exemplified in 
a number of recent archaeologies of European colonization across eastern North 
America. The sociopolitical, economic, cultural, and historical entanglements gen-
erated by the European colonization of North America have, by their very nature, 
resisted categorical approaches to their elucidation. That is, the sheer complexities 
of the diverse livelihoods, contexts, and interactions that took place can hardly be 
fit into generalized models of “contact” but nonetheless can be robustly investigated 
and compared. Indeed, many of the post-structural critiques that embody an anti-
categorical imperative, including frameworks derived from critical feminist theory 
(e.g., Gellar 2009; Gougeon 2017; Wylie 1992), queer theory (e.g., Blackmore 2015; 
Cobb 2005; Dowson 2000), anarchist theory (Borck and Sanger 2017; Flexner and 
Gonzalez-Tennant 2018), and more general theories of intersectionality that include 
Black feminist archaeologies (e.g., Battle-Baptiste 2017; González-Tennant 2018; 
Watkins 2020), are implicitly embodied by much of the emerging work on the lived 
experiences of colonization and the relationships generated between Indigenous and 
European people—and remain devoted to outlining the necessity of diverse archaeo-
logical practitioners in enriching narratives of the past (e.g., Heath-Stout 2020).

Recent work at the Berry site in central North Carolina, the location of the Indig-
enous town of Joara and the Spanish Fort San Juan, has explicitly explored the 
effects of intersectional identities on the relational dynamics between Indigenous 
women and male Spanish soldiers. While generalized models of Indigenous-Span-
ish relationships in the southeastern United States undermine the lived experiences 
and identities of those embedded in these relationships, work at the Berry site has 
revealed the intricacies and crucial nuances of how gender and contextual identity 
(e.g., male vs. female and Indigenous vs. Spanish) intersect to structure experience 
(Beck 2016; Beck et al. 2016, 2017).

At a broader perspective, multiple studies from the Southeast (e.g., Beck 2013; 
Thompson et  al. 2018) to the Northeast and Great Lakes regions (e.g., Beaudoin 
2019, Ferris 2009; Walder and Yann 2018) have taken thick historical approaches 
to by-pass overgeneralizing categorical narratives. Beck (2013) works to bridge the 
arbitrary prehistoric/historic (or pre-contact/contact) boundaries that continue to 
plague the archaeology of eastern North America. Writing on the Catawba of the 
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Carolinas, Beck (2013) begins his study circa AD 1400 and intricately traces trans-
formations to sociopolitical and economic entanglements through the mid-1700s, 
from the height of chiefdom-based political organizations through their collapse 
and eventual coalescence into historically documented Indian nations. In reject-
ing top-down models of sociopolitical change, Beck (2013) reestablishes the deep 
ancestral links (links that are often blurred or disconnected by categorical discourse) 
between historically known Indigenous groups and those groups often homogenized 
as Mississippian. Similarly, for the Great Lakes region in the 18th century, Beau-
doin (2019) argues that traditional Indigenous-colonizer dichotomies are a reflection 
more of colonial discourse than of reality. Working on both Mohawk and European 
settlements in Ontario, Beaudoin (2019) highlights the nuanced contexts of colonial 
power relations in structuring sociopolitics.

Political Networks

The disciplinary legacies that define the archaeological treatment of sociopolitics 
continue to loom large in archaeological practice. Recent work from across east-
ern North America, however, can be cited to demonstrate how the constraints of 
categorical approaches can be overcome to explore sociopolitical dynamics. The 
perspective adopted by these recent approaches move from the bottom-up, without 
reference to top-down organizational models. While many of these studies do not 
explicitly exude anti-categorical motives, they nonetheless contribute to movements 
beyond neo-evolutionary frameworks in meaningful and empirical ways.

I use the term “’sociopolitics” to refer to the varying ways in which social and 
political capital (material and immaterial resources) are accumulated, distributed, 
and sometimes leveraged toward particular motives and objectives and contextual-
ized within discourses of power (both power over and power to). As such, socio-
political organization refers to the arrangements or constellations of relationships 
through which these processes are enacted. These relationships, and their particular 
arrangements, not only serve as the mode by which capital is deployed but them-
selves constitute forms of social and political capital that can be manipulated, trans-
formed, and accumulated to maintain, reinforce, or transform manifestations of 
power. In general, a concern with sociopolitics represents a concern with the ways 
that relationships are organized and how these organizations structure particular 
outcomes.

