
GROWING UP TO BE AN ARCHAEOLOGIST

I decided to be an archaeologist when I was nine. My

mother, a painter who grew up in the American west,

loved archaeology. We would spend vacations look-

ing at sites and mounds. After a trip to Mesa Verde I

announced my vocation, and my mother said, ‘OK’.

Many kids want to be archaeologists, but their par-

ents may not be as complaisant as my mother was. 

My two sisters and I grew up with her (my father

died young in a plane crash) and our grandmother,

her mother-in-law, in Long Island, New York. I learned

a lot of useful things then: how to draw (more or less),

how to drive a tractor (the grass had to be mown),

how to take pictures and do textiles (my grandmother

was a photographer and textile artist), how to stand

up for myself (the sisters had more than a few knock-

down-drag-outs), etc. 

The war and intelligence service by the men in the

family led to highish mortality rates, so our domestic

group was essentially matriarchal. I mention this facet

of my upbringing because it probably helped me

make my way in academe, which, especially when I

started, was quite male dominated. In the world I was

born in, however, women were the leaders. I

assumed that was the norm. I was fortunate, too, in

what male relatives I had, such as the uncles.

Especially favored was Unc, one of my father’s broth-

ers, a great friend of my mother’s and a great indul-

ger of us children. He was a mining engineer and

inventer and an afficionado of archaeology and art.

My relatives have been a great support, even the

younger ones, to whom I am ‘Auntie-Anna Jones’

(Indiana Jones, get it?). My sisters pitch in with the

digging when the going gets tough, as in Central

African Republic in 1997. 

Although I did well in school (we got a quarter for

every A), I didn’t like school much until college and grad

school. In the lower schools, the only subject faintly

related to archaeology was Classics, so I took Latin and

Greek, and later Hebrew and Akkadian. I’ve forgotten

most of the latter two, but the others have helped me

with vocabulary, especially the technical words. 

Modus operandi for an archaeologist

I’ve found it’s good to be optimistic and not act from

fear. In my experience, fear is often exaggerated. If

you look ahead to really examine the feared outcome,

it usually does not seem as bad as you thought. And

preparedness can buffer any bad effects, should the

worst happen. 

But since outcomes are unpredictable, it’s handy

to be flexible. If one way to a goal is barred, you can

just shift and push on. Learning and changing are

enjoyable and allow self-correction and intellectual

development. The new direction often is more inter-

esting than the original one. When research turns up

unexpected patterns, one can follow up on them

rather than stay stuck in the original concept. It

makes the research dynamic. None of the really

interesting findings of my tropical lowland research –

the Pleistocene foragers, pre-agricultural complex

societies, archaic pottery-making fisherpeoples,

whatever – would have been possible had I not bent

with the findings. They opened up theoretical possi-

bilities with more scope than the ideas I began with. 

Another useful trait is independence. To get any-

where in research, one needs to think for oneself.

Students can be encouraged to develop their own
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ideas and independent projects. In general, I’d say to

those starting out that you should be true to yourself.

Don’t worry too much about the downsides of doing

that. You’d probably offend somebody no matter what

you did, so you might as well do and say what you

think right. If you try to agree with everybody you are

doomed to failure because everybody doesn’t agree,

and, anyway, in that case you’d end up a nonentity

with no ideas of your own. If everyone already agreed

with your ideas, then there would be nothing for you

to discover. For example, I enraged North American

Paleoindian dating experts by pointing out the big

problems in Clovis dating: huge errors, non cultural

dates, old carbon, etc. (Roosevelt 2002). But the

revised dating needed to be brought out, for it com-

pletely changed the picture of the Paleoindian radia-

tion. In any case, most people prefer to know where

they stand rather than get palliatives.

Don’t be afraid to take charge and lead if you feel

like it. Somebody has to, and if others can, why not

you? Sydel Silverman is great to talk to about such

things. Whenever I’ve been wondering if I should take

a leadership position or urge others to do such and

such, she’ll say, ‘of course. Why not’? For me, intel-

lectual momentum, enthusiasm, and organization

have been key elements in facilitating my projects,

which sometimes have as many as 30 people in the

field.

Obviously, it’s good to be friendly to colleagues

and students and acknowledge their work. Quite a

few big-wigs in our field only want to talk about their

work; they glaze when others start to tell about theirs.

