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Abstract
In recent years, archaeological studies of long-term change and transformation in the
human past have often been dominated by the discussion of dichotomous processes of
‘collapse’ and ‘resilience’. These discussions are frequently framed in relatively narrow
terms dictated by specialist interests that place an emphasis on the role of single
‘trigger’ factors as motors for historic change. In order to address this issue, in this
article I propose that the study of the ‘shatter zone’—a term with origins in physical
geography and geopolitics that has been more recently harnessed in anthropological
research—has the potential to facilitate multi-scalar, interdisciplinary analyses of the
ways in which major historical changes unfold across both space and time, at local,
regional, and inter-regional levels. This article unpacks the concept of the shatter zone
and aligns this with existing archaeological frameworks for the study of long-term
adaptive change. I then situate these arguments within the context of recent studies of
colonial interaction and conflict in the Eastern Woodlands of North America during the
sixteenth to eighteenth century. The study demonstrates how a more regulated approach
to the shatter zone has the potential to yield new insights on the ways in which
populations mitigate and react to instability and change while also facilitating compar-
ative studies of these processes on a broader, global scale.

Keywords Shatter zone . Collapse . Resilience . Instability . Colonial interaction . Cultural
change . Conflict

Introduction

For millennia, the development of human societies has been characterized by cycles of
socio-political growth and change. Archaeologists and historians have devoted
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considerable time to studying these processes, especially at points where they intersect
with narratives of decline or collapse among complex polities and states. Indeed, it is no
exaggeration to say that our very understanding of the human past is often framed by
these events, which have long provided a convenient framework for historical period-
ization. Even today, provocative ‘collapse narratives’ continue to capture the attention
of both scholars and the public alike (e.g. Diamond, 2005; Gill, 2000; Tainter, 1988;
Weiss, 2017; Yoffee & Cowgill, 1988). In the last 30 years, however, there has been a
growing recognition that episodes of so-called collapse are very rarely terminal. Rather,
these are now regarded as formative periods during which the structures and institutions
that underpin society are reformed in order to provide the foundation for a new cycle of
growth and development (Clayton, 2016; Faulseit, 2016a; Ferguson & Whitehead,
1992; Marcus, 1993, 1998, 2012; McAnany & Yoffee, 2010; Middleton, 2012, 2017;
Schwartz & Nichols, 2006).

In the last decade, scholars have devoted increasing time to studying the factors and
conditions that have the potential to generate instability at local, regional, and inter-
regional levels, in addition to the ways in which crises develop and metastasize through
time. In many cases, however, this work is framed in narrow terms defined by subject-
specific interests (such as historical ecology and colonial studies), which tend to
emphasize the role of specific ‘causes’ or ‘triggers’ as motors for historic change.
There is a need to establish more holistic frameworks for the study of socio-political
and cultural transformation and to consider how these processes impact the lives of
communities in both short- and long-term perspective. It is also necessary to adopt a
clear-eyed view of what they actually entail. While recent work in resilience studies, for
example, has emphasized the formative role that periods of instability play in providing
populations with opportunities for innovation (see, e.g. Erickson, 1999; Faulseit,
2016a; McAnany & Yoffee, 2010: 10-11; Nelson et al., 2006; Weiberg & Finné,
2013:117), it is important to acknowledge the uncomfortable truth that these are also
often characterized by the destruction of social structures, institutions and networks,
and indeed human lives (Blackhawk, 2006). While societies might not always ‘col-
lapse’ under such pressures, many groups will nevertheless be impacted in deeply
negative ways (Ethridge, 2020; Izdebski et al., 2018). Rather than perpetuate dichot-
omous notions of collapse and resilience that emphasize the ‘positive’ or ‘negative’
outcomes of these developments, we must instead develop a more realistic perspective
on the ways in which periods of instability and upheaval impact populations, as well as
the full range of ways in which communities respond to challenges, threats, and
opportunities. This is of particular relevance in a time when our own societies are
facing significant disruption as a result of global insecurity, the over-exploitation of
natural resources, and climate change.

In an effort to address these issues, in this article I will present a preliminary
framework intended to support comparative, multi-proxy studies of upheaval and
long-term cultural transformation during the past. The study will mobilize the concept
of the ‘shatter zone’, a term first used in the study of physical geography but which for
over a century has been applied by geopoliticians, historians, and anthropologists to
regions experiencing instability and turmoil. I will begin by briefly tracing the origins
and use of this term in academic literature, before redefining it within the context of the
current study. The concept of the shatter zone will then be contextualized and aligned
with existing models, drawn from resilience studies, which have been mobilised as a

872 Raffield



means of delineating and exploring processes of adaptive change in historic contexts.
Drawing on previous archaeological and historical research, I then apply these models
to a case study of colonial-Indigenous interaction and social transformation in North
America during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. Having considered some of the
ways in which shatter zones might be identified in the archaeological record, I will
outline several potential avenues for future research before offering some final remarks.

Before continuing, a note on the terminology used herein. While the subject of
‘collapse’, as noted above, has long been a topic of interest in archaeological debate, I
will avoid using this term so as to avoid cultivating dichotomous perspectives on ‘pre-’
and ‘post-collapse’ societies that portray the latter as somehow culturally inferior to
their predecessors (see discussion in Weiberg, 2012). Where possible, the study will
prioritize the use of the terms ‘upheaval’, ‘change’, and ‘transformation’—with full
recognition of their ambiguity—as a means of describing the ways in the lives of
communities are impacted during times of instability and crisis.

The Concept of the Shatter Zone: Definition and Application

The concept of the shatter zone has a long history of use across several academic
disciplines. The expression ‘shatter zone’ and its synonymous term ‘shatter belt’ have
their origins in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century geographical literature, being
used to describe a geological fault line or more specifically, a ‘belt of broken rock,
produced by horizontal movement in a more or less vertical plane’ (Morley Davies,
1907: 42). During the early twentieth century, the term was transplanted into the study
of geopolitics, a branch of human geography concerned with studying ‘the relation of
international political power to the geographical setting’ (Cohen, 1963: 24).1 The terms
‘shatter belt’ and ‘shatter zone’ were used to describe politically unstable regions or
immature states, often located between two or more major global powers, which were
considered to hold a strategic role in the expansion and consolidation of imperial rule
(see, e.g. Cohen, 2005; East, 1961: 14; Hartshorne, 1941; Hensel & Diehl, 1994: 33-9;
Hoffman, 1952: 25; Mahan, 1900; Mackinder, 1904, 1919). Most recently, Saul
Bernard Cohen (2015: 57) has defined shatter zones as ‘strategically oriented regions
that are both deeply divided internally and caught up in the competition between Great
Powers of the geostrategic realms’. In geopolitical discussions shatter zones are almost
universally portrayed as ‘backwards and fragmented regions’ of negligible international
influence (Reilly, 2000:49). Indeed, consideration of these regions often focuses almost
wholly on their potential to disrupt global security and, more specifically, the geostra-
tegic designs of certain states (Cohen, 2015; Fox, 1985; Hensel & Diehl, 1994; Reilly,
2000). As noted by Danilovic (2002: 106), the concept is generally deployed as a
descriptive tool to discuss what is by Western standards a political ‘anomaly’.

Since the Second World War, the concept of the shatter zone has been applied in
studies of modern history and historical geography, most often in relation to Eastern
Europe (see, e.g. Bugge, 2002; Bartov & Weitz, 2013). It has also found use—with
some modification—in anthropology (for a summary see Jeter, 2009: 380). The ‘shatter
zone’ is a dynamic concept that has significant application to anthropological and

1 For a concise discussion of shatter zone theory in geopolitics, see Hensel and Diehl (1994).
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archaeological research; it can be used not only to identify and delineate a specific
geographical region of interest but also to capture the nature of the developments taking
place within it. It allows an equal weight to be placed on the study of environment and
historical processes and for these to be charted across space, time, and social strata
(White, 1991).

Early anthropological discussions of shatter zones drew on perspectives that had
previously been offered in geopolitical discourse. They were generally portrayed as
peripheral or remote, rugged, and politically decentralized regions, often occupied by
numerous autonomous states and tribal groups displaying high levels of ethnic and
cultural diversity (see Arlinghaus, 1988: 6-7; Cohn, 1967: 12). Since the 1990s,
however, historical and anthropological discussions of shatter zones have become
deeply entangled with the study of early modern colonial interaction (see White,
1991; Wolf, 1997). The concept has been most comprehensively dealt with by Robbie
Ethridge, who harnesses this as a means of studying cultural contact and commercial
interaction between Native American communities and Europeans in colonial North
America. In documenting the impacts of this interaction, Ethridge (2006: 208) argued
that the arrival of foreign traders and colonists from the sixteenth century, coupled with
‘the inauguration of commercial trade and its attendant colonial struggles’, led to a self-
fuelling spiral of upheaval and violence that resulted in the formation of what is now
called the ‘Mississippian shatter zone’. As part of this work, Ethridge (2006: 208)
defined shatter zones as ‘large regions of instability from which shock waves radiate
out for sometimes hundreds and hundreds of miles.’ Drawing on Ferguson and
Whitehead’s (1992: 3) concept of the ‘tribal zone’, Ethridge argued that the shattering
of traditional lifeways among Indigenous communities led to a process of
‘tribalization’, and the emergence of coalescent societies whose socio-political struc-
tures and cultural traditions both drew upon and diverged from those of the pre-contact
period. Aligning the concepts of the shatter and tribal zones in this way has allowed
Ethridge and others to expound upon the upheaval and trauma associated with the
shatter zone while also highlighting the resilience of Indigenous communities (see, e.g.
Ethridge & Hudson, 1998; Hudson, 2002; Kowalewski, 2006).

The concept of the shatter zone has also found expression in other contexts. Of note
is James Scott’s (2009) monograph, The Art of Not Being Governed, which has played
an influential role in shaping current archaeological discourse on shatter zones. In his
thesis, Scott examines the influence of nation states on the development of communi-
ties inhabiting the mountainous ‘shatter zone’ of Zomia, a region known geographically
as the Southeast Asian mainland massif. In contrast to Ethridge (2006), Scott sees
shatter zones as places where coalescence and cultural integration are actively main-
tained as a form of resistance against state intrusion. He defines shatter zones as regions
of refuge from predatory states—geographically inaccessible and culturally heteroge-
neous borderlands, where ‘the human shards of state formation and rivalry accumulated
willy nilly, creating regions of bewildering ethnic and linguistic complexity’ (Scott,
2009: 7). This perspective has been adopted by other scholars concerned with studying
borderland populations and their relationships with states (see, e.g. Hauser & Arm-
strong, 2012; González-Ruibal, 2014; Matthee, 2015).

