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The Debate at the Beginning of the 21st 
Century on the Peopling of the Americas
Laura Miotti1, Nora Flegenheimer2, Mónica Salemme3, and Ted Goebel4

A meeting on the late-Pleistocene peopling of the Americas held November 2010 at La Plata, 
Argentina, was the fifth in a series of international symposia on this topic originally organized 
by Mexican scholars. This book and the bonds established between archaeologists are two 
main results this event produced. Both of them are crucial to the development of this area of 
inquiry and in different ways are relevant to filling the gaps in research on the early peopling 
of South America and the entire continent. Most of the papers in this book focus on southern 
South America. (At the conference the geographic focus was better balanced, and several papers 
on topics from Siberia, North America, and even Australia were presented.)
	 To appreciate the value of these contributions they should be placed in context. From our 
perspective, the knowledge gathered in the last hundred years about the peopling of the Ameri-
cas has developed according to the perspectives of central and peripheral cultures (Anglo-Saxon 
and Latin America). We are convinced that archaeologists are builders of concepts, identities, 
and cultural images, and that the viewpoint underpinning archaeological research shapes its 
development. Consequently the cultural heritage of researchers is equally as important as their 
academic traditions. This book compiles papers from different Latin American archaeologists, 
anthropologists, and paleoecologists in an attempt to bridge divisions between the academic 

	1	CONICET – División Arqueología del Museo de la Plata. Arqueología de Paisajes Patagónicos (FCNyM 
– UNLP), Paseo del Bosque s/n, CP: 1900, L Plata, Buenos Aires, Argentina; e-mails: lmiotti@fcnym.
unlp.edu.ar

	2	CONICET, Área Arqueología y Antropología, Av. 10 y Calle 65- 7630, Municipalidad de Necochea, Argentina; 
e-mails: noraf@necocheanet.com.ar

	3	Laboratorio de Geologia del Cuaternario, CADIC–CONICET, and Universidad Nacional de la Patagonia, 
Ushuaia, Argentina; e-mail: monica.salemme@gmail.com

	4	Center for the Study of the First Americans, Department of Anthropology, Texas A&M University, 4352 
TAMU, College Station, TX 77843-4352; e-mail: goebel@tamu.edu
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environments of the central countries and those of Latin America. Although current trends 
in globalization sometimes are perceived as veiled colonialism, the challenge nonetheless is 
to introduce both basic information and theoretical perspectives into the arena of interna-
tional discussion, because very often this scientific discourse has been narrowly confined to 
the country of its inception. In the past archaeological science in Latin America related to the 
peopling of the New World has been strongly influenced by its colonial past and by the Native 
and African-American peoples that compose a large part of the population. Archaeologists, 
including those interested in early peopling, are nowadays becoming increasingly aware of 
the political implications of their work, and they are becoming committed to freeing their 
research from the parochial confines of their mother country.
	 In this book, authors present the highlights of selected reports and discussions from the 
La Plata meeting (including archaeology, genetics, cranial morphology, paleoenvironments, 
and history), all bearing on the significance and context of First Americans research in Latin 
America. 
	 First Americans research has been quickly growing in volume and scope in recent years, 
with the result that national meetings now routinely include sessions focusing on the dispersal 
of humans in South America. This situation differs from the archaeology of North America—
particularly of the U.S.—where theoretical and methodological advances made possible by 
support from academia were further assisted by public and government agencies intent on 
justifying and legitimizing their interests.
	 First Americans research is important in its wide geographical application and its conse-
quences on an even wider scale. To understand the early peopling of the Western Hemisphere, 
scholars necessarily must be aware of information produced in numerous countries and published 
not just in English but also in Spanish, Portuguese, French, and even Russian. This enormous 
barrier—language—has prevented sharing vitally important data. Many publications circulate 
only locally, and although new ideas and information generated from the study of early sites 
is known and readily available within the researcher’s mother country, too often the work is 
unknown elsewhere in the world. South American archaeologists have access to articles pub-
lished in well-established journals and books from the Northern Hemisphere (which sometimes 
translate the articles into other languages). North American archaeologists, however, do not have 
ready access to information and ideas published in Latin America. Even though information is 
becoming more widely circulated every year, poor communication among different countries 
remains an obstacle to science and is sorely in need of further improving.

Latin American Archaeological Research Today
To illustrate the growth in information and ideas in First Americans research in Latin America, 
Figure 1 graphically shows the content of presentations given at the five recent international 
symposia “Early Man in America” since 2002. Presentations grew in number from 32 in 2002 
to 132 in 2010. The number of contributions in archaeology, always the most popular topic, 
has increased from a low of 11 to a high of 41. Methodological papers increased from 4 to 23, 
and theoretical papers presenting or reviewing continental-scale or regional-scale models 
grew from 3 to 18. The last meeting saw remarkable growth in cultural-material studies. 
Perhaps most important is the tremendous increase in the number of participating countries, 
thereby enriching and enlarging the theme, spawning diverse ideas, and energizing sparkling 
discussion among participants. 
	 The past five years particularly have witnessed major changes in archaeological thought 
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among Latin Americanists. We have seen an increase in research productivity and significant 
improvement in the quality of scholarship. The far-reaching implications of these improvements 
are visible in expanded curricula in schools and in an awakening of public interest, which in 
turn have promoted further growth in archaeological science and related disciplines throughout 
Latin America. In particular, we have seen encouraging growth in new archaeological, biological, 
and radiocarbon data, new methods and theories, interdisciplinary research, and the number 
of research teams composed of members from different countries. We can credit this scientific 
progress to maturing academies and improved communication among institutions and scientists.

