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Chiefly greetings are also described for the remainder of the 

Southeast. Among the Timucua, Laudonniere (Swanton 1922:374) said that 

the chief was greeted every morning in council by cries of 11 Ha, he, ha, 11 

and LeMoyne (Swanton 1946:93) records the same series of sounds as "Ha, 

he, ya, ha, ha ... Among the Taensa, the greeting was variously recorded 

by Tonti (Swanton 1911:259) and La Sa 11 e (Swanton 1911:262) as "Ho! Ho! 

Ho! 11 and 11 Hou! Hou! Hou! 11
, respectively. Powhatan was also greeted with 

a series of shouts (Swanton 1946:642). 

As a final point on the subject, DuPratz' (Swanton 1911:93) 

comments pertain to the greeting afforded to nobles other than the chief: 

When the great Sun speaks to anyone Iof the common people] 
he (the latter) is obliged to salute him with three hous 
as soon as he has finished speaking. If a simple Sun is 
spoken to he is saluted with one hou only, but it is 
necess-ary that this be out of the presence of the sovereign. 
The Suns themselves salute him every time he speaks to them 
and every morning they go to pay their respects to him with 
this salutation of a single hou. Even his brother (the head 
war chief) was not exempt, but he did it in a very low tone, 
which sufficed for the rest of the day. 

The great respect with which the chief and to a lesser degree their 

kinsmen were treated impressed all European observers, because French, 

English, and Spanish accounts all refe.r to the \-.Jidespread greeting 

practices. 

Chiefs had certain foods reserved for their use (Swanton 1922:387), 

and also special dishes from which to eat (Swanton 1911:259). The 

Natchez chief had servants wbo provided for his needs in both his sacred 

and secular roles. LePetit (Swanton 1911:142-143) provides an excellent 

description of the services these servants provided: 

... as soon as an heir presumptive has been born to the great 
chief, each family that has an infant at the breast is obliged 
to pay him homage. From all these infants they choose a certain 
number whom they desire for the service of the young prince, 

_j 



and as soon as they are of a competent age they furnish them 
w·ith employments s-ui'ted to their talents. Some pass their 
lives in hunting, to furnish supplies for the table; others 
are employed in agriculture, while others serve to fill up 
his retinue. If he happens to die, all these servants 
sacrifice thems-elves with joy, to follow their dear master. 

Penicaut (Swanton 1911:100) adds that the great Sun was served by up 
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to thirty regular servants (tichon) and many other servants referred to 

as Great Sun servants (Oulchtl tichon). Servants were also present 

among the Calusa (Swanton 1911:389) and the Caddo (Swanton 1942:173). 

Summary and Conclusions 

It should be apparent from the foregoing that chiefs and their 

families were separated from the lower status members of southeastern 

chiefdoms by many sumptuary rules, only a few of which have been dis­

cussed here. In their roles as both political and religious leaders, 

chiefs were accompanied by servants and retainers who provided for 

their needs. Chiefs wore copper head pieces, crowns, or other material 

items that symbolized and reasserted their high status. They were 

treated with great deference by their s-ubjects, many of whom had only 

limited access to the chiefly presence. The chief and some of his 

family members lived on mounds that grew larger and higher with each 

successive generation, eventually leading to a greater vertical and 

probably social separation between ch_ief and subjects. The ultimate 

separation between chief and commoner came in the sacred role of the 

chief. He was thought to be descended from the celestial sun, and he 

was viewed as a spirit. Burial in the temple was the final stage in 

symbolizing the close relationship between the chief and other spirits. 

It is therefore not surprising that the chief and his family were 

treated with such respect and deference. 



CHAPTER IX 

RISE AND FALL OF SOUTHEASTERN CHIEFDOMS 

Whatever the causes for the development of individual chiefdoms in 

the Southeast, it is certain that all of the chiefdoms represented in 

the archaeological and ethnohistorical records from the Southeast did 

not originate simultaneously, nor were chiefdoms identical, whether in 

degree of political centralization, warfare pattern, level of social 

stratification, or degree of cultural elaboration. These observed 

differences in content can be explained in part by the relative stage 

of development of the individual chiefdoms involved (Steponaitis 1981; 

Carneiro 1981). Some chiefdoms--the best available examples of which 

derive from the ethnohistorical record--were only slightly developed 

and had not reached their fullest potential for grm4Jth and expansion, 

while others--with the best available examples deriving from the 

archaeological record--were more fully developed and had perhaps 

reached the apex of their development. The next step in their growth 

would have been statehood had circumstances allowed their continued 

growth and development. 

Inherent in the preceding discussion of the origin and development 

of chiefdoms is the assumption that chiefdoms were not static entities. 

They did not emerge full blown from ancestral tribal level groups, but 

instead represent only a portion of an evolutionary socio-political 

continuum which ranges from a slight degree of centralization of 

204 



205 

political authority at the lowest level to more highly developed 

centralization of authority approaching that of the state. The 

evolutionary path_of ever increasing complexity and chiefly authority 

was not necessarily the same for all chiefdoms, but the general direc­

tion was the same. In each chiefdom, then, political centralization, 

social stratification, cultural elaboration, and territorial expansion 

occurred at a rate determined by factors such as subsistence, popula­

tion pressures, competition and warfare, among others. 