While Scott’s efforts to emphasize the agency and self-determination of shatter zone
populations are well-taken, the picture of these regions that emerges from his study is
coloured by an infusion of historical and political perspectives that explicitly frames
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these regions as ‘twins’ of nation states (see, e.g. Scott, 2009: 326). In this, shatter
zones do not exist outside of a dichotomous state/non-state context. The perspective
offered by Ethridge (2006), in contrast, allows for a measure of adaptability and
reflexivity when delineating and studying the emergence of shatter zones in disparate
contexts, thereby facilitating the development of approaches that can applied more
broadly to the study of the archaeological record.

Given that the concept of the shatter zone has been redefined several times through-
out the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, there is a need to clarify the definition of
these regions used in this study. While it is important to stress that all of the definitions
noted above have something to offer to the archaeological study of shatter zones, that
offered by Ethridge (2006: 208) provides the best point of departure for this article.
Building on this, shatter zones are defined here as large areas, often extending across
multiple geographical, territorial, and political boundaries, which are subject to wide-
spread upheaval and instability that leads to the breakdown and restructuring of socio-
political order, institutions, and cultural practices. The impacts of these processes have
the potential to metastasize in such a way that they spill out into adjoining regions and
in doing so to affect the lives of distant communities.

The Emergence of a Shatter Zone: Adaptive Change and Entangled
Lifeways

When described in the broad terms used above, the concept of the shatter zone and the
circumstances underpinning their emergence might initially appear simple. Like all
major historical changes, however, this process is in fact underpinned by multiple
social, political, cultural, and environmental factors, including short-term destabilizing
‘triggers’ and longer term developments that prime for unfavourable conditions, which
combine in a unique way to establish a context for change within a specific place and
time (Price, 2020: 272). In an effort to align this concept with the study of the
archaeological record, I will now integrate the notion of the shatter zone into two
existing models for the study of adaptive change that have been mobilized by scholars
working in resilience studies. The aim of this discussion is to highlight the potential to
develop a more theoretically oriented approach to the study of shatter zones, which can
then be used to establish a baseline for future cross-cultural and comparative studies.

As noted above, archaeologists and anthropologists have long sought to define,
contextualize, and study large-scale processes of historic transformation among human
societies. Those working within the sphere of ‘collapse’ and ‘resilience’ studies have
been particularly active in developing models that allow these changes—and the factors
that underpin them—to be isolated and analysed in detail. While it is not possible to
provide a comprehensive overview of these models here (see instead Cowgill, 2012;
Faulseit, 2016b; Middleton, 2012, 2017: 11-48; Schwartz, 2006), one can nevertheless
chart a relatively clear evolution from those focusing on monocausal factors for
‘collapse’ (see e.g. Tainter, 1988) to more complex trajectories of social development
(e.g. Flannery, 1972; Renfrew, 1984; Simon, 1965), political cycling (e.g. Adams,
1978; Iannone, 2002; Marcus, 1993, 1998, 2008; Parkinson & Galaty, 2007; Stark,
2006), and studies of resilience and adaptive change (see, e.g. Bradtmöller et al., 2017;
Redman, 2005; Rogers, 2017; Weiberg, 2012). While the efficacy of many earlier
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models is attested by their continuing use, there has been a perceptible shift towards the
construction of more inclusive and holistic frameworks that allow numerous,
intertwined processes of social transformation to be identified and studied collectively.

Just as many of the models noted above have drawn upon those offered by earlier
scholars, the discussion here makes use of two existing frameworks that have been
developed as a means of studying resilience and historic change. The first of these is the
‘panarchy’, an ecological model that has been harnessed by archaeologists seeking to
better understand how processes of socio-political and cultural transformation impact
the long-term development of social systems (Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Holling,
1973, 2001; for discussion, see e.g. Bradtmöller et al., 2017; Redman, 2012; Rogers,
2017; Weiberg, 2012). A panarchy is defined by interconnectivity between numerous
‘adaptive cycles’, which are often visualized as an ‘infinity symbol’ split into four
phases of exploitation, conservation, release, and reorganization. In this case, each of
these stages can be taken to represent processes of social growth, stabilization, decline,
and reconstruction within human societies. The front loop of the cycle—comprising the
processes of exploitation and conservation—is characterized by slowly increasing
connectiveness and rigidity within the system. The back loop, in contrast, is defined
by rapid change and a breakdown of connectivity that characterizes the processes of
release and reorganization (see Fig. 1; also Holling, 2001: 394; Holling & Gunderson
2002: 33-35).

In outlining the structure of a panarchy, C.S. Holling (2001: 397) uses the analogy of
a forest ecosystem. Holling states that we can envisage a panarchy as comprising
numerous interconnected adaptive cycles, each of which represents a component of the
collective system. The largest cycle, which might represent the forest itself, is connect-
ed to and influenced by ‘nested’ levels of smaller cycles representing stands of trees, an
individual tree, and each leaf of that tree (see also Allen et al., 2014; Holling et al.,
2002: 68). The cycle of adaptive change begins with the rapid emergence of different
forest species, which eventually reach a state of sustainable conservation. While the
ecosystem continues to develop, long-term stabilising or ‘remember’ factors such as
climate regulation provide the forest with the means to sustain itself. It may also be
exposed, however, to destabilising, short-term ‘revolt’ conditions that test its resilience
at various levels (Holling, 2001: 397). As the system reaches a state of conservation, it
becomes increasingly vulnerable to destabilising conditions. In cases where revolt
conditions exceed tolerance thresholds, a process of ‘creative destruction’ is initiated
that can rapidly collapse through one or more levels of the ecosystem (Holling, 2001:
395). The decline of the forest environment and the release of nutrients back into the
soil over time represents a phase of reorganization that sets the stage for a subsequent
sequence of regrowth and development.

If we are to apply the panarchy framework to the study of shatter zones, then
societies can be visualized as comprising numerous, nested, and hierarchically linked
adaptive cycles. These can extend along various axes (e.g. geographical, cultural,
chronological; see Weiberg, 2012:154) and across multiple social and institutional
structures (e.g. kinship groups, settlement communities, household organization, and
resource (re)distribution systems; see Faulseit, 2016b: 16). Periods of social growth and
stability can be sustained only as long as population groups are able to adapt to and
resist destabilizing conditions. While long-term social stability is provided by top-down
‘remember’ factors, which might include socially ingrained behaviours and traditions
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or political structures, various ‘revolt’ conditions (such as conflict or resource scarcity)
might simultaneously test the resilience of these institutions. As social, political, and
cultural structures become institutionalized, however, so too do these have the potential
to become increasingly brittle. When population groups fail to adapt or maintain
resilience in the face of changing conditions, they enter into a period of release or
‘creative destruction’ that is characterized by the fragmentation of social structures and
hierarchies, institutions, and lifeways across one or more levels of the social hierarchy
(Holling, 2001: 399).

Because the adaptive cycles within a panarchy operate asynchronously, changes
taking place locally (e.g. within individual communities) may not always influence
broader processes of socio-political transformation within polities or societies. When
prevailing conditions prime for movement within multiple adaptive cycles or commu-
nities, however, these have the power to act as a collective force that provide a context
for large-scale changes at the societal or inter-regional level. The interconnectivity of
individual cycles within a panarchy, furthermore, means that even small changes taking
place locally can potentially trigger larger scale movements within adaptive cycles if

Fig. 1 The adaptive cycle of the panarchy, aligned with examples of conditions that characterize the
development of a shatter zone. Note that the examples provided here are neither exhaustive nor universally
applicable cross-culturally. Many of these processes, furthermore, may play out across multiple stages of the
adaptive cycle. Image adapted from Holling (2001: 398)
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conditions are favourable. Temporally, these movements need not take place simulta-
neously; rather, some communities or regions might initially lag behind others, only to
experience their own process of release at a later date. The randomicity of such
movements once again highlights the complex intersection of short- and long-term
factors that underpin historic change (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 546; Stoddart, 2010;
Weiberg, 2012: 149).

With the fragmentation or shattering of lifeways, population groups enter into a
period of uncertainty. This is a time when pre-existing norms and institutions may be
questioned, adapted, or reconstituted in order to support new daily routines and
communal structures. Some groups might, for example, seek to realign or reaffirm
social relationships and networks, reorganize centralized distribution networks, or
establish new forms of political or ideological control. Crucially, all of these actions
will have a significant impact on subsequent phases of social developmental and
growth, meaning that new cycles will never directly replicate those which came before.
In some cases, cultural memories of previous institutions and lifeways might ensure
that new social structures and cultural traditions closely resemble those which had
existed previously, differing only in subtle ways. In others, they might re-emerge in a
very different or altogether less-complex form (see Holling, 2001: 395, 397; Marcus,
1998: 60).

Over the last two decades, the adaptive cycle has been mobilized as a framework for
numerous historical and archaeological studies. Margaret Nelson et al. (2006), for example,
have used this to examine changing occupational patterns and household size, configuration,
and structure in the easternMimbres region of NewMexico during the eleventh to thirteenth
centuries CE. More recently, Jakob Sedig (2016) has applied this to the study of social
complexity in the American Southwest following the decline of Chaco Canyon during the
mid-twelfth century CE. The panarchy framework has also been used more explicitly by
Sean Geobey and Katharine McGowan (2019) as a means of examining social resilience
during the period of the Black Death in the fourteenth century CE.

When applied to the definition of shatter zones outlined above, the potential
application of the panarchy concept becomes readily apparent. If viewed from a top-
down perspective, the metaphorical ‘shattering’ of lifeways that precipitates coales-
cence and tribalization can be broadly aligned with a transition from the conservation,
to release, and subsequent reorganization stages of the adaptive cycle (Holling, 2001:
397). The reconsolidation of communities and lifeways then sets the stage for a new
phase of socio-political and cultural development and the return to the process of
exploitation or social growth that characterizes the front end of the adaptive cycle
(see Fig. 1). While these processes inevitably blend and merge with each other
chronologically, the alignment of the shatter zone with the adaptive cycle allows the
latter to act as a heuristic tool that facilitates the study of transformation and continuity
not only across multiple levels of society but also geographically and diachronically.

A second and more recent model that has particular relevance to the study of shatter
zones is ‘disentanglement’. Developed by Giulia Saltini Semerari (2017) as a means of
conceptualizing the complex, interconnected relationships that underpin the operation
of socio-political and economic networks, this concept draws both upon resilience
theory and Ian Hodder’s (2012) ‘entanglement’ framework as a means of exploring the
ways in which human-thing and human-human relationships intersect with and influ-
ence connectivity and continuity within and between communities.
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In outlining her model, Saltini Semerari (2017: 544-48) describes
network connectivity as being shaped by interaction at two levels—the ‘local’ and
‘macro’ (i.e. regional or inter-regional) levels—each of which represent a mutually
influential sphere of contact between groups of actors. Regularized interaction as part
of these networks can lead the primary actors within them to become increasingly
reliant on the exchange of objects or ideas that uphold long-term order and social
continuity. These might, for example, underpin ideals concerning elite power and social
hierarchies and in the case of specific objects occupy central places in political
economies of redistribution. These relationships, however, are at risk of becoming
brittle as the social importance ascribed to them increases. Eventually, this reliance
leads to the entanglement of agents and objects—the emergence of a state of mutual
dependency that can become upset by any number of internal or external factors. A
break in connectivity, incurred for example due to the loss of one or more nodes within
a trading or redistribution network, has the potential to instigate a process of disentan-
glement similar to that which takes place during the release stage of the adaptive cycle
(see Hodder, 2012: 119-20; Iannone, 2016: 202; Saltini Semerari, 2017: 548).

