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Abstract When one reads archaeological publications on
funerary remains, one might think that the deceased was
sacrificed to accompany the burial of a pot [34]. One could
easily blame archaeologists for this predicament, but it also
has its roots in a research tradition within biological anthro-
pology that tends to provide biological data to the archaeo-
logist who provides the social and cultural meaning. Due to
empirical divergence this approach encourages archaeo-
logists and anthropologists tend to address parallel rather
than synthetic questions. Burials are often only used to
develop a notion of time-successive funerary traditions that
support a chronological framework. This means that the
event represented in the burial is left underdeveloped or erro-
neously identified as a tradition. Bioarchaeology addresses
archaeological questions through a contextual approach
combining the biological identity of the deceased with their
cultural and archaeological context. It therefore aims to
synthesise the biological and cultural aspects of the funerary
record to address archaeological questions and better place
burials in their cultural, social, and political context. The
goal of this treatment is to introduce bioarchaeology, its ori-
gin and purpose, and to attempt to place such studies within
French archaeological and anthropological scholarship.

Keywords Bioarchaeology · Funerary archaeology ·
Archeothanatologie · Biocultural approach

Résumé À la lecture des publications qui concernent l’arch-
éologie funéraire, il est souvent possible de penser que le
défunt était sacrifié pour accompagner une vaisselle cérami-
que [34]. On pourrait reprocher aux archéologues cette situa-
tion difficile et ridicule, mais on peut aussi lui trouver des
racines dans une tradition de recherche au sein de l’anthropo-
logie biologique dans laquelle l’anthropologue fournit les

données biologiques afin que l’archéologue leurs rende un
sens culturel ou social. Du fait de cette approche empirique
divergente, les archéologues et anthropologues ont tendance à
formuler des questions en parallèle et non de façon synthé-
tique. Les sépultures sont souvent essentiellement utilisées
pour développer une esquisse chronologique des traditions
funéraires successives. Cela signifie que le geste funéraire
n’est pas assez apprécié pour son information sociale ou
pire, identifié comme une « tradition funéraire » de manière
erronée. La bioarchéologie s’intéresse aux questions archéo-
logiques au travers d’une approche qui combine l’identité des
défunts et leur contexte culturel et archéologique. Son but est
de synthétiser les aspects biologiques et culturels du domaine
funéraire pour mieux s’intéresser aux questions archéologi-
ques et anthropologiques et mieux comprendre les sépultures
dans leurs contextes culturelles, sociales et politiques. Cette
contribution a pour but d’introduire le concept de bioarchéo-
logie, son origine et son objectif, et de tenter le positionne-
ment de ces études au sein de l’école française d’archéologie
et d’anthropologie.

Mots clés Bioarchéologie · Archéologie funéraire ·
Archéothanatologie · Approche bioculturelle

Bioarchaeology: definitions and disciplinary
origins

Since J.G.D. Clark’s (Sir John Grahame Douglas Clark) first
application of the term ‘bioarchaeology’ to archaeozoology
(the study of animal remains from archaeological sites), in
Star Carr: a Case Study in Bioarchaeology, published in
1972, the term has taken on a variety of definitions. In Brit-
ain, it is now generally applied to the study of biological
remains (biota) from archaeological sites. This includes the
fields of archaeozoology (zooarchaeology), archaeobotany
(palaeoethnobotany), and the study of human remains from
archaeological sites (human osteoarchaeology). Clark’s
intention was to encourage an inter-disciplinary science
that came to be environmental archaeology [1], or perhaps
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more accurately human palaeoecology and human palaeoec-
onomy [2]. Most recently, ancient DNA applied to popula-
tion structure and stable isotope research applied to the study
the diet (C13 and N15) and provenancing (87Sr/86Sr and
208Pb/206Pb versus 207Pb/206Pb) of past peoples are now
also included under this rubric. In this contribution, the aim
is not only to highlight the differences in disciplinary
terminology between North American and British research-
ers, but also to attempt to identify parallel developments in
France and among Francophone researchers, where there are
yet further disciplinary as well as epistemological differ-
ences with Anglo-American research. The goal here is not
to demonstrate the superiority of one approach or scholarly
tradition- each has its merits and considerable legacy of
achievement- but to help communication among researchers
separated by language and scholarly tradition to realise fur-
ther integration that is fundamental to fostering joint and
more holistic research endeavours.

Due to independent developments in North America and
the United Kingdom, and with unprecedented growth in
studies of human remains in the UK in the last three decades,
there has been an equally unprecedented, and also bewilder-
ing, growth in terms used to describe research orientations
and disciplinary boundaries. Whereas North American scho-
lars discuss the essential unity or recent fragmentation of the
Four-Field Approach in anthropology1, workers in the UK,
where no such unity ever existed (as indeed is the case in
France [3] and elsewhere in Europe), now employ terms dif-
ferent from North American colleagues to describe the same
types of research pursuits. These differences relate to differ-
ent and diverse academic and professional organisation. In
the United Kingdom, human osteoarchaeologists, many of
whom are also palaeopathologists, find themselves in depart-
ments of archaeology, which are largely devoid of collea-
gues in social anthropology and those who study human
biology and human palaeontology, the latter often finding
themselves in the same anthropology department, or in sep-
arate departments but at the same institutions in the UK.