At this point in the discussion, a dilemma arises. If chiefdoms 

are part of an evolution·ary continuum which leads ultimately to a state 

level of socio-political organization (Carneiro 1981:67), why then, did 

states not develop in the southeastern United States as they did in 

nearby Mesoamerica or South America? Fowler (1974), Sears (1962; 1968), 

and Olah (1975) have all argued that states did in fact exist in the 

Southeast, but none of those authors suggest that they even approach 

the fully developed states found farther south, and all were probably 

describing highly developed chiefdoms. In each of these cases, large 

archaeological sites such as Cahokia, Kolomoki, Moundville, and Etowah 

(which represent political centers of either chiefdoms or incipient 

states} show evidence of decline following long periods of development. 

As She 1 don (1974), Fowler (1974), and Seckinger (1977) have shown, the 

decline of these centralized societies is marked by a shift away from a 

hierarchy of settlement types to numerous smaller, undifferentiated 

settlements. A decline in the number of statuses represented in 

mortuary practices, and the loss of most of the other indica tors of 

cultural elaboration such as mound residence and temple burial for 

chiefs, human sacrifice, trade in exotic raw materials, and other 
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attributes also occurs at the same time. The reasons for the decline 

at these major archaeological sites is not fully understood. Fowler 

(1974) has suggested that over-exploitation of local resources as a 

result of over-population led to the decline of Cahokia, but it is 

possible that the reasons behind the decentralization may be more com­

plex. Palerm and Wolf (1957) and Leach (1954) using data from Meso­

america and Burma, respectively, have suggested that environmental 

variables, such as suitability of an area for irrigation, amount of 

precipitation, or changes in relative population density may have 

resulted in continued centralization in some areas and a decline in 

others. Baker and Sanders (1972), on the other hand, have suggested 

that increasing population puts increasing pressures on the kin-based 

integration of society found at the chiefdom level, and unless new 

forms of integration, such as formal legal sanctions, are developed, 

then chiefdoms will fragment into less centralized tribal level groups. 

Similar 11 Cycles 11 of centralization followed by decentralization have 

been noted for Mesopotamia by Adams (1974) and Gibson (1974). Thus, 

for whatever reason, not all chiefdoms developed into states. Instead, 

some chiefdoms developed up to a certain level, and then began a period 

of decline. Except in cases where the decline was precipitated by 

military conquest or some other cataclysmic disaster, it is likely 

that such decline took the form of a reduction in the authority of 

chiefs, decrease in number and complexity of sumptuary rules associated 

with chiefly positions, and a return to a more egalitarian society. 

Fried {1967) has suggested a simi.lar process for the decline of 

pristine states. 
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At present, it is not possible to trace th·e development and decline 

of any of the dozens of chiefdoms which occupied the Southeast between 

A.D. 900 and 1700. It is likely, however, that through a combination 

of archaeology and ethnohistory, we will some day be able to reach that 

level of understanding. For the present, we must be satisfied with 

recognizing that the variation existed, and we must employ that recog­

nition in our attempts to interpret the southeastern chiefdoms. 

A possible indicator for the development and decline of political 

centralization can be seen in the temporal distribution of council 

houses (or large earth covered structures) in the Georgia-Carolina 

area. In that area, council houses have two periods of occurrence 

separated by an interval during which such structures appear to be 

lacking. At sites such as Wilbanks (Sears 1958), Tugalo (Kelly and 

DeBaillou 1960), and Garden Creek (Dickens 1976), earth lodges were 

encountered in the lowest levels of platform mounds- which contained 

subsequent construction stages used for chiefly residenceor as temple 

substructures. The implication is, that, as centralization developed 

in each area, there was a shift from control by councils (such·as one 

might expect during the early stages of unification of kin-linked 

autonomous villages) toward more pow·erful chiefs deserving of mound 

residence, temple burials, and greatly increased social status. A 

similar trend can be seen on the Macon Plateau in central Georgia 

(Fairbanks 1946). There, the earliest earth lodge has a raised clay 

platform for the three highest ranking individuals with clay 11 Seats 11 

for 47 others. Subsequent earth lodges lost both the clay platform 

and seats, and eventually the earthlodge became just another ceremonial 

structure located between the two platform mounds on the site. It is 
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likely that this change reflects the shift from decision making by 

councils of clan elders to increasing power in the hands of a strong 

chief. Councils may have continued to exist but perhaps only as advi­

sory bodies which met with the chief in his house or elsewhere on the 

residence mound and not in a specialized council structure. 

