Whether uncovering the social order of a specific time and place, or
addressing the grand questions of social history, we often find
ourselves doing archaeology. While other fields (ethnography, prima-
tology and women’s studies) have much to offer, especially in
developing models of what life in the past might reasonably have
entailed, archaeology’s contribution is distinctive in addressing more
directly what life was like. Such a claim does not just depend on lots of
data, but on reliable means of discerning hierarchy from this data.

This book contends that despite traditional doubts, practical
limitations, and contemporary critiques, a rigorous social archaeology
is indeed possible. The early chapters outline what a productive social
archaeology might look like, covering such issues as the possibility and
prospect of cross-cultural social inference, the central importance of
archaeological theory and of social models, the nature of inequality,
and the extraordinary effects rules for arranging statuses have on the
character of life. The following section of the book offers a systematic
review and critique of cross-cultural correlates of inequality. For
example, the ways in which residential buildings can vary are
summarized and examined for how they might yield insight into a
former status system. In the final chapter these correlates are used to
help answer the question, ‘“Was Catal Hiiylik a ranked Neolithic town
in Anatolia?”
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The present study of past society

From the playground bully to Rameses the Great, it is striking how freely, and with
what zeal, we indulge the spirit of inequality. Having experienced unequal
relationships of many kinds, we do not wonder at the immense range of sizes, shapes,
and, of course, colors inequality has taken through the ages. By force of personality,
by brute force, by natural law and divine right — not to mention hard work and a
winning smile — everywhere we turn, some people are held up as better than the rest.
There may be no one alive today who has not known institutionalized social
hierarchy; perhaps no human has ever lived unaffected by the thought that one was
superior to another.

Itis hard to pin down just what we ought to mean by “‘egalitarian” (and so also with
“inequality,’ “hierarchy,” “‘ranking””), but a society of full equality may be an ideal
never realized. Quite likely there has everywhere been a tendency for some people to
accrue favor, prestige, and a recognized superiority. But while we can all attest to the
weight of informal personal distinctions, hierarchy that derives from the ongoing
structure of society is of a very different character, and from this has arisen one of the
most enduring controversies of our intellectual tradition. In one view, both informal
inequality and formal social hierarchy have shadowed us throughout our species’
history, while the alternative envisions a long epoch in which all peoples passed their
lives free of this institutionalized kind of inequality. The latter view is probably the
one most favored by archaeologists of this century, and it is the inspiration for many
questions of longstanding importance to prehistorians. When did inequality first
appear? When did it become institutionalized? How? Why? Can we discern patterns
among its myriad forms, broad kinds of hierarchy? Do our models of social inequality
(ranking, socio-economic stratification, casteism, slavery) describe real and signifi-
cant variation in the past? And how should we value them as ways of characterizing
the world today? These are among the central questions of evolutionary anthropo-
logy, and (in this form) make little sense apart from the assumption that human
society has evolved from a non-hierarchical condition. Was this the case? Inspired by
primate and feminist studies, scholarship of the past decade has seen an extra-
ordinary upsurge in appreciation for the view that institutional hierarchy has been a
feature of human society from the beginning. Of course, many standard evolutionary
questions remain important just the same. Any number of specific regional histories
do suggest increasing hierarchy over time, which, however we conceive the primal
state, raises a number of questions. How smooth was the development? Over what
time scale? Was it prone to reversals? (Is it still?) And, do these long-term histories
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show movement through similar changes from region to region? In addition, this
view of the history of social inequality raises its own questions. Is even human
“social’’ inequality, then, essentially biological? Can we discern patterns concerning
which individuals are likely to be high or low in the hierarchy? But ultimately, the
origins of human social inequality may be the most interesting and most important
question of all.

There are at least two things all of these questions have in common. They hold an
irresistible fascination for archaeologists and reflective people generally (quite a few
of whom in my experience are archaeologists at heart). And second, their answers
depend on our ability to recognize inequality from archaeological data. Since the past
cannot be observed directly (the raison d’étre of all historical disciplines), whatever
we know about a former time must be traced from its enduring effects, from its mark
on the present. Any attempt to answer one of these questions, or for that matter to
learn anything at all about a society no longer functioning, will depend on some
combination of written documents, speculation on the origin of present customs, and
inferences drawn from material remains and their contexts. This last approach is
archaeology, of course —social archaeology. Yet, only recently has it become accepted
that archaeology can yield insight on so non-material a thing as social organization.
But if complete skepticism is no longer warranted, caution certainly is, and its best
expression is neither temerity nor reluctance but an insistence on solid methodology:
the development of archaeological correlates of social features, soundly based on the
inferential process actually involved. A decade ago Colin Renfrew remarked on the
youthful (embryonic?) status of our field:

It is too early ... to write a satisfactory manual of social archaeology ... The
subject is still at an exploratory stage, and the most which we can hope for is
a number of insights, some of which may prove helpful in the construction
of a coherent methodology for the study of the social organization of early
societies, and in the development of a relevant body of archaeological
theory.

(Renfrew 1984a:19)

This is still true as I write, and my purpose is to further the archaeological study of
society by improving one branch, the inference of status hierarchy. I have drawn
together a number of these insights of which Renfrew speaks, and in hopes of moving
beyond the “‘exploratory stage,’” have organized them into an outline of a ““coherent
methodology.”” These means of studying inequality are approached in the context of
a model of social inference, given systematic arrangement, and often significantly
refined. The challenge of social archaecology is using the static archacological record
to infer the life of a once-functioning society. Success demands understanding what
separates the two, and methods adequate to bridge this gap. In the present ferment,
how we view society, the archaeologicai record, and a range of epistemological issues
are all in dispute, and with understandings differing both on what we are looking for
and on the character of our data and tools, it is little wonder views diverge on how best
to connect the present record with past society.
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The gap to be bridged

Archaeological inference of social organization requires a model of society,
archaeological data, and a reliable connection between them. While different models
(social types, scaler measures, bundled continua) each have advantages and
disadvantages, and while in any instance data may be inadequate, a major hindrance
to reliability is insufficient regard for the nature of the gap between archaeological
data and social model. The diagram (Fig. 1.1) is my attempt at outlining what is
involved in bridging this gap.

Social inference does not so much identify a fact that has lain hidden for ages, as
help us make use of a model of social life; we are explicitly seeking a contemporary
social-theoretical understanding of life in the past. A reliable inference requires a
good connection between each “‘step’’ separating the conclusion from the organiza-
tion of the former society, although, of course, social inference is not in reality the
mechanical process a diagram like this suggests. The approach outlined here, and
elaborated in the next few chapters, consists largely of points useful for establishing a
reliable connection at each “‘step” in this model.

The logical possibility of social inference

In recommending caution rather than skepticism, I brushed over the question of in
what sense social archaeology is possible. This may not seem a pressing issue, yet
agreement on just what is possible has never been universal, and with the
epistemological issues raised by post-processual archaeology, reservations are, if
anything, deeper and more prevalent than ten years ago. Clearly I do not believe the
skeptic ultimately prevails, but these objections do alert us to fundamental and not
entirely avoidable problems which must be overcome for social inference to give a
reliable picture of former status systems.

Grahame Clark may have been the first to incorporate social inference into a
theoretical model of archaeology. My undergraduate memory of Archaeology and
Soctety is of an excellent introductory essay on what archaeology should be. In part
this is because of its readability and good sense, but it is also because I was grounded
in the texts of the sixties and seventies; to the reader in 1939 it was striking and
original, “‘a milestone in the history of the discipline”” (Trigger 1989a:264). Clark’s
functionalist view of society led him to the conclusion that archaeology should be
(and so, presumably, could be) the study of life in the past, including social and
political organization. Clark also held that when relying on archaeological data alone
we are likely to learn more about economies than social structures and belief systems,
and in practice he did concentrate for some years on the economic and technical
aspects of social life (e.g. Clark 1952). V. Gordon Childe also helped move social
inference to the realm of the possible, particularly in Social Evolution (1951). Yet he
was ever pessimistic about social inference, and his work can as easily be read as a
catalog of qualifications and limitations.

In Trigger’s view, it was Gordon Willey who set the stage for the serious
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Figure 1.1 A model of the archaeological inference of social organization

archaeological study of social organization with his 1953 Prelustoric Settlement
Patterns in the Viru Valley, Peru (Trigger 1980:161). Yet, it was not until the early
1960s that the mood really began to swing toward optimism about recovering social
life. Advocating a holistic view of cultural systems, Lewis Binford ‘‘repudiated the
idea that it was inherently more difficult to reconstruct social organization or
religious beliefs than it was to infer economic behavior’’ (Trigger 1989a:298), and
many archaeologists associated with the ‘“New Archaeology’”” movement worked
with the confidence that we could study virtually any aspect of culture open to
ethnography. The “ladder of difficulty” in archaeological inference was seen as
essentially a practical problem, to be overcome with the explicit application of
methodology. But while skepticism nearly disappeared with the dominance of
processual archaeology in the 1960s and 1970s, the field still has its critics. Most
recent critiques are essentially philosophical, arguing (on the basis of one
epistemological perspective or another) either that archaeological data cannot yield
information about society (e.g. Leach 1973) or that the cross-cultural generalizing
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approaches used by most social archaeologists are not valid (e.g. Shanks and Tilley
1987a, 1987b; Hodder 1990b).

Iluminating the black box

In 1973 Edmund Leach argued that we cannot learn about society from archaeologi-
cal materials; it is logically not possible. These comments were offered as the
“Concluding Address” to the Sheffield ‘“Research Seminar in Archaeology and
Related Subjects,’ the published proceedings of which (Renfrew, ed. 1973) remain
an important document of processual archacology. And while he was referring
specifically to social types, Leach’s objections are meant to apply broadly to social
inference. Indeed, if valid, Leach’s concerns would be an inditement of all processual
archaeology.!

Human nature, Leach argues, is not fully governed by natural law, so even a
thorough knowledge of conditions previous to an action will not allow us to predict
that action (LLeach 1973:764). Archaeologists do not observe human activity directly,
only “residues of the past.” Since behavior is not predictable and archaeologists,
cannot observe it, they cannot possibly know about it. Ethnographic parallels offer
little help. They may illustrate possibilities, but cannot demonstrate which was most
probable.

My point is that the task of the archaeologist is to dig up and analyse
residues of the past ... But do please recognize the limitations of the
archaeologist. As soon as you go beyond asking ‘““What’’ questions, such as:
“What is the nature of my material?”’ and start asking “How”’ and “Why”’
questions, such as ... “Why does my series of deposits change over time?”
... then you are moving away from verifiable fact into the realm of pure
speculation.

(Leach 1973:764)

Archaeology can never be more than the physical description of things dug from
the ground and assumed to have been made by humans. The prehistoric social system
is a “Black Box,” that is, ‘“‘any imaginary mechanism, the workings of which cannot
be investigated” (p. 765). Assuming there may be any number of social configu-
rations represented by a set of data, it is an illusion to suppose we can validly infer one
of them. Hence his response to Renfrew’s (1973b) inference of chiefdom social
organization for the Neolithic of Southern England.

As we have seen the social anthropologists in this audience were quite
unimpressed by the second half of Renfrew’s suggestion; . . . ethnographic
parallels suggest at least half a dozen alternative possibilities and none of
them need be right. That does not mean that they should not be used as
guesses; but the highly speculative nature of such reconstructions needs to
be appreciated.

(Leach 1973:767)
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We might argue that Renfrew did not provide strong evidence for chiefdoms, but
Leach’s point is different; any such conclusion, if based on archaeological data, must
be “pure speculation.”” This is important, but there are other factors which, while not
eliminating the problem (a fact with its own implications for method) show it to be a
great exaggeration. Consider what it means to study social organization. A social
system is a model, an abstraction; we do not see social organization even in a living
society, but infer it from observations of specific actions. In a sense it is always in the
black box. The archaeologist must infer actions, then use these to infer social
organization. But while ethnographers observe actions directly, they must still infer
social organization.

Just because this is an inferential process does not make it speculative, but a
common result is that there will often be alternate possible conclusions. Leach’s
concern is that archaeological data may not suffice to choose among them. This is
important for often a social situation may be expressed in varied ways materially,
while a configuration of material culture might be associated with any of several social
features. There is no real basis for assuming a one-to-one correspondence between
material and social features, and in fact some work indicates considerable flexibility.
Based on the occurrence of specific social features in New World societies, for
example, Feinman and Neitzel conclude for one set of associations: “The complexity
of these relationships suggests that although certain correlations do exist, no single
attribute can be used to predict the values of all the rest’” (Feinman and Neitzel
1984:67). Clearly this sets limits on our ability to infer one feature of social life from
evidence of another, yet it does nothing to abolish the possibility generally. Reliable
connections between configurations of material culture and features of social
organization, such that you can use the one to recognize the other, can be found, even
though the nature of the connection and the domain of its validity require more
careful definition than is often recognized.

Many connections for example, work only one way. Major burial differences will
not be found unless there were substantial status differences, but even highly
differentiated statuses will not always be marked by major burial differences, much
less specific kinds of mortuary variation. As with material-social connections we can
sometimes “‘assume’’ certain correlations among two aspects of social organization,
although these are bound to be uncommon since our only way of knowing that one
will not occur without the other is by knowing that it cannot. Thus redistribution
cannot exist at a significant level without some centricity in the structure of the
society. This in turn requires status inequality since centralized leadership
presupposes personal status differences. Any evidence for redistribution, and any for
central leadership, is at the same time evidence for personal ranking. But the
connection does not work both ways; ranking can (at least in theory) occur without
ecither redistribution or central leadership, just as it can exist without being marked
by the placement of large golden statues in graves. Leach does have a point. The fact
that we cannot assume, and can rarely demonstrate, an invariant correspondence
among features does make correlations harder to find and all too often less reliable,
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but in the next few chapters I present what I believe to be reliable means for reducing
the number of alternatives, or at least for better choosing among them.

