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Food is almost universally recognized by anthropologists and archaeologists as being 

“good to think” (Dietler and Hayden 2001:1).  There is a growing recognition that food is not 
only eaten to sustain the body, but also affects and is affected by the social, economic, and 
political world in which it is selected, prepared, and consumed (Appadurai 1981; Bourdieu 1984; 
Van der Veen 2003).  Moreover, food—in particular the consumption of food—has been shown 
to be a “powerful medium of social relations” (Twiss 2007:50) playing an active role in the 
creation and negotiation of social identities and relationships.  Much of the recent discussion of 
food as a socially charged material comes from the current archaeological emphasis on feasting.  
In the introduction to their volume on this topic, Dietler and Hayden (2001:2) state, “we need to 
think seriously and critically about what feasts are, how they operate, and how we can detect and 
interpret them.  Otherwise, they risk becoming one more ill-digested archaeological 
interpretative fad.”  This chapter aims to play a part in the critical examination of feasting. 

 
When assessing the recent florescence of feasting literature in both archaeology and 

ethnography, it is difficult not to be struck by the variety of definitions provided for the term 
feast.  In this chapter, I create a classificatory scheme that takes two key spectra of variation in 
these definitions (group size and level of sociopolitical competition), and gives both an equal 
role in defining an eating event as a feast.  By recognizing and allowing a bit more variability in 
what we call a feast, my scheme eliminates some confusion and disagreement about eating 
events that are excluded from the category of feasting by some researchers and included by 
others.  Moreover, it provides an important means of comparison among eating events that will 
allow for more sophisticated interpretations of archaeological remains.  Finally, and perhaps 
most importantly, my conception will allow us to acknowledge the importance of a large 
category of feasts that are under-theorized in archaeology—those whose purpose is to build 
community and increase solidarity within a group.  This focus brings the kinds of eating events 
common in Southeastern U.S. prehistory to the forefront of theoretical discussions of feasting. 

 
While most researchers assert that there is a real difference between feasts and everyday 

or “normal” food consumption, what constitutes this difference is rarely agreed upon.  Some 
researchers emphasize differences in food quality or quantity (e.g., Dietler and Hayden 2001; 
Ralph 2007; Van Keuren 2004; Wills and Crown 2004), others focus on the size of the group 
involved (e.g., Mills 2004; Van Keuren 2004; Wills and Crown 2004), and still others highlight 
differences in the format, level of ritualization, timing, or social role of the eating event (e.g., 
Gero 2003; Phillips and Sebastian 2004; Pollock 2003).  In extreme cases, a single event may be 
labeled a feast by one researcher and deliberately left out of that category by another.  

My goal here is not to posit a single definition of feast, but rather to develop a 
classificatory scheme that allows archaeologists to place a given eating event in relation to others 
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while gaining a better understanding of that event and the society in which it took place.  Most 
attempts at such a classification thus far have taken the form of defining subcategories of 
feasting (e.g.: Dietler’s [1996; 2001] distinction between empowering, patron-role, and 
diacritical feasting and Hayden’s [2001] distinction between alliance/cooperation, economic, and 
diacritical feasting). Yet even as the primary players in creating these schemes, Dietler and 
Hayden (2001:4) recognize the potential for more useful types of categorization: 

 
Within the domain of practices that we designate as feasts, there are many 
possible ways to categorize the range of differences and similarities.  This fact 
explains the considerable diversity of classificatory schemes brought to bear on 
the subject … While some readers may find the lack of a uniform classification 
troubling or disappointing, we would suggest that this diversity need not worry us 
and is, in fact, a good thing—especially at this stage of theoretical development 
… As research progresses in this relatively novel field, our various ways of 
characterizing and understanding feasts will undoubtedly improve. 
 
