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Introduction

This book is a contemporary solution to an old problem —how to give anthropological
meaning to the archaeological record. It is an attempt to provide a scientifically
acceptable interpretation for a particular segment of the archaeological record, while
at the same time to contribute to the development of general anthropological theory.
The book elucidates the adaptive responses manifested in the archaeological remains
of the North American Southwest. As a practical matter the analytical focusisonaset
of artifactual and architectural observations from the mountainous Reserve area of
west-central New Mexico and the flatter, more arid Upper Little Colorado area of
east-central Arizona. These contrastive settings together constitute ‘the study area’
with the understanding that many of the regularities it exhibits can be observed
elsewhere in the Southwest. The particular data analyzed thus are treated both as a
case to be explained and as an example from which archaeological expectations may
be derived for other areas where similar adaptive processes can be anticipated.

The book grew out of an acute awareness that previous meanings (or visions of the
past, as I call them here) attributed by prehistorians to Southwestern archaeological
materials have been inadequate and even misleading. Of course this is a personal
judgment not necessarily shared by my colleagues, although it applies to recent
Southwestern studies as much as to older, more traditional ones. The inadequacies of
these interpretations are explicated below in order to illustrate the main pitfalls in
archaeological research which this study consciously avoids. At the same time the
non-specialist will have a general introduction to the Southwestern archaeological
record and a brief history of its scholarly treatment.

‘Old’ archaeological visions of the past

When late-nineteenth-century scientists first encountered the abandoned settle-
ments of prehistoric peoples and the cultures of the living tribes in the North
American Southwest, they envisioned a remote human history of struggle, isolation,
catastrophe, and retreat. Through Federal government and privately sponsored field
expeditions, archaeologists and ethnographers personally experienced this rugged
canyon and mesa country as a beautiful but harsh and inhospitable land of snowy
winters and dry, hot summers (see Judd’s 1967 ‘partial history’ of many of these
projects). Droughts, flash floods, dust storms and blizzards—all had left their mark on
the landscape and in the faces of the stoic Indian people here from time immemorial.
It was evident to the early investigators that environmental conditions had not been-
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optimal in this part of the American West for the higher achievements of which man
was capable. Aridity was particularly noted as a limiting factor:

. . . the effects of this environment, where the finding of springs
was the chief desideratum in the struggle for existence, were to
influence social structure and functions, manners and customs,
esthetic products and motives, lore and symbolism, and, most of
all, creed and cult, which were conditioned by the unending, ever-
recurring longing for water.

(Hodge 1907: 430, quoted in Hardesty 1977: 3)

The archaeological evidence for such a view was plain: nearly impassable
mountains hid deserted rock shelter-camps and ridge-top villages of scattered house
pits. Further to the north, in the arid tablelands, there were many small mounds —
former houses of mud and stone—sited along dry river courses and in remote canyons.
The observers noted the crudeness of most of these structures, and they admired the
architecturally more impressive and rare multi-storied stone house ruins that rose
starkly above rolling parklands and wide valleys. Where were the former inhabitants
of all these ruins? Why had they left?

Such questions were partially answered by field studies among the extant primitive
tribes living in the same area (e.g., Matthews 1882; Stevenson 1894). This early

Fig. 1 The large Anasazi site of ‘Pueblo Bonito,’” in winter, Chaco Canyon, New Mezxico. Large
settlements in this area were among the first in the Southwest to be abandoned prior to 1400 C.E.
(courtesy J. S. Athens).
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