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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation pays critical attention to the “community” concept in archaeological 

research, casting it as the flexible and impermanent loci of identity formation and social 

reproduction. In three articles, it investigates various iterations and transformations of the 

Arikara community in North Dakota after European contact. First, I examine the 

ethnohistoric record of the Upper Missouri River to investigate how increased flexibility in 

Arikara settlement strategies during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries yielded new 

community configurations, with particular emphasis on Arikara coresidence with their 

occasional enemies, the Mandans. The second article analyzes archaeological spatial data to 

elucidate how the organization of open space at the nineteenth- century coalescent settlement 

of Like-A-Fishhook Village structured interactions between the Arikara and the Mandan-

Hidatsa. The third article explores how the Arikara navigated the reconfiguration of their 

community space as a result of allotment policies during the early twentieth century, and how 

the now-inundated settlement of Nishu is situated in the social memory and contemporary 

identity of the Arikara people. The Arikara case demonstrates that social and spatial 

configurations of community are not always commensurate, and that understanding the 

multidimensionality of belonging requires both archaeological and ethnographic approaches. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This dissertation offers a diachronic view of settlement decision-making and community 

construction among the Arikara people in the Middle Missouri region of the northern Plains 

between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. Its overarching questions seek to understand 

settlement as a dynamic strategy for coping with disaster, reorganization, and demographic 

upheaval, and to elucidate archaeological and ethnographic signatures of belonging. The spatial 

and social configurations of Arikara communities were continuously in flux as they confronted 

the consequences of epidemics, the threat of powerful enemies (i.e., the Dakota), and eventually 

the loss of their central position in the Plains fur trade.  The seeming ambivalence of Arikara 

settlement strategies—juxtaposed with the strong sense of Arikara identity that persists today—

raises important questions about emic notions of belonging, and the relationship between 

settlement decision-making and mechanisms of identity maintenance. How did the Arikara use 

settlement decision-making to navigate the rapidly shifting social landscape of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries? And in the face of countless challenges to their biological survival and 

cultural sovereignty, what mechanisms facilitated the persistence of Arikara identity? To answer 

these questions, I integrate historical, ethnographic, and archaeological data to examine 

expressions of belonging at varying spatial and temporal scales, and to locate the decisions, 

interactions, and practices inherent to constructing and maintaining Arikara communities.  

Community is an inexact anthropological concept. It is most often used to conceptually group 

individuals who share  space, concerns, a common identity or experience, or a sense of collective 

purpose—or all of the above. Its role as a term of convenience rather than a tool for clarity 

continues to vex scholars from a wide range of disciplines (Amit 2010; Gilpin 2003; Hoey 2003; 
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Gordon 2012). Though some definitions of community place it in the collective imaginary of 

geographically disparate peoples (e.g., Anderson 1991), space is necessarily central to 

archaeological definitions of community, because networks of sites and objects constitute the 

material signatures of human relationships in the past. Yet in recent years scholars of 

archaeology and geography have criticized the reduction of community to the spatio-temporal 

context of human habitation (i.e., the site), because it distills a dynamic field of supra-household 

social relations to a static, ahistorical web of fixed and homogeneous identities (Adler 2002; 

Canuto and Yeager 2000; Hegmon 2002; Knapp 2003; Rautman 2014; Varien and Potter 2008).  

Investigations of multiethnic sites (particularly in the American Southwest and Southeast) 

demonstrate the complexity of intrasite relations in contexts where there is evidence that distinct 

groups have come together into new community formations (coalescence), particularly among 

groups recovering from demographic disaster or adapting to periods of drastic settlement 

reorganization (Birch 2012; Clark et al. 2004; Hill et al. 2004; Kowalewski 2006). Critical 

attention to both community and coalescence in archaeological research over the last two 

decades (Knapp 2003; Canuto and Yaeger 2000) has recast communities as flexible and 

impermanent loci of identity formation and social reproduction. In this sense, communities are 

emergent networks of social interaction that both derive from, and are created by a sense of 

common interest and affiliation (Wernke 2007; Canuto and Yaeger 2000). But communities are 

also spatially flexible, historically contingent, and can emerge or fission at multiple spatial and 

temporal scales. Coalescent communities are in a constant state of becoming (and unbecoming), 

as residents must continuously negotiate aspects of their identities in ways that enable successful 

co-residence (Birch 2012).  
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Coalescence figures prominently in the cultural history of the Middle Missouri region of the 

Northern Plains (Lehmer 1971). But the use of this term in Middle Missouri taxonomic 

classification (i.e., Coalescent Tradition, AD 1400-1886) in the Dakotas has overshadowed its 

central role in the settlement patterns of indigenous groups, and has stymied critical examination 

of the concept as a historically contingent and multi-scalar, and complex social phenomenon. As 

defined by Willey and Sabloff (1973:175) a tradition is “an archaeological unit emphasizing the 

persistence of certain cultural traits or elements in the same area over a relatively long span of 

time.” Lehmer (1971:115) recognizes somewhat persistent cultural traits after AD 1400 (i.e., a 

mix of tool-incised pottery and circular houses; see Ahler 1993b:38). The use of the term 

“Coalescent,” however, defies the logic of his taxonomic structure.  

In the Plains Village pattern, the Central Plains and Middle Missouri Traditions are defined 

spatially and according to relatively persistent constellations of cultural traits. The Coalescent 

classification diverges from this schema, in that its explanatory significance derives not from its 

spatial parameters and cultural traits, but from the dominant social process presumed to generate 

the patterns it classifies (see also Lovick and Ahler 1982:64; Toom 1996:69). In this sense, the 

“Coalescent” does not actually fit the definition of a tradition, because different examples of 

coalescence also characterize this time period (Ahler 1993b:38; Johnson 2007:12) and what 

primarily “persists” is a continuous pattern of material variability and change. The use of 

“coalescence” to describe both an archaeological tradition and a social process is thus 

problematic. While Lehmer is credited with recognizing the centrality of coalescence in cultural 

developments after A.D. 1400, its taxonomic use emphasizes the coalescence of cultural traits 

themselves; it has little explanatory power for the processes that allowed people to reside 

together, integrate social groups, and facilitate changes in cultural practices. Coalescence was 
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one of many strategies employed by agricultural groups living along the Missouri River in the 

aftermath of epidemics. The introduction of Old World diseases in the sedentary earthlodge 

villages of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people devastated their populations during the 

latter half of the eighteenth century, initiating an era of drastic settlement reorganization. 

Consequently, the post-contact history of the Arikara Nation manifested in myriad material 

expressions of community at various scales and spatial arrangements.  

My dissertation research seeks to 1) elucidate the articulation of space and belonging among 

the Arikara, as perceived by historians and archaeologists, and as expressed by former residents; 

2) build upon the work of scholars in other regions to liberate coalescence from its use in Middle 

Missouri taxonomy, and to better understand its processes and consequences among the village 

tribes; and 3) to situate community transformations in contemporary notions of Arikara identity. 

The dissertation comprises three articles that analyze different datasets to investigate iterations 

and transformations of the Arikara “community” in North Dakota after European contact. Their 

unity lies in their attempts to explicate the social context of settlement decision-making, and to 

illuminate the relationship between the spatiality of community and practice-oriented 

mechanisms of community construction.  

The first article, coauthored with Fern E. Swenson, analyzes the ethnohistoric record of the 

Upper Missouri River to investigate Arikara settlement patterns after European contact. Arikara 

settlement and mobility patterns changed dramatically in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

To confront demographic, economic, and political instability arising from the introduction of Old 

World epidemic diseases, the Arikara devised a flexible settlement strategy that yielded myriad 

community configurations, and that were situated in long-term regional interaction histories. 

These patterns alternated between occupation of composite villages, nomadism, and co-residence 
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with neighboring tribes. Drawing from recent theoretical approaches to settlement and 

community aggregation like landscape archaeology, we resituate well-known Arikara settlement 

events during the post-contact period (AD 1650-1886) as agency-driven processes of social 

integration and identity maintenance. These theoretical frameworks move away from 

functionalist models of settlement, which prioritize economic and environmental factors in 

settlement decision-making, and instead view settlement as a process of place-making (e.g., 

Creese 2013). This approach is predicated on the notion that landscape is a collective of socially 

charged places that are complicit in the formation of identities. In this view, settlement is not 

movement across landscape, but rather meaningful material engagement with it (Creese 2014). 

An intensive review of archival and ethnographic literature revealed a flexible settlement 

strategy that we term “situational sedentism,” which embodied the formation of “territorialized” 

identities (Zedeño et al. 2009) and emerged from dialectical cooperation and conflict with 

neighboring groups (see Mitchell 2007). We argue for a conceptual approach to settlement that 

emphasizes the social dimension of moving across and occupying landscapes, and acknowledges 

the historical contingencies that enable or constrain settlement decision-making. Situational 

sedentism enabled the Arikara to negotiate an unpredictable social and political landscape in the 

aftermath of demographic disaster. 

The second article analyzes one of these settlement strategies ––coalescence, or the coming 

together of distinct groups to form a new community identity––in more detail, to identify 

processes of community construction at the nineteenth century multiethnic village of Like-A-

Fishhook. This was the last traditional earthlodge village of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara 

people, three culturally and linguistically distinct nations who joined forces in the aftermath of 

the 1837-38 smallpox epidemic to defend themselves against increasingly aggressive nomadic 
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enemies. This research builds upon recent scholarship that recognizes coalescence not as a static 

spatial configuration, but as a suite of social and demographic processes integral to the formation 

of new community identities, particularly in times of upheaval, disruption, stress, and disaster 

(Clark et al. 2004: 14; Hill et al. 2004:1998). I follow Birch (2012) in my conceptual approach, 

which prioritizes the local community as a mediator of social interaction and identity formation, 

and is thus the best scale for investigating the impacts of regional settlement reorganization on 

people’s daily lives (Birch 2012:649; see also Yaeger and Canuto 2000). My methodological 

approach rests upon the contention that the built environment (the complex of buildings, open 

spaces, barriers, and access points that interact to constitute a physical settlement) embodies 

social relationships, internalized identities, and tolerances for interaction (Hillier and Hanson 

1984). It is in these social interactions, which are both structured by and reconfigure the built 

environment (sensu Giddens 1979), that we can locate emic perceptions of identity and 

belonging.  

Like-A-Fishhook Village was inundated by the Garrison Reservoir in the 1950s. 

Conventional archaeological approaches to distinguishing between Mandan, Hidatsa, and 

Arikara groups (i.e., architecture and material assemblages) at this site are ineffective, as they 

shared similar lifeways and had access to the same resource base; their household assemblages 

are nearly identical. Instead, I conducted a space syntax analysis of the site based on 

archaeological and ethnographic maps. Space syntax (Hillier and Hanson 1984) uses 

mathematical graph theory to convert Euclidean space into a continuous topology of interrelated 

spaces. I use intervisibility and axial avenues of uninterrupted access, which have proven 

effective in predicting human encounter in contemporary contexts (Wiener and Franz 2005), to 

interpret the degree to which the Arikara section of the village was configured to facilitate 
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interaction with Mandan and Hidatsa residents. The analysis found that there are statistically 

significant differences in how the Mandan-Hidatsa and Arikara each configured their spaces, and 

that the most visually and axially integrated areas link residences adjacent to ceremonial plazas. 

These are not patterns that are obvious when viewing a plan map. Viewing these results in the 

context of a voluminous historical and ethnographic record, I interpret this to mean that there 

was a high-level, unified community identity present at Like-A-Fishhook that was mediated by 

traditional leaders and that was aimed at the communal need for defense against enemies and to 

coordinate the tribes’ negotiations with agents of the U.S. government. But in residents’ day-to-

day lives, the structure of their built environment facilitated the integration of sub-community 

ethnolinguistic groups rather than the village as a whole.  

The third article, coauthored with Arikara scholar Brad KuUNux TeeRIt Kroupa, explores 

the transformation of the Arikara community at the twentieth-century Arikara settlement of 

Nishu, after the U.S. government’s assimilative policies (like the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887) 

drastically restructured the spatial configurations that had defined previous settlements. Under 

these policies, the dense consolidation of earthlodges spaced 15-20 feet apart and occupied by 

extended families in Like-A-Fishhook Village gave way to homesteads consisting of log or 

framed homes that were one-quarter mile to 2 miles apart, and that were occupied by nuclear 

families living on 160-acre allotments (Meyer 1977:136–138). 

Nishu is not well documented. Its residents were forcibly displaced in the early 1950s as a 

result of the construction of the Garrison Dam. Little is known about what life was like in Nishu, 

and few of its former residents are still living. Through ethnographic interviews with fifteen 

Arikara consultants, this joint effort between the Arikara Cultural Center in White Shield, North 

Dakota and the State Historical Society of North Dakota documents former residents’ 
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perceptions and memories of Nishu, now under the waters of Lake Sakakawea and visually 

inaccessible to their descendants. We used a collaborative approach, in which all aspects of the 

project were carried out in consultation with Arikara representatives, and the research design 

ensured benefits to members of the contemporary Arikara community. We investigate the role of 

spatiality and temporality in the construction of this community—specifically, how living in 

modern homesteads effected Arikara social relations and contributed to (or detracted from) a 

shared sense of cultural identity. We found that the persistence of kinship roles, adherence to 

subsistence traditions (i.e., gardening, resource sharing), and social memory empowered 

residents to navigate the changes wrought by the assimilative policies of the U.S government. 

The Arikara accommodated the bureaucratic reordering of the landscape according to allotments 

(what we term the “assimilative landscape”) by flexing traditional practices and values across a 

wider space than they had in previous villages, and by increasing movement and sharing between 

homes. By parsing out various themes that emerged from interviews, the research reveals how 

networks, movement, and place were complicit in residents’ sense of belonging. They also 

correlate to what people feel was lost when Nishu was flooded, expressed in a profound grief 

that persists today. Qualitative analysis of interviews suggest that Arikara notions of community 

prioritize experience and interaction over spatial proximity, and that community construction 

was achieved through the maintenance of relationships with relatives and resources that were 

rooted in deep time.   

All three articles draw upon Yaeger and Canuto’s (2000) interactionist approach to 

community. This approach acknowledges the significance of proximity, but centralizes frequent 

and meaningful interaction in collective notions of belonging. This is admittedly difficult to 

access archaeologically, as archaeologically visible social interaction is not always generative of 
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identity (Hegmon 2002; Varien and Potter 2008). But by delineating the material constraints on 

social interaction (in terms of accessibility and boundaries) we have a framework for accessing 

the everyday practices, encounters, and engagements that construct community. With the added 

benefit of a rich written record, we were able to locate palimpsests of identity in relatively 

restricted spaces, and reveal that uncritical approaches to community may tacitly assume a 

collective sense of belonging or identity between its inhabitants that may not have actually 

existed. In this case, space syntax analysis demonstrated the effort invested in negotiating social 

boundaries in a coalescent context, and the Nishu interviews reveal the social meaning behind 

those interactions.  

Overall, this research demonstrates that when confronting demographic upheaval, the Arikara 

1) employed a flexible settlement strategy enabled by the political and religious independence of  

band-based villages; 2) coalesced with culturally distinct neighbors in ways that were 

cooperative but not necessarily integrative; and 3) contemporary Arikara definitions of 

community prioritize social interaction, resource sharing, and kin obligations over physical 

proximity. In the case of Nishu, traditional values and practices were flexible enough to 

accommodate the reordering of the Missouri River landscape, as well as modifications of the 

Arikara subsistence economy.   

The Arikara case study highlights the spatial, scalar, and social diversity of “community.” 

Variability in the spatial configurations of socially integrated communities suggests that 

communities should be viewed as dynamic social constructs rather than static, spatial entities. 

Archaeological approaches to community should thus focus on material signatures of meaningful 

interaction, take into account cultural and structural tolerances groups have for spatial 

transformations in the wake of sociopolitical change, and develop new methodologies capable of 
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accessing the intangible values that enabled groups (like the Arikara) to maintain a sense of 

united identity as they negotiated the transformations of their material worlds. The Like-A-

Fishhook paper in particular provides Plains researchers with a critical evaluation of 

“coalescence” as both a social process and a long-standing taxonomic classification, and 

contributes to discourse on the materiality of coalescence and identity in the northern Plains. 

In terms of its local significance, this dissertation provides the first examination in over 30 

years of two inundated sites that are vitally important in the region’s cultural history and to the 

contemporary identity of the Arikara people. It has drawn new information from old data (Like-

A-Fishhook), and it has created new ethnographic data where none existed (Nishu). By revisiting 

extant information available for the Like-A-Fishhook and Nishu communities and integrating it 

with new archaeological and ethnographic research, this project also contributes to the cultural 

preservation efforts of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nation, as they continue to cope with 

the recent loss of these important heritage sites. The Nishu project in particular has already 

informed a youth mural project in White Shield (Brad Kroupa, personal communication 2016) 

and will be available to the local community for student projects, community strengthening 

initiatives, and activities coordinated by the Arikara Cultural Center to revive horticultural 

traditions and promote community wellness.
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Approaches to Community 

Defining “community” as an analytical unit has been confounding anthropology and sociology 

scholars for decades. Hillery’s (1955) collection of 94 definitions of community, for example, 

found that all they had in common were people (Barrett 2010:115). Some have argued that 

community has no analytical utility, because it is prescriptive, imposed, and stymies 

understanding of the actual content of those identities (Amit and Rapport 2002, 2012; Gordon 

2012:254). Amit (2010; see also Amit and Rapport 2012), on the other hand, asserts that it is the 

ambiguous nature of the term that makes it such a productive approach for understanding the 

suite of social concepts it encompasses. 

In many cases, the term community is invoked in a taken-for granted fashion – usually 

understood to be a social group sharing a locale and some undefined sense of belonging (e.g., the 

village community, the regional community, the language community). This is particularly acute 

in archaeological literature, where emic perceptions of belonging are difficult to operationalize; 

thus “community” is often tacitly viewed as a restrictive spatial container of social action and 

equated with the “site” (Hegmon 2002:265; Kolb and Snead 1997; Rautman 2014). 

Archaeological scholars have voiced concern about this conflation of spatial proximity with 

social belonging, as it ignores or glosses over the social processes that facilitate a common sense 

of identity, purpose, or belonging (Adler 2002; Hegmon 2002; Kolb and Snead 1997) and 

oversimplifies the social milieu in which the changes we study are unfolding (Gerritsen 2003).  

Recent scholarly attention to refugeeism, urban migration, and the migrant experience 

has put community back at the forefront of anthropological discourse (e.g., Barrett 2010; 
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Chavez; Hoey 2003; Kelly 2003). These studies range from the psychology of migration (Bhugra 

and Becker 2005) to the discursive political establishment of nationalist identities (Hoey 2003), 

to the internal dynamics of refugee communities (Malkki 1992). In these studies, the focus is on 

the collective sense of identity (or lack thereof) in locales where many people with different 

backgrounds, practices, histories, and languages have come together – usually out of necessity.  

Archaeologists’ reluctance to critically engage with this concept has been explained by Gerritsen 

(2003) as an issue of scale––scholarly preoccupation with large-scale narratives of change 

focused on settlement patterns across regions, while households became the key analytical unit in 

studies focusing on human agency (see also Adler 2002:25). But the last two decades have 

generated some important theoretical insights into the materiality of identity and interaction (see 

Canuto and Yeager 2000, Gilpin 2003; Mills 2004; Varien 1999; Varien and Potter 2008 for 

examples), making community (and the peoples and interactions that comprise them) 

theoretically and methodologically relevant. Yaeger and Canuto (2000) divide approaches to 

community into four categories: structural-functionalist, historical-developmental, ideational, 

and interactional. They contend that structural functionalist approaches assume community to be 

natural unit of reproduction. The best known example if this is Murdock’s (1949) seminal 

definition, in which he centralizes spatial proximity and interaction. A community is thus a group 

of people who lived close enough to have frequent face-to-face encounters. Murdock argued that 

community is a universal social phenomenon comprising cooperating groups of families or 

neighbors (1949:79-80). His emphasis on spatiality laid a foundation for the operationalization of 

community for archaeologists, but failed to explain the reasons or mechanisms for social 

integration In this sense, community is defined as a “natural” state of being rather than a process 

of integration (Isbell 2000; Yaeger and Canuto 2000:2). 
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Historical-developmental approaches stress the external or historical forces that act upon 

and shape a community’s internal structure. Canuto and Yeager critique these approaches for 

minimizing the role of internal forces and overemphasizing the influence of external forces. 

(2000:2). Ideational or symbolic approaches center on community members’ self-perception. 

This is problematic, particularly for archaeologists, as it casts community as a symbolic identity 

that resides mainly in the human mind. Lastly, Yaeger and Canuto discuss interactional 

approaches, in which communities are constructed and maintained through relationships. 

Interactionist approaches centralize human relationships and interaction in the construction of 

community–– this approach largely draws upon Giddens (1979) structuration theory, in which 

social structures and human agency are engaged in a dialectical and mutually constitutive 

relationship. It also draws from Bourdieu’s (1977) practice theory, in which people think and act 

according to a non-reflexive conditioning, which he terms “habitus” (see also Potter 1998:137). 

Varien and Potter (2008:1-3) advance the interactionist approach by prioritizing face-to-face 

interaction in processes of social reproduction; this both centralizes spatiality in definitions of 

community and argues for its social relevance as a scale of analysis. They retain the structural-

functionalist focus on interaction, but recast community as something constituted through 

meaningful interaction rather than a social backdrop for human action. What they warn against is 

making assumptions about the quality of those interactions; not all interaction is generative of 

affective bonds. They claim that what archaeologists should be focusing on instead is the nature 

of interaction and how it leads to social construction of communities (see also Hegmon 

2002:267; Isbell 2000; Rautman 2014).  

 Chacoan studies in the American Southwest have contributed much to discourse on 

community, viewing it from an ethnographic perspective and transforming it from a vaguely 
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defined settlement pattern to an emplaced social network (Gilpin 2003:173). Gilpin asks 

important questions about community boundedness, describing how Chaco communities (as 

defined by archaeologists) are not always consistently defined. His conclusion that Chacoan 

settlement systems were dynamic and boundaries between settlements were fluid both 

demonstrate the complexity and variability in the structure of human communities in the past, 

and the importance of arriving at consistent definitions as we investigate them (2003:200).   

Adler (2002:25) recognizes the interactionist aspects of community, when he usefully 

distinguishes between community as theory and community as practice. Theories of communities 

are frameworks that spatialize concepts of social identity, occupational histories, and resource 

use at the suprahousehold level. In contrast, community in practice is more fluid, as the 

parameters, relationships, and histories of land use that comprise it are in a constant state of flux 

(see also Wernke 2007:132). He eschews definitions that rely exclusively on organizational 

characteristics (i.e., populations, spatial proximity, interaction frequency) and instead views it 1) 

as a spatially flexible “theater” through which access to resources are mediated; and 2) as a 

group-based risk buffering strategy in which locally interdependent people continuously 

negotiate boundaries, relationships, and resources (Adler 2002:29–31). And while interaction is 

just as important to community as spatiality, Hegmon (2002:267) reminds us that a community 

does not emerge from just any interaction. Rather, participation in the community is integrally 

tied to one’s social identity.   

Structural-functionalist approaches appeal to archaeologists, because their spatial 

configuration and the interaction that defines them leave material signatures. And while many 

scholars recognize that community cannot be reduced to a spatial relationship, some believe it 

can be divorced from space altogether (e.g., Anderson 1991). Such approaches focus exclusively 
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on the affective aspects of community, which have been documented ethnographically. These 

frameworks centralize the mutual feelings and emotional attachments shared by members of a 

social network (Bender 1978). Cohen (1985), building upon Weber’s work, felt that community 

studies foundered because scholars were focusing on positivistic dead-ends. This is because 

community is really about the subjective – how community feels to people and is experienced 

According to Cohen, community must have a consciousness that they are a community, and must 

feel that they share more with each other than they do with outsiders. He argued that a sense of 

community was most strongly felt when physical boundaries broke down (Barrett 2010:117).  

These cognitive aspects of community are harder to operationalize for archaeologists, and 

create a situation where data constraints can lead social scientists to different definitions of the 

same phenomena. Archaeologists could benefit from the views of Amit (2010), who suggests 

approaching community not as state of being with definable parameters, but as a suite of 

“sociation” concepts, such as joint commitment (sensu Gilbert 1994), affect belonging, tension, 

heterogeneity, and interdependence. This accomplishes two things––first, it captures the 

multidimensionality and variability of community. Second, it provides a more productive avenue 

for operationalizing community. When we break it down to its constituent parts, we can better 

represent the scales at which community is constructed and maintained, and we can develop 

methodologies that target its “sociative” qualities. The structure of a community is neither 

prescribed nor permanent; thus there is not one right way to approach community. It is precisely 

in this ambiguity that Amit (2010) sees the concept’s analytical power. These myriad approaches 

(organizational, experiential) are not mutually exclusive; rather, they lead us to conclusions 

about different aspects of the human experience (Gilpin 2003:175). 
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Approaches to Coalescence 

Recent discourse on settlement and migration, ethnogenesis, and disaster has placed 

coalescence at the forefront of archaeological inquiry. Coalescence is a social phenomenon that 

is visible in both historical and contemporary cultures around the world, and integral to processes 

of culture change and identity formation. Kowalewski (2003, 2006) argued that coalescence was 

not a state of being for groups that converge, but a deliberate settlement strategy (2006:121). He 

identified multiple traits that many coalescent societies share (such as collective defensive 

structures, the intensification of local structures, integrative architecture, and collective the 

leadership) though acknowledges coalescent societies arise from different historical contexts and 

are constituted by unique constellations of members and relationships. Coalescence as a social 

process (as opposed to a settlement event) has often been obscured in broader studies of regional 

settlement reorganization (Birch 2012). Over the last 10 to 15 years, however, archaeologists 

have begun to recognize the need to investigate coalescence more critically, and to parse and 

investigate the social processes that bring people together, keep them together, and give rise to 

new community identities.  

 Research on the post-contact history of the Southeast has been particularly insightful in 

this regard. The contact period in the Southeast is dominated by the formation of new political 

and social identities vis-à-vis population coalescence such as the Catawba, Choctaw, Creek, and 

Cherokee nations (see Beck 2014; Ethridge and Hudson 1998, 2002; Galloway 1994; Smith 

2002). These studies focus on the social and political impacts of settlement reorganization, 

including the formation of historically documented communities and the growing complexity of 

the region’s geopolitics (e.g., Rodning 2002; Smith 2002). Likewise, research in the American 

Southwest has done much to advance our understanding of population coalescence at a regional 
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scale. Perhaps most significant is the work of Hill et al. (2004) and Clark et al. (2004), in their 

distinction between aggregation (the physical coming together of many people) and coalescence 

(a phenomenon comprising multiple and varied processes of social integration), and their call for 

future research to zero in on the historical particulars of how coalescence occurs and its local 

expressions. Birch (2012) provides an excellent model for doing just that. She investigates 

coalescent processes at the regional scale while simultaneously exploring the material signatures 

of their local impacts. In her study of coalescence in Northern Iroquoian longhouse villages, she 

uses the organization of space to explore interactions between village residents, and to identify 

integrative mechanisms that may have led to a new community identity. In all these cases, 

coalescence plays a central role in the historical trajectories of ethnic groups, while at the same 

time providing an historical framework for unpacking contemporary tribal identities.  

 A persistent theme in most studies of coalescence is cultural change. With few exceptions 

(e.g., Stone 2003), coalescence is typically investigated in the context of cultural transformation 

or ethnogenesis (e.g., Duwe 2011; Knight 1994; Weisman 2007). Cumulatively, these studies 

may inadvertently lead one to the conclusion that 1) coalescence is an inevitable agent of change, 

or 2) a catalyst for greater cultural homogeneity. However, as Creese (2011:153) has so astutely 

observed, social integration was not necessarily the most desired outcome for coalescing agents; 

thus the extant literature demonstrates a need to investigate coalescence in other contexts, and to 

be open to another possibility—that it was a strategy of identity maintenance, relevant to how we 

explore and understand cultural continuity.  

 Discourse on coalescence in the Northern Plains has related primarily to its taxonomic 

use in the region—the term was selected by Donald Lehmer (1971) to name a major taxonomic 

unit in the Middle Missouri chronology. As Lehmer defined it, the Coalescent Tradition (A.D. 
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1400-1862) refers to the latest of three traditions that comprise the Plains Village pattern in the 

region. Its Initial Variant represents the first stage in a “blending” of traits or a “leveling” of 

material differences (see Toom 1996:71; Winham et al. 1994:84) between the Middle Missouri 

and Central Plains traditions (believed to be ancestral to the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara 

peoples). By the Post-Contact Coalescent (AD 1675-1862), these three groups had experienced 

devastating population collapse from exposure to Old World diseases, and had drastically 

reorganized their settlements for protection and survival (see Hanson 1987; Trimble 1986). This 

tradition culminated in the coming together of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara at Like-A-

Fishhook Village between 1845 and 1890 (see Gilman and Schneider 1987:327; Meyer 

1977:100-101; Smith 1972). Ahler (1993a), Johnson (1998:308, 2007:12), and Toom (1996) 

have all recognized problems associated with Lehmer’s use of the term “coalescent,” focusing on 

both its temporal parameters and applicability to the Knife and Heart regions of the Middle 

Missouri subarea, while others point to problems with its conceptual logic (see Ahler 1993a:38-

39; Hoffman 1976; Lovick and Ahler 1982:57-65; Toom 1996:71).  

These semantic issues notwithstanding, Lehmer rightly recognized the centrality of 

coalescence in the cultural history of the region. Johnson (1998:309) recounts how more recent 

work has cast doubt on some of Lehmer’s interpretations of this period, but states, “Despite these 

problems, the concept of the Coalescent as a tradition is retained to maintain continuity with past 

research and to use as a tool for organizing the late prehistoric and historic sites occupied by the 

Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, and Pawnee.” The disconnect between its persistent use as a temporal 

category potentially compromises our ability to seize upon opportunities to investigate it as a 

social process—not only within the Coalescent Tradition itself, but across multiple spatial and 

temporal scales in the Middle Missouri. For example, there are some “Coalescent” sites that do 
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not necessarily represent coalescent events.  Taxonomically, the earthlodge village at Fort Clark 

is assigned to the Coalescent period. It was an earthlodge village occupied by the Mandans 

between 1822-1837, and reoccupied by the Arikara after the smallpox epidemic from 1838-1861 

(Ahler 2003:4-11; Gregg and Hanson 1985:29; Schneider 2002:8). The archaeological 

assemblages, however, indicate obvious differences in ceramic technology and style, ceremonial 

architecture, and glass bead morphology relating to the Mandan and Arikara occupations (Ahler 

2003:167-171). In this instance, the term “coalescence” is used primarily as a temporal 

designation for a multicomponent site; this is confusing when we may also want to use the term 

as an explanatory concept for analyzing a multiethnic community.  

But its relevance is not restricted to the theorized convergence of Middle Missouri and 

Central Plains traits, nor did it only occur at the regional scale. The ethnographic work of Bowers 

(1992, 2004) suggests that coalescence figures prominently in Mandan and Hidatsa tribal history 

long before A.D 1400 (i.e., origin stories; see also Gregg and Hanson 1985:32; Schneider 

2002:42). The proximity of Mandan and Hidatsa villages resulted in long-term entanglements, 

alliances, and interactions that have culminated in many shared traditions, practices, and 

ceremonies over time (see Ahler et al. 1991:44-45; Lowie 1917:7-12; Wood 2001:194). 

Likewise, the 1781-1782 smallpox epidemic resulted in the coalescence of disparate Arikara 

bands or Acitinu into composite villages (Murray and Swenson 2016). The Mandan, Hidatsa, and 

Arikara were actually comprised of smaller subgroups that had their own origin stories, 

ceremonies, and villages (see Ahler et al. 1991:27-30; Bowers 1948; Gregg and Hanson 

1985:29-34; Wood and Irwin 2001:349). For example, Ahler (2003:4) observes that between 

1804 and the late 1800s, five distinct subgroups of Mandans continuously reorganized. The 
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coalescence of these subgroups over time into larger social groupings may be a fruitful avenue 

for understanding the significance of identity maintenance and transformation in the region.  

This review of the literature demonstrates how the descriptive use of the term 

“coalescence” has the potential to neutralize its analytical value. Seizing upon opportunities 

afforded to Plains researchers by theoretical and methodological approaches to coalescence 

being developed in other regions of the United States will mean taking a deliberate and mindful 

approach in our discourse. We must conceptually divorce coalescence as a taxonomic category 

from our investigations of coalescence as a social process, or be explicit about how the 

taxonomic label articulates with the anthropological concept.  

Space and the Built Environment 

The relationship between space and society has as its foundation the work of Bourdieu 

1977), Giddens (1984) and Foucault (1977). Together, their work underscores the notion that 

space is subjective, that space mediates power and control, and that social and spatial structures 

are mutually constitutive. Answering the call to “socialize” space (Ashmore 2002), scholars have 

since developed analytical tools to interpret archaeological space as socially relevant and 

historically consequential (Paliou 2014). Among the methodological developments in this vein is 

space syntax analysis.  

Space syntax analysis was an approach originally developed for use by (Hillier and 

Hanson 1984) for architects and urban planners interested in the relationship between the 

organization of space and purposeful movement (Cutting 2003:1). It is built upon the theories of 

earlier scholars who recognized that architecture both expresses and reinforces social order, and 

that settlements have varying levels of permeability (Beckwith 2009:37; Lawrence and Low 

1990:456).  
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Its theoretical foundations can be found in the work of Durkheim (1964), who argued that 

societies are organized according to two types of solidarity, mechanical and organic. Mechanical 

solidarity is a form of social integration in which individuals are bound by ideological and 

structural similarities. Organic solidarity is a form of social integration based on differences, in 

which individuals with different identities or roles are interdependent. Because these differences 

are not mutually exclusive, it has been argued that it has more heuristic than explanatory value 

(Ferguson 1996: 21). Hillier and Hanson explicitly tie these types of integration to specific 

spatial configurations. A society characterized by mechanical solidarity would have a segregated 

and dispersed space, in which distinct social groups retain their individuality. Organic solidarity 

would require a dense, integrated space to facilitate the social encounters required to link 

interdependent agents (Ferguson 1996:21; Hillier and Hanson 1984:18).  

Rapaport (1982) is credited with recognizing that the capacity for buildings to 

communicate social meaning should not be restricted to structures, but to all spatial 

manifestations of human action. This includes buildings, as well as the spaces between and 

around them. This is what he terms the built environment. This built space is shaped by social 

knowledge, and thus has social weight and social consequences (Letesson 2014). Hillier and 

Hanson’s work is significant in that it provides a quantitative methodology for deriving social 

meaning from the configuration of space. Cutting (2003:3) outlines the three basic assumptions 

of space syntax: 1) people use space consciously and reflexively; 2) movement through space is 

based on how those spaces are linked together; and 3) the use of space affects the behaviors of 

people occupying those spaces. Thus, their approach asserts that space is not socially neutral; 

rather, space is integral to processes of social reproduction, in that it mediates social interaction. 
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Furthermore, social structure and interactions are simultaneously constitutive of the built 

environment.  

The theoretical underpinnings of space syntax analysis, in its recognition of a recursive 

relationship between space and social action, and its contention that space is subjectively 

experienced (Bevan et al. 2013:27), make it a method well suited to archaeological questions 

focused on social integration and human interaction. Stoger (2014:297) contends that the 

approach recasts sites from static landscapes to dynamic loci of human interaction. In this sense, 

it allows us to extrapolate from settlement layout to settlement movement and use (Giles 2007). 

Archaeological research has applied space syntax in a variety of ways to understand everything 

from access to individual rooms (Van Dyke 1999) to the emergence of village formations 

(Creese 2014). Ferguson (1996) applied one aspect of space syntax analysis (axial analysis) to 

prehistoric and contemporary Zuni settlements to understand how the structure of the built 

environment articulated with the structure of Zuni society. In doing so, he also provides a cogent 

evaluation of the method’s interpretive potential, and demonstrates the capacity of space syntax 

to draw new information from old data (Bustard 1998:129). Turning his attention from interior to 

open spaces, Potter (1998) focuses his analysis on the convex spaces of Puebloan III and IV sites 

in the Eastern and Western Pueblo regions. He proposes an innovative method for classifying the 

morphology of settlements based on the metrics of their open spaces, and is able to demonstrate 

changes in the integration of living space over time.  Other archaeological applications have 

focused mainly on Puebloan communities in the Southwest (e.g., Gann 2003; Beckwith 2009; 

Van Dyke 1999; Shapiro 2005; Stone 2003).  

Emerging from space syntax analysis has been a focus on visibility analysis (Turner 

2001) and the relationship between visibility and movement. Studies adopting this approach 
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assert (based on contemporary studies of spatial cognition) that visibility between spaces can be 

a reliable proxy for predicting human movement (Franz et al. 2005; Wiener and Franz 2005), and 

is central to power relations and control of space within a community. Amster’s 2008 study, for 

example, centralizes visibility in his analysis of power and control in Borneo. He argues that 

social optics and surveillance are key to the “micropolitics” of daily life (2008:176). Other recent 

examples have attempted to understand accessibility and integration via visibility analysis. For 

example, Clark’s (2007) study aims to understand the role of visibility in the configuration of 

Byzantine churches in Jordan, while Stoger (2014) examines the role of visibility in structuring 

interactions in an ancient Roman city. 

Methodologies for investigating the social meaning of space transforms what was once 

considered a neutral substrate for social action into a quantifiable artifact capable of being 

compared and measured. Space syntax in particular highlights relationships between spaces that 

are not immediately obvious in plan maps (Clark 2007), or patterns that defy our spatial intuition 

(Bevan et al. 2013:29). As archaeological sites represent bounded spaces for interaction, space 

syntax is well suited to understand interaction at the community scale (Van Dyke 1999:466).
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ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

This dissertation follows the three article format, in which each paper explores the role of 

settlement in the formation and maintenance of Arikara identity between the eighteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Each article is included here as an appendix. The first article was coauthored 

with Fern E. Swenson, Director of the Archaeology and Historic Preservation Division of the 

State Historical Society of North Dakota in Bismarck, and is being published in the 61
st
 volume 

of Plains Anthropologist. The second article is a single-author work formatted for submission to 

the Journal of Anthropological Archaeology. The third article is coauthored with Dr. Brad 

Kroupa, an Arikara anthropologist and historian at the Arikara Cultural Center in White Shield, 

North Dakota. That article is formatted for submission to the journal Ethnohistory for 

publication. Below I provide the titles and abstracts for each of the three articles.  

 

Article 1: Situational Sedentism: Post-Contact Arikara Settlement as Social Process in the 

Middle Missouri, North Dakota 
 

Arikara settlement and mobility patterns changed dramatically in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. To confront demographic, economic, and political instability arising from the 

introduction of Old World epidemic diseases, the Arikara devised a flexible settlement pattern 

that alternated between nomadism, occupation of composite villages, and coresidence with 

neighboring tribes. Drawing from recent theoretical approaches to settlement and community 

aggregation, we resituate well known Arikara settlement events during the post-contact period 

(AD 1650-1886) in agency-driven processes of social integration and independent identity 

maintenance. The seeming ambivalence of the Arikara with regard to settlement decisions during 

this period, which we characterize as “situational sedentism,” embodied dialectical cooperation 
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and conflict with neighboring groups. We argue for a conceptual approach to settlement that 

emphasizes the social dimension of moving across and occupying landscapes, and acknowledges 

the historical contingencies that enable or constrain settlement decision making. 

 

Article 2: Coalescence and Community Construction among the Arikara in the Northern 

Plains 

 

Critical attention to the concept of “community” in archaeological research over the last decade 

has recast communities from homogeneous groups of people living at a site to emergent 

networks of meaningful social interaction. Coalescent communities are in a constant state of 

becoming, as residents must continuously negotiate aspects of their identities in ways that 

mitigate conflict. Historical records describing the coalescence of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and 

Arikara people at Like-A-Fishhook Village in North Dakota during the nineteenth century often 

refer to it as the “uniting” of these tribes, implying a sense of community that has never been 

critically examined. A space syntax analysis of this earthlodge village investigates the role of 

architecture and space in structuring interactions between the Arikara and their occasional 

enemies, the Mandan and Hidatsa. By integrating archaeological and ethnographic data, this 

research suggests that the Arikara configured their space to prioritize local (Arikara) integration, 

and that interaction between the sections of the village was likely infrequent and controlled. The 

resulting “community” was a political one mediated by tribal leaders in the interest of village 

defense, rather than a social one mediated by frequent or meaningful interaction between 

ethnically diverse residents. This case demonstrates that viewing coalescence as an inevitable 

trajectory toward greater community unity is unnecessarily restrictive; it is also a multiscalar 

strategy for cultural survival that can serve to reinforce or even strengthen the distinct identities 

of coalescing agents.  
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Article 3: Remembering Nishu: Spatiality and Belonging in the Missouri River 

Bottomlands 
 

The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed profound transformations in the 

organization of North Dakota’s Native American communities. The passage of the Dawes 

Allotment Act in 1887, in addition to depleting timber resources and the end of the fur trade, 

resulted in the fissioning of the coalescent community of Like-A-Fishhook Village. Despite their 

co-residence at the site for almost three decades, the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people re-

established ethnically distinct villages in the fertile bottomlands of the Missouri River within the 

Fort Berthold reservation. Most of the Arikara population settled on scattered allotments in the 

Nishu area until it was inundated by the Garrison Dam in the early 1950s. Through ethnographic 

interviews with several Arikara elders, this collaborative project between the Arikara Cultural 

Center and the State Historical Society of North Dakota documents Nishu, now under the waters 

of Lake Sakakawea and visually inaccessible to their descendants. We investigate the role of 

spatiality and temporality in community construction – specifically, how the persistence of 

Arikara memory and tradition empowered residents to navigate changes wrought by the 

assimilative policies of the U.S government. This research revealed that Arikara memories of 

these submerged lands embody a dialectic of pervasive nostalgia about living there and profound 

trauma about being forced to leave. Through this dialectic, we elucidate how networks, 

movement, and place are complicit in residents’ sense of belonging, and discuss the inherent 

challenges in (re)constructing a community’s memory of “erased” heritage.  
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Abstract 

 

Arikara settlement and mobility patterns changed dramatically in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. To confront demographic, economic, and political instability arising 

from the introduction of Old World epidemic diseases, the Arikara devised a flexible 

settlement pattern that alternated between nomadism, occupation of composite villages, and 

coresidence with neighboring tribes. Drawing from recent theoretical approaches to 

settlement and community aggregation, we resituate well known Arikara settlement events 

during the post-contact period (AD 1650-1886) in agency-driven processes of social 

integration and independent identity maintenance. The seeming ambivalence of the Arikara 

with regard to settlement decisions during this period, which we characterize as “situational 

sedentism,” embodied dialectical cooperation and conflict with neighboring groups. We 

argue for a conceptual approach to settlement that emphasizes the social dimension of 

moving across and occupying landscapes, and acknowledges the historical contingencies that 

enable or constrain settlement decision making. 

Keywords: Arikara, settlement, migration, northern Plains, agency 
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 Migration and aggregation are social phenomena that affect human communities 

worldwide, and often require people to reorganize their lives spatially, materially, socially, 

ceremonially, economically, and politically. In doing so, previously independent groups find 

they must also renegotiate aspects of their identities in ways that facilitate and enable successful 

coresidence with other communities. Because migration and aggregation are settlement strategies 

that involve the retention, surrender, and/or formation of various and crosscutting social 

identities, their material expressions lend insight into mechanisms of social reproduction and 

trajectories of cultural continuity and change. 

Current anthropological research on migration and aggregation emphasizes the (1) social 

dynamics of contemporary multicultural societies, (2) structure of migrant and refugee 

populations, (3) psychological effects of migration, (4) origins of nationalism, and (5) 

maintenance of national identity (Bhugra and  Becker 2005; Brochmann 2003; Insoll 2007). By 

focusing on the lived experience of contemporary migrant populations, these studies provide 

valuable context for understanding migration and aggregation as strategies for coping with 

sources of trauma such as ethnic conflict, political unrest, or environmental disaster. 

Anthropological interest in migration and residential reorganization, however, is not limited to 

contemporary contexts. A surge of scholarly interest among archaeologists related to past 

population movements and the formation of multicultural communities has occurred in the last 

two decades (e.g., Bernardini 2005; Birch 2012; Clark 2001; Ethridge and Hudson 2002; Hill et 

al. 2004; Kowalewski  2006; Nelson and Strawhacker 2011; Neuzil 2008; Rodning 2002; Rogers 

1990). Much of this research is predicated on the notion that the material record embodies 

practices and ideologies that were instrumental in the maintenance and expression of identity, 
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particularly during times of political instability and social transformation. While these studies 

have contributed much to our understanding of how population movements manifest in the 

archaeological record, little research exists on the agency of migrants in weighing settlement 

options, or the social context of groups’ decisions to migrate or aggregate (for exceptions, see 

Stone 2003; Stone and Lipe 2011). This problem is particularly relevant in the United States, as 

these demographic processes are central to the cultural histories, contemporary realities, and 

identities of many Native American groups.  

The history of the northern Plains has been shaped by these complex demographic processes 

(Sharrock 1974; Wood 1998:11). Migration and aggregation figure prominently in regional 

taxonomies, such as the disorganized variant (AD 1780–1862) of the coalescent tradition in the 

Middle Missouri subarea (Lehmer 1971). These processes also consistently emerge in 

archaeological interpretations of the region, oral traditions, and the social memories of 

contemporary indigenous communities (Ahler 1993a:50–51, 1993b:58, 100; Bowers 1992, 2004; 

Cox 2010; Hollenback 2012; Schneider 2002; Wood 1986; Zedeño et al. 2009). Among the 

semi-sedentary earthlodge villages of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people there is evidence 

that migration and aggregation were especially prevalent in the post-contact period. The 

centrality of these villages in Euroamerican exploration of the American West and the fur trade 

resulted in an unprecedented historic record of regional interaction. Traders’ observations of the 

demographic and economic instability following major epidemics in 1781–1782 and 1837–1838 

lend insight to the consequent restructuring of the region’s sociopolitical landscape (Chardon 

1997; Hanson 1987; Lehmer 1977; Wood 2010). Devastating population losses, the 

establishment of trading posts along the Missouri River, and the rising might of the Dakota Sioux 
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conspired to fundamentally change the composition of native communities and settlement 

patterns in the northern Plains.  

The Arikara (Sahnish) were among those that underwent dramatic changes in social 

organization and settlement pattern. Bearers of the Coalescent tradition (see Krause this volume), 

the Arikara were a loosely consolidated collective of autonomous villages or bands. These 

Caddoan speakers lived in 40 or more earthlodge settlements along the Missouri River in South 

Dakota in the early to mid-1700s (Chomko 1986:64; Lehmer 2001:245–47; Rogers 1990:40). 

Early historical documents indicate the Arikara adapted pre-contact settlement strategies to 

accommodate regional economic, political, and social changes throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries (Holder 1970; Krause 1972:106–15; Thwaites 1905:335–36;Wood et al. 

2011:28). These strategies included experimental nomadism; occupation of independent, 

composite villages; and shifting patterns of coresidence with neighbouring tribes such as the 

Pawnee, Dakota, Mandan, and Hidatsa. It is commonly observed that this period of hostility, 

reorganization, and transformation ‘accelerated the breakdown of the old native way of life’ 

(Lehmer 1971:177), ultimately resulting in the aggregation of the Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa 

tribes at  Like-A-Fishhook Village (32ML2) by 1862 (Smith 1972). Here we seek to explore the 

situational nature of Arikara settlement decision-making during this time, and the role of this 

flexible settlement strategy in the persistence of Arikara identity.  

 

Arikara settlement as process   

Between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Euroamericans engaged in diplomacy to 

further the economic interests of trade companies and foreign governments, as well as to 

establish and maintain exchange relationships with tribes (Thiessen 1993; Wood 2003; Wood 
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and Thiessen 1985). Two closely related aspects of indigenous life that dominated the 

observations of explorers, traders, and Indian agents on the northern Plains were settlement 

dynamics, as well as intra- and intergroup social interaction (Abel 1939; Moulton 1987a, 1987b; 

Truteau 1914). Predictably, written records of Arikara settlement focused on the status of their 

relations with surrounding tribes, primarily the Mandan and Dakota, and the geographical and 

temporal details of tribal movements. This information was vital in both navigating the region 

and maintaining a constant supply of furs and robes to satisfy European demand. As 

Euroamerican trade gained momentum, the raiding of agricultural villages by nomadic groups 

intensified (Lehmer 1971:177–79). The Arikara were forced to surrender control over vast 

portions of their traditional territories and landscapes. Smaller post-epidemic sedentary 

populations found themselves vulnerable to enemy attacks and were pressured to seek refuge 

with each other. Arikara settlement decisions were further complicated by increasing demands 

on land and resources, as well as intertribal competition for control over key trade routes. 

Decision makers contended with a constant tension between their physical survival and their 

cultural sovereignty, ushering in a period of profound community transformation. Drawn from 

historical records, the where, when, and who of post-contact Arikara  settlement have been 

skillfully woven into increasingly coherent regional chronologies and narratives that are 

invaluable aids in determining cultural affiliation and  locations of village sites (Chomko 1986). 

We contend that the volume of extant  knowledge of Arikara settlement gleaned from historical 

and archaeological  records raises new questions about settlement dynamics in the region (for 

overviews see Ahler 1993a, 1993b; Johnson 2007). Existing settlement histories provide a firm 

foundation for investigating the long-term social processes that enabled or constrained settlement 

decision making.  
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This chapter does not reiterate the history of Arikara settlement. Rather, we propose a 

conceptual approach to settlement that places social factors on equal explanatory footing with 

environmental and physical variables, and which acknowledges the situational and dynamic 

nature of settlement decision making. In lieu of providing a comprehensive review of Arikara 

settlement (see Krause this volume), we contextualize our perspective with specific Arikara sites 

and settlement decisions. We begin with a review of recent theoretical and methodological 

developments in the study of settlement and aggregation. An analysis of historical records 

highlights the various settlement strategies employed by the Arikara in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. By situating these settlement events in the context of intertribal social 

relations, we propose a new conceptual framework for examining settlement, specifically one 

that is an inherently social, historically contingent, and constitutive process.  

 

Conceptual approaches to settlement and mobility   

A central concept in archaeological inquiry, settlement refers to the myriad ways in which 

people move through, inhabit, and distribute themselves across the landscape (Bruck and 

Goodman 1999). Originally conceived as an alternative to culture  history, settlement 

archaeology sought to understand how the organization of living space clarifies social 

relationships in the past (Trigger 1967; Willey 1953). At the regional level, investigation of 

settlement patterns allows for the examination of cultural change and social interaction over 

broad temporal and spatial scales (Kowalewski 2008). Smaller scale settlement studies focus on 

how site placement and structure reflect community organization (Rogers 1995:731; Rogers and 

Smith 1995).  
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Over the last 60 years, however, settlement research has tended to prioritize the physical and 

logistical characteristics of space over the social milieu of human movement and emplacement 

(e.g. Fawcett 1988). Though factors such as the availability of resources, defensibility of a 

location, and environmental conditions certainly guided settlement decisions (Krause 2012:125), 

many existing settlement studies lean towards environmental or economic determinism. Such 

approaches produce timelines of isolated migrations, aggregations, and sedentary events, which 

are conceptualized as settlement occurrences with discrete spatial, demographic, and temporal 

boundaries and are then sewn together into linear narratives of land use over time (Bruck and 

Goodman 1999). These functional explanations and predictive models for human movement 

inadvertently consign settlement to a synchronic abstraction nearly devoid of human agency. 

Essentially, migration and emplacement occur in a vacuum of social constraints, yielding 

snapshots of community placement through slices of time.  

Only recently have scholars expanded understandings of settlement and mobility beyond 

functionalist models in the form of landscape archaeology (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Ashmore and 

Knapp 1999; Bruck and Goodman 1999; David and Thomas 2008; Hollenback 2010). In this 

framework, landscape is not a neutral substrate for human movement, but a collective of socially 

charged places that are witness to and complicit in the formation of social and territorial 

identities integral to community relationships (Basso 1996; Bender 1993; Pascual de Sans 

2004:349; Wolch and Dear 1989; Zedeño et al. 2009:106). Revelations about landscape’s 

relevance to identity and regional interaction have emerged from the increased participation of 

indigenous people in archaeological research (Fowles 2010; Silliman 2010:276). Native 

perspectives now pervade anthropological discourse on cultural landscape, sacred geography, 

and cultural identity, and speak to the inextricable link between place and the construction of 
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selfhood (Basso 1996; Bruck and Goodman 1999). For example, Zedeño et al. (2009) describe 

the construction of ‘placeworlds’ by precontact  groups in North Dakota, through a dialectical 

process of being in, moving within, and storying the Missouri River landscape. Through various 

acts of ‘journeying’, the landscape was repeatedly inscribed in the daily practice and social 

memory of the community. It was through this process that the Mandan and Hidatsa constructed 

and ‘naturalized’ a territorial identity. Thus the landscape was inextricable from 

conceptualizations of self. Archaeological research in present day North and South Dakota 

suggests that precontact Missouri River settlement patterns organized the landscape into 

ethnically distinct and relatively stable territories that persisted for centuries (Ahler et al.  

1991:12–13; Wood et al. 2011:21). Though the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara interacted 

frequently, exchanging ceremonies, technologies, and practices with one another, each group 

occupied independent villages and camps within their respective territories. Significantly, the 

gradual upriver movement of all three groups changed their settlement locations, though it did 

not change the orientation of these territories in relation to one another (Figure 1; Stewart 

1974:292–93). Permanent Arikara settlements were almost always located south of Mandan 

communities, and Mandan settlements were established south of Hidatsa villages. One of the 

most intriguing changes in regional settlement after contact was the reorganization of the 

territorial landscape as the Arikara moved northward to settle in the Mandan homeland (and in 

some cases into occupied or previously occupied Mandan villages). Similarly, the Mandan 

migrated to Hidatsa homelands, and historical records document Mandan living in Hidatsa 

villages (Wood 1977:329–30, 340). This reconfiguration of the social landscape is key to 

understanding Arikara settlement after 1781, and lends insight to the historical and contemporary 

identities of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people.  
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Migration and coresidence   

Since its resurgence in archaeological discourse in the 1990s, the study of migration has 

expanded beyond the identification of push-and-pull factors that affect settlement, the presence 

or absence of migrants at archaeological sites, and assumptions that human movement 

necessitated a wholesale abandonment of the former community or region (Anthony 1990).  

 

Figure 1. Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara territories in AD 1700 (Ahler et al. 1991). 

 

For our purposes, migration refers to: a long term residential relocation beyond community 

boundaries by one or more discrete social units as the result of a perceived decrease in the 

benefits of remaining residentially stable or a perceived increase in the benefits of relocating to 

prospective destinations (Clark 2001:2). Archaeological research in the last 20 years shows that 

migration is more than the mass movement of homogeneous groups across space—it is a 

dynamic process of social interaction, decision making, and landscape learning that can occur at 
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multiple scales (Bernardini 2005; Mills 2011; Rockman and Steele 2003; Snead 2004). Most 

significant has been a conceptual shift in which migration is no longer cast as a spatially or 

temporally discrete event, but rather an ongoing social process that both expresses and constructs 

community identity (Nelson and  Strawhacker 2011). Migration is more than the physicality of 

human movement. It is catalyzed by premigration relationships and circumstances, and results in 

the migrants’ emplacement in a new social and physical landscape. The increasing focus on these 

and other consequences of migration has led to theoretical and methodological developments in 

the investigation of ethnic coresidence (Voss 2005), the social construction of coalescent 

communities (Birch 2012; Kowalewski 2006), and ethnogenesis (Anschuetz and Wilshusen 

2011; Ethridge and Hudson 2002).  

While coresidence is commonly defined as the sharing of a residence or residential area by 

distinct groups of people, the anthropological study of coresidence indicates a complex social 

phenomenon that requires participants to negotiate aspects of their identities in ways that 

facilitate community cohesion. This line of inquiry zeros in on the tension between ethnic 

persistence (i.e., the need to maintain aspects of the group’s pre-migration identity) and selective 

accommodation (i.e., the group’s ability to flex its identity in the interest of ameliorating social 

tension with the host community; Mullins 2008). What pre-migration traditions persist in the 

postmigration community and why? What new practices emerge after migration, and how do 

they reflect the influence of a new social milieu? What mechanisms served to integrate 

coresident communities? What aspects of the pre-migration identity are negotiable?  

 Migration and aggregation decisions are also not predictable or ahistorical. Stone’s (2003) 

comparison of three regions in Arizona with prehistoric evidence of immigration, for instance, 

showed that variables such as the settlement pattern of the host region, the population size of the 
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migrant community, and their history of interaction were instrumental in whether and how 

migrant communities negotiated their ethnic identities and material lives. Central to Stone’s 

approach is the notion that migration is historically contingent, deliberate, and motivated (Stone 

2003:39, 68). Individuals do not thoughtlessly or blindly move across the landscape; rather, 

populations tend to aggregate with communities with which they already have a preexisting trade 

or kin relationship, and between whom there is at least some degree of familiarity (Anthony 

1990; Cameron 1995; Clark 2001; Lekson and Cameron 1995; Mitchell 2007:168; Nelson and 

Strawhacker 2011; see also Posthumus this volume). Stone’s and similar studies demonstrate 

how the persistence of technologies, architectural forms, and ritual practices are integral to 

maintaining and reproducing premigration identities in coalescent and coresident contexts 

(Adams and LaMotta 2006; Bernardini 2005; Duff 2002; Herr 2001; Neuzil 2008). At the same 

time, they acknowledge that constraints imposed by the host community may result in the 

hybridization of other traditions, leading to cultural change. Such studies are significant in that 

they recast the seemingly static outcomes of migration and settlement as socially contextualized 

and deliberate action. Furthermore, they infuse settlement patterns with the agency of human 

decision making and sense of contingency that they are often denied in archaeological research. 

As viewed through this framework, human movement and settlement are less about synchronic 

outcomes and more about the processes by which communities both constituted and navigated a 

socially inscribed landscape:  

 

Thus we move from the classical analysis of migratory movements as discrete, isolated acts 

by which people change their place of residence because of a series of constraints or 

decisions, to another analysis of migrations as social events taking place in time. This is a 
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richer approach, which considers the whole migratory process as a sequence of movements 

that are linked to each other by periods of settlement in spaces of relationships, in socially 

constructed places. (Pascual de Sans 2004)     

 

The interplay of identity, landscape, and settlement not only raises significant questions 

regarding the role of ‘place’ in social reproduction, but challenges us to critically assess 

traditional approaches to the study of settlement dynamics visible in the archaeological record. 

While none of these studies adequately distinguish coalescence (i.e., social integration) from 

coresidence (i.e., spatial or physical aggregation) in our opinion, they speak to an important 

question that has relevance for our understanding of Middle Missouri archaeology. In the wake 

of demographic upheaval, how is Arikara settlement situated in long-term interaction histories? 

And as their presence in Mandan and Hidatsa social and physical space increased, how did the 

Arikara maintain their autonomy of identity, as evidenced by the very strong sense of Arikara 

identity that persists within the Fort Berthold community today (see Kroupa this volume)?  

 

Arikara settlement   

Migration is central to the settlement history and contemporary identity of the Arikara 

people. Sometime after the fifteenth century, the Arikara separated from the Pawnees and began 

a northward migration out of the central Plains into present day South Dakota (Blakeslee 

1981:99; Hollow and Parks 1980:77, 80; Rogers 1990:24). The basic unit of Arikara political 

organization was the village (Acitinu) or band (Holder 1949). For centuries the Arikara were a 

socially and linguistically diverse collective of independently organized Acitinu. The 30–40 

contemporaneous Arikara villages occupying a 200-mile stretch of the Missouri River are 
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thought to have represented autonomous bands consisting of up to 17 social divisions (Johnson 

2007:160; Parks 2001:373; Truteau 1914:459). By the late seventeenth century, the Arikara had 

undergone population decline, likely from the introduction of old-world pathogens (Collision 

2013:35–37; Ramenofsky 1987:133). The result was consolidations of formerly autonomous 

villages into composite settlements for mutual defence against nomadic tribes who may have 

suffered lower morbidity and mortality rates (Johnson 2007:188; Trimble 1986). These episodes 

of consolidation were interspersed with periods of migration and resettlement.  

In the 1700s, Arikara settlements were located along the Missouri River near major 

tributaries from the White to the Grand Rivers (Figure 2). These operated as major regional trade 

centres. The role of Arikara villages as urban trade hubs attracted nomadic groups, such as the 

Crow, Assiniboine, Cree, Cheyenne, Comanche, Arapaho, Kiowa, and Dakota (Ewers 1954:714; 

Wood 1980:100; Wood et al. 2011:21). Trade materials recovered from pre-contact Arikara 

villages indicate that exchange partners came from all directions, a pattern that continued into 

historic times. In the early part of the century, Arikara villages received European trade goods 

from sources in Canada through Lakota intermediaries who rendezvoused in eastern or 

southeastern South Dakota or northwestern Iowa. Other Arikara villages located near the mouth 

of one of the Missouri’s western tributaries achieved trade advantages vis-à-vis tribes from the 

west and northwest. The Arikara’s role as middlemen in the trade system not only ensured 

economic stability, it served as a means for establishing and maintaining social networks with 

other ethnic groups, forming the basis of alliances. The mediation of disputes through ritual 

kinship relations enabled enemies to trade peacefully (Abel 1939:131; Holder 1970:65–66; Orser 

1980:3; Thwaites 1959:1:194). Eventually drawing European traders to the region, these 

indigenous trade networks were the pathways through which epidemic diseases were first 
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introduced to the sedentary villagers along the Missouri. Arikara relations with the Mandan, 

Hidatsa, Omaha, Ponca, and the Oglala, Saone, and Tacowa bands of the Teton-Lakota were in 

continuous flux, vacillating between hostility and alliance (Parks 2001:384). Their relatives, the 

Skiri Pawnees, were generally close allies (Wood et al. 2011:54), as were the Awikaxa (the 

smallest Mandan division), who were closely associated with the Arikara in the 1700s (Wood 

and Irwin 2001:350). Arikara enemies included most of the Dakota bands (for a discussion of the 

complexities of these relationships see Posthumus this volume), as well as the Chippewa, 

Assiniboine, Blackfoot, Crow, and Eastern Shoshone (Parks 2001:384). Historic reports in the 

1700s also suggest that the Osage and Missouri raided the Arikara for slaves (Rogers 1990:46). 

By the 1790s, the Arikara had been devastated by three successive smallpox epidemics that 

reduced the population by perhaps 70 percent (Abel 1939:123–25; Collison 2013; Truteau 

1914:454). With dramatic decreases in Arikara demography, the end of the eighteenth and 

beginning of the nineteenth centuries was a period of rapidly shifting settlement strategizing. 

Between 1795 and 1798, some Arikara from a composite settlement near the mouth of the 

Cheyenne River moved north to the Knife River region. After a disagreement with the Mandans, 

however, they returned south to co-occupy three villages by the Grand River with the other 

Arikara sub-groups. At the same time, other Arikara visited their relatives, the Pawnee. This was 

a time of diverse sub-group response.  

Yet by the early 1800s, the entire tribe occupied the three Grand River settlements, and their 

territory was reduced to the land near their villages (Moulton 1987a:401; Wood 1955:28). The 

Teton-Lakota claimed all surrounding territory. The sudden population imbalances between 

village groups and nomadic groups caused a significant power shift in favour of the Dakota, and 
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facilitated the consolidation of previously independent social divisions for both the Arikara and 

Mandan.  

 

Figure 2. Movements of the Arikaras from the late 18th to late 19th centuries and sites discussed 

in the article. Adapted from Johnson (2007) and Parks (2001:366). 
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In sum, by the early nineteenth century most of the Arikara had returned to the confluence of 

the Grand and Missouri Rivers and settled in three multi-village or composite communities (Abel 

1939:123–25; Krause 1972). The Arikara remained there except for a brief abandonment in 1823 

due to the siege of Colonel Henry Leavenworth (see Posthumus this volume). In 1832, the 

Arikara abandoned the Missouri River and spent the next 5 years as nomads, visiting their Skidi 

Pawnee kinsmen to the south and the Mandan and Hidatsa to the north. The Arikara settled at 

Fort Clark in 1838 (see Wiewel and Kvamme this volume), where they stayed until 1861. Then 

they moved their residence to Star Village (32ME16) across the river from the Mandan-Hidatsa 

settlement (Chardon 1997; Metcalf 1960). In 1862 they joined the Mandan and Hidatsa at Like-

A-Fishhook Village.  

 

Locating agency in Arikara settlement   

Historic sources that detail Arikara movements and village locations after contact provide 

important information not only about the spatiality and temporality of village movements, but 

hint at the political, social, and economic contexts of their settlement decisions over time (e.g., 

Abel 1939; Moulton 1987a, 1987b; Thwaites 1904a, 1904b, 1905; Truteau 1914). A review of 

this literature demonstrates that as threats to the viability of their communities intensified, 

Arikara decision makers vacillated primarily between three very different settlement alternatives: 

occupation of composite sedentary villages, experimental nomadism, and coresidence with 

neighbouring tribes. Because the potential success of each alternative depended on the stability 

of Arikara relationships with other Acitinu and tribal groups, these decisions were inherently 

situational. The pace of change on the northern Plains was rapid, and alliances shifted 
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unpredictably.  Thus the viability of particular settlement alternatives could be construed 

differently by decision makers, depending upon the timing and social context of each settlement 

decision. In all cases, migration involved a decision to wholly or partially abandon the current 

place. Arikara settlement history suggests that: (1) abandonment can occur at multiple 

demographic and temporal scales, (2) people do not always leave a place en masse, and (3) 

leaving is not always permanent. One Arikara settlement option was to form a composite 

community with other Acitinu. The advantages of this alternative was that an aggregate 

population ensured adequate defence against attacks by nomadic groups, and the ability to 

maintain group identity through the persistence of religious bundles and maintenance of kin 

relations. The disadvantages included internal instability in the village, as multiple Acitinu 

leaders competed with one another for authority and power (Holder 1970:131–34).     

A second alternative was to settle close to or with a neighbouring tribal group, or ethnic 

coresidence. This alternative also provided a greater measure of protection against enemy attacks 

in the form of military support. However, co-residing with another group required the 

community to compromise many aspects of their lifeways in the interest of maintaining broader 

community harmony, thus ensuring continued protection against enemy attacks. It also 

threatened the group’s economic independence and identity autonomy, as their emplacement in a 

new social landscape was likely predicated on ceding some control to the host community.  

The third alternative was to settle with or near cultural relatives. This option may have also 

required the migrating group to surrender a portion of their autonomy as a condition of the 

settlement arrangement. However, historical kin relations between groups suggests that the risk 

of military dispute or alliance breakdown was less likely than it would have been between two 

unrelated tribal groups. Semi-autonomous, but connected through real and fictive kin 
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relationships (see Krause this volume), Arikara political and religious structures allowed for a 

flexible and fluid settlement strategy that empowered them to ultimately maintain their cultural 

identity in the face of unprecedented disaster. Arikara political organization allowed for both the 

consolidation of multiple village groups into singular, composite communities, as well as 

fissioning of smaller, independent groups when pressured by internal village instability or 

conflict. Collectively, we refer to this suite of settlement alternatives as situational sedentism, as 

each is made possible by a set of historical contingencies and provides a different set of social 

consequences and prospects.  

 

Occupation of composite villages   

Following catastrophic epidemics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 

consolidation of semi-autonomous groups into larger ‘coalescent’ communities along the 

Missouri provided a mechanism for coping with population loss, increased vulnerability to 

enemy attack, increased workloads of survivors, as well as the loss of cultural knowledge and 

specialized practices (Hollenback 2012; Hollenback and Krause this volume). In other words, 

survivors moved in together. For the Arikara, this resulted in communities that resembled their 

former villages in placement and layout, but whose communities comprised amalgamations of 

formerly autonomous Arikara bands who spoke different dialects, carried different but 

overlapping religious responsibilities, and who each came to the settlement with their own 

ceremonial and political leaders. Despite the mutual protection of a larger population, 

competition between disparate leaders disrupted social hierarchies and presented a constant 

threat to the internal stability of these communities (Holder 1970:131–33; Rogers 1990:216). 

One example includes the late occupation of the Sully Site (39SL4). After the Arikara left the 
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area below the Bad River during the early eighteenth century, four separate groups of Arikara 

likely coalesced at this location, at the southern frontier of Arikara territory (Bowers 1930:3; 

Johnson 2007:185–88). Sites located at territorial frontiers, like Sully, afforded the village 

occupants primary access to trade with the Lakota. However, the multiple Acitinu leaders in the 

village, each attempting to maintain their status and authority through the control of trade, 

competed to the detriment of the collective community. The histories of these multi-Acitinu 

communities reflect a complex dialectic of cooperation and conflict. The occupants of Sully 

dispersed before 1795 and probably resumed small village life in fortified communities to the 

north (Johnson 2007:194; Richard A. Krause, personal communication 2013).    In 1795, Truteau 

recorded that another fortified composite Arikara settlement had been established at the 

confluence of the Cheyenne and Missouri Rivers:      

 

In ancient times the Ricara nation was very large; it counted thirty-two populous villages, 

now depopulated and almost entirely destroyed by the smallpox which broke out among them 

at three different times. A few families only, from each of the villages, escaped; these united 

and formed the two villages  now here, which are situated about half a mile apart upon the 

same land occupied  by their ancestors. (Nasatir 1990:1:299)  

 

Explorers and traders documented the gradual dissolution of this community, as various 

smaller bands fissioned and established smaller, independent communities in other locales. 

Significantly, many of these smaller groups moved out of traditional Arikara territory, either 

northward into Mandan territory or south to live with the Pawnee for a time. The three Grand 

River villages observed by Tabeau (Abel 1939:142), Lewis and Clark (Moulton 1987a:150–53; 
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Bradbury, Thwaites 1904a:5), and Brackenridge (Thwaites 1904b:6) in the early nineteenth 

century were also comprised of remnant populations. The decision to aggregate, compounded by 

high mortality rates affected expressions of Arikara identity, as the dialectical diversity of the 

Acitinu began to fade (Parks 2001:366).  

With regard to the establishment of Arikara villages in other groups’ territories, this strategy 

was adopted only after exposure to multiple epidemics and in the face of tensions with 

neighbouring nomadic groups. The decision to move into Mandan and Hidatsa territories was 

rooted in mounting social tension between rival Acitinu, and was dependent upon the 

amelioration of historical tensions between the Arikara and the Mandan. The Greenshield site 

(32OL17) was the first historically documented Arikara village in traditional Mandan-Hidatsa 

territories in North Dakota. Located in the Painted Woods district of the Knife-Heart region 

(Bowers 2004), Greenshield has been interpreted as a site intrusion into traditional Hidatsa 

(Awaxawi) territory (Chomko 1986:65; Wood 1986:23), though the possibility that the Arikara 

and Mandan occupied the area simultaneously (Wood 1986:74; Wood et al. 2011:28) suggests 

that intrusion may inadvertently obscure the ethnic diversity of native northern Plains 

communities, and oversimplify social interaction histories. In any case, the presence of the 

Arikara in North Dakota illustrates the shifting contours of the social landscape after European 

contact.  

Sometime after 1780, the Painted Woods area had become a place of safety for surviving 

Mandan communities. The epidemics were disasters that created immense social, political, and 

economic disruptions (Hollenback 2012). In the immediate aftermath of disasters of this 

magnitude, there can be a breakdown of pre-disaster social boundaries. Coping mechanisms 

include a higher tolerance of cultural diversity as well as nontraditional practices and 
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technologies, and the negotiation of traditional territories and identities (Kacy L. Hollenback, 

personal communication 2013). This tolerance was typically short term to address the 

community’s immediate interest in surviving the disaster. Numerous semi-autonomous Arikara 

communities located along the Missouri River and its tributaries in South Dakota characterized 

pre-epidemic settlement patterns. As demographic collapse altered the sociopolitical context of 

the post-contact northern Plains, Arikara communities underwent drastic transformations. We 

highlight the strategy of forming composite communities because the Acitinu as a mode of social 

reproduction persisted after contact, albeit with some major modifications. The intermittent 

formation of these composite communities demonstrates a flexible and dynamic settlement 

strategy in which decision makers constantly balanced a willingness and ability to cooperate with 

a living situation that generated frequent internal conflict. Leaving provided identity autonomy 

and economic prosperity at the expense of community safety. The fact that these alternatives 

were employed often and unpredictably suggests that settlement cannot be divorced from its 

social context. When, where, and how to leave the current place and arrive in a new place were 

always inherently situational and social decisions.  

 

Nomadism   

By the late eighteenth century the Lakota, Dakota, Cheyenne, Crow, Cree, and Assiniboine 

were thriving in their equestrian nomadic tradition, a mobile lifeway based on hunting and 

gathering and reliant on the adoption of the horse (Lehmer 1971:32). Most of these nomadic 

groups had growing populations and success in both trade and warfare. Real and fictive kinship 

crosscut various bands and tribes on the Plains, which enabled the massing of large numbers of 

alliances for raids, warring, and trade (Mirsky 1961:390–92). Although for most of the year these 
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nomadic groups were small and politically unstable, their social organization allowed them to 

amass forces necessary for assaults and then rapidly disperse, making retaliation difficult (Abel 

1939:151–52; Holder 1970:102). In addition, raids against their typically small encampments did 

not weaken them or result in great losses of property. Thus their capacity for future military 

action was not affected.     By the early nineteenth century the Arikara found themselves 

dislocated from their territories and increasingly more vulnerable to enemy attack, the threat of 

which by this time had shifted from other sedentary earthlodge villagers to the more mobile 

nomadic groups. The Arikara witnessed their status as powerful middlemen in intertribal trade 

diminish as Euroamerican traders bypassed their villages and supplied their enemies with 

firearms. Their weakened condition was due to devastating population loss and the inability to 

find game near their villages (Thwaites 1905:335–36). As a result of numerous tensions, most of 

the Arikara gave up their lifeway as agriculturalists for a brief time and adopted a nomadic 

settlement strategy in the vicinity of the Black Hills (Holder 1970:104; Wood 1955). This 

alternative was initiated again by some Arikara a few years later after a failed episode of 

residence near the Pawnee. The Arikara emphasis on biological and metaphorical sibling ties and 

participation in various war and ritual fraternities crosscut Acitinu membership (Krause this 

volume, 2012), which may have laid the foundation for an Arikara version of equestrian 

nomadism. It was not foreign to the Arikara, as these semi-sedentary bison hunters had always 

travelled seasonally to hunt when not gardening in their summer villages (Hurt 1969; Roper 

2006:121–22, 131–32; Scheiber and Reher 2007). But suddenly embracing a fully nomadic 

lifestyle on a populated landscape required continuous maintenance of intertribal relationships to 

ensure access to resource areas, territories, and food. This calculated move toward greater 
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mobility was possible only if they could maintain stable and reliable relations with both nomadic 

and agricultural communities in the region.  

As a settlement strategy, this historic experiment with nomadism offered several advantages 

over life in sedentary villages. Mass raids by other nomadic tribes were unlikely, since 

settlements were now ephemeral and their populations dispersed. High mobility also provided a 

measure of protection against the spread of communicable disease (Trimble 1986). Most 

importantly, nomadism did not require any long-term compromises on day-to-day living or 

cultural expression, as ethnic coresidence often does. Intertribal negotiations were short term and 

focused on trade, rather than the longer term negotiations focusing on the appropriateness of 

certain cultural practices and symbolic expressions of identity distinctions that come with 

coresident settlement.    For the 5 years the Arikara lived as nomads, their social and economic 

ties to the Skidi Pawnee, Mandan, Hidatsa, and others required frequent movement and visiting. 

Visits to the Mandan and Hidatsa provided a source of corn and other crops to supplement their 

diets. Additionally, nomadism provided escape from the constant aggression of enemies. Yet 

equestrian nomadism never completely replaced the village lifeway, as it was incompatible with 

traditional Arikara economic structure, ritualism, and social stratification (Holder 1970:125, 

136). As such, the Arikara experiment with nomadism was never reactivated. It was the frequent 

visits to the Mandan during this time, however, that laid the foundation for Arikara settlement at 

the permanent earthlodge village Mih-tutta-hang-kusch (32ML2) in 1837–1838 (Chardon 1997).     

 

Coresidence  

As Arikara visiting to the Mandan and Hidatsa villages increased, coresidence of multiple 

tribes became a more viable option. Coresidence refers to the occupation of a single settlement 
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by multiple ethnic groups. A living arrangement having the potential to lead to gradual or 

incremental social integration, coresidence would have required a stable social relationship with 

the host community, and would have involved some degree of cooperation to facilitate sustained 

trade, landscape sharing, and community interaction. It is apparent from the ethnohistoric record 

that the Arikara participated in short- and long-term coresidence with other tribes, such as the 

Cheyenne, Skiri Pawnee, Hidatsa, and Mandan for protection and trade. This coresidence 

involved social interactions including feasting, dancing, hunting, raiding, warring, storytelling, 

and probably courting and intermarriage. For example, describing the dissolution of composite 

Arikara communities on the Cheyenne River in 1795, Jean Baptiste Truteau noted that two of the 

Acitinu chiefs seceded with their bands. One went to live with the Panimahas (Pawnee) and the 

other went to live with the Mandan (Nasatir 1990:1:299). Whether the Arikara reoccupied 

Greenshield, an abandoned Mandan village, or co-resided with the Mandan during this time is 

unknown (Wood 1986:34, 36; Wood et al. 2011:28).Wood (1986:74; Wood et al. 2011:28) 

suggests the possibility that the Arikara also joined the Mandan in their villages based on the 

statement by Alexander Henry in 1806: 

 

not many years ago the Pawnees [Arikara] and Mandans were allied to each  other, and 

lived together in the same villages which were then situated on the  banks of the River 

Missourie about 30 Leagues below this.     

 

Lewis and Clark reported that the Arikara and Mandan had lived in proximity to one another ‘on 

several occasions but without establishing a lasting harmony’ (Jenkinson 2003:230) Tabeau 

noted that the Arikara had reportedly asked permission from the Mandan and Hidatsa to move 
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within the vicinity of Knife River in 1805, presumably to establish an alliance against the Dakota 

and to secure access to European trade items (Abel 1939). Lewis and Clark document multiple 

Arikara peace missions to the Mandan villages (Abel 1939:128; Moulton 1987a, 1987b). While 

social relations between particular bands of Arikara and Mandan made coresidence a viable 

option in the face of Arikara intra-tribal conflict, the peace was short lived.  

By 1798, a disagreement with the Mandan compelled the Arikara to move south again and 

establish sites at Leavenworth (39CO9), Ashley Island, and Lahoo-Catt near the Grand River 

(Johnson 2007:199–200; see also Krause this volume), which remained their primary residence 

until 1832 (for an exception see Posthumus this volume). While living at Leavenworth in 1823, 

however, the Arikara once again moved north to the Mandan winter villages in the location 

adjacent to Tilton’s Fort (Chittenden 1902:1:324; Wood et al. 2011:52). In the spring, some 

Arikara returned to their villages on the Grand River, others stayed with the Mandan, others 

joined the Cheyenne, and some went south to the Platte River (Wood et al. 2011:55). Such 

dynamism in Arikara settlement during this time speaks to the heterogeneous nature of the 

Arikara ‘community’, and the stark differences in their affiliations of alliances with other tribes. 

Wood (1977:340) suggests that the composite nature of communities have been underestimated 

and may have considerable temporal depth.  

Chardon’s (1997) journal at Fort Clark is particularly revealing about the complexity of 

intertribal relations. There are numerous accounts of Mandan-Arikara feasting, counselling, and 

hunting, as well as some of Arikara travelling to the Hidatsa to camp. The alliances between the 

Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa were still tenuous, but strengthened through their shared 

experience of population loss and the threat of a common enemy. After numerous visits to the 

Mandan during this time, the Arikara eventually moved 250 lodges close to the Mandan 
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settlement at Mih-tutta-hang-kusch south of the Knife River in April 1837 (Chardon 1997:80–81, 

88, 101–09). The arrival of the Arikara in the Knife River region marked their permanent return 

from Nebraska (Wood 1955:133). Most of the Mandan fled the village in the aftermath of a 

smallpox epidemic in June 1837, and in 1839 the village was burned (Chardon 1997:181). The 

Arikara rebuilt the village, where they remained until 1861 (Wood 2008:20). Some Mandan, of 

the Nuptadi sub-group, chose to remain in the village as well, indicating that ethnic coresidence 

persisted as a viable post-disaster settlement strategy (Wood 1993:544, 551).    Perhaps the most 

well-known example of ethnic coresidence in the region is the nineteenth century settlement of 

Like-A-Fishhook Village.  

When the 1837–1838 smallpox epidemic struck the region, the Mandan and Hidatsa had been 

living in three to five independent villages at the mouth of the Knife River (Ahler 1993b:96; 

Stewart 1974:296). Mortality rates were extremely high (Dobyns 1983; Ramenofsky 1987; 

Trimble 1986), initiating another period of resettlement and reorganization (Bowers 1992:36; 

Johnson 2007:199). In 1845, the Awaxawi and Awatixa bands of the Hidatsa, together with the 

Nuitadi band of the Mandan left the Knife River and established a new summer village 

approximately 64 km to the north. Situated at the southern edge of a terrace above the main stem 

of the Missouri River, the site of Like-A-Fishhook Village was chosen for its defensibility, its 

proximity to abundant timber resources, and its ceremonial significance (Bowers 1992:464–66; 

Howard 1953:17; Thwaites 1905:366). Coincident with the founding of the village was the 

establishment of Fort Berthold, a trading post outfit of the American Fur Company (Kleinsasser 

1950; Smith 1972:5). The burning and abandonment of the Fort Clark trading post in 1860, 

compounded by increasing pressure from enemies, compelled the Arikara and the Nuptadi 

Mandan to leave their village and move northward (Ahler 2003:8). Rather than move into Like-
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A-Fishhook, the Arikara established Star Village (32ME16) and a satellite village across the 

river (Metcalf 1960; Smith 1972:9). Initially refusing to join the Mandan-Hidatsa on the east side 

of the river, the Arikara, under duress after relentless attacks by the Dakota, moved into Like-A-

Fishhook in 1862 (Bowers 1992:4041; Wood 2008:20; see also Park 2011). The Arikara settled 

in the northern section of the village, and constructed their own ceremonial plaza, sacred lodge, 

earthlodges, and burial ground (Howard 1953:19; Smith 1972:10–11).  

Like-A-Fishhook is a fascinating case study for understanding the role of long-term ethnic 

coresidence in the maintenance and expression of ethnic identity. The negotiations that took 

place between group leaders before the numerous Arikara agreed to occupy the village suggest 

that previous encounters with the Mandan and Hidatsa placed this settlement alternative in 

jeopardy, at least for a time. Maps of the site (Smith 1972), oral history (Bowers 1932), and 

historical accounts (Matthews 1877) indicate that the Arikara and Mandan-Hidatsa populations 

were largely segregated. The village layout suggests active maintenance of ethnic distinctions 

and boundaries through the calculated use of space and the persistence and tolerance of 

ethnically specific religious practices. Furthermore, the records of Boller (Wood 2008) and De 

Trobriand (Quaife 1941) indicate that the three tribes maintained a considerable level of tribal 

autonomy, evidenced by the fact that Mandan Hidatsa, and Arikara leaders carried on 

negotiations with non-native agents and traders on behalf of their respective tribes (Chittenden 

1902:2:858–63), maintained their own villages during the winter, and carried on an intertribal 

trade within the village. The archival record for Like-A-Fishhook implies that while coresidence 

required some measure of tolerance and cooperation, it did not inevitably lead to the formation of 

a cohesive or permanent community. One visitor to Fort Berthold observed that the alliance at 

Like-A-Fishhook, ‘was not based on friendly feelings for one another, but for mutual resistance 
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against the Dakota on the south and the occasional incursions of the Cree on the north’ (as 

quoted in Smith 1972:11). This is significant for understanding the lived experience of Like-A-

Fishhook, and it highlights tensions between the need to integrate as a collective community and 

the desire to maintain separate sub-community identities.  

 

Future research and conclusions   

Arikara settlement strategies were more than physical movements to resource areas. They 

were dialectical social processes that oscillated between cooperation and conflict with other 

Acitinu and surrounding tribes. Based on historical evidence, we interpret this as a tension 

between maintenance of identity, village stability, or both, and the need to survive. This 

manifests archaeologically as a variable settlement pattern that we call situational sedentism, 

which emphasizes: (1) the agency of the Arikara people in settlement decision making; (2) the 

socio-historical context of settlement decisions; and (3) innovative flexing of pre-contact 

settlement strategies to accommodate novel regional social, political, economic, and 

environmental conditions. Sites and migrations do not represent settlement ‘events’, but rather 

embody dialectical processes of identity maintenance and social integration. Arikara decision 

makers confronting unprecedented change strategically situated their communities within 

dynamic networks of social interaction as the trajectory of Euroamerican influence in the region 

unfolded. Threats to Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara territories, combined with the 

unpredictability of nomadic movements, volatile relations with Euroamericans, epidemic related 

population losses, and changing regional resource structure suggest that settlement during this 

time was as much a social decision as it was a physical one. Future research, therefore, requires 

critical assessment of how we conceptualize and investigate settlement. For the Arikara, 
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settlement was literally a physical emplacement of communities in the landscape, but it was also 

an agency-driven process in which decision makers selected a course of action from a list of 

possible alternatives. The result was a dynamic settlement history that included the formation 

and dissolution of composite villages, experimental nomadism, and ethnic coresidence. These 

alternatives carried benefits and risks, and were inarguably influenced by historical relationships 

with surrounding tribes.  

By elucidating the timing of many of these community migrations, previous research enables 

us to explore the social context of decisions about movement, group aggregation, and fissioning. 

Approaching settlement as a social process highlights a recursive relationship between social 

structure and the agency of individuals and small groups (sensu Giddens 1979), which plays a 

major role in the negotiation of social boundaries, maintenance of cultural identity, and 

construction of culture through material practice (Pauketat 2001, 2003). Settlement decision 

making was one of many mechanisms of achieving this, as decision makers balanced the need 

for autonomy of identity with the risks presented by various settlement alternatives. Arikara 

settlement decisions, evidenced by the eighteenth and nineteenth century historical record, 

embodied conscious and politically savvy navigation of complex social relationships in a time of 

unprecedented disaster.    Our approach presented here also raises new questions about the 

investigation of community formation and transformation in the Middle Missouri region. For 

instance Arikara occupation of sites in the Painted Woods area during the late eighteenth century 

may hold important information regarding relations between the Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa 

during this time, as well as the role of landscape and settlement in evolving notions of group 

identity. Can this settlement be characterized as an intrusion into Mandan-Hidatsa territory, or 

did pre-migration interactions foster a cooperative agreement? Were there frequent pre-contact 
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visits? Had the Arikara reoccupied an abandoned Mandan site? Did the Arikara build a new site 

in Mandan territory? Did the two groups occupy the Painted Woods area at the same time? Did 

they occupy Greenshield at the same time? What is the effect of even short-term territorial 

intrusion on material expressions of cultural identity for the migrant community? What are the 

effects on the host community? Similarly, the coresidence at Like-A-Fishhook is still poorly 

understood. Gaps in our understanding of the multiethnic occupation of Like-A-Fishhook can be 

attributed in part to biases originating in the historical record—namely, an oversimplified 

interpretation of Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara identity. The textual record frames the 

settlement’s history primarily in terms of these three ethno-linguistic groups. While these studies 

have done much to help us understand the demographic composition of the village, their 

settlement history suggests that these three groups often self-identified and made decisions at a 

sub-tribal scale. Uncritical reliance on textualized indigenous or ‘tribal’ identities presents an 

incomplete and possibly even inaccurate picture of the village and the people who lived there. 

We point to the relevance of these sub-tribal ‘identity communities’ in processes of social 

reproduction. If social learning occurred through membership in an Acitinu (see Krause this 

volume), then these were the social boundaries germane to understanding the impacts of 

coresidence on material culture and group identity. Future research on this and other coresident 

sites (e.g., Fort Clark and Greenshield) should focus on integrative mechanisms that facilitated 

community cohesion when it was necessary and the mechanisms for maintaining social 

boundaries when it was permissible. As has been demonstrated by investigations of Ancestral 

Puebloan communities in the  American Southwest, these mechanisms of social boundary 

maintenance are expressed materially in the organization of space (e.g., Beckwith 2009; 

Ferguson 1996; Liebmann et al. 2005), architecture (e.g., Herr 2001; Riggs 2007), and 
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enculturative traits in pottery and other artefacts (Clark 2004:45; Neuzil 2008:3–4), among 

others.  

Existing archaeological and historical narratives of the Post-Contact Coalescent tradition 

(AD 1650–1886) convey a seemingly inevitable trajectory toward cultural decline and a 

concomitant melding of cultural identities of earthlodge villages by the end of the nineteenth 

century (Johnson 2007; Lehmer 1971; Toom 1996). While change in material culture, social 

organization, and traditional settlement patterns did occur, these transformations were more 

selective than all encompassing, and were enacted in ways that allowed groups, such as the 

Arikara, to maintain many aspects of their cultural identity (e.g., Rogers 1990). Our research 

shows that the role of settlement decision making in social reproduction during a time of 

immense change cannot be dismissed. Our interpretations of the region’s historical, 

archaeological, and ethnographic records do not support the common narrative of post-contact 

cultural decline, but rather a vibrant and unambiguous Arikara cultural identity that persists on 

the Fort Berthold Reservation today.  

 

1
 A fourth alternative that we do not discuss at length was to revert to pre-contact, independent, 

Acitinu based settlements. Though this option could provide economic benefits along an active 

trade route, and was implemented in the short term to ease tensions in composite communities, it 

became considerably less tenable as conflict in the region intensified and smaller village 

populations became increasingly vulnerable.   
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Abstract 

Critical attention to the concept of “community” in archaeological research over the last decade 

has recast communities from homogeneous groups of people living at a site to emergent 

networks of meaningful social interaction. Coalescent communities are in a constant state of 

becoming, as residents must continuously negotiate aspects of their identities in ways that 

mitigate conflict. Historical records describing the coalescence of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and 

Arikara people at Like-A-Fishhook Village in North Dakota during the nineteenth century often 

refer to it as the “uniting” of these tribes, implying a sense of community that has never been 

critically examined. A space syntax analysis of this earthlodge village investigates the role of 

architecture and space in structuring interactions between the Arikara and their occasional 

enemies, the Mandan and Hidatsa. By integrating archaeological and ethnographic data, this 

research suggests that the Arikara configured their space to prioritize local (Arikara) integration, 

and that interaction between the sections of the village was likely infrequent and controlled. The 

resulting “community” was a political one mediated by tribal leaders in the interest of village 

defense, rather than a social one mediated by frequent or meaningful interaction between 

ethnically diverse residents. This case demonstrates that viewing coalescence as an inevitable 

trajectory toward greater community unity is unnecessarily restrictive; it is also a multiscalar 

strategy for cultural survival that can serve to reinforce or even strengthen the distinct identities 

of coalescing agents.  

Keywords: community, coalescence, space syntax, integration, identity, Arikara 
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“The remnants of the agricultural tribes realized that if they were to  

exist they could no longer stand alone.” (Kleinsasser 1950:24) 

Like-A-Fishhook Village was a product of historical trauma. In 1837-1838, a smallpox 

epidemic raged through the Middle Missouri region of what is today known as North Dakota, 

upending the lives of the semi-sedentary agricultural groups settled along its tributaries. High 

mortality rates (Dobyns 1993; Fenn 2014; Ramenofsky 1987; Trimble 1986) resulted in drastic 

settlement reorganization (Bowers 1992:36; Johnson 2007:1999), as survivors tried to minimize 

their sudden vulnerability to attacks from nomadic enemies like the Dakota. In 1845, Siouan-

speaking Hidatsa and Mandan groups left their decimated villages on the Knife River and headed 

north. They established a new village on a terrace about 40 miles upriver, in a fishhook-shaped 

bend in the Missouri River. Previously known for its ceremonial significance (Thwaites 

1905:366), this east-bank site was easily defensible and was surrounded by fertile bottomlands 

and timber (Bowers 1992:464-466; Howard 1953:17; Wilson 1934:351-353). Although the 

sequence of events remains unclear, the founding of the village occurred around the same time 

that the American Fur Company established Fort Berthold. The establishment of this trading post 

ensured the tribes’ continued participation in the Plains fur trade (Smith 1972:5; Smith and 

Woolworth 1954:4-5). The Nuptadi band of Mandans remained at their village at Fort Clark, and 

co-resided with Fort Clark’s newest occupants, the Arikara.  

By 1860, increasing pressure from enemy tribes compelled the Arikara and the Nuptadi 

band of Mandans to leave Fort Clark and move their settlements northward (Ahler 2003:8). After 

negotiating with the Hidatsa, the Arikara established their lodges, a ceremonial plaza, and a 

burial area in the northern section of Like-A-Fishhook Village. By 1862, three culturally and 

linguistically distinct groups (and frequent enemies in the past), recovering from the same trauma 
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(the devastation of their populations from the spread of smallpox) and confronting the same 

threat, were co-residing in a single, dense settlement in the interest of common defense—an 

arrangement that persisted until the mid-1880s.
1
   

Owing to its proximity to trading posts, a brief military occupation, and its role as the 

agency for the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ Dakota Superintendency, there is a rich written and 

visual record of the settlement, including annual reports to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 

fur traders’ journals, artistic renderings of the village and its residents, historical photographs, 

cognitive maps, and the observations of military personnel (see Smith and Woolworth 1954:12-

14). Twentieth-century anthropologists like Alfred Bowers, Gilbert Wilson, Melvin R. Gilmore, 

and George F. Will conducted interviews with Like-A-Fishhook’s former residents, providing 

details on traditional technology and practices, as well as social and ceremonial organization 

(e.g., Bowers 1948, 1950, 1992; Gilmore 1929, 1930, 1931, 1932; Will 1934; Wilson 1978a, 

1978b). Lastly, the site was mapped and excavated in the 1950s as part of the River Basin 

Surveys, generating a large collection of provenienced artifacts and associated records (see 

Smith 1972). Together these records make Like-A-Fishhook the best-documented earthlodge 

village in the Northern Plains.  

Ironically, this immense body of data leaves yawning gaps in our knowledge of the site. 

Rather than elucidating the details of residents’ daily lives, these accounts focus on the tribes’ 

participation in the regional economy, indigenous interactions with Euro-Americans, and 

evidence of acculturation (e.g., Matthews 1877; Reid 1979; Taylor 1932; Wood 2008). Much of 

this is due to the fact that the primary observers were government agents, missionaries, and 

                                                           
1
 Population estimates for the village vary by year, but over the course of its occupation Like-A-Fishhook had 

between 1,500-2,000 residents.  
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traders—all of whom had a stake in how tribes were perceived by their superiors and the outside 

world. Their observations were thus tethered to very specific agendas that limited the scope of 

their interactions with the community. It is well known that historical records tend to exaggerate 

the dichotomy between colonizers and the colonized; not only by highlighting distinctions 

between indigenous and non-indigenous people, but also minimizing differences between the 

groups that are colonized (Voss 2005). This results in the construction of indigenous identities 

that are more a heuristic device than a historical reality. Such constructs are not necessarily 

commensurate with emic identities, and likely obscure or undercut real and important social 

distinctions that characterized and organized indigenous communities, and that guided social 

interactions and daily decision making (e.g., Wright 2011).  

The extant record tells us why the groups came together, but does not tell us how they 

lived together or what impacts their coalescence had on expressions of identity (see Birch 

2012:649). If social identities are constructed through action, and cultural change is affected by 

the habitual practices that both express and reinforce actor identity (Pauketat 2001; Pauketat and 

Alt 2005), then knowledge about the daily lives of Like-A-Fishhook residents is crucial to 

understanding coalescent processes at the site. The large-scale changes and events that dominate 

historical narratives about the community, such as their suffering at the hands of the Dakota, 

their gradual transition to log cabin-style homes, their participation in the U.S. military, or their 

crop yields for the season, are not nearly as revelatory about coalescent processes as the 

quotidian acts, encounters, and practices by which the community was actively constructed and 

experienced. It is these daily interactions, posited by Birch (2012) to comprise the “lived 

experience of coalescence,” that the extant record leaves untouched. My historical research on 

the site (Murray and Swenson 2016), combined with my ethnographic research with 
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contemporary tribal members (e.g., Murray et al. 2011) suggests disparity between the 

textualized identities of residents gleaned from agent reports and the actualized identities of 

Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people as their lives unfolded in Like-A-Fishhook’s streets, 

homes, and gardens.  

The site’s material record has been just as confounding in understanding intra-site 

dynamics. The close proximity of the lodges, nearly identical household assemblages, and 

architectural similarities superficially suggest a unified community identity. But references in 

census records, mission records, agent reports, and ethnographic accounts suggest that the tribes 

maintained robust ethnic boundaries despite the proximity of their lodges.  

The parallel historical trajectories that led the three tribes to Like-A-Fishhook, juxtaposed 

with ambiguous evidence of community cohesion make it a strong analytical case to examine the 

processes and consequences of the post-contact coalescence of native groups. My research 

attempts to answer questions such as: To what extent did residents between the north and south 

sections of the village interact? Did they identify as a single, homogeneous community, or live as 

distinct but cooperative neighbors? At what scale and in what spheres of daily practice did 

members of the three tribes make efforts to integrate? 

First, I review previous approaches to coalescence, emphasizing the assumptions that 

have hindered our ability to view coalescence as a social process. Next, I highlight ambiguities in 

the historical and archaeological records regarding the degree to which Like-A-Fishhook should 

be construed as a singular “community.” Third, I frame the use and organization of space as a 

material expression of effort invested in both social integration and identity boundary 

maintenance, and measure historical characterizations of the community against the results of a 

space syntax analysis. Finally, I propose defining coalescence not in terms of an inevitable 
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trajectory toward greater community unity, but as a multiscalar vehicle of cultural survival that 

can serve to reinforce or even strengthen the distinct identities of coalescing agents.  

Coalescence 

The coming together of distinct groups in a single place is a universal human 

phenomenon, central to processes that comprise the foundation of archaeological inquiry—

migration, abandonment, disaster, and ethnogenesis (Kowalewski 2003, 2006). Figuring 

prominently in the histories of populations worldwide, coalescence often results in similar social 

and political configurations, and can have profound, transformative, and lasting effects on social 

memory and cultural identity. A settlement strategy often stemming from some form of disaster 

or stress, coalescence is often expressed as a newly formed community. Although coalescent 

communities may share many traits in common they are made unique by the historical context of 

their formation, and the network of identities comprising their membership. Despite the ubiquity 

of coalescence across the world, archaeologists have only recently begun to engage with the 

concept critically, and confront assumptions about coalescence that inhibit its analytical utility. 

In doing so, they have made important contributions to understanding the role of coalescence in 

regional settlement patterns, and the social and material impacts of coalescence on aggregated 

communities.  

Recent scholarship problematizing coalescence grew from a surge of research focusing 

on demographic processes like migration, and an interest in social responses to disruption, stress, 

and disaster. This is not to say that coalescent communities were not studied; but most of these 

studies were focused on aggregation and settlement reorganization at the regional scale. 

Coalescence dominates historical narratives and archaeological interpretations of the post-

contact period Southeast, particularly with regard to ethnogenesis, post-contact social and 
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political organization, and the origins of the Catawba, Creek, Cherokee, and Choctaw Nations in 

particular (see Beck 2014; Ethridge and Hudson 1998, 2002; Galloway 1994). Smith (2002) 

explores population movements through the Southeast during the early historic periods, and 

discusses various push and pull factors that determined decisions to migrate and aggregate. The 

study rightly emphasizes the social and political dimensions of mobility, and recognizes that 

post-contact settlement reorganization resulted in the development of new identities (e.g., the 

Natchez). Rodning’s (2002) exploration of the formation of Cherokee identity in seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries in Appalachia highlights the significance of coalescence as a strategy for 

indigenous communities navigating a rapidly changing geopolitical landscape, and demonstrates 

the relevance of post-contact coalescence in understanding both the archaeology of community 

formation and contemporary tribal identities. In the Southwest, research on coalescence is part of 

a larger project to understand demographic processes at work during the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, a time of social and demographic transition across the region (e.g., Clark et al. 2004; 

Hill et al. 2004). Neuzil’s (2008) research on demographic reorganization in the Safford and 

Aravaipa Valleys lays bare the inextricable relationship between migration and identity. She 

analyzes ceramics and domestic architecture to understand how resettlement articulated with 

changing expressions of identity. Setting out to understand the role of coalescence in the context 

of settlement reorganization in Arizona’s Lower San Pedro Valley, Hill et al. (2004:699) and 

Clark et al. (2004:14) make substantive contributions in their recognition that coalescence is not 

synonymous with aggregation, but rather constitutes a suite of social, economic, and 

demographic processes that leave archaeological signatures. Their investigation goes beyond 

merely identifying coalescence as an impact of migration, and instead examines the myriad 

impacts of coalescence itself. Their work is particularly significant in recognizing that while the 
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coalescence model is generalizable across regions (see Kowalewski 2006) its impacts on local 

communities are specific and historically contingent (Clark et al. 2004:15). Birch’s (2012) 

investigation of coalescence among Iroquoian villages in the fifteenth century demonstrates that 

an understanding of coalescent processes requires a multiscalar approach that bridges regional 

settlement patterns with evidence of intrasite interaction in co-resident settlements. Her focus on 

the impacts of coalescence at the community scale provides an effective model for examining 

how regional coalescence played out in the daily lives of village residents.  

These and other studies (e.g., Adams and Duff 2004; Galloway 1994; Knight 1994) 

explicitly recognize the significance of coalescence in the historical trajectories of pre-contact 

groups. Many of the studies above, however, are guided by questions pertaining to coalescence 

on a supra-community scale. They recognize that they have laid the groundwork for more 

detailed studies, and explicitly call for future work to center on the impacts of coalescence, vis-à-

vis the intrasite social dynamics of coalescent communities (e.g., Birch 2012).  Specifically, they 

suggest the organization of space as a fruitful avenue for understanding how people negotiated 

multiethnic living arrangements.  

The present research builds upon this body of work to understand how Like-A-Fishhook 

residents made coalescence a viable strategy of cultural survival, and ascertain its impacts on 

expressions of cultural identity. Examination of social dynamics at Like-A-Fishhook has the 

advantage of a rich historical and ethnographic record that provides the type of information that 

is unavailable to the aforementioned studies. Having a textual record to augment analyses of 

spatial data can provide new insights into the processes and consequences of coalescence, while 

also highlighting some problematic assumptions.  
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 Coalescence is often framed as an agent of cultural change, or becomes embedded in 

narratives of change—a willingness of somewhat desperate agents or “refugees” to negotiate 

their identities in the face of danger, social upheaval, or environmental stress. Duwe’s (2011) 

examination of the formation of Tewa identity suggests that the coalescence of diverse groups in 

the Rio Grande region of New Mexico led to the creation of a new identity for peoples 

occupying northern Rio Grande prior to European contact. Likewise, the conclusions of other 

studies (e.g., Birch 2012; Knight 1994; Weisman 2007) yield important insights about the 

relationship between settlement strategies and identity formation. But their conclusions 

(implicitly) frame coalescence as a process that leads to greater unity of community identity over 

time, which can have a cumulative discursive effect on how we understand coalescence and its 

outcomes. When case studies of coalescence all end with the formation of a new identity (see 

Stone 2000 for an exception), the implication is that coalescing agents are on a linear path 

toward increasing “sameness,” and that social integration is not only the end game, but the 

ultimate indicator of coalescence “success” (Creese 2011:153). The historical and ethnographic 

records that exist for Like-A-Fishhook Village and that detail its abandonment suggest that this is 

not necessarily the case.  

The coalescence of distinct groups inevitably entails tension and struggles for power. 

Archaeologically, distinct groups are identified according to the presence and distribution of 

enculturative identity markers, like ceramic technology, architecture, and cuisine (e.g., Clark 

2001; Neuzil 2008). In studies of pre-contact coalescent communities, these material signatures 

enable us to frame identities in terms of host/migrant or local/nonlocal binaries, resulting in 

assumptions about instraiste power dynamics. Oftentimes, signs of migrant-driven material or 

technological independence from the host community are interpreted as resistance. Likewise, 
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large-scale engineering projects associated with coalescent sites (like platform mounds) have 

been interpreted as assertions of dominance by the host community (Clark et al. 2004: 22). These 

studies have offered important insights into intrasite interaction and material expressions of 

identity in coalescent contexts. But the historical record for the Middle Missouri suggests that 

presuming power relationships between coalescing groups based on binaries like host/migrant, 

and local/nonlocal may not always be productive or accurate. For example, the intertwined 

historical trajectories of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara facilitated a complex power dynamic. 

They had continuous (albeit volatile) relationships with each other that originated centuries 

before European contact, which at many times included temporary co-residence and alliance 

(Murray and Swenson 2016); but the archaeological and ethnographic records reveal that the 

tribes do not fit neatly into the categories of “host” and “migrant” communities. Arikara 

settlement history suggests considerable flexibility in terms of mobility and the location of their 

villages. To say that the area 40 miles north of their previous village is not local is not only 

inaccurate, but it undermines a centuries-long ancestral connection to the Missouri River and its 

resources. The Hidatsa asked the Arikara to join them at the village, and the Arikara refused, 

citing a tradition of west bank settlement (Like-A-Fishhook was on the east bank) (Metcalf 

1963:66; White 1959:164). It wasn’t until the Arikara suffered a brutal attack on Star Village that 

they moved across the river and into Like-A-Fishhook. Targets of a common enemy, beset by the 

same vulnerabilities, and having absorbed the same historical trauma (sensu Hollenback 2012)—

a bewildering loss of life and cultural knowledge—the tribes came together not as host and guest 

or local and migrant, but as interdependent equals. The historical context of their eventual 

convergence ensured that the playing field of identity negotiation had been leveled.  

Coalescence in the Northern Plains 
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Assumptions about coalescence are particularly endemic in the Northern Plains. 

Lehmer’s (1971) Middle Missouri taxonomy recognizes the centrality of coalescence in cultural 

developments after AD 1400. The Coalescent tradition refers to the latest of three traditions that 

comprise the Plains Village pattern. It encompasses a series of four sequential stages 

commencing in AD 1400, with an influx of Central Plains cultural traits into the Middle Missouri 

region. However, this taxonomy emphasizes the coalescence or hybridization of cultural traits 

themselves; it has little explanatory power for the processes by which distinct groups come and 

stay together. Although coalescence was a settlement strategy widely used in the region, 

particularly after contact, its use in Middle Missouri classification has obscured its pivotal role in 

the migrations and settlement patterns of indigenous groups, and has prevented critical 

examination of the concept as a historically situated, multiscalar, and complex social 

phenomenon with variable effects on expressions of social identity. While Lehmer’s theory has 

largely been left behind by Plains scholars (see Ahler 1993; Johnson 1998:308, 2007:12), the 

taxonomic terminology lingers. The persistent use of “coalescent” as a taxonomic designation 

tacitly reduces it to an event, response, or impact (Ahler 1993:38-39; Hoffman 1977; Lovick and 

Ahler 1982:57-65; Toom 1996:71). Recent research on coalescence in other regions, such as 

Birch’s (2012) work at fifteenth-century Iroquoian village sites in Ontario, provides an antidote 

to this taxonomic trap. Birch’s model views coalescence as a social process rather than an event, 

and finds it material signatures in the organization of domestic and public spaces. By examining 

these intrasite processes of community construction, coalescence ceases to be a static, material 

occurrence with definable temporal parameters, and emerges as a dynamic and ongoing 

negotiation between social groups. The key difference between Birch’s and Lehmer’s 

coalescence is that Lehmer’s is about things, not people; thus, it lacks human agency. While this 
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emphasis on material traits rather than historically contingent relationships has done much to 

advance culture-historical approaches in the Dakotas, it may present a hindrance to 

understanding the nuances of settlement decision making in this region after contact. I want to 

clarify that my discussion of coalescence in this paper does not relate to Lehmer’s taxonomic 

use. Rather, I build upon Birch’s model of coalescence, as the collective social processes 

inherent to becoming—and being—a community. 

Community 

On the scale of social groupings effecting cultural persistence and change, community 

occupies a crucial analytical space between the household (where the focus is human agency) 

and the region (where the focus is a broader narrative of change) (Adler 2002; Gerritsen 2003). 

Regardless of its broader impacts, coalescence is “lived” at the community scale (Birch 2012). A 

community is often understood to be a social group sharing a locale and some singular (often 

generalized) sense of belonging (e.g., the village community, the regional community, a 

language community) (Amit 2010; Kolb and Snead 1997), although identifying its boundaries 

and membership archaeologically has been problematic (Adler 2002; Canuto and Yaeger 2000; 

Varien and Potter 2008). Its relevance to understanding local perceptions of identity 

notwithstanding, many argue that uncritical use of the term has all but erased its analytical 

utility, and debates about what it is and the productive value of even defining it persist. Local 

notions of belonging are difficult to detect or operationalize archaeologically. We have seen 

crucial and innovative gains in the archaeological investigation of human agency and identity in 

the past over the last 20 years. But our unavoidable reliance on an incomplete physical record 

still leads many to tacitly equate a “site” with “community” (Hegmon 2002; Rautman 2014), or 

allows inferences to rest upon unfounded assumptions regarding residents’ collective sense of 
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purpose or identity. Concern about the conflation of spatial proximity with social belonging is 

not merely semantic nitpicking. This tendency obscures emic perceptions of belonging in past 

societies, and oversimplifies the social milieu in which the cultural continuities and changes we 

study have unfolded (Bernadini 2005; Gerritsen 2003).  

Following Canuto and Yaeger (2000), I take an interactionist approach to community, 

which recognizes that settlements are not socially static, temporally fixed, or homogeneous. This 

approach acknowledges the role of spatiality in community construction, but does not define that 

role a priori. The “glue” that constructs and maintains a community is not merely spatial 

proximity, but the repetitive encounters between agents, willful interaction, joint commitment, 

and interdependence (Amit 2010; Kolb and Snead 1997; Yaeger and Canuto 2000). In coalescent 

contexts, social distinctions are often (at least partially) archaeologically visible. An 

interactionist approach, therefore, should zero in on the signatures of past human relationships 

(or potential human relationships) unevenly strewn across space and through time.  

I situate the present research at the nexus of social and spatial integration—a blurred line 

along which our inferences about “community” in the past are often tenuously balanced. Like-A-

Fishhook was a co-resident site, as it was created through the physical coming together of 

distinct groups. But if we view coalescence as a social process of identity negotiation, we need to 

know more about Like-A-Fishhook residents’ interactions. Did this co-residence result in a 

socially integrated community with a shared community identity? Or did it result in the 

cooperation of culturally distinct (yet densely settled) neighbors? 

 

The Like-A-Fishhook Community?  
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Multiple historical and ethnographic references to the occupants of Like-A-Fishhook in the 

written record do point to the existence of a single, community-based identity. No known 

physical boundary separated the tribes’ lodges
2
, as the Arikara are believed to have removed the 

palisade that surrounded the Mandan-Hidatsa
3
 section of the village by 1863 (Howard 

1953:197). Matthews (1877:10), however, states that the palisade was dismantled in 1865 for 

firewood. In any case, the palisade was removed shortly after the Arikaras’ arrival in 1862. The 

tribes all built round earthlodges supported by four central posts, and erected scaffolds in 

between lodges to dry meat and garden produce. By the 1870s, reports suggest that the residents 

were slowly transitioning to log cabin-style homes (Figure 1) (e.g., Matthews 1877:4; Sperry 

1874; Tappan 1873). A comparison of assemblages between homes in the Arikara section and 

the Mandan-Hidatsa sections did not clarify matters—as was typical for this time period, 

household assemblages are nearly indistinguishable between the groups, as their lifestyles and 

access to materials through trading posts (and later, the government) were very similar.  

 

 

                                                           
2
 In his 1950 report, Kleinsasser mentions a visible open space between the two sections of 

the village but the archaeological maps do not portray it.  

3
 The relationship between the Mandan and Hidatsa before and during the Like-A-Fishhook 

occupation is highly complex. For the sake of brevity, I use the term “Mandan-Hidatsa” to 

investigate Arikara relations with their neighbors. An analysis of Mandan integration with the 

Hidatsa, was beyond the scope of the present study.  
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References to the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara as the “united nations,” the “allied tribes,” the 

“confederated tribes,” the “three tribes,” and the “Fort Berthold Indians” in official government 

records reveals a bureaucratic glossing of their ethnic distinctions. In most cases (and particularly 

in government records) they are referred to as the entity, “Arickarees, Gros Ventres, and 

Mandan” people. In 1866 the Indian agent referred to them in this way: “these confederate tribes, 

whom hereafter may justly be regarded and treated as one …” (Edmunds 1866:179). The context 

Figure 1. SHSND Archive 0088-23. Mandan section of Like-A-Fishhook Village, ca. 

1872.  
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of these references typically involves updates to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs on the 

tribes’ complaints regarding the prohibition of ammunition sales by fur traders; requests for 

government protection against the Dakota, whose continuous attacks on the village were a 

mainstay of annual reports; and requests that the U.S. government punish the Dakota for the 

same. As textualized in the observations of non-Native people, the residents of Like-A-Fishhook 

Village emerge as a unified whole—three tribes who by virtue of living in the same place, facing 

many of the same challenges, and having the same logistical needs in the eyes of the 

government, had become one people. The normalization of the “three tribes as one” identity is 

evident in their subsequent recognition by the federal government as the Three Affiliated Tribes 

of the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation. The terminology does acknowledge their separate 

identities, but their commonalities guided how they were discussed and “managed” by the 

government, effectively reifying a collective identity. And this community identity was not 

simply imposed on Like-A-Fishhook residents by non-native entities. In a council held in 1870, 

the Arikara chief White Shield said to the Indian agent, “We are three nations who agree as one 

people” (Burbank, 1870:264).   
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But this unified community identity existed alongside persistent, explicit recognition (on 

the part of both village residents and outside observers) that these were indeed three separate 

ethnolinguistic groups who maintained their cultural distinctions throughout the entirety of the 

Figure 2. SHSND Archives A0474. Arikara Medicine Lodge entryway faces 

the Sacred Cedar and Sacred Stone at Like-A-Fishhook Village.  
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village’s occupation. For instance, population figures for each of the three groups appear 

separately in the agency reports from the 1840s through at least the 1880s (Table 1).  

 

 1865 1866 1867 1868 1869 1870 1871 1874 1875 1876 1878 1880 

Mandan 300 400 400 400 2000 

(all) 

2500 

(all) 

450 420 286 241 273 252 

Hidatsa 700 400 400 400 600 620 469 403 365 364 

Arikara 1000 1500 1500 1500 1650 975 675 618 654 636 

 

 

 

In terms of the government’s management of the tribes, they were considered distinct in 

the issuing of annuities and rations; and in diplomacy, as evidenced in accounts of councils that 

the Indian agent held annually with the chiefs of each nation. Beyond the maintenance of social 

and political distinctions, historical observations and ethnographic accounts also hint at the 

spatial segregation of the tribes. The Arikara lived in a separate enclave within the village, 

maintaining their own ceremonial lodge, plaza, language, gardens, and burial grounds (Howard 

1953:4; Redfield 1857:127). There are also multiple references to each tribe leaving the village 

every fall to establish their own winter camps (e.g., Stout and Fish 1908; Weitzner 1978:396).  

 Other evidence for the persistence of these distinctions include the agents’ need for an 

interpreter who knew all three languages, the development of religious texts by the 

Congregational Mission in the 1870s written in all three languages (Hall 1885), observations of 

discord between groups, and the persistence of ceremonial differences (Case and Case 1977:376, 

446). A doctor and ethnologist who visited the site in 1881 stated that the groups’ alliance, “was 

Table 1. Table of population estimates for the three tribes as reported annually by Indian agents 

to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs during the time the Arikara lived at Like-A-Fishhook. 

These numbers do not include the 100 or so Mandan and Hidatsa individuals who had moved 

out of the village as part of Crow Flies High’s dissident band, nor the families who were serving 

in the Army at Fort Stevenson. Any missing years (including 1863 and 1864) were omitted due 

to lack of data.  
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not based upon friendly feelings for one another, but for mutual resistance against the Sioux on 

the south, and the occasional incursions of the Crees on the north…” (Hoffman 1886:294 as cited 

in Smith 1972:11). Perhaps the most telling evidence of ethnic segregation is the establishment 

of eight communities in the Missouri River bottomlands after Like-A-Fishhook was abandoned, 

which were settled largely along ethnic lines (see Parks 2001:385).  

Research Background 

Today, the remains of Like-A-Fishhook Village are underwater, permanently inundated 

by the Garrison Reservoir. It was excavated over four seasons as part of the River Basin Survey 

salvage archaeology program in the early 1950s (Kleinsasser 1950; Hartle 1960:25; Howard 

1953; Smith 1955; Smith 1972; Woolworth 1956), with the involvement of the State Historical 

Society of North Dakota. These excavations investigated both the Indian village and the adjacent 

fort through hand excavation of house and storage cache features, as well as trenching to look for 

palisade and fort boundaries. A total of 20 houses were completely or partially excavated (Figure 

4). This information, together with historical sources, was compiled in a report issued by the 

National Park Service (Smith 1972).  

To understand coalescent processes at the supra-household level, archaeologists have 

employed many methods, including ceramic attribute analysis, analysis of domestic and ritual 

architecture , communities of practice (sensu Lave and Wenger 1991), and the organization of 

domestic space. Like-A-Fishhook is not an ideal candidate for any of these methods—centuries 

of interaction between the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara produced similar assemblages. While 

some distinctions in ceramic manufacture existed between the Mandan-Hidatsa and the Arikara, 

the ceramic sample for Like-A-Fishhook is insufficient for drawing conclusions about identity or 
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the extent of social integration (see Hollenback 2012). Furthermore, the site was not abandoned 

suddenly. People left gradually and with great preparation, as they readied themselves for 

farming the allotments of land provided by the U.S. government. Formation processes over the 

next 60 years would drastically reduce the interpretive potential of cache contents or household 

assemblages. Architecture between the groups shows slight differences, but there is enough 

house variability (and increasing use of nontraditional construction materials) to make this an 

unreliable proxy for cultural identity.  

Fortunately, two archaeological maps of Like-A-Fishhook were created prior to its 

inundation. In 1938, Preston Holder combined mapping survey techniques and interviews with 

former Arikara residents to create a detailed map of the Arikara (northern) section of the village
4
. 

The other was created as part of the River Basin Survey salvage archaeology program (Smith 

1972:27). Together, these maps provide an important body of spatial data that has never been 

integrated or analyzed.  

 

Built Environment 

One avenue for understanding interactional dynamics at the community scale is space 

syntax analysis. Space syntax analysis is a suite of methods pioneered in the 1980s by Bill Hillier 

and Julienne Hanson to study contemporary urban space and architecture (Hillier and Hanson 

                                                           
4
 The Smith (1972) report suggests the existence of a key that accompanied this map, 

detailing the residents of the Arikara lodges. A copy of this key could not be located by the 

author in River Basin Survey files. At the time of this writing, access to Preston Holder’s original 

notes for the purposes of finding the key had not been granted.  
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1984). This approach rejects the notion that space is a passive backdrop for human interaction. 

Rather, it frames the social as being inherently spatial and views inhabited space as being 

inherently social. People consciously configure space to organize themselves. In doing so, this 

approach recognizes the dynamic and experiential aspects of inhabited space (Stoger 2014:297) 

and it conceptualizes continuous space as a network of discrete (but culturally charged) spatial 

units (Bafna 2003:17). Differential access or control of these spaces may be based on their 

function and meaning. One major assumption of space syntax approaches is that people move 

through space based on how spaces are connected, and this movement impacts human behavior 

(Hillier 1996). This does not mean that social structure is simply “mapped” into space (Bafna 

2003:18), but it does contend that the built environment is not entirely an accident— much of it 

is engineered by agents who know they will be interacting with one another. The anticipatory 

aspect of the built environment (Creese 2013:187) speaks to residents’ expectations (and 

tolerance) for interaction with other residents based on an extant social structure. Because the 

built environment—the buildings, open spaces, barriers, and access points that comprise a 

settlement—is encoded with social information (Rapaport 1982), social relations are both 

reflected and produced in built space. In other words, people built their environments based on 

their perceptions of how their community is ordered (Pearson and Richards 1994). Furthermore, 

space is generative. Configured spaces do not merely reflect social structure, but are 

continuously structuring and modifying it (sensu Giddens 1979; Hillier 2014:27; Lawrence and 

Low 1990:471; Peponis and Wineman 2002). By elucidating the “language” or “syntax” of the 

built environment, space syntax analysis reveals patterns built into spaces that are predictive of 

how people move through space (Hillier and Hanson 1984; Franz and Wiener 2005).  

Space Syntax 
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Space syntax uses mathematical graph theory to express topological relations in 

Euclidean space (Batty 2004:1). For example, in the following schematic (Figure 3), discrete 

spatial units (separated by physical barriers) are classified as nodes. Accessibility between nodes 

is illustrated by lines connecting them. Expressed as a graph, each node (discrete spatial unit) is 

linked by a series of edges (lines/connections). The “depth” (number of nodes) it takes to get 

from A to B is calculated, as is the depth from every node to each other node in the grid.  

By generating graphs of connectivity, space syntax allows relationships between spaces to be 

quantified and compared. 

 

 

.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. In this diagram, a connectivity graph (right) is created based on access between three 

discrete spaces (left). The depth (number of nodes) between the starting point to A is the same as 

its depth to B. There is a greater depth between the starting point and C, since C cannot be 

accessed without entering B. As configurations become deeper and more complicated, so do the 

connectivity graphs.  

 

Space syntax was recognized by archaeologists as a productive method of understanding 

human interaction in space in the distant past, since its analytical focus is the materiality of 

A B 

C 

A 

B 

C 
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settlement (Ferguson 1996:xiii). Its bridging of social and structural phenomena makes space 

syntax well suited to the questions we ask as archaeologists, and provides a complement to 

extant archaeological data (Ferguson 1996:152; Shapiro 2005). It also reiterates or augments 

many archaeological “truths”—including that architecture and the built environment encode 

information about identity (Liebmann et al. 2005; Riggs 2005, 2007; Steadman 1996), and that 

space communicates information about human decision making and the construction of social 

boundaries (Ashmore 2002). The built environment can reinforce, control, create, or deconstruct 

physical boundaries. As social interaction is mediated through this environment, it can also 

reinforce, create, control, or deconstruct social boundaries. Used archaeologically, space syntax 

does not replace other lines of evidence. Rather, it offers empirically supported insights into 

spatial patterns that are not immediately obvious when looking at a plan map (Cutting 2003:18). 

Space syntax analysis does not map social structure, but its quantification of spatial structure 

calculates the probabilities of human co-awareness and encounter, and allows us to theorize 

about how space was used in the past (Beckwith 2009:11; Giles 2007:108). By extension, it 

reveals either the tolerance for, or facilitation of social engagement in particular spaces. The 

structural properties of space become less a carrier of human action than an arbiter of that action. 

In so being, the approach transforms space from background detail to artifact—a tangible thing 

to be measured, analyzed, quantified, and compared. And just like artifacts, people’s role in 

creating and using space can be used to generate hypotheses about human behavior. As 

discussed, community is constructed through these everyday interactions. By elucidating 

interaction patterns (or the potential for them), a space syntax approach can thus shed light on 

processes and scales of community construction.  
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Space syntax is not without its critics, particularly in its applicability in archaeological 

contexts (Cutting 2003; Lawrence 1986; Leach 1978; Thaler 2005; Van Dyke 1999:470-471). In 

her critique of the applicability of space syntax in archaeological contexts, Cutting (2003) points 

out that many of the problems associated with archaeological applications involve a lack of 

information regarding rooftop accessibility and entryways, preventing confidence in quantitative 

results. Nevertheless, she argues that despite its quantitative potential, space syntax’s interpretive 

value can be summarized as “good to think with”—its ability to reveal spatial patterns 

graphically still provides interpretive insights, even if the quantitative measures lack robusticity 

(see also Clark 2007:89).  

Like-A-Fishhook is an ideal candidate for both the quantitative and qualitative 

applications of space syntax for several reasons: 1) the site was co-occupied for a brief timespan 

(approximately 30 years), so we can assume contemporaneity between lodges; 2) all lodges are 

discrete structures, so rooftop access does not compromise access calculations; 3) all lodges were 

similar in construction, meaning that there are not differential height issues to account for in 

assessing intervisibility and movement; and 4) the only known structures that existed between 

lodges (corn scaffolds and cache pits) were constructed in such a way that they would not have 

hindered movement or visibility. 

 

Methods 

Most applications of space syntax analysis revolve around questions of access to interior space, 

relying on Hillier and Hanson’s gamma or access analysis (1984:143-163). But in the past 

several years, archaeologists have shifted their focus from interior space to the structure of a 
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settlement’s open space (e.g., Gann 2003; Potter 1998; Stoger 2014). While the analysis of 

interior space access provides important information about privacy and control, the analysis of 

open space tells us about how the more fluid, culturally or socially-derived laws and 

opportunities for social interaction (and avoidance) are configured spatially (Beckwith 2009:36; 

Clark 2007:85; Hillier and Hanson 1984:18-22).  

Adapting the approach applied by Stoger (2014:300) in her analysis of the Roman city of 

Ostia, I analyzed the spatial structure of the site both visually and axially. Together, these 

analyses provide information on both the experience of space (Visual Graph Analysis, VGA) and 

use of space (Axial Line Analysis, ALA) by village residents.  Integration, control, and entropy 

values (defined and discussed below) for both sections of the village were calculated separately
5
 

for comparison. The same properties were analyzed across the whole village. 

VGA is an approach that prioritizes visibility as a form of social surveillance and control. 

People are cognizant of one another’s visible behaviors (O’Sullivan and Turner 2001; Turner et 

al. 2001), and cannot surveil invisible behaviors and activities; this visibility is germane to the 

“micropolitics” of daily life (Amster 2008:176). A visibility graph map grids the open space of a 

settlement at a scale selected by the user, and then renders that open space as a continuous 

topology of intervisible viewpoints (Hillier 2014:26). Although visibility analysis predated the 

development of space syntax (see Benedikt 1979), VGA advances the methodology by 

quantifying visibility patterns according to the conventional graph theory that underlies space 

                                                           
5
 Holder’s Arikara informants provided information on the location of the “boundary” 

between the Mandan-Hidatsa and Arikara sections of the village. This boundary was included in 

the 1938 map, and was used here to analyze the sections of the village for comparison.  
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syntax analysis (Clark 2007:92). The calculations are based on the graphs themselves, though the 

visual output is a color-coded series of cells
6
 overlain on the plan map, providing a relational 

view of visual relationships between convex spaces (i.e., how visible one particular viewpoint is 

compared to all others in the site).
7
 The underlying theory of VGA is that the experience of a 

space is based on the interactions of multiple isovists or viewsheds. Thus a viewshed analysis 

from a single point is not as meaningful from the inhabitants’ perspective as a quantitative 

analysis of how mutually intervisible areas interact (Benedikt and Burnham 1985). Visually 

integrated spaces (visible from many viewpoints) are not only likely to host more frequent 

interactions, but they are predictive of human movement and generative of social relationships 

(Clark 2007; Franz et al. 2005; Franz and Wiener 2005; Penn 2001). By contrast, visually 

segregated areas are highly controlling of the spaces around them (i.e., they control access to 

adjacent spaces) and thus tend to restrict opportunities for social encounters. The VGA analysis 

performs calculations that allow the user to generate quantitative data about spatial properties 

like integration, control, controllability, clustering, and entropy.   

One caveat in using VGA archaeologically is that it treats all open spaces equally. 

Because VGA only calculates topological relationships, it does not take into account any 

characteristics of the space that are not visible (i.e., differential functions or cultural rules about 

spaces; or non-permanent barriers between spaces). Furthermore, the way it calculates the 

relational values means that the analysis is biased toward large open spaces (Creese 2011:161). 

                                                           
6
 Where each cell represents a viewpoint. This is technically the center point of the grid cell, 

regardless of the cell’s size.  

7
 Values are generated along a color spectrum, in which shades of red indicate the highest 

values, and shades of green and blue indicate low values.  
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For example, a viewpoint in a large open space will be visible to many other spaces, driving the 

values within that space up. This does not necessarily have social significance —it simply 

indicates that many points can see many other points inside that space compared to other 

viewpoints across the site. As with all space syntax techniques, VGA should be used with 

caution. Spatial integration does not necessarily equate to social integration, nor is architecture a 

neutral “container” of what we deem to be integrating behaviors (Ferguson 1998:172). 

Inferences about the social aspects of spatial configuration need to be built carefully, informed 

by ethnographic and other archaeological data.  

To look at intrasite movement (and to provide a check against the open-space bias of 

VGA), I also conducted axial line analyses (ALA). ALA divides the map into the smallest 

number of “fattest” or convex spaces. It then generates the least number of longest lines through 

permeable thresholds until all the adjacent convex spaces have been intersected (Bafna 2003:23; 

Hillier and Hanson 1984:91-92). These lines represent routes of access or lines of sight that are 

hierarchically ranked according to how integrated they are with the system’s other axial lines 

(Stoger: 308); thus, they are ideal for research focusing on movement through space (Bafna 

2003:23-25). The higher number of lines an axial line crosses, the higher value it is given for 

connectivity. The underlying logic for this approach is that “line of sight” is a salient device in a 

person’s spatial experience, and that perceived distance (based on line of sight) is more relevant 

to human movement than metric distance (Bafna 2003:24). Lines with high connectivity values 

indicate more relatively integrated spaces, because they are accessible via multiple pathways. 

Areas with low connectivity values are more segregated, meaning there are either fewer options 

for accessing the convex space, or people are less likely to move toward that space without 

greater relative effort. The intent of ALA is to understand how strangers would navigate the open 
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space of a community, and how residents familiar with the space would control that access. VGA 

focuses more on the visual experience and perception of residents by elucidating loci or 

“hotspots” (see Stoger 2014) of social encounter or co-awareness.  

The goal of my analysis was to understand not only how Like-A-Fishhook’s built 

environment would have been viewed, but how it would have been perceived and experienced by 

its diverse residents (sensu Frieman and Gillings 2007). Plan maps suggest a well-integrated 

community, with densely clustered lodges, ceremonial open spaces, and no apparent internal 

boundaries. But the historical and ethnographic records suggest otherwise, and extant data do not 

shed light on community interaction. Space syntax operationalizes this interactive aspect of 

community, allowing access to the everyday encounters that would have shaped (or prohibited) a 

sense of belonging or solidarity (Hillier and Hanson 1984).  

Site Description 

At the end of its occupation, Like-A-Fishhook Village consisted of a combination of 

earthlodges and log cabins. The Mandan and Hidatsa lodges comprised the southern (and 

original) section of the village. Upon arriving at the site in 1845, leaders from both tribes set out 

the area for the Mandan ceremonial plaza, and both Mandan and Hidatsa bundle keepers built 

and oriented their lodges based on their status and supernatural relationships with the earth 

(Bowers 1992:38; Curtis and Hodge 1976; 138-139). The plaza was in the southwestern part of 

the village, and the fort in the extreme southern end, between the lodges and the river bank. The 

residents farmed in the terraces below and kept a separate area northeast of the village for 

scaffold burials. Sundance grounds, which were a relatively recent ceremonial adaptation, were 

located in open space east of the residential area. A timber palisade was constructed in 1850 and 
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enclosed the entire village until it was dismantled around 1863 (Culbertson 1981:100; Matthews 

1877:10–11; Morgan 1871:45).  
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Figure 4. Price and Wood map of Like-A-Fishhook Village, 1954. SHSND AHP flat files.  
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There is much less information detailing how the Arikara section of the village was 

established. There was a ceremonial plaza in the central part of the village, and lodges were 

placed somewhat concentrically around it—this is consistent with the spatial configuration of 

earlier villages (e.g, Thwaites 1904; Bushnell 1922:139; Metcalf 1963; Wood 2003). The 

ceremonial lodge was relatively large compared to other lodges, and opened up onto the plaza. 

As was customary, individuals with higher status and wealth lived adjacent to the plaza, and 

“commoners” or people with little or no political influence or wealth lived furthest from the 

plaza. The Arikara, who practiced inhumation (rather than scaffold burials), used a separate 

burial area north of the village. Their Sundance grounds were also separate from those of the 

Mandan and Hidatsa, located east of their section of the village. An attempt to identify a possible 

subsequent (ca. 1876) palisade around the entire village during the RBS excavations was 

unsuccessful (Smith 1972:55). 
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The two archaeological maps (Figures 4 and 5) were integrated for the purposes of this 

analysis. This was possible because they were created at the same scale, and show remarkable 

correspondence between topographic and cultural features. For any feature that was shared 

between the two maps but which appeared to be off-set, I deferred to Holder’s map, while 

making a note of each discrepancy. Features appearing on one map but not on the other map 

were included. Holder’s Arikara informants (and former residents) pointed out the approximate 

boundary between the Mandan-Hidatsa and Arikara-occupied sections of the village.  

Figure 5. Ross and Holder map of Arikara section of Like-A-Fishhook 

Village. Holder and Ross, 1938. SHSND AHP flat files. 



142 

 

 

Analysis 

The following analysis uses VGA and ALA to measure three syntactical values (global 

integration or RRA, control, and entropy) for Like-A-Fishhook Village on two different scales: 

the ethnically defined sections of the village and the whole village. This was done to understand 

1) if there were substantive differences in the configuration of space that could be correlated with 

ethnicity; and 2) if the configuration of the two sections facilitated interaction and encounters 

between the north (Arikara) and south (Mandan-Hidatsa) sections of the village. 

The map was imported into UCL’s DepthmapX, an open-source space syntax software designed 

for spatial analysis in built environments (Turner 2001).  
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Visibility Graph Value Table 

 Village Segment          n Mean Standard Dev. Minimum Maximum Variance T-stat 

 

p-value 

Integration (HH) 2.94470        0.00162* 

 Arikara 

Mandan-Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

7557 6.981 1.365 2.669 10.552 1.864 

4750 6.915 1.111 3.359 10.124 1.235 

12306 6.325 0.904 2.889 9.228 ---------- 

Control 0.02707         0.97840  

 Arikara 

Mandan-Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

7557 0.999 0.294 0.025 1.823 0.087 

4750 1.000 0.029 0.088 1.867 0.081 

12305 1.000 0.284 0.025 1.842 ----------- 

Entropy 2.13598         0.03271*       

 

 
 Arikara 

Mandan-Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

7557 1.545 0.195 0.950 1.943 0.038 

4750 1.542 0.193 0.997 2.052 0.045 

12306 1.647 0.197 1.117 2.066 ----------- 

Table 2. Table comparing syntactic (visual) values for each section of the village, and the same values when calculated globally 

(village-wide). Values for which there were statistically significant differences are indicated by an asterisk. “n” connotes how many 

nodes (represented as grid cells) exist in the system.  
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Axial Line Analysis Value Table 
                                              

Village 

segment 

n Mean Standard 

Dev. 

Minimum Maximum Variance T-stat p-value 

(HH) 

Integration 
 10.39981             1.06E-18* 

 Arikara 

Mandan-

Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

118 4.646 1.225 2.212 8.965 1.514 

43 3.004 0.713 1.775 5.040 0.521 

195 3.406 0.932 1.360 5.286 ---------- 

(Local) 

Integration 

 11.63928               2.27E-21* 

 Arikara 

Mandan-

Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

118 5.699 1.208 2.641 9.962 1.471 

43 3.826 0.750 2.140 5.595 0.577 

195 4.871 1.647 0.211 7.898 ---------- 

Control  4.95161E-08                    1 

 Arikara 

Mandan-

Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

118 1 0.355 0.085 2.095 0.127 

43 0.999 0.339 0.396 2.038 0.118 

144 1.001 0.350 0.114 1.837 ----------- 

Entropy  2.726145                0.00793* 

 Arikara 

Mandan-

Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

118 1.393 0.166 1.087 1.807 0.028 

43 1.472 0.159 1.206 1.887 0.026 

144 1.545 0.141 1.215 1.907 ---------- 

(Local) 

Entropy 

 2.970843                0.003431* 

 Arikara 

Mandan-

Hidatsa 

Village-wide 

118 0.832 0.136 0.418 1.004 0.0185 

43 0.898 0.089 0.637 1.009 0.008 

144 0.789 0.132 0.398 0.996 ----------- 

Table 3. Table comparing syntactic (axial) values for each section of the village, and the same values when calculated 

globally (village-wide). Values for which there were statistically significant differences are indicated by an asterisk. “n” 

connotes the number of axial lines comprising the axial graph for a given village section.  
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Figure 6. Map adapted with overlays of Wood’s revised Price map (1954) and Holder and Ross’s 1938 

map. Red indicates structures recorded by only Price. Green indicates structures recorded by only Holder. 

Purple indicates structures that corresponded between the two maps. The border is an arbitrary border set 

15 feet from outermost lodges. The diagonal dotted line across the center was considered by former 

Arikara residents to be the (invisible) boundary between the Mandan-Hidatsa (south) and Arikara (north) 

sections of the village. 
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Integration 

The mean depth of a node refers to its average distance (the number of visual steps) from 

all other nodes in the system. By relativizing the mean depth (called an RA, or relative 

asymmetry value), we can compare systems with differing numbers of nodes (Bafna 2003:25). 

The system then normalizes these values (as RRA values, or real relative symmetry). The 

reciprocal of this RRA value, known as global integration, provides information on the node’s 

(be it a viewpoint or an axial line) visibility or accessibility compared to all other nodes in the 

system. A node with high visual integration values suggests an area more likely to facilitate 

social interaction or encounter, since it is visually shallow—it requires fewer steps to reach it 

from other spaces. Similarly, a “deep” space would have low integration values, as it would take 

relatively more steps to reach it from other spaces (Creese 2014:6). A node with high axial 

integration values suggests a corridor likely to facilitate human movement. A comparison of 

visual integration values based on a Student’s t-test indicates statistically significant differences 

in integration and entropy values between the two sections of the village. This suggests 

significant differences in how each group built and organized their respective areas of the 

village, with the Arikara section more visually integrated and ordered than the Mandan-Hidatsa 

section. 
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The most visually integrated spaces in the Arikara section (Figure 7) include gardening and 

corral areas to the north, as well as the Sundance grounds on the eastern periphery and the spaces 

leading into the ceremonial plaza. Both the VGA and ALA indicate that the Arikara plaza was a 

locus of interaction, and likely channeled movement through this section of the village. Another 

Figure 7. VGA Integration Graph for Arikara section of the village. Areas in red indicate the 

most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next most intense.  



148 

 

integrative space can be inferred from the graph, not within the plaza itself, but in a corridor 

leading out of the plaza to the southeast.  

  

 

Integration in the Mandan-Hidatsa section of the village show quite different results (Figure 8). 

The most visually integrated area is not the ceremonial lodge and plaza, but an open space of 

unknown function in the center of the village. Visually integrated corridors radiate from this 

hotspot toward the Arikara section of the village, as well as the roads leading east to the distant 

mission, the trading post, agency, and river. When calculated across the entire village (Figure 9), 

the Mandan-Hidatsa section looks moderately integrated, but does not have obvious hotspots of 

social encounter that the graph displays in the Arikara section.  

 

Figure 8. VGA Integration Graph for Mandan-Hidatsa section of the village.  
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Figure 9. VGA Integration Graph for entire village. Areas in red indicate the most visually intense areas, 

with orange and yellow being the next most intense. The faint line running diagonally across middle of the 

site is the understood “boundary” identified by an Arikara informant to divide the two sections of the 

village (there is no known physical structure corresponding with this boundary).   
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The axial integration graph also recognizes the high potential for movement through this central 

space in the village (Figure 10). It also shows a slightly different result, suggesting that, while 

visibility was high in the approximate center of the Mandan-Hidatsa section, the most integrated 

axial line extended along a corridor leading from the river toward the Arikara section of the 

village. This axial line loses its intensity, however, when the village is analyzed as a whole.  

 

Figure 10. VGA Integration Graph for entire village. Areas in red indicate the most visually 

intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next most intense.  
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A significant finding that is not readily apparent in the original plan maps is the existence 

of both visual and axial integration between the village’s two ceremonial plazas (Figs. 9 and 11). 

As the three tribes still adhered to the practice of village leaders living adjacent to the plaza 

(Bowers 1950:26), this suggests a potential for interaction, movement, and social surveillance 

between tribal leaders. This is supported by Bowers’ assertion that one of the primary 

responsibilities of Mandan chiefs was to “foster a sense of tribal unity” (1950:36). Also 

interesting is the fact that the Mandan plaza is less visually integrated or central to village 

movement than the Arikara plaza. The most visually integrated areas on the axial map suggest 

that the Arikara configured their space to primarily channel movement within their own section 

of the village and along the village periphery. The corridor between the two ceremonial areas is 

an exception. 
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  Figure 11. Axial integration across entire village. Note the high values concentrated in the Arikara 

(northern) section of the village, and the limited number of high-value axial lines connecting the Mandan-

Hidatsa with the Arikara sections.  
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Control  

Visual control is a local measure that calculates a node’s visual field relative to the visual 

fields of other visible nodes. A controlling node would thus have a larger visual field than that of 

their visible neighbors (Creese 2014:24). In ALA, control is a measure of connectivity of a node 

to its neighbors relative to the connectivity of its neighboring nodes. For example, if a node that 

exhibits many connections to other nodes, but these nodes have relatively few of their own 

connections, then the former node is said to be controlling. In other words, a node with high 

control values exert some form of visual or accessibility control over its neighbors—you can’t 

get to them (or see them) without going through (or seeing) that node first. Control was the only 

property analyzed between the two village sections that did not show a significant difference. In 

other words, no one part of the village had more controlling spaces than the other.  
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As expected, the most controlling areas of the Arikara section of the village are the plaza 

and the hotspot in what appears to be a “crossroads” area to the southeast (in center of this 

section) (Figure 12). This means that these areas control access to other parts of the village, 

particularly the spatially segregated residences behind the plaza. 

Figure 12. Visibility graph showing control values for areas of Arikara section of village. 

Areas in red indicate the most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next 

most intense. 
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The same holds true for the axial graph, in which the most controlling node extends from the 

Arikara plaza out toward the southeast (Figure 13). Other controlling nodes intersect in the plaza. 

Figure 13. Axial line graph showing control values for areas of Arikara section of village. Areas 

in red indicate the most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next most 

intense. 
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The Mandan-Hidatsa section is configured much differently than the Arikara. In this graph, the 

most controlling space is not the ceremonial plaza, but rather a central area between the fort and 

the Arikara section (Figure 14). Combined with the axial map below (Figure 15), which shows a 

corridor of controlled movement extending from the southwest part of the village to the Arikara 

“boundary,” it follows that this area would have been a useful space for controlling Arikara 

access to the rest of the Mandan-Hidatsa section of the village. 

Figure 14. Visibility graph showing control values for areas of Mandan-Hidatsa section of 

village. Areas in red indicate the most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being 

the next most intense.   
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Figure 15. Axial line graph showing control values for areas of Mandan-Hidatsa section of the  

village.  
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Figure 16. Visibility graph showing control values across entire village. Areas in red indicate the 

most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next most intense. 
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There is no significant difference between control values in each respective section of the 

village. But when that measure is calculated across the whole village, it is obvious that each 

section of the village did configure a central space that controlled access to surrounding areas 

(Figure 16). For the Arikara, this space would have controlled access to high-status residences 

surrounding the plaza. Another controlling space in this section was the crossroads area just 

southeast of the ceremonial plaza that appears to have linked multiple high-traffic corridors. This 

controlling space possibly mediated access between the plaza, village outsiders coming in from 

the east, and Mandan and Hidatsa residents to the south.  

The Mandan-Hidatsa section’s most controlling space is situated between the fort and the 

Arikara section of the village. What has been identified as the ceremonial plaza had considerably 

lower control values. Neither historical nor ethnographic data have otherwise shed light on the 

function of this central (non-plaza) space.   
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Figure 17. Axial line graph showing highly controlling areas across whole village.  
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The axial map demonstrates how visual control can differ from access control (Figure 17). This 

graph reiterates the controlling nature of Arikara plaza space, as well as a corridor along the 

ethnic boundary. But axially, the Mandan-Hidatsa space shows additional areas of controlled 

movement, heading between southernmost residences and the Arikara border, as well as southern 

residences and the eastern edge of the village.  

Entropy  

Entropy, introduced by Turner (2004) is a measure that seeks to understand spatial order 

and chaos. The underlying logic derives from laws of probability. Specifically, the program 

calculates the level of uncertainty relating to the extent we can predict path length between 

nodes. If node-to-node depth is highly regular/predictable in a randomly configured path 

between then, then entropy is low (suggesting spatial order). If node-to-node depth is irregular or 

unpredictable, then entropy is high (suggesting disorder) (Creese 2011:167). This value was 

included to assess the level of difficulty or effort involved in traveling through the village. 

Higher entropy suggests that the built environment was not configured to facilitate inter-ethnic 

encounters, and areas characterized by lower entropy would have made movement between the 

sections easier, and thus could have facilitated encounters between diverse groups. This is 

particularly illuminating in the context of Plains Village sites, which are historically famous for 

being disorganized and disorienting to outsiders (Thwaites 1904:115; Hayden 1862:352). 

The VGA analysis shows that entropy values for central areas of the village lean more 

toward spatial order than chaos (Figure 18). The areas of lowest entropy are also the most highly 

(spatially) integrated, showing that the transitional space between sections of the village make 

the most “sense” to users in highly traveled areas. This may suggest the potential for more 
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interaction between “commoners” in each tribe, which tended to live furthest from the 

ceremonial plazas, and for outsiders, who could have entered the east side of the village from the 

road. Higher entropy values around the Arikara plaza and southern section of the Mandan-

Hidatsa neighborhood were “chaotic;” in other words, as outsiders (from both outside the village 

and from other ethnic groups) moved closer to the lodges behind the plaza and around the fort, 

navigation would have been considerably less visually intuitive. These results are corroborated 

by the same axial line analysis for entropy. It is difficult to explain why this spatially “ordered” 

area connects spaces in the Arikara section of the village with the Mandan-Hidatsa ceremonial 

plaza.  



163 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Visibility graph showing entropy values across entire village. Areas in red indicate 

the most visually intense areas, with orange and yellow being the next most intense. 
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Discussion 

Critiques of space syntax analysis point to the approach’s inability to take the cultural 

meaning of particular spaces into account, and unfounded assumptions equating spatial 

integration/segregation with social integration/segregation (Lawrence 1986:331; Leach 1978). 

But the voluminous body of historical, archaeological, and ethnographic records for Like-A-

Fishhook provides another line of evidence for interpreting these syntactical data. The 

integration values for each section of the village, compared with the integration values in the 

whole village are enlightening with regard to Arikara perceptions of identity and belonging. It 

makes sense that the Mandan-Hidatsa space would be highly integrated, since they were the only 

residents when the village was being built in 1845. They could not have anticipated their co-

residence with the Arikara at that time. But the Arikara were well aware of their southern 

neighbors when they arrived in 1862, and would have consciously configured their space with 

their tolerances for interethnic encounters in mind.  

The VGA and ALA analyses suggest that, despite years of co-residence, Arikara space at 

Like-A-Fishhook was configured to prioritize day-to-day interaction at the sub-village (ethnic) 

level. While social interaction was certainly not encumbered along the ethnic “boundary,” it does 

seem to have been highly controlled—particularly with regard to spaces surrounding the Arikara 

plaza and the fort buildings. Furthermore, high potential for human movement and the most 

visually integrated areas between the two sections was largely limited to a corridor between the 

Arikara and Mandan-Hidatsa ceremonial plazas. If the tribes were still following respective 

traditions of housing political and religious leaders adjacent to the plazas in the 1880s, then we 
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can infer that social integration of these groups was likely mediated by those leaders. Village 

residents did not otherwise have obvious pathways between one section of the village and 

another. In fact, the high control values near the fort suggest surveillance or control over access 

to the main trading establishment. It is possible that the Arikara patronized an opposition trader 

(a trader in competition with the dominant American Fur Company). Competition between 

traders worked to the tribes’ advantage in the Plains, as tribes having options for which trading 

post to patronize functioned to control prices. Interestingly, the controlling area in the 

“crossroads” area of the Arikara section is surrounded by lodges that face mostly away from it. 

Stoger (2014:310) argues that a “lively environment of forced co-presence requires that buildings 

relate to the open spaces by opening into the spaces, and hence interface in a manner to 

encourage interaction.” This raises the question of whether this interaction field was actually a 

pathway intended for use by outsiders (coming in from the east), where domestic activities 

would have been shielded.  

In other regions like the American Southwest, it is theorized that architecture 

(particularly religious architecture) has played a prominent role in mediating the tensions 

incurred by coalescence, by integrating diverse, co-resident populations. Integrative mechanisms 

like ritual structures and spaces (e.g., plazas) established or reinforced community-wide social 

norms, encouraged cooperation in the form of shared labor or distribution of resources, and 

communicated shared ideologies that facilitated group cohesion (Adams 1992; Gann 2003; 

Hegmon 1989; Herr 2001). These types of spaces (kivas, plazas, platform mounds) would 

facilitate social encounter and co-awareness (but see Ferguson 1989). And it is precisely these 

aspects of the built environment that space syntax analysis aims to detect.  
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In the case of Like-A-Fishhook, neither the ethnohistoric record nor the space syntax 

analysis indicate the presence of village-wide integrative architecture or shared ceremonial space. 

The present research does empirically support the integrative capacity of the Arikara medicine 

lodge and plaza on a sub-community scale. This makes sense in light of the fact that the Arikara 

at Like-A-Fishhook represented survivors belonging to multiple village-based bands prior to the 

epidemics. But it does not suggest the same for the Mandan-Hidatsa section of the village. This 

may in part be due to the fact that the Mandan and Hidatsa did not share the same ritual tradition. 

The Okipa ceremony was central to the Mandan ceremonial calendar. It required the use of a 

ceremonial plaza, which is a central feature of ancestral Mandan sites (Bowers, Thwaites; Huff, 

Double Ditch). The main ceremony of the Hidatsa was the NakpikE, which involved an 

ephemeral structure that was erected on the outskirts of the village (Bowers 1992: 321; Matthews 

1877:10). Furthermore, this analysis does not indicate any ritual structures or spaces that could 

have served to integrate village residents beyond the sub-community level, nor is there evidence 

of earthworks, palisades, or other components of the built environment that point to opportunities 

for collective investment, cooperation, or integration. Even the Sundance, a ceremony in which 

performers sought supernatural power on behalf of the tribe through fasting and self-torture, was 

performed by the Arikara and Hidatsa in two separate areas of the village. Though it has been 

theorized that the Hidatsa Sundance was borrowed from the Arikara, each group performed it 

according to differing protocols and practices (Spier 1921:498). For example, the Hidatsa 

Sundance constituted a ceremonial bundle transfer that could only be initiated by individuals 

wishing to purchase a bundle from his father, while the Arikara Sundance could be lead by those 

who did not own bundles (Lowie 1919:430; Spier 1921:482, 489). Other differences include the 

role of a special buffalo hunt to initiate the ceremony among the Arikara that was not observed 
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among the Hidatsa; rituals associated with the felling of the tree that serves as the center pole; 

the choreographic details of the dance; and the specific responsibilities of women in dance 

preparations (Curtis and Hodge 1976; Lowie 1919; Spier 1921).  

Defining the village according to implied homogeneity or “melding” of the three groups 

in the written record, or the spatial proximity of lodges and lack of obvious barriers between 

groups in the archaeological map, obscures the social processes at work at this site. If we define 

a community as a network of social interaction that both derives from and is created by a sense 

of common interest and affiliation (Wernke 2007), then we can see that: 1) Like-A-Fishhook was 

actually comprised of multiple, overlapping communities, 2) membership in these communities 

could be differentially mobilized for physical and cultural survival, and 3) notions of 

“belonging” were much more nuanced than the historical record would have us believe. This 

research demonstrates that the ambiguity in the historical record regarding social cohesion of the 

community is not evidence of dissonance, contradiction, or biased records. Rather, it speaks to 

the palimpsests of community that played out at Like-A-Fishhook—both the high-level political 

identity mobilized as needed to address common threats and needs, and the pre-coalescence 

ethnic identities maintained through day-to-day practices. Anthropological literature on 

nationalism and refugeeism demonstrate similar phenomena, where perceptions of belonging can 

be fluid, political, and fleeting (e.g., Kelly 2003).  

This research suggests that propinquity may not have been the most salient factor in 

creating a sense of community identity at Like-A-Fishhook. Birch (2012:665) has posited that 

the collective directing of hostilities outward toward common enemies may have an integrative 

effect on co-resident populations. Drawing on her work, I suggest that similar external and 

intangible factors—fear, resilience, loss, and vulnerability—formed the basis of a unified 
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community identity at Like-A-Fishhook much more than tangibles like the organization of space. 

In fact, this research suggests that space was organized to achieve the opposite—the active 

maintenance of social boundaries, particularly between the Arikara and the other groups. Creese 

(2011:154) has argued that spatial segregation at among village groups in the Great Lakes region 

may have prioritized subgroup formation to promote peaceful coexistence. The spatial data from 

Like-A-Fishhook suggest the same. The unified community identity at Like-A-Fishhook was a 

contingent one partially constructed through the negotiation of space—but one that did not 

necessarily inform the day-to-day lives of the site’s residents beyond the physical fact of their 

co-residence. These results are consistent with the ethnic fissioning of the village in the 1890s, 

and the persistence of separate tribal traditions and identities today.  

Conclusions 

The work of scholars in other regions demonstrate the significance of coalescence in 

response to external stress, disruption, and disaster, and the relevance of these settlement 

negotiations to historical and contemporary expressions of indigenous identities. Furthermore, 

they offer substantive insights on coalescence as a social process (rather than a static cultural and 

spatial arrangement), and recognize the historical contingencies that yield material and 

interactional variability across communities that can be classified as coalescent communities 

(Kowalewski 2006). Their work, which largely focuses on coalescence at a regional or sub-

village scale, builds a theoretical and methodological foundation for detailed examination of 

coalescent processes at the community scale (sensu Birch 2012). 

The present research focuses on the intrasite interactions that constituted coalescence and 

were complicit in constructing a new community identity. By integrating textual and 
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archaeological data, it also reveals that power dynamics of coalescing groups are historically 

situated.  This warns against tacit assumptions about power based on the binary identities often 

assigned to coalescing groups like host/migrant or local/nonlocal. Furthermore, it suggests that 

the coalescence model is not just a useful analytical tool for investigating and explaining cultural 

change. In fact, the immense body of historical, ethnographic, and archaeological data available 

for Like-A-Fishhook suggests that coalescence should be liberated from historical narratives 

focusing exclusively on cultural change. When viewed as a deliberate settlement strategy by risk-

assessing agents (sensu Hegmon et al. 1998; Kowalewski 2006; Murray and Swenson 2016), and 

as a social process of selective integration, coalescence has much to contribute to narratives of 

persistence, tradition, and cultural continuity.  

The narrative of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara tribes tends to focus on the external 

forces that decimated their populations, and the assimilative pressures that altered their social, 

economic, and ceremonial lives—disease, the fur trade, warfare, and depletion of the buffalo. 

This research does not seek to undermine or trivialize those changes. Rather, it shifts the 

analytical focus to the internal forces at work during this time—specifically, on how the tribes 

structured their own settlement to negotiate their identities on their own terms, facilitating and 

prioritizing the maintenance of internal relationships. This approach decentralizes Europeans as 

the sole arbiter of change, and recasts the Arikara from passive victims or refugees to active 

agents (Stein 2002:903, 907)—survivors who negotiated assimilative policies with deliberation, 

priorities, and strategies. The built environment is one material expression of those efforts.  

Regardless of their spatial layout, villages (as defined by archaeologists) are not static, 

essentialized entities (Rautman 2014). It is more accurate and theoretically constructive to view 

them as collectives of fluid relationships between heterogeneous agents (Creese 2013:206). 
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Space syntax provides a methodological approach to understanding the nuances of these 

relationships (particularly when the artifact record belies the diversity the community embodies) 

and allows one to generate hypotheses for how these relationships played out in space and time. 

Like-A-Fishhook was no exception. It demonstrates that coalescence is about unity (on some 

scale), but does not set coalescing groups on an inevitable path toward homogeneity or 

acculturation. Depending on how it is enacted, it can also be a settlement strategy mobilized for 

the purposes of maintaining cultural sovereignty. Coalescence allowed these tribes to maintain 

distinctions and traditions that would have been annihilated without each other’s spatial 

proximity and cooperation. The resulting “community” was a political one mediated by tribal 

leaders in the interest of village defense, rather than a social one mediated by frequent or 

meaningful interaction between ethnically diverse residents.  

The three tribes did subscribe to the “composite” identity imposed by the US 

government. However, as with the Choctaw Confederacy, this was a conscious and contingent 

identity mobilized for political purpose and power—something their “segmentary sovereignty” 

as three tribes likely would not have afforded them (Galloway 1994). Their co-residence did not 

subordinate the autonomy of cultural identities and traditions asserted by the tribes throughout 

the village’s occupation. Rather, they configured their space in ways that allowed them to 

negotiate each other’s presence, the pressures of assimilative policies, and their cultural identities 

simultaneously. Their success is evidenced by their historic period settlements after Like-A-

Fishhook’s abandonment (Murray and Kroupa 2016). In this sense, the selective construction of 

the Like-A- Fishhook community provided a middle ground between maintenance of sub-

community identities and sociopolitical survival.  
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Abstract 

The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed profound transformations in the 

organization of North Dakota’s Native American communities. The passage of the Dawes 

Allotment Act in 1887, in addition to depleting timber resources and the end of the fur trade, 

resulted in the fissioning of the coalescent community of Like-A-Fishhook Village. Despite their 

co-residence at the site for almost three decades, the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people re-

established ethnically distinct villages in the fertile bottomlands of the Missouri River within the 

Fort Berthold reservation. Most of the Arikara population settled on scattered allotments in the 

Nishu area until it was inundated by the Garrison Dam in the early 1950s. Through ethnographic 

interviews with several Arikara elders, this collaborative project between the Arikara Cultural 

Center and the State Historical Society of North Dakota documents the lived experience of 

Nishu, now under the waters of Lake Sakakawea and visually inaccessible to their descendants. 

We investigate the role of spatiality and temporality in community construction – specifically, 

how the persistence of Arikara memory and tradition empowered residents to navigate changes 

wrought by the assimilative policies of the U.S government. This research revealed that Arikara 

memories of these submerged lands embody a dialectic of pervasive nostalgia about living there 

and profound trauma about being forced to leave. Through this dialectic, we elucidate how 

networks, movement, and place are complicit in residents’ sense of belonging, and discuss the 

inherent challenges in (re)constructing a community’s memory of “erased” heritage.  

Keywords: Arikara, community, memory, heritage, place 
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Even, even to this day, if I jump in a boat, and I take that boat out on the lake, invariably I will 

go downriver.  Go down the lake.  Pretty soon I’ll be circling around and telling my grandkids or 

my kids, “I used to live right under this water right here” (Almit Breuer, 2015). 

 

When the Arikara people arrived at Like-A-Fishhook Village in 1862, they had already 

confronted unprecedented disaster. Recovering from a series of devastating epidemics and 

besieged by attacks from nomadic enemies, these agricultural Caddoan-speakers coalesced with 

their Siouan-speaking neighbors (the Mandan and Hidatsa) into a single settlement in the interest 

of defense and survival (Smith 1972:10). Located adjacent to a fur trading post, this earthlodge 

village represented a drastic community transformation for the three tribes; not only in the ethnic 

diversity of their settlement, but also in the effects of sustained European presence on their 

subsistence economy and their standing in the shifting political contours of the Northern Plains. 

As the last traditional earthlodge village of the Missouri River agricultural tribes, the site holds a 

prominent place in written narratives of North Dakota’s history.  

By the 1880s, the U.S. government was aggressively pushing an agenda that broke up the 

communal subsistence system the three tribes shared in favor of allotment farming and cattle 

raising (Meyer 1977:152).  The assimilative goals were Indian self-sufficiency, independence, 

and private ownership—congruent with the view of “progress” by the U.S government asserted 

in shaping nineteenth-century Indian policy (Cadwalader and Deloria 1984; Gagnon 2008; 

Genetin-Palawa 2012). Despite decades of political alliance and co-residence, the tribes resettled 

in ethnically distinct enclaves on the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation in west-central North 

Dakota. The Mandan settled in areas largely to the south and west, while the Hidatsa settled in 



196 

 

the central and northern areas. The Arikara, among the first to leave Like-A-Fishhook, settled in 

the eastern part of the reservation, giving rise to the communities of Nishu and Beaver Creek.
8
  

Though the Arikara had transitioned to log cabin-style homes and many attended Christian 

church services, their settlement in the bottomlands of the Missouri River allowed them to retain 

many aspects of their traditional lifeways.  

Sixty years later they were forced out, as the gates of a large earthen dam were 

ceremoniously closed. This dam, the centerpiece of a massive federal undertaking related to the 

Flood Control Relief Act of 1944, was approved without the knowledge or consent of affected 

tribes. It required the taking of 155,000 acres of Indian land reserved for the three tribes through 

the Fort Laramie treaty of 1851 (Shanks 1974:574). Eight native communities (including Nishu) 

were flooded, 298 native families were removed from their homelands,
 9

 and 98 percent of the 

fertile bottomlands were inundated (Reifel 1950). Other losses included timber and lignite 

resources, habitat for wild game, berries, plant medicines, and other resources. The lake also 

took sacred sites, storied places, ceremonial areas, and cemeteries, and 80 percent of the 

reservation’s road system (Shane 1959:213-214; Shanks 1974:575). Though beyond the scope of 

this paper, the procedural history and devastating impacts of this public works project are 

significant in understanding the evolution of U.S-Indian relations in the region, and have been 

well documented (e.g., Lawson 1994, 2009; MacGregor 1948; Shanks 1974; VanDevelder 

2004). 

                                                           
8
 The Mandan and Hidatsa people also established bottomland communities upon leaving Like-A-Fishhook 

Village. These include Red Butte, Charging Eagle, Independence, Elbowoods, Lucky Mound, and Shell Creek. They 

were all inundated by the Garrison Reservoir.    

9
 This represented 90 percent of the reservation’s population (Shane 1959:213) 
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As an archaeological and historical site, Nishu bore the material effects of a decades-long 

coalescence with other groups, and embodied 60 years of Arikara engagement with U.S. 

assimilative policies. For the many Arikara elders who live in and around the reservation 

community of White Shield today, Nishu was their childhood home. Many of them struggle with 

its physical and visual inaccessibility, as it now lies more than 100 feet below the waters of Lake 

Sakakawea. Compounding their personal loss is how this erasure hinders their ability to share 

memories with children and grandchildren in comprehensible and meaningful ways:  

Yeah, they’ve asked me and the hardest thing to do is to—is you got this big lake here. 

And they say, “Well where did you live?” And I can’t, you can’t—you can’t say and point 

right there, because ‘right there’ is further than it looks, you know (Gerald White).
10

 

Arikara oral traditions reinforce ancestral relationships with the physical world, and were 

a primary means of social reproduction for the Arikara (Kroupa 2014). But Nishu is a heritage 

site whose material cognates have been obscured. Owing to the enormity and permanence of 

Lake Sakakawea, younger generations of Arikara people do not have visual cues for 

remembering Nishu—those physical mnemonics usually central to accessing memory and 

transferring knowledge to future generations (King and Nic Eoin 2014). The lack of tangible 

reminders of Nishu, the trauma its loss inflicted on older generations, and the scale of landscape 

transformation since its existence have converged to push Nishu to the edge of Arikara collective 

memory; many young people in the White Shield community have never heard of Nishu. To 

mitigate the loss of this heritage, the Arikara Cultural Center (ACC) in White Shield and the 

State Historical Society of North Dakota (SHSND) initiated the Remembering Nishu project in 

                                                           
10

 Unless otherwise specified, all italicized quotes in this article were spoken by Arikara people participating in 

the Remembering Nishu oral history project. The quotes are followed by the names of the speaker in parentheses.  
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2014. We contend that the bottomlands are crucial to understanding how this native community 

bore the impact of assimilative policies, and endured one of the most psychologically violent 

legislative decisions affecting Native Americans in the twentieth century. Those who remember 

living in Nishu are now in their 70s, 80s, and 90s, hence the sense of urgency about documenting 

their experiences. The present research rests upon the contention that the physical inaccessibility 

of Nishu does not reduce the site’s cultural or historical significance. Rather, it compels us to 

take a tack not often employed by archaeologists—to thoroughly document the memorial 

correlates of a vanished material record. The preservation of Nishu now relies exclusively on the 

memories and voices of the people who lived there. 

Project Background 

Consonant with Nishu’s effective disappearance, the decades between Arikara settlement 

at Like-A-Fishhook Village and the construction of the Garrison Dam are virtually invisible in 

the annals of the tribe’s written history. These communities were not recorded by the River Basin 

Surveys of the 1940s and 1950s (see Thiessen 1999) because—although they would soon be lost 

—they were not considered to be historical for the purposes of salvage work. The textual 

“forgetting” of this period can be attributed in part to the inaccessibility of its archaeological 

remains, the geographic isolation of the tribes, and minimal anthropological interest in working 

with communities that no longer lived traditionally.
11

 This time was largely overlooked as a 

“non-event” (sensu Fogelson 1989), presumably because the occurrences that comprised it are 

not considered to be profound or transformative (Braun 2013:202-204). But during the course of 

Murray’s research on the history of Arikara settlement decision-making since European contact, 

                                                           
11

 By this time, residents opted for log and frame cabins rather than earthlodges, added cattle grazing and stock 

raising to their subsistence options, and many attended Christian church services.  
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persistent questions kept arising, the answers to which seemed to circle around the little known 

time that people were living in the bottomlands. How did allotment affect the post-Like-A-

Fishhook community? How did ethnically distinct communities persist for so long in what 

apparently was an assimilated lifestyle? And, knowing that there is still a strong and distinct 

sense of Arikara identity on the reservation today, how do the pre- and post-allotment iterations 

of Arikara community compare?
12

 These questions hinted at the significance of bottomland 

communities in the persistence of Arikara identity to this day. 

The Remembering Nishu Project 

This ethnographic project seeks to understand the social construction of the Nishu 

community; specifically, how emic notions of belonging articulated with the spatial 

transformations resulting from twentieth century assimilative policy in the U.S. The project had 

three primary goals: first, to document narratives of life in Nishu and other bottomland 

communities. It was a priority that the story of Nishu be told in the community’s voice, including 

that of descendants of former residents. A significant aspect of this goal was the shared 

intellectual control over the final product. The stories collected could be used in ways that 

encouraged dialogue and engaged multiple generations and audiences (sensu Walley 2015). For 

example, while the project was originally intended to record audio only, ACC staff determined 

that videotaped interview footage could serve future cultural programming needs, and would 

allow the integration of visual media with local curricula materials. In this way the oral histories 

will have a use-life that extends far beyond the immediate project.  

                                                           
12

 According to former residents, the majority of Arikara individuals lived in Nishu or Beaver Creek. However, 

there was some intermarriage between the Arikara and the Mandan-Hidatsa. Some Arikara people lived in Red Butte 

and Elbowoods as well.  
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Second, the project aimed to unpack notions of “community” and the experience of 

belonging among former Nishu residents. This is part of a broader research project that seeks to 

understand the relationship between settlement and identity, particularly as groups confront 

displacement, disaster, or transformation. While this speaks to broader anthropological questions 

about the human experience of belonging and dislocation, it also reveals locally specific 

definitions and iterations of community. By locating the aspects of community life that give 

people a sense of security, continuity, and belonging, the ACC can continue to develop 

initiatives that facilitate community strength and wellness in culturally relevant ways.  

Last, the research attempts to situate Nishu within the larger context of Arikara history 

and social memory. This goal recognizes that, although recent, Nishu (and its loss) represents a 

significant landmark in the trajectory of Arikara history. We hoped to shed light on how 

residents understand its relevance to Arikara heritage, and how information about it is being 

passed on to younger generations. This goal provides all stakeholders with important information 

about the nuances of remembering and preserving “erased” heritage, lends insight to generational 

gaps in knowledge about heritage sites, and will inform initiatives to reclaim Nishu as a locus of 

Arikara strength and identity.  

Methodology 

Collaborative approaches to working with native communities are far more common now 

than they were even ten years ago (e.g., Atalay 2012; Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 

2008; Silliman 2008; Silliman and Ferguson 2010). Stemming from an acknowledgment that the 

work of anthropology is inherently political, and that to produce knowledge is to act from a 

position of power (Foucault 1979:27-28), collaborative and indigenous anthropologies have been 
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key not only in descendant communities’ liberation from oppressive or externally-derived 

discourse (Bruner 1986a:19; Said 1978), but has resulted in the development of innovative 

methods, theoretical insights, and a critical self-reflection within the field (Silliman 2008). A key 

development in the twenty-first century production of anthropological knowledge, collaborative 

approaches do not produce anthropological knowledge at the expense of (or in spite of) native 

communities, but rather empower them to use the information to achieve independently defined 

and locally meaningful goals.  

 

Figure 1. Author (left) interviews former Nishu resident Joyce Nolan at the  

Arikara Cultural Center in 2015 (B. Kroupa) 

 

To that end, we should clarify that we did not use oral history simply as a means of 

collecting facts or using individual memories to “supplement” extant historical narratives (Field 
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2006:34). Rather, following Pascual de Sans (2004:355), and others (Naidoo 2015), this project 

prioritizes the particular—that is, the individual perceptions and experiences that constitute 

Nishu in the collective imaginary. Doing so highlights the experiential dimensions of community 

and loss, while at the same time ensuring concrete benefits (in the form of documented personal 

histories) for tribal members. Relying on the Arikara Nation’s elder liaison to provide names of 

potential participants, we interviewed fifteen participants who had either lived in Nishu 

themselves, or had some familiarity with Nishu (though they lived in the neighboring community 

of Elbowoods).
 
We conducted semi-structured interviews that focused on individuals’ 

experiences of living in Nishu, their memories of the Nishu community, contemporary 

perspectives on Nishu, and mechanisms of Nishu memory transfer to descendants. The ages of 

the thirteen participants (six male, nine female) who had lived in the bottomlands ranged 

between 70 and 97 years old. We also interview two younger participants (one 58-year-old 

female and one 37-year-old old male) who did not live in Nishu, but who had heard about Nishu. 

They were interviewed so that we could gain a better understanding of how memories of Nishu 

are being passed to younger generations. With the aid of a basic map and historical photos, 

people usually talked for about sixty to ninety minutes, sometimes bringing with them stories 

that they wanted included in the project. Interviews were transcribed and analyzed in Nvivo, a 

qualitative data analysis software, and excerpts of interviews were organized into forty-three 

themes and subthemes.  The next section summarizes these themes to demonstrate the breadth of 

topics discussed and the multidimensionality of Nishu’s significance to the people who used to 

live there.  

Arikara Identity and Tradition 
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This theme encompasses the practices and traditions associated with identity – the 

constitutive acts and beliefs of being Arikara. It includes the persistence of ceremonies like the 

Grass Dance, secular societies like the War Mothers Society, and the continued maintenance of 

ceremonial bundles by traditional religious practitioners. Other aspects of life in Nishu that 

participants explicitly correlated with Arikara identity were military service, healing traditions 

and medicinal knowledge (particularly that held by women), resource sharing, and cuisine. 

Discussions about food were almost always entangled in discussions about social relations, be it 

sharing food, preparing food in a particular way for relatives, or receiving traditional knowledge 

of food and food preparation from elders. This was tied closely to the cultural and social 

significance of gardening in Nishu.  

This theme most often emerged in narratives of loss as a result of the Garrison Dam. 

Participants felt the loss of traditions profoundly, specifically mentioning the loss of the Arikara 

language, traditional food and resources, knowledge about societies and bands, the land suitable 

for gardening. When asked what they would want younger generations to know about Nishu, 

participants stressed the importance of knowing where you came from, and knowing how to care 

for the land and other people.  

Economy and Livelihood  

People lament the loss of the sense of community they had in Nishu, and largely attribute 

this loss to economic changes affecting Arikara households after the Garrison Dam. Cattle 

ranching became a main source of income for many families, though gardening, hunting, and 

gathering still supported most households. The economy in Nishu was based on communal 

sharing of both labor and resources in subsistence pursuits, and knowledge about the proper 

ways to do these things was learned from parents and other elders. Through gardening 
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individuals upheld family obligations to share both labor and subsistence resources. The federal 

taking of terraces for gardening and timber for cattle grazing stole people’s livelihoods in Nishu, 

which created profound grief and anxiety. One unexpected theme that arose again and again in 

our interviews was the performance of chores. By detailing their household responsibilities and 

their memories of carrying them out, participants provided important information on the 

socialization of Arikara children.   

 

Figure 2. Arikara woman drying corn on top of house, Fort Berthold, ca. 1920. North   

Dakota State Archives, 10190-02656 

 

 

Garrison Dam and the Its Legacies  

Questions about the Garrison Dam focused on participants’ memories of learning about 

its impending construction and their families’ experience of confronting the subsequent loss of 

their community. These discussions revealed that the Garrison Dam is something of a time-stamp 
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in Arikara memory— recent history is divided by life before and after its construction. For most 

participants, Nishu provokes nostalgia and longing, both for an intimate relationship with the 

Missouri River landscape and the social ties that bound the community together. Interviews 

reveal that the Garrison Dam and the displacement of the Nishu community marked the end of 

many traditions that had characterized life in Nishu, like sharing, visiting, and gardening. Social 

problems in White Shield and elsewhere today, like addiction, abuse, violence, and depression, 

were attributed to the social and spatial disruptions incurred by the dam, and is often given as a 

reason why Arikara youth have little interest in their heritage. For participants, its legacies 

include feelings of powerlessness, trauma, betrayal, and alienation. Unexpected subthemes 

included resilience, in which people spoke with pride about surviving the trauma of the dam, and 

a theme we call, “the new Nishu imaginary,” which refers to the intensely positive ideal of Nishu 

that exists in the imaginary of the next generation.  

Memory and Place 

People’s memories of Nishu are intensely spatial. By that, we mean that the emplacement 

of people on the landscape was as vivid a memory as the physical setting itself. What seemed to 

be most memorable were pathways and roads that connected homes over long distances, and 

people’s experiences moving along them. Nishu is remembered as a place where people lived in 

“the Arikara way.”  In memory it is not merely a landscape, but one enmeshed in the traditions, 

practices, and experiences that constituted Arikara identity.  

 The inextricability of place and memory was laid bare in multiple conversations about 

telling kids and grandkids about Nishu. Older people stated that they would bring their children 

or grandchildren to the lake shore to talk about Nishu, while others mentioned that they would 

sometimes go the shore to remember it or grieve its loss. The significance of place in social 
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memory is also underscored by a generational gap in landscape knowledge. The invisibility of 

Nishu is perceived to hinder the passing of Nishu memories of it to former residents’ 

descendants, and for youth to extrapolate a living community from the lake’s surface.  

Migration and Movement 

Perhaps one of the most prominent (yet unexpected) themes to emerge during interviews 

was that of movement. Memories of movement across the landscape and between households 

were frequently shared and surprisingly vivid. This was relayed on a small scale (i.e., the walk to 

Grandma’s house) as well as large scale (moving to California after the Garrison Dam). The 

Nishu school was described as the “center” of the community, and multiple people recited the 

school bus route (by household) in their interviews. This theme includes descriptions of Nishu’s 

layout, the placement of households, and coming to and from Nishu as boarding school students.  

 Most movement was discussed in the context of visiting. Visiting was by far the most 

common practice talked about by former residents, both in terms of the frequency with which it 

occurred in Nishu, and disappointment in the absence of this practice in White Shield today. This 

visiting was often unanticipated, and it was Arikara tradition to feed and host (or even flag 

down) visitors. Visiting lasted for hours (if not overnight), and was central to people’s movement 

memories. Transportation was also major and unexpected theme, relaying the centrality of 

horses/teams in Nishu life, roads and paths, the novelty of seeing cars in the bottomlands, and the 

expectation that those who did have a car would provide it to families who may be in need.  

 Movement between relatives’ households was severely and permanently obstructed by 

the Garrison Reservoir. Participants view this change in movement as one of the primary 

contrasts between Nishu and White Shield. Nishu allowed for a freedom of movement between 
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homes, which functioned to sustain social relations. Today, the reservoir makes that movement 

burdensome (with exceedingly long distances due to the paucity of bridges connecting separated 

reservation segments), generating feelings of alienation and loneliness.  

Supra-Household Social Life 

This theme encompasses aspects of community life, and primarily social interactions with 

relatives and other members of the community.  The presence of three churches in Nishu 

generated multiple opportunities for social events and activities, including dances, holiday 

celebrations, and weekly services. The influence of churches was expressed in both positive and 

negative ways, but all participants were at least aware of traditional religious ceremonies co-

occurring with mission activities. Other social events included school activities, traditional 

ceremonies, powwows, cattle round-ups, rodeos, and fairs. These events were remembered with 

fondness, and relate to the maintenance of kin relations and feelings of belonging.  

Through a seeming paradox of nostalgia and grief, these oral histories elucidate how 

kinship, movement, and place were complicit in residents’ sense of belonging, despite the drastic 

transformations that allotment policy imposed on the spatiality of their community.  

Background 

The Arikara were people of the earthlodge, living in round earthen structure that 

embodied the structure of the cosmos and functioned as a conduit for the transfer of cultural 

knowledge (Kroupa 2014). Their culture was intimately tied to the ecology of the Missouri River 

bottoms, and comprised a robust gardening tradition, a complex ideology and worldview, and a 

well-developed ceremonial and philosophical system. It is thought that these semi-sedentary 

farmers split from the Pawnee in the Central Plains sometime after the fifteenth century 
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(Blakeslee 1981:99; Hollow and Parks 1980:77, 80). Arikara tribal organization was based on 

village communities that represented subdivisions or bands of the tribe (Parks, 2001:373). In 

fact, it is not entirely correct to speak of the Arikara as a united people or nation prior to the 

1700s. Before European contact and the introduction of epidemic diseases, the Arikara (like their 

Pawnee relatives) are more accurately described as a loose confederation of autonomous bands 

(see Lounsbury 1956:185; Parks 2001:373). The village band was represented as an Acitinu, each 

with its own dialect, and each of whom possessed one of a suite of interrelated ceremonial 

bundles (Gilmore 1932:34-35; Holder 1949). It is impossible to determine accurately the total 

Arikara population at any one time prior to 1700, but scholars agree that they once numbered in 

the tens of thousands (Abel:1939; Holder: 1970; Parks:1979, 2001). 

Migration was integral to the Arikara lifeway. It is important to recognize that this 

migratory nature was connected not only to their ceremonialism (see Gilmore 1930), but also to 

the science of farming (Kroupa 2014). During their long northward advance from the south into 

the regions of colder climates and shorter growing seasons, the Arikara manipulated corn strains 

to grow in different ecosystems. Their innovations also influenced the spread of agricultural 

practices among other Plains tribes (Will and Hyde 1917). The Arikara had to develop sturdier 

species of corn—a plant originally from a tropical habitat—that would survive and flourish in the 

harsher climate of the northern Plains. This required careful plant breeding. Archaeologist Waldo 

R. Wedel asserted that the Arikara transformed corn from a “lush warm-weather plant requiring 

high day and night temperatures during a growing season of 150 days or more” into a “tough, 

compact plant three or four feet high, maturing in 60 to 70 days, and possessing marked 

resistance to drought, wind, cold, and frost” (Wedel 1961:161). This remarkable plant-breeding 

achievement evolved in tandem with a corn ceremonialism that bound Arikara bands to one 



209 

 

another across space and through time.  

Village life also allowed the Arikara to further refine their spiritual traditions, where stars 

and planets were considered to be gods that formed the life of humans and provided fauna, flora 

and all the natural elements for their use (Gilmore 1930). Over time, their ceremonial 

organization manifested itself in a rich religious life with an intricate mythology and complex 

symbolism. The Arikara communal ceremonial organization was considerably complex, and 

consisted of the village sacred bundle, a religious system of priests, and a distinctive class of 

doctors that were well known for their healing and ritual skills (Holder 1970; Parks 2001; see 

also Murie 1981). Their agricultural acumen, combined with their settlement along a major 

riverine corridor, made them powerful brokers in a far-reaching intertribal trade network (Abel 

1939; Denig 1961; Rogers 1990).  

The eventual occupation of permanent villages that would eventually become entangled 

in the European fur trade, however, exposed them to the Old World pathogens that swept the 

Northern Plains between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, reducing their populations by 

as much as seventy percent (Abel 1939:123-125; Truteau 1914:454). As disease wrought havoc 

on all the sedentary village tribes, enemy tribes used newly acquired guns and horses to exploit 

the villages’ vulnerabilities. This shift of power from sedentary villages to nomadic groups like 

the Dakota, Assiniboine, and Plains Ojibwa resulted in a dramatic reorganization of Arikara 

settlement. They continued to negotiate their political alliances and experiment with their 

settlement strategies in ways that maximized their survival until their eventual settlement at 

Like-A-Fishhook in 1862 (Murray and Swenson 2016; Posthumous 2016).  

Spatial Transformation  
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The spatial configurations of the pre- and post-allotment Arikara community could not 

have been more different. When the Arikara joined the Mandan and Hidatsa at Like-A-Fishhook 

Village in 1862, they built their lodges in the northern section of the village. Historical 

documents suggest that while the three tribes were political allies, they remained segregated in 

many aspects of community life, and continued to speak their own languages throughout the 

village’s occupation (e.g., Hall 1885). With circular earthlodges built around a central plaza and 

medicine lodge, the spatial arrangement of the Arikara section of Like-A-Fishhook followed the 

same spatial arrangement found in their earlier villages (e.g., Metcalf 1950:71; Morgan 1871:43). 

The reports of Indian agents and other government employees describe the village as being 

crowded, disorganized, and disorienting to visitors (e.g., Matthews 1877:4).  
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              Figure 3. Like-A-Fishhook Village, ca. 1870. North Dakota State Archives, A3854 

 

Historical photographs of the village illustrate the density of the settlement (Figure 1). 

Although the Arikara village layout seemed haphazard to Western observers (e.g., Morgan 

1871:43; White 1959:161), this proximity was part of a long settlement tradition, which for 
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hundreds of years had allowed the Arikara to pool labor and resources, defend themselves 

against enemies, and share ritual responsibilities. 

Like-A-Fishhook residents left in the 1880s to settle allotted lands, typically settling on 

tracts of land near relatives and other members of their respective tribes (Meyer 1977:135). As 

the Dawes Severalty Act had not yet been passed, the people who initially lived on and 

cultivated them did not actually have legal title to them. By the 1890s formal allotments (most of 

them along the Missouri River) were finalized, which provided each head of household 160 

acres, each member of the household over the age of eighteen 80 acres, and children 40 acres 

each (Meyer 1977:136–138). Families tended to settle near one another, and this pattern of 

settlement resulted in the formation of eight native communities that were eventually formalized 

by the federal government as “districts.” Each district represented an administrative unit through 

which missionaries could coordinate their Christianization activities, and the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs could track allotments and issue annuities. They were also used to enforce the 

government’s mandate that all Indian children attend school. In 1888, the Indian Agent 

threatened to withhold annuities from households that did not send their children to school 

(Gifford 1887). To ensure compliance, the U.S. government established a day school in each 

district, as well as housing for teachers.  

In contrast to the dense consolidation of lodges around a ceremonial plaza that 

characterized their settlement at Like-A-Fishhook, the Arikara people’s new homes were located 

between a quarter-mile and five miles (or more) away from each other.  The Indian Agency 

headquarters was moved about 25 miles away to the ethnically diverse community of 

Elbowoods, which also had a general store, a hospital, mission buildings, and a high school. 

Nishu had no central downtown. Homes in the bottomlands were connected by prairie trails or 
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unpaved roads, and horses were the primary means of transportation. According to former 

residents, Nishu was comprised of the day school, as well as the surrounding buildings that 

housed its teachers and principal. Most homes, however, were spread across the greater Nishu 

area;  

They lived on their own allotments. By that I mean that they lived on their own land. And 

they—we were not clustered like we are today. Some persons—some of the families lived 

on perhaps 160 acres of land or more and the neighbors—their next door neighbor might 

be more than two miles away. And it was wide open. It’s not like as it is today where 

we’re all clustered like a little city (Gerald White).  

This drastic modification of the community’s spatial tradition, from a dense consolidation of 

lodges around a ceremonial plaza to log homes on dispersed, individually-owned allotments, 

offers a unique opportunity to explore the dynamic articulation of space and social belonging. 

During interviews we expected to hear that this settlement configuration had a fragmentary effect 

on the community, altering subsistence strategies, severing the social landscape, and creating 

independent and self-supporting households. Yet questions about Nishu elicited responses that 

emphasized a sense of “closeness” between neighbors; 

But we were all, all close-knit. We were all family, basically. Because we’re related to 

everybody…. Pretty much, we all, you know we all hung together. We were all a very 

small community, even when we moved up here (Gloria Brennan). 

*** 

The school had the phone. If anyone had—if anything happened, they would call to Nishu and 

then the cook or one of the teachers would take the message and give it to somebody and they 
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would go and they would deliver the message. That’s how it used to work. But it was … I don’t 

know, it seemed like the community was really supportive of each other. They always shared 

everything. You know, it really was good. Really kinda tight community (Rodney Howling Wolf).  

 

As people’s memories of Nishu unfolded, the basis of this sense of “community” became 

clear. Adherence to aspects of Arikara tradition empowered residents to navigate spatial changes 

wrought by the assimilative policies of the U.S. government. Through this nuanced resistance to 

assimilation, the Arikara imbued a procedural landscape (sensu Braun 2013) with memory, 

cultural relevance, and social meaning.  

Belonging in Nishu 

That space is socially constructed is nothing new. The work of Lefebvre (1992), Soja 

(1989), and others (e.g., Basso 1996; Bowser and Zedeño 2009; Massey 2005; Tuan 1974) 

centralize space in processes of social reproduction, and highlight the ambiguity between space 

and self; the construction of identity and the construction of space occur in tandem. Continuously 

imbued with meaning as people act within and through it, space becomes inextricably bound in 

their lives and identities. This transformation from physical fact to social referent is what Pascual 

De Sans (2004) pinpoints as the creation of “place.” His definition of place is situated at the 

nexus of space and living-in-space; that is, the people and things that occupy space co-reside and 

co-evolve with the cumulative actions, interactions, thoughts, dialogue, and experiences that also 

populate it. Thus the distinction between space and place is that the latter is imbued with 

temporality. By being lived in, place is constituted as a vast collective of “personal histories in 

space” (349).  
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By living in and through space, people’s actions and perceptions continuously 

reconfigure it, both physically and conceptually. This approach aligns well with recent 

scholarship on the significance of lost places, in which the loss of home is often equated with the 

death of a loved one or the loss of identity (Fried 1966; King and Nic Eoin 2014). The Arikara 

narrative about Nishu as revealed in interviews revealed that personal biography, collective 

history, and place are wholly entangled. Being in Nishu was simultaneously being who you are. 

Losing Nishu meant losing part of who you are. As elder Rodney Howling Wolf puts it, When 

we came up on top, we left everything in the bottom” (emphasis his own).    

As the Arikara arrived in Nishu, they encountered the same riverine landscape and 

resources that had sustained them for centuries. But the (re)construction of their community still 

required them to negotiate a new spatial reality. Persistence of place (and relations with all the 

subjectivities within) helped people achieve a sense of belonging—a feeling of being rightly 

placed in social space—that was at least partially mediated by their individual and collective 

placement in the physical space of allotments. While people often spoke descriptively about the 

physical beauty of Nishu in interviews, their strongest memories were inherently spatial, 

revealing a landscape inscribed with social meaning. Descriptions of what Nishu looked like 

were rarely divorced from memories of which relatives occupied its hills, coulees, and creeks.  

That social ties were etched into the landscape was repeated time and again, as nearly 

every consultant, most of whom left Nishu in 1953 or 1954, still remembered the landscape as a 

vivid network of social referents (e.g., family farms and public buildings) and the relationships 

that connected them (e.g., line of sight, direction, means to reach them). Despite the distance 

between homes, Arikara traditions emphasizing hospitality and visiting served to facilitate and 

strengthen social ties between families. That this constituted a sense of belonging is 
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communicated most clearly in the context of what was lost when people were forced to move out 

of Nishu;  

…When it (the dam) actually happened, it was like throwing a handful of straw up in the 

air and the wind blew it, because it all went different directions. So you were kind of lost.  

And I think that feeling is even quite strong today, because we’ve lost a lot of connections 

with our friends, relatives ... cause everybody went a different direction and never got 

back together again.  They didn’t have that closeness that they used to have in those little 

communities I’ll call them—not villages. That’s the wrong word. Community. That’s, 

that’s the way I remember it (Almit Breuer). 

 

As the above quote indicates, former residents drew distinctions between the terms 

village and community, emphasizing the role of spatiality in their perceptions of social cohesion, 

and the loss of cohesion after the inundation of Nishu. In the above statement, for example, 

“village” carries an assumption about spatial organization (proximity) that did not characterize 

Nishu. By explicitly defining Nishu as a community rather than a village, the statement reveals 

that spatial and social distance were not interdependent. In people’s memories, community was 

defined by a tightly-woven social fabric that did not require the traditional settlement density of 

the older earthlodge village to persevere. Accordingly, collective nostalgia about Nishu centered 

on a sense of togetherness;  

It’s totally different than the way it was.  Too much separation, I think.  When they, when 

they separated, even there, they weren’t close neighbors or anything but when they broke 
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apart that community down there and everybody got scattered to the wind, somebody lost 

something. And I’d have to say its contact with friends and neighbors (Almit Breuer). 

Much of the social closeness that people achieved in (and miss about) Nishu derived from 

the persistence of traditional kin obligations. Children’s relationships with their grandparents 

were uniformly influential and positive, so much so that one resident when asked whether Nishu 

was a happy place, responded Yes, it was… you had grandparents. The grandparents are the 

ones that corrected you (Rodney Howling Wolf). Memories of grandparents (consistent figures in 

a child’s life, often living in the home with them) were often associated with feelings of stability, 

obligation, and happiness. There are many similar examples from the interviews that suggest this 

specific kin relationship figured prominently in the construction of positive memories about 

Nishu. Kin obligations extended to all aspects of life, particularly children’s education, 

household chores, shared subsistence responsibilities, care of the sick and elderly, and the care of 

ceremonial bundles and the observance of ceremonies. Family life was structured and defined by 

an obligation to help and share with extended family members. Interviews revealed how a sense 

of self derived from a thorough knowledge of your relatives;  

*** 

All the time, they talked all the time. It was … growing up—all our families down in 

Nishu, every night they talked about relatives. How you’re related to that one, and it goes 

on and on and on. That’s how you knew who your relatives were. And it was really, really 

put to you that even if it's a relative of two, three generations, it's still your relative. They 

really respected relatives. So that's the way we were (Rodney Howling Wolf). 
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Retaining this knowledge was central to the maintenance and constitution of identity—

one’s position in the social network determines kinship obligations, shaping a sense of self in 

relation to others. For their Mandan and Hidatsa neighbors, the maintenance of kinship and value 

system were also found to persist during this period, despite drastic changes in their religion, 

household organization, and economy (Bruner 1956:192). The loss of access to relatives after the 

Garrison Dam was built therefore constitutes a major source of profound grief and alienation. In 

his analysis of grief originating in the loss of a home, Fried (1966:378) found that individuals 

tended to define, remember, and communicate about home in terms of a socio-spatial 

arrangement—a web of human relationships in space. We contend that this emplaced social 

network at Nishu, based on the fulfillment of kin obligations, constituted the architecture of 

belonging (i.e., Braun 2013:204). Distance between homes was not a barrier to the everyday 

encounters, routines, and interactions that constitute community construction.  

Belonging in Time  

What sustained the Arikara’s sense of belonging in Nishu was not just manifested in 

space, but in time. Although Nishu was a new place, it fit well within the tradition of northward 

migration and situational sedentism that characterized their long-term trajectory (Murray and 

Swenson 2016). Moving into Nishu’s allotments was perceived as keeping with an ancestral 

rhythm that was rooted in motion, intimately tied to the Missouri River, and in a constant state of 

becoming. Thus, to speak of them as “leaving” Like-A-Fishhook for a new place and a different 

life is to gravely misunderstand the spatiotemporal continuity of the Arikara journey. Nishu is 

not an anomalous or anachronistic place settled outside the boundaries of the Arikara world and 

its ancestral connections. On the contrary, Nishu was part of an ever-evolving homeland, where 

the Missouri River landscape was integral to a kin network that both comprised and sustained a 
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sense of community not only across miles with contemporaries, but across time with ancestors 

(see Braun 2013:204–205).  

It was the continuity of traditions such as gardening, berry harvesting, and cuisine that 

lent a temporal depth to the feeling of belonging in Nishu. Corn agriculture in such a marginal 

environment was based on ancestrally acquired (and hard-won) knowledge, based upon decades 

of experimentation and hybridization. A domain of knowledge primarily held and transferred by 

women (Kroupa 2014), gardening was viewed as a cultural given during this time; 

Because everybody—in those days, everybody raised a garden, you know. And if you 

didn’t you were kind of—um, not thought well of (laughs). Or you—they, they thought 

you were lazy, you know, that you needed to have a garden. And everybody did (Yvonne 

Fox).  

The ability to continue this tradition, which was so central to Arikara identity, generated a 

feeling of continuity in engaging with the natural world that many tribes did not experience 

during the twentieth century. Nishu’s location in the Missouri River bottomlands and relative 

isolation from non-native communities allowed them to retain many aspects of their traditional 

subsistence strategies. Arikara subsistence traditions, including gardening, communal labor, and 

resource sharing, anchored social networks. Gardening, which has historically formed the basis 

of Arikara cultural identity, continued to be the center of day-to-day activities and facilitated the 

continuation of ritualized relationships with the natural world (see Gilmore 1930). Guided by a 

directive from Mother Corn, and comprised of knowledge passed down over centuries by 

Arikara women, gardening the terraces of the Missouri River did not just feed one’s family or 
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reiterate physical dependence on the land—it reaffirmed a continuity of spatial identity and 

ontological security (Fried 1966).  

Interviews also revealed that gardens, as loci of Arikara cultural identity, were primary 

sites of community construction. The size of the gardens made their care labor-intensive, 

requiring more manpower and time than the household could provide. It was expected that 

children would assist with planting and weeding throughout the growing season, and that 

relatives would assist with the harvest in the late summer; 

The gardens that they had in those days—our Grandmas and Grandpas—the gardens 

were huge! Big, huge gardens. But that was part of the cultural thing. You had the large 

garden, the big garden, and aunts and uncles and people had to come and help…. 

meaning that was kind of their responsibility to come and help weed the garden, or to 

help plow it (Yvonne Fox). 

The obligation to help, as well as a responsibility to share the harvest with relatives created an 

interdependence that galvanized the sense of community (Amit 2010:360; Kasper and Mulder 

2015; Unger and Wandersman 1985). As was the case in ancestral Arikara communities, people 

at Nishu were invested in the outcome of other households’ subsistence work. Interviews 

revealed that children internalized this responsibility through performance of their chores, which 

often involved helping parents and grandparents distribute resources and labor to relatives. For 

example, Duane Fox remembers traveling on horseback with his cousin to deliver produce from 

his family’s garden to other relatives in Nishu. Myrtle Goodleft remembers having to wake up at 

4 o’clock every morning to weed and harvest her parents’ garden. She identifies the family 

garden as “where [she] learned to work.”   
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For the Arikara, gardening literally roots one in time and space, as it is tied to memories 

of childhood and growing up after the flood; 

Us kids used to love playing in his garden because the corn was really tall! And we used 

to play cowboys and Indians! [laughs] and we’d be chasing each other around in this 

corn …But it was just—it was sad because he—they said their last year (in Nishu) that we 

won’t see a garden like this anymore because they’re taking all this land away from us 

(Gloria Brennan). 

The above quote demonstrates how residents equated the loss of Nishu as a place with the loss of 

traditional gardening as a practice and all the sociality it entailed. Arikara families were relocated 

“up top,” which refers to the high ground above the river where soils are unsuitable for 

subsistence gardening. For a people whose history and cosmology revolved around an intimate 

knowledge of, and spiritual relationship with corn, abandoning the garden was not simply 

abandoning any traditional practice; it further signified the end of a cosmic relationship with the 

Missouri River that had defined them for centuries.  

Other relationships with natural resources, derived from landscape learning and transfer 

of traditional knowledge from elder to child, were found to be as constitutive of identity as 

relationships with individuals. For example, hunting engaged traditional knowledge about the 

Missouri River environment; traditional hunting practices reaffirmed both Arikara people’s 

relationships with the natural and spiritual worlds, and fulfilled obligations to one another’s well-

being. In the bottomlands, hunting was cooperative, particularly in the distribution of meat. For 

example, when describing his father’s hunting trips with other companions, former resident 

Gerald White explains that the hunter who killed the game was only entitled to the animal’s 
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backbone. Arikara hunting protocols gave the shooter’s hunting companions first pick of the 

meat, and they would typically take the hind quarters and forelimbs. Mr. White’s statement, 

“now when we hunt… nobody shares anything,” suggests that traditional rules of cooperative 

hunting and subsistence sharing were not carried to White Shield.  

Cooperative behavior relating to subsistence extended to recently adopted economies as 

well, such as ranching; 

. . . so they had to help each other too, in order to get some of their work done too. Then 

when they rounded up cattle too, they all got together. All of them brought the cattle in 

and then they would brand, they made a little party on that, you know …they’d  put tents 

out and everybody would camp. And then while they were branding cattle, and de-

horning them and whatever they had to do…so that was a family—the whole community 

get-together I guess. Yeah, they did a lot of things together too, you know, the people 

(Magdalen Yellow Bird).  

This fluid translation of community cooperation in hunting and gardening to ranching and 

other economic pursuits of recent origin likely derive from the group’s ability to broaden the 

spatio-temporal rhythm of their life. New activities were drawn and adapted into a familiar and 

deeply cherished social fold. For example, by 1951, most of Fort Berthold residents’ cash 

income was from cattle ranching and the leasing of allotment land to non-native people for 

farming and grazing. In his investigation of assimilation among residents of Fort Berthold, 

Bruner (1953) notes the tension between the business of cattle ranching (to be profitable, one 

must save and build up his or her her) and traditions of resource sharing and generosity. Because 

residents were never provided with sufficient resources to make cattle ranching particularly 
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profitable families were still dependent on one another for food and other necessities (Merrill 

1951:20–21). This new addition to the subsistence economy largely functioned in ways that 

continued a communal way of life. Lands that made cattle ranching a somewhat reliable source 

of sustenance for Nishu families were lost to the Garrison Reservoir, upending their economic 

stability.  

Belonging in Motion 

The spatial layout of Nishu did not conform to traditional expressions of Arikara 

communities, yet there was a feeling of social cohesion across large distances. It is not 

surprising, then, that many of people’s Nishu memories revolved around movement and 

pathways. Some of people’s most salient memories involved horseback riding (the main form of 

transportation in Nishu), the novelty of seeing cars, trails between houses used for visiting, and 

the unpaved roads heading in and out of Nishu. In discussions about social relations within the 

community, it became clear that these pathways were not just a way to get from A to B. They 

presented opportunities for encounters. Delores White said her mother (former Nishu resident) 

used to tell her that women would beckon visitors by waving their white aprons toward the road. 

This and several other examples made visiting was easily the most pervasive theme in the 

analysis of community relations. It was explicitly associated with life in Nishu—as both a source 

of nostalgia for the community of the past, and a point of departure for critiquing the present; 

It was good because the people were kind and they helped each other, you know. And if 

anybody was sick …these here would go to his house to help him or his family. The man 

would go and help the guy if he was sick, help him if he had stock or whatever. They 

would go and take care of that. The women would go in and help the ladies with their 
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children and stuff. That was something wonderful. Today we don't do that, you know? We 

don’t do that today. We could care less if somebody is dying right next us, you know? 

That’s the change. That's a big change from there (Myrtle Goodleft). 

Visiting was a mechanism for ensuring that spatial distance did not define social distance. 

In other words, it was social encounter (or the chance for encounter) that galvanized a feeling of 

community in Nishu. Studies of neighboring behavior demonstrate that the extent to which 

neighbors visit, greet, and provide support to one another determines a sense of social belonging 

(Farrell et al. 2004). In turn, the knowledge that someone will help you if you need it, or “latent 

neighboring,” generates important psychological bonds between community members (Unger 

and Wandersman 1985). Pathways between homes made people accessible to one another, and 

regular movement across the landscape held the promise of encounter, interdependence, and 

cooperation (Zedeño et al. 2009). It created and maintained social networks that may have been 

spatially unrecognizable, but were culturally persistent.  
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Figure 4. (from left) Arikara project participants Jerry White, Rodney Howling Wolf, and 

Duane Fox discuss the locations of households in a map of Nishu drawn by former 

resident Ervin Plenty Chief, Sr. in 2001 (W. Murray) 

Movement as being generative of community is most apparent in the context of the 

Garrison Dam. In the bottomlands, the Missouri River was not considered to be a barrier to 

movement (sensu King and Nic Eoin 2014); residents pointed out that to reach their Arikara 

relatives in Beaver Creek, they could boat, swim, or cross the ice during the winter. One resident 

said that the river was narrow there and that he remembers people yelling to each other from 

across the riverbank. The Garrison Dam changed the shape of the river to such an extent that 

movement between relatives’ households was extremely difficult, if not impossible. The 

reservoir split the reservation into five isolated segments (Shane 1959:213). Almost overnight, 

trips that used to take a few minutes on horseback now may take a few hours in a car. Grief 
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about the lake becoming a barrier to movement on the reservation was expressed not in terms of 

an inability to get to places, but an inability to reach people.  

And then when we started school that fall, I didn't know who’s all was going to be 

there....Everybody was scattered somewhere across the river … we never seen anybody 

until maybe 1959 when I started playing basketball. I played with my relatives who were 

over there in Mandaree where I—that I grew up with. I'd never seen them until then 

(Henry Wilkinson). 

According to many participants, that separation is responsible for a host of social problems that 

plague the Arikara community today, including addiction, depression, loss of cultural identity, 

feelings of alienation, and poor health—experiences observed in other communities of displaced 

peoples’ around the globe (Bhugra and Becker 2005); 

Because you pulled them out of—pulled us apart, and there was no money or 

transportation. You just couldn't go here and there when you wanted to. You had to try to 

salvage your home and survive. Everybody was doing that. Even nowadays there's people 

that I haven’t seen for years. We're kind of way apart, that you grew up with in 

Elbowoods, in school. Just in your mind now, but there's nobody you can tell that 

to...Now everybody is kind of dying off. That's the way it is (Henry Wilkinson). 

Belonging in Memory  

The collective memory at Nishu was not restricted to individual memories of the 

generation we interviewed. Community memories are cumulative, “stacked” (and modified) over 

many successive generations; thus for example, a Nishu resident’s memories also include her 

mother’s memories, and her grandparents’ memories—the years of knowledge she holds is far 
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greater than the 97 years of her individual life (see Vansina 1985). This collective, which is not 

necessarily precise or linear (Pascual de Sans 2004:356), and which is shaped by decisions to 

select and share memory, is a cumulative narrative of how people lived in Nishu. And while the 

day-to-day experience of living in Nishu comprises this memory, how it is remembered by 

descendants can have an indelible effect on the future.  

Though the bulk of our interviews focused on former Nishu residents, discussions with 

their descendants suggest that there are memory disparities between generations. This can be 

attributed to the fact that the trauma of the Garrison Dam makes it difficult for some older people 

to share their experiences, and that the radical transformation of the river left few touchstones for 

younger generations to do the “memory work” (Mills and Walker 2008) that reclaiming it in the 

contemporary imaginary would demand.  

For dispersed peoples, places that are remembered embody symbolic anchors of 

community (Cohen 1985). In the Arikara trajectory, Nishu is that symbolic anchor of identity 

and belonging, whereas it may be argued that White Shield, the predominantly Arikara 

community that developed after the construction of the Garrison Dam, shows how people can be 

proximate yet “dispersed,” both in terms of experience and sociality. There are other examples 

from across the world where people “lose their place” while in situ because disparities in 

individual experiences of place can create fault lines in their sense of a shared identity (King and 

Nic Eoin 2014:211). It is a fact that older and younger generations do not share the same 

memories of the Missouri River landscape. For example: 

I’ve always wondered where different things were, because you can’t see underneath. He 

would kind of—pointed out where his family lived…They talked with some of the Foxes, 
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where my grandparents used to live…it’s kind of hard to imagine if you don’t have a map 

or anything, but he would just point the general direction—‘This family lived over here. 

This family lived over here’ and he was pointing towards the water, where it’s all kind of 

covered (Dancing Eagle Perkins).  

Now a “lost place” (Read 1998) Nishu presents somewhat of a heritage crisis on Fort Berthold. 

As people speak of their experiences, sharing their memories of Nishu with their descendants, 

they sense a decreasing interest in Nishu with each passing generation, part of which can be 

attributed to the inability of people who never saw it to comprehend the physical transformation 

of the landscape. They have never known the area to be anything but a lake;  

KTK: Do you ever talk to your kids about Nishu or the communities? 

WW: Yeah. I—I try to share with them what I remember being told about it…and you see 

in their eyes they have no clue, just like I had no clue of what was down there—how it 

used to look.  None of that stuff (Dancing Eagle Perkins). 
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Figure 5. Aerial view of Elbowoods being flooded by the Garrison Reservoir in 1956. 

Note the submerged treetops in the background.North Dakota State Archives, 194-16-2 

 

Spatial transformations are nothing new to the Arikara people—migration and a highly 

adaptive settlement strategy has been a dominant theme in the tribe’s historical trajectory. In fact, 

their historical settlement decisions seemed to have been made in ways that prioritized their 

cultural sovereignty over their spatial traditions time and again, revealing a sophisticated 

political savvy that resulted in their survival of everything from epidemics to starvation to war 

after European contact (Murray and Swenson 2016). What the Garrison Dam forced them to 

confront, however, was unprecedented—not in the reconfiguration of space, but in the hurried 

reorganization of the social landscape, and the lack of power they had in that transformation: 



230 

 

WFM: So in your day-to-day life, do you ever think about those places, those 

communities that are under water now? 

DYB: You mean what they were? I wish that they weren't under water. I wish that they 

were—I think that there would have been a stronger, a stronger attachment…stronger 

growth of our culture if we were allowed to do this in an orderly manner instead of it just 

being cut off. This is the end of that and this is the end of the way you lived before. And 

actually that is what they were saying with the churches and with the government and 

then with the—kind of the big period at the end of the sentence was the flooding of that 

water. I mean, taking that community away. And I often wonder what would have 

happened if our communities had been allowed to gradually move into some other way— 

our ways of life and the way we treated each other. And the way we lived was better than 

what they gave us (Dorreen Yellow Bird). 

Though lacking material cognates, these oral histories provide a window into how the 

Arikara navigated assimilation policies, first embracing change within traditional markers of an 

ancient and tremendously successful social and political strategy for survival, and later coping 

with fracture and erasure of those markers and their community. There is a significant and 

explicitly acknowledged disconnect in the generational understanding of the Arikara landscape 

before the Garrison Dam; a gap that will eventually swallow valuable experiential knowledge 

about an iteration of “community” in the Arikara people’s recent history that fostered a sense of 

wellness and belonging. Long overshadowed by larger, more noteworthy “events” that preceded 

and succeeded it, the occupation of Nishu embodies the day-to-day work of community 

construction—the interactions, obligations, and relationships central to social reproduction and 

cultural survival. Part of an ancient upriver journey and a locus of resistance to destructive Indian 
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policy, Nishu is formative of contemporary Arikara identity. Now intangible, it still has currency 

for new generations of Arikara seeking to reclaim their pre-dam heritage and to reassert a sacred 

connection to the Missouri River landscape (Murray et al. 2011). Assimilation policy placed the 

Arikara in Nishu, but the Arikara did all the work of belonging there.  

Discussion 

Whether through war, natural disaster, economic catastrophe, or political authority, the 

loss of a homeland is not a novel human experience (see Fried 1966; Knevel 2015; Malkki 1992; 

Read 1998). But as political strife, humanitarian crises, and natural disasters converge in the 

contemporary ethnographic landscape, human displacement and landscape loss have received 

renewed attention in anthropological and historical discourse. While the social fact of landscape 

loss is generalizable, recent studies demonstrate that peoples’ experiences of loss are implacably 

and painfully particular. What constitutes “home” often defies definition by outsiders, as the 

lands taken are not mere spaces but palimpsests of identities, relations, memories, times, 

experiences, and beings.  Although constituted by those who live in it and through it, place is 

also complicit in the formation of self (Basso 1996).  

While all anthropologists recognize the sense of belonging and shared identity that 

organize the human experience, understanding and defining “community” as an analytical 

concept has proven difficult (Amit 2010; Barrett 2010; Canuto and Yaeger 2000; Cohen 1985; 

Gordon 2012). Attempts to reach across disciplines, including social history, anthropology, 

archaeology, geography, sociology, and economics, have yet to bring us closer to a satisfactory, 

cross-cultural definition of community. In fact, some contend that indiscriminate overuse of the 

term has rendered it impotent as an analytical concept. Many call for a definition of community 
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with analytical value (e.g., Gerritsen 2003; Kelly 2003), while others posit that the term itself has 

been so abused that it is perhaps best understood as a heuristic device for “thinking with …” 

(Amit 2010). Perhaps the most parsimonious definitions of community pivot on its relationship 

with spatiality. Some, like Murdock (1949) and Varien (1999) center their definitions of 

community on spatial proximity and face-to-face encounters, while others situate their 

definitions of community around or in spite of spatiality, such as Anderson’s (1983) concept of 

the “imagined community” (see also Brow 1990; Chavez 1994). Bender (1978:6) prioritizes the 

experiential dimension of community over its geographical expression, while Kelly (2003) 

demonstrates how some groups (like refugees) may identify with one another based on the 

expectations of the host society, but only on a contingent basis to secure concrete benefits, such 

as humanitarian aid. Carroll (1999:132-133) defines it as a context for economic production, 

exchange, and consumption (rendering spatiality to the periphery).  Rejecting the tendency to 

essentialize identities (and by extension, communities) as bounded entities (e.g., Gupta and 

Ferguson 1992:11), recent discourse prioritizes the emic experience of community vis-à-vis a 

sense of belonging and a “commonality” which can vary in content, but which links and 

obligates individuals to one another in real or imagined ways and includes a sense of shared 

identity (see Jenkins 1996).  

The present research demonstrates that Arikara notions of community prioritize 

experience and interaction over spatial proximity, and that community construction is achieved 

through the maintenance of relationships with relatives and resources that are rooted in deep 

time.  Given that most project participants were under the age of 13 when they left Nishu, their 

stories did not focus on the overt ritual or ceremonial practices that anthropologists typically 
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identify as being “traditional.”
13

  Rather, their memories emphasized aspects of their 

socialization that taught them culturally sanctioned ways to participate in the natural and social 

worlds. Every bit as traditional as a sacred bundle ceremony, these shared experiences embody 

the cultural parameters and expectations relayed to a child when they are being prepared to 

participate as full members of the community (Bruner 1956). These everyday experiences 

associated with subsistence memory are therefore not a distracting or irrelevant detail about a 

child’s life—rather, they are part of an Arikara child’s education (Kroupa 2014). Casella (2012) 

found that memories of childhood chores, for instance, are vivid precisely because they are 

formative. Helping to weed the garden, put up the hay, or care for horses are not just familial 

obligations—they socialize the individual to belong in the community and guide them on how to 

be in that cultural space (Casella 2012:290–291).  The transformation of space into a socialized 

and meaningful “place” thus begins immediately—“the production of space begins as soon as 

indigenous residents locate themselves on a particular landscape and begin the search for 

subsistence.” (Lefebvre 1992:286). Arikara families moved into the Nishu area with a suite of 

knowledge, practices, and memories tied intimately to the Missouri River; so the search for 

subsistence was not a pioneering event, but an enactment of cumulative knowledge about a 

familiar environment in ways that had sustained their ancestors.  

                                                           
13

 Among the Arikara, the transfer of ceremonial knowledge to younger generations occurs 

intermittently over the apprentice’s lifetime. While participants discussed the existence of 

traditional religious activities and provided information about the bundles held by their families, 

most explained that their age prevented them from being able to participate in or witness most 

ceremonial performances.   



234 

 

Continuity of Arikara subsistence traditions, like berry gathering, gardening, communal 

labor (most often referenced in interviews as “helping”), and resource sharing—all features of 

consolidated village life—were not the casualties of the allotment era that U.S. Government 

officials and Western historians expected them to be. The Arikara (along with the Mandan and 

Hidatsa) had an atypical experience in many ways with assimilative policies, in that they 

encouraged the tribes to farm their own homelands. This did not require a drastic reorganization 

of their worldview or lifeways. Rather than annihilating a traditional subsistence system or 

severing the group’s ties to the landscape, the policy allowed the Arikara and their neighbors to 

continue at least some aspects of a lifeway and invoke a body of ritual, cultural, and ecological 

knowledge that had been maintained for centuries. This is not to suggest that many aspects of 

daily life did not change (see Bruner 1953). But the focus on gardening and hunting largely 

limited Arikara participation in the cash economy
14

 and meant that their time in Nishu seemed to 

be as much about cultural continuity as it was about cultural change. 

Conclusion 

Memories of the Nishu community were expressed in descriptions of day-to-day 

activities, and were defined by feelings of support, closeness, and collective well-being. The 

resettlement of the Arikara people onto allotted lands after decades at the coalescent community 

of Like-A-Fishhook Village drastically changed the spatial configuration of their community. 

According to interviews with former residents, social cohesion did not require the traditional 

spatial configuration that characterized Like-A-Fishhook or their earlier villages. To 

accommodate the (imposed) spatial transformation of their settlement, the Arikara relied instead 

                                                           
14

 They leased allotment lands for grazing and raised livestock.  
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on traditional mechanisms for maintaining community cohesion—fulfillment of kin obligations, 

gardening, resource sharing, visiting, and communal labor. These traditions were stretched 

across a wider expanse to accommodate assimilative constraints, giving rise to (and continually 

reinforcing) a new spatial expression of continuity. While many aspects of life did change during 

this time, we interpret this community [re]construction as a nuanced form of resistance (Silliman 

2001), in which salient aspects of ancestral Arikara identity and communal life were simply 

flexed to accommodate a new and not-so-intrusive-after-all spatial reality.  

Thus narratives of Nishu are simultaneously “witness accounts” of its loss and 

recapitulations of tradition. Nishu demonstrates that history is more than the sweeping discourse, 

the compelling anomalies, pivotal events, or broad summaries. History, identity, and memory are 

cumulative, constructed through the “singularities” of lived experience (Mímisson and 

Magnusson 2014), where questions about who you are and where you are often elicit an 

indivisible answer:  

 

And that’s where our Arikara people camped out…and you could see their 

earthlodges just by the circles and it kinda brought you a good feeling, and it 

kinda made your hair stick up on your neck. Because you were standing where 

your people once lived…at the bottom of the river. And then to come up and then 

your parents’ parents lived in Nishu, Elbowoods, and then that got taken away …  

but that has to be put in the back of your mind that you will always have that 

inside you no matter what. Nobody could ever take that away from you—your 

heritage and where you came from (Delores White). 
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