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ETHNIC IDENTITY

An ethnic group is defined as a group of people who share a common language, 
culture, history, and territory, with members consciously identifying with the group.

Reconstructing ethnicity in archaeology, particularly for the prehistoric period, is 
notoriously difficult and controversial. There is much debate about the reliability of 
inferring ethnicity from material remains, especially considering that neighboring 
groups frequently shared many cultural attributes and that cultures continually change. 
Many people have attempted to reconstruct ethnicity for political reasons, including 
those who work in the field of Indigenous archaeology and who aim to support claims 
of Aboriginal rights and territory.

Reconstructing ethnicity is often based on ethnic markers. Examining evidence 
of African American ethnicity in the archaeological record of the New World, 
archaeologist Timothy Baumann (2004) describes three forms of ethnic markers: 
(i) artifacts that were made in or are indigenous to Africa, such as a clay pipe from 
Ghana found in a New World cemetery; (ii) artifacts made in the New World that 
exhibit African styles, such as a pipe made in a European form but exhibiting West 
African decorative motifs; and (iii) non-African materials used in African ways, 
such as European-made bowls (which were found in greater proportion to plates) 
that were used for gumbos and stews. Similar types of ethnic markers are com-
monly used to identify Asian ethnicity in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century sites in western North America. The ethnic markers are most frequently 
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