If you listen, you might learn something, and they

might learn from you. My model for openness and

generosity to others is Jeff Quilter. Envy is not useful.

This is not a zero sum game. Let others have their

day. But watch your flank. The wolves may be out

there. 

I’d also encourage people to try, try again. Each

transcendent result I’ve had from research has come

after a lot of slogging. When one technique won’t

work, often another will, and when one type of evi-

dence isn’t there, another often is. I also feel you

should not take a reversal or problem as a catego-

rization of failure. There’s a great maxim in the novel

Brat Farrar by Josephine Tey. It is that the difference

between successes and failures is not that failures

have more failures. In fact, most successes have

more failures, but they move right on from them to

successes because they try harder and longer to

reach the beloved goal. I can tell I’m getting some-

where with a research problem when I feel really

gloomy and anguished about it. My experience is that

that state of mind comes when you finally reach the

core of the problem and begin to solve it. If you enjoy

the research process, you’ve got plenty to keep you

going even in the dry spells, and, anyway, the people

aspect of field research is truly rewarding. I remember

many instances when I and my team fell into gales of

laughter just because an appalling problem had aris-

en. If all problems are solvable eventually, they need

not be daunting.

An epistemology in the making

I was very lucky in my own mentors, who were kind,

enthusiastic, knowledgable, exigent, hands-on teach-

ers, and full of character. They included family, teach-

ers, fellow students, colleagues and collaborators,

and people in the field.

For college, Stanford University was the right

choice for me. Radcliffe, when I visited, seemed

downright depressing. It was a dark, wet day; the

guide was a droopy, uninspiring student. But

Stanford! The very name conjured up fun, sunshine,

and palm trees in my mind. Aside from partying, there

were many good things for students there. The

libraries were great and user friendly. Even better, the

Stanford professors treated students so well. They

appeared to exist to fulfill our every need and interest.

I especially remember Charlie Bird and Edwin Good.

When graduation came, professors then made every

effort to us into grad school.

The first two archaeologists who had influence on

me were Junius Bird and Gary Vescelius, whom I met

as an intern at the American Museum of Natural History

between junior and senior years in college in 1967. I

worked with them in the lab or field off and on for about

seven years, and they often served as references for

me. Both were consummate excavators and meticulous

lab researchers. Gary was excavating by natural

microstratigraphy and fine-screening at a time when

many North American excavators were using shovels

and deep artificial levels and often no screens. I think he

learned it from Junius. Junius, who dug some signifi-

cant early sites, such as Fell Cave and Huaca Prieta,

was a wonderful detail person and had tremendous
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patience. From him I learned to be observant. Had I not

done so, I would not have seen that the hundreds of tiny

black and white bits in the tropical forest sites’ soils

were actually identifiable prehistoric plant and animal

remains. He also was very generous to students and

included them in everything he did.

In grad school at Columbia in the 1970s I would

expound on the detail methods to fellow archy stu-

dents but was just laughed down. I didn’t mind. I real-

ized that if they didn’t use exhaustive methods, I, not

they, would be the one to find the ‘archaeological’

treasures. I had already made my first unexpected

finds in Stanford field school at an Archaic shell-

mound, Patterson Mound, where I found an unprece-

dented carbonized wild leek and an unfired clay fig-

urine simply by searching carefully with both my eyes

and fingers. 

Through these early mentors, I got various jobs as

a lab and field supervisor while I took my courses and

little by little gained the training and work experience

I needed.

After Stanford, I got a Ford Fellowship to the

University of Pennsylvania in 1968. But things weren’t

right for me there. There was quite a hierarchy in the

Ancient History and Neareastern Archaeology pro-

grams, even among students, such that first-year stu-

dents were not even supposed to speak up in class. I

felt a chill from my department advisors, who were

very different from my kindly west-coast mentors.

Could there have been culture shock between

pompous, authoritarian East Coast academicians

and an irrepressible Sunbelt coed determined to be

an archaeologist? Who’s to say? The end result was

that I got discouraged, and, with the generous help of

Rodney Young, my epigraphy professor, transferred

to Columbia in New York.

