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Overview     In North America, post-Classical civilizations built vast earth works, mounds, and platforms 
for ceremonial as well as governmental or administrative purposes. They practiced horticulture, and their 
crops centered around corn, beans, squash, and in some cases, peppers. They established vast trade 
networks, and their cities were built in a well-organized geometrical patterns. And yet, for all their 
accomplishments, by the time the Europeans arrived, they were already in decline. We are just now 
uncovering the puzzle pieces to the mystery of how they lived, what they believed, and why they began to 
decline.  

POLITICAL HISTORY 

GOVERNMENT 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The governance was structured around a religious elite, who governed in 
conjunction with chiefs and chiefdoms. The highest rank was that of the “Paramount Chief,” who was able to 
demand tribute from the people. The lower-ranking elites were often related by blood to the Paramount 
Chief. Because the chiefdoms relied on authoritarian rule, they tended to dissolve or fragment when there 
were any threats to the Paramount Chief.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
The early societies in North America flourished when they had responsive systems of organization that 
allowed them to be flexible. For example, the clans and tribal groups in the northeast were able to establish 
confederacies that allowed them to trade with each other and also provide defense against common 
enemies. Discuss how and why having religions leaders made sense in their agriculturally-based 
economies.    
 
Readings 
 
Bastiat, Frederic. (2013) The Law. Creative Commons.  
 
Fineman, Howard. (2009) The Thirteen American Arguments: Enduring Debates that Define and Inspire 
Our Country. New York: Random House.  
 
Friedman, Milton. (2002) Capitalism and Freedom. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
 
MILITARY 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The Mississippian culture was very sophisticated, and had mastered the 
construction of extremely complex engineered earthworks, pyramids, drainage systems, and waterworks. 
Their economy was reliant upon trade, and both the trade routes and the territories were coveted, not just 
for access to supply of goods, but also as markets. So, there were warriors and a standing military that 
functioned to protect the trade routes. Similar activities occurred in contemporaneous cultures such as the 
Toltecs and Maya, to the south. The Mississippian Period people produced artifacts that demonstrate their 
involvement in warfare with other groups or clans. They manufactured objects of stone, shell, and copper.  
In Tennessee, the Dover chert was used for creating knives, swords, and discs that could have been used 
in both war and in rituals. Their mortuary behavior suggests that warriors were respected, since that is 
where representations of weapons, war costumes, and falcons can be found.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
The first need for military forces had to do with protection. The protection had to do with communities, but 
also with the lifelines, which is to say trade routes. Describe how the early North American civilizations 
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protected their communities and their trade routes. 
 
Readings 
 
National Interest. (2017) The Five Biggest Disasters in American Military History. 
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/the-five-biggest-disasters-american-military-history-11536  
 
National Archives (2017)  American Military History 
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/military/american-military-history.html  
 
Office of the Historian.  U.S. Diplomacy and Yellow Journalism, 1895 – 1898. 
http://www.historycentral.com/CivilWar/AMERICA/Economics.html  
 
Schulman, Marc. (2015)  Economics and the American Civil War. History Central. 
http://www.historycentral.com/CivilWar/AMERICA/Economics.html  
 
U.S. Army. (1989) Center of Military History. American Military History.  
https://history.army.mil/books/AMH/amh-toc.htm  
 
SOCIAL HISTORY 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD):    
In many ways, the Mississippi Culture was similar to that of the Maya and the Aztec. There were kings, 
princes, and princesses who were part of a royal family. They participated in religious rites and had 
important roles. However, the role of High Priest was an important one, and it was independent of the royal 
family. The priests were a very high ranking. In addition, there were individual citizens, warriors, and 
craftsmen.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
Religious leaders were an important part of North American civilizations, and they often occupied the top 
rungs of society. The Mississippian mound builders constructed elaborate cities with massive platforms and 
centers reserved for ceremonies and public spectacles. Discuss how the mounds and the urban layouts 
reinforced the power and prestige of a religious elite. 
 