 The classificatory schemes described above have the same problematic tendency “to 

present everyday domestic meals and feasts as mutually opposed rather than dialectically 
related” (Twiss 2007:51).  Innovatively, Twiss (2007:51) suggests that we visualize all eating 
events as existing “along a continuum that runs from the meanest of snacks to the grandest of 
feasts” (Figure 1) (see also Spielmann 2002).  In Twiss’s conceptualization, certain flamboyant 
events are quite obviously feasts characterized by large quantities of special foods shared 
between large groups at special places and using special tools and materials in special ways.  
Other events are clearly everyday affairs characterized by moderation in food type and quantity, 
people involved, and all other aspects of preparation, consumption, and disposal.  Moreover, 
because of these characteristics, everyday meals have certain social outcomes and effects, while 
feasts have others (Twiss 2007:53-54; see also Hayden 2001). 

 
I find Twiss’s conception of these differences as falling along a continuum to be more 

satisfactory than any attempt to dichotomize the distinction into non-feasts and feasts (or even 
non-feasts, empowering feasts, patron-role feasts, and diacritical feasts [Dietler 1996]); however, 
I remain unsatisfied with her conception in one respect.  Although she is able to list likely 
archaeological correlates of the two extremes and discuss their potential social ramifications, 
middle-ground cases remain problematic.  The cases that fall in the middle of the continuum 
combine attributes of domestic consumption and feasting and are thus likely to share material 
and social consequences as well.  This severely limits the interpretive potential of Twiss’s model.  
For example, cases exist in which a small number of people share foods on an important 
occasion, thereby conferring prestige on the host (e.g., xxxxx).  Likewise, large numbers of 
people sometimes gather for communal eating with little to no evidence of status negotiation 
(e.g., Knight 2001; Potter and Ortman 2004).  As expected, these types of feast leave different 
archaeological signatures and have different social outcomes, but in Twiss’s conception, each 
would fall into the middle of the spectrum and further differentiation would be impossible.  In 
other words, the continuum model recognizes the existence of middle-ground events, but does 
not have the explanatory power to tell us very much about them.  My scheme attempts to 
differentiate these middle-ground cases in a useful way.  This aim is complicated, however, by 
the presence of multiple dimensions that may not vary in tandem. 
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In reviewing the array of events defined as “feasts” in the archaeological and 
ethnographic literature, I noted an emphasis on two characteristics: (1) the size of the group 
involved (as seen through the abundance of food remains, number and size of vessels, magnitude 
of dining locations, etc.) and (2) the level of sociopolitical competition taking place (as seen 
through differential consumption and resultant differences in wealth and sociopolitical status).  I 
have therefore adapted Twiss’s model to include two axes of variation and hopefully, to increase 
its utility for archaeological applications (Figure 2).  In my conceptualization, each individual 
eating event is measurable in two dimensions: (1) group size (GS, ranging from small to large) 
and (2) level of sociopolitical competition (SC, ranging from low to high).  With these two 
dimensions represented as axes that define a two-dimensional space, the location of an eating 
event is determined by its position along both continua and will fall in one of four quadrants.  
These quadrants can be roughly defined as representing: small domestic meals or snacks (small 
GS, low SC); competitive events with limited attendance (small GS, high SC); large-scale, 
egalitarian communal events (large GS, low SC); and large-scale, competitive events (large GS, 
high SC) (Figure 3).   

 
The trait lists associated with each end of Twiss’s continuum can then be split between 

the two dimensions that I identified (Figures 4 and 5).  Although this division is not flawless, the 
relative ease with which it could be made testifies to the fact that Twiss’s continuum combined 
two distinct ranges of variation.1  The presence of a single characteristic from one of these lists is 
not meant to provide a sure-fire identification of high or low group size or level of sociopolitical 
competition, but rather the lists as a whole are meant as tools to evaluate whether the evidence 
from a given event is weighted towards one interpretation over the others. 

 
The main archaeological indicators on the group size dimension are quantity of food and 

vessel capacity.  Clearly, more people require more food and thus more or larger pots in which to 
store, prepare and serve that food (Blitz 1993; Hayden 2001; Potter and Ortman 2004; Ralph 
2007; Van Keuren 2004).  Though preservation bias must be taken into consideration with 
questions of relative quantity, such differences are often readily identifiable.  In the feasting 
literature, the above characteristics are frequently lumped together with the presence of rare or 
labor-intensive foods2, unusual cooking styles3, and/or special or high-quality vessels.4  I 
however, have positioned the last three characteristics as markers of high sociopolitical 
competition.  It is important that these groups of characteristics be kept separate as many 

                                                
1 In the process of deciding where to place each of Twiss’s characteristics, I also concluded that some 

useful markers of feasting proposed by others should be included.  These are listed in italics in Figures 4 
and 5.  