Our supposed inability to postulate cross-culturally valid (sometimes caricatured
as ‘“‘invariant’”) connections among features of social life is also at the heart of more
recent critiques. These typically are broad objections to processual archaeology in
that propositions basic to most post-processual archaeologies undermine the validity
of social inference as well. The issues are complex and intertwined, but I distinguish
two important strands which are primarily epistemological objections to processual
archaeology. It is largely by extension that they are also ‘“‘subversive” of the
archaeological inference of social organization.

The presentist problem

The goal of social archaeology is describing former social life in terms of
contemporary social theory: the explicit pursuit of a contemporary understanding of
the past. But if the social models we try to ‘“‘identify” are abstractions and
contemporary constructs, they are meant to express something real about past
society. Do they? Shanks and Tilley argue that much archaeology is deeply enmeshed
in the appropriation of the past, not in describing the past itself:

The past is never safe, never divorced from the present ... The past is
colonized and appropriated by a narcissistic present.
(1987a:28)

The past, then, is gone; it can’t be recaptured in itself, relived as object. It
only exists now in its connection with the present, in the present’s practice
of interpretation.

(1987b:26)

They expect no more from archaeological data than “resistances.”” These data may
constrain our purulent desire to say what we please about the past and represent it as
truth, they may keep us from total subjective skepticism, but they will never actually
direct our thoughts. Nevertheless,

The intention is not to sacrifice objectivity and replace it with an extreme
and disabling relativism with archaeologists locked into the present. In the
works that archaeologists write there can be no simple choice between
fictional creations and objective copies of the past.

(Shanks and Tilley 1987a:7-8)

We can debate whether or not Shanks and Tilley’s approach leaves us in disabling
relativism,? and it is also clear than not all post-processual archaeologists are in
agreement with Shanks and Tilley’s “‘strong program” of revisionism, but certainly
we must discard anything like a positivist view of objectivity. They have not
sacrificed objectivity so much as recognized that we never had it, and deceive
ourselves to think our view of the past is an objective reconstruction of the way it was.
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Our models depend on beliefs about human nature, beliefs which derive from
sources other than archaeology (thankfully, for otherwise they would be pallid,
lifeless things indeed). These models in turn affect what we look for and influence
what we will find. But, does anyone seriously maintain that we find only what we were
looking for, much less all of what we were looking for? Have the spade and trowel
never revealed a surprise? Are theories so unrelated to empirical concerns that we will
not change our view of the past no matter what is found? Even those espousing the
most radical epistemologies stop short of this conclusion, yet some do invoke this
argument whenever it becomes tactically useful for subverting an established
approach of processual archaeology. With Hodder I find this too ““‘presentist.”” To
the contrary, our present understanding is “‘partly built out of the reality of the past™
(Hodder 1991b:188).

One problem is that of scale: not maintaining the same level of specificity
throughout a critique. It may be true that we can never know the past as it was in
itself, never experience it as those who lived it the first time around. We may even
acknowledge that this has sometimes been a goal of archaeology.

Traditional and new archaeology represent a desire for the past in itself; a
desire for an objective past, for primary original objectivity, the essence of
the past, the essential meaning, the ideal presence of the past. The past is to
be perceived by the autonomous archaeologist whose subjectivity is to be
marginalized in a simple immediate experience of the past.

(Shanks and Tilley 1987b:13)

Cunningly overdrawn (and of characteristically indeterminate meaning), this
contains nonetheless a plausible representation of what many of us wish archaeology
could be. But when they raise their objections in the very next sentence, Shanks and
Tilley depend on a shift in the ‘“‘scale’ of the argument. The processual view has
become a bizarre fantasy unrelated to anything any archaeologist has ever believed
possible.

This is idealist fiction. The past cannot be exactly reproduced. Exact
reproduction is repetition, tautology, silence. The archaeological past is not
re-created as it was or in whatever approximation.

(Shanks and Tilley 1987b:13)

Every scholar who has worked with archaeological data has recognized — and
regularly bemoaned - our limits in knowing about the past. And we have had to
acknowledge that these limitations are rather more severe than many of us used to
assume. We tend to talk about practical limitations which we hope to overcome (and
so progress toward a more objective view of the past) but if Shanks and Tilley have a
lesson worth attending, it is that our understanding of the past will remain
constrained regardless of preservation, and regardless of improved methodology.

Nevertheless, the last sentence is a gratuitous addition, unrelated to the preceding
argument. Yes, it is absurd to believe we can know everything about the past without
distortion, but this does not mean we can learn nothing of a real objective past. This
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divide between processual and post-processual archacology, both the importance
given to the issue and the inclination toward polar views on it, is, I believe, a
consequence of enlightenment thinking. Central to, and very much the glory of the
enlightenment, is the belief that through human reason alone we can acquire for
ourselves truth, all truth. This idea has shaped modern Western science, and
whatever we may say of such faith in reason, science is not all fluff; airplanes do fly.
There is little wonder students of humanity have sought similar success, and
processual archaeology is explicitly meant to be scientific, applying the “best” of
human reason to the study of the past. But the shame of the enlightenment is the
belief that through human reason alone we can appropriate for ourselves truth, all
truth. There have always been dissenters, arguing that it is not for our finite minds to
grasp reality in its essence and complexity, and that to forsake revelation from God is
to choose the wrong path from the start. Although not generally advocating
revelation, post-structuralists similarly warn of enlightenment hubris, and a host of
radical epistemologies have come to the same conclusion; we cannot know for sure.

This is like a gust of fresh, bracing air to a world too long shut up in Descartes’
heated-chamber, but it is easy to continue the same mistake of taking ourselves and
our discoveries too seriously. I do not object to the conclusion itself, but to the post-
modern implications so often drawn from it, for it is necessarily a limited statement.
It cannot mean that we can never know anything in whatever approximation. Many
of us have found that even in this post-Enlightenment era, airplanes still fly. And it is
limited, too, in that it is inherently tentative. Too often people make this claim with
an incongruous spirit of absolutism, as if to say, ‘“‘this we know for sure: ‘We cannot
know for sure.’”” Some have even gone so far as to say — perhaps in a last-ditch effort
to avoid accepting our finitude — there is no one world to know, but many ‘‘different
pasts” each valid in its way.

The self-centeredness of relativism may well drive us to the conclusion that
nothing is real save our own thoughts. But rather than recognize this as a reductio ad
absurdum, some take it as reason to doubt there ever was such a thing as the past.
Shanks and Tilley find it strange that archaeology has not been more dramatically
altered by the realization that data are theory-laden. ‘“There is still a wide consensus
in the belief in ‘objective reality’ or the archaeological record” (Shanks and Tilley
1987b:9). But even their strong view of theory-ladenness Questions only our ability to
know the real past objectively, not the existence of an objectively real past. This
conflation of epistemology and ontology may be common enough in the current
academic world, but it is devoid of substance. It is nothing more than a singularly
aggressive form of intellectual imperialism.

Furthermore the theory-ladenness of our conclusions may not be the great trap
some make out. Shanks and Tilley state: “If all observation is to a certain extent
theoretical ... it is illogical to maintain that theories can be independently tested
against observation” (1987a:40—41), and Hodder says: “Although ... the real world
does constrain what we can say about it, it is also clear that the concept of ‘data’
involves both the real world and our theories about it. As a result, the theories one
espouses about the past depend very much on one’s own social and cultural context”
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(1991b:17). Allowing flexibility in how we read ‘““very much,” this is a reasonable
caution. Yet Hodder rejects middle range theory on essentially these grounds; these
theories are not objective tests, ““independent instruments of measurement,”
because what we choose to measure depends on perception, and because like all
methods, this is itself theory dependent (Hodder 1991b:17).

But “object theory,” the theories affecting perceptions, are different theories from
those used in analysis (e.g. middle range theories), and as Peter Kosso points out,
they are logically independent. While we need to make assumptions “‘to break into
the circular association between theory and observation” (Kosso 1991:626) these
assumptions can be revised, and we are not caught in a fruitless cycle of testing
theories against themselves and so retaining bias throughout. Our conclusions must
also be consistent with other aspects of human knowledge, which while theory-laden
as well, are based on yet different theories. This takes us some way. I am not
convinced that these lines of theory are completely independent, for most will derive
from the same cultural milieu, but their logical independence is essential to the
possibility of meaningful encounter with archaeological data, to the chance to let the
past speak to us.

If we accept that there is something real out beyond our subjective selves, then
perhaps we can do better or worse at coming to know it. Even though “knowing
subjects introduce distortions into their accounts,” the conclusion is not radical
subjective skepticism, for ‘“[i]t is their accounts of the past, not the past realities
themselves, that are subjective’ (Patterson 1989:561). On the surface, the result is
much the same; no description I produce of the past will express a complete objective
reality. But the implications for how we go about archaeology are profound; here we
are encouraged to find ways of making our accounts accord better with a past that
really was, rather than just revising them to serve more conveniently our political
agenda. Interestingly, much later in the same book, Shanks and Tilley turn around
and reject radical subjectivism. ““A real past,” they now tell us, “exists but the pure
essence of the objectivity of that past, i.e. how it really was, eludes us in that to begin
to deal with the past involves us in decisions or choices as to how we might conceive
it” (1987a:110).

We must face our finitude from both directions; that reason alone will not lead us to
complete objective truth, but that at the same time we are not each alone in the
universe, our personal thoughts unsullied by decisive contact with external reality.
This is a persistent tension in social archaeology; our methods may not yield all detail,
but it does not follow that what they yield is untrue, meaningless, useless. We can be
responsive to our data in such a way as to constrain the number of plausible
descriptions of the past. Yet (at the proper scale) this critique does make a point, for
this is not the same as saying we can know the past, in detail, as an objective fact in
itself. We cannot recite the refrain of far too many scientists and popularizers, “we
used to believe that, but now we know this.” If we are not condemned to wallow
forever in a post-modern slough of despond, a relativist present, isolated from
whatever else (if anything) is or was out there, neither can we buy the enlightenment-
style objective truth hawked at the vanity fair of easy scientism. Our progress into the
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past is a complicated journey demanding whatever means we can devise to separate
real encounters with a former way of life from projections of our own way of life.
Interestingly, Shanks and Tilley make their way to essentially this same view.

It is entirely misleading to pose the problem of understanding and
explaining the past in terms of either a purely factual representation tied to
the past and purged of subjective “bias,” or a presentist quest for liberation
from the dogmatic burden of the archaeological record through unrestrained
fictionalizing and mythologizing. Interpretation is an act that cannot be
reduced to the merely subjective. Any archaeological account involves the
creation of @ past in a present and its understanding.

(Shanks and Tilley 1987a:103~104)

These are problems faced by all attempts at knowing beyond ““cogito, ergo sum.”
While they do become more acute in social archaeology — because of how far removed
it is from raw data — I contend that with care we can be more responsive to the past
than otherwise. A ““good” social inference requires an openness to the possibility that
our model is not an appropriate description of former social relations. For example,
we must control the tendency toward premature closure, to construct, say, either/or
propositions for testing (e.g. Was this a chiefdom or a state?) or in some other way
make it harder rather than easier to discover a social configuration we have not
already imagined.

The contextual critique of cross-cultural methodology

The second line of post-processual thought said to undermine social inference is its
recognition of the importance of ““contextualization.”” Hodder believes there are no
universally applicable correlations between material culture and social organization,
no correlations we can depend on apart from an in-depth understanding of the
historical context of each example. Material cultureis not a direct reflection of human
relations; symbolic meanings intervene, and we must understand these if we want to
read what is recorded in material culture. While he does not actually rule out social
inference — his objection is to cross-cultural methods which attempt to bypass
meaning — he does believe that this problem ‘‘throw[s] doubt on the usual assumption
that variations in social ranking can be monitored using archaeological evidence”
(Hodder 1990b:309).

The contextual critique is important, and since development of cross-cultural
methodology for social inference is the primary goal of this book, I review these
arguments more carefully in chapter 2. But for the moment it is sufficient to observe
that this critique, too, resolves largely to a question of scale; I agree that there are
limits to the depth of knowledge we can gain through cross-cultural correlates alone.
Hodder argues, both reasonably and importantly, that “the relationship between
behaviour and material culture depends on the actions of individuals within
particular culture-historical contexts’ (1991b:13). But the consequence he identifies
does not really follow: “There is thus no direct, universal cross-cultural relationship
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between behaviour and material culture. Frameworks of meaning intervene and
these have to be interpreted by the archaeologist” (Hodder 1991b:14; see also Shanks
and Tilley 1987a:105). At the most detailed level this may be true, and certainly the
interpretation of meaning, when possible, is valuable in any case. Nor do I take issue
with the need for context, only with the assumption that we must define it as the local
culture and its unique history. A cross-cultural relationship between a configuration
of material culture and an aspect of social organization can also be a valid context for
understanding a specific assemblage of material remains.

This, of course, assumes that cross-culturally valid relationships really do exist,
despite the local, historically contingent symbolic manipulation of material-culture
that intervenes between social organization and material culture patterning. I think
they do. To sketch one possible example, someone could have a large house built
because of being a legitimate chief, and someone else might build a large house to
bolster a claim to high status not otherwise widely recognized. It would be hard,
perhaps impossible, to tell what the large house meant in this specific sense without a
fuller cultural context. Details of form, including decoration, could be very
important in the representation of status through architecture, and cross-cultural
generalizations would not help us read these architectural statements. But at a much
grosser level we now know — excuse me, there is reason to believe — that, quite apart
from this context, a person could not build a much larger house than anyone else
without access to more resources, without some status difference with economic
implications.? Yes, for fullest understanding we need the historically-particular
context, but a cross-cultural generalization about the relationship between a pattern
of material culture and an aspect of social organization can yield the information that
inequality was present.

The plan

“Theory,” said George Santayana, ‘helps us bear our ignorance of fact.” Indeed.
But it also helps us bear the overload of facts that would smother us, had we no means
of focusing our attention on just a few, no theory to bring order (if necessarily
artificial) to our picture of reality. And if well used, might theory (including social
theory, models of society) also be a means of reducing our ignorance of fact?

The rest of this book roughly follows the model of social inference presented in the
Fig. 1.1 - describing what is involved; defending the possibility of each task; and
applying the model to one aspect of society, the status system. In chapter 2 [ review
the value of theory (specifically social models) for archaeological inference. Likewise
with the theory most central to social inference, middle range research and
ethnographic analogy, I discuss how the archaeological study of social organization
depends on (and can otherwise make use of) these two key aspects of social inference.
Thus I develop a framework for using archaeological data to infer social organization.

