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“How are these incommensurables related to produce the historical process? How can a 

momentary incident, for example, resume and carry forth a whole historical trajectory of 

the relations between nations? How can these social totalities be reduced to 

individualities, thus allowing personal fates to shape the collective destinies? Such are 

fundamental enigmas of the event.” (Sahlins 1991:47) 

 

 

The Enigma of the Event 

 

The concept of the “event” has recently seen an explosion of interest across the social 

sciences as gradualist evolutionary models of historical change are increasingly undermined by 

evidence for punctuated and contingent moments of transformation (e.g., Nathanson 2009; 

Sewell 2005, 2008; Walters and Vayda 2009; White 2008).  This development has been 

especially impactful for the discipline of archaeology where traditional accounts have all too 

often portrayed prehistoric societies as “cold” (sensu Levi-Strauss 1966) and virtually 

unchanging for centuries or millennia.  Over the past few years, however, the term “prehistory” 

itself has come under scrutiny as evidence has mounted to indicate that many of the rapidly 

transpiring historical processes thought to have been largely a product of modernity— inter-

ethnic interactions, migrations, religious movements, political collapses and reorganizations, 

wars, and the like—also played out among non-Western societies in the premodern world 

(Bradley 2002:3-5; Cobb 2005; Sassaman 2010:1-5).  Consequently, the notion of the context-

specific, and yet broadly consequential, historical event has moved to the forefront of many 

archaeological explanations of prehistoric cultural dynamics, even in considerations of the 

relatively distant past (e.g., Beck et al. 2007; Bolender 2010a; Harding 2005; Lucas 2008; 

Thomas 2006).  

 Some of the most spectacular archaeological examples of eventful historical change have 

been revealed by recent research in the Southeastern United States.  New data indicate that 

several of the region’s most pivotal (pre)historical developments, including the founding of 

Cahokia (Pauketat 2004), the transformation of Moundville from urban center to vacated 

necropolis (Wilson 2010), and the construction of Poverty Point’s Mound A (Kidder 2010; 

Sherwood and Kidder 2011), were not protracted evolutionary processes, but rather singular 

historical moments that significantly altered the trajectories of indigenous southeastern societies.  

In addition to these large-scale exceptional occurrences, Southeastern archaeologists are 

increasingly realizing the significant role that even relatively localized everyday events such as 

building a house, crafting a pot, or depositing shell may have played in affecting broader, 

regional-scale processes (Pluckhaun 2010; Randall 2010; Sassaman 2010; Wallis 2011). 



2 

 

 The question of how exactly this happens, how localized, seemingly insignificant 

happenings can yield far-reaching consequences, is what Sahlins (1991:47) in the opening quote 

refers to as “the fundamental enigma of the event.”  Obviously, deciphering the relationship 

between micro- and macro-scales in historical interpretation is no simple task and, in fact, 

remains one of the “central problems” in social theory (Giddens 1979; Robb and Pauketat 2012).  

This volume, nevertheless, consists of attempts to integrate the local and the regional, the 

specific and the general, using archaeological data from the Southeast.  The contributing authors 

employ a variety of theoretical perspectives concerning the role of events in historical process 

and apply these to a broad assortment of archeological contexts stretching across the entire 

Southeast and spanning 7000+ years of pre-Columbian history.  The types of events examined 

vary widely, as do their social and spatial scales, ranging from the establishment of massive 

political centers to the digging and infilling of individual pit features.  Despite its breadth of 

subject matter, the volume is not intended as a comprehensive survey of important events in 

Southeastern prehistory.  Rather, it has three specific aims: (1) to critically examine the utility of 

the event as a theoretical concept in attempts to bridge the divide between different temporal and 

spatial scales within historical analyses, (2) to explore the potential for accessing events 

archaeologically and identify different methods for doing so, and (3) to contribute substantively 

to our understanding of the impact of events in various times and places in the ancient Southeast. 

 

What is an Event? 

 

 The ascension of the event in archaeological explanation has paralleled other broadly 

influential theoretical developments that have been grouped together under the moniker 

“historical processualism.”  The major tenets of this still-emerging paradigm were outlined a 

decade ago by Pauketat (2001, 2003) who emphasized its foregrounding of historical “practices” 

over adaptive “behaviors” in explanations of cultural dynamics.  One of the most significant 

ramifications of this behavior-practice distinction involves the scale at which archaeological 

explanations are sought.  As socially or environmentally determined activities, behaviors are 

generally regarded as undifferentiated and normative, carried out in essentially the same manner 

and for the same reasons across broad expanses of space and time (Barrett 2001).  Explanations 

in this view are, consequently, usually limited to processes beyond the scale of actual human 

experience.  Conversely, a focus on practices, as historically contingent and socially negotiated 

processes, eschews totalizing explanations in favor of localized, context-specific ones (Pauketat 

2001).  It is within this practice-centered theoretical milieu that the study of relatively short-term 

historical events has been found most useful. 

