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The collection of papers presented in this special issue of the African Archaeological
Review emerged out of a session entitled “Making Meals, Producing Pots: Comparing
Craft and Culinary Practice in Africa” held at the 2012 Society for Africanist
Archaeology (SAfA) biennial meetings in Toronto. While archaeologists work-
ing in Africa and elsewhere have often focused on either crafts or foodways,
participants in the session sought to explore vital points of intersection between
these strongly material and deeply embodied technologies of daily life. Building
upon several excellent case studies (e.g., Ashley 2010; Gosselain 2010; Haaland
2007, 2012; Lyons and D’Andrea 2003; Maclean and Insoll 1999, 2003), we
considered the ways in which craft and culinary practices together entail
cultural knowledge, skills, and techniques for transforming raw materials into
food, drink, pots, metals, cloth, and other sundries consumed and displayed on
a day-to-day basis. We also explored the nuanced ways in which foods and
crafts shape diverse subjectivities and materialize social distinctions between
women and men, chiefs and commoners, and foreigners and locals, even as
shared practices and tastes act as the glue that binds disparate groups together.
The contributions to this issue further highlight how knowledge of crafting and
farming practices, as well as their products, are enrolled in the exercise of
political power. We take the opportunity in this editorial introduction to expand
briefly on these and related themes that weave through the following
ethnoarchaeological and archaeological case studies comparing craft and culinary
practices in Africa.
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From the “Big Sequence” to Operational Sequences: Situating Crafts
and Foodways in Africa

Craft and subsistence practices have long been vital to the archaeological study of
social processes, actions, and experiences. For archaeologists working in the early to
mid-twentieth century, the tools and food remains discarded by past people allowed for
basic interpretations of craft technologies and subsistence economies, which in turn
formed the first rungs on a “ladder of inference” toward the study of ancient political
formations and ideologies (e.g., Childe 1951; Hawkes 1954). Processual archaeologists
subsequently challenged this interpretive hierarchy of economy, politics, and ideology
(Binford 1962), although many continued to view foods and crafts as two separate, and
fundamentally economic, domains within complex cultural systems (e.g., Clarke 1978;
Flannery 1972). Recognizing the limits of earlier economic perspectives, over the past
few decades, archaeologists have increasingly deployed craft and culinary remains in
the study of identity and status (Costin and Wright 1998; Gumerman 1997; Smith
2006; Stark 1998; Twiss 2007), cultural memory and tradition (Mills and Walker 2008;
Pauketat 2001a), and diverse forms of cultural interaction and entanglement (Gosden
2004; Knappett 2011; Lightfoot et al. 1998; Silliman 2001; Stahl 2002). Importantly,
many archaeologists today share a poststructural view of material practice that empha-
sizes embodied habitus and subjective agencies in the dialectical production, and
potential transformation, of social structures (Dobres and Robb 2000; Hegmon 2003;
Pauketat 2001b). This view challenges us to overcome analytical and interpretive
divisions of labor and consider craft and culinary practices as inseparable fields of
social action.

African archaeology is well-positioned to contribute to and benefit from a more
holistic approach to craft and cuisine for at least two reasons. First, a legacy of
scholarship shaped by the so-called Big Sequence has put subsistence and craft
production at the center of several long-standing debates surrounding the chronology
and causes of major biological, technological, and social transformations over the past
two and a half million years (Stahl 1999a). For example, research on bio-cognitive
evolution during the Early to Middle Stone Ages has focused heavily upon the
complexity and dynamism of human foraging strategies, documented by faunal assem-
blages, and associated (craft) technologies of food procurement, particularly chipped
stone and bone tools (e.g., Barham and Mitchell 2008; Clark 2011; Dominguez-
Rodrigo 2002; McBrearty and Brooks 2000; McCall and Thomas 2012). Similarly,
research on the gradual emergence of herding and farming subsistence regimes during
the Late Stone Age has focused on identifying early domesticates and associated
technologies of food production and preparation, namely ground stone tools and
pottery (e.g., Breunig and Neumann 2002; Casey 2005; Clark and Brandt 1984; Jousse
2006; Neumann 2003). While the archaeology of the Iron Age has attended to the
origins, causes, and consequences of metallurgical technologies in Africa up to the mid-
second millennium AD (Killick 2004; Schmidt 1996; Vogel 2000), research on this and
subsequent periods has also looked at important intersections among interregional
exchange, urbanism, and increasingly complex subsistence and craft economies (see
DeCorse 2001; Kusimba and Kusimba 2003; LaViolette and Fleisher 2005;
MacEachern 2005; McIntosh and McIntosh 1988; Monroe 2013; Stahl 2004). Along-
side the archaeology of “foods, metals, and towns” (Shaw et al. 1993), a comparative
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study of crafts and foodways therefore stands to illuminate the ways in which everyday
experiences and practices underwrote change and continuity in household and political
economies, social identities, religious rituals and ideologies, and processes of global
entanglement across Africa.

