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“Drought and Long-Term Sociopolitical Dynamics 

West of the Hundredth Meridian” 

 

Lessons from the archaeological records on California’s Northern Channel Islands and Chaco Canyon, 
New Mexico provide insights into the complexity of sociopolitical responses in the past and to drought 
west of the hundredth meridian going into the future. 



Abstract 
Multi-year droughts in the American West have major impacts on water 
resources and agricultural systems that sustain growing populations. 
Environmental engineering projects (e.g., California Aqueduct or Hoover 
Dam) were designed within the context of instrumental climate records 
and historical knowledge of the last century. Archaeological and 
climatological records now provide a longer-term perspective on the 
severity and longevity of droughts and societal responses in California 
and the American Southwest. Paleoclimatological records for the last 
2,000 years indicate that the multi-year droughts of concern today are 
modest compared to medieval droughts between AD 900 and 1300. 
Lessons from the archaeological records on California’s Northern 
Channel Islands and Chaco Canyon, New Mexico provide insights into 
the complexity of sociopolitical responses in the past and to drought 
west of the hundredth meridian going into the future. 
 
 
Bio 

Douglas J. Kennett is Professor of Environmental Archaeology, 
Director of the Human Paleoecology and Isotope Geochemistry 
Lab, and Co-Director of the PSU Accelerator Mass Spectrometry 
Radiocarbon Facility at the Pennsylvania State University. His 
research interests include Evolutionary and Ecological Theory, 
Human Paleoecology, Human Behavioral Ecology, 
Environmental Archaeology, Human Effects of Abrupt Climate 
and Environmental Change, Economic Intensification (including 
the transition to agriculture), Emergence of Social Hierarchies, 
Paleoenvironmental Reconstruction, and Isotope Ecology. 
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