MATRILOCALITY, CORPORATE STRATEGY, AND THE ORGANIZATION
OF PRODUCTION IN THE CHACOAN WORLD

Peter N. Peregrine

Kinship is central to an understanding of sociopolitical organization and the organization of production in Chaco Canyon.
Between A.D. 700 and 900, lifeways in the Chacoan world underwent a transformation that reflects the evolution of matrilo-
cal residence. Matrilocal groups became the foundation of a polity based on a corporate political strategy. Matrilocality pro-
vided the peoples of the Chaco region a social structure in which women were able to form stable agricultural communities
while men were freed to take part in long-distance resource procurement and trade. Leaders mobilized goods from across the
polity for corporate-affirming activities, such as construction of great houses. This corporate strategy is evident in an exami-
nation of turquoise production. The production of turquoise ornaments was diffuse and uncontrolled, but the consumption of

turquoise, at least in Chaco Canyon, was highly centralized. This is what we would expect to see in a polity operating within
a corporate strategy.

El parentesco es central para entender la organizacién socio-politico y la organizacién de producién en Canién Chaco. Entre d.C.
700 y 900 la manera de vida en el mundo Chaquefio se cambié reflejando la evolucién de la residencia matrilocal. Los grupos
matrilocales convenieron la fundacién de una regidn politica basada en una estrategia politica corporativa. La matrilocalidad
suministré a la gente Chaquenas una estructura social en que las mujeres fueron capaz a formar comunidades agriculturales esta-
bles mientras los hombres fueron libres a conseguir recursos y hacer negdcios de larga-distancia. Los lideres mobilizaron recur-
sos al través de la region politica para actividades corportiva-afirmando, como la construcion de las Casas Grandes. Esta
estrategia es evidente en una investigacion de la producion turquesa. Los ornamentos turquesos fueron fabricados por familias
quien especializaron en la producion artistica pero la producidn fue difusa y incontrolada. Sin embargo la consuncion de turquesa
fue altamente especializada, al menos entre Cafién Chaco. Eso es precisamente que esperariamos ver en una region politica fun-
cionando entre una estrategia corporativa.

mong the most striking monuments of the evolution of matrilocal residence and, more

ancient North America are the Chacoan specifically, of a polity rooted in the possibilities and

great houses. Generations of archaeologists ~ constraints such residential groups create. I suggest
have marveled at their scale and craftsmanship and  emergent leaders in the Chacoan polity used matrilo-
wondered why they were built, what purposes they  cal groups as the foundation of a corporate political
served, what kind of society fostered the construc-  strategy. As my colleagues and I have explained in
tion of such impressive structures. These questions  a series of recent articles (Blanton 1998; Blanton et
are made only more enigmatic with knowledge of al. 1996; Feinman 2000), leaders following a cor-
the archaeological record for the era preceding great  porate political strategy attempt to build a power
house construction. Between A.D.700and A.D.900 base by developing and promoting activities that
lifeways in the Chacoan world underwent a trans-  reinforce the corporate bonds that tie members of
formation. Single-family pit structures, a basic res-  the polity together. A common corporate strategy is,
idential form since as early as 200 B.C., were given  for example, to mobilize goods from across a polity
up for multifamily pueblos. What accounts for this  for large public rituals or construction projects that
transition? What does it mean for our understanding ~ bring members of the polity together in corporate-
of the organization of production in the Chacoan affirming activities (activities that seem reflected in

world? the Chacoan great houses and pre-Chacoan great
I'suggest the development of pueblos may reflect  kivas).
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My colleagues and I have argued that corporate
strategy should be seen as one end of a continuum
of political strategy with the opposite end being what
we have called an exclusionary or “network” strat-
egy. Leaders following a network strategy attempt
to build a power base by controlling access to net-
works of exchange and alliance both within and out-
side the polity (Blanton et al. 1996:4-5; Peregrine
1992). Thus a network strategy is one in which lead-
ers attempt to monopolize sources of power, while
a corporate strategy is one in which leaders attempt
to share power across different groups and sectors
of a polity.

