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Abstract

This thesis explores social identity and group membership at the Van Besien site by
identifying the social patterning in the production and consumption of ceramics. Since
potting is a social event involving transmission of knowledge, production exists within
social constraints specific to each potter and influences the technological choices he/she
makes. Such technological choices culminate in what is regarded as technological style,
created by the repetition of activities or choices that create discernible patterns to allow
for identification of styles that demarcate social boundaries.

By identifying stylistic traditions of production and use of ceramics at Van
Besien, I found evidence for both fluidity and rigidity of social boundaries. There are
constant technological choices that traditionally would be viewed as evidence of rigid
social membership. In contrast, the presence of variability at the Van Besien site indicates
that social groups were not rigid. To identify if social membership was spatially
represented, variability was explored throughout the site. I found that there were
unexpected social divisions visible spatially in the pottery.

The results demonstrate that with new theoretical frameworks, new interpretations
regarding village social spheres can be discerned. My thesis represents a successful re-
evaluation of an extant collection with missing and deficient documentation. This case
study shows that extant collections can be revisited, reevaluated, and shed new light on

academic debates in Ontario archaeology.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

Throughout the history of archaeology, ceramics have been used to create
chronological frameworks of past cultures. Decoration and form are the attributes most
widely used to determine cultural chronology. Decoration and form are also used to
define cultures and to track ethnic, boundaries. These are macro-scale issues and do not
focus on production or consumption of ceramics. Other areas of the world have used
decorative as well as technological attributes of ceramics to explore more micro-scale
issues such as group membership and social identity (Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris
2007; Gosselain 2011). This avenue was not commonly explored in past Ontario
research; rather ceramics were used to explore ethnicity and macro-scale issues (e.g.
MacNeish 1952; Noble 1973; Wright 1966, 1967). Ethnicity in Ontario refers to the idea
of discrete and homogeneous sociocultural systems (Cunningham 2001:2-3). It is my
hope that ceramics from archaeological sites in Ontario be explored more commonly on a
micro-scale. Exploring these themes has opened new doors for interpretation and changed
how certain aspects have been viewed globally. This thesis uses the site of Van Besien as
a case study to show how, by using an alternative approach, Ontario archaeology can
explore other social issues by investigating variability of ceramics. Specifically this thesis
applies a new approach to explore whether the potters at the Van Besien site made similar

technological choices, choices that might suggest a distinct intra-site identity.



MA Thesis — J. Schumacher; McMaster University - Anthropology 2

1.1 Sociality Through Ceramics

Sociality and identity are reflected in the archaeological record through patterning
of material culture, including ceramics. Sociality refers to how an individual engages
with another entity (human or material) within a social situation (Knappett 2004:47).
Identity is used in this thesis refers to the representation of self in the context of the social
surrounding and membership in particular social groups (Knapp and van Dommelen
2008:17). Multiple avenues of investigation, including technological steps and use, reveal
distribution patterns that allude to sociality and identity (Stark et al. 2000:298; Wills
2009:284, 286). Ceramics are an example of products produced within social contexts
(Dobres and Hoffman 2000). The steps of ceramic production are behaviors learned
within communities, as a result ceramics can be used to demarcate the social groups and
contexts they were learned within (Hegmon 2000:217-219). For example, if multiple
variations in material culture are present, the social community either accepts deviation
from a cultural norm or there is a presence of two or more groups living in the same
location (Crown 2007:687; Stark et al. 2000:324; Wills 2009:288). On the other hand, if
there is an overwhelming degree of similarity of ceramic technology and style, it is
generally believed that there is a single social group present (Curtis and Latta 2000:12).
In order to address such issues of local group membership and social identity in Ontario,
alternative theories and approaches must be introduced and the wealth of extant

collections investigated.
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1.2 Use of Extant Collections

Extant collections should be utilized to explore new lines of research such as
spatial variability of the production and use of ceramics. Scholars suggest that re-
evaluation of curated assemblages will result in new interpretations for answering
research questions (Allen 2004; Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris 2007). For instance, in
the Near East, past chronological frameworks are questioned and re-evaluated as more
collections are revisited (Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris 2007). In Polynesia, scholars
are finding regional variation of site patterns and deposition, and through calibration of
radiocarbon dates, they are questioning previous theories of socio-political relations,
migration/settlements and the rise of societal complexity (Allen 2004:143). Allen
(2004:190) stresses the importance of past work as a basis for future work, but points out
that, as new data appears, old theories need to be reformulated.

