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ABSTRACT

In their discussion of the recent Monte Verde debate, Tune and Miller (2026, “Replication as a
Virtue: What the Monte Verde Debate Tells Us about Archaeological Science.” PaleoAmerica, 1-
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5) present the critique of Monte Verde Il by Surovell et al. (2026) as a model of needed

reevaluation in First Americans archaeology. In doing so, they overstate both the novelty and
scientific adequacy of that effort. This paper responds to their claims, argues that reevaluation is
already a normal part of archaeological practice, and explains why the work of Surovell et al.
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(2026, “A Mid-Holocene Age for Monte Verde Challenges the Timeline of Human Colonization of
South America.” Science 391 (6791): 1283-1288) does not constitute a valid archaeological

reevaluation of Monte Verde I.

Tune and Miller (2026) are right about one broad prin-
ciple: archaeological claims, like all scientific work,
should be open to scrutiny. Important sites should be
revisited, reexamined, and reevaluated. But their essay
goes wrong in two important ways. First, it overstates
the novelty and scientific significance of an independent
reevaluation by Surovell et al. (2026) of the Monte
Verde II (MV-II) site in southern Chile (Dillehay
1989, 1997). Second, and more importantly, it suggests
that this reevaluation provides an adequate model of
how such reevaluations should be conducted, when, in
fact, the work conducted by Surovell et al. (2026) is
extremely problematic because it did not involve a
direct reevaluation of the actual archaeological site.
What Tune and Miller (2026) advocate in their praise
for the reevaluation of MV-II is not novel. Site reevalua-
tion is extremely common in archaeology. In Western
North America, where I do most of my research, I can
think of many sites just oft the top of my head that
have been re-excavated by independent research
teams: Danger Cave, Blackrock Cave, Promontory
Caves, Hidden Cave, Smith Creek Cave, Connley
Caves, Gypsum Cave, Fort Rock Cave, Owl Cave, Casca-
dia Cave, Lind Coulee, Arlington Springs, Leonard
Rockshelter, Bonneville Estates Rockshelter, Paisley
Caves, and Cooper’s Ferry/Nipéhe. I could go on, but

the point is such reevaluations constitute one of the
main ways archaeological knowledge advances. Archae-
ologists regularly return to sites identified and studied
years or decades earlier, ask new questions, conduct
new excavations, apply new dating programs and
analytical methods, and assess whether earlier claims
hold up. Sometimes they do, and sometimes they do
not. This is not an exception to archaeological practice;
it is one of its most familiar forms. For example, re-exca-
vations at Leonard Rockshelter, Fort Rock Cave, and
Owl Cave contributed to the rejection of earlier Pre-
Clovis claims. It is true, as Tune and Miller (2026)
acknowledge, that because excavations are destructive,
such reevaluations cannot usually replicate the initial
research in the strict laboratory-science sense, because
the originally investigated deposits are gone. In archae-
ology, site reevaluation more realistically consists of
revisiting, reexamining, and reassessing surviving
deposits, adjacent stratigraphic equivalents, collections,
and chronological evidence. The problem is therefore
not whether the site should be scrutinized again, but
what should count as a valid archaeological reevaluation
of MV-IL

Tune and Miller (2026) further suggest that the lack of
reevaluations is particularly a problem for First Americans
research. But that suggestion is simply false. Sites such as
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Paisley Caves, Cooper’s Ferry/Nipéhe, Gault, Friedkin, and
Page-Ladson are important precisely because pre-Clovis
evidence emerged through sustained reevaluation of ear-
lier claims for great antiquity. These are not examples of
sites becoming influential because they were protected
from scrutiny. They became stronger, or were revised,
because they were independently reexamined carefully,
at length, and with the level of excavation, stratigraphic
control, geoarchaeological analysis, dating, and laboratory
work the problem required. Tune and Miller’s (2026) dis-
cussion misses this larger historical lesson: in First Amer-
icans archaeology, some of the best evidence for the Late
Pleistocene occupation of the Americas has emerged not
despite reevaluation, but through it.