At Columbia, I studied up with Ed Lanning, until

he left for Stonybrook. Inadvertently, Ed taught me an

important lesson for teaching. Ed was a genial fellow

who greatly privileged students. After my first class

with him (Environmental Archaeology), he told me I

was brilliant. What a difference from Penn! I rode out

the ups and downs of the years at Columbia, buoyed

by that praise. Later, when I found out that he gave

that praise to all his students, regardless of quality, I

had to laugh. But, remembering how his praise boost-

ed my performance and originality, I try to be positive

and encouraging to students while at the same time

expecting a lot of them. I figure that my support will

help them find whatever genius they have in them

and lift them to the best performance they are capa-

ble of. Many outstanding archaeologists have confid-

ed in me that at some point early on someone told

them, falsely, that they were unsuited to go on in their

discipline. Since suitability is difficult to determine

early on, those discouragers were misguided.

Fortunately, the archys paid no mind and went

onwards and upwards. One of the best things about

Columbia was that students were respected and

treated as professionals. 

Just as important as the methods Junius and

Gary taught me was the problem orientation I learned

from Marvin Harris at Columbia. He kept his eye on

the big picture, always asking, what’s the question?

What do the data mean? What is its significance to

anthropology? As chair of my committee, he took

great interest in my dissertation on the prehistory of

settlement and agriculture in the Orinoco. Richard

Keatinge, a student of Gordon Willey’s, was my advi-

sor. Together, he and Harris got me an award of dis-

tinction for my dissertation. Now, Harris would get

impatient when I talked about sherds, so it’s lucky that

I pursued an acquaintance with Ben Rouse at Yale

during this time. He came onto my committee and

was a great resource, never tiring of discussing and

going over pottery. 

At that time also, I got to know Howard Winters at

NYU. I have a fondness for NYU, where Winters later

got me an adjunct professorship while I was working

at AMNH in 1985. Through him I met Stuart Struever

at Northwestern. Struever made me a trustee for the

Center for American Archaeology, and that led to an

acquaintance with Jim Brown at Northwestern, who’s

been debating partner and friend ever since. They

introduced me to the ‘New Archaeology’, whose prin-

cipal contribution, I think, was to ask, ‘How do you

know’? They added to my education a quiver of tech-

niques, including sampling and statistics and Jane

Buikstra-type bioarchaeology. I applied all of these in

the South American lowlands, where most had not

yet been used. Now in Africa, too, the approach has

helped me. We have found there many remains

whose existence others had missed. Winters and

Struever, by the way, got my dissertation published.

Winters had a lunch date with Struever just after my

defense and told him about the thesis. Struever, then

serving as an acquiring editor for Academic press,

had it reviewed and then published it (Roosevelt

1980). 
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The Amazon Wars

Some features of my career were shaped by the situ-

ation in South American archaeology when I came in

the 1970s, and this situation had both detriments and

benefits. One detriment was conflict: what Charles

Mann calls ‘the Amazon wars’. Betty Meggers and

Clifford Evans, starting 20th midcentury, had rather a

monopoly on archaeology there until Lathrap came

into the picture in the late fifties with a squad of grad-

uate students. Battles were in full swing when I began

my dissertation work, adding tinder to a fire already

hot enough to singe the unwary. The wars involved

angry, emotional interchanges, captious criticisms,

and attempts to prevent others from getting permits,

grants, and publishing contracts. The records of it are

in the combatants’ institutions’ archives, some of

which I’ve published (Roosevelt 1991, 1995).

However, serendipity and momentum won me dig-

ging permits first in the Venezuelan Orinoco through

the support of Rouse and Jose Cruxent and then in

the Brazilian Amazon through the help of Wesley Hurt

and José Seixas Lourenco. 

The wars tended to polarize debates and encour-

age ad hominen attacks, which can obscure the

important epistemological issues. The wars also dis-

couraged people from coming to work in the region,

leaving the culture history poorly known. But the vac-

uum left me a wide opening to make a mark. Almost

any new knowledge could make an impact. I had the

fun of documenting the first developmental sequence

in the Lower Amazon. After my example showed that

one could work there and survive, others began inde-

pendent projects in Amazonia. Their entry has bene-

fited me, for they have made discoveries parallel to

mine, bolstering my findings. Another maxim: The

More the Merrier.