Second, ethnoarchaeological research in Africa has long offered a means to discover
the material dimensions of human behaviors and beliefs in the present with implications
for inferences about the past, albeit one modeled on the Big Sequence (see summaries
in Atherton 1983; MacEachern 1996). Research on “Iron Age” crafts such
as pottery and metallurgy, for example, has focused mainly on the ways in which these
intersect with local and regional economies (e.g., David and Hennig 1972; LaViolette
2000), social boundaries (e.g., Dietler and Herbich 1998; Larick 1991), cultural
traditions (e.g., Gallay and Huysecom 1989; Gosselain 2000; Mayor 2010; Sall
2005), and symbolic systems (e.g., Childs 1991; David et al. 1988; Haaland 2007;
Rowlands and Warnier 1996). Meanwhile, ethnoarchaeological research on foodways
has looked mainly at the “Stone Age” subsistence strategies of historic foragers (e.g.,
Kusimba 2003; O’Connell et al. 1988; Wiessner 1982), including pathways to domes-
tication (e.g., D’Andrea and Wadge 2011; Hildebrand 2003; Lyons and D’Andrea
2003). As ethnoarchaeology has come of age alongside other “contemporary” archae-
ologies over the past decade, scholars have become less concerned with addressing
archaeological problems and more interested in exploring recent social institutions and
subjectivities through the lens of material culture (e.g., González-Ruibal 2006; Lyons
2007; Richard 2011). Regardless of theoretical or methodological orientation, several
ethnoarchaeological studies across Africa have underlined the profound connection
between crafts and foodways as people employ ceramic, metal, and lithic tools to
produce, store, prepare, and serve food (Arthur 2006; David 1998; Hamon and Le Gall
2013; Lyons 2007; Lyons and D’Andrea 2003) or deploy embodied culinary techniques
to make the aforementioned tools (Arthur 2010; Gosselain 2010). Yet such studies
remain in the minority, with most focusing on the evidence and interpretation of either
craft or culinary activities rather than critical comparisons between the two.

Taking our lead from past contributions and contemporary currents in the archaeology
and ethnoarchaeology of Africa, we argue that the methodological and theoretical
integration of craft and food studies provides one avenue for reframing unanswered
questions as well as engaging with new interpretive paradigms. In the remainder of this
introduction, we highlight four themes addressed through a more holistic approach to
craft and culinary practices by the contributors to this issue. First, we consider the
theoretical inseparability of craft and culinary practice in everyday life. Second, we
outline the methodological implications for a comparative study of craft and cuisine.
Third, we examine the ways in which craft and culinary practices intersect in the
negotiation of social identities and distinctions, particularly those associated with gender,
class, race, and ethnicity. Finally, we suggest that the comparative study of crafts and
cuisine can offer a more nuanced vision of local, regional, and global political economies.

Theme 1: Craft and Cuisine in Everyday Life

One theme to emerge from the concurrent study of craft and culinary practices is their
fundamental inseparability in everyday life—that fluid assemblage of material, social,
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and cultural elements experienced and enacted by people on a day-to-day basis (De
Certeau 1984). At a practical level, people invariably use craft goods to produce,
prepare, and consume food while simultaneously incorporating plant and animal
products into their crafts. In many rural African contexts, for example, people use iron
hoes both to cultivate fields and to dig clay for ceramic vessels. These latter, in turn,
find use for storing, cooking, and serving food, and they often incorporate the residues
of domesticated plants and animals as temper. In some cases, these functional relations
and residues allow archaeologists to directly infer or identify food production from
tools crafted in the past (e.g., Amblard and Pernès 1989; Manning et al. 2011). In other
cases, ethnoarchaeological (e.g., Henrickson and McDonald 1983) and archaeological
(Ashley 2010; Maclean and Insoll 1999; McIntosh 1995) studies make use of vessel
forms to deduce culinary functions and transformations, an approach which Cameron
Gokee (this issue) uses as a starting point to explore food preparation techniques in the
region of Upper Senegal.