Readings 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1984, Harvard University Press) 
 
Bowles, Samuel, et al (Editors). Unequal Chances: Family Background and Economic Success (2005, 
Princeton University Press) 
 
Frank, Robert; Cook, Phillip J. The Winner-Take-All Society: Why the Few at the Top Get So Much More 
Than the Rest of Us (1996, Penguin) 
 
Fussell, Paul. Class: A Guide Through the American Status System (1983, Touchstone Books) 
 
Kingston, Paul W. The Classless Society (2000, Stanford University Press) 
 
Lareau, Annette Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (2003, University of California Press) 
 
Neckerman, Kathryn M. (Editor) Social Inequality (2004, Russell Sage Foundation)   
 
Shipler, David K. The Working Poor: Invisible in America. (2004, Knopf).  

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/the-five-biggest-disasters-american-military-history-11536
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/military/american-military-history.html
http://www.historycentral.com/CivilWar/AMERICA/Economics.html
http://www.historycentral.com/CivilWar/AMERICA/Economics.html
https://history.army.mil/books/AMH/amh-toc.htm
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Walls, Jeannette. The Glass Castle. (New York: Virago, 2005). 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/apr/03/biography.features 
 
GENDER 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD):    
We know that gender roles existed for men, as they assumed roles of warriors and also of spiritual guides. 
The artifacts encountered in the mounds, such as ceramics, demonstrate an interest in fertility, and clearly 
the role of the woman was that of a mother.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
In early traditions, women and men were assigned gender based on their ability to give birth. Lineage and 
family relations were considered to be most logically traced to the mother, since paternity could always be 
called into question. One would think that tracing family lineage through the mother would necessitate 
parallel power structures, but that was not necessarily the case. Discuss the role of gender and cultural 
power in early societies. 
 
Readings 
 
Adams, Carol J. The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory, 20th Anniversary 
Edition. New York and London: Continuum, 2010. 
 
Agrawal, Arun and Clark C. Gibson, eds.  Communities and the Environment: Ethnicity, Gender, and the 
State in Community-Based Conservation.  Rutgers University Press, 2001. 
 
Alaimo, Stacy. Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 2010. 
 
Bridenthal, Renate, Claudia Koonz, Susan Stuard, eds. Becoming Visible: Women in European History. 
2nd ed. Boston: Houghton Miffon, 1987.  
 
Connecting Spheres: Women in the Western World 1500 to the Present. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1987).  
 
Dubois, Ellen Carol, and Vicki Ruiz, eds., Unequal Sisters: A Multi-Cultural Reader in U.S. Women's 
History. Routledge, 1990.   
 
Fraser, Nancy, Unruly Practices. 1989.  
 
Grosz, Elizabeth, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1994.  
 
Hewitt, Nancy. "Beyond the Search for Sisterhood: American Women's History in the 1980's," Social 
History 10 (Oct 1985): 299-322.  
 
Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks. "African-American Women's History and the Metalanguage of Race," Signs 
(Winter, 1992): 251-74    
 
Hirsch, Marianne and Evelyn Fox Keller, ed Conflicts in Feminism. (1990).  
 
Hooks, Bell. Feminist Theory from Margin to Center. (1984) or selections from Cherrie Moraga, This Bridge 
Come Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. (1981)  
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Nicholson, Linda. Feminism / Postmodernism. New York: Routledge, 1990. (Especially the introduction by 
Nicholson.)   
 
Smith-Rosenberg, Carroll. Disorderly Conduct. New York: A.A. Knopf, 1985. 
 
ECONOMIC HISTORY 

INNOVATION 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The Mississippian peoples whose largest settlement was in Cahokia 
(modern-day Saint Louis area), lived along the Mississippi River and its tributaries. Its governmental center 
was in Spiro, Oklahoma, where there were complexes of large “mounds” (complexly engineered earthen 
pyramids), along with a water system. Their civil engineering innovations were impressive, with pyramids, 
large earthworks, drainage systems, irrigation, and retaining walls. They also developed boats capable of 
transporting cargo in extensive trade voyages along rivers.    
  
Discussion/Questions 
 
When Columbus and the other Europeans arrived in the Americas, they did not find a barren wasteland 
devoid of organization or civilization, although at times it was convenient to depict American indigenous 
peoples in a negative light. Instead, they found elaborate cities with complex engineering, and systems of 
agriculture that allowed stable communities to emerge. Describe some of the agricultural and engineering 
innovations of the peoples in America before the Europeans.      
 
