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I Introduction

RESPONSES TO CHIEFDOM COLLAPSE

Understanding how populations reconstruct social, political, and economic
relationships after the collapse of a chiefdom has long been of interest to ar-
chaeologists (Anderson 1990; Barker and Pauketat 1992; Drennan and Uribe
1987; Earle 1991; Yoffee and Cowgill 1995). Research has shown that socie-
ties respond in a variety of ways to the demise of an elite class (Anderson
1990, 1994; Tainter 1988; Welch 1991) and the resulting changes in the social
boundaries that serve to distinguish the elite from others (Eisenstadt 1995).
Sometimes a society of similar complexity emerges, led by a different faction
(Anderson 1990; Brumfiel 1994). Recognizing the important role internal fac-
tionalism plays within chiefly societies, archaeologists have referred to this
process as the “cycling of political power” (Anderson 1994; Hally 1996). Cy-
cling is often associated with the abandonment of an existing regional center
and the establishment of a new center within the same territory. It does not,
however, involve the total collapse of a regional chiefdom.

But under certain circumstances, a new elite does not replace the old, and
when this happens, the chiefdom usually collapses completely, its center and
associated settlements abandoned. In such cases, the regional population may
disperse to smaller, more widely scattered settlements within the same general
area (Butler 1991; Steponaitis 1991; Welch 1991) or relocate to another region
(Anderson 1994; Bareis and Porter 1984; Butler 1991; Muller 1986). Although
some characteristics of the earlier sociopolitical organization are probably re-
tained as the social boundaries that distinguished the elite from others are
redefined (Knight 1986, 1994), in both situations there is a tendency for po-
litical power to become decentralized and extraregional interaction to decline
(Tainter 1988).

The creation of political alliances by the remnants of former chiefdoms,
taking the form of a confederacy (Galloway 1994; Knight 1994; Swanton 1911,
1946), may represent still another response to the collapse of regional chief-
doms. Confederacies also represent a decentralization of power vis-a-vis for-
mer chiefdoms. However, confederacies differ in that under certain circum-
stances (i.e., in response to external threats), centralized power can return for
short periods of time.
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Regardless of the type of response, archaeologists have not always been able
to find the physical manifestations of chiefdom collapse in the archaeological
record. This is owing to the fact that dispersal of regional populations to
smaller, widely scattered settlements can result in sites that have low archaeo-
logical visibility and are thus difficult to locate. Likewise, it is often difficult
to trace population movements or migration in the archaeological record (An-
thony 1990).

THE “VACANT QUARTER”

Up until ca. A.p. 1400, diverse Mississippian polities, including Cahokia, Kin-
caid, Angel, and Wickliffe, inhabited much of the region in central North
America drained by the lower Ohio, Green, the lower and middle Cumberland,
lower Tennessee, and central Mississippi rivers. But after the late fourteenth/
early fifteenth century, a decline in population density, extraregional interac-
tion, and sociopolitical complexity throughout this region reflects the wide-
spread collapse of these Mississippian polities (see Tainter 1988:193). This re-
gion has become known as the “Vacant Quarter” (Bareis and Porter 1984;
Butler 1991; Cobb and Butler 2002; Lewis 1990; McNutt 1996; Milner 1990;
Morse and Morse 1983; Muller 1986; Williams 1990) (Figure 1.1).

In most cases, researchers working in the Vacant Quarter have been unable
to locate post—A.D. 1400 settlements and often refer to their respective regions
as having been depopulated or abandoned (Muller 1986). Researchers have
hypothesized that late Mississippian settlements throughout the Vacant Quar-
ter likely were small and scattered and therefore are archaeologically difficult
to identify (Butler 1991:273).

But every instance of Mississippian chiefdom collapse within the Vacant
Quarter did not lead to a decline in population density, the dispersal of the
regional population, or the abandonment of the region. Nor was collapse al-
ways associated with a decline in intersocietal interaction and access to non-
local goods. A case in point: the cultural developments that occurred after the
ca. A.D. 1400 collapse of the Angel chiefdom near the northern edge of the
Vacant Quarter, in the vicinity of the mouths of the Green and Wabash rivers
in southwestern Indiana, southeastern Illinois, and northwestern Kentucky
during the Caborn-Welborn phase (a.p. 1400-1700) (Figure 1.1) (Green and
Munson 1978; Muller 1986; Pollack 1998; Pollack and Munson 2003).