It is important to note that corporate and network
strategies lie on a continuum and are not “pure”
strategies in any given case. Rather, leaders tend to
promote more corporate-oriented strategies or more
network-oriented ones, but it is unlikely any leader
will promote a “purely” corporate or network strat-
egy. It is also important to make clear that these
strategies are used in societies with varying degrees
of political centralization, scale, and technological
complexity. They do not define societal “types” nor
do they define a unilineal evolutionary trend.

While archaeologists have tended to ignore cor-
porately oriented polities in favor of the often more
colorful network-oriented ones, several good exam-
ples do exist, perhaps the most prominent being
Teotihuacan and the Indus civilization. In both cases
we find few of the typical indicators of powerful
rulers—there are no royal tombs, few or no repre-
sentations of rulers, and where writing is present
rulers are rarely mentioned—such polities seem
“faceless” (Blanton 1998:149). And yet these “face-
less” polities were able to construct cities, conquer
large regions, and integrate tens of thousands of peo-
ple. Similarly Colin Renfrew (1974) described what
he called “group-oriented” chiefdoms in third mil-
lennium B.C. Europe that were capable of organiz-
ing labor to produce large public works suitable for
communal ritual within an apparently egalitarian
framework where political authority was “faceless
and anonymous” (1974:79).

The ethnographic literature provides another pic-
ture of such “faceless” polities. Leach (1954)
describes gumlao chiefdoms organized around egal-
itarian principles among the Kachin of highland
Burma. Leaders in gumlao polities (who Leach terms
“headmen” to distinguish them from the gumsa
chiefs of other Kachin polities) have no special rights

or status, receive no tribute or compensation for their
work, and are powerless in terms of judicial author-
ity. Yet Leach (1954:206) argues that in terms of
political authority, “in practice a gumlao ‘headman’
may be hardly distinguishable from a gumsa ‘chief.””
How do such gumlao leaders gain authority? The
answer Leach (1954:263, 275) gives is that they do
so by appealing to corporate ideology and support-
ive myths and principles of behavior. It is important
to note that polities with a gumlao orientation are not
hindered in what they can accomplish—they build
and maintain agricultural terraces, defend themselves
against enemies, engage in trade with other poli-
ties—and yet they do so within a framework that
downplays status differences and individual aggran-
dizement (Leach 1954:231-238).

While the idea of corporate political strategy was
initially put forward as part of a theory for the evo-
lution of complex societies in Mesoamerica (Blan-
ton et al. 1996), several of the papers in this issue of
American Antiquity use it as a model of political
behavior to provide insight into the structure and
operation of the ancient Chacoan polity. Timothy
Earle, for example, explains that the focus of polit-
ical strategy in the Chacoan polity appears to be “sta-
ple finance”—the mobilization of goods for
corporate activities. Similarly, Colin Renfrew sug-
gests that great houses were used for large public rit-
uals, rituals coordinated and funded by leaders whose
activities maintained the corporate orientation of the
polity. While not directly employing the idea of a cor-
porate-oriented polity, he suggests that these rituals
also served to legitimate the authority of the leaders
who hosted them, just as the mobilization of mate-
rials used in them did. Thus both Earle and Renfrew
suggest that a basic political strategy in the Chacoan
world was the coordination of corporate rituals.

What effects might a corporate orientation have
on the organization of production? We would expect
production in corporate-oriented polities to be dif-
fuse, with no clear centers of control, and to be dis-
persed across the polity. This is what we appear to
see in the Chacoan world. We would also expect
production to be directed toward group rather than
individual consumption. Again, this is what we
appear to see in the Chacoan world. We would
expect consumption, on the other hand, to be
focused at points of group articulation. In the Cha-
coan world those points of articulation appear to be
great houses and great house middens. Thus the idea
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that the Chacoan polity was corporately oriented
seems both a reasonable and useful one. It appears
to fit the pattern of the material record and provides
useful insights into how production may have been
organized.