As the first step in using the model of social inference just developed, chapter 3
covers social inequality and its implications for real life. Following an overview of
inequality and its manifest forms, I use the models of Service, Fried, and Johnson
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and Earle (particularly the big man, chiefdom, stratified society, and state types) to
move from an abstract to a more operationalized description of ranking. These
models are particularly helpful for understanding how different structural rules for
arranging statuses can lead to very different cultures. I focus on just a small number
of variables — presence or absence of ranking, achieved versus ascribed ranking, and
non-stratified ranking versus socio-economic stratification —and use the type models
as a means of determining how these differences might play out in real life.

Sometimes the mere mention of words like “‘type’” and ‘“‘chiefdom’ elicits a well-
choreographed reflex of resistance. And because this attitude is not without
justification I must offer some explanation for my procedure. I remain convinced that
these models reveal important aspects of status, important in terms of what it would
be like to live under these social conditions. It may be neoevolutionary theory that
critics reject with such vehemence, so I must add the disclaimer that while these
models of inequality derive from specific evolutionary typologies, by advocating
their use for understanding social life I am not requesting that you accept a process of
unilinear evolution. Johnson and Earle used the typological approach in their recent
analysis of the evolution of society. As examples of one of the types, the archaic state,
they discuss France and Japan in the middle ages, drawing attention to the
incongruity of putting the two side by side.

Our two examples are widely separated both spatially and culturally. Yet
when the layers of aesthetic, technological, social, and philosophical
differences are stripped away — when all that remains is the small set of
variables that forms the core of our model of social evolution — we find
astonishing similarities between the two societies.

(Johnson and Earle 1987:248)

The point is not that you can strip away these layers and what is left will still be a
good description of Japan in the middle ages. Nor will we arrive ata ““central core” in
the sense that all else is historically-particular epiphenomena. The point is that this
core is real and important in that these structures for ordering social relations will
affect the overall character of life, and will affect it in similar ways for medieval
France, despite the also real and important differences.

Approaches to the archaeological recognition of inequality (and to distinguishing
among these few variables), are the concern of chapters 4 through 7. The cross-
cultural correlates of inequality reviewed are organized for presentation based on the
kind of evidence used: data on mortuary practices, artifacts, and settlements. I
review, for example, a range of ways in which residential buildings can vary,
considering if, and how, each variable might be made to yield insight into the status
system.

And then, at last, an example. The final chapter is devoted to a ““case study’ in
which I apply the archaeology of rank to Catal Huiylik, asking, essentially, whether it
was a ranked Neolithic town in Anatolia. Not bound by space or time in choosing an
example, I set out to find a case that would allow me —using the correlates discussed —
to demonstrate ranking conclusively yet not so easily as to give theidea that thisis alla
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grand program for proving the obvious; Karnak, Ur, ChanChan, and Teotihuacan
were right out. I imagine that such an “ideal”” example does exist, but I did not find it
before falling under the spell of Catal Hiiyiik. Still, if my conclusions are less
compelling than I wanted, a good case can be made, and the exercise usefully
illustrates important aspects of the inference of social organization, yields specific
questions that can be addressed in future excavations, and ably fulfills the basic
purpose of a case study in a book of this sort — providing a “down to earth”
illustration of what has been a largely abstract discussion.

In 1978 Colin Renfrew warned of the ““operational difficulty’’ (Renfrew 1978:99)
faced by social inference, and twelve years later Pam Crabtree again made much the
same point: “‘[t}he identification of material correlates of extinct social systems
continues to be a major methodological problem for anthropological archaeologists’
(Crabtree 1990:347). My hope is that the material presented here will help advance
social inference generally, and will also make it a little easier to obtain dependable
statements about status systems of the past. And learning all we can about former
status systems is worth the effort. The better our understanding of equality and
inequality of the past — in what contexts it took on its divergent forms, and what
aspects of lifestyle have derived from the differing systems — the better we can
understand the manifestations of hierarchy today. I realize this kind of claim is made
often enough to pass from cliche to charter myth and beyond — to the kind of sentence
we just skip over. But we could do with a better understanding of inequality as we
seek to comprehend the sometimes surprising struggles around the world, and the
even more surprising passivity of people whose aspirations are diminished and lives
impoverished by unyielding hierarchies. Perhaps it can even help us understand
ourselves.



2

Social theory and social life: models of
society in the archaeological study of status

The intent of social archaeology is to understand a former way of life in the same
terms we use to study modern society. I do not believe this is at odds with efforts to
understand the past “on its own terms,”” but certainly it is different. Whether or not
any current approach really tells us what the participants would have said about
themselves, social archaeology does not even try. Yet this does not exclude us from
saying something real and significant about life in the past, for in describing former
societies in terms roughly comparable to a social anthropologist’s understanding of
living societies, it provides a basis for answering questions about the nature and
history of social life. Its method is the application of social theory to the findings of
excavation, which is a dangerous business, for if we are not careful we can easily “‘read
into”’ the data what is not there. Hopefully, we know better than to expect “‘pure
objectivity,” but neither have I seen any compelling argument for the contrary
assertion, that the use (imposition) of Western social theory (our models of society)
inevitably negates the past, subsuming it as a self-serving extension of the present.

A modelis arepresentation to help us visualize something we either cannot observe
directly, or wish to see from a different angle. Many central concepts of anthropology
- society, culture, status — are models in this sense. Thus, while real and important,
“society’ is not something we actually observe but a “theoretical” ordering (or
sometimes explanation) of a set of empirical observations. Any model is more or less
compelling depending on how well it makes sense both of what we have seen and what
we hope to see. To bring genuine insight, models must represent, however
abstractly, what actually goes on, “‘simplify complex observations whilst offering a
largely accurate predictive framework structuring these observations — usefully
separating ‘noise’ from information” (Clarke 1978:31). A good model can often meet
these demands within properly bounded conditions, but we must be able to recognize
the bounds, distinguishing problems the model helps address from those it
frustrates. Archaeologists have sometimes used the type models of Service or Fried
as though suitable for uncovering all we need to know about socio-cultural evolution,
but it has long been clear that neither model can serve all kinds of archaeological
investigation, and many have now rejected them, scorning the naivete of anyone
“still”” taking a typological or even evolutionary approach to prehistory. But as I will
show, they are valid (if properly understood), they are useful (for certain purposes),
and they are productive of insight into questions many of us find interesting.

The most fundamental connection between archaeology and social models derives
from the fact that we cannot make even basic interpretations of archaeological data

I5
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apart from analogy with living society. But while the interests of archaeology and
social anthropology overlap, they are by no means identical (Renfrew 1984a:9), and
we need not be bound by models developed for other purposes. Because social
archaeology requires some model that makes reference to living society, but is not
tied to any one in particular, archaeologists have made use of social models in widely
differing ways, among them the following.

(1) A very common approach is to use archaeology as an extended data set for
addressing questions in social anthropology. Archaeology as anthropology includes
attempts to determine if an archaeological case is an instance of the social
phenomenon described in the model (e.g. a case of gradualistic evolution), and use of
archaeological material to test a model. Anthropologists “may propose sophisticated
theories of social change,” Bradley observes, “but they cannot test them in the field.
This can only be achieved by historical methods, and since so few societies have
written documents, this places a greater emphasis on the techniques of archaeology”
(1984:3). Of course the difficulty of analyzing archaeological materials in terms
similar to those used to study living society is not trivial; hence the need for the
methodology of social inference.

(2) An alternative is to emphasize archaeological relevance, as is done with
settlement pattern studies, for example, and those in which “complexity’” is used as
an independent variable. The primary advantage is that the models are easily
operationalized for archaeological data; it is much easier to describe the settlement
pattern of an archaeological case than to describe the nature of the status hierarchy.
Yet if we wish to address questions that are not purely archaeological, we must
eventually connect with social models, ‘“‘translate” settlement patterns into a
descriptive category relevant for living society.

(3) Social theory is also used, reflexively, to critique the field itself. Archaeologyisa
social practice, even an institution — something which influences how it is conducted
and affects our view of the past. The use of social theory to understand the practice of
archaeology is a striking feature of much post-processual archaeology, perhaps
nowhere more prominent than in the sustained critique of Michael Shanks and
Christopher Tilley in Reconstructing Archaeology (1987a), and Social Theory and
Archaeology (1987b). Hodder has observed that Reconstructing Archaeology ““issues
in a new generation of archaeology — a new age of a philosophically informed and
critically aware discipline” (Hodder 1987b:xv). This sounds like standard post-
modern hyperbole included more for starkness than factuality, but these works have
indeed begun to alter our view of how archaeology should be done (which is not the
same as saying they are correct about human reason, the world around us, or
archaeology). This use of social theory has not been customary in archaeology despite
an ongoing introspection, and strikes some as a troublesome complication. But it zs
archaeology, for at every step this ‘““reconstruction’ has significant implications for
our understanding of life in the past.

(4) Encompassing models of human nature are also important, if only because each
of us holds fundamental assumptions about what it is to be human. We embrace these
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ideas with conviction even when they remain implicit in our thinking, and they
profoundly affect our work. Much the same might be said of another layer of
modeling, abstract social theory. We may never “apply” it to a body of data, but it
affects how we understand our material. These basic perspectives on humanity will
even influence what social models we choose. While a model is putatively a way of
ordering a set of empirical observations, we do not accept it unless it also satisfies our
presuppositions about the way the world is.

As an example, many of us feel strongly about the tempo and mode of evolution,
some holding to a view that expects change to be smooth and gradual, hardly
perceptible to the participants, while others expect change more often to be a matter
of rapid responses to crises, responses which (unlike in biological evolution) may be
explicitly willed by the participants. Qur view of this issue will affect which
evolutionary models we consider most “‘reasonable.” This choice is not so much a
response to “‘the data” as an outgrowth of ideas on human nature and society, ideas
which may well relate to our individual intellectual histories. I find it intriguing that
in the mid 1970s archaeologists interested in socio-cultural evolution were moving
toward gradualism (manifested in part by a strong reaction against social typologies)
just as the punctuated-equilibrium model was catching on in biology. I am more
inclined toward jumps, pauses, and qualitative distinctions, but this may be because I
was a student of biology and biological anthropology at the time. In any case, it was
not through the data of archaeology that I began to find gradualism and continua
unappealing. Certainly we can find empirically based arguments for rapid, uneven,
perhaps even discontinuous culture change,! but these are not yet conclusive. Other
developments may have been gradual,? but in neither case is this kind of information
fully determinative of our views. This does not mean we lack reasons, even good
reasons, only that they are not empirically determined.

(5) Models can also be used in different ways depending on the problem, the most
common archaeological use of social models being for descriptive, analytical or
heuristic purposes. A model is descriptive if it helps shape a wide range of
information into a useful picture. Most often used for classification, such models will
define classes based on assumptions about which differences are important. This
borders on analysis, but analytical models go much further. David Clarke defines
analytical archaeology as ‘“‘the continuous elucidation of the relationships which
permeate archaeological data by means of disciplined procedures directed towards
the precipitation of general theory” (1978:485). And some of this analysis will be
conducted with the aid of social theory. Social models might help us look for
relationships “of more than chance regularity” (p. 485), define our analytical units or
help define the domains within which regularities might be found.

Social models are also important to archaeology for heuristic purposes, as aids to
discovery, either as heuristics themselves or in developing heuristic methods. This is
the primary use of the evolutionary typologies of Elman Service (1971), Morton
Fried (1967), and Johnson and Earle (1987) in my approach to studying inequality.
They are not used here for description, classification, or for analysis of social change,
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but to help us consider just what to look for when we try to find inequality. These
models provide excellent descriptions of how a structural principle of ranking or of
socio-economic stratification might play out in real life.

Social models in the archaeological study of inequality

Social theory most directly relevant to the archaeological study of inequality includes
models that describe and classify the varied manifestations of inequality and models
of social change. Shanks and Tilley observe that ““[i]n a very real sense the study of
long-term social change marks out an intellectual field in which archaeology and
social theory do not just come together, with perhaps slightly different perspectives,
but actually coalesce” (1987b:137). They also suggest that models of social change
have mainly been evolutionary models, and have been ““imported” to archaeology
from other fields. For better or worse they are largely correct on both points.3 To
learn about the past, two distinct questions are at issue: whether ranking
characterized the society, and whether our social theory of ranking says something
true and important about human relations. But as important as the second question
is, social inference proper is largely concerned with recognizing a social feature,
applying a model, and much less so with the value of the model. I have chosen to use
the models of status developed in three well-known typologies. These not only yield
insight on social functioning but point to significant ways in which societies differ.
Thus they are worth using in the study of former peoples regardless of what else we
may wish to know about status relations in the past. But other models of society are
being used to advantage in archaeology. And it is also the case that despite the great
appeal the concept of evolution has for scholars whose subject is dominated by the
time dimension, other kinds of social theory are also being used to order, explain,
interpret or otherwise draw insight from archaeological data.

World systems theory (cf. Wallerstein 1974) for example, is valued as a means for
understanding interaction and exchange among distinct societies, thereby balancing
the emphasis neo-evolutionary models have (sometimes) placed on internal social or
adaptational functions (Kohl 1989:218). It recognizes that interlocking economies
and political empires are not always commensurate, and emphasizes the unequal
relations that develop among participating (thus non-peer) societies (Kohl 1989:227;
222). Marxist approaches (cf. Spriggs, ed. 1984) which explicitly acknowledge their
debt “to a theoretical perspective emphasizing the primary significance of the
relations of production to the dynamics of social change’” (Gilman 1989:63) are held
to be valuable among other things for addressing ‘‘the questionable historical realism
of certain aspects of the New Archaeology’s ecological functionalism and the
pretensions to objectivity inherent in the New Archaeology’s scientism” (Gilman
1989:65). And among post-processual approaches Ian Hodder’s interpretive
archaeology (Hodder 1991a) is already exemplified in The Domestication of Europe, a
remarkable study of changes accompanying the assimilation of agriculture in
Europe, which stresses the interpretation of symbols, both as a means of learning
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about the past, and in recognition of the importance of meaning and symboling in the
process of social change itself (Hodder 1990b).

