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Ancient origins (p. 40). Sciulli & Oberly (2002, 445) 
conclude that, based on cranial metrics, the SunWatch 
population is homogeneous with the preceding Late 
Woodland populations. Interestingly, however, the 
population from the Madisonville site, a nearly con-
temporaneous village in southern Ohio (p. 132), stands 
out as either ‘intrusive to the area’ or as an atypical 
‘amalgamation of numerous populations in the area’ 
(Sciulli & Oberly 2002, 445). Cook (2004, 156) suggests 
that a genetic study of the SunWatch burials would 
be particularly interesting for the light it would shed 
on kin groupings and the identities of the high-status 
males, but the work of Sciulli & Oberly is worth con-
sidering for the larger scale issues it addresses.

In spite of my few criticisms, Cook’s analysis 
of the SunWatch site and its relationships to peer 
polities in the region and in neighbouring regions is 
a significant contribution to the literature. It is dif-
ficult to exaggerate the importance of SunWatch for 
our understanding of the Fort Ancient culture and 
the periphery peer interactions between Fort Ancient 
and Mississippian societies. SunWatch: Fort Ancient 
Development in the Mississippian World represents the 
most thorough and comprehensive summary of the 
archaeology of SunWatch yet to appear. For this reason 
alone, the book belongs on the shelf of any archaeo
logist interested in the late prehistory of eastern North 
America. Cook’s efforts to elucidate the evolution 
of the SunWatch site in terms of peer polity interac-
tion models should make it more broadly appealing 
to archaeologists anywhere in the world who are 
studying the rise of sociocultural complexity and its 
expansion into adjacent regions.

Bradley T. Lepper
Ohio Historical Society

1982 Velma Avenue
Columbus, OH 43211

USA
Email: blepper@ohiohistory.org
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Socialising Complexity: Structure, Interaction and Power 
in Archaeological Discourse, edited by Sheila Kohring 

& Stephanie Wynne-Jones, 2007. Oxford: Oxbow 
Books; ISBN-13 978-1-84217-294-0 paperback £32 & 

US$64; iv+244 pp., 40 figs., 4 tables

Janet E. Levy

This volume contributes to a growing literature 
in archaeology that grapples with the concept of 
‘complexity’ and its relationship with other concepts, 
including hierarchy, social evolution, centralization, 
power, chiefdom and state. The editors and contribu-
tors work to ‘complicate’ complexity, by critiquing 
unilineal models of social evolution and the common, 
but often non-explicit, merging of complexity with 
hierarchy. By ‘socializing’ complexity, the editors 
seem to mean integrating variability, flexibility and 
individual agency into what they claim are excessively 
unilineal and simplified models of complexity that are 
heavily influenced by Western concepts of ‘progress’. 
The volume provides an introductory chapter by 
the editors, two theoretical commentaries by Robert 
Chapman and Carole Crumley respectively, and ten 
case studies from Europe, North and South America, 
Africa and central Asia.

In Chapter one, the editors lay out their goals: to 
seek out alternatives to unilineal, mechanistic models 
of social evolution which ignore or miss the true com-
plexity of individual societies and of the lives of active 
individuals in different times and places. Complexity 
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should be understood not as a kind of socio-political 
structure, but 

the myriad, diverse relationships, the ways they 
interconnect and create new contingencies and how 
they are mediated through objects, individuals, and 
communities, creating the complex social realities 
embedded in all societies at all scales (p. 2). 

Thus, archaeologists are encouraged to incorporate 
multivocality and multiple scales of analysis, espe-
cially that of individual agency, into their analyses. 
The editors suggest that several diverse theoreti-
cal perspectives may help us revive our analyses, 
including Complex Adaptive Systems, an approach 
borrowed from biology. However, contributors refer 
most often to heterarchy: structures or systems that 
include units that may be related in a ranked fashion 
or in a lateral fashion, or shift flexibly between these 
kinds of relationships. Heterarchy is meant to describe 
a system that is ordered and complicated, but not 
necessarily hierarchical, a structure that incorporates 
flexibility and shifting relationships as normative. 
Throughout the volume, authors use the metaphors of 
webs, weaving, mosaic, and ‘meshwork’ (in Crumley’s 
contribution) to describe social complexity, eschewing 
metaphors of staircases, ladders, or pyramids.