This disruption can have significant impacts. As seen within the panarchy
framework, relatively small changes taking place among one community have
the potential to severely interrupt connectivity within regional and inter-regional
networks, with potential knock-on effects that might be amplified elsewhere
(Saltini Semerari, 2017: 546). Disruption to political economies that rely on the
maintenance of elite-controlled distribution or gift exchange networks, for
example, can lead to the unravelling of previously entangled relationships of
obligation and dependency that had previously underpinned cooperation and
stability among communities (see Gosden, 1999). This increases the potential
for the emergence of factionalism as groups are forced to adapt, innovate, or
acquire these objects by other means. It can also lead to the fragmentation of
socio-political structures and institutions, with actors mitigating for or taking
advantage of the situation by developing new strategies and relationships that
allow them to maintain or re-establish order (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 563, 569).
As seen in the adaptive cycle, this disentanglement precipitates a period
of consolidation, involving the reorganization or ‘re-entanglement’ of contacts
and connectivity over time. Once-peripheral contacts might become more pro-
nounced, leading to a shift in the acquisition and use of material culture that
reflects the establishment of new relationships, with obvious implications for
the study of cultural interaction and hybridization (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 551-
57, 563). In other cases, periods of disruption may provide a context for the re-
establishment of pre-existing social connections, thereby ensuring a measure of
continuity moving into the next phase of social development or growth.

In studying these relationships, archaeologists are able to address key issues
that emerge within discussions of social change. Adopting a disentanglement perspec-
tive, for example, forces researchers to examine the nature of the networks under
consideration (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 568). Which groups within a community or
society maintain the most substantial networks of non-local contacts, and how do they
benefit from this? How are materials obtained and redistributed by the key players
within these networks? How do these groups mitigate for disruption, and what steps do
they take to secure their interests when networks become compromised? In establishing
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a context for disentanglement, there is potential to integrate narratives of socio-cultural
transformation into longer-term chronological frameworks that provide insights not
only into the conditions that underpin change among communities, but also the ways in
which relationships are reconfigured following a breakdown of connectivity within
networks.

When combined, the panarchy and disentanglement models have significant poten-
tial to augment the archaeological study of shatter zones. To date, the concept of the
shatter zone has generally been mobilized as a descriptive device—a term used to
encapsulate long-term change and transformation taking place within unbounded,
unstable geopolitical or cultural landscapes (Ethridge, 2010: 4). Rather than advocating
for the use of either a ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’ approach to the study of shatter zones,
I would argue that researchers need to adopt a multi-focal perspective that accounts for
both short- and longer term processes of change manifesting at local, regional, and
inter-regional levels. When taken together, the models described above provide a basic
framework that facilitates these goals.

Both models incorporate their own strengths and weaknesses. At first glance, the
panarchy framework might be perceived as overly-homogenizing when applied at a
societal level. Indeed, the motif of an adaptive cycle implies that groups will experience
and react similarly to a pre-defined, sequential process of change. The interconnectivity
of individual adaptive cycles within the framework, however, does allow for a signif-
icant measure of flexibility that can be used to account for non-linear developments. It
is possible, for example, to avoid entering into a release phase if the impacts of change
can be successfully managed and mitigated. In some cases, this may allow groups to
move directly from a stage of conservation to one of exploitation, thus circumventing a
potentially catastrophic phase of release (see, e.g. Iannone, 2016: 181; Walker et al.,
2006; Torvinen et al., 2016). In this, the adaptive cycles of the panarchy should not be
perceived as strictly rigid or recurring—rather, each phase of the cycle is driven by its
own unique set of prevailing conditions (see, e.g. Faulseit, 2016b: 13; Hoover &
Hudson, 2016). Because the adaptive cycles within the panarchy operate asynchro-
nously, furthermore, the model allows more rapid changes taking place at a local level
(e.g. within individual communities) to be integrated into wider narratives
of transformation that play out at a regional or inter-regional scale (Saltini Semerari,
2017: 546-57).

Though less well-defined than the panarchy, the disentanglement model offers an
added social dimension to the study of adaptive cycles at a community or polity level.
By focusing on the ways in which disentanglement effects actors and their networks,
the study of this process allows archaeologists to identify the ways in which instability
permeates and disrupts everyday life across social strata (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 546,
548; see also Bintliff, 2007; Stoddart, 2010). The framework therefore lends a greater
level of analytical detail than that offered by more systemic models such as the
panarchy, which in contrast emphasize a continuous flow of energy through cycles
of socio-political development (Faulseit, 2016b: 12-13; also see Hodder, 2012: 108;
Legg et al., 2019: 99-100). The harnessing of Hodder’s (2012) entanglement frame-
work alongside resilience theory, furthermore, not only emphasizes co-dependency as a
natural state in human-human and human-object relationships, but it also accounts for
cultural variability and randomicity in the nature of network disruption and human
responses to this (Saltini Semerari, 2017: 546). Whereas previous studies have
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described shatter zones as peripheral or marginal regions (e.g. Arlinghaus, 1988; Cohn,
1967; Scott, 2009), the disentanglement framework situates the populations of these
regions firmly at the centre of formative processes of socio-cultural change. In this, a
shatter zone might be envisaged as a web of entangled communities, objects, and
places, each existing with their own fluid, interconnected spheres of social, political,
and cultural influence and contact (Iannone, 2016: 184).

Finally, in considering the potential applications of the panarchy and disentangle-
ment models, it is important to emphasize that they should not be seen as rigid or
binding. Rather, they are heuristic devices that offer a convenient and expedient means
of accounting for large amounts of qualitative data, which can then be interrogated and
examined in greater detail (see Iannone, 2016: 181). They are also flexible in their
application, with potential to be used either as ‘closed’ or ‘open’ models that shed light
on the lives of single or multiple population groups. When situated within the context
of the shatter zone, they can be used to bind numerous lines of evidence together in
such a way that they speak collectively to the experiences of societies undergoing
dramatic processes of transformation.

Living in a Broken World: Shatter Zones in Colonial North America

Having explored the ways in which the formation and development of a shatter zone
might be conceptualized, I will now seek to broadly align these models with a historical
and archaeological case study for the emergence of two shatter zones in North America
during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. The first is the so-called Mississippian
shatter zone, which emerged within the cultural sphere of the Mississippian chiefdoms
during the sixteenth century (for comprehensive discussion, see Ethridge, 2006, 2010;
Ethridge & Shuck-Hall, 2009, among others). The second can be identified in the lands
inhabited by Northern Iroquoian peoples in the eastern Great Lakes region (referred to
here as Iroquoia) during the seventeenth century. Collectively, therefore, they
encompassed a large swathe of the area referred to by archaeologists as the Eastern
Woodlands. The emergence of these shatter zones can, in many ways, be considered as
archetypal examples of colonial-Indigenous interaction and exploitation during the age
of European global expansion (see also White, 1991; Wolf, 1997). According to
Ethridge (2006: 208), the impacts of colonial interaction and its associated vectors,
including the introduction of global capitalism and Old-World disease, precipitated a
dramatic rise in conflict and slaving that shattered the lifeways of Native American
groups. The resulting processes of coalescence and ethnogenesis led to the formation of
new societies whose identities and practices reflected the changes that had been
wrought on the socio-political and cultural landscapes.

Before continuing, it is important to emphasize that the discussion below is intended
to highlight how the emergence of a shatter zone manifests at varying temporal and
spatial scales in the archaeological record. In examining colonial-Indigenous interaction
within this particular space and time, the narrative presented here not only describes but
also simplifies a pivotal period in the histories of many Native American groups. The
focus of the discussion on destructive processes—albeit presented within a context of
long-term transformation—represents a partial and etic viewpoint on foundational
developments in the genesis of contemporary nations (see Atalay, 2006: 280-84).
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These events in themselves represent just a short moment in time within the much
longer term, lived histories of Indigenous societies, which were not only experienced in
different ways by different groups, but which are retained, embodied, and actively
expressed in numerous ways today (Silliman, 2005: 59-62, 2009: 116).

When studying the impacts of colonial-Indigenous interaction in the Eastern Wood-
lands, it is necessary to state from the outset that pre-contact lifeways were not static. In
the Mississippian South, competing chiefdoms had co-existed alongside and fought
each other for centuries. The emergence of Mississippian culture has been argued by
Robin Beck (2016: 458) to ‘lie at the intersection of mounds and maize’, the former of
which began to be constructed at habitation sites as early as c. 5700 cal B.P. The large
platform mounds that dominated habitation complexes served various functions, for
example, as elite dwelling places and as the sites of temples and mortuary structures,
and in this, they represented focal points of interaction and power within regional
territories (Cobb, 2003; Sherwood & Kidder, 2011). During the Late Woodland period,
the intensification of maize-based agriculture provided a means by which polities could
sustain increasingly large populations, leading to the emergence of societies that are
characterized as chiefdoms in around 1000 CE (Cobb, 2003: 63).

The distribution of power within chiefdoms varied regionally; while at least some
appear to have been politically centralized and dependent on the maintenance of close
ties between groups, others likely comprised networks of more autonomous polities. In
a few cases, several polities came together to form so-called ‘paramount chiefdoms’
that exhibited varying degrees of political integration (see further discussion in Blitz,
2010; Cobb, 2003; Lulewicz & Coker, 2018). It has been argued that the authority of
elites was intimately connected with militarism and success in warfare, as well as ritual
practices that cemented their roles as divine or sacral leaders. The redistribution of
maize and other local products within elite-controlled networks similarly served as a
means by which power was negotiated and reinforced at the intra-polity level (Cobb,
2003: 73; Dye, 2006: 101-2; Miller, 1997: 42-52; Stauffer, 2020). Studies of diet and
subsistence have revealed stark differences in the access to resources accorded to
higher- and lower-status groups (see, e.g. Ambrose et al., 2003; Thompson et al.,
2015), with repeated phases of mound construction noted at some sites further attesting
to the reaffirmation of dynastic power over multiple generations (Mehta, 2019). Elites
also maintained access to and participated in long distance trading and exchange
networks of varying scale. The materials obtained through these, including exotic
objects such as engraved shell gorgets and painted ceramics, were funnelled into
redistribution networks and used to project an ostentatious material identity as revealed
in excavations of burials associated with habitation mounds (Beck, 2016; Lulewicz &
Coker, 2018; Scarry, 1994: 169-70).