In North America, those who study human biology, skel-
etal biology and palaeopathology (human osteoarchaeology
in the UK), and human palaeontology (palaeoanthropology
in North America), as well as non-human primates and
forensic anthropology (the distinctions between this and

forensic archaeology are outside the scope of this treatment),
would identify themselves as biological (physical) anthro-
pologists, one of the four branches of the Four Fields.
These distinctions are implicit in the names of the profes-
sional organisations to which individuals belong. In North
America, a biological anthropologist would likely belong
to the American Association of Physical Anthropologists
(AAPA), with its affiliates the Paleoanthropology Associa-
tion (PA), the Paleopathology Association (PPA, with a
European meeting every other year), and the Human Biol-
ogy Association (HBA), which often share the same confer-
ence venues. In the United Kingdom, an osteoarchaeologist/
palaeopathologist would likely adhere to the British Associ-
ation of Biological Anthropology and Osteoarchaeology
(BABAO) (as well as taking part in the AAPA and PPA on
a regular basis and serving in committee roles in those orga-
nisations), this rather lengthy and somewhat cumbersome
name deriving from an awareness of these trans-Atlantic dif-
ferences and a strong desire to unify those studying humans,
whether they be living humans or those from the past, as well
as with an eye to maintaining links with those engaged in the
field recovery of human remains. This organisation does
include some members whose research concentrates on
human palaeontology and human biology, but this is a
small minority, their allegiance being to other scholarly orga-
nisations. Some members of BABAO, although a minority
of the greater whole, also take part in either or both of the
European Association of Archaeologists and also the Euro-
pean Anthropological Association (EAAs), the shared acro-
nym perhaps best representing the avowedly separate
identities of their respective memberships. Since the end of
the 19th century in France, anthropobiologie developed as a
joint discipline between human biology and physical anthro-
pology, as especially applied to the human lineage (human
palaeontology), attesting to an early desire to develop closer
disciplinary links. Social and cultural anthropology with
their interest in the social and cultural aspects of human soci-
eties remains a separate discipline, which are separate again
from archaeology and prehistory [3,6].

These disciplinary and organisational distinctions have
exerted influence over the definition of bioarchaeology. In
Francophone countries, outside of Québec (where the term
has made a recent appearance), the term “bioarchaeology” is
not in use. In the United Kingdom, the rubric indicates a very
broad grouping of workers that study organic remains from
archaeological sites that includes environmental archaeolo-
gists, osteoarchaeologists and palaeopathologists and a num-
ber of archaeological scientists, specifically those who focus
on biochemical studies of human remains. In North Amer-
ica, the term “bioarchaeology” is more narrowly defined. It
is the study of skeletal biology of human remains recovered
from archaeological excavation, which is broadly similar to
human osteoarchaeology in the UK. The adjective “human”

1 The four fields of American anthropology are linguistics, physical
(biological) anthropology, archaeology, and cultural anthropology.
Many university departments in the United States and Canada were
founded based on the combination of these once separate fields, as
advocated by the “Father of American Anthropology”, Franz Boas,
the first Professor of Anthropology at Columbia University in New
York, who endorsed training in all four fields before choosing to
specialise in one of the branches [4]. Boas [5] conceived of and
defined anthropology as the “science of man”, a holistic and thus
extensive study of every aspect of humanity.
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is required because osteoarchaeology may refer to the skele-
tal remains of both humans and other species in the UK.
These distinctions are evident from the title and contents of
the International Journal of Osteoarchaeology, the remit of
which, as identified in the online “product information”, is to
provide “a forum for the publication of papers dealing with
all aspects of the study of human and animal bones from
archaeological contexts”. Because animal remains also
form part of environmental archaeology, these researchers
often find a disciplinary home in the Association for Envi-
ronmental Archaeology (AEA), an international association
with a strong, although not exclusive European focus.

Bioarchaeology in North America emerged in the aca-
demic environment of the Four-Field Approach that charac-
terizes university departments of anthropology in much,
although not all, of North America. Tensions within the
Four-Field Approach and the loosening of relations between
the sub-fields has fuelled the attempts to renew the links
between the archaeology and biological anthropology sub-
fields through a closer and explicit working relationship.
Other similar bridge-building efforts concern social anthro-
pology and biological anthropology, often driven by human
biologists, although also including skeletal biologists/
palaeopathologists. For example, the series editors’ com-
ments that open Goodman and Leatherman’s [7] Building
New Political-Economic Perspectives on Human Biology
intimate a similar intent to use a biocultural approach to
renew the links between biological and social anthropology
to consider, specifically, the political economy, political
ecology, and critical theory to refocus scholarly attention
on a more holistic study of human beings. They see this as
a powerful combination to study social inequality and social
change through their interaction with human biology to bet-
ter comprehend the processes that result in food shortages,
for example [7]. This orientation stands opposed to biosocial
or, by its better-known name, sociobiology, an approach
which argues for the genetic basis of behaviour. Instead,
those following a biocultural approach emphasize that biol-
ogy and culture are intertwined. In many cases, the terms
biocultural and bioarchaeological are interchangeably used
[8,9]. Both share a desire to undertake more holistic and
integrated research within anthropology and in conjunction
with other disciplines. Ultimately, too, without explicitly
saying so, both wish to bridge the biology/culture or sci-
ence/humanities divide that Snow [10] referred to as the
“Two Cultures” by which he referred to an educational sys-
tem that created a communication divide between those pur-
suing science and the arts/humanities.

The same desire to integrate plant and animal remains
into archaeological research is true of British bioarchaeology
as practiced by Clark (1972) [11], who used such evidence to
identify the season of residence at the Mesolithic site at Star
Carr (Yorkshire, UK). Luff and Rowley-Conwy [2] take this

integration a step further by pointing out the inequities in
research results produced by the division between “specia-
lists”, including those who study both material culture and
ancient biota, and “archaeologists” who excavate the mate-
rial and then write-up the site, with the work of specialists
forming addenda to the main body of the final site report.
They argue for the full integration of these individuals in the
research endeavour to provide fuller, better integrated, and
more informed final publications.

Although the motivation to better integrate archaeological
research is shared between British and North American
bioarchaeology, the targets of this integration are not. In
North America, the desire was and remains better integration
with the social sciences, while in the UK, integration efforts
were directed at the natural sciences, with a desired closer
integration with the social sciences coming from theoretical
and funerary archaeology. These different affinities are also
implicit in the differences between Jane Buikstra’s bioarch-
aeology and that of Clark Larsen. Both of them cover skele-
tal biology, dental anthropology, palaeopathology, studies of
growth and development, isotopic and aDNA analyses, but
Buikstra’s form has the added emphasis on framing studies
to answer archaeological questions that require an apprecia-
tion for social (i.e. archaeological) theory, which is not
expressed in Larsen’s form. For him, the study of human
remains is useful to mortuary (i.e. funerary) archaeology,
which he clearly distinguishes as a part of anthropology
but separate from bioarchaeology per se, for the support it
lends to “interpreting social behaviour” [12]. In his emphasis
on behavioural inferences and a desire to understand “the
causes and consequences of adaptive and behavioral shifts
in the past” [12], Larsen’s target audience is not so strongly
oriented within the field of anthropology as a whole, but
more directed to fields outside of it, including a variety
engaged in research on the human condition.

