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South America 

The history of the biota of South America has been dominated by the effects of the great earth‐ 
engine of plate tectonics. Some of these effects were caused by the westward drift of the continent, 

which led to mountain building and consequent climatic changes, but most were the result of changes 

in its relationship with North America. 

As noted in the description of the origin of the Caribbean islands in the ‘The West Indies’ section, 

there had been islands in that region ever since the Americas started to move westward in the Early 

Cretaceous. This may have been the route by which some North American dinosaurs dispersed 

southward in the Mid‐Cretaceous, accompanied by some early types of marsupial and placental 

mammal. But this connection has always been tenuous, sometimes permitting passage and sometimes 

becoming broken. This led to cycles of immigration, isolation and evolution, and final new 

immigration and extinction. 

 

The Early Cenozoic 

The mammal fauna of South America today is characterized by a few marsupials (opossums) and a 

diversity of edentate placental mammals known as the Xenarthra (sloths, armadillos and South 

American anteaters) that are hardly known elsewhere. However, in the Late Cretaceous, South 

America had a mammal fauna of strange marsupials and of ungulate placentals quite unlike anything 

known elsewhere in the world. Alfred Wallace, one of the founders of zoogeography noted that the 

range boundaries of Amazonian birds seemed to coincide with the pattern of the rivers. It is 

fascinating that recent research shows that closely related taxa of some birds are to be found on either 

side of rivers throughout Amazonia. 

 

 



 

Effort by Amaan Khan 

 
 



 

Effort by Amaan Khan 

 


