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We examine the changes in funerary rituals from the Early Agricultural period (2100 BC–AD 50) to the Early Preclassic period
(AD 475–750) and how these changes concurrently reflect changes in social relationships between the dead, their families, and
the community. The predominant mortuary ritual in the Early Agricultural period was inhumation, possibly emphasizing a
variety of identity intersections of the dead and the mourners in the treatment of the body while creating collective memories
and remembrances through shared ways of commemorating the dead. An innovation in funerary practices in the form of sec-
ondary cremation appeared in the Early Agricultural period and was slowly but broadly adopted, representing new social
dynamics within the society. Thereafter, secondary cremation became the main funeral custom. During the Early Preclassic
period, the variation in body position and the type and quantity of objects found with individuals decreased. It is possible that
the vehicle for displaying different identity intersections changed and was not placed in the body, per se, as much as in previous
periods. However, the transformation characteristics of these funeral rituals and the increase in community investment could
have fostered the building or reinforcing of stronger social ties that highlighted a “collective identity.”
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En este artículo se examinan cambios en los rituales funerarios del período Agrícola Temprano (2100 aC–dC 50) hasta el
período Preclásico Temprano (dC 475–750) y cómo estos cambios modificaron las relaciones sociales entre los muertos,
sus familias y la comunidad. Los rituales mortuorios predominantes en el período Agrícola Temprano fueron inhumaciones
caracterizadas por variaciones en la posición y ubicación del cuerpo, posiblemente enfatizando la individualidad de los
sujetos. Estos rituales cambiaron en el período Preclásico y la cremación se convirtió en la práctica dominante. Las
cremaciones durante este período fueron principalmente depósitos secundarios con bajas cantidades de hueso ubicadas en
cementerios adyacente a grupos de habitacionales. A través de estas cremaciones la membresía al grupo social se enfatizó.
Los resultados sugieren que las razones de cambios en los rituales funerarios a través del tiempo fueron multicausales. Sin
embargo, estos cambios reflejan identidades grupales emergentes con una fuerte cohesión social, consistente con los patrones
observados en otras evidencias arqueológicas del área.

Palabras clave: Hohokam, cremaciones, inhumaciones, período Agrícola Temprano, período Preclásico Temprano, fuego,
prácticas mortuorias

We examine the shifts between inhum-
ation and cremation practices from
the Early Agricultural (2100 BC–

AD 50) through the Early Ceramic (AD
50–475) to the Early Preclassic (AD 475–750)

periods in the Sonoran Desert of the American
Southwest (Table 1; Figure 1). While previous
studies of this transition have recognized a gen-
eral shift in the dominant form of body treatment
from inhumation to cremation burial (Bayman
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Table 1. Archaeological Sites by Period and Phase.

Early Agricultural Period (2100 BC–AD 50) Early Ceramic Period (AD 50–475) Early Preclassic Period (AD 475–750)

Sites Phases Inhumations Cremations References Sites Phases Inhumations Cremations References Sites Phases Inhumations Cremations References

Clearwater Cienega 14 − McClelland et al. 2006 Houghton

Road Site

Agua Caliente 3 1 Ciolek-Torrello

1998

Dairy Site Tortolita,

Snaketown

1 1 Madsen et al. 1993

Coffee Camp Cienega 3 2 Dongoske 1993 Santa Cruz

Bend

Agua Caliente 1 − Mabry et al. 1997 Tortolita Mt.

Area

Tortolita,

Snaketown

12 11 Swartz 2008

La Paloma Cienega 1 − Dart 1986 Square Hearth

Site

Agua Caliente 2 2 Mabry et al. 1997 Hardy Site Tortolita,

Snaketown

− 2 Gregonis 1997

Las Capas San Pedro 15 − McClelland 2005 Lonetree Site Tortolita 5 − Bernard-Shaw

1990;

Dongoske

1990

Los Pozos Cienega 19 − Gregory 2001a; McClelland

2005; Minturn and

Lincoln-Babb 2001

Triangle Road

site

Tortolita 1 − Swartz 2008

Santa Cruz

Bend

Cienega 7 − Mabry et al. 1997; McClelland

2005

Snaketown Tortolita − 8 Gladwin et al.