The lifecycle of the Mississippian chiefdoms was to a great extent characterized by
both internal and external conflict, which served as a catalyst for polity formation,
maturation, and fragmentation. Because of this, the geopolitical landscape was constantly
evolving. Individual acts of war ranged from small-scale raiding and opportunistic attacks
to larger scale assaults on defended settlements, with the rise and fall of individual
chiefdoms leading to a ‘cycling’ of power and influence between polities (Blitz, 2010:
8-9; Ethridge, 2010: 17-18; Jennings, 2009: 273-4).When powerful chiefdoms fell, others
rose to fill the vacuum, with the constituent populations of the former relocating in order to
join other chiefdoms or re-establish themselves elsewhere. Some settlement complexes
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such as that at Etowah in Georgia were razed and/or abandoned and then later reoccupied
several times, while others such as that at Moundville in Alabama experienced only a
single period of fluorescence (Dye, 2006: 111-12, 118-19).

When viewed within longer term models of adaptive cycling and disentanglement,
the polities of the Mississippian South appear, at a regional level, to have existed within
a fragile state of socio-cultural stability (Hally, 2006; Lulewicz, 2019; Lulewicz &
Coker, 2018). While any individual polity was liable to collapse in the face of
prolonged stress (resulting from resource scarcity or warfare, for example), the cycling
of chiefdoms meant that existing cultural institutions were constantly reinforced by
elites looking to establish and consolidate their authority as power ebbed and flowed
across regions. If conceptualized within a panarchy framework, we might envisage
individual adaptive cycles—each representing a population group—as progressing
through their own processes of release and reorganization over generations
(compare, for example, with Marcus, 1998, 2008). The systems of internal redistribu-
tion and longer distance exchange upon which elites depended, however, would have
been inherently vulnerable to fragmentation. As noted byMaureen Meyers (2016: 395),
the maintenance of power structures based on the control of prestige-good networks
meant that the integrity of both elites and communal structures might have quickly been
called into question if the relationships governing interaction between actors suddenly
changed. When aligned with Saltini Semerari’s (2017) disentanglement model, disrup-
tion to networks such as those maintained by the Mississippian chiefdoms would have
had the potential to destabilize the very power structures upon which elites depended
for survival. The mutual adherence of these polities to a broad, culturally embedded
package of structures, practices, and ideological beliefs, furthermore, may have also
made these collectively vulnerable to fragmentation if they were successfully chal-
lenged (see discussion below), thereby contributing to crises across multiple polities.

In Iroquoia, the political landscape was similarly dynamic and fluid. Between the
thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, evidence for increased growth and integration among
communities speaks to an intensification of politogenesis. This can be seen archaeo-
logically, for example, in village aggregation, the maintenance of communal ossuaries
and sweat lodges, and the emergence and proliferation of pipe smoking as a distinctive
cultural tradition that reflects increased alliance-making and diplomacy at a regional
level (Birch, 2015: 280-82; Dermarkar, 2019; Hart et al., 2016). It is around this time
that coalescent tribal nations comprising large villages or sub-regional settlement
clusters emerged. Processes of politogenesis prompted higher levels of social integra-
tion; changes in settlement size, structure, and complexity; and the emergence of
asymmetrical social structures (Birch, 2012, 2015: 288). Social order was upheld by
councils, which existed at numerous levels within the organizational hierarchy and
which exercised the power to preside over and settle feuds and disputes through the
distribution of wampum (Bradley, 2011: 26-27; Lutz, 1998). The institutionalization of
these councils meant that they, and the individuals who presided over them, became
indispensable to the daily operation of society. Over time, some nations coalesced
further, leading to the formation of the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) confederacy and,
later, the Huron (Wendat) confederacy.

With these changes came increased potential for conflict. As in the Mississippian
South, raiding and warfare had probably been taking place for millennia (Richter, 1992;
Fox, 2009:63). This activity was usually connected to longstanding inter-group
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feuding, which fulfilled a number of social functions by providing an outlet for
communal aggression. Conflict also served as a means of maintaining spiritual balance
among communities, and for young men it represented a means of achieving manhood
and enhancing one’s social status. Cranial remains recovered from middens and storage
pits at a number of sites, such as the Adams and California Ranch sites, attest to the
importance of trophy taking as a means of attaining prestige (Birch, 2015: 283;
Engelbrecht, 2003: 132; Sublett & Wray, 1970: 22; Wray et al., 1987: 247-48).
Another aspect of Indigenous conflict was the so-called ‘mourning war’—raids under-
taken as an expression of grief intended to avenge those killed in earlier conflicts. An
important element of these raids was the securing of captives, who were either killed or
adopted by grieving families (Birch, 2010; Ethridge, 2006: 209, Ethridge, 2009a: 29;
Starna & Watkins, 1991: 37-38; Snow, 1994). Collectively, these practices fed into
self-perpetuating cycles of warfare that were institutionalized within the culture of
Northern Iroquoian communities (Williamson, 2007: 193). Later, they would play a
major role in the destabilization of the geopolitical landscape.

When situated against the panarchy framework, the general trend towards
politogenesis evident in the archaeological record of the eastern Great Lakes region
provides a context for increased social integration, complexity, and volatility. Conflict
intensified in line with increasing socio-political complexity during the late-fifteenth
and early-sixteenth centuries. This likely reflects increased pressure on hunting grounds
as well as the increasing number of warriors who were available to participate in
warfare (Birch & Williamson, 2013; Birch, 2015: 283-84; Birch et al., 2020; Warrick,
2008: 141-42). With the formation of the Haudenosaunee confederation, the conflicts
that had previously existed between member nations were directed outwards towards
their neighbours (Birch, 2020). Aggregated, fortified settlements situated in defensible
locales became more common, with Haudenosaunee attacks on Wendat communities
leading to population displacement and the creation of uninhabited buffer zones
between polities. These attacks ultimately served as a catalyst for the formation of
the Wendat confederacy. While the overall progression of conflict in the region is
difficult to determine given evidence for variable and localized trends in village
fortification and coalescence (see Birch et al., 2020: 22-23), the emergence of a
defensive landscape characterized by the formation of buffer zones, fortified settle-
ments, and military coalitions may nevertheless attest to increasing tension in the
centuries preceding European contact (see Birch et al., 2020: 22-24; Fox, 2009: 64-
65). Viewed from a top-down perspective, we might envisage these developments as
being representative of the social growth and development that reflect the exploitation
and conservation phases of the adaptive cycle.

Further insights into the conditions underpinning the formation of the shatter zone
can be gleaned from the internal structures of the Haudenosaunee and Wendat confed-
eracies (for an in-depth discussion, see Birch, 2020). While the Wendat maintained
inward-looking networks that were characterized by high levels of connectivity, reci-
procity, and mutual trust, those of the Haudenosaunee relied on the reinforcement of
relatively loose socio-political connections that reflected their large ancestral territory
(Birch & Hart, 2018; Birch et al., 2020: 427, 435). Stability was maintained through
formal diplomatic dialogue that reduced potential for internal conflict, supported by
several institutions including the ‘Roll Call of the Founders’—fifty chiefly titles that
were distributed among its five nations as a means of establishing an overarching
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political structure—as well as the exchange of wampum and communal mourning rites
(Birch, 2020: 429-30). When viewed from a perspective of (dis)entanglement, the
formalization of trade and exchange as an aspect of Haudenosaunee diplomacy speaks
to the cultural importance placed upon access to specific materials as a means of
sustaining cohesion and solidarity, thereby leading to increased levels of human-
thing and human-human entanglement. The maintenance of relatively loose ties that
bound autonomous communities together, however, also permitted contact and ex-
change with external parties (Birch & Hart, 2018: 16-17). As we shall see below, these
disparate network structures may have had significant implications for future interac-
tion with Europeans from the early-mid seventeenth century onwards.

The formation of shatter zones in the Eastern Woodlands was marked by a period of
increased instability and turmoil that began in the decades following contact with
Europeans. In the Lower South, early Spanish expeditions such as the ‘entrada’ led
by Hernando de Soto in 1539-1542 appear to have served as a driving force for the
destabilization of a number of chiefdoms. Although fine-grained chronologies for this
period are lacking, the defeat of Mississippian forces by de Soto’s army may have led
to a loss of confidence in political elites and undermined the mutually supportive socio-
political and ideological structures that formed the basis of order within polities
(Jennings, 2009: 280; Scarry, 1994: 172-74). The fragmentation of well-established
elite institutions and gift-exchange/trade networks would have similarly contributed to
the erosion of intra- and inter-group relationships and accelerated the breakdown of
connectivity across social strata. Evidence for increased dietary stress among commu-
nities, furthermore, may similarly attest to the plundering of local food stores by the
Spanish, impacting not only the population’s ability to feed itself but also elite-
controlled distribution networks that were supposed to mitigate for periods of hardship
(Ethridge, 2010: 60-61; Jenkins, 2009: 234). Collectively, these factors would have led
to the disentanglement of the co-dependent relationships that had existed between elites
and the wider population (see Hill, 1996; Jenkins, 2009: 234-35; Larsen et al., 2001).
The Spanish presence itself also acted as a destabilizing force within diplomatic
networks given their capacity to act as an ally, trading partner, or enemy based on
their relationship with individual chiefdoms (Worth, 2002). While the potential impacts
of Old-World diseases on population levels during this early period in the South are
debated, it is possible that pathogenic factors also presented a threat to communities
(see, e.g. Larsen et al., 2001; Milner, 1980; Ramenofsky & Galloway, 1997; Smith,
1994).

It is clear from the outset that the impacts of this interaction were catastrophic for
many Indigenous communities. When viewed within the broad remit of the panarchy
framework, individual chiefdoms (each represented by their own adaptive cycle) can
be envisaged as entering into a phase of release associated with their fragmentation.
Indeed, by the time contact was re-established with French and English settlers in the
second half of the seventeenth century, several chiefdoms had already disintegrated
(Jennings, 2009: 280). It is important to note, however, that the decline of these
chiefdoms was not uniform and that the ability of communities to adapt to, resist, or
pre-empt change would have varied across and within polities. As noted above, the
adaptive cycles of the panarchy often move asynchronously, meaning that communities
would have maintained varying levels of resilience—for varying amounts of time—in
the face of changing conditions (see Holland-Lulewicz et al., 2020). Some, such as the
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paramount chiefdom of Coosa, appear to have weathered the initial impacts of the
entrada only to later suffer the disastrous consequences of commercial slaving and
epidemics that swept through the region during the seventeenth century (Ethridge,
2009a: 9).