Craft and culinary practices further overlap in the actual individuals and groups who
carry them out. Since many craftspeople in Africa are part-time specialists with
significant responsibilities as cooks and/or farmers, they may habitually transfer some
tools and techniques from one technological domain to the other (Gosselain 2010:197).
As Amanda Logan and Dores Cruz (this issue) discuss, women living in the Banda
region of west-central Ghana are responsible for both pottery-making and food prep-
aration, so it is not surprising that they employ similar tools and techniques in both sorts
of activities. Every day and across the seasons, part-time craft producers must further
juggle the conflicting opportunity costs of various food-related and craft-related activ-
ities to determine how best to spend their time. The resulting calculus is not wholly
economic; it lies firmly embedded within social relations of power and identity
extending from the household and community to regional polities and beyond—points
to which we return below.

Everyday life comprises not only the seemingly mundane acts of food preparation
and craft production but also the ideologies and values that these acts work to
reproduce. Several contributors to this issue draw upon ethnoarchaeological case
studies to explore the ideological dimensions of food and craft practices, including
production, use, and discard. John Arthur and Diane Lyons, for example, each discuss
the ways in which craft production incurs social stigma for specific groups of crafts-
people in Ethiopia. At the same time, craft specialists in Africa, particularly black-
smiths, often hold ritual and practical knowledge essential to the control of liminal
substances and transformative processes such as social and sexual reproduction (e.g.,
Childs and Killick 1993; Herbert 1993; McNaughton 1988; Schmidt 1996). This
symbolic power is not limited to craft specialists but can also be marked and made
by the consumption of certain food preparations, as Haaland (2007) describes for
porridge and beer. Moving beyond functionalist approaches to pottery use in this issue,
Katherine Grillo shows that certain kinds of vessels are tightly bound to religious
beliefs among pastoralists in Kenya, while Diane Gifford-Gonzalez argues that diver-
gent patterns of discard reveal variability in the perceptions of craft and food refuse
among pastoralists in Kenya and Tanzania, perceptions that further differ from Western
views of refuse as “unclean.”

In one way or another, all the papers in this issue illustrate the deep interconnec-
tions—some subtle, some less so—among crafts and foodways in the practices of

90 Afr Archaeol Rev (2014) 31:87–104



everyday life. This inseparability should challenge us both to consider material remains
as evidence of multilayered practices and to explore how such practices work to
perpetuate, transform, or resist broader social processes and cultural structures.

Theme 2: Comparative Methods

Ethnoarchaeologists may observe and discuss the intersections of craft and culinary
practice in people’s everyday lives, but archaeologists must infer the nature of these
intersections by comparing multiple kinds of textual and material evidence, including
ceramic, metallurgical, lithic, botanical, and faunal datasets. As many of the authors in
this special issue comment, these different datasets are usually analyzed independently
by specialists, all too often with little conversation among them. Two of our aims have
been therefore to encourage dialogue between experts, as in the case of the three co-
authored papers, and to cross-analyze different kinds of material remains within
specific contexts and sites. Here, we outline the units of comparison and theoretical
approaches that authors have found appropriate for a more holistic study of craft and
culinary practices.

Object-based approaches work from the object “out” (Appadurai 1986:5) to explore
how the production, use, and discard of specific tools (such as culinary equipment)
intersect with foods, and vice versa. Studies of craft technologies in Africa, particularly
pottery, routinely employ the methodological framework of chaîne opératoire to tease
out specific technical choices and their response to broader cultural institutions and
traditions (e.g., Dietler and Herbich 1998; Gosselain 2010). Insofar as they tend to
focus on single types of crafts, most of these studies focus minimal attention on the
possible significance of intersections with the tools and practical knowledge of other
technologies. The papers by Arthur and Grillo in this issue, however, illustrate the
potential for comparing across chaînes opératoires to consider how pottery and ground
stone technologies articulate both economically and culturally with subsistence
regimes, patterns of food storage, and cooking techniques. As we discuss further below,
these sorts of comparisons may yield valuable insight into past labor dynamics and
social boundaries.