A concern of this book is how we might demonstrate ranking in the past, a term I
use broadly (following Berreman) to mean institutionalized status inequality, any
hierarchy of statuses which are a part of social structure, and which “‘extend beyond
age, sex, personal characteristics, and intrafamilial roles’’ (Berreman 1981:9).

Social models and social life

Just as we never see gravity, only planets in orbit and apples falling on physicists, no
one has ever seen ranking. What we observe — even among living peoples — are
activities that we interpret as manifestations of inequality. Some people are bowed to,
carried on litters, bedecked with jewelry, and given an attentive ear regardless of their
wisdom in the case. To say that ranking is present is to claim that it usefully models
the social basis of this differential treatment. And to study inequality of past society,
we face the additional step of inferring the actions themselves.

Archaeological inference proper largely concerns accuracy (e.g. that ranking is
correctly identified) and less so whether our model is a meaningful way of
characterizing observed behavior. (In what ways the concept ‘ranking’ is
meaningful, and how it might be useful as an approach to modeling society, are
considered in the following chapter.) But we must be clear on what the model means,
what circumstances of lifestyle it describes. One approach is to backtrack to everyday
life* for an “‘operational description’ useful for identification purposes. Evidence is
left not by social structures but by specific things people have done, and to the extent
that behavior is in part patterned by social rules, we can use our knowledge of past
activities (inferred from archaeological data) to reconstruct those “‘rules’ in terms of
our social models.

A social feature like ranking can be expressed materially in any number of ways. It
can be manifest in different activities and these activities can have varied material
consequences. This is so because, as Hodder argues, material culture is meaningfully
constituted and people are active agents, ensuring that behavior is not fully
predictable (1991b:1). People have cultural attitudes about, and attribute meanings
to, the material things they produce, use, and finally discard. We cannot reduce
material culture, not any of it, to simple utilitarian fulfillment of environmentally
determined needs.

The relationship between material culture and human organization is partly
social . .. But it is also dependent on a set of cultural attitudes which cannot
be predicted from or reduced to an environment. The cultural relationships

are not caused by anything else outside themselves. They just are. The task

of archaeologists is to interpret this irreducible component of culture so that
the society behind the material evidence can be “read.”

(Hodder 1991b:4)
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Hodder is persuasive (to a point) in arguing that material culture is rarely a direct
reflection of human behavior (1991b:2). One of his deepest objections to the New
Archaeology is its yearning to become a generalizing science, which he considers
impossible because ‘it is ideas, beliefs, and meanings which interpose themselves
between people and things.” Daniel Miller and Christopher Tilley concur.

A consideration of ideology and power means that we are no longer able
simply to ‘read off’ the nature of past societies from material evidence.
Instead the archaeological record must be understood as actively mediated
and manipulated as part of the social strategies of the individuals and groups
that constitute a past society. Material culture can be used to express
interests and ideas which may very well be contradictory. In order to
understand ideology and power successfully a historical, particularlist and
contextual approach to the evidence is fundamental.

(Miller and Tilley 1984b:vii)

A contextual archaeologist might emphasize that while burial reflects society, it is
not a direct reflection as through a universal one-to-one correlation between material
configuration and social feature. The relationship is mediated by attitudes toward
death which affect how society is reflected in burial. One cannot squeeze the meaning
out of actions or artifacts expecting to find relations between material culture
patterning and social organization which hold regardless of historical context. This is
the main reason contextual archaeologists reject middle range theory, but in fact it
only conflicts with certain approaches to middle-range theory, not those needed for
the inference of social organization. Bridging arguments can be constructed in
various ways (see below), but their value also depends on just what we want to know
about the past. If we want to learn about the ““interests and ideas” of individuals who
lived in the past, then middle range theory (in its current state) is of little help. And of
course, we do want to know this. T'o understand status relations fully, we must know
the thinking behind the structure. Were “low ranking’ people seen as underprivi-
leged and downtrodden, dirty and lazy (‘“‘stinkards’ as among the Natchez), or even
not quite human? Cross-cultural bridging arguments are also less successful with
detail than generalities. But while ignoring local context will mean a sketchier view of
social relations, cross-cultural inferential methods like middle range theory are not
ruled out.5 For example, people simply would not erect a monumental tomb stocked
with large gold statues, while scratching out little pits for everyone else, if there were
no significant, hierarchical status differences. Here is something we can claim about
the former society quite apart from other knowledge of the culture, ideology, or
ecology. Admittedly it merely whets our appetite, but no amount of detail
undermines the importance of knowing whether or not inequality was present.

Hodder also argues that theories of material culture and social change must
incorporate the individual as an active agent, not a passive, reacting, culturally
determined ““factor” that can be eliminated from the equation. Material culture is
made by someone, for the purpose of doing something, and is not a passive reflection
of society (Hodder 1991b:6).
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The acts of individuals are not determined by a cultural code because the
culture is itself constructed in those acts. Neither do the internal, intrinsic
relationships of the code determine their meaning from the roles they play,
their use, and in the daily patterns of existence. Each moment is created.
Each act and each artifact exist only after their construction. They have to
be produced, to be “‘brought off,” and it could not have been otherwise.
(Hodder 1985:4)

It is hard to disagree. The one who asks me to believe that my sense of willed and
creative action is a delusion, demands a contradiction — willful acceptance of the
proposition that I am incapable of willed behavior. Perhaps some who recognize their
own creativity and volition think otherwise of the ancients and primitives under
study, for it is common enough to forget that in archaeology, our subject has (at least
from the later Pleistocene) much in common with ourselves. To avoid either
incoherence (belief in a model of humanity that undercuts itself and so can never be
both true and meaningful), or assuming that others are less human, we must accept
Hodder’s basic point. But once again, this does not mean accepting the picture of
archaeology he draws from it. People do work largely from within their present social
context, but this is not the same as being passively controlled by the rules of their
social organization. The environment, too, may be less an overlord than we
sometimes allow. Individuals, Hodder says, “find that they accomplish certain
things by using and manipulating the cultural world in specific ways’” (1985:4). This
includes material culture, with significant consequences for the understanding of
society that we derive from archaeological study.

A direct implication of ascribing an active intelligence to past peoples, as
opposed to a passive stimulus—response conception, is that the remains we
recover are to be interpreted as creations by people in accordance with their
representations of the natural and social world. This is not a determinant
response but an active intervention; the social production of reality. This
represents a radical shift in perspective in the direction of making the past
human. 1t is a perspective that respects the agents that created what we find
and grants them the same abilities and intentions that we would credit to
each other as sentient social beings. It is also a recognition of the importance
of taking into account the conceptions we hold of our own society which
inevitably mediate our understanding of the past.

(Miller and Tilley 1984a:2)

The patterns we see in material culture do not provide us with an image of a social
system like the reflection of a mountain in a still lake, an image we can use to
reconstruct the mountain “‘as it was’” merely by knowing the correct methodological
formula (turn right-side-up, reverse). Rather, material culture images society more
like a photograph images a mountain. The photograph s a reflection of the mountain,
but the mountain as the photographer wants it to be seen. Alternative emphases —on
the cold, austere strength of rock and ice as the winter sun fades vs. the warmth of
summer alpenglow above valleys already in shadow, say — can affect how we perceive



The archaeology of rank 22

mountains. For these authors, a configuration of material culture is a reflection of
human acrivity which always includes purposeful manipulation for personal ends,
ends which may one day require a person to stress the importance of traditional ways,
and the next to strain against them. Such manipulation must be within a shared
context, but working within the bounds of social rules and of culturally approved
behavior (at least knowing how not to push too far too fast), is far different from the
idea that our actions are constrained to passive determinism by fixed social rules.
Hodder attributes the latter idea to processual archaeology.® He may be correct in
some instances, but this view is not intrinsic to middle range theory. I agree that we
cannot predict what a true human will do in any instance; not on the basis of the rules
of social order, nor on any basis. But while this may be a fair portrayal of what some
archaeologists attempt, most middle range theory is not prediction of what people
will do, but inference of what they have done.

Consider what the loose connection among social features, behaviors, and material
manifestations implies for the inference of rank. Ranking is a feature of social
organization. While not material, it is real, at least if social theory makes sense, and
our use of it is appropriate. It is real, also, in that it captures something important
about how many people view their own world. But there are several reasons why its
material expression will vary. First there are many ways of understanding social
order that could all be called ranking. At one level there are as many conceptualiza-
tions of ranking, as many different rank systems, as there have been rank societies. At
another level there are more, for ranking will be understood differently by those of
different rank within one society, and how people view social relations influences
both actions and the material consequences of those actions. Parker Pearson reminds
us that ““ideology is not the spiritual as opposed to material reality butis present in all
material practice” (1984b:60), suggesting that what people mean by ranks, not just
their existence, affects their material expression. ““Material culture plays an active
symbolic role in social relations. Interacting groups manipulate and negotiate,
consciously and unconsciously, material symbols according to their strategies and
intentions’’ (Shanks and Tilley 1987b:107).

We see this around us everyday — for example, people leasing automobiles they
could not begin to afford, simply to appear wealthier. But if we know enough not to
use the model of car that someone drives as a correlate of status, how do we approach
the likely circumstance that people did much the same in the past? The first step is
being aware of the possibility and recognizing that, especially in the arena of status
and power, it is unlikely to be a trivial detail. But my second point is that it will not
matter as much for the archaeological inference of social organization as this
discussion might lead us to believe. Some families may use the symbolism of burial to
make it seem as though they are of higher status than people would otherwise
acknowledge, but these are still symbols of status, and we would still be correct to
infer inequality. We would be misled only on the question of who held the highest
statuses. This greater detail, if attainable at all, must come from an understanding of
the context, but while contextual archaeology offers great promise, it does not negate
the value of cross-culturally-based inferences. Indeed the inference of rank could
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provide a firm starting point, the outlines of the context, on which interpretations can
be built.

In any case, it is clear that actions based on a principle of ranking will vary with
social and historical context, as will material manifestations of this activity. To
mention but one example from the many levels at which this works, Feinman notes
that a leader might control access to exotic goods as a manifestation of a structural
principle of inequality and leadership with behavioral and material implications. But
these implications, exactly kow it is expressed, can vary. If leaders redistributed the
items “the deposition would not necessarily be limited to a single structure or
household” (Feinman 1990:349). This point is of major import for developing
specific methods for the archaeological inference of rank.

Material manifestations of socially significant actions

The archaeological record is a contemporary phenomenon consisting of the full
pattern of presently extant material remains of past human activity. Archaeologists
study contemporary data ‘“generated by them in the act of observing the
archaeological record” (Binford 1987:393). Our data, then, are neither past events
nor artifacts and other phenomena presumed to relate to past events (the
archaeological record) but contemporary observations on this record. This record is
static but we use it to infer the living, “dynamic” past (Binford 1981:25). For
Binford, “[t]he only meaningful statements we can make about the past are dynamic
statements. The only statements we can make directly from the archaeological record
are some form of descriptive statics. Getting to the past is then a process in which the
archaeologist gives meaning to static phenomena in dynamic terms’ (1983:23).
Doing this, using observations on the archaeological record to draw conclusions
about the functioning of a former society, depends on what Binford has termed
middle range research or middle range theory. This label is the subject of some
confusion; as Salmon (1982:170) notes, some have seen middle range theory as
referring ‘‘to generalizations ... capable of fairly direct empirical testing,” while
others (Schiffer 1988:463) use it to denote an intermediate level of abstraction within
ahierarchy of theory levels. These are understandable, but in Binford’s (and my) use,
middle range theory concerns the relation between actions and their material
remains, and is the basis of archaeological inference. It is middle range theory, in
contrast to general theory, which seeks the causes of human behavior without
reference to this specifically archaeological problem.”

What we are seeking through middle-range research are accurate means of
identification, and good instruments for measuring specified properties of
past cultural systems. We are seeking reliable cognitive devices; we are
looking for “‘Rosetta stones’” that permit the accurate conversion from
observation on statics to statement about dynamics.

(Binford 1981:25)

Isolating the agents that cause a certain pattern in the archaeological record
requires a context in which both cause and effect can be observed, what Binford and
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Sabloff call research in the dynamic mode, ‘‘actualistic or historical studies” (Binford
1983:408). Middle range theory overlaps with ethnoarchaeology, a primary means of
obtaining this information (Watson, LeBlanc, and Redman 1984:264) and is a search
for signature patterns, specific archaeological observations by which we may identify
aspects of a former society. It is analogous to the identification of an animal from its
tracks without seeing the animal itself. Whenever possible, a theory on what a track
signifies is best tested by studies of living animals making tracks. Middle range
theory is also tied up with notions of the archaeological record (considered in more
detail below). Peter Kosso observes:

Middle-range theories are used to make the information link between
present and past, and to say of what the material remains are evidence. They
do this by describing the formation of the archaeological record as it is
today. This description will include general theories about how artifacts are
used and subsequently deposited by burial, neglect, or intentional discard,
and general theories about the alteration of deposited artifacts by both
natural and cultural activities . .. All of these claims are middle-range
theories in that they contribute to the description of the causal lineage of the
debris that is observed today.

(Kosso 1991:622)

Historic and ethnographic studies help show if a connection is reliable, not just
fortuitous correlation, but we must assume that this same relationship held in the
past. This makes middle range theory more difficult than comparison with animal
tracking suggests, but not impossible, as suggested by Hodder who believes that the
“keys,”” the results of middle range theory, cannot be independent of cultural
context.

There can be no universal cultural relationship between statics and
dynamics, because the historically contextual structuring principles
intervene. Thus the notion that Middle Range Theory is distinctive because
it involves independent theory which can be used to test other theories is
false. The cultural processes which form the archaeological record are not
independent of our general understanding of culture and society.

