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The present edited volume is the outcome of a symposium held in 2014 in 
Austin, Texas, during the 79th Annual Meeting of the Society for Ameri-
can Archaeology. This symposium was organized by Gabriel Prieto, at the 
time a graduate student at Yale University, and Daniel H. Sandweiss from 
the University of Maine, an archaeologist who studies fishing settlements 
along the coast of Peru. Entitled “New Perspectives on the Social Dynamics 
and Economic Interactions of Andean Maritime Communities,” the goal of 
this symposium was to provide an updated overview of current archaeo-
logical research in coastal sites of western South America from different 
regions and periods. Scholars from Chile, Peru, Ecuador, the United States, 
and France congregated to discuss various aspects based on their ongoing 
research projects. Both early career and senior scholars had the chance to 
express their views on how and why the study of maritime adaptations is 
so important to understanding the emergence, consolidation, and collapse 
of Prehispanic civilizations in this region. The symposium also included 
two presentations dealing with the period of contact between locals and 
the Spanish conquistadors. Thirteen presentations were read and later dis-
cussed by Sandweiss, who emphasized the importance of how current re-
search done in maritime settlements is using different approaches besides 
mere subsistence practices or technological aspects—but also that our ar-
chaeological predecessors carried out important studies that pointed the 
way toward current understandings and directions in coastal research. In 
some sense, this symposium and volume constitute an update on a 1986 
SAA session titled “Maritime Foundations: Preceramic Subsistence and 
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Society on the Andean Coast,” organized by Sandweiss and partially pub-
lished as a thematic section in Andean Past (Sandweiss 1992).
 Can we go beyond the classic “primary producers” framework in which 
fishermen have been encapsulated and understand their culture and settle-
ments as part of maritime communities embedded in social, economic, and 
ideological dynamics? The present volume is an attempt to study Andean 
Maritime Communities (AMC) from broader perspectives and build on 
earlier attempts (for example, Moseley 1975, 1992; Quilter 1992) to go be-
yond mere subsistence practices or technological aspects related to these 
cultures. In this effort, the editors believe that the study of coastal societies 
along the entire Pacific coast of South America is critical to understand-
ing these societies as a whole. The South American coastline was one of 
the main corridors for human mobility since the late Pleistocene Period 
(for example, Dillehay et al. 2008; Dillehay 2017). Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that some of the earliest settlements yet discovered in this region 
are located along the shoreline (Sandweiss 2014). Unfortunately, not all of 
the early coast is still available for study. Thanks to the pioneering studies 
of James B. Richardson III, we can anticipate that several, perhaps many, 
early sites along the Andean coast were submerged by postglacial sea level 
rise and are no longer accessible to us (Richardson 1981). Richardson also 
pointed out that we are most likely to find surviving early maritime sites 
where the continental shelf is steepest and narrowest. This strategy led to 
the discovery of sites, such as the Ring Site, Quebrada Jaguay, and Que-
brada Tacahuay, that demonstrated a Terminal Pleistocene origin for An-
dean fishing (Sandweiss et al. 1989, 1998; Keefer et al. 1998; Sandweiss 2014).
 We do not have enough space here to describe in detail all previous 
research done on Andean maritime communities, but it is worth mention-
ing Moseley’s pioneering proposal that the maritime economy was one of 
the prime movers for the emergence of Andean civilization (Moseley 1975, 
1992; Moseley and Feldman 1988). Moseley was interested not only in sub-
sistence and technology, but also “food, laws, tools, and people” as he titled 
Chapter 4 of The Maritime Foundations of Andean Civilization (Moseley 
1975). Here, he presaged interest in topics, such as corporate authority, jural 
rights, and human ecodynamics (human-environment interaction), that 
have come to the fore in more recent years.
 In brief review, the archaeological study of Andean Maritime Commu-
nities in the Central Andes can be traced back to the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. The first issue of the journal of the Peruvian National Mu-
seum had an article written by Max Uhle about the prehistoric fishermen 
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of the Peruvian central coast (Uhle 1906). Since then, a number of scholars 
have devoted significant attention to the importance of the sea in ancient 
Prehispanic societies. These studies have focused on marine iconography 
and ideology (McClelland 1990; Morgan 1988), watercraft and fishing tech-
nology (Lothrop 1932; Means 1942; Edwards 1965); diet and protein input 
provided by marine products (Quilter 1989; Moseley 1975); and climatic 
changes that have been affecting fishermen populations since the Pleisto-
cene Epoch (Lanning 1967; Richardson and Sandweiss 2008). More com-
plete overviews of maritime communities have been published in a number 
of books and reports as well as specialized papers by Daniel H. Sandweiss 
and Joyce Marcus among others (Sandweiss 1992, 1996, 2014; Marcus 1987a, 
1987b; Marcus 2008).