While Buikstra’s bioarchaeology looks forward to con-
tinued and an increasingly strong relationship between
archaeology and biological anthropology- an integration of
mortuary behaviour/funerary archaeology and skeletal
biology/osteoarchaeology- Larsen’s gaze is directed to
addressing questions that occupy those not only inside but
also outside of anthropology and of tapping human remains
for their potential to address questions that are cross-
disciplinary, with a stronger affiliation between biological
anthropology and the natural sciences. In this latter goal,
Larsen’s form is similar to British bioarchaeology, although
still limited to human remains. Thus, although both the
approaches emphasize integration, Buikstra’s approach sees
this as a more unifying force within anthropology and archae-
ology, while Larsen’s approach sees closer integration with
cognate disciplines outside of traditional anthropological
boundaries- in a sense a unifying principle versus one that
is more geared to diversification.
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Buikstra [13] finds the origin of bioarchaeology within
Washburn’s “New Physical Anthropology” [14]. This
approach emphasises “... anthropological problem solving
rather than descriptive data collection.” The methods differ
little from Larsen’s, although Buikstra’s is more strongly
iterative; it emphasises that it is not only the questions but
also the order in which questions are posed that is important
since the way in which humans treat the dead influences the
sample one receives to study. Implicit in this form of
bioarchaeology is the full integration of the osteologist in
the archaeological enterprise. Ortner emphasises this desire
for the integration of biological and cultural data (i.e. a bio-
cultural approach) in his preface to Buikstra and Lane’s 2006
volume; this is a mantra made repeatedly throughout the
contributions to this volume. The results of skeletal analysis
should be presented in such a manner that one can match the
reporting of human remains with their burial context, a fea-
ture that many early studies lacked [13]. This lack of synthe-
sis continues to be a problem today, especially in
publication, where the analysis of the human remains, their
burial context, their grave inclusions, and location in the
cemetery are not synthesized in publications and, some-
times, cannot be reconstituted from the various parts of pub-
lished reports. This often means that important information
gained from the study of the human remains has no apparent
influence on interpretive conclusions and, moreover, pub-
lished material cannot easily be incorporated into synthetic
overviews. The emphasis here is that the biological anthro-
pologist should be involved in projects from the initial
stages. Without this integration, project results will be far
less good and their use far more limited.

Bioarchaeology: an applied perspective

In 1977, in a volume based on proceedings of the Southern
Anthropological Society, USA, Buikstra introduced the term
bioarchaeology for the first time in the American anthropo-
logical literature2 in the following way: “A new form of
regionally-based, interdisciplinary research in mortuary site
archaeology and human osteology has been developed in the
course of this study [of the lower Illinois River Valley,
USA]. With the active participation of both archaeologists
and physical anthropologists in all phases of research design,
members of our ‘bio-archaeological’ research group made
the initial decision to focus upon the investigation of biocul-
tural change within the Woodland period... on the Middle to
Late Woodland ‘transition’ [circa last millennium B.C. to
first millennium A.D.], popularly known as the ‘decline of
Hopewell’, which has been variously explained in terms

of migrations, climatic change, disease stress, and other
factors” (p 69).

Here, one sees the genesis of an inter-disciplinary research
programme directed at a well-framed, problem-oriented
research question that draws together biological anthropolog-
ical and archaeological methods and data. More recently,
Buikstra [13] aligned bioarchaeological research interests
along the following themes: 1) burial programmes and social
organization, 2) daily activities and division of labour, 3)
palaeodemography, including estimates of population size
and density, 4) population movement and genetic relation-
ships, and 5) diet and disease. In her earlier work, she [15]
(p 71, fig 1) also included the following research methods
related to field archaeology: survey, determination of site den-
sity, and site location for prospective excavation. These are
fundamental aspects that permit an appraisal of the funerary
landscape, as well to compare this landscape with that of the
domestic and settlement sphere. The latter is important in
order to help support notions that objects were strictly
intended for burial or to determine if burial inclusions consist
of a subset of objects used by the living, whether mundane or
ritual objects. The relationship between the funerary and set-
tlement realms and the size of the frontier that separated them
forms a further area of inquiry. Buikstra’s (ibid.) earliest state-
ments also included studies of the living population (human
biology) that would permit one to address relationships
between the living and past populations, a research pursuit
that reinvigorates aspects of 19th and 20th-century research
in the American Southwest [16,17].

Developments in ancient DNA research permit modern
researchers to address this question using new methods, as
well as older methods such as metric and non-metric trait
frequencies and linguistic associations, that perhaps have
their greatest use in comparisons that would permit insight
into how the genotype and phenotype interact. This pro-
vides a means by which to assess population composition
through time and to begin to address longer-term human
population questions with regard to health and well-being
of people living in the same area today. This is a tremen-
dously holistic approach that meets a desire to make
research of interest and importance to living people.
These areas of enquiry form the foundation for Buikstra
and Lane’s volume [18]; they include mortuary behav-
iour/funerary archaeology, activity-related skeletal change,
dental anthropology, biological and genetic distance stud-
ies, palaeodemography, and palaeopathology. The inclusion
of a series of thoroughly researched historical essays,
largely drawing on work from the United States but noting
the strong influences exerted on these developments by
European researchers, some of whom constituted the
earliest workers in the field after emigrating to North
America, demonstrates an emerging self-awareness among
bioarchaeologists that occurs with a maturing discipline.

2 Jane Buikstra was unaware at the time of the slightly earlier
introduction of the same term in the UK (Cook pers. comm.).
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In this regard, it is instructive to note that bioarchaeology
has grown up in concert with a greater appreciation for the
history of biological (physical) anthropology. This mirrors
the development of theory in archaeological discourse,
alongside greater interest in the historical roots of the dis-
cipline as reflected, for example in [19].