The Future
More than five decades ago, North American archaeologists recognized that the earliest trade-
mark for the First American was the Clovis point (Wormington 1957); today we can confidently 
assert that the earliest Latin American trademark was significant diversity in material culture 
and human adaptation. Furthermore, as Bryan previously hypothesized (1973), tropical forests 
and mountains would not have been barriers for early colonizers. Now and in the future we 
can effectively address questions about when and how people dispersed across Latin America.
	 How do we perceive Central America? Perhaps it should be considered as a buffer zone, 
probably a corridor or land bridge for populations moving between the two continents; thus 
this area could show major archaeological conformities with one or possibly both hemispheres.

The VI Symposium, Colombia!
We propose that the current interdisciplinary, international effort be continued in the future. 
We believe it is crucial to construct the optimum framework for cataloguing and dovetailing 

Number of papers
by topic

Figure 1.  Chart showing variety and distribution of research themes presented at the “Early Man 
in America” symposia during the past decade, 2002–12.
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reports from various disciplines and for disseminating new knowledge produced in different 
countries since the last previous event. A quite successful venture in this regard was a thematic 
session held September 2011 during the UISPP Congress in Brazil. It served as an effective 
bridge between researchers and institutions of the last “Early Man in America” symposium 
and the next. We expect that the VI symposium, to be held in Colombia in 2012, will benefit 
from further development of ways to share new ideas.

	 We sincerely thank the authors who, by contributing their research findings, have enlarged 
our knowledge of the First Americans and made this volume possible. 

References Cited
Bryan, A.  1973  Paleoenvironments and cultural diversity in late Pleistocene South America. Qua-
ternary Research 3(2):237–56.

Wormington, H. M.  1957  Ancient Man in North America. Denver Museum of Natural History, 
Popular Series No. 4, Denver.
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coprolite  189

Córdoba  30

core  55

cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus)  184

cortex  95

cremation  45

Cueva Burucuyá  100

Cueva de las Manos site (CdlM)  150

Cueva del Medio  21

Cueva del Tecolote  34

Cueva Huachichocana  77

Cueva Huenul  187

Cueva La Brava  100

Cueva Lago Sofia  21

Cueva Maripe  191

Cueva Tixi  100

Cueva Túnel  143

Cueva Yavi  77

Cueva Zoro  106

Cumbe  21

cutmark  117

Cuvieronius  See mastodon

Cygnus  119

Dasypodidae  189

Dasypus hybridus  102

deer (Odocoileus virginianus)  25

Delta del Paraná  35

denticulate  65

dermal bone  117

Deseado Massif  121

desert roses  180

diatom  191–206

Diplodon patagonicus  119

Doedicurus  94

Dolichotis patagonum  94

dolomite  95

eagle (Aquila chrysaetos, Breagyps clarki, Spizäetus 
grinnelli)  184

Early Man in America symposia  4

El Abra  21

El Alto  88

El Ceibo  143

El Guanaco  107

El Jazmin  26

El Sombrero  21

El Trebol  117

endscraper  See also scraper, sidescraper  118

Ephedra  188

Epuyán Grande  39

Equus  See American horse

Eskimo  36

Eutatus seguini  102

Fell I type projectile point  57

Fell’s Cave  21

Fishtail projectile point (FTPP)  26

flake  25

flamingo (Phoenicopterus ruber)  184

flint  143

fox  117

FTPP  See Fishtail projectile point

Gaiman Formation  166

Galea tixiensis  102

Gavia  See loon

Geographic Information Systems (GIS)  13

giant ground sloth (Eremotherium laurillardi, 
Megatherium americanum)  93

GIS  See Geographic Information Systems
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glacier  15

