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Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring and Watercraft 

Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers     
Friday 1st July 2022; 11.00-13.00. 

Room: Th. O 

Chairs: Albert Garcia-Piquer (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona); Nelson Aguilera (Universitat 

Autònoma de Barcelona) ; Colin Grier (Washington State University) 

Emails: algarciapi@gmail.com; nelson.alinata@gmail.com; cgrier@wsu.edu   

Abstract: The use of watercraft technology by a wide range of seafaring Hunter-Fisher-Gatherer 

societies and in a diversity of aquatic environments is well-documented across the world. Either in 

historic or ethnographic contexts, research has traditionally focused on the technology of shipbuilding 

and the evolution of boats, or on boats as a means to human migration. However, recent works have 

stressed the necessity of theorizing watercrafts as transportation and instruments of production, and 

exploring how these technologies were implemented in a social context, not just as technical 

innovations. Indeed, it has been proposed that the development of advanced transport technology 

brought additional costs in some Hunter-Fisher-Gatherer societies, helping to stimulate new levels of 

sociopolitical complexity. Furthermore, binary conceptualizations like landscape/seascape or 

maritime/terrestrial may draw a dichotomous and unrealistic segmentation of reality. Amphibious 

ways of transport, like portage routes, are a clear example of the importance of focusing on seascape-

landscape interaction. 

This session aims to explore the diversity and similarity of seafaring Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers societies, 

ranging from studies focused on seafaring and organizational strategies (settlement and mobility 

patterns, ways of transport) to those concerned with socio-ideological aspects (gender, social 

complexity, exchange networks, territorial identity, worldview). We want to invite paper 

presentations addressing these topics and challenges from a practical or theoretical perspective. We 

are looking forward to discussions and to breaking up disciplinary boundaries between Anthropology 

and Archaeology, Ethnography and History, in a strongly interdisciplinary topic. For this purpose, case 

studies from all over the world and with different approaches and methodologies are welcomed. "  

Keywords: Seafaring; Watercraft; Hunter-Gatherers; Mobility; Social organization  
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The importance of boats in Mesolithic western 
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America 
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12.00-12.12 Mikael Fauvelle, Peter Jordan 

“Unruly Peripheries” in the Pacific: Global Impacts 
of Local Technologies in two Maritime Hunter-
Gatherer Societies 

12.12-12.00 
Matthew Des Lauriers, Claudia 
García-Des Lauriers 

The Land Between the Seas: Time, Space, and 
Society Among the Maritime Hunter-Gatherers of 
Baja California. 

12.24-12.36 Jim Cassidy  
A Technological Assessment of Seafaring Among 
the California Channel Islands, USA. 

12.36-12.48 Colin Grier  
Sailing the Social Sea: Watercraft and Social 
Networks on the Northwest Coast of North America 

12.48-13.00 Discussion  

 

The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

The importance of boats in Mesolithic western Norway 
Authors: Knut Andreas Bergsvik (University of Bergen) knut.bergsvik@uib.no  

 

Abstract: Because of a complete lack of direct evidence for middle/late Mesolithic boats in western 

Norway, archaeologists must base themselves on indirect data to say something about seafaring and 

watercraft technology. On the other hand, this data leaves no doubt that boats must have been 

essential in the lifeways of the hunter-fisher-gatherer populations. This paper will first present the 

conditions for seafaring in terms of the marine landscape setting in this region during c. 10.000-6000 

cal BP. Thereafter it will discuss how residential sites were distributed in this landscape, and how boats 

would have fitted into this pattern. A third theme is how boats were used in short and long-distance 

mobility connected to hunting and fishing, raw material procurement and social networking, and how 

there were certain limitations to this mobility. 

Keywords: Residential sites, horbours, mobility, food and raw material procurement 

 

The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

…Without a Paddle: The Social Significance of Propulsion Technology in Early 
Prehistory 
Authors: Stephanie F. Piper (University of York) stephanie.piper@york.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: The role of watercraft in the successful habitation of islands by hominins is indisputable, 

although the means by which this occurred are not yet fully understood. The scarcity of 

archaeologically preserved watercraft from the late Pleistocene and early Holocene is a challenge in 

determining the technological capabilities of early humans in crossing large tracts of open water in 

the early colonisation of coasts and islands. 