 Paralleling this growing archaeological interest in the nature of events and their historical 

repercussions has been a great deal of disagreement regarding what exactly is meant by the term 

(see comments and reply in Beck et al. 2007).  While in its colloquial usage, the label “event” 

can be applied to virtually any historical phenomenon from the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction, 

to the Great Depression, to cleaning up after a meal, a more precise conception is needed if it is 

to retain any significant utility in archaeological interpretation.  Because multiple recent 

archaeological treatments of the event have relied heavily on the works of Sahlins (1981, 1985, 

1991) and, following him, historian William Sewell (2005), their ideas provide a useful starting 

point for discussing what precisely constitutes an eventful occurrence.     

Sahlins’s theory of the event centers on the “structure of the conjuncture,” defined as “the 

practical realization of the cultural categories in a specific historical context, as expressed in the 
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interested action of the historic agents, including the microsociology of their interaction” 

(1985:xiv).  According to this theory, history is ordered by and experienced through culturally 

specific structures of meaning.  In any act of reference to the real world (including everything 

from intercultural encounters to the routine practices of everyday life), however, these existing 

structural categories are put at risk because objective conditions often do not conform to cultural 

expectations.  In such cases (i.e., events), existing structural principles are subject to re-

evaluation and may be transformed.  Thus, according to Sahlins’s (1985) now-famous example, 

Captain Cook’s chance arrival in Hawaii constituted an event that could not be fully 

accommodated within the existing Hawaiian cultural framework and ultimately forced a 

reworking of traditional structural principles.  In his early consideration of the topic, Sahlins 

conceived of the event relatively broadly as not simply a happening (i.e., something that 

transpires at a specific place and time), but rather as a relation between a happening (including 

all of its contingent circumstances) and a structure.  In short, he views the event as a “happening 

interpreted” (Sahlins 1985:153).  In subsequent treatments, his focus seems to narrow somewhat 

to moments of historical transformation,  as seen in his statement that “what makes an act or 

incident an event is precisely its contrast to the going order of things, its disruption of that order” 

(Sahlins 1991:45). 

Responding to then influential theories such as Levi-Strauss’s French Structuralism and 

Geertzian hermeneutics that stressed synchronic studies of symbolic systems and de-emphasized 

cultural change through time, Sahlins’s writings formed an important part of a broad-scale 

movement to historicize structure and demonstrate its vulnerability to the effects of human 

actions and other short-term events (e.g., Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Ortner 1984).  His 

“possible theory of history” (Sahlins 1985:138) has, nevertheless, been the target of significant 

criticism, most of which is directed at his conception of structures as monolithic, overarching 

systems of meaning that characterize entire societies (e.g., Sewell 2005:205-206).  This view is 

evident in Sahlins’s discussion of Hawaiian history in which he employs the terms “performative 

structures” and “prescriptive structures” to describe the respective historicities that characterized 

historical Hawaiian and British societies as wholes (Sahlins 1985:26-31).  It is these structural 

differences that are then used to explain the contrasting responses of the two groups to the event 

constituted by their chance encounter.  This totalizing view of structure, however, makes it 

difficult to model cultural change from the “inside” (i.e., in the absence of culture-contact 

situations).  Even more importantly, it has been largely undermined by ethnographic works 

highlighting the multiplicity of concurrent and often conflicting cultural schemas that invariably 

coexist within individual societies (e.g., Csonka 2005; Lederman 1986; Ortner 1990; Valeri 

1990).   

In a closely related theory of the event, Sewell (2005) builds on Sahlins’s ideas by 

interjecting a novel conception of structure.  Starting with Giddens’s (1984:377) definition of 

structure as the rules and resources recursively implicated in the reproduction of social systems, 

Sewell makes two important theoretical maneuvers.  First, he argues that for Sahlins’s theory of 

eventful change to be applicable outside of instances of intercultural contact, structure must be 

conceptualized as plural and as corresponding to different spheres of social practice rather than 

to distinct societies.  Otherwise, structure, viewed as singular and coherent, lacks the internal 

differences, contradictions, and “novelties of reference” necessary to give rise to transformative 

events (Sewell 2005:205-207). Second, whereas Sahlins views structure as symbolic and 

Giddens attributes it a purely “virtual” existence, Sewell argues that structures are better 

understood as sets of mutually sustaining virtual “schemas” (defined as “the generalizable 
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procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of social life” [Giddens 1984:21]) and actual 

resources (consisting of the real material objects and qualities used to enhance or maintain 

power).  In this model, material resources are dependent on schemas for determining their value 

and directing their use, while schemas require resources for validating their existence and 

ensuring their reproduction (Sewell 2005:136-137).  Although Sewell retains Giddens’s idea that 

structures are not fixed entities but rather continually evolving processes, in his view, structural 

change is initiated through the interplay of schemas and resources.  Cultural change, in Sewell’s 

adaptation of Sahlins’s model, is always possible whenever structure in enacted (i.e., “risked”) 

because structures are multiple and intersecting, because schemas are transposable to novel 

social contexts, and because resources are polysemic and unpredictable (Sewell 2005:139-143). 

