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ARCHAEOLOGY, AGRICULTURE AND
IDENTITY

Papers presented at the 2nd No Barriers
Seminar, April 28, 1999

Preface
Helene Martinsson-Wallin', Paul Wallin?
and Knut Nordby?

This year a great interest of the No Barriers grant was
indicated by the many qualified applicants. Among the
applicants the No Barriers kommittee awarded the 1999
No Barriers srant o Dr. Chrstopher Stevenson for his
project “The Intensilication ol Auricullure in Barly Rapa
Nut |Easter Island | Sociely™. Dr. Stevenson is Director of
the Obsidian Hydration Laboratory, and Principal
Investigator at “Archaeological Services Consullants
Group”, Columbus, Ohio, LSA.

This project will fill a gap regarding the study ol Easter
Tsland agriculiure and its development. This subject has
never been thoroughly and systematically investigated
using modem archacological methods. The agriculture
and its organisation, which provided the cconomical base,
must be regarded as the most significant factor in the
explanation of the cultural development and the unique
expressions shown in the Easter Islanders’™ stone work,
consisting ol hundreds ol gant statues and huge lemple
grounds. Such a manifestation required well-controlled
production and distribution of food.

Dr. Stevenson’s project is based on tesl-excavalions
that will be conducted in deep sediment traps. This makes
it passihle to perform reconstruction of the depasitional
history of the landscape. Geomorphologic analyses (ol
carth, pollen and phytolith samples) allows the
investigation ol changes in the vegetation and tha
landscape. Prehistoric gardens and fields may also be
discovered.

To achieve chronelogical control, each stratum found
will be dated by obsidian hydration and AMS (Carbon-
14) dating methods. This investipalion will also be of
impaortance for other Polynesian populations, for example
on New Zcaland and Hawaii, who also relicd mainly on
dry-land agriculture for their food supplies.

Dr., Stevenson is directing this project in collaboration
with the Easter Island archaeologist Sonia Haoa and the
American PhD student Joan Wozniak from the University
ol Oregon.

The No Barriers Review Commillee emphasize that
Dr. Stevenson’s project is interdisciplinary, innovative and
of great archaeological importance - up to now, Laster
Island agricultural history has never been systemalically
studicd.

This years No Barriers seminar focused on " Archaeology,
Agricuttuve and fdentity”. Seminar leader was Helene
Martinsson-Wallin and papers were delivered by Dr
Christopher Stevenson, Sonia [ [aoa (president of FIDPLET),

Dr. Thor Heyerdahl (KTM), Dr. Edvard Hviding
{(University of Bergen), Dr. Paul Wallin (K'1TM), MA
Reidar Solsvik (Unmiversity of Bergen) and 1r. Arne
Aleksey Permmow (University of Trondheim).

At a first glance food and food production may seem Lo be
a hasic and simple matter. However, when laking a closer
look at our food., it means more than just survival to many
of'us. Food and food-production arc intimatcly ticd to the
structure ot'a socicty and ditterent power relations within
society. Labour investments and strong feelings arg also
some ingredients that are tied to these matters. As a cliché
we for example say; “you are what you eat”, but on the
Island of Mure in New Culedonia Hmae mentions that
this is not just an emply phrase since they consider Lthe

jam root as their ancestor.

Food-sharing and food production are in most socielies
a social cvent limited by rules and regulations based on
cultural agreement. The various praduced or hunted [ood
items may for example be the same in two different
socicties bul the coneeption and meaning relations abour
the varous food items may ditfer. The attitude of'the eftoet -
of the consumption of’ food also difter, To be on a dict i3
a trend among western women and with the globalization
efTect this now also is the case in Tongan society which
prevouisly seem to promote the attitude “the bipger-the
better”. However, weiglh iy still un imporiuni conceme
for the Tongans where contests 1w weight loss have become
very popular, '

Various food items and the handling of them may also
be seen from a ceremonial and rital aspect as for example
concerning the bird man ritual on Caster lsland where
the bird cgg played a central role.

Christopher Stevenson al the No Barrivrs seminar. April 1999,
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Diminished Agricultural Productivity and
the Collapse of Ranked Society on
Easter Island

Christopher M. Stevenson'
Sonia Haoa?

