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First Coastal Californians
Lynn Gamble (ed.)
Santa Fe: SAR Press, 2015, 
160 pp., $24.95 paperback.

Reviewed by Mikael Fauvelle
Department of Anthropology,  
University of California, San Diego

California has a lot to offer. Our golden beaches and 
towering mountains were home to some of the most 
linguistically and culturally diverse groups in the 
prehistory of North America. The state’s history includes 
the arrival of some of North America’s first settlers, and 
the development of several of the world’s most complex 
hunter-gatherer societies. By any standard, California’s 
past has the potential to illuminate many issues of 
interest to contemporary anthropology, ranging from 
human-environment interactions to the origins of social 
complexity. Recent scholarship in coastal California 
has done much to advance our understandings of the 
theoretical and material basis for the region’s dynamic 
history. Compared to other regions of North America, 
however, comparative archaeological case studies drawn 
from California are still relatively rare, and there is a lack 
of appreciation and understanding of the area among 
the wider public. Considering our state’s rich heritage, it 
is thus imperative to bring California archaeology to as 
broad an audience as possible. 

First Coastal Californians, edited by Lynn Gamble, 
concisely overviews cutting-edge research on California 
coastal archaeology in a way that will be immediately 
accessible to a general audience. Each of the volume’s 
seventeen chapters is written by leading scholars who 
provide excellent discussions of their respective areas of 
expertise. Although they present summaries of recent 
research, the content of each chapter is not watered-
down. Rather, they present some of the most up-to-date 
interpretations and data on a range of topics relevant 
to California coastal archaeology. As such, the volume 
should be of interest to local archaeologists who wish to 
review current approaches and models for understanding 
the prehistory of the state’s coastal regions, as well as to 
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archaeologists from other parts of the world looking for an 
introduction to California coastal archaeology. The book 
would also be excellent as a classroom resource for upper-
level undergraduates, as well as for any other non-specialists 
interested in learning more about California’s past.

One of the most noticeable attributes of the volume 
is how enjoyable it is to read. Each chapter starts with 
a colorful story or anecdote that introduces us to the 
topic to be discussed. These well-written narratives set 
the scene for the discussion that follows, while reminding 
the reader of the excitement of archaeological discovery. 
Each chapter is accompanied by numerous photos and 
tables, and the book itself contains a total of 24 beautiful 
full-color plates. While the aesthetic appeal of the book 
might not be the primary concern for scholarly readers, 
it is noteworthy as it will certainly enhance the appeal of 
the volume to a wider audience. Although the chapters 
are relatively short, they are well-edited and make a 
great deal of information easily and quickly available.

The volume’s seventeen chapters cover California 
prehistory from the first occupations of the coast into the 
modern era. Early coastal adaptations are well covered, 
with chapters summarizing recent evidence for coastal 
migrations into the Americas as well as models for 
the impact of climate change on coastal populations. 
Geographically, contributions include discussions of 
the Bay Area, the central coast, Ballona Bay, and both 
the northern and southern Channel Islands. Chapters 
covering the central coast and Ballona Bay were 
especially interesting as they present material not widely 
covered in similar volumes. The state’s more recent history 
is also reviewed, with sections on both the formation and 
economic underpinnings of the mission system, as well 
as indigenous attempts to rebel against and resist it. 
California’s current anthropological climate is represented 
by an excellent chapter on modern basket weaving, as 
well as numerous chapters referencing the pressing need 
to preserve our coast in the face of advancing shorelines 
and anthropogenic climate change. 

In addition to a breadth of geographic and chrono-
logical contributions, chapters in the volume provide 
an overview of a number of unique technological, 
artistic, and religious practices that represent California’s 
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indigenous heritage. A chapter on indigenous watercraft 
provides a useful summary of the many different kinds of 
aquatic transportation used by California’s pre-Hispanic 
coastal residents. Chapters on ritual traditions and 
rock art draw on both ethnohistory and archaeology to 
discuss sacred traditions in both northern and southern 
California. A discussion of shell beads, one of the most 
emblematic trade goods of coastal Californian traditions, 
also provides an excellent overview of the importance 
of wearable wealth for coastal peoples. Additionally, a 
chapter on controlled burning emphasizes the fact that 
native populations have been actively managing their 
landscapes for thousands of years, while also highlighting 
the importance of working together with modern-
day descendant communities in order to preserve and 
understand California’s heritage.

Like many other recent volumes dealing with coastal 
California archaeology, there is a noticeable focus on the 
archaeology of the northern Channel Islands. This is 
unfortunate, but is probably unavoidable considering 
that this is where the majority of recent research has 
taken place. It is noteworthy that this emphasis is not as 
heavy as it has been in many other volumes, and much 
effort seems to have been made to include chapters on 
areas from up and down California’s coast. Additionally, 
while the volume is focused on the coast, the book might 
have been improved with a greater discussion of coastal 
people’s relationships with adjacent regions and other 
areas of California. This is especially true for discussions 
of trade and exchange, where the majority of shell beads, 

for example, were traded to non-coastal regions. An 
absence of in-text citations is also sometimes frustrating, 
but was probably a practical decision that will enhance 
the volume’s appeal to a non-academic audience. Finally, 
in an effort to make the book’s language as accessible 
as possible, some familiar technical terms have been 
changed to more general-usage words. This is most 
apparent in the repeated use of “window screen” to refer 
to archaeological sifting screens. Again, this was done 
to increase the accessibility of the volume, but a section 
introducing the reader to the techniques of archaeo-
logical science at the start of the volume might have 
served a similar purpose.