(Hodder 1991b:116)

Hodder says that “contextual structuring principles intervene,” but Kosso
observes that ‘it is more accurate to regard the structural principles as part of the
theories” (Kosso 1991:625). Recalling that the relevant “‘context” need not be a
culture-historical moment, we can argue that middle range theory attempts to
““[track] the flow of information from interesting past to observable present”” (Kosso
1991:623) by clarifying the intervening structural principles. Some will be
historically contextual principles unique for each case, and contextual archaeology
brings into focus just how powerful these are in the lives of people and in material
culture patterning. There is some potency, then, to another of Hodder’s objections to
“the cross-cultural, processual approach’; much detail is lost if this method alone is
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used (Hodder 1984:53). But none of this invalidates middle range theory. Since
human behavior cannot be predicted just by knowing the rules of social organization,
some kinds of general connections cannot be made.® Thus there is no inviolable
connection between ranking and the practice of placing giant golden statues in some
graves, but pots in others. But middle range theory can take other forms; on finding
graves with divergent inclusions, we could instead ask, why? The most detailed
answer would require knowledge of historical context but there can be no other basis
for this pattern than individual status differentiation. This is a statement connecting
social organization with the configuration of material culture, and one that can be
made apart from a cultural context. Such arguments also have their limits, not least
our need to make certain that there really are no other social bases for this material
pattern. But this kind of argument is not subject to Hodder’s objections, since it is an
attempt, not to predict actions, but to infer social organization from actions known to
have taken place. We are not saying there was something about the society that made
people put gold statues in some graves when they might have used Spondylus shell
arm bands, or nothing at all; we are simply observing that they did in fact do this. The
inferential question is whether people would have done so had they lived under any
other social organization than one of differential wealth or prestige status. It may not
be possible to answer a question of this sort with complete certainty (and our
confidence would decline drastically if we found tiny ceramic, rather than giant
golden statues — admittedly a distinct possibility), but in principle arguments of this
kind are, as Hodder (1985:7) notes, possible.

De Montmollin objects that ‘‘invariant” bridging arguments (1989a:5,13) are
reductionistic, and so lead to oversimplification, triteness, and overemphasis on
apparent similaritics between cases.

Opposed options for developing bridging arguments concerning ancient
complex polities involve differing degrees of generalization. The more
generalizing options seek to develop relatively invariant rules for relating
political (or other) behavior to archaeological remains, either through cross-
cultural analysis ... or through actualistic studies ... A more particularizing
option, adopted here, is one which seeks to treat each case on its own merits,
attempting to justify assumptions about the relation between political
behavior and material culture by drawing on direct-historical materials to
delimit the range of possibilities.

(1989:5-6)

There is, first, nothing particularly “opposed” about these options. Who would
spurn valid historical correlates just because they cannot be transferred to all other
cases? And while we can conceive of bridging arguments that are reductionistic in
this sense, it is not their natural trend. They must be applied in each real case, which,
far from the mechanical process implied by the tag ““invariant,” requires judgment
and imagination. Further, to say that two societies had ranking is not at all to claim
they were identical, to reduce them to sameness. It isaclaim that they have something
important in common, something which also distinguishes them from societies
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without ranking. It is a recognition of real similarities, not an overemphasis on
apparent similarities. Yes, it may sometimes be “‘trite’’ to use correlates of ranking;
what would we learn by applying the mortuary correlates of chapters 4 and 5 to the
Royal Cemetery of Ur that was not already clear? But the same cannot be said of Catal
Hiiyiik (chapter 8). Here a good but hardly overwhelming case for ranking has
emerged by using these correlates.

For any bridging argument — whether generalizing, or uniquely relevant for one
historical moment — to carry weight it must be invariant over its domain of
applicability. De Montmollin uses historical materials to justify assumptions about
the relationship between political behavior and material culture in the past. But even
with a narrow domain of applicability, this still requires that we assume (or perhaps
demonstrate) that the relationship between social feature and material expression is
invariant over a certain portion of the Maya space-time occupation, a domain that
includes at least the historically known time and place, and the archaeological sites
investigated. With the possible exception of immoderate proposals concerning
“universals of human behavior,” generalizing correlates are no more reductionist
than this. There is no need to argue that wherever there is inequality people will be
the same as everywhere else where there is inequality and will always heap a few
graves with mounds of gold. The invariance works the other way; if a few graves are
stuffed with gold and the rest are not — a simple empirical observation — I want to say
this means, invariably means — whether for the Maya, the Chaldeans, or anyone else —
that there was inequality among those people.

Of course, most real examples will be more ambiguous. Rarely will the absence of a
specific material configuration adequately demonstrate the absence of the activities
associated with a social feature. And there may be more than one social basis for a
material configuration. In the review of archaeological correlates, much attention
will be given to isolating alternative social explanations for a material configuration
and revising correlates, better to distinguish among them. We cannot be certain all
options have been considered, since logic can supply no more than the negation of the
original hypothesis (Salmon 1982:55). There is no getting around imaginative use of
substantive archaeological knowledge, and it follows that assessment of correlates
can never be final, since it depends on our having thought of all possible alternatives.
If a loose connection is found, we may be able to tighten it by revising the correlate,
perhaps with a more precise specification of the material configuration used as
evidence of activities, or of the social organization behind them.

Ethnographically-based models and data in archaeology

Early one morning I was leafing through an issue of Archaeology magazine with my
two-year-old daughter, and as we turned to a color photo of what I naively took to be
an elaborate chariot she declared, with enthusiasm worthy of Leonard Wooley,
“Look at that stroller!”” Mute stones are in fact mute, and we need some way of
relating them to living society. But our challenge is using the familiar to help us
understand the unfamiliar, without so domesticating it as to miss the genuinely other.
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Social archaeology takes advantage of both social models and ethnographic data, two
uses of anthropological materials that have much in common, since models of society
are, like ethnographic examples, used as analogies to help understand an archaeologi-
cally known society. Nevertheless, archaeology has been ambivalent to analogy.
Indeed, from a study of what archaeologists have said on the subject, Alison Wylie
detects “an increasingly acute concern that analogy seems to be both indispensable to
interpretation and always potentially misleading” (1985:81). Murray and Walker
suggest further that this problem of analogy “‘is likely to remain ... resistent to
permanent or universal solution” (1988:248-249). It is important to review this
ambivalence, even if we cannot resolve it, because it is hard to imagine attempting
archaeological inference of social organization without significant, often sustained
analogy both with the social life of living peoples and with models of society derived
from the study of living society.

There can be no interpretation of archaeological materials apart from analogy with
living society; as Albert Spaulding puts it, the past can only be understood through
the present (1968:37). Early interpreters of archaeological remains often drew on
their knowledge of peoples of the Bible, classical antiquity, and any number of
legends, but it soon became clear that if an analogy must be made, some societies
make better models than others. There are times and places for which descriptions
found in the Bible and other early writings are appropriate models, but prehistorians
generally “have viewed their subject matter through ethnographic spectacles: they
have seen prehistoric man as primitive” (Orme 1981:2). Neither have Biblical and
Classical archaeologists ignored ethnography (e.g. Finkelstein 1988). Yet present
societies, however primitive, are not identical to those of the past. Their use as
analogies can be defended not as infallible, but as better guides than either a prior:
speculation or modern industrial societies (Clark 1957:172, Orme 1981:14),
something long recognized by scholars in varied fields (e.g. Wilson 1898:1). Itis from
here that more explicit uses of ethnography diverge.

Orme’s (1981:21-25) five categories offer a good summary of the many ways of
using ethnographic data in archaeological interpretation. In Piecemeal Parallels a
one-to-one correlation is made between a feature of a living society and archaeologi-
cal data. You choose a feature similar enough to feel confident about attributing its
function to the archaeological feature (p. 21). Studies in ethnohistory ‘“‘combine the
information available in the earliest ethnographic reports from a region with the
results of archaeological fieldwork in the same area” (p. 22). While dependent upon
the availability of good records, this can be most productive since the link is often
close. Sharer and Hearne note, for example, how closely the burials found in the
Cocle area of Panama illustrate the Spanish historical accounts of ceremonies
accorded the quev: or high chiefs (1988:56—57), this despite the accounts being from
about 700 years later. Ethnoarchaeology is the study of a living society from an
archaeologist’s point of view, ‘‘an attempt . . . to establish the link between behaviour
and its material results” by studying a living community (Orme 1981:22-23). This
often involves actual fieldwork (Kramer 1979a:4). The ethnographic background and
models category includes a range of approaches, among them ethnographic studies
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designed to develop predictive models on how societies differ under varied
conditions; and studies of a practice in a number of societies as background for those
interested in this practice. Comparative studies and syntheses also vary, but start with
anthropology rather than an archaeological problem, and emphasize use of theory
developed in social anthropology, not just ethnographic data (Orme 1981:24). We are
concerned most often with how archaeologists can use ethnography better to
understand the past, but collaboration for mutual benefit is also possible. “Ethnology
is valuable to archaeology chiefly because the ethnographer can observe and record
phenomena that are lost in the archaeological record. Archaeology is valuable to
ethnology largely because of the temporal depth of archaeological data’ (Maclachlan
and Keegan 1990:1012). In their study of Taino kinship (1989), Keegan and
Maclachlan found this integrated “‘archaeo-ethnography’’ productive of insight for
both fields, providing archaeological answers to ethnological questions and ethnolo-
gical answers to archaeological questions (Maclachlan and Keegan 1990:1012).

Use of analogy has had to endure extensive criticism, much of which is justified.
But not all discussions recognize this great range of methods. Piecemeal parallels,
choosing an example from here or there which looks good, is subject to the most
criticism, and may be the reason some have rejected analogy altogether (Orme
1981:ix). But structured comparative studies (using more than one example and
exercising care in their choice) make a good alternative, since most potential
problems with analogy concern one or the other of these issues. It is sometimes held
that the only effective counter to a random choice of examples is to draw analogies
with cultures historically related to the archaeological culture. It may indeed be most
rewarding to search for suitable analogies in settings as similar as possible (Kramer
1979b, Watson 1979b:277), but these are rare and in any case the possibility of
culture change means that “‘the degree to which modern people are analogous must
be as much an object of our inquiry as the behavior we wish to observe’ (Hole
1979:197). This also counters the stipulation that comparisons be drawn with
societies as similar to the archacological data as possible (Harris 1968:156). Only
sometimes is this either possible or necessary; “‘comparative studies are unlikely to be
bound by any such restrictions, and indeed may progress as much via contrasts as
resemblances” (Orme 1981:25). Societies similar in some ways are not necessarily
similar in all, and there may in the past have been social features not known from any
living society (Kramer 1979a:3, Gould 1978:249, Binford 1968:268, Orme 1981:18,
Freeman 1968:262), or vice versa (Hole and Heizer 1973:312). Since it cannot be
known beforehand how much alike they are, Gould advocates a contrastive method.
Ethnography is used as a baseline model of social order from which predictions are
made about material culture patterns that should occur in prehistoric sites.

If as will probably happen in most cases, the actual patterns of occurrence
found by the archaeologist do not conform to the predictions, then it should
be possible to specify in a controlled manner just what the points of
difference are from the “‘base-line”” model. These differences ... then must
be explained by positing alterations in the model to account for them.
(Gould 1978b:252)
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These cautions concern matters of relevance, “‘underlying ‘principles of connec-
tion’ that structure source and subject and that assure ... the existence of specific
further similarities between them” (Wylie 1985:94-95). Analogies incorporating
considerations of relevance are usually relational analogies in which analogs are
compared not just for the presence or absence of each individual property they may
hold in common, but for the relations that hold among the properties they share.
Arguments used in social inference are usually of this kind and can readily
incorporate considerations of relevance, making unnecessary a general assessment of
the similarity between the source of the analogy and the archaeological society. In
particular, we are seeking connections between social organization and material
culture. For example if we find variation in size and elaboration among domestic
structures at a site, we may infer ranking. Ethnographic analogy can strengthen this
assessment and refine the domain of its validity through a study of the connection
between status systems and domestic architecture. Finding among the Shilluk
differences in both status and domestic architecture is support for the inference
regardless of whether the Shilluk are similar overall to the archaeological people.
That question is irrelevant because the analogy concerns the relationship between
ranking and housing, not that between the Shilluk and prehistory.

Relational comparisons are strongest when we can demonstrate that the same
causal connections relating features in the source society were also in operation in the
past society (Wylie 1985:95). Since it will be difficult to demonstrate causal
connections within an archaeological data set on its own, what we could really use are
connections among features that can be shown to be universal. If we could
demonstrate that major differences among dwellings are always connected with
ranking — that is, they never occur apart from ranking — then finding similar
residential variation in our archaeological data demonstrates ranking as well.
Ethnographic analogies are used precisely to strengthen such conclusions (as well as
to help us discover more examples of this kind of relationship). Of course
considerations of relevance are unlikely to be this strong; it is difficult to demonstrate
causal connections even in ethnography. Mostly what we find are reasonably
consistent correlations which we are more justified in attributing to our archaeologi-
cal example if found predictably over a wide range of ethnographic examples. But
this is not proof that a configuration of social order and a pattern of material culture
must go together. An analogy can be strengthened — rendered more useful in
supporting a proposed archaeological inference — in several ways.

The standard criteria for evaluating what I have described as formal
analogies are ... number and extent of similarities between source and
subject, number and diversity of sources cited in the premises in which
known and inferred similarities co-occur as postulated for the subject, and,
finally expansiveness of the conclusions relative to the premises.

(Wylie 1985:98).

This last point concerns whether the conclusion is true for more, or more diverse
cases than it needs to be to cover the archaeological example. Nevertheless,
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something can be used for analogy if it has only one thing in common with the
archaeological example, as long as the consequences of that trait are clear and known.
In this way an analogy can be made without assuming the archaeological society was
like some known society.