Matrilocal Residence in the Chacoan World

Rather than further discuss the nature of corporate
political strategies in the Chacoan world (which is
discussed in more detail by Earle and Renfrew), 1
would like to focus on the context in which those
strategies were employed—the context of matrilo-
cal residence. As I stated above, I believe that the pit-
structure-pueblo transition reflects a transition to
matrilocal residence (also see James 1994), and 1
have two fundamental reasons to accept this asser-
tion. The first is that a number of the most likely mod-
ern descendants of the Chacoan people are
matrilocal. Could the inhabitants of the Chaco region
have been matrilocal from very early in their history?
It seems unlikely. The Archaic hunter-gatherers who
populated the American Southwest were probably
patrilocal or neolocal, as patrilocal residence is by
far the most common form of post-marital residence
in the world (about 60 percent of known societies),
and neolocal residence appears to be acommon adap-
tation of hunter-gatherers in marginal environments.
Matrilocal residence only occurs in about 10 percent
of known societies, and there is an unusual cluster-
ing of matrilocal groups among likely Chacoan
descendants (including the modern Hopi and Zuni).
It is very likely, therefore, that this ‘“pocket” of
matrilocality has relatively recent roots (Martin 1950;
Steward 1955).

My second reason for suggesting the adoption of
pueblo dwellings reflects the evolution of matrilo-
cal residence comes from Melvin Ember’s (1973;
replicated by Divale 1977; also see James
1994:120-124) finding that matrilocal societies have
significantly larger dwellings than patrilocal ones.
The dwellings are larger because they house the fam-
ilies of several related women who together form a
single economic (and residential) unit under matrilo-
cal residence. Ember’s (1973) findings suggest that
societies with patrilocal residence tend to have
dwellings that are less than 60 square meters in floor
area, while matrilocal societies tend to have
dwellings larger than 100 square meters in total floor
area. Such a shift is clearly evident in Chaco Canyon
dwellings in the period from A.D. 700 to 1100. For
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example, the data on small sites presented by Peter
McKenna (1986) suggest that during the period
between A.D. 500 and 700, pit structures averaged
about 15 square meters in floor area, and this aver-
age size remained fairly constant in the period
between A.D. 700 and 900, although variation in
size seems to have increased. When the pueblos
began to be constructed, in the period between A.D.
900 and 1100, individual rooms averaged about 7
square meters in floor area, but each site consists of
an agglomeration of these rooms, giving overall sizes
of the room blocks a range from roughly 70 square
meters (29-SJ-629) to over 300 square meters (29-
SJ-633). Clearly dwelling size increased in a man-
ner consistent with the evolution of matrilocality,
and, in fact, the conclusion reached by McKenna
(1986:38), that this change marks a transition from
single-family to multifamily dwellings, is also con-
sistent.

If we accept that the pit structure-pueblo transi-
tion marks the evolution of matrilocal residence
among the inhabitants of the Chaco region, it is rea-
sonable to ask why matrilocality evolved and why it
evolved when it did. The answers to these questions
go well beyond the purpose of this paper, but there
are several general conditions that appear to foster
matrilocality, each of which may have played a role
in the Chacoan case. Matrilocal residence has been
shown to evolve where either (1) a group of migrants
has entered a previously inhabited region (Divale
1984); (2) there is frequent extra-community war-
fare (Ember et al. 1974); (3) significant long-dis-
tance trade relations have recently been introduced
(Peregrine 1994); or (4) a group’s cultural practices
are under stress due to contact with more dominant
societies (Helms 1970). These four explanations
share a common element: competitive interaction
with other societies.

‘Why does competitive interaction foster matrilo-
cality? Two answers have been given: (1) matrilocal
residence creates a culturally stable core group
through which children can be raised in a “tradi-
tional” manner (Helms 1970; Peregrine 1994); and
(2) matrilocal residence allows men to be absent
from the core group for long periods of time for trad-
ing, raiding, or diplomacy (Ember et al. 1974; Pere-
grine 1994). Both of these explanations are really
opposite sides of the same coin. On the one side, the
matrilocal home group allows domestic life to con-
tinue with stability even in the face of political and
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economic activities taking men away from the home
group for long periods of time. On the other side, the
fact that men marry out of their natal group appears
to foster the development of fraternal associations
that can coordinate the labor of large groups of men
for activities of pan-societal, rather than natal group
or lineage, importance.

