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TABLE 4.2  Site Formation Processes

CULTURAL FORMATION PROCESSES NATURAL FORMATION PROCESSES

Deliberate discard Natural soil formation

Intentional burial By water

Loss Through the air

Abandonment Over land

By animals

subsequently found in that precise location by archaeologists is called primary refuse. 
Refuse that was deliberately moved from the area where it was initially created or used 
and redeposited elsewhere, such as a midden, is called secondary refuse.

To understand the conditions in which items were discarded or abandoned, many 
archaeologists have done ethnoarchaeology, from which a few generalizations can be made. 
Research indicates that time and size are the two key variables that determine whether 
refuse will be left in situ or redeposited in a midden. Generally, if people are occupying 
an area for a very short time, with little expectation of return, they leave refuse in primary 
context. For example, people who stop to cook a meal while hunting are not likely to 
create a midden for their refuse. Conversely, few people like to live among their refuse, 
and if they are going to be staying in an area for at least a day or two, they are likely to 
create a special area for refuse. Also, people are more likely to leave small items in situ and 
redeposit larger items as secondary refuse. Potential reuse is another important factor that 
influences whether people will leave items as primary refuse or secondary refuse.

Many items enter the archaeological record through intentional burial. This includes 
human burials and associated grave goods, as well as caches of food in storage pits. 
Human burials were usually meant to lie undisturbed, but caches of food were buried 
with the intent of removing the food at some future time. Cache pits for food storage 
are a common type of feature found in prehistoric habitation sites, sometimes dug into 
house floors and sometimes outside the houses. It is not uncommon to find cache pits 
in resource utilization sites, where food preserved by drying or smoking would have been 
left if it was anticipated that members of the group would return that way in the future.

Some artifacts enter the archaeological record because they were lost. However, this 
is a relatively rare occurrence. Examples include cargo lost during a shipwreck and 
coins or jewelry that may have fallen onto, and ultimately under, floors or floor cover-
ings (e.g., wooden floorboards or mats). Isolated finds of arrowheads are likely to be 
the result of loss, for example by a hunter who missed the target and could not relocate 
the arrow.
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