2 Such as high proportions or different cuts of meat (Blitz 1993; Bray 2003; Jackson and Scott 2003; 
Kelly 2001; Knight 2004; Pauketat et al. 2002; Potter and Ortman 2004; Ralph 2007), uncommon, out of 
season, or hard to process resources (Hayden 1996; 2001; Van der Veen 2003), or recreational substances 
(Ralph 2007; Wills and Crown 2004). 

3 Such as specialized preparation to create differences in taste, aroma, appearance, etc. (Hayden 1996; 
2001; Van der Veen 2003) or inherently unequal cooking and distribution methods such as roasting 
instead of boiling meat (Potter and Ortman 2004). 

4 Such as fine wares (Hayden 2001; Smith 2003; Smith et al. 2003), unusual decorative styles 
(Hayden 2001; Smith 2003; Smith et al. 2003), or trade wares (Hayden 2001; Potter and Ortman 2004; 
Smith et al. 2003; Spielmann 2004).  
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documented feasts use large quantities of everyday artifacts and foods (Potter and Ortman 2004; 
Smith et al. 2003; Van der Veen 2003; Vanderwarker et al. 2007; Van Keuren 2004).  

 
Moving forward, unusual event locations5 can be associated with either dimension.  As a 

group gets larger, eating within the normal domestic context will no longer be possible and 
special locations will have to be used.  Likewise, as sociopolitical competition becomes more 
explicit, the organizer of the feast may want to remove the event from the everyday landscape.  
Related to this discussion of location is the presence or absence of monumental constructions 
(such as mounds, enclosures, large public buildings, etc.) at potential feasting sites (Dietler 1996; 
Knight 2001; Pauketat et al. 2002; Ralph 2007).  Until recently, monumental constructions at a 
site were often interpreted as signs of hierarchy (and thus also the competitive and self-
aggrandizing behaviors commonly associated with this type of sociopolitical organization).  
However, societies lacking a system of sociopolitical differentiation and without significant 
evidence for status-seeking behaviors have been shown to be both interested in and capable of 
amassing the labor and other resources needed to produce monumental constructions.  There is 
abundant evidence for these constructed landscapes being shared social spaces used for public 
rituals aimed at emphasizing inclusiveness and shared interests (Barrett 1994; Bender 1998; 
Bradley 1991; Phear 2007).  Moreover, by definition, monumental constructions require a labor 
force beyond that of the household unit (Bradley 1985:2, Dietler 1996:104-105; Trigger 
1990:119).  In light of this, I identify monumental constructions as markers of large group size in 
addition to high levels of competition. 

 
The rest of the characteristics utilized by Twiss fall along the sociopolitical competition 

dimension.  Wastage6, atypical disposal7, and other conspicuous displays of wealth are 
commonly associated with status negotiation because squandering material goods sends the 
message that one has so much that (s)he need not value it as much as others do (Hayden 
2001:40-41; Ralph 2007:41,44).  Finally, prestige goods, ritual paraphernalia, and other status 
indicators such as elaborate burials, institutionalized site hierarchies, craft specialization, 
aggressive warfare, and elite houses belong on the competitive dimension because their use and 
meaning is explicitly tied to the display of power (Blitz 1993:92; Hayden 1996:140-141; 
2001:40-41; Kirch 2001:180; Knight 2004:309-311; Ralph 2007:33-34,45; Smith et al. 
2003:241).   