Introduction

A popular theme in the archaeological literature of Caster
[sland {Rapa Nui) has been the reasons behind the
“collapse™ of the social system in the latter quarter of the
17% century. These discussions fall inlo lwo general
categories. The first approach can be labeled as the
ceological degradation scenario (Bahn and Flenley 1992,
Mulloy 1978). In this model island settlers embarked
upon a long and continued history of resource exploitation
and habitat modification that resulted in the extinclion of
plant and animal species, including the total elimination
of the native palm (Jubaca). A second approach examines
the arguments Tor ¢fimatic change as being onc of the
more significant variables that ellected the environment
and the island population (Hunter-Anderson 1998, McCall
1993, Orliac and Orliac 1998). In this thesis, the Rapanui
population are considered to be ecosystem managers that
were not on a strict trajectory of resource depletion.
However, despite attempts fo conserve resources and
promole regeneraiion, detrimental environmental changes
(eg. deforesiniion) were brought on by shifis to a dryer
and cooler climate during the Little Tee Age.

Irrespective of the model selected, changes in the island
cnvironment are presumed to have stressed the socin-
political and religious systems (o @ point that required a
significant restructuring. The elimination of wood
resourees 15 proposcd to have reduced ofl-shore fishing,
fuel availability and the ability to have moved statues.
Secondary effects such as increased soil erosion and
reduced soil fertility are also proposed to have diminished
agricultural productivity, therehy reducing the overall level
ol the [ood supply.

This causal link between habitat change/detorestation and
social reform has been characterized as overly simplistic
(VanTilburg 1994) and lacks detail about the cultural
processes behind the reorganization of the social system.
To fill this void, we propose that a model of prehisionic
political economy may be developed by looking at the
limdamental  structurc of Rapanui chicfdom society and
the modes of agricultural production. To develop this
model, we focus on four questions: 1) What were the
sources of chiefly power and authority in prehistoric
Rapanui society? 2) What were the political strategies
that legitimized and sustained  political position and

authority” 3) What were the environmenial constraints
and technological limits of the agriculiural production
system that affected the elite decision making process?
and 4) What were the weak components in the system
that failed and led to a socio-religious reorzanization?
By addressing these basie questions, we hope to explain

in greater detail not only why one social form collapsed
but how (he new social instilutions managed the cconomic
and political pressures ol the period.

The Nature of Chiefdom Society

The founding scttlers of East Polynesia were organized
in a form similar to that of Ancesiral Polynesian Society
(Kirch 1984).  The papulation was typically organized
inlo descent groups, each of which was headed by
heredilary chict whosc leadership combined both sacred
and secular roles. Descent was through the male line
which was often tied directly to the gods or deified
ancestors. This sacred character of the chief legilimized
the authority of the office which managed the socielies”
annual ritual cycle. His position was further strengthened
by the concepts of personal sacredness (mang) and the
ability of the chicf to forbid (rapu) specific activitics or
the usc of'certain resources. With this ideclogical backing,
the elite members of society established a Tink between
economic prosperity and their hereditary olfice (Kirch
1991).

Eurle (1991) und Gilman (1991) have proposed that chiefly
authority requires not only an ideological legitimacy but
control over basic economic resources such as agricultural
land. To have a long term and stable political system this
contrel is fundamental since it regulates the daily lives of
the larger population ol unranked persons who depend
upon il Thus, access to the physical resource becomes
the source of chietly power while ideology becomes the
means by which it is controlled. The control over
agricultural Tand, or the means of production, is expressed
by chieflly right of ownership which is ideologically
Jjustified.

Chiefdom organizations are in many respects voluntary
organizations since the elite do nol possess sufficient
cocreive force. Ifthe cost of compliance to chiefly desires
is too economically burdensomme, then persons may
relocate to other chicfdoms or islands. Therefore, in order
to maintain an integrated structure, chiels engage in a
series ol slralegies o keep their political factions intact
(Brumlel 1994). Earle (1991) lists a scrics of strategics
used by political players that cxpand upon the two
fundamenial themes in ranked Polynesian socicty and we
will summarize them here.

First, mast forms of social organization require 1 source
of surplus for support (Sahling 1968). This surplus is
generated through control of the means of produetion and
developing a reservoir of social obligations, or debt, within
the descent group. This is accomplished through recurrent
[easting and gift giving over the annual cycle or by funding
unprovements lo the subsistence system. For the latter,
this may mean the construction ol an irrigalion syslem or
the building of agricultural terraces.  This new
infrastructure may substantially increase the level ol
production and improve the overall amount of food
available to a household, thereby, supporting elite requests
for added production. Tf successful, this process can result

FDiveesar af the Obsidian Thedveation Tabaratory, drilasalogioal
Services Consultants Group ™. Coliembis, Ohio, U854
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in a “staple finance™ (Earle 1989) economy thut supparts
the chielly class.