With this reworked conception of structure in mind, Sewell (2005:227) defines events as 

“sequences of occurrences that result in transformations of structures.”   He argues that events 

begin with a “rupture” or break in routine practice, an occurrence that takes place frequently and 

generally with few lasting effects.   Because local structures articulate with other, larger-scale 

ones, however, there is always the potential for even small ruptures to bring about a further 

cascading series of ruptures that result in the transformation of structure.  These ruptures become 

eventful when they reach the point at which repair becomes difficult and novel rearticulation is 

possible.  Conceived in this way, events are constituted by “(1) a ramified sequence of 

occurrences that (2) is recognized as notable by contemporaries, and that (3) results in a durable 

transformation of structures” (Sewell 2005:228).       

By redefining structure as multiple, overlapping, and existing at different scales, Sewell’s 

theory of the event effectively overcomes many of the criticisms leveled at Sahlins’s original 

model.  Furthermore, his emphasis on the role of material resources in initiating and 

subsequently reflecting eventful change has made it attractive to archaeologists investigating 

events in the prehistoric past (e.g., Beck et al. 2007; Bolender 2010b).  In the most direct 

archaeological application yet attempted, Beck et al. (2007) employed Sewell’s ideas regarding 

events to explain unexpected material disjunctures in four distinct contexts.  In each of these case 

studies, relatively rapid changes in place are interpreted as a structural transformation marking 

the close of a significant historical event, the nature of which is then investigated.  While 

successfully demonstrating the accessibility of events (thus conceived) to archaeological 

interrogation, Beck et al.’s adoption of Sewell’s exclusive focus on eventful transformation is 

problematic.  Defining events as relatively rare instances when structures are transformed has the 

unfortunate effect of setting (stable) structure in opposition to (disruptive) events (Hoffman 

2007; Ohnuki-Tierney 1995), even though this is the precise theoretical pitfall that Sewell 

(2005:199), and before him Sahlins (1985:153; 1991:37, 43), explicitly attempted to avoid.  This 

perspective contrasts fundamentally with the idea that social structure exists only as it is 

instantiated in practice (i.e., events) and is therefore constantly in a state of “flux” or “becoming” 

(Giddens 1984; Pauketat 2001).  According to the latter view, structure and event are not 

opposed but rather inseparable components of an ongoing dialectical process (Harding 2005; 

Joyce 2007; Ohnuki-Tierney 1995).   

A focus on eventful transformation also ignores the important role that events play in 

structural reproduction (Gillespie 2007; Harding 2005; Hoffman 2007; Joyce 2007).  If structures 

are not static but dynamic, then continuities in practice, especially over long periods of time, 

deserve the same level of consideration and analysis as practical ruptures.  Many societies, in 

fact, stage elaborate ritual events in order to maintain the types of continuities that archaeologists 

too often take for granted (e.g., Lambek 2002; Morphy 1995).  As Gillespie (2007:847) points 
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out, “it is not a good trade-off to give ‘prehistoric’ people back their history only to take away 

their agency except in rare moments of a [transformative] historical event.”  Ultimately, it makes 

little sense to make rigid characterizations regarding either transformation or reproduction 

because, as recognized by both Sahlins (1985:153) and Sewell (2005:211), all events necessarily 

involve elements of both.  Emphasis of one or the other will almost always be determined by the 

questions being asked and the narrative being constructed.                

 A more effective approach to eventful analysis (although one not necessarily agreed upon 

by all of the authors) may be to return to a relatively broad notion of the concept, akin to 

Sahlins’s original (1985) formulation of events as happenings interpreted within particular 

structural contexts.  Although the details of various “event” definitions differ significantly, most 

would agree that an important criterion for a happening to be considered eventful is its 

achievement of a broad-scale impact that extends beyond the moment and place of its 

occurrence.  The strength of Sahlins’s approach to events is that by foregrounding interpretation, 

analytical emphasis shifts somewhat away from either the details of the initial occurrence or the 

preexisting structural conditions in a given social context, instead focusing on the relation 

between the two (i.e., their “conjucture”).   It is the nature of this relation that ultimately 

determines which occurrences become amplified and gain a structural significance that is 

manifest in future practices.  Such a perspective avoids artificially limiting events to happenings 

of a particular nature or effect (e.g., moments of large-scale change), instead recognizing the 

potential for any manner of contingent occurrence to contribute to ongoing processes of 

structuration (including both reproduction and transformation).  While seemingly infinitely 

broad, this conception of events carries with it at least three very specific implications: 

 

1. Events (as defined) occur at a scale commensurate with human experience.  

 

Centering interpretation in eventful analysis has significant repercussions for the 

temporality at which events can be said to occur.  Despite the term’s colloquial usage in the 

volume’s title, events do not occur as discrete, instantaneous “moments”, but rather as processes 

with varying degrees of temporal depth.  It is only logical that events, which are composed of 

multiple components (requiring at a minimum happenings and interpretive acts) and have 

beginnings and ends, necessarily unfold through time (Bailey 2007:208-209).  If events are not in 

reality instantaneous, though, the question then becomes what, if any, scalar boundaries can be 

usefully placed on them.  In addressing this question a valuable, though perhaps not entirely 

clear-cut, distinction can be drawn between events as experienced and events as asserted by an 

analyst. The conception of events advocated here, that of experiential events, refers to 

happenings that are lived through, interpreted, and acted upon by agents occupying a particular 

social and cultural context.  As such, they must necessarily occur, or at least be manifest in some 

fashion, at a scale commensurate with human perception.  Put another way, experiential events 

occur in what Sassaman (2010:13) refers to as “real time” (i.e., the temporal scale at which 

decisions are made by people that ultimately determine the course of history, see also Lucas 

2005).  In absolute terms, experiential events, then, are restricted to happenings and processes 

that unfold within the scale of the human lifespan, perhaps on average no more than fifty years 

and only in extreme cases exceeding one hundred.   