Bioarchaeology as applied to human remains research
clearly grew out of processual approaches to archaeological
enquiry in the 1960s and 1970s. For much of the 20th cen-
tury, biological anthropological research focussed first on
enthnogenesis, and then as an out-growth of processual
approaches of the New Archaeology, its focus shifted to
adaptability, and these areas of enquiry continue to often
overshadow more recent concerns with social dynamics and
socio-political effects on health and well-being. Goodman
[9] draws attention to these limits when he remarks, “... a
prevalent view of societies as integrated wholes and a
focus on evolutionary questions within a narrow ecological
framework, adopted from processual archaeology and
human adaptability, restricts analyses of the relationship
between biological well-being and inequalities in access to
and control of resources and the distribution of disease and
death within a group or in relation to socio-political factors.”

In a recent review of the history of (American) skeletal
biology and palaeopathology, Armelagos [14] contends that
despite these developments the discipline continues to address
research from the perspective of the original culture-historical
models that focus on the origins of peoples and cultural diffu-
sion. This type of research is largely descriptive and not
explicitly problem-oriented. He charts the rise of analytical
questions of biocultural adaptation and in situ evolution as
opposed to a solely descriptive study of functional morphol-
ogy that is still shared with much research in bioarchaeology.
Researchers, in his view, have not yet realised the “promise”
of bioarchaeology, but substantial work achieved to date
shares the following positive attributes:

• a population perspective;

• a recognition of culture as an environmental force effect-
ing and interacting with biological adaptation;

• a method developed on testing alternative hypotheses
concerning the interaction of the biological and cultural
dimensions of adaptation.

The last of these is, in essence, the biocultural approach.
Armelagos [14] sees this approach to have “survived the
post-modern onslaught because it had a means of objectively
testing hypotheses.” In his rejection of the post-modern cri-
tique, his approach distinguishes itself from the type of
bioarchaeology embedded in social theory. Both Larsen
and Armelagos, emphasize adaptation, rather than
inheritance- nurture rather than nature- as the bedrock of
bioarchaeological enquiry.

Working relationships that lie behind
the semantics

Larsen observes that: “Bioarchaeology has developed into a
discipline due to growth in interest in the human condition”
[20]. He places the origin of bioarchaeology within the field
of human osteology as the “study of human remains recov-
ered from archaeological contexts” [21], and it is in this field
that his review places subsequent developments. Larsen con-
trasts early work in bioarchaeology as being remote from the
context of discovery. Essentially, workers received a box or
boxes of bones without any contextual information. He
endorses a closer working relationship that fosters exchange
between excavator and bioarchaeologist. Ultimately, he
recommends the on-site presence of the bioarchaeologist
and that the publication of the resulting research endeavour
is completed by a team of researchers, rather than by a sole
individual working largely in isolation, as was the case all
too often in the past.

Larsen’s concentration is clearly situated within the
human biological component of the archaeological record
[12,21]. He addresses the “quality of life” through compara-
tive assessments of dietary isotopes, bone biomechanics of
limb bones, studies of growth and development from mea-
surements of long bones and dental development, as well as
enamel defects in teeth related to physiological stress,
palaeopathology, and dental wear related to both dietary and
non-dietary (i.e. paramastication, use of teeth as tools) use of
teeth, aDNA to study biological relationships in the past and
strontium isotopes for studying residential shifts (i.e. move-
ment and migration or provenancing of people) in the past.
He notes that the discipline draws on other “hard” science
disciplinary orientations and increasingly incorporates
sophisticated equipment to enhance studies, including mass
spectrometry for diet, scanning electron microscopy for den-
tal wear, and computed axial tomography for cross-sectional
analysis of limb biomechanics. Dietary analysis is based on
isotopic studies of human remains, rather than relying on
data derived from plant and animal remains. This clearly
distinguishes this form of American bioarchaeology from
its eponymous form in the United Kingdom, which does
not separate animal and plant remains from human remains
and also sometimes does not include the latter at all beneath
this rubric3.

In North America, following Larsen’s influential lead,
bioarchaeology refers to the study of human remains alone.

3 It should be emphasised, though, that isotopic studies cannot
distinguish which plants and animals were cultivated or husbanded,
so the information from zooarchaeology and archaeobotany is an
important complement to such studies, and in a well-forged research
design helps also to provide an isotopic background standard for
human diet at a specific place and time.

66 Bull. Mém. Soc. Anthropol. Paris (2010) 22:62-73

C
et

 a
rt

ic
le

 d
es

 E
di

tio
ns

 L
av

oi
si

er
 e

st
 d

is
po

ni
bl

e 
en

 a
cc

es
 li

br
e 

et
 g

ra
tu

it 
su

r 
ar

ch
iv

es
-b

m
sa

p.
re

vu
es

on
lin

e.
co

m



With regard to health, he emphasizes that bioarchaeologists
concentrate on establishing the environmental, social, and
cultural factors that help to explain changing frequencies of
diseases in the past. This desire moves the study from a con-
centration on the diagnosis of disease from skeletal remains,
still an essential part of the scholarly exercise, to a broader
epidemiological consideration of disease and disorder in
populations, rather than in individuals [14]. Larsen’s
bioarchaeological approach is driven by what he sees as a
marginalization of biological anthropology in archaeological
research programmes [12] and an avoidance of excavating
human remains for the time and ethical questions they entail,
even before the North American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) came to influence the field.

Goldstein [8] critiques Larsen’s approach, noting that it
downplays the archaeological aspect of research in prefer-
ence to a more strongly scientific departure, grounded in
the physical and natural sciences, rather than linked to
archaeology. She notes that the hope for integration between
physical/biological anthropologists and archaeologists has
not yet been realised. She also suggests that the manner in
which Larsen has “appropriated” the term “bioarchaeology”
to mean a field of endeavour exclusive to biological anthro-
pology, with the archaeologists apparently being unneeded
once the human remains have been excavated, has not aided
the process of integration between archaeologists and
anthropologists. Because of this, she prefers to use the term
“biocultural” to encompass a study drawing on both biolog-
ical anthropology and archaeology. Because Larsen frames
bioarchaeology within a more strongly scientifically-
oriented approach, Goldstein [8] contrasts Larsen’s defini-
tion of bioarchaeology with Buikstra’s earlier one that
emphasized a close working relationship between physical
anthropologists and archaeologists and other scholars in all
phases of research design and implementation [15].

