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INTRODUCTION
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To demystify our understanding of human interactions with animals during the precolumbian era of 

th century ethnohistorical records of Indigenous 

in petroglyphs, cave paintings, sculpted idols, lapidary works, and decorative additions to ceramic vessels 
known as adornos

cal remains of animals as found in archaeological sites in the region, with a particular focus on assessing 

zooarchaeological methods as well as stable isotope ratio analysis of animal skeletal remains have been 

dently had limited interactions with domesticated animals, with only two domestic species having been 
Canis familiaris Cavia porcellus

Antilles, populated by Indigenous cultures often labelled as ‘Taí



                                                               11   

Figure 1 Capromys pilorides
Plagiodontia aedium

Geocapromys brownii
Isolobodon portoricensis with a rope around its leg, image from 

Isolobodon portoricensis, is 
found abundantly within archaeological assemblages and was likely spread to the latter islands outside 

eral studies have suggested the husbandry of Capromys pilorides, and some other hutia species based 

Geocapromys brownii, has also been suggested as having been managed based on its 

Geocapromys ingrahami likely shared some degree of commen
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th century Spanish 

appearance in the literature of such a practice, however this lack of documentation might be symptom
atic of the rapidness of cultural change, and the devastation of Indigenous lifeways and environmental 

ly, detrimental preservation conditions in the tropics may also mean that any physical remains of cultural 
materials associated with the captive management of animals, such as corrals or cages, likely has long ago 

th and early 16th

indigenous rodents native to the island which were about the size of rabbits [hutias], a variety of insects, 

parentheses my own

In the absence of material evidence that would denote the management or captivity of animals, biochem

15
co

ap

Zea mays  
photosynthetic metabolic pathway that raises carbon isotope values within the tissues of animals that 

mal interactions that might be the result of habitual scavenging from human produce or refuse, or from 



                                                               

zooarchaeological and isotopic studies to investigate mutualistic relationships between indigenous peo

Cairinia moscha-
ta

í

Odocoileus virginianus

en values beyond that accountable by garden browsing alone, suggesting that substantial 

vated en 

garden browsing and purposeful feeding of what was likely maize to these animals by the inhabitants of 

hunting via isotopic analysis of animal remains is likely more successful when these methods are applied 

á á é

likened to the brewing of chicha 

land Americas, elevated carbon values in animal skeletal remains found in association with humans may 



1.1 Research questions and approaches

Were Indigenous peoples in the insular Caribbean managing native animals prior to the European 
invasion

What does the zooarchaeology and isotopic data suggest about the relationships between In-
digenous peoples and the domestic species present in the precolumbian Caribbean 

What evidence exists for close interactions between humans and endemic ‘wild’ species, such 
as hutias, that are theorized to have been managed?

What does the zooarchaeological data from Indigenous archaeological sites suggest about the 
management of native animals and the general environmental management practices in the 
region?

How can zooarchaeological and isotopic analyses be used in conjunction to assess human-ani-
mal interactions in the Caribbean? 

-
tigations of fauna recovered from Caribbean archaeological sites to other palaeoenvironmen-
tal data gathered from the region?

animal management practices related to wider human impacts on the environment, I have relied upon 

Dietary isotope studies of hutias and other endemic species provides insight into the potential dietary 

hutia remains, serves to assess human impacts on surrounding biomes, establish Indigenous foodways 
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Figure 2
Canis familiaris

1.2 The historical ecology of the Caribbean region: a prolonged history of human impacts on the 
environment

this dissertation, to deliver some background information pertaining to the environment and climate of 

2
 of landmass: the Lesser Antilles which include 
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these islands accommodate the greatest variety biotopes, from which Indigenous peoples trapped and 

Brotomys 
Nesophontes 

regularly targeted by Indigenous peoples, and what animals appear in zooarchaeological assemblages are 

Aliger gigas  Crassostrea rhizophorae
Cittarium pica

capacities for terrestrial animals, between the distance a site is from the coast and an increasing reliance 

Some terrestrial animals that were relied upon by Indigenous peoples include endemic rodents such as 
Oryzomys



                                                               

of reliable terrestrial food sources there is evidence to suggest that animals were translocated from either 

Chelonoidis cubensis

Megalocnus rodens
boreal Neocnus toupiti
Megalocnus rodens
the last occurrence date of the small species Neocnus comes