1937; Haury

1976

Stone Pipe Cienega 1 1 Mabry et al. 1997; McClelland

2005; Swartz and

Lindeman 1997

Honey Bee

Village

Tortolita,

Snaketown

− 5 Wallace 2012

Donaldson − 5 − Eddy 1958; Huckell 1995;

McClelland 2005; Minturn

and Lincoln-Babb 1995

Wetlands Cienega 23 − Freeman 1998; McClelland

2005
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2001; Mabry 2000, 2005, Wallace et al. 1995),
many significant issues have yet to be system-
atically studied. This article focuses on two
avenues of inquiry: (1) why the major change
in funeral custom occurred from inhumation to

cremation in Southern Arizona and (2) the
social implications of practicing cremation as a
funerary treatment with regard to attitudes
about the dead, the body, and the community
as a whole.

Figure 1. Map of archaeological sites discussed in the text (Color online).
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To this end, we characterize mortuary cus-
toms and biological traits as useful variables
for exploring how and why prehispanic residents
of the area altered their mortuary treatments from
solely inhumations to a dramatic increase in cre-
mations. In trying to understand what happens at
various funerary stages, we examine repeated
and innovative actions in mortuary customs
and explore how these actions relate to ideas of
transformation, remembrance, and community
cohesion. The sample data consist of 146 burials
from 18 archaeological sites in southern Arizona
(Table 1; Figure 1). We focus on variables
related to posthumous treatment of bodies, and
our osteological analyses focuses on remains
recovered from sites dating to the Early
Agricultural, Early Ceramic, and Early Preclassic
periods.

Repetitive and Innovative Acts in Funerary
Customs

Funerary customs are usually composed of
several stages involving ceremonies that take
place just before biological death through the
processing of the deceased body and after the
final disposition of the deceased’s remains. Clas-
sic approaches to funerary rituals focus on a
three-stage system (Hertz 1960; Metcalf and
Huntington 1991; van Gennep 1960 [1909])
involving rites of separation, rites of transition,
and rites of incorporation (Cerezo-Román et al.
2017). These models have proven invaluable in
explaining mortuary customs through time in
archaeological contexts (e.g., Bloch and Parry
1982; Buikstra and Nystrom 2003; Rakita and
Buikstra 2005). Van Gennep’s (1960 [1909])
universalist theory of the rites of passage, later
elaborated by Turner (1967), set out a tripartite
model based on processes of transition from
one social stage to another. The model includes
transitional rites of passage such as pregnancy,
childbirth, marriage, and death. These transitions
are accompanied by preliminal, liminal, and
postliminal rites. Van Gennep (1960 [1909])
highlighted the symbolic importance of mortu-
ary ritual performance to facilitate the rites of
passage from death (preliminal) to funeral to bur-
ial (liminal) and eventually to the incorporation
of the deceased into the world of the dead and

the return of the mourners back to society
(postliminal).

Hertz (1960 [1907]) focused on parallel tran-
sitions affecting mourners, the dead, and the soul
within the different stages of funeral rituals.
These transitions start with the death of the indi-
vidual and end in the burial, when the soul
departs to the land of the dead and the mourners
are relieved of the funerary duties imposed on
them (Hertz 1960 [1907]). These models are
not static and can be modified and adapted,
depending on the funeral custom, the culture,
and the period. Van Gennep’s (1960 [1909])
and Hertz’s (1960 [1907]) models are useful
tools in deconstructing the elements of funerary
customs and the sequence of those customs;
however, only one stage of the funerary custom,
the burial, is typically preserved in most archaeo-
logical contexts. Regardless, by focusing on the
information contained in these deposits, it is pos-
sible to reconstruct some practices that occurred
before burial that could relate to other stages of
the funerary customs. We use these models to
organize the discussion and reconstruct burial-
custom sequences inferred from archaeological
evidence.