The most explicit engagement with relational perspectives has been through the 
archaeological application of formal social network analysis (SNA) (see Peeples 
2019). Through the use of archaeological network analysis, patterns have emerged 
that are not constrained by a priori assumptions about the range of potential rela-
tionships to be expected. Indeed, phenomena have come into focus that are unac-
counted for, or masked, by the use of traditional sociopolitical categories across 
eastern North American cases (e.g., tribe, chiefdom; hierarchy, heterarchy; cor-
porate, network). In the northern Iroquoian region, archaeologists have linked the 
distribution of pottery decorations with the social and political relationships main-
tained by women (Birch and Hart 2018, pp. 19–20; Hart and Engelbrecht 2012; Hart 
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et al. 2016, pp. 6–7, 2019). In exploring northern Iroquoian confederacy dynamics, 
a chain of logic has been outlined that acknowledges women as the primary produc-
ers of pottery and demonstrates how women were active participants in Iroquoian 
politics, holding councils, arranging marriages, electing and deposing leaders, and 
maintaining domestic economies (Hart et al. 2016, p. 6). Given these associations, 
between women, politics, and collar decorations, the use of pottery to conduct 
archaeological network analysis allowed for the characterization of particular forms 
of social capital that were available throughout northern Iroquoian societies (Birch 
and Hart 2018; Hart et al. 2019).

Such studies do not necessitate that we dispose completely of our typological 
schema but that we begin outside these boxes if we are to critically and empirically 
interrogate past political organizations. Indeed, the Indigenous nations and confed-
eracies of northern Iroquoia are well documented in the ethnohistorical and histori-
cal record. Using ceramic decorative practices, Hart et al. (2016) have demonstrated 
that signaling networks reflect sociopolitical changes like the formation of nations 
and the emergence of confederacies. Birch and Hart (2018) have demonstrated that 
the uncritical use of the confederacy concept homogenizes important variation in 
political structure and organizational strategy between northern Iroquoian confed-
eracies. While the Wendat confederacy formed a tight-knit network characterized 
by strong bonding capital, the Haudenosaunee confederacy was composed of bridg-
ing capital, lacking the strong bonding capital that characterized the Wendat con-
federacy. Differences in the functions of norms of reciprocity, trust, and information 
sharing between the two confederacies were substantial, all of which was previously 
masked by the use of the essentialized category of “the confederacy.”

Similarly, Lulewicz’s (2019a) study of the evolution of southern Appalachian 
political landscapes, explored through multiple kinds of overlapping networks as 
gleaned through pottery, revealed sociopolitical dimensions of chiefdom political 
organizations that stood in stark contrast to one another. While signaling networks 
based on decorative practices revealed “long” networks of weak ties constituting 
bridging forms of social capital (sensu Crowe 2007; Putnam 2000), networks based 
on technological practices were tight knit, indicative of a different form of social 
capital that could be politically leveraged: bonding capital (sensu Crowe 2007; Put-
nam 2000). Likewise, in their recent work on the structure of Mississippian socio-
politics across eastern North America, based on the similarities in assemblages of 
iconography depicted on shell pendants, Lulewicz and Coker (2018) demonstrated 
that powerful elites drew different kinds of social capital from multiple sociospatial 
scales and that the traditional characterization of these political bodies at the scale 
of the individual entity (e.g., intra-polity relationships, individual chiefdoms) is not 
sufficient for describing the diverse relationships through which sociopolitics were 
structured.

While formal network analysis very visibly invokes principles of a relational 
approach, many recent studies across eastern North America have effectively by-
passed traditional categorical thinking without adopting such analytical frameworks, 
highlighting the utility of relational perspectives across a range of methodological 
and theoretical contexts. Investigating the ways that social bonds in the Woodland 
period Southeast facilitated coalition and consensus in regard to the maintenance 
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and generation of massive earthworks and extensive trade networks, Henry and Bar-
rier (2016) proposed a relationally inspired framework for understanding how such 
institutions of coalition were formed, organized, and maintained or transformed as 
a means to coordinate labor and ritual. When dispersed groups come together and 
enter into temporary coalitions, dissonance may arise whereby leadership roles and 
worth may be evaluated differentially (Henry and Barrier 2016, p. 92). Henry and 
Barrier present a framework for characterizing different domains of leadership by 
their strategies of authority and level of accountability. By doing so, they plot the 
relationships between potentially overlapping leadership positions and highlight 
how relationships between leaders of different socio-ritual domains may be lever-
aged in achieving coalition. Rather than identifying a category of best fit for char-
acteristics that define ritual sociopolitics, Henry and Barrier move from the bottom-
up, preferencing the inherent variability in structural relationships and identifying 
a range of potential organizational scenarios and dynamics that would have neces-
sitated mediation.