I am sympathetic with the authors’ frustration 
with unilineal evolutionary approaches that privilege 
structure over agency and conflate complexity with 
hierarchy and centralized power. I am persuaded that 
the ‘bottom-up’ approach (Herrera in this volume) 
has a great deal to contribute to our overly top-down 
understanding of prehistoric societies. The contribu-
tors turn to a variety of archaeological evidence to 
illuminate the enormous diversity and variability of 
what they construe to be complex societies. A common 
strategy is to compare evidence of relatively independ-
ent data sets, such as architectural plans and evidence 
of production, to analyse how family structure, politi-
cal arrangements, and economic production might be 
interconnected and/or cross-cutting.

Several papers look at landscape and settlement 
evidence. For example, Elizabeth DeMarrais compares 
the layout of domestic space and public space in two 
different Andean locations to examine the interac-
tion of different levels of social cohesion. In another 
Andean case study, Alexander Herrera analyses rela-
tionships among settlements, tombs, enclosures, and 
natural features of the landscape, to examine ‘how did 
people socialize space in the pre-Columbian Andes’ 
(p. 179) at different scales. Stephanie Wynne-Jones 
uses regional survey along the east coast of Africa to 
understand how the interconnections of early cities 
and hinterlands shift, leading to relationships that, 
at times, are quite different from those implied by 

documentary sources. David Robinson provides a 
case study from the interior of southern California 
in late prehistoric times; this differs from the other 
contributions by focusing on a prehistoric population 
using wild foods and impermanent architecture. Rob-
inson effectively considers natural landscape features, 
rock art, bedrock mortars and evidence of camp sites 
as reflecting the mosaic of human adaptation in the 
region.

Other papers focus on production and distribu-
tion of artefacts in a community or polity context. 
Stella Souvatzi examines production of fine pottery 
and other crafts in Neolithic Greece; within villages, 
production appears to be specialized, but distribution 
is widespread and indicates egalitarian access by all 
households. Sheila Kohring and colleagues discuss 
ceramic production in a major Copper Age com-
munity in Iberia, using materials analysis to consider 
the organization of production and implications for 
larger questions of both vertical and horizontal social 
relationships. Several papers — Lane on the Andes, 
Giedelmann Reyes on the Muisca of Colombia, and 
Sneath on central Asia — incorporate ethnohistoric, 
ethnographic and documentary resources into their 
analyses. Finally, there is Kristian Kristiansen’s chapter 
on Bronze Age Scandinavia, which seems a kind of 
resistance to many of the themes of the volume: while 
examining evidence of decentralization, he resolutely 
confirms the hierarchical, stratified nature of these 
societies, from a very top-down perspective.

Despite my sympathy with the fundamental 
goals of this volume, there are some problems. An 
odd thing is the lack of any explanation of how the 
book was developed and who the contributors are. No 
affiliations are provided for the editors or contribu-
tors: perhaps this is meant as a levelling mechanism? 
Or, did the ‘Contributors’ section get lost in the final 
editing? In the Acknowledgements of Bob Chapman’s 
chapter, I learned that his paper had originated at a 
conference at Cambridge University; a quick Google, 
and one realizes that this volume contains a subset of 
papers from a 2005 conference called ‘Defining Social 
Complexity: approaches to power and interaction 
in the archaeological record’. It contains the work 
mostly of Cambridge staff and recent PhD students. 
It is unclear to me why this is never mentioned. A 
self-reflective archaeology requires information about 
the context of research and publication.