Readings 
 
Bey, Lee. (2016). Lost cities #8: mystery of Cahokia – why did North America’s largest city vanish?  The 
Guardian. August 17, 2016. 
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/aug/17/lost-cities-8-mystery-ahokia-illinois-mississippians-native
-americans-vanish  
 
Hughes, Thomas P. (2004) American Genesis: A Century of Invention and Technoloigcal Enthusiams, 
1870 – 1970. 2nd Ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
 
Pacey, Arnold.  (1991) Technology in World Civilization: A Thousand-Year History. Boston: MIT Press.  
 
Seppa, Nathan. (1997).  “Metropolitan Life on the Mississippi” Anciant Cahokia. The Washington Post. 
March 12, 1997. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/daily/march/12/cahokia.htm  
 
Stearns, Peter. (2012)  The Industrial Revolution in World History. 4th ed. London: Taylor & Francis.  
 
Taylor, Mitch. (2011) Ford Model T – How to Start & How to Drive: https://youtu.be/QxfHMtgg2d8  
 
Wisconsin Historical Society.  Mississippian Culture and Azatlan. 
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/tp-003/ Great site with original documents and primary 
sources.  
 
TRADE 

Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): As the arquitects of large population centers and earthworks (mounds / 
pyramids) all along the Mississippi River and its tributaries, the Mississippian established complex and 
far-reaching trade networks. At mounds in Cahokia (East St. Louis, IL), Spiro (Oklahoma), and Moundville 
(Tuscaloosa, AL), artifacts using raw material from far away have been found, including copper from the 
Great Lakes, quartz from Hot Springs, Arkansas, and shells from the Gulf of Mexico.  
 
Discussion/Questions 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/aug/17/lost-cities-8-mystery-ahokia-illinois-mississippians-native-americans-vanish
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/aug/17/lost-cities-8-mystery-ahokia-illinois-mississippians-native-americans-vanish
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/daily/march/12/cahokia.htm
https://youtu.be/QxfHMtgg2d8
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/tp-003/
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There were four different pulses in the Mound Builders’ historical development, and is believed that the 
Mississippian, with its communities positioned along the Mississippi River and its tributaries was the most 
extensive and dependent on trade. Describe the different artifacts that contained materials obtained from 
many miles away, and explain why they might have been useful to the Mississippian mound building 
communities of Cohokia, Spiro, and Tuscaloosa. 
Readings 
 
Dolin, Eric Jay. (2011)  Fur, Fortune, and Empire: The Epic History of the Fur Trade in America. NY: W. W. 
Norton.  
 
Lind, Michael (2013) Land of Promise: An Economic History of the United States. New York: Harper.  
 
San Jose State University Department of Economics. (ND) The Economic History of the United States. 
http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/econhist.htm  
 
CULTURAL HISTORY 
 
SCIENCE 
 
Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The great Mound Builders of the Mississippi Valley of North America were 
masters of construction science as they build ceremonial platforms, irrigation ditches, and also earthworks 
in the shape of sine waves (the famous “Serpent Mounds.” In addition, they were students of astronomy and 
had rituals the coincided with positions of the sun, moon, and stars. They also needed to understand 
geology and civil engineering to be able to construct ceremonial mounds.  
 
Question 
 
Early cultures used science and technology in conjunction with their social, religious, and commercial lives. 
Describe how astronomy figured into the religious lives of early civilizations in North America. Then, explain 
how a knowledge of geology and construction science were necessary in the construction of cliff dwellings, 
ceremonial mounds, and more. 
 
Readings 

Clarke, Adele E. 1998 Disciplining Reproduction: Modernity, American Life Sciences, and the Problems of 
Sex. U Cal Press. 

Forman, Paul. "Beyond Quantum Electronics." Historical Studies in the Physical Sciences 1987 18: 
149-229. 

Galison, Peter. Image and Logic. Harvard University Press. Introduction and ch. on physics and the war. 

Gilbert, Scott. Cellular Politics: Goldschmidt, Just, and the Attempt to Reconcile Embryology and Genetics. 
The American Development of Biology. Ed. By K. Benson, J. Maeinschein, and R. Rainger. New Brunswick: 
Rutgers U. Press. 