We characterize funerary customs throughout
the Early Agricultural period (2100 BC–AD 50)
to the Early Preclassic period (AD 475–750) by
analyzing repeated and innovative actions pre-
served in behavioral residues to understand
social implications of these treatments and atti-
tudes toward the dead, the individual body, and
the community. Repeated and innovative actions
or behaviors in burial customs have been studied
by authors such as Jones (2001, 2003), Mizogu-
chi (1993), Rebay-Salisbury (2017), and Wil-
liams (2003, 2006, 2013).

Mizoguchi (1993), for example, studied the
role of time and memory reproduction by analyz-
ing repeated actions in burial customs of the Late
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age in Yorkshire. He
inferred that the deceased had a wide array of
social meanings for the living that represents
memories of the deceased’s unique life histories
and that person’s interactions with social groups
when alive. In the funeral and subsequent dis-
posal of the remains, the living can reaffirm
these memories, transforming or even challen-
ging them. Through the examination of how
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the living interact and treat the dead, it is possible
to gain understanding of their social meaning and
the complex relationships that existed between
the living and the dead. Treatment of the dead
(e.g., cremation vs. inhumation), the position of
the body, and burial objects can be thought of
as material residues of such acts. Mizoguchi
(1993) placed greater emphasis on both the sub-
jects of the actions, in this case the mourners, and
the objects or recipients of those actions, such as
the deceased and burial accoutrement.

Other researchers (e.g., Jones 2001, 2003;
Williams 2003, 2013) propose more structured
analytical models to study repetitive behaviors
and innovations in mortuary customs and how
those relate to the creation of collective mem-
ories and remembrances. Jones (2001, 2003)
builds on concepts from Butler (1993) and Gell
(1998) on citation, material performances, and
oeuvre,1 and they believe that repetitive behavior
encapsulates previous ideas while rearticulating
them in new or different ways. These repetitive
behaviors are not the same as past actions, but
they are a mix of actions influenced by the pre-
sent and the past, offering a way to develop
remembrance and collective memory.

Exploring these ideas also allows us to evalu-
ate how mortuary rituals can transform the
deceased’s social identities and reconstitute
them in new forms after death (Williams 2006).
The mourners remember past funerals and repro-
duce and reformulate them at subsequent fun-
erals. They also engage in new and innovative
ways of treating the dead by remembering the
different intersecting identities of the deceased
at those funerals.

By analyzing repeated and innovative actions
in mortuary customs, we emphasize contexts of
practices and their interactions in the analyses,
which can lead to understanding the social rela-
tionships between people and communities and
how individuals and collectives were distin-
guished through their social relations (Meskell
and Preucel 2004). The limited sample sizes pre-
vent us from deeply examining different prac-
tices employed for age-at-death, sex, or other
particular identity intersections. It is possible to
address changes through time in the position of
the extremities and body orientation and the
types and frequencies of objects found in burials,

but we do not attempt to attribute these character-
istics to a particular identity intersection. In ad-
dition, we explore regional-scale identity by
observing, through time, contemporaneous simi-
larities and differences of repetitive patterns in
burial custom types and how bodies were treated
(inhumation vs. cremation). Emphases on
actions and relationships provide a more
balanced approach to understanding how people
participated at different levels and scales in soci-
ety (Joyce and Lopiparo 2005; Pauketat and Alt
2005).

The Early Agricultural, Ceramic, and
Preclassic Periods in Southern Arizona

During the Early Agricultural period (Table 1),2

populations in the Sonoran Desert became
increasingly sedentary with a mixed subsistence
economy of foraging and farming (Roth and
Wellman 2001; Watson et al. 2010; Wills
1995). The earliest (unnamed) phase in the Tuc-
son Basin is characterized by the arrival and
incorporation of cultigens in existing subsistence
strategies, along with some evidence for small
villages on the floodplain of the Santa Cruz
River (Mabry 1998). The subsequent San Pedro
phase (1200–800 BC) is marked by an increase
in farming of the rich lowland floodplains, the
initiation of canal irrigation, the presence of
small oval habitation structures and ceramic fig-
urines, an increase in ground stone variation, and
the production of shell jewelry (Copeland et al.
2012; Roth and Wellman 2001). The final
phase (Cienega; 800 BC–AD 50) of the Early
Agricultural period is marked by a greater
dependence on agriculture, an expansion of
local and long-distance trade networks, and
increased sizes of villages, habitation structures,
and storage pits. In addition, a greater diversity of
artifacts, including the earliest ceramic vessels,
also occurred (Mabry 1997, 2008; Roth and
Wellman 2001).

