
.. IO~Y' 

. Ie,~ 
~356. 

:' 
"gical
_Cali­
t 
~ogy. 
(r0pol­

lMs on 
pento. 
Jseum, 

LINGUISTIC ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE USE OF ETHNOLINGUISTIC BOUNDARIES 

Stephen W. Silliman 

Arehaeological Research Facility 


Department of Anthropology 

University of California, Berkeley 


Berkeley, CA 94720 


ABSTRACT 

Ethnolinguistic boundaries are frequently inferred for California's prehistory based on the presence and distribution of 
archaeological materials. These reconstructed entities are based on an assumed linguistic and cultural boundedness that de­
rives from early ethnographic research. However, the ethnolinguistic maps do not fully consider issues of native mobil­
ity. Given the frequent fluidity of social boundaries with respect to communities, families, and individuals. such well-de­
lineated "map" boundaries may hinder a fuller conception of the prehistory of northern California. The simple notion of 
language groups migrating across the California landscape may obscure the subtleties of language shift over time. There­
fore, the linguistic geography of northern California may suggest two possibilities: (1) a supertribelet level of organiza­
tion prior to the development of the autonomous tribelet and/or (2) a cognitive level of interaction above tribelet sociopol­
itics existing among speakers of a particular language. 

Introduction 

Studies on prehistory unquestionably benefit from the con­
vergence of archaeology and historical linguistics. Fortunately 
the ambiguity and difficulty have not deterred California archae­
ologists from attempting it, at least as shown by recent at­
tempts in northern and central California to track native lan­
guages in archaeologically known past social and environmen­
tal situations. These scholars include Mark Basgall (1982). 
Gary Breschini (1983). Glenn Gmoser (1993). Tom Layton 
(1990). Helen McCarthy (l985b). Michael Moratto (1984). 
David Olmstead (1985). and as we could appreciate from the 
Plenary Session this morning. Kenneth Whistler (1977. 1988) 
and lames Bennyhoff. This intellectual background and the cri­
tique provided by Richard Hughes (1992) provide a starting 
point for this paper. In the hopes of being constructive. I will 
focus my attention on ways to reconsider the conjunction of 
the two fields such that appropriate theoretical and analytical 
frameworks are in place. 

Three points on boundaries will be made in this paper. 
First. we need to rethink what it means for language bound­
aries to shift across the landscape. That is. what use does the 
concept of migration have in interpreting California prehis­
tory? Second. we must ascertain whether the ethnolinguistic 
boundaries commonly cited and used are appropriate. Third and 
finally, I will nudge the analytical boundary imposed by 
ethnographic analogy for understanding the past. To critically 
question this boundary. I will suggest two avenues for future 
research. For these three points. examples will be drawn from 
the Pomo area of the North Coast Range due to both the 
amount of linguistic research on it (Halpern 1964; McLendon 
1973; McLendon and Oswalt 1978; Oswalt 1964; Webb 1971; 
Whistler 1988) and my personal interest in the archaeological 
area. 

Although the California attempts are important and have 
provided insight into the past. several problems exist Hughes 
(1992) has outlined many theoretical and methodological diffi­
culties. especially the tenuous correlation between linguistic 
families and languages with archaeological patterns and aspects 
(Hughes 1992:322). In addition. more attention needs to be di­
rected toward understanding how many and what type of infor­
mants were used to derive the language record and the lan­
guages' spatial boundaries. This effort is essential since pe0­
ple will converse in certain ways and about certain things based 
on their sociohistorical background and the context of dis­
course. 

Reorientation in Analytical Framework 

In essence. the issue is one of boundaries. both analytical 
and ethnolinguistic. Analytically. linguistic archaeology has 
reached a quandary in that large-scale explanations for social 
phenomena are no longer as sound as once thought unless they 
can be shown to work through proximate, social mechanisms. 
This stems primarily from the convergence in archaeology on a 
methodology of the small-scale and the individual as seen in 
the arenas ofpostprocessualism (Brumfiell992; Hodder 1991; 
Shanks and Tilley 1987) and feminism (Gero and Conkey 
1991; Tringham 1994). 

