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Some Reflections on the Research in Human
Osteoarchaeology

ZHANG Ya-jun

Abstract: Investigations in archaeologically derived human skeletal remains have
predominantly been examined by traditional morphological observations and anthropometrics
to interpret ancient population affinities, estimate biological biodistance, and reconstruct the
structure and history of past populations, origins, and human dispersals. Since the 1990s,
Chinese researchers have continuously adopted new archaeological frameworks and practiced
analytical and comparative methods relevant to the elucidation of the nature of the human
condition. Human osteoarchaeology has gradually transformed into collaborating with other
disciplines to decode past human behaviors synergistically. Endeavors of embracing the
biocultural approach prompted the study of human osteoarchaeology in China, engendering
a significant change in the quantity and quality of data produced from the skeletal analysis.
Reviewing the literature published in the past few decades exemplifies a wide variety of methods
applied to reconstruct aspects of past life from human skeletal remains, extending from using
paleopathological analysis to investigate the diseases suffered and the social care provided
in the ancient communities, cranial and dental non-metric traits shared within and between
groups to decipher biological and cultural similarities, ancient DNA analysis to understand
population dynamics, and stable isotopic analysis to infer past dietary choices, residential
patterns, and movements. Within the context of archaeology, these research inquiries help
inform the understanding of a range of issues, including human adaptation, the role of the
environment on health and lifeways, and the biological impact of differential access to food
and other resources, social practice, and religious beliefs. It is noticeable but not surprising
that China has lagged in developing this discipline to contribute our knowledge of past human
populations. This paper draws attention to several problems that should prioritize future works,
mainly when adopting well-defined methodological frameworks from other parts of the world.
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To strive toward a holistic and informative human osteoarchaeology in China, researchers
in this field should encapsulate the most practical application of theory and approach for
meaningful research under the umbrella of a logical synthesis in archaeology.

Key Words: human osteoarchaeology; dental anthropology; ancient DNA analysis
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