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Examining the range and variability of material remains within houses is a further way 
to determine social inequality. An unequal distribution of luxury items or prestige goods 
between houses or within multifamily houses likely indicates inequality. Prestige goods 
include raw materials in short supply, such as high-quality stone for making tools or shell 
coming from great distances. Manufactured objects can also be classified as prestige goods, 
often in the form of jewelry that required a tremendous investment of labor.

Reconstructing Types of Societies

A variety of anthropological models categorize types of societies based on their 
economic, social, and political systems (Table 9.1). As outlined in Chapter 2, the 

TABLE 9.1  Reconstructing Categories of Societies in Archaeology

THE MAJOR CATEGORIES OF SOCIETIES

Bands

Tribes

Chiefdoms

States

Empires

THE MAJOR KINDS OF EVIDENCE ARCHAEOLOGISTS USE TO RECONSTRUCT  
TYPES OF SOCIETIES

Size of population

Size of settlements

Sedentariness

Subsistence strategy

Variability among houses

Variability in the distribution of material remains

Monuments

Architecture

Evidence of specialization (e.g., craft areas)

Iconography

Mortuary data
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