An understanding that leadership roles and organizational strategies are relation-
ally dependent, that is, dependent on the relationships within which those leader-
ship positions are embedded, strikes at the very basic foundations of categorical 
approaches to sociopolitical structures. Henry (2013) and Henry and Barrier (2016) 
have demonstrated that leadership was indeed situational for some Middle Wood-
land groups across areas in what is today Kentucky. While common ideological 
structures (e.g., the range of tools, concepts, and practices related to social, political, 
and ritual organization) were pervasive, local practices varied significantly between 
subregions. Indeed, while specific rituals and practices were leveraged to fit specific 
events or socio-ritual situations, the basic foundations of these ideological structures 
were understood across kin groups. This variation within Middle Woodland ritual 
structures seems to have been the product of a particular form of political organi-
zation, one grounded in the interactions and variable relationships between highly 
mobile kin groups moving around the landscape (Henry 2013). The similarities and 
differences in each of these eastern North American examples in terms of organi-
zational structure and political action, as gleaned from anti-categorical approaches, 
illustrate the promise of comparative archaeological analysis without the use of cat-
egorical referents for enriching sociopolitical narratives and revealing substantial 
variation that has long been inaccessible due to a reliance on top-down categorical 
models.

De‑categorizing Time and Temporality

The categories that may be the most critically in need of dismantling are categories 
of time. I am specifically referring to culture-historical units that often contribute to 
the conflation of time, history, and culture, those units that homogenize, essentialize, 
and, in some cases, contribute to the erasure of eastern North American Indigenous 
histories. With the rapid advancement of scientific approaches to radiometric dating, 
the high-resolution, high-precision chronologies needed for such efforts are becom-
ing readily achievable. To be clear, the goal should not be the creation of smaller 
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and smaller units of time. Rather, we must think beyond time and chronology as a 
set of building blocks and toward approaches to Indigenous histories that highlight, 
accept, and interpret these histories as complex, messy, and variable, borne of thou-
sands of years of relationships, movement, and interaction.

Recent applications of anarchist theory within archaeology have further high-
lighted issues of time and anti-categorical practice (e.g., Angelbeck and Grier 2012; 
Borck and Sanger 2017; Flexner 2014; Fowles 2010b; Henry et al. 2017; Morgan 
2015; Wengrow and Graeber 2015). Anarchist approaches force a critical evaluation 
of our archaeological histories, especially our accepted processions of categorical 
periods and sociopolitical states. While much of the effort in applying anarchist the-
ory has been devoted to the study of decentralized political strategies, the relevance 
here is in its critique of temporal categories, especially those often deemed “tran-
sitionary” or “intermediate” (and their corollary “florescent” periods) (Borck and 
Sanger 2017, p. 11). Such categories derived from neo-evolutionary models or cul-
ture-historical types bring from the top down a set of assumptions about historical 
trajectories that in many cases have turned out to be oversimplifications or plainly 
false.

We must recognize that “seemingly neutral aspects of archaeological thought 
[like the ordering of events and building chronologies] are highly laden interpreta-
tively and have significant implications for the kinds of archaeology that we write” 
(Griffiths 2017, p. 1347). Indeed, archaeologists continue to adopt culture-historical 
approaches even in light of a number of so-called radiocarbon revolutions, and in 
this way, archaeological evidence continues to be reified into culture-historically 
predefined entities divorced from material bases (Griffiths 2017, p. 1347). Griffiths 
(2017, p. 1355) offers a solution: “If we can emphasize archaeological analytical 
terms as constructs, the inventions of the late 20th century…and use them as heu-
ristic devices or iconic analogues that we test explicitly, we stand a chance of not 
mistaking our models for data.”

Challenging Socio‑Chronologies

There is a growing trend across North America (e.g., Abel et al. 2019; Brown et al. 
2019; Cobb et al. 2015; Hamilton and Krus 2018; Krus and Cobb 2018; Marquardt 
et al. 2020; Miller 2018a; Thompson and Krus 2018; Thompson et al. 2019; Thul-
man 2019) to critically reevaluate extant temporal frameworks and the histories built 
on these chronological foundations. These efforts go beyond merely enriching our 
understandings of the past. The categories we use have real and potentially adverse 
effects on the political nature of eastern North American histories in the present. For 
instance, Panich and Schneider (2019), working in California, have recently dem-
onstrated that the uncritical use of chronological units to categorize archaeological 
sites for the purpose of cultural resource management has contributed to the false 
erasure of many contact-period Indigenous sites. The visibility of these histories, 
indeed the impact of the erasure of sites from the landscape for this time period, will 
certainly be critical in constructing narratives of Indigenous-colonizer dynamics 
and for understanding the impacts of European settlement on Indigenous practices 
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and populations. More importantly, such erasure serves as continual justification for 
settler-colonial policies predicated on misrepresentations of the scale of Indigenous 
occupation across North America before European arrival.

