


“In this ambitious and learned work, award-winning archaeologist Catherine Cameron explores how
violence against the few may transform the cultures of the many.”

—James Brooks, author of Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and Community in the
Southwest Borderlands

“This moving book helps us understand: What was it like to be a slave? A slave-owner? How does
slavery affect society? It demonstrates that archaeology—the social science of the past—can ask big
questions about the human experience.”

—Michelle Hegmon, professor in the School of Human Evolution and Social Change at Arizona
State University and editor of The Archaeology of the Human Experience

“Captives challenges archaeologists to broaden their scope of inquiry to recognize the temporal
depth, geographical breadth, and nearly universal presence of captives in small-scale societies of the
past. Catherine Cameron’s comparative approach to captives lays the groundwork, methodologically
and theoretically, for understanding the lives of captives, their social locations, and their significance
as agents of change in societies of all scales throughout human prehistory and, indeed, into the
present.”

—Brenda J. Bowser, associate professor of anthropology at California State University–Fullerton,
coeditor of Cultural Transmission and Material Culture: Breaking Down Boundaries
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1

The Captive in Space, Time, and Mind

An arrow fell behind us. The enemy had followed us and had waited until we entered the shapuno [a
large, thatched enclosure]. Other arrows began to fall: tah, tai, tai. . . . Meanwhile the tushaua
[leader] of the Shamatari [the enemy] had already entered. . . . Not even one man of those in the
shapuno was standing up. The old Hekurawe was there, dead, with arrows in his body; the
Aramamiseteri, too, was lying dead not far away. . . . Meanwhile the men began to bring the women
prisoners together. They held them firmly by the arms. They were many and they were young. . . .
Then they [the Shamatari] raised their shout: Au, au, au, with a cavernous voice and we began the
journey. We marched and marched.

—Helena Valero’s account of her second capture by Yanomamö, quoted in Ettore Biocca,
Yanoáma: The Story of Helena Valero, a Girl Kidnapped by Amazonian Indians (1965).

Tuesday 22 April 2014, Nigeria. Terror grips northern Nigeria after “Boko Haram” kidnappings: Last
week’s kidnapping of 230 schoolgirls in northern Nigeria, which is being blamed on the Islamist
group Boko Haram, has plunged the region into chaos. Will the victims ever be seen again? Chibok
boarding school in the remote state of Borno was attacked last week by the militant Islamic group,
who burnt out the school before abducting its students. . . . The official number of missing girls has
risen to an estimated 234.

—Jonathan Miller, foreign affairs correspondent, Channel 4 News, London

In every corner of the world and through time people have stolen others,
mostly women and children. Helena Valero’s account of the attack of one
Yanomamö group on another and the seizure of the defeated group’s women
has played out over and over again for millennia. Media reports a few
weeks after the Boko Haram kidnapping followed a common pattern. A
Boko Haram leader called the girls his slaves and said he would sell them
or give them to his men in marriage (Time Magazine, May 26, 2014, 32).
As I read these accounts, I recalled Helena and the hundreds of descriptions
of captive taking I discovered in ethnohistorical, ethnographic, and
historical studies during the decade in which I researched this book. A
nighttime raid, men clubbed to death or shot, women and children hurried
into a corner of the settlement by raiders, a long march that many did not
survive, and at the end of the march, a new life.



People around the world hope for the recovery of the kidnapped Nigerian
girls and as I write this, their eyes are on the spot in the bush where the girls
are believed held. For the vast majority of women and children taken
captive in the distant past, beyond the reach of historic records, no such
hope existed. Not only were captives lost to their families, archaeologists
have ignored the importance of their lives. This book brings this invisible
class of people out of the shadows and explores the contributions they made
to the societies of their captors.

As an archaeologist, I hope this book influences the scholarship of fellow
archaeologists (as well as that of scholars in other disciplines), yet this
volume is not an archaeological study. Nor is it a study of captives in a
single society. It is a cross-cultural investigation of the common patterns
and variability in warfare, captive taking, and the captive experience. It is a
wide-ranging exploration of ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and historical
sources, as well as the occasional archaeological study, that focuses on the
lives of captives in small-scale (“nonstate”) societies around the world.
Because many captives became slaves, the slavery literature is an important
component of the study. The broad comparative approach used here follows
that of scholars of slavery, including sociologist Orlando Patterson (1982,
2008) and early twentieth-century scholar H. J. Nieboer (1900).

Small-scale societies rely primarily on kinship ties (real or fictive) as the
basis for their social and political organization. They mostly fall into the
category that archaeologists call “middle range”; in other words, they are
not small bands or complex states. Service (1971) called such groups
“tribes” (or “segmentary societies”) and “chiefdoms.” These terms carry
outmoded evolutionary and conceptual biases and I employ them primarily
when discussing parts of the world where their use is common. My focus on
small-scale groups is partial, however. Captive taking operated on a large
geographic scale that enmeshed societies of a variety of social levels and
structured the complex relationships among them. Furthermore, captive
taking did take place in band-level societies and at times I use examples
from both band-level and state-level societies to support my points.

Captives typically entered captor settlements as members of a despised
enemy group and their captors beat, abused, and mistreated them. They
often remained marginal even after their captors married or adopted them.
We might ask ourselves, What could these bedraggled, subordinate people



contribute to the societies they joined? and Why are they worthy of
archaeological interest? This book demonstrates that captives affected the
societies they joined in a number of ways. Their presence created or
increased social stratification in captor society. In small-scale societies
where power derived from control over people, captives increased the
power of their captors. Captives affected social boundaries in captor society
by allowing captors to contrast themselves with their abject captives. Social
boundaries were also strengthened when captives tried to conform to captor
social practices in an effort to “fit in” and gain better treatment. My most
important point, however, is that captives were a significant mode of
cultural transmission and a source of culture change. They brought with
them knowledge of new technologies, design styles, foodways, religious
practices, and more that transformed captor culture.

I begin with a discussion of the pervasiveness and antiquity of raiding
and warfare in small-scale societies, the source of most captives. I review
the global scope of captive taking, as well as its selective focus on women
and children. The next section defines captives and captors and discusses
the scale of captive taking. The cross-cultural methods I use for the study
are considered next, including a discussion of the concerns archaeologists
have about the use of both analogy and the cross-cultural approach. Finally,
I take a brief look at captive taking and slavery in the past and present. We
have come a long way from the time when the majority of the world’s
people suffered in bondage, but the horror of the captive experience is still
very real for far too many of today’s women, children, and men.

Warfare, Kidnapping, and Captives
Most captive taking has resulted from warfare and raiding. Kidnapping was
also common in many times and places, and the isolated herder, garden
tender, or child left briefly alone was vulnerable. By proposing that captive
taking was an ancient and almost universal practice and most often the
result of warfare or raiding, I am, of course, implying that warfare and
raiding were common, ancient practices (figure 1). Lawrence Keeley (1996)
complained more than twenty years ago that archaeologists “pacified” the
human past by ignoring the presence of warfare, especially in small-scale
societies. R. Brian Ferguson and Neil Whitehead’s War in the Tribal Zone



([1992] 1999) had launched a heated debate among anthropologists
concerning the prevalence, frequency, and impact of war in small-scale
societies. Ferguson, Whitehead, and many of the contributors to their edited
volume argued that contact with Europeans created a “tribal zone” of
warfare through the introduction of new trade goods, new diseases, and
other factors, including an increasingly active slave trade (e.g., M. Brown
and Fernandez [1992] 1999, 185–87). These scholars imply that before
European contact, warfare in small-scale societies was uncommon and not
particularly lethal. Countering this view of peaceful, precontact small-scale
societies, archaeologists pointed to abundant material evidence of warfare
in the past, including defensive structures, weapons of war, bodies showing
evidence of violent death, and iconography related to warfare (Chacon and
Mendoza 2007a, 2007b; J. Haas and Creamer 1993; Keeley 1996; LeBlanc
and Register 2003; Lekson 2002; but see R. Ferguson 2013).

1. Setting an Enemy’s Village on Fire. Created by Theodor De Bry, a Belgian engraver who
reportedly reproduced paintings made by artist Jacques LeMoyne. LeMoyne accompanied French



explorer Rene Laudonniére to Florida in 1564, where they encountered the Timucua Indians. Image
courtesy of University of South Florida Tampa Library, Special and Digital Collections.

In the course of this debate, archaeologists working in a number of parts
of the world took up the study of violence and warfare and evaluated its
impact on the societies they investigated (Arkush and Allen 2006; Chacoan
and Dye 2007; Chacoan and Mendoza 2007a, 2007b; LeBlanc 1999;
LeBlanc and Register 2003; Martin, Harrod, and Pérez 2012; Maschner and
Reedy-Maschner 1998). Surprisingly, few of these authors mention one of
its most common by-products: the taking of captives. These studies,
nevertheless, provide many insights concerning warfare in small-scale
societies that are useful for understanding the practice of captive taking
(Arkush and Allen 2006; Keeley 1996, 32–33; Guilaine and Zammit 2005;
LeBlanc 1999; LeBlanc and Register 2003; Lekson 2002). Tribal-level
societies, for example, typically engaged in small-scale raids, while chiefs
often maintained groups of high-ranking warriors who undertook much-
larger-scale warfare.

The taking of captives, especially women, was not simply a by-product
of warfare but often a major objective of raids or war (Golitko and Keeley
2007, 339; Keeley 1996, 86; LeBlanc 2002, 362; LeBlanc and Register
2003, 71; see also R. Ferguson and Whitehead 1999; also raiding for wives,
Barnes 1999; Bowser 2008; DeBoer 2008; Jorgensen 1980; McLennan
1865). The ethnohistoric cases discussed in this volume make it clear that
prestige and the acquisition of captives are powerful motivators of warfare
in small-scale societies. In some cases the taking of captives was one of the
most highly valued results of conflict. While R. Ferguson (2006) and others
believe that warfare in small-scale societies was conducted only for
material gain of land or resources and was undertaken primarily by groups
suffering resource stress, other scholars disagree. They argue that the desire
for prestige and status, revenge, and access to women were powerful
motivations for warfare in small scale-societies and also essential to the
success of these societies (Chagnon 1988; Maschner and Reedy-Maschner
1998; see also Bishop and Lytwyn 2007 for band-level societies).

There is no doubt that Western intrusion into small-scale societies
increased the incidence of warfare, and especially slave raiding and captive
taking. Western demand for labor in agricultural and extractive industries



required a large labor force supplied in part by indigenous slaves who had
been captured by other, more powerful indigenous groups (Gallay 2002;
Thornton [1999] 2003). That any warfare was the consequence of Western
contact, however, assumes that the “resulting transformations . . . occurred
almost instantaneously” (Keeley 1996, 21). While warfare in every society
was likely episodic and differed in intensity, it was a common social
behavior long before contact in many, perhaps most, small-scale societies
(Chacon and Mendoza 2007a, 2007b; LeBlanc and Register 2003). The
earliest ethnohistoric accounts should provide useful data for exploring
warfare in the past, but ethnohistory is especially important for the study of
captive taking because the material evidence for captives in the
archaeological record will be far less obvious than that of warfare.
Defensive structures and weapons of war are relatively unambiguous, but
individuals taken captive may be seamlessly incorporated into captor
society, leaving little trace of their origin.

Captives who were the victims of kidnapping, often taken in isolated
events involving one or a few people, are even more difficult to see. I do
not join Patterson (1982, 115–22) in distinguishing between “genuine
prisoners of war” and kidnap victims. He classifies raids made for the
specific purpose of taking captives as kidnapping expeditions. I argue that
such expeditions have a variety of social and political purposes and I
restrict the term kidnapping to small-scale events in which a few captors
target one or a few victims (see chapter 4). For some groups, kidnapping
was a common method of obtaining captives; for example, the Comanches
of the American Southwest frequently stole young Mexican shepherds to
tend the vast herds of horses they had also stolen. In some band-level
societies, such as the Tutchone of the Upper Yukon of Canada, low
population density (less than one person per one hundred square kilometers
[thirty-nine square miles]) precluded anything we might call warfare or
even organized raiding. Yet even here more powerful families stole or
appropriated the women and children of their distant neighbors and
enslaved them (Legros 1985).

Geographic Scope and Scale of Captive taking



Captive taking was so prevalent worldwide that one is tempted to second
DeBoer’s (2008, 234) “rash” suggestion that the practice was almost
primordial (see also Patterson 1982, vii; Taylor 2005). Ethnographic
accounts and studies of slavery provide a sense of the geographic
prevalence of captive taking. Nieboer’s (1900) early cross-cultural study
reports slavery on every continent except Europe (he was wrong about
Europe) and throughout the Pacific. Slaveholders made up more than one-
third of George Murdock’s sample of 186 world cultures (Murdock and
White 1969) and these groups ranged geographically from northeastern
Siberia to New Zealand and from central Uganda in Africa to the Great
Plains of North America (Patterson 1982, 350–52). Both Nieboer and
Murdock considered only those societies that held slaves, but in many other
groups captives were adopted or married into families. Cross-cultural
studies of North America document raiding for women in a high proportion
of Native American groups (Driver 1966; Jorgensen 1980; both cited in
DeBoer 2008). Raiding for women and children is similarly well
documented in a large number of small-scale South American societies
(Bowser 2008; DeBoer 2011; Morey 1975; Santos-Granero 2009).

The Atlantic slave trade devastated and transformed the small-scale,
“decentralized” societies of Africa, but evidence shows that raiding and
captive taking were common practices among these groups from at least the
first millennium (and likely long before) until well into the twentieth
century (MacEachern 2001; R. Reid 2012, 19; Robertshaw and Duncan
2008; see also Lovejoy [1983] 2000; Meillassoux 1983, 1991; Thornton
1998). Warfare and captive taking also occurred throughout Europe prior to
the modern era among state-level and small-scale societies, including
among the so-called Germanic tribes and the small polities that formed after
the fall of the Roman Empire (Bonnassie 1991; Lenski 2008; Patterson
1982, 150–57; Woolf 1997). Vikings raided throughout the North Atlantic
and the Mediterranean, taking innumerable captives to labor in
Scandinavian settlements or to sell to others (Helgason et al. 2000; Karras
1988). Similar maritime raiders were found across island Southeast Asia
(Junker 2008; A. Reid 1983; Warren [1981] 1985, 2002).

War captives and slaves were common in ancient state-level societies
(10–20 percent of Roman Italy [Lenski, forthcoming], one-third of the
population of Greece from the fifth century BCE to the Roman period, 50–70



percent of Korea prior to the seventeenth century, and 15–20 percent of
many Islamic states [Patterson 1982]), and ethnohistoric and ethnographic
accounts suggest that small-scale societies also included significant
numbers of captives. Slaves composed about 10–20 percent of the
population of the Northwest Coast of North America, although the number
of slaves in any one village varied considerably over time (Ames 2008,
141–42; Donald 1997, 185–90). Chagnon (1992, 106) reports that 12–15
percent of wives among the Yanomamö of Amazonia had been captured in
raids. Among six slaveholding societies in “tropical America” (which
includes Amazonia, but not the Yanomamö) studied by Santos-Granero
(2009), proportions of slaves ranged from 5 to 19 percent of the population,
not including servant and tributary groups that made up more than 40
percent of some societies. In Africa, slaves ranged from 1 percent to as high
as 50 percent of the population depending on the level of complexity of the
group and access to trade routes (Kopytoff and Miers 1977, 60–61). Slaves
were equally common in Europe. The Domesday Book census of 1086 CE
reported that England’s population of slaves ranged from 5 to 25 percent
(McDonald and Snooks 1986, 16–17); in Scandinavia the typical twelfth-
century farm had three slaves, suggesting a significant slave population
(Karras 1988, 78). Similar proportions are found among the maritime
chiefdoms of Southeast Asia, ranging from 10 to 30 percent (A. Reid and
Brewster 1983, 161–62).

Captives, Slaves, Captors, and the Landscape of Captive taking
The term captive, as used here, refers to women, children, and men who are
unwillingly (and usually violently) seized, taken from their homes, and
introduced into a new society. Captive taking is a selective process, and
captives most often come from the lowest strata of society as defined by
gender, age, and social standing. Women and children made up most
captives in small-scale societies (Cameron 2008a, 2011; Patterson 1982,
120–22). Adult males, who were a challenge to transport and manage, were
most often killed in battle. Once separated from natal kin, captives could be
bartered, sold, or captured yet again by another group. The captive role is
temporary, and social positions eventually opened to these people. Some
captives became wives or were adopted, and some became slaves; others



occupied intermediate positions between these two extremes as concubines,
drudge wives, household servants, or similarly marginal individuals (see
chapter 3).

Slave and captive are overlapping categories used somewhat
interchangeably in this volume. While not all captives became slaves, many
did. Some slaves were born into their status and had not been captured, but
Donald (1997, 117) suggests that, at least on the Northwest Coast, the rigors
of life as a slave and lack of access to mates may have limited reproduction.
Patterson (1982, 132) disagrees but seems to be discussing state-level
societies. Furthermore, among many small-scale groups, slavery lasted only
a generation. The children of slaves were considered full members of the
captor group and new slaves had to be recruited through raiding or warfare.

Scholars have spent a considerable amount of time defining slavery and
arguing about the importance of slaves to the economy (“slave mode of
production”; Finley 1980; Meillassoux 1991) as well as about what limits
an individual must have on her access to independent action and the
benefits of kinship in order to be termed a slave (Bonnassie 1991, 16–25;
Copley [1839] 1960, 4–9; references in Davis 1966, 31–35; Engerman,
Drescher, and Paquette 2001; Patterson 1982, 13; A. Reid and Brewster
1983). Because the individuals considered in this study occupy such a
sliding scale of social roles, I will sidestep this debate. This study focuses
on the effects of captives on captor societies; therefore, determining
whether captives are considered “slaves” is less important than assessing
the nature of the social roles captives played in captor society (Bowser
2008; Brooks 2002).

I use the terms captor and captor society often in this volume. Because
captives are most often taken during raids or warfare, captors are commonly
male warriors. But the face of the captor can change. Warriors may be
required to hand over their captives to a chief or the individual who
financed the raid. Warriors may give captives to female relatives or to
others as a gift. Captives may be traded almost immediately to another
group. In the discussion that follows, the captor is the person who initially
takes the captive but also those individuals or groups (“captor society”) that
hold the captive during her lifetime and to whom she passes elements of her
natal culture.



Captive taking took place at a large geographic scale and is only one of
the processes, including marriage, migration, and refugee situations, that
moved people around the landscape. “Predatory landscapes” (Bowser 2008;
Stahl 2008) could enmesh societies of all social levels. Larger, more
complex societies typically raided their smaller, less complex neighbors, but
such relations could also be reversed, with the raided becoming the raiders
(for Africa, see MacEachern 2001; Morrissey 1984; Robertshaw and
Duncan 2008; for the American Southeast, see Bowne 2005, 2009; Gallay
2002, 40–69; Meyers 2009). The large geographic scale of slavery provides
another reason for scholars to avoid conceptualizing historic or prehistoric
groups as bounded social entities that persisted through time (Stahl 1999,
2008, 31; see chapter 5).

Raiding, warfare, and captive taking could dramatically affect cultural
landscapes by changing settlement patterns, remaking ethnic affiliations,
stimulating sociopolitical development, and reworking social relationships.
Relations between predatory societies and the groups they raided were at
times asymmetrical but not always negative; in some regions, they also
involved mutual interdependence, like in marriage arrangements or trade
(Albers 1993; Brooks 2002; Chernela 2011). Captive taking also functioned
to maintain social boundaries, permit economic interactions, and establish
kin relationships between groups that could be exploited in times of need.
These topics are discussed in the chapters that follow.

Methods
This study is broadly comparative and like most archaeological work relies
on analogy to reconstruct the past. Unlike the approach in most
archaeological studies, however, I do not compare archaeological cases, nor
am I making a direct analogy between material culture used in past and
present societies. Instead, I explore the lives of captives in societies around
the world in order to identify commonalities that we might use to
understand people in similar circumstances in the past. I compiled cases of
captive taking and descriptions of captive lives from a wide variety of
secondary sources, described by region in chapter 2. Sources include those
written by ethnohistorians, historians, anthropologists, and, occasionally,
archaeologists. The surge of studies on captive taking and slavery among



small-scale societies by anthropologists (Carocci and Pratt 2012; Donald
1997; Santos-Granero 2009) and historians (Brooks 2002; Campbell, Miers,
and Miller 2007, 2008, 2009; Chatterjee and Eaton 2006; Colley 2002;
Ekberg 2010; Foster 2003; Gallay 2002, 2009; Rushforth 2003, 2012;
Snyder 2010) during the last decade is essential to my analysis. In addition,
I rely on a range of other books, articles, and book chapters that focus on
warfare, captive taking, slavery, coerced labor, and women as slaves. I
occasionally use original sources, such as early explorers’ accounts or
captive narratives. Articles prepared for the edited volume Invisible
Citizens: Captives and Their Consequences (Cameron 2008b) provide some
of the foundational material for this book.

My goal is to develop an understanding of captive lives in small-scale
societies prior to European contact. Only archaeological data directly
addresses the past before written records, and such data on captives is
currently limited; however, we can learn a great deal about captive taking
and captive lives from ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and historic accounts,
and these sources are the primary data upon which this study is built. I use
data from historic periods to examine prehistoric times and apply the
fundamental method of archaeological interpretation called “analogy.”

There are well-known problems with the use of analogy, a form of
inductive reasoning, but there is also agreement among archaeologists that
analogy is an indispensable tool for understanding the past (David and
Kramer 2001, 43–54; Gould and Watson 1982; Wylie 1985, 64). Much of
this concern focuses on “source-side” considerations, in other words, the
contemporary groups we select as analogues for the past (David and
Kramer 2001, 48; Wobst 1978). Archaeologists are criticized for developing
analogies that treat modern and historic non-Western societies (especially
small-scale societies) as if they were timeless and unchanging (“people
without history”; Wolf 1982) or for selectively studying only aspects of
those societies deemed “traditional” (Stahl 1993; see also David and
Kramer 2001, 43–54). European contact and colonization disrupted lives
around the world, most profoundly in the sorts of small-scale societies
considered here. Uncritically “up-streaming” contemporary conditions into
the distant past, even for historically related cultures, either ignores change
or makes our arguments for similarity teleological (or both; see Cobb 2005;
Lekson 2011; Peregrine 2001, 2).



Comparison is fundamental to most archaeological work and
archaeologists are increasingly willing to consider large-scale cross-cultural
comparison, after several decades in which postmodern agendas and small-
scale research dominated the field (Flannery and Marcus 2012; Michael
Smith 2012; Trigger 2003). These new studies grapple with the
fundamental question of how much of human behavior is determined by
factors that operate cross-culturally and how much by factors unique to the
history and development of particular cultures (Michael Smith and
Peregrine 2012, 4; Trigger 2003, 3). They compare both archaeological data
and ethnographic data that can be used to develop analogies to inform our
knowledge of the past. The present analysis is of the latter sort and
compares cultures around the world to show that captive taking was a
widespread, perhaps almost universal practice and that commonalities are
found in the treatment of captives and captives’ influences on captor
societies.

The two major criticisms of cross-cultural comparison are of concern for
the present study. Critics accuse cross-cultural comparative studies of
plucking traits from their cultural context for purposes of analysis and
ignoring how those traits developed and functioned in the broader society
(Trigger 2003, 21). Cross-cultural studies also tend to seek (and find)
similarities instead of differences. Despite these concerns, a new generation
of archaeologists has embraced these cross-cultural comparative studies,
which have considerable power to help us identify and explore patterning in
human behavior (Drennan et al. 2012). I see the present volume as a first
step in the exploration of captive taking. Exposing the pervasiveness of this
practice will allow archaeologists to investigate the presence of captives
prehistorically around the world.

I do not use ethnographic or ethnohistoric data to interpret archaeological
material in this study, but I do assume (based on analogy) that the vast
number of historically documented accounts of captives in small-scale
societies provide evidence of their existence in prehistoric societies and
suggest similarities in their treatment. The examples of captive experiences
used in this volume are selected from across time and space, yet each of the
cultural groups discussed was the product of a distinctive history and a
unique engagement with colonization. There is no doubt that European
contact increased the prevalence of violence, giving us a potentially skewed



view of the very practices we hope to understand. Competition for access to
European trade goods and routes increased warfare, and Europeans often
manipulated animosities among indigenous groups for their own benefit,
creating more conflict. Among New World indigenous societies, a global
market for slaves in some cases affected the value of captives to their
captors. European diseases; social, economic, and environmental
disruption; warfare; slavery; and ethnic erasure significantly reduced
indigenous populations, destroying some societies completely (Cameron,
Kelton, and Swedlund 2015). Remnant groups sometimes differed
dramatically from their precontact ancestors.

When possible, to avoid some of the problems common to cross-cultural
ethnohistoric comparison, I use sources that focus on the earliest explorers’
accounts, especially those that aim to understand the time before contact
(e.g., Donald 1997; Santos-Granero 2009). But the purpose of many studies
of captive taking is to examine the effects of colonization. Of this group,
those that try to link changes to precontact patterns are most useful (e.g.,
Brooks 2002; Gallay 2002; Santos-Granero 2009; Snyder 2009, 2010).
Most of the accounts I use date to the postcontact period, yet they describe
small-scale societies with lifestyles similar to those of the past. Studying
captive-captor relationships in these societies provides insights that can be
applied to the past.

While my interest is in small-scale societies, I occasionally use data on
warfare, captive taking, and slavery in state-level societies. This is true
especially in chapter 6, which explores the cultural practices captives
contributed to captor society. In state-level societies, where documents are
available, it is abundantly clear that captives introduced many important
technologies or cultural practices into captor societies. Making the same
sorts of links is difficult or even impossible for small-scale societies of the
past. The best that archaeologists may ever be able to do is document the
presence of captives at the same time that a new technology, design style, or
architectural pattern is introduced. Patterns present in state-level societies
can help us link these two lines of evidence.

This book develops a context for understanding how captives fit into
captor society and their impacts on it. I argue that archaeologists can no
longer afford to ignore the presence of subordinate people, including
captives, in small-scale societies. But only by considering the lives of



captives in ethnohistoric or ethnographic societies can we incorporate them
into our accounts of the past. Captives may have clung to the lowest strata
of the societies they joined, but this book contends that not only were they
present in most prehistoric small-scale societies, their presence could be
transformative.

The Captive’s World
In the following chapters I use comparative research to characterize the
impact of captives on the societies they joined. I begin in chapter 2,
“Captive Taking in Global Perspective,” by discussing the historic,
ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and archaeological sources I use. Data on
captive taking used in this volume is derived from eight broad regions of
the world, and these regions are described. Four of these regions are in
North America and data from these regions is used most intensively. Other
accounts come from South America, Africa, Europe, and Southeast Asia.

The remainder of the book moves from microscale considerations of how
captives are incorporated into captor society and captives’ effect on its
power structure to macroscale topics, including the role of captives in the
formation and maintenance of social boundaries and the ideas and practices
captives contribute to captor society. Chapter 3, “The Captive as Social
Person,” explores the social location captives were offered in captor society,
which was an important determinant of the captives’ level of impact on the
societies they joined. Social locations for captives ranged from wife or
adoptee to abject slave. A number of factors determined which of these
social roles they took up. Perhaps most important was the captor’s
assessment of whether “others” could be civilized or properly trained in
captor social practices. The captive’s age, gender, sexuality, skills, and
personal characteristics (intelligence, language ability, and so on) also
affected access to more intimate social roles. Unlike the rigid racial
divisions between slaves and masters in the American South, in most (but
not all) small-scale societies, captive status evolved. With increasing age,
marriage, the birth of children to their captors, or the ability to demonstrate
interpersonal or technical skills, captives could improve their social
standing.



The three chapters at the heart of the book explore the effects that
captives could have on the societies they joined. Chapter 4, “Captives and
the Creation of Power,” suggests that captives may have been an important
source of power prehistorically. Aspiring leaders need followers and control
over the labor of others. Captives meet both of these needs without the
reciprocal obligations involved in demanding the services of kin. Chapter 5,
“Captives, Social Boundaries, and Ethnogenesis,” investigates the effect of
captives on the creation and maintenance of social boundaries. Surprisingly,
even where captives make up a large proportion of a population, they do not
necessarily blur the boundaries of the societies they enter but may
strengthen them, either by assiduously following captor cultural practices or
by serving as reminders of incorrect “ways of doing.” Chapter 6, “Captives
and Cultural Transmission,” suggests a new mode of intercultural
transmission, the captive. This chapter argues that, even though they were
marginal, captives could introduce a variety of new cultural practices into
the societies they joined. This chapter is especially important for
archaeologists, who lack adequate models for how cultural practices moved
between social groups (Cameron 2011). The final chapter, “Captives in
Prehistory,” reviews the book’s major arguments and outlines
archaeological avenues for finding captives in prehistory.

Slavery Past and Present
The news clip that opened this chapter shows that the horror of captive
taking has not disappeared. Today we call it human trafficking and its
victims are not typically taken during raids and warfare (although, as the
Boko Haram raid shows, that still happens) but are kidnapped, sold by their
parents or another relative, or tricked by deceptive offers of a lucrative job.
Human trafficking is receiving increased attention from governments and
the public. A 2012 report by the United Nations finds that since the 2003
implementation of the Trafficking in Persons Protocol, efforts to criminalize
trafficking have increased worldwide (United Nations Office of Drugs and
Crime 2012). One hundred and thirty-four countries now have laws
criminalizing trafficking. Statistics in the report, however, remain grim.
Globally, almost 21 million people (a more recent report by the Walk Free
Foundation’s 2014 Global Slavery Index puts the number at 35.8 million)



are victims of trafficking for either sexual or labor exploitation. Fifty-five to
60 percent of trafficking victims are women; 27 percent are children. Two
of every three child victims are girls. Even though many countries have
laws against trafficking, conviction rates are low. Between 2007 and 2010,
16 percent of the countries covered in the report had no convictions.

As disheartening as the UN report is and as devastating as trafficking
remains for its victims, the world of slavery and human trafficking has
changed dramatically in the past two hundred years. Adam Hochschild
(2005, 2) observes that at the end of the eighteenth century over three-
fourths of the population of the world was in some form of slavery or
bondage. For an eighteenth-century person, whether slave or free, Asian,
African, European, or American, this was simply the way the world was.
Slavery supported ancient Greece and Rome, the Catholic Church during
the Middle Ages, the great states of Asia, the striking cultural developments
of ancient Islam, and the warlords of Africa. As this volume and others
show, it was common in many small-scale societies, too (Brooks 2002;
Cameron 2008b; 2011; Gallay 2002; Hämäläinen 2008; Rushforth 2012;
Snyder 2010). It is no exaggeration to suggest, as historian Marc Bloch
([1947] 1975, 30–43, 161–70; cited in Bonnassie 1991, 1) has, that the most
dramatic change the world has seen is the virtual elimination of slavery as
an acceptable form of human relations.

Two hundred years is the blink of an eye in terms of human history, yet
once slavery began to disappear, the memory of its pervasiveness was only
selectively retained. While racial segregation the United States prevented
African Americans from forgetting slavery, in other places memories of the
nightmare of slavery were buried. At the end of the twentieth century,
heritage tourism emerged in locations related to the Atlantic slave trade. But
at the same time, memories of internal African slavery became part of what
Carolyn Brown (2003, 219) calls “a haunting silence” (see Stahl 2008, 32–
33). Similar “forgetting” occurs in many other places. In the San Luis
Valley of Colorado, a wife whispers to an anthropologist about her Hispanic
husband’s ancestors, who had been indigenous slaves (Brooks 2002, 405).
In the Ecuadorian Amazon, the recent descendants of captive women will
discuss their origins only when no one else is around (Brenda Bowser, pers.
comm.). On the Northwest Coast, the slave ancestry of neighbors is still the
subject of gossip and derision (Donald 1997, 249).



Not only did people involved as slavers or the enslaved try to forget, so
did historians and anthropologists. As Igor Kopytoff (1982, 207) observes,
“Anthropology almost completely forgot slavery in the 1920 to 1960
period, when so much of the modern world view was being forged. The
amnesia was, above all, theoretical.” As references at the beginning of this
chapter show, the amnesia is over and scholars and others are willing to
consider captives and slaves and their effect on the world they inhabited.
This book contributes to that conversation.



2

Captive Taking in Global Perspective

I have found the most detailed ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and historic
accounts of warfare and captive taking in small-scale societies in eight
regions of the world. European colonization impacted each region at a
different point in time, but most accounts used here focus on the 350 years
from 1500 to 1850 CE. A few are earlier (primarily late in the first
millennium) and a very few extend into the twentieth century. Because the
most recent and detailed work on captives in small-scale societies has been
undertaken in the New World and because North America is my area of
expertise, I concentrate on four broad culture areas of the North American
continent: the Northeast, Southeast, Southwest, and Northwest Coast. In the
following pages I present brief descriptions of each of these four regions,
including the extent of territory encompassed and its general environmental
characteristics, the nature of indigenous societies as they were known at
contact, and the major sources used to understand the region. The effects of
European contact on warfare and captive taking are discussed, as well as
evidence for precontact captive taking.

The other regions I consider are large and diverse, yet each has small-
scale societies in which warfare and captive taking have been described. In
South America I focus primarily on Amazonia and, more broadly, on the
region Santos-Granero (2009) calls “tropical America.” The continent of
Africa is considered as a whole (following other scholars: Miers and
Kopytoff 1977; R. Reid 2012; Robertshaw and Duncan 2008; Robertson
and Klein 1983a; Stahl 2008); however, the majority of the studies I use
pertain to western Africa from the Sahel south to present-day Angola, as
well as the coastal areas of eastern Africa. Medieval Europe, especially
Scandinavia, experienced widespread raiding and captive taking until about
1000 CE. A few studies allow me to explore practices here. The final region
is island Southeast Asia; a few sources here consider captives in small-scale
societies. For South America, Africa, Europe, and Southeast Asia, I



introduce the particular societies I consider, along with the sources I used in
the analysis.

As with any other archaeological study that uses ethnographic or
ethnohistoric cases as an analogy for the past, I am concerned about the
transformations that European colonization caused in the small-scale
societies I examine. European economic systems demanded a great deal of
labor, and in many areas these demands increased captive taking,
enslavement, and the commercialization of slaves. The same was likely true
of non-European states. Slave labor built the Islamic states of the tenth to
fifteenth centuries and eastern Africa was plundered for human booty. In
small-scale societies, captives were valued especially as prestige items, as
sexual partners, or as a boost to community population, although captives
certainly provided labor and circulated as trade items or gifts. The presence
of states adjacent to or in contact with small-scale societies could shift the
emphasis from taking captives for social aggrandizement to taking captives
for trade, as happened in areas colonized by Europeans, creating “predatory
landscapes” (see chapter 1).

Certainly European intrusion had an enormous effect worldwide, but it is
important to recognize that even before the colonial era, many small-scale
societies were in contact with and reacting to larger political entities at
variable distances. One exception may have been North America. Except
for a short period between about one thousand and seven hundred years
ago, North America was a land without states, although it may have been in
contact with the great states of Mesoamerica. In South America there is
evidence that the Andean states of the west coast of the continent had
contact with the smaller-scale societies in the Amazon jungles to the east.
Furthermore, increasing information about the scale of prehistoric societies
in Amazonia suggests large-scale, perhaps state-level, polities in South
America (Heckenberger 2002, 120). In Africa “states and stateless societies
have existed side by side for nearly two millennia” (Curtin et al. 1995, 71).
After the fall of the Roman Empire, Europe went through various stages in
which large and small states were more or less influential (Davies 1996;
Dornberg 1996). Trade with states on the mainland, including China,
connected the small-scale societies of island Southeast Asia. I do not
attempt to evaluate the effects of states on the small-scale societies I study,
except to exercise caution in using postcontact sources. Still, we should



consider that parallel, if smaller-scale, changes in warfare, captive taking,
and enslavement may have accompanied the development of states in
various parts of the world long before 1492.