A catastrophic event (e.g., a sudden natural or human disaster) does not
appear to have been the cause of the Angel chiefdom’s collapse. More than
likely, a combination of internal and external factors at work over an extended
period of time, such as environmental degradation and the disruption of the
local Mississippian prestige goods economy, contributed to its demise. Indeed,
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Figure 1.1. The Vacant Quarter (after Williams 1990:174).

the archaeological record in this region suggests that there may have been a
period of overlap between the establishment of the first Caborn-Welborn
villages and the total abandonment of Angel and its associated settlements
(Hilgeman 2000; Pollack 1998).

Regardless of the causes, by ca. A.p. 1400, the power and prestige of the
Angel elite had diminished to such an extent that the social and political
hierarchy that had been in place for at least two hundred years was no longer
able to sustain itself. But instead of abandoning the region or relocating to
widely dispersed settlements, this Mississippian population established several
small and large villages slightly downstream from Angel (Green and Munson
1978; Pollack and Munson 2003).
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CABORN-WELBORN: A CASE STUDY

While collapse often results in the dispersal of a regional population and a
decline in intersocietal interaction, not all cultures respond in this manner.
The archaeological visibility of the Caborn-Welborn population and its links
to the former Angel chiefdom provide an opportunity to study one popula-
tion’s response to chiefdom collapse. What is of interest here is not the me-
chanics of collapse but how the Caborn-Welborn population reconstructed
social, political, and economic relationships following the collapse of the An-
gel chiefdom and the demise of neighboring lower Ohio valley Mississippian
polities.

The main data sets used to investigate this issue were site ceramic collec-
tions and site types. But before regional ceramic and site distribution pat-
terns could be assessed for the information they could provide about the
Caborn-Welborn population’s social, political, and economic responses to
Angel’s collapse, a solid descriptive foundation for Caborn-Welborn ceramics
had to be laid and an internal regional chronological sequence had to be de-
veloped.

Through the analysis of site ceramic assemblages, the salient characteristics
of Caborn-Welborn ceramics were identified; ceramic types and attributes that
reflected extraregional interaction were noted; and the continuities as well as
differences relative to Angel phase ceramic assemblages were identified. Tem-
porally diagnostic ceramic attributes or types, as well as other materials such
as historic trade goods, were used to develop an internal Caborn-Welborn
chronological sequence. With the temporal trends in Caborn-Welborn ma-
terial culture identified, it was possible to assess whether observed inter-
site variation in the distribution of ceramic types and attributes represented
chronological developments, intraregional cultural differences, or settlement
function.

Ceramic data (as well as nonlocal goods and other artifacts, such as trian-
gular endscrapers and Nodena projectile points) were used to identify and
evaluate Caborn-Welborn participation in extraregional exchange and inter-
action networks. Examination of Caborn-Welborn site types focused on con-
firming the presence of a settlement hierarchy, identifying the spatial distri-
bution and clustering of settlements and the location of cemeteries, and
identifying intersite functional differences as reflected in site ceramic assem-
blages.

This research indicates that, while Caborn-Welborn social, political, and
economic relationships were securely rooted in the traditions of the Angel
chiefdom, there were differences that served to distinguish Caborn-Welborn
sociopolitical organization from that of the Angel chiefdom. With the estab-
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lishment of several small and large villages downstream from the Angel site,
the Caborn-Welborn population constructed a new social and political order,
one that combined elements of old and new.

Caborn-Welborn settlements were centered at the mouth of the Wabash
River, 50 km downstream from the mouth of the Green River, which had
been the center of the Angel chiefdom (Green 1977; Green and Munson
1978; Pollack and Munson 2003). As had earlier Angel households, Caborn-
Welborn households continued to farm the fertile river bottoms, hunt in the
uplands, and fish the rich backwater lakes and sloughs. Many continued to
reside in large communities, although the regional settlement distribution
shrank from a 120 km long area along the Ohio River (the greatest extent of
Angel phase settlements) to a 60 km long area (Figure 1.2). To date, more than
80 sites with Caborn-Welborn components have been documented within this
area. Of these, ceramics were examined from 5o sites during this research,
with most of the intersite comparisons focusing on the 22 site assemblages
that contained 30 or more analyzable specimens (rims, decorated sherds, and
appendages).

By A.D. 1450, cultural or ethnic differences that distinguished those living
upstream from the mouth of the Wabash River from those living downstream
from it may have been present in the Caborn-Welborn region. Intraregional
variation in Caborn-Welborn Decorated shoulder designs, location of ceme-
teries, and the types of vessels interred with the dead suggest that although
the Caborn-Welborn population was primarily comprised of the descendants
of the Angel chiefdom, it also included households that moved to the region
after the collapse of polities located farther down the Ohio River.