Object biographies offer a complementary perspective on how tools and other crafts
accrue value and impinge upon social structures throughout the course of their “social
lives” (Appadurai 1986; Kopytoff 1986; Stahl 2010). In Africa, this object-based
approach has proven particularly useful for the study of exchange goods such as beads
and metals that circulated within the cultural conjunctures and global entanglements of
the past several centuries (e.g., Gijanto 2011; Ogundiran 2002; Richard 2010; Stahl
2002). Nevertheless, the biographies of pottery vessels, ground stone implements, and
other craft goods may highlight associated practices of food production and consump-
tion, particularly where specialized studies of use wear, phytoliths, and other micro-
scopic data can point to patterns of everyday use (see discussions in papers by Arthur
and Grillo, this issue). The discard of materials at the end of their lifecycle, a process
which Gifford-Gonzalez (this issue) provocatively calls “spent,” can also yield insight
into how people perceived the everyday and/or special practices associated with craft
objects and foods. Keeping in mind how different kinds of materials are deposited, and
at what stages in their lifecycle, is also critical for comparing craft and culinary
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residues; burnt seeds represent a different kind of activity and tempo (cooking, short-
term) than do grinding stones (grinding, long-term) (Atalay and Hastorf 2006).

The study of refuse disposal highlights the need to situate craft objects and food
remains within broader material assemblages and depositional contexts. Assemblage-
based approaches make use of site- or phase-wide patterns across archaeological
datasets that, after accounting for taphonomic processes, can be interpreted as past
activities and contextualized as social practices. Although many archaeologists com-
pare assemblages as a matter of course, often without specific theoretical justification,
an explicit focus on common cleavages or divergences can help to strengthen or expand
interpretations initially derived from one body of data or another (Fogelin 2007;
Johnson 2011; Wylie 1985). Archaeological studies of pottery function, for example,
often base their interpretations on ethnographically observable categories such as “wet”
and “dry” cooking vessels (see Gokee, this issue), but further comparison with botan-
ical and faunal data could help to trace particular dishes or even entire cuisines.

Some of these culinary connections can be found by starting with an object and
following it out to all of the possible connections, but there is also interesting potential
to compare different classes of things—for example, the adoption of new foods and
prestige goods. One framework that shows promise for this type of scaling up builds on
Hebdige’s “cartographies of taste” as deployed in archaeology by Ann Stahl (2002),
which involves mapping how different kinds of crafts and foods are consumed over
time and space. Another approach, grounded in the communities of practice
literature (e.g., Lave 1991; Minar and Crown 2001; Wallaert-Pêtre 2001;
Wendrich 2012), focuses on how learning communities develop through ap-
prenticeship and the subsequent sharing of practical knowledge. The challenge
is in deciphering how communities of practice corresponding to different
technologies (e.g., pottery, food preparation) map onto one another in material
terms. Ingold’s (1993) notion of taskscape that highlights the interrelatedness of daily
tasks with one another and their temporalities (see Roddick 2013; Logan and Cruz,
this issue) provides another explanatory possibility.

Context-based approaches rely upon the spatial, temporal, and depositional context
of craft and food remains to decipher past social practices and processes (e.g., Joyce
2008). A considerable literature on feasting, processions, and religious ceremonies, for
example, seeks to identify and interpret depositional contexts resulting from the display
and consumption of abundant staples and delicacies alongside craft products such as
pottery, textiles, iron, copper, and ritual paraphernalia (Dietler 2001; Fleisher 2010;
Insoll et al. 2009; Norman 2010). These special events provide sharp resolution on how
both foods and material goods were used to negotiate social identity and status in
singular or short-term events (see Monroe and Janzen, Gijanto and Walshaw, this
issue). Focus on a specific space-time locus may be one of the few times that
archaeologists gain access to specific “meals” or “cuisines,” but this more holistic
understanding requires attention to how foods were prepared, something which can be
accessed through bone taphonomy (Gifford-Gonzalez, Monroe and Janzen, this issue),
use wear (Arthur, this issue), or specialized archaeobotanical techniques such as
phytolith analysis that make typically invisible parts of the process visible. As
Gifford-Gonzalez (this issue) observes, many foods and craft objects can even unleash
ritual power as they are “spent” and deposited into or withheld from the archaeological
record (see also Insoll 2010; Stahl 2008).
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One enduring challenge to comparison is the varied ways that craft and culinary
practice are understood and accessed in ethnoarchaeological vs. archaeological con-
texts. Several of the individual papers as well as the organization of this issue adopt a
comparative approach between the ethnographic present and points in the archaeolog-
ical past, while others ask archaeological questions of ethnographic data. This temporal
“tacking back and forth” (Stahl 2001; Wylie 1989) is critical for establishing the
dynamic nature of craft and culinary practice instead of making assumptions of
continuity. While archaeological resolution of day-to-day life will always remain more
distorted than the present, the use of multiple lines of evidence allows for stronger
arguments (Fogelin 2007; Johnson 2011; Stahl 1993; Wylie 1985). Importantly, the act
of comparing different kinds of data may shift our focus to alternate explanations or
variables. For example, in the SAfA session that led to this issue, only one paper
(Lyons) used gender as an analytical frame of reference, but in the course of developing
their arguments for this issue, three additional papers (Gokee, Logan and Cruz, Monroe
and Janzen) adopted this as a primary focus. This suggests that comparing craft and
culinary practice is a particularly appropriate tool for analyzing gender and other
socially constructed categories.