It is generally accepted that the development of the sail did not occur until the Mid-Holocene. 

Consequently, unless all initial colonisation events were achieved by happenstance through floating, 

some means of propulsion must have been required, for example poles or paddles. Research on the 

global development of seafaring and boat technology primarily focuses on the watercraft, whereas 

little investigation has been undertaken of paddles themselves. This is despite a clear diversity in the 

range of shapes and styles on global, regional, and temporal scales. 

A paddle is the means by which a person becomes meaningfully connected to the water; it becomes 

an extension of the body by which to propel oneself. This technology unequivocally demonstrates 

intentionality, without which the watercraft and its passengers would have been solely at the whim 
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of the current. Numerous examples exist of decorated archaeological paddles, and many Indigenous 

peoples have exceptionally complex relationships with these components of the watercraft that are 

so integral to their society. As such, paddles provide not only the means to movement, but also in 

wider social communication and expression of identity. 

Keywords: watercraft; paddle; technology; identity; colonisation 

 
The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers   

Jerke Tawon: a Quantitative and Spatio-Temporal Analysis of Indigenous 
Seafaring in Fuego-Patagonia 
Authors: Aguilera, Nelson (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) nelson.alinata@gmail.com; Albert, 

García-Piquer (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona SapiensCE, University of Bergen (UiB)) 

algarciapi@gmail.com; Raquel, Piqué (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona SapiensCE, University of 

Bergen (UiB)) raquel.pique@uab.cat  

 

Abstract: The use of seaworthy watercrafts by Indigenous peoples in the Strait of Magellan was noted 

since the very early European explorations. These maritime hunter gatherer populations were vividly 

depicted in the reports of European sailors from the 16th century on. But despite being classified as 

Canoe Peoples, ethnography works did not analyse the full implications of this category, which has 

been restricted to the use of watercraft as a means of transport, disregarding issues related to 

settlement, mobility, social relationships or their worldview. In this work we present the results of the 

analysis of 506 sightings of Indigenous canoes recorded in a range of historical and ethnographic 

sources between 1520 and 1960 along the Pacific coastline of southern Patagonia and Tierra del 

Fuego, aiming to assess the spatiotemporal variability of Indigenous watercraft, and study 

technological features and seafaring. Results sustain changes in watercraft technology (apparition of 

new types like dalkas and dugouts) and seafaring practices since the 18th century due to different 

social factors, as Indigenous migrations, intercultural contacts and acculturation. Historical and 

ethnographic records offer insights into Canoe peoples-environment interaction, and the building of 

a dynamic world characterized by maritime mobility as a central feature of their tradition. 

Keywords: Watercraft, Seafaring, Maritime hunter gatherers, southern Patagonia, Tierra del Fuego 

 
The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

Evaluating the archaeological visibility of seafaring and watercraft in 
ethnographic contexts: the Kawésqar and Yámana of Southernmost South 
America 
Authors: Albert Garcia-Piquer (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) algarciapi@gmail.com; Nelson 

Aguilera (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) nelson.alinata@gmail.com; Alfredo Prieto (GAIA 

Antártica, Universidad de Magallanes) alfredo.prieto@umag.cl; Raquel Piqué (Universitat Autònoma 

de Barcelona) raquel.pique@uab.cat  

 

Abstract: Recent research has provided indirect but compelling evidence of intentional and long-

distance seafaring by 50,000 years ago, during the Late Pleistocene. However, direct finds related to 

watercraft technology does not predate the Early Holocene. Moreover, the homogeneity of the oldest 

evidence, all log-boats, contrasts with the variety of watercraft observed in the worldwide 

ethnographic record. This quantitative and qualitative lack of evidence has largely to do with the low 

archaeological visibility of ancient watercraft and differential preservation. In this work we evaluate 
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the archaeological visibility of seafaring and watercraft technology in the context of two well-known 

ethnographic peoples of Southernmost South America, the Kawésqar and the Yámana. Watercraft 

played a central role in the everyday life of both peoples. Thus, this research aims to answer three 

questions: What archeological record could be expected from the ethnographic information? What is 

the actual archaeological evidence? Is it possible to differentiate archaeologically among different 

seafaring practices? The results reveal that Indigenous watercraft (bark canoe, plank canoe or dugout) 

could be inferred and differentiated by an array of direct archaeological evidence, besides the boats 

themselves, like specific lithic, bone or shell tools; culturally modified trees (barking marks); 

archaeological sites related to specific activities (boatyards, portage routes); as well as indirect 

evidence like site location and organizational strategies. All this contrasts with the actual 

archaeological evidence, which is sparse. The study highlights the importance of ethnographic data to 

guide archaeological research and build analytical frames that enhance seafaring and watercraft 

visibility. 