Goodman’s [9] definition of bioarchaeology differs little
from Larsen’s: “the study of human biological remains in
archaeological contexts”, except by the substitution of the
preposition “from” in Larsen’s definition by “in” in Good-
man’s. Herein lies the point of contention and what may be at
the root of the comments by Goldstein about Larsen’s
endeavour. His definition is much more about extraction of
data for scientific study- to oversee excavation to aid
recovery- while Buikstra’s and Goodman’s emphasises the
context in which remains are found in order to address
broader time and place-specific social questions. Buikstra’s
and Goodman’s approaches emphasize the importance of
social theory, and, further, Buikstra’s approach emphasizes
that archaeology and anthropology are equal partners in
research endeavours. In essence, Buikstra’s attention to
social theory updates a largely processualist-derived study
to incorporate post-processual (i.e. post-modernist) critique.
Larsen’s and Armelagos’ are less accepting of more recent

trends in Anglo-American archaeological theory and empha-
size distinctly processual approaches.

The archaeology of death (and burial) and funerary
archaeology

In their seminal volume, The Archaeology of Death, Chap-
man and Randsborg [22] define the study of the “mortuary
practices of past human cultures” as an old disciplinary
topic. It is equivalent to the Americanist “mortuary behav-
iour”. In a slightly later publication, Chapman [23] defines
“mortuary practices” as the “total range of cultural practices
relating to an individual, from the moment of death until
sometimes weeks, months of years afterwards.” In his view,
the archaeologist shares with the social anthropologist a desire
to understand the relationship between the mortuary practices
and the wider socio-cultural system of which they are a part,
but is also concerned with assessing the extent to which such
practices are preserved in the archaeological record. Chapman
argues for the use of cross-cultural comparisons and studies
developed on inter-disciplinary links with physical anthropol-
ogy and forensic science, in the latter instance as a form of
middle-range theory that links observed variation with pro-
cesses, natural or human behavioural, observed in the world
today. The ultimate goal of such studies is to reconstruct
social organization from the archaeological record of mortu-
ary practices. This was in keeping with the social evolutionary
framework of processual archaeology, but also emphasizes a
distinctly inter-disciplinary approach.

These researchers were clearly influenced by the New
Archaeology of the 1960s that emphasized the study of the
processes behind long-term socio-cultural change and the
application of ecological models that demonstrated the effect
of environmental change on social systems. The New
Archaeology concentrated on establishing cultural similari-
ties, rather than differences. The New Archaeology thus fol-
lowed a more widely seen trend in the social sciences due to
its concentration on establishing norms, values, and social
systems to one more concerned with diversity, difference,
and conflict more recently [24]. This shift can be observed
in the distinction between processualist and post-
processualist approaches in archaeology. Processual archae-
ology emphasized hypothesis testing in order to achieve sci-
entific interpretations of archaeology data [17]. Processual
approaches played an important role in the study of mortuary
behaviour [22]. Much subsequent work was based on Bin-
ford’s [25] argument for a correlation between the social
organization of a group and the complexity of mortuary
rites, where the heterogeneity of mortuary rites varies with
the increasing social complexity of the group. Furthermore,
according to Binford, mortuary practices hold merely arbi-
trary relationships (and are thus impervious to scientific
analysis) to the beliefs or social identities of the deceased
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that it might reflect, which makes these difficult to study
from archaeological remains. Binford suggested that archae-
ologists must then concentrate on the study of the structure,
rather than the form of mortuary remains, and that the struc-
tured variation in burials reflects the organization of
society’s members. The only meaning one can reliably
extract, then, relates to the socio-economic standing of
those burying the dead. Binford thus left aside the philosoph-
ical and religious beliefs, themes and world-view [26–29], a
point made most pointedly by Carr [30] when he writes that
“mortuary archaeology requires a broadening of perspective
to include both social organization and philosophical-
religious beliefs as determinants of mortuary practices.”

Almost two decades after the publication of The Archaeol-
ogy of Death, Parker Pearson [29] defines funerary archaeol-
ogy as not about what can be learned from human skeletons,
nor about the processes affecting the skeletal remains as they
are incorporated in the archaeological record, but about “the
archaeological study of the funerary practices that the living
perform for the dead. It is not somuch about the dead as about
the living who buried them” (p 3), which is similar to deci-
phering the “gestes funéraires” (funerary gestures or actions)
in French funerary archaeology (“archéologie funéraire”).
The goal is to document funerary practices in order to better
comprehend them in their historical context and to explain
why they took the form they did. This type of endeavour is
distinct from inferring social organization from human bur-
ials, as outlined by Chapman. This distinction derives from
studies in the intervening years that questioned the closeness
of the relationship between the funerary domain and the once
living society and thus, the reading of social distinctions from
differences in burial treatment. Researchers, such as Hodder
[31], emphasized the symbolic aspects of burial accoutre-
ments that could be manipulated to disguise the social status
of the deceased as much as reflecting it. More recently, the
archaeology of death and funerary archaeology/mortuary
behaviour are terms used interchangeably to describe studies
of the funerary practices accorded the deceased.

It is clear that funerary archaeology and bioarchaeology
are still viewed as separate endeavours by some, although
Buikstra’s bioarchaeology explicitly encompasses both.
Each interest brings unique information about past societies
that when combined is much more powerful than when they
remain separated from each other. In both cases, whether
looking at the biological aspects of the deceased or the cul-
tural aspects of burial, one is looking at the end result of
processes, biological, social, and cultural, as well as tapho-
nomic, those “natural” processes of change that come about
through decomposition and decay of the body accompa-
nying material. Although largely a result of natural pro-
cesses, the cultural and social aspects of burial have an
important role to play through varying grave construction
and the type of accompanying grave inclusions, as well as

the placement of the burial with respect to natural and archi-
tectural features, which may greatly influence the process.