Starting out in an area fraught with academic con-

flict, I saw that people sometimes articulated theoreti-

cal or methodological oppositions for political purpos-

es or emotional reasons, rather than to define true

epistemological alternatives. This observation was a

very important one, for it meant that I knew not to cut

myself off from understanding by rejecting supposed-

ly opposing viewpoints. For example, I reject neither

processualism nor post-processualism but find

insights in both. Nor, as a human ecologist, do I reject

the principles of sociobiology but only its empirically

unsupported hypotheses (Roosevelt 2002a). It is in

the refinement and integration of different bodies of

theory, not in their opposition, that important steps for-

ward in knowledge come. Unlike some anthropolo-

gists, I think DNA research has the potential to revolu-

tionize evolutionary studies of both humans and non-

human primates, and I expect that the current notions

of sociobiology soon will be replaced. The stakes are

high. What we are learning from prehistory about the

environmental contexts of early human evolution has

potential for explaining and preventing the main psy-

chological, social and degenerative diseases of the

industrial world. Out of Discord, Understanding

(another maxim).

CAREER FORGING

Serendipity in jobs 

I got my first job because I had to find work when I left

my Ford Fellowship behind at Penn and came to

Columbia. After sending 50 job applications, I got 10

answers: five turndowns, four invitations to meet and

be encouraged, and one job offer. At Stanford, I had

made friends with Ann Hitchcock, now chief curator of

the US Park Service. The Girl Network kicked in for me

when she recommended me to the Museum of the

American Indian. She’d been offered a job there but

had to take a Smithsonian Fellowship instead. What

with her and Junius’ help, I got the job on the spot.

Thus began a wonderful 15 years during which I

immersed myself in the material culture of the indige-

nous New World. Piled in abandon on the shelves of

that institution, I saw the evidence of human genius

and practicality at work throughout the hemisphere.

At MAI I got many opportunities that the women in

larger organizations did not. From the start I got to be

the principal investigator on government grants, so I

could design research to suit my own research ques-

tions. I also had the chance to work with knowledge-

able professionals who encouraged me and taught

me about museum curation, conservation, and exhi-

bition. I worked my way up the ranks while in grad

school, and by the award of my PhD, I had become

the Curator for the Latin American collections.

Subsequently, at AMNH, the same kind of openness

prevailed. Craig Morris Chair of Anthropology and

George Gardner, Head of Exhibits, made it possible

for me to do field research, analyze my collections, do

exhibits, and write books. 

Other opportunities came up to explore new hori-

zons and exchange ideas: a visiting professorship at

the University of Florida, where I got to know Nigel

Smith, the Amazon geographer, a visiting lectureship
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at Harvard, where I debated with Irve DeVore, and a

Research Fellow position at the Center for Remote

Sensing at BU, where I met Farouk El- Baz and

learned new forms of geoarchaeolgy.

These various job experiences together then

helped me get a job combining curation and teaching

in 1991. I became Curator of Archaeology at the Field

Museum and then Professor of Anthropology at

University of Illinois at Chicago, where I now work.

UIC is remarkable for its vibrant, diverse, and hard-

working student body.

For my next job, I’m hoping for a university with a

good museum for my collections and a strong inter-

national focus, so I can build studies-abroad research

programs and recruit students from the countries of

my field areas. 

Serendipity in research

An early example of serendipity and flexibility in my

career was the choice of a dissertation topic. Inspired

by G Reichel-Dolmatoff’s theories about a shift from

manioc to maize cultivation in Caribbean Columbia, I

felt that archaeobotanical techniques would allow me

to prove or disprove them. But when I wrote him and

applied to work there, he said he did not want anyone

coming into his area, even someone who fully

expected to confirm his theories. Sadly, I went back to

Rouse with the news. He said, ‘Well, would you like to

come with me and Fred Olsen to the Orinoco? We

have to check on the dating of some sites. Maybe you

could find a site to work at, yourself.’ I happily went

and decided that Parmana would be a great place to

test GR-D’s theories. In fact, it was much better

because the Orinoco is on the Amazon frontier, the

lodestone of nearly all theories about ecology and

human evolution in the tropics. My rejection in

Colombia did me a favor, for my future findings were

to resonate further, because of the archetypal signifi-

cance of the Amazon.

Another example of luck was my first research

permit in Brazil. There had been a tradition of archae-

ologists maintaining regional fiefdoms and not allow-

ing others in to work by denying permits. (I’ve pub-

lished on the practice in my Marajo book, 1991a.)