This is not to suggest that larger-scale, impactful processes do not occur beyond the scale 

of human experience, as they clearly do.  In fact, events in general can be said to possess a fractal 

quality (Sewell 2005:260), according to which  all individual events are actually components of 
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larger, more temporally and spatially expansive ones.  Because of this, in the search for ultimate 

causation, it is easy for researchers (i.e., archaeologists, historians, and natural scientists) to link 

events and short-term processes together into ever-larger ones until a scale is reached that is 

wholly beyond actual human perception.  These “analytical events,” unlike their experiential 

counterparts, are not tied to any particular group or context and, are therefore potentially 

limitless in scale.  From an analytical perspective, these macro-scale processes (i.e., events) may 

be shown to exert a substantial and measurable influence on a particular historical trajectory.  

Moreover, due to the perspective-altering effects of increasing distance (discussed at length by 

advocates of "time perspectivism" [e.g., Bailey 1983; Bailey 2007; Holdaway and Wandsnider 

2008; Hull 2005]), they may also, in hindsight, appear “eventful” in terms of initiating rapid, 

punctuated historical developments.  If the ultimate goal, however, is to better understand the 

experiences and decision-making procedures of people in the past (not that this is the principle 

aim of all archaeological research; [cf. Murray 2006; Robb and Pauketat 2012]), then these 

macro-processes only become meaningful as they are manifest in real-time, experiential events.   

The relationship between experiential and analytical events can be effectively illustrated 

using the example of recent, human-induced climate change.  Global warming, a macroscale 

process that began at least as early as the 19
th

 century, has been virtually universally 

acknowledged by the scientific community as a real phenomenon with measurable and far-

reaching effects (Joint Science Academies 2005).  Despite this fact, a substantial proportion of 

the U.S. population, unswayed by scientific data, is still able to deny its existence because the 

climatic changes involved are for the most part too gradual and incremental to be perceived in 

the absence of specialized technology and long-term records.  For these people, climate change 

only becomes “real” (in terms of affecting future patterns of practice) as it is actualized in 

relatively short-term events (e.g., wildfires, crop failures, glacial collapses, etc.).  Thus, global 

warming, as a multi-century process, while clearly impactful and worthy of scientific analysis, 

may in the end provide little insight into the lived experiences and practical decisions of many 

average Americans.  

 

2. Events are generated and interpreted as such within particular narratives.   

 

  As already noted, Sahlins’s distinction between happenings and events shifts focus from 

the initial occurrence from which the event emanates to the conjuncture of occurrence and 

structured interpretation that ultimately determines its historical significance.  This definition 

highlights the fact that events are not objective, freestanding entities waiting to be discovered, 

but are instead created and interpreted as such within narratives (Fogelson 1989:141; Meskell 

2008; Trouillot 1995:25).  “Narrative,” in this case does not refer exclusively to texts, but rather 

to any chronologically ordered (though not necessarily linear) story that is unified by a common 

theme or “plot” and has a beginning, middle, and end (sensu Pluciennik 1999:654).  Narratives, 

in this sense, can be written or spoken, but they can also be performed (e.g., de Certeau 

1984:115-130; Hill and Wright 1988) or even constructed materially (e.g., Kidder 2011).  They 

are what connect events together and give them coherence and meaning beyond the “mere” 

sequence provided by other forms of discourse (White 1981, 1987:16).  Further, it is the 

narrative that determines the types and scales of happenings deemed eventful in the first place.  

Obviously, an occurrence that is pivotal to the playing out of one narrative may be entirely 

inconsequential to another.  Thus, a story of European colonization may be filled with dramatic 

events such as intercultural encounters, battles, and forced migrations, while the story of a 
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particular ceramic pot may, in contrast, consist of a series of comparatively innocuous technical 

practices such as selecting a raw material and applying a surface treatment.  In each case, the 

relevant events are defined and ordered by the narrative itself.  Importantly, this holds equally 

true whether one is discussing the narratives constructed by people in the distant past or those put 

forth by archaeologists in the present (Joyce 2002; Pluciennik 1999).  

