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Modelling the Late Archaic social landscape

Stephen H. Savage

Introduction

Archaeologists traditionally study the past in terms of Albert Spaulding’s (1960)
three archaeological axes of space, time and form. The third leg of this
archaeological triad, space, has been studied in terms of settlement patterns, artifact
distributions and the like, but has generally not been as widely used as the other two.
This is in spite of what Conkey (1988) has termed ‘the overwhelming spatiality of
our data’. The failure to develop and explore the spatial nature of archaeology has
been in part a methodological problem. Archaeologists have not been able to manage
effectively all three axes of space, time and form simultaneously. In this chapter I
propose to develop the third archaeological axis, space, through the paradigm of
landscape archaeology. Landscape archaeology is proposed as an integrative
paradigm for studying past cultural systems that incorporates many traditional
approaches. It offers a holistic view that places individuals and individual behaviour
at the centre of research. Past human culture is studied in terms of the physical,
material and cognitive ways humans inherit, transform and bequeath their natural
and cultural environments. Models of locational choice, for example, consider site
location in terms of information and action, and by recognizing the possible
contradictions between the two, and among the perceptions of individual members
of a society. Models of social organization can be conceptualized in terms of the
social, cognitive and physical landscapes within which people live. Similarly, models
of differing modes of subsistence, of different settlement and site types, and of
different collecting strategies can be studied under the general umbrella of landscape
archaeology. Each activity associated with such models produces patterned remains
in the archaeological record that can, if studied as a landscape, tell us much about
the ways people in the past viewed and used their world. Virtually all of human
behaviour results in patterning in the physical, cultural or cognitive landscapes, and
is, therefore, amenable to studies informed by landscape archaeology. Landscape
archaeology can in this way subsume the other two archaeological axes of form and
time.

This chapter uses landscape archaeology to bring several diverse approaches to
the past together in a study of social organization in the Late Archaic in the
Savannah River Valley of Georgia and South Carolina (Figure 26.1). The approaches
of geographic location theory, and models of social space and subsistence are
brought together to model the landscape of the Late Archaic.
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Geographic information systems

Geographic information systems present a powerful method for developing and
testing theories related to landscape archaeology. Traditional approaches to the study
of the archaeological axes of form, space and time have not been able to cope
successfully with all three simultaneously. Analytical methods such as spatial
autocorrelation and the mapping of principal components have not been able to
provide understandable answers to the questions asked of them (Paynter ef al. 1974).

The development of GIS promises to provide much more effective means to
control all three archaeological axes. In GIS, all data are spatially referenced. Data
representing form and time may thus be analyzed through mathematical or Boolean
techniques in a manner that preserves their location. The interplay of GIS methods
and landscape archaeology presented in this study clearly shows the power of this
new combination for future archaeological research.

The fifty-one Late Archaic sites used in this study were first reported as a part
of the archaeological survey of the proposed Richard B. Russell Reservoir (Taylor
and Smith, 1978). This work was carried out in order to assure compliance with the
Section 106 process, prior to and during construction of the Russell Dam and Reser-
voir by the US Army Corps of Engineers. The survey and testing reports, and site
data, are on file at the Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology in Columbia,
South Carolina.

The data set and hypotheses

Work by Wobst (1974), Clark (1975) and Dennell (1983) in the European
Palaeolithic has suggested that hunter/gatherer groups were organized into minimum
band subsistence groups and maximum band social groups. Based on these studies,
I have developed the hypothesis that the Late Archaic landscape was divided into
social territories based on minimum group subsistence, or resource collection, bands
and maximum group socialization bands. Subsistence groups are organized around
such things as resource procurement, household maintenance and child-rearing.
Maximum band social groups, on the other hand, tend to be organized around the
maintenance of a viable mating network, ritual, and cooperation between the smaller
minimum bands. Each minimum band is associated with a particular territory which
is theirs by habitual use. Maximum band territories represent the sum of the habitual
use areas of a given maximum band’s constituent minimum bands. These territories
may have been defended against other maximum bands, considering the evidence
for Late Archaic warfare at places like Eva (Lewis and Kneberg-Lewis, 1961) and
Indian Knoll (Webb, 1946).