 
Both larger-than-normal group sizes and higher-than-normal levels of sociopolitical 

competition are easily seen archaeologically.  The list of associated characteristics is admittedly 
smaller for the group size dimension, but expectedly so given that “solidarity [non-competitive] 
feasts, no matter what their size, should entail minimal departures from standard daily foods or 
material items, whereas competitive and promotional feasts should represent major departures 
with consequent pressures to develop and change both food and material technologies”  (Ralph 
                                                

5 Such as settings that are abnormally large, open or unroofed, surrounded by areas of food 
preparation, unusual in layout and/or design, or restricted in access (Cook and Glowacki 2003; Hayden 
2001; Potter and Ortman 2004; Ralph 2007).   

6 Such as animal sacrifice, ritual “killing” of vessels, the deliberate throwing away of edible portions, 
destruction of personal property, etc. 

7 That said, atypical disposal could also be due to the need to dispose of ritually important garbage in 
specific ways. 
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2007:14).  That said, the few departures that are due to group size are not likely to be missed, as 
differences in quantity and size of material are particularly visible in the archaeological record.  
Most archaeological and ethnographic accounts of feasting clearly focus on the political and 
economic roles of feasts in creating power and/or status differences among the people 
participating (e.g., Dietler 2001; Phillips and Sebastian 2004; Pollock 2003; Wiessner and 
Schiefenhövel 1996).  In a feast characterized by large quantities of everyday things, however, 
one may expect that the social outcomes would not be so drastically different than those 
negotiated in everyday life.  Some feasts in egalitarian communities, for example, may have 
reinforced a sense of group cohesion and equality.   

 
While many authors recognize that both effects—increasing solidarity among a 

community and emphasizing differences among its members—may happen simultaneously, 
primacy of both effect and intention is generally given to the latter (e.g., Blitz 1993; Bray 2003; 
Dietler 1996; Dietler and Hayden 2001; Gero 2003; Goldstein 2003; Hendon 2003; Pollock 
2003; Smith 2003; cf. Knight 2001).  Though some researchers have recognized this bias and 
worked to bring communal, non-competitive feasting into our larger theoretical discussions 
(Potter 2000; Potter and Ortman 2004; Spielmann 2002; Van der Veen 2003), their attempts have 
been only mildly successful because accepted definitions often include political or status-seeking 
behavior as part of what defines a feast.  To truly eliminate this bias, we must “be careful not to 
confuse diacritical [competitive] feasting practices with the kinds of practices that may be used 
to differentiate feasts in general, as public ritual events, from everyday informal consumption” 
(Ralph 2007:13).  Separating the competitive dimension from that of scale alleviates this issue 
and allows non-competitive, large-scale eating events to be readily classified as feasts. 

 
Archaeologically, this model can be used in two ways.  First, the characteristics 

associated with the two dimensions can be used to identify which contains the most variation at a 
particular site.  Given the degree to which the deposit differs from “normal” on each dimension, 
the researcher can interpret what the likely social outcomes of the event may have been.  Second, 
the two-dimensional model can be used as a framework for comparison8.  In order to illustrate 
this model’s utility, I have used thirteen archaeological and ethnographic cases from the 
literature on food and feasting, placing each on the axes defined by group size and level of 
sociopolitical competition (Figure 6).  The position of each case was determined by the degree to 
which I felt the archaeological and/or ethnographic evidence supported the presence of each of 
the characteristics listed in Figures 4 and 5.  In order to make the process by which I did this 
more explicit, Tables 1 and 2 show one scored example from each quadrant.   

 
In the quadrant characterized as small meals or snacks, ethnographic examples abound as 

all societies consume moderate amounts of food on a daily basis for sustenance.  I have included 
as one example, the average American dinner.  Usually representing a slightly larger group size 
and slightly more socially meaningful event than the average snack, the average dinner is placed 
just above and to the left of the snack.  As an archaeological example, I have included Twiss’s 
(2007:57-61) discussion of domestic consumption during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB).  
Archaeological evidence suggests that eating was an individual household activity showing little 
                                                
8 Moreover, a society for which the social meaning of feasts is fairly well understood (e.g., via a robust 
ethnographic record) can be placed on the axes and then the characteristics of each continua can be used 
to make an educated guess about what material signature may be left behind. 
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evidence of being tied into the broader political and ceremonial life of the communities.  That 
said, because of the larger size of households and the inherent differences in status among 
household members, the PPNB case study sits above and slightly to the right of a typical 
American dinner.   

