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DETERMINING SEX

There is no single characteristic that indicates with certainty whether an individual was male 
or female. The pelvis is considered the best indicator, followed by characteristics of the skull 
and overall robusticity (ruggedness) of the entire skeleton. Most archaeologists would prob-
ably agree that with a skull alone, and knowledge of the region from which it came, the sex 
should be determined accurately about 90 per cent of the time. With the pelvis alone, the 
sex should be determined accurately about 95 per cent of the time, and with both the skull 
and pelvis, the sex should be determined accurately 99 per cent of the time.

Of course, what makes the pelvis so good for identifying sex is that the female pelvis 
typically has many features to facilitate carrying and delivering babies. Two of the most 
prominent characteristics are that it is wider and more basin-shaped. The subpubic angle 
is also a key indicator. This is the area of the birth passage and is necessarily wider in females. 
The angle in females is typically U-shaped, while the angle in males is usually V-shaped.

Compared to many other animals, the degree of sexual dimorphism among humans 
is generally slight, but it does exist, and it varies on a regional and ethnic basis, at least 
in prehistory. Differences in skeletal characteristics between males and females among 
prehistoric Indigenous populations of North America are quite distinct, for example, 
with the males typically being considerably more robust or rugged than females. 
Differences in robusticity in Asian populations are very slight by comparison, and 
differences in those of European ancestry are midway.

OTHER DETERMINATIONS

Human skeletons provide data on many more things of interest to archaeologists. 
These include determining the stature of an individual by measuring the length of 

FIGURE 6.6  Male and 
Female Human Pelvis. 
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