North American Regions
The Northeast
The Northeast region includes societies located in and around the Great
Lakes. To the north the region ends where the boreal forest begins, and its
southern boundary is marked by the watershed of the Ohio River (Trigger
1978a, 1). It includes Iroquoian speakers to the east and Algonquian and
Sioux speakers to the west. On the east, primarily the English but also the
Dutch settled the coastal region and inland areas south of Lakes Ontario and
Erie. The French settled the western portion of the region and called it the
“upper country,” or pays d’en haut (Rushforth 2003, 2012; Peregrine 2008).
The pays d’en haut extended west to the Minnesota River and south to the
confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers (Rushforth 2012, 20;
White 1991).

Historically known Northeastern people were hunters and fishermen, and
most practiced horticulture. They lived in longhouses or lodges clustered
into settlements of varying size and permanence, with the largest
settlements holding fifteen hundred to two thousand people and the smallest
an extended family (see articles in Trigger 1978b; especially Fenton 1978,
306, for northern Iroquoian settlements; also Trigger 1976, 32, for the
Hurons). Longhouses were occupied by kin groups and their affines. The
patterns found at contact, especially maize horticulture, likely developed
before 1000 CE, and after that point it is possible to link prehistoric and
historically known cultures (Trigger 1978a, 2). The Northeast experienced
frequent but nonintensive contact with European fishermen and explorers
beginning at the end of the fifteenth century (Trigger 1978a, 2). The most
extensive and devastating effects of colonization would not be felt until the
first half of the seventeenth century and, unfortunately, this is the period of
time in which most ethnohistoric and historic accounts of warfare and
captive taking began to be produced. Most of the sources used in the
present study date from about the 1630s to the 1750s.



Major sources used for Iroquoian groups include the work of
archaeologist and ethnohistorian Bruce Trigger on the Hurons, especially
his monumental The Children of Aataentsic: A History of the Huron People
to 1660 (1976) and the foundational study “Northern Iroquoian Slavery” by
anthropologist William Starna and historian Ralph Watkins (1991), in
which they argue that many of the Iroquois captives taken during
seventeenth-century wars should be considered slaves. Historian Daniel
Richter’s (1983) “War and Culture: The Iroquois Experience” describes the
intensive warfare of the late seventeenth century but addresses captives less
directly, as does his more recent sweeping study of prerevolutionary
America (Richter 2011). These scholars of the Iroquois use many historic
documents but rely especially on The Jesuit Relations, the annual reports of
French Jesuit missionaries first published in France in 1632 (Thwaites
[1896–1901] 1959). The priests who produced these reports lived for years
with various Northeastern groups, especially the Hurons and the Five
Nations of the Iroquois League (Greer 2000). Their intimate knowledge of
indigenous culture and their well-developed writing skills make The Jesuit
Relations highly enlightening (Greer 2000, 1–2).

Captives in the pays d’en haut have been studied most recently and
intensively by historian Brett Rushforth (2012) in his book Bonds of
Alliance: Indigenous and Atlantic Slaveries in New France and in articles,
including a study on captive taking and enslavement during the Fox wars
(Rushforth 2006). Rushforth’s (2012, 10) work focuses on the period
between about 1660 and 1750, during which Indians and French colonists
captured and enslaved thousands of indigenous people. His study
emphasizes that indigenous societies in this region used captives for the
creation of alliances among groups. French misunderstanding of this
practice had profound effects on French and Indian relations (Rushforth
2003).

European contact during the sixteenth century was occasional, but still it
was a time of significant change for Northeastern societies. Trigger (1978a,
2) argues that even prior to the penetration of Europeans into the interior of
the Northeast, the fur trade and efforts to protect hunting territory and trade
routes changed the sociopolitical landscape of the region and resulted in the
formation of large tribal units and confederacies. A dramatic increase in
warfare, which had become devastating by the mid-seventeenth century, is



especially important for the present study. The fur trade, the introduction of
guns, and especially European diseases that decimated Iroquois populations
changed the nature of warfare among the Iroquois. The traditional Iroquois
“mourning wars” that had once represented occasional revenge for the
death of a group member became violent attacks that sought captives whose
adoption would replace deceased Iroquois (Richter 1983). Iroquois attacks
during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries ranged widely
throughout the Northeast and into the Southeast, destroying or displacing a
significant proportion of the indigenous population of the Northeast and
beyond. Similar violent warfare, especially the early eighteenth-century Fox
Wars, disrupted the Algonquian and Siouan speakers of the pays d’en haut.
These wars resulted from an effort by indigenous people to control trade
routes and resist the incursions of Europeans and other indigenous groups
into their territory (Rushforth 2012).

European descriptions of warfare, captive taking, and captive experiences
cannot directly mirror the precontact period. Still, evidence shows similar
activities were ongoing prior to contact and that some of the meanings
surrounding these activities survived into the postcontact era. In an
examination of the archaeology of southern Ontario and northern New York
state, Trigger (1976, 144–45) presents evidence of increasing violence after
1300 CE, including palisaded villages, human remains with evidence of
violent death, cannibalism (indicated by human remains that have been cut
and cooked, as well as bones split for bone marrow), and few males ages
sixteen to twenty-five in ossuaries. Young warriors, apparently lost during
battle or taken as captives, were absent from family burial grounds.
Following John Witthoft (1959, 52–56), Trigger suggests that the
introduction of agriculture reduced emphasis on hunting, eliminating an
important avenue for men to demonstrate courage and ability with weapons;
warfare was a new avenue for the demonstration of male prowess and the
acquisition of prestige. Arguing for continuity in the treatment of captives
between pre- and postcontact periods, Trigger (1976, 145, 147) traces
historic features of Iroquoian warfare such as the emergence of war chiefs
and prisoner sacrifice well into the past, linking them with similar
leadership positions and sacrificial cults known prehistorically in the
Southeast and Mesoamerica.



Evidence for endemic warfare and captive taking during the period
before contact is also found in the pays d’en haut, including palisaded
villages, human remains with evidence of violent death, mutilated bodies
that suggest ritual torture, and female-heavy sex ratios that indicate the
presence of captive women (Rushforth 2012, 22). Language provides an
additional line of evidence for the presence of captives in prehistoric
societies. Starna and Watkins (1991, 48–49) describe links between
Iroquois words for slave and dog. The verb root of these words means “to
have as a slave or pet,” and the expression for raising an animal is the same
as that for mistreating or abusing a person. Analogous links between words
for slaves and dogs or pets are found in Algonquian languages in the pays
d’en haut (Rushforth 2012, 35–37), again suggesting temporal depth to the
presence of slaves in these societies. Finally, evidence for the antiquity of
warfare and captive taking is suggested by the fact that Native Americans
often offered a gift of captives to the earliest European explorers in the
Northeast as a sign of friendship (Ekberg 2010, 11; Rushforth 2003, 2012).
The Southeast
The southeastern portion of North America is conventionally considered a
single culture area even though it contained a multitude of people with
different languages and customs (Jackson and Fogelson 2004). The
Southeast extends from the Ohio River on the north to the Gulf of Mexico
on the south and westward from the Atlantic Ocean to the Trinity River in
Texas (Hudson 1976; Wood, Waselkov, and Hatley 1989). This
environmentally rich area was culturally distinct from at least 1000 CE,
when maize agriculture was introduced (Gallay 2002, 23). With a mild
climate and numerous large, slow-moving rivers, the Southeast was an area
with abundant natural resources (Hudson 1976, 14–22), and a large
indigenous population, estimated at around two hundred thousand at the
time of European contact (Ubelaker 2006, 695).

Southeastern archaeologists call the centuries between 900 and 1700 CE
the Mississippian period (Ethridge 2009, 3); this period included the most
complex cultures developed in North America. Mississippian society was
organized into chiefdoms that varied from simple to complex and in some
cases included alliances of several groups ruled by a paramount chief. For a
period of about 250 years (1050–1300 CE) the enormous settlement of



Cahokia likely became complex enough to be called a state, but this was not
characteristic of the region. Chiefdoms are unstable political entities with
frequent conflict between groups, and archaeologists describe periodic
collapse and reorganization of chiefdoms throughout the Southeast
(Anderson 1994). More substantial disruptions also apparently occurred.
Archaeologists have detected evidence of depopulation after 1400 CE in a
wide area of the Southeast, which was unrelated to European contact (Cobb
and Butler 2002).

Unoccupied areas often separated chiefly territories and served as buffer
zones between hostile groups (e.g., Bourne 1904, 60–64). Chiefdoms
consisted of towns and villages of varying size and generally had at least
one ceremonial center with mounds or open space around which houses
were built. Towns were typically built on high ground along rivers or
streams, and some were surrounded by a palisade (Hudson 1976, 210–11).
Southeastern societies were clearly hierarchically organized. Sixteenth-
century Spanish explorers described rulers surrounded by retainers and
deferential commoners; some were carried around on litters (Anderson
1994, 57; Bourne 1904; Hudson 1976, 203–10). They dressed, ate, and
lived considerably better than the commoners and also seem to have kept
large numbers of slaves (Anderson 1994, 57; Bourne 1904; Gallay 2002,
29). Mounds found at ceremonial sites were used by rulers as platforms on
which they built temples or their homes, and as burial places. Christina
Snyder’s (2010) Slavery in Indian Country: The Changing Face of
Captivity in Early America is a valuable resource for the study of the
captive experience in the Southeast. Snyder is one of the few Southeastern
scholars who focuses on the captive experience and the roles captives
played in the societies they joined. Most of her ethnohistoric sources date to
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, after significant disruption by
European colonists, but she links the pre- and postcontact practices of
captive taking. These practices “adapted over time to meet changing needs
and circumstances” (Snyder 2010, 4). In Vital Enemies: Slavery, Predation,
and the Amerindian Political Economy of Life, Fernando Santos-Granero
(2009) describes the captive experience among the Calusas of southern
Florida. Santos-Granero uses sixteenth-century historic documents that
provide a view of the Calusas prior to extensive European contact. Slavery
among the Cherokees has been well studied. Historian Theda Perdue



(1979), in Slavery and the Evolution of Cherokee Society, 1540–1866,
provides insights into the Cherokee conception of slaves and suggests that
the slave role also existed in precontact times.

As in the Northeast, the purpose and meaning of warfare and captive
taking in the Southeast changed after contact, from revenge and prestige
building to supplying an international slave trade. The violence, intensity,
and constancy of warfare increased as European colonists manipulated
preexisting animosities and competition among Indian groups and
encouraged groups to attack each other (Gallay 2002; Ethridge 2009). The
ease with which captives could be sold into colonial markets provided an
economic incentive for warfare and captive taking. Already reeling from the
effects of European diseases on their populations, Native American
societies were further reduced by war deaths, the taking and exporting of
captives, and often by the destruction of indigenous subsistence practices
(Cameron 2015). Several recent books focus on the indigenous slave trade
and provide glimpses of the captive experience amid abundant evidence of
the dismantling and reconstitution of Southeastern societies. Mapping the
Mississippian Shatter Zone: The Colonial Indian Slave Trade and Regional
Instability in the American South, a collection of papers edited by
anthropologist Robbie Ethridge and historian Sheri Shuck-Hall (2009),
focuses on the two hundred years after European contact, when
Southeastern chiefdoms were largely destroyed. Historian Alan Gallay’s
(2002) The Indian Slave Trade: The Rise of the English Empire in the
American South, 1670–1717 describes the impact of the traffic in Indian
slaves on both the indigenous societies and the early colonies of the
Southeast; it was devastating for one, enriching for the other.

Palisaded settlements, weapons of war, and oral histories that glorify war
and warfare provide considerable evidence of precontact warfare during the
Mississippian period (Alt 2008; Dye 2004; Jeter 2012, 29; Milner 2007).
Captive taking is more difficult to see. Useful lines of evidence for captives
include isotopic analysis suggesting the presence of foreigners at some
sites, human remains showing evidence of violent death (including retainer
burials or “death companions”), and artwork depicting apparent war
captives. The taking of captives was glorified in Southeastern oral traditions
such as the Morning Star and Red Horn myths (Alt 2008). A figurine made
at Cahokia, the largest Mississippian site (but recovered at Spiro Mounds in



Oklahoma), depicts an individual interpreted as a warrior priest decapitating
a bound and crouching captive (figure 2; Dye 2004, 199). At the Angel Site,
a Mississippian site in Indiana, bone isotopes identified two distinct burial
populations, and one of the groups seems to have been nonlocal (Schurr
1992, cited in Alt 2008, 211). The additional presence of stone pipes
depicting kneeling and bound captives, as well as burials placed in unusual
and seemingly subservient positions, suggests that some of the residents of
this site were captives (Alt 2008).



2. Conquering Warrior effigy pipe. The object was found at Spiro Mounds in Oklahoma but is
thought to have originated at the great center of Cahokia, just east of modern-day St. Louis, Missouri.
Photo courtesy John Bigelow Taylor.

The Southwest
The region contemporary Americans call the Southwest made up the
northern frontier of the great civilizations of Mesoamerica and later of
colonial New Spain. Today it includes the modern Mexican states of
Chihuahua, Sonora, and Sinaloa and in the United States the states of
Arizona and New Mexico and small portions of Utah, Colorado, and
Nevada. The Southwest is a varied but largely arid region. Its southern and
western parts consist of north-south-trending mountain ranges separating
dry, low-lying basins. To the north is the Colorado Plateau and beyond that
high mountains. To the east is the western edge of the Great Plains. Corn
agriculture was introduced into this region about four thousand years ago,
and by the beginning of the Common Era most indigenous groups relied on
both agriculture and hunting and gathering (Cordell and McBrinn 2012,
19). Spaniards traversing the Southwest in the early sixteenth century
encountered people living in multistoried pueblos to the north and dispersed
communities of agriculturalists to the south. But they also encountered
nomadic hunting and gathering groups who had arrived in the region at
about the same time as the Spanish. The present study focuses on three of
these nomadic groups for which warfare and captive taking have been
studied: the Apaches, Navajos, and Comanches.

The Apaches and Navajos are Athapaskan speakers who migrated from
Canada into the Southwest during the late fifteenth century, shortly before
the Spanish arrived (Wilshusen 2010, 193; some scholars argue for an
earlier arrival date). Initially nomadic or seminomadic, they subsisted on
hunting and gathering but also practiced part-time horticulture. Raiding or
trading with the settled Pueblo people was an important aspect of their
subsistence. They lived in ephemeral dwellings that housed extended
families. The separation of Apaches and Navajos as distinct cultural and
linguistic groups likely took place during the seventeenth century
(Wilshusen 2010, 195). The later-arriving Comanches, a Shoshonean group
who originated in the Great Basin, established themselves in the southern
plains by the late seventeenth century (Hämäläinen 2008, 18–21). Their



territory included only the eastern edge of the Southwest, but raids and
slave trading extended their influence throughout much of the region.

Captive taking, the indigenous slave trade, and a captive exchange
economy developed rapidly in the Southwest after Spanish colonization and
has been the subject of a number of studies that I found useful for the
present work. David Brugge’s ([1968] 2010) Navajos in the Catholic
Church Records of New Mexico, 1694–1875, the result of research on
Indian land claims in the 1950s and 1960s, examines baptismal and burial
records containing information on the Navajo people. Brugge uses these
data and other sources to quantify and describe the thousands of Navajos
and other indigenous captives who became slaves or servants in Spanish
society. He describes the experiences not only of captives in the Spanish
society of northern New Mexico but also of those who became slaves of the
Navajos. His later studies expand on this initial work (Brugge 1979, 1993a,
1993b). Ramón Gutiérrez’s (1991) When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers
Went Away examines how marriage patterns shaped gender, sexuality, and
systems of inequality in colonial-era New Mexico. Gutiérrez identifies the
genízaro as detribalized Apaches, Navajos, and other indigenous people
enslaved by the Spanish. The New Mexico elite defined the genízaro, who
occupied the bottom of New Mexico’s social hierarchy, as both intruders
into Spanish society and outcasts from the society of their birth (Gutiérrez
1991, 155).

James Brooks’s (2002) Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and
Community in the Southwest Borderlands emphasizes that Spanish and
Southwestern nomadic cultures were based on similar concepts of male
honor and shame that required the construction of avenues for intercultural
transfer that involved raiding and captive taking. The Spanish brought with
them memories of centuries of conflict and intermarriage with Moors that
paralleled nomadic Southwestern society’s male-dominated focus on
raiding, trading, and the capture and control of women. Brooks
demonstrates the important role of captive women as intercultural
intermediaries linking multiple groups together.

Several recent studies focus on the Comanches. Pekka Hämäläinen’s
(2008) The Comanche Empire, one of the most detailed, traces the
Comanches’ transformation from a small band of hunter-gatherers,
newcomers to the region, to the dominant force in the southern plains (see



also Gwynne 2010). At the peak of their power, the Comanches controlled
more territory than Euro-Americans and prevented Euro-American
expansion into the Southwest until late in the nineteenth century. Warfare
and raiding were central to the Comanches’ expansion, and they eagerly
joined the emerging slave-raiding and slave-trading networks that also
involved the Spanish and other indigenous people. During the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, the Comanches raided Spanish and Pueblo
villages and the camps of migratory indigenous peoples and took many
children and young women captive. Hämäläinen provides a great deal of
information on captive taking and the use of captives in Comanche society.
Of even greater importance for the present study, Joaquín Rivaya-Martínez
(2006, 2012) uses the testimonies of over eight hundred captives, taken
between 1820 and 1875 and interviewed by the Mexican government after
their rescue or escape, to explore how captives were incorporated into
Comanche society.

Spanish colonization of the Southwest began at the end of the sixteenth
century with the Spanish co-opting the Rio Grande and other New Mexico
pueblos. Raiding and trading among the Spanish, their Pueblo allies, and a
range of nomadic groups made violence and captive taking a constant
feature of the subsequent two centuries (Cameron 2015). Pueblos, Spanish,
Navajos, Comanches, Apaches, and others became enemies or allies as
expediency dictated. Trade in indigenous slaves was the most lucrative
business available for both European and indigenous entrepreneurs (Brugge
1993b, 97). The pueblos at the eastern edge of the Southwest (such as Pecos
and Taos) shared a long history of interaction with Plains groups, and these
patterns continued into the colonial era, albeit with new nomadic players.
The exchange of slaves at fairs at Taos and Pecos continued as in
prehistoric times (Brugge 1993b, 98). Many of the captives sold in these
Spanish-controlled settlements disappeared into Spanish homes as
“adopted” or “rescued” people and lived their lives as domestic slaves. Less
fortunate captives were sold south to the mines at Parral in Chihuahua
(Brugge 1993b, 98); the Comanches sold Apache women east to the French
(Hämäläinen 2008, 43).

Linking precontact and postcontact patterns of warfare and captive taking
in the Southwest is somewhat more difficult than in other regions because
the indigenous people involved in these practices were newcomers;



furthermore, the Spanish had neutralized Pueblo practices of warfare. Still,
evidence of precontact warfare in the Southwest is considerable, especially
in the three hundred years prior to Spanish contact. Evidence among the
region’s sedentary inhabitants includes large, aggregated, inward-facing
villages, burned sites, indications of violent death, skewed sex ratios
suggesting the absence of male warriors, and violent imagery on murals and
rock art (LeBlanc 1998, 197–236; Schaafsma 2000). There is evidence that
captives were taken. The first Spanish expedition to reach northern New
Mexico in 1540 encountered Plains people held among the Pueblos (Brooks
2002, 47–48), which confirms that the colonial pattern of violent Plains-
Pueblo encounters existed before the Spanish arrived. The same skewed sex
ratios that suggest an absence of male warriors could also be read to
indicate the presence of female captives (see Kohler and Turner 2006 for
this pattern during earlier periods). Finally, bioanthropological studies
identify populations of abused women in the northern Southwest who may
have been captives (Harrod 2012; Martin 2008).

The Northwest Coast
The Northwest Coast culture area includes people who occupied the Pacific
coast of North America, a narrow strip of land extending from southern
Alaska to northern California and bordered on the east by coastal mountain
ranges (Ames and Maschner 1999; Donald 1997). Rich in marine and
riverine fish, mammals, waterfowl, and shellfish, as well as bulbs, roots,
tubers, fruits, and berries (Donald 1997, 18–19), this was one of the most
densely populated areas of North America when first encountered by
Europeans (Ames and Maschner 1999, 43; Boyd 1990, 135; Lovisek 2007,
60; Ubelaker 2006, 695). It was also home to a diversity of linguistic
groups, including the Tlingits, Haidas, and Salish (Ames and Maschner
1999). Northwest Coast societies are characterized as complex hunter-
gatherers who subsisted on abundant but locally variable resources (Ames
and Maschner 1999, 114). They collected, processed, and stored marine
resources (fish, shellfish, sea mammals, and waterfowl), especially varieties
of salmon, which were taken at specific locations along the rivers as they
moved upstream to spawn. Because of the rich environment, Northwest
Coast people were semisedentary, living much of the year in large plank
houses in winter villages and then dispersing in other seasons to gather



specific resources (Donald 1997, 24). The economy of the Northwest Coast
was household based. Households were often large: thirty to over one
hundred people who made up a single social group; especially large social
groups might occupy several houses (Ames and Maschner 1999, 25). These
kin-based social groups controlled access to resources and property.
Villages were not integrated politically, yet social inequality on the
Northwest Coast was highly developed (see chapter 4). Ranked and
stratified groups included elite “titleholders” (and their less wealthy and
prominent relatives), free commoners, and slaves (Ames and Maschner
1999, 27; Donald 1997; Kan 1989, 102).

Anthropologist Leland Donald’s (1997) Aboriginal Slavery on the
Northwest Coast of North America provides the most comprehensive and
detailed study of practices of captive taking and enslavement for the region.
Donald’s work counters the perception that slaves played small and
unimportant roles in Northwest Coast societies. Other scholars second his
argument that slaves were numerous in Northwest Coast villages and that
their labor and presence were vital to the maintenance of titleholder status.
Two other useful sources are Yvonne Hajda’s (2005) article on slavery in
the Lower Columbia River region and Donald Mitchell’s (1984)
examination of the slave trade among indigenous Northwest Coast people.
These three studies provide evidence of the impact of slaves on captor
societies as well as a sense of the lives captives lived. Studies focusing on
regions immediately adjacent to the Northwest Coast are also useful.
Herbert Maschner and Katherine Reedy-Maschner (1998) show that
warfare and captive taking extended beyond the Northwest Coast region to
include the North Pacific rim. Dominique Legros’s (1985) remarkable study
of the Tutchones of the Upper Yukon confirms not only that slavery
extended far into the interior but that it could exist even in the smallest of
societies.

Among all the ethnohistoric material I gathered for this project, Donald
(1997, 48–66) makes one of the best attempts to evaluate the potential
biases in ethnographic and historical sources. He observes that visiting
summer scholars who talked to very few people (often only one person)
through a translator collected most ethnographic accounts of the Northwest
Coast. Perhaps more problematic, ethnographers talked almost exclusively
to titleholders, the owners of slaves. A very different perspective on the



institution of slavery might have been gained if slaves had been
interviewed. With regard to historic accounts, Donald (1997, 60) observes
that the Europeans who produced these accounts arrived in the Northwest
Coast with preconceived views about Native American peoples that almost
certainly colored what they wrote. Writing in order to justify their activities
in the region (whether trade, missionary work, or government intervention)
could also skew the view they presented, and the skewing increased for
accounts written long after the events recorded.

Despite the biases Donald notes, his work is of special importance to the
present study because of his goal of evaluating whether slavery was present
before European contact. European contact came late to the Northwest
Coast. There were occasional ships from Asia and indirect overland trade,
but significant interactions between Northwest Coast peoples and
Europeans began only in the mid-1770s, when Spanish, Russian, and
British vessels and traders began to make regular voyages there (Ames and
Maschner 1999, 10–11; Donald 1997, 201). The decades immediately after
contact brought great change to Northwest Coast societies, as they became
involved in the global trade in furs and other goods. Unlike in the eastern
United States or the Southwest, Europeans in the Northwest Coast were
rarely involved in buying and selling indigenous people, nor were they
involved directly in instigating indigenous wars. By the time Europeans
became an important presence on the Northwest Coast, the British had
abolished slavery (1805) and there was a growing abolitionist movement in
the eastern United States (Donald 1997, 215). Europeans did, however,
create a new market for furs and other goods that significantly affected
indigenous political and economic relationships. As in other parts of North
America, indigenous people competed for access to and control of
indigenous and European trade. Captives taken in raids could be traded with
other groups for furs to sell to Europeans. The introduction of guns also led
to wars of extermination and expansion instigated by groups who were first
to receive these new weapons (Boyd 1990, 136). Raids and warfare could
result in a high mortality rate; captives were generally poorly treated,
shortening their lifespans and limiting their fertility.

There is substantial evidence for warfare and captive taking during the
precontact era on the Northwest Coast. Trauma on human remains found in
a burial population near Prince Rupert Harbor (head wounds, defensive



forearm injuries, etc.) suggests an increased prevalence of warfare
beginning as early as 3000 BCE (Cybulski 1990, 1994; Lovisek 2007, 61–
62). Slaves in this burial population are suggested by the presence of bound
and decapitated individuals (Ames and Maschner 1999, 190) and by sex
ratios that show an overabundance of males, implying the existence of
female slaves who were not given formal burials (Cybulski 1992). Other
evidence also suggests the antiquity of captive taking. Captive taking was
reported by the earliest European visitors to the region and words for slaves
that seem to be ancient are found in several language groups (Donald 1997,
201–13). Archaeological indicators of intensity of household production,
including house building, suggest that slave labor may have been required
for the levels of effort observed (Ames 2008). Slaves were also frequent
social actors in Northwest Coast oral traditions, demonstrating the antiquity
of the slave status (Averkieva [1941] 1966, cited in Donald 1997, 45;
Donald 1997, 177–81; see Ruby and Brown 1993, 42, for Chinook). After
European contact, however, the scale and distance of raids may have
increased (Donald 1997, 230–31). Donald also suggests that raids
undertaken for the express purpose of taking slaves may be limited to the
postcontact period.

Other Global Regions
South America
Like its northern neighbor, South America had a large and diverse
indigenous population when first contacted by Europeans. For purposes of
this study, I ignore the Andean civilizations of the west coast of South
America and focus primarily on Amazonia and adjacent areas, where the
impacts of European colonization occurred somewhat later. Following
Santos-Granero (2009), I include the Caribbean, where European impact
was immediate but where there are early accounts of indigenous warfare
and captive taking, beginning with Columbus’s first voyage. The most
important source for the present study is Santos-Granero’s (2009)
groundbreaking Vital Enemies: Slavery, Predation, and the Amerindian
Political Economy of Life. Using the earliest available historical sources,
Santos-Granero explores six indigenous slaveholding societies in the region
he calls “tropical America.” His work poses a direct challenge to scholars



who have questioned the existence of slavery in this region during the
precontact period (see also Carneiro 1991, which uses sixteenth-century
accounts to describe the extensive slavery of the Cauca Valley of northern
Colombia). Most intriguingly, Santos-Granero identifies an underlying
worldview common to the people of tropical America that is consistent with
warfare, raiding, and captive taking. In the following chapters I connect
aspects of this worldview to captives in parts of North America.

In many South American societies captives were incorporated as wives
rather than as slaves. Brenda Bowser’s (2008) study of captive taking in
Amazonia focuses on the variety of social locations captives were offered in
different social groups, ranging from slave to wife; as understanding the
nature of captive incorporation is an important goal of the present study,
Bowser’s article is especially useful. Janet Chernela (1992, 2003, 2011)
emphasizes the role that captive women in Amazonia have played in linking
groups across “tribal” or linguistic social boundaries. Using testimonies of
Spanish women reclaimed from their indigenous captors in Argentina,
Susan Socolow (1992) suggests that captive women may retain elements of
their natal culture even after many years in another culture.

One of the most detailed and powerful captive narratives comes from
Helena Valero, a Portuguese girl captured at age twelve in the 1930s by the
Yanomamö, who occupied borderlands between Brazil and Venezuela (see
chapter 3). After more than twenty years with the Yanomamö, two
husbands, and three children, Helena escaped back to an unwelcoming
white world. In interviews recorded by an Italian anthropologist years after
she returned, Helena details her experiences as a captive. She was
incorporated as a wife but occupied a liminal position as a perennial
outsider.

Africa
African peoples have suffered capture and enslavement by Europeans since
the time of ancient Greece and Rome. As Islam gained power in the late
first and early second millennia CE, Arabs became major enslavers of
African people, who were exported primarily from eastern Africa to labor
on plantations and construction projects throughout the Arab world
(Robertshaw and Duncan 2008, 57; Walvin 2006, 23–26). Africa, especially
the western part, became a source of slaves for the New World beginning in



the mid-fifteenth century, and the Atlantic slave trade created one of the
largest diasporas in human history (but see Segal 2001). During the past
forty years there has been an enormous outpouring of scholarly studies of
slavery in Africa, much of it related to the Atlantic slave trade, and there
has been an even larger volume of material published on African slaves on
the other side of the Atlantic. My interest is in the contributions of captives
to small-scale societies (African scholars call these societies
“decentralized”) rather than the role of slaves in global trade or industrial
labor; therefore, I use only a small subset of this material. Peter Robertshaw
and William Duncan’s (2008) overview of African slavery in decentralized
societies provides an important starting point for the present study. Like
other scholars, however, they emphasize that states and decentralized
societies have long been part of the social landscape in Africa (e.g., Curtin
et al. 1995), making it especially important to recognize the dynamic
context in which slavery in small-scale societies operated.

Unlike other regions considered here, it is generally not possible to use
“earliest” explorers’ accounts to understand captive lives in Africa prior to
extensive outside contact. Early European slave traders dealt primarily with
coastal groups who supplied them with slaves. Most accounts of slavery
among groups in the interior date to the nineteenth or early twentieth
centuries, after the Atlantic and Islamic slave trades had altered virtually
every culture on the continent. The sources I use date either to this
relatively recent period or to an unspecified “ethnographic present.”

African literature is especially valuable because of its systematic attempts
to examine the lives of women slaves in Africa. Men made up the majority
of captives sent across the Atlantic as slaves (about 2:1 or 3:1; Thornton
1983, 39), but most of the captives who remained in Africa as slaves were
women. Female slaves have been more intensively studied in Africa than in
any other parts of the world. Recognizing the importance of women in
African slavery, historians Claire Robertson and Martin Klein (1983a)
published the edited volume Women and Slavery in Africa. Chapters of
interest to the present study include those focusing on the labor of female
slaves, arguments about their value in reproduction, and discussions of the
different ways in which they were incorporated into the societies of their
masters. More recently, Women and Slavery, vol. 1, Africa, the Indian
Ocean World, and the Medieval North Atlantic, edited by historians Gwyn



Campbell, Suzanne Miers, and Joseph Miller (2007; part of a two-volume
series that includes Women and Slavery, vol. 2, The Modern Atlantic
[2008]), explores the lives of women in household slavery, including
domestic politics and the strategies of enslavement.

Almost forty years ago, Africanist scholars argued about the definition of
slavery. Historian Suzanne Miers and anthropologist Igor Kopytoff’s (1977)
Slavery in Africa: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives includes
articles by scholars from both disciplines that describe the range of
institutions in Africa that have been called slavery or seen as similar to
slavery. Most of the articles pertain to western sub-Saharan Africa, and they
include several useful studies of slave lives in decentralized societies. The
volume’s introductory essay (Kopytoff and Miers 1977) has been criticized
for suggesting a “slavery to kinship continuum” that seems to overlook the
real limits to societal inclusion experienced by slaves in many parts of the
world (Cooper 1979; Watson 1980, 5), but this scholarly disagreement does
not detract from the value of the compendium for understanding the role of
slaves in African societies.

Like other parts of the world, Africa has produced a considerable number
of captive narratives, although most are from the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries (but see Edwards 1967). They provide insight into the
lives of slaves, their relationships with the families they served, and how
they affected the societies they joined (Alpers 1983; McDougall 1998;
Wright 1993). Some scholars have also used oral histories to investigate the
role of slaves in African societies (Guyer and Eno Belinga 1995; Stahl
1991).

Africanist scholars assume that slavery has existed on the continent for at
least the past two millennia, if not longer, but they recognize that evidence,
especially archaeological data, is sparse (Curtin et al. 1995, 81; Kusimba
2004; Robertshaw and Duncan 2008, 57). Literary sources tell us that
African slaves lived in ancient Greece and Rome and in Asia at least as
early as the late first millennium CE (Alpers 2003; Segal 2001). The
Garamantes of Libya captured and enslaved sub-Saharan Africans by the
first millennium BCE (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 29–30). There has been
far less archaeological work on slavery in Africa than in the Americas and
much of it focuses on West Africa’s role in the Atlantic slave trade
(DeCorse 2001; Ogundiran and Falola 2007). The Islamic slave trade in



eastern Africa has been less frequently studied (Alexander 2001; Croucher
2015; Kusimba 2004). Alexander (2001) argues that archaeologists lack the
ability to recognize the material culture signatures even of the large-scale
chattel slaving that characterized the Islamic and Atlantic slave trades,
much less that of ancient indigenous slavery; Kusimba (2004) is more
optimistic that archaeologists will eventually contribute to an understanding
of slavery in Africa.

Europe
The Roman Empire was built on conquest, and the capture and enslavement
of the conquered was a routine part of Roman wars. At the height of the
empire’s power, slaves made up between 10 and 20 percent of Rome’s
population and staffed most Roman industries, large and small (Lenski,
forthcoming; Scheidel 2012). At the same time groups glossed as
“Germanic tribes” occupied northern Europe beyond the Roman border.
Noel Lenski (2008) uses a variety of sources, including Roman accounts,
but especially Germanic law codes, to examine the role of slaves in
Germanic societies during the early centuries of the Common Era, including
how people became enslaved, their incorporation into Germanic societies,
and the nature of their labor. Ruth Karras (1988, 12–39) provides an
overview of various types of servitude in Europe from the end of Roman
rule through the fourteenth century. Other sources provide insights into the
lives of European slaves after the collapse of the Roman Empire left
medieval Europe fragmented and rife with raiding, warfare, and the taking
of captives. Slaves (especially women) made up a considerable proportion
of many European households (Woolf 1997, 68), and the Catholic Church
operated its large estates using slave labor (Bonnassie 1991, 25–32).

Beginning in the eighth century, Viking raiders plied the North Atlantic
and Mediterranean, taking large number of captives to use as slaves in
Viking settlements or to sell. Slaves labored throughout Scandinavia, yet
some of the most useful evidence of slave lives comes from Icelandic sagas
and other oral traditions. For the present study, the most valuable source on
the role of slaves in Scandinavian society is Ruth Karras’s (1988) Slavery
and Society in Medieval Scandinavia, which uses sagas and other historical
sources. Karras’s detailed reading of these sagas provides considerable
evidence for the roles slaves played in Icelandic settlements. Kristen Seaver



(2007) focuses specifically on the lives of female slaves in Norse societies,
exploring the social and cultural isolation of women captives transported to
settlements in Iceland and Greenland.

Because historic sources exist, archaeological data is less important for
documenting slavery in medieval Europe. Genetic studies confirm the
common understanding from oral and written accounts that Viking raids
often targeted Ireland. The maternal DNA of contemporary Icelandic people
still contains a significant Celtic admixture that points to female Irish
captives taken to Iceland (Helgason et al. 2000).

Island Southeast Asia
Island Southeast Asia includes the extensive chains of islands (Indonesia,
East Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, and Taiwan) lying within the
tropical zone (Bellwood 1992). I use only a few sources from this region
that help illustrate some of the common features of the captive experience
here. Archaeologist Laura Junker (2008) explores the maritime chiefdoms
of the Philippine Islands that operated on the eastern edge of the vast
trading networks of the empires and kingdoms of the Indian Ocean and
South China Sea during the interval between the twelfth and sixteenth
centuries. She shows the vital importance of raiding and captive taking to
the political economy and warrior ideology of the Philippine chiefdoms
during this period. Most critically for the present study, she uses
archaeological data to show that the captive women taken in large numbers
to labor in chiefly societies brought aspects of their natal culture with them.
Other studies of the region that expand on raiding, captive taking,
enslavement, and the role of slaves in socioeconomic systems in this area
include a volume edited by Anthony Reid (Slavery, Bondage, and
Dependency in Southeast Asia [1983]; see also A. Reid 1992) and James
Warren’s ([1981] 1985) The Sulu Zone: 1768–1898, which focuses on
piracy and its effects in the Sulu-Mindanao area (see also Warren 2002).