 Historically, we can establish two main stages for the study of fisheries 
on the Andean coast and their importance in the formation of complex so-
cieties in this region. The first stage can be associated with the Virú Valley 
Project in northern Peru and its implications for determining the antiquity 
of the residents in this part of the Andes. While the problem of fishermen 
has been widely discussed in Peruvian archaeology since its origins (Uhle 
1906), it was not until the discoveries made by Junius Bird, first in Chile 
(Bird 1943) and then at Huaca Prieta (Bird 1948, 1963, Bird et al. 1985), 
that the important role these groups played in the prehistoric Andes be-
gan to be understood. Bird’s work suggested that the inhabitants of Huaca 
Prieta constituted a society that predated Chavín, which had not yet adop-
ted the use of ceramics but which had developed sophisticated textiles and 
an economy based on a mixed diet that emphasized marine products. It is 
important, however, not to marginalize the consumption of agricultural 
and wild products from the valleys; in fact, the inhabitants of Huaca Prieta 
were once proposed as the earliest farmers in the Americas (Bird 1948). The 
effect caused by the discoveries at Huaca Prieta motivated other researchers 
such as Edward Lanning and Frédéric Engel (for example, 1957) to conduct 
extensive archaeological surveys and excavations that subsequently identi-
fied a variety of new early coastal sites associated with hunter-gatherers and 
fishermen. One of the most significant was the site of Pampa de Santo Do-
mingo where Engel recorded remains of fishing nets made of sedge fibers 
with an approximate age of 8830 BC (uncalibrated dates). The residents of 
this site exploited marine resources, which formed the basis of their diet, 
but also utilized some plant products such as fruits, capsicums (peppers), 
and some tubers (Engel 1976, 1988). In fact, Engel recovered a significant 
amount of archaeological data that are not yet well studied. His extensive 
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research along most of the Peruvian coast needs to be systematized and 
reevaluated, and his collections reorganized. He discovered many maritime 
sites (for instance, Quebrada Jaguay) and recognized some of the most im-
pressive archaeological contexts related to fishing communities, such as the 
massive sites of El Paraíso, Río Seco, and Las Aldas (Engel 1957, 1960, 1970).
 Edward Lanning (1967) made one of the earliest theoretical contribu-
tions to explain the mechanisms by which social complexity arose in the 
Andes. He postulated that the drying out of areas with fog-based lomas 
vegetation produced a change in the subsistence economies of the com-
munities of hunters and gatherers. The limited resources of the desiccated 
hills motivated the exploitation of the abundant marine products, which 
in turn created the necessary conditions for these groups to develop more 
complex forms of social and political organization. By that time, Frédéric 
Engel had proposed the timeline of a Preceramic Period without Cotton, 
followed by a Preceramic Period with Cotton. The importance of this sepa-
ration was that in the latter period, people developed new technologies, 
mainly based on fishing nets made from cotton fibers, which optimized the 
extraction yield with less effort (Beresford-Jones et al. 2018). Later, Thomas 
Patterson (1971) followed Lanning’s earlier ideas to propose that the shift 
from nomadic hunter-gatherers based on lomas exploitation to sedentary 
fishermen was caused by an increase in population as a consequence of the 
higher nutritional level provided by maritime resources, and subsequently, 
these early groups overexploited some of the resources of the terrestrial 
habitats like the lomas of Ancón (Patterson 1971: 201). Here, Patterson states 
very clearly that this situation might be true only for the Peruvian central 
coast and he argued that we might expect to find distinct situations in dif-
ferent regions such as the south and north coasts of Peru.
 Michael Moseley built on Lanning’s and Patterson’s work through exca-
vations in Preceramic sites in the Ancón-Chillón region of Peru’s central 
coast, resulting in his 1968 dissertation at Harvard. In his 1975 book, based 
on the dissertation, Moseley proposed his famous “Maritime Foundations 
of Andean Civilization”(or MFAC) hypothesis, which states that marine 
products, thanks to their abundance and easy availability, prompted the 
emergent forms of social organization and economic basis that began with 
Late Preceramic centers such as El Paraíso and Aspero; this subsequently 
led to the large Initial Period centers such as La Florida in the Rimac Valley 
and then the agricultural states of the Early Intermediate and Late Interme-
diate periods. From Moseley’s perspective, coastal societies emphasized the 
production and exploitation of marine resources, rather than agricultural 
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production that was traditionally associated with the emergence of complex 
societies as seen, for instance, in the Middle East (Childe 1925). At the same 
time, Moseley acknowledged the role of farming in early maritime lifeways, 
although principally as a source of the “industrial” crops: cotton and gourd 
used for nets, textiles, floats, and containers. In subsequent iterations of the 
maritime hypothesis, Moseley more explicitly recognized the importance 
of agriculture as an essential counterpoint to fishing, pointing to the need 
for plant-based carbohydrates and other nutrients as well industrial plants 
(Moseley and Feldman 1988; Moseley 1992; Sandweiss 2009).
 Moseley was innovative in the anthropological sciences by establishing 
a new theory that explained the emergence of complex societies based on 
the exploitation of marine products, especially the abundant schools of an-
chovies and sardines in the Peruvian sea (Moseley and Feldman 1988). It is 
interesting to contextualize what Moseley proposed from two angles: one 
theoretical and the other circumstantial.
 In 1970 Robert Carneiro published his famous article in Science on “A 
Theory of the Origin of the State.” It proposed that the emergence of com-
plex forms of social organization were due to the effect of environmental 
circumscription resulting from a lack of farmland. Under this situation, 
increasing population exceeded local “carrying capacity” and caused stress 
on production in these areas. The pressure on resources and their proper 
handling resulted in the emergence of the first complex forms of social or-
ganization (Carneiro 1970: 169). Later, Patterson (1971) was the first to apply 
Carneiro’s model for the Central Andean region. Following this perspec-
tive, Moseley (1975: 57) emphasized Patterson’s argument that population 
pressure (instead of the climatic causes proposed by Lanning) caused the 
depletion of the lomas resources. Loss of lomas in turn forced people to 
seek more stable sources of supply, ones which demanded a minimum in-
vestment of time and effort. In his view, the abundance of marine resources 
led to the transition from lomas exploitation to an economy based on fish-
ing specialization. Thus, the growing coastal population could find a steady 
source of subsistence products. The abundance of resources allowed the 
development of the first surplus production and thereby the emergence of 
political leaders, the construction of monumental architecture, and so on. 
In this process, the pressure on resources was one of the main arguments 
of Moseley’s theory, in which the influence of Carneiro and Patterson is 
evident.
 Moseley developed his idea during the boom of industrial fishing in 
Peru. During the decade of the 1960s and 1970s, Peru became one of the 