A related consequence of defining events in terms of their interpretation within narratives 

is that it can be (and has been) argued that the “event” is a purely retrospective category, that 

events exist only in hindsight.  The phenomenologist Shutz (1967:51) as cited in Carr (1986:37), 

for example, maintains that only through an “act of reflective attention” can experiences be 

“distinguished, brought into relief, marked out from one another.”  Similarly, Koselleck 

(2004:105) suggests that only those experiences “separated ex post from the infinity of 

circumstance can be experienced by contemporary participants as a coherent event, as a 

discernible unity capable of narration.”  While it seems only logical that the significance of an 

incident can be evaluated only after its occurrence, Carr (1986) offers an alternative viewpoint, 

arguing that all human encounters are experienced, even in the moment of their happening, in a 

narrative fashion.  Drawing on the phenomenologist Edmund Husserl, he explains that events, 

like all other temporal phenomena, are experienced in a present that is temporally extended by 

“retentions” of the past and “protentions” of the future.  Retention and protention are different 

from “memory” and “anticipation” in the usual sense of these terms because of their immediacy, 

their “functioning as horizons for ongoing, present experience” (Carr 1986:20-30).  His point is 

that, due to their simultaneous presencing of past, present, and future, all events are experienced 

from the very beginning as structured narratives, replete with durations and discernible 

beginnings, middles, and ends.  Even if one accepts Carr’s position, however, it is still certainly 

the case that the broader significance of many events (i.e., their precise impact on larger-scale 

historical processes) is established “after-the-fact.”   

 

3. Power is always involved in the production of events.  

    

If events are indeed created or produced rather than discovered, then issues relating to 

power differences are an important part of the equation.  Power enters into the process of event 

formation in two distinct ways.  The first concerns the agencies involved in the planning and 

orchestration of events designed to achieve some future purpose (Ortner 2001).  All human 

practice is intentional and future-oriented to the extent that it is carried out with a certain 

expected outcome.  This is most obvious in instances of premeditated, strategic actions that are 

consciously staged in order to affect some desired end.  Events of this type are what Sassaman 

(2011:2) refers to as human interventions, “purposeful actions to change things from the way 

they are to what one imagines they should be.”  Examples from the Southeast include the 

construction of massive monuments (e.g., Kidder 2010; Pauketat 2004; Sassaman and Randall 

2012), the staging of large-scale, elaborate ceremonies (Claassen 2010; Fowler et al. 1999; 

Pauketat et al. 2002), and various other events designed to facilitate future memories and actually 

change the course of history.  Although certainly less dramatic, everyday, non-discursive events 

are equally enmeshed in issues of agency and power.  Routine practices, while not always 

consciously planned or deliberate, are nevertheless a result of intentional subjects making 

decisions about how to best use their time and complete certain tasks (Hendon 2010:25).  These 

decisions are always made within an existing power structure. Since there are always potential 
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alternatives, no practice, regardless of its repetitiveness or seeming insignificance, is truly 

politically neutral (Barrett 1999; Pauketat and Alt 2005). 

Once it is accepted that events are made and not merely recovered, it becomes clear that 

power is also a critical factor in the way that happenings are remembered and represented in 

retrospect. A simple correlation should not be expected between the magnitude of a happening as 

it occurs and its historical significance in hindsight (Trouillot 1995:16).  This is because 

“narratives are orchestrated by the narrator to include a particular series of actions in a particular 

temporal order for a particular purpose” (Griffin 1992:419 [emphasis added]).  In other words, 

events are not formed in a political vacuum but are rather interpreted and constituted as such by 

purposeful, historical actors.  It is also important to keep in mind that events are not static but 

instead reconstituted through time as memories and interpretations change with shifting 

conditions (Hendon 2010:14).  Because of the vital and active role played by past events in 

structuring future action (Valeri 1990), control over the production of historical knowledge is a 

potentially powerful political tool.  Consequently, it may be that what matters most in the study 

of events are not the minute details of the original happenings but rather the mode and conditions 

of their recounting (Trouillot 1995:25).   

This becomes especially clear in the study of “non-events,” a diverse class of historical 

phenomena that emerge out of the frequent disagreement between history “as-is” and cultural 

expectations of what it should be (Fogelson 1989; Randall 2010; Trouillot 1995).  Non-events 

take a number of specific forms and include both events that never occurred but are nevertheless 

“imagined” to have taken place in order to sustain a preferred narrative (e.g., Paul Revere’s 

midnight ride; see also Fogelson 1989:142-143), as well as events that did occur but are 

subsequently denied or “silenced” (Trouillot 1995) due to their irreconcilability with dominant 

accounts.  As an example of the latter type, Trouillot (1995:70-107) points to the Haitian 

Revolution which, even as it occurred, was so unthinkable within the French worldview that it 

was officially dismissed as an utter impossibility.  Thus, when examining events (and non-

events) it is always important to consider how present action is justified by referencing the past 

and who is benefiting from the particular narrative being promoted (Valeri 1990).                                                     

                      

Archaeological Events 

 

 The role of events in the past has not been a prevalent topic of study in Anglo-American 

Archaeology since at least the 1960s, when reaction against the particularism of early 20
th

 

century culture-historical archaeology led to an emphasis on process, systems, and the 

explication of phenomena unfolding over the long-term (Binford 1962, 1968; Clarke 1968; 

Trigger 2006). Even when archaeology experienced, along with other disciplines (McDonald 

1996), an “historical turn” in the early 1990s, it drew the greatest influence from the structural 

history of the longue durée, rather than the narrative history of events (Bintliff 1991, 2004; 

Braudel 1972; Knapp 1992). Attention to events was further deflected by the emerging 

importance of the micro-scale of human agency after the millennial turn (e.g., Dobres and Robb 

2000). As Lucas (2008:60-61) points out, the importance and explanatory power of events has 

been diminished, first by their subordination to process and then by their assimilation in 

structure.     