The conclusions drawn from re-evaluated collections may not only can challenge
chronology, but also can create opportunities to explore aspects of daily life. In the
northeastern United States, Hart (2000) explores the relationship between maize, beans,
and squash, and questions the belief that these crops had been utilized at the same time.
His interpretation of newer AMS dates suggests that maize, beans, and squash never co-
existed prior to 1300 AD. This was confirmed by additional AMS evaluation of extant
ceramic collections excavated from the same site. This and other examples demonstrate
that archaeological interpretation evolves as better empirical observations are introduced.
These observations are open for re-assessment as methods and theories change (Hart

2000:8).
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Willingness to re-analyze materials and sites is key to opening the door to
Ontario’s past. As discussed previously, ceramics are used to define culture complexes,
which depend on continuity and homogeneity. Recognition of variability within
Aboriginal sites in Southern Ontario contradicts views of regional continuity. Scholars
such as Ferris (1999) and Warrick (2000, 2008) have begun to re-evaluate the current
labels and interpretations that are pervasive in Ontario archaeology. Ontario archaeology
has seen both the production of new data and the re-evaluation of collections (see Chapter
2). These instances illustrate the necessity of “sustainable archaeology” and re-evaluation
of re-extant search collections (see Ferris and Cannon 2009). In this thesis I re-evaluate
the Van Besien site to demonstrate how re-analysis of extant collections, in light of new
theoretical models, can produce new data and benefit our knowledge of Ontario
archaeology.

Re-appraisal of Van Besien can contribute to a re-interpretation of Ontario’s
archaeological record during the Late Woodland period. By using an alternative approach
to re-evaluate Van Besien, I identify cultural choices encoded within ceramics (Stark et
al. 2000:324). Understanding intra-site relationships highlights broader issues concerning
inter-site and inter-regional relationships. Alternative approaches such as technological
style question the validity of current broad categorical labeling of past Aboriginal peoples
in southwestern Ontario such as “Iroquoian” or “Algonquin” (Cunningham 2001:22;

Michelaki 2007:151).
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1.3 Thesis Organization

After this introductory chapter, I turn to Chapter 2, which features an overview of
Ontario archaeology at multiple scales. The overview explores both theoretical
frameworks and previous findings across the province, as well as at the Van Besien site.
By presenting the current state of Ontario archaeology, I stress the importance of
revisiting extant collections and identify how questions regarding social and group
membership can be explored.

In Chapter 3 I discuss the culture historical approach, particularly its role in
Ontario. I stress the necessity of developing and implementing other theoretical
frameworks before turning to the theoretical framework applied in the remainder of this
thesis. I then introduce my research questions.

In Chapter 4 I explain how the theoretical framework is operationalized within
this thesis and identify how it addresses the research questions presented in the previous
chapter. I lay out in detail each technological step of pottery manufacturing and identify
the means by which pottery consumption have been analyzed. I present all of these areas
of analysis with their corresponding attributes, and I explain the relationship of each
attribute in the context of the proposed theoretical framework.

I present my findings in Chapter 5, separating out each technological step of
production (including paste, forming, finishing, etc.) and attributes relating to
consumption at Van Besien. I then explore the spatial distribution at the site in regards to
the technological choices made in producing ceramics. These choices are discussed in

terms of social groupings delineated by technological differences and consumption by
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identifying how space is divided socially within the Van Besien site. The idea of
technological style at Van Besien is discussed and conclusions regarding their meaning
proposed.

The final chapter, Chapter 6, brings the thesis to a close. The data and results are
summarized to show data trends and how this new data answers previously presented
research questions. In closing, it is stressed how this thesis will contribute to the re-

analysis of materials from extant collections in Ontario.
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Chapter Two - Study of the Late Woodland Period: A Focus

on the Ontario Early Late Woodland

In this chapter I give an overview of the period known as the Late Woodland, or
Ontario Iroquoian period in Southern Ontario. I will also discuss the chronology and
aspects of cultural variability at multiple scales of analysis within Ontario Early Late
Woodland period. I use Van Besien to illustrate the known variability of this period and
how Ontario archaeologists have interpreted it. In addition, I will address and identify the
social interpretations currently in place in Ontario in regards to politics, economics, and

social relations.