Heteropsomys Elasmodontomys

occurrence dates roughly matching up with the earliest dates for the arrival of humans in the islands, 

may be that some species were better suited to environmental transformations that Amerindians were 
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Ambrosia and Pinus 
scape also contrarily coincides with evidence of wetter conditions in this period and therefore may indi

1.3 Domesticated animals in the precolumbian Caribbean 

Canis familiaris
their appearance is associated with the colonization of Puerto Rico and parts of the Lesser Antilles by 

People bearing Saladoid style ceramics were likely responsible for introducing domesticated dogs into the 
islands, however a notably long pause occurred between the agroceramicist colonization of Puerto Rico 
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ly understood, however there is limited taphonomic evidence to suggest that certain endemic species 
Solenodon

values between dogs and humans is a global phenomenon, and this sharing of foodways is testament to 

case study in this dissertation works to further assess the degrees of dietary and mobility entanglement 
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1.4 Animal translocations and human-hutia interactions

evidence of the precolumbian introduction of South American mammals to certain islands, most com
Dasyprocta Didelphis marsupialis Taysassu/Pecari 
Dasypus novemcinctus Cunniculus Odo-

coileus Mazama Cebus paella

Nesophontes 

Isolobodon portorcicensis

Heteropsomys insulans

Isolobodon portoricensis
Geocapromys ingrahami

at some degree of commensalism and translocation of this species by humans into new island environs 
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Geocapromys brownii

morphometric study of both Isolobodon portoricensis
lic, and Geocapromys brownii

cannot assess whether humans intentionally controlled all aspects of native animal lifeways, nor are they 

scenarios altogether as domestication only occurred with animals that habitually scavenged from human 

goats, sheeps and cattle as originating from human parasitism of these species, suggesting that animal 

scenarios, animal agency is further emphasized with animals considered as social beings with their own 

always eventually assume the dominating role in these commensal or mutualistic relationships:

 “Domestication is a sustained multigenerational, mutualistic relationship in which one or-



22

secure a more predictable supply of a resource of interest, and through which the partner organism 

human ability for cultural transmission, we tend to “…opportunistically invent and modify behaviors 

a sense, our mental acuity, capacity for teaching and learning, and ability to communicate abstract con
cepts provides us with the conscious capability to adapt our behaviors over generations and eventually 

sharing of food between species that occurred due to the attraction of an animal to human settlements to 

animals such as cattle or sheep and goats, but gradually changed their hunting strategies or manipulated 

cated animals compared to their wild forebearers, which may be linked to a decrease in wariness and low 

from the Americas, domestic guinea pigs are known to be less aggressive and more sociopositive than 

occur with all species that have been domesticated, and epigenetic factors such housing conditions of an

note a relationship between humans and a domesticated animal, and rather generally refers to the overall 



                                                               

timize the productivity of nonhuman species but entails practices that fall in the intermediary between 

vironmental changes by humans, stating that management is “… the manipulation of the conditions of 
growth of an organism, or the environment that sustains it, in order to increase its relatively abundance 

and interact with them, possibly inhibiting people from assuming a dominating role over the breeding 

animals in which the former has total dominance over the social structures, breeding and feeding behav

1.6 Human-animal interactions in the Neotropics: between wild and domestic

Animal domestication as a form of managed food production has in the past been seen teleologically as 

Canis lupus
Meleagris gallopavo



Cavia porcellus
Cair-

inia moschata

The domestication of an animal can be seen as denoting a transition of an animal species from ‘na

were interacting with animals in many parts of the Americas in ways that could be nestled somewhere 

in which although corporeally diverse all beings possess a generic soul and consider themselves persons 
while considering other entities as either prey, predators or spirits in what he coins “Amerindian perspec

that are governed by notions of reciprocity and egalitarianism, preventing people from assuming domi
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the notion of metaphysical identicalness between humans and animals might be more manifest in hunt

Although providing some interesting hypotheticals to consider for interpreting how Indigenous peoples 

discount ontological theory regarding animism or perspectivism, but for animals such as hutia, which 

in general traditional Indigenous ecological practices may have dictated educated by their ontologies, in 

by empirical data, rather than philosophical discourse focused on generalizing the ontologies of distinct 