The presence of large communal-ceremonial
structures and their spatial organization during
the final Early Agricultural phase represents the
development of social integration above the
level of the household (Gregory 2001b; Mabry
2005, 2008). Wallace and Lindeman (2012:37)
suggest that the evidence remains equivocal
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and more likely reflects a social structure consist-
ing of households and weak local leaders.

The Early Ceramic period (AD 50–475) is
marked by a slight break in occupational continu-
ity in some areas, possibly resulting from a
period of floodplain instability and erosion (Wal-
lace 2007; Waters and Haynes 2001).
Wallace and colleagues (1995) suggest that,
along with the beginning of formal ceramic
production, there were many similarities in archi-
tecture, material culture, and settlement organ-
ization between the late Cienega phase of the
Early Agricultural period and the early Agua
Caliente phase of the Early Ceramic period.
These indicate significant population continu-
ity and large-scale communication networks
(Doyel 1991; Feinman 1991; Gumerman 1991;
Whittlesey 1995; Wilcox 1988).

Toward the end of the Early Ceramic period,
approximately AD 400, residential patterns
shifted. During this time, settlements were well
established, had public architecture such as pla-
zas, and were part of a larger settlement system
(Wallace and Lindeman 2012). The Hohokam
cultural sequence formally began with the
Early Preclassic period (AD 475; the Pioneer
phase). Between AD 475 and 500, village sites
such as Valencia Vieja were established with
residential areas formed in an arc that enclose a
central plaza. Such sites display numerous
rebuilding episodes. Wallace and Lindeman
(2012) also suggest that the presence of a plaza
signifies social cohesion and village identity
and served as a stage where a community’s pol-
itical and religious leaders could perform, initiat-
ing the emergence of formal corporate groups. In
the Early Preclassic period, particularly between
AD 550 and 650, cemeteries composed of sec-
ondary deposits of cremated bone began to
appear adjacent to courtyard groups.

The Hohokam are characterized by wide-
spread production and exchange of ceramics.
They also regularly built, maintained, and used
ball courts, plazas, and complex canal irrigation
systems. Other important aspects of early Hoho-
kam sites include evidence for the production of
mirrors, marine shell ornaments, and palettes.
During the Early Preclassic period, site structures
became more “formalized” (Bayman 2001).
Groups of individual houses surrounded

courtyards or plazas, and courtyard groups
shared outside cooking ovens, formal refuse mid-
dens, and cemeteries. The inhabitants of several
distinct groups of sites, referred to as “communi-
ties,” are thought to have interacted with each
other, often sharing irrigation systems or ball
courts or both (Bayman 2001). Cultural attri-
butes characteristic of the Early Agricultural,
Early Ceramic, and Preclassic periods represent
the Formative transition in the Sonoran Desert,
effectively bridging Archaic period foraging
with Hohokam agricultural intensification in
the region (Wallace and Lindeman 2012).