2.1 Temporal Context:

The common use of the term “Iroquoian period” has social implications as it
ignores the “nuanced, localized identity formations that occur as groups engage with their
material surroundings” (Watts 2008:4). By using this term, Ontario archaeologists
homogenize the heterogeneity found at the micro scale across Ontario. For example, a
site defined as Early Ontario Iroquoian known as the Praying Mantis site, found ceramic
decoration variability between longhouses suggesting presence of localized identity
(Howie-Langs 1998). Variation and differences are products of environmental variability,
differing scales of socio-political organization, and human interaction with cultural

surroundings (Watts 2008:4,38). As Ontario archaeologists excavate new materials and
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create new data and interpretations (from new and old collections), more material
variation has become apparent within cultural categories and as a result certain terms
have fallen into partial disuse (Warrick 2000:435). I am not arguing that markers of time
periods should change, but rather, that the ethnic nature of the labels used should change.
I will specifically be referring to Ontario when discussing the Early Late Woodland more
specifically currently identified as Early Ontario Iroquoian; I will not be discussing the
Early Late Woodland in the larger context of the United States. Therefore, following
recent conventions, the previously known periods of Early Ontario Iroquoian, Middle
Ontario Iroquoian and Late Ontario Iroquoian will be referred to as Ontario Early Late
Woodland (OELW), Ontario Middle Late Woodland (OMLW), and Ontario Terminal
Late Woodland (OTLW), respectively, for the remainder of this thesis.

These three periods span a temporal range from 1000 AD to 1650 AD, a stretch of
time that begins with the appearance of longhouses and ends with European contact. The
OELW encompasses ca.1000-1300 AD (Timmins 1985) and is characterized by the
appearance of incipient longhouses. The OMLW period begins in 1300 AD and
transitions to terminal Late Woodland around 1400 AD (Dodd et al 1990: 291). The
OMLW period is defined by changes in ceramic decoration and pipe manufacture quality
(Dodd et al 1990: 291). The OTLW, which lasts from 1400 to 1650 AD, begins with the
consolidation of local groups into larger regional groups and ends with initial European
contact (Dodd et al 1990: 291).

Richard MacNeish (1952) placed sites within this chronological framework by

creating a typology of Ontario pottery. It is a system that is still used to seriate sites
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today. MacNeish (1952) defined his ceramic types based on a combination of traits
including decoration, form, and rim shape. This typology is used to trace prehistoric
groups through time and space (Timmins 1997:127). For instance, Noble (1973) used the
frequency of twelve types to chronologically place Van Besien in the OELW period
(Middle Glen Meyer Period) (for further discussion see MacNeish 1952; Wright 1966).
Several years later Emerson (1956) published a handbook, instructing readers in
the analysis of rim sherds that built on MacNeish’s types. James Wright (1966, 1967)
later argued that type analysis should be replaced by attribute analysis for the
construction of tighter chronologies. In attribute analysis the distinguishing features of
pottery, such as rim shape and decoration, are identified separately and are the focus of
study, not the whole pot (Wright 1966; Wright 1967). Wright argued that an attribute was
the smallest unit of analysis and therefore the most accurate indicator of temporal and
spatial relationships (Wright 1967:99). An excellent example of attribute analysis is
Ramsden’s 4 Refinement of Some Aspects of Huron Ceramic Analysis (1977). Ramsden
discusses the downfalls of typologies and by using attribute analysis challenges previous
oversimplifications of Huron culture (1977:15-16). 1 will now provide an overview of
OELW that is informed and shaped by these evolving typologies and their utility for

research at the Van Besien Site.

2.2 The Ontario Early Late Woodland Period

According to recalibrated radiocarbon dates, the OELW period dates ca. 1000-1300 AD
(Timmins 1985; Williamson 1990). The OELW period is a time of transition from the

Middle Woodland period to the Late Woodland period, and is marked by the appearance
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of incipient longhouses (Williamson 1990:304). Incipient longhouses are shorter in
length than longhouses that appear at the end of the OELW (Williamson 1990:304).
Scholars believe the shift to more permanent structures, such as longhouses, during this
period indicates a transition to a more sedentary lifestyle (Williamson 1990:318).

OELW sites are located near large tracts of sand that would allow corn to thrive
(Williamson 1990:304), and often occupied easily defensible areas (Wright 1972:44).
Characteristic OELW villages cover 1 acre (0.4 hectare) (Warrick 2000:434) and are
normally surrounded by one or two rows of palisade. Village plans show superimposed
houses, indicating that numerous re-buildings were typical, with total occupation of sites
ranging from 10-30 years (Warrick 2008:23; Williamson 1990:306). It is estimated that
200-400 people occupied these sites and would most likely have not exceeded 500 people
(Trigger 1976:134; Warrick 2000:423). This period is also known for variability in house
size and configuration of central hearths and large pit features for storage and refuse
(Warrick 2000:436; Williamson 1985:45).

