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CHAPTER 9 

Archaeological Hunter-Gatherers 
in Tropical Forests 
A View from Colombia 

Santiago Mora and Cristobal Gnecco 

Until recently, the arch aeology of tropical hunter-gatherers has relied on 
ethn ographic depictions of present-day foragers. Thus, archaeological re

search in the tropical forests has often followed ecological and ethnographic 

variables to explain the past (e.g. , resource d istribution and availability, soil 
characteristics). Consequently, current forager features such as low popula
tion density, the use of relatively simple agricultural techniques, and forager
farmer interaction and interdependence have all been projected to our 
knowledge of the past (Mora, 1993). This frozen perspective of the past 
denies any dynamism and originality to past cultures and lifeways. Indeed, 
what we call "essentialism" has entirely do minated accepted views of ar

chaeological hunter-gatherers in the tropics. Essentialism takes the notion 
of "hunter-gatherers" as a discrete, incontingent class of economic organi

zation. 1 From this point of view, fo raging societies are perceived as passive 
enti ties in the explo itation of the e nvironment. Foragers would be resource 
users dependent on what nature can offer. This approach has been in

directly fueled by the idea that early hunter-gatherers of the Americas were 
large-game hunters. Foragers are not conceived as selective manipulators 

and modifiers of wild resources. As a result, the term "hunter-gatherers" is 
imprecise to refer to people who not only gathered and hunted but also 

altered nature to their benefi t and increased the natural productivity of 

ecosystems. 2 

The occupation of tropical forests by hunter-gatherers h as been consid
ered the consequen ce of cultural degradation (Lath rap, 1968; Myers, 1988), 
the result of e thnic division of labor (Headland and Reid , 1989; J olly, 1996; 
J unker, 1996) and strong interaction between farmers and hunter-gatherers 
in marginal ecosystems (H eadland and Reid, 1989;J olly, 1996;Junker, 1996). 
Forager-farmer interaction has been approached from different angles, 

whether archaeological (Junker, 1996), historical (Morey and Morey, 1973; 
Gordon, 1984; Solway and Lee, 1990), econom ical (Pe terson, 1978a; Mil
ton, 1984) , o r ideological (Jolly, 1996). Some scholars have also argued that 
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hunting-gathering as a way of life was impossible in tropical forests until af
ter interaction with farmers (Milton, 1984; Bailey e t al. , 1989; Headland and 
Reid, 1989). Seasonal scarcity of carbohydrates and animal proteins have 
been supposed to prevent human occupation of tropical forests prior to 
agriculture (Lathrap, 1968; Myers, 1988; Bailey eta!., 1989, 1991; Sponsel, 
1989; Bailey and Headland, 1991). 

Another proposition in the archaeology of tropical forest hunter
gatherers is economic specialization . Drawing on Paleoindian data from 
the North American grasslands, it was u:aditionally believed that the early 
hunter-gatherers of tropical America must have been cooperative, special
ized , large-game hunters who lived in open environments. Tropical forests 
would not be attractive regions to these hunters (see Willey, 1971) because 
their animal biomass would be low to sustain their focal and specialized 
economies. Yet, new data depict a different scenario in which early h unter
gatherers colonized rain forests at very early ages and practiced generalist 
economic strategies and low residential mobility. 

Paleoecological Insights and Hunter-Gatherer Archaeology 

The idea of an early hunter-gatherer occupation of the Neotropical forest 
was considered an empirical and theoretical oddity, until recently, on the 
grounds that Paleoindian large-game hunters were not suited for rain forest 
settlement. Th~ geographical barrier today posed by the Isthmus of Panama 
separating the South American forest from Central America led archae
ologists to propose different colonization models for the early settlement 
of the southern cone. Thus, C. 0. Sauer (1944) and S. K. Lothrop (1961) 
suggested the existence of an open cor ridor along the Pacific coast through 
which southbound hunter-gatherers entered South America (see also 
Lynch , 1967, 1978). Recent paleobotanical work has indicated , however, 
that this open corridor may have never existed (Bartlett and Barghoorn, 
1973; Piperno, 1985; Colinvaux and Bush, 1991 ; Pipe rno et al. , 1991a; Beh
ling et al. , 1998) . Noting that th e actual isthmus may have been forested in 
the past, A. J. Ranere (1980) suggested that early colonists relied on hunt
ing the large mammals that inhabited the highlands; and, therefore, the oc
cupation of tropical biomes south of Mesoamerica required little ch ange 
in hunting strategies and tools. R. L. Kelly and L. C. Todd (1988) termed 
this strategy "technology-oriented" instead of "place-oriented ." T. F. Lynch 
( 1978: 4 73) opposed Ran ere, realizing that there was not enough archaeo
logical evidence to support his model and that the low biomass typical of the 