Secondly, a series of strategies are also required in kin-
based socictics o continually reinforce the idcological
foundation of the elite segment (Anderson 1994, Larle
1997). These strategies may include reinforcing the
existing tenets of the religion through elaboration of
costume, insignia or architecture. In many cascs, new
symbals or “gsoleric knowledge” (Helms 1979) connected
with an external and complementary ideology from outside
the home territory may be used o further distinguish the
elite from the commoner pupulation. Chiefs may also
claim a right to speeilic resources wilhin the chiefdom
territory and use that as leverage to impose debland boost
production. Such resources might include a variety of
lithic or clay sources uscful in tool manufacture.
Alternately, internal surplus may be used to purchase
exotic wealth ilems acquired from long distance localities.
Thesc precious items also become symbols of high status
and privilege and an additional marker of legitimacy [rom
outside sources. The goal of the elite segment will be 10
choose a set of strategies that will secure their position of
control with respect to the larger population. [lowever, a
full arruy of potential strategies will usually not be
available and will depend upon the environmental and
social context of the region.

The Easter Tsland Chiefdom

I the discussion below, we comment on the island sctting
inhabited by the Rapa Nui population. We describe the
island environment, the means of production and the
difficultics that may have been encountered in the initial
part of Rapanui prehistory. We Lhen use the archacological
data to build a model of whal we belicve were o series of
strategies used by the elite population to establish and
reinforee their privileged position in society. Lastly, we
examine the model and ask what were the potential
weaknesses which could have caused one or more of the
stralegies to fail and thus lead to a new “negotiated”
political order.

Comtextunl Conditions

The process ol exploration and colonization (Irwin 1992)
led the founding population of Easter Island from the
Mangareva, Pitcairn, Henderson region (Green 1999) (o
a highly circumscribed physical environment. The island
was small (64 square miles) and located more Lhan 1600 lem
from another landmass (Figure 1), The degree of social
circumseriplion or isolation expericnced by the settlers is
however, open ta debate. In other parts of East Polyncsia,
interaction spheres were active until the 14% to 16" centuries
{(Green 1999) and multiple contacts oceurred with the
Hawaiian Islands (Green 19935) and possibly New Zealand
(Green 1994, Sutlon 1994). Significant inter-island
interaction has been documented between some ol the
more spatiully separated islands in the South Pacific Ocean
such as Mungureva, Henderson and Pitcairn (Weisler 1996).
However, Lo date researchers huve not been able (o muster
a large body of evidence that demaonstrates repetitive and
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continuous contact between Rupa Nui and locations to
the west, Postsettlement contact is argued [or by reference
to the oral history, linguistic evidence and the proposed
late arrival of the sweet potato (circa AD 1100-1200) afler
its introduction to the Marquesas/Socicty Islands/Cook
Islunds vore area around AD 1000 (Green 1999). Until
physical evidence emerges lor a higher frequency of inter-
island interaction, the degree of physical and social
circumscription for Rapa Nui is considered (o be high. The
other influcntial variables such as proximity to routes of
lrade and external communication are therefore not relevant
considerations.

The resource base of wild foods at the time of scttlement
was varied, in comparison to its composition at Furopean
contact, yet very limited in comparison to islands al higher
latitudes. Forly-ninc species ol plants are belicved to have
been native 1o Rapa Nui yet most of these consisted of
urasses, sedges, reeds and ferns (Flenley 1993) and were
of little to no tood value. Only two trees were endemic to
Rapa Nui and consisted of the palm (Juhaea) und a scrubby
plant known as Sophora toromire. The palm nut was
only a few centimeters in diameier and contained little
edible material. Seed bearing planis which were cultivated
and consumed in other parts of the world included
Poivgonium acuminafum and Chenopodium ambiguum
but there is no evidence lor their consumption on Rapa
Nui.

The avian fauna was much more varied than present day
and consisted of approximately 23 bird species, only one
ol which still nests on Rapa Nui today {Steadman ct al.
1994). A land rail (Porzana sp.) has also been documented
but is now cxtincl. Significanl deposits of larger marine
fauna such as dolphinporpoise {Delphinidae) and a few
seal have been retricved from early deposits (AD 980-
1420y at the coastal ceremonial center of Ahu Nau Nau
(ibid.) and ut Puapau Cave (Smith 1961) but are lacking
in the [uunal assemblages at habitation sites located
inland. Land mammals are absent from the indigenous
fauna but fish specics were numerous. Over a 160 species
are known for Taster Island but only a fewer number of












































































































