this curious volume can answer old ques-
tions, raise new ones, open vistas, be-
come unforgettable.

In short, Sagan has done it again. The
book’s title may be Broca’s brain, but its
subject is Sagan’s.

RICHARD BERENDZEN
American University,
Washington, D.C. 20016

Mesoamerican Settlements

Prehistoric Coastal Adaptations. The Econo-
my and Ecology of Maritime Middle America.
Papers from a symposium; St. Louis, May
1976. BARBARA L. STARK and BARBARA
VoorHIES, Eds. Academic Press, New York,
1978. xx, 316 pp., illus. $21. Studies in Arche-
ology.

This volume is a collection of essays
most of which were originally presented
at a meeting of the Society for American
Archeology. Its purposes are to present
a sampling of the archeological and eth-
nohistorical research being carried out
within coastal habitats of Mesoamerica;
to define the nature of the coastal eco-
system as a type; and to examine the sig-
nificance of coastal habitats in the over-

all pattern of Mesoamerican prehistory. -

- Ten papers bearing on these questions
are presented under the headings Pro-
curement Patterns, Settlement Patterns;
and Exchange Patterns. These papers
are preceded by a historical review of
coastal studies and are followed by an
Overview section that includes a com-
mentary by William Sanders and a sum-
mary statement on ‘‘future research di-
rections’’ by the edltors

The first goal of the volume is fulfilled
through the presentation of research
findings from the coastal zones of Mexi-
co, Belize, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and
Panama. ‘‘Coastal’’ is considered to de-
note an ecotype in which most of the
subsistence and technological resources
of a population are derived from marine,
estuarine, or lagunal sources. On this cri-
terion the geographically diverse Meso-
american coastal habitats are analytical-
ly comparable.

With respect to the second goal, then,
the definition of coastal environments is
a cultural one, and the distinction be-
tween ecology and economy is blurred.
Although many papers acknowledge the
importance of interaction among. socio-
cultural, biotic, and abiotic variables, the
last two are usually discussed from the
viewpoint of assessing exploitable re-
sources. Little in the discussions in-
dicates a theoretical position from which
human populations are regarded as but
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one component of an ecosystem, and
there is no introduction to or treatment
of the structure, productivity, or varia-
bility -of the coastal habitat relative to
ecotones or other communities. Because
of the restrictions imposed by the an-
thropocentrlc view of environment, for
this reader the volume falis short of de-
fining the nature of coastal ecotypes. The
volume primarily treats the economics of
maritime adaptations, ranging from local
consumption of subsistence products to
long-distance trade of nonsubsistence
goods. Investigations of biological and
geomorphological processes are subsidi-
ary, but are identified by the editors as a
future research priority.

The comments and criticisms of the
overview section are fruitful in synthe-
sizing the individual studies and in fulfill-
ing the third goal of the volume. For this
reviewer, Sanders’s' comments generate
the most provocative contributions to the
overview. Rejecting arguments that at-
tribute the settlement of coastal areas to
the abundance and dependability of
those habitats, Sanders suggests that
early permanent settlements and ranked
societies occur in coastal zones only
where costly fishing and collecting can
be underwritten by agricultural surpluses
generated by inland groups. He hypothe-
sizes that riverine ecosystéms are more
likely loci of such developments than
coasts. In criticizing the analyses of set-
tlement systems by archeologists, Sand-
ers suggests. that, aside from difficulties
arising from deficient data bases, central-
place models based on market principles
of profit will be unsuccessful in archeo-
logical analyses because prehistoric ex-
changes were probably based largely on
redistribution. The final theoretical point
made by Sanders is that archeologists’
time would be better spent studying local
exchange systems than long-distance
trade as a factor in sociopolitical evolu-
tion. Drawing on studies of ecological
energetics, he suggests that control over
production and distribution of high-con-
sumption, general-use, low-value goods
(local production) is more important to
social stratification than is long-distance
movement of low-consumption, restrict-
ed-use, high—value items.

The editors correctly point out that
Sanders’s propositions are dependent on
a number of unproven assumptions. As
part of their summary they expand on
methodological and theoretical issues he
raises, as well as bring some substantive
data to bear on their assessment with re-
spect to coastal dynamics. The value of
Sanders’s critique and the editors’ dis-
cussion lies in the fact that both suggest
questions for debate and should prompt

research that transcends a focus on a
single habitat or a single culture area. In
this sense the volume addresses itself to
a broader readership than the Meso-
american coastal specialist.

Don S. RICcE
Department of Anthropology,
University of Chicago,
Chicago, Illinois 60637
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