The diversity and range of research discussed is 
a strength of the volume, and the chapters report on 
extraordinary long-term field projects. Unfortunately, 
the theoretical discussion becomes repetitive and 
somewhat frustrating. The basic problem is prefigured 
in the introduction where the editors state: ‘…yet it 
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seems that every approach that attempts to general-
ize/define the various aspects leads to a narrowing 
of the concept: a simplification of diversity into a 
manageable form’ (p. 2). Well…yes: that’s what science 
— or analysis in general — does. While the approaches 
advocated here do lead us to rich descriptions of indi-
vidual cases, the big picture is lost, and comparisons 
become very particularistic. One might argue that 
the big picture has received far too much attention, 
but I do not think that eliminating it entirely is the 
appropriate answer. The fundamental conclusion of 
these analyses is that all societies, of all time periods, 
are ‘complex’, and that to claim otherwise is demean-
ing to ancient and/or indigenous people: ‘…to regard 
complexity as a property common to all society and 
human interaction is only possible within a scholar-
ship that has embraced inclusivity and multivocality’ 
(p. 7). The authors seem to be using a common-sense 
understanding of ‘complex’ to mean ‘complicated’. 
But, if everything is complex, then ‘complexity’ itself 
is not very fruitful to study. Demonstrating that all 
societies are complex leaves open questions about 
how societies are different, and which differences have 
been significant in the development of the ancient and 
modern world. 

The editors and contributors have provided a 
legitimate, if somewhat repetitive, critique of simplistic 
taxonomies (e.g. chiefdom/state or ranked/stratified) 
and unilineal models. They have foregrounded the 
valuable point that lateral social relationships — e.g. 
kinship, gender, production, feasting etc. — play as 
important roles in daily life as vertical relationships, 
and archaeologists should put effort into understand-
ing the materialization of these lateral relationships. In 
addition, they have effectively emphasized that large 
and differentiated social groups may share egalitar-
ian communal ideologies and practices as well as 
hierarchical ones. However, in attempting to ‘socialize 
complexity’, they have thrown out the baby of broad 
comparative patterning with the bathwater of Western 
models of progress. The volume demonstrates creative 
analysis of rich sets of archaeological data. I hope that 
the authors in the future will escape from their current 
polemics and also contribute to the big picture of the 
development of human societies.

Janet E. Levy
Department of Anthropology

University of North Carolina at Charlotte
Charlotte, NC 28223

USA
Email: jelevy@uncc.edu

The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia, by Philip L. Kohl, 
2007. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 

ISBN-13 978-0-521-84780-3 hardback £48 & US$89; 
xxiii+296 pp., 112 figs.

David L. Peterson

This book is very appropriately titled. Philip Kohl’s 
account of the making of the Bronze Age in Eurasia is 
largely based on the material practices through which 
ancient Eurasian societies, in a sense (and with a tip 
of the hat to V.G. Childe), made themselves. While 
acknowledging that the work of archaeologists ‘is 
necessarily constrained by the social context in which 
archaeologists must function’, among the author’s 
objectives is to address the gap which developed during 
the Cold War era between Anglo-American researchers 
whose investigations centre on the Near East and west-
ern Europe, and those within the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (and previously, the Soviet Union) 
whose research is situated within Eurasia. In part, this 
gap can also be attributed to the evidence with which 
researchers of the Bronze Age period in the Near East 
and Eurasia respectively work; the former having a 
view of the past that is heavily informed by the histori-
cal evidence available from thousands of texts, while 
the latter almost exclusively rely on material culture. 
Figuring largely in Kohl’s account is the material 
evidence for developments that significantly colour 
scholarly views of the later prehistory of the areas of 
Eurasia that are the province of the book: the Eurasian 
steppes, the Caucasus and the desert zone of central 
Asia. These include early metal networks, modelled 
according to E.N. Chernykh’s concept of metallurgical 
provinces (Chernykh 1992 and elsewhere), wheeled 
vehicles, the domestication of the horse and camel, and 
the development of nomadism. 

One thing that scholars and students of other 
regions may need to work past in approaching this 
book, or virtually any archaeological text on the 
regions it covers, is the ambiguity associated with the 
term ‘Eurasia’. By and large, ‘Eurasia’ has come to refer 
to the area formerly encompassed by the Soviet Union, 
as well as closely adjoining portions of Southeast 
Europe, Mongolia, and western China. This definition 
will not satisfy those who may wish to include all of 
Europe and Asia combined, but the majority of dis-
senters are likely be those whose primary interests lie 
far beyond the boundaries just mentioned. In support 
of these admittedly fuzzy boundaries is the commonly 
accepted terminology for the Eurasian steppes, which 

CAJ 19:1, 139–41      © 2009 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
doi:10.1017/S0959774309000213     Printed in the United Kingdom.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959774309000201 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959774309000201