 If archeologists have had difficulty grappling with events, this is in large measure due to 

the perception that short-term phenomena are inaccessible because of both the nature of the 

archaeological record and the inconsistency between the precision of our chronometric methods 
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and the scales of time experienced in an individual’s lifetime. The most trenchant critique of an 

archaeological focus on events comes from the advocates of time perspectivism (Bailey 1983, 

2007, 2008; Holdaway and Wandsnider 2008; Hull 2005). This approach rests on three premises 

that arguably undermine the archaeological accessibility of events. The first premise is simply 

that different phenomena operate over different temporal spans and that the temporal resolution 

of our observations must match that of the phenomena under consideration. In other words: 

“short-lived phenomena require highly resolved measures of time for their observation and 

study, while larger and more extensive phenomena require and permit a coarser scale of 

measurement” (Bailey 2007:201).   

Second, time perspectivists argue that different temporal scales have both a distorting and 

revealing effect on our observations. On the one hand, phenomena become increasingly distorted 

and difficult to observe in detail the further removed in time they are. On the other, working with 

a large temporal scale can reveal relationships, patterns and processes that are not apparent at 

smaller scales. The inverse is true as well—working at small-scales reveals minute detail while 

obscuring larger-scale patterns, essentially losing the forest for the trees. 

Finally, time perspectivism holds that the archaeological record is universally comprised 

of palimpsests of varying size and resolution. The building of these palimpsests includes both 

additive and reductive processes such that at any given moment the superimposition of residues 

over the extant archaeological record carries with it the potential for erasure or distortion of 

earlier residues. Even the traces of a short-lived “moment in time” (Bailey 2007:208-209) 

aggregate and conflate multiple actions, meanings, and happenings of variable duration that both 

pre-existed and followed the moment in question. Thus the archaeological record contains 

multiple temporalities (Lucas 2005:37-43) and, indeed, this is an ongoing process: palimpsests 

envelop the present. For Bailey, palimpsests are neither detrimental nor a unique feature of the 

archaeological record. Instead, they are an inherent feature of the material world and an impetus 

for archaeologists to study a different class of phenomena (i.e., large-scale patterns and 

processes). 

The implications of a time perspectivist viewpoint for the archaeology of events are clear: 

the study of events requires a fine temporal resolution and is best accomplished by studies of the 

present or relatively recent past (Bailey 2007:201, 2008:23). Events in the ancient past are 

difficult, if not impossible, to study for two reasons. First, the requisite temporal resolution is 

inherently more difficult to acquire due to the deflated nature of the record. Second, the residues 

of ancient events are more likely to have been erased by subsequent palimpsestization and 

distorted by virtue of their distance in time. 

However, while time perspectivism raises many valid points, particularly regarding the 

palimpsest nature of the archaeological record, these implications do not negate our ability to 

study events in the past. The recognition that we will never be able to recover evidence of all, or 

even most, past events is hardly reason to abandon the pursuit altogether and focus our attentions 

on a higher level of abstraction, recapitulating a temporalized version of Hawkes’ Ladder of 

Inference in the process. The archaeological record consists not of the residues of past 

abstractions such as processes, structures, and institutions, but rather of the material residues of 

short-term phenomena—actions, practices, happenings, and events (Shennan 1993). The inability 

to assign a precise date to an artifact, assemblage, or other material is a methodological problem 

and not necessarily inherent to the archaeological record itself
i
. As Lucas (2005:48) points out, 

though a Roman burial may be dated more precisely than a Neolithic burial, this does not 

indicate that the phenomena occurred over different durations. The temporal scales of events 
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producing the archaeological record are commensurate regardless of their chronological 

resolution or antiquity.  Furthermore, evidence of large-scale abstractions cannot be observed 

directly in the archaeological record, but must be inferred from the material residues of the 

small-scale. It therefore seems reasonable to suggest that investigation of these larger phenomena 

should be predicated on an understanding of the small-scale, the very stuff of the archaeological 

record (Foxhall 2000). 

Nevertheless, tacit recognition of archaeological palimpsests is reflected in three tactics 

archaeologists have applied to the study of events. The first approach is characterized by 

attempts to disassemble the palimpsest record and resolve the constituent components (Bailey 

2007:203; Kassabaum et al. 2011). This approach has been aided by—and indeed provided some 

impetus for—advances in the study of formation processes, middle range theory, and 

chronometric methods (Boivin 2000; Whittle et al. 2010). The goal is to work down to small-

scale phenomena by alleviating the distortion wrought by time, while keeping in mind the 

fallacies of the “Pompeii premise” (Binford 1981).   

