BOX 4.2 Continued
goods inside of them in situ, preserving the archaeological record for future researchers. Residents, however, objected to the phrase “waste in place,” because
it implied that their lives, homes, and possessions
that were destroyed were merely “waste.” Scientists
familiar with New Orleans’ geology and soil also rejected the “waste in place” strategy, arguing that the
weight of decaying buildings and abandoned material
culture would eventually cause the new buildings to
sink into the ground. Finally, government officials
raised concerns over the chemicals left behind in the

soils from refrigerators, cleaning products, and air
conditioners.
Taking these discussions into account, a decision
was made to relocate buildings and possessions destroyed or significantly altered by Katrina to a neighboring landfill. While the provenience of these ruins
and objects will not be maintained for future archaeologists to study, the rubble will still be somewhat
close to its original context. Based on the case study
of Katrina, Dawdy (2006) concludes that taphonomy
is an emotional, political, and cultural process.
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environmental conditions lead to the decomposition of organic remains. The people
of Pompeii had no time to evacuate, and the quick covering of ash provided excellent
preservation. Excavations at Pompeii have uncovered markets, restaurants, shops, an
amphitheater, villas, and many other smaller residences. The population is estimated
to have been about 20,000.
Besides the obvious processes that bring in sediments over the surfaces of sites,
archaeologists also consider that processes operating beneath the surface may also result
in site burial. In some regions, for example, sites can be buried by earthworms.
Earthworms burrow by swallowing the dirt in front of them, often bringing dirt to
the surface where it is redeposited.

Understanding Bias in the Preservation of Material Remains
Archaeologists understand that with the rare exception of a quick and complete burial,
as in Pompeii, they usually recover a very biased subset of material culture. This is
largely due to the fact that most of the material record was discarded or abandoned
deliberately, as described previously. Artifacts of perceived value generally account for
a very small percentage of the total items recovered. It is not unreasonable to imagine
that for every complete arrowhead or pottery vessel in an archaeological site, there are
probably a thousand or more pieces of lithic debitage or potsherds.
Archaeologists also understand that some materials preserve better than others, so
that what is recovered is not necessarily an accurate reflection of what originally
existed. The major factors that bias the preservation of material remains are the material itself and the environmental conditions.
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