This chapter has two primary goals. First, I am concerned with people and
society, and cultural change. My primary goal is to develop an understanding of Late
Archaic social organization that will provide a framework for studying the social and
technological changes attending the period. Second, I am interested in the develop-
ment of a GIS-based methodology that can work hand-in-hand with a powerful body
of anthropological theory to provide new avenues of research into past cultural
systems. The geographic information systems approach to the Late Archaic land-
scape has been extremely productive in reaching both of these goals.
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Figure 26.1. Map of the project area prior to inundation.

Models of social grouping

Three primary models need to be considered at this point: (1) Dennell’s (1983)
subsistence and reproductive group model; (2) Wobst’s (1974) study of mini-
mal/maximal bands; and (3) Clark’s (1975) model of social territories.

Subsistence/reproductive groups

Dennell has noted that two demographic groups need to be considered in
hunter/gatherer societies: the subsistence group and the reproductive group (Dennell,
1983). The nature and activities of the subsistence group are defined as follows:

‘(The subsistence group) can be defined as a group of people habitually
associated with each other throughout at least part of the year for the procure-
ment of those resources necessary for their physiological well-being, and for the
rearing of young and caring for the old and sick....The size of subsistence
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groups does not have to remain constant throughout the year, but may change
as members form smaller sub-units; for example, a hunting band might split
into smaller groups at some times of the year to exploit dispersed
resources.. . . .Nor does its membership have to remain constant, since members
may leave to join another group and be replaced by others. However, at any
given time of the year, its size should remain roughly the same from year to
year. A subsistence group should also be associated with an annual territory:
that is to say, with an area that it and its neighbouring groups will recognize
as containing its food resources’ (Dennell, 1983, p. 12)

Dennell presents six different types of subsistence group land use patterns, two
of which, the forager pattern and the logistic pattern, apply to hunter/gatherer
groups. Foraging groups, such as the !Kung San (Lee, 1979), display a pattern
involving location at several base camp locations in a given year. A group will stay
in one location until the resources are exhausted in that area. Daily food collecting,
or foraging trips, will be made from the base camp. There is little storage of food.
In contrast, logistic collection involves splitting the subsistence group into smaller
resource collection groups, whose task is to move to a location other than the base
camp and there collect or extract specific resources at specific times of the year.
When a sufficient amount has been collected, the workers return to the base camp.
This strategy involves, therefore, a planned seasonal dispersion, collection of
specified resources, a central base camp, and logistical camps occupied by the collec-
ting groups while they are away from the central camp. The use of such a system
involves considerably more organization and planning, with its attendant oppor-
tunities for information management and task direction. Most of the subsistence
models developed in the Southeast involve this kind of resource procurement strategy
(Taylor and Smith, 1978; Sassaman, 1983). Note, though, that in both examples,
Dennell stresses that resource procurement takes place within a defined territory,
understood by both the endogamous group and its neighbours. The reproductive
group in Dennell’s (1983) model is the mating pool:

‘As a demographic unit, the subsistence group is usually too small to provide
its members with an adequate range of potential mates. For this reason, we need
to recognize a larger unit which can be called the reproductive group. This
comprises a set of subsistence groups within which the members of any one unit
will tend to find a mating partner; it is, in effect, the regional breeding popula-
tion that ensures the long term viability of each subsistence group. Since it func-
tions both by encounters between and within groups, it also serves as an
information network that can provide each subsistence group with knowledge
about their neighbours and their regional—as opposed to local—environment’
(1983, p.14)

During the Late Archaic in the Southeast subsistence groups were probably
dispersed into the hinterland for much of the yearly round, while the reproductive
group came together at floodplain agglomeration sites (Green and Sassaman, 1983),
probably in late winter/early spring. Depending on the size of the agglomerative
groupings, more than one reproductive group may be represented in an ‘informa-
tion management group’, or band.

