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Tuesday 28th June 2022; 16.30-18.00. 

Room: F.102 
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Abstract:  Technical and methodological developments in archaeological science and other cognate 

disciplines, such as geo- and bioarchaeology, have brought new high-resolution datasets that may lead 

to fundamental changes in archaeological thinking and discourses on coastal hunter-gatherer 

societies. The pace of innovation also raises cross-disciplinary questions about the meaningful 

integration of theory, methods, and the validation of knowledge. Many archaeological narratives 

about coastal hunter-gatherer societies tend to stick by default to implicit economic, ecological, or 

evolutionary frameworks. Such embedded “default settings” project contemporary secularist, 

utilitarian, and capitalistic understandings of human behaviour onto the past, with ethical, ontological, 

and epistemological dimensions often left unaddressed. Do these “default settings” blind us to what 

it means to be a member of a maritime society and how people cosmologically, ritually, and 

symbolically relate to the sea? 

Anthropological theory introduces a radical constructivism that exposes the contingency and political 

implications of archaeological interpretation, which in turn can force reflexivity and open the 

interpretive field – but the epistemological, methodological, and ethical conditions of such a dialogue 

must be debated: 

- How are coastal hunter-gatherer societies constructed across the archaeological and 

anthropological academic fields? 

- How has the development of archaeological science impacted this discourse? What does the 

‘meaningful integration’ of archaeological science and anthropological theory mean in the 

context of hunter-gatherer studies? 

- What are the epistemological and ethical implications of (not) working with contemporary 

coastal hunter-gatherer groups? 

- What do our constructions of coastal hunter-gatherer groups, past and present, tell us about 

our own values? Does contemporary archaeology facilitate the Othering process? 

- How can high-resolution data and anthropological data dispute/inform the construction of 

time as adopted by utilitarian/evolutionary archaeology? 

- Does the archaeology of coastal hunter-gatherers need to press the “reset” button in terms 

of questions of ontology, epistemology, and ethics? 
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on coastal hunter-gatherer societies  

Cosmology, Exchange, and World Renewal in Indigenous Maritime Southern 
California 
Authors: Maria Lepowsky (University of Wisconsin-Madison) lepowsky@wisc.edu  

 

Abstract: This paper focuses on cosmologies and sacred geographies among coastal and island Tongva 

and Acjachemen in maritime Southern California. Interpreting evidence from prehistory to present, I 

consider symbolic and material influences of littoral landscapes and seascapes on regional exchange 

and religious philosophies. Tongva (Gabrielino) homelands include the Los Angeles Basin and islands 

of Santa Catalina (Pimu); San Clemente, and San Nicolás; places of spiritual power and danger. Tongva 

and neighboring Chumash construct planked ocean-going canoes. Pimu steatite, animal effigies, 

Olivella shell beads, abalone, and sea otter pelts traveled as far as New Mexico's pueblos. Tongva 

share cosmogonic myths with Acjachemen (Juaneño) and Qéchngawichom (Luiseño) foregrounding 

island originary significance. Collecting disparate strands of evidence, I reflect on "the nature of 

anthropological understanding," considering reports by archaeologists, museum collectors, confused 

Spanish "explorers," and interrogators of Tongva prisoners following a 1785 uprising. Franciscan 

Jerónimo Boscana's 1825 testimonies on Acjachemen cosmology and relations with other sentient 

beings detail a prophetic movement. Chinigchinich, born at Pimu, rose dancing into the stars at 

Puvungna, world origin site and coastal trading depot. Prophecies and ceremonies spread inland. I 

examine Scottish trader Hugo Reid's 1840s letters plus reports and fieldnotes of early ethnographers 

Constance DuBois, JP Harrington, and Alfred Kroeber. Toypurina, a young Tongva woman shaman who 

led Mission San Gabriel's 1785 revolt, was, I argue, a prophet of this syncretic regional movement of 

world renewal and moral reform. Ethnographic research with Tongva and Acjachemen descendants 

includes material I cannot share, another dimension of anthropological epistemologies and ethics. 
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Bridging the gap between theory, methods, ethics, and the validation of knowledge: an interdisciplinary dialogue 
on coastal hunter-gatherer societies   

The concept of coastal hunter-gatherers revisited: Broadening the 
interpretation of archaeological material from Mesolithic coastal sites in SE-
Norway 
Authors: Almut Schülke (University of Oslo, Museum of Cultural History) almut.schuelke@khm.uio.no  

 