The global and diverse material used in this study satisfies the goals of this
project, which are to highlight commonalities in patterns of captive taking
and captive experiences in small-scale societies worldwide. The number of
regions and variety of groups in which captive taking is found stresses the



almost universal nature of the practice. Here I have described the major
sources I have used—mostly secondary sources that are based on historic
and ethnohistoric data. In the chapters that follow, I use many other articles
and volumes to expand on various aspects of captives’ experiences and
influence on the societies they joined. As noted above, the broad use of
analogy that I bring to the problem of finding captives in the past is not
without problems. But I believe that it is the most appropriate approach at
this initial stage of study. I hope to convince archaeologists that they must
look for these so-far invisible people in prehistoric societies throughout the
world. The next four chapters explore beyond the moment of capture and
discuss what happens when the captive enters an alien society.



3

The Captive as Social Person

This chapter explores factors that affect the social persons captives become
when they enter captor society. Captives undergo “social death,” losing
completely the social person they had been in the society of their birth
(Patterson 1982; see also Bowser 2008; Peregrine 2008; Santos-Granero
2009). They are then “reborn” to the society of their captors, but the rights
of social personhood extended to them vary from group to group and their
status ranges from abject slave to full participating society member.
Captives are most vulnerable at the beginning of their lives in captivity;
with increasing age, marriage to or acquisition by powerful men, the birth
of children to their captors, and opportunities to demonstrate skills or
abilities in crafts or curing or as intercultural intermediaries, they can
(though not all do) gain significantly in social standing. Yet even in
societies in which captives are married, adopted, or otherwise appear to be
fully integrated into captor society, their rights of social personhood may be
limited, their alien origin never completely forgotten. Although I use the
term captive throughout this book, from the point of view of captor society,
this was a temporary state.1 As soon as the captive was introduced into
captor society a social place had to be created for this foreign individual.

The ways in which a new social location opens for the captive depend on
a variety of factors relating both to captor society and to the captive herself.
The first section of this chapter characterizes the captor and shows that in
most cases captors were the wealthy and powerful individuals in the
society. In turn, the most fundamental fact about captives is that, at the
moment of capture, they existed outside the kinship network of their
captors. The second section explores the ways in which captives become
socially located as either kin or nonkin. The third section explores how
captive identities are constructed within the captors’ worlds and then used
by captors for social, economic, or spiritual gain. Characteristics of captives
that affect the ways they are integrated are considered next and include age,



gender, sexuality, skills, and personal traits (intelligence, flexibility,
language ability, etc.). The circumstances surrounding captive taking are
considered with regard to how they affect captive social location. These
include whether captives are taken great distances from their homes,
whether captive takers and captive givers have an ongoing relationship,
whether groups of captives live together in captor society, and the wealth
and status of the family within which the captive resides. Finally, the
captive narrative of the Portuguese girl Helena Valero illustrates the
interplay of these factors.

Social Identity in Captor Society
This chapter explores how social identity is constructed for individuals who
enter a new society as adults or near adulthood. Social identity is a basic but
complex concept in social science and refers to a range of phenomena
(Fowler 2010, 353; see Brubaker and Cooper 2000 for a critique). Identity
consists of relationships of similarity and difference. It refers to a distinct
set of characteristics that are shared, but because only some individuals
share these characteristics, the construction of identity also necessarily
stresses difference. These characteristics may include male/female,
high/low status, ethnic ingroup/outgroup, kin/nonkin, and others (Fowler
2010, 353; Voss 2008a, 9–37). The processes of inclusion and exclusion
through which social identity is assembled are key to understanding the
social identity of captives. Because the social identities captives developed
in their natal societies are erased and replaced, the construction of social
identity for these individuals is different than for native-born children.

At the most fundamental level, the identities of captives and their captors
are mutually constructed (see Robertson and Robinson 2008, 267, for slaves
and owners; see also Patterson 1982 for “relations of domination”). While
captors held the upper hand in opening a social location for captives, the
presence of captives allowed captors to define themselves as superior
beings in opposition to their captives (see chapter 5 for ways in which
social and ethnic boundaries are constructed through situational opposition).
As discussed below, captor social status could be created, maintained, or
enhanced through relationships to captives—the lowliness of the captive
reflected back as an increase in status for the captor. This mutual



relationship may have been less potent in regard to women captives, as
women are typically constructed as subordinate regardless of their status as
captive or native-born. Yet captives often may have been supervised and
directed in their daily tasks by female captors, which would have given
these women the opportunity to demonstrate their superior status through
daily performance of control over their captives (Foster 2003).

Who Were the Captors?
Captives were disproportionately owned by the wealthy and high-status
individuals in society. This should be a familiar theme for anyone
knowledgeable about slavery in the Americas, where a tiny white
population owned a very large African and indigenous slave population. In
the small-scale societies on which this book focuses, the wealthy generally
financed and led raids and wars; their power allowed them to retain the
high-value booty of war, including captives. Furthermore, warfare and
captive taking were very often avenues to status and power for young men,
with their captives the key elements of status enhancement. From the point
of view of the captive, life in a high-status household at times offered more
options for the expression of agency and influence (discussed below).

Accounts of captive taking around the world document the status and
wealth of the majority of captors. Among the Kalinago of the Caribbean,
war leaders benefited most from captive taking, keeping one out of every
two or three captives taken (Santos-Granero 2009, 54). Among the
Otomaco of the South American Llano, the wealth and status of chiefs
directly related to the numbers of captives held by the household (Morey
1975, 308). In the Cauca Valley, located in what is today Colombia, captive
taking was an important avenue toward status for young men; the greater
the number of captives taken, the higher status accorded the captor
(Carneiro 1991, 177). In the North American Southeast, captive taking was
linked to power and status, and chiefs owned many slaves, who served as
their personal attendants and as the extra labor they needed to retain power
(Snyder 2010, 80–85, 131). On the Northwest Coast, slaves were owned
almost exclusively by “titleholders” who made up the nobility of these
tribal societies (Donald 1997, 86–88). Slaves were important both in
ceremonies that validated titleholder status and as daily symbols of their
master’s or mistress’s status. In Africa, the Aboh of Nigeria accumulated



slaves to demonstrate their affluence, and ownership of many slaves
indicated a man’s worth (Nwachukwu-Ogedengbe 1977, 141). Among the
nineteenth-century Kongo of west Africa, slaves functioned as prestige
goods used in political competition and “enhanced the importance of their
owners” (MacGaffey 1977, 243). Robertson and Klein (1983b) note that
women in Africa were often slave owners, especially of female slaves.
Slave owning and control over the labor that slaves produced was an
avenue that ambitious women used to enhance their power (see also
Nwachukwu-Ogedengbe 1977, 141).

In most societies, captives created wealth for their captors (see chapters 4
and 6) and represented wealth and status. This could be a two-way street,
however, as the wealth and power of captors at times opened opportunities
for captives to advance their own status-seeking goals. The effect on
captives of the social position of their captors is examined below.

Captivity and Kinship
Kinship was the basic organizing principal for the small-scale societies
discussed in this book, and the captive was thrust into a society in which
she had no kin. Captive taking, a carefully considered activity, advanced the
social and economic goals of the captors; placing captives in the correct
social location—either within or outside of the kinship system—was critical
to this endeavor. Social locations ranged from complete exclusion through
rigid systems of slavery to full inclusion through adoption or marriage (in a
discussion of African and Asian slavery, Watson [1980] defines “closed”
and “open” systems). Santos-Granero (2009, 174) distinguishes between
“integration,” as incorporation without full rights, and “assimilation,” as
incorporation with full rights, yet in small-scale societies these distinctions
rarely were absolute. Slaves, through time and with initiative, might gain
some rights in the society where they labored; conversely, captives
incorporated through marriage or adoption might retain the stigma of an
outsider. This section considers how captives were structured in relationship
to captor kinship systems. In chapter 5 the role of captives as social nodes
connecting the kinship systems of captive-taking and captive-giving
societies is explored.

Some of the small-scale societies examined in this book excluded
captives from their kinship systems, maintaining women, children, and men



exclusively as slaves. This practice is most evident for some groups in
Africa, in Europe during the early Middle Ages, and among the societies of
the Northwest Coast. As chapter 1 explains, slaves are a subcategory of
captives who have been much studied in state-level societies but less
frequently in small-scale societies (but see Donald 1997; Santos-Granero
2009; Snyder 2010). In discussing the construction of the slave in Africa,
Meillassoux (1991, 138–40) emphasizes that not only were slaves barred
from the kinship system of the societies they joined, they actually
functioned as “anti-kin,” oppositional beings to full members of society.
These disenfranchised individuals provided their captors with labor without
the obligations that resulted from mobilizing labor within kinship networks
(see chapter 4). In other words, the master-slave relationship functioned
outside the struggles for power that engaged full kin. Furthermore, the slave
wife had no family with whom her husband had to share her progeny.

Even within the category of slave, the captive experience in different
societies varied. In small-scale societies, slaves were often part of the
domestic scene (like household slaves in the more familiar systems of New
World industrial slavery). They could be offered a sort of pseudokinship as
“children” to their owners, yet as Kopytoff (1982, 215) remarks, this term
conveyed authority and subordination, not closeness or nurturing.
Depending on the construction of the “other” in captor society, slaves could
also be vilified and suffer constant abuse. These are not necessarily opposite
ends of a pole of slave treatment. Slaves experienced both paternalistic
“care” and violent abuse in the same society (as well as in the same
household). They engaged daily in a highly charged social dialectic with
their captors. As discussed below, the personality of the captive and the
ways captives engaged with their captors could affect their ultimate
treatment.

Scholars of African slavery have spent considerable time discussing the
factors behind differential incorporation of slaves. Some have suggested
that the ways slave-owning societies incorporated captives, at least in Asia
and Africa, relate to sources of wealth (Watson 1980, 11–12, following
Goody 1971, 32). In Africa, where wealth was built through control over
people, captives incorporated as wives or concubines increased the
population and hence the prestige of the group (see also Nieboer 1910).
Kopytoff and Miers (1977) argue that in Africa slaves are outsiders and



slavery is an institution that allows slaves to be eventually incorporated into
captor kinship systems. In other words, captives were processed through a
slavery-to-kinship continuum in most African societies. Watson (1980, 2–9)
points out that Kopytoff and Miers’s continuum might work for many
African societies, but not for Asian societies where kinship systems are
“closed” to entry by captive slaves. Land was the primary source of wealth
in Asia, and captives were rarely invited into kinship systems where they
would have claims on kin land.

Kopytoff and Miers (1977, 22) also argue that the social location for
captives in Africa is determined by the nature of captor kinship systems.
The strict patrilineal kinship system of the Vai, a group located in what is
now Sierra Leone, offered no place for an individual who lacked local
lineage connections (Holsoe 1977). Slaves were considered unclean and
often treated harshly (Holsoe 1977, 290–91). In contrast, the nearby and
culturally similar Sherbro had a nonlineal and, as a result, more flexible
kinship system (McCormack 1977, 22). Captives or purchased persons were
adopted and served as a conduit to create alliances with the kin groups from
which the captives originated.

In Europe and in Scandinavian colonies on Iceland and Greenland during
the early Middle Ages, slaves were highly marginalized individuals
excluded from the kinship systems of their masters (Bonnassie 1991; Karras
1988; Seaver 2007). Bonnassie (1991, 23) describes the European slave as a
“de-socialized being,” a nonhuman who by definition had no claim to
membership in the human community. In Scandinavian legal systems, the
amount of compensation—wergeld—paid to a victim’s kin for killing their
relative determined personal rights and status (Karras 1988, 100). Since
slaves were not kin, no wergeld was paid for the killing of a slave, although
the master would have to be compensated for the price of the slave. In other
words, killing a slave was an offense against property, not against the honor
of the victim’s kin group. In a study of female slavery in Iceland and
Greenland, Seaver (2007, 155) emphasizes the power of men over women,
whether free or enslaved, but the most powerless and abject women were
those who had no male kin to protect them—a position exemplified by the
slave woman who had been captured and taken far from her home.

The Northwest Coast’s intensive foragers also excluded captives from
their kinship systems, and captives’ slave status continued through



generations. As in Asia, wealth and prestige was based on control of
property, including resources such as salmon-fishing locations. This
emphasis on control of property meant that captors never invited captives
into their kinship system (Donald 1997, 101–2). Titleholders owned not
only natural resources but also intellectual property (songs, dances, ritual
paraphernalia, myths, and names), and their careers revolved around efforts
to validate their ownership of and add to their supply of nonmaterial
property (Donald 1997, 101). Captives had to be excluded from any claims
to these scarce intellectual resources and were constructed as nonbeings
beyond embrace of kinship networks.

For most small-scale societies, captive incorporation was much more
flexible, with some captives becoming wives, others adoptees, and still
others slaves, as consideration of captive taking in the North American
Southeast, the Southwest Borderlands, the Northeast, and elsewhere
illustrates. Control over women’s labor and reproduction was the key to
male power and success, and incorporation of female captives through
marriage was evident in all but the most rigid slaveholding societies. When
disease or warfare decimated groups (especially evident after colonial
invasion in North America [Cameron, Kelton, and Swedlund 2015]),
adoption of or marriage to captives maintained societies at functioning
population levels.

Because women in most societies occupy subordinate positions, “wife”
was a convenient social location into which captives (subordinate by
definition) could be slotted. At times they became full wives with all of the
benefits of that social position, but more often they did most of the difficult
and unpleasant work of the household as marginalized secondary or
“drudge” wives. Those who became full wives could prosper, but even
these women might not be able to engage fully in the social life that native-
born wives enjoyed, or they might be blamed or excluded when difficulties
befell the group (for example, see the account of captive Helena Valero at
the end of this chapter). Other women became concubines, barred from
marriage and by definition ineligible for full benefits of societal
membership. Again, this status varied, with some concubines functioning as
disposable sexual partners and others as privileged and well-cared-for
pseudospouses.



Finding an appropriate social location in captor society for male captives
could be more difficult. Where one of the goals of captive taking was to
increase population, men might be adopted (for example, in the American
Northeast). In some cases, adopted men clearly became full or even
prominent members of captor society, while in others they might remain
marginalized and at risk of social sanctions (see chapter 5). As discussed
below, the age at which males were captured significantly impacted the way
they were integrated into captor society, with the youngest captives more
fully integrated than older boys or men, depending on captor concepts of
social personhood. Of course, women could be adopted, too, and in the
same way at times become full members of captor society.

Examples illustrate the range of social locations available for captives in
small-scale societies. In the Southeast, captives could be tortured to death,
adopted, or “owned,” with the latter group functioning as slaves (Snyder
2010). The sorting process began when warriors returned home with their
captives. Decisions about the disposition of captives were largely the
prerogative of high-ranking women who assessed each captive’s health,
strength, and bravery. “Those selected for fiery torture were painted black,
given a rattling gourd, and forced to dance; lucky adoptees were embraced
by their new relatives; slaves were retained by their captors or sold to
others” (Snyder 2010, 93). Age and sex were a captive’s most important
characteristics, at least during the colonial era. Southeastern native people
believed that men were dangerous and, as a result, they were often
considered unfit for adoption. More easily incorporated children and
women made up the bulk of captives taken (Snyder 2010, 94, 105–6).

Similarly, among the Comanches of the Southwest Borderlands, captives
could be adopted, married, enslaved, or sold (Brooks 2002; Hämäläinen
2008; Rivaya-Martínez 2012). Comanches preferred preteen male captives
who could function as horse tenders and women who could become wives.
Women and children could be relatively easily incorporated into Comanche
society. Yet some captives, even women and boys, could be denied entry
into Comanche kinship systems and functioned as slaves throughout their
captive lives. “Deprived of any inherent rights or social standing, and
lacking Comanche kin, enslaved captives were absolutely powerless”
(Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 51). Captive status could change with time as the
captive aged and learned the Comanche language and social traditions.



Captive personality and initiative, discussed below, also strongly
determined the social location the captive eventually achieved in Comanche
society.

Much has been written about captive-taking experiences in the Northeast,
especially the lurid ceremonies of torture and death. Captives of the
Iroquoian groups not killed generally underwent adoption rituals that
transformed them into kin (Lafitau [1724] 1977, 171–72, cited in Donald
1997, 262–63). There is good evidence that captives participated fully in
Iroquois culture, but Starna and Watkins (1991) argue that captives lived
more marginal lives than many Iroquois scholars acknowledge and that
some occupied a slave-like status (see chapter 5). For example, Huron
males might marry a female captive, but the marriage was not officially
sanctioned; in this “contract” marriage, the woman functioned as a slave
(Dannin 1982, 105, cited in Starna and Watkins 1991, 51). Young female
captives not yet taken as wives were apparently in the most vulnerable and
abject position (LeJune in Thwaites [1896–1901] 1959, cited in Starna and
Watkins 1991, 50).

Among Amazonian groups in South America, Bowser (2008) observes
that captives were incorporated into multiple social locations that included
slavery, marriage, and adoption. Even captives incorporated into kinship
networks through marriage or adoption might still be categorized as
subordinate individuals (Bowser 2008, 273). Their kin ties were apparently
not as strong or binding as those of the native born, and they occupied
social locations like those of orphans who had no kin to protect them.
Among the Yanomamö, captive wives and children were more likely to be
tormented and abused; captive wives of the Waorani usually survived for
only a few months before they died or were killed; and Achuar men were
selectively violent against orphan women, as they did not have to face the
women’s fathers or brothers (Bowser 2008).

When captives entered captor society in the small-scale groups discussed
here, they began a process of engagement with the kinship system that
continued until their release or death. Social locations available for captives
were not just inside or outside the kinship network but somewhere along a
continuum of integration ranging from full member to wretched outsider.
Few captives, even those adopted or incorporated through marriage, ever
achieved full group membership; more often, captives were to some extent



liminal members of society, embraced in good times and abused, sold, or
slain in bad times. Captors, of course, functioned as gatekeepers to kinship
networks, but as discussed below, the age, gender, and personal
characteristics of captives often determined the degree to which they could
partake in the benefits of kin group membership.

Captors’ Worldview and the Social Construction of Captives
The social location of captives was multilayered. Their relationship to
captor kinship networks represented one level, but at another level, captors’
worldview and their view of “others” were equally important in
determining captives’ social location. Social personhood for captives (as for
all social actors) was always in the process of development, and the goal of
this section is to highlight how the tension between captives and their
captors continually formed and transformed the social locations that each
occupied. The social person of the captive could change as she aged,
expressed agency, developed skills, had children, or outlived her usefulness.
Changing circumstances in captor society or the initiative of the captive
could open opportunities for captives.

Captives are important elements in the striving of captors for power and
full social personhood (see also chapter 4), and key to their use in these
endeavors is their place in the captors’ worldview. As the examples below
show, worldview explains a group’s place in the world and its relationship
with other beings, whether humans, animals, material objects, or spirits.
Captives come from the world of “others,” and the captors’ worldview
defines how captives are used by their captors to achieve social, economic,
and spiritual goals. Social personhood for both captors and their captives is
created in the process. Even as subordinate individuals, captives were part
of the web of relationships that encompassed every member of the society.
Through daily activities and interactions with other persons, places, and
things, captives changed not only their social place in the society but very
likely society’s basic conceptions of self and other.

Studies of personhood, not surprisingly, focus on society’s most central
concepts and actors, with marginal actors mentioned only in passing and for
contrast. Here these marginal actors take center stage. A brief review of
concepts of social personhood sets captive social construction in context.
Cultural anthropologists (Busby 1997; Comaroff and Comaroff 2001;



Strathern 1988) and more recently archaeologists (Bowser 2008; Fowler
2004, 2010) recognize that concepts of “personhood” and how it is socially
constructed vary from group to group. The idea of persons as individuals or
autonomous beings, common in Western societies, is emphatically unlike
the ways personhood is constructed in many non-Western societies (Fowler
2004, 2010). The Comaroffs (2001, 267) dispute the idea that the
autonomous person exists anywhere as “an unmediated sociological
reality.” Instead, personhood in many societies is seen as “relational”—
constructed in the process of interacting with others, whether humans,
animals, or things. Personhood is crosscut by many other aspects of
identity, including gender, age, status (class, caste), kinship, ethnicity, and
more.

Personhood is a process of becoming, a striving. Among the Tswana of
southern Africa, “‘the person’ was a constant work-in-progress; indeed, a
highly complex fabrication” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001, 269). The
Comaroffs describe how Tswana people, especially men, had to “build
themselves up,” constantly negotiating their rank and status in order to
reach full social personhood. Part of this process involved creating alliances
and acquiring “wealth in people,” while another aspect of developing
personhood involved protecting one’s self from being attacked or “undone”
by others. In contrast to the Western concept of the individual, the person is
“dividual,” a composite and multiauthored being composed of social
relations with multiple others, in fact owing parts of himself or herself to
others (Fowler 2004, 8).

In tropical America, Santos-Granero (2009) describes how the worldview
of the slaveholding societies he studies creates both the ideology that
justifies warfare and capture and the tension between captives and captors
that constructs and transforms social personhood for each. Santos-Granero
(2009, 199) labels the ideology of these groups “the political economy of
life.” The scarce resource at the heart of tropical Amerindian political
economies is composed of the forces, substances, elements, and conditions
necessary for life to continue (Santos-Granero 2009, 207). “The slave
machine,” an aspect of the political economy of life (Santos-Granero 2009,
199), allows the construction of the “other” as an inferior being who can be
preyed upon like animals and justifiably attacked and enslaved.



As in Africa, personhood for Amerindian captor societies was a continual
process of development. Here the process required the direct engagement
with wild others from whom generative life forces, in the form of heads,
teeth, scalps, blood, or souls, could be taken. These life forces were
essential for the production of people, and self-identity necessitated the
incorporation and taming of enemy substances (Santos-Granero 2009, 202).
The ultimate goal of taking captives was to produce kin and to add to the
generative life forces of the captor group. Santos-Granero (2009, 203)
argues that the goal of taking captives for Amerindians was not to
appropriate their identities but to take from these wild others the generative
forces that represent life itself.

The worldview that impelled Amerindians into warfare and enslavement
resulted in a distinctive social identity for their captives. Preyed upon much
like animals were hunted, captives, from the captors’ point of view, had to
be domesticated, an initial step in the process of incorporation. They were
conceived of as pets would be—quasi-animals to be domesticated and
quasi-humans to be civilized (Santos-Granero 2009, 193–95). Santos-
Granero (2009, 194) cautions that the pet analogy does not mean that
captives were necessarily treated with caring and affection. Instead, these
wild, less than human individuals were under the total control of their
captors, subject to a variety of treatments, including death, trade, marriage,
adoption, or enslavement. But most importantly, these “people in the
making” had to be transformed into civilized human beings by their captors,
who profited from the taming process by gaining additional “life force.”
This transformation from captive to kin was not complete, however.
Captives were generally incorporated as affinal rather than consanguineal
kin, and in some societies only the children or grandchildren of captives
could be kin.

The worldview of Native Americans in the Southeast also emphasizes the
wildness of the “other” and the necessity for taming them. The adoption of
captives was based on the belief that the appearance and behavior of
humans, animals, and plants was mutable and that beings (whether human
or animal) who practiced established cultural norms could be trained to
become kin (Snyder 2010, 102–3). But as explained above, not all captives
became kin. The term “owned people” translated for some groups as
“domesticated animal” or “tamed” (Snyder 2010, 128). It was the lack of



kin ties that most distinguished the owned people from the rest of the
population. Slaves among the Cherokees had a human form but could not
live as humans because they lacked kin ties (Perdue 1979, 16).

In the Southwest Borderlands, the worldview common to Native
Americans and their Spanish conquerors resulted in a somewhat different
social construction for captives than that described for tropical America and
the Southeast (Brooks 2002). Yet as in these other places, the Southwest
Borderlands worldview and the captive taking it authorized structured
relations among groups there. Borderlands groups, including the Pawnees,
Comanches, Navajos, Pueblos, and others, were involved in a system of
“sacred violence and exchange” (Brooks 2002, 14). These dual concepts of
honor and shame fueled raiding and captive taking in native North America
and brought gender and kinship to the forefront of indigenous exchange
systems.

The Pawnee Morning Star ceremony, in which a young girl was captured
and sacrificed, regenerated the complimentary male and female powers that
had first produced human life (Brooks 2002, 10–19). The ceremony
entwined violence, honor, and gender in ways that facilitated intersocietal
exchange. “In their renewal of the very first act of human creation, Pawnee
warriors engaged in an act of sacred violence that confirmed the centrality
of long distance interethnic exchange to group genesis and survival”
(Brooks 2002, 16). The Pawnees, like other Plains groups, used fictional
kinship to establish relationships with other groups for purposes of trade
and diplomatic relations (individuals with whom one could not establish kin
relations could be only slaves or enemies; Weltfish 1965, 31, cited in
Brooks 2002, 17). Captive taking was a part of these mutually beneficial
exchange relationships (Brooks 2002). The accumulation of wealth created
and enhanced honor among the Pawnees—poverty was dishonorable.
Pawnee males gathered horses, wives, kin, and captive slaves, all of which
represented wealth, status, and honor. This worldview impelled Pawnee
males to raid their enemies for captives, especially women and children,
and “combined honor and shaming in a single action” (Brooks 2002, 16).

In Spain, seven hundred years of cultural interaction between indigenous
Christians and invading Moors resulted in concepts similar to those in the
Southwest Borderlands, where male honor/shame and status were closely
tied to control of women and children (Brooks 2002). As the Moors in



Spain retreated south, frontier areas were contested and violent, with
captive taking the predictable result. Church and secular authorities on both
sides encouraged intermarriage with converted captives. This construction
of the self and other formed a conceptual framework for the incorporation
of captives that came with the Spaniards when they entered the Southwest
during the sixteenth century. “Native and Spanish men shared similar
notions of honor, shame, and gender, with the control of women and
children as a central proof of status” (Brooks 2002, 34).

Similarities in male concepts concerning honor, shame, and the control of
women and children in both Native American and Spanish society formed
one dimension of the economic and social interactions between them but
also meant that similar social locations were opened for captives in both
cultural groups (Brooks 2002). Like the African concept of “wealth in
people,” male honor was fed as captives swelled group size. Women’s
fecundity promised further increases and additional women and children for
male control. Both indigenous and Spanish captors used kinship to
incorporate captives, but with a difference. Captive women (whether
Spanish or indigenous) might become wives of their Native American
captors, but Native American captive women rarely became wives of
Spanish men (Brugge 1993b, 95–99). Instead, the Spanish created fictional
kin locations for these women and their children, who functioned as
servants and concubines (Brugge 1993b, [1968] 2010). Children held by
both indigenous groups and Spanish captors were usually easily
assimilated, although those held by the Spanish could never achieve full
personhood. In contrast, some young male captives kept in indigenous
societies could become fully functioning members of the group (see also
Rivaya-Martínez 2012). European demand for labor eventually enmeshed
indigenous and Spanish societies in a continent-wide slave trade that
transformed social relations across the Southwest Borderlands (Brooks
2002; Gutiérrez 1991).

The sale of children in an example from West Africa provides a useful
illustration of how subordinate people are used by full members of their
society in strivings for power and social personhood. Piot (1996) argues that
concepts of personhood were one of the factors that resulted in the sale of
children by their kin among the Kabre of Togo during the seventeenth- to
nineteenth-century slave trade that decimated and transformed West Africa.



Persons among the Kabre were constructed through relationships with
others, and these relationships were created through the prestation of
material goods (land, animals, objects, etc.). According to Piot (1996, 45–
46), the sale of a child, although a type of alienation, reaffirmed the
prestational economy of the Kabre as well as the social position of the kin
member who made the sale. Piot focuses on a time when centralized polities
engaged in slave raiding and suggests that the Kabre may have been one of
the groups that fled the unceasing violence of slave raids. Raids transferred
Kabre people into the slave trade, but the Kabre also sold their own kin in
markets. These markets eventually took the place of raiding. Children were
sold by their mother’s brother, who, in asserting rights over the child,
thereby immobilized rights claimed by the child’s father. The cowrie shells
received in return for the child were redistributed by the mother’s brother
back to the relatives who had been involved in producing the child (his
sister, her husband, his own mother’s brother, etc.). The mother’s brother,
through the sale, built a name for himself and strengthened the relationships
on which his identity depended.

Captive and captor engaged in daily interactions mediated and defined by
the captors’ worldview, especially concepts of how “others” interacted with
and operated within captor worlds. These interactions helped create a social
location in captor society for captives. This social location was never static,
however, and captors used captives in their strivings to become full social
persons. Captives might seem to be powerless, caught within a hostile and
controlling environment, but as the next section shows, they were fully
engaged in their own social positioning. The characteristics captives arrived
with and the skills and initiative they displayed in captor society could
affect their social position and likely affected the worldview of their
captors.

The Captive
In the selective process of captive taking, captors chose their captives based
on age, gender/sexuality, and sometimes skills. These characteristics also
determined the social location captives would occupy in their new home.
This section explores each of these characteristics and how they affected the
process of incorporation for captives. Of course, age and gender/sexuality



cannot be separated, as age affects the construction of gender/sexuality
throughout the biographical development of each person. They are
examined separately here in order to give each a more nuanced
consideration. Our understanding of the ways social identity is constructed
means that the characteristics a captive arrived with were only a starting
point for her integration into captor society. Like for any social group
member, daily social interactions, the aging process, and their own behavior
and initiative constantly formed and re-formed captives’ social identity.
This process of social development is also explored.

Age
Because captives were most often taken during raids and warfare, captors
selected their captives based in part on how well they might make the
journey back to the captor’s home (figure 3). The elderly, unlikely to
survive the trip (and unlikely to be useful when they arrived), were
generally not selected. Infants were similarly vulnerable and might be killed
before the raiding party left for home (but see Keeley 1996, 65–66, for Cree
raids on Inuit villages in which only infants were taken captive). Some
societies focused especially on capturing children, who could be easily
trained into captor cultural practices. The captors’ worldview ultimately
determined whether captives, regardless of age, ever achieved full rights of
social personhood in the society of their captors.

Describing slavery in Africa, Kopytoff and Miers (1977, 21–22) note that
“there is often a preference for acquiring children, who can be molded into
the society, or young women who can fit into the unusually well-developed
niche of stranger-wife.” As McCormack (1977, 190) reports for the Sherbro
of coastal Sierra Leone, children intended for life as a slave are given early
training for that subordinate role; they might receive the same training as
free children, but for a longer period of time in order to learn perfect loyalty
and obedience. But as late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century captive
narratives from east and central Africa show, children might be required to
accommodate themselves to a new captor cultures repeatedly before they
find a permanent place (Wright 1993). Chisi-Ndjurisiye-Sichyajunga was
captured during a raid at the age of perhaps seven or eight and given to the
chief of the group that took her (Wright 1993, 81–90). After three years
with that group, she was traded, escaped, and was taken in by another



group, all before she matured. In this second group she married and had
children before her husband tried to eject her during a time of famine;
apparently she was never considered a full member of her husband’s group.

3. Guaraní women and children captured by slave hunters. Image by French artist Jean-Baptiste
Debret, who lived in Brazil during the early decades of the nineteenth century. From Voyage
pittoresque et historique au Brésil [A picturesque and historic voyage to Brazil], Imprimerie
Nationale Éditions (Arles: Actes Sud, 2014).

The Comanches of the American plains valued male and female children
but treated them differently based on their gender (here, of course, gender
and age blur; Brooks 2002, 187–88; Hämäläinen 2008, 255–56; Rivaya-
Martínez 2012). Female children were saved for marriage to male captors,
the same treatment offered to young adult women. Age segregation was
more pronounced for captive boys among the Comanches, who adopted the
youngest and most culturally malleable but enslaved and often maltreated
older boys. The Comanches continued to distinguish linguistically between
native-born and adopted outsiders throughout their lives, meaning that
captives might never attain full rights of personhood (Hämäläinen 2008,



257; Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 60–61). Captured boys could be assigned
women’s tasks and might learn only women’s rather than men’s
conversational skills, a significant handicap to their acceptance within
Comanche society (Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 61). Comanches at times
incorporated adult males as replacements for members of their own group
who had died, assimilating them into the deceased person’s social space
through a replacement ceremony. Other adult males remained slaves,
although even they might achieve some social rights, including the right to
marry, if they acquitted themselves well in battle (Hämäläinen 2008, 257).

Slave-owning tribes of the American tropics studied by Santos-Granero
(2009) also treated male and female children differently. The Kalinago of
the Caribbean raised captured boys as household servants and for eventual
use in cannibalistic rituals. Girls, as well as young women, were destined
for use as concubines and household servants (Santos-Granero 2009, 53–
54). Girls had their hair cut and boys might be emasculated. Adult men
were typically executed soon after they entered captor villages (Santos-
Granero 2009, 130). The Conibo of the Amazon region took young women
as concubines and young girls as prospective spouses for captors’ sons
(Santos-Granero 2009, 131). Concubines never attained full personhood in
captor society but served as drudge wives to native-born wives. The Conibo
seem to have particularly targeted children in captive taking. These children
became servants for the older members of the captor household, and most
Conibo men had several such captives (Santos-Granero 2009, 132). Even
when captive boys became adults, they were charged with the most
laborious and time-consuming tasks.

Girl captives could gain status as they matured, married, or were taken as
a sexual partner by their captors and eventually had children. At the far end
of the age spectrum, the status of older women often declined as they lost
sexual appeal. In East Africa during the late nineteenth century, slave prices
document the decline in value of female (and also male) slaves as they
aged. Women over the age of thirty-five sold for a little more than one-
quarter of the price paid for reproductive-aged women (Deutsch 2007, 137,
table 5.1). Older women, often under threat of sale to distant provinces,
generally sought protection from their children who were considered
“free”—they could not be sold (Deutsch 2007, 140).



Gender/Sexuality
Gender was a fundamental criterion for the selection of captives and for
their integration into captor society. As the examples in the previous section
indicate, children were considered (or were treated as) gendered persons in
captor society in terms of their social location and the occupations planned
for them. Gender is widely understood as the cultural construction of
biological sexual difference. Busby (2000, 16) sees gender as produced
through language, representation, and material practice; she gives
ontological status to the body, but biological status is not fixed.

Voss and Schmidt (2000, 2) urge archaeologists to distinguish gender
from sexuality in order to aid research, although they also note that “it
would be inappropriate to study gender without considering sexuality, and
vice versa” (Voss and Schmidt 2000, 21). They define sexuality as
“including sexual activities, eroticism, sexual identities, sexual meanings,
and sexual politics” (Voss and Schmidt 2000, 2) and encourage us to think
beyond the narrow confines of Western sexual categories that grant
normative status to reproductive heterosexuality while treating as abnormal
(or ignoring) nonreproductive and nonheterosexual sexual expression. This
section explores the ways that gender and sexuality affect the values placed
on captives in captor society and therefore captives’ social position. It
emphasizes that captors often “degendered” the labor of their captives and
that captive labor was often supervised by captor women. Both
circumstances influenced the social locations captives occupied in captor
society.

For most of the groups discussed in this book, captors were typically
adult (often young) males whose most highly prized captives were
reproductive-age women. The value of these young women can be broadly
cast into three intertwined categories: their use as a sexual partner, their
reproductive abilities, and their labor. Young women became concubines in
many societies, where their value as a sexual partner may have been
foremost. Reproduction may have been most important when “wealth in
people” or population replacement was a primary objective of captive
taking. Captive labor, especially for labor that was gendered female
(regardless of the biological sex of the person undertaking the labor), seems
to have been important in most societies.



Every society that took captives almost certainly used captive women as
sexual partners, but this was probably not their primary value in most
societies. Even where captive women became concubines, this role and the
value of their sexuality likely decreased with the passage of years. Among
slaveholding groups in tropical America, the use of female captives as
concubines did not preclude their use as domestic servants (e.g., among the
Kalinago; Santos-Granero 2009, 53–54). Similarly, in the colonial
Southwest, indigenous female captives were incorporated as domestic
servants into Spanish households but also served as secret concubines for
their masters (Brooks 2002; Brugge 1993b, 97).