Alternatively, archaeologists have attempted to obviate the palimpsest problem by 

focusing on those rare instances of pristine preservation that afford a fine temporal resolution and 

thus a window into the small-scale. Residues frozen by volcanic eruptions, ice, the sea, or similar 

geologic phenomena are spectacular and garner wide publicity (e.g., Sheets 2006; Spindler 1993; 

Staniforth 1997). However, they are also extremely rare and, as such, provide scant opportunity 

for comparison and little resemblance to the bulk of residues available to archaeologists (Bailey 

2007:218, 2008:22).   

Finally, the third approach focuses on the "big" events of the past, occurrences with such 

wide-ranging impacts that their material manifestation overcomes the palimpsests by virtue of 

volume and scale alone. This approach has seen recent elaboration, as exemplified by the 

methods of Beck and colleagues (2007). Following Sewell, they conceive of an event as a 

sequence of occurrences that transforms a structure through the rupture and re-articulation of 

mental schema and material resources. This perspective renders events amenable to 

archaeological investigation because it considers events to have both material and spatial 

ramifications. In particular, they suggest that "the broader material context of the built 

environment offers a powerful means for... recognizing transformative events” (2007:836). 

However, as discussed above, this narrow definition of events precludes any consideration of 

social reproduction and constructs a past of long-term stasis punctuated by rapid disruption. 

A slightly different elaboration of this approach is adopted by Lucas (2008), who argues 

that a conception of the event derived from history or sociology is inappropriate for archaeology. 

Rather, archaeologists “must consider events as material assemblages of people and objects that 

persist for shorter or greater duration” (2008:62). These events can be characterized in terms of 

their residuality and reversibility. Residuality refers to the degree to which an event leaves 

material traces in the archaeological record. However, this does not equate simply to the 

surviving elements of the event (i.e., people and objects) but to the survival of the material 

organization of those elements. Residuality is directly tied to reversibility, the ease with which 

elements of an event/assemblage can be rearranged or reorganized. In other words, reversibility 

is the relative inertia of material organization. To illustrate these concepts Lucas contrasts two 

assemblages: books arranged on a shelf and a traffic system. The collection of books is highly 

reversible—they can easily be rearranged while leaving little or no indication of their former 

organization(s). In contrast the traffic system is highly irreversible. This assemblage—which 

includes not only disparate material elements but also the comportments and attitudes of 
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drivers—could not be re-organized without massive effort. Highly irreversible assemblages are 

thus resistant to change and more likely to leave material residues. 

Lucas argues that the material organization of most (everyday) events are characterized 

by high reversibility and low residuality, and thus is not preserved in the archaeological record, 

though certainly some elements of these events do survive. Those events most accessible to 

archaeologists consist of material organizations with high irreversibility
ii
. Further, the changes 

we see in the material record are changes in these irreversible material assemblages, which are 

“perhaps the most important over the long term and certainly at the level of temporal resolution 

we can normally expect to attain in archaeology” (Lucas 2008:63). Thus while Lucas does move 

us some way from a sociological or historical understanding of the event, ultimately these 

“archaeological events” are in accord with structural transformative events discussed above, 

albeit with a bent towards their materiality.   

The difficulty with these approaches to archaeological events is their understanding of 

events as discrete happenings in time (with the exception, perhaps, of Lucas). With this 

conception, archaeological study of events does indeed become a question of preservation and 

the ability to establish fine-grained chronology. Archaeologists are thus hamstrung by the 

perception that what is needed to effectively study events in the past is direct evidence of the 

happening itself. However, if an event is considered instead as a happening interpreted within a 

particular structural context (as discussed above), then a more fruitful approach is to examine not 

only the happening itself, but the ramifications of the event. 

Viewed in this way, events are not limited to specific moments in time, but instead 

“smear into the past and the future” (Thomas 2006:81) and are manifested in subsequent patterns 

of practice. Events become protracted in time as their impacts are played out. This protraction is 

enabled by the inherent materiality of events, which carries them into the present and extends 

their spatial reach beyond the place of the happening (Jones 2007). Further, the materiality of an 

event, to some extent at least, enables some interpretations while preventing others.  According 

to Trouillot (1995:29), “what happened leaves traces, some of which are quite concrete—

buildings, dead bodies, censuses, monuments, diaries, political boundaries—that limit the range 

and significance of any historical narrative. This is one of many reasons why not any fiction can 

pass for history.” 

So, while we might agree that the archaeological record is rife with palimpsests and that 

these are “not some distorted or degraded version of a message that needs to be restored…to a 

large extent [palimpsests] are the message” (Bailey 2007:209, emphasis original), we must 

acknowledge that this was a message perceived by people in the past as well. The material 

ramifications of past events are an enduring feature of the landscape confronted by people and 

enfolded into their sensibilities in the process of inhabitation (Barrett 1999). They are part of the 

medium through which people make sense of their world. Material remains thus should not be 

viewed as constituting a fragmentary, static record of past societies or behaviors but rather as 

playing an active role in their constitution (Barrett 2001).  