glyptodont (Glyptotherium)  94

Glyptotherium  See glyptodont

GO-JA-01 rockshelter  54

Golfo San Jorge  35

Gopherus  See tortoise

grebe (Podiceps parvus)  184

ground sloth  See giant ground sloth

Guane  35

Guantiva interstadial  27

gypsum  180

hammerstone  150

hand stone  26

haplogroup  29

Haplomastodon  See mastodon

haplotype  30

heat treating  144

Hippidion saldiasi  46

Hippocamelus  119

hoe  26

Hornillos rockshelter  21

horse  See American horse

huemul  120

Huentelauquén culture  79

Humahuaca  30

Illo  36

Imiwaia  171

Inca Cueva  63

Interserrana Plain  99

Intihuasi  88

Isurus  165

Itaparica tradition  53

Joboid tradition  27

Kennewick  34

Kinosternon  See mud turtle

knife  118

La China  21

La Gruta  146

La María  143

La Mesada  143

La Moderna  93

La Morena  26

La Playita  192

La Primavera  191

Lagidium  119

Lago Argentino  197

Lago Sofia  21

Lagoa Santa  21

Lagostomus maximus  94

Laguna Juncal  35

Laguna Yahmoc  129

Lama gracilis  139

Lama guanicoe  41

Lapa Vermelha  21

Lapao Grande  70

Larrea  188

Las Taguas River  83

Last Glacial Maximum (LGM)  13

Lengua  30

LGM  See Last Glacial Maximum

limaces  53

Lobería  100

loon (Gavia)  184

Los Dos Amigos  122

Los Helechos  106

Los Olmos  35

Los Pinos  21

Los Toldos  21

Los Vilos  79

Lycalopex culpaeus  119

Lycium  188

Magdalena River  25

Magellan Strait  29

Mammuthus columbi  See Columbian mammoth

Mapuche  30

Marazzi  171

Maripe  191

mastodon (Cuvieronius, Haplomastodon)  25

Metro Banderas  34

micropolish  134

Microtus  See vole

microwear  133

milling base  26

Milvago  119

Miocene  165

Mocovi  30

mollusk  119

Monte León Formation  166

Monte Verde  21
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mortuary practices  39

mud turtle (Kinosternon)  181

Muisca  35

mylodont (Paramylodon harlani)  46

Myocastor coypus  101

NAA  See neutron activation analysis

Ñagué  80

Nahuel Huapi Lake  117

Nariño  35

Nassauvia  188

Negro Francisco lagoon  84

Neosclerocalyptus  94

Neotoma  See woodrat

neutron activation analysis (NAA)  129

obsidian  64

ocher  118

Odocoileus virginianus  See deer

Ongamira  88

Orejas de Burro  40

orthoquartzite  95

Ozotoceros bezoarticus  101

Paiján	   21

Pali Aike  21

Palo Colorado  80

Pampas  9

Panche-Lache  35

Paramylodon harlani  See mylodont

Paraná Formation  35

Paso Otero  93

Pastos Grandes  70

Patagonia  10

Pedra Furada (Toca do Boqueirão da Pedra  
  Furada)  21

Pedra Pintada  21

Pelican Rapids  34

Penitente  80

Peñon de los Baños  183

Peñon III  34

Percitchys  119

Peru  34

Phalacrocorax auritus  See cormorant

Phoenicopterus ruber  See flamingo

phytolith  192

Pichidangui  80

Piedra Museo  21

Pintoscayoc  77

Playa Miller  36

Podiceps parvus  See grebe

Popayán Plateau  25

Porce  36

Precordillera Patagónica  35

processing  93

pronghorn (Antilocapra)  181

Prosopidastrum  188

Prosopis  188

Pteroptochos  119

Puerto Madryn Formation  166

Puna  63

Purgatorio  80

quartz crystal  79

quartz  26

Quebrada Batán  79

Quebrada del Real  88

Quebrada Santa María  79

Quebrada Seca  63

Quereo Norte  80

Quereo Perfil  80

Rancholabrean  179

Rhea americana  102

Rhea pennata  77

rheid  77

Rinconada  30

Río Bote  41

Rio de la Plata  101

Río Negro  121

Sabana de Bogotá  25

Salta  30

San Gregorio  35

San Isidro  26

San Juan Aragón  183

San Juan Raya  181

San Lorenzo-Tuina  21

San Salvador de Jujuy  30

sandhill crane (Grus canadensis)  184

Santa Elina  21

Santana do Riacho  21
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Schinus  188

scraper  See also sidescraper, endscraper  26

shark  165

Siberia  3

sidescraper  See also scraper, endscraper  95

Sierras Bayas Group  95

silicified wood  145

Somuncurá Plateau  121

Spizäetus grinnelli  See eagle

stork (Ciconia)  184

Strait of Magellan  See Magellan Strait

Susques  30

Taguatagua (Tagua-Tagua)  21

Taima-Taima  21

Talagapa  122

Tandilia Range  96

Tayassu  94

Tehuelche  30

Telarmachay  21

Tepexpan  183

Tequendama  25

Tequixquiac  183

Texcoco Lake  184

Tibitó  21

Tierra del Fuego  35

Tlapacoya  34

Tlatelolco  35

Toba  30

Toca do Boqueirão da Pedra Furada  See Pedra 
  Furada

Toca do Pica-Pau  54

Tocuila  183

tortoise (Gopherus)  181

Touro Passos  21

tranchet  172

Tres Arroyos  21

Tucumán  30

Tuina  65

turtle  See mud turtle

Uruguay  10

use wear  95

Valiente  80

Vegas Temprano  21

Verbenaceae  188

Viko vijin  181

vizcachita  120

vole (Microtus)  181

Wichis  30

Wizards Beach  34

woodrat (Neotoma)  181

Xenarthran fauna  181

X-ray fluorescence (XRF)  128

XRF  See X-ray fluorescence

Yauyos  35

Zaedius pichiy  94
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