
219CHAPTER 10: EXPLAINING THINGS OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST

Understanding Bias in Archaeological Explanations

Table 10.5 lists some of the types of bias in archaeological explanation. Some kinds 
of bias are obvious and others are not. One of the most obvious is the inherent bias 
of the archaeological record. As outlined in Chapter 4, this includes the bias the 
original inhabitants showed when they chose what to abandon or discard and what 
to recycle or keep. It also includes preservation bias, such as the fact that stone and 
clay are more likely to be preserved than are metal and organic remains.

The bias of conceptual frameworks should be at least equally obvious. As outlined 
earlier in this chapter, the conceptual framework an archaeologist chooses usually reflects 
what he or she perceives to be the most important sphere of culture and the driving 
force of cultural change. This kind of conceptual bias can usually be seen in the intro-
ductory sections of research articles. The bias is rarely explicitly stated, but after reading 
the first few paragraphs of an article, the basic assumptions of the author usually become 
obvious. Ecological frameworks are the ones most commonly used by archaeologists 
over the past several decades. The bias toward ecological frameworks may stem from 
the fact that archaeologists deal mostly with remains that are directly related to the 
ecological sphere of culture (e.g., physical remains of environments, settlement patterns, 
subsistence, and diet), leading to a tendency to overemphasize their importance.

FIGURE 10.2 Tikal, 
Guatemala. A major 
Mayan site, with popu-
lation estimates rang-
ing up to 200,000, Tikal 
(like many other Mayan 
sites) was abandoned 
relatively suddenly 
about 1,000 years ago. 
Understanding the con-
ditions leading to the 
collapse of civilizations 
is a primary area of 
interest in archaeology.
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