It is difficult to design an ethnographic ““test’ of an archaeological correlate; even a
well-designed test will not be a true experiment and will not eliminate every
alternative. Ethnographic analogy can suggest alternatives we may not have
considered, can show whether a postulated correlation occurs in real societies, and
with what regularity. But we cannot be sure that a correlation is truly universal until
we search all relevant examples and find no contradictions, and even then we cannot
be certain none existed which could contradict it. Because of the inevitable
theoretical limits, and equally onerous practical concerns, it is important not to put
too much trust in an ethnographic test. Any number of correlations may be found ina
few real examples which are not so much reliably connected traits as things that
happen to co-occur in that sample. Yet even just a few examples can help corroborate
a theoretically reasonable correlation. And, if examples are chosen to allow for likely
alternatives to come up, yet they do not, the use of ethnography goes beyond mere
illumination of a theoretical point, and approaches the level of a test. Further,
attention to the nature of a connection between social organization and pattern of
material culture may provide clues to the field of applicability of a correlate. For
example, I will argue that there is a relationship between energy expenditure (on
domestic architecture, or mortuary practices, say) and status. A study of living
peoples can help our use of this correlation by illustrating the typical magnitude of
energy differences that we can consider to be evidence of status distinctions.

Activities and the archaeological record

The next gap to be bridged in the inferential process is that between material
manifestations of activities and the archaeological record of them. Our vision of what
archaeology can accomplish (its goals) and of how to go about it (methods and
theory), depends, of course, on how we conceive our subject matter and the character
of its data. On this question, roughly that of the archaeological record, there is
currently a profound divergence of opinion. Probably the most fundamental
question concerns how the dynamics of a living society are recorded in the present
configuration of static remains.

Is it more like a fossil record or an historical record? ... it is like fossils,
because it comprises the enduring physical effects of past physical objects,
events, and residues; it is also similar in some of its formation processes. But
[it] ... is also like historical evidence because it has been produced by
human activity, and much of it has been distributed spatially through
behavior that was regulated by convention.

(Patrik 1985:34)

Which model we emphasize will affect our attitude toward social archaeology,
particularly the problem of confirmation. Processual or New Archaeologists tend to
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see the archaeological record as a kind of fossil record, what Patrik calls the Physical
Model. It is formed by processes that are law-determined, and past activities are
recorded as living organisms are recorded in a fossil record (Patrik 1985:3—39). Itis
not that these are simple or straightforward processes — the work of Michael Schiffer
(1976) has surely put that idea to rest — but that they are regular and (in theory)
predictable; they are law-like. The main alternative is the Textual Model. While not
necessarily excluding causal laws in accounting for the present configuration of
material remains, the textual model assumes the influence of three additional factors.

(1) It attributes a special sign or symbol function to archaeological evidence,
over and above any causal connection between this evidence and what it is
evidence of. (2) It postulates culturally specific sets of behavioral rules as
well as the more flexible behavioral strategies of individuals, by which these
signs were created, ordered, used, and deposited; these rules are not, strictly
speaking, causal laws, primarily because they are not invariable in time and
space. (3) It attributes a ““non-passive’ power to material signs: it
emphasizes the creativity of (some of) the individuals who produced or used
these material signs within social action, and the active transformation of
social structures through human use of such signs.

(Patrik 1985:37)

The Physical Model offers greater optimism about inferring the past by
postulating a physical recording connection, not just a causal connection between the
archaeological record and past dynamics. This tighter fit between cause and effect is,
Patrik believes (1985:45), what Binford is seeking through theory that isolates
properties of the archaeological record with unambiguous and uniformly relevant
referents in past dynamics. If such a connection can be found we have a means of
deducing a cause from an effect. However, recognition of creative, willed, and
symbolic activity suggests at the least that there are limits to this kind of recording
connection. The textual model appears to account for real and important aspects of
the archaeological recording process ignored by the fossil model. Hodder’s approach
(1985; 1991b) is more like Patrick’s Textual Model, and in his rejection of the
Physical Model, he also rejects middle range theory which he assumes depends on it.
But while it is unwise to assume a recording connection, and while some (perhaps
many) recording connections in use are not in fact universally valid, we are still able
to develop correlates which, within a specific domain, can approximate the same
result.

The structure of such an argument, one that acknowledges human volition and
cultural unpredictability, but which does not forsake the possibility of reliable
recording connections, will be similar in outline to arguments based on the physical
model, except in how the proposed recording connection is justified. If there is a
universally valid objection to the physical model, it is that many proposed recording
connections between social features and archaeological patterns are either not valid,
or can only be trusted within more carefully specified domains. Consider the
following simplified example:
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If monumental construction is found in the archaeological record, the
society was hierarchical.

Monumental construction has been found, therefore the society was
hierarchical.

Although this argument is logically valid, it is obvious that it will only yield correct
inferences if the conditional statement is true. The conditional statement serves the
same purpose as a recording connection, but is in a form which does not assume the
predictability of human behavior. As an archaeological correlate of inequality, this
argument does not assume that the social condition ‘‘hierarchy” will always lead to a
specifiable configuration of archaeological data, ‘““monumental construction,” but
instead proposes that monumental construction, when it exists, is always evidence of
hierarchy.

Of course, we cannot simply ‘‘assume” such things, we must demonstrate them,
and this is the reason we must give careful attention to developing and evaluating
archaeological correlates of social organization. I do think this recording connection,
this conditional statement, is true, but among other concerns, we must understand
what is meant by “monumental,”” a concept not easily operationalized to provide
unambiguous conclusions about any particular structure (see chapter 7). It is, I
believe, possible to describe universally reliable recording connections, cross-
culturally valid middle range theory, without assuming the Physical Model of the
archaeological record, but this requires careful attention to human agency when
specifying the domain within which the connection is universally reliable. Because of
the unpredictability of human action, conditional statements in an argument of this
form will often be much narrower in scope than those we would like, because
demonstration of the conditional statement means showing:

(A) that the archaeological configuration (presence of monumental construction) is a
possible result of the social condition (social hierarchy)
AND (not or),

(B) that no other social condition could have been the cause of the archaeological
configuration.

Part A can be demonstrated with just one ethnographic example, and failing that,
with a reasoned case for how it could be possible. Part B is clearly the sticking point.
It means showing that no other condition we can think of could cause the
consequence, no other condition known to ethnography has caused it, and finally,
that we have thought of all possibilities. We can never do this last part, and inevitably
our arguments will fall short of proof. This is important, and 1 suppose that,
technically speaking, it amounts to an admission that the physical model of the
archaeological record is not true, and that perfect physical recording connections are
not ultimately possible. But the problem is not unique to the approach I have
outlined. It is not possible to structure our arguments so as to escape the burden of
eliminating all other possibilities. We must always avoid assuming an invariant
recording connection, yet come as close as possible to demonstrating one by careful
specification of both cause and effect, and by eliminating alternate possibilities. It is
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not possible to use the logical structure of our argument to get around what is
essentially a matter of empirical fact.

But that is not all. While not part of the inferential process itself, we must also keep
in mind that the configuration of materials used by a people can be rendered yet more
confusing through both the depositional process and the distorting influence of post-
depositional transformation processes. One of the unique strengths of mortuary data
comes from the fact that it involves purposeful deposition. Statements about spatial
relationships and associations of features are much easier to develop when we can
depend on the structures, artifacts, and human remains having been placed that way
on purpose. Probably the most obvious, but also most far ranging, depositional and
post-depositional problem (for any archaeological material, burials included) is loss
of information. Consider gift exchange at mortuary ceremonies. Most material gifts
passed around will eventually enter a deposit, but not in a context having much to do
with the exchange ceremony (except quite indirectly). And even when an activity
results in a material deposit, there is nearly always substantial loss through
incomplete preservation. This basic fact of life has several consequences for social
inference. First, the more a correlate depends on a complete sample the less often we
can use it at all, and the greater the chance of results being unreliable. This is obvious
enough, and I know of no correlate which intentionally depends on a complete
sample. But any need for a representative sample faces similar problems since
deposition and preservation do not always work “‘randomly” (or even predictably).
Another consequence is that material evidence for a feature may be absent from an
archaeological deposit, even if it was both a feature of the former society and one with
material correlates. Yet if evidence s found, we can infer that feature even though: (a)
there may be no particular reason known as to why the people should have expressed
their social rule in that way, and (b) there was a chance of the evidence not being
preserved. Often this may be all we need to know, but for some problems data loss is
of more direct concern. In particular, to compare one society to another as to
presence (or degree) of a feature, we must know whether the differences found
archaeologically were due to a distorting factor or to real differences between the
societies.

Implications for the design of archaeological correlates of social
hierarchy

Each step in the inference of social organization outlined above represents a gap
between a functioning social order and our knowledge of it from the few remaining
material traces. When evaluating correlates my approach will be to isolate problems
in making the connections, and suggest means of avoiding them. It is not always
possible to construct a correlate carefully enough (e.g. stipulating the exact nature of
the evidence required) to eliminate alternate social conditions as plausible causes.
But the weakness of individual bridging arguments can be countered through overall
method; specifically, taking advantage of the significance of patterns, and combining
and cross-checking lines of inference.
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Human activity may not be fully predictable, but neither is it always or even
commonly capricious. Furthermore, archaeological data used to infer social features
do not generally consist of the residue of one isolated event. Looking at patterns of
events can aid the inferential process by suggesting that there is some reason for our
finds other than independent, potentially whimful actions. The range of possible
eccentricity behind any isolated event is (somewhat) masked by socially acceptable
behavior when a pattern is found. The repetitiveness suggests also a consistency in
the cause of events. The range of potential causes is thus reduced.

Much can also be gained by combining and cross-checking lines of inference rather
than viewing each as an independent argument that must stand on its own. A
conclusion using several lines of analysis can often profit from somewhat tenuous
individual correlations. Alternative social explanations will often be possible for each
configuration of material culture, but any overall conclusion must be drawn from the
more limited set of explanations compatible with all the evidence. In this way, each
line of inference is used to set limits on, or choose among the possible conclusions
from each other line. Referring to work by T'schopik (and quoting his 1950 article) on
an Andean ceramic tradition, Hodder offers this interesting example.

Tschopik has been able to trace continuity in Andean Aymara ceramics of
the Puno region over at least five centuries up to the present day. Methods
of manufacture have not changed and many vessel shapes and some design
motifs have remained the same ... ‘If the data furnished by the Aymara
ceramic tradition taken alone and by itself were our only evidence of change
(which of course is not the case), the Inca era in the Puno region would have
passed virtually unrecorded, and Spanish contact would have appeared to
have been slight and fleeting. By and large, Aymara ceramics have been
modified to a far less extent than other, and more basic aspects of Aymara
culture.

(Hodder 1978a:4-5)

The value of comparing independent inferences to narrow the range of possible
conclusions is nicely illustrated in Renfrew’s work on the Neolithic tombs in Europe.
When thinking of monuments like tombs located in mounds, we tend to picture
complex societies. Renfrew describes two islands of Scotland, on each of which are
found a number of mounds. He also found, however, that the population was rather
low. On the basis of the tombs themselves a wide range of suggestions about the
society may be possible, but not all of them can be reconciled with the population
figures.

These estimates of population are useful in setting some limits on the kind
of social organization involved. If the population of individual territories
was as low as 25 or 50 persons, we cannot possibly think in terms of groups
with a very large number of ranks or statuses or of territorial chiefs.
(1973a:137)
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Any valid description of the society must be drawn from the overlap between these
two ranges, and additional lines of evidence could well add further insight into the
society responsible for these mounds. Binford thinks of this ambiguity that arises
when different lines of reasoning could lead to incompatible conclusions as an
opportunity for the past to object. If intellectual systems, like social systems, are to be
open, this openness “‘must be provided by our methods and procedures. We must
ensure that the past ‘gets a say,” that it can object and guide our growth toward
understanding” (Binford 1986:472). Use of multiple lines of evidence (especially
those that at first seem incompatible) may be the best way of choosing among
alternatives, but it also has a purely practical value. If we have just one test for a social
feature and the data are unavailable, we are held captive to ignorance.



3

Inequality and social life: a working model

“To an anthropologist,” said Andre Beteille, ... the idea of natural inequality is
inherently ambiguous, if not a contradiction in terms”’ (1981:59—60). Certainly there
are great differences among people, many of which have both “natural’’ and “‘socially
constructed” dimensions, but these are not elements of inequality ‘‘unless they are
selected, marked out, and evaluated by processes that are cultural and not natural”
(Beteille 1981:60). “Equality’” and ““inequality’” are ideas, and as fundamental
notions of how the world is ordered, have important implications for how we relate to
each other. Ideas about who is ‘“better” than whom and in what ways, deeply
influence practice.

Inequality as an instituted process

There are many ways in which people have defined themselves as unequal, and out of
the major dimensions of inequality, Gerald Berreman has developed a “typology for
a comparative study of social inequality” (1981:4; Table 1.4). This is an excellent
starting point for considering what it is we intend to look for in the archaeological
study of rank.! The human condition is characterized by differentiation. Inequality
“refers to the social evaluation of whatever differences are regarded as relevant in a
given society or situation” (Berreman 1981:8), while social inequality is generally a
combination of inequality with dominance, ‘“‘the behavioral expression of those
differences’ (p8). Social inequality has been recognized as a moral phenomenon in
that people evaluate each other, and a structural phenomenon in that social
differentiation exists in society. Social inequality is also

1. a behavioral phenomenon, in the sense that people act on their
evaluations; 2. an interactional phenomenon in that these actions occur
largely in the context of interpersonal relations; 3. a material phenomenon in
that their actions entail differential access to goods, services, and
opportunities; and 4. an existential phenomenon in that people experience
their statuses and respond to them cognitively and affectively. In short,
inequality is a major part of people’s lives.