In eastern North America specifically, these issues are being uncovered by simi-
lar work on the period of European colonization. Across northern Iroquoia, new set-
tlement chronologies and sequences based on hundreds of new AMS dates across 
dozens of sites have elucidated the temporality of occupations and, in some cases, 
has moved occupations around in time by multiple generations (Birch et al. 2020; 
Manning et al. 2018, 2019). This movement beyond categories of time and culture 
(e.g., culture-historical units) has allowed archaeologists to begin liberating Indig-
enous histories from the materiality of European colonization and to more robustly 
explore the sociopolitics of these critical encounters. Similarly, using a suite of new, 
stratified AMS dates, Holland-Lulewicz et al. (2020b) have challenged archaeologi-
cal narratives that presume the collapse of Indigenous traditions following contact 
with De Soto’s entrada in the interior of the southeastern United States. Instead, 
Holland-Lulewicz et al. (2020b) have demonstrated that classic Indigenous religious 
traditions seem to have remained intact for up to 130 years after initial contact with 
Spanish conquistadors (until ca. AD 1670). Despite the lack of European materi-
als in mound-top contexts or throughout the region, the traditional use of mounds 
as places for religious ceremony and practice seems to have continued unaltered, 
contrasting with narratives that propose the mass destabilization of Indigenous 
livelihoods, politics, and tradition. Indeed, archaeologies of Indigenous-colonizer 
dynamics continue to model the effective application of relational perspectives that 
embody the real potential of an anti-categorical approach for archaeology.

While these radiocarbon-intensive, Bayesian approaches have been adopted 
across eastern North America to address particular phenomena or elucidate the 
temporality of individual sites and contexts, such methods have been less read-
ily adopted as a means to critically evaluate, reconsider, and challenge the socio-
material schemes that continue to dominate our approaches to time and chronology. 
Much of our time-telling abilities remain tied to temporal schemes anchored by 
ceramic or lithic seriations. As mentioned at the outset of this article, such heuristics 
remain valuable in  situating ourselves in space and time only at the most general 
level. Few studies, however, have specifically leveraged advances in dating and chro-
nology building to formally evaluate the legacy effects of our categorical, culture-
historical units.

For instance, Lulewicz (2018) has explored the effects of extant chronologi-
cal frameworks on our understanding of the sociopolitical histories of the south-
ern Appalachian region, including the emergence of centralized leadership, socio-
economic inequality, politicized religious traditions, and a large-scale agricultural 
economy. Building a series of Bayesian models that incorporated different kinds of 
archaeological assumptions that have been included in extant chronological mod-
els, including assumptions about the contemporaneity of ceramic styles, the tem-
porality of stylistic change, and the reliability and archaeological integrity of extant 
radiocarbon data, Lulewicz (2018) highlighted how subjective, taken-for-granted 
assumptions about the archaeological record greatly influence chronological assess-
ment, demonstrating that the ceramic styles used to delineate major sociopolitical 
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shifts were actually almost wholly contemporaneous with each other, not sequen-
tial, throwing into question the processes by which sociopolitical transformations 
actually unfolded. Although a handful of similar studies across the Southeast and 
Midwest have attempted to revisit outstanding ceramic and lithic chronologies (e.g., 
Gilmore 2015; Lulewicz 2019b; Miller 2018a; Ritchison 2018b; Wilson et al. 2018), 
further scrutinization of temporal categories (especially the assumptions that struc-
ture these categories) across eastern North America remains wanting. Such evalua-
tions hold the potential to yield transformative insights into the timing, tempo, and 
rhythms of Indigenous histories on both local and continental scales.

The Importance of Temporal Resolution

“Happy is the archaeologist with a single radiocarbon date,” or so goes the archae-
ological folk proverb. This kind of thinking is emblematic of the context that has 
made possible the continued use of the categorical units discussed above. Indeed, 
this context is also what makes new (and more) radiocarbon dates so powerful in 
the movement beyond such categories. We should no longer be content with relying 
on a mere handful (or less, or none) of radiocarbon dates to construct archaeologi-
cal narratives. Regional histories require radiocarbon datasets that are appropriate 
for constructing histories on a regional scale, sometimes composed of thousands of 
square kilometers and just as many sites and contexts. Likewise, a few radiocarbon 
dates no longer represent a robust attempt at dating large, complex archaeological 
palimpsests like Mississippian towns, large Iroquoian communities, or engineered 
landscapes. The historical, temporal, and spatial complexity of such phenomena 
necessitate, indeed demand, that principles of sampling are applied to radiocarbon 
data. And, in most cases, if radiocarbon dates were treated like any other class of 
materials, the number of dates traditionally obtained would certainly not meet the 
requirements of a sample suited for robust,  representative, and empirically sound 
interpretations.