The subsistence group, reproductive group and information management group
are three examples whose interrelationships are part of a broader dynamic political
economy. Other age/gender groups which may be envisaged are also a part of this
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larger system (Conkey, 1988). The operations among these interrelationships provide
substantial opportunities for information managers to manipulate relations between
and among groups for political advantage (Root, 1983), and some of that manipula-
tion can be seen in the spatial distribution of sites on the landscape, with respect to
each other and to environmental factors.

Minimum/maximum bands

Wobst’s (1974) study of Palaeolithic social systems also emphasized a two-tiered
social system. In his system, minimum and maximum bands take approximately the
same positions as Dennell’s subsistence and reproductive groups. The minimum band
is defined as: )

‘...the most permanent and strongly integrated unit in hunting and gathering
society. Its size is large enough so that it will survive prolonged periods of isola-
tion through the cultural practices of cooperation among its members, division
of labor according to age and sex, and mutual food sharing. On the other hand,
it is sufficiently small to not place an undue strain on the local food resources.
Such minimum bands tend to consist of several families of consanguine and/or
affinal relatives who, at least part of the year, share a common settlement and
participate in a given range of cultural activities. The size of these units allows
the unimpaired transmission of the cultural system from generation to genera-
tion’ (Wobst, 1974, p.152)

Wobst conducted a simulation study based on an average assumed minimum
band size of twenty-five people, derived primarily from ethnographically observed
hunter/gatherer groups. Other studies suggest, though, that minimum band popula-
tions may have ranged from fifteen to fifty (Hassan, 1981). Perlman indicates that
in the temperate Southeast, during the Late Archaic, minimum bands may have been
considerably larger, perhaps between 100 and 300 people (based on one person per
square km) (Perlman, 198S5).

Leaving aside the issue of minimum band size for the moment, Wobst (1974)
points out, as does Dennell, that the minimum band would not have contained
enough people to maintain the reproductive viability of the group, thus a larger
group is required.

The larger, maximum band, provides the ‘glue’ that holds hunter/gatherer
society together by providing (1) a larger mating pool, (2) an informal exchange of
raw materials, (3) the means for cooperative resource extraction and (4) the means
for mitigating the effects of micro-environmental perturbations.The maximum band
size is related, according to Wobst, to the various rules governing the selection of
mates. A completely open system, with no incest taboos, for example, would require
about 175 people to insure reproductive viability. The more restricted the mate selec-
tion rules become, the more people are required to operate the mating network and,
hence, the maximum band size increases. Hassan (1981) estimates a required size
range of between 200 and 500 people.

Like Dennell, Wobst assumes a territorial organization for the minimum bands:

‘The movement of entire maximum bands, or their components, beyond the
area which their cultural system permitted them to exploit, and with which they
were familiar is. . . effectively blocked by social boundaries. A given society was
not located in a vacuum but in a social environment, that is, in a network of
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neighboring maximal bands. The territoriality of hunters and gatherers is deter-
mined at the organizational level of the minimum band. The ‘territory’ of these
groups is usually not maintained through an exclusive claim but through
habitual use. It is delineated by the proximity of other minimum bands, by
distance, by familiarity with the environment and by natural obstacles’ (Wobst,
1974, p.153)

These territories, within which minimum bands operate, and defined by other
minimum bands, distance and the physical landscape, are what I choose to call
‘habitual use areas’, since they are maintained not through claim but by use. One
of the aims of this chapter is to delineate such habitual use areas within the Richard
B. Russell project area. )

Social territories

Both Dennell and Wobst assume some sort of territoriality associated with
subsistence, or minimum bands (that which I call habitual use areas). Clark (1975)
assumes four levels of social territories. The annual and the social territory are
roughly analogous to the territories exploited by subsistence or minimum bands, and
reproductive or maximum bands.

