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been incorporated into culture in the form of tools, clothing, and shelter. Information 
on plants and animals can also be used to get an idea of what hazards the people might 
have faced, such as sharing territory with dangerous animals and poisonous plants. 
Knowing about climate can provide insight into site location, housing, clothing, soils, 
and vegetation. Using the width of tree rings, archaeologists working in the American 
Southwest have been able to demonstrate that some areas underwent lengthy periods 
of drought before settlements were abandoned.

DISCOVERING WHERE TO LOOK FOR SITES

When considering where to look for sites, archaeologists recognize that waterways and 
landforms change through time. Sea levels, for example, have been fluctuating in many 
parts of the world for thousands of years, and sites that were close to a beach while 
they were occupied may be many meters above or below current sea levels. Therefore, 
an archaeologist searching for coastal sites must rely on paleoenvironmental evidence 
of ancient coastlines. Similarly, rivers and streams frequently change course, and since 
settlements are often alongside them, archaeologists searching for sites should be aware 
of where they once flowed.

RECONSTRUCTING SITE FORMATION AND DISTURBANCE PROCESSES

An archaeologist’s interpretation of site formation and disturbance can be accepted 
with confidence only if he or she has some knowledge of the natural processes 
active during and after the creation of the site. Understanding the natural environ-
ment allows the archaeologist to judge the potential impact of myriad processes 
upon the archaeological record. For example, the knowledge that a river once 
flowed by a site may be used to support inferences of fluvial deposition or erosion 
of sediments.

TABLE 8.1 Reasons for Reconstructing Paleoenvironments

REASON EXAMPLES

1. To know what people were  
adapting to

Availability of plants and animals, 
temperature, precipitation, raw materials, 
hazards, carrying capacity

2. To know where to look for sites Paleocoastlines, underwater sites, old river 
and stream courses

3. To reconstruct site formation  
and disturbance processes

Fluvial or aeolian deposition, erosion, high- 
or low-energy deposition
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