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Summary

The extraordinary diversity of California’s native American cultures is
the product of thousands of years of human adaptation. From the last
century, anthropologists, linguists and other researches have devoted
themselves to documenting this extremely complex evolutionary process.
Through their efforts, we now have a general understanding of the cultural
changes that shaped California’s pre-European history.

The growth of our knowledge has been particularly rapid during the past
thirty years. Many well-documented collections have recently become
techniques for dating and dietary analysis have also been developed (Walker
and DeNiro 1986; Taylor, 1987). These techniques allow us to extract much
new information from artifacts and human skeletal remains. Although
enormous advances have been made, there are still many gaps in our
knowledge. As a result, current theories undoubtely will be changed to
accomodate future discoveries and new information obtained through the
reanalysis of earlier collections.

In spite of the gaps in our knowledge, there is much we do now with
considerable certainty. The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview
of some of these basic conclusions that are well supported by the available
evidence.

For this overview, it is convenient to divide the pre-European history of
California into Paleo-Indian (pre-9000 B.C.), Early (9000-1000 B.C.),
Middle (1000 B.C.-A.D. 1100), and Late (A.D. 1100-A.D. 1769) periods.
The tempo of cultural change varied markedly in different areas of
California. These divisions of a continuous historical process, therefore, are
to some extent arbitrary. However, they do provide a useful framework for
describing major socio-economic changes that occurred throughout the
state.