Indeed, there are ways to statistically assess an appropriate sample size of radio-
carbon dates (see Griffiths 2014; Krus and Cobb 2018) needed to robustly model 
archaeological temporal boundaries, spans, and traditions via Bayesian methods. 
Here lies the real power of numbers in terms of radiocarbon dating: advances in 
Bayesian statistical interpretation. Bayesian modeling allows for radiocarbon dates 
to be formally assessed alongside other archaeological information (e.g., stratigra-
phy, material associations, etc.). Unlike traditional practice that uses “the eye-ball 
test,” Bayesian modeling of radiocarbon dates allows us to treat dates like other 
archaeological materials and assess them in relation to other knowledge we might 
have about those materials. In the case of radiocarbon dates, the more dates we 
have, and the better our knowledge of those dates (e.g., their relationships to other 
dates and to the archaeology), the more precise our grasp on time and temporality 
becomes. Across eastern North America, archaeologists have been quick to adopt 
such perspectives and have conducted some of the most sophisticated chronological 
research in the Americas. From the complex histories of coalescence and European 
materiality of northern Iroquoia (Abel et al. 2019; Birch et al. 2020; Manning and 
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Hart 2019; Manning et al. 2018, 2019) to the evaluation and timing of demographic 
and economic trends in the Midwest and Southeast (Cobb et  al. 2015; Emerson 
et al. 2020; Krus 2016; Krus and Cobb 2018; Ritchison 2018a, b) to the elucidation 
of complex landscape engineering of coastal environments (e.g., Thompson et  al. 
2016), eastern North American archaeologists are indeed at the forefront of moving 
beyond, and directly challenging, the use of homogenizing socio-temporal catego-
ries in Americanist archaeology and indeed across the world. Such efforts would not 
be as critical or fruitful without the growing trend and development of large radio-
carbon dating programs.

An Archaeology of Firsts and Lasts

While many may scoff at the importance of “firsts” and “lasts” in the context of 
anthropological knowledge building, advances in the resolution and precision of 
radiocarbon dating mean that an archaeology of firsts and lasts could have major 
implications for archaeological narratives from a relational perspective. When an 
archaeology of firsts and lasts is contextualized within a categorical framework, 
such efforts become futile, if meaningless. Searches for the “start” or “end” of “Mis-
sissippian” are assuredly fruitless endeavors. When we reconsider history, however, 
as a series of dynamic, overlapping, embedded entanglements of peoples and insti-
tutions, constituted through movements and flows, it becomes imperative to under-
stand when and where particular phenomena do and do not occur. From this per-
spective, information on the “first” event or occurrence provides valuable insight 
into the structure and history of the movements and flows that we attempt to unravel. 
While this could apply to such firsts as the founding of a settlement, the use of a 
stone tool form, the incising of a particular iconographic symbol, or the colonization 
of a new area, I retain a limited scope and focus here on issues related to domestica-
tion to illustrate this point.

Contributing to an understanding of the scale and extent of knowledge exchange 
networks, agricultural communities of practices, and more broadly the institutions 
that facilitated the movement of such practices and traditions are advances in radi-
ometric dating that allow archaeologists to begin pinpointing, with accuracy, the 
“extremes” (e.g., the “firsts” and “farthest”). There is no doubt that the ability to 
directly date preserved seeds has greatly increased our understanding of domestica-
tion and agricultural innovation. From a network perspective, the geographic distri-
bution and timing of these processes are crucial for understanding how relationships 
maintained, generated, and transformed the kinds of interactions that would have 
facilitated the flow of resources (whether material or immaterial), including agri-
cultural practices (or at least processes of domestication and the subsequent use of 
domesticates).

For example, a cache of domesticated chenopod (Chenopodium berlandieri 
subsp. jonesianum) was recently uncovered in southern Ontario, roughly 800 km 
north of the previous northernmost occurrence of the crop for this time period (ca. 
930 cal BC) (Crawford et  al. 2019). The implications of this find for understand-
ing interactions are multiple. As the authors point out, the presence of the crop 
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may indicate either interactions and relational institutions that facilitated nonlocal 
exchange of the crop or relationships that allowed for the exchange of knowledge 
and resources that allowed the crop to be grown locally. This study clearly highlights 
how an archaeology of extremes might open avenues for research into the qualities 
of relationships that produced the archaeobotanical record. Similarly, in the northern 
region of the Lake Michigan basin of the western Great Lakes area, a recent study 
has confirmed the presence of maize via residue analysis up to 800 years before the 
macrobotanical record would suggest (Albert et al. 2018). Advances in AMS dating 
and microscopic analyses of residue have yielded empirical fodder for new narra-
tives concerning the relational landscapes of the western Great Lakes region and the 
effects of these relational structures on the diffusion of agricultural innovations.