After my dissertation, I wanted to pursue its implica-

tions in the Amazon. Assuming that a permit to dig at

Santarem would not be possible, I got a National

Endowment for the Arts (NEA) grant to review muse-

um archaeological collections from Amazonia world-

wide. While in Belem, I met Jose Seixas Lourenco,

the director of the Goeldi Museum, one the biggest

repositories. We gave each other publications,

exchanged routine pleasantries about each other’s

work, and, lo and behold, the next day, he came and

said, ‘is there any chance, any chance at all, you’d be

willing to come to dig in Brazil?’ Well, it was my

heart’s desire. Pursuing what could be done, in lieu of

what I originally wanted to do, in the end got me the

original goal and a great deal more. 

More bad into good

I’m the sort of person who gets enlisted to work on

committees and boards: the Council for Museum

Anthropology, American Anthropological Association,

American Association of Museums, Center for

Remote Sensing, Rainforest Alliance, National

Science Foundation (NSF), etc. After getting my PhD,

I assumed I’d be drafted into committee work at the

Society for American Archaeology (SAA), but no such

call came. What happened instead, however, was

better for my career and intellectual development.

The American Association for the Advancement of

Science (AAAS) needed an Anthro Section Secretary,

a sort of operations and liaison officer. I was recruited

to run and was elected easily. So began more than

two decades of experience in that organization, mov-

ing from anthropology section, to three-term AAAS

member of the Board of Directors, and, recently, nom-

inations committee member. From that service I

learned about science policy and the inner workings

of the US scientific community and also how to write

for Science, a journal of much greater scope and exi-

gence than SAA’s American Antiquity. AAAS was

interested in archaeologists, despite our measly

membership, and so I got to disseminate my and oth-

ers’ research far and wide not only to the huge con-

stituency of the magazine but also to the thousands

at the annual meeting. This helped both me and

archaeology in general. But most important, I learned

more about other disciplines and could link up with

collaborators for my projects. 

Special events

My career in archaeology has been consistently

absorbing and delightful, but there have been some

special moments that stand out.

One was a day at Corozal, Parmana, where I was

trying to trace the prehistory of cultivation (Roosevelt

1980, 1997a). I had assumed that there would be no

problem recovering plant remains, but expectations
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can always be wrong. In this case, though, they were

right on. As I dug down with my local team, large

clumps of crusty black, shiny objects began to appear

in the dirt. There were not just a few corn kernels, but

many handfuls of them, still attached to the cobs. The

Parmanans indeed had cultivated corn. Also at the

site were human skeletons, and work I did on them

with Nick van der Merwe revealed a bone chemistry

typical of staple maize consumption (van der Merwe

et al 1981). 

Another great time was when we were putting in

excavations to test features in the geophysical maps

Bruce Bevan had made with us at Teso dos Bichos,

Marajo Island, Brazil (Roosevelt 1991a, Bevan &

Roosevelt 2003). The site had an oval cluster of mag-

netic lows around an empty central area. Our expec-

tation was that they represented hearths and that

therefore we could find residences around then. Sure

enough, each excavation we placed on an anomaly

revealed a fired adobe hearth cluster on floors, with

one exception, a burned floor. We concluded, there-

fore, that our magnetometer maps could recover site

plans at sites too large to adequately sample by dig-

ging. The site layouts showed that the mounds were

habitations, not just empty ceremonial centers, as

had been assumed. This implied a considerable pre-

historic population, contrary to existing theories.

Another special event was the award of my five-

year $250,000 MacArthur fellowship. It got favorable

publicity for my work and not a few job offers and pub-

lication opportunities. Usable for whatever I wanted,

the MacArthur made a big difference in the research.

It supplemented my National Science Foundation

(NSF), National Endowment for the Humanities

(NEH), and Fulbright grants, allowing me more scope

for innovation than conventional funding allowed.

Government programs tend to channel research into

disciplinary categories and conventional lines of

thinking. The problem with this practice is that scien-

tific phenomena just don’t obligingly shape them-

selves within disciplinary bounds, and consensus is

always out-of-date, so adherence to it prevents new

understandings and research directions. When new

research areas are opened up, few reviewers know

much about them. When I applied to NSF for funds to

research the Amazon developmental sequence,

reviewers stated that you couldn’t do that kind of

research in tropical rainforests because biological

materials were not preserved. 