Sexuality, but especially reproduction, was a primary value of female
captives among groups (generally state-level) where powerful males kept
harems that produced, both biologically and culturally, heirs. Harems were
ancient institutions in Africa and Asia, but they were not exclusively
associated with Islam and existed in many other societies, too (Klein 2007,
64). In Islamic harems, slave-concubines generally came from non-Islamic
areas; Islamic men were permitted four wives but could have an unlimited
number of concubines. As they aged, sexuality for harem women changed.
In the Ottoman Empire, a concubine who bore the sultan a son no longer
had sexual relations with him but became a teacher and politically active
advocate for her son (Klein 2007). In Kano (Nigeria), slave women who
worked in the palace could at times become concubines but were more
often married off to male slaves after a period of service (Klein 2007, 64).
Women in large harems had nominally been acquired because of their
sexuality and reproductive potential, yet many never bore children and
some never even had sexual relations with their masters (Klein 2007, 75).
Older women who remained in the harem were freer to interact with the
outside world because they were no longer involved in reproduction.

Harems were not typical of small-scale societies, of course. More
generally, African scholars have debated the contrasting values of female
slaves relative to their gender-based labor or reproductive abilities
(Robertson and Klein 1983b, 8). Among the horticultural societies of
Africa, crop production relied on the labor of women, whether native-born
wives or introduced captives. Meillassoux (1983, 49; 1991, 113) argues that
native-born women were valued for their reproductive abilities but slave
women were valued chiefly for their labor. In most African societies,



women, regardless of their slave or nonslave status, worked at many more
kinds of tasks, especially agricultural, and for longer hours than men
(Meillassoux 1983, 55). Slave women suffered low fertility, and purchase or
capture rather than reproduction replenished slave populations (Meillassoux
1983, 51–55).

Taking up the question of the value of female slaves to Western Sudan,
Klein (1983) analyzes late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
demographic and pricing data for slaves and concludes that female slaves
were valued first for their labor and ability to produce a surplus. That
women more easily assimilated into Sudanese societies, were less likely to
try to escape, and helped integrate male slaves constituted secondary
values. But the role of female slaves in reproduction was not insignificant,
especially for concubines, and the offspring of other female slaves
represented a bonus for their master (Klein 1983, 89; but see Miller 2007,
12, for the argument that slave women in Africa were most highly valued
for their reproductive abilities).

Their labor contributions made female captives valuable in many parts of
the world, but the subordinate status of most captives meant that gender
roles could be blurred or ignored when captives labored (see Ames 2001, 4;
Foster 2003; Hudson 1976, 256; Meillassoux 1991, 100–101; Robertson
and Klein 1983b, 10). This regendering of labor had important effects on
captive social positioning (see also chapter 4). Because of the low status of
women’s labor in most small-scale societies, assigning women’s tasks to
male captives was often used to infantilize and emasculate them. Snyder
(2010, 110) reports that in the Southeast the onerous task of fetching wood
and water, typically the work of women and children, was assigned
indiscriminately to male or female captives. In Africa male slaves were
assigned female tasks and female slaves were de-gendered—assigned both
men and women’s work (Coquery-Vidrovitch 2007, 57). For example,
female slaves in African Islamic societies traded and procured supplies,
while free women were secluded at home (see also Deutsch 2007, 133).
Donald’s study of Northwest Coast slavery perhaps expresses best how the
daily labor slaves were forced to do reinforced their social position with
regard to other members of the society. “Slaves were undifferentiated labor
power. It is not inappropriate to demand that a male slave do ‘women’s



work,’ because a male slave is not a ‘man’ in the fullest cultural sense”
(Donald 1997, 135).

Of course, captors were gendered, too. While the industrialized slavery of
the American South might lead us to envision overseers as male, labor
relationships in nonstate societies differed. Since captives were typically set
to tasks normally accomplished by women and children, they most likely
worked alongside and were directed by female captors. For example, a
study of female slavery based on Swahili literary sources found that
although slaves were owned by men, it was the men’s wives who made use
of slave women’s labor (Bromber 2007, 115). In other parts of Africa, as
Robertson and Klein (1983b, 13–16) make clear, women not only directed
many female slaves but also owned them. Adult captive women among the
Conibo in tropical America worked under the direction of the female
household head (Santos-Granero 2009, 131). Among the Tukano, their
Makú female captives “had to perform most of the agricultural activities so
that ‘their mistresses could lie at ease in their hammocks.’ Often the female
captives were even in charge of breast-feeding their mistresses’ children”
(Santos-Granero 2009, 132, citing Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971, 19).

Women captors most often supervised the labor of English and
indigenous captives held in New France by indigenous tribes and by the
French during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; both the tasks and
the supervision humiliated male captives and reinforced their social location
as subordinate, de-gendered beings (Foster 2003). “For an enslaved Huron
captive . . . simply being set to tasks he had traditionally consigned to his
wife or daughters accomplished the intended humiliation readily enough.
But for enslaved Anglo-Americans . . . the real degradation . . . was that
they were directed in these activities by women” (Foster 2003, 10).
Women’s normally low status in most societies meant that female captives
were likely accustomed to low-status tasks as well as to supervision by
other women. The same would not have been true for men.

Captives’ Skills, Characteristics, and Agency
While the characteristics of age, gender, and sexuality most often
conditioned the selection of captives and their social location in captor
society, some captives were also selected or retained because of special
skills or dispositions they brought with them. Technological knowledge or



skill in craft production seems to have been especially valued. Personal
characteristics, such as intelligence, aggressiveness or passivity, flexibility,
and trustworthiness, among others, might also allow the captive an
increased degree of agency in captor society. Captives might develop skills
in captivity that could also affect social positioning, including knowledge of
multiple languages and cultures that allowed them to situate themselves as
cultural intermediaries. In many important ways social identity was based
on the degree to which captives were able to express agency (Robertson and
Robinson 2008, 267–73).

Assessing factors that affected the treatment of slaves, Patterson (1982,
179) argues that skilled captives might have received better treatment by
their captors than unskilled captives. Ancient Greek, Roman, and Islamic
societies relied heavily on their enslaved craftsmen for urban industries, and
skilled slaves occupied prominent positions that gave them a degree of
agency and autonomy. Slaves imported into the Lower Mississippi Valley
during the eighteenth century arrived from Africa with skills as
woodworkers, weavers, and blacksmiths, making them highly valued
merchandise in the local slave trade (Usner 1992, 55–56). The skilled slaves
created competition for the region’s nonslave craftsmen, many of whom
solved the problem by buying skilled slaves for their own craft businesses.
In New France during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, a
number of the New England captives taken during the French and Indian
Wars were weavers (Foster 2003). The weavers may or may not have been
directly targeted for capture in raids, but regardless, captors seem to have
immediately recognized their value. A French female entrepreneur who
developed the first textile industry in Canada purchased a number of them.

Small-scale societies valued skilled individuals as well. The Tlingits of
the Northwest Coast placed a high value on slaves able to carve totem poles
(Patterson 1982, 197). Another Northwest Coast group, the Mowachahts,
captured a white man named John Jewitt in the first years of the nineteenth
century. His life was spared because he was a blacksmith and could make
iron harpoons for the chief who held him (Ames 2001, 4; Stewart 1987). In
a study of female slaves among the Mangbetu of northeastern Zaire, Africa,
“opportunities emerged in slavery which allowed slaves to move from their
original complete dependence on their captors toward greater responsibility
and status. Many of the opportunities were determined by factors specific to



each slave’s situation: ethnic group; intelligence and speaking ability;
fertility; skill at farming or handicrafts; owner’s age, status, and personality;
and so forth. Generally the more valuable the slave was or could become to
the owner, the more likely he or she was to be integrated quickly into the
new society” (Keim 1983, 148–49). The same was true of Spanish captives
held by the Navajos, among whom long-held Spanish captives could
became prominent men (Brugge [1968] 2010, 128).

The captive’s attitude and initiative often significantly affected her
experience as well as her place in captor society. In Africa, among the Vai
of Sierra Leone, Holsoe (1977, 290) reports that slaves who worked hard
and were well-behaved could increase their status, even approaching the
status of the freeborn in the household in which they were held. The slave
who distinguished himself in war was especially valued. Still, the treatment
of the slave depended on the character and social position of the master. In
the Northwest Coast, “within the family group, a pleasant and industrious
slave was well off” (Marian Smith 1940, 52, cited in Donald 1997, 85).

The captive must not only have a good attitude; if she were to improve
her status, she had to succeed in endeavors that furthered captor goals.
Among the Comanches, captives could move from enslaved outsiders to
fully integrated members of the society, with the individual performance of
the captive key to the level of incorporation she achieved (Rivaya-Martínez
2012). Female captives could become wives but still occupied the lowest
status in polygynous families, where they were subservient to Comanche
wives (Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 57). Yet motherhood could raise a captive
woman’s status in the family and in the group (Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 53,
57). Male captives, especially those who had not been adopted, significantly
improved their status by distinguishing themselves in warfare; with
sufficient success they gained the same rights as native Comanches
(Rivaya-Martínez 2012, 58–59). Raiding allowed a male captive to obtain
wealth, and with wealth he could acquire wives and become an accepted (if
not actually full) member of the group.

Captives brought with them knowledge of other languages and other
cultures, which often made them invaluable to their captors. They formed
important links between groups of captive takers and captive givers that
facilitated vital exchanges (see also chapter 5). Certainly not all captives
maximized such roles, but some did, which significantly enhanced their



status in captor society (and in the society of their birth, if they returned). In
the Southwest Borderlands, many female captives operated as “cultural
intermediaries” between Spanish and indigenous cultures. Brooks (2002)
explores the lives of several women—captives or former captives—who,
because of their knowledge of multiple languages and cultures, carved out
positions as go-betweens among the groups in which they had lived, a
position that enhanced their level of influence (see also Barr 2007; Brugge
[1968] 2010, 127–28). For example, in 1680 a band of Navajo raiders
attacked a Spanish ranch in northern New Mexico and captured a seven-
year-old girl, Juana la Coyota, of mixed Indian-Spanish descent. She was
likely the product of a Spanish master’s sexual abuse of her mother, an
Indian from Zia Pueblo (Brooks 2002, 99–103). As a result of Juana’s
mixed origins, her captivity (she was redeemed and returned to Spanish
society after a number of years with the Navajos), and her mixed children,
she was able operate successfully between the Zia, Spanish, and Navajo
worlds, a position that gave her wealth and influence.

The Circumstances of Captive taking and Captive Social Position
The circumstances surrounding her capture partly determined a captive’s
social location; they set the tone for how she would be received and treated
in captor society. Many captives were taken during warfare, and captives
entered captor society accompanied by a wave of violent and negative
feelings toward the captive’s social group, especially if captor-society
warriors had been lost in battle. Where the captors’ worldview saw others
as amenable to “taming” and believed captives could be trained to become
kin (for example, in the Southeast), negative feelings might subside. Where
captives became slaves or occupied more liminal positions, their association
with a hated enemy might be remembered long after the act of capture and
constrain their social position and opportunities for social advancement.

When captives served as social nodes for interactions between captive
takers and captive givers (see above and chapter 5), their role as
intermediaries offered opportunities to enhance their social position. But
some captives were taken or traded far from their homes. In Africa slaves
were moved far away from home so they could not escape (Baier and
Lovejoy 1977, 399; Klein 1983, 77; Kopytoff and Miers 1977, 53). Gallay
(2002) reports that the Iroquois of the Northeast made long-distance raids



into the Southeast; southeastern captives might also be given or traded to a
distant tribe. On the Northwest Coast slaves were often taken from
neighbors and near neighbors, but an extensive slave trade network meant
that captives could pass from hand to hand and end up far from home.
Sometimes Northwest Coast warriors made long-distance maritime raids
along the coast (up to 1,000 km, or 620 mi.) in which captives were taken
(Donald 1997, 103–16; Mitchell 1984). Long-distance riverine slave raids
were common in tropical America, and sometimes raiders traveled more
than 600 km (372 mi.) to attack their victims (Santos-Granero 2009, 46, 49–
51, 56). Captives taken such great distances were isolated, which
diminished their ability to enhance their social position using natal
linguistic or cultural skills.

Because persons who occupied positions of wealth and high status
typically held captives, captives could at times use the status of their captors
to their advantage. For example, female slaves in Africa might achieve an
influential position as a wife or retainer of a king (Robertson and Klein
1983b, 16–17). Marriage to slaves was advantageous to African rulers
because, as noted above, slave women were without kin ties and unlikely to
have their loyalties divided between their husband and their natal family. In
a study of Spanish women captured by Indians in Argentina in the
seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, Socolow (1992) suggests that these
women actually gained social status in moving from a position as the wife
of a Spanish peasant to one as the wife of an Indian chief.

Socolow’s study highlights another factor that captives at times used to
their advantage. She discusses a Spanish woman in South America who was
captured by Indians as a child and had been taught the Spanish language by
other captive women, an obvious effort to maintain natal identity despite
their captivity (Socolow 1992, 88–89). Socolow’s example reveals that
large numbers of captives from the same or similar cultural traditions held
captive together might be able to maintain some natal traditions and
practices. They might use these practices to enhance their social position in
captor society, as has been found among slaves of African origin in the
American South (i.e., Fennell 2007; L. Ferguson 1992; see also Chernela
2003).



A Captive’s Story: Helena Valero, Napagnuma of the Yanomamö
In 1932 Helena Valero was a twelve-year-old Portuguese girl traveling with
her family up the Rio Dimiti near the border between Brazil and Venezuela
when she was captured by a group of Yanomamö (figure 4; Biocca [1965]
1996). Her riveting first-person account of more than two decades living as
an Indian woman in the Amazon jungle illustrates the complex social
interactions into which captives are plunged, as well as many of the patterns
that the cross-cultural discussion in this chapter highlights. Helena’s
enormous intelligence and courage helped her survive her initial captivity.
That she was a source of interest, affection, jealousy, and rage is almost
certainly typical of the experiences of captives in many parts of the world.
Because she was “other,” because of her age, sexuality, and gender, she was
valuable and hence eventually taken as a wife by a powerful male. But her
ultimate flight from the jungle with her children and her heartbreaking
attempts to return to Hispanic society demonstrate her precarious position
as “wife” in Yanomamö society. In times of tension, her “otherness” was
not only remembered but foregrounded and placed her life and those of her
half-Hispanic children in frequent danger.

Helena was initially taken by a group of Yanomamö called the
Kohoroshiwetari, but soon after her capture the Kohoroshiwetari were
attacked by another group, the Karawetari, who killed the Kohoroshiwetari
babies and children and took the women captive. Helena later heard that the
battle between the two groups had been waged over her—the Karawetari
wanted control of this white girl. They called her Napagnuma (“white
woman” or “foreign woman”), and by this name she was apparently widely
known among Yanomamö groups. Her sojourn with the Karawetari was not
long. During yet another attack, she was taken by the Shamatari, and in this
group she was the object of both interest and fear. Some Shamatari wanted
to kill her but eventually she was given to the chief’s father-in-law so his
wife could care for her. This family and other Shamatari women were kind
to her for a time, but the Karawetari women who had been captured with
her were jealous of the good treatment she received. One day she collected
and cooked a toad that turned out to be poison. A child she was caring for
ate it and died. The immediate calls to kill her were countered with pleas to
save her life. The woman with whom she was staying told her to run into



the jungle. Still a prepubescent child, she lived alone for seven months,
surviving on what she could gather in the jungle or scavenge from
abandoned gardens.

4. Helena Valero with three of her children, her second husband, Akawe, and her father. From Ettore
Biocca, Yanoáma: The Story of Helena Valero, a Girl Kidnapped by Amazonian Indians (New York:
E. P. Dutton, 1970), 377.

Found by another group, the Namoeteri, she had now become “of
consequence” (mature) and was desired by many of the men of the group.



Fifty of them came for her one day, and in the fight over her, she was
almost killed. Eventually the chief’s mother and daughters saved her. After
she recovered, another woman lied to the chief about things that
Napagnuma allegedly said about him. He came immediately to kill her, but
she vaulted the enclosure palisade and escaped into the jungle. Hidden in
the jungle near the shapuno from which she had fled, she was the subject of
an intense search by the Namoeteri. Eventually the chief, Fusiwe, captured
her as she came to a stream late at night for water. He still wanted to kill
her, but his mother, father, and another man convinced him to spare her.
Instead he took her as his fifth wife; two of his other wives were captives
from other Yanomamö groups.

Fusiwe was a significant chief who controlled not only his own group but
also three other groups when they were together. His oldest wife loved
Napagnuma and treated her kindly, but the other wives were often cruel.
Because she was white, they thought she should be able to make European-
style machetes, clothing, and cooking pots and they beat her when she said
she could not. The oldest wife often put Napagnuma in charge of the other
wives and eventually they followed her commands. Her influence as
“other,” along with her personal strength, combined to make her influential.
She once saved a young girl of mixed parentage from rape by shouting and
facing off the attackers. Yet when her first baby was born, the women of her
group wanted to kill it because it was white and hairless—different from
their babies. “Put him on the ground, put a tree-trunk over his neck and
tread on the trunk,” they said (Biocca [1965] 1996, 162). But Napagnuma’s
husband intervened to save the baby. Illogically, Napagnuma was blamed
for the hostility of another band toward the Namoeteri, who said their
enemies would “avenge themselves for the women we have stolen from
them; we did it on account of this woman here, Napagnuma” (Biocca
[1965] 1996, 176).

Napagnuma’s husband was killed in a protracted feud among related
bands of Yanomamö and she and her two children were taken in by yet
another related group. Some there argued to kill her and she fled with her
children. After days in the forest she ended up with a group of her dead
husband’s enemies. Following calls by many to kill her and her children,
the chief insisted they be spared, but men accosted her, wanting to take her
for a wife (Biocca [1965] 1996, 274–75). One day an old woman who lived



near a big river came to visit; she said that whites were traveling along the
river in boats. Napagnuma decided to go with her to try to return home, and
she and her children snuck away. But even here, there were people who
wanted to kill her children because they were boys of an enemy group.

Again they fled, and Napagnuma used vines to cross a raging river with
her two boys clinging to her. They took refuge with yet another band. Here
she was taken as a wife by Akawe, a man “who had many women, one
here, one there; to have more, he was prepared to kill” (Biocca [1965] 1996,
293). With him, Napagnuma gave birth to her third and fourth sons. But
Akawe blamed her for his imagined misfortunes and tried to kill her. She
was now old and he wanted younger women. Her first two children were
sent off to live with other groups.

Because she was now by the big river, Napagnuma determined to escape
back to the white world. She stole her two older children away from the
groups that held them and fled with all four children and her abusive
husband, who was being hunted for his misdeeds. She came upon an Anglo
who knew her father, and the family was conducted down the Rio Orinoco
and back into the world of the white man.

Back with her family, Helena was once again an outcast. Her Portuguese
brothers were ashamed of her Indian appearance and her mixed-blood
children. Her husband, Akawe, returned to the jungle. She asked for help
from the government, but it only wanted her sensational story and offered
no assistance. She was told to get a job, if she could. He sons were deemed
“backward” and denied entry into the schools. She and her children often
lacked food. Eventually she was able to get some education for her children
and she returned to live in a half world—with other Indians, but near a
mission. In her despair she said, “I thought everything would be different
among the white men” (Biocca [1965] 1996, 329).

Helena Valero’s story embodies many aspects of the experience of
captives in small-scale societies everywhere. She is admired, reviled, loved,
and used. She is captured over and over again or flees certain death to
another group. Some people are kind to her and treat her as one of their
own. Her intelligence and initiative and her association with the chief of her
group make her, at times, a highly influential member of society. Yet in
times of turbulence, she can instantly be pushed outside social group
boundaries. The death of her first husband leaves her and her children



vulnerable. Her children at various times are considered outsiders and
threatened with death. During her time with the Yanomamö, Helena is
called variously wife, sister-in-law, mother, and daughter-in-law, but she is
always called Napagnuma, “the foreigner,” a name that never left her. Her
liminal and contextual social location is part of the captive experience.
Helena’s tragic attempt to reenter the white world is also consistent with the
experience of many captives—the taint of the “other” followed her and her
children.

Captives, at the moment of capture, became ultimately vulnerable and
powerless and, most significantly, surrounded by people to whom they
claimed no kinship. As the hours and days of their captivity advanced, their
captors created a social position for them, a position carefully calculated to
make maximum use of these exposed people. The new social position was
somewhere along a continuum of belonging. They might be located outside
the kinship system in a slave status or marginally within the kinship system
as affinal kin (wives) or adopted as consanguineal kin, replacing captor
dead and building captor population. Even when they seemed to occupy one
or the other extreme along this continuum, their position was rarely fixed
and could change through time and with changing circumstances. In most
situations, captives were used to enhance the already high status of their
captors. The captors’ worldview and goals for the development of their own
social personhood dictated the social person the captive would become.

Captives were selected for capture because of their age, gender/sexuality,
and sometimes their skills or knowledge. They almost immediately entered
into a complex relationship with their captors in which the captors held the
upper hand. Captives were not entirely without power, however. They
maneuvered to improve their lot, but always in tandem with the needs and
goals of their captors. Captives who became mothers, were skilled
craftspersons, acquitted themselves well in war, or served as cultural
intermediaries negotiated a better position for themselves in captor society.
But this generally occurred only when their actions furthered the social,
economic, and spiritual goals of their captors. The relationship between
captors and their captives, played out over the duration of their captivity,



resulted in a constantly shifting social position for the captive and a
continual striving of the captor to maximize use of the captive.



4

Captives and the Creation of Power

Scholars have increasingly become aware that slavery cannot be studied as an isolated phenomenon,
detached from its broader social and political context. . . . Ignoring the larger context would run the
risk of transforming native forms of slavery into epiphenomena—curious and exotic customs without
any grounding on the configurations of power and meaning that generate them.

—Fernando Santos-Granero, Vital Enemies (2009)

The development of complex societies and the ways in which people gain
power over others constitute one of the major questions for archaeologists
attempting to understand the history of human culture change. Most
theories involve control of resources: critical means of production (land,
raw materials), food itself, or high-value goods. Control over resources that
others need or desire results in power over others; the more people an
aggrandizing individual (that is, ambitious people; Hayden 1996) controls,
the greater his power. Leaders who successfully develop or manage crucial
resources attract followers. Or when leaders use coercive methods to
appropriate crucial resources, the people who depend on those resources
naturally follow. No archaeologist would fail to acknowledge that power
accrues to those who gain the largest number of followers, and some even
suggest that warfare was a causal factor in the development of complex
societies, yet only a few archaeologists have suggested (usually in passing)
that captives played a key role in creating or increasing power bases for
leaders (see Carneiro 1991; Robertshaw 1999). This chapter does not argue
that captives were a primary factor in the development of complex
societies. Instead it begins an exploration of the ways captives were
involved in power acquisition in small-scale societies.

There are two major but entwined avenues for the creation of power that
involve captive taking. The first are situations where power is directly
related to the number of followers a leader can amass. Captives
immediately become followers and simply by their presence increase the
social power and status of their captors. In the second, power results from



control over labor and the production of surplus or valuable goods. Captive
taking creates laborers, and captives become tools for increasing
production, which brings leaders wealth and power. Scholars studying
small-scale societies disagree about whether captives are economically
profitable or whether they are simply luxury goods used primarily as status
symbols for their owners. Donald (1997, 131) points out that captives can
function as both a source of prestige and a source of economically valuable
labor and that there is no contradiction in these two roles (but see Watson
1980, 13–14, for the argument that Chinese domestic slaves were status
symbols only).

The chapter begins by exploring the social and economic avenues toward
power that captives create. These avenues range from newly arrived
captives forming low-status groups and instantly raising the status of others
in captor society, to captives being highly productive laborers and regularly
producing a surplus for their captors. Three case studies that illustrate the
use of captives to gain or express power in small-scale societies follow this
discussion. They emphasize that the arrival of captives opens avenues
outside the imposed limits of kinship that captors may exploit in their
strivings for power. The case studies also underscore the highly interrelated
ways that captives produce power for their captors.

The Acquisition of Power in Small-Scale Societies
This section examines the nature of power in small-scale societies,
beginning with a discussion of social stratification among such groups and
the role of warfare in the creation of power. One of the most important
messages for archaeologists is that there can be significant social
stratification even in the “simplest” societies. Then two major sources of
power in which captives had the potential to play important roles—social
and economic—are discussed. Individuals who are already wealthy and
powerful often gain the most from war and captive taking. These activities
also allowed status-seeking young men to build a retinue of followers and a
foundation for future status gains.

Social Stratification in Small-Scale Societies



Leaders in small-scale societies generally consist of family or lineage
heads. In tribal societies, power is usually situational (e.g., a leader emerges
during times of war) or diffuse (a religious leader is influential but lacks the
economic base necessary for the effective use of power). Tribal societies
have a variety of crosscutting social institutions, beyond basic kin ties, that
integrate members of the society. Different elements of the society may join
together or separate depending on external challenges. In these societies,
individuals gain status and power through individual acts and often through
hosting feasts or other displays of wealth. In chiefdoms, lineages are graded
on a scale of prestige in relation to a senior lineage that is headed by a chief
(Earle 1997, 5–6; Yoffee 1993, 61–62). In other words, social organization
remains kinship based but is more hierarchically organized than in a tribal
society. The role of chief is hereditary, and prestige and rank are determined
by how closely one is related to the chief. A chief can demand food and
other goods from his followers, but he must also reward family, followers,
and warriors for their loyalty. In these social formations, more people
means more power, and the larger social unit an aggrandizing individual
can put together, the greater status that individual can amass. Because
rewarding followers is essential to maintaining their loyalty, power and
status are also based on a leader’s ability to control foodstuffs and other
goods. While most archaeologists assume small, band-level societies are
largely egalitarian with social differences based primarily on age and
gender, ethnohistoric accounts establish that even these societies exhibit
significant social stratification, including slaveholding.

Warfare is common in both tribes and chiefdoms, and in many chiefdom-
level societies it is considered endemic (Arkush and Allen 2006; Guilaine
and Zammit 2005; Keeley 1996, 32–33; LeBlanc 1999; LeBlanc and
Register 2003; Lekson 2002). Tribal-level societies typically engage in
small-scale raids, while chiefs often maintain groups of high-ranking
warriors and undertake larger-scale warfare. Both tribes and chiefdoms take
captives during war and raids against other groups, and in many cases the
taking of captives, especially women, is a major objective (Golitko and
Keeley 2007, 339; Keeley 1996, 86; LeBlanc 2002, 362; LeBlanc and
Register 2003, 71, 208; see also R. Ferguson and Whitehead [1992] 1999,
23–24; also, on raiding for wives, see Barnes 1999; Bowser 2008; DeBoer
2008; Jorgensen 1980; McLennan 1865). Warfare and captive taking are



important elements of male status striving in small-scale societies. Local
legends, myths, and epic accounts of “warrior elites” often celebrated
captive taking and the high rank accrued to successful raiders (e.g., Junker
2008, 119). Such cultural beliefs not only fueled raiding and warfare but
validated the taking and keeping of captives; as a result, captives became
well-recognized and accepted social actors in the captor societies that held
them.

Maschner and Reedy-Maschner (1998), in an article that examines
warfare among complex hunter-gatherers on the north Pacific Rim, are
explicit about the role of status-seeking young males in captive taking
among the village-based societies of this region. They use archaeological
data to show that violence and warfare evident in the ethnographic record
extend several thousand years into prehistory. Arguing against scholars who
see warfare and raiding as the result of conflict over land or food or as the
result of colonial intrusion, Maschner and Reedy-Maschner (1998)
emphasize that warfare was a way for young males to gain status. In fact,
they argue that in societies where there has been a decrease in subsistence
hunting (a traditional source of male status), men turn instead to violence
and warfare as avenues for achieving social status (this idea was proposed
by Trigger [1969, 52] with regard to a decrease in hunting among the
Hurons of the northeastern United States). The primary motives for warfare
expressed in ethnohistorical accounts from the north Pacific Rim were
exacting revenge and acquiring slaves and women (Maschner and Reedy-
Maschner 1998, 42).

Even in band-level societies where hunting remained a major subsistence
strategy and warfare was limited, stealing or appropriating women and
children increased the status and power of certain families. The Tutchone
Athapaskans of the Upper Yukon River basin of Canada lived in a harsh
environment and depended on hunting and fishing for the majority of their
food (Legros 1985). When first described in the mid-nineteenth century,
they had a population density of less than one person per one hundred
square kilometers (thirty-eight square miles) and lived mostly in groups of
one to three nuclear families, but a few groups included as many as ten
families (Legros 1985, 46). In spite of a low population density, the
Tutchones exhibited significant social stratification. Larger groups
controlled the best fishing, hunting, and resource extraction areas, as well as



trade with external groups. These families consolidated power through
strategic intermarriages that prevented alliance with poor families. Poor
families often faced starvation in the marginal areas remaining to them.
Furthermore, powerful men could increase the size of their group and their
productive power by stealing or simply appropriating the women and
children of the poor, incorporating them as slaves in the semipermanent
settlements over which they presided (Legros 1985, 59–61). Slaves could
also be purchased or created when the poor sold themselves to the rich in
order to survive. The status of slaves among the Tutchones was clear; they
could be beaten or killed at the whim of their owner. Legros (1985, 62)
reports that other band-level societies in the same region and elsewhere
exhibited similar levels of social stratification.

Captives and Social Power
Captives opened avenues for the creation of social power in several ways.
By their mere presence, captives created a stratified social system. In some
societies they helped create not only an elite class but a leisure class that did
little or no work. Captives functioned as attendants and retainers and were
living symbols of the high status of their owners. The entry of captives into
captor society, as well as the reproductive abilities of women captives,
allowed leaders or status-seeking men to increase the size of their family or
number of followers without incurring obligations of bride price or debts to
other kin groups. In situations where increased population results in power
for leaders and status seekers, captives are a key source of power.

In small-scale societies, captives entered captor society at the lowest rung
of the social ladder and their presence created a system of stratification. As
Patterson (1982, 33) notes in his influential study of slavery, in small-scale
societies where there were few differences in social status, slaves might be
the only form of wealth that created permanent status distinctions. In a
study of the ways captives were incorporated into the indigenous societies
of Amazonia, Bowser (2008) emphasizes the marginal social location
captives typically occupied, even when they were admitted into the social
system through marriage. For example, among the Tupinamba of the
Brazilian coast, a captured woman could be taken as a secondary wife,
subordinate to the first wife. Captured wives among the Yanomamö of
Venezuela and Brazil were more likely to be abused by their husbands, like



Yanomamö women who were without kin (Bowser 2008, 272). Among the
Arawakans of the Peruvian Amazon, captive children, especially girls, were
frequently accused of witchcraft and executed (Bowser 2008, 276). In
Africa, captive men, women, and children, regardless of how they are
integrated into the society, may be the first to be sloughed off through sale,
trade, or expulsion during times of economic downturn or famine (Isaacman
and Isaacman 1977, 117; Klein 1977, 343; Kopytoff and Miers 1977, 12).

Captives not only highlight captor power through their low status and
poor treatment, they become visible symbols of their master’s status in
other ways. Captives might relieve him or her of the most onerous domestic
and subsistence tasks (gathering firewood, fetching water, preparing food).
In societies with an elite class (even small-scale societies), the elite may do
little real work. In both small-scale and state-level societies, labor is often
scorned by the elite. As Patterson (1982, 34, following Finley 1964; see
also Karras 1988, 16; Patterson 1977) notes, it is not labor itself that is
despised, but labor for others that is conceived as demeaning. “Among the
tribes with a slave standing, work had become dishonorable” (Patterson
1982, 84–85). The often stark disparity in quotidian routines between
masters and their captives constantly stressed their relative status. Captives
might serve as attendants, retainers, or warriors; they carried the master’s
goods and sometimes his or her person (figure 5). They were an outward
display of the wealth and power of their captors, a constant visual reminder
of the power of the master over others. Captives frequently served as
sacrificial victims, demonstrating the owner’s wealth through his ability to
destroy his most valuable goods (Donald 1997, 34; Miers and Kopytoff
1977; A. Reid and Brewster 1983, 24–25). In other words, by their
presence, the tasks they accomplished, and sometimes the manner of their
death, captives not only created power for their captors but also symbolized
it.

Captives increased the number of followers a leader or status-seeking
male controlled, thereby increasing his status. The reproductive capabilities
of female captives promised further increase in the size of a status-seeking
man’s family or lineage. As Patterson (1982, 33) points out with regard to
slaves in small-scale groups, “there was not a mass consumption society
with ever increasing demand for commodities, but a society with mass
demand for persons as retainers in the escalating demand for power. Power



over slaves, then, was both the direct exercise and enjoyment of power and
an investment in the means of reproducing and accumulating power over
others.” In other words, increasing the number of their kinsmen and
dependents was the primary method aggrandizing men in small-scale
societies used to increase political and social power. Thornton ([1999]
2003, 16) points out that legal systems in Africa did not recognize land as
private property; rights over people were what mattered, and this “gave
special impetus to slavery as an institution for private, revenue-producing
wealth. Indeed, ownership of slaves in Africa was virtually equivalent to
owning land in western Europe or China” (see also Isaacman and Isaacman
1977, 117). Watson (1980, 11–12, following Goody 1971, 32), in an attempt
to understand how captives or slaves were integrated into the societies that
held them, highlights the importance of demography. In Africa’s sparsely
inhabited landscape, land was plentiful and people were the scarce resource.
Here captives acquired during warfare and raiding, women especially, could
be incorporated into society as wives or concubines, increasing the size and
prestige of the group.



5. Chief Carried on the Back of a Slave carved figure. Attributed to the Kwakwaka’wakw people.
The distinctive headdress of the upper figure indicates a person of status, while the crudely carved
face of the lower figure suggests his subordinate role. Courtesy UBC Museum of Anthropology,
Vancouver, Canada. Photograph by Derek Tan. MOA ID# A17154.

Captive women can be taken without incurring any obligations to another
kin group, as captives are by definition without kin (Cooper 1979, 117;
Robertshaw and Duncan 2008, 71; Robertson and Klein 1983b, 6). These
women and their offspring increase the size of their captor’s social group,
but without kinship restrictions and entanglements. The taking of captives
could be potentially revolutionary because the individual who controls



captives—whether men, women, or children—develops a power base
independent of other kinship groups, giving him a decided edge (Cooper
1979, 107).

Captives as Economic Power
The most familiar system of slavery today is the American plantation
system in which slaves, captured in Africa or born into slave status,
composed a highly segregated and stigmatized class whose extracted labor
produced goods that supported an elite class. In spite of the fact that
captives in some small-scale societies could be defined as slaves, most
became an intimate part of the captor’s domestic scene. As wives or
secondary wives, adoptees, concubines, personal servants, or supplemental
labor, captives often slept in the same houses as their masters and undertook
the same sorts of tasks as other members of the society. Captives do not
generally seem to have been a drain on household resources (e.g., see
arguments in Donald [1997] regarding the Northwest Coast). Instead strong
evidence shows that captive labor allowed captors to accumulate and
control surplus food and other goods essential to hosting status-enhancing
public ceremonies and to attracting and keeping followers. Food and other
goods could be used (along with the captives themselves) in power-
generating systems of trade and exchange.

This is true even at the smallest social scale. The Tutchones of the Upper
Yukon, described previously, traded a variety of commodities (fur robes,
embroidered coats, etc.) with the coastal Tlingits, neighboring Athapaskan
groups, and other Tutchone subgroups (Legros 1985, 46). Powerful family
heads monopolized all trade interactions with other groups. Tutchone slaves
were forced into the most difficult and demeaning tasks (fetching water,
gathering firewood, preparing meat and hides), which created free time for
their owners to produce commodities for trade. Slaves also produced
commodities for their masters, further increasing their wealth and status.