Theme 3: Social Identities and Distinctions

Comparing multiple classes of craft and culinary data can help archaeologists to coax
out social boundaries and categories that, in addition to gender, include ethnicity and
class (e.g., Brumfiel 1992, 2006; Costin and Wright 1998; Díaz-Andreu et al. 2005;
Gero and Conkey 1991; Jones 1997; Richard and MacDonald 2014; Stark 1998; Twiss
2007). Such practices are strong indicators of social boundaries in part because the acts
of making food, pots, and metals are learned techniques that are transmitted from
person to person, and the “proper” uses of such goods are often vigilantly maintained
within cultural groups. Attention to practice as a fundamental building block in social
life complicates archaeological interpretations of social boundaries as falling along
contemporary lines. The comparison of craft and culinary practices, as an analytical
method, allows us to contribute to this discussion by honing in on the diverse array of
social groupings and boundaries that result when we view such agglomerations from
the ground, hearth, or pottery vessel “up.” The results do not necessarily indicate social
groups such as ethnic groups or castes that we might recognize from contemporary
sources, but instead, more flexible, nuanced identities that shift over time (e.g.,
Croucher and Wynne-Jones 2006; Smith 2004). Our broader comparative project, then,
aims to situate historically these diverse identities and subjectivities in the past and
present.

The need to historicize contemporary social structures, rather than assume their
timeless persistence in the past and present, is based in part on critiques that developed
within feminist anthropology and archaeology. Much of this literature targeted the
uncritical use of modern-day gender roles to understand past gender dynamics, such as
the association of men with hunting or women with gathering (Conkey and Spector
1984; Gero and Conkey 1991; for Africanist examples, see Kent 1998; Wadley 1997;
see also Stahl 1993; Wylie 1985). By recognizing that the content and form of gendered
identities change across time and space, it becomes possible to explore the historical
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production and negotiation of gender roles in the past (Brumfiel and Robin 2008;
Croucher 2007; Joyce 2000). A similar critique has been made of archaeological
interpretations of past social boundaries more broadly, which tend to be rooted in
modern understandings of contemporary social action and rarely capture the possible
breadth of past subjectivities (Smith 2004). The challenge, then, is to capture gender
(and other) identities without relying on the ethnographic present for assigning their
content—a move made possible, in part, through the comparison of craft and culinary
practices. Lyons (this issue), for instance, points out that craft and culinary techniques
may perpetuate subjectivities not easily reducible to binary gender roles when potters
employ masculine techniques for mining clay, and male potters employ feminine
techniques for “cooking” iron in their smithies. Attention to the interrelationship of
tasks typically assigned to women (i.e., cooking) and how they interact with other tasks
less marked by gender (i.e., farming) in “gendered taskscapes” provides another
approach to addressing past gender as a dynamic, rather than as an historical constant
(Logan and Cruz, this issue).

Much like the perception of gender as a bounded, timeless unit, colonial projects of
classification and postcolonial interests in nation building emphasized the delimitation
of archaeological “cultures” to trace the history of ethnic groups (e.g., Bambara) and
language families (e.g., Bantu) from the ethnographic present into a precolonial past (de
Maret 2005; MacEachern 1998; Stahl 1999a). Across much of the southern half of the
continent, the association of historical linguistic evidence with pottery has created the
increasingly fraught assumption that pots equal ethnic groups (Ashley 2010; Croucher
and Wynne-Jones 2006; Lane 2004). Over the past several decades, these approaches
have become difficult to reconcile with growing recognition of the complex ways in
which people construct and contest ethnicities and similar forms of social boundaries
across Africa (e.g., Amselle and M’Bokolo 1985; Chrétien and Prunier 2003; Kopytoff
1987; Lentz 1995). Many anthropologists and historians now appreciate that ethnic
affinities may coalesce around shared histories and cultural dispositions, even as they
inevitably remain somewhat negotiable where people call attention to or away from
these histories and dispositions in actual practices of identification.

