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Responding to Stress or Coping with Abundance?
Reexamining the Marginality of the California Islands  

for Maritime Hunter-Gatherers

Jon M. Erlandson, Kristina M. Gill, and Mikael Fauvelle

From continental to island life the change for the worse is very great with respect to 
opportunities and incitements to progress.

(Morgan 1871, 448)

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, archaeologists argued that 
coastlines and islands worldwide were relatively marginal habitats for early 
humans and that intensive fishing, coastal adaptations, seafaring, and is-
land colonization did not develop until very late in human prehistory, at 
essentially the same time as the “broad spectrum revolution” and the devel-
opment of agriculture (e.g., Cohen 1977; Osborn 1977; Yesner 1987). Sub-
sequent research has shown that coastal adaptations, maritime dispersals, 
seafaring, and island colonizations, have a much deeper history (see Bailey 
et al. 2007; Erlandson 2001; Marean 2014; O’Connor et al. 2012), potentially 
even contributing to the initial human colonization of the Americas (Er-
landson et al. 2007).
 Still, the idea that islands were generally marginal and offered a lim-
ited diversity and abundance of resources for early humans persists in the 
archaeological literature. Some small and remote islands with limited re-
sources were marginal for human occupation, as the Polynesians’ abandon-
ment of many small Pacific Islands attests (Anderson 2001). Given adequate 
fresh water and ecological diversity, however, such deficiencies could some-
times be overcome by an intensive focus on marine resources, the intro-
duction of exotic plants and animals, and/or the development of exchange 
networks with neighboring island or mainland peoples.
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 In this volume, we reexamine the general notion that islands were mar-
ginal habitat for ancient humans and the implications such ideas have for 
understanding and interpreting the “deep history” of islands around the 
world. We do so primarily by reevaluating the archaeology and historical 
ecology of islands located off the Pacific coast of Alta and Baja Califor-
nia. By necessity, we focus on the islands of Alta California, where vastly 
more archaeological research has been done. Of 39 islands or islets off Baja 
California’s Pacific coast, Laylander (2009) listed only seven that have pro-
duced definitive archaeological evidence of pre-contact Native American 
occupation. Unfortunately, except for Isla Cedros (Des Lauriers 2010), we 
currently know almost nothing about the archaeology or historical ecology 
of Islas Coronados (north or south), Todos Santos, San Martin, San Benito, 
or Santa Margarita.
 Due to their insularity and lower terrestrial biodiversity, these California 
islands have long been considered marginal for human settlement com-
pared to the adjacent mainland. The Santa Barbara Channel’s mainland 
coast, for instance, which had rich terrestrial resources, large estuaries, and 
kelp forests that supported large and complex maritime Chumash commu-
nities, has long been considered the demographic and sociopolitical center 
of the greater Chumash region (Brown 1967; Gamble 2008).
 In historic times, however, Spanish chroniclers recorded at least 20 
Chumash villages on the northern Channel Islands, where thousands of 
shell middens spanning at least 12,000 years have been recorded. Popula-
tion estimates for the Island Chumash in historic times are generally lower 
than for the mainland coast, but these were recorded well into the Spanish 
Mission period, after Old World diseases and cultural disintegration had 
taken a terrible toll (Erlandson et al. 2001; Preston 1996; Walker and John-
son 1994). Less is known about human population levels of the southern 
Channel Islands and Baja California islands at European contact, but the 
number, size, and antiquity of shell middens on many of them implies that 
they also supported substantial and relatively sedentary populations (see 
Des Lauriers 2010; Raab et al. 2009).
 For decades, most archaeologists believed that humans colonized Alta 
California’s islands considerably later than the mainland, an idea seem-
ingly supported by the lack of fluted Paleoindian points and Millingstone 
Horizon sites on the islands, the two earliest archaeological cultures of the 
southern California coast (Rogers 1929; Wallace 1955). We now know that 
humans occupied the northern Channel Islands for at least 13,000 years 
(Erlandson et al. 2011; Johnson et al. 2002). Isla Cedros has produced fluted 
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points and shell middens as much as 12,000 years old (Des Lauriers 2010). 
Since the late Pleistocene, the California islands have lost considerable land 
area to sea level rise, but the growing number of Paleocoastal sites suggests 
that several of the islands supported relatively large numbers of maritime 
peoples during the terminal Pleistocene and early Holocene. The antiquity 
of island settlement, the number of early sites identified, and some evi-
dence for Paleocoastal sedentism has led us to question the marginality of 
the California islands and explore whether they were relatively optimal for 
early maritime peoples.
 That notion has grown in recent years as ecological restoration efforts 
have reversed the effects of more than 150 years of ranching, soil erosion, 
and ecological degradation on the islands, along with overhunting and 
overfishing in island waters. In the post-ranching era, island plant commu-
nities are recovering and the effects are changing long-held views about the 
abundance of island plant foods and freshwater sources. We now suspect 
that limitations in island resources—if there were any prior to European 
contact—were a late and rare development, at least for the larger islands. 
Jones et al. (2016) reached a similar conclusion for the marine fisheries of 
the central California coast, arguing that the productivity of marine fisher-
ies was virtually inexhaustible prior to the mechanized commercial fisher-
ies of historic times.
 As human populations grew and the islands shrank under rising seas 
over the past 13,000 years, did late Holocene imbalances between humans 
and island resources stimulate the development of the intensive trade, craft 
specialization, and social complexity that characterized the Island Chu-
mash and Tongva at European contact? That has been the dominant narra-
tive, but it is one that we increasingly question and explore further in this 
volume. Questioning the marginality of the California islands has major 
implications for a variety of issues, ranging from when and why they were 
first settled by humans to what drove the intensive interaction between 
islanders and mainlanders and what caused the development of the socio-
political complexity characteristic of the California islands’ native peoples.
 In this chapter, we introduce some important issues and prevailing as-
sumptions, provide a broad background for the geography, archaeology, 
and historical ecology of the California islands, and outline the goals and 
organization of this volume. First, however, we explore the notion of mar-
ginality as anthropologists and other scholars use it, particularly in relation 
to island and coastal regions around the world.