In recognizing seeds as “rich artifacts of traditional ecological knowledge” (Muel-
ler 2017a, p. xiii), Mueller has explicitly sought to explore domesticated plants, and 
the processes through which they came to be as such, as proxies for agricultural 
communities of practices, through which information sharing, interaction, and inti-
mate relational loci of teaching and learning played fundamental roles. By-passing 
categorical dichotomies of wild/domesticated, Mueller instead considers variation 
under cultivation, highlighting the intricate relational processes by which domes-
tication unfolded across the midwestern and southeastern United States. Mueller 
(2013, 2018) proposed that the large-scale exchange at mound centers associated 
with Middle Woodland societies across eastern North American would have been 
instrumental in maintaining and generating networks of cultivators through which 
plants were domesticated (and re-domesticated and exchanged). Agricultural knowl-
edge surely would have been maintained and shared (or not shared) by individuals 
and groups interacting with one another, and the structures of these relationships 
certainly would have affected such processes not only of domestication but of the 
maintenance of biodiversity and diversification after initial domestication (Muel-
ler 2017b, 2019). These considerations involve particular processes that took place 
through time across varying temporalities. In such a case, earliest and latest dates for 
phenomena, including the presence of particular cultivars or the occupation spans of 
communities, could contribute valuably to elucidating the topology and character of 
network flows that structured not only processes of domestication but also the net-
work context within which these processes unfolded and their subsequent effects on 
human societies.

Taking a “deep history macroeconomic approach,” Miller (2018b) examines the 
environmental and demographic context prior to the appearance of domesticated 
plants in eastern North America. In a complex, multifaceted analysis that explores 
how large-scale demographic trends, broad environmental fluctuations, and shifts in 
household economies articulated with one another, Miller explored the often over-
looked, deep-time sociohistorical context of initial domestication. While Miller situ-
ates his analyses at a mostly gross scale, an archaeology of firsts that endeavors to 
consider the specifics of the earliest places and events upon which Miller’s boom-
bust cycles are intricately balanced would complement this broad historical out-
line by way of elucidating the lived temporalities and relational properties of these 
generalizations. While I have used examples of domestication to illustrate my point 
about a renewed archaeology of extremes, information on the firsts, farthest, and 
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lasts is certainly invaluable to a range of archaeological phenomena (e.g., iconogra-
phy, settlement, etc.). An “archaeology of firsts” does not draw its value from mere 
discourses of discovery and “the unknown” but rather from its potential to eluci-
date the qualities of particular kinds of interactions and to disrupt narratives tied to 
social, spatial, and categorical anchors.

Future Challenges for Eastern North American Archaeologists

The last decade has seen a critical rise in the adoption and application of relational 
perspectives in the archaeology of eastern North America. Every section of this 
paper could be expanded to reviews of their own. The range of issues omitted from 
this review was not for lack of importance. Other such issues include the continued 
use of environmental/climatic categories and their conflation with culture-historical 
units; categories of archaeological knowledge production; and the development of 
data-sharing/accessibility platforms as a way to counter the critical embeddedness 
of archaeological categories. These issues are certainly deserving of more space 
than allotted here, as each constitutes a critical challenge of de-categorization facing 
eastern North American archaeologists.

Noticeably absent from this review are archaeologies of human-environment 
interactions across eastern North America. Environmental reconstructions, discus-
sions of human-environmental dynamics, inquiries of subsistence practices, etc., 
across eastern North America are plentiful and, indeed, exist at the cutting edge 
of ancient human-environment research globally. One issue that we must confront, 
however, is the continued correlation of global climatic events with specific culture-
historical units. Many of our culture-historical boundaries line up with global cli-
matic shifts (e.g., Little Ice Age, Medieval Warm). Are these temporal correlations 
real? Are there significant relationships between environmental change and social 
histories? There may be, but the use of categories on either side (e.g., culture-histor-
ical categories and global categories of climate change) continue to impede empiri-
cal understandings of these relationships beyond the “eye-ball test,” or simple cor-
relation. The issue is further compounded when we use climatic categories derived 
from geographies thousands of miles away, without investigating how these global 
events manifested at particular locations (cf. Surge and Walker 2005; Walker and 
Surge 2006; Wang et al. 2013).

