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A B S T R A C T

Our work at Mound Key, the Capital of the Calusa Kingdom, identifies a large structure on top of Mound 1 that
likely was associated with a powerful long-lived lineage. The rise to power for this group coincided with a
significant amelioration of the shallow-water estuarine environment of Estero Bay during the Warm Medieval
Period. We interpret this commitment to place as a way for successive members of this lineage to transmit
political and social capital. We propose that prior to the sixteenth century the Calusa, and the broader landscape
these groups inhabited, were organized much like the great houses were at the community level. A series of small
polities participated in a fluctuating heterarchical system, that were likely the result of political jockeying of high
ranking houses at larger settlements. We argue that long-lived houses with their accrued political and social
capital were in the best position to take advantage of events that afforded the differential exercise of agency
among their peers, allowing for new, novel, and seemingly more complex engagements. We use this case study to
examine the role of collective action for the development of the Calusa Kingdom observed by the Spanish
explorers during the sixteenth century, and its broader comparative lessons for state building among similarly
organized societies.

1. Introduction

The study of large-scale architecture (e.g., palaces, pyramids,
plazas, tombs) and its role in structuring power relations, particularly
when they are linked to a royal lineage or elite segment of the society,
has been a fundamental dimension of the study of political relationships
by archaeologists (e.g., Inomata, 2006; Moore, 1996; Pauketat, 2000;
Peebles and Kus, 1977; Trigger, 1990). Indeed, the emergence of such
architecture at political centers was often intertwined with the rise of
institutions associated with complex polities (Clark and Reepmeyer,
2014; Flannery and Marcus, 2012). There are numerous examples from
archaeological and documentary sources of large labor-intensive
structures that serve as a leader’s house, but also as the location of
political debate, action, and economic activities (Drennan and Peterson,
2006; Marcus, 2008). Such structures can legitimately be thought of as
the embodiment of power (Sykes, 1989). Indeed, even the construction
of such houses itself is a statement of power and inequality. As Sykes
(1989:491) notes in her summary of the documentary evidence

pertaining to the construction of the native lord’s house in Peru, the
people who participated in the building of such structures were in es-
sence sanctioning “the relations of domination the house symbolized,
although perhaps grudgingly.” The ability of certain individuals to
mobilize labor to construct such structures is certainly a testament to
their power and authority, and thus has implications for understanding
the nature of social hierarchies.

As Steadman (2015:236) notes, not all such architecture was meant
to control people or to influence behavior. Indeed, such architecture
sometimes emerged among minimally hierarchical societies, where
such constructions seem more broadly cooperative in nature or at the
very least emphasizing more situated power or heterarchical structure
(see chapters in Burger and Rosenswig, 2012; Henry and Barrier, 2016;
Hirth and Pillsbury, 2013). Thus, as Steadman (2015:236) points out,
archaeologists who wish to understand whether a given architectural
form was meant to exert control need to consider some of the funda-
mentals posed by Moore (1996) about where the structure is located,
how many people fit inside, whether access was restricted, and the like.
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We would add that researchers should consider the long-term histories
of such structures and how they fit into larger socio-political histories in
terms of kinship and political organization (e.g., de Souza et al., 2016;
Iriarte et al., 2017).

In this paper we consider the archaeological evidence for the king’s
house at Mound Key, the capital of the Calusa during the sixteenth
century (Fig. 1). Our purpose is to investigate the chronology and social
history of this structure and how it relates to political power among the
Calusa. Following our presentation of the archaeological evidence, we
consider the history of this structure in terms of complex polity de-
velopment via collective action theory. Our purpose here is to examine
the process of state formation for the Calusa. Throughout this paper, we
use the word kingdom and state interchangeably to refer to a weak-
tributary hierarchically organized complex polity that, in part, devel-
oped because of external interactions, similar to others found
throughout the Old and New Worlds (see Marcus, 2008). We use our
work at Mound Key and the king’s house as an empirical fulcrum to
examine the nature of state formation processes and how they relate to
predictions derived from cross-cultural comparisons in collective action
theory. Thus, we view this paper as two interrelated parts.

The first part is an empirical study of the evidence for and chron-
ology of the king’s house. We first present the ethnohistoric descriptions
of this structure and contextualize them with what we know about
Calusa kinship, socio-political complexity, house society development,
and climate dynamics in the region. Based on stratigraphic profiles and
excavations, radiocarbon dating, and archaeobotany, we suggest that a
series of labor-intensive large structures were built on the summit of
Mound 1 at Mound Key, the last of which represents the building in
which the King of the Calusa, Caalus (also referred to as Carlos in the
ethnohistoric records), received Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, the
Adelantado of La Florida, in February 1566. We argue that the king’s
house and its previous versions represent a long-lived corporate group
that occupied Mound 1 and wielded social and political power for an
extended period of time.

The second part considers the evidence for the long-lived corporate
group on Mound 1 within the larger social, economic, and political

histories of the Calusa. We examine these trends through ideas rooted in
collective action theory. Collective action research contains within it a
host of theoretical postulates and predictions, particularly related to the
functioning of complex polities (Blanton and Fargher, 2008; Carballo
et al., 2014; Fargher and Heredia Espinoza, 2016; Stanish, 2017). In-
deed, archaeological research on cooperation, in general, seems to be a
burgeoning topic of research (e.g., see papers in Carballo, 2012;
DeMarrais and Earle, 2017). Many of these studies draw on earlier
concepts such as heterarchy (Crumley, 1995; Crumley and Marquardt,
1987) and corporate/network (Blanton et al., 1996) schemas in ways
that consider these concepts nested in larger social realms of action.

In our research we start with questions rooted in what Blanton and
Fargher (2016) point to as the ultimate underlying departure points for
collective action work. That is, in what ways, to what extent, and for
how long did the Calusa “act socially in a manner that is instrumental,
ends-oriented, and problem solving” (Blanton and Fargher, 2016:32),
and how did they solve some of the problems inherent in acting in this
way (e.g., free riding, monitoring, sustained collective buy-in)?

Our examination of the Calusa considers how they self-organized
and solved the specific problems of collective action at multiple scales
(i.e., household, community, and region). We suggest that large co-
operate households emerged early on as a solution to dwindling en-
vironmental resources in productive but shallow estuaries. Following
this, climatic shifts to a more productive environment facilitated the
reallocation of surplus labor, which was diverted, in part, to surplus
production and large-scale integrative public works (i.e., canal sys-
tems). These patterns emerged after AD 800 and continued to just be-
fore contact, resulting in a landscape of heterarchical and hierarchical
houses and communities that were linked through observable public
projects that benefited different subsections of the Calusa. In addition,
more complex hierarchical systems emerged post AD 1000 due to
competition with neighboring communities (Marquardt, 2014). We
suggest that the hypercomplexity observed in the sixteenth century was
an event-based process where the long-lived powerful houses, such as
the one at Mound Key, were able to take advantage of a long-estab-
lished latticework of community connections and collective action. We

Fig. 1. LiDAR Map of the Mound Key Site, with inset showing its location in southwestern Florida.
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