Therefore. analysis of language change and distribution in 
the past needs to be reoriented to more social- and individual­
specific perspectives and. thus. away from notions of popula­
tion movements of single linguistic entities. Though migra­
tion is important in at least some form (Anthony 1990; Bas­
gall 1982; Bettinger and Baumhoff 1982). it needs to be COD­

textualized (see Rouse 1986 for an attempt). I will note here 
that the term "migration" in archaeological usage actually 
refers to "dispersal" for the people are assumed to not return to 
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their previous location, but I will continue to use the fonner 
tenn. I disagree with Geoff Clark's (1994:305) recent assess­
ment of the archaeological use of migration when he claims 
that "migration and diffusion are density-dependent phenomena 
in historic contexts and are, thus, unlikely to have occurred 
prior to the relatively high population densities associated with 
the effective implementation of domestication economies." If 
by migration he means extensive prehistoric movements of 
people over time, then the linguistic geography in California 
suggests otherwise by qualitatively and vividly demonstrating a 
high degree of movement throughout prehistory. This move­
ment can entail either entire populations or segments of them, 
and such a scale needs to be specified. "Cultures do not mi­
grate. It is often only a narrowly defined, goal-oriented sub­
group that migrates" (Anthony 1990:908). Though migration 
of large segments of people is not a sophisticated enough 
model for explaining all of the linguistic geography and ar­
chaeological record of California, an emphasis on variable and 
shifting daily, seasonal, and yearly movements across the land­
scape may be. 

Thus, archaeologists can benefit more from working at the 
local language or family level (e.g., Porno) rather than at the 
higher linguistic stocks such as Hokan or Penutian (e.g., Bres­
chini 1983). Not only are the existence and constituent lan­
guages still being debated among linguists (e.g., Shipley 
1978). but also the notion that archaeological remains are ex­
plicable by reference to such high-level categories is weak. In 
addition, the movement of such large-scale entities is yet to be 
well demonstrated in many prehistoric contexts, and perhaps 
here is where Clark's (1994) insight rings true. 

At this juncture, it becomes important to consider the 
ways in which language shift might occur across the landscape 
from an individual or small-scale perspective. An interesting 
piece of infonnation can be gleaned from Kroeber's (1909:3-4) 
statement: "None of the peoples of the state possess any tradi­
tions of migration or of foreign origin, and their numerous dis­
tinct languages are spoken in such closely adjacent or even 
compact and continuous areas as to negate any theories as to 
noteworthy movements of population for a long time in the 
past." The possibility that no California natives harbor oral 
histories about migration and massive population movement 
hints at the subtle ways that people, and by extension language 
groups, have shifted over the land. It is well known that lan­
guage can be spread by relatively few speakers (Dyen 
1956:613), and such a scenario may be productively considered 
for northern California. This fact renders unnecessary Hughes' 
(1992:328) criticism of archaeolinguistic models as not ac­
counting for the expected violence and conflict associated with 
a population movement No large-scale "conflict" would have 
occurred with smaller scale fluctuations in tribelet boundaries 
(Gmoser 1993:256; see Whistler 1988:85). 

Therefore, more attention needs to be directed toward de­
tecting the mObility patterns represented in archaeological con­
texts (Kelly 1992). Knowing that historical linguistic data in­
dicate a substantial amount of movement, it becomes essential 
to locate and theorize about social and individual mobility. By 
considering who may have been the most mobile-for in­

stance, women, men, hunters, shamans-a more complete pic­
ture of which social groups might be responsible for the lan­
guage shifts becomes possible. The ethnographic examples of 
long distance travels by Porno speakers in the Hopland and 
Ukiah areas to Bodega for clamshell or to Point Arena for ma­
rine food resources (Stewart 1943:44-46) suggest variable and 
quite extensive mobility. In addition, based on cognates, 
Whistler (1988:77) has already suggested that Proto-Porno 
mobility is important for detennining whether Clear Lake was 
actually the local area inhabited by a relatively sedentary group 
or just an important stop in the rounds of mobile hunter-gath­
erers, but the actual pattern has yet to be elucidated. 