Competitive interaction has been routinely put
forward as an explanation for both the development
of pueblo dwellings and of political centralization in
Chaco Canyon itself. Wilcox (1993), for example,
argued that the Chacoan polity began as a refuge for
displaced populations from the northern San Juan
basin, and became centralized as a militaristic polity
with an eye to expansion and conquest. Such situa-
tions are ones that have repeatedly been suggested
as fostering matrilocal residence (see Ember et al.
1974; Helms 1970). Similarly, Weigand (1992;
Weigand and Harbottle 1993) argued that an expand-
ing trade network with Mesoamerica was central to
sociopolitical developments in Chaco Canyon. In
this scenario, one can easily envision matrilocal res-
idence being fostered as a way to allow groups of
males to leave for long periods of time on trade expe-
ditions (see Peregrine 1994). Thus, while I am not
able to put forward a specific argument for why
matrilocality evolved in the Chacoan world when it
did, the sociopolitical conditions of the region dur-
ing the period from roughly A.D. 700 to A.D. 900
(and perhaps even earlier) seem ripe for fostering
matrilocal residence.

Matrilocal Residence and the
Organization of Production

If we accept the idea that the pit structure-pueblo tran-
sition reflects the evolution of matrilocal residence,
what are the implications for our understanding of
Chacoan polity and, in particular, the organization
of production? A good starting point, I suggest, is
the idea put forward by David Aberle (1961:661) that
“Matrilineal groups arise . . . in connection with
women’s work groups and the resource bases which
these groups control.” In his cross-cultural exami-
nation of matrilineal societies (and virtually all
known matrilocal societies are also matrilineal),
Aberle (1961:670) also argues that “matriliny is most
likely to develop on a horticultural base, with women
doing the agricultural labor.” While there has been
some debate over the importance of women’s con-
tributions to subsistence on the development of
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matrilocal residence (see Driver 1956 versus Divale
1984), the data do clearly support Aberle’s argument
for North American societies (Divale 1974; Ember
and Ember 1971).

Subsistence production in a matrilocal Chacoan
world would be organized around women’s work
groups. These work groups, in turn, would likely be
composed of members of individual matrilineages
who control access to the areas of agricultural land
they work. The matrilineages would similarly con-
trol access to the agricultural products produced from
that land, and women’s work groups would handle
the tasks of processing and storing those products.
Thus we can envision Chaco Canyon being divided
up into areas of land controlled by local matrilineages
resident at nearby pueblos. Groups of related women,
although likely with some help from husbands, sons,
or brothers, would prepare and sow fields of corn,
beans, and squash, rotating those fields on a regular
basis around the areas of land they control.! These
groups would harvest the crops, and prepare them
for storage by drying the beans and squashes, and
grinding the corn. Women would have been the most
likely producers of basic storage utensils; that is,
ceramics. Ceramic production was likely organized
in much the same way as subsistence, through groups
of related women. These groups would have formed,
slipped, fired, and painted the ceramics as a group,
with the whole process taking several days and per-
haps being repeated once every few months, as new
ceramics were needed.

‘What would men contribute to subsistence? The
simple answer is meat. Hunting, especially during
the Pueblo Bonito phase and later, would have been
atime-consuming activity, likely requiring the hunter
to travel some distance from Chaco Canyon to find
game. This is precisely where matrilocal residence
provides great benefits, for it allows groups of men
to be absent for long periods of time without dis-
rupting the core community (Ember et al. 1974;
Helms 1970; Peregrine 1994). In terms of utensils,
men would likely have made their own hunting uten-
sils; that is, chipped stone tools. Unlike ceramics, it
is unlikely that men would have done so in groups,
but rather as individuals producing tools for them-
selves. Particular men with unique skill in flint-knap-
ping might produce tools for others, but likely not
on a large scale. Raw materials would be procured
either by directly obtaining them from the source,
perhaps in the course of hunting excursions or while
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visiting home communities. However, the same free-
dom that matrilocal residence would have allowed
men to be absent for long periods of time hunting
would have also allowed them to spend time actively
procuring raw materials from long distances or trad-
ing with distant communities. Indeed, we might envi-
sion a large, formal network of trade relationships
spread across the Chacoan world much like the Kula
ring of the Trobriand Islanders (who are also matri-
lineal—see Malinowski 1922).

