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Excerpt

More information

In this volume we have sought to bring together studies
which highlight the peculiar advantages of coastal environments
as a focus for investigations of prehistoric human behaviour.
These advantages are of two kinds. First there are
methodological advantages, arising from the type of
archaeological evidence available on prehistoric coastlines, as
compared with inland situations and terrestrial resources. This
evidence refers to a wholly different category of organisms and
ecological relationships for human exploitation, and has been
subjected to different conditions of preservation and bias. It
offers different possibilities (and limitations) in investigating the
relationship between the availability of natural resources and
the organisation of those resources for human ends, and should
therefore help to illuminate the nature of the directing forces
and constraints on long-term patterns of change in the human
exploitation of the natural environment. Secondly there are
substantive advantages, opportunities to examine from a
different perspective important transitions in the broad sweep
of biological and cultural evolution. Many of these transitions,
from the expansion of our hominid ancestors into new
continents to the development and dispersal of early agriculture
and the rise of complex state-societies, have been critically
influenced by the ecological conditions for human population
growth and dispérsal in coastal environments.

Underpinning both sorts of advantages is an important
general feature of coastlines. They are a classic illustration of
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the ecological concept of an ecotone: a boundary zone at the
junction of two major ecosystems, which combines some of the
characteristics of each, as well as developing unique
characteristics of its own which are a product of the zone of
overlap. Some of the advantages of the coastal ecotone for
human subsistence are: variety of marine and terrestrial
resources within a limited geographical area; a suite of
organisms unique to the intertidal zone of the coast edge,
including molluscs, crustaceans and edible seaweeds; potential
abundance and concentration of food supplies in the case of
some of the marine resources; and more productive conditions
for terrestrial plants and animals because of high water tables,
more equable climatic conditions or forest-edge effects. To
these may be added the natural bounties of the sea shore, such
as stranded sea mammals and sea birds beached by storms,
breeding activity or other factors. Medical research also
emphasises the benefits of coastal occupation in terms of
improved nutrition, growth and resistance to disease. Access to
marine foods ensures a ready supply of protein and trace
elements such as iodine, absence or scarcity of which can lead
to serious limiting effects on hinterland populations and in
some cases to deficiency diseases such as kwashiorkor and
goitre.

It is hardly surprising that attractions such as these should
have been seen by some as influential factors in human
development, from the earliest hominid origins (Hardy 1960,
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