Ethnolinguistic Boundaries and Misperceptions 

In considering more individual-based approaches, the eth­
nolinguistic boundaries for California edified in the literature 
require questioning. Aside from the difficulty of projecting 
such distinct ethnolinguistic lines from a small number of in­
fonnants, the problem lies in how to think about those bound­
ary lines. Too often, the linguistic group boundary is seen as 
an ethnic boundary, such that we picture one linguistic (read 
cultural) group moving around on the landscape. contracting 
and expanding at the expense of other groups. Yet, careful 
reading of ethnography demonstrates that conflict, territorial 
shifting, exchange, and trade occurred at the intervillage level, 
regardless of language affiliation (Barrett 1908:20; Bennyhoff 
1977: 17; Hughes and Bettinger 1984). 

As California archaeologists have heard time and again, 
the Porno language group does not indicate a sociopolitical en­
tity (Kroeber 1932:258, 1962:38). Similarly, claims that the 
X Porno fought with the Y Porno mean nothing more than 
saying that tribelets A and B had conflicts, because language 
was apparently not an organizing feature for most of late pre­
historic and protohistoric Native Californians. Unfortunately, 
many scholars perpetuated this language group categorization 
of the Porno (Loeb 1926; McCarthy 1985b:63; Stewart 
1943:55). though they mention that language was only used to 
group people analytically (McCarthy 1985a:20). In the rest of 
her work, however, McCarthy does a commendable job of us­
ing finer-scale distinctions. Though higher level integration 
may have existed in some California groups (see Bean 
1976: 103; Bean and Lawton 1976:46), especially with the 
Southeastern Porno ceremonies (Kunkel 1962), the tribelet is 
the only true sociopolitical unit in Native California (Kroeber 
1925. 1932, 1962; see Lightfoot 1994). Admittedly, the coo­
cept of tribelet is complicated. but I will not have time for that 
discussion here. Examples of linguistic group actually corre­
sponding to cultural group, that is, true ethnolinguistic 
groups, may be the single tribelet speaking Northeastern Porno 
(Barrett 1908:239) or the consolidated Southwestern or 
Kashaya Porno (Stewart 1943:49-50), but the reports are am­
biguous. 

Categorizing the Porno by language only reifies the na­
tion of ethnolinguistic boundaries, which are, in fact, artifacts 
of a misperception of definite boundaries of single-language 
speakers. There is substantial evidence for bilingualism in the 
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southern North Coast Ranges (e.g., Callaghan 1964; Hughes 
1992:326), and such a situation is only expected given the 
enormous amount of mobility and exchange across the area. 
This multilingualism undoubtedly has profound impacts on 
language reconstructions (Diebold 1987), especially in at­
tempts to assign an absolute chronology to language diver­
gences through the already questionable glottochronology. 
Though language may have been an ethnic marker in some sit­
uations (see below), those individuals living near speakers of a 
language other than their own might have strategically placed 
themselves to have at least a working knowledge of that lan­
guage. As Ericson and Meighan (1984: 145) suggest with their 
concept of boundary arbitration, "people ... indeed are more 
likely to interact with 'foreigners' who are close by than with 
their own people who are at a greater distance." 

A Porno example is found in Samuel Barrett (1908:244) 
in wbich the Northeastern Pomo groups were allied with the 
proximate Yuki speakers against the Russian River and Clear 
Lake area Pomo. In addition, there is also evidence of a tri­
belet in the Bachelor Valley/fule Lake area of the southern 
North Coast Ranges that was an amalgamation of Northern and 
Eastern Porno speakers (McCarthy 1985b:66). Thus, the bold 
lines of language groups presented on the "ethnolinguistic" 
maps may actually be blurred continuums with little explana­
tory or social consequence. As such, the ease with which ar­
chaeologists use these bounded areas needs reconsideration. 
With the varying types and quantities of cross-cutting relation­
ships across and within social groups (Lightfoot and Martinez 
1995; Sutton 1991:313), to represent the language differences 
as ultimately socially and culturally significant may be mis­
leading and as of yet empirically undemonstrated. 

Etlmograpby, Language Geography, and Archaeology 

Where does this leave us? Considering the use of ethnog­
rapby as analogy for interpreting the past, two issues concern­
ing ethnic and linguistic boundaries rise to the forefront. Both 
issues undoubtedly occur in Californian situations, but their 
contribution or even presence will vary by historical context. 
One consideration is the impact that European expansion into 
North America had on native demography and distribution 
(Dunnell 1991; c/. Dobyns 1983; Ramenofsky 1987). Note 
that Tom Jackson (1995) provided an elaboration of this possi­

. bility in his symposium paper. In addition, devastating epi­
demics were known to sweep northern Californian native 
groups during the Russian occupation of Fort Ross (Gibson 
1976:128; Kostromitinov 1974:7). Therefore. the distribution 
of native speakers may have undergone rapid and substantial 
fluctuations from the protohistoric through ethnographically 
recorded times (Basgall and Bouey 1991:205). Though this is 
disastrous for prehistoric archaeology. the cultural shifts may 
be discernible in shorter-term studies of cultural contact incor­
porating archaeology, ethnography, ethnohistory, and oral his­
tory (e.g. Lightfoot et al. 1991, 1993). 

In addition, the tendency for early California anthropolo­
gists to seek, or at least project, "pristine" cultures (Lightfoot 
1994) obscures the temporality of the linguistic and cultural 

features recorded. For example, Olmsted (1985) has provided a 
cogent account of why certain fISh terms are similar in several 
Porno languages due to the convergence of some Pomo groups 
on Clear Lake in the 1870s rather than due to common histori­
cal roots. In terms of the Porno, the potential rapid reshuffling 
over 80 to 400 years may be the primary factor responsible for 
the language distributions recorded by ethnographers and lin­
guists. It is true, too, that as Diebold states (1987:46), "some 
languages simply will not stay put, and the migratory routes 
they pursue may be little affected by such principles as 'the 
shortest distance between two points'.tt In the California case, 
the homogeneous language groups often spread out over large 
areas possessed only dialect chains rather than segmentation 
into different languages. IT the contact situation is as just hy­
pothesized, the time depth may not have been sufficient for the 
autonomous tribelets to have diverged linguistically. This hy­
pothesis, of course, assumes that the sociopolitical context is 
the one fostering common language. Therefore, linguistic dis­
tribution will not provide a window into prehistory-pechaps 
only history and protohistory. 

On the other hand, if the language boundaries recorded 
early in this century are approximately realistic and have some 
temporal depth, then perhaps a challenge to the ethnographic 
record as analogy for the past is appearing. A critical challenge 
to the ethnographic record is always a welcome step in rethink­
ing issues in California prehistory (see, e.g., McGuire and 
Hildebrandt 1994). The question is: Why if California Indian 
sociopolitical organization revolved around local level au­
tonomous tribelet groups would many more languages not 
emerge across the landscape? To maintain a language separate 
from others requires certain types of interaction within the par­
ticular languages. Such a situation would not be the case, of 
course, if the different languages were only recently in contact, 
having had different histories or origins (see above). The 
ethnographic record does suggest that dialect chains extended 
across the distinct Pomo languages, but there seems no reason 
to posit a network-breaking model (after Pawley and Green 
1984) in operation. That is, no evidence exists that the di­
alects were differentiating into distinct languages due to dimin­
ishing interaction between the speakers as a result of geo­
graphic or social separation. The lack of diversification points 
to some form of interaction that the speakers maintained 
within their broad language group (i.e., across the dialect 
chain) which differed from that held with speakers of separate 
language groups. 

At this recognition, two options are possible. First, the 
perceived autonomy of the tribelets recorded in ethnography and 
ethnohistory may have been a recent development. In other 
words, perhaps a super-tribelet social or political integration 
had preceded the later autonomy of local groups recorded ethno­
graphically, providing the context for common lan~e. Ar­
chaeologically, this shift in the past to autonomy might be 
recognizable as restricting interaction spheres and exchange, in­
creasing local variation within a region, greater residential 
sedentism, less social-geographical mobility, or diminishing 
commonalities in the organization and meaning of space and 
refuse deposition. Unfortunately, these same lines of evidence 
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could indicate social or political ties that are not at all related 
to a common language. In addition, some of these are often 
given as evidence for social and economic intensification, and 
these thorny issues would have to be disentangled by context. 

Alternatively, the social, economic, and political auton­
omy may be a longstanding pattern in native northern Califor­
nia, yet integration at a more cognitive or symbolic level may 
have been the factor underlying language commonality. What 
this factor might entail is difficult to discern, but it may in­
volve an identity that is ethnic or religious. Perhaps Breck 
Parkman's (1995) consideration of Pomoan cosmology is a 
starting point, as those aspects of "Pomo" life are likely to 
possess internal variation and may cleave along language lines. 
At the beginning of the century, Barrett (1908:20) called the 
Pomo language groups a union "of a very indefinite nature" 
and suggested it might reflect common beliefs, myths, cere­
monies, and/or medicinal practices (1908:22). Yet, it is un­
clear whether this statement is empirical or whether it is wish­
fully based on a belief that language will unquestionably index 
a cultural reality. However, such a scenario has also recently 
been proposed for some northwestern California groups (Golla 
1995). 

In an archaeological sense, this situation is extremely dif­
ficult It suggests that local fluctuations in group boundaries, 
material exchanges for economic and social reasons, and com­
mon rituals-all of which might be recognizable in the archae­
ological record-may not at all reflect the linguistic group. If 
the higher-level integration is a viable hypothesis, the chal­
lenge is to locate the material record, whether it be artifactual 
or spatial, that might reflect the language-as-identity. Possible 
examples include rock art and other forms of image production, 
material evidence for world view or symbolism, or perhaps flo­
ral remains of medicinal or ceremonial plants. Additional evi­
dence might be garnered on the linguistic side from reconstruc­
tions of words for conceptual categories that differ from those 
concepts in adjacent languages. Nonetheless, this may high­
light the type of integration that occurred either together with 
the non-integration of sociopolitics and exchange or prior to it. 

Some Conclusions 

In the end, several suggestions have been made as a way of 
rethinking the way archaeology and historical linguistics are 
interconnected. On the one hand, the current specifICity with 
which archaeology and linguistics are correlated has been 
shown to be too simplistic. In many ways, the linguistic con-

Slructs have no readily apparent social or political reality, at 
least as would be reflected in the material record. As such, the 
contribution of historical linguistics to archaeology may be 
more a way of visualizing the ways prehistoric people moved 
across the landscape. That is, the mobility of individuals. so­
cial groups, and entire political entities becomes the center of 
analysis in archaeological research. 

Though still unresolved, the impact of European contact 
may have instigated a reshuffling of linguistic, political, so­
cial, and local groups that we have not yet begun to appreciate. 
Therefore, the linguistic geography may not be useful in inter­
preting prehistoric movements at all. On the other hand, his­
torical linguistics tentatively suggests that the ethnographic 
portrayal of California native groups as entirely local in terms 
of social and political concerns may be incorrect To have dis­
tinct language groups in this area may suggest either 1) that 
the tribelet autonomy was a new development brought about 
either just before or at European contact or 2) that a form of in­
tegration, perhaps at a social identity level, existed throughout 
the language group as the mechanism maintaining the lan­
guage as a distinct group. 

In conclusion, the situation seems conflicting and unre­
solved for there are no satisfactory answers to the issues raised 
here. Thus, more emphasis is needed on mobility, both indi­
vidually and socially, and new attention is required to how, 
when, and by whom the ethnographically-recorded language 
distributions were manifested. To do this, more archaeologi­
cal, ethnohistorical, and ethnographic research is required on 
the prehistoric-historic interface. My suggestions which serve 
as a potential challenge to the ethnographic record are just 
that- potentials. It may be that the recorded linguistic geog­
raphy reflects a combination of reshuffling, increasing local 
group autonomy, and social identity. In essence, the ambigu­
ity cannot be ignored nor should it be celebrated, but it must 
be respected. 

Notes 

Ideas presented in this paper have benefitted from discus­
sions with Kent Lightfoot, Victor Golla, Antoinette Martinez, 
and Allan Bramlette. Kent Lightfoot is thanked for his organi. 
zational and substantive commentary on an earlier draft, and 
Patricia Dunning's post-presentation comments were used to 
clear up two points of confusion. Of course, problems and 
shoncomings remain my own. 
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