 
In the quadrant described as competitive events with limited attendance, [I am still 

looking for an appropriate example here.  I have a few possible things, but nothing is quite what I 
want it to be.  Could anyone suggest additional ethnographic case studies of eating events that 
are highly competitive and yet small in attendance?] 

 
Representing the large-scale, egalitarian communal events quadrant is the ethnographic 

example of the Puebloan Southwest (though many archaeological examples from the Southwest 
would also fit in this category [e.g.: Potter 2000; Potter and Ortman 2004]).  At Puebloan feasts, 
food is contributed anonymously by masked kachinas (Potter and Ortman 2004:173), thereby 
eliminating the chance for social mobility by those donating.  At times, the debt incurred by the 
feast-givers served to actually lower their status (Potter 2000:476).  Regardless, highly structured 
by a ritual cycle, the feast’s primary purpose was to redistribute food resources and facilitate 
social integration (Mills 2004; Potter 2000).  Additionally, when discussing the site of Ardleigh 
in Essex, Ralph (2007:91) states, “The holding of a feast would have been a represented a [sic] 
conscious effort to create alliance and community ‘spirit’ among the inhabitants of the site.”  She 
makes this determination based on a lack of evidence for status-seeking behavior alongside 
everyday materials showing up in very large quantities, the construction and maintenance of 
monumental constructions, etc.  A final archaeological example comes from the Upper Saratown 
site in North Carolina (Vanderwarker et al. 2007).  In the case of this relatively non-hierarchical 
society, plant-based feasting foods differ from normal consumption only in the amount present.  
However, it is recognized that the ability of a family or individual to provide choice cuts of meat 
or entire animals may lead to some degree of status differentiation.   

 
Finally, in the quadrant characterized as large-scale competitive events, there are many 

examples from which I could choose (primarily because this is the category most commonly 
accepted as feasts and thus most frequently discussed in the feasting literature). My primary 
example from this quadrant is Classic Maya feasting during which specialized vessels and the 
special foods they display and serve—for example, chocolate—are used by powerful elites to 
create and maintain power (LeCount 2001).  An ethnographic example of this type of feast 
would be traditional Hawai’ian feasting as summarized by Kirch (2001:177-180); in the highly 
stratified Hawai’ian culture, feasting was a practice limited to elites and occurring only in 
restricted venues.  In addition to large number of people and concomitant amounts of food, these 
feasts also involve the consumption of prestige foods such as prized fish species, pork, and dog. 
Archaeological examples from North America exist as well, but are placed a bit below and to the 
left of the previous examples.  Jackson and Scott (2003), Knight (2004), and Welch and Scarry 
(1995) all use the Mississippian site of Moundville in Alabama as a case study to explore how to 
archaeologically identify elite deposits.  These deposits are identified through the association of 
nearly every characteristic listed under large group size and high social competition—large 
middens filled with rare foods, large, high-quality vessels at special locations and associated with 
abundant ritual and prestige items; however, the population sizes nor level of competition appear 
to match the Mayan or Hawai’ian examples. Mound 51 at Cahokia provides yet another example 
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of large-scale feasting with some degree of competition (Kelly 2001; Pauketat et al. 2002).  
While the amount of material in the Mound 51 borrow pit, the speed with which it was 
deposited, and the assumed population of Cahokia place it very high on the group size 
dimension, the level of sociopolitical competition is more ambiguous.  The majority of the 
remains differ very little from normal domestic refuse, but the presence of magicoritual materials 
such as quartz, painted pots, special woods, swan bones, and tobacco certainly differentiate it and 
suggest the participation of both low and high status community members.  Mound 51 sits near 
the middle of the sociopolitical spectrum because it was “simultaneously low status and high 
status or communal and political … a blend of the ordinary and the extraordinary” (Pauketat et 
al. 2002:276).   