As a result, archaeologists have turned their attention to how material practices
become enrolled into ethnic identities today, with an eye towards understanding their
negotiation and reproduction in the past (see discussion in Jones 1997). Moving beyond
an uncritical view of household artifacts as emblems of primordial cultural difference,
scholars have considered how people past and present actively negotiate ethnic bound-
aries through the use and display of pottery, iron tools, textiles, grinding stones, and
other craft products in their everyday lives (e.g., Cruz 2011; David et al. 1991; Larick
1991; Pikirayi 2007; Richard and MacDonald 2014; Stahl 1991; Wiessner 1983;
Wynne-Jones 2007). Meanwhile, ethnoarchaeological and archaeological studies have
explored how people maintain and transform ethnic identities through techniques of
craft production variously shaped by physical geography, embodied habits, learning
contexts, and social networks (e.g., Childs 1991; Dietler and Herbich 1998; Gosselain
2000; Mayor 2010; Sall 2005). Although foodways have figured in the study of social
boundaries among foragers, pastoralists, and farmers in Africa (Kusimba and Kusimba
2003; Smith 1998), a growing number of studies reveal how techniques of food
preparation and consumption also play into the negotiation of ethnic and other regional
identities (e.g., Ashley 2010; Lyons 2007; MacLean and Insoll 1999). Where these craft
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and culinary practices recursively shape social structures and institutions, they also give
archaeology unique insight into how ethnic boundaries arise and change in relation to
broader historical processes, such as the global entanglements described in the next
section.

Alongside a more nuanced study of boundaries between African societies, the past
two decades have seen anthropologists and historians move to critically examine the
arrangements of statuses within them, particularly the seemingly paradoxical social
construct of caste (e.g., Conrad and Frank 1995; Tamari 2005). On the one hand, this
challenges the use of “caste” to translate local terms for the diverse array of endoga-
mous craft-producing groups found in many parts of East and West Africa (Tamari
1991; Todd 1977). On the other hand, caste continues to provide a useful frame for
comparing the historical processes by which occupational specialists in some parts of
the world became excluded from marriage, commensality, and even physical contact
with other members of their societies (Smith 2012). While archaeology has the
potential to explore castes as historical processes, this entails a careful consideration
of any correspondence between not just craft specialization and the social identities of
craft producers, but as Logan and Cruz (this issue) suggest, a more nuanced under-
standing of the broader taskscapes in which they operate.

In this regard, those culinary practices inscribed in the archaeological record can
offer additional lines of evidence for the social status, identities, and powers of
craftspeople. John Arthur’s ethnoarchaeological study of caste status in Gamo society
of Ethiopia (this issue), for example, describes the material traces of full-time special-
ized production of ground stones and pots by endogamous groups of craftspeople
historically excluded from land ownership. The relatively low status of these crafts-
people, which actually differs from community to community, finds expression in their
limited production, and presumably consumption, of luxury foods such as milk and
beer using, of course, grindstones and pots. Elsewhere in Ethiopia, the perception that
some craftspeople in the Tigray highlands are impure or dangerous arises, in part, from
what they do eat. According to Lyons (this issue), endogamous groups of blacksmiths
consume people, both indirectly through symbolic associations between themselves
and certain foods and directly through sorcery, while potters consume clay, and with it
the fertility of the land. Importantly, non-caste individuals who choose to pursue potting
and smithing for economic reasons do not inherit these same metaphorical appetites and
therefore do not experience the same degree of marginalization and stigma as caste-
born artisans. Here again, the low status ascribed to craftspeople finds clear
expression in the materiality and discourse surrounding culinary practices. Lyons’
paper also offers a caution against simplistic correlations between archaeological
evidence for craft production and interpretations of caste status, even where these latter
have deep historical precedence.

In short, we contend that comparing craft and culinary practices has a central role to
play in building alternative frameworks for understanding past sociality, by tracing the
historical processes in which modern social forms developed, and perhaps in the future
by continuing to question and redefine our concept of social groups to include more
nuanced formations like communities of practice (see discussion by Stahl, this issue).
This approach “offers a two-way bridge between the development of knowledgeable
skill and identity—the production of persons—and the production and reproduction of
communities of practice” (Lave 1991:68). Building on the growing ethnoarchaeological
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literature on situated learning of crafting (e.g., Gelbert 2003; Gosselain 2008;
Roux 2007), greater attention to the acquisition of culinary techniques could help to
flesh out the ways in which diverse subjectivities are understood and embodied in
different historical contexts.