The archaeological study of events, then, is not simply a matter of precisely defining 

specific moments in time. Nor is it a matter of writing “total histories” of societies or cultures 

(Harding 2005). Rather, focusing on events affords us a “window” into the dialectic of macro- 

and micro-scale phenomena through which we might better understand their articulation in social 

reproduction and transformation (Ohnuki-Tierney 1990:8). The role of events can be investigated 

by tracing genealogies of particular practices or institutions through “chains of ordered presents” 

(Harding 2005:97) to consider how events inflect the intersection of past experience and future 
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expectation in a specific context (Barrett 1999; Joyce and Lopiparo 2005; Pauketat and Alt 

2005).  According to Harding (2005:97-98), “when these ‘presents’ are placed in their sequential 

order it may be possible to connect together the mnemonic and anticipatory relations of 

individual acts, and subsequently, create a ‘timeline’ and social biography. It may even be 

possible to chart this back to an event, or repture in history, which acted as a catalyst for 

particular developments.” Pauketat and Alt (2005) illustrate the effectiveness of such a focused, 

“genealogical” approach in their examination of early Mississippian post-setting practices around 

Cahokia.  By observing variation among archaeological postmolds and constructing a genealogy 

of post-setting practices, patterned differences were exposed that revealed the role of microscale 

post-setting “events” in the rise of the Cahokia polity and broader Mississippian culture.  

Likewise, Barrett (1999) links together burial practices that occurred in Britain between the 

Neolithic and Iron Age to show how the cumulative effects of individual mortuary events 

changed the material system of references according to which people interpreted and engaged 

their own past.  In both cases, events are shown to be not only archaeologically visible, but also 

extremely revealing with regard to larger-scale historical developments.             

 

Why focus on Events? 

 

This gets us to our final point.  If it is accepted that events are indeed accessible to 

archaeological investigation, the question then becomes what is to be gained by making them a 

focal point of research.  The philosophical answer to this question begins with the common 

phenomenological assertion that time is a primordial and vital aspect of human existence.  More 

than just a backdrop for human action or an objective means of measuring duration, human 

temporality affords the necessary basis for all present experience by providing a past that can be 

drawn upon and a future toward which we continually project ourselves, (Carr 1986:18-25; 

Ingold 1993; Thomas 1996:40, 2006:81).  Importantly, the way that people experience time is 

through culturally structured events.  As Carr (1986:24-25) puts it, “just as we have no 

experience of space except by experiencing objects in space, so we experience time as events, 

things that take or take up time.”  In short then, because humans are inherently temporal beings, 

a major prerequisite for the understanding of any past society is achieving some grasp of their 

particular sense of time, a sense that invariably develops out of their experience of events.                   

 An archaeological focus on events is also advantageous for exposing phenomena and 

patterns that are invisible at larger scales.  This is often the justification offered by 

microhistorians for their bottom-up approach to historical reconstruction (e.g., Walton et al. 

2008:4; Maddox 2008:34; Blee 2008:51).  Bruegel (2006:553), for example, maintains that 

although “the bird's-eye view of history may be elegant and appear encompassing in its 

presentation of the chronological progress of an original blueprint”, when “viewed from below at 

a reduced scale, it is composed of a variety of discontinuous social experiences, each of which 

may give rise—even when reduced to a few typical traits—to a new, a different historical 

narrative on the dynamics of economic, social, and technical change.”  Event-centered 

archaeology then, like microhistory, may be best described not as a coherent method or body of 

ideas but instead as a particular style or strategy of investigation, an “exploratory stance” (in the 

words of Maddox 2008) centered on the notion that experiences and actions at the local scale are 

never entirely reducible to the abstract macro-processes to which they are frequently attributed 

(Hodder 2000:26; Koselleck 2004:110; Sewell 2005:219, 227; Walton et al.2008:4).  Rather than 

the “anonymous” histories (Sassaman 2000:148) characteristic of many historical metanarratives, 
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by focusing on the intersection of micro- and macro-scales, proponents of this perspective 

highlight the active role  that individuals and communities play in the formation of their own 

histories (Comaroff 1982; Pauketat 2001). 
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i Both Bailey (2007:201) and Lucas (2005:47) point out ambiguity in the concept of temporal scale. They argue that 

the term encompasses two meanings: the temporal span or duration of a phenomenon and the resolution of 

observation—that is, the size of our temporal units of measure. Thus, temporal scale has both an existential and a 

methodological meaning. However, while Bailey argues that the two are inextricably linked, Lucas suggests that the 

conflation of these meanings is what leads time perspectivists to argue that the size of our unit of analysis must 

match that of our unit of measurement. 

 
ii Following this reasoning to its logical conclusion, the bias towards irreversible assemblages likely produces an 

illusion of stability or changelessness in certain archaeological contexts, masking potentially chaotic change in more 

mundane, quotidian assemblages. The implications of this for archaeological reconstructions and the predilection for 

origins and revolutions (Gamble 2007) is intriguing, however Lucas does not pursue this line of thought.  