Keywords: Watercraft; Seafaring; nautical archaeology; South America; Canoe peoples 

 
The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

Social implications of funerary practices among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherer 
societies from Southwest of Patagonia 
Authors: Robert Carracedo Recasens (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona - Universidad Austral de 

Chile Sede Puerto Montt) s.rocare@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Hunter-gatherer-fisher societies that inhabited the western channels of the extreme south 

of Chile are interesting because they have a lot of ethnographic information from historical contact 

periods and also a good archaeological preservation in funerary practices. The ethno-historic funerary 

record of Kawésqar society shows us a great variability in funerary practices that is directly related 

with the canoe-nomadic seafaring way of life. The accounts of missionary, ethnographers and 

anthropologists show that this way of life was translated into great variability of funerary practices 

related to mobility, gender and children (human-non-human) differentiation. This variability related 

to gender is even more interesting since we can identify in the archaeological record the task 

differentiation between men and women related to seafaring practices. 

Ethnographically, there are two major differences: death in the camp and death away from the camp 

or during sea voyages. In both cases it can be argued that climate conditions and the orography of the 

channels were limiting factors for funerary practices. Moreover, it can be argued that funerary 

practices were a mobilizing factor since the camp was abandoned not to return after death and the 

caves were marked so as not to be revisited. 

Despite the well-known ethnographic variability, this is not reflected in the archaeological context due 

to post-depositional affectations. Archaeologically, we found evidence of funerary practices in 

shellmiddens and caves in the maritime channels. Notwithstanding, the archaeological record of 

funerary practices can be related to routes and patterns of high mobility that extend over a thousand 

kilometers. 

Keywords: Funerary practices, gender, mobility, seafaring, social implications 
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The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

“Unruly Peripheries” in the Pacific: Global Impacts of Local Technologies in two 
Maritime Hunter-Gatherer Societies 
Authors: Mikael Fauvelle (Lund University) mikael.fauvelle@ark.lu.se; Peter Jordan (Lund University) 

peter.jordan@ark.lu.se  

 

Abstract: Reliable watercraft were central to the functioning of ancient hunter-fisher-forager societies 

around the world. One critical and often overlooked aspect of the use of watercraft is the ability of 

boats to amplify the impacts of social connections with distant places by allowing for longer, larger, 

and more frequent interactions. This paper will explore how the development of new forms of 

watercraft technology can transform previously localized hunter-fisher-forager interaction networks 

into political-economic systems with regional or even global implications. Our analysis will compare 

examples from two different hunter-fisher-forager societies on opposite sides of the Pacific: the 

Chumash of southern California and recent and historical cultures from Hokkaido, Sakhalin and the 

Sea of Okhotsk. These case studies are united by striking similarities in the technology used to 

construct sewn plank boats as well as the extent and importance of open-ocean travel. We argue that 

the innovation of the sewn-plank boat technology in both regions greatly expanded the ability of local 

leaders to control and conduct trading and raiding voyages to increasingly distant locations. Across 

both northeast Asia and the interior of western North America, the historical trajectories of many 

sedentary and agricultural populations were affected by these intensive exchanges, showing the 

degree to which hunter-fisher-foragers from the unruly peripheries of the Pacific Rim could engage 

and interact with their larger and more traditionally complex neighbors. 