rain forest could not support specialized hunters. Lynch also believed that 
foraging in the South American forest was possible only after the onset of 
extensive forager-farmer interaction: "life in Ranere's forest would h ave 
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been difficult without substantial reliance on fishing or agriculture, both 
unknown in the Americas at 10,000 B.P." (Lynch, 1978: 473). 

Ten thousand years ago, climate change transformed the weather pat
terns of Amazonia and the Andes. In the Ecuadorian Andes, polle n analysis 
shows that the local vegetation was affected by cooling (Colinvaux et al. , 
1997) . Climatic change also brought dryer conditions to the lowlands and 
thus altered the nature and geographical distribution of the rain forest. For
est fragmentation was common during glacial times. Various climatic mod
els suggest that the northern regions of South America supported botanical 
formations similar to today's tropical savannas with grassy and open land
scapes and gallery forests. Large lakes such as Lake Valencia in Venezuela 
dried up at glacial times (Salgado-Labouriau , 1980). South of th e equator, 
similar changes h ave been documented (Ledru eta!. , 1998). Yet, mount
ing archaeological evidence from Panama (Ranere and Cooke, 1991), Ven
ezuela (Barse, 1990, 1995), Colombia (Cavelier et al., 1995; Gnecco and 
Mora, 1997; Gnecco, 2000), and Brazil (Roosevelt et al., 1996) indicates an 
early settlement of various types of rain forest environments, both open and 
dense, since th e late Pleistocene. The two archaeological sites we discuss 
here were occupied in what at the time was tropical forest, although we are 
not saying that its composition was in any way identical to that of modern 
counterparts. Indeed, the species composition of late Pleistocene and early 
Holocene rain forests was unlike present-day formations (cf. Gnecco, 1995; 
see Dillehay, 2000). 

Late Pleistocene to Holocene Sites 
in the Colombian Amazon 

Two sites h ave been excavated recently by the auth ors: San Isidro and Peiia 
Roja (figs. 9.1 and 9.2). 

Peiia Roja 

This site is located on the Caqueta River, 50 km downstream from Arara
cuara, in the Colombian Amazon region. Peiia Roja lies at 170 m above sea 
level. Current average temperatures range from 24°C to 28°C. Annual rain
fall averages 3500 mm. Present-day vegetation is tropical forest (Cavelier 
et a!., l 995; C. Urrego et al., 1995; Gnecco and Mora, 1997). Sedime nto
logical, geomorphological, and paleobotanical data from the region hJ.ve 
been published elsewhere (L. E. Urrego, 1991, 1997; T. Vander Ham·men 
eta!., 1991a,b; M. C. Van der Hammen, 1992; Duivenvoorden and Lips, 
1993; Duivenvoorden and Cleef, 1994; Behling et al. , 1999). 

The earliest settle rs ofPeiia Roja arrived in the region prior t<? 9000 B.P. , 

as indicated by carbon 14 dates in association with archaeological remains: 
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9125 :±: 250 B.P.; 9160 :±: 90 B.P.; 9250 :±: 140 B.P. (Cavelier et al. , 1995; 
Gnecco and Mora, 1997) ; 8090 :±: 60 B.P. (Piperno and Pearsall, 1998: 204); 
8510 :±: llO B.P.; 8710 :±: 110 B.P. (Llanos, 1997: 14). Paleoclimatic and sedi
mentological data are indicative of vegetational ch ange and major trans
formations in the Middle Caqueti River drainage system. Such geological 
and environmental changes triggered terrace formation and landscape re
modeling as well as vegetational reassortment. 

