
85CHAPTER 4: COMPREHENDING THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD

HOW SITES ARE INITIALLY CREATED

Many processes lead to the creation of archaeological sites (Table 4.2). Collectively, 
these are known as site formation processes. When the focus is on the initial deposi-
tion of material remains, the processes are sometimes called cultural formation pro-
cesses or behavioral formation processes. Archaeological sites invariably have 
sediments in them that are brought in by nature, and the processes responsible for 
this are generally called natural or non-cultural formation processes.

Most archaeologists use the term refuse to refer to the collectivity of discarded 
items. Some, however, prefer to use the term trash to describe dry items such as broken 
artifacts, garbage to describe wet or organic items such as food waste, refuse to refer to 
both trash and garbage, and rubbish to include all discarded or abandoned items, 
including house remains.

Archaeologists frequently make a distinction between primary refuse and second-
ary refuse. Refuse that was simply abandoned where it was created or used and  

FIGURE 4.3 Life 
History of an 
Archaeological Site. 
Illustration of the cre-
ation, disturbance, 
archaeological discov-
ery, and excavation of 
a site, showing (i) its 
use in antiquity, (ii) the 
process of abandon-
ment, (iii) the impact 
of natural processes 
covering the remains, 
(iv) more recent use of 
the site for farming, 
creating an additional 
layer and disturbing 
the ones below, and 
the later (v) discovery 
and (vi) excavation by 
archaeologists.
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