Unlike among the Tutchones, subsistence in most of the small-scale
societies considered here was based on horticulture, although some were
complex hunter-gatherers whose rich environment offered surplus food. In
horticultural societies, women provide much of the agricultural and other
productive labor, and captive women could add significantly to the labor
force (Patterson 1982, 179). This was especially true in Africa, where labor-



intensive hoe agriculture depended primarily on female labor (see chapters
in Robertson and Klein 1983a, especially Meillassoux 1983, 49–50, 1991;
Robertson and Klein 1983b, 9–10). In a study of the development of states
in fifteenth-century Uganda, Robertshaw (1999) argues that the labor of
captive women may have been an important element in an increased
agricultural production that permitted co-opting of power by prominent
chiefs.

Similarly, among complex hunter-gatherers women also provide much of
the labor involved in food procurement and processing. Among the tribes of
the Northwest Coast, women’s labor was essential for processing and
drying salmon, a food that could be gathered only at limited times of the
year but was needed at other times (Donald 1997, 25). As described below,
the forcing of captive women and captive men into women’s labor roles
allowed the production of surplus in these societies (Donald 1997).
Captives, especially women, therefore, added significantly to the labor
force in horticultural and complex hunter-gatherer societies, allowing the
production of a surplus in areas where it otherwise might not have been
possible.

Captive labor was important in the creation of surplus, but how did
aggrandizing males convert surplus to power? The labor of captive women
is implicated here, too. In small-scale societies, power is often created and
displayed through what Hayden (1996, 127) calls “competitive feasting.”
He sees the competitive feast as an important avenue for developing
hierarchical and centralized political control. Competitive feasts involve
competition for both economic gain and control over labor. They occur only
in societies where the creation of a surplus is possible (Hayden 1996, 129).
Aggrandizing individuals make contractual arrangements with other
community members or with other groups in order to gain the surplus they
need to stage a competitive feast. Aggrandizers achieve social and
economic gain not only by amassing goods but also because the people who
participate in the feast are now indebted to them.

Captives can accelerate the process of amassing surplus for competitive
feasts and open new avenues for the acquisition of power (Hayden [1996]
does not mention captives). Women who were skilled at horticultural tasks
as well as in the production of foodstuffs and alcoholic beverages usually
featured at competitive feasts. As demonstrated in the case studies below,



aggrandizers used captive women as a labor source that was independent of
ties of kinship and the gift giving and repayment usually involved in
creating a surplus. Cooper’s (1979, 107) assessment, cited previously, is
pertinent here: captives provide aggrandizers with an independent power
base unavailable through normal means. For example, as discussed below,
DeBoer (1986) found that among the Conibo of Amazonian Peru, captive
wives not only supplied the additional labor needed to increase the output
of manioc and maize but also undertook the laborious process of turning
these products into beer, which was used at status-enhancing feasts that
attracted followers to aggrandizing males. Clearly, taking captives was an
important strategy for acquiring power.

An additional, and often complimentary, avenue toward the accumulation
of wealth and power is control of the production of craft goods and other
portable objects used in trade or gift exchange. The types of materials vary,
of course, but commonly include containers, textiles, furs, tools, decorative
objects, ritual objects, prestige goods, raw materials for ornament
production, and the like (see, e.g., articles in Costin and Wright 1998;
Hruby and Flad 2007; Shimada 2007; Stark, Bowser, and Horne 2008). At
the simplest level, among the band-level Tutchones slaves accomplished
much of the drudge labor (gathering water and wood and processing fish,
meat, and hides), leaving their wealthy owners time for producing status-
enhancing prestige items or goods for trade (Legros 1985, 61). In more
complex societies captives could be a labor force for larger-scale craft
production. Tribal-level societies typically do not have full-time craft
specialists, but certain individuals or even villages may specialize, part-
time, in the production of a particular object that requires knowledge of a
somewhat complex technology, such as pottery or metal objects (see
Cordell 2006; Spielmann 1998). Craft producers can distribute the product
to nearby villages or more distant locations in return for needed agricultural
or other subsistence goods. In somewhat more complex societies the chief
may support craft specialists who produce a particular product. The chief
then distributes these goods to gain the support of his followers or trades
them in return for other wealth (however, Lass [1998] shows considerable
variation in the amount of control Hawaiian chiefs exerted over specialists
who produced different crafts).



Captives are a ready labor force that can be set to craft production and
controlled by an aggrandizing individual. Captors sometimes even targeted
skilled craftspeople during raids and warfare specifically because of their
abilities (see chapter 6; see also Cameron 2011; Patterson 1982, 179).
Women’s work was important here, too. Women were often potters, textile
makers, processors of hides, and producers of other easily transported
goods. For example, captives among the protohistoric North American
Plains tribes were apparently involved in the labor-intensive production of
bison robes and hides. Habicht-Mauche (2008) suggests that Plains men
used captive taking as one way of increasing their access to women’s labor.
Multiple wives working together significantly increased the number of
hides produced each year. Men who amassed hides to exchange with other
groups gained significant wealth and status.

Captives not only made portable wealth, they also embodied it. Trading
or selling captives over wide areas after their capture ensured in part that
they were far enough from their home that escape or rescue was impossible
(Baier and Lovejoy 1977, 399; DeBoer 1986; Junker 2008; Klein 1983, 77;
Kopytoff and Miers 1977, 53; Mitchell 1984, 42; Santos-Granero 2009), but
it also occurred because they were highly valuable and constituted a source
of wealth for aggrandizing individuals. Patterson (1982, 148) argues that
captives may have constituted the earliest article of external and long-
distance trade. As discussed below, Ames (2008) documents slave trade
routes among the indigenous peoples of the Northwest Coast that
apparently operated prehistorically (see also Mitchell 1984). Northwest
Coast trade extended to inland regions, where, Legros (1985, 60) reports,
Tlingit trading parties occasionally entered the territory of the Tutchones to
sell slaves in exchange for furs. Among the chiefdoms of the Cauca Valley
of Colombia, the earliest European accounts describe an extensive trade in
captives as well as the presence of slave markets (Carneiro 1991). In the
American Southwest in the postcontact period, Brooks (2002) describes
widespread raiding and trade of captives that enmeshed a variety of
indigenous and European groups (see also Brooks 1998).

Extensive trade in captives has been well documented historically for
many parts of the Old World, including ancient Greece and Rome, the
Islamic slave trade in Africa that commenced before 1000 CE, the extensive
Viking-era slave trade (eighth through eleventh centuries), and eventually



the Atlantic slave trade (Patterson 1982, 148–64; Walvin 2006). In fact,
Patterson (1982, viii) argues that Islam would not have existed and spread
without slaves, as they gave the elite an ability to gain power (see also S.
Haas 1942). Captives in these societies functioned as more than simply
social persons. Around the world, they are repeatedly described as media of
exchange (Brugge 1993b, 97; Taylor 2001, 35; Warren [1981] 1985, 186,
201). Patterson (1982, 167–71) recounts the many places in the world
where slaves were used as money. For example, in early medieval Ireland,
the cumal, or female slave, was the highest unit of value. She was a
standard unit of value for fines, she was used as a measure of the value of
land, and cumal were also used as a method of payment. Similarly, among
the Kalinago of the Caribbean, the frequent exchange of captives also
resulted in a fixed rate of exchange: one captive was worth one calloúcouli,
a metal ornament (Santos-Granero 2009, 151). The high value of women,
especially those with skills, to ancient Greeks is also evident in Homer’s
Iliad. At the funeral for Achilles’s friend Patroklos, first prize in the chariot
race was a woman “skilled in all useful arts,” while fourth prize was “two
talents of gold” (Homer 1898, XXIII).

Captive Taking and Power in Three Small-Scale Societies
Three societies that practiced captive taking illustrate how captives could be
a source of power for aggrandizing individuals. These examples highlight
both the variety of ways captives are used in power acquisition and the fact
that these different avenues toward power are often parallel.

The Northwest Coast
The environmentally rich and demographically dense Northwest Coast was
home to complex hunter-gatherers who exhibited significant social
stratification (see chapter 2 for a full description of this region). Northwest
Coast communities had at least three social classes: titleholders,
commoners, and slaves (Donald 1997, 25). The titleholder class included
“chiefs,” who held many hereditary titles, rights, and privileges, and other
titleholders, who owned a few titles (Ames and Maschner 1999, 27).
Titleholders had no real power or authority outside their own kin group,
although they might have considerable prestige in the community. No



multicommunity political units existed. As Ames and Maschner (1999, 178)
report, “Chiefs could be quite authoritarian, and act with great dignity and
pomp, but they had little or no power to make people do their bidding.
Chiefs had to wheedle, cajole, or persuade their people to do what they
wished.” Both men and women held hereditary titles. Women were only
rarely household heads, but high-status women could still exhibit enormous
prestige, influence, and authority (Ames and Maschner 1999, 179).

Raiding and warfare were common among Northwest Coast societies
both historically and prehistorically (figure 6). “Powerful and high-ranking
war leaders led their lineages and clans on raids that might involve
hundreds of warriors in dozens of 18m [60-ft.] war canoes” (Ames and
Maschner 1999, 195; see also Ruby and Brown 1993, 57, 187, 244, 261,
263 for accounts of raids). Warfare has been documented prehistorically as
early as the Early Pacific period (4400–1800 BCE), although its intensity
varied over time (Ames and Maschner 1999; see also chapter 2). The major
cause of warfare was revenge for real or perceived slights, but the capture
of slaves was especially important (Ames and Maschner 1999, 197; Donald
1997, 105; Mitchell 1984, 39). During battle, men were most often killed
because they were dangerous and they could provide valuable trophy heads
(Donald 1997, 112; see also Lovisek 2007, 53). A raider who killed an adult
male might also appropriate the songs, dances, or rituals the dead man had
controlled in life. Women and children were preferred as slaves and
preferentially taken during warfare. Individuals who had previously been
enslaved were often captured over and over again because their position in
captor society was so vulnerable (Donald 1997, 112).



6. A Northwest Coast Village. Men are returning from a raid, with bound captives and trophy heads.
By François Girard, courtesy Canadian Museum of History, 1-A-42, S95-23505.

Raids for captives provided an immediate avenue toward the creation of
wealth. Not only an economically important labor source, captives also
functioned as a source of wealth in status-enhancing ceremonies and as
trade items (Mitchell 1984). Slaves were held almost exclusively by
titleholders, and a titleholder’s status was measured in large part by the
number of slaves he held (Donald 1997, 87). Titleholders inherited their
rank but had to validate it with potlatches and other activities; giving away
or destroying slaves was part of title validation. “Descent from a high
ranking family was necessary to assert or maintain high status, but the
possession of wealth was crucial. Though numbers of wives . . . and
sons . . . as well as dentalia [shells] and other property . . . were said to be
important for chiefly status, the possession of slaves was mentioned most
often” (Hajda 2005, 570). Titleholder kin groups rather than individuals
generally owned slaves. Still, the most prominent men controlled the use of



the slaves and might assign them to their wives or daughters as personal
servants.

Commoners and slaves on the Northwest Coast may have worked at the
same tasks, but activities apparently differed for elite titleholders (Donald
1997, 124). Most of the daily drudgery in titleholder households fell to
slaves, including domestic work (carrying water, gathering firewood,
preparing fish and game), while the head of a household group undertook
mostly managerial and ceremonial labor and shunned everyday tasks
(Donald 1997). Among some Northwest Coast groups, female slaves served
as constant attendants to the daughters of important titleholders (Donald
1997, 127). Oberg (1973, 87, cited in Donald 1997, 124) states, with regard
to highborn Tlingits, “Common labor is quite impossible if he wishes to
maintain his prestige. Anyeti [titleholder] women are not taught the
common art of weaving . . . in fact girls who have never worked are
considered special prizes to be won in marriage” (for the Chinooks, see
Ross [1849] 1969, 92, cited in Donald 1997, 132; Ruby and Brown 1993,
39–74). In Northwest Coast societies, both titleholder men and women had
many slave attendants who answered their every need, including
accompanying their masters on war expeditions and even fulfilling
commands to commit murder (Donald 1997, 127–28; Ruby and Brown
1993, 62–63).

Some scholars assert that the contributions of slaves to Northwest Coast
economies were negligible and in fact that slaves were a noneconomic drain
on their owners’ resources (see Drucker 1965, 52; Rohner and Rohner
1970, 79, cited in Donald 1997, 39). But others argue that raiding for slaves
was an important method of creating wealth (Mitchell 1984, 46). Donald
(1997, 135) shows that captives were a key source of labor in the
procurement and especially the processing of salmon, one of the most
important resources for Northwest Coast tribes. Ames (2008), using
archaeological data, supports Donald’s conclusions, showing that slave
labor was likely necessary for the levels of processing and storage evident
at prehistoric Northwest Coast sites, and he agrees with Donald that slaves
were essential for producing the wealth necessary for elites to maintain their
status.

As in many societies, slaves on the Northwest Coast provided labor for
titleholders without the reciprocal obligations that came with requests to kin



for their labor. As scholars note (Ames and Maschner 1999, 178; Donald
1997, 137–38), kin were obligated but not required to perform labor for
titleholders in their community, whereas slaves had to comply with such
requests, under threat of death. Because demands made by titleholders on
slaves were fulfilled without incurring any reciprocal obligations, slave
labor was free labor. The surplus produce that slave labor created allowed
titleholders to increase their power by holding feasts and ceremonies. Gift
giving at these ceremonies validated titleholder claims to their title and
position, and when titleholder guests received gifts, they publicly
acknowledged their host’s claims (Donald 1997, 31). Donald (1997, 297)
describes four ways slaves contributed to the ability of titleholders to host
feasts: slaves helped amass the food and other goods necessary for the feast;
slaves became gifts to other titleholders invited to the feast; slaves could be
traded for furs and other goods to be given away at the feast; and slaves
might be killed to demonstrate the wealth and power of the titleholder host.

Slaves were important items of trade. Among the Chinooks, captives
were the highest priced trade item, second only to the highly valued
“coppers” that circulated along the Northwest Coast (Mitchell 1984, 40,
citing Ray 1938, 51; see also Donald 1997, 150–51, which gives the value
of slaves in terms of coppers for many Northwest Coast groups). Using
historic records, Donald (1997, 139–56) reconstructed major northern and
southern slave-trading routes in the Northwest Coast that could move slaves
hundreds of miles. Ames (2008, 144–46) shows the close correspondence
between the prehistoric movement of obsidian and Donald’s southern slave
trade route, implying that these slave trade routes may have operated long
before European contact.

A series of events in the late 1830s, well documented in the journals of
the Hudson’s Bay Company, illustrates the key role captives played in the
creation and display of wealth (Mitchell 1984, 41; Donald 1997, 114). A
group of warriors from the area of the Skeena River traveled south to
Vancouver Island, captured twenty women, and traded them to other groups
for furs. The furs were then taken to Fort Simpson and exchanged for
European goods. These goods were the wealth used by a titleholder in the
raiders’ group to host a large feast that validated his status. Other sorts of
transactions also used slaves as wealth items. For example, they were part
of the exchange of goods between families at the marriage of titleholders.



When someone was killed, slaves could be given to the deceased’s family
as compensation (Donald 1997, 156–64).

The Conibo of the Ucayali Basin
The Conibo are one of the Panoan-speaking groups that live along the
Ucayali River in eastern Peru (figure 7; Steward and Métraux 1948, 567–
69). The Ucayali flows northward along the eastern base of the Peruvian
Andes through lowland tropical forest and eventually joins the Amazon
River. This relatively flat landscape, much of it covered by water, is
characterized by rich, fertile soil and diverse riverine and riparian fauna
(DeBoer 1990, 83; Santos-Granero 2009, 23–24). When first contacted by
the Spanish in the sixteenth century, the Conibo were one of a number of
large, complexly organized, and competing polities living along the river,
while away from the river were many smaller, less sedentary, and less
complex groups (DeBoer 1990, 83–84). These horticulturalists, who grew
maize and sweet manioc, also relied on fishing, wild plant collecting, and
hunting (Steward and Métraux 1948, 567–69). A sixteenth-century
European explorer reported that the Conibo lived in large villages
consisting of two hundred to four hundred houses with populations perhaps
larger than two thousand people (Santos-Granero 2009, 23; see DeBoer
1981, figure 1, for later population estimates). Villages might include two
or three local groups, each ruled by its own headman, that banded together
for defense (Santos-Granero 2009, 22–23, 25). Myers (1974) reviews the
reports of early explorers to confirm the presence of large villages along the
Ucayali. His interpretation of these data suggests that the Conibo and other
major riverine tribes could be considered to have a chiefdom level of
political organization.



7. A group of Cunivo [Conibo] Indians on the Rio Ucayali, Peruvian Montaña. Some of the women
in the front may be captives. Photograph by either Charles Kroehle or George Huebner, late 1880s.
Courtesy National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, photo lot 129.

The Conibo engaged in frequent warfare against their neighbors, often
traveling hundreds of miles in flotillas of large canoes to attack other
villages (the following discussion is taken from Santos-Granero 2009, 55–
63, unless otherwise noted). “No-man’s-lands” along the Ucayali River
were observed by early Spanish explorers, suggesting longstanding warfare
in the region (DeBoer 1981; Myers 1974, 141). The Conibo also conducted
raids against the smaller groups who lived on tributaries of the Ucayali, and
these raids were the most productive in terms of captives and booty. Raiders
embarked on their trip with almost empty canoes in anticipation of
returning fully loaded with clothing, blankets, salt, valuable ornaments,
other goods, and many captives. The goals of Conibo raiding were to
destroy the settlements of their enemies and take captive as many women
and children as possible. Raiders generally killed adult men so they would
not pursue the raiders; killing the men was also intended to make captive
women and children forget their past lives—they had no home to escape to.



Some scholars suggest that the focus of captive taking was on women who
could be incorporated as wives, but Santos-Granero’s (2009, 61) careful
analysis of early documents shows that the capture of children was equally
important, if not more so.

The Conibo practiced head elongation and female circumcision and took
captives mostly from groups that did not follow these practices. As a result,
regardless of how long captives lived with the Conibo, their physical
characteristics marked them as “wild” and “uncivilized” (Santos-Granero
2009, 178). In Conibo villages, captives underwent rituals intended to both
incorporate them into Conibo society and distinguish them from “true”
Conibo (Santos-Granero 2009, 111–12). Their hair was cut in distinctive
ways, and they were referred to by the same words used for pets or
domesticated animals (Santos-Granero 2009, 179).

Female child captives were often raised to be spouses for the sons of their
captors. At puberty, they might be circumcised (considered civilizing), an
act that rendered them suitable as wives. Adult women too old for the
circumcision ritual were considered “uncivilized” and could only become
concubines. Women who became concubines functioned as household
servants rather than as wives (Santos-Granero 2009, 131). These servant
women did far more of the most arduous household work than Conibo
wives, including planting; harvesting; carrying loads; weaving clothing,
bags, and mosquito nets; and making maize beer. Captive children cared for
the elderly, and most Conibo men owned one or more of these children
(Santos-Granero 2009, 132). As they grew, captive boys took on more
laborious tasks, carrying firewood, clearing gardens, paddling or carrying
canoes, and loading and unloading cargo. They also made canoes, an
enormously time-consuming process but a key element in the raiding and
captive taking practices of Conibo society (Santos Granero 2009, 132).

Captives did the most difficult and time-consuming work for their
household. Their Conibo masters were not completely relieved of daily
domestic or subsistence tasks but worked alongside their captives. The
labor of their captives increased household wealth and prestige, however.
Captive females’ labor could increase the status of their male masters while
at the same time reducing the amount of work required of Conibo wives
(Santos-Granero 2009, 132). Because male captives took on time-
consuming jobs such as clearing gardens and building canoes, male masters



had more time to devote to raiding and trading, activities that brought status
and wealth.

Conibo men’s status depended on their success in war, and the most
successful men were able to have multiple wives (Santos-Granero 2009,
55–63). Raiding and taking captives allowed younger Conibo men to obtain
wives when the older, more powerful men had co-opted women within the
group (see also DeBoer 1986). While most men had no more than two
wives, war leaders had three or more (Santos-Granero 2009, 62). The ideal
of the successful Conibo man centered on his courage and success in
warfare; after death, successful warriors were thought to enter an afterworld
where they engaged in tournaments and were served by beautiful women
(Santos-Granero 2009, 63).

Status production for males among the Conibo was in many ways similar
to that in the Northwest Coast. Using historic documents from the
seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, DeBoer (1986) argues that female
labor was fundamental to the development of Conibo men’s power and
social status and was a primary reason they raided for women to become
their wives or concubines. Women were responsible not only for most of
the agricultural production but also for the time-consuming production of
beer made from manioc. Beer was a key element of the competitive feasts
that were the primary avenue for men to achieve social status. Therefore,
the more women a man had, the greater his chances of being able to host a
large feast. Archaeological evidence presented by DeBoer (1986) suggests
that the practice of competitive feasting extends well into prehistory. It is
more difficult to demonstrate prehistoric captive taking, but DeBoer (1986)
believes the same patterns seen historically were also common in the past.

As in the Northwest Coast, Conibo masters traded or sold their captives,
usually shortly after capture but sometimes after the captive women had
served as concubines or captive children had been raised for a time in a
Conibo home (Santos-Granero 2009, 154). Seventeenth-century explorers
reported that after a successful Conibo raid, they would trade captives with
groups on the lower Ucayali for iron tools (Steward and Métraux 1948,
562). Sometimes trade in captives went the other way, with Conibo
exchanging iron tools for captive children held by interior tribes away from
the main waterway (Santos-Granero 2009, 154). If captives had a “wealth”
value as well as a “labor” value historically among the Conibo, it is likely



that precontact trade in captives provided another source of wealth and
power for Conibo men.

Maritime Chiefdoms of Coastal Philippines and Adjacent Parts of
Southeast Asia
Even prior to the first historic records (prior to the current era) island
Southeast Asia consisted of groups representing a variety of socioeconomic
levels: band-level hunter-gatherers, tribal agriculturalists, and socially
ranked chiefdoms (Bellwood 1992, 55). For most of the last two millennia
it was a region of low population with groups living in disconnected
territories. The region has a strong maritime orientation, and slave raiding
and trading is one aspect of this adaptation that has been well documented
by historians of the early modern period (after 1500 CE) using abundant
historical documents and ethnohistoric accounts (A. Reid 1983, 27–33;
Warren [1981] 1985). These practices also extended into the precontact
period (Junker 2008). In explaining the causes of low population during the
premodern era in Southeast Asia, Anthony Reid (1992) cites the constancy
of warfare and its disruption of domestic life, which caused frequent shifts
in residence as well as voluntary and forced migration. In Southeast Asia,
as in the Northwest Coast, Amazonia, and elsewhere, “rulers perceived their
power in terms of human rather than territorial resources, their object in war
was always to capture as many of the enemy as possible, to take home to
populate their dominions” (A. Reid 1992, 461–62).

Junker focuses on captive taking and enslavement among the chiefdom-
level societies of the Philippines during the twelfth to the sixteenth
centuries (the following discussion is taken from Junker [2008] unless
otherwise noted). Like Anthony Reid (1992), she emphasizes that the
fragmented geography and low population levels of Southeast Asia created
a demand for people rather than territory. “Political authority relied . . . on
cultivating ties of personal loyalty, commanding productive labor, and
expanding one’s power base of followers through elaborate and continual
ceremonial circulation of prestige goods” (Junker 2008, 115). In the
Philippines, at least as early as the later part of the first millennium CE,
chiefdom-level societies occupied the coast, while tribal-level swidden
agriculturalists and mobile foragers called the uplands home. River-based
trade, with trading relationships extending to mainland Southeast Asia as



early as the tenth century CE, linked these disparate groups. Raiding and
captive taking were an integral part of the relationships among Philippine
societies, with the usual pattern being raids mounted by coastal chiefdoms
against other chiefly polities or upland tribal groups, and occasionally even
against groups outside the Philippine archipelago (Junker 2008, 115).

Status seeking, warfare, captive taking, and warrior ideology were
fundamental aspects of Philippine chiefly polities (Junker 2008). High
social status was accorded to successful warriors who accumulated large
numbers of captives and other goods on raids. In epic stories presented in
ceremonies that preceded raids, warrior heroes were valorized for their
exploits and especially the taking of captives; captive taking was more
highly valued than seizing booty or slaying the enemy. “The ideology of
warrior prestige and supernatural power, as much as anticipated economic
gain, helped flame male desire to participate in the endless raids against
both neighbors and foreigners, and to concentrate their efforts on
prestigious and economically lucrative slave-capture rather than human
slaughter” (Junker 2008, 119).

Raiders captured women, children, and men from throughout the region
and even from as far away as Vietnam, Thailand, or Sumatra (Junker 2008).
Women were especially highly valued and were a common target of
capture. After a raid they were divided among the participants of the raid
and frequently became wives or secondary wives, as marriageable women
were scarce in Philippines chiefly societies (Junker 2008, 122). These
captive women might remain in slave status throughout their lives, but their
offspring were generally considered full members of the society their
mothers had joined. Foreignness and slave status could be erased in a single
generation. After 1500 CE, “although slavery is an inescapable term for
those newly captured or bought . . . it must be emphasized that this was an
‘open’ system of slavery which people moved in and out of almost
imperceptibly” (A. Reid 1992, 480).

The labor of captives provided significant economic wealth to coastal
chiefs and other aggrandizing males (Junker 2008, 120). Women commonly
served as agricultural workers or in craft production. As in the Northwest
Coast and Amazonia, the surplus goods produced by captive women were
converted to social power by chiefs, who attracted warriors by sponsoring
ritual feasts and distributing prestige goods to would-be adherents. Female



captives produced many of the luxury goods used for elite consumption and
trade, especially pottery and textiles. Captives created wealth and power in
other ways. Like other goods, they could be used in the accumulation of
bride price; the resulting marriages strengthened polities through the
creation of affinal ties. Furthermore, female captives who became the wives
or secondary wives of high-status males served as another source of status
and wealth by increasing the population of the male’s domestic lineages
through reproduction.

Captives were wealth items and like other goods were traded extensively
throughout Southeast Asia. As in many parts of the world, trading, raiding,
and captive taking were related activities in Southeast Asia. Junker (2008,
115) links the rise of long-distance trading that began with the mid-first-
millennium Chan polities of southern Vietnam with the rise of sea-based
slave raiding. By the eleventh century extensive maritime raiding and
trading routes had developed throughout the island and coastal mainland
areas of Southeast Asia that extended from south China and Manila on the
north to the Java Sea on the south (Junker 2008, 120, figure 5.3). Captives
could be transported hundreds or even thousands of miles in this vast sea
network. In the Sulu sultanate during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, captives (a large proportion of whom were from the Philippines)
were the primary form of investment for the wealthy rulers and even served
as a medium of exchange (Warren [1981] 1985, 201).

Small-scale societies could exhibit considerable social stratification, and
captives, a distinctive and almost universal category of social person, were
commonly found on the lowest rungs of these societies. Captives were
important actors in the creation of power in the societies they joined, and
this chapter evaluates how captives were used in the acquisition of power in
small-scale societies. This section briefly summarizes the avenues toward
the creation of power that captives opened and then explores the roles that
captives may have played in the development of social complexity in the
past. I do not argue that captives were the most important or even a major
factor in the development of social complexity. In fact, it is clear that
captive taking and enslavement could exist in captor societies for very long
periods of time without transforming them; however, given the evidence



presented above, I believe the role of captives should be considered in
future archaeological studies of the development of social complexity.

Two major benefits that captives offered to captor society were increased
population for captor households and labor that allowed for creation of
surplus. In small-scale societies, aggrandizing males sought to increase the
size of their households through incorporating kin, practicing polygyny, and
siring many children. Captives represented an instant increase in household
size, and the reproductive capacity of female captives promised further
increase. Captives were also status markers, highlighting the power of their
masters. As the three case studies demonstrate, in horticultural societies
women’s labor was especially important for crop production, and additional
women may have permitted the production of surplus crops. In small-scale
societies the competitive feast was often a route toward status and power,
and surplus food could be produced by captive labor and processed into
beer and other products that were integral to such feasts. Captives also
made craft goods that could be traded or sold, increasing captor power.
Captives themselves could be traded or sold. The costs of mounting a raid
could be high in terms of danger to the raiders. If raiders were victorious,
however, they achieved “unearned” wealth. While booty stolen on raids
might be quickly dispersed or expended, captives constituted loot that kept
on giving. Even in band-level societies in which raiding was uncommon,
the appropriation of women and children as drudge laborers could allow
their owners free time for the production of prestige or trade goods.

Archaeologists who study the development of social complexity,
including the emergence of state-level societies, argue that power has
several dimensions: economic, social or ideological, and political (Blanton
et al. 1996; Earle 1997; Yoffee 1993). Political power refers to the ability of
leaders to impose their will on a society. Leaders in small-scale societies
have limited abilities to force other people to do their bidding. They work
through persuasion, shaming, and calling on the obligations of kinship. The
old saw “one word from the chief and everyone does as he pleases” aptly
describes power in most small-scale societies.

Reciprocal social obligations and the ties of kinship can create significant
limitations to the accrual of power. Young men who wish to marry may be
forced to pay a hefty bride price for their wives and may incur lifelong
labor obligations to her family. Kin-based leadership, such as that found



especially in chiefdoms, means that when a chief calls upon kin for their
labor— in building houses or canoes, stepping up their production of crops
or craft goods so the chief can appropriate a surplus, standing by him in
disputes with other lineages, going to war, or any of dozens of other
situations—the chief has incurred social obligations. Kin may refuse to
provide labor or services, but if they agree, they expect something in return
—help with their own house or canoe-building project, a cut of products of
the surplus food or craft production, a share in the spoils of war.

Archaeologists should consider Yoffee’s (1993, 69) argument concerning
requirements for a state to develop: “I suggest . . . that the most important
necessary and sufficient condition that separates states from non-states is
the emergence of certain socioeconomic and governmental roles that are
emancipated from real or fictive kinship.” Captives create ways for
aggrandizing individuals to avoid the obligations of kinship. By taking
captives, aggrandizing males could acquire wives without the payment of
bride price or incurring future obligations to in-laws. Captives provided
labor without any reciprocal obligations on the part of the master. Captives
could not refuse to labor, nor did the master have to waste any time
wheedling or cajoling the captive into doing the desired task. Captives
increased the population of a household but without the restraints that come
with kinship. Captive wives could not appeal to brothers or fathers if they
were abused or overworked. The children that captive wives or concubines
produced came with none of the entanglements to matrilineal kin that were
common with native-born children. Captives were rarely able to scheme or
connive with other members of the society against their masters. Captors
could create a warrior class made up of captives who would have no
divided loyalties.

Archaeologists who study the development of complex societies need a
more sophisticated understanding of stratification in small-scale societies.
Many of these groups had significant differences in social status.
Archaeologists should consider the ways captives could allow aggrandizing
individuals in prehistoric societies to build power outside the restrictions of
kinship obligations. Such studies of small-scale and early state-level
societies should help us come to a new understanding of the ways complex
societies were created.



5

Captives, Social Boundaries, and
Ethnogenesis

Captives are aliens who have crossed social boundaries, bringing the
“enemy” into the heart of social life. This chapter focuses on those
controversial social entities called “ethnic groups” and explores how ethnic
boundaries are shaped and changed by the inclusion of captives. Captives
arrive with a different set of cultural practices, but their often liminal role in
captor society means that their ability to express either natal or captor
ethnicity is a subject of constant negotiation. The chapter begins with a
discussion of the concept of “ethnicity” as it is currently conceived in
archaeology and as it relates to an understanding of captives and social
boundaries. Archaeologists are well aware of the fluid nature of ethnic
boundaries (although they sometimes ignore it); captives are an important
element of this permeability. Rather than an exploration of how captive
social identity is constructed within captor society (the subject of chapter 3)
or of the contributions and transformations that captives can make to captor
society (chapter 6), this chapter examines how the presence of captives
affects the boundaries of a society—the ways captives help construct and
maintain the imagined communities called “ethnic groups.”1

The effects of captives on social boundaries are examined at both micro
and macro scales (Lightfoot 1995; see also Scheiber and Mitchell 2010;
Stein 2002, 2005a; Voss 2008c) using ethnographic and ethnohistoric
examples. At the micro scale, intimate daily encounters between captives
and their captors as well as captives’ attempts at advantageous social
positioning could strengthen social boundaries. At the macro scale, captives
could at times form links among interacting societies that engaged in both
violent and peaceful interactions. At other times, because the acquisition of
captives often accompanies social unrest and demographic disruption,
captives could be involved in processes of ethnogenesis or coalescence that
resulted in the creation of new or transformed ethnic groups.



Captivity was a transformative process. Captives, who were aliens at the
moment of capture, helped shape concepts of difference and similarity in
captor culture, helped create a shared history, and in some cases helped
shape or transform the traditions surrounding the expression of ethnic
identity. Captives fit into and reacted against captor culture through
processes with multitudes of contributing and interacting aspects. Some of
these aspects are examined here.

The Nature of Ethnic Boundaries
Understanding the effect of captives on social boundaries requires
knowledge of the sorts of boundaries captives may have crossed.
Historically, ethnographers studied people as members of named ethnic
groups (e.g., “the Nuer,” “the Cubeo,” “the Hopi”) and archaeologists
devised “archaeological cultures” (e.g., “the Anasazi,” “the Wari”) as
similarly coherent groups defined through material traits (pottery designs,
architectural styles, etc.) that have clear spatial and temporal patterning in
the archaeological record.2 Over the past several decades, however, the
nature of ethnic boundaries, the sorts of groups they contain, and how such
groups might be identified in the past have been the subject of considerable
debate in archaeology (and other fields). This section briefly examines these
arguments and recent conceptions of the “ethnic group” that are integral to
understanding the role of captives in these social formations.

In the following discussion, ethnicity is considered separately from other
social categories, such as gender or status/class, although these categories
certainly intersect in complex ways with the situational expression of ethnic
affiliation (Jones 1997, 85–86; Shortman 1989). Unlike gender or
status/class (or other social classifications, such as race, nationality, or
citizenship), ethnicity is a distinct way in which a social community is
imagined (see also Voss 2008a, 28). Individuals, women and men, nonelite
and elite experience and express ethnic affiliation differently. Because
captives almost always enter captor society as subordinate individuals and
because gender is such a crucial element in the selection and treatment of
captives (see chapter 3), the intersection of gender, status/class, and
ethnicity is especially important for the study of captives.



A particular consideration for small-scale societies is that kinship is often
a more important structuring principle than ethnic group membership and
reaches across ethnic boundaries to produce different and broader social
formations. In small-scale societies, captives are outsiders because they are
outside the kinship network of their captors. But as described in chapter 3,
even kinship is an actively negotiated category. To show the problems with
drawing social boundaries by using either kinship or ethnicity among the
African Nuer, historians Brubaker and Cooper (2000, 21–25) point out that
kinship relations could be extended beyond both types of boundaries by
taking captive women as wives or incorporating other strangers through
marriage, fictive kinship, or different methods such as blood brotherhood.
They note, “In almost all societies, kinship concepts are symbolic and
ideological resources, yet while they shape norms, self-understandings, and
perceptions of affinity, they do not necessarily produce kinship ‘groups’”
(Brubaker and Cooper 2000, 24). The concept of “Nuer,” they report, has
similarly fuzzy boundaries.

While archaeologists today agree that ethnicity is self-referential,
subjective, situational, often highly fluid, and possibly was absent prior to
the development of modern nations (Goodby 1998; Jones 1997, 64;
MacEachern 1998; Singleton 2006; Stahl 1991; Voss 2008a), many still
tend to equate archaeological cultures with bounded ethnic groups in much
of their day-to-day work. For example, the current effort in many parts of
the world to reunite indigenous people with the bodies of their ancestors
taken from archaeological excavations often assumes that contemporary
indigenous groups existed as bounded social or ethnic groups centuries or
even millennia ago. What we know of the development of historical social
groups suggests that such lengthy continuity in social boundaries is
unlikely, yet we seem to believe that for “people without history” (Wolf
1982) social boundaries are “timeless” (Stahl 1993).

