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Preface

AS CHILDREN, MANY OF us learn to associate archaeologists with adventurous
exploits and searches for long-lost civilizations in exotic places. As adults, our
associations of archaeology with adventure are often strengthened when we see
and hear stories in the media about fantastic archaeological finds. But what is
it that archaeologists actually do on a normal work day in the field? This book
corrects some of the popular myths about archaeologists and archaeology and
explains what archaeologists really do, and how they do it.

We begin with a brief overview of archaeology, how it grew over the past
few centuries, and how archaeologists today use various means to attempt to
discover the past. The remainder of the book is organized to follow the steps
of actual archaeological research. Beginning with the formulation of questions
that define the goals of each research effort, we then look at the methods used
to gather and analyze archaeological evidence, how archaeologists interpret
this evidence, and how they present results to other archaeologists and the
public. The book closes with a discussion of the challenges faced by archeolo-
gists—how to reconcile the needs of archaeologists and other concerned
groups who have an interest in the past.

The book is written specifically for introductory archaeology courses, es-
pecially surveys of human prehistory that include an introduction to archaeo-
logical method and theory. It derives from our more comprehensive text,
Archaeology: Discovering Our Past (Second edition, Mayfield 1993). Both texts
follow the same basic organization and share the same underlying philoso-
phy—that archaeology is part of the broader field of anthropology with its con-
cern for investigating all aspects of the human experience. Both books are also
based on the premise that the evidence sought by archaeologists in their study
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viii PREFACE

of the past represents a nonrenewable resource. This resource is fragile and
especially precious, for archaeological evidence is the only means for us to dis-
cover most of our past. This doesn’t mean that there is only one way to view
our past—often there are several ways to study the evidence from the past.
There is no single way for doing archaeology, and the best archaeology is that
which uses the best methods available in each research situation.

NEW TO THIS EDITION

We have updated the text throughout to reflect the latest developments in
archaeology. New coverage includes expanded discussions of Native American
reburials (Chapters 1 and 10) and the issues involved in human skeletal analy-
sis (Chapter 6). Dating methods and other laboratory analyses (Chapter 7) now
include uranium series age determination and electron spin resonance. We
have added new sections on Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to Chapter
5. To underscore the importance of conserving archaeological sites, we intro-
duce the tragic case of Slack Farm in Kentucky in Chapter 1 alongside the dra-
matic ongoing work at the Sipan tomb in Peru. Pseudoarchaeology and loot-
ing are included now in Chapter 1 so that readers can become more quickly
aware of contemporary challenges to archaeological research.

The treatment of theoretical frameworks has been moved much earlier in
the book (Chapter 3) and now includes a discussion of contextualism; the com-
parison of the approaches of culture history, cultural process, and contextual-
ism should help readers understand the value of integrating them in archaeo-
logical research.

In addition to the extensive glossary and index, we've introduced several
learning aids. To help readers better orient themselves, we have added maps of
archaeological sites discussed in the text to the front of the book. For those
readers who want more information on specific chapter topics, each chapter
now ends with a guide to further reading, which is keyed to the bibliography at
the end of the book.
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Introduction

For MANY GENERATIONS THE Slack family worked their farm in
Kentucky. But long before any European set foot in the Americas, this land had
been the setting for a sizable Native American town. The name of this settle-
ment has been lost, but we know that it was occupied for some two centuries,
beginning about 1450. We also know that these Native Americans were part of
a great tradition, now known as the Mississippian culture, that dominated
southeastern North America from about A.p. 900 to the time these people (and
all other Native Americans) were overwhelmed by European colonists.

In size, the settlement we now call the Slack Farm site was similar to other
Mississippian towns, with a population estimated at 300 to 500. Like other
towns of this culture, the settlement was composed of houses and other build-
ings used by its living inhabitants and places of burial for the dead. Most of the
houses were occupied by farming families, but there were also large earthen
platforms that supported the more elaborate houses of powerful families, those
of the chiefs. Other earthen platforms supported the temples that housed the
gods worshipped by these agricultural people.

We know these things about the Slack Farm site because of what archae-
ologists have learned from careful excavation of other Mississippian settle-
ments. But although archaeologists had known for decades that the remains of
this Native American town existed on Slack Farm, it had never been excavated.
Thanks to the care of the Slack family, this site had been preserved. This
preservation was all the more remarkable since most other Mississippian sites,
along with those of other Native American cultures, have been badly damaged
or destroyed. Some of this destruction has been accidental—mostly due to
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2 INTRODUCTION

FIGURE I.I

This aerial view of Slack Farm illustrates dramatically the destruction
wrought by looters: in just two months, ten men reduced this Native
American site to a pitted wasteland, littered with pottery fragments and
shattered human remains. (Kenny Barkley, Morganfield, Kentucky.)

European colonization and the expansion of modern society. But a great deal of
destruction of Native American sites, and archaeological sites all over the
world, is intentional. These sites are destroyed by looters who churn through
the ground in their search for objects that have value—everything from sou-
venirs to treasure that can be sold for thousands or even hundreds of thousands
of dollars.

The Slack Farm site was the largest known Mississippian site that had
escaped devastation by looters. All that changed in 1987, when the farm was
sold out of the family. Its new owners immediately leased artifact-mining rights