In one sense, the mechanisms that underpinned this process of fragmentation echoed
those which had been occurring for centuries. Evidence for the shrinkage or abandon-
ment of the Little Egypt archaeological site in Georgia, and the contemporaneous
growth of others such as the Brown Farm site located around fifteen miles downstream
in around the 1540s–1560s, is similar to the patterns of population displacement or
contraction that have been observed when polities decline and later reorganize
(Ethridge, 2010: 62-64; Little, 2008; Smith, 2000: 43-44). The key difference in this
case, however, was the scale at which these disruptions took place. Longstanding
cycles of polity formation and fragmentation were interrupted in many regions. As
both the panarchy and disentanglement models show, the emergence of instability
within individual polities has the potential to trigger a loss of connectivity that cascades
through networks. While a number of chiefdoms such as the Coosa paramount
chiefdom, noted above, managed to resist the initial destabilization incurred by Spanish
expeditions, a general loss of authority on the part of elites has been argued to be seen
in the cessation of mound-building projects and a move towards nucleated settlement
structures at many sites. The disappearance of high-status goods from burials also
attests to disruption within redistribution and trade networks (Jenkins, 2009: 224;
Smith, 2000: 89-90). The opening up of new trading opportunities and the creation
of European trading hubs on the Atlantic coast, furthermore, would have allowed a far
greater number of people to engage in exchange. This effectively overrode the elite-
controlled production and trade networks of earlier periods, leading to an erosion of
power at the polity level (Blanton et al., 2021; Hall Jr., 2009: 33-38; Hally & Smith,
2011; Meyers, 2016: 397).

As chiefdoms fragmented, their constituent populations moved elsewhere (Blanton
et al., 2021; Little, 2008). Evidence for population displacement in central Alabama, for
example, is provided by the disappearance of distinctive regional pottery styles and the
emergence of new ceramic traditions that placed an emphasis on coalescent identities
(Jenkins, 2009: 226). In addition to the cessation of mound-construction projects,
evidence for the construction and use of council houses further suggests
a realignment of socio-political networks towards more communally oriented hierar-
chies and structures. In time, these council houses would become foci of communal
identity within historic towns, with the dispersal of power and influence across social
strata preventing prospective elites from re-establishing the kinship-driven networks
that had underpinned social and political structures during earlier periods (Marcoux,
2010: 137; Saunders, 2017: 55; Scarry, 1996; Rodning, 2002, 2009).

While the impacts of early Spanish incursions played a major role in destabilizing
the southern chiefdoms during the sixteenth century, the effects of colonial disruption
in Iroquoia were not felt until almost a century later, when the French and the Dutch
began to establish colonies in what is now Quebec and New York state. These
developments coincided with and precipitated an intensification of pre-existing rivalries
between groups who sought to monopolize the European trade. Archaeological evi-
dence suggests that European goods—mostly comprising pieces of copper, iron, and
brass in modified form—had begun to enter into Indigenous networks through trade
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during the sixteenth century. While recent work by the Dating Iroquoia project has
indicated that access to these goods may have been restricted by certain groups at an
early stage (see Birch et al., 2020: 23-24), the flow of trade goods into Native
communities increased rapidly in later periods. As in the South, the cultural importance
that was quickly ascribed to European goods created new ‘chains of consumption’,
which drew Indigenous communities into a series of new and deeply entangled
relationships that revolved around the procurement of commodities (Carter, 2008; see
also White, 1991: 99-100). European traders—and in particular the Dutch—also
inserted themselves into wampum production and distribution systems, thereby estab-
lishing themselves as key economic agents within Indigenous exchange networks
(Bradley, 2011: 31-36; Peña, 2001).

In return for guns, wampum, and other trade goods such as cloth, copper and brass
kettles, and beads, European traders demanded furs and captives. This inflamed
longstanding rivalries between the Haudenosaunee and the Wendat, providing the
context for an intensification of conflict as raiding parties sought to clear the landscape
with a view to monopolizing access to hunting grounds. The Haudenosaunee practice
of engaging in exchange as part of diplomatic contact (see discussion above) may have
afforded the confederation an additional measure of flexibility in establishing relation-
ships with the newcomers, providing them with a competitive edge over their neigh-
bours who maintained more inward-looking networks (Birch & Hart, 2018: 16). The
Dutch and later British provision of the Haudenosaunee with guns also gave them a
distinct edge over the Wendat, who did not have the same ability to obtain these
materials from their French allies, as well as neighbouring nations such as the Wenros
and Eries (Birch, 2015: 299-300). In a situation similar to that in the Mississippian
South, Europeans came to represent a destabilising force within Indigenous networks,
which could be harnessed by Native groups even as the former attempted to exert their
own influence over individual nations through trade and diplomacy.

While cultural behaviours governing the conduct of warfare might have normally
served to limit the disruption caused by the reorientation of trading networks, there was
no defence against the devastating effects of Old-World diseases, which are first
recorded as sweeping across the region from the 1630s (Fox, 2009: 64; Labelle,
2009; Snow, 1994: 111; Warrick, 2008). Raiding intensified further, leading to a
fragmentation of lifeways that finds accord with the process of release within the
panarchy framework. It has been suggested that a disproportionate number of deaths
among community elders, which would have included council members and law-
makers, may have precipitated a loss of structure, regulation, and social cohesion
within networks, leading to the destabilization of social hierarchies and a shift in
control to younger warriors who were eager to participate in successful raiding ventures
(see Birch, 2015: 299; Fox, 2009: 64-65; Mesquida &Wiener, 1996, 1999). The loss of
experience and knowledge from the death of elders and those who traditionally led
hunting expeditions may have also impacted communities’ subsistence capabilities, as
seen, for example, at the Wendat site of Ellery in Ontario, where communities appear to
have become increasingly reliant on more locally sourced animals obtained through
passive means of hunting (see Hawkins et al., 2018). The cycle of mourning wars,
which had traditionally provided communities with an outlet for their grief, went into
overdrive as increasing numbers of captives were sought to replenish decimated
populations (Richter, 1983: 540). Evidence for this can be seen, for example, in the
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recorded capture and assimilation of several hundred Algonquian-speaking prisoners
by the Neutrals in 1643 (Trigger, 1987: 624-25).

As levels of violence increased, it was the Haudenosaunee who would emerge as the
dominant martial power in the region. Increasingly frequent and destructive
Haudenosaunee raids resulted in the displacement of the Wendat, the Neutrals, and
the Petun in 1649, 1650, and 1651, respectively. The Eries were similarly defeated at
some time between 1654 and 1657 (Ethridge, 2009a: 30; Fox, 2009: 65; Jennings,
2009: 281). The hardships endured by those who survived these attacks may be
evidenced at a Neutral cemetery excavated in Grimsby, Ontario, where the last phases
of use at the site are characterized by multiple burials of people who appear to have
died within a short time span, perhaps of famine or disease (Jackes, 2008; see also
Trigger, 1987: 770-87). Other groups coalesced with neighbouring communities or
were incorporated into the societies of their captors (Ethridge, 2009a: 29; Fox, 2009:
70; Meyers, 2009: 85). It has been suggested that the establishment of satellite
communities situated on the peripheries of core Haudenosaunee territories reflects the
integration of displaced peoples into multi-cultural settlements (see Jordan, 2013; also
Feathers, 2006; Michelaki, 2007).

In many cases, this process of assimilation would have served to erase the cultural
identity of defeated nations from the landscape (Ethridge, 2009a: 29; Fox, 2009: 70;
Lynch, 1985; Meyers, 2009: 85; see also James, 2018 for a comparative perspective).
The identification of atypical burial practices at some Haudenosaunee satellite settle-
ments and later principal towns, however, may indicate that the populations inhabiting
these sites were developing new, politically charged customs that found their expres-
sion in funerary rites. This suggests that communities were engaging in complex
processes of cultural dialogue, negotiation, and re-entanglement even as the shatter
zone was unfolding in the landscape around them (Jordan, 2018).

When taken together, the available evidence indicates that, by the middle of the
seventeenth century, at least two regional shatter zones had emerged in the Eastern
Woodlands—one amongst the chiefdoms of the Mississippian South and another in
Iroquoia. As crises intensified, ‘shock waves’ in the form of population movements and
slave raids began to resonate out across the wider landscape. Disruption to agricultural
practices and trade networks, the breakdown of elite power structures, captive-taking
and slaving, epidemics, and famine all became major threats or realities (Ethridge,
2006: 208; Kelton, 2009: 321; Shuck-Hall, 2009; Worth, 2009: 296). In the north,
many groups looking to escape Iroquois raids fled west—into the region of the Western
Great Lakes, which would become the setting of Richard White’s ‘middle ground’ (see
White, 1991: 12-13). Others moved south, into what is now Virginia, the Carolinas, and
the Lower South (Ethridge, 2010: 116-48; Jeter, 2002: 185, 213-4, Jeter, 2009: 373).

The effects of population movements and their potential role as a destabilizing force
have long been a topic of discussion among historians and archaeologists (for recent
discussions, see Cline, 2014; Driessen, 2018; Heather, 2010). In the present case, these
movements can be seen as acting as a bridging mechanism that, when combined with
British and French settlements on the southeastern seaboard and the lower Mississippi
River valley from the late seventeenth century, led to the fusion of two shatter zones
into a single entity. Some groups such as the Richahecrians-Westos, who are thought to
have migrated from the southern shores of Lake Erie to the area of present-day Virginia
and South Carolina during the 1660s, turned to captive-taking as a means of surviving
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predation by other tribes (see Fox, 2009: 71-2; Meyers, 2009: 83-86). The combined
impacts of raiding by the Westos and other predatory groups led to widespread
depopulation in areas of the southeast and Lower South (Ethridge, 2006: 210, Ethridge,
2010: 98-107; Beck, 2009: 134-5, Beck, 2013: 152-53 Bowne, 2009: 111; Fox, 2009:
71, 75; Jennings, 2009: 282-3).

These movements served as a further disruptive influence in regions that were
already under considerable strain. The northern and southern Eastern Woodlands were
linked by a complex and ancient network of communication and trade routes that now
facilitated inter-regional raiding and the transmission of disease. Thus, as seen in the
interconnected framework of the panarchy, there was clearly potential for develop-
ments taking place within one region (or adaptive cycle) to influence others. In the
south, those chiefdoms that had endured the impacts of the initial European incursions
began to fall prey to raiding, slave-taking, and later disease. The consolidation and
expansion of European influence also served as a point of increased tension, as
colonists and Native groups attempted to manipulate one another as a means of
furthering their own interests (Beck, 2009: 134; Snyder, 2010: 116; Shefveland,
2016: 44-60).