Men would also be the most likely producers of
special craft work and, indeed, of the very pueblos
I am suggesting give evidence of Chacoan matrilo-
cality. The raw materials for the pueblos and for craft
items would be obtained either directly or through
trade, but in either case men would have to be able
to leave the home group to obtain these items, and
in large work groups, particularly if the work
involved transporting beams, or mining stone and
minerals. Production of craft items would likely be
done by individuals, but matrilocality could promote
some form of fraternal craft “co-ops” at individual
pueblos, and certainly the construction of pueblos
themselves would require a group of coordinated
workers (Lekson 1986:257-273; Wills 2000). Such
work or craft groups would be created in part to inte-
grate men into their marriage community (much like
quilting societies did for rural American women in
the nineteenth century). Such integrative mecha-
nisms are important in matrilocal societies, for in-
marrying males have few formal means to tie them
to the community—they are not important in the
domestic economy, and they have no role in the polit-
ical life of the community. Thus fraternal associa-
tions and interest groups often develop as means to
create bonds among in-marrying men, as well as
bonds between these men and the community.

Such fraternal associations and interest groups
would, indeed, extend to other communities. As
David Schneider (1961:20) explained this issue,
“Matrilineal descent groups have special problems
in the organization of in-marrying affines with
respect to each other” and, I would add, to the
matrilocal group as a whole. In-marrying males may
carry political authority and high status in their natal
community, but have none in the community of their
wife. There, they may be subject to the rule of other
males to whom they feel superior or contentious. In
short, men become alienated in matrilineal societies
(Schneider 1961:20), and some means of alleviating
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that alienation are often found. One form is the kind
of fraternal associations mentioned above, but
another, related, form might be cross-community
associations. A third might stem from created rela-
tions of debt through gifts and reciprocal feasting.
In all cases these would require the communities to
become increasingly interactive. This leads, in turn,
to the notion that “isolated communities (or smaller
groups) consisting of matrilineal core and in-marry-
ing spouses are extremely difficult to maintain”
(Schneider 1961:27). Thus, the increased interaction
so evident archaeologically in the Chaco region
would be a logical, perhaps necessary, result of
matrilocal residence.

Matrilocal Residence and Corporate Strategy

The ethnographic record suggests that matrilocal res-
idence often encourages leaders to adopt a network
rather than corporate strategy (see Peregrine 1992 for
examples). This makes some sense as the ease with
which matrilocality allows large groups of men to
leave for long periods of time to trade or raid seems
to fit nicely with a network strategy. The Chacoan
polity, then, may be somewhat unusual in combin-
ing matrilocal residence with a corporate strategy.
Why did Chacoan leaders pursue a corporate strat-
egy? An important factor may have been the mar-
ginal nature of the Chacoan environment, at least for
an agricultural economy (Judge 1979, 1989). Places
where network strategies thrive, such as highland
New Guinea, western Polynesia, and the northwest
coast of North America, tend to have temperate cli-
mates and extremely rich environments. One factor,
indeed, that may promote a network orientation is
the fact that virtually any family or lineage group can
survive, at least in terms of food, shelter, and other
necessities of life, in isolation from the rest of soci-
ety. What network-oriented leaders control is access
to socially relevant goods, knowledge, and events,
and not to things needed for survival (Peregrine
1992). A network strategy may not be very success-
ful in a situation where families or lineages cannot
easily survive independent of others. Leaders who
stress cooperative activities aimed at mutual support
and group survival may be more successful in gain-
ing followers than those who stress individual
advancement and the exclusion of others from net-
works of power.

How did Chacoan leaders implement their cor-
porate-oriented political strategies? I suggest there
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Table 1. Counts of General Abraders, Lapidary Abraders, and Ceramic Polishers by Location.

