
138 INTRODUCING ARCHAEOLOGY

long bones; the ethnic affiliation by looking at a complex of characteristics; and stress 
during an individual’s lifetime by looking for periods where the growth of bone and 
teeth temporarily slowed down. Diet and nutrition are determined by examining 
carbon and nitrogen isotopes and through trace element analysis (see Chapter 8).

Other determinations include those of disease, trepanation, and cannibalism. For 
example, rickets, caused by a deficiency of vitamin D, is indicated by bowed legs; arthritis 
is often determined by particular types of bone growth; and bacterial infections often 
create pitting of bone. Trepanation involves removing a piece of skull bone while the 
individual is still alive and is widely thought to be an indication of ideology (see Chapter 
9). Indicators of cannibalism include butchery marks on bone and evidence of burning.

Where there are abundant skeletal remains, archaeologists sometimes focus on provid-
ing an overview of the entire population, known as paleodemography, in addition to 
examining individuals. This includes determining the relative proportions of males and 
females, and the age ranges, as well as patterns of fertility, mortality, health, and disease.

Using DNA in Archaeology

Recent advances in the ability to extract and analyze DNA have important implica-
tions for archaeology. Archaeologists can now use DNA to determine biological rela-
tionships over time in an area. Such was the case on the northwestern coastal region 
of the North American continent, for example, where researchers have been able to 
use DNA to link skeletons thousands of years old with living descendants. 
Archaeologists can also use DNA to link biological relationships throughout a region, 
to identify diseases, and to make interpretations about population replacement.

Besides human remains, DNA analysis is undertaken on other material remains in 
archaeological sites, including coprolites, which can provide important information 
about diet, as well as plant and animal remains.

BOX 6.2 ARTIFACTS IN CRISIS: ORPHANED AND NEGLECTED ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
COLLECTIONS

One of the most pressing challenges facing archae-
ologists in the twenty-first century is known as the 
curation crisis (Lipe 1974; Marquardt, Montet-White, 
and Scholtz 1982; Childs 1995). The curation crisis 
refers to the constantly growing number of archaeo-
logical collections that are neglected, ignored, and/
or lack a permanent or safe storage location. The 
rise of contract archaeology in the United States, 

UK, and Canada, along with the growth of archaeol-
ogy departments at academic institutions, have 
contributed to this problem (Karrow 2017). Though 
federal legislation and professional organizations 
have established guidelines to curtail the growth of 
orphaned collections (in the United States, 36 CFR 
Part 79, legislation that outlines how archaeologi-
cal collections are to be handled and curated, is an 

© University of Toronto Press 2020