Henri Duday also emphasizes the inter-disciplinary nature
of “l’anthropologie de terrain” (field anthropology), now
referred to as “archéothanatologie”, literally the study of
ancient burial or the “Archaeology of Death” based on
research he commenced in the 1970s and that has inspired
and informed many students and colleagues over the last 40
years. He argues that that those with a well-developed under-
standing of the human skeleton should be involved in all
aspects of the research project from the planning of it to the
excavation of burial contexts, the recording and retrieval and
of human remains in situ, through to the laboratory analysis
and the final write-up of the site. In this, there is much that
chimes with Buikstra’s view of the bioarchaeological
research endeavour. As one of Duday’s students, Nilsson
Stutz [32] notes in her published doctoral thesis, ‘[anthropo-
logie de terrain]... has thoroughly and completely changed
the approach to graves in French archaeology.” Duday [33–
35] has developed archaeological methods that are specific to
funerary contexts, on par with those applied to the excavation
of settlements. He emphasizes careful recording of the skele-
ton, its elements, and their relationships to the burial feature
and inclusions in the grave in order to better appreciate the
taphonomic changes that influence the locations of bone ele-
ments and grave furnishings after their deposition, the operant
proposition being that their position upon excavation does not
equate to their original position when buried due to changes
that occur in the corpse and the burial environment after depo-
sition. Funerary rites (“les gestes funéraires”) cannot, in fact,
be identified or understood without taking into consideration
these aspects of burials first. Without doing so, one runs the
risk of mistaking a natural or biological cause for a cultural or
social one. The motivation here is closest to the funerary
archaeology as defined by Parker Pearson to recover evidence
of the funerary practices performed for the dead, although
Duday’s focus is the skeleton, which distinguishes it from
Parker Pearson’s focus on the recovery of funerary practices
practiced by the living for the dead.

Importantly, Duday has also championed the use of obser-
vations made on archaeological human remains as “natural
experiments” to decipher more recent instances of human
burial, such as mass graves [36]. In his doctoral thesis,
another of Duday’s students, David Peressinotto [37] devel-
ops disarticulation sequences and patterns of bone move-
ments through observation of repeated patterning in early
and late medieval inhumations, as well as those from the
pre- and post-contact Caribbean site of L’Anse Saint Mar-
guerite, Guadeloupe, and L’île de Saï, Sudan (a burial site
dating to the Kerma Empire of the second millennium B.C.).
One of the important observations made from this work is
that the disarticulation sequence from the study of non-
normative burials (i.e. not extended supine positions) is
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often more informative than from those found in normative
positions because unusual positioning of the corpse often
permits more obvious patterns of disarticulation. In addition,
the environment and the burial type (for example, coffined
versus earth burial) alters this sequence and the ability to
record it. This use of the burial record is akin to the desire
to make study of the dead and their burials of use to modern
people, in this case those involved in medico-legal investi-
gation. Despite its innovative and standard-setting methodo-
logical approach archaeothanatologie provides little in the
way of social interpretation of funerary remains and, in
this, it follows general trends in French research traditions.

French archaeological theory

It seems inescapable but to draw the conclusion that Anglo-
American and French study of the past have travelled nearly
completely parallel paths, with French scholars “missing” not
only processual archaeology but also post-processual archaeol-
ogy, and Anglo-American scholars largely unaware of French
archaeological/anthropological research, especially if not pub-
lished in English-language publications. This situation holds
despite the use made of French sociological and philosophi-
cal/historical writings, such as those of Bourdieu and Foucault,
to name only two, in archaeological theoretical scholarship
[38,39], in addition to the works of an earlier generation of
French sociologists, most importantly Durkheim, Mauss, van
Gennep, and Hertz that have gained increasing currency in
Anglo-American research in archaeology and anthropology,
especially with regard to funerary studies [40].

Despite this awareness of now older French literature
“what is now”, long-established differences in thought
and approach separate the respective scholarly traditions.
Whereas Anglo-American scholars, following the tenets of
processual approaches, tend toward theories and hypothesis-
testing to explain phenomena, French scholars emphasize
concepts and applications of them to demonstrate their utility
(the best example being the chaîne opératoire approach of
André Leroi-Gourhan applied to explicating lithic reduction
sequences in the fashioning of stone tools) [41,42]. Olivier
[43] sums this difference up nicely when he writes: “The
development of French archaeology is part of a universal
project, which is not reducible to one part. It draws on the
new social project of the 18th century, which reacted against
the injustices of the social misery produced by the inegalitar-
ian societies inherited from the Middle Ages.” In a familiar
parallel to the break-up of the Four-Field Approach in North
America, he fears that this project is breaking down under
the pressure of globalization that leads to the fragmentation
of the community due to a reduction in the responsibility of
the State, where economic concerns take precedence over
political ones, and the citizen becomes the consumer.

Despite theoretical and philosophical differences and per-
haps due to this sense of disciplinary fragmentation, there
have been similar desires among French and Francophone
scholars to join forces in the study of the funerary record.
Alain Testart organized an inter-disciplinary colloquium
involving archaeologists and ethnographers in Sens in
2003 to consider the social significance of funerary practices
[44]. As acknowledged by the editors, what started as an
attempt to bring archaeologists and ethnographers (social
anthropologists) together to exchange views on the social
significance of funerary practices ended up with only a sin-
gle ethnologist participating, Testart himself, in what became
a discussion among archaeologists of funerary studies across
considerable geographic space and time.