Observed (expected) General Abraders Lapidary Abraders Ceramic Polishers Total
Room 211 (182) 28 (36) 311 242
Pithouse 131 (141) 24 (29) 32 (18) 187
Ramada/ Plaza 34 (41) 16 (8) 5(0) 55
Kiva * 75 (86) 21 (17) 18 (11) 114
451 89 58 598

x> =40.67, df = 6, p < .001

Source Data adopted from Akins (1997): general abraders = types 10 and 20; apidary abraders = types 12 and 22; ceramic pol-

ishers = type 30.

are at least three areas where a corporate strategy
seems manifested in the archaeological record. First,
it seems clear that Chacoan leaders promoted events
that brought matrilineages together for common pur-
poses at the great houses. This idea is discussed in
some detail by Earle and Renfrew in their papers,
and I will not elaborate here. Second, I suggest that
the shared stylistic features in ceramics and archi-
tecture, features that also undergo coordinated
change though time, may reflect the sanctioning by
Chacoan leaders of efforts to downplay difference
and division between matrilineages (see Peregrine
1991 for similar ethnographic cases). Chacoan lead-
ers may have used their influence to promote an
emphasis on common bonds of relationship among
matrilineages though shared stylistic patterns, ritual
practices, and the like. Third, I suggest Chacoan lead-
ers encouraged diffuse production of important reli-
gious or ceremonial goods that would be pooled into
common activities. This would be in stark contrast
to network-oriented strategies in which leaders
tightly manage such goods through the use of
attached specialists and sumptuary rules (Blanton et
al. 1996:5; Peregrine 1992).

Turquoise appears to be a good example of an item
with symbolic importance in the Chacoan world that
is produced diffusely but consumed within limited
contexts. Indeed, the available data suggest that
turquoise production is an example of what Flannery
and Winter (1976:38-39) term “household special-
ization”; that is, activities that take place in every
community but not in every household. While not
every Chacoan community has in situ evidence for
turquoise bead production, Windes’s (1992) study of
turquoise debris in foraging ant mounds found that
94 percent of Pueblo II period sites had turquoise
debris. Roughly half of all excavated sites in the val-
ley do have in-situ evidence of turquoise bead pro-
duction, and such evidence is found in every area of
Chaco Canyon and in both great house and small

house communities. Thus I agree with Windes
(1992:162) that, at least from a community per-
spective, “participation in turquoise jewelry manu-
facture was universal, or nearly so.”

The available data also suggest that turquoise pro-
duction was not a spatially localized activity within
communities, but rather took place in a variety of con-
texts. Mathien’s (1984, 1997) identification of
turquoise “workshops” demonstrates that they were
located in kivas, pithouses, rooms, and plazas. Thus
there is no single specialized location where
turquoise bead production took place. Is there a loca-
tion where turquoise work was more likely to take
place than other activities? It appears not, as evi-
denced by the data presented in Table 1.

Table 1 shows the cross-tabulation of general
abraders, lapidary abraders, and ceramic polishers
by their location in excavated contexts within Chaco
Canyon. General abraders should tend to be located
where unspecialized daily activities take place, while
ceramic polishers should be located where ceramic
production takes place. By comparing the locations
where lapidary abraders are found (Figure 1), one
should be able to determine where turquoise bead
production took place. The value of chi-squared sug-
gests that the distribution of these items is not ran-
dom, and if we examine this table more closely, we
see that general abraders are much more likely to be
found in rooms than chance would suggest, but that
ceramic polishers are much less likely to be found
there. Ceramic polishers appear much more likely
than would be suggested by chance to be found in
pithouses or kivas, and lapidary abraders are more
likely to be found in ramada or plaza areas than
chance would suggest. This pattern holds up if we
examine only lapidary and general abraders (x2 =
15.25, df = 3, p < .01), but changes slightly if we
examine only lapidary abraders and ceramic polish-
ers. In this case, lapidary abraders are more likely to
be found in rooms than would be expected by chance
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Figure 1. Lapidary abrader recovered from Pueblo Bonito. From Judd (1954), figure 18. Courtesy of the Smithsonian

Institution, National Anthropological Archives.