Theme 4: Political Economy

The diverse ways in which political status maps onto craft production point to a
profound connection between identity and political economy in many African contexts.
While accumulation and control over surplus foods and craft goods have long been
considered essential ingredients of political complexity (e.g., D’Altroy and Earle 1985),
the creative “composition” of material and non-material resources, including people
with diverse technical skills and cultural knowledge, was vital to the emergence of
diverse precolonial polities across Africa (Guyer and Belinga 1995). As nicely
elaborated by a number of scholars (e.g., Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 2010;
McIntosh 1999; Monroe 2013), the historical production of power and authority
at local, regional, and global scales may have depended less on the surplus
production of wealth and staple goods and more on the social identities and
cultural values perpetuated through craft and culinary practices involving consumption
and exchange.

Consumption has long been a marker of political power, and archaeologists often
rely on the presence of luxury foods and goods as well as fancy serving wares to trace
the presence of elites (Hastorf 2003; van der Veen 2003). Political status may be
expressed or negotiated through consumption events known as feasts, where large
amounts of food, drink, and serving vessels are consumed and elaborate preparation
techniques may be used (Dietler 2001; Hayden and Villeneuve 2011). What are
considered “special” or feast-quality foods differ cross-culturally. For example, in
modern West Africa, de Garine (1997) suggests that “taste” is defined by access to
large quantities of food rather than new or exotic foods. Cameron Monroe and
Anneke Janzen (this issue) use historical documents to define “elite” or “desired”
foods in seventeenth–nineteenth-century Benin. There, large and rarely captured
animals mark special consumption events. Who supplies the food and drink may
implicate the nature of local hierarchies; for example in give-away feasts, an
individual or leader provides all of the food and drink to patrons, with expectations
that this gift is reciprocated, in labor or in kind (Dietler 2001). Other types of
feast, such as the “potluck” style meals also described by Monroe and Janzen, are
suggestive of different, and perhaps non-reciprocal, kinds of relationships between
provider and receiver. Feasting provides a powerful and recognizable lens through
which to view political negotiation, but care must be taken to interpret such
contexts in African terms, where “surplus” and “special food” (and indeed “hier-
archy,” McIntosh 1999) may be defined very differently. As Liza Gijanto and
Sarah Walshaw (this issue) describe for eighteenth-century Gambia, contexts that
were marked by rapid deposition and different kinds of foods were differentiated
from slowly deposited contexts with mixed contents that likely represent daily
accumulations. These special contexts could either be interpreted as evidence of
feasts, as refuse from a different cultural group, such as the Europeans occupying
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the site at that time, or as a way to reconcile foreign influences at the local level (e.g.,
Fleisher 2010). As noted above, disentangling the complexities of African feasting
practices is greatly aided by cross-comparison of craft and culinary residues.

Trade and exchange, as historical processes and social practices (e.g., Bauer and
Agbe-Davies 2010), have undoubtedly shaped local African engagements with global
political economies and associated processes often described as acculturation, hybrid-
ization, syncretism, and creolization (e.g., Haviser and MacDonald 2008; Kelly 1997;
LaViolette 2008; Mitchell 2005; Ogundiran and Falola 2007; Stahl 1999b, 2001). In
West Africa, research in this vein has tended to focus on the circulation of objects
deployed in practices of destruction and social distinction—weapons, slaves, textiles,
jewelry, alcohol, and so forth (Ogundiran 2002; Richard 2010; Stahl 2002)—whereas
the intermingling and diffusion of locally made goods like food, pottery, and iron has
long been a focus in eastern and southern Africa (e.g., Kusimba and Kusimba 2003;
LaViolette and Fleisher 2005; see Stahl 2001; Stahl et al. 2008 for West African
examples). The exchange of goods, and associated practical knowledge, is often critical
to understanding how people within local communities experienced processes of
contact and entanglement according to gender, age, kinship, and status (e.g., Lightfoot
et al. 1998; Silliman 2001). Along the Swahili coast, imported crafts and food helped
establish a distinct cosmopolitan identity (LaViolette 2008). Later on in West Africa,
Atlantic trade brought industrially produced crafts like iron goods and metal pots,
thereby eroding the local production of these goods and impacting the social status of
craft producers (Goucher 1981). Similarly, the Atlantic introduction of American crops
(e.g., maize and cassava) had variable impacts on local subsistence economies, yet we
know little about the political, economic, and social mechanisms by which these foods
were adopted (see Gijanto and Walshaw, Logan and Cruz, this issue; Logan 2012;
McCann 2005). From even these limited examples, it is clear that processes of global
entanglement were not unidirectional but provided a range of possible opportunities
across space and time. Following upon the themes addressed above, a comparative
approach to the exchange and transmission of craft and culinary practices may further
help to examine the ways that people of different gender, ethnicity, and status affilia-
tions in Africa have experienced and participated in an increasingly global political
economy over the past two millennia.