Pollen analysis at nearby lakes, such as Mariii.ame, 12 km southwest of 
Peii.a Roja, and Pantano de Monica, 5 km to the south (fig. 9.2), provides 
reliable late Pleistocene to Holocene environmental data on which to base 
our reconstructions of the e nvironment at the time of human occupation. 

The pollen data from the Mariii.ame core (L. E. Urrego, 1991; T. Vander 
Hammen et al., 199la,b) show an increase in forest vegetation and a dra
matic decrease in aquatic elements since 11,150 B.P.; Mauritia flexuosa, a 
palm tree that usually grows in swampy areas, was rare at this time. Trees 
from Melastomataceae, Cecropia, Alchornea, and Euterpe were also documented 
(L. E. Urrego, 1991). The Pantano de Monica Ml pollen diagram (Beh
ling et al., 1999) shows a continuous increase in palms (Arecaceae) in pol
len zone 2. This zone corresponds with the initial human occupation of 
Pena Roja. Here, typical tropical forest elements such as the Anacardiaceae, 
Sapotaceae, and Malpighiaceae are all present (Behling et al., 1999) . Paly
nological evidence, therefore, leaves no doubt that the initial occupation of 
Pena Roja took place in a rain forest context. 

The site of Pena Roja has two occupation horizons (fig. 9.3). The first 
horizon corresponds to the agricultural and ceramic occupation of the site, 
comprising layers 2 and 3. Layer, or stratum, 4 has both ceramic and pre
ceramic materials. Strata 5, 6, 7, and 8 yield preceramic materials alone, and 
some bioturbation is present. The initial occupation of the site is located in 
layers 8a to 7b. The stone industry produced by the early inhabitants of the 
site consists of unifacial industries with little or no retouch (fig. 9.4). Chert 

is the main raw material. Tools include concave scrapers on thick flakes, 
wedges, notched flakes, and perforators. But unretouched flakes form the 
bulk of the artifactual evidence. Some of the unretouched materials bear 
use-wear. Ground stone technology is also present, with artifacts such as mill
ing stones, flat mortars, and grinding stones, suggestive of seed and root con
sumption (Llanos, 1997). Overall, the tool kit from Pen a Roja indicates a 
non-specialized extractive technology typical of broad-spectrum economies. 

Several features within layers 6a to 5b suggest changing site function over 
time. Prior to this time, foragers displayed a predilection for chert as the 
main raw material to make their tools. From this time on, chert was less fre
quently used, relative to the frequency documented in lower layers. We also 
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Fig. 9.3. Stratigraphic section at Pena Roja showing strata, carbon-14 dates, and rna· 
trix color 

noticed a reduction in charcoal representation, which may suggest fewer 
burning episodes. This reduction seems concomitant with the introduc
tion of squashes (Cucurbita spp.). D. Piperno (1999) , based on the size of the 
Cucurbita phytoliths from this site, has suggested that these squash es were 
cultivated plants. At a later time, gourd, Lagenaria siceraria, leren , and Gala

thea allouia were also exploited (Piperno and Pearsall, 1998; Piperno, 1999). 
Leren has an edible rhizome which is still eaten cooked or roasted in the 

middle Caqueta (Sanchez, 1997: 255). However, the introduction of these 

cultivars did not imply the creation of open landscapes or grasslands, since 

the phytolith evidence points to a forested environment (Piperno and Pear
sall, 1998; Piperno, 1999). 

Layer 4 shows evidence of stratigraphic discontinuity between the ceramic 

and preceramic levels at the site, as shown by soil texture (silt increases 
and clay decreases) and organic matter decrease. The stratigraphic discon-
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Fig. 9.4. Artifact percentages per depth at the site of Pena Roja 

tinuity is also evident in the percentages of aluminum, with low values in 
the preceramic layers. Another sign of discontinuity is the presence of high 
phosphorus values above 350 ppm (Cavelier et al. , 1995) only in the ceramic 
layers. 

