
169CHAPTER 8: RECONSTRUCTING ECOLOGICAL ADAPTATIONS

INDIVIDUAL HOUSES

The study of one or a few houses in a settlement is an emerging focus of archaeo-
logical interest and is sometimes known as household archaeology. The physical 
characteristics of houses, such as construction materials and methods, are commonly 
studied, along with the architecture.

Archaeologists also investigate the social uses of houses, focusing on such things as 
the kinds of activities that were done in the house. In many societies, particularly those 
in warm climates, most activities are done outdoors and the houses are reserved  
primarily for sleeping. Examples of this are the relatively small grass houses of the 
Turkana (Figure 8.1) and the earth-walled houses of the Maasai (Figure 8.2).

In addition to estimating how many people lived in a house, archaeologists are 
often interested in how membership in the household was established. Archaeologists 
often use the number of fire hearths and identifiable internal dividing structures within 
the house to infer how many nuclear families or other groupings may have lived there. 
Stylistic similarities in artifacts and features are also examined to see if they point to 
family relationships. On the northwest coast of America, for example, carvings on the 
outside of houses, as well as artifacts found inside, often depicted the clan of the people 
who lived there.

In multifamily houses, differences in the status of the inhabitants are often deter-
mined by comparing the artifacts and ecofacts found in the identifiable family  

FIGURE 8.1  Turkana 
Village, Africa. 
Research has shown 
that in many areas, 
particularly in warm 
climates, people such 
as the Turkana spend 
relatively little time in 
houses, so the houses 
are small. Knowledge 
such as this is impor-
tant when making 
inferences about set-
tlement patterns.
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