Similarly, studies of migration often use material culture patterns
assumed to be “typical” of certain geographically restricted archaeological
cultures; when those same patterns are found in another location at a later
period in time, a migration is presumed to have occurred (Cameron 2013;
Clark 2001; Jones 1997, 27–28). Not only is such an essentialized concept
of culture likely incorrect (Singleton 2006, 260), but an exclusive focus on
the “origin” of objects ignores what may have been an extensive biography



of use by people other than the objects’ makers, including “hidden” people
(Silliman 2010). Subordinate “others,” like captives (although Silliman
doesn’t mention them), may have spent more time cooking with, washing,
and handling pottery than the makers and owners of the pots themselves
(see chapter 6), yet it is the makers whom we see most readily in the
archaeological record.

The widespread practice of captive taking ensured porous group
boundaries, and captives could have lasting effects on the boundaries they
crossed. Rather than unchanging historical entities, ethnic groups are in a
constant state of construction and change as individuals actively negotiate
their social identity within a matrix of contested options. Perhaps most
important for the study of captives, an especially salient aspect of group
identification is the erection of social in-group/out-group boundaries (Barth
[1969] 1998; Jones 1997, 84; Voss 2008a, 14). Identifying with the
symbols, material culture, and daily practices of a particular ethnic group is,
to some extent, a way of positioning oneself in opposition to others with
different symbols, objects, and practices. Indeed, Barth’s ([1969] 1998, 15–
16) pioneering study of ethnic boundaries suggests that strong feelings of
difference between ethnic groups are as important as shared cultural traits in
delimiting ethnic group boundaries. He argues that in order for ethnic
groups to persist, they must have procedures for dealing with other groups
that will channel interactions in ways that prevent ethnic modification.

Models of ethnic group formation, often dichotomized as “primordial” or
“instrumentalist,” do not work particularly well for understanding the effect
of captive taking on ethnic boundaries (see Jones 1997, 65–72, for a
discussion of primordial and instrumentalist approaches; see also Voss
2008a, 26–27). Primordial models see ethnicity as an essential part of
human nature, a universal need for a feeling of belonging. Our “blood,” our
language, the landscapes of our childhood, our cultural and religious
practices, and so on create almost immutable ties. Yet even a superficial
reading of the many “captive narratives” that resulted from the collision of
European and indigenous cultures evokes serious questions about the
immutability of primordial kin bonds (Colley 2002, 2007; Demos 1994;
Kestler 1990; Meredith [1927] 2004; VanDerBeets 1973). Remarkably,
captives can reconstruct their social identity in a new cultural context in a
relatively short period of time.



“Instrumental” approaches, like that pioneered by Barth ([1969] 1998),
see ethnic groupings as self-defining and subjective social entities and
ethnicity as a way for individuals to further their economic or political
interests (see also Shortman 1989, on “salient social identities”). From the
point of view of captives, instrumental explanations are also problematic.
Barth’s social actors used their identity for purposes of improving their
social position. The captives who form the social actors in this book cross
social and geographic boundaries unwillingly. As examples below illustrate,
captives do attempt to situate themselves in captor culture in personally
beneficial ways, but their liminal social position means they are generally
far more limited in actively pursuing advantageous ethnic expressions than
a Barth-like model suggests.

In her discussion of identity formation, ethnicity, and ethnogenesis, Voss
(2008a, 27) distinguishes a useful interpretative gap between primordialist
and instrumentalist models of ethnicity. She suggests growing consensus
around a view of ethnicity as a consciousness of difference based on a
“combination of cultural difference, ideologies of shared ancestry, history,
and tradition. . . . Ethnicity thus consists of overlapping sets of loyalties and
obligations that operate at multiple scales, ‘a series of nesting
dichotomizations of inclusiveness and exclusiveness’” (Voss 2008a, 27,
citing R. Cohen 1978, 387). Understanding the formation of ethnic
distinctions diachronically is particularly important for the study of
captives. Neither primordialism nor instrumentalism can “explain how
‘new’ ethnicities—ones that might arise even in the course of a single
lifetime—can generate emotional attachment, intragroup affinity, and
intergroup antagonism” (Voss 2008a, 27; see also Santos-Granero 2002,
47–50). The boundary crossings experienced by captives provide an
intriguing window into how and why such changes occur.

Captives, Multiethnic Societies, and Ethnogenesis
This section examines several interrelated phenomena in which captives can
be key players in the maintenance or construction of ethnic boundaries. It
represents only some of the ways (albeit significant ones) that captives
affect social boundaries. The discussion uses historic and ethnohistoric data
and focuses on social interactions. The ultimate goal, however, is to



encourage archaeologists to recognize that captives may have been active
players in the creation of the material record we use to reconstruct and
study social groups in the past.

The remainder of the chapter explores four of the ways captives affect
ethnic boundaries. First, they can be part of multiethnic societies in which
several groups live in a single community yet maintain distinct ethnic
affiliations. As the examples below illustrate, captives can function as
“social opposites” in multiethnic societies, allowing captors to define
themselves in contrast to their captives. Second, whether or not societies
acknowledge and maintain multiethnic boundaries, for reasons of self-
preservation or advancement captives may carefully adopt captor culture
and actively participate in practices that strengthen captor ethnic
boundaries. Third, at a macro scale, captives (especially women) can form
central nodes that link disparate ethnic groups into larger, interacting social
formations that defy essentialist notions of ethnic identities as social forms
with unique combinations of language, culture, and genetics. Such links
often result from the foregrounding of kin relations rather than ethnic
identity in social interactions. Finally, captives can be involved in the
process of ethnogenesis: either the transformation of identities or the
formation of “neoteric” ethnicities, defined as social groups having no
direct antecedents. Scholars now recognize that many historically known
small-scale societies had short histories and were created by people of
diverse ethnic origins, sometimes remnant populations that included
captives (Sidbury and Cañizares-Esguerra 2011). Captives or former
captives could be involved in the formation of “coalescent societies,”
generally entering as junior or subordinate members. Examples below
illustrate the role of captives in each of these four processes.

Captives as Social Opposites
Captives can strengthen ethnic boundaries in captor society because they
are a constant reminder of other, incorrect “ways of doing.” In other words,
captors calibrate the “correctness” of their behavior through comparison
with the “incorrect” behavior of their captives. The role of captives as social
opposites is especially prominent among groups in which captives are
highly marginalized as slaves or other socially sanctioned people (see
chapter 3).



Patterson (1982, 77–101) locates the relationship between master and
slave in the concept of honor and shows the inextricable link between
master and slave: the master’s honor was demonstrated only in the slave’s
lack of honor and personal autonomy. He even argues that a third element
of society was necessary—neither slaves nor masters but people who could
observe interactions between slaves and masters and acknowledge the
honor and prestige of the master (Patterson 1982, 99). Although one might
substitute “power” for “honor” in Patterson’s discussion (but see Patterson
1982, 80), he provides a framework for understanding how social
boundaries are established or strengthened in multiethnic societies in which
captives exist—through the expression of both power and powerlessness.
The master was the opposite of the slave, not just in terms of power, honor,
or autonomy but also in every other way, and these stark contrasts extended
to other members of the master’s social group and the groups from which
captives were generally taken.

When certain groups were raided repeatedly for captives, a strong in-
group/out-group boundary could be established. These target societies were
often considered subservient groups and even called “slave” groups by the
raiders. The identification of a particular group with slave status is a
common, worldwide pattern (Patterson 1982, 250). As in the New World
prior to the mid-nineteenth century, when people from Africa or of African
heritage came to be associated with a slave status, Slavic people in
medieval Europe were so often taken captive and enslaved that that their
ethnic label became the English word slave. Similarly, many of the
Amazonian groups that raided for and enslaved captives considered their
most common targets—or sometimes all neighbors—as inherently slavish
(Santos-Granero 2009).

Slave-owning societies constructed the “otherness” of slaves in various
ways. Most critically, captives were without kin in captor communities, an
especially important aspect of their identity in societies where kin relations
were fundamental to social relations. Their appearance (clothing, hairstyle,
body modification), cultural or religious practices, ethnic origin, and
behavior or moral qualities, as well as the tasks they were forced to
undertake—only a debased slave willingly carried out such tasks—also
stressed “otherness.”



Karras (1988) found that the stereotype of the slave in medieval
Scandinavia was a short, dark person who contrasted with the tall, blond
natives of the area, implying a different ethnic origin for slaves. This was
almost certainly a cultural construct; the Vikings’ widespread slave trade
makes it difficult to determine exactly where slaves were obtained, but they
undoubtedly included individuals of a variety of sizes and complexions.
Karras (1988, 57, 65) used ancient sagas to reconstruct medieval
Scandinavian slavery and found slave characters described as ugly, dirty,
and incompetent. Their degraded behavior or “mannerisms” easily
identified them as slaves, in contrast to those of noble birth. In the eastern
part of Scandinavia, slaves were not explicitly described as foreigners, but
sagas in Iceland depict many slaves as Irish. Here slaves are distinguishable
by their cowardliness and “ignoble” character, rather than simply by their
physical characteristics (Karras 1988, 59). They are also distinguished by
the lowliness of their work (spreading manure, digging turf [Karras 1988,
60]). In discussing the saga Rígspula, Karras shows the importance of
slaves in emphasizing the key characteristics of the nonslave population of
Iceland (although the saga is not clearly Icelandic; Karras 1988, 61; T. Hill
1986): “The important point of the legend in Rígspula for its audience is
that the nobleman is innately noble and the free man innately free. The
slave’s innate slavishness is only a foil for the other two. The description of
the slave emphasizes by contrast the free man’s role in bearing arms and
managing the farm rather than doing the dirty work. The physical
characteristics of the slave contrast with the healthy good looks of the ruddy
free man” (Karras 1988, 63).

Santos-Granero (2009, 105) describes the ways captors in slave-owning
societies in Amazonia and around the Caribbean constructed their captives
as “alien, inferior, and subordinate, and hence not eligible for full
membership in their society.” Their worldviews often justified taking
captives by considering people from other groups as less than human and
thus potential slaves. These concepts are evident in the terms they applied
to others, as well as in myths and similar oral accounts. Once taken, captors
inscribed a slave’s status on the captive’s body by denying her clothing,
ornaments, and other markers that would indicate humanity and full
membership in the captor group; captors substituted other clothing, body



marks, or mutilations that made captive status obvious at a glance (Santos-
Granero 2005).

For example, the Tukano, horticultural peoples who lived along the
Vaupes River in the eastern part of the Amazon Basin, consistently raided
the forest-dwelling Makú (Santos-Granero 2009, 113–15). The Tukano
considered the Makú completely opposite to themselves and not quite
human. The characteristics of the Makú—their hunting-and-gathering way
of life, simple dwellings, short stature, ugly features, unclean habits, lack of
clothing and ornaments, awful language, and depraved marriage practices—
contrasted completely with the sensible lifestyle, beautiful houses, clean
and properly dressed bodies, and moral practices of the Tukano. Once they
entered Tukano society, male Makú captives were forbidden to wear the
typical necklace and feather headdress of the Tukano men. The thought of
marriage to Makú women repulsed Tukano men.

The Kalinago of the Lesser Antilles despised their neighbors, whom they
raided frequently (Santos-Granero 2009, 107–10). After a violent entrance
into the village of their captors, captive women and children had their hair
cut as a sign of servitude and were henceforth called “female servant” or,
for boys, “male servant” (or “my barbeque,” a reference to their eventual
roles in cannibalistic feasts). Captive boys were sometimes emasculated as
an additional mark of their servile position. Female captives were denied
the use of cotton leg bands that all Kalinago women wore as the ultimate
sign of feminine beauty. Female captives also differed from other Kalinago
women in being assigned heavy tasks that were not undertaken by native-
born women.

In West Africa, the Fulani of the Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso) define
themselves in opposition to others, especially their slaves, called maccube:
“In Fulani eyes, it is among ‘captives’ or ex-slaves that one finds most
clearly expressed everything that is the opposite of Fulani. . . . ‘Captives’
are black, fat, coarse, naïve, irresponsible, uncultivated, shameless,
dominated by their needs and emotions. These qualities are innate and
manifest in the servile condition. . . . A corollary of this attitude is that all
the other blacks . . . already possess the principal attributes of slaves
(Riesman 1977, 117).” Riesman’s (1977) ethnography appeared long after
the abolishment of slavery in the Upper Volta region, yet he still found



strong concepts of difference between former slave and nonslave social
groups in the region (see also Baldus 1977).

Perdue (1979) argues that among the Cherokees of North America slaves
captured during warfare functioned as “social deviants.” Slaves were people
without kin, and by maintaining atsi nahsa’i, as slaves were called,
Cherokees acknowledged their anomalous kinless situation, thereby
strengthening the Cherokees’ own kinship system. Perdue (1979, 17) also
argues that atsi nahsa’i were important in bounding Cherokee group
identity. The Cherokees valued individualism and lacked a strong
centralized government. In daily interactions with atsi nahsa’i they
strengthened their identity by proclaiming clearly who they were not (atsi
nahsa’i).

Captives who were socially constructed as opposites (and often as slaves)
were effective in maintaining social boundaries because they were in daily
contact with their captors. They were not some remote “other” that might
only be encountered during times of warfare but an intimate “other”: an
“other” by which one might calibrate one’s behavior from moment to
moment. This is a dominant-group view of the captive, however. The next
section explores captives as engaged social actors who helped shape the
matrix of domination in which they were enmeshed.

Captive Assimilation and Captive Agency
Captives might differ genetically or phenotypically from their captors, but
they could become fluent in aspects of captor culture that defined
membership (language, behavior, religion, dress) to the extent they were
allowed or chose to. For reasons of self-preservation or self-promotion,
captives could become not only careful followers but even assiduous
replicators of captor social practices, in effect strengthening captor social
boundaries. This was true of captives who became slaves and also of
captives incorporated as kin into captor society, because they usually
occupied a somewhat precarious social position. Newly recruited captives
also became students as well as their captors’ teachers in the recitation of
the histories, traditions, loyalties, and obligations of captor society,
reinforcing social norms for both captives and captors. Captives could
proactively adopt captor social practices in societies that maintained



multiple ethnicities as well as in those that downplayed or “forgot”
multiethnic origins (see chapter 3).

Even in societies that incorporated many people from other cultures,
dramatically changing the genetic makeup of captor society, captor social
practices may have continued to be enforced by strong social sanctions that
“encouraged” captives to adopt captor culture. Captives might actively
embrace assimilation because of a psychological longing to be an accepted
part of the community in which they found themselves and because
cooperation meant survival as well as an improved or at least more
comfortable social position. Highly marginalized captives could be
prevented from full participation in the practices of captor society. But even
captives who were integrated as kin, regardless of how well integrated they
might appear, often remained somewhat marginal people with an incentive
to “prove” their allegiance to the society in which they lived. In some cases,
it is evident that captives who chose not to cooperate in their own
assimilation did not survive.

Captors had the means to compel desired behavior from their captives,
but a captive’s performance of the behavior could be accomplished with a
range of effort and a variety of attitudes (see Scott’s [1990] “hidden
transcripts,” chapters 3 and 6). DeBoer (2008, 247–49) provides a number
of examples from ethnohistoric accounts in North and South America of
captives who made concerted efforts to replicate or promote captor culture,
including daughters of captives who rigidly followed captor pottery styles,
male captives who became warriors and fought against the society of their
birth, and a captive who became a vocal booster of his captor’s culture,
even returning home to promote change in his natal society (see also
Lathrap 1970, 182). Similarly, on the Northwest Coast, McIlwraith (1948,
633, cited in Donald 1997, 84) reports “a slave [among the Nuxalk tribe]
completely assimilates attitudes and values of his owner’s group and
becomes very upset when visitors ignore local customs.”

Yet in a study of slavery among indigenous people of tropical America,
Santos-Granero (2009, 220, contesting arguments that slavery did not exist
there because captives were well treated) observes that captives were
treated well only when they complied unhesitatingly with their masters’
wishes (see also Richter 1983, 533, for a similar observation in the
Northeast). The following examples illustrate these contrasting motivations



for captives’ careful performance of captor social practices. Captive
cooperation should not be conceived of as either voluntary or coerced,
however, as it was almost certainly a product of the pressures of captors and
the calculations of captives regarding which behaviors would promote
survival and open a more comfortable social space for them in captor
society.

Efforts to see “agency” in the actions of captives and slaves highlight
some of the motivations for careful adherence to captor social norms. Miller
(2007, 21), in the introduction to an edited volume on women and slavery in
Africa and the Indian Ocean, sees such accommodation to captor cultural
practices as a strategy by women slaves for creating relatively protected
spaces for themselves and their children within captor society. In the same
volume, Campbell (2007) finds that women slaves in nineteenth-century
Madagascar, rather than rebelling, attempted to forge links with their
masters by acquiring their language and religion and passing on local belief
and value systems to their own children (see also Campbell and Alpers
2005). These efforts would “ameliorate their working and living conditions
and elevate their status and that of their offspring” (Campbell 2007, 251).

Captive narratives offer another view of the reasons that captives might
adopt, enforce, and promote social boundaries in captor society. In some
cases, motivations take on the appearance of a “Stockholm syndrome,” in
which victims of capture identify strongly with their captors. McDougall
(1998) recounts the life Fatma Barka, who, in the early twentieth century,
became the slave and then the concubine of a wealthy merchant, Mohamed
Barka, in North Africa. In telling an interviewer the story of her life, Fatma
emphasized her strong connection with the Barka family, saying that she
was not a daughter—she had been purchased—yet that she was “mother” to
the Barkas even though she had had no children with her master. Her
relationship with the family continued long after she gained freedom. In the
Americas, numerous captive narratives report Euro-American captives,
often women, taken by indigenous Americans who seemed to be completely
integrated into the society of their captors and who refused to be
“redeemed” when found by their natal families (Demos 1994; Ramsey
1990, 86–93). Some of these captives reported kind treatment by their
captors and love for their indigenous husbands and mixed children as
reasons for refusing to go “home.” But as Brooks (2008) observes, the



physical markings captives may have received, as well as the evidence of
miscegenation that their children represented, made captives well aware
that reintegration into natal societies would be difficult or impossible (see
Biocca [1965] 1996 for a particularly poignant example, discussed in
chapter 3). Furthermore, captive narratives represent “public transcripts”
produced for the dominant culture and may inaccurately deny captive
resistance or contestation of captor culture.

The contrasting influences of coercion and agency on captive
assimilation are especially well illustrated in historic accounts of Iroquoian
groups in the American Northeast, where war captives were extremely
common, sometimes outnumbering the native-born. Scholars emphasize
that captives could become fully functioning or even prominent members of
Iroquoian society but at the same time remained in a precarious social
location. The captives’ own efforts to adopt captor culture and please their
captors partly determined the completeness of their incorporation. Endemic
warfare among Iroquoian groups existed long before the arrival of
Europeans, but by the mid-seventeenth century the scale of warfare had
increased dramatically and “mourning wars” became, at least in part, a
means to replace people lost in epidemics or warfare (figure 8; Fox 2009;
Richter 1983). The Iroquois believed that despair over a relative’s death
could make survivors mentally unstable and that warfare channeled grief in
productive ways (Richter 1983, 531). By the late seventeenth century,
warfare and captive taking had created a dramatic population turnover in
Iroquois villages, with estimates of foreigner captives as high as two-thirds
of the population (Richter1983, 541; see also Fox 2009, 66), evidence that
captives were effectively trained into the practices of Iroquois society.

There is good evidence that captives participated fully in Iroquois
culture. Young men might go to war against the society of their birth
(Trigger 1969, 49) and they might become important leaders of their
adopted village (Starna and Watkins 1991, 42). Women could be considered
full sisters in their adopted family or even become head of their matrilineal
lineage (Lafitau [1724] 1977, 171–72, cited in Donald 1997, 263; Trigger
1976, 831). But Starna and Watkins (1991) argue that captives actually
lived more marginal lives than many Iroquois scholars acknowledge. They
provide evidence from sixteenth-century Jesuit accounts that captives often
escaped, that initial torture ceremonies (including cutting off fingers) left



captives with permanent markers of a slave-like status, that captives could
be sold or exchanged, and that captives, even after adoption, could be
forced to undertake menial and degrading tasks not performed by “free”
Iroquois (Starna and Watkins 1991, 42–50). Evidence shows that captives,
even after many years in Iroquois society, remained subject to the ultimate
sanction of death (Starna and Watkins 1991, 43).

8. Native American prisoner halter from the south Lake Erie region, late eighteenth century. The
band encircled the prisoner’s neck and was fitted with two long ropes by which the slave could be
held. As with most such objects, it was made by a woman for a warrior in her community. “By
looping an end so one rein could pass through it, she created a human choke collar that would fit
across the throat and tighten if the slave tried to pull away” (Rushforth 2012:3). Courtesy the
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, Museum purchase, acc. no. 1996-816.

It appears that captives among the Iroquois had some control over their
social marginalization and that those who were most assiduous in their
efforts to mimic captor culture became the most completely integrated.
Richter (unpublished, cited in Starna and Watkins 1991, 42) has argued that
individuals who appeared to function as slaves in Iroquois society were
undergoing a probationary period during which they were assigned the most



menial tasks in an effort to get them to imitate the ways of their captors.
Captives who made an effort to please their new relatives could live long
lives; those who did not were quietly killed (Richter 1983, 533). In other
words, the social sanctions imposed on captives and the response of
individual captives to those sanctions helped fix the social boundaries of the
society.

This section and the previous one illustrate how captives and their
captors engaged daily in practices that defined and strengthened the social
boundaries of captor society. Captives could exemplify behavior antithetical
to group norms or could (to the extent they were permitted) embrace and
replicate group practices. Even where captives joined multicultural
societies, strong social boundaries could be maintained by either excluding
captives from membership in the dominant group or training them to
become proficient group members. Captives had the option to comply
eagerly or resist their assimilation. This section does not discuss those
captives who resisted assimilation or who covertly maintained natal
practices. Captives who actively resisted assimilation may have had short
lives. Captives’ attempts (whether covert or not) to continue natal practices
are explored in chapter 6; captives not only brought with them practices that
transformed captor society but may also have weakened or transformed
captor ethnic boundaries in the process.

Captives as Social Nodes in Multiethnic Societies
Captives not only helped maintain ethnic boundaries but at a macro scale
also functioned as social nodes that linked together alternatively peaceful
and aggressive groups. This was especially true in areas where raiding and
captive taking were elements of social relations that might also involve
trading, noncoerced marriage, and other peaceful social interactions.
Beckerman (2008, viii, following Verdier 1981), in a discussion of revenge
taking in the Amazon, finds that the most aggressive type of warfare exists
between the most socially distant groups. But groups at intermediate
distance, who may be considered “in-laws,” might engage in marriage as
well as capturing women, and relations are always tenuous and contested. It
is in these societies that women could be most effective as social
intermediaries, as the three examples below from the New World illustrate.



Transporting captive women over long distances greatly reduced their
chances of continuing links with their natal society.

Scholars increasingly acknowledge that kinship is often a more important
structuring principle than ethnic group membership for many small-scale
societies and can result in multiethnic communities: “The social relations
which linked tribes together were based primarily on ties of kinship and
sodality. On the plains, as in other areas of North America . . . relationships
did not exist on a random basis among anonymous social parties; they were
always embedded in some kind of social nexus. Kinship was one of the
constituting idioms through which multiple tribal groups were connected in
wider, regional social formations” (Albers 1993, 98).

Captives typically occupy social locations that are either outside of
captor kinship networks or marginally located in those networks, but
nonetheless, their natal kin or their captors might use the captive to
establish nonaggressive social relations between the two groups. In contrast
to traditional conceptions of historic Plains tribes as distinct and bounded
ethnic groups (Cheyennes, Crows, Kiowas, Blackfeet), social formations on
the Great Plains actually consisted of multiethnic, overlapping regional
groups created through processes of accommodation involving war, trade,
intermarriage, adoption, and captive taking (Albers 1993, 1996). Hostile
relations among tribes ensured the circulation of many captives; captive
women and children could be items of trade, they could be retained to
increase group numbers, and they could be used for their labor. Despite the
violence surrounding their capture, captives often served as nodes for
developing peaceful relationships between enemy groups that included
visits from their natal family, gift giving, and trade (Albers 1993, 128). In
other words, captives provided an opportunity for a variety of types of
interactions among groups who might otherwise be at war, opening avenues
for cooperation advantageous to both groups. Common interests produced
different degrees of merger among Plains groups and in some cases the
formation of neoteric groups (Albers 1996).

In Amazonia, social formations described as “tribes” or “language
groups” have boundaries that are constantly crossed by captive women or
formally obtained wives (Chernela 1992; see also Chernela 2003). Captive
women create links between language groups: “In the highly common
practice of mutual raiding, the roles of captive and captor alternate. The



result over time is a residential unit with foreign captive women that . . . is
thoroughly enmeshed in kin networks of both captives and captors”
(Chernela 2011, 196). In short, interactions between captive-taking and
captive-giving societies in Amazonia are structured through the idiom of
kinship, focused on the captive, and result in “a multiethnic, cosmopolitan,
society” (Chernela 2011).

James Brooks’s (2002) Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and
Community in the Southwest Borderlands provides perhaps the most
comprehensive description of the role of captives as key social nodes in the
creation of multiethnic societies (see also Brooks 1998, 2000, 2009). In the
post–Columbian Southwest Borderlands, women and children were
violently wrenched from their homes during raids and warfare, but once
incorporated into captor society, these same women served as (often
multilingual) links among groups and opened opportunities for more
peaceful interaction (for the contributions of such captives, see chapter 6).
Spanish, Navajo, Comanche, Pueblo, and Ute communities all included
people who originated in other cultures. Brooks provides rich examples
from the historic record of captive women who maintained or reestablished
ties with their natal groups and acted as intermediaries between natal and
captor groups. As they were sold or traded, they could accumulate multiple
languages and relationships that could be parlayed by the captive or
employed by her captors to further economic, political, or social goals.
Relations among the Southwest’s indigenous inhabitants changed
dramatically after European intrusion, but practices of captive taking
existed among Southwest groups long before Europeans arrived, and pre-
Columbian societies were likely similarly multiethnic.

Captives and the Process of Social Creation
Captives not only helped fix ethnic boundaries and served as social nodes
for peaceful interactions between antagonistic groups, they also became key
actors in restructuring or creating new social formations when old
formations were disrupted or demolished. They could be involved in more
routine processes of social construction as well, although it might be argued
that violence and domination is never far from situations where new social
formations develop. Ethnogenesis refers to the creation of novel or
“neoteric” identities and is defined as “the general process by which



members of a population form a shared meaning system and a related social
order that transform them into a new, identifiable culture group” (Fennell
2007, 2). Some scholars describe ethnogenesis more explicitly as a form of
subordinate resistance, a creative adaptation to violent change. In a study of
colonial intrusion into the Americas, Jonathan D. Hill (1996b, 1) sees
ethnogenesis as the result of “demographic collapse, forced relocations,
enslavement, ethnic soldiering, ethnocide, and genocide.” Voss (2008a, 35–
36), in contrast, argues that ethnogenesis should also be conceptualized a
means of asserting power and consolidating institutions of domination. In
either situation, captives could be social actors.

A related concept, “coalescence,” refers to the coming together of
remnant groups into new social formations; the term “coalescent society”
has been applied to the groups (including the Creeks, Choctaws, and
Cherokees) that formed in the Southeast in the wake of severe population
loss and social disruption resulting from European contact (Ethridge and
Hudson 2002). Kowalewski (2006) explores the concept of the coalescent
society for both prehistoric and postcontact societies and finds coalescence
a common response to warfare and demographic decline or stasis. It
involves the movement of refugees and other population remnants,
abandonment of large tracks of land, and often the creation of larger towns
or villages. Many of these responses have archaeological indicators (J. Brett
Hill et al. 2004, 700–701), and coalescence is evident prehistorically in the
American Plains and Southwest and in Mesoamerica (Kowalewski 2006).
Coalescent groups often adopted the name and practices of a dominant or
“host” group but also created new political institutions and ideologies that
allowed the integration of disparate groups—pursuits that might otherwise
be called ethnogenesis (Kowalewski 2006, 95).

The historically documented disruptions caused by the collision of
European and indigenous societies gives us the best view of the role of
captives in these processes of social creation. The problem for
archaeologists is determining the extent to which postcontact changes
provide useful analogies for precontact developments. Sidbury and
Cañizares-Esguerra (2011, 182; see also critiques of the article in the same
issue) argue that processes of ethnogenesis after contact were similar
around the Atlantic world and urge scholars to “move beyond the labels that
separate interpretations of the creole cultures of African-Americans, the



hybrid cultures of Europeans, and the tribal cultures of Native Americans”
and to explore the common processes that linked these groups. Although
Sidbury and Cañizares-Esguerra (2011) do not apply their ideas to
prehistoric periods, Kowalewski (2006) comfortably discusses common
prehistoric and postcontact processes of coalescence. The cases presented
below provide a starting place for exploring the role of captives in
processes of ethnogenesis and coalescence in the past.

The importance of captives in ethnogenesis is most evident in the
remarkable process of social creation that resulted in maroon societies
composed of runaway slaves. Examples from the Caribbean show how a
common history and common social practices developed among people
with diverse ethnic origins. Seemingly more routine processes of cultural
construction are found in Africa and in the creation of the Navajos in the
American Southwest, although here, too, violence and captive taking lurk in
the background. In the Southeast region of North America, extraordinary
postcontact population decline and widespread slave raiding resulted in the
virtual extinction of many chiefly societies, with remnant populations
“coalescing” with more powerful survivors as subaltern members or virtual
servant groups. In a perhaps more egalitarian process, the Quebec
settlement of Kahnawake was formed during the seventeenth century by
persons, including many former captives, displaced by violent warfare.
Eventually the settlement took on the ethnic identity of its most common
members, the Mohawks.

Maroon Communities
In the violence of colonial encounters and the African slave trade, maroon
communities in the New World, formed of escaped slaves, offer a
fascinating view of the process of ethnogenesis directly undertaken by
former captives (Jonathan D. Hill 1996a; R. Price [1973] 1996).
Ethnogenesis among the Windward Maroons of Jamaica and the Aluku
(Boni) of French Guiana and Surinam provides an example that explores
both commonalities and differences in the process of ethnic creation (Bilby
1996). Both groups were formed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
of captives from diverse African origins who had survived transatlantic
voyages, as well as creoles who had been born in the New World. Varying
environmental and social factors resulted in somewhat different ethnic



outcomes for each group, but commonalities are evident in the process by
which individuals, who potentially had only violent capture and
enslavement in common, established new ethnic identities. Both groups
resulted from large-scale, global processes of colonization, capitalization,
warfare, and slave raiding, and both created ethnic identities rooted in
strongly held concepts of shared history and tradition.

The creation of the novel social identities represented by these two
groups began with both biological and social reproduction (Bilby 1996).
Military leaders who coordinated initial efforts to achieve freedom became
important historical characters in maroon history. In addition, the original
escaped female slaves played a crucial role in creating kin groups that
eventually became the ancestral anchors that allowed maroons to see
themselves as a large clan-like family related through descent from a
common female ancestor. Birth into these ethnically defined social groups
conferred community membership, including rights over land and resources
and participation in traditional religion. Both the Windward Maroons of
Jamaica and the Aluku of French Guiana and Surinam are well aware that
their history extends back no more than 350 years, yet the ethnic identities
of these two peoples are “profoundly rooted in the same sorts of seemingly
primordial ties and sentiments that lend ethnic identities their affective
power elsewhere in the world” (Bilby 1996, 137).

The Navajos
As with the Caribbean maroons, captive women were involved in the
creation of the Navajos in the American Southwest. This example of ethnic
emergence likely originated in violence. As reconstructed by archaeologist
Richard Wilshusen (2010), migrations of Athapaskan peoples from far to
the north along what is now the U.S.-Canadian border just prior to the entry
of Europeans into the New World set in motion the process of Navajo
ethnogenesis. Wilshusen (2010) uses linguistic data, early historic
documents, Navajo oral traditions, and archaeological evidence to argue
against scholars who assume that the Navajos arrived in the Southwest as
an identifiable social group. Instead, he sees their emergence in the mid-
seventeenth century as partly the result of adaptive responses to
neighboring Pueblo and Spanish societies. Most interesting for the present
study, Wilshusen (2010, 201) interprets the Navajo origin account called



“the Gathering of the Clans” as indicating that some of the latest of these
matrilineal clans to emerge to form the Navajos were the offspring of
captives taken during warfare and taught to live like proper Navajos (see
also Brooks 2002, 86–87). Alien women from Pueblo villages may not have
experienced significant stigma during a time of fluid and ambiguous
identities that must have characterized Navajo emergence. As in maroon
communities of the Caribbean, these women seem to have played key roles
as ancestral anchors for social groups that were developing a common
history and shared identity.

Africa
In Africa, social creation was part of the usual development of social groups
that routinely crumbled and re-formed (Kopytoff 1987; Stahl 1991). The
intensity of the African slave trade means that violence must have been a
common subtext to these processes. Kopytoff’s (1987) now classic “internal
African frontier” model for the development of African social groups sees
ethnogenesis as a normal process of social creation in which slaves were
subordinate actors. Rather than unitary groups with lengthy histories (partly
a creation of European colonial administrators), most African “tribes” were
composed of people with ancestors from multiple, diverse backgrounds.
Like clouds, social formations in Africa constantly broke apart and re-
formed (Kopytoff 1987, 11–12). A kin segment that struck out for the
“frontier” gathered together not only other tribal members but also as many
strangers and slaves as possible (Kopytoff 1987, 47). Strangers and slaves
were the ancestral anchors for junior lineages that had far less power than
the “first-comers” in the group.

Stahl’s (1991, 2001) study of the Nafana in the Banda region of West
Africa provides a microscale example of Kopytoff’s model. West Africa
underwent enormous cultural transformations as a result of the depredations
of the slave trade (DeCorse 2001; Diouf 2003; Law 2004; Lovejoy [1983]
2000), and the process of ethnic transformation there resulted at least in part
from the repositioning of remnant populations. Oral traditions of lineages,
including lineages with captive or slave ancestors, show the diverse origins
of the Nafana ethnic group. Banda is a “frontier society” located between
forest and savannah, a place strategically located with regard to trade routes
that is, as a result, ethnically and linguistically diverse. The Nafana



expanded by assimilating people from other groups, at least some of whom
were captives (Stahl 1991, 266; 2001, 44). The absorption of many people
from diverse origins significantly affected marriage and funerary rites,
propitiation rites related to a newly introduced yam festival, and
guardianship roles for the land. While the proportion of captives who joined
Nafana society is uncertain, they nevertheless are likely to have been
involved in the transformation of Nafana culture. Furthermore, the
“fluidity” in social boundaries evident over the past two hundred years in
Banda likely characterized much more remote times in this region, as well
as in other parts of West Africa (Stahl 1991, 268).

Coalescence involves creative adaptation to violent change. In times of
severe social disruption, “coalescent” groups formed that included captives,
refugees, and remnant populations that developed new social practices to
allow disparate groups to live together. In some cases, these groups took on
the attributes (name, language, cultural practices) of one of the merging
groups and often created a hierarchy, with some elements claiming higher
status and forcing others into secondary or subaltern status.

The Southeast
The intrusion of Europeans into the American Southeast devastated
indigenous cultures and created a “shatter zone” of fragmentary or
reconstituted social groups as a result of epidemics, wars, enslavement, and
the subsequent disintegration of indigenous political systems (Ethridge and
Shuck-Hall 2009). Demographic collapse throughout North America after
contact was stark (Cameron, Kelton, and Swedlund 2015) and especially
pronounced in the Southeast, where a large and well-organized population
existed before contact. A late seventeenth-century population estimated at
almost two hundred thousand dropped by more than 50 percent in only
thirty years partly because the European demand for labor and land
instigated violent indigenous warfare and slave trading (Gallay 2002, 294–
302; Wood 1989, 38–39). One response to living in the shatter zone was
coalescence: “two or more relocated chiefdoms or splinter groups joined
together into a new social formation that did not necessarily resemble
preexisting chiefdoms” (Ethridge 2009, 38). Coalescent societies that
developed during the colonial era in the Southeast included the Yamasees,
Creeks, Catawbas, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Caddos (Ethridge 2009, 38;



for the Catawbas, see Beck 2009; Fitts and Heath 2009; for the Westos, see
Bowne 2005, 2009; Meyers 2009; for the Seminoles, see Sattler 1996; for
the Creeks, see Saunt 1999; see also articles in Gallay 2009; Snyder 2010).