Keywords: watercraft, technology, trade, seafaring, social organization 

 
The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

The Land Between the Seas: Time, Space, and Society Among the Maritime 
Hunter-Gatherers of Baja California. 
Authors: Matthew Des Lauriers (California State University, San Bernardino) 

Matthew.DesLauriers@csusb.edu; Claudia García-Des Lauriers () Clauriers@cpp.edu  

 

Abstract: Baja California is a unique landscape of over 3000 kilometers of coastline ranging between 

arid temperate zones and the northern edge of the tropics. Rugged mountain ranges and effusive 

desert flora characterize this unique landscape, while fecund marine environments surround in on 

three sides. Indeed, the earliest visions presented about this original “California” depicted it as a literal 

island, separate from the mass of the North American continent. While this mythical geography was 

eventually revealed to be a literary creation, the ways in which this landscape shaped its human 

inhabitants were not without consequence. No human group has ever set foot on the Baja California 

Peninsula without having knowledge of the sea. It is nearly impossible to find locations in Antigua 

California that are not within sight of, or significantly influenced by, the oceanic realms circumscribe 

it. Archaeological data points to the peninsula being occupied by maritime hunting and gathering 

groups since the Terminal Pleistocene. The social and human ecological systems created over 

thousands of years reveal important insights into the ways that a maritime way of life is distinct from 

more terrestrially bound systems in terms of transportation, community organization, interaction 

networks, and cosmology. Varying forms of watercraft, settlement patterns, and technologies inform 

our discussion here. In Baja California, the sea both binds and transcends time, space, and society for 

its human inhabitants. Keywords: Baja California, Archaeology, Ethnohistory, Ethnology 
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The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

A Technological Assessment of Seafaring Among the California Channel 
Islands, USA. 
Authors: Jim Cassidy (Maritime Museum of San Diego) jimdcass@aol.com  

 

Abstract: In spite of recent proposals that Paleoindians migrated into the Americas by boat around 

17,000 years ago, indigenous people are not recorded on the late Pleistocene island of Santarosae any 

earlier than 13,300 years ago. During the terminal Pleistocene, sea level rise segmented Santarosae 

into the current day Northern Channel Islands of San Miguel, Santa Rosa, Santa Cruz and Anacapa. 

Eighty kilometers to the south are the four Southern Channel Islands of San Nicolas, Santa Barbara, 

Santa Catalina and San Clements. If the Northern Channel Islands were originally occupied by late 

Pleistocene seafaring migrants, as has been suggested in recent publications, then we would expect 

to see the Southern Channel Islands occupied at the same time, or quickly thereafter. However, 

evidence of the use of seaworthy watercraft is only apparent around 10,000 years ago when sea level 

inundation separated Santarosae into the four present-day islands. At this time, early Holocene sea 

level rise, and the segmentation of Santarosae, appears to have stimulated innovations in watercraft 

technology and the invention of watertight seafaring vessels. This directly resulted in the expansion 

of mariners to all of the Southern Channel Islands. Quickly thereafter we see an associated broadening 

of diet breadth to include the hunting of increasingly pelagic species, such as dolphins, sunfish and 

tuna, which increased through the Middle Holocene. By the late Holocene the hunting of dolphin gave 

way to the intensification of pelagic fishing and the occasional capture of swordfish. 

Keywords: California Channel Island, terminal Pleistocene, sea level rise, technology innovation, 

seafaring 

 
The Economic and Social Implications of Seafaring & Watercraft Technology among Hunter-Fisher-Gatherers  

Sailing the Social Sea: Watercraft and Social Networks on the Northwest Coast 
of North America 
Authors: Colin Grier (Washington State University, Vancouver) cgrier@wsu.edu  

 

Abstract: The role of boats in fostering mobility and shaping resource acquisition strategies has been 

discussed in several studies of Indigenous peoples of the precontact and historic-period Northwest 

Coast (for example, as Ames’s seminal 2002 paper). Yet the social implications stemming from the 

connectivity boats offered have yet to be fully explored. In this paper, I develop the notion of “social 

foraging”, examining the way boats shaped social networks and social obligations in a densely settled 

coastal environment. In such contexts resource acquisition took place in a web of relations and 

obligations, making engagements with others the central calculus in negotiating a landscape. I 

consider specific examples drawn from the archaeological distribution of settlements in coastal 

southern British Columbia, Canada, arguing that both social networks and ecological heterogeneity 

structured teh unfolding of long term history across the region. 

Keywords: Northwest Coast, Watercraft, Social Foraging 