 
Central to the development of this model is the idea that “not all feasts are created equal” 

(Potter 2000:47; Ralph 2007:83); the examples discussed above certainly show the variability 
inherent in the concept.  Thus, we must not merely create a continuum with non-feast on one end 
and feast on the other.  With regard to identifying the qualities of the eating event, the 
archaeological signatures it left behind, and the social effects it may have had, my 
conceptualization increases the specificity with which we can interpret the archaeological 
signatures of different feasting events.  I recognize that any given feast (be it a feast due only to 
large group size, a high level of sociopolitical competition, or both) would likely have the effect 
of both emphasizing the similarities among people and marking differences in status, wealth and 
power; however, I strongly believe that which of these aspects is emphasized can change (Potter 
2000:475).  As the social goals of feasting change, so will the means by which one may reach 
these goals.  Thus, different archaeological signatures will be left behind.  By recognizing and 
explicitly focusing on this variation, I believe that my model will allow us to see the importance 
of a large category of feasts that are under-theorized in archaeology—those whose underlying 
purpose is to build community and increase solidarity within a group.  
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Figures 
 

 
 

Figure 1: The continuum between domestic consumption and feasting including the common 
archaeological indicators of both extremes (after Twiss 2007:Table 3-1) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2:  New conceptualization of the variety of eating events that ranks each event on a scale 
of small to large group size and high to low degree of sociopolitical competition. 
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Figure 3: New conceptualization showing general categories of eating events as they would be 
placed on the axes. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4: The group size continuum with Twiss’s (2007) list of associated characteristics (plain 
text) and my additional characteristics (italics) of eating events and their archaeological 
correlates placed at either extreme. 
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Figure 5: The level of sociopolitical competition continuum with Twiss’s (2007) list of 
associated characteristics (plain text) and my additional characteristics (italics) of eating events 
and their archaeological correlates placed at either extreme. 
 

 
 

Figure 6: New conceptualization showing specific ethnographic (open circles) and 
archaeological (closed circles) examples of eating events as they would be placed on the axes 
given the characteristics listed in Figures 4 and 5.  Placements of the individual eating events are 
based on the data presented in Jackson and Scott (2003), Kelly (2001), Kirch (2001), LeCount 
(2001), Knight (2004), Mills (2004) Pauketat et al. (2002), Potter (2000), Potter and Ortman 
(2004), Ralph (2007), Twiss (2007), Vanderwarker et al. (2007), and Welch and Scarry (1995). 
Table 1:  This table shows the process by which events were placed along the group size 
continuum for one case per quadrant.  Each case was given a score of 1 (very low), 2 (low), 3 
(medium), 4 (high), or 5 (very high) for each characteristic listed in Figure 4.  These scores were 
then averaged and that average determined the event’s placement in Figure 6. 
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 American Dinner ? Puebloan Southwest Classic Maya 

Food Quantity 2 ? 4 5 
Vessel Size 2 ? 5 4 

Cooking Style 2 ? 5 4 
Location 1 ? 4 5 

Monumental Constructions 1 ? 3 5 
Average GS Score 1.6 ? 4.2 4.6 

*No data available at this time, discounted from average. 
 
 
Table 2: This table shows the process by which events were placed along the sociopolitical 
competition continuum for one case per quadrant.  Each case was given a score of 1 (very low), 2 
(low), 3 (medium), 4 (high), or 5 (very high) for each characteristic listed in Figure 5.  These 
scores were then averaged and that average determined the event’s placement in Figure 6. 
 

 American Dinner ? Puebloan Southwest Classic Maya 
Food Types 1 ? 1 5 
Preparation 1 ? 2 5 

Vessel Types 1 ? 2 5 
Location 1 ? 2 5 

Monumental Constructions 1 ? 3 5 
Wastage 1 ? 1 -* 
Disposal 1 ? 2 3 

Prestige Goods 1 ? 1 5 
Ritual Paraphernalia 1 ? 1 5 

Status Markers 1 ? 1 5 
Average SC Score 1.0 ? 1.6 4.8 

*No data available at this time, discounted from average. 
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