Heims, Steve. 1991 Constructing a Social Science for Post-War America. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

Kevles, Daniel. 1997. The Physicists. Cambridge: Harvard. 

Kevles, Daniel. The Code of Codes. 

http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/econhist.htm
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Larson, Edward J. Sex, Race, and Science: Eugenics in the Deep South. Baltimore, MD. Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 1995. 

Leslie, Stuart. The Cold War and American Science. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Manning, Kenneth R. 1985. Black Apollo of science: The life of Ernest Everett Just. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Merchant, Carolyn. Ecological Revolutions: Nature, Gender, and Science in New England. Chapel Hill: 
UNC Press, 1989. 

Noble, David. America by Design. New York: Oxford, 1977. 

Reingold, Nathan. Science American Style. New Brunswick: Rutgers, 1991. 

Rosenberg, Charles. No Other Gods. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1997. Ch. 14. 

Spanier, Bonnie. Impartial Science. Bloomington, IN: Indiana U Press, 1995. 

Starr, Paul. 1984 The Social Transformation of American Medicine. Basic. 

Terry, Jennifer. An American Obsession: Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality in Modern Society. 
Chicago: U Chicago Press. 1999. 

RELIGION 
 
Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): Throughout the Mississippi River embayment and Mississippi, Ohio 
River, Red River, and Arkansas River watersheds, there are ruins referred to for years as “mounds.” They 
are the ruins of temples / ceremonial courts / ball courts. There were clear connections between the spiritual 
beliefs of the trading partners, with shared knowledge of the stars, moon, sun and calendars.  There was 
potential sacrifice of human beings, but it does not seem to have been as widespread as to the south. 
 
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
The little we know about the religious beliefs of the early Clovis-era culture often has to do with the 
petroglyphs found in caves. Consider the types of petroglyphs and carvings that have been found. What are 
some of the possible religious beliefs represented by hunting scenes and diagrams of constellations, the 
sun, moon, and geometrical shapes? 
 
Readings 
 
Ahlstrom, Sydney E. A Religious History of the American People. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972. 

Curtis, Finbarr. The Production of American Religious Freedom. New York: New York University Press, 
2016. 

Jenkins, Philip. Mystics and Messiahs: Cults and New Religions in American History. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000. 

Lacome, Denis. (2014).  Religion in America: A Political History. New York: Columbia UP.  

Muravchik, Stephanie. American Protestantism in the Age of Psychology. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011. 
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Miller, Steven P. The Age of Evangelicalism: America's Born-Again Years. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014. 

Porterfield, Amanda, and John Corrigan, eds. Religion in American History. Malden, Mass.: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010. 

Rohrer, S. Scott. Wandering Souls: Protestant Migrations in America, 1630-1865. Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2010. 

Waldman, Steven. Founding Faith: Providence, Politics, and the Birth of Religious Freedom in America. 
New York: Random House, 2008. 

PHILOSOPHY 
 
Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The Mississippian cultures possessed ideas about reality that were very 
similar to those in the MesoAmerican cultures of the Maya and the Olmec. For example, they believed in an 
animistic dimension of power and origins life, resulting in a belief that woodpeckers, rattlesnakes, spiders, 
and other animals possessed supernatural powers.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
The philosophical beliefs of the people in the Americas before the arrival of the Europeans were closely 
aligned with their religious and social beliefs. For example, ideas about reality and the relationship between 
humans and Nature were often reflected by the overall cosmology that explained the origin of humans, 
animals, and the earth vis a vis the gods or the Great Spirit.  What are some of the main ideas of the 
Southwest Pueblo Indians and those of the Eastern Woodland Indians? How do they reflect a relationship 
between human beings and the world at large? 
 
Readings 
 
Blau, Joseph L. Men and Movements in American Philosophy. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1952. 

Borradori, Giovanna. The American Philosopher. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

Cohen, Morris. American Thought. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, 1954. 

Fisch, Max H. (ed.). Classic American Philosophers. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1951. 

Stuhr, John J. (ed.). Pragmatism and Classical American Philosophy, second edition. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000. 