Organization of Special Issue

The organization of this special issue has two overlapping parts: four papers that are
primarily ethnoarchaeological in scope (Grillo, Arthur, Lyons, and Logan and Cruz)
and four papers that are primarily archaeological (Gokee, Monroe and Janzen, Gijanto
andWalshaw, and Gifford-Gonzalez). Two of these papers connect ethnoarchaeological
and archaeological data (Logan and Cruz and Gifford-Gonzalez). We hope this juxta-
position highlights the value of historicizing ethnographic “traditions” on the one hand
and socializing archaeological “cultures” on the other. The ethnoarchaeological section
moves outwards in scale from the object to the taskscape to illustrate the many ways,
times, and places in which craft and culinary practice can intersect. Grillo starts with
one object class—pottery—and works outwards to document the multiple uses and
meanings to which pottery is put, questioning simplistic assumptions about the
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relationship between ceramics and sedentary life. Arthur “scales up” to examine the
chaînes opératoires and life cycles of multiple kinds of culinary tools and luxury
foods that demarcate boundaries between socioeconomic groups in Ethiopia.
Elsewhere in Ethiopia, Lyons focuses on the craft specialists themselves as
representing different iterations of personhood, in this case shunned actors in
liminal zones. Finally, Logan and Cruz scale up even further to look at the
taskscapes in which men and women operate, considering how farming, food, and
crafting schedules and techniques overlap with each other over the last few centuries in
Banda, Ghana.

These ethnoarchaeological studies provide a range of possible scales or cross-over
points at which archaeologists can examine craft and culinary practice, though the
unique challenges of archaeology redefine the units of comparison to that of deposit,
site, or region. Similar to the scale used by Logan and Cruz, Gokee considers
assemblage-wide patterns of pottery production and use to address the role of gender
and ethnicity in defining ceramic and culinary variability at sites in the Upper Senegal
region. Two papers focus on feasting in historically documented periods but with
different results. As described above, Monroe and Janzen focus on specific palace
contexts in Benin where historical documentation provides some indication of what is
considered elite food. In contrast, Gijanto and Walshaw compare ceramics and
plant and animal remains across a larger variety of context types in a multi-
cultural landscape, leading to multiple possible interpretations. In both cases,
the comparison of both craft and culinary elements leads to different interpre-
tations than were assumed based on just one data type. Gifford-Gonzalez
rounds out these case studies by taking us through the end of the meal and
back to the “deposit” by examining variation in depositional practice across
time and cultural groups in East and West Africa. Her cross-period and cross-
cultural examination highlights varied perceptions of what counts as refuse and
“proper” discard, processes which structure deposits and build community at the
same time. Finally, Ann Stahl concludes this issue with a discussion that both
evaluates critically the contributions of individual papers to the themes outlined
here, and situates a comparative approach to craft and culinary practice in
Africa within the broader theoretical and methodological move to foreground
overlapping relations—social, temporal, spatial—as objects of archaeological
inquiry.

The papers in this special issue of the African Archaeological Review showcase the
array of theoretical, methodological, and topical themes potentially expanded through a
comparative approach to craft and culinary practices in African archaeology and
ethnoarchaeology. Some of these themes, such as gender and the inseparability of
crafts and cuisine in everyday life, have relevance beyond places and periods within
Africa. Other themes, such as ethnicity and caste, have greater specificity to our
regional emphasis on West Africa and Eastern Africa. All of these papers highlight
the potential for a comparative approach to crafts and foodways to expand upon old
themes in African archaeology and open the doors to new ones. Drawing upon an ever-
growing body of material and historical evidence, methodological advances, and the
shifting terrain of theoretical perspectives, the time seems ripe to reevaluate the possible
contribution of studies of crafts and foodways to understanding African pasts, presents,
and perhaps futures.
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