Archaeologists interpret subsistence patterns of OELW residences based on flora
and fauna data as evidence for semi-permanent village life and horticulture, and suggest
that the settlements were likely most intensely occupied during the winter months
(Williamson 1990:306). The presence of resource extraction camps in conjunction with
the non-intensive use of cultigens suggests heavy reliance on local resources, with people
likely engaged in hunting, fishing, and gathering (Warrick 2000; Williamson 1990).

Some scholars believe matrilocal residence appeared alongside the introduction

and adoption of horticulture and movement to year-round villages (Kapches 1990: 50). A
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matrilocal tradition is one in which the couple remains in close proximity to the wife’s
matrilineal ancestors or live within the same longhouse once married (Nauman 2007:16).
Matrilineality and matrilocality in Ontario are associated with organized village plans and
cohesive political structures (Kapches 1990). Iroquoian longhouses, as found in the
OELW and at the Van Besien site, are thought to be characteristically composed of
matrilineal-matrilocal family segments (Creese 2012:38; Hayden 1976). These
assumptions are based on ethno-historic accounts of the Huron (Richards 1967).

Scholars believe that matrilocal residences are reflected in homogeneity in
longhouse floor patterns and ceramics (Kapches 1990:51; Horvath 1977). In other areas
such as Kenya, local traditions of pottery form and decoration are thought to indicate
matrilocal residence (Herbich 1987:203). This pattern should be reflected in material
culture and in particular traits in pottery manufacture especially since ethno-historical
accounts suggest that women produced the pottery in this period (Sagard 1939:109).
Researchers assume that since the pots are visual objects, they would reflect the
membership of women within a matrilocal residence and display social messages in
manufacture and use (Chilton 1996: 125). In fact, matrilocality is often cited as a
determining factor in the rise of local traditions of form and decoration of ceramics
during the OELW (see discussions in Watts 2008:37).

This idea has been contested in Ontario as early as 1967 by Cara Richards. There
have been arguments that you cannot infer kinship rules from cultural material (Harris
1968:360) and that ethnographic information from which this idea originated from is

flawed (Richards 1967:56). Richards argues that the majority of houses documented in
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ethnographic writings actually describes virilocal living patterns (1967:56). Only
approximately half of residences during the 17" century described were matrilocal and as
a result doubt has been cast on the regularity of matrilocal residences in pre-contact
settings (Richards 1967:56). If this was in fact the case, that matrilocal residences were
common during the OELW period, ceramics could be an avenue to explore it.

Material culture, including ceramics and faunal remains, from OELW sites has
been used to define settlement types, such as villages or resource extraction camps.
Increases in certain material types are used to infer chronology such as bone artifacts and
specific ceramic decorations, and exotic goods, such as shells, are thought to signify
modest trade (Williamson 1990:298-300). Artifact assemblages of OELW sites consist of
ceramics (covered in detail below), pipes, gaming discs, chipped lithics, and tools and
ornaments made of bone, antler, shell, and copper (Williamson 1990). Pipes become
more common in this period, with barrel-shaped bowls as the most prominent type
(Williamson 1990:299). Ceramic discs appear to be ground down from body sherds of
vessels (Williamson 1990:299). Chipped lithic tools characteristic of the period are
triangular points with downward facing corners or spurs and flake scrapers (Williamson
1990:299).

OELW mortuary practices were once thought to have been simple individual
interments, but new data shows considerable variation in treatment of the dead (see
discussion in Watts 2008:32). The OELW sees the introduction of ossuaries alongside
primary and secondary interment in cemeteries and cremation (Williamson 1990:306).

For example, in the Norfolk sand plains of southwestern Ontario, individuals were
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temporarily buried in single interments before being moved to a secondary interment in
communal pits outside of longhouses (Watts 2008:32; Williamson 1990:308). The
custom was similar west of the plains, but the secondary interments were placed within
longhouses rather than within communal burials (see discussions in Watts 2008:32).
Early versions of ossuaries and isolated and flexed burials are also characteristic of
eastern Ontario during this period (Williamson 1990:306).

James Wright (1966) uses differences in settlements and material culture to
separate southeastern and southwestern Ontario into Pickering and Glen Meyer cultures
respectively. This division has most commonly been explored through ceramic
decoration (Noble 1973, Smith 1997, Timmins 1997), as well as site placement (Warrick
2000; Warrick 2008).

Populations living in Glen Meyer and Pickering region made similar choices in
settlement; both groups settled in areas on hills or areas flanked with ravines and
employed palisades (Wright 1966:52). However, as more data has been produced,
archaeologists have identified important variations in material culture within these
regions. For instance, the ceramics within the branch known as Glen Meyer differ from
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