()(2 =21.29, df=3, p <.001). If we take the presence
of lapidary abraders as an indicator of turquoise bead
production (Akins 1997:733), it appears that there
were no special locations where turquoise bead pro-
duction took place; rather, turquoise beads were pro-
duced in a variety of locations, a preferred one
perhaps being outside, in the shade of a ramada or
on a plaza.

The image we get from this conclusion is that
turquoise bead production was not very intensive, but
rather was done in favored locations in peoples’
“spare time.” This seems in stark contrast with some
scholars suggestions that beads were produced by
elite-influenced (and perhaps controlled) specialists
(Weigand 1992:174), or in factory-like conditions for
market exchange (Kelly and Kelly 1975:204). It also
seems impossible that the vast number of turquoise
beads found in Pueblo II contexts, minimally esti-
mated at some 200,000, could have been produced
as a leisure activity.

Experiments on turquoise bead production by
Haury (1931) and Jernigan (1978), informed by more
detailed experiments on shell bead production by
Francis (1988), suggests that a rough estimate of 45
minutes to 1 hour of work would be required to pro-
duce a single turquoise bead (Figure 2). This includes
roughly 15 minutes to shape the bead, 15 minutes to
drill the bead, 5 to 10 minutes to round and polish
the bead, and 5 to 20 minutes for raw material acqui-
sition and initial processing (including rough shap-
ing and heat I;reating).2 Thus, an estimate of the time
involved in making turquoise beads of one hour per

bead seems reasonable. If this is the case, then it took
roughly 200,000 person-hours of labor to produce
all the known turquoise beads from Pueblo II Chaco
Canyon. This may seem like quite a lot, but if we
divide this by the 150 years of the Pueblo II period,
then we are talking about something less than 1,500
beads per year. Using the low estimate of Chacoan
population, 2,500, and suggesting that only adults
made beads, this figure would only require a couple
of beads a year from each manufacturer. Clearly this
is misleading, because not all produced beads have
been found, and not all adults were likely making
them, but it does demonstrate that turquoise bead pro-
duction could have easily been done in the spare
time of a handful of people in each community—it
need not have been an intense or specialized pro-
duction regime.

While turquoise bead production appears to be
completely decentralized, the pattern of consump-
tion is totally different. Of all the beads found in exca-
vated contexts in Chaco Canyon, roughly one quarter
come from two rooms in Pueblo Bonito, and the
majority of them from two individual burials (Color
Photo 5, p. 67). Thus, while production is diffuse and
uncontrolled, consumption, at least within Chaco
Canyon itself, was highly centralized. This is pre-
cisely what we would expect to see in a polity oper-
ating within a corporate strategy. Turquoise, a
relatively “exotic” material with rich symbolic mean-
ing in the Puebloan world, was produced by every-
one capable or interested in doing so. It was
consumed, however, by particular individuals in spe-
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Figure 2. Turquoise beads recovered from Pueblo Bonito
averaged 4 mm in diameter, most were discoidal in shape,
and are flat-sided. Variations in form are shown here. From
Judd (1954), figure 12, drawn by Irvin E. Alleman.
Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, National Anthro-
pological Archives.
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cific contexts and only after being collected into mas-
sive amounts. It is interesting that the Pueblo Bonito
burials that were accompanied by most of the
turquoise found in the canyon were located adjacent
to other apparently ritual facilities or storage rooms.
It may be that these are not burials whose accom-
panying riches display conspicuous consumption by
a wealthy elite as has often been suggested, but rather
burials of corporate leaders containing gifts from
individuals throughout the polity as a means of dis-
playing the corporate bonds manifested through the
deceased.

Conclusions

Chaco was a corporate-oriented polity, but it was,
perhaps more importantly, a matrilocal polity. Cor-
porate strategies at once fostered and were fostered
by the evolution of matrilocal residence. Matrilo-
cality provided the peoples of the Chaco region a
social structure in which women were able to form
stable agricultural communities while men were
freed to take part in long-distance resource procure-
ment and trade. Political leaders took advantage of
this situation and developed strategies to build a
power base from them. Out of this matrilocal struc-
ture and the associated corporate political strategies
arose the large communities that came to dominate
the Chacoan world, the intense interaction between
those communities, and the rise of influential pan-
societal fraternal groups. To understand the “Chaco
phenomena,” the organization of production in the
Chacoan world, the intense interaction between Cha-
coan communities, or indeed any other aspect of
Chacoan society, I argue that one must approach it
through the lens of matrilocal residence.