Testart not only attributes the absence of ethnologists to
their rather specific interests (“microspécialités”), but also
warns archaeologists that they cannot, as a result, traverse
academic boundaries with impunity because the study of
social strategies and strategies of power can be found in
many disciplines, not only through the study of funerary
practices. When viewed from a bioarchaeological perspec-
tive, few treatments in this volume contain synthesized
details of the physical remains of the dead and some contri-
butions contain none at all. Rather, the majority address a
variety of themes from reviews of funerary sites in certain
periods to treatments based on a single site or region to icon-
ographic representations of the hereafter or funerary rituals,
but without any explicit link to the remains of the dead. This
situation recalls Goldstein’s views of a lack of inter-
disciplinary studies but in reverse: archaeologists writing
with little input from anthropologists. In a testament to
inter-disciplinary research efforts, those contributions that
include a biological anthropologist among the authors also
contain information from the study of human remains. That
by Valentin, Le Goff, and Sand on social rank in 19th- cen-
tury [45] Fiji is the most inter-disciplinary in that in addition
to the biological aspects of the deceased, this treatment also
contains ethnohistorical perspectives, a consideration of
archéothanatologie, work on grave inclusions and tomb
type. This contribution is strongly bioarchaeological in ori-
entation. In general, though, there seems to be a reluctance to
address the social organization of the living from the funer-
ary remains of the dead in French scholarship, a trend that is
also reflected in much, although by no means all Anglo-
American research, largely due to discontent with older
social evolutionary models of social change found in
works by Service [46] and Fried [47], for example.

Osteobiography/pathographie

Although population-based palaeoepidemiological appro-
aches continue to be the focus of much work in
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bioarchaeology, there has been a resurgence of interest in the
individual in bioarchaeological analyses. Osteobiography or
pathographie, as it is known in French, form a research ori-
entation that cross-cuts Anglophone and Francophone
research traditions. Perhaps due to the relative disdain occa-
sioned by a strongly palaeopathology-oriented discipline
once criticized as little more than a pathological, stamp-
collecting exercise (i.e. based on case studies), bioarchaeol-
ogists have been slow to adopt such an approach. Perhaps
not surprisingly, it is from workers with forensic anthropo-
logical experience- with their emphasis on “individuation”,
the establishment of the personal identity from human
remains and accompanying material that osteobiography
was first defined.

Frank Saul [43,44,48,49] provided one of the earliest
definitions of osteobiography when he employed the term
“osteobiography” or “... life history as recorded in
bone...[to]... emphasize that skeletons record the life history
of their [owners] in various ways and that we should be
extracting these life histories from their bones instead of
making lists of often uninterpreted measurements.” Saul
used the term as a means to indicate “a comprehensive and
reconstructive approach... applied to the study of the skele-
tons of the ancient inhabitants of Altar de Sacrificios
[Mexico]... in an attempt... to interpret the Altarians’ life
histories as recorded in their bones...” (p 8). He wished to
reconstruct the Altarians “as individuals and as a population,
and to reconstruct their lives in much the same way as the
archaeologist uses ceramic and architectural remains to a
similar end” (p 8).

Using a variety of medico-legal methods and osteological
analysis, Philippe Charlier has adopted an approach he calls
pathographie in his work on the remains of the royal mis-
tress of Charles VII, Agnès Sorel (pers. comm.) in order to
determine the cause and context of her premature death at the
age of 28. Charlier [50] traces the origin of pathographie to
the beginning of the 20th century when, in Germany and
Austria, the study of psychological and psychiatric maladies
of celebrated historical figures was inspired by psycho-
analytical theories prevalent at the time. This is akin to
what Cook [51] refers to as “biohistory”, the fleshing out
the lives of individuals that are invisible to historians
because they did not leave written documents. This absence
of documentation can occur as much in historic periods as
prehistoric due to the vagaries and poor coverage of histori-
cal documentation.

Taking his inspiration from Saul’s statements but moving
his discourse into the realms of body theory, Robb [52]
defines his area of interest in biographical narratives as relat-
ing not to the lives of particular notable or ordinary indivi-
duals, but rather as a means to achieve a cultural idea of what
a normal life might have been like in the past from the study
of the human skeleton. He emphasizes the cultural under-

standing of life events that also encompass the history of
human remains after death. He demonstrates his approach
through the example of a particular Neolithic female from
Catignano, Pescara, southern Italy, by contrasting her stat-
ure, age-at-death, and evidence for palaeopathological con-
ditions, in this case a fronto-parietal cranial fracture, two
trepanations, episodic enamel hypoplastic lines, and tooth
ablation, and burial within a 5th millennium B.C. village
against the back-drop of comparisons and contrasts with
those of other near-contemporary individuals. In doing so,
he observes: “we cannot draw direct equations between age
and cultural status of paleopathology and the cultural expe-
rience of illness any more than we can directly equate sex
and gender” (p 161). He recommends regarding biological
processes such as growth, illness, ageing, and death as uni-
versally recognizable to be incorporated in cultural interpre-
tations in the past, but to interpret such parameters without
rigidly dictating the way in which they were understood.

It is with the notion of social agency in the past that those
using an osteobiographical approach can perhaps make the
most significant contributions. Such studies explicitly
address the social circumstances under which social changes
occur in order to gain insight into the motivation behind
actions in the past. The osteobiographical approach lends
itself well to harnessing human remains to elucidate the indi-
vidual’s role in past societies, and how social change is
reflected in their funerary treatment as well as, potentially,
their active role in socio-political continuity or change.
Rapid changes in burial type and location may occur with
socio-political shifts, as in the burials of the Merovingian
leaders, Childéric and Clovis, father and son, from regional
paramount to emergent dynast [53]. In such circumstances,
the body and its funerary treatment can be viewed as a vehi-
cle for cultural discourse, as material, an artefact of and can-
vas for symbolic and social expression for use in display in
creating and recreating social memory of events and for
building ethnic identity [54]. This process may equally
involve forgetting or suppressing the memory of an individ-
ual, as much as commemorating the deceased. Extremely
elaborate burials of physically distinctive individuals that
mark previously identified archaeological transitions rather
than being seen to reflect the transition can be viewed as
active agents in life and in death in that transition. This
author [55] has demonstrated the workings of such a situa-
tion in the elaborate and enigmatic burial of the Princess of
Vix, who he has argued represents a 5th-century B.C. ritual-
ist whose burial marks a socio-political transition in Iron
Age Europe.