Many of the categories that have been used to organize the past into neat, intel-
ligible units are the sole products of archaeological knowledge building and have 
tenuous connections to real Indigenous histories. Too few archaeologists (not just 
those working in eastern North America) recognize the politics of names and nam-
ing in archaeological practice, of which the practice of categorization takes center 
stage. For instance, tribal members of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation live primarily in 
Oklahoma today, forcibly removed from their ancestral homelands to the east. While 
descendant communities and tribal towns refer to themselves as belonging to the 
Muscogee (Creek) Nation, or as Mvskoke, their histories remain in a state of epis-
temological disconnect within academic and archaeological discourses. While we 
know for certain that Mvskoke peoples and their ancestral towns populated southern 
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Appalachia for millennia, the name Mvskoke (or even Muskogean) is rarely used 
in archaeological or ethnohistoric context. Rather, from an extant analytical per-
spective, before they were Mvskoke they were Creek, and before they were Creek 
they were Muskogean-speaking groups (or contact-period Indigenous groups), and 
before they were contact-period Indigenous groups, they were Mississippians. Each 
of these categories is associated with a distinct historical narrative. While archae-
ologists and ethnohistorians certainly recognize that these are all the same people, 
histories continue to be written for each individual category (cf. Beck 2013). We 
have Mississippian archaeology of Mississippians, we have contact-period/histori-
cal archaeology of the Muskogean-speaking peoples and contact-period groups, we 
have the archaeology and ethnohistory of the Creeks, and we go to conferences and 
consult with members of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation. This point about naming 
and categories is not a novel recognition. Dawdy (2010) makes the argument that 
ideas of modernity encourage false temporal breaks that set up before-after dichoto-
mies, thus arbitrarily categorizing history and disenfranchising later histories from 
their deep counterparts. While the focus here is not necessarily on relationships 
in the strictest sense, the anti-categorical ethos forces consideration of the quality, 
character, and continuity of the relationships we study.

Beyond constraining the narratives of our scholarship and contributing to such 
disenfranchisements, the categorical boxes we have constructed as archaeologists 
are also routinely employed in policy making and contemporary discourse. An 
explicit example of this is the use of culture-historical categories to assign cultural 
affiliation to Indigenous burials and burial objects under the premises of the Native 
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). Indeed, a poor fit 
between the archaeological record with established culture-historical categories and 
typologies can be leveraged to deny determinations of cultural affiliation (Beisaw 
2010). If we maintain pre-established trait lists of archaeological “cultures,” how are 
we to interpret deviations from these assumptions when we attempt to establish cul-
tural affiliation? The reification of these culture-historical categories provides justifi-
cation for Indigenous erasure and creates a significant imbalance of power whereby 
archaeological categories are privileged over empirical observations and Indigenous 
knowledge.

It is, of course, true that these categorized histories of the southeastern United 
States are not necessarily representative of the practices or histories of archaeolo-
gies in other regions of eastern North America. Indeed, the archaeology of north-
ern Iroquoia is deeply connected to contemporary Indigenous communities, tracing 
the historical linkages between descendant communities and particular towns, clans, 
events, and migrations back through the at least the 13th century (e.g., Birch 2015; 
Birch and Hart 2018; Birch and Williamson 2013; Hart et  al. 2016). This is cer-
tainly, in part, a product of history in that many southeastern Indigenous communi-
ties no longer reside on, or even near, their ancestral homelands as a result of forced 
removal.

In this vein, the future of eastern North American archaeology, indeed all North 
American archaeology, must be founded on more productive relationships with 
descendant Indigenous communities. For too long we have categorized our work as 
“knowledge for knowledge’s sake” or as contributing to “perennial anthropological 
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questions.” As such, we pose questions that we as archaeologists deem important 
and then we publish the results in some repository of knowledge (most often an aca-
demic journal or CRM report, both of which generally represent inaccessible forms 
of knowledge). We must begin to de-categorize the knowledge we produce through 
archaeological practice as we should no longer be writing solely for one another. 
The data, results, interpretations, and histories we curate (literally and figuratively) 
do not belong to us or, at the very least, are politically imbued in ways that we con-
tinue to take for granted.