Insofar as raiding had the potential to further destabilize and drive the fragmentation
of polities and networks, however, so too did this provide an additional impetus to
ongoing processes of coalescence. These developments can be perceived as marking a
formative point in the adaptive cycles of the panarchy, when the restructuring and
reorganization of lifeways begins gain traction within a broader context of release.
Those regions that managed to avoid the predations of slavers became foci of integra-
tion, leading to the rise of multi-lingual, coalescent nations such as the Creeks, Chick-
asaw, Catawba, and Yamasee (Beck, 2009: 137; Bowne, 2009: 107; Jenkins, 2009: 236;
Snyder, 2010: 115-16). Potential archaeological evidence for coalescence can be seen at
the Townsend site, an ‘improvised’ late seventeenth- or early eighteenth-century Cher-
okee settlement in eastern Tennessee, where excavations have documented several
distinct potting traditions in the ceramic assemblages from the site (see Marcoux,
2010: 105, 143). The clear association of these traditions with individual households
has led Jon Marcoux (2010: 107, 140) to argue that the site was occupied by recent
immigrants from several Cherokee territories who possessed knowledge of regional
potting traditions. Evidence for a previously undocumented pottery tradition may also
attest to the creation of new material identities that emphasized communal solidarity
during a time of instability and hardship (Marcoux, 2010: 141). The short life of the
houses at the Townsend site also implies a break from past traditions. In contrast to
earlier Mississippian communities, which occupied and rebuilt their houses over gen-
erations, those analysed by Marcoux were more ephemeral and occupied at the most for
perhaps a decade. Marcoux (2010: 137) interprets this as indicating that houses no
longer functioned as an ‘anchor’ for community identities; rather, as noted above,
communal buildings such as townhouses were beginning to fill this role (Rodning,
2009).

Further evidence for fundamental changes in lifeways can be charted in the active
efforts of some communities to adapt to a lifestyle framed by uncertainty. These
strategies, which align with those predicted by behavioural ecology models for com-
munities suffering from food stress, can be seen in the modification of subsistence
practices within individual settlements (Marston, 2011). In a study of botanical
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remains from the Jenrette site in North Carolina, for example, Mallory Melton (2018:
215) found that subsistence practices in the Eno river valley during the late seventeenth
century shifted towards an increased reliance on foraged foods and that communities
also introduced field scattering as a means of mitigating potential damage to or loss of
maize crops. The Jenrette site was occupied for only a short period of time—perhaps
only 20 years—implying that the community was also aware of their tenuous position.
This led them to prioritize short-term strategies over those that would have ensured
longer term security and continuity (Melton, 2018: 2167-17). Wider studies of Cher-
okee and Catawba communities have similarly yielded evidence for intensified forag-
ing and increased consumption of seasonal, fleshy fruits, which not only grew on the
boundaries of agricultural areas close to settlements but also required less processing
(Fitts, 2015: 312-15; VanDerwarker et al., 2013).

While some groups adapted their subsistence practices in order to mitigate the
potential impacts of instability, others harnessed mobility as a means of avoiding the
predations of slavers. The Shawnee, for example, adopted a transient lifestyle after
being forced out of their homeland in the Ohio Valley at some point in the 1660s or
early 1670s. While on one hand this would have precipitated a jarring disentanglement
of human-place relationships among Shawnee groups, this strategy nevertheless
allowed them to maintain cultural resilience in a time when many others were forced
to abandon or renegotiate their identities as a means of integration into coalescent
societies (Warren & Noe, 2009: 167-69). The ability of the Shawnee to move between
regions and various Native societies allowed them to develop a reputation as cultural
intermediaries and messengers, a status which also lent them a degree of both political
and spiritual influence when settling in new territories (Snyder, 2010: 115).

With the shattering of pre-colonial lifeways, Indigenous communities began to adapt
to a new life in an unstable world. By the eighteenth century, disease and warfare had
taken a huge toll on the population of the Eastern Woodlands, decimating once
populous and thriving regions. Coupled with famine and later European colonial
expansion, these factors contributed to the mass displacement of populations
and their coalescence in regions of refuge. Subsequent processes of ‘tribalization’
and ethnogenesis (Ferguson & Whitehead, 1992: 3), however, would have led to a
re-entanglement of relationships between communities, objects, and places. This re-
constitution of lifeways can be taken as a move towards a new stage of socio-political
development that roughly corresponds with the reorganization and subsequent exploi-
tation phases in the adaptive cycles of the panarchy (Holling, 2001: 394; see also
Ethridge, 2006: 210; Fitts, 2015; Jenkins, 2009: 234-6).

The re-entanglement of native communities and networks in the South was marked
by the re-emergence of political and social structures, agricultural practices, and
traditions that both echoed and differed from those of the pre-contact period. In some
cases, this necessitated a wholesale ‘rewiring’ of social relationships that reflected the
new identities and needs of population groups. Cultural memories of the violence that
gave rise to the emergence of coalescent nations such as the Creek, for example, were
preserved in origin stories that represented a fundamental element of new collective
identities that bound disparate groups together (Hall Jr., 2009; Jennings, 2009:288).
Archaeological material from a number of sites similarly provides evidence for com-
plex processes of ethnogenesis and cultural negotiation, with evolving pottery
traditions—as noted above at the Townsend site—attesting in some cases to a fusion
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of working techniques and cultural identities (Ethridge, 2009a: 40, Ethridge, 2010: 66,
68; Jenkins, 2009: 224; Marcoux, 2010: 141; Nelson, 2020). Evidence for disparate
trends in body ornamentation among Catawba communities during the eighteenth
century, as well as the production and use of pottery types that echoed earlier
seventeenth century and prehistoric wares, however, also indicates that new practices
were balanced with and adopted alongside older traditions (Jenkins, 2009: 226). This
latter suggestion finds further support in studies of foodways, which have indicated that
different communities within coalescent societies retained aspects of their previous
culinary practices even during times of instability and food stress (Fitts, 2015: 315-19;
Cranford, 2018). These variable cultural practices, which can be identified only at local
levels, speak to the many selective acts of negotiation that framed ongoing processes of
re-entanglement or reorganization.

In relation to this, we should not presume that the process of coalescence did not
involve coercion or subjugation. As Christine Snyder (2010: 116-18) has noted, refugee
groups that sought shelter among nations such as the Creek were liable to be incorpo-
rated into existing social structures as subordinate members of the community. The
Creeks’ reputation as powerful and successful warriors meant that the nation was well-
placed to absorb the remnants of previously scattered polities. Bioarchaeological
studies of a seventeenth-century Spanish mission community at Santa Catalina de
Guale, Florida, have similarly indicated that Guale communities retained the hierarchi-
cal structures of pre-contact Mississippian society despite incorporation into the Span-
ish mission and heavy depopulation as a result of disease, food stress, and exploitation
(Larsen et al., 2001; Winkler et al., 2017). In this case, the maintenance of pre-contact
hierarchies would have allowed elites to maintain preferential access to resources
during a time in which population groups were vulnerable to unstable conditions.
The enforcement of social stratification among the Guale therefore reflects a very
particular form of the re-entanglement process highlighted by Saltini Semerari (2017:
548), who notes that the primary actors in networks may draw on past traditions as a
means of re-establishing stability and connectivity in the wake of disruption.

While some communities managed to preserve vestiges of their pre-contact social
structures and traditions, other aspects of Indigenous lifeways were incompatible with
the changes that had been wrought on the landscape (Ethridge & Hudson, 1998: 38;
Ethridge, 2009a: 36-42). A major point of departure from the pre-contact period can be
seen at both local and regional scales in the reorientation of trade networks and political
economies (Beck, 2009: 138). Interaction with Europeans brought with it a flow of new
materials and technologies into the North American interior. Efforts to obtain these
materials led coalescent groups to take advantage of new economic opportunities.
While the true extent of the Indigenous slave trade will likely never be accurately
quantified, the explosion of the accompanying fur trade is reflected, for example, in
faunal assemblages from numerous Chickasaw sites in the vicinity of Tupelo, Missis-
sippi, which indicate a major shift in hunting practices towards the exploitation of
beaver, fox, raccoon, mink, bobcat, cougar, and wolf populations (Johnson et al.,
2008). Items initially traded between Native communities and colonists, furthermore,
quickly found their way into Indigenous trade networks, and European trade goods and
weapons that had originally been held and circulated within elite-based gift-exchange
networks became indispensable for daily life, leading to the formation of new entangled
relationships between people and materials (see, e.g. Legg et al., 2019). Excavations of
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an Occaneechi settlement at Fredrick’s Site in North Carolina have yielded a range of
European materials ranging from guns and gun parts, to lead shot and gunflints, to
everyday tools such as knives, hoes, bottles, and spoons and over ten thousand glass
beads—a ubiquitous and inexpensive commodity that was sought by Native commu-
nities (Ward & Davis Jr., 1993; 429: Beck, 2013: 173-74). The importance placed on
access to and control of the European trade is further attested by the strategic position-
ing of Indigenous settlements on major trade routes between the coast and the interior,
as well as later efforts of communities to strengthen diplomatic and economic ties with
colonists in order to prevent interference from their neighbours (see, e.g. Beck, 2013:
122, 174; Hally & Smith, 2011; Piker, 2004: 39-30).

Evidence for these complex, entangled networks of communication and exchange can be
seen in the so-called Catawba Deerskin Map, an Indigenous map produced for the colonial
governor of South Carolina in around 1721. The map, which provides a heavily stylized
overview of the distribution of Native American tribal groups—most prominently the
Catawba, Chickasaw, and Cherokee—located between English-held Charleston, Virginia,
and the Mississippi River (see Fig. 2), reflects not the geopolitical reality of the shatter zone
so much as a cognitive representation of inter-group relationships within this continuously
evolving sphere of interaction. The map highlights not only the inter-connectedness of the
groups inhabiting the region but also their efforts to maintain individual trading and
communication links with the English colonies. It is, in effect, a rather remarkable and
perhaps uniquely tangible expression of the (dis)entanglement concept overlain on the early-
eighteenth-century landscape. These relationships had to be carefully managed, and it is not
difficult to imagine how tensions and competition might have arisen as groups jockeyed to
maintain, control, or monopolize access to trade (Chambers, 2013: 214; Galloway, 2009).