It is hard to put together a book that is both 
accessible to the public yet of scholarly interest to prac-
ticing archaeologists. In First Coastal Californians, Lynn 
Gamble and the various chapter contributors have 
certainly succeeded in this task. Although readers who 
have been following the archaeological literature in 
California will be familiar with many of the themes 
presented, the chapters present informative and up-to-
date summaries of a wide range of important subjects that 
should be of interest to any archaeologist working with 
hunter-gatherer populations or coastal environments. 
Most importantly, this volume makes California coastal 
archaeology both exciting and accessible to a wide range 
of both specialists and non-specialists. Hopefully, this 
book will allow many different readers to gain a deeper 
insight into and appreciation for California’s fascinating 
archaeological past and rich indigenous present.

Orderly Anarchy: 
Sociopolitical Evolution 
in Aboriginal California

Robert L. Bettinger
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2015,
312 pages, ISBN: 9780520283336,
$70 (hardcover).

Reviewed by Brian F. Codding
Department of Anthropology, University of Utah

This book offers one of the most significant theoretical 
contributions to California and Great Basin anthropology 
since Steward’s (1938) ambitious explanatory project. 
As the title suggests, the central theme of this work is 
focused on understanding the formulation of ‘orderly 
anarchy.’ While many unilinear evolutionary thinkers 
believed some form of anarchy was the foundation from 
which other political organizations emerged, Bettinger 
is perhaps the first to illustrate that orderly anarchy is 
itself an evolutionarily stable adaptation to particular 
social and environmental circumstances, not merely 

a starting point. Kropotkin (1898, 1902), who argued 
for constructive anarchism through mutual aid, would 
be pleased. Far from nineteenth century evolutionary 
thinking, Bettinger’s arguments are structured by 
twentieth and twenty-first century frameworks, including 
Cultural Ecology, Behavioral Ecology, and other Neo-
Darwinian approaches such as Dual-Inheritance Theory. 
Sure to become known as a classic application of the 
U.C. Davis school of evolutionary anthropology, these 
theoretical approaches give Bettinger the tools needed 
to offer a truly novel and powerful explanation for 
California and Great Basin sociopolitical organization.

The central question guiding this inquiry asks why 
California and Great Basin aboriginal societies trended 
away from hierarchical structures. On my read, the 
central explanation can be summarized as follows: the 
chance introduction of the bow and arrow increased 
men’s hunting success; with fewer acquisition failures per 
capita, fewer individual hunters could acquire and share 
enough food to provision families through a pattern 
of risk-reduction reciprocity. These conditions allowed 
smaller groups of more closely related individuals to 
function relatively autonomously. 

Eventually, individuals in these small groups 
exper i enced declines in their encounters with high-
value prey items. While men may have continued to 
search for larger game, women responded adaptively 
by broadening their diet to include lower-value plant 
resources. Because individuals in these small groups were 
closely related, they avoided the collective action (or 
free-rider) problems associated with low-profitability but 
storable resources: while free-riding family members still 
might burden producers, the lost food went to related 
kin, thereby increasing the harvester’s inclusive fitness. 

This shift occurred first with nuts, which have back-
loaded processing costs. Because nuts can be stored with 
little processing, harvesters wouldn’t lose much invested 
labor from stolen crops, further lowering the costs of 
freeloading kin. East of the Sierra Nevada crest, this 
process of intensification was focused on unreliable pine 
nuts, a circumstance to which individuals responded by 
forming highly mobile, bilateral family bands. West of the 
Sierra Nevada crest, diet broadening focused on more 
reliable acorns, which were acquired from productive 
groves that were worth defending, so that individuals 
responded by forming less mobile (initially patrilineal) 

bands that aggregated into tribelets for the coordinated 
defense of men’s hunting tracts. 

As these patterns developed, continued competition 
for resources led small seeds to enter the optimal diet. 
These required more up-front processing prior to storage, 
which necessitated the development of institutions 
governing the privatization of collected goods in order 
to safeguard against the theft of labor by free-loaders, 
who could demand or steal processed seeds. These trends 
increased the proportional contribution of plants to the 
diet and made women’s labor more important. While 
California tribelets formed where it was important to 
protect kin-group resources through patrilineal descent, 
the importance of women’s labor led to a shift toward 
bilateral descent. These evenly distributed, autonomous, 
and self-sufficient populations found it in their best 
interest to engage in pro-social interactions, eventually 
facilitated by money, which produced an aversion to 
hierarchy and the emergence of orderly anarchy. 

Despite the tremendous explanatory power this 
argument provides, it is not without its issues. Some may 
comment that Bettinger excludes populations that don’t 
fit the model, such as the Chumash; however, Bettinger 
fully admits this limitation. Others may argue that his 
approach is too reductionist and quantitative, though I 
think these are some of its greatest strengths. For me, 
the issues that warrant attention center on some of the 
particular causal and explanatory mechanisms proposed. 

First, the central role assigned to the bow and arrow 
relies on the assumption that it will be adopted wherever 
it is introduced, but the bow and arrow is not a superior 
technology for all forms of hunting and may provide an 
advantage only for the hunting of smaller prey (Tomka 
2013). This suggests that hunters should only adopt the 
bow once they experience a decline in their encounters 
with larger resources. If this is true, the bow may be more 
a consequence of resource intensification than a primary 
cause, which may help explain variations in the timing of 
its adoption across California (Kennett et al. 2013).

Second, Bettinger suggests that increased hunting 
success should reduce the need for a large pool of hunters 
who reciprocally share game in order to lower the risk of 
shortfall. Ignoring the collective action problems inherent 
in such an argument (see Hawkes 1992), it is theoretically 
possible for sharing to reduce the risk of shortfall with 
high variance resources (Kaplan et al. 2012). However, 