To persuade NSF such research indeed was

viable, I followed the maxim, Seeing is Believing. For

example, I borrowed a large male human femur from

the Marajo skeletal collections at AMNH, took it down

to NSF and waved it at the program officer’s head. I

got the grants. NSF, however, never funded my

research sites that were to produce the most impor-

tant findings: Parmana, Monte Alegre, Santarem, and

Taperinha. It was left to NEH, Fulbright, Wenner-

Gren, and MacArthur to do that. For the problem NSF

has in being sufficiently transdisciplinary and forward-

looking, I’ve thought of ways that it could better reor-

ganize its programs and reviewing, some of them

already in use in European Commission funding pro-

grams. Maybe someday they can be adopted by the

NSF.

Taperinha was a revelation (Roosevelt et al 1991;

Roosevelt 1998b; Roosevelt 1995b). The 19th century

sources and my date of about 6000 BP on a shell from

an old Taperinha collection at Harvard suggested that

the site might be an early pottery site, and got me a

grant to dig there. But we did not know how early until

one day in 1988. We were waiting dolefully and expen-

sively in a hotel in Belem with our geophysical equip-

ment stuck in customs because of a strike, when I got

a long fax from Oxford University Accelerator labora-

tory. The thirteen dates on the charcoal, pottery, and

shells from our excavations fell at about 7000 BP, the

earliest dates from such a site in the Americas. Later,

the initial pottery layer at Pedra Pintada would yield

even earlier beginning dates, c 7500 BP.

Pedra Pintada offered many Great Moments

(Roosevelt et al 1996, Roosevelt et al 2002). This site

turned out to have a thick preceramic occupation

layer dating between about 11,000 and 10,000 years.

It lay under a deep sterile layer. When I reached that

one below the ceramic stage layers, and found noth-

ing, I thought, well, this is the end of the site. I kept on

digging, however, to reach bedrock, and suddenly

something sharp and small snapped up and hit my

face. It was a lithic thinning flake, and from then on

the soil was literally black with carbonized plant

remains, paint, and burnt bone amid chipped stone

points and their debitage. We had hit pay dirt! 

My team of diggers has begun to approach each

season with excitement and expectation, speculating

on what amazing new information will come out. I

warn them that that couldn’t happen every year, that

the actual process of discovery is slow and tedious.
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They just roll their eyes and say, ‘yeah, right’. They

don’t believe me any more because we keep encoun-

tering significant sites and materials – prehistoric

wooden harpoon points in the Xingu, handaxe sites in

the Congo basin. What will be next?

THE PROCESS OF DISCOVERY

Boiled down, my academic interests have come to

center on long-term human-environment interaction

and its evolutionary and practical implications. With

time, my focus has both sharpened and broadened. 

Early farming

I got into the issue of subsistence and settlement in

the humid tropical environment for a couple of rea-

sons. One reason was my experience in Scotty

MacNeish’s Ayacucho Project. Gary had taken me

and other students to Peru to work on a ceramic com-

ponent of that project. There, I got hands-on expo-

sure to archaeobotanical techniques. The other rea-

son was a seminar I had with two fellow graduate stu-

dents, John Hyslop and Mike Snarskis. We persuad-

ed the department to let us conduct one to look at the

Western Hemisphere ‘intermediate area’. We were

curious about its theoretical role. 

The idea at the time was that agriculture has been

developed first in the nuclear areas, Mesoamerica

and the Central Andes. It happened there, supposed-

ly, because they were ecologically diverse and had

good soils. Agriculture, then, supported the rise of

states and civilization and all its arts. In the interme-

diate area, however, according to this view, soils were

too poor for agriculture, and food resources few. For

the seminar, I chose to research Greater Amazonia.

Because of the theory, the first thing I looked at was

its agronomy. To my surprise, I found that the soil

classes identified for the area were the same as

those in our US corn belt! It was clear, therefore, that

they could not have been a barrier to agriculture. This

was the beginning of my serious doubts about the

then-accepted culture history of the Americas. I

resolved to get myself down there and see what had

happened. 

By then, I was equipped with nearly all that I need-

ed to embark on my own research career. My and

others’ beliefs about causality at the time were partly

wrong, as such beliefs always are. But this did not

matter, because the combination of theory and

method allowed me to refine or refute them eventual-

ly and gain new understandings for myself.

The ethnographic present

Through working in Amazonia, where there are still

indigenous peoples and rural peasants on the land, I

came to see that the best paradigmatic theory was

not an either, or proposition but was integrative.

Harris, as many archaeologists do still today, insisted

on the primacy of material factors in human causality.