Waters, Anne S. American Indian Thought. Oxford: Blackwell, 2003. 

West, Cornell. The American Evasion of Philosophy. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989. 

White, Morton (ed.). Documents in the History of American Philosophy. New York: Oxford University Press, 
1972. 

ART 
 
Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): The Mound dwellers of the Mississippian painted the inner rooms of their 
dwellings, and also the walls of caves. Very little is known about these architects of the Mississippi River 
Valley because by the time that the Europeans visited their lands, there was little left except their 
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abandoned structures. Their pottery was painted, generally with geometric shapes, but also in the shape of 
animals.  
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
The people of the Mississippian cultures were expressive and artistic. They created highly decorated 
implements such as ceramic vessels and figurines, as well as stones carved into the shape of insects.  
When we consider that their religion was shamanistic, and it often involved assuming the attributes of an 
animal. Given the convergence of art and religious beliefs, what are some of the possible ways that art was 
used in the early civilizations before the arrival of the Spaniards, English, Dutch, and French? 
 
Readings 
 
Berlo, Janet Catherine. (2014) Native North American Art. 2nd edition. Oxford: Oxford UP.  
 
Craven, Wayne. (2002) American Art: History and Culture.  Saddle River, NJ: McGraw-Hill.  
 
Doss, Erika. (2002) Twentieth-Century American Art. Oxford: Oxford UP.  
 
Groseclose, Barbara. (2000) Nineteenth-Century American Art. Oxford: Oxford UP.  
 
Hughes, Robert. (1991) The Shock of the New: The Hundred-Year History of Modern Art – Its Rise, Its 
Dazzling Achievement, Its Fall.  New York: Knopf.  
 
Wright, Tricia. (2007) Smithsonian Q&A: American Art and Artists: The Ultimate Question and Answer 
Book.  New York: Harper.  
 
LITERATURE 
 
Mississippian (800 – 1500 AD): Throughout the Mississippi River embayment and Mississippi, Ohio 
River, Red River, and Arkansas River watersheds, there are ruins referred to for years as “mounds.” They 
are the ruins of temples / ceremonial courts / ball courts. There were clear connections between the spiritual 
beliefs of the trading partners, with shared knowledge of the stars, moon, sun and calendars.  There was 
potential sacrifice of human beings, but it does not seem to have been as widespread as to the south. 
 
Discussion/Questions 
 
The Mississippian cultures did not have a written language, but they did leave behind their stories in the 
form of glyphs, shapes, petroglyphs, and earthworks.  For example, the long, undulating mound in the 
shape of a sine wave (which has been considered a serpent), clearly ties to beliefs and stories about 
supernatural powers and also ideas about the constellations. Describe how you might go about finding the 
“literature” of the Mississippian cultures. 
 
Readings 
 
Blaisdell, Bob. (2014).  The Dover Anthology of American Literature. NY: Dover.  
 
Bloom, Harold (1994).  The Western Canon.  
 
Drolet, Michael, ed. The Postmodernism Reader: Foundational Texts. New York, NY and London, UK: 
Routledge, 2003. 
 
Foster, Hal. The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. New York: New Press, 2002. 
 
Foster, Hal, Rosalind Krauss, Yves-Alain Bois, and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh. Art Since 1900: Modernism, 
Antimodernism, Postmodernism. New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004. 
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Franklin, Wayne, and Philip F. Gura, Jerome Klinkowitz, Arnold Krupat, Mary Loeffelholz. (2011) Norton 
Anthology of American Literature, 8th edition. NY: Norton.  
 
 
Lentricchia, Frank (1994) The Edge of Night. NY: Random House.  
 
Nelson, Dana D., Joseph Csicsila, Shelley Fisher Fishkin, James S. Leonard, David Bradley, George 
McMichael (2010). Anthology of American Literature. Longman Publishers 
 
Rorty, Richard (1999) Philosophy and Social Hope. London: Penguin.  
 
Fiedler, Leslie. (1960) Love and Death in the American Novel.  
 
Gates Jr., Henry Louis. (1987) The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African American Literary Criticism.  
Oxford: Oxford UP.  
 
Trilling, Lionel (1950) The Liberal Imagination. London: Secker and Warburg.  
 
 
 