Abstract: Archaeological approaches towards the rich material remains from Mesolithic coastal sites 

in Norway have often been dominated by an economic perspective, where the significance of marine 

and littoral resources for the communities who used the sites, be it animals, plants or minerals, have 

stood central. These Mesolithic so-called hunter-gatherer groups preferably are pictured as adapting 

perfectly to the marine environments, in terms of seaborne communication (boat), hunting of sea-

mammals or gathering at fisheries. The subliminally ideal picture of capable (male?) actors, which 

master their environments, and which subtly reflect the modern ideal of a knowledgeable outdoor-

person, which underlies many of these interpretations, has been little discussed. This talk aims at 

sketching the potential of a broader approach to interpreting the archaeological material from the 

case study area Southeast Norway with special weight on the Late Mesolithic period (c. 6400-4600 

BC). Applying anthropological studies in the interpretation of prehistoric scenarios always has its 

interpretative limits. However, thinking in more complex understandings of human-environment 

relations – either reported in anthropological studies or inspired by other present day analogies – into 

archaeological interpretations is necessary and inevitable for our understanding of and dialogue on 

past communities. Addressing aspects of human perception of, encounters with and mobility in 

landscapes (practically, socially, cosmologically), including ontological aspects as well as gender 

questions, can contribute to understanding aspects of diversity in these communities’ ways of life and 

can lead to new ways of understanding past communities through critical reflection in the present. 

Keywords: coastal hunter-gatherers, SE-Norway, Mesolithic, archaeology, diversity 
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How the Irish Mesolithic was made: brief genealogy of a postcolonial hangover 
Authors: Martin Moucheron (University College Dublin) martin.moucheron@ucdconnect.ie  

 

Abstract: Until the end of the 20th century, many academic representations of Mesolithic hunter-

gatherers in Ireland tended to converge to depict groups forced to live on a narrow strip of coastal 

land, caught between inhospitable forest and dangerous sea – as living on the margin. This 

presentation proposes to briefly examine the postcolonial contingencies of the construction of 

Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in Ireland, and their socio-political and ethical consequences, by 

sketching out a tentative genealogy of a marginal group borrowed from Michel Foucault’s work.  

The postcolonial context of the 20th century has contributed to shape, and still underlies, the 

representations of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in Ireland, but it is argued that this influence manifests 

itself in different but congruent ways in the academic discourse, and in representations aimed at a 

wider audience. The evolutionary bias towards agriculture considered as a natural step forward has 

particularly strong cultural and political weight in postcolonial Ireland, where a national identity had 
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to be constructed to which archaeologists contributed more or less consciously, and which is re-

produced to this day through media formats addressed to the public at large.  

The concept of indigeneity will be used as a loaded construct and applied to Ireland, and to its 

ambiguous relationship with other (post)colonial territories mixing racial, cultural, and political 

references and objectives. Ultimately, it will be argued that Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in Ireland are 

marginalised even in their potential indigenous status, with obvious academic, but also political and 

ethical consequences for living groups of hunter-gatherers. 

Keywords: Postcolonial - Genealogy - Indegeneity - Ireland – Mesolithic 
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The mobility of Mesolithic communities on the coast: between disturbing 
stereotypes and diffuse traces 
Authors: MARCHAND Gregor (CNRS - University of Rennes) gregor.marchand@univ-rennes1.fr; 

DUPONT Catherine (CNRS - University of Rennes) catherine.dupont@univ-rennes1.fr; ONFRAY 

Marylise (CNRS - University of Paris 1) marylise.onfray@yahoo.com  

 

Abstract: Prehistoric maritime populations have often been mistreated by archaeologists who have 

long characterized them according to stereotypes that, though pleasantly folkloric, are always very 

approximate. Until the 1930s, they were described as starving people clinging to their rocks. By 

contrast, from the 1980s onwards, triumphant hunter-fisher-gatherers emerged from the 

archaeological literature. They were "complex", necessarily a little more sedentary, and inevitably 

participated in the transition to the Neolithic, in an evolutionary perspective that was not formalized 

but was common in French archaeology. It is an understatement to say that the evocative power of 

these mental images did not require any demonstration based on archaeological facts. In this paper, 

we propose to specifically examine collective mobility, which only becomes apparent after a long 

period of analytical work. This is indeed a fundamental parameter of prehistoric lifestyles, which 

conditions both their capacity to associate numerous natural cycles (seasons, tides) and their 

resilience over the long term in the face of major environmental modifications. To avoid imposing 

restrictive and reductive behavioral models, we propose to first explore some examples of ancient 

and recent historical mobility between the coast and the continent. By combining several scientific 

disciplines, such as schlerochronology, micromorphology, or radiocarbon dating, we will then seek to 

distinguish gaps in the modes of occupation of coastal habitats. In the end, we will have to question 

our ability to make definitive proposals concerning the relationship of hunter-fisher-gatherer 

populations to maritime spaces. 

Keywords: Mobility, Mesolithic, Geoarchaeology 

 