To argue that kinship is central to Chacoan
sociopolitical organization, and to the organization
of production in particular, should not be surprising
to us as anthropologists. And yet in the literature on
the Chacoan world we find little discussion of kin-
ship, and we even find scholars suggesting that the
Chacoan archaeological record “indicates a degree
of centralization and political specialization beyond
the capacity of societies whose decision making is
carried out within the framework of kinship . . .”
(Sebastian 1991:119). This is unfortunate, for it con-
tradicts what we know about societies from all over
the world, even highly politically centralized ones
like Natchez, Tonga, and Kongo. I have suggested
elsewhere that archaeologists often confuse ethno-
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graphic analogy with ethnology (Peregrine 1996).
Here I will go farther to suggest that archaeologists
often forget the lessons ethnology taught us as anthro-
pologists. To argue, as an anthropologist, that kin-
ship is not important to understanding any given
society is problematic; to suggest it is unimportant
to understanding the organization of a non-state soci-
ety is ridiculous. Kinship in all non-state societies
structures social relations. It defines who a person
is, who their leaders are, what resources they have
access to, whom they may marry, where they may
live, what occupations are available to them, and
spiritual practices they will follow. Kinship influ-
ences, bounds, and shapes all aspects of life. To
understand a non-state society, like Chacoan, in the
absence of understanding the relations of kinship is
an impossible task.

One reason archaeologists may shy away from the
discussion of kinship in the societies we study is
because kinship is not material in nature. It is not
something we can readily measure like the volume
of chert debris or the number of ceramics.” As I hope
the discussion of the pit structure-pueblo transition
suggests, kinship does have material correlates that
can be identified through ethnology. Indeed, ethno-
logical studies have demonstrated strong relation-
ships between social organization and the material
record (see Ember and Ember 1995 for an overview).
But even if such material correlates are unavailable,
we must still ask the question of what kinship struc-
tures were present in the ancient societies we study
and how they may have affected things like the orga-
nization of production. If we consider only those
processes we can see clearly in the archaeological
record, we become like the proverbial drunk seek-
ing his lost wallet under the lamppost, even though
he did not lose it there, because that is the only place
where it is light enough to see. What the drunk really
needs is a flashlight, and I suggest that archaeolo-
gists need the flashlight of ethnology to find kinship
in the archaeological record.

Production in the Chacoan world was organized
through kinship. I have argued that Chacoan kinship
included matrilocal residence as one of its features.
I might further suggest, based on its common asso-
ciation with matrilocal residence, that the Chacoans
also practiced matrilineal descent, and that local
matrilineal groups formed the basic structure of Cha-
coan society. Rather than an overarching political
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system dominating the Chacoan world (Lekson
1997), 1 suggest that what we see is an overarching
social system, a social system based on matrilocal
residence and the demands and opportunities it cre-
ated.
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Notes

1. This is not the case in some modern puebloan groups,
but it is important to note that the idea of women agricultur-
al groups comes not from ethnographic analogy, but from
ethnology; that is, in matrilocal societies these kinds of work
groups are the norm, as are all the features I am putting for-
ward here. That modern (or ancient) groups may not have
followed these practices is understood—there is a range of
variation in all human behaviors. However, it seems most
reasonable to begin an analysis under the assumption that the
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group in question (the Chacoans in this case) were not unusu-
al in their practices, but rather to first determine if common
practices are evidenced in the archaeological record before
seeking evidence for more unusual ones.

2. This value is per bead; that is, is calculated by estimat-
ing the entire time required to travel to a turquoise source,
mine the raw material, do rough processing, heat treating,
and shape blanks, and then dividing that time by the total
number of beads produced from the raw material.

3. The “drubbing” taken by scholars such as Hill (1970)
and Longacre (1970) who attempted such analyses has prob-
ably not encouraged others to pursue kinship in the archaeo-
logical record of the Southwest.
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