Macrobotanical remains from the site are dominated by eight species 

of palms from four gen era (fig. 9.5, table 9.1 ) : Astrocaryum (three species: A. 

javari, A. aculeaturn, and A. sciophilum); Oenocarpus (three species: 0. bataua, 

0. bacaba, and 0. mapora); M auritia (one species: M. jlexuosa); and Maxirni

liana (one species: M. maripa) . Astrocaryum, Oenocmpus, and Mauritia are re
stricted to preceramic levels. Maximiliana maripa has similar frequencies in 
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Table 9.1. Taxonomic Groups Identified in Pena Roja's Carbonized Macro Remains 

Family 

Arecaceae 

Caryocaraceae 

Humiriaceae 

Apocynaceae 

Lauraceae 

Annonaceae 

Chrysobalanaceae 

leguminosae 

Species 

Astrocaryum aculeatum 
Astrocaryum javari 
Astrocaryum sciophilum 

Attalea spp 
Attalea maripa 
Attalea insignis 
Attalea racemosa 
Mauritia f/exuosa 
Oenocarpus bataua 
Oenocarpus mapora 
Oenocarpus bacaba 

Caryocar aff. G/abrum 

Vantanea peruviana 
Humiriastrum sp. 
Sacoglottis sp 

Macoubea guianensis 

Beilschmiedia brasiliensis 

Oxandra euneura 

Licania pyrifolia 

Parkia multijuga 
lnga sp. 

SouRCE: Based on Cavelier et al., 1995; Cavalier et al., 1999; Morcote 1994; Morcote et al. , 1998. 

both ceramic and preceramic levels (Morcote, 1994; Cavelier et al., 1995: 
34; C. Urrego et al., 1995; Morcote et al., 1998). These palms are still widely 
used by local groups. For example, A. javari is presently exploited as fish 
bait. It is thus likely that palms were of economic value to local prehistoric 
groups (Morcote et al., 1998; Cabrera et al. , 1999). In general, the macro
botanical evidence from Pena Roja suggests exploitatio n strategies very 
similar to those documented in eastern Brazil among late Pleistocene to 
Holocene tropical forest foragers (Prous, 1991; Magalhaes, 1994; Roosevelt 
et al. , 1996) . 

Site location in an alluvial setting would indicate some emphasis on fish 
exploitation (Gragson, 1992; Rodriguez, 1992) , while the surrounding hills 

would provide a good source of forest plants and animals (M. C. Vander 

Fig. 9.5. Distribution of M. flexuosa versus A. jauari at Pena Roja 
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H ammen, 1992; Duivenvoorden and Lips, 1993). Nearby swamps with Mau

ritia jlexuosa would contribute fruits, fibers, fish bait (Goulding, 1980), 
hunting p1-ey (Walschburge r and Von H ildebrand, 1988), and Coleoptera 
larvae (Dufour, 1987). 

San Isidro 

This site is within an inter-Andean valley, 50 km northwest of Popayan, in 
southwestern Colombia. San Isidro is at 1690 m above sea level. Present rain
fall is 1800 mm. Natural forest veget~tion has been preserved in parts of 
the region, and it can be classified as sub-Andean forest (sensu Cuatrecasas, 
1958). Pollen and macrobotanical data indicate that by 10,000 B.P. the area 
supported a tropical forest that has no modern analogue (Gnecco, 2000). 
This si te has one archaeological horizon only. We excavated 30% of this site 
(20 m2

) with 1-by-1-m excavation units. Excavation spits were 5 em thick, 
and the matrix was screened with a 5-mm mesh . Six kilograms of sediments 
from each level were floated. 

The archaeological deposit stre tches through 40 em of matrix (from 20 
to 60 em below the surface), but cultural materials are scattered be tween 5 
and 85 em of depth. The highest concentration takes place from 5 to 40 em 
below the present-day surface . This type of shallow preceramic deposit is 
not common in the Popayan Valley, where there is a slow rate of sediment 

buildup. The sediments at the site have a low pe rcentage of organic mat
ter and lack stratigra phic boundaries. Nonetheless, soil formatio n provides 
clear pedological horizons that may have masked the original stratigraphic 
boundaries at th e site. The A h orizon is composed of sandy loam without 
cu ltural materials and comprises layers 1 and 2. The AB horizon includes 
layers 3 and 4 and has a sandy texture. T he preceramic occupation is re
stricted to layer 3. Lastly, the B horizon comprises strata 5 to 8, all of which 
have a clayey texture. 