But by working among local populations, I could not

but observe that non-material factors were often a

strong motivation for their behavior and that different

spheres of their lives might have different causalities.

Although cultural materialist tended to reject Claude

Levi-Strauss structuralism, I saw that in their thinking

indigenous Amazonians indeed exemplified the con-

cepts he outlined.

A related inference was that the ethnographic

present was not necessarily a good guide to what

went before. In the Orinoco, for example, native culti-

vation focused on manioc, not maize, contrary to

some other parts of the hemisphere. However, my

excavations showed that at one time, people had

intensively cultivated maize there, too. Thus began

my use of a reverse ethnoarchaeology (Roosevelt

1989). I began to test ethnographic theory with

archaeology. 

Amazon social anthropologists, oddly, were not at

all offended at this approach, though it refuted some

of their explanations. Sydel Silverman, then President

at Wenner-Gren, put that foundation behind my

approach by funding an international conference

where I could try to persuade them that the archaeol-

ogy results required changes in ethnographic inter-

pretation. The result was that they developed an

intense interest in archaeology, and we published a

book together (Roosevelt 1994). Even Levi-Strauss,

who might have been expected to object, jumped on

the band-wagon, when he read our and others’

books. 

Later on, I further integrated ethnography and

archaeology in my thinking. My discussions with Jim

van Stone at the Field Museum helped me refine my

thinking about their relationship (and he also taught

me how to hunt with a harpoon). 

Sedentary foragers and complex tribes 

The archaeology of the tropical lowlands that

emerged from our work brought several other theo-

retical revelations that together fundamentally altered

Before Farming 2003/4 (9)   7

Review  Benefit of foresight: Roosevelt



my view of human evolution and human society.

Through the Lower Amazon findings in the 1980s, I

became aware that there had been a long, complex

history of cultural adaptation, not just one ‘tropical for-

est culture’, as consensus had held. It was clear that

the environment had not limited people to one partic-

ular adaptation and that human interactions were

important in causality. Four counterintuitive conclu-

sions emerged: 

1 the first pottery makers there were fishing people,

not agriculturalists 

2 the early complex societies were not agricultural 

3 those societies were not organized as states or

centralized chiefdoms 

4 some later complex cultures, however, were both

stratified and centralized, and 

5 they were agricultural. 

Most of these findings went against the then-current

beliefs about the history of human occupation in the

humid tropics, beliefs that I had shared when I did my

dissertation work. Many other researchers have come

to similar conclusions since the 1980s. 

Forest foragers and human evolution

Later, at Caverna da Pedra Pintada in the 1990s, I

realized that the tendency for anthropologists to proj-

ect ethnographic patterns into the past had obscured

another important facet of human evolution.

Ethnographic evidence about living humans in rain-

forests had shown that all peoples have relied to

some degree on farming. This evidence persuaded

many anthropologists that, therefore, true foragers

could not survive in such habitats. Part of their rea-

soning was that early hunter-gathers would be big-

game hunters, and, admittedly, there’s not a lot of big

game to be found in the forest. 

But in prehistoric times hunting and gathering

people had indeed lived in tropical rainforests. At

Pedra Pintada we found that late Pleistocene people

had lived without agriculture for more than a thou-

sand years, foraging for tropical fruits, nuts and small

fauna (Roosevelt et al 1996). Thus at least some

early tropical foragers were not big game hunters and

so not necessarily provisioned by males. Despite the

numerous identified plant and animal remains, there

was not a scrap of mastodon or sloth: just fish, shell-

fish, turtles, toads, lizards, rodents, and other smaller

animals, all foods of which women and children tend

to make the greatest harvests, among living groups. 

I guess all ideas have their eras, and just about

the time I was working at that cave, several other

archaeologists – Mike Moseley, Susan de France,

Richie Burger, Dan Sandweiss, and others on the

south Peruvian coast, for example – had also found

evidence for distinctive local adaptations by broad-

spectrum foraging, rather than big-game hunting.

These unexpected results motivated me to begin an

intensive review of the record of the early peopling of

the Americas. I read the Paleoindian literature, visited

many sites throughout the Americas, including Clovis,

looked at many research collections, and, with col-

laborators John Douglas, Linda Brown, and Ellen

Quinn, and others, took a good, hard look at the sta-

tistics of dating. In the end, my ideas coalesced into a

new view of the first Americans, one I call ‘Clovis in

Context’ (Roosevelt et al 2002). By this view, Clovis

was not the ancestor but just one specialized big-

game hunting culture among many other Paleoindian

cultures most of which were broad-spectrum for-

agers. 