(Berreman 1981:4)

The most basic division is between unranked and ranked organizations. Unranked
organization is roughly what Fried calls egalitarian, and while there will always be
systematic, unequal distribution of status, in unranked organizations these differ-

36
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ences are largely within families, and based on familial roles which in turn are based
almost exclusively on age, gender, and personal characteristics (Berreman 1981:8).
The fact of systematic status differences in unranked societies makes the term
“egalitarian” distinctly misleading. It also adds ambiguity to the concept of ranking.
In ranked organizations “‘inequality is institutionalized into a hierarchy of statuses —
superior and inferior positions of prestige and dominance — that extend beyond age,
sex, personal characteristics, and intrafamilial roles” (Berreman 1981:9). If status is
based on age, everyone who lives long enough will get a turn. It is also easy to see how
individual personal distinctions differ from a structure of achieved ranking. But it is
not clear how gender-based status differences relate to this definition. Although
specifically excluded from the definition of ranking, gender-based status differences
bear much of the character of different ranks (unlike age and personal distinctions).
That is, they are superior and inferior positions of prestige and dominance that
extend beyond age, personal characteristics, and intrafamilial roles. Certainly thisisa
complicated question (how, for example, do we decide what differences, if any, are
essentially intrafamilial roles with limited prestige implications, and what are
hierarchical status distinctions), but if there is or ever was a social situation in which
there were major gender-based status differences but no other system of hierarchy,
this would still constitute, in an important sense, a ranked social order. In suggesting
this, I am not saying that all status differences are really ranking, for situations in
which the elderly accrued higher prestige and authority, and individual personal
differences in respect, would not themselves constitute ranking in the same way. I
believe that most of the methods I review (see Chapters 4 through 7) for the
archaeological inference of ranking would recognize any substantial gender-based
distinctions of prestige and authority as easily as the distinctions which more directly
fit Berreman’s definition of ranking (as long as we are careful not to eliminate them by
definition). This I take as evidence for their similarity. Nevertheless, whether or not
we should consider these distinctions more like ranking in kind than, say, simpler
kinds of gender-based role differentiation, age-based prestige, or esteem based on
personal characteristics, is in part a definitional and in part an empirical question, and
remains a matter of debate.

All further distinctions in Berreman’s typology of social inequality are within
ranked organization, the most important being “kin/role” ranking versus stratifica-
tion—what Service calls a “watershed” (1975:3), what Fried singles out as the core of
anew social type (1967), and what Berreman views as “‘the greatest distinctiveness to
be found .. .in types of social organization® (1981:10). In akin/role ranked system, a
person’s rank depends on position in the kinship system or on particular roles. The
roles may themselves be kin-based, or they may be activity-based — perhaps religious
or military. But under stratification (the mode of ranking experienced by most people
in the world today)

all members of society are ranked relative to one another according to
certain shared, non-kin characteristics defined by the society as important
and used to allocate access to the basic resources that sustain life in the
society ... In such systems, people are differentiated by class, status, and
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power, and the three tend to be highly intercorrelated . .. Categories of
people form layers; hence the term strata. From stratum to stratum, there is
differential ... access to the means of subsistence.

(Berreman 1981:10)

Compared to kin/role ranking (what might also be called non-stratified ranking or

simply ranking), stratification has profound implications for other aspects of social
life.

authority is exercised on the basis of the territorial unit . .. rather than over
the kin group; prestige results primarily from accumulation rather than
generosity or redistribution; power results from control over productive
resources and consequently control over persons. As a result, there is
exploitation of categories of people — systematic exploitation of one category
by and for the benefit of another through application of economic sanctions,
threats, and physical force.

(Berreman 1981:10-12)

Berreman then develops an insightful typology of stratified systems, and although
my goal is simply to distinguish ranking from non-ranking, and stratification from
non-stratified (kin/role) ranking, these variations do offer further understanding of
what stratification implies. The primary types of stratification are those with status
strata, “‘based on culturally specific criteria of differential honor, prestige, and
privilege,” and those with class strata which have their basis in economic
relationships (p. 13). Membership is determined quite differently; for status strata it
is essentially race, caste, or ethnic group, while economic criteria differentiate class
strata. Of course, the specific criteria and rationalizations people use will vary
considerably, and this is in large measure the basis for Berreman’s finer distinctions
among stratified systems. Interestingly, these otherwise very different systems
converge in terms of the effect on people’s lives (which would make them difficult to
distinguish archaeologically):

the consequences (or implications) of ranking in status strata according to
criteria of honor and privilege include prominently and importantly
economic differentials; the consequences ... of ranking in class strata
include prominently and importantly honor and privilege differentials.
(Berreman 1981:13)

Within each of these ranking structures are other mechanisms of distinction which
affect the character of life, among them ascribed and achieved criteria, and
differentiation based on age and sex. Ascribed rank is that based on birth, and in kin/
role ranking this is simply one’s place in the kinship system versus one’s role (e.g.
priest) or a status based on industry, ability or circumstance. In stratified systems,
one’s position may also depend on birth, but not necessarily as a position within a
kinship system. Berreman observes that all birth-ascribed stratification systems
“seem to include a claim that the social distinctions are reflected in biological (i.e.,
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‘racial’) differences revealed in physical make-up or appearance’ (1981:14). Because
these criteria may be unreliable (often enough they are not even real) cultural features
(dress, language, occupation) are used as markers of differentiation. In the social-
class form of stratification, class membership may be based on ‘“achieved
characteristics,” including source and amount of income, education, and cultural
features comprising lifestyle. Berreman prefers, though, to distinguish between
intrinsic and extrinsic criteria because it may not be accurate to say non-ascriptive
characteristics are really achieved.

Age, sex, and stigmatization are common bases for role differentiation, and (often
in combination) for various socially defined categories, so they are also “potential
bases for inequality”’ (Berreman 1981:19). Debate continues concerning whether
fermnales universally suffer exploitation and oppression. Berreman cites studies which
indicate that role complementarity between the sexes (which is universal, however
variable in detail) rarely if ever includes exploitation in unranked or kin- and role-
ranked societies. This no doubt depends on how we conceive exploitation, but
gender- and age-based social categories (e.g. unmarried women; grandfathers) are
characteristically the basis for institutionalized inequality among stratified societies,
societies in which inequality and exploitation are central to many social relations
quite apart from age and gender. Further, age and sex are actual rather than putative
physical differences, and while as categories they differ from social strata (and, as
suggested earlier, from each other) in important respects, “the experiential
consequences of sex and age identities seem to be closely allied to those of the most
rigid forms of stratification ... race and caste’” (p. 21), which also use intrinsic
criteria.

Distinctions based on gender tend to be of a degree that parallels the level of
ranking or stratification in magnitude, while often cross-cutting this structure in how
a person’s position and role is defined; situations where status differences between
genders and among age groups are great without ranking and (particularly)
stratification are unlikely. And while men and women will be ranked or classed, they
will also be differentiated by criteria applied only to gender, such that, for example,
women of the higher strata will not necessarily or even likely partake in the channels
of power and prestige open to men of the same strata. It may not be easy to sort out
what kind of differentiation is represented by archaeological indicators — rank, class,
gender, or age hierarchies — which seriously limits our understanding of what it
would be like to be an actual person in those circumstances.

Certainly there is much room for the maturation of middle range theory, but my
emphasis will be on the simpler and more basic question of recognizing whether or
not there was institutionalized hierarchy. I do not propose to cover all forms of
structural inequality, or all aspects of any one form. Features of a status system that
give “local flavor,” that contribute to what it would mean to be Tikopian rather than
Tahitian, are (in detail, and almost by definition) unique to a society, and it is
possible, as contextual and interpretive archaeologists suggest, that much of this can
never be uncovered through cross-culturally applicable methodology. Certainly
there are important characteristics that now escape our attention. But whatever the
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ultimate limits of archaeological inference, reliable means of distinguishing ranked
from unranked organization, stratified from ranked, and achieved from ascribed, will
certainly improve our understanding of the past.

Models and the significance of inequality for real life

The social models of Service, Fried, and Johnson and Earle draw attention to real and
significant variation in ranking. I will make use of these models by asking how the
defining principles of inequality for each of the type models affect everyday life, and
will then use these to argue that differing structural principles of rank (particularly
achieved versus ascribed, and basic ranking versus stratification) have important
implications for actual living. Determining how principles of inequality affect
lifestyle also helps us decide what to look for archaeologically, and is important both
for constructing and for evaluating archaeological correlates of hierarchy.

Theoretical perspectives: the types itn context

Typological models are grand theories of sociocultural evolution and at the same time
models of variability in social organization, and each is organized around a general
theme, with groupings based on aspects of society thought to make a difference.
Service (1971:173) distinguishes types based on fundamental mechanisms of
sociocultural integration: familistic bonds of kinship (bands); pan-tribal sodalities
(tribes); specialization, redistribution and centralization of authority (chiefdoms);
and bureaucracy using legal force (the state). Fried’s main concern is with developing
inequality (from none to ranking to stratification) and mechanisms for maintaining
these distinctions, while Johnson and Earle (1987) stress the growing influence of a
political economy at the expense of an autonomous subsistence economy, and the
mechanisms to maintain and run it.

The typologies also differ in their basic structure as models. While Fried’s model is
dominated by logical coherence, Service’s seems more like a few concrete
ethnographic examples generalized into types. Although organized by clear defining
features, his types are described almost as real functioning societies. Many criticisms
of typological models have been voiced in recent years (see Wason, n.d. for areview),
but most concern their plausibility as overall characterizations of known social
variation or as models of social evolution. But one concern that is important even for
our purposes is that not all major variables that make up a “type’’ always co-occur.
Archaeologists have responded in two somewhat different ways: by rejecting the idea
of types altogether, or by modifying the types. The chiefdom concept in particular
has had more staying power than critics would lead us to expect, but current
definitions have grown distinctly less specific. In their recent typology Johnson and
Earle (1987) offer broader descriptions of social forms than in the older models of
Service and Fried, and also move toward what we might call a nested hierarchy of
classification. That is, they identify three major levels of integration, and within each
distinguish a range of variants. They distinguish their most encompassing set of



Inequality and social life 41

forms primarily by the number of people integrated into one society, hence the
family-level group, local group, and regional polity. These they call “levels of
socioeconomic integration” (Johnson and Earle 1987:19) for in this model, the
economy is considered central to the social structures and cultural rules that allow
stable relations among larger numbers of people (p. 11). A more centralized economy
means central control of a greater part of the economy, further intrusions into what,
in a less hierarchical society, is a more self-sufficient household-level subsistence
economy. With more of the economy centralized, more of it a “‘political economy,”
will come a tendency toward economic expansion.

Models of unranked society

In the previous chapter I noted that scholarly opinion remains at least as divided as
ever on the question of whether human society has always been hierarchical or
whether institutionalized hierarchy arose at some time in prehistory out of a more
egalitarian primal condition. Indeed, even the question of modern social variation,
particularly the social organization of modern foraging peoples, is more open to
discussion than in the recent past. And while the two basic positions concerning the
early history of human society still follow roughly the divisions established in the
eighteenth century (and earlier), this debate is far from just a tired rehashing of the
same material. With the serious use of new analytical perspectives (particularly
gender, race, and post-Kuhnian epistemologies) and efforts to take advantage of
primatology, sociobiology, and other fields, discussions have become more exciting
and, in a limited way, quite productive.

But the question remains far from being resolved. Thus, to take just one example,
while on the one hand dominance and leadership among non-human primates is
given as evidence that we were hierarchical before we were even human, others
respond that not all primates are as hierarchical as the savanna baboon, and in any
case moving from these observations to human social order is unjustified biological
reductionism (Coontz and Henderson 1986). I do not propose to enter into this
debate here (much less try to resolve it), but I would offer two observations. The first
is that there is room in these discussions for a stronger voice from archaeology, and it
is my hope that the methodological program proposed in this book will help us to
make a more decisive contribution. But secondly, the fact that it is not clear whether
or to what extent early human societies were egalitarian has important implications
for this methodology itself. Specifically, we must take either possibility seriously,
and so consider not just models of hierarchy, but models proposed as descriptions of
un- or minimally-ranked societies. And so, while the main point of this chapter is to
review some ways of modelling inegalitarian societies, I begin by setting these in
context with brief summaries of several models of unranked society.

Morton Fried groups non-hierarchical societies together under the type “‘egalitar-
ian society.” This label is more striking and elegant than ““non-ranking societies” and
avoids suggesting they lack something they should have. But it would rarely, if ever,
be an accurate description if taken too strictly. For Fried it is a political statement, not
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abroad and literal summary of status relations. For Fried, then, an egalitarian society
is one “in which there are as many positions of prestige in any given age-sex grade as
there are persons capable of filling them” (1967:33). No one experiences restricted
access to needed raw materials (p. §8). This relates to lax territorial boundaries and is
consistent also with having limited private or group property. Reciprocity is the main
form of exchange, and apart from sexual division of labor, all adults are expected to
fulfill nearly all roles. Status based on sex and age will differ in light of this division of
labor, but is unlikely to be hierarchical among people whose society is without other
kinds of social hierarchy (Berreman 1981:19). Defining leadership as the setting of a
course of action followed by others, Fried says no known society has completely
lacked leadership (p. 82). But in egalitarian society it is transient, moving from
person to person with context. Authority is “‘the ability to channel the behavior of
others in the absence of threat or use of sanctions” while power ““is the ability to
channel the behavior of others by threat or use of sanction’ (p. 13). Given this view,
leadership in egalitarian society rests heavily on authority. Lee observes that patterns
of leadership can be found among the !Kung San, people unencumbered by formal
institutions for the purpose, and who are egalitarian in Fried’s sense (Iee 1981:89). A
leader has no formal authority but can be discerned from the use of his (or less often,
her) personal name to identify a group (e.g. “‘Bonl!a’s camp at !Kangwa”’), and from
behavior at group discussions, during which they “may speak out more than others,
may be deferred to by others, and one gets the feeling that their opinions hold a bit
more weight” (Lee 1981:90).

Fried’s egalitarian society covers a lot of territory, and his point is to emphasize
that what these societies all have in common — a lack of ranking or stratification — is
central to their character. But it is not surprising that other classifications subdivide
this group, particularly since, as observed earlier, significant status distinctions are
possible. In Service’s typology the “band’ and “‘tribe” cover the unranked forms of
social organization and thus together correlate roughly with Fried’s egalitarian
society. Service’s main concern is the patrilocal band, a society comprised of several
related nuclear families with from thirty to over one hundred persons, characterized
by reciprocal group exogamy and virilocal residence (1971:54). The exogamous,
named, semi-local group (the band) is not the entire society. This consists of at least
two bands, while all cultural functions are organized by and take place within no
more than a few associated bands (1971:98). There is no specialization or division of
labor other than by sex or beyond the nuclear family (p. 57). Bands lack separate
government, political, and legal systems above the authority of family heads or
ephemeral leaders. Statuses, too are primarily kin-based, a fact greatly influencing
the character of the band (Service 1971:98).