A central problem with Tune and Miller’s (2026)
essay is not that they deny reevaluation outright. It is
that they present the work of Surovell et al. (2026) as
though it represents a long-overdue scientific awaken-
ing. They describe it as “the first truly independent geo-
chronological investigation” (Tune and Miller 2026, 1)
of MV-II and suggest that “the process of independent
investigation has now been initiated” (Tune and Miller
2026, 3). This is where the more serious problem begins.
Surovell et al. (2026) did not properly reevaluate MV-II
because they did not do the most important thing such a
reevaluation requires: they did not return to the known
location of relevant MV-II deposits and open a new
excavation designed to test their questions. Rather,
they conducted a cursory (fewer than four days!) geo-
morphic reinterpretation of the complex Chinchihuapi
Creek depositional system in which MV-II is found.
By their own description, they sampled exposed cut-
banks and other visible sections, developed a strati-
graphic scheme independent of the original
investigators, and did not excavate the site itself.
While nearly all of the MV-II site was destroyed by
the original excavation and later modern disturbance,
the same stratigraphic units observed at MV-II are avail-
able ~50 meters away in buried context for study (Pino
and Dillehay 2023). Yet Surovell et al. (2026) treated
different deposits exposed along the modern creek
course as though they were stratigraphically equivalent
to the lithostratigraphic framework that defined the
MV-II sequence. That does not amount to a meaningful
reevaluation of the original archaeological claim, nor
does it affect its validity. It is a reinterpretation of differ-
ent deposits elsewhere in the valley, making different
conclusions almost inevitable. Furthermore, they failed
to consider the implications of their claims: namely,
that if the MV-II component was a result of redeposi-
tion, as Surovell et al. (2026) argue, how might they
account for its rich archaeological evidence, or the

complete absence of any comparable evidence in their
cutbank exposures?

For that reason, Tune and Miller’s (2026) invocation
of Carl Sagan’s warning against mistaking consensus for
proof, and his view that science advances when inde-
pendent investigators converge on the same result, is
largely irrelevant. That standard was not met in this
case because the tests were not symmetrical. Surovell
et al. (2026) did not study the same buried stratigraphic
record that had already been well-documented at MV-II
and in its immediate vicinity. They studied different evi-
dence from non-equivalent deposits. A meaningful test
would have required investigators to examine the same
depositional setting under comparable conditions and
then see whether they converged or diverged. That did
not happen. Independence alone is not enough; what
matters is whether investigators actually access and
study the same record at issue.

There is also a broader issue at stake: where First
Americans archaeology should spend its energy. Reeva-
luation of important sites is legitimate and necessary,
and throughout the history of archaeology it has led
both to the validation and rejection of pre-Clovis claims
and to the unexpected discovery of pre-Clovis evidence
at multiple sites. But the field should be careful not to
mistake low-effort and poorly conceived attempts to
unsettle notable sites for a major scientific contribution.
A brief, stratigraphically inadequate challenge to a well-
studied site does not strengthen the evidentiary base of
the field. More importantly, the field would be better
served by a stronger balance between serious reevalua-
tion of major sites and discovery-oriented geoar-
chaeological research aimed at locating new Late
Pleistocene-aged archaeological sites in good buried
and well-dated contexts. Searching for archaeological
evidence in deposits of the right age and in landscape
settings with strong preservation potential will do
more to answer the major questions about the peopling
of the Americas than thin and misdirected critiques
about well-recorded and documented sites.

The conclusion is straightforward. Reevaluation is
legitimate, necessary, and common in archaeology. It
is not a newly discovered virtue as implied by Tune
and Miller (2026). But not all reevaluations are equal.
A proper archaeological reevaluation must be stratigra-
phically and methodologically commensurate with the
record it seeks to test, and which fully acknowledges
and explains the archaeological and geological record
that it claims is in error. Tune and Miller (2026) are
wrong, not because they call for reevaluation, but
because they mistake an inadequate reevaluation for
an adequate one.
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