Native Americans in the Southeast used captivity as a framework for
incorporating entire groups of people, usually at the lowest levels of their
society: “nations absorbed formerly independent polities just as lineages
adopted formerly unrelated individuals” (Snyder 2010, 114). Some tribes
became dominant through the absorption of broken groups (Snyder 2010,
114–22). The Creeks emerged in the Deep South after European diseases
decimated the population and local chiefdoms collapsed (Saunt 1999, 18–
19). People of diverse ethnicities who had fled warfare and destruction
populated the newly formed Creek towns (Snyder 2010, 114). The Natchez,
after initially incorporating other groups in subservient positions,
themselves became refugees after a devastating war in the early 1730s;
these refugees became slaves of the Chickasaws (Snyder 2010, 117–18).
Although host groups might call the weaker groups or refugees who joined
them “worthless,” “homeless,” or “slave people” (Snyder 2010, 120),
incorporation of these troubled people was based on the concept that human
identity was mutable and that foreigners could be transformed or “trained”
in new social practices (Snyder 2010, 126).

Kahnawake—Community of Refugees
Somewhat intermediate between maroon communities of the Caribbean and
coalescent communities of the Southeast, the settlement of Kahnawake
formed in seventeenth-century Quebec largely by displaced persons and
former captives from different tribes. It was established by a Jesuit priest in
1667 and initially settled by French colonists and a small number of
Oneidas and members of other tribes after decades of devastating intertribal
and intercolonial warfare involving the French, English, and Native
Americans (Demos 1994, 123). The settlement grew quickly and within a
dozen years contained over six hundred people (Demos 1994, 127). Many
of the settlers were refugees from Mohawk villages in New York that had
been destroyed by the French, but many others had been captives among
various Iroquois tribes.

An eyewitness said of the population of Kahnawake: “They . . . are all
coming from different Iroquois nations and are either natives of that country



or dwellers there as prisoners” (Demos 1994, 124). These “marginal
people” and “human flotsam” were the type most likely to found a new
settlement (Demos 1994, 124). The population also contained a number of
Europeans who had been captured by the Iroquois and other groups, some
of whom lived out the rest of their lives at Kahnawake and adopted an
indigenous identity (one such woman, Eunice Williams, is the focus of
Demos’s [1994] study). The presence of Jesuit priests provided a religious
framework for the organization of the settlement, but the disparate
population must have struggled, at least at the beginning, to develop a
common social framework. Interestingly, although the founding population
was diverse, the community took on a Mohawk social identity and
continues to identify as Mohawk today.

These case studies demonstrate the presence of captives at times and
places where new ethnic groups were created or existing groups
transformed. As the examples illustrate, captives could be members of
remnant groups, they could be displaced persons who had escaped their
captors or been “liberated” by the vagaries of war, or they could have been
purchased or stolen to build the population of a newly developed social
group. Captives should not necessarily be conceived of as distinct actors in
processes of social creation, however. “Captive” is a transitory social role in
which the captive, if spared death, is integrated into captor society in one of
an array of social positions (see chapter 3). In transformed or new social
formations, captive origins could be forgotten, distantly remembered, or
used to create a hierarchy with captives and their descendants at the lowest
levels of society. In other words, captives were individuals, like multiple
others, who came together in a variety of ways to form new social groups.
As demonstrated here, the fact that they had been taken violently and
unwillingly from a natal society had a range of effects on their contribution
to the creation of new societies.

Captives were involved in both the maintenance and creation of social
boundaries. In daily interactions with their captors they could serve as
social opposites, allowing captors to continually judge their social
performance against that of marginalized people who originated in other
social groups. When captives were permitted to copy captor social



practices, they might become especially assiduous in their performances in
an effort to curry favor with their captors and gain a somewhat better social
standing for themselves. Captives might serve as nodes for social
interaction that cut across ethnic boundaries, providing opportunities for
both peaceful and violent encounters. The cross-cultural examples above
suggest that these processes are common to small-scale societies in many
parts of the world and likely occurred in the ancient societies studied by
archaeologists.

In times of social disruption and population displacement, captives could
become involved in processes of ethnogenesis or the formation of
coalescent societies. The examples discussed here are largely postcontact,
but they provide useful models for exploring the role of captives in cultural
change in the precontact past. Ethnogenesis and coalescence almost
certainly occurred in many parts of the world during pre-Columbian times,
especially where warfare and captive taking decimated demographically
small ethnic groups and created remnant populations.



6

Captives and Cultural Transmission

A substantial lacuna in archaeology surrounds the mechanisms by which
cultural practices were transmitted between social groups. Archaeologists,
at least those who study prehistory, have created largely broad-brush
models of intercultural interaction that reference trade or migration. Studies
of trade and exchange tend to focus on economic interactions between
societies (however, see Bauer and Agbe-Davies 2010 for a new perspective)
and method and theory in migration studies are just now beginning to
explore the outcome of migration in destination areas (e.g., Clark 2001;
Ortman and Cameron 2011; Stone 2003). Archaeologists have yet to
develop detailed understandings of the ways that cultural practices were
transmitted between groups and then adapted to a new social setting (see
Kristiansen and Larsson 2005, 4–61, for a critique; see also Cameron 2011).
This chapter explores the role of captives in cultural transmission. I argue
that these marginalized people were one way in which cultural practices
were transferred between groups. Captives, unwillingly or willingly, joined
communities of practice in captor society, and their daily work could, in
some cases, have long-term effects on the cultural practices of captor
societies. Not only might captives bring with them new ways of doing, they
could also affect processes of learning in existing communities of practice.

The chapter begins with a brief look at contemporary approaches to the
study of cultural transmission, specifically intercultural interaction, and the
need to evaluate factors surrounding the acceptance or rejection of novel
cultural practices. It then evaluates the role captives may have played
within frameworks of teaching and learning in captor society. We must
rethink our assumption that craft learning was always warmly imparted
from fond parent or trusted relative to receptive child. Instead, we should
evaluate how knowledge might have been imparted to a low-status captive,
the motivation of the captive to reproduce goods exactly as she is taught,
and opportunities the captive might have to introduce new cultural



practices. As social others, captives could form a unique part of learning
frameworks (figure 9). The next section uses captive narratives to show that
small-scale societies were often highly receptive to knowledge brought by
outsiders. Even as captives were abused and humiliated, they were actively
mined for useful knowledge and abilities. Finally, ethnohistoric and historic
examples demonstrate that cultural practices, including craft skills,
foodways, and religious practices, were moved from group to group through
the agency of captives. There is no doubt that captives acted as a powerful
avenue of cultural transmission.

Intercultural Interaction and Cultural Transmission
Cultural transmission has always been a central interest of archaeologists,
even though the mechanics of this process were not explicitly examined
until late in the twentieth century. Four recent edited volumes (O’Brien
2008; O’Brien and Shennan 2010; Shennan 2009; Stark, Bowser, and Horne
2008) and a number of articles signal strong current interest in the topic
(O’Brien et al. 2014; Premo 2014; Rorabaugh 2014). These are only the
most recent manifestation of the need for archaeologists to understand how
social practices are created, maintained, and transformed. Our fundamental
units of investigation are the people who operated within and between
archaeologically constructed social boundaries; knowledge of how culture
is transmitted, whether between generations or between groups, is central to
our investigation of the past.



9. Mujer conibo pintado ceramios (Conibo woman painting pottery). Illustration by Paul Marcoy,
who traveled through South America during the mid-1840s and illustrated what he observed. From
Marcoy, Viaje a través de América del Sur (Lima: Instituto Francés de Estudios Andinos, 1875), 218.

Nineteenth-century anthropological pioneers recognized three
mechanisms by which cultural practices were passed from generation to
generation or were transferred between groups: (1) within groups through
teaching and learning—in other words, through enculturation, the
intergenerational transmission of group culture; (2) through trade or
exchange with other groups that allowed the “diffusion” of cultural
practices; and (3) through the migration of people into a new region (Lyman
2008, 10–11). For these early anthropologists and throughout much of the
twentieth century, the fact of cultural transmission was simply assumed and
there was no attempt to determine the mechanisms by which traits passed,
the barriers to cultural transmission, or the most effective social pathways
for transmitting cultural information. While archaeologists now have a far
more sophisticated understanding of cultural transmission, research
continues to follow these same three mechanisms (Lyman 2008, 11;
O’Brien et al. 2008).



Processual and then postprocessual archaeology, both of which focus on
local developments within specific regions, swept away early efforts to
examine and model processes of “diffusion” and migration (Kristiansen and
Larsson 2005, 4–7). With few exceptions, intercultural interaction became
the domain of studies of trade and exchange, with a strong focus on
economic models for explaining how societies interacted with one another
(although Agbe-Davies and Bauer [2010] have recently asked
archaeologists to begin a reconsideration of trade as a social activity). Other
modes of intercultural transmission were rarely examined.
Ethnoarchaeological studies of craft production, especially the vast
literature on ceramic ethnoarchaeology, should have alerted us to the
complexity of processes of intercultural transmission. As Frank (1993, 387–
88) observes concerning pottery production in Mali, “although tools and
materials may appear to be rudimentary, the technical knowledge required
to successfully form and fire is anything but simple. It is not a craft that
someone could simply take up upon seeing a skilled potter work, much less
upon being presented with the finished product.”

Until recently, archaeologists (except historical archaeologists) have
expended little effort to understand the mechanisms by which cultural
practices are transmitted between cultures. Kristiansen and Larsson (2005)
urge archaeologists to go beyond the spatial exploration of the “diffusion”
of cultural “traits” to understand how cultural practices were accepted,
recontextualized, and given meaning in the societies where they were
introduced. They ask archaeologists to “attempt to trace the socially and
culturally determined motives and incentives for individuals to travel and to
adopt new values and behaviors. And in similar ways: the motives and
incentives to resist change. As such social changes are played out by
people, we need to identify those groups who had the capacity to adopt or to
resist new values and behaviors” (Kristiansen and Larsson 2005, 14–15).

Of the three subfields of archaeology in which models of cultural
transmission have been developed—evolutionary archaeology,
ethnoarchaeology, and historical archaeology—historical archaeology is the
only one that makes intercultural interaction a major focus (Mills 2008).1
Ethnoarchaeologists, especially ceramic ethnoarchaeologists, have made
detailed studies of how technological practices are transmitted between
generations (as have evolutionary archaeologists, who are not discussed



further here). Their studies are often framed within learning theory and use
the concepts of “situated learning” and “communities of practice.” As
discussed below, we gain a great deal by considering how captives might
have acted within their captors’ communities of practice. Still, problems
exist in the contrast between the short timescale represented by
ethnoarchaeological studies and the long histories of cultural change that
prehistoric archaeologists hope to understand (Mills 2008, 250).

Network analysis, a relatively new field of study (at least in
archaeology), is also making contributions to our understanding of the
transmission of cultural practices among social groups. Network analysis in
archaeology focuses on relationships among entities in the past, including
individuals, groups, and material culture (Collar et al. 2015, 10). Network
models are criticized for ignoring individual decision making, but this is not
always the case (Collar et al. 2015, 11–12). For example, a recent study of
the development of Roosevelt Redware pottery during the thirteenth century
in the American Southwest explores the identity and relationship of people
who initially designed this style of pottery and those who first adopted it
(Mills and Peeples, forthcoming). Of interest for the present study, the
status of innovators and early adopters, as well as the network they
maintained, was key to the spread of this influential pottery type.

While network analysis is fairly new, historical archaeology in the
Americas has a long history of detailed studies of the process of cultural
transmission. Operating under the rubric of “culture contact,” most work
focuses on interactions between a dominant elite—colonizers—and
subordinate groups that generally consisted of indigenous people or
transplanted African slaves. Early concepts such as acculturation, which
posited a unidirectional, “top-down” transmission of traits from colonizer to
colonized, have been replaced by concepts such as transculturation,
creolization, hybridity, and ethnogenesis. These new concepts emphasize
the cultural and genetic exchanges that occurred among indigenous New
World populations and European and African newcomers (Armstrong 1998;
Bhabha 1990, 1994; Deagan 1998; Sidbury and Cañizares-Esguerra 2011;
Singleton 1998; Stein 2005b, 16–17; Trouillot 2002; Voss 2008b).

Most important for the current study is that historic archaeologists study
the factors that condition the transmission of cultural practices from one
group to another, evaluating the circumstances surrounding the acceptance



of some practices and the rejection of others. New cultural practices are not
automatically adopted by societies exposed to them and there may be a
variety of social or economic reasons for acceptance, partial acceptance, or
rejection of new practices, including the status of the individual or group
introducing the practice. In a study of colonial-era cuisine among the Zunis
of the American Southwest, Mills (2008, 246–52), like Kristiansen and
Larsson (2005; and in contrast to the models of biased transmission
proposed by evolutionary archaeologists), emphasizes the importance of
social impediments to the transmission process: powerful colonists imposed
some practices; indigenous people rejected other practices because of their
association with the brutality of colonization. The numbers of colonists in a
region and their spatial relationship to indigenous people also affected the
adoption of European practices.

Other factors also affect the transmission of cultural practices. Deagan’s
(1974, 1983) groundbreaking work at the site of St. Augustine in La Florida
shows the importance of gender and social status in the use of Spanish-
influenced versus indigenous material culture. She argues that Spanish
colonists were largely unmarried military men who brought a reduced,
male-oriented set of Spanish cultural traits with them. These men married
indigenous women, who continued to use indigenous material culture in
low-visibility, female-associated activities involved in food preparation and
other domestic activities. Meanwhile, Spanish-derived traits were retained
in public, male-associated, socially visible activities such as house
construction or in weaponry characteristics. In a strong critique, Voss
(2008c) points out that indigenous and African women living in Spanish
colonial households in Florida and elsewhere in the Americas were not
often wives but more often slaves, concubines, and servants, and that local
goods such as utility pottery may actually have arrived in Spanish colonial
homes primarily through macroscale labor regimes and distribution systems
rather than through the agency of indigenous wives.

Scholars are increasingly aware that colonial encounters created arenas in
which indigenous people played active roles in directing culture change.
For example, a study of clothing and related items found in the graves of
Seneca people (an Iroquoian group of the Northeast) interred between the
early seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries shows that Seneca women
adopted some European materials and used them to elaborate existing



traditional decorative techniques (Kane 2014). The use of European
materials released Seneca women from the labor of producing plant-fiber
cloth and freed them to expand on their traditional designs: “Seneca people
used European materials to become more Iroquois” (Kane 2014, 19).
Furthermore, indigenous preferences for particular materials and designs
required textile workers in England to reorient the types of materials they
produced.

Traditional practices of indigenous people could take on new meanings in
the colonial world. Indigenous workers at Rancho Petaluma, a large
Mexican land-grant ranch in northern California, used European metal tools
for their ranch work, but in domestic contexts they continued to make and
use the stone tools characteristic of the precolonial period (Silliman 2001).
Much of the stone came from distant sources and was likely procured
through an indigenous exchange system. Silliman (2001) argues that stone
tools (as well as the social network through which raw material was
acquired and the technology of production) were active materializations of
the native identity of these ranch workers.

Captives typically enter captor society as low-status individuals and with,
we might assume, limited opportunity to accept or reject cultural practices,
except through “hidden” resistance (L. Ferguson 1991; Scott 1990). Roux
(2010, 224) argues that innovations are made by experts in a particular
practice who are knowledgeable enough to experiment with new ways of
doing. Roux (2010, 226) also cites Mendras (1984), who found peasants of
historical periods especially resistant to change and determined that most
innovations were made by the elite. But as described below, in small-scale
societies captives were actively mined for any useful cultural practices they
might know. The possibility that productive industries in the state-level
societies described by Roux were less open to innovation by social others
than those in small-scale societies remains open to investigation.
Furthermore, the idea that elites are innovators has limited utility for small-
scale societies, in which elites often do not engage in productive activity
(except social management) or work alongside their subordinate
coresidents. In contrast to the tradition-bound peasants that Mendras (1984)
describes, captives would not be weighted down with conventional ideas
about how things should be done. Captives may have been explicitly
excluded from high-value captor practices, such as religious observances or



certain foodways, but captors had the option of accepting or rejecting the
cultural practices captives brought with them. The next section explores the
captive’s role in communities of practice in captor society and the factors
that may have conditioned the acceptance or rejection of captive-introduced
cultural practices.

Situated Learning and the Captive
Captives entering captor societies were instantly immersed in a field of
social and economic activities that might be only minimally familiar, and
their survival often depended on active and rapid learning of their captors’
cultural practices. In other words, the process of social learning for the
captive, in contrast to that of most social learners, was usually one of
coercion and could involve verbal or physical abuse. The ability of captives
to transmit cultural practices from their natal society to that of their captors
requires an understanding of how they fit into captor learning frameworks.
Because captives were generally marginal members of captor society, there
is little documentation of their role in social learning. This section uses
social learning theory to explore how captives not only were incorporated
into captor learning frameworks but may have affected learning in ways
that resulted in changes to captor culture.

Social learning is a topic of current interest for archaeologists and
anthropologists. There is widespread agreement that learning is situated in
social contexts and that social actors, rather than simply reproducing the
behavior of generations above them (as traditional anthropological theory
assumed), constantly adjust their behavior in response to the social cues
emanating from others around them, a process called “situated learning.” A
key concept in this theoretical approach is “communities of practice.” A
community of practice is a group of people who share a common interest in
a particular activity or subject and who interact and share strategies,
solutions, and innovations over an extended period of time (Lave and
Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). In communities of practice, learning is not
just the rote transmission of information between individuals; instead,
learners are motivated to achieve competency in a cultural practice as a way
of signaling their membership in the group (Bowser and Patton 2008, 108).
Gosselain (2008, 154) criticizes the emphasis by both evolutionary



archaeologists and ethnoarchaeologists on transmission of cultural elements
over acquisition and practice. He emphasizes the closely intertwined
relationship between learning and practice. Individuals never cease learning
as they engage in a particular practice, and both learning and practice
contribute to the construction of the self.

Lave and Wenger (1991) describe learners as “legitimate peripheral
participants,” or newcomers to the group who initially occupy marginal
positions and with time, practice, and involvement eventually gain
competency and full group membership. Yet they identify a contradiction
between the intergenerational continuity suggested by the communities of
practice concept and the “displacement” that results as old practitioners are
replaced by new ones. The dynamic tension newcomers create as they
establish their own identities through practice is what causes change in
cultural practices (Bowser and Patton 2008, 108). I suggest that the
dynamic tension captives create affects captor communities of practice in
ways that archaeologists should acknowledge in their studies of situated
learning.

For most scholars studying communities of practice, legitimate peripheral
participants are the young following a developmental cycle within
communities of practice, moving through competency and eventually
reaching senior group membership with specialized historical knowledge.
As argued below, however, captives may be especially peripheral and may
always be limited in their ability to become full group members because
they may be older when they join captor communities of practice and
because, as outsiders, they create an exceptionally potent dynamic tension.

Ethnoarchaeological studies of pottery production emphasize that
learning most often occurs between parent and child in traditional potting
communities, although the relationship between student and teacher can be
variable (Mills 2008, 250; Minar and Crown 2001; but see Gosselain 2008,
151). Gosselain’s (2008, 161) study of pottery production in Niger
highlights the close relationship between student and teacher, emphasizing
that psychological closeness could be more important than kin relations (see
also Minar and Crown 2001). How might a captive fit into this cozy picture
of social learning? Wenger (1998, 100–101) believes that newcomers must
have some level of legitimacy and acceptance for learning to occur. Is this
true for a despised captive? How might our ideas about situated learning



change if it is reconceived as forced or coerced? Will captives be motivated
to mimic exactly captor cultural practices in order to “fit in” and perhaps
win their captor’s good opinion? Or at least avoid disapproval, censure, or
punishment? Or might they have more latitude for social expression?

Captives entering captor communities of practice are not only producers
of captor material culture, they are actively involved in the process of
acquiring a new social identity and becoming “rehumanized” in captor
society. Gosselain (2011) argues that rather than experience an unbearable
“social limbo” if they refuse to adopt the cultural practices of their captors,
captives would likely choose to acquire a new social identity through active
participation in group practices. Evidence from Amazonia adds
ethnographic breadth to Gosselain’s observations. Among the Conibo some
captive women incorporated as wives became slavish reproducers of
Conibo pottery designs because their marginal position allowed them little
latitude to challenge established conventions and introduce natal practices
or their own novel interpretations (DeBoer 1986, 238; 1990, 2011). Yet
Bowser (2008) challenges the idea that Amazonian captives would
completely abandon the practices of pottery production they learned in the
societies of their birth. She argues that captives would likely continue to
reproduce less obvious characteristics of pottery, for example, by using
different technological steps or design styles (see also Cameron 1998, 2011;
Carr 1995, 195–98; Clark 2001, 12–13; Duff 2002; Stark 1998).

The pressure on captives toward conformity may be like that on a young
wife in a patrilineal society where, upon marriage, she must move to a
distant and different community and learn the ways of her in-laws. Among
the Luo of western Kenya, women learn pottery making from their mothers-
in-law and in the style of the husband’s local group (Herbich and Dietler
2008). Not unlike captives, young wives there (typically under age sixteen)
go through a process of resocialization that requires them to unlearn
practices from their childhood home and substitute local practices—recipes,
plant knowledge, agricultural practices, rituals, styles, and so on (Herbich
and Dietler 2008, 233). A young girl will not be taught pottery production
prior to marriage but will learn from her mother-in-law or the senior co-
wife. Yet learning pottery production is a life-long social process heavily
influenced by interactions (both positive and negative) among the potter
and her friends, co-wives, and others. These interactions result in stylistic



differences in pottery that are not simply the results of one-on-one training
(Herbich and Dietler 2008, 234). Nonetheless, local microstyles of pottery
are routinely reproduced by women who came from outside the community
in which they work.

If captives are always actively resocialized in captor society we should
expect them rarely or never to have introduced new cultural practices, yet
the examples that follow provide strong evidence that they did. To
understand the role that captives might have played in cultural transmission,
we need to recognize and explore the myriad of factors that affect the
acceptance or rejection of novel practices. Such work already has been
undertaken in ethnoarchaeology and culture contact studies. For example,
some cultures are more receptive to social change than others and the role
particular practices play in a society affects a group’s willingness to
consider introduced innovation.

An ethnoarchaeological study of pottery production in Cameroon links
methods of teaching and learning to variability in receptiveness to
innovation. Wallaert-Pêtre’s (2001) study of several West African groups
found that those in which learning potting was primarily a process of
observation were conservative and unlikely to incorporate innovation.
Those in which learning was vocal and learners questioned and discussed
the process were much more likely to incorporate new methods and styles.
In the culture contact study from the American Southwest discussed above,
residents of Zuni Pueblo initially rejected European wheat bread during the
first violent centuries of colonization (Mills 2008). They continued to make
the traditional and labor-intensive corn-based hewe, or paper bread, because
of its role in a ceremonial complex introduced during the precontact period.
Bread production practices changed in the late nineteenth century when
growing wheat became economically profitable and baking wheat bread in
outdoor ovens became a new way for Zuni people to meet and publicly
demonstrate their fulfillment of ceremonial obligations.

An illustration of the ways captives may have interacted with
communities of practice in captor society also comes from the Southwest
and suggests that captives could continue aspects of their natal practices,
blending them with captor cultural practices. Captive Navajo women held
in Spanish homes in New Mexico during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries made “slave blankets.” The Navajos, who migrated to the



Southwest about the same time as the Spanish, made textiles using cotton,
adopted from the Pueblo Indians, and wool, adopted from the Spanish. The
captive Navajo women made blankets using dyes provided them to by their
captors and created designs often modeled on textiles made in Mexico. The
women continued to use their indigenous upright loom, and their blankets
are distinguished by “lazy lines,” a Navajo spiritual symbol (Brooks 2002,
239; Mera 1938; see also Wheat 2003, 140–41, for problems with the
identification of slave blankets). Reasons why the Spanish permitted their
captives to use indigenous looms could involve the difficulty of access to
European-style looms in remote colonial New Mexico (Wheat [2003, 30]
reports fighting over control of European-style looms in the early
seventeenth century) or admiration for the high quality of the tightly woven
Navajo blankets (Brooks 2002, 239). The Spanish were likely ignorant of
the significance of the “lazy lines” produced by their nominally
Christianized captives. As the primary producers of textiles in Spanish
homes, captive Navajos may have been more likely to interact with other
Navajo weavers than with Spanish weavers. In that case, they were
probably under little pressure to change their methods of manufacture; only
their final product had to comply with captor demands, not the way it was
made.

The role of captives in cultural transmission is complex, as DeBoer
(2011) stresses in his Amazonian studies. At a micro level, discussed above,
he found captive women among the Conibo so resocialized that they
faithfully reproduced Conibo pottery designs. At the macro level (discussed
below), however, he found evidence of female-linked material objects
outside their normal area of distribution, suggesting that captive women in
this region introduced cultural practices they had learned in their home
villages. The contrast evident at these two scales of analysis highlights our
lack of understanding about how various sorts of cultural knowledge are
acquired and transmitted, the influence of trauma on such processes, and the
effects of age and other human characteristics on capacities to learn new
and unlearn old cultural information (DeBoer 2011, 95; see also Mills 2008,
250). The following section addresses some of these issues. It begins at the
micro scale and uses captive narratives to show that captors saw their
captives as valuable sources of extractable knowledge and skill. Then, at the
macro scale, it provides evidence of some of the major forms of knowledge



and skills introduced by captives in both state-level and small-scale
societies.

Learning from the “Other”
Small-scale societies, as commonly conceived by archaeologists, are
conservative social units in which change is slow and gradual. In fact, the
term diffusion suggests a slow, almost imperceptible process. We must
discard this view if we want to understand the process of intercultural
transmission in these societies. While every culture differs in its openness to
novelty and difference, ethnohistoric and historic data suggest that
individuals in small-scale societies often saw interaction with foreigners as
potentially advantageous as well as dangerous. Rather than reject outright
other ways of doing, they might accept and reconfigure foreign practices to
suit the needs of their group and the advancement of its leaders. Mary
Helms (1988) long ago showed us the fascination that distant places and
people held for ancient societies, and there is no doubt that indigenous
people worldwide adopted aspects of European technology they found
useful, such as metallurgy, guns, and horses. Like indigenous people
elsewhere, Native Americans were interested in and open to many aspects
of European technology and cultural practices. Historic accounts of the
earliest European explorers in the Americas suggest that indigenous leaders
immediately saw in these foreigners an opportunity for trade, alliance, and
the acquisition of novel goods, skills, and knowledge (Ekberg 2010, 11;
Foster 2003; Hudson 1997, 227; Rushforth 2003, 2012; Snyder 2007, 276).

While captives might be reviled and abused, the historic and
ethnohistoric examples presented below and throughout this book
emphasize that captors often valued and exploited captives’ knowledge and
skills. The most intimate accounts of captives in small-scale societies come
from the historic period and especially from eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century European captives who returned and wrote of their experiences.
Problems with accuracy of the captive narrative in representing the social
lives of indigenous people have been widely discussed. They include
religious motivations for writing the accounts, plays to public sentiment
against indigenous people, the youth of many captives, who may not have
fully remembered their experience, and the fact that many narratives were



written years after the captive returned (Gelo and Zesch 2003, 35; Toulouse
2007; VanDerBeets 1973, xi–xxxi). Furthermore, many nineteenth-century
European captives spent their lives after redemption exploiting their
experiences as a captive by selling written accounts or lecturing (Kestler
1990, 415; Mifflin 2009; Stewart 1987). Promoters often manipulated these
former captives in these endeavors and may have affected the resulting
narratives. We must also acknowledge the enormous disruption colonization
caused in small-scale societies in the Americas and elsewhere. Still, captive
narratives contain valuable evidence of how captives might have been
incorporated into and contributed to communities of practice in prehistoric
small-scale societies.

Reading captive narratives is disturbing. Women, children, and men
watch as their family and friends are murdered. They are marched hundreds
of miles over rugged terrain in freezing or blistering temperatures, often
with minimal food, water, or clothing. They are beaten, starved, humiliated,
and overworked. They are given the most difficult and menial tasks:
gathering firewood and water, tending stock, packing up camp, and carrying
burdens. Sometimes their indigenous “family” is kind to them, other times
cruel. In either case, captors seem always on the lookout for useful
information and skills they can extract from their captives. Captives may be
at the lowest end of the social spectrum, but part of their value is the
knowledge they carry. The following captive narratives from the Americas
record attempts by captors to extract knowledge and skills from their
captives.

Captive taking began almost the moment Columbus spied the island of
Hispaniola; Europeans captured indigenous people and vice versa. One of
the earliest and most detailed accounts by a European of his indigenous
captivity is that of the sixteenth-century Spanish explorer Álvar Núñez
Cabeza de Vaca, held for several years by peoples of the Gulf Coast. His
experiences illustrate the common assumption among people in small-scale
societies that foreigners have special powers. Cabeza de Vaca reported that
his captors, certain that these newcomers had special medical abilities,
demanded that he and his fellow captives cure illnesses. They brushed aside
Cabeza de Vaca’s protest that he lacked such expertise. Cabeza de Vaca and
his companions prayed to “Our Lord God” and made the sign of the cross
over the sick, but they also blew on them, combining both European and



indigenous curing methods. They used these concocted medical skills to
stay alive as they moved from group to group in their attempt to reach the
safety of the Spanish colonies in central Mexico (Cabeza de Vaca [1542]
2003).

The same assumption that foreigners have special powers as curers or
sorcerers is found in many other societies. In the Amazon, the Conibo who
captured Cashibo and Campa, as well as the Turkanoans who captured and
enslaved groups of Makú, believed that their despised captives were
powerful sorcerers with access to potent forest medicines and poisons
(DeBoer 2008, 249–50). In the mid-nineteenth century, Fanny Kelly, who
spent five months as a captive of the Ogalala Sioux in what was then
Dakota Territory, reported that the wounded chief of her captor’s tribe
wanted her to attend to him because of his “superstitious belief in the
healing power of a white woman’s touch” (Kestler 1990, 441).

Captives played important roles as cultural intermediaries, as Brooks
(2002) skillfully reveals about the Southwest Borderlands (see chapter 5).
Their competence in more than one language meant they could negotiate on
behalf of their captors and, as Albers (1993) describes for Great Plains
tribes, could serve as social nodes that encouraged trade and other sorts of
interaction after a decrease in hostilities among adjacent groups (see chapter
5). Captors also valued the captives’ other methods of communication.
Fanny Kelly’s Sioux captors admired her ability to read and write. She read
to them from a book recovered from her family’s ambushed wagon and it
“interested them greatly” (Kestler 1990, 438). She also wrote a letter from
her captor to a nearby army detail escorting an emigrant wagon train
(Kestler 1990, 445). The chief, who hoped to convince the army captain to
move on without attacking the Sioux camp, carefully monitored her
composition of the letter. Fanny’s captors also admired her ability to sing
(presumably English songs) and urged her to do so as she worked (Kestler
1990, 444).

The account of John Jewitt’s life among the Mowachahts of the
Northwest Coast illustrates the value placed on captive craft knowledge,
especially metallurgy. In 1803 the Mowachahts attacked Jewitt’s ship and
only Jewitt and one other crew member survived (Stewart 1987). Jewitt was
the ship’s armorer, and in the days before the attack visiting Indians had
watched him work. During the attack the Mowachaht “chief” Maquinna



protected Jewitt because of his skills and then enslaved him. Jewitt’s
narrative records the many items he made for Maquinna, for his wives, and
for other village leaders: bracelets, daggers, and lances of copper and steel
(Stewart 1987, 61, 110, 127–28) and iron fishhooks and ornaments,
including nose ornaments (Stewart 1987, 67, 86, 90). Jewitt especially
delighted Maquinna with a steel whaling harpoon, which was much sturdier
than the native version. However, Maquinna prevented Jewitt from making
similar harpoons for other Mowachaht leaders, reserving this aspect of his
slave’s technological expertise for himself. When Maquinna decided to go
to war, he required Jewitt to outfit the raiders with daggers and cheetoolths
(war clubs). The other survivor of the massacre on Jewitt’s ship had been
the ship’s sailmaker, who made a sail for Maquinna’s canoe and clothing of
European cloth, including a beautiful mantle pieced together of brightly
colored vest patterns and ornamented with gilt buttons (Stewart 1987, 110–
11). Other “ways of doing” also passed from these two European captives
to their Mowachaht captors, including the practice of washing clothes
instead of discarding them (Stewart 1987, 134). Captors assigned the actual
washing, of course, to the captives.

Foreign clothing seems to have been especially readily adopted when
indigenous societies interacted with Europeans. Catherine German,
captured in 1874 by the Cheyennes, made clothes for her captors. “The
Indian men and boys liked to have me make their shirts because I made
button holes and put bone buttons on them, whereas the squaws had used
sticks or string to fasten these garments” (Meredith [1927] 2004, 42). Mary
Rowlandson, captive for over a year among the Algonquian tribes of the
Northeast, knitted stockings and made shirts and caps for her indigenous
family and others who demanded them (Kestler 1990, 32, 36, 37, 41, 45,
52, 55). These creative endeavors gave her no status among her captors, and
she also carried burdens, fetched firewood and water, and often starved.
Rowlandson does not report the types of garments she made for her captors,
but one assumes she sewed and knit using techniques she had learned in her
white home rather than in those of her captors. That her captors sought her
out for garment making suggests that they valued European clothing styles
(see also Kestler 1990, 49, for Indians “dressed in English apparel”; Kane
2014). The Algonquians were not receptive to all European practices,
however. Rowlandson reports that she earned a piece of bear meat and a



quart of peas for garments she made. She cooked the foods and invited her
master and mistress to eat, but the mistress refused because the two
ingredients had been boiled together, apparently in violation of indigenous
cooking practices.

Other examples also highlight the interest of small-scale societies in new
technologies. Helena Valero, captive of the Yanomamö in the Amazon (see
chapter 3), angered her captors because she told them she was unable to
make the metal tools they desired (Biocca [1965] 1996, 131; Tierney 2000,
245). Captors closely questioned Olive Oatman, a young girl held by a
Mohave tribe in the mid-nineteenth century, about Anglo agricultural
technology, including the use of the plow (figure 10). Her narrative portrays
her captors as lazy and incompetent because of their casual attitude toward
horticulture, yet they seem to have been interested in other production
methods.

The examples above, although derived exclusively from accounts of
Europeans held by Native Americans, suggest the extent to which small-
scale societies were open to cultural practices introduced by foreigners,
regardless of their status. These groups do not fit the highly conservative
and conformist view archaeologists tend to have of them. We should
recognize that these societies actively evaluated the cultural practices of
other groups, adopting those that were useful and rejecting those that were
not. The following section demonstrates the role of captives in this selection
process. As common social persons in small-scale societies, captives acted
as an avenue for the introduction of new cultural practices.

What Captives Contributed
Historic, ethnohistoric, and ethnographic data demonstrate that captives
could be a source of innovation in the development of cultural practices.
The following discussion is organized around several types of practices that
captives are documented to have introduced: technology and craft
production, food items and cuisine, and religious ideas and curing practices.
The majority of this book focuses on small-scale societies, but this section
discusses societies at all levels of social organization, including ancient
Greece and Rome and the nations involved in the Atlantic slave trade.
Captive contributions have been studied in much more detail in classical



societies and especially in African diaspora studies. While cultural practices
and the organization of labor in small-scale societies are quite different
from those in state-level societies, insights from state-level societies further
our understanding of the contributions of captives to culture change in
small-scale societies.

10. In 1851 fourteen-year-old Olive Oatman was captured by Yavapai Indians in what is now
southern Arizona. She was traded to the Mohaves, who adopted her and tattooed her chin in the
fashion of all Mohave women. Tintype portrait of Olive Ann Oatman courtesy Western Americana
Collection, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.



Technology and Craft Production
Captives in small-scale societies were frequently involved in the production
of craft goods. In simpler societies, they undertook the production of
household items but sometimes also specialty or ritual goods. In more
complex societies, they produced goods whose sale or exchange brought
wealth to captors. While captives, as subordinate individuals, might be
expected to follow the craft practices of the societies they joined, the
examples below show the extent to which captives could introduce new
technologies, practices, or decorative styles. In some cases captors targeted
skilled individuals for capture because of the technological or labor needs
of captor society.

There is no doubt about the high value placed on skilled slaves in the
earliest Western and Islamic societies (Patterson 1982, 179–80). Slaves in
ancient Athens and Rome were often craft workers, making everything
from the well-known Greek painted vases to the cut blocks of stone used to
construct the temples and palaces of the cities of antiquity (Burford 1972;
see also Fisher 1993; Joshel 2010; Thompson 2003). In Athens they labored
“in the workshops at every kind and level of skilled work” (Burford 1972,
47). The lack of skilled workers in Athens could be overcome by buying
slaves from elsewhere (Burford 1972, 58). After the second and first
centuries BCE, increasing numbers of Greek and Oriental captives were
returned to Italy to work in crafts and other activities (Burford 1972, 60).
Roman entrepreneurs bought skilled slaves to work in handicraft and
architectural industries (Westermann 1942). Slaves frequently apprenticed
in workshops where they learned trades, and many workshops were staffed
entirely by slaves (Burford 1972, 90). Despite the value of craftspeople to
ancient societies, free citizens of Greece and Rome despised manual labor.
Burford (1972, 29) attributes this to a lack of connection to the land by
those who worked in crafts, but slavery’s link to manual labor may also
have been part of the reason (see Patterson 1982, 254–55; see also Fisher
1993, 52; Joshel 2010, 165).

North of the Roman empire, archaeological evidence reveals the presence
of Roman captives apparently skilled in craft manufacture, in Germanic
settlements prior to the fifth century CE (Lenski 2008, 90–91). Metal objects
found as far north as Denmark suggest the capture and transport of skilled



Roman metalsmiths. Objects including statuettes, drinking horns, and
weapons found at archaeological sites in Germanic territory were
apparently locally manufactured but with Mediterranean techniques and
designs. Similarly, ceramics recovered in late-third-century settlements in
Mainfranken indicate the presence of Roman potters among Germanic
tribes. This pottery was locally made but with Roman methods (Lenski
2008, 90).

Beginning in the seventh century, Islamic armies conquered much of the
eastern Mediterranean and beyond almost to India, including eastern and
northern Africa and most of Spain. The thousands of slaves taken during
these conquests introduced a myriad of novel cultural practices into the
polyglot that became Islamic society. Samuel Haas (1942, iii) reports of
Islamic slaves that “in the early development of Islam most of the crafts and
skills which are so necessary for the development of any culture were
performed by slaves. The members of this social group brought to Islam the
trades of smithery, ceramics, mosaic work, carpentry, and painting. Other
slaves supervised the construction of bridges, dams, and public buildings.”
To slaves also goes the credit for many developments in Islamic music and
poetry, including the introduction of the Persian lute and the melodies and
rhythms on which Muslim music is built (S. Haas 1942, iv).

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, many British people
who navigated the Mediterranean Sea became captives of Islamic societies
located along the North African coast. Those captives with skills—medical
practices, boat building, the making of armor, accounting, or the ability to
speak multiple languages—were most highly valued (Colley 2002, 60). In
fact, their value often excluded them from attempts at ransom.

Accounts from Africa and the Americas indicate that skilled craftspeople
were often a focus of slave raids. Oral histories collected in northern Sierra
Leone record that raids targeted blacksmiths for capture because of the
great demand for their skills; female potters were also preferentially
captured (DeCorse 1989, 137). Accomplished slaves were also valued in
the trans-Atlantic trade. In the Lower Mississippi Valley in the early
eighteenth century, French settlers imported many enslaved African people
who originated in Senegal and the Bight of Benin (Usner 1992, 33). Most of
the colonists of this region were occupied in farming, herding,
hunting/gathering, fishing, trading, and transportation, and because skilled



craftspeople were in short supply, some slaves were trained in craftwork.
Other captive Africans brought different skills, including woodworking,
weaving, and blacksmithing; they might even have been members of
distinct occupational castes (Usner 1992, 55–56). While there is no
evidence that slave raiders in Africa specifically targeted skilled individuals
or castes, DeCorse’s (1989, 137) observations above make it seem likely.
Captive Africans were trained in a variety of new trades in the Americas,
including house building, cabinetry, and the production of decorative metal
elements (Genovese 1972, 395). Genovese (1972, 388–98) describes the
strong influence of West African artistic styles on American crafts. This
influence faded in the nineteenth century, presumably after the 1808 ban on
importing slaves from Africa (although Genovese does not say this).

Small-scale societies also placed high value on captives’ skills. Habicht-
Mauche’s (2008) study, described previously, found that plainware pottery
in the Southern High Plains dating to the protohistoric period, though made
locally, was technologically very similar to pottery from the adjacent
Southwest. She argues that the bison hunters of the region needed women to
prepare hides and raided their Pueblo neighbors for women in order to
increase output. These captive women brought with them pottery-making
abilities, which they apparently retained even though their daily life
revolved around hide production. In Africa, Frank’s (1993) study of potters
living in villages in southern Mali reveals that the local potters were likely
the daughters of slaves who had kept their profession alive, even though
they had been removed to another region. Their foreign origin was evident
in the technology of pottery production their mothers had learned elsewhere
and passed on to them.

Captives made significant contributions to craftwork in small-scale
societies, even in situations where they were not incorporated as slaves. In
island Southeast Asia, from at least the twelfth through the late nineteenth
centuries, large numbers of captives, especially women, were taken in raids
by the most politically prominent and wealthy coastal chiefdoms (Junker
2008). These captives, whether retained as slaves or as wives, engaged in a
variety of productive activities. Some were set to agricultural tasks, but
many produced pottery, textiles, and other goods that created wealth for
their masters. In the Philippines these women came with designs and other
cultural elements they had learned in the small communities where they



originated, and they used these elements in craftwork in their new homes
(Junker 2008). Contrary to our assumption that cultural innovation occurs in
major centers, here the direction of innovation went the other way.

Archaeologist Warren DeBoer (2011) takes a statistical approach to the
investigation of the effects of captive taking on artifact distributions.
Working in western Amazonia, he uses a material culture survey produced
in the early twentieth century (Tessmann 1999) to explore the presence or
absence of material goods, including weapons, utility objects, clothing,
ornaments, and objects for body modification, among social groups located
along the Ucayali River and its tributaries. The distribution of most objects
shows a pattern consistent with a distance-decay model (fewer objects will
be found as distance from the center of manufacture increases), but a
number of similar female-linked objects are found in widely separated
tributaries of the Ucayali. The matrilineal societies residing here would not
likely pass women between groups as marriage partners. Instead this
distribution of female-linked objects points to a consistent pattern of raiding
for women (DeBoer 2011, 95). Although DeBoer does not discuss details of
these female-linked objects, captive women in this region clearly
introduced cultural practices they had learned in their original homes.

Foodways
There is no doubt that captives introduced food items and food preparation
methods into the societies they joined, and these may have been among
their most common contributions. Tracking these introductions can be
difficult. Foods and food preparation methods, if adopted, can quickly
become well accepted by the host society, and their origins, especially if
contributed by a marginal or inferior group, may be readily forgotten
(Andrews 1992). Captives were often women; because of women’s roles in
horticulture and food preparation, captive women likely introduced food
items and cuisines. The horizontal transmission of novel foodways relies
not only on the introduction of new foods but also on the mobility of cooks
(Mills 2008).

The massive African diaspora of the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries is
unparalleled in human history and is under intense study. The microscale
processes through which plants, animals, agricultural techniques, and food
preparation methods were transferred from Africa to the New Worlds are



far less understood. Recently, Carney and Rosomoff (2009) have explored
the movement of African foods and foodways in both Africa and to the
New World. Their work shows that even the victims of the most restrictive
systems of slavery implemented culture change on a large scale.

Long before the African diaspora, captives were instrumental in the
movement of new plant varieties from sub-Saharan Africa to northern
Africa (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 28–30). Between the first millennium
BCE and 500 CE, the Garamante culture was located along important caravan
routes in southern Libya. Garamante farming communities used complex
underground water-extraction systems to irrigate their fields, and this
system required considerable labor. Slaves obtained from sub-Saharan
farming communities and transported along established trade routes that
originated in the area around Lake Chad met these labor demands. These
slaves apparently introduced two drought-resistant crops: sorghum and
pearl millet, both of which were originally domesticated in the Sahel. The
new crops enabled a revolution in Garamante food production and
expansion of their complex agricultural systems.

Because of Africans’ subordinate position, their enormous contributions
to New World agriculture and foodways have been largely ignored. African
captives brought not only plants but also extensive knowledge of
horticulture and animal husbandry and of processing tools and methods, as
well as recipes appropriate to the use of African foods (Carney and
Rosomoff 2009). Introduced African plants include rice, sorghum, millet,
yams, bananas, okra, sesame, and many varieties of grasses. Slaves
introduced horticultural methods that allowed these plants to flourish and
preparation methods that turned them into valuable foods (Carney and
Rosomoff 2009, 177–86). For example, displaced Africans brought to the
New World, especially to the Caribbean, their traditional cultivation method
of using a long-handled hoe to ridge and mound the soil (Carney and
Rosomoff 2009, 117–18). European immigrants to the New World, often
landless craft workers or traders, generally lacked farming skills.
Furthermore, they came from the temperate zone, where flora was
considerably different from that in the tropical climates of the New World
where many settled. They turned to skilled African slaves to learn how to
grow food: “The use of enslaved Africans as plantation laborers in the New
World overwhelms the important consideration that many were expert



tropical farmers or herders. Among immigrants to the Americas, only
Africans came equipped with knowledge of raising food in the humid and
semiarid tropics” (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 105).

Africans were not only horticulturalists but also pastoralists with
extensive knowledge of livestock. African livestock, including cattle, pigs,
goats, sheep, and chickens, were purchased live to provide meat for slave
ship crews (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 157), but perhaps even more
important were African grasses, which were loaded onto slave ships as
fodder. African grasslands had coevolved over many millennia with grazing
animals tended by pastoralists, a situation with no parallel in the New
World (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 166). The enormously successful
introduction into the Americas of African forage species, such as cattle and
goats, was key to the explosion of livestock that occurred there (Carney and
Rosomoff 2009, 162). The knowledge captive African herders brought with
them was essential to the success of the livestock business, however.
Seventeenth-century accounts document the consistent demand for slaves
from Senegambia, where cattle herding was the primary livelihood (Carney
and Rosomoff 2009, 172). Tethering animals in fallow fields to allow their
manure to act as fertilizer is an example of a traditional African practice
introduced into the Caribbean and still used today (Carney and Rosomoff
2009, 174). Many American cattle-tending practices also derive from
Africa, introduced by black cowboys in the eighteenth century (Holloway
2005, 55–56). Texas longhorn cattle are an African import, and the north-
south migratory patterns and “open grazing” methods that once
characterized the American cattle industry derived, according to Holloway,
from similar patterns practiced by the Fulani of Africa.

The processes through which African plants, animals, and agricultural
techniques were introduced cannot be known exactly. Carney and Rosomoff
(2009) suggest that the remains of slave ship provisions, loaded in Africa
and discarded in the New World at the end of the voyage, may have been
one important method of introduction. African plantation slaves were
generally required to grow their own food on small plots allotted to them in
the yards around their houses (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 108, 127). In
this “shadow world of cultivation,” enslaved Africans created a “little
Guinea,” growing African plants using traditional African methods (Carney
and Rosomoff 2009, 125, 135). These plots not only allowed enslaved



Africans to consume familiar foods from their homelands but are the source
of the botanical legacy Africa gave to the Americas. African foods and
African cuisine became “traditional” foods in the American South (rice and
black-eyed peas [Hoppin’ John], raw and boiled peanuts, peanut brittle,
sorghum molasses, and okra-based gumbo): “Among the millions of
Africans forcibly dispersed to these regions were members of specialist
ethnic groups and people skilled as herders, farmers, blacksmiths, dyers and
spinners of textiles, and diverse craftspersons. The complex of knowledge
they held was neither trifling nor incidental. It spanned vast categories of
human endeavor, having produced in many of these vocations matchless
levels of expertise. In the New World, Africans and African knowledge
made indelible contributions to the shaping of landscapes where they lived
and labored” (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 176).

The impact of captives on foodways is clear and compelling in African
diaspora studies, but it was likely no less important in other historic and
prehistoric societies. The role of captives in the spread of domesticates,
novel crops, food production methods, and recipes should be considered by
archaeologists in many parts of the world.

Religious Innovations and Curing Practices
While captives could be marginalized and reviled, their position as
outsiders to captor culture meant that captives sometimes played unique
roles. In particular, captives were not infrequently involved with the
introduction of new religions concepts and, as noted above, they were often
required to act as curers. In Europe, Lenski (2008, 104) reports, the
Germanic peoples who attacked the Roman Empire in its decline converted
to Christianity between the fourth and sixth centuries, and in many cases the
conversion seems to have been initiated by Roman captives. For example,
the first Gothic bible was translated by a descendant of captives whose
family and other Christian captives had begun the process of converting the
Goths.

Some of the religious vodun cults in the West African slaving port of
Ouidah (in the modern state of Bénin) were introduced by slaves captured
from the interior (Law 2004, 90). For example, a shrine to Azili, a female
water spirit, is said to have been founded by an enslaved woman captured
by the Dohomian army and taken to Ouidah. Later, ex-slaves returned from



Brazil introduced Islam into Ouidah (Law 2004, 91). In the Kingdom of
Dahomey a palace woman (many palace women were captives) introduced
Islam into one of the royal lineages when she became part of the royal
household (Bay 1983, 347). A slave woman who also became integrated
into palace society introduced another vodun cult into Dahomey (Bay
1983).

In small-scale societies, captives were also involved in the introduction
of religious practices. During battles between Northwest Coast groups, a
warrior who killed the owner of a song, dance, or ritual could claim these
prerogatives for himself (Donald 1997, 112), but not all such ritual
specialists were slain; some were captured and enslaved, bringing their
ritual knowledge with them. For example, Bellabella slaves introduced
house-building potlatches to the Haidas (Murdock 1965, 267). On the rare
occasions when slaves managed to return to their homes, they might return
with cultural practices learned during their enslavement (Ruby and Brown
1993, 34). In the American Southwest, Hopi oral accounts of the attack in
1700 CE on the village Awatovi by neighboring pueblos describe the
destruction of most of the Awatovi population. The few women saved were
members of religious societies and knew special ceremonies (Malotki 1993,
405–7). A few others with special knowledge of the cultivation of peaches
(a European introduction), sweet corn, and pottery making were also
reported to have been saved because of their skills.

There are other reports from the Americas of captives acting as vectors of
novel religious or curing practices, including the introduction of the False
Face Society into the Iroquois by Huron captives and curing practices into
Neural settlements by their Mascouten captives (DeBoer 2008, 249). In the
Amazon, captive-taking groups including Tukanoans and Conibo held
extremely low opinions of the groups from whom they took captives, yet
they nonetheless believed these people had strong powers that could be
used in curing or sorcery (DeBoer 2008, 249–50).

Despite considerable interest in processes of cultural transmission,
prehistoric archaeologists have been slow to develop models of how
cultural practices are transmitted between cultures. Even the term diffusion
has largely dropped out of usage, and archaeologists have been satisfied



with vague references to trade, exchange, or “interaction.” Historic
archaeologists have developed useful models for explaining processes of
intercultural interaction and it is clear that colonial encounters provide a
fertile ground for such research. But these models have rarely been adopted
by scholars of prehistory. This chapter contends that the activities of
captives were one way by which cultural practices were transferred between
cultures. I suggest that learning theory, especially as employed by
ethnoarchaeologists, as well as the studies of historic archaeologists can
help us understand the ways captives affected and contributed to the
cultures of their captors.

This chapter examines the way archaeologists have engaged with situated
learning and the concept of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger
1991). By considering how captives may have fit into communities of
practice we begin to understand their contributions to captor society. The
concept of communities of practice conjures up images of affectionate
parents or teachers imparting knowledge to eager “legitimate peripheral
learners,” usually children. I ask archaeologists to consider how captors
might engage with captives they are training. Especially important is
recognizing that, as discussed in chapter 5, marginal people such as captives
can significantly affect social boundaries. How does the presence of
captives impact the replication or modification of cultural practices in
captor society? This chapter is only a beginning, and I urge archaeologists
to consider the different relationships that may develop between teacher and
learner, including coercion and abuse, and what those relationships imply
for cultural transmission in small-scale societies.

Captive narratives provide evidence that foreign knowledge and skills are
often welcomed in small-scale societies. Most of the examples presented
above come from colonial periods, but we should anticipate that foreign
knowledge and skills were equally valued in prehistory. Rather than rigidly
defending the social practices that defined their group, people in ancient
small-scale societies were open to opportunities to improve their situation,
whether by adopting new technological, religious, social, or nutritional
practices. The capture of other people had many benefits, and the
knowledge and skills captives brought were important ones. The acceptance
of new cultural processes was selective, however. The factors that led
captors to accept or reject particular cultural practices are not addressed in



detail here but should be considered in future work (see also Cameron
2011).

In the final part of this chapter, examples from societies of all social
levels show that captives made contributions to the societies they joined.
This is a fact that will come as no surprise to historians or many cultural
anthropologists. I hope this chapter and the remainder of the book ensures
that archaeologists also recognize the presence of captives in prehistoric
societies and investigate their role in culture change.



7

Captives in Prehistory

Captive taking has been an almost universal practice in human history. The
captive is a constant presence in human society, almost as common as the
nuclear family or the incest taboo. This book was written for archaeologists
who study the past, but captive taking goes on today—as the quotes that
open the book attest, another indication of the universal nature of this
practice. Orlando Patterson (1982, 334–42) has called slavery “human
parasitism.” This is an apt description of the motivations for captive taking:
the use of a fellow human being to improve one’s own situation. The
ubiquitous taking of women may even suggest a biological imperative—
men gathering more women than are available in their own society in order
to improve their genetic fitness. This is a question that I will leave to
biological anthropologists. Instead, this book focuses on how, in important
ways, the presence of captives changed and shaped the groups they joined. I
urge archaeologists to consider the role of captives in culture change. Even
though change through time is a fundamental objective of archaeological
analysis (see chapter 6), we have neglected to identify mechanisms for
culture change. I argue that captive taking constituted one of those
mechanisms.

This chapter summarizes and discusses the results of my study. I believe
that the broad-scale and cross-cultural methods I use are appropriate for
beginning a conversation on the role of captives in prehistory. The next step
is to use this general knowledge of captives in more systematic
examinations of captive taking and its effects on particular societies and
regions of the world. I have begun this process for my own area of study,
the American Southwest (Cameron 2013).

Whenever I describe my study of captives to archaeologists, friends, or
acquaintances, the first question is usually, “How can you see captives in
the archaeological record?” The second section of this chapter addresses
this question by reviewing the methods archaeologists have recently begun



to develop for seeing captives in the past. The final section of the chapter
returns to chapter 1 and the consideration of human trafficking today as part
of the long history of captive taking. Our rather selective recognition of
warfare, slavery, and captive taking in ethnographically known groups has,
until recently, prevented us from seeing these activities clearly in the time
before historic records.

Captives as Invisible Agents of Culture Change
The book began by identifying captives as a common category of social
person in the past whose origin was generally in warfare or kidnapping.
Archaeologists recognize that “archaeological cultures” are created to order
collections of artifacts in space and time; such cultures likely did not
represent clearly bounded social groups in the past, even when the use of
these cultures often implies that such boundaries existed. Chapter 1
emphasized the permeability of social boundaries and showed that the
landscape of captive taking entangled societies at a variety of social scales
and could move people over great distances. Captive taking is one of many
reasons to doubt that genes, language, and culture are a package that moves
and evolves as a unit.

Chapter 1 explained the methods used in the book. My methods were
broadly comparative and followed a theoretical trend in archaeology toward
cross-cultural comparison (Michael Smith and Peregrine 2012; Trigger
2003). Chapter 2 described the eight regions of the world in which I have
found ethnohistoric, historic, or ethnographic accounts of captive taking and
the lives of captives. There are problems and limitations with the use of
analogy and cross-cultural comparison (addressed in chapter 1), especially
the fact that when one sets out to find similarities, one generally does find
them (“After all, the outcome of comparative projects is, I suspect,
somewhat predictable” [Hodson 2011, 231]). Further complicating such
analyses is the selective manner in which traits are pulled from their
cultural context in order to compare them to similarly disembodied traits
pulled from other cultures. But I argue that identifying patterns common to
captive taking around the world can help us as we incorporate captives into
our understanding of the social lives of small-scale societies. The patterns
identified here are a first step in what I hope will result in increased



recognition of the presence of subordinate individuals in most small-scale
societies.

Four chapters compose the body of the book. Chapter 3 provided a
microscale look at how captives become incorporated into captor society,
the social roles offered them, and how the characteristics of the captured
individual have a determinative effect on captives’ ultimate social location
in captor society. The ease of incorporating reproductive-aged women as
wives or concubines, as well as their sexuality, made them the most prized
captives in most groups. Children were also favored because they could be
so readily enculturated. In most (but not all) small-scale societies, captives
could use their skills and intelligence to improve their situation, although
only some of them may have made such efforts. I categorized the degree to
which captives were integrated into captor society as wives, slaves, drudge
wives, concubines, and so on, but I admit that we have little evidence of
how well-incorporated captives themselves might have felt.

Moving to a larger scale, chapter 4 explored captive-captor relationships.
In his worldwide comparison of slavery, Patterson (1982) characterized the
master-slave relationship as one based on honor. The slave was
fundamentally a dishonored person and the slave’s mere existence created
honor for the master. While a great admirer of Patterson’s study, I find the
concept of honor problematic in considering the relationship between a
female captive and her captor. Did Patterson think of women when he
analyzed the master-slave relationship? (He certainly did later; see
Patterson 1991.) In chapter 4 I substituted “power” for honor and argued
that captives were a potent source of power for their captors. Their presence
and degraded condition emphasized the status and control exercised by their
captors. They increased their captors’ number of followers. They provided
labor through which the captors gained wealth. As items of trade, they
created additional wealth. Archaeologists should investigate the role of
captives in the creation of complex societies. They may find that captives
were not a small part of the many factors that fostered complexity.

The last two chapters pulled the focus of analysis back to the boundaries
of captor society in order to explore how captives affected those boundaries.
As chapter 5 explained, archaeologists create “archaeological cultures”
from bundles of archaeological traits located in time and space. As any
archaeologist will acknowledge, archaeological cultures are some of our



most basic elements of analysis. But much of our interpretive use of
archaeological cultures treats them as entities with solid boundaries that are
crossed rarely, if at all. The recognition that captives frequently crossed
social boundaries in the past means that we need to reassess what our
archaeological cultures really mean. Captives can, in a number of different
ways, reinforce social boundaries, even as they mix with genetically
unrelated people. The chapter also emphasized the fluidity of small-scale
groups that continually break up and re-form in different configurations. I
argue that archaeologists need to wean themselves from the view of social
groups as entities with lengthy histories—a view that today permeates
contemporary indigenous politics (see also Cameron 2013). Otherwise our
reconstructions of the past are bound to be incorrect.

Exploring the practices that captives transported across the boundaries of
captor culture (chapter 6) was the most important but also the most difficult
portion of the book to develop. We have few firsthand accounts of captives
in small-scale societies, significantly limiting our understanding of
contributions captives made. I used situated learning theory and the concept
of communities of practice to evaluate how captives may have become
involved in captor technological production and other activities. Within
communities of practice, technology is transferred from approving teachers
to eager learners (legitimate peripheral participants). But captives’ training
is unlikely to have fit this model, and their learning may have been
accompanied by coercion and abuse. We need to consider how captives fit
in to communities of practice and what skills and practices they might be
able to introduce into captor society despite their alien status. Using
accounts of whites held captive by Native Americans in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, I showed that small-scale societies welcomed useful
technological, medical, and religious knowledge that foreigners might
bring. Accounts from state-level societies showed that captives did
introduce a multitude of different practices into the societies of their
captors, ranging from technology to foodways to ideology. Identifying the
contributions of captives to small-scale societies in the past will be more
difficult, but once we acknowledge that they existed, we can begin to link
them to cultural changes we see in the archaeological record.



Finding Captives in the Archaeological Record
Finding captives in the archaeological record is a challenge for studying
their influence on past cultures. As archaeologist Ann Stahl (2008, 38)
wonders with regard to Africa, “How will we know slavery when we dig it
up?” Archaeologists are beginning to address this concern. For each of the
regions considered in this study, a brief overview of archaeological
evidence for prehistoric captive taking was presented (chapter 2). Here I
summarize these and other lines of evidence and discuss large-scale projects
that are beginning to provide us with the tools we need not only to find
captives in the past but to evaluate their impact.

Prehistoric violence can be used as a basis for inference of captive taking
because warfare and raiding are almost always accompanied by captive
taking in ethnographic accounts. Despite arguments to the contrary (see
chapter 1), Keeley’s (1996, 39) worldwide study of warfare in small-scale
societies found that “warfare is documented in the archaeological record of
the past 10,000 years in every well-studied region.” Archaeological
indicators of warfare include defensively positioned sites, weapons of war,
and sometimes evidence of a “no-man’s land” between settled groups. But
the most compelling evidence of warfare is human remains with trauma,
suggesting a violent death.

Human remains are also our best line of evidence for the presence of
captives in cultures before historic records. Evidence from human remains
that suggests the presence of captives includes skewed sex ratios (Cybulski
1990; Kohler and Turner 2006); different burial practices or lack of formal
burial for certain members of society; evidence of ongoing abuse to subsets
of society (especially women; see Martin 2008); and genetic, trace element,
or craniometric studies that detect nonlocal individuals (Hallgrimsson et al.
2004; Ortman 2010; T. Price, Blos, and Burton 2006; Schillaci and
Stojanowski 2000, 2002).

Debra Martin of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and her students
are undertaking studies of violence in the past, including the identification
of captives (Martin, Harrod, and Fields 2010; Martin, Harrod, and Pérez
2012). She has developed a list of signatures on human skeletal remains that
can indicate whether the individual may have suffered captivity and
enslavement. These include healed cranial fractures, injury recidivism



(indicating repeated beatings), and fractures to the arms and other limbs
(Martin 2008, table 1). In her analysis of the human remains from the La
Plata region of the northern Southwest, Martin (2008) found a subset of
women whose healed fractures on their heads and forearms suggest
systematic abuse and efforts by victims to protect themselves. In addition,
these women were not given the types of formal burial typical of other
individuals in the group. Martin (2008, 174) suggests they may have been
captives. Harrod (2012), also working in the northern Southwest, found a
similar group of abused women at the Chacoan site of Kin Bineola whom
he believes were captives.

Sex ratios in burial populations can provide a strong line of evidence for
captive taking. In a normal burial population, the number of males and
females should be approximately equal because males and females occur in
relatively equal numbers in living populations. Significantly more female
than male remains can indicate populations that took captive women, while
more men than women might indicate a source for female captives. Kohler
and Turner’s (2006) analysis of a large population of human remains in the
northern Southwest dating between 600 and 1300 CE had precisely these
characteristics. The large centers of Chaco Canyon and Aztec Ruins had
more women than expected, while small sites in the region had fewer
women, which suggests they were the source of the captive women found in
the large centers. In the Northwest Coast, Cybulski (1990) examined human
remains recovered from excavations in the Prince Rupert harbor and dating
as early as two thousand years ago. He found far more males than females
and argued that enslaved females had not been given formal burials and
therefore were unrepresented in the population. A mass grave found by
archaeologists at the Crow Creek site in South Dakota dating to the early
fourteenth century contained more than five hundred scalped and mutilated
men, children, and women, but far fewer young women than there should
have been. The missing women were likely taken captive (Keeley 1996,
68).

The presence of nonlocal individuals in a population can result from a
variety of factors (intermarriage, migration, long-term visiting, etc.), but
one of these is the presence of captives. Genetic studies and the analysis of
isotopes in human bone have been successful in identifying nonlocal people
in populations of human remains. Genetic studies of the contemporary



population of Iceland suggest that the founding population was made up
largely of Scandinavian males and females from the British Isles (Helgason
et al. 2000). This is consistent with historic records for Viking raiding and
captive taking in Ireland (Jóhannesson 2013; Walvin 2006, 27–28). In
Mexico, individuals exhumed from a sixteenth- to seventeenth-century
cemetery in the city of Compache had dental mutilations characteristic of
practices in West Africa. An isotopic study confirmed that these likely were
some of the first of the millions of African people forcibly exported to the
Americas (T. Price, Blos, and Burton 2006).

A number of other lines of evidence can also be used, especially in
conjunction with human remains and evidence of warfare, to identify
captives in the archaeological record. Captives are sometimes seen in
prehistoric iconography, such as the kneeling captive figurine found at the
Spiro Mound site in Oklahoma with an armed warrior looming over him
(likely made in Cahokia; Dye 2004, figure 16a–b; figure 2). More mundane
sorts of artifacts can also be used to identify captives in the past. For
example, female-linked intrusive traits at a site, such as pottery and hearth
style, and a lack of male-linked intrusive traits (the style of religious
architecture or projectile points) could signal the presence of female
captives (see Cameron’s 2011 interpretation of Lowell 2007). Regional-
scale distributions of gender-linked artifact types have been suggested as
indicators of raiding for women in the Amazon (DeBoer 2011) and in the
American Northeast (Trigger 1976, 159–61).

Words for captives or slaves in indigenous languages that appear to be
ancient are also a useful line of evidence suggesting captives in the past, as
discussed in chapter 2 for the Northeast (Rushforth 2012; Starna and
Watkins 1991) and the Northwest Coast (Donald 1997, 205–9). Oral
traditions that include captives or slaves as social actors are important
indicators of the practice of captive taking (Averkieva [1941] 1966, cited in
Donald 1997, 45). Among the Philippian chiefdoms the heroes of epic tales
are elite warriors who returned from battle with many captives; bringing
other goods was secondary (Junker 2008, 119).

Reports of the presence of captives or slaves in the accounts of the
earliest European explorers are particularly valuable as they confirm that
the practice existed prior to colonial intrusion. Columbus heard about
Kalinago raiders on his first voyage, and on his second he met some of their



victims, who described canoes that traveled long distances to plunder and
take captives (Santos-Granero 2009, 49). Francisco Vásquez de Coronado,
the first European to explore the Southwest, found captives from Plains
tribes living among the Pueblo people, including a tattooed woman whom
one of his lieutenants took as a concubine (Brooks 2002, 47). Other
explorers made similar reports.

Existing archaeological methods should allow us to infer or identify
captives in the archaeological record, but identification is just the first step.
We also must develop methods for exploring the roles captives played in
captor society and their involvement in culture change in studies of
practices in particular regions. This will be considerably more difficult, but
my hope is that this book provides some avenues for analysis, including the
use of ethnohistoric and ethnographic accounts as analogy. The work of
historical archaeologists also contains a wealth of material that can be used
to model how captives might have operated in captor society and what the
limits and potentials of their lives might have been.

From the Past to the Future
The quote that opens this book describes the capture of over two hundred
Nigerian schoolgirls by Islamic extremists. More than a year later, it seems
the Nigerian girls are largely forgotten, at least by the Western media. A
few escaped, but most of the rest are assumed to be lost, likely forever.
Every day throughout the world, the lives of girls and sometimes boys and
women as well as men are stolen. It is an experience that may be as old as
the formation of the modern human mind.

Captive taking and enslavement likely will never be completely
eradicated, but if current trends continue, the number of people caught in
the brutality of human trafficking or born into a debt slavery they cannot
escape may decrease. Our modern, highly connected world makes it
possible to track and find victims. The Boko Haram case demonstrates that,
beyond simply identifying where captives and slaves are held, states must
have the political power and will to fight for their freedom. Education,
especially for women, is important for developing a world population that
sympathizes across boundaries of race, class, ethnic group, and political
affiliation. Groups such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime



and the Walk Free Foundation—both of which work to bring the issues of
slavery and trafficking into the open—are working to reduce captive taking
and slave numbers. Books such as Kevin Bales’s (2005, 2007, [1999] 2012)
Disposable People and Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn’s (2009) Half
the Sky expose slavery and other abuses against women around the world.

This volume looks at captive taking and enslavement in the context of
world prehistory. I did not write the book with the intent of affecting the
horrors of modern trafficking, but I hope that a better understanding of the
deep history and patterns of captive taking and enslavement will inform
efforts to end the practice today. I take heart in the knowledge that we have
gone from a time in which a large proportion of the world’s inhabitants
lived in bondage to one in which it is illegal everywhere—and this in only
two hundred years. But “illegal” and eradicated are very different things.
Today only one-half of 1 percent of the world’s population lives in slavery.
That figure may seem small but it translates to thirty-six million people
whose lives are lost to toil and abuse. We can only imagine what
contributions they might make if they lived free in an equal society.

By ignoring captives, a class of people who made up a substantial
proportion of some small-scale societies, archaeologists may overlook
significant social stratification in groups they label “egalitarian.” One might
counter that egalitarian societies are almost always stratified by age and sex
and since most captives are women and children, they simply represent
additional elements in that stratification. But that ignores the importance of
social boundaries that all societies maintain. With time, captives could
become more or less integrated into their captors’ society, but their alien
origins were rarely forgotten. Captives, simply by their presence, raised the
status of their captors; and the products of their labor, appropriated by their
captors, were another avenue for the creation of status. The drudge-filled
lives of captive wives differed from those of native-born women. The
presence of captives might be the most important factor in creating more
comfortable lives for native women. Can we really label a society
“egalitarian” when as much as one-tenth to one-quarter of the group cannot
participate fully in societal membership?



Captives have affected the construction of social groups through time. As
part of a web of relationships that encompassed every member of a society,
and through daily activities and interactions with other persons, places, and
things, captives changed not only their social place in the captor society but
almost certainly the society’s basic conceptions of self and other. This was
as true in the small-scale societies of the Amazon as in the early nineteenth-
century American South.

Captives are “invisible” people and difficult to see in the past. But
archaeologists may not only mischaracterize small-scale societies by
ignoring captives, they also ignore a strong influence on those material
entities we call “archaeological cultures.” Captives were influential bearers
of culture and likely changed captor culture in ways we cannot ignore. I
hope this book helps in the development of a new field of study of these
forgotten, stolen people.



Notes

3. The Captive as Social Person
1. That is, except in cases where the goal of captive taking was trade, ransom, or use in sacrifice;

from the viewpoint of the captive herself, however, and that of her birth family, the state of
captivity might extend for years. See, for example, Demos 1994.

5. Captives, Social Boundaries, and Ethnogenesis
1. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue that the concept of identity is vague and overused and has little

analytic power.
2. Archaeological cultures are bundles of archaeological traits located in time and space. In the area

of the northern Southwest, the “Ancestral Pueblo” culture is represented by black-on-white
pottery, stone buildings of particular configurations, flexed burials, and a myriad of other details
gleaned from over one hundred years of excavation. The focus of a majority of archaeological
investigation is explaining the changes that can be seen over time in the remains of the
archaeological cultures under study.

6. Captives and Cultural Transmission
1. Theory developed in evolutionary archaeology, like that in ethnoarchaeology, focuses primarily on

intergenerational teaching and learning within groups, rather than intercultural transmission.
Evolutionary anthropologists recognize intercultural interaction as one aspect of “horizontal
transmission” (Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981; horizontal transmission can also refer to
transmission among generational peers within a society), but in general they believe this form of
cultural transmission is rare (Tehrani and Collard 2002; VanPool, Palmer, and VanPool 2008, 77;
see also Gosselain 2008, 151). Evolutionary anthropologists largely ignore the social mechanisms
through which culture is transmitted between groups (Gosselain 2008, 151). Instead, they debate
the extent to which cultural evolution is the result of phylogenesis, in which the transmission of
cultural traits is similar to the transmission of genetic material in biological phylogenesis, and
ethnogenesis, in which cultural evolution is the result of interaction, borrowing, blending, and
trade/exchange of ideas and practices among populations. See Tehrani and Collard 2002, 443–44.
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