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many inferences about plant domestication are made. Generally, if archaeologists see 
an increase in the size of the edible parts of the plants through time, it is usually rea-
sonable to infer that the plant was becoming domesticated.

As outlined in Table 8.5, several other attributes of plants can be used to distinguish 
whether they are of the domestic or wild variety. However, due to the fact that the 
non-edible parts of plants domesticated for food are rarely preserved, most have lim-
ited application in archaeology.

Cultural evidence of plant domestication comes in a variety of forms, including 
the presence of gardening artifacts such as hoes, features such as irrigation canals, and 
soil chemistry indicating a previous garden plot.

ANIMAL DOMESTICATION

Ways of distinguishing domestic versus wild animals in archaeological sites include 
size, the completeness of the skeleton, and age and sex ratios of the slaughtered 
remains, as well as cultural evidence.

TABLE 8.5 Criteria for Distinguishing Domestic versus Wild Plants and 
Animals (of the same species)

ATTRIBUTES OF DOMESTIC VARIETIES OF PLANTS

The part of the plant that people use is usually larger

The plant may have lost its mechanism for natural dispersal

The part of the plant that people use may have become clustered

There is often a genetic change

There may be a loss of dormancy

The plants tend to ripen simultaneously

There is a tendency for less self-protection, such as thorns and toxins

ATTRIBUTES OF DOMESTIC VARIETIES OF ANIMALS

The animals are smaller (at least in the early stages of domestication)

There is a tendency to find more complete skeletons in the faunal assemblage

There is likely to be a high percentage of young animals in the faunal assemblage

There is likely to be a high percentage of young male animals in the faunal 
assemblage

There is likely to be a high percentage of old female animals in the faunal assemblage
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