By the time the Soto expedition passed through the Southeast in 

the 1540's, there were few if any councils or council houses operating 

in the chiefdoms visited. Instead, descriptions or even mention of 

councils are rare and descriptions of council houses are almost totally 

lacking. The only mention of a chief actually conferring with a council 

is a meeting between Tuscalusa and his "war council" at Mauvila. In 

two other cases, at Chiaha and Chicaca, Elvas (Bourne 1904;I, 75, 103) 

describes the chief as saying that he must confer with his council 

before he can provide bearers, but in the first case the chief and the 

entire village population fled, and in the second the Indians attacked 

immediately. Ranje 1 (Bourne 1904: I I, 72) mentions "a very 1 a rge cabin 

with a large open court in the middle" seen at Aquacaleyquen (Caliquen) 

in central Florida, providing a description for a possible council 

house. When Soto met with Tuscalusa at his main town, Elvas (Bourne 

1904:87) says that they sat and talked in a piazza located on the 

summit of the chief'· s residence mound. The meeting was a 1 so attended 

by the chief's principal men who placed "themselves around (him), 

some way removed, so that an open circle was fonned about him, the 

Indians of the highest rank being nearest to his person," which sug­

gests that at least some persons were included in major conferences. 

Council houses were more common in marginal areas of the Southeast 

during the 15th and 16th centuries. Laudonnigre (Bennett 1975:14) 



observed functioning councils among the poorly centralized chiefdom 

controlled by Saturiona at the Mouth of the St. Johns River, but it 
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is not known if they also existed in the more developed neighboring 

chiefdom controlled by Outina. Functioning councils were also observed 

among the Caddo in the early 18th century (Swanton 1942). At Irene on 

the coast of Georgia, a platform mound for chiefly residence was in 

use until A.D. 1350, but after that data a rotunda (or council house) 

was built and the platform mound abandoned. 

By the early 18th century, all of the southeastern chiefdoms had 

suffered periods of decline, and only tribal level groups, sometimes 

organized into loose confederacies, were present (Swanton 1928a, 1928b; 

Hudson 1976). Detailed descriptions of councils and council houses are 

provided for this time period by numerous writers inc 1 u ding Lawson 

{_Lefler 1967), Dickinson (Andrews and Andrews 1945), Timberlake 

(Williams 1927), Romans (1962}, Adair (Williams 1930}, Bartram (Haprer 

1967) and others. 

The archaeological evidence, then, indicates that council houses 

were present in the Southeast by ca~ A.D. 1000, but little evidence 

exists for their presence during the interval between A.D. 1000 and 

1600. Council houses do appear to have been present in areas marginal 

to the core Southeast or in weakly centralized chiefdoms. Historical 

accounts indicate that council houses were common throughout the 

Southeast in the 18th century, and they were often constructed on the 

surrmits of preexisting mounds. This pattern of council house pres:ence, 

disappearance, and later reappearance in the Southeast corresponds to 

the pattern of rise, existence, and decline of chiefdoms being proposed 

here. Councils which advised the chief or controlled his decisions may 
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have been present during the early stages of the development of a chief~ 

dam, but as the chief grew stronger, the councils apparently grew 

weaker and eventually disappeared altogether in most southeastern chief­

doms. 

The level of socio-political organization was not the same in all 

parts of the Southeast in the early historic period. Some chiefdoms 

were at a level of development just above the tribal level, while 

others had developed to a point approaching state level. The archaeo­

logical record indicates that southeastern chiefdoms had been developing 

and declining since approximately A.D. 900, and they were continuing to 

do so into the historic period. Some chiefdoms may have been quite 

stable once established, however. An anonymous letter written in 1704 

(Swanton 1911:185) indicates that the Natchez could court forty-five or 

fifty chiefs who had 11 Succeeded each other successively," while during 

a time of 11 Sickness, .. nine Great Suns died within a period of four years 

and still the Natchez chiefdom continued to function (Du Pratz in 

Swanton 1911:172). Not all groups in the Southeast were at the chief­

dom level, however, even in the 16th century. Ranjel (Bourne 1904:!!, 

132) says the following of a group near Chicaza: 11 Caluca is a province 

of more than ninety villages not subject to anyone, with a savage popu­

lation, very warlike and much dreaded .•. ", indicating a lack of 

centralization. Elsewhere, Elvas (Bourne 1904:1, 70-71), Ranjel 

(Bourne 1904:11, 102-103), and Biedma (Bourne 1904:!!, 14-15) give 

descriptions of Chelaque, Xuala, and Guaxule (Guaquili) located in 

western North Carolina which indicate that those "provinces .. may have 

been tribal groups subject to the chieftainess of Cofitachequi. 
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In any event, most groups within the core Southeast were chief..: 

doms in the 16th century when Soto passed through. Descriptions of the 

Luna expedition (Priestley 1928) indicate that chiefdoms in Alabama may 

have been weakened by the passage of Soto and other southeastern chief­

doms may have been similarly affected. Chiefdoms lasted at least into 

the first quarter of the 18th century in the Lower Mississippi Valley, 

and may have lasted that late in other parts of the Southeast although 

descriptions are lacking. By th.e mid-18th century, the chiefdoms were 

gone, and all southeastern groups were back at the tribal level due to 

the loss of all the elements which have been described here as being 

characteristic of chiefdoms (Bossu 1962; Harper 1967; Williams 1930; 

Willtams 1927). The final decline of the southeastern chiefdoms was 

not caused by a single factor, but was instead probably the result of 

several factors including disease, disruption caused by Europeans 

(i.e., Soto, Pardo, Luna) and trade for European goods (which changed 

the whole economic structure). 
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