Caborn-Welborn political organization retained some aspects of Angel’s
social and political hierarchy. A concentration of settlements within a re-
stricted geographic area and the existence of a settlement hierarchy (with
settlements ranging from farmsteads to large villages) point to the presence of
Caborn-Welborn leaders who had some degree of power and influence be-
yond their own village (see Spencer 1993, 1994). It also points to the continua-
tion of some form of formalized social inequality within Caborn-Welborn
society. Aspiring Caborn-Welborn elites may have competed with each other
to regain control of the entire Caborn-Welborn region, with the goal of cen-
tralizing power within one community and reestablishing a regional admin-
istrative center. As will be discussed in later chapters, Slack Farm, based on its
size and central location, as well as aspects of its material culture, at times may
have served some of the functions of a regional center, but there is no evidence
to suggest that aspiring Slack Farm elites were ever able to hold onto this
power for an extended period of time. While Caborn-Welborn sociopolitical
organization does not appear to have been as centralized as that of the earlier
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Figure 1.2. Spatial relationship between the Caborn-Welborn region and the Angel
region.

Angel chiefdom, since no clearly identifiable regional administrative mound
center was ever established and sustained, it does appear to have been more
centralized than that of contemporary tribal societies, such as Fort Ancient
groups to the east (Pollack and Henderson 1992a) and Oneota groups to the
north (Green 1995).

If Caborn-Welborn sociopolitical organization exhibited a greater degree
of political centralization than contemporary tribal societies but less centrali-
zation than a chiefdom, and considering the existence of cultural or ethnic
differences within the region, then Caborn-Welborn may be viewed best as a
small riverine confederacy, albeit one that was smaller in scale than the South-
eastern confederacies of the Contact period (Galloway 1994; Knight 1994;
Swanton 1911, 1946). Some researchers consider that the Creek and Choctaw
confederacies developed from segments of former Mississippian chiefdoms
that banded together for a common good (Galloway 1994; Knight 1994).
These confederacies have been described as having a “scaled hierarchy of po-
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tentially impermanent aggregations that developed on a contingent basis in
response to crises of greater or lesser importance” (Knight 1994:389). The ex-
tent to which confederacies existed prehistorically is not presently known:
they may represent a unique response to the external threats imposed by Euro-
pean exploration and settlement of the Southeast. But it is also possible that
these kinds of intersocietal alliances predate the Historic period (Blitz 1999;
Muller 1997).

If Caborn-Welborn sociopolitical organization did resemble that of a con-
federacy, it may have been organized somewhat differently than the confed-
eracies of the Contact period. The restricted distribution of Caborn-Welborn
sites (in a region about 6o km long) suggests that the various segments of the
Caborn-Welborn population enjoyed a greater level of social interaction or
integration than may have been the case for the groups that comprised the
Historic period confederacies of the Eastern Woodlands. In addition, there is
little in the way of archaeological evidence to suggest that Caborn-Welborn
settlement patterns represent a response to external threats.

And finally, in terms of Caborn-Welborn economic organization, partici-
pation in intersocietal exchange and interaction networks appears to have in-
creased rather than decreased following Angel’s collapse (Green and Munson
1978). Aspiring Caborn-Welborn elite maintained old economic ties with
Mississippian groups situated to the south of the Ohio valley but also estab-
lished new economic relationships with Oneota groups living to the north of
the Ohio valley (Figure 1.3). This is represented by the presence of nonlocal
goods, such as catlinite pipes and marine shell ornaments, and by ceramic
types and attributes that reflect extraregional interaction. A reorientation and
expansion of extraregional exchange relationships following the widespread
collapse of Mississippian chiefdoms throughout the lower Ohio and upper
central Mississippi valleys points to increased participation of tribal societies
in the Mississippian prestige goods economy.

Through the description of the salient characteristics of Caborn-Welborn
ceramics and site types and an examination of their spatial distribution,
this study identified intraregional linkages among Caborn-Welborn sites and
within subareas of the Caborn-Welborn region. The ceramic type and attri-
bute data, as well as information about the kinds of nonlocal goods recovered
from these sites, document the interaction of the Caborn-Welborn popula-
tion with groups outside the lower Ohio valley. Together, these intra- and
extraregional linkages reflect aspects of Caborn-Welborn social, political, and
economic relationships, permitting observations to be made concerning the
structure of Caborn-Welborn sociopolitical organization, and provide insights
into how one population responded to the collapse of a Mississippian chief-
dom. How regional Mississippian populations responded to the demise of the
elite reflects their unique culture histories as well as some of the variation in