One of the major barriers to de-categorizing archaeological practice and knowl-
edge production is the extreme disciplinary embeddedness of categories. I have 
written this paper primarily with an academic audience in mind, and the examples 
that I have reviewed relate primarily to the endeavors of academic archaeologists: 
the way we answer questions, design research, write histories, approach perennial 
themes of anthropological importance, etc. No matter the effort made by academic 
archaeologists, however, the fact remains that the vast majority of archaeological 
work, especially the work of identifying, recording, and interpreting the raw archae-
ological record, is undertaken by professional archaeologists in the realm of cul-
tural resource management or other applied positions. In this way, categorization, 
the continued use of culture-historical units as organizational tools, remains a hard-
wired institutional foundation. If the majority of archaeological data across eastern 
North America are collected and processed categorically (e.g., lists and table of 
ceramic types, lithic forms, single radiocarbon dates used to assign culture-historical 
identities), how are we to move beyond modes of thinking that are fundamentally 
rooted in such categories?

I do not know the answer to this question, nor does a discussion of this critical 
disconnect fall within the scope of this paper. That said, whether we are training 
academic or applied archaeologists, we must forefront the limitations of the catego-
ries we employ. We must be aware of what we can and cannot meaningfully do with 
them. We have to be intimately familiar with the assumptions built into these cat-
egories and how these assumptions constrain our narratives of the past. Part of this 
is to remove the stigma of archaeological theory from our practice. I do not mean, 
for instance, that professional archaeologists need to engage Darwinian archaeology 
or feminist perspectives more explicitly. What I mean is that even the most mundane 
tasks, like sorting and identifying ceramic sherds or lithic points, are riddled with 
substantive interpretive implications. We must rethink the common pedagogical dis-
tinction between theory/method and academic/applied work. We need to reevaluate 
how we categorize knowledge.

I would argue that an emerging counter to these practices, from the bottom-up, 
from data collection to interpretation, and across the boundaries of academic and 
professional archaeology, is the development of large-scale platforms of data shar-
ing and accessibility (e.g., Anderson and Miller 2017; Anderson et al. 2010; Gajew-
ski et al. 2011; Kansa et al. 2020, 2018; McCoy 2017; Williams et al. 2018). While 
current North America-wide databases like the Digital Index of North American 
Archaeology remain constrained (by no fault of their own) by legacies of culture 
history that continue to guide state-level archaeological data management, those like 
the Canadian Archaeological Radiocarbon Database and the Paleoindian Database 



568	 Journal of Archaeological Research (2021) 29:537–579

1 3

of the Americas contribute to data curation that exists outside categorical con-
straints, curating information on individual radiocarbon dates or individual lithic 
forms. At the opposite scale, hyper-specific projects like “Colonial Encounters: The 
Lower Potomac River Valley at Contact, 1500–1720 AD” (www.colon​ialen​count​
ers.org) (King et al. 2014), the “Comparative Mission Archaeology Portal” (www.
cmap.flori​damus​eum.ufl.edu), or the Digital Archaeological Archive of Compara-
tive Slavery (www.daacs​.org) (Bates et al. 2020; Galle et al. 2019) are working to 
digitally curate and provide open access to raw archaeological data in easily acces-
sible, standardized, and usable ways, completely by-passing the need to organize, 
distill, or simplify via processes of categorization. Such efforts represent a critical 
contribution to processes of archaeological de-categorization, to the diversification 
of knowledge production and access, and to efforts at countering the disenfranchise-
ment of descendant communities from their histories.

My purpose in writing this paper has not been to set up and knock down the 
proverbial strawmen of culture history and neo-evolutionism. Nor has my purpose 
been to critically engage with such epistemologies. In highlighting the ways that 
taxonomic principles continue to fundamentally structure archaeological knowledge 
production, I have tried to demonstrate, via explicit archaeological examples from 
across eastern North America, how we might productively move beyond categori-
cal imperatives and free ourselves from our “heuristic” crutches. I have argued that 
emerging network approaches, concerned with highlighting the agential power of 
relationships between individuals, communities, and institutions, and, more gen-
erally, with simply moving beyond the use of categorical principles, are allowing 
archaeologists to move from the bottom-up, to focus instead on the relationships that 
underlie, and indeed constitute, social, political, and economic phenomena. Aside 
from the contribution of anti-categorical approaches to constructing historical nar-
ratives, I have also noted how such approaches provide more productive spaces for 
collaboration with descendant communities whose histories we take as our field of 
study. Anthropology and archaeology are undisputedly the products of colonialism. 
The categories upon which we continue to rely are the product of a long history of 
colonial attempts to organize, dichotomize, control, and in some cases erase Indig-
enous pasts. The perspectives for which I advocate here are not a simple matter of 
theory, of how we interpret the archaeological record. Rather, the perspectives out-
lined here beg for a consideration of what eastern North American archaeology has 
been, is becoming, and where its future lies.
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