Furthermore, the biological remains and isotopic

chemistry at Pedra Pintada and other, later, sites sug-

gested that the ancient people had had impacts on

their habitats. As Bill Balee has argued from ethnoe-

cological data and Nigel Smith from soil data,

Amazonia’s forests are to some degree a human arti-

fact. According to the archaeological sequence I

obtained, the nature and degree of impact varied.

Societies with larger populations and more stratified

organization had more impact. Small scale, locally

based societies had less. These variations have obvi-

ous relevance to resource conservation and develop-

ment in the tropics (Kawanabe et al 1999; Roosevelt

1995a). If a threatened forest community has been

occupied by humans for thousands of years in pre-

history and yet there were no known species extinc-

tions, then eliminating native people from the area is

not going to solve its current problems. One must

look instead to the region’s relations with the outside

world. As Steve Schwartzman and others have

shown, conservation problems are closely linked to

the presence and interference of entities from the out-

side: urban migrants, government agencies, and

companies or banks based in other parts of the coun-

try or the world. There’s no use and no justification for

vilifying the local people, whose own cultural and bio-

logical survival is itself in danger. Their participation is

necessary and beneficial.

Finally, our and others’ findings about paleoecolo-
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gy in the Amazon have tended to refute the well-

accepted theory of Pleistocene tropical forest refugia.

We have found absolutely no evidence for disappear-

ance of the forest in Amazonia during late

Pleistocene glacials. There are no remains that would

indicate a grassy, open, cold savanna. Rather, the

pollen, macrospecimens, sedimentology, and istopic

chemistry all indicate continuation of the habitats of

tropical forest and river, albeit with varying hydrology

and community composition. 

These results were what motivated me to go

over and interfere in African paleoanthropology,

even while continuing my project in Amazonia. The

big archaeological gap on the map in Africa is the

Congo basin, where assumptions about the hostility

of the rainforest for humans and for archaeological

sites seemed to have discouraged all but a few

archaeologists, most of whom had bought into the

refugium theory. When I looked at the literature for

the continent, I found that a number of researchers

outside the central basin already had made discov-

eries that threatened the traditional story of savanna

big-game hunting hominid ancestors. They include

Andrew Hill, Stan Ambrose, Jean Sept, Alison

Brooks, Raymonde Bonnefille, Ron Clarke, Phillip

Tobias, Alan Walker, C Rayner, Charles Brain, Frank

Brown, and others. It was especially interesting to

me that some of them were finding evidence that

even the east and South African hominid sites were

in humid tropical forests at the time of their occupa-

tion. What had not yet been done, though, was to go

to the very core of today’s tropical rainforest in the

Congo basin. If the early ancestors had been reliant

on tropical forests, and if continental climate had

fluctuated, then the longest and most continuous

developmental sequences ought to be found there,

where high heat and humidity create a habitat well-

buffered from climate change even during glacials. 

My experience in Amazonia gave me a certain

advantage. I knew how to live and dig in the rainfor-

est. We started to work in Africa in 1997. Since then,

we have surveyed in Central African Republic,

Republic of Congo, and Democratic Republic of

Congo and have dug several seasons at Ngolio near

Bayanga in Central Africa Republic.The preceramic

component there has not yet been dated, but it’s like-

ly that either it or some other nearby site is datable.

We had another Great Moment when we were dig-

ging at that site. The layer of early-Acheulean-like

lithics there turned out to be embedded firmly in a

strange, soft, layer. ‘What is this stuff?’, I asked Bertin

Mbongo, our geologist. He looked at it with his loupe

and said, ‘Volcanic ash!’ It was a tuff that had fallen

shortly before the lithics were deposited. Not just

Ngolio, but many sites in this part of Africa turn out to

have such layers, which probably are ash blown east

from the arc of volcanoes in which stands Mt

Cameroon. The tuffs’ presence means that options

for dating the human sequence in the central Congo

are much better than had been assumed. Sites earli-

er than radiocarbon dating can in principle be dated

by potassium/ argon or argon/argon isotope ratios in

the tuff crystals.

So began another saga for me, the search for the

role of the tropical forests in early human evolution. 
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