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Identity Revisited
A Brief Introduction

Christopher M. Stojanowski and Kelly J. Knudson

The history of bioarchaeological inquiry and the evolving nature of the 
field is the subject of continued summarization and retrospection (Baker 
and Agarwal 2017; Larsen 2018; Rakita 2014), with a number of comple-
mentary research foci emerging over the last two decades. During the 
course of our graduate training, bioarchaeology was principally asso-
ciated with the three D’s—diet, disease, and demography—as part of a 
biocultural focus on human adaptation, archaeological interest in major 
lifestyle transitions, and research surrounding the Columbian centennial 
in 1992. Although certainly not the solitary pursuit of bioarchaeology at 
the time, a diversification occurred in the field around the turn of the mil-
lennium. Initially reflected in studies of body modification and mortuary 
analysis, and later expanding to a more general interest in the “archaeo-
logical body”(Sofaer 2005), gender (Lucy 1997; Sofaer Deverenski 1997; 
Spielmann 1995), and age (Gilchrist 2000), the field of bioarchaeology 
experienced rapid growth with the emergence of more social theoretical 
framings and recognition of the more humanistic aspects of our work 
alongside continued interest in health, disease, and biocultural questions 
(Stojanowski and Duncan 2015). When we initially published Bioarchae-
ology and Identity in the Americas (2009), bioarchaeological studies that 
interrogated social identities or “identity” in the past were comparatively 
rare. However, a number of efforts were published within roughly the 
same five-year period (circa 2006–2010), reflective of the growing interest 
in social identity research in past populations (e.g., chapters in Gowland 
and Knüsel 2006; Agarwal and Glencross 2011; see also Geller 2006, 2008, 
2009a, 2009b; Halcrow and Tayles 2008) and the embracing of broader 
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areas of social theory as relevant to the nuanced interpretation of the bio-
logical signatures observed within the bodies of those that lived in the 
past (the “archaeological body”).
 In attempting to define what social identities were and are, we wrote, 
“we define identities research as not about who people were or where 
they or their ancestors came from, but who they thought they were, how 
they advertised this identity to others, how others perceived it, and the 
resulting repercussions of this matrix of inter-personal and inter-societal 
relationships”(Knudson and Stojanowski 2009: 5). In other words, our in-
terest in identity studies emerged from the social sciences, with the goal of 
ascertaining more emic aspects of social experience in the past. That is, we 
specifically wanted to move beyond the sense of identity as biology, iden-
tity as origins, and identity as positive identification. The 2009 volume 
was divided into two sections: community identities and individual-level 
identities. Community identity referred to aspects of group affiliation 
with an emphasis on ethnogenesis and community building. Research 
on ethnogenesis has continued (Klaus 2008; Kurin 2012; Ortman 2012; 
Velasco 2018), though not without criticism (Voss 2015); however, inter-
est in community identity has received considerably more attention (e.g., 
papers in Juengst and Becker 2017). Individual identity referred to aspects 
of ensoulment and personhood as well as personal aspects of self, such 
as age, gender, and ethnicity—topics with considerable current interest 
(Cerezo-Román 2015; Gowland 2017; Zuckerman and Crandall 2019). In 
retrospect, this dual structure was too simplistic and drew an artificial 
divide between categories of identity expression that are quite fluid, over-
lapping, and ephemeral. Biodistance, mortuary analysis, body modifica-
tion, and isotopic signatures were the principal data sources, with many of 
the chapters focusing on Andean or Mayan contexts where preservation 
(Andes) and rich historical and archaeological records (Andes and Maya 
region) helped frame and embellish the bioarchaeological interpretations. 
The solitary North American chapter focused on recent historical events 
(colonial La Florida), where written documents also provided key infor-
mation to inform the interpretation. The reader of the 2009 volume may 
have been left wondering if it is possible to study identity in more ancient 
contexts, something the current volume hopes to address.
 Since our 2009 publication, studies of social identities in bioarchae-
ological contexts have increased dramatically and expanded in scope. 
In fact, we would argue that the emergence of identity studies within 
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bioarchaeology helped open the field to a variety of different framings as 
scholars explored topics such as the bioarchaeology of marginalized peo-
ples (Mant and Holland 2019), slavery, captivity and exploitation (Har-
rod and Martin 2015), elder abuse (Gowland 2006), postmortem agency 
(Crandall and Martin 2014), and quotidian experience (Schrader 2013, 
2018). Debra Martin’s new series with Springer (2017–present) is entitled 
“Bioarchaeology and Social Theory” with volumes focusing on themes 
of social injustice and structural violence (Nystrom 2017), care (Tilley 
and Schrenk 2017), women and childhood (Martin and Tegtmeyer 2017), 
impairment and disability (Byrnes and Muller 2017), and social control 
(Harrod 2017). Topics that had previously received chapter-length discus-
sion have now been the subject of entire book–length treatments, such 
as gender (Agarwal and Wesp 2017; Geller 2017) and body modification 
(Tiesler 2014).
 However, as the ten-year anniversary of the first volume approached, 
we wondered how the 2009 volume had helped define the bioarchaeology 
of identity as a novel and emerging research focus. We had both taught 
a graduate-level seminar on the Bioarchaeology of Identity a number of 
times and had witnessed the impact that class had on graduate student 
framing of their research projects. That said, the impact of the volume on 
the field as a whole was more difficult to gauge; citation data are modest. 
However, in 2017, Lynne Schepartz published a joint book review entitled, 
“The Body of Power, the Body of Memory” that includes a review of our 
2009 volume. To our surprise (and delight), she described the initial vol-
ume as a “tour-de-force . . . [that] deserves to be recognized as a classic 
text in bioarchaeology and skeletal biology” (Schepartz 2017: 39, 41). With 
such a compliment, with the ten-year anniversary approaching, and with 
an additional decade of experience teaching and thinking about iden-
tity research, we decided to revisit the topic with an expanded and more 
comprehensive scope. Before introducing the chapters in this volume and 
their contributions to the field as a whole, we first briefly discuss some of 
the key trends in identities research in bioarchaeology.