Materials and Methods

Our sample consisted of 146 burials from nine
Early Agricultural, three Early Ceramic, and
seven Early Preclassic period sites, or compo-
nents of sites, from southern Arizona (Table 1).
Several types of primary and secondary data
were collected. Primary data were generated di-
rectly from the human remains and field notes
produced by the authors. Secondary data,
recorded after skeletal remains were repatriated
and no longer available for study, were collected
from osteological inventory forms, archaeo-
logical reports, field notes, and analyses per-
formed by individuals other than the authors.
Dates associated with burials and site-specific
chronologies were acquired from published data
and site reports. Burials that could not be dated
to a specific phase were placed in broader cat-
egories based on associated site dates or ceramic
types or both (e.g., Wallace 2001, 2004). Several
sites had multiple or continuous occupations
from the Early Agricultural to Early Preclassic
periods, and individual burials could not always
be assigned specific dates. To avoid problems
with chronological classification, we included
only burials from publications and site reports
that were explicitly assigned to time periods
using criteria other than the type of mortuary
custom (cremation vs. inhumation). For both
primary and secondary burials, information was
collected from intentional, undisturbed, or only
slightly disturbed deposits. The number of
burials from the Early Ceramic period is low;
however, no other samples with good contextual
data were available for the analysis.
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Variables characterizing posthumous treat-
ment include deposit type (inhumation vs. cre-
mation); general orientation of the body (the
side on which the body was placed, such as
left, right, supine, prone, seated, or head
down); position of body extremities, mainly
with respect to the position of the legs (flexed,
semi-flexed, and extended); and objects found
associated with the remains. Only objects
found in association with the remains (not in
the fill), as described in field notes and archaeo-
logical reports, were included in the analysis.
The only exception was fire-cracked rock. Fire-
cracked rocks are commonly found in Early
Agricultural sites. In field notes, they are com-
monly reported as part of the fill, in direct asso-
ciation with remains, or both. However, due to
their sometimes ambiguous origin, they were
not included in the analysis.

The biological data include estimations of sex
and age at death, recorded using research proto-
cols for osteological data collection based mainly
on Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) and the
Bioarchaeology Laboratory of the Arizona
State Museum (ASM; Arizona State Museum
2018). The age categories used in this study are
infant (newborn to 2 years), child (over 2 years
to 12 years), adolescent (over 12 years to 18
years), and adult (over 18 years). Subadult is a
category that combines some of these. It includes
infants, children, and adolescents and is used to
make broader comparisons for research pur-
poses. We also used the age category of over
15 years old at death in this study. This age cat-
egory is used for individuals who, in terms of
size, morphology, and degree of development,
are consistant with adults but could not be clearly
differentiated between adolescent (over 12 to 18
years) and adult (over 18 years) because of the
degree of fragmentation or thermal alteration or
both. In these cases, individuals assigned to the
over 15 years category were combined with the
adult category for analyses, and those individuals
are not duplicated in the adolescent category.
Analyses were performed primarily using trait
frequencies for each variable, which were
calculated using a simple dichotomy (presence
or absence) for use as continuous data in statistical
comparisons. The statistical analysis further evalu-
ates frequency distributions across archaeological

phase or period and type of burial by means of
a Pearson’s chi-squared test.

Results

Figures 2–4 present information on the burial
practice variable data tabulated for the total num-
ber of individuals within each period. Evidence
that funerary customs changed over time is
demonstrated by a sharp decline in inhumation
burial from the Early Agricultural period, when
inhumation was highest in frequency, through
the Early Ceramic period, when the balance
began to shift between inhumation and crema-
tion, to the Early Preclassic period, when crema-
tion dominated (Figure 2). The frequency of
cremation did not vary much from the Early
Agricultural period to the Early Ceramic period.
However, in the Early Preclassic period, their
frequency increased significantly (Pearson’s
chi-squared tests χ2 = 66.908, df = 4, p <
0.0000000000001). During this time, cremated
individuals were commonly placed in a second-
ary deposit.

There are additional changes over time in
funerary treatment with regard to age and burial
type. Both subadults and adults were inhumed
during the Early Agricultural period, whereas
only adults were cremated. By contrast, during
the Early Ceramic period, both subadults and
adults were cremated or inhumed, with no appar-
ent selective treatment based on age (Figure 2).
This pattern remained consistent through the
Early Preclassic period, suggesting that age at
death was likely not a strong variable influencing
the decision to either cremate or inhume an indi-
vidual after the Early Agricultural period. Sex
also does not appear to have been a significant
determinant in body treatment. There were
minor differences in inhumations and primary
cremations in placement of the extremities
(e.g., arms and legs) between periods (Figure 3).
During the Early Agricultural period, most indi-
viduals were placed in flexed positions. The
number of inhumations in the Early Ceramic pe-
riod was too low to properly evaluate. In the Early
Preclassic period, variation in extremity posi-
tions was similar to that of the Early Agricultural
period, although a larger proportion of other
body extremity positions are apparent.
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In the Early Agricultural period, considerable
variation was found in the way individuals were
placed or the position of bodies in burials,
including on either side, supine, seated, and

prone (Figure 4). Although the sample size for
the Early Ceramic period was small, it demon-
strated less variation in body orientation. In the
Early Preclassic period (Figure 4), there may

Figure 2. Percentage of burials by period and age-at-death category (Color online).