Ultimately, such studies could lead to “individuation”, the
identification of a specific person from the past, as in the
identification of Maud de Lucy, a 14th-century heiress
(died circa 1398), whose place of burial alongside her
brother, Anthony de Lucy (died 1368), known as “St. Bees
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Man” (Cumbria, UK), perhaps the best preserved medieval
individual yet discovered, results from political circum-
stances and the aristocratic woman’s role in the context of
feudal obligation [56]. In this case, this identification rests
on an examination of the relationship between scanty histor-
ical documents, grave inclusions, physical remains of the
deceased, burial monuments, and standing church architec-
ture. Rather than reflecting a generalized scheme on a large
scale that the majority of the funerary record monitors, these
case studies reflect the real world social motivations (a sort
of realpolitik) that conspire to modulate the appearance of
the funerary realm, to turn it from long-term norm into the
occasional non-normative deviation. The latter holds as
much import, if not more, than does the normative trend
for understanding why the funerary record changes through
time and under what circumstances these changes occur.

Burials are often only used to develop a notion of time-
successive funerary traditions that support a chronological
framework. This often means that the event represented in
the burial is left underdeveloped or erroneously identified as
a tradition, and, if unusual, as a “minority rite” or a “deviant”
burial or perhaps that of a particular “class” or “élite” that
leaves such burials without links to social processes and
appears to make them conform to what is deemed normative
burial. Social organizational terms to describe them are thus
often transported or retrodicted into the past, thus obscuring
or even denying social transitions. They are labelled, rather
than integrated.

Although the term non-normative is often used to
describe burials that differ from the norm in a particular
time and place, it is also used to denote human remains
found in patterns deemed unusual when compared with
anticipated norms for inhumation and cremation burials
known from other places at the same time or from more
recent periods. Thus, a restricted definition of what constitu-
tes normative human burial has left many parts of especially
the prehistoric past, even those attesting extensive villages
and monumental architecture, apparently devoid of human
inhabitants. When human remains are encountered, their
unusual location and patterning, which do not obviously suit
culture-historical definition, relegates them to a role of curi-
ous addenda- i.e. in Gowland’s terms, “simply not a clothes-
horse for cultural symbolism” [57]- to the past, far from the
mainstream and further from synthesis.

The future of bioarchaeological research

Bioarchaeology is a term which means that the remains of
the deceased are analysed and interpreted not only as biolog-
ical entities but ones imbued with cultural, social and politi-
cal meaning that comes from the joint appreciation of the
physical aspects of the deceased and their burial context

(i.e. differential place of burial, manner of burial, body dis-
position, and grave inclusions) framed to answer problem-
oriented questions germane to the study of the past in the
present. This is a reflexive study. Among these are not
only those based on an ethnic affiliation, age and sex but
also those that compare status distinctions, presumed urban
and rural populations, the definitions of which are not fixed
but vary through time, or those based on subsistence prac-
tices that involve groups living under different social organi-
sation. Good bioarchaeological research requires the
bioarchaeologist to frame questions to suit the archaeolog-
ical record and with a good grasp of theoretical insights in
order for the study to appeal to both anthropologists and
archaeologists and to the wider public. This requires such
an extensive knowledge that a team-based approach seems
a prerequisite.

Because bioarchaeology addresses both the biological
and the cultural aspects of burial, it fosters a synthesis of
information that has all too often remained independent
such that interpretations were less complete and certainly
less compelling than would come from a more unified and
holistic approach. Duday [33] has expressed this in the stron-
gest terms to date, emphasizing that the burial was organized
for the human occupant(s) of the burial and not for the grave
inclusions. He decries the once common- and still extant at
times- practice of presenting burials without due consider-
ation of human remains, referring to such an approach as
an “epistemological aberration”. He remarks that: “If one
evaluates the respective place of the diverse elements that
make up a burial as a function of the number of written
lines an author devotes to them in a publication, one often
has the unfortunate impression that the deceased had been
placed as an offering to a ceramic vessel or to a flint projec-
tile point, rather then the other way around” [34]. This is a
human remains-oriented study, a point echoed by Sofaer [58]
when she writes: “While osteological determinations, partic-
ularly of age and sex, are regularly used as the basis for
archaeological interpretation through the association
between people and artefacts in mortuary contexts, there is
no explicit framework [until now] for integrating osteoarch-
aeology within archaeological thought. Once sex and age
has been determined, the body no longer seems of interest
to the archaeologist. The physiological aspects of the body,
which form the foundation of osteological assessments are
often silent in the process of interpretation as, in the search
for meaning, the emphasis shifts from the body to the objects
surrounding it. Archaeological practice tends to focus on
artefacts surrounding bodies rather than on the bodies
themselves.” The ultimate goal of this type of synthesized
study is to better comprehend the relationships between the
burial and its context- site specific, local, regional, and
diachronic- and the once living people, their beliefs, and
their once living society.
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It is clear that bioarchaeology owes much to the proces-
sualist paradigm of the 1960s, the trappings of which may
not appeal to the theoretical orientation of some archaeolo-
gists and some bioarchaeologists [59]. Without this inheri-
tance, it is unlikely that bioarchaeology would have existed
at all, however. This is not to impugn post-processualist
approaches in archaeology, which clearly add interpretive
vigour to the explication of archaeological contexts. These
have compensated for the general absence of the ideological
realm (symbolism, semiotics, phenomenology, sensory ele-
ments) in processualist discourse. Although the processualist
paradigm has either stimulated or “grown up with” bioarch-
aeology, it is clear that in its most recent guises, researchers
using a bioarchaeological approach can incorporate these
and more recent theoretical insights into research frame-
works and interpretation. It is also conceivable that bioarch-
aeology has the potential to generate new theoretical insights
and to contribute much to social approaches in archaeology
[60,61].

In order to make studies more holistic and better dissemi-
nated, as well as to ensure the future of the study of past
peoples, especially in economically uncertain times, it
seems more pressing than ever before that the discipline
adopt integrated research programmes that involve a team
of researchers, including osteologists, archaeologists,
archaeological scientists (aDNA, dietary and provenancing
isotopic studies), as well as others who are interested in
humanity, working together, rather than apart.
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