A tribe, as Service describes it, is something of a large collection of bands, the new
mechanism of social integration being the ties holding the band-like parts together
(1971:100). As self-sufficient residential units (usually lineages) these parts are near
duplicates of one another and for the most part not interdependent. They would tend
toward disunity if it were not for additional means of integration (1971:131-132) and
even so, tribes are rather fragile compared to bands or chiefdoms (p. 103). The new
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mechanism of integration is the pan-tribal sodality which for Service is simply a non-
residential group. Clans may be most common but others include secret societies, age
grades, and special-purpose groups like curing or warfare societies (p. 102). Tribes
are egalitarian and lack institutionalized leadership. Residence groups are largely
self-sufficient economically and in terms of defense. Wrongs to individuals tend to be
punished by the group, and external polity is largely military (1971:104).
Determination of common descent may be important, but people are not concerned
with genealogical descent, and no one line predominates (I1971:112).

In Johnson and Earle’s model the distinction between un-ranked and ranked
organization is not as clear. They make a point of using examples to illustrate the
complexity of interrelations among social features and their model makes fuller use of
variation among non- or minimally hierarchical societies. The “‘family group,” one
of their three major socioeconomic levels, is characterized by the ability of individual
families to retain access to land, labor, and capital technology, the primary factors of
production (1987:92). Those without and with domestication differ, but in each case,
while there may be leadership of a sort (e.g. Shoshone rabbit bosses), “the authority
of skill or experience does not confer superior status in any formal or permanent way”’
(1987:93). In their model it is the ““erosion” of a family’s ““unrestrained access’ to the
factors needed for subsistence production which “underlies the formation of more
complex social institutions’’ (Johnson and Earle 1987:92). The next level is “the local
group,” several families joined together around a “common interest” like food
storage or defense (1987:20), and forming a ritually integrated political group. A
village of some 100-200 people, subdivided into hamlet-size clans or lineages is a
common settlement pattern. There are important intercommunity relationships, but
“[rlesources are held exclusively by kin groups, and territorial defense is common”
(1987:20). Within this “level” they distinguish the “acephalous local group” from
the “big-man collectivity.”” The latter is characterized by larger communities (300~
500 people) with multiple clan or lineage segments, local groups represented by a
strong, charismatic leader. Important for maintaining within-group cohesion,
external alliances, trade, and other relations, the big man “‘represents his group inthe
major ceremonies that coordinate and formalize intergroup relationships’ (p. 20).
But the big man’s influence over his following is based on “personal initiative’” and
“if his support group deserts him for a competitor, little may be left of the reputation
he has tried to build for himself, and his local group, or of the alliances he has
contracted” (pp. 20-21).

The local group level encompasses both non-ranking and ranking societies.
Northwest Coast Indians are included in the big man collectivity and the next level,
the regional polity, begins with the chiefdom. Johnson and Earle largely succeed in
avoiding the assumption that a clear line exists. They observe that among the
Tareumiut (coastal North Slope Eskimo), an example of their acephalous local
group, there is akind of leader (the wmealiq or ““boat owner’”) whose role strikes me as
distinctly more regular and influential than !Kung San leaders. This man will
organize labor, and has a larger ice cellar which is available in time of need, but
otherwise is used to host feasts (Johnson and Earle 1987:136—137). Some manifes-
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tations, at least, of the big-man collectivity are characterized by a ranking of statuses,
and thus along with Fried’s rank society type and the simpler chiefdoms, are
appropriate models to begin the discussion of ranking and social life.

Models of non-stratified ranking

Known societies with institutionalized status inequality but without stratification are
numerous and diverse, varying in the nature of ranking, those aspects of the character
of society influenced by ranking, and of course in other often unique ways as well.
The three most prominent models used to describe them are the big-man society,
ranked society, and chiefdom. Real variation strains any attempt at modeling, but
this is most clearly a problem when the models are used as classificatory “‘types”
meant to encompass all real societies. And certainly, like any model, they simplify.
The fact that they inevitably treat some variables as fine details, as variation within a
basic pattern, could be problematic for some purposes. I further caution that these
models were not developed as part of the same overall system, so they can be expected
to have an ambiguous relationship to each other as well as to the corpus of known
social variation.

In mentioning these caveats, I am of course making reference to the extensive
critique of the social typologies from which these models derive. Such critiques are
often overdrawn and sometimes simply illogical (Wason, n.d.), yet there can be no
question that grand typological classificatory schemes are of limited use to
archacology. They are, nonetheless, valuable for raising questions about sociocul-
tural evolution. In addition —and this is how I use them in the archaeological study of
status — they help clarify some fundamental principles of inequality. Even more
important, they suggest how these principles are ‘‘played out’” in social life, which is
useful for recognizing inequality from archaeological data. And finally, for our
purposes the concerns mentioned above are actually advantages. When the models
are used to address real examples, or when put side-by-side with each other, they
illustrate real and important variation in ranking structures.

The big-man collectivity: achieved but irregular ranking

The big-man society is characterized not by pervasive ranking, but by leaders and
others. Leaders attain that position through their own actions, even if, as among the
Central Enga of New Guinea, the big man is a clan leader, and kinship is important
(Johnson and Earle 1987:177-183). A corporate kin group may, for example, be a
primary source of support to a potential leader in his climb, but no one is a big man
because of genealogy, and such a leader can be replaced by someone more successful
at securing a following. In addition, each group will likely go through times when no
big man is acknowledged; it is not a true office that exists apart from the one who fills
it at the moment. As Johnson and Earle put it, in a chiefdom, leadership positions
‘“constitute offices with explicit attached rights and obligations. Chiefs thus ‘come to
power’ that is vested in an office, rather than building up power, as Big Men do, by
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amassing a personal following™ (1987:220). Of course this distinction is not absolute.
When a big man does rise to power, it is to a culturally accepted status with certain
rights and responsibilities, much as if a permanent office, whereas true officeholders,
for their part, will use varied means to make the most of their position.

Given this method of recruiting to high rank, ranking will tend not to be pervasive,
and will be closely tied to leadership. Also, since people become leaders by getting
results (e.g. group prestige, security, and wealth), big-man societies are not faced
with incompetent leaders who cannot be replaced, nor with high-status individuals
who do not serve leadership functions. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, there
is a pervasive ethos of competition within, and often between groups. When big men
compete as peers the stakes include the prestige, wealth, or even physical well-being
of their respective social groups, not just the leader’s own status. Often the clan or
lineage segments that a big man heads are part of a wider society, but since big men
represent the most encompassing level of leadership, the label big-man collectivity
used by Johnson and Earle (1987:171) seems appropriate.

The rank society: permanent status positions, achieved or ascribed

Ranking refers to statuses with different levels of prestige, arranged in a hierarchy;
““A rank society is one in which positions of valued status are somehow limited so that
not all those of sufficient talent to occupy such statuses actually achieve them’” (Fried
1967:109). Statuses are distinguished and made more highly desired by association
with rights and duties which are valued in themselves. They may also be accorded
greater prestige. But while the big-man society fits (and appears to have been on
Fried’s mind at times), the ‘‘typical’ rank society assumes hierarchy and leadership
will be regular.

The rank-society model might be most important for its recognition of the
distinction between ranking and stratification, and for acknowledging the import-
ance of non-hereditary ranking (the chiefdom model commonly emphasizes
hereditary ranking). Fried describes, for example, the hosting of large-scale
distributions “on the way to achieving the status of redistributor” (1967:118).
Otherwise rank society largely overlaps the simpler chiefdom. Redistribution is
central to, and similar in each model. It is considered the major process of economic
integration, and taken together with feasting, distribution, and associated prior
arrangements, constitutes ‘‘a major portion of the ties binding discrete villages into a
wider ... social system” (1967:179). The big-man society with achieved but
impermanent leadership, and the chiefdom, with real offices but hereditary ranking,
both underplay the society with genuine ranking and true offices, but with ranks and
positions filled by character and achievement. The Cherokee of the Southeastern
United States seem a good example.? Leadership positions were achieved —both high
status as a warrior and membership in the council of elders — and good, if indirect
evidence points to a lack of hereditary ranking in general. Other peoples of the
Southeast, similar in many ways, had inherited ranks, and the Cherokee may have
also. But still others, also similar to the Cherokee, did not (Swanton 1946:651—
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652;662), nor can it be said that those with hereditary ranks were physically nearest
the Cherokee. Swanton suggests that “Cherokee chiefs seem for the most part to have
been self-made men like those of the Choctaw™ (1946:653), but notes that there is
little mention of these matters in the primary sources (Royce 1887:134-144).
Significantly these sources offer no direct claim that hereditary ranking was lacking,
but in his classic monograph ““Priests and Warriors: Social Structures for Cherokee
Politics in the 18th Century’ (1962), Gearing is able to model Cherokee society,
accounting for all major social relations on the basis of principles other than
hereditary rank. Also, there is no positive evidence for hereditary rank among the
Cherokee.?

This is important because the distinction between achieved and ascribed ranking is
both real and significant. Feinman and Neitzel (1984:61-62) say one should view
social differentiation not as a set of traits (like hereditary status) that are present or
absent, but as a continuum. Based on the variables they studied (and how they looked
at them) they found wide variation in the degree of ascription versus achievement
among known societies. While clearly an important observation, this is no reason for
saying distinctions between achieved and hereditary ranking are meaningless; a
continuous range of variation (even if not just an artifact of our measuring technique,
or extrapolation from a few intermediates), in no way precludes major qualitative
differences. This would be like saying that if we cannot define how many hairs make a
beard, and since men have different numbers of hairs (therefore obviously forming a
continuum), the distinction between a clean-shaven and a bearded chin is
misleading. These two presumably distinct face types ignore real variation and are
therefore descriptions which must be avoided.*

Also, despite clearly intermediate forms, an amorphous mix may not be so much
the norm as Feinman and Neitzel imply. First, they do not describe relative rank so
much as succession to specific office. Among the Hawaiians, there were precise,
entirely hereditary rules for who should be the high chief: the one male who could
trace his ancestry through first-born males all the way to the founding ancestor. But it
happened that no such person existed by the 1700s AD, and the system was not
unambiguous about second best. That personal ability sometimes influenced the
choice can be related to the likelihood of several individuals having equally legitimate
ancestral claims. Thus achievement (or Berreman’s “‘extrinsic factors’) may affect
choice of officeholders even if rank was ascriptive both in principle and in general.
This raises an important question: what would qualify as a “pure” type in the first
place? This is not easily answered in the abstract, but I suggest one reason Feinman
and Neitzel’s sample seems to consist mainly of societies intermediate between
ascriptive and achieved ranking is their rather extreme definitions of the pure types.
Inparticular, they mix together practice with structure in making this decision. Thus
they note that sometimes leadership is based largely on achievement but tends to
follow family lines. Yet even if this trend is significant it is not structural, not a rule
for how leadership is determined. A person could well inherit physical ability or
receive a distinctive upbringing, and it is not in the least surprising that a child of a
leader would seem more able. This differs in both structure and ideology from
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ascribed leadership; a child of a leader may in fact become the new leader, but the
position was not inherited.

This does remind us that achievement and ascription are idealized concepts not
easily applied to real examples. Yet the distinction remains significant in several
ways. First, there is greater likelihood of ascribed ranking applying to everyone,
whereas it is more likely that achieved statuses will be leadership positions only.
Among the Natchez a man could, by achievement in warfare, raise his status a notch,
achieve a status unrelated to a leadership role. But this is simply a small degree of
mobility within an essentially hereditary system. What Service says about chiefdoms
is not true of societies with achieved ranking like the pre-state Cherokee: ‘“The most
distinctive characteristic of chiefdoms as compared to tribes and bands is ... the
pervasive inequality of persons and groups in the society”’ (1971:145). Another major
implication concerns the nature of leadership positions. Chiefs and other hereditary
leaders in rank societies are said to have wide-ranging, paternalistic authority. They
have broad leadership roles because they are seen as inherently better people, who
thus should be followed in everything. Achieved leadership roles will tend to be more
specific, for they are based on demonstrated abilities. Of the Cherokee Service
observes:

High status as a warrior was, of course, of the achieved kind ... Tobe a
leader in the council of elders was also an achieved status, but Gearing
argues reasonably that a rather different kind of basic personality type is
required in the two statuses, and that age differences and ceremonies do not
have the power to alter personal characteristics sufficiently to guarantee
success in both.

(Service 1975:142)

In contrast, chiefs are often descended from gods, or are themselves in some
measure divine, which affects both their position and the functioning of society. It is
unlikely that those who achieve positions of leadership will be viewed this way. How
one becomes a leader does affect what that position means in real life.

The chiefdom and hereditary ranking

Kalervo Oberg (1955) may have been the first to use the concept of a “chiefdom”
society in a classification system, an idea taken up and broadened by Steward and
Faron (1959). Elman Service continued the trend; in Primitive Social Organization
(1962 [1971]) he sought to make it “‘a stage in general cultural evolution” (1971:133).
This, along with his extensive description of the chiefdom as a ‘“‘type” mark his
contribution as a major turning point in our use of the chiefdom as a model of society.
The concept of a chiefdom society has become very important, but Service’s
definition no longer answers its original purposes. It was meant to cover all ranked
but non-state societies. It was also an evolutionary stage, meant to bridge the gap
between non-ranking bands and tribes, and the repressive state. Current approaches
work from Service as a “‘baseline” but have moved in two divergent and probably
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irreconcilable directions — each a valid use of the concept, each addressing critical
questions, but different enough to require that we define the word at each use.

One approach is to define the chiefdom more broadly. This allows those concerned
with overall typologies to continue thinking of it as the “intermediate’ society, the
cover term if you will, for societies with ranking (any kind of structural inequality)
but which are not states. Thus at a recent seminar devoted to the subject it was
“rather loosely defined as a polity that organizes centrally a regional population in the
thousands” (Earle 1991a:1). Earle goes on to observe that while ‘“[sJome degree of
heritable social ranking and economic stratification is characteristically associated,”
(p. 1) others at the seminar held different views. In an article on pr