Figure 3. Percentage of extremities (arms and legs) by position and period (Color online).
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have been a slight decrease in variation; however,
no differences were found for sex, age at death,
and body position within periods or through time.

There is evidence that objects found in associ-
ation with the remains may have changed
through time (Table 2). During the Early Agri-
cultural period, individuals were found with
many different types of objects, dominated by
flaked and ground stone objects, unworked ani-
mal bones, and pigments. By contrast, shell brace-
lets, turquoise, and ceramic vessels appeared in
the Early Ceramic period. The presence of flaked
and ground stone objects, sherds, and unworked
animal bones remained fairly constant through
time. The use of pigments such as red ochre
disappeared after the Early Agricultural period,
and the placement of ceramic vessels increased
over time. There was also less variation in burial
objects through time.

Both adult males and females had similar fre-
quencies and types of objects over the course of
the cultural sequences considered here. However,
differences were observed through time in vari-
ation of objects with the age of individuals (Tables
3 and4). Infantswere foundwith the least variation
of objects through all periods, whereas increasing

numbers of objects were apparent for children,
adolescents, and adults (Tables 3 and 4). Adults
and individuals older than 15 years at death were
found with the most object variation (Table 4).
Early Agricultural period infants and adolescents
were foundwithflaked stone andunworked animal
bone,whereas adults and individuals older than 15
were found with utilitarian objects, including
ground and flaked stone, sherds, and objects usu-
ally associated with personal adornments, such
as beads and unworked animal bone (Tables 3
and 4). In the Early Ceramic period, the number
of individuals is small, and the relationship
between age and objects found with the remains
couldnotbe evaluated. In theEarlyPreclassicperi-
od, there was a general decrease in variability of
type of objects (see Tables 3 and 4). Early Preclas-
sic period infants were found with items such as
vessels, flaked stone, and unworked animal
bone (Table 3). Children (over 2 years to 12
years) were found with figurines, sherds, vessels,
flaked stone and ground stone, while adolescents
(over 12 years to 18 years) were found with only
beads. Adults and individuals older than 15 were
found with many different types of objects
(Tables 3 and 4).

Figure 4. Percentage of burials by body position by period (Color online).
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Discussion

Mortuary customs in the Tucson Basin shifted
from inhumation to cremation during the Early
Agricultural, Early Ceramic, and Early Preclassic
periods. Changes in mortuary rituals are usually
not monocausal, and many factors influence their
shift. Researchers from different parts of the
world sometimes explain change from inhum-
ation to cremation, or vice versa, as differences
in attitudes toward social status (Kern et al.
2008; Rebay-Salisbury 2017) or through a
change of beliefs about the soul and the afterlife
(Rebay-Salisbury 2017). For example, Rebay-
Salisbury (2017) saw a shift from cremation to
inhumation in the Early Iron Age in Central
Europe as indicating that people abandoned the
belief that cremation was required to release the
soul or spirit from the body.

The social significance of the shift from
inhumation to cremation from the Early Agricul-
tural to the Early Ceramic to the Early Preclassic
period had not been examined in the Tucson
Basin in detail. Mabry (2000, 2005) explored
ideological and social changes during these

periods by looking at a variety of material-culture
changes associated with ritual. Although his
work does not center on mortuary ritual, he sug-
gested that mortuary rituals were viewed as pub-
lic social actions with the goal of ensuring that
the dead reach the afterlife. On the other hand,
to the north in the Phoenix Basin, these changes
have been attributed to a shift within religious
belief systems more broadly (Rