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REHE: XX

Comparative Research on Settlement Pattern Of Early
Chiefdom Communities: Eastern Inner Mongolia,

the Northern Andes and Mesoamerica

Robert D. Drennan, Christian E. Peterson
(Department of Anthropology, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 15620, U. S. A.)

Abstract: No early chiefdom society was exactly like that of another region, but all represented
the initial development of permanent hierarchical social relations in their respective regions. In
these societies, those who would be chiefs were successful enough at forging unequal social rela-
tionships with other members of their own communities that the fundamental organizing princi-
ples of those communities were transformed. The communities involved in this transformation ex-
isted at varying social and spatial scales: we commonly think of small local communities composed
of those in face-to-face interaction on a daily basis nested within higher order communities, which
were sometimes nested within yet larger communities. From this perspective, the emergence of
chiefdoms is marked by the emergence of larger, more tightly integrated communities than had
existed previously. Settlement pattern research on a regional scale provides an opportunity to de-
lineate and compare these communities, based on the assumption that they are reflected in the
way human settlement is distributed across the landscape at a given time. Comparison of the set-
tlement pattern records for the Chifeng, the Alto Magdalena (Colombia) and the Valley of Oax-
aca (Mexico) shows that chiefdom communities emerged under conditions of especially low popu-
lation density in Chifeng and Oaxaca, and their development was especially rapid in Oaxaca and
the Alto Magdalena. It appears that interaction patterns were structured much more strongly a-
round small local communities in Chifeng and Oaxaca than in the Alto Magdalena. It was also in
Chifeng and Oaxaca that chiefdoms were succeeded eventually by large integrated state-level or-
ganization, whereas this did not occur in the Alto Magdalena sequence.

Key words: Chifeng area; Alto Magdalena; Oaxaca; Early chiefdoms; Settlement patterns; Social

organization