At the lower end of Clark’s territorial scale is the home base, which is
analogous to the catchment area (Higgs and Webley, 1971) of a minimum band’s
base camp. At the larger end of Clark’s scale is the technological territory, archae-
ologically defined by common tool types, flaking methods and the like. An example
can be drawn from the entire southeastern United States during the Late Archaic,
when the region shared a common lithic technology and produced a common tool
type, the Savannah River point. It seems, then, that we can think of the Late
Archaic in terms of social territories occupied by distinct minimum bands, organized
at a higher, though looser, level into maximum bands. Such groups are believed to
have occupied distinct physical territories on the basis of habitual use, especially at
the minimum band level. The hypothesis that will be advanced later in this chapter
is developed from this notion of social territory and social grouping.

Models of frontiers and boundaries

Once we begin to think in terms of social groups in habitual use areas, or territories,
then questions of group boundaries arise. Marquardt and Crumley (1987) address
the notions of the boundary as an edge, that is, as a division between two areas or
groups, and that of the boundary as a centre, where different activities, some related
to boundary maintenance and others related to exchange, cooperation, communica-
tion, and the like, take place.

For us the dual nature of boundaries is of primary concern. Boundaries are dual
in that they are artificial divisions of the physical landscape; by virtue of their
continuity, they effect discontinuity. But beyond this conception of boundary as
barrier or as dividing line, boundaries themselves are worthy of study because they
often serve simultaneously as edges and centres within the landscape under investiga-
tion. For example, the quantity of information and/or goods moving along a boun-
dary may often be significantly greater than the quantity moving across that
boundary. From the standpoint of the groups divided by the boundary, that boun-
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dary is an edge, a periphery. From the point of view of participants in commerce
and communication, the boundary is in fact an important kind of functional centre
(Marquardt and Crumley, 1987).

The concept of the boundary as a centre becomes powerful for the Late Archaic
when coupled with Wobst’s notions of interaction between minimum bands. As I
have noted above, Wobst pictures a number of integrative processes, including mate
selection, exchange, sharing of extractive tasks and mitigating environmental fluc-
tuations, that occur between minimum bands. Although these bands are defined as
residing in territories, there is a significant amount of interaction across the boun-
daries of the various habitual use areas. For those engaged in such interaction, the
boundary thus becomes a centre. Green and Perlman (1985) have noted the impor-
tance of studying boundaries as part of open-system research:

‘Frontier and boundary studies recognize that societies are open. By so doing,
they can contribute insights into the processes that produce the spatial,
temporal, and organizational variability observed in the archaeological record.
First, they open prehistoric and historic archaeology to a systematic study of
noncentral places and the links between these and the traditionally studied
central place sites.....Second, broad historical patterns have taught us that
social change often is most visible, and in some cases most active, on the
peripheries of social systems... Finally, frontier studies are a natural and
perhaps necessary element for the study of long distance spatial process’ (Green
and Perlman, 1985, pp. 9-11)

Once we begin to think of the Late Archaic in terms of a social system
delineated by minimum and maximum bands, occupying habitual use areas, then we
open the archaeological record to the study of both the areas themselves, and the
boundaries between them. By recognizing that the boundary can serve both as an
edge and a centre, we can begin to consider those processes that run along the boun-
dary, and those that cut across it, and begin to ask questions related to their func-
tions in the Late Archaic cultural system.

Applying geographic location theory to the Late Archaic

A geographic approach to the past should address issues related to individual
responses, the role of information as either a shared commodity or a ‘currency’, and
variations in either individual or group ability to utilize resources for individual or
group ends. ‘Such a body of theory would embellish existing location theory by
taking into account nonoptimal behaviour, imperfect knowledge, other psychological
variables, socially dictated constraints, and the impact of existing patterns on subse-
quent patterns (processes)’ (Pred, 1967, p.16).

The archaeological record is seen as the result of human decision-making
activities, whether as individuals or as groups of people. Locational decisions are
the result of the interplay of numerous factors related to foraging, as well as other
constraints operating on groups and individuals—many of which are related not to
subsistence but to social relationships. Pred (1967) has created a ‘behavioural matrix’
that models decision makers and their ability to act upon information. There are two
issues here: (1) social factors are important to location decisions and (2) knowledge
or information needs to be considered. ‘Every locational decision is viewed as occur-