As the eighteenth century wore on, the settled landscape would continue to be
moulded and shaped by colonial expansion and domination. For some groups, survival
necessitated cultivating closer relationships with the colonies that bound Indigenous
peoples and Europeans into complex relationships of mutual dependence (Fitts, 2015:
311). At the local level, efforts to plug into and benefit from access to trade networks
led individuals to mobilize their specialist skills in new occupations such as commercial
hunting, trapping, and guiding (Ethridge & Hudson, 1998: 41-45; Ethridge, 2009a: 40-
2). In time, the efforts of various Native groups to establish a monopoly over trading
networks would precipitate the rise of a second generation of militarized slaving
societies whose own internal structures were riven by factional disputes (Ethridge,
2010; Fitts, 2006). There is evidence, for example, to suggest that intensive slave
raiding played an influential role in reshaping leadership patterns among the Chicka-
saws, with the desire to hold influence in matters relating to trade leading to a
breakdown or disentanglement of social relationships and hierarchies between unilineal
kinship groups or moieties. This resulted in increased factionalism and competition that
drove moieties to align variously with the British or French as a means of garnering
support for their cause, thereby cementing the status of Europeans as vital agents within
re-entangled networks (Ethridge, 2009b: 263-7). Just as Native communities sought to
harness the influence of the European colonists, however, so too would the latter seek
to exploit their position by enlisting the help of various nations to break the strangle-
hold of others on the Indigenous slave trade. This ensured the perpetuation of cycles of
violence that would continue to erupt moving into the latter part of the century (Beck,
2009: 138; Ethridge, 2010: 155; Fitts & Heath, 2009: 149).
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Towards an Archaeology of the Shatter Zone

Although it is impossible to provide more than a superficial summary of the
events taking place across the Eastern Woodlands during the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries, it is clear that the emergence of a shatter zone is
underpinned by a number of both long- and short-term developments that, in
this case, proved formative in the realignment of Indigenous lifeways. The
purpose of the discussion above was to align these processes with the concep-
tual frameworks offered by the panarchy and disentanglement models while
also exploring the range of evidence that might be mobilized to study shatter
zones from an archaeological perspective. In this section of the text, I will draw
attention to a range of ‘proxies’ that can be used to identify and explore shatter
zones in the material record. The discussion here is not intended to be exhaus-
tive but rather to highlight just some of the many forms of data that have the
potential to shed light on the ways in which populations experience and adapt
during periods of profound social transformation.

The emergence of a shatter zone is a complex development, reflecting the
cumulative impacts of myriad forces that combine in order to initiate disruption
across every level of society. This leads not only to destruction but also
innovation in the ways in which communities both strive to resist and adapt
to change, even if these strategies are in themselves highly parochial. These

Fig. 2 The so-called Catawba deerskin map, produced in around 1721, which highlights the interconnected
nature of the groups inhabiting the region between Charleston and Virginia, in what is now South- and North
Carolina. The double-lined routes indicate lines of communication and trade between European and Native
communities. Note that the map is oriented with west at the top of the image. Image reproduced with the
permission of The National Archives, London; Colonial Office Library 700, North American Colonies 6(1)
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decisions in turn set the stage for new phases of social and political develop-
ment and the reforging of lifeways over the course of multiple generations.
Archaeologists are uniquely well-positioned to study the vast quantities of
‘small’ data that speak to these changes, and which collectively provide the
basis for a bottom-up approach to the study of shatter zones that can be
mobilized as a means of augmenting and nuancing broader narratives of historic
transformation (see Kowalewski, 2006: 117-18; González-Ruibal, 2014: 48).

As noted in previous studies, the study of settlement structure and the built envi-
ronment offers numerous opportunities to trace the ways in which episodes of trans-
formative change can be compared both diachronically and cross-culturally (see, e.g.
Beck et al., 2007). Variation in political consolidation and decentralization at a regional
level, for example, can be inferred from changes in settlement structures, fortification
construction, and targeted studies of high-status or monumental architecture (see, e.g.
Marcus & Flannery, 2003: 217). It has also been argued that the study of settlement
architecture may offer insights into processes of migration and coalescence at both local
and regional levels (see, e.g. Struever, 1964; Clark, 2001; Jeter, 2002, 2009; Meyers,
2009: 87). In the Eastern Woodlands, changes in settlement size, morphology, and
location provide a context for the discussion of politogenesis and the militarization of
the landscape in the Great Lakes region in the centuries preceding contact with
Europeans. These also reflect the formation of the confederations that would later
represent the primary protagonists in the conflicts that drove the formation of the shatter
zone in Iroquoia (see, e.g. Birch, 2010, 2016; Birch et al., 2020). In the Mississippian
South, the study of settlement emergence, growth, reduction, and abandonment
similarly allows scholars to better undestand not only the lifecycle of chiefdoms, but
also the conditions that would later underpin the destabilization of polities in the post-
contact period. The formation of the Mississippian shatter zone itself comprised a large-
scale rupturing of the built environment, represented for example in changes to
settlement layout, the cessation of monumental construction projects, and the growing
importance ascribed to council houses. Collectively, these changes attest to a disentan-
glement of the elite networks and power structures that had previously upheld socio-
political continuity among Mississippian societies and with this the establishment of a
new baseline for the restructuring of social hierarchies (see, e.g. Rodning, 2009;
Saunders, 2017).

Given the widespread instability that is inherent to the formation of a shatter zone,
this process is also characterized more generally by disruption to the rhythms of daily
life that manifest both regionally and locally. The study of variation in subsistence
practices, foodways, production, trade, and occupational activity has the potential
to speak to the nature of this disruption, as well as the implications of this for both
individual communities and regional populations. In connection with the changes in
settlement morphology discussed above, for example, the reduced lifespan of houses at
the Townsend site noted by Marcoux (2010) reflects a tacit recognition of the uncer-
tainty that permeated the lives of the nascent community residing there. Evidence for
changing subsistence practices and foodways at the Jenrette and Ellery sites similarly
reflects efforts of communities to mitigate for the impacts of resource scarcity, conflict,
disease, and displacement by prioritizing short-term needs over longer term strategies
(Hawkins et al., 2018; Melton, 2018). Disruption to trading networks may also be
evidenced through the introduction of new cultural materials within burials and
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settlements, as well as a decrease in the visibility of materials that had previously been
widely available (see, e.g. Smith, 2000: 89-90; Johnson et al., 2008; Smith, 2000: 89-
90; Meyers, 2016: 397).

Studies of the burial record can yield data on the ways in which the health and
lifeways of communities are impacted during periods of social instability and upheaval.
Analyses of osteological material, for example, have the potential to provide informa-
tion on population health, changes in subsistence patterns and occupational activities,
and conflict (see, e.g. Jackes, 2008). ADNA and isotopic analyses can similarly offer
insights into population displacement and migration while also providing evidence for
processes of coalescence within communities. When combined with osteological
studies, this data could also offer a means of identifying subaltern or enslaved popu-
lations (for comparative examples, see, e.g.Martin et al., 2010; Martin, 2016; Redfern,
2020). Studies of burial customs and assemblages provide an additional context for
discussions of social stratification and the ways in which social structures and elite-
controlled networks shifted over time (see Smith, 2000: 105-11; Ethridge, 2009a: 40,
Ethridge, 2010: 66, 68; Winkler et al., 2017).

Conflict, taking place at both local and regional levels, represents another proxy for
the emergence of a shatter zone. While conflict should not necessarily be considered a
ubiquitous feature of life within a shatter zone, the fragmentation of social and political
structures, combined with wider disruption resulting from population displacement,
resource scarcity, loss of connectivity in networks, and other destabilising factors all
represent potential catalysts for violence. As conflicts escalate, they can contribute to
the fragmentation of regional power and social structures and the dissolution of
territorial and political boundaries, which itself serves to drive further episodes of
violence as the impacts of these developments resonate out into surrounding areas.

At a regional level, evidence for conflict might take the form of increased levels of
militarization within the landscape, as seen in morphological changes to settlements,
the establishment of fortifications to monitor and control movement, settlement aban-
donment, and the formation of buffer zones between polities. Evidence for these
processes taking place in Iroquoia, as noted above, can be taken as reflecting increasing
tensions between the Haudenosaunee and Wendat confederations in the centuries
preceding contact with Europeans (Birch et al., 2020). At a localized scale, evidence
for conflict includes the violent destruction or abandonment of settlement and occupa-
tion sites, the hoarding of valuable materials, and burials bearing evidence of trauma
(see, e.g. Anderson & Cook, 2017). Bioarchaeological studies of burials and mass
graves also offer opportunities not only to shed light on methods of waging war but
also population health and nutrition as a means of establishing a wider context for
violence. Demographic studies can also allow for the tentative identification of captive-
taking and slavery (for comparative examples, see Zimmerman, 1997; Teschler-Nicola,
2012; Meyer et al., 2015; Meyer et al., 2018; James, 2018).

As we have seen above, life within a shatter zone is characterized, at a
fundamental level, by transformative cultural change. In the case of the Mis-
sissippian shatter zone, this is expressed most clearly in the formation of
coalescent societies and the increasing entanglement of Indigenous and Euro-
pean lifeways from the seventeenth century onwards. Processes of forced and
voluntary migration and coalescence led to the emergence of novel and inno-
vative cultural materials that reflected the diverse and fluid identities of
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population groups working to adapt to life in a changing world (see, e.g.
Burmeister, 2000: 542; Jenkins, 2009: 234; Marcoux, 2010: 136-8; Beck,
2013: 230-44; Blewitt, 2016; Sabo III et al., 2020: 31-34). Expressions of
identity are embodied, for example, in materials including ceramics, jewellery,
and body ornamentation, in technology and production methods, foodways, and
ideological beliefs (Scott, 2009: 211; Waselkov & Dumas, 2009; Marcoux,
2010: 141; Ethridge, 2010: 83-4; Fitts, 2015: 315-19). As at the Townsend
site, analyses of decorative motifs and production techniques embodied in
pottery assemblages attest to the emergence of coalescent communities and
their efforts to establish a collective identity within contexts of instability and
disruption (see Marcoux, 2010). The study of burial customs, as seen for
example in the case of those used within Haudenosaunee satellite settlements
in the eastern Great Lakes region, can also provide invaluable insights not only
into the ways in which communities chose to formulate and express new socio-
political and cultural identities, but also the specific contexts within which these
became salient (see Jordan, 2018).

In relation to the above points, there is a need to establish more secure chronologies
and contexts for the discussion of archaeological materials. As demonstrated by the
Dating Iroquoia project (see Birch et al., 2020), the dating of sites through the study of
material proxies alone can introduce a significant temporal bias into the study of key
transformative processes. In this case, the establishment of absolute radiocarbon dates
for numerous sites has allowed scholars to develop a high-resolution perspective on
politogenesis taking place in the Great Lakes region in the centuries before European
contact. In addition, it is important to account for potential climatic and environmental
factors that might provide a context for regional instability and change. While envi-
ronmental narratives have yet to be built into discussions of the Mississippian shatter
zone (though for discussions of pre-contact chiefdoms, see, e.g. Anderson, 1994; Blitz
& Lorenz, 2006; Cable, 2020), researchers should where possible mobilize available
data including that obtained from macro-botanical studies, ice core and tree-ring
analyses, and tephra analyses, among others. Although the potential disruptive impacts
of climatic instability and their capacity to induce change among human societies have
been intensely debated by archaeologists, there is now a growing recognition that these
do have the potential to generate high-stress and unstable conditions (see, e.g. Butzer &
Endfield, 2012: 3268; Drake, 2012; Turner & Sabloff, 2012; Diaz & Trouet, 2014;
Price & Gräslund, 2015; Bradtmöller et al., 2017; Arponen et al., 2019). It has recently
been suggested, furthermore, that extended periods of favourable climatic conditions
can, when viewed from a long-term perspective, provide a context for social upheaval
by supporting accelerated processes of social development and population growth that
become unsustainable when the climate begins to stabilize (see, e.g.Weiberg & Finné,
2018). These arguments emphasize the need to examine the emergence of a shatter
zone as a cumulative product of interlinked environmental and anthropogenic factors,
all of which have the potential to amplify human responses to changing conditions.

Finally, where possible, it is essential that archaeologists engage with written and oral
histories, literary sources, and other documentary evidence at their disposal. While the
discussion above has focused mostly on broad narratives of cultural change taking place
at the inter-regional level, there is significant potential to mobilize various forms of historical
documentation (which in a Colonial North American setting includes first-hand accounts
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offered by European explorers, missionaries, and traders) as a means of critically evaluating
these. Given the inevitably biased and incomplete perspective offered by the former in this
particular case, however, the information contained within can and should be augmented
where possible through the consultation of Indigenous histories. As noted briefly above, for
example, origin stories have the potential not only to provide remarkable insights into the
conditions that gave rise to the emergence of coalescent nations within the context of
European colonization, but also the ways in which these histories have provided an anchor
for the identities of Indigenous communities since then. Acknowledging the full spectrum of
emic perspectives on the emergence of a shatter zone will inevitably yield a more nuanced
and inclusive understanding of conditions within these regions, which in turn provides a
more secure context for the study of material evidence.

Moving forward, it is apparent that the study of shatter zones has the potential to
offer valuable insights into the ways in which populations experience and respond to
instability and upheaval. Based on the study of the Mississippian shatter zone, above, it
is possible to identify some issues and potential avenues of research that deserve further
consideration.

First, there is clearly a need to apply the theoretical frameworks outlined here to
other case studies in order to consider the wider applicability of the shatter zone concept
within archaeological research. To date, discussions of shatter zones have mainly
focused on the impacts of early modern colonial-Indigenous interaction. The Missis-
sippian shatter zone, as Ethridge (2010: 4-5) notes, formed when ‘two asymmetrical
worlds’ collided, and in this, it likely represents just one of many shatter zones that
emerged globally in regions subject to European colonial and commercial expansion
during the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries (for West Africa, for example, see, e.g.
Wolf, 1997; Baum, 1999; Kroot et al., 2019; Diakho & Gokee, 2020). While many
other potential case studies (such as a more-detailed consideration of an ‘Iroquoian
shatter zone’) present themselves, there is also significant potential to develop a
comparative, global approach to the study of shatter zones that focuses more
broadly on the ways in which human societies experience and respond to widespread
socio-political disruption, instability, and cultural transformation. Moving away from
the early modern period, potential case studies include that of the so-called ‘Late
Bronze Age collapse’ of the twelfth century BCE, when the societies of the Eastern
Mediterranean and Anatolia experienced a disruptive and possibly violent period of
socio-political transformation that resulted in widespread cultural change across the
region. The shatter zone concept could also be applied to the study of the Roman world
during Late Antiquity, when the lives of populations across Europe were dramatically
reshaped by the fragmentation of the Western Roman Empire and large-scale migra-
tions of Germanic, Hunnic, and Slavic tribes. A third potential example comprises the
broad cultural sphere of the so-called ‘Viking diaspora’, an area comprising large tracts
of northern and western Europe, the Baltic, and central and eastern Europe, which were
subjected to intensive raiding and colonization by Scandinavian groups during the
eighth to eleventh centuries CE.

In adopting a comparative perspective on shatter zones, archaeological research can
shed new light on the ‘packages’ of conditions that have the potential to prime for both
the destabilization and reconfiguration of societies at varying levels of temporal and
spatial resolution. As noted previously, the formation of a shatter zone represents the
culmination of numerous long- and short-term developments—asynchronous changes
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taking place across different levels of society that intersect at a particular time in order
to activate widespread change. Identifying and exploring the ways in which instability
manifests in the archaeological record will allow researchers to piece together a
material ‘footprint’ for the emergence of shatter zones, which can then be mobilized
as a means of qualitatively documenting the ways in which large-scale transformations
impact societies cross-culturally.

The spatial and chronological definition of a shatter zone, furthermore, requires
clarification. While shatter zones might be viewed on one hand as sprawling, nebulous
regions of socio-political and cultural instability, the arguments presented above
indicate that large geographical areas such as the Eastern Woodlands or
the Mississippian South might often comprise a number of regional, nested shatter
zones—in this case including areas such as the Carolina Piedmont, which collectively
make up a greater whole (see Ethridge, 2020). Adopting a finer-grained approach to the
study of shatter zones, which integrates regional and intra-regional studies into wider
narratives of socio-cultural transformation, would likely yield interesting insights into
local responses to instability and change (see individual case studies in Ethridge &
Shuck-Hall, 2009). In relation to this, and as again noted above, it is necessary to more-
closely identify the points in time at which the salient processes of transformation take
place, and in doing so to untangle the roles of different factors such as conflict,
migration, or resource scarcity as driving or deriving from these changes. This is
especially important in contexts where archaeologists cannot rely on detailed narratives
provided by historical documents.

Building on this point, scholars should seek to better understand the variant ways in
which instability and upheaval have the potential to impact different communities and
groups across social strata. In some cases, the emergence of a shatter zone might
primarily represent a crisis for either elites or lower-status groups, while in others this
process may have the potential to destabilize the lives of entire polities. While recent
scholarly work within resilience studies has often focused on human adaptation and
innovation in the face of instability (see, e.g. Erickson, 1999; McAnany & Yoffee,
2010: 10-11; Weiberg & Finné, 2013: 117; Peterson & Broad, 2016: 76), this should be
balanced with a more critical discussion of vulnerability, parochialism, and an accep-
tance that periods of change are often highly destructive (Holling, 2001: 395; Schoon
et al., 2011; Nelson et al., 2015). Although it is true that some groups might develop
innovative adaptive strategies that allow them to withstand and mitigate for change, in
at least some cases this ability will come at the expense of others who would remain
fully exposed to the ‘creative destruction’ of the shatter zone (Holling, 2001: 396;
Sheets, 2012: 55-56). In the shattered world of the Eastern Woodlands, the life of many
communities was governed by cycles of instability and trauma that in some cases lasted
for generations. The strategies devised by groups to mitigate for changing conditions
were heavily parochial and, in some cases, involved high levels of violence (see, e.g.
Beck, 2009; Jennings, 2009).

In relation to this, there is a need to more-closely study the strategies utilized by
populations as they seek to reconstruct their lives in the wake of the shatter zone. What
cultural factors, for example, facilitate processes of coalescence and politogenesis
following a period of instability? What might influence communities to draw on or
co-opt elements of previous institutions and cultural traditions, or to experiment with
new forms of social organization and interaction? By what means do coalescent
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societies negotiate and carve out new relationships, social structures, networks, and
hierarchies and how do changing cultural traditions reflect their newly re-entangled
relationships with objects and places? The study of these changes can provide invalu-
able insights into the choices and adaptive strategies that were utilized by both
individuals and communities attempting to understand and redefine their place among
society (see, e.g. Fitts, 2015).

Finally, more focused efforts should be made to study the ways in which both
violent and non-violent processes of transformation impact vulnerable and historically
marginalized socio-demographic groups, including women, children, the elderly, peo-
ple with disabilities, and enslaved or unfree populations. Such groups might, for
example, suffer from higher exposure to mortality resulting from illness, resource
scarcity, or conflict, or be prevented from completing culturally prescribed rites of
passage due to a breakdown of social institutions and traditions related to governance
and kinship. Migration and transience, furthermore, are likely to have had a particularly
formative influence on the social development and enculturation of children, who
would grow up disconnected from the natal landscape and networks of their parents.
The increased exposure of children to new traditions, materials, and interaction with
out-groups may in turn have played a major role in driving processes of coalescence,
especially when we consider the potential for children today to act as cultural mediators
within transnational migratory contexts (see, e.g. Orellana, 2001; White et al., 2011).
For enslaved groups, the inherent insecurity associated with life within a shatter zone
may have presented both dangers and opportunities to renegotiate the conditions of
their captivity. To date, discussions of the Mississippian shatter zone have yet to
seriously consider the experiences of enslaved African groups, who would have faced
the challenge of adapting to and establishing their own communities within a new and
unfamiliar world undergoing rapid processes of cultural change (Bossy, 2014: 630-
631). In developing targeted studies of these and other communities, it is possible to
nuance overall narratives of shatter zones in such a way that they speak to the
experiences of multiple population groups occupying a variety of positions on the
social spectrum.

Final Remarks

In sum, the purpose of this article was to highlight the potential for archaeo-
logical studies of shatter zones to facilitate our understanding of the ways in
which populations respond to crisis and instability. Rather than perpetuating the
dichotomous narratives of ‘collapse’ and ‘resilience’ that have crystallized
around the discussion of large-scale processes of social upheaval and transfor-
mation in recent years, the study of shatter zones allows archaeologists to
situate historical data within its wider geographical, socio-political, and cultural
contexts, and to examine how these changes impacted the lives of populations
both in the short-term and in the longue durée. The discussion above was
informed by the seminal work of anthropologists and historians whose
research has greatly augmented our knowledge of this concept and its applica-
tion to the study of historic, transformative change (e.g. Ethridge, 2006, 2010;
Ethridge & Shuck-Hall, 2009).
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In making the arguments presented here, my intention was neither to simply
add yet-another term to the theoretical vocabulary of the archaeological disci-
pline, nor to present a complete and refined model for the study of shatter
zones. Rather, my aim was to emphasize the potential for existing frameworks
to provide new insights into important historical questions that are of relevance
to contemporary society. In presenting and harnessing the panarchy and disen-
tanglement models, the discussion above highlighted the benefits to be gained
from adopting a multi-scalar approach to shatter zones. By treating the forma-
tion and development of a shatter zone as a process of dis- and re-entangle-
ment, situated within the longer term context of adaptive change, it is possible
to study both the proactive and reactive choices made by groups in response to
changing conditions within their local and regional environments. This allows
the results of local studies to contextualize, challenge, or affirm narratives
based on those taking place at the regional and inter-regional levels.

Before closing, however, it is necessary once again to emphasize that the prelimi-
nary framework presented in this article is intentionally coarse—a heuristic tool to be
further evaluated and refined as part of future studies. Given the extent of the previous
literature that has sought to define and mobilize the concept of the shatter zone across
disciplines, the broad scope of its application, and the need to contextualize this with
existing archaeological, anthropological, and historical literature, it is impossible to
fully explore the potential benefits and limitations of this approach within the remit of a
single article. There is a clear need for the presentation of further case studies—drawn
from a range of historical and cultural contexts—that would allow this discussion to be
further refined and nuanced. With this goal in mind, it is hoped that others will seek to
test and augment the arguments presented here and in doing so contribute to the
development of a more holistic understanding of the ways in which instability and
cultural transformation have shaped the human past.
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