
173CHAPTER 8: RECONSTRUCTING ECOLOGICAL ADAPTATIONS

to determine that population size could be estimated by calculating one person for 
every 10 square meters (12 square yards) of floor space. Considering the variability of 
environments and cultures throughout the world, however, the indiscriminate use of 
this calculation would be naïve.

When determining population size in traditional territories and regions, archae-
ologists must ensure that sites being used in the calculation are contemporaneous. 
This includes, for example, not counting settlements whose occupants were already 
accounted for in another seasonal site. It also involves determining normal patterns 
of behavior. During prehistoric times in some parts of the world, for example, it was 
common for dozens or hundreds of people to live together during some weeks or 
months, and spend the rest of the year traveling throughout the territory in much 
smaller groups.

Because the original number of sites in most regions is unlikely to be known, esti-
mates of regional populations during prehistory are filled with assumptions and 
speculations. Estimates of the prehistoric population of North America before the 
arrival of Europeans, for example, range from less than one million to tens of millions.

Reconstructing Subsistence Strategies

Subsistence strategy refers to the way in which people get their food. Archaeologists 
recognize five basic patterns of subsistence for people living in pre-industrial times 
(Table 8.4).

GENERALIZED FORAGING

Classifying people as generalized foragers means that most of their food comprises 
a wide variety of wild plants and animals that they collect themselves. They are some-

TABLE 8.3  Methods to Estimate Population

Ecological information

Burials

Artifacts

Ethnographic and historic records

Covered floor space

Number of rooms, dwellings, and hearths

Volume of site deposits
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