Our analysis indicates that the h uman occupation of this site took place 
in soils formed by intense weather ing with biochemical activity th at affected 
the pyroclastic materials in the matrix and with a slow sedimentary influx. 
Organic matte r is scarce (10.0%), so is the amount of phosphorus (1.9%). 
Organ ic decomposition and/ or low input of organic compounds by local 
foragers could be responsible for this pattern. It is important to n ote th at 
this site lacks a midden and that human occupation is only evident through 
the existence of cultural material in what otherwise looks like a natural soil 
profile. T hree radiocarbon dates indicate an early Holocene chronology: 
charcoal samples from the occupation horizon, dated at 9530 ± 100 B.P. 

and 10,050 ± 100 B.P. , and charred seed, dated at 10,030 ± 60 B.P. 

Sa n Isidro yie lded more than 65,000 lithic specime ns, out of which 752 
have clear artifactual features. The majority of the lithic assemblage (98.0%) 

J 
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Fig. 9.6. Stone tools from San Isidro: a, beveled and polished tool; b, edge-ground 
cobble. Macrobotanical remains: c, from Persea americana, and d, from Erythrina edulis. 

is microdebitage smaller than 1 em in maximum length. Most of the artifacts 
are unretouched (38.6%) and 0.7% are cobble stone tools. Bifaces make up 
22.0% of the artifacts. Eventually, local foragers produced projectile points. 
Use-wear analysis of the lithic assemblage (Gnecco, 2000) indicates that 
tools were used for game butch ering and hide pre paration and for saw
ing and grooving. Our lithic assemblage also includes hammer stones; mor
tars; beveled , polished tools; and edge-ground cobbles (fig. 9.6) . Phytoliths 
and starch grains from economically useful plants, such as legumes, grasses, 
Marantha, and perh aps the edible M. arundinacea, were recovered from the 
surfaces and microfissures in two grinding tools (Dolores Piperno, personal 
communication ), while Podocarpus wood was recovered from th ree small 
unifacial tools (Nieuwenhuis, 1996) . 

Almost 4000 carbonized macro botanical remains were re trieved from this 
o pen-air site. A large majority of pieces (92%) are cortical fragments from 
spherical fruits. Their d iameter ranges from 30 to 60 mm. We have reported 
these fruits as belonging to the Palmae (Gnecco and Mora, 1997: 687), 
but their final identification awaits in-depth comparative analysis: we areal
most certain that this macrobotanical assemblage contains two tropical for

est taxa: Erythrina edulis and Persea americana (fig. 9.6). 

11Essentialism " under a N ew Light 

Archaeological data from Peiia Roja and San Isidro indicate that human im
pact and modification of forest ecosystems started before 10,000 B. P. Pollen 
data from San Isidro (table 9.2) includes pioneer taxa, grasses, and weeds, 
among a majori ty of primary forest trees. T his suggests that these sites were 
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Table 9.2. Fossil pollen from San Isidro 

Family/genus N % Family/genus N % 

Leguminosae 11 0.3 Solanaceae 13 3.8 

Leguminosae 21 0.3 Cyatheaceae 8 2.3 

Leguminosae 31 0.3 Fern 37 10.5 
Proteaceae 12 3.5 Moss 2 0.6 
Tiliaceae 1 0.3 Acrostichum 1 0.3 

Myrtaceae 4 1.1 Alnus sp. 1 0.3 
Palmae 14 1.1 Weinmannia sp. 9 2.6 
Pal mae 23 0.8 Trema sp. 1 0.3 
Pal mae 31 0.3 Hedyosmum sp. 1 0.3 
Gramineae 15 1.4 Vallea sp. 1 0.3 
Gramineae 215 4.3 Rapanea sp. 3 0.8 

Bignoniaceae 31 9.0 Alchornea sp. 18 5.2 

Compositae 97 28.2 Virola sp. 6 1.7 

Labiatae 1 0.3 Piper sp. 2 0.6 

Melastomataceae 79 23.0 Miconia sp. 4 1.1 

Urticaceae/Piantago 1 0.3 

Moraceae 13 3.8 Spigelia type 2 0.6 

Caryophyllaceae 4 1.1 Duroia type 6 1.7 

Cyperaceae 1 0.3 

surrounded by a mosaic of forest and open spaces. However, the prevalence 
of mature forest species indicates that there neve r was a complete forest 
retreat. At present, we cannot determine whether these open domains were 
anthropogenic. Disturbance sometimes occurs unintentionally as a result of 
redundant human use of natural environments (Lade n , 1992; Maloney, 
1998) . But it is also possible that humans contributed to opening the forest 
by maintaining gaps, perhaps through the use of fire (Piperno, 1999). It is 
possible that some of the beveled and polished tools found in Pe n a Roja and 
San Isidro (figure 9.6a) could be interpre ted as tools created to open up the 
forest. 

We also believe that, prior to farming, foragers promoted the artificial 
concentration of useful plants across their territory. This farming-like be
havior focused on species that required little planting or tending (Cabrera 
et al. , 1999) and resembles present-day practices among forager and incip
ient Amazonian farmer groups (Gutierrez, 1996; Politis, 1996a; Posey, 1984) . 
Posey indeed calls this type of exploitation "nomadic agriculture," in which 
humans allow the colonization of forest plots by useful plants such as me
dicinals and perennials with large edible roots and stems (Posey, 1983: 
877-894, 1984: 114-117; see also Piperno, 1989: 541). This type of ex
ploitation also favors artificial con centrations of useful animals, as noted by 
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0 . F. Linares (1976) and others (see Posey, 1983, 1984; Cooke and Piperno, 
1993: 30). 

The Persea seeds (maximum length 6 em) from San Isidro are likely to be 

from a cultivar (fig. 9.6c) , as they are larger than the average size for speci
mens from a wild Persea population (see Smith, 1966, 1969). The same ob
servation applies to Erythrina edulis specimens (fig. 9.6d). Marantha 

phytoliths found in grinding tools from San Isidro could also belong to a 
cultivar, perhaps M. arundinacea. Piperno believes that this root was domes
ticated 8600 years ago in Panama, as shown by phytoliths from this species 
retrieved from Cueva de los Vampiros (1995: 139-141; Piperno et al., 
1991b: 238; Cooke 1992: 44). Gourd and leren from Pena Roja could also 
re present early cultivars. 

Discussion 

C. Levi-Strauss ( 1950) noted that farming societies of South America com
plemented their farming economies with wild resources (Sponsel, 1989). If 
this was the case among ethnographic farmers, it is reasonable to assume 
that it was more the case with pre historic hunter-gatherers with mixed 
forager-farming economies. We believe that late Pleistocene and early Ho
locene hunter-gatherers were efficient managers of tropical forests and 
enhanced the natural productivity of the ecosystems in which they lived. 
Tropical hunter-gatherers did not have to become sedentary farmers to 
increase the productivity of their resource base. South American tropical 
forest foragers hunted, gathered, and, somehow, produced their resources. 
Binford (1980) suggested that reside ntial mobility among hunter-gathe rers 
was almost exclusively contingent upon resource distribution . Ye t, mobility 
was determined by many factors. If residential mobility among Pena Roja 
and San Isidro foragers influenced local resource distribution through in
ten tional manipulation, then access to resources may not have been free for 
all individuals from all groups. Late Pleistocene to Holocene Amazonian 
foragers could have regulated access to resources and exercised some kind 
of territoriality (cf. Kelly, 1995: 14-15) . It is possible that various forms 
of low residential mobility and territorial societies could have evolved in 
neighboring Andean societies since the late Pleistocen e (Keefer et al. , 1998; 
Sandweiss et al. , 1998). R. C. Bailey and T. N. Headland (1991: 268) pre
dicted that if foragers were living in tropical rain forests before the introduc
tion of agriculture, they would have had to be more mobile than Pygmies, 
Agta, Batek, and Punan groups are today. We do not believe this holds true 
for the Colombian instance 10,000 years ago. Mobility is determined by the 
type of exploitation and control over local resources. 
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The authors of this ch apter think that we n eed to reexamine currently 

accepted m odels of prehistoric forager socie ties in tropical e nvironments. 

Decades ago Lathrap (1968) challenged the idea of pristine hunter

gathe rer grou ps living in tropical forests based on th e ecological infor

mation he possessed; h e portrayed them as decultured farmers. At present, 

his hypothesis is increasingly unsustainable, especially in the light of the 

obvious diversity among pre historic tropical forest groups and the ques

tion able idea of "primitiven ess" (see Headland and Reid, 1989: 43, 49 -

5 1; Sponsel, 1985: 96-97). Certainly, present-day forest dwellers interact 

with farmers, and it is likely that some prehistoric hunter-gatherers also did 

(Headland and Reid, 1989;Junker, 1996) . This inter-e thnic division of la 

bor, as A. Testart ( 1988: 7) calls it, cannot be d enied (see Peterson, 1978a,b ; 

Milton, 1984) . Ye t, we cannot accept the transhistorical nature of this di

vision . Thus, the questio n is not whether hunte r-gatherers ever existed in 

tropical forests witho ut farm ers, but how they lived in these ecosystem s. 

Conclusion 

Colombian prehistoric hunter-gatherers u sed , m anaged, and enhanced the 

productivity of tropical forests. San Isidro and Peiia Roja foragers changed 

the ecosystem through forest clearing, selective planting, and quasi-domes

tication (Rindos, 1984). T his type of economic behavior h as ecological and 

social repe rcussio n s and is linked to territoriality and low residential mo

bility. T his type of forest society dates back to the late Pleistocene. Early 

foragers of the Colombian Amazon were forest managers who maximized 

the natural productivity of ra in forests in ways th at departed from earlier 

foraging strategies to enter a n ew c ultural domain, tha t of complex hunter

gath e rers. 

Notes 

1. The intentional definition of the type, as used by archaeologists, is exclu
sively economical, to the exclusion of alternative characteristics-social, political, 
ideological-explored by ethnographers. 

2. Therefore, the use we make of this concept is purely conventional. See 
T. Ingold ( 1991) and R. Kelly (1995) for a critical evaluation of this concept. 
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CHAPTER10 

Hunter-Gatherers in Amazonia during 
the Pleistocene-Holocene Transition 

Betty J. Meggers and Eurico Th. Miller 

Amazonia is the largest expanse of tropical rain forest on the planet and the 
least known archeologically. Survey along the major tributaries has identi
fied hundreds of habitation sites with ceramics, but little evidence of earlier 
occupation. Lithics encountered during survey along power-line transects 
and riverbanks and in three rock shelters testify to the presence of humans 
in widely separated parts of the lowlands by at least 13,000 B.P., but estab
lish ing whether these locations were within the rain forest and were colo
nized prior to the adoption of agriculture requires identifying the extent of 
the forest during the Pleistocene-Holocene 'transition and the antiquity of 
plant domestication. In contrast to th e acceptance of periods of rain forest 
reduction in tropical Africa, the existence, magnitude, timing, duration, 
and character of Amazonian fluctuations remain disputed. Establishing the 
antiquity of dependence on cultigens is inhibited by the perishable nature of 
the primary domesticates, manioc and sweet potatoes. On the positive side, 
the biogeographic interpretation of the distributions of linguistic, genetic, 
and ethnographic traits and the observations of the subsistence behavior 
of surviving hunter-gatherers provide independent sets of data that can be 
compared with the paleoenvironmental and archeological reconstructions. 

After a brief sum~ary of the modern ecosystem, discussion will focus on 
four general topics: (1) the environment between circa 15,000 and 7000 B.P.; 

(2) the archeological evidence for early human presence; (3) the antiquity 
of subsistence agriculture, and ( 4) the ethnographical evidence for the pro
ductivity of wild food resources. We conclude that the Amazonian rain for
est was colonized by small groups of foragers as early as other parts of South 
America. 

The Present Environment of Amazonia 

Tropical rain forest is now the dominant vegetation east of the Andes below 
about 1000 m elevation, where average monthly temperature varies less than 
2.5°C, annual precipitation exceeds 1500 mm, the dry season lasts less than 
three months, and relative humidity normally exceeds 80% (Meggers, 1996). 

Bisection by the equator produces alternating rainy seasons north and south 