1.7 Niche Construction Theory

the role organisms often have in changing environments around them to better suit their own needs for 

traditionally focussed on predicting the behaviour of an organism when it faces a problem, such as ac
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and whenever resources have been diminished due to overconsumption or ecological degradation, will 

model outcomes from empirical datasets that show that resource stress is not necessarily related to in

and that foragers are passive consumers and their behaviour is completely subject to adaptive pressures 

There have been calls to unite theories from the biological sciences with anthropology to study the in



                                                               

concerned with studying the causal relationship between change, or resiliency, in natural and cultural 

gated in this research, in particularly the management of animals, garden hunting, and the interplay of 

unproductive plant species, and the introduction and cultivation of useful plant species in newly cleared 

untouched primary forest, horticultural areas containing nutritious plant species, and fallows consisting 

favour heliophilic plant species that may colonise fallows and forest edges, in turn attracting dietary gen

Animal species that may be attracted to these anthropogenic mosaic environments can provide a stable 
source of meat for peoples in areas located relatively close to humans, preventing the need to range far 

well documented and supported by ethnographic evidence as being practiced in contemporary commu

that humans will manipulate environments to bolster food security, directly by growing food crops, and 
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engineering, and a likely increasing dependence on these species as a stable food source, means that In

bility entanglements between humans and dogs as a known domestic animal which can be used as a 

den hunting, or even a more direct form of animal husbandry, were part of Indigenous environmental 

reconstruct the diets of animals and conducted zooarchaeological analysis of fauna from two case studies 

1.8 Isotopic extraction and analysis methods

comprise this dissertation, so if they are omitted in the following chapters this serves as a reference point 

removed with a sterile pipette and samples were washed with 1mL of deionised water, centrifuged, and 

cleaned again by adding deionised water, centrifuging the samples, and removing the solution, repeating 
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2

°C. 

collagen was weighed from each sample and inserted into tin packets and submitted to the Stable Isotope 

18 15

air 

1.9 Dissertation structure and chapter summaries  



well as zooarchaeological and isotopic investigation case studies from two contemporaneously occupied 

Chapter Two: An Isotopic and Morphometric Examination of Island Dogs (Canis familiaris): Com-
paring Dietary and Mobility Patterns in the Precolumbian Caribbean

en
86

co
15

 plants, 

enous peoples had with any animal, providing us with an isotopic baseline to enable us to assess human 

of the methods which are employed in later chapters, such as morphometric reconstructions of animal 



                                                               

Chapter Three: Coastal-Hinterland Exchange and Garden Hunting Practices Prior to the European 
Invasion of Hispaniola

investigation of vertebrate and invertebrate remains recovered from three archaeological units at the site 

site and coastal communities was occurring, and theorizes about how the composition of the faunal as
semblage, in particularly the high abundance of hutia, would have been impacted by niche construction 

Chapter Four: Human and hutia (Isolobodon portoricensis) interactions in pre-Columbian Hispanio-
la: The isotopic and morphological evidence

co
15



Brotomys Isolobodon montanus Cylclura 
cornuta  Trachemys stejnegeri Plagiodontia aedium

Isolobodon portoricensis Cavia porcellus

Isolobodon portoricensis 
is theorized to have been managed, the inclusion of other mostly herbivorous endemic animals serves in 

I. porotoricensis
the body mass of these individuals to be estimated and provide general indications as to their mortality 

Chapter Five: Palaeodietary reconstruction of endemic rodents from the precolumbian Dominican 
Republic: discriminating between wild feeding behaviour from diets linked to human niche construc-
tion activities

en

ues are compared for four species: Brotomys Plagiodontia aedium Cavia porcellus 
Isolobodon portoricensis 

other analyzed rodents being predominantly herbivorous, all isotopic values pertaining to animal tissues 



                                                               

and one Isolobodon portoricensis

Chapter Six: Zooarchaeological and Isotopic Findings from White Marl, Jamaica: Insights on Indige-
nous Human-Animal Interactions and Evidence for the Management of Jamaican hutias

Geocapromys brownii

bone collagen was conducted on 11 individual mandibles, the results of which were compared to three 

This chapter compares the isotopic values of hutias and humans and speculates about the degrees of 

Chapter Seven: Synthesis and concluding remarks, provides a discussion of the cru

these interactions may have been dictated by human niche construction practices and speculates as to 
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