Recent and Future Directions in Identities Research

In the past ten years, bioarchaeological research on social identities has 
dramatically increased. The growing number of publications that grap-
ple with specific social identities, such as gender identities, as well as 
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the implications of different social identities in the past and present, are 
indicators of the general health and dynamism of bioarchaeology as a 
field. Here, we briefly review recent trends in research on identities in 
bioarchaeology.
 Concepts of ethnic identity in the past continue to derive from the 
work of Barth (1969) and other scholars of the Manchester School (Cohen 
1969, 1974; Gluckman 1958). Following Barth (1969), most scholars today 
continue to emphasize the situational and mutable aspects of ethnicity, 
rather than a static and fixed “tribe.” However, some scholars in bioar-
chaeology and archaeology are arguing for new approaches to ethnicity 
and ethnic identity (e.g., Baitzel and Goldstein 2011; Mac Sweeney 2009; 
Stovel 2013), while others are focusing more broadly on group or commu-
nity identities in the past (Jenks 2013; Lorentz 2017; Sheridan et al. 2014; 
Stojanowski, Carver, and Miller 2014; Tiesler and Lacadena 2018).
 In addition, a growing number of scholars are addressing specific so-
cial identities, such as gender identity or community identity. Of these, in-
vestigations into gender identities have the longest history of research and 
arguably the largest number of investigations. One of the most thought-
provoking areas of research is that on bioarchaeology and sexuality, often 
using explicitly queer and/or feminist perspectives (Geller 2008, 2017; 
Voss 2007). Importantly, scholars are also interrogating constructions of 
masculinity and male gendered identities (Torres-Rouff 2011) and male 
activities (Knüsel 2011), in contrast to earlier archaeological and bio-
archaeological research on gender that focused almost exclusively on 
women and females in the past.
 The implications of gender identities are also a growing area of research. 
For example, theoretically sophisticated research on the implications for 
health and disease (Mays et al. 2018; Western and Bekvalac 2017; Zucker-
man 2017) and on the evidence of violence toward biological females and 
individuals gendered as female (Kurin 2016; Novak 2009; Redfern 2017; 
Tung 2012) is an important area for current and future research. In ad-
dition, researchers continue to investigate dietary variability that is sex-
based (Coltrain and Janetski 2013; Dong et al. 2017; Eerkens and Bartelink 
2013; Pearson et al. 2013; Reitsema and Vercellotti 2012; Somerville et al. 
2015) and gendered differences in mobility (Bentley et al. 2007; Watson 
and Stoll 2013). While these areas of inquiry have a longer history than 
others discussed here, we see the increasing number and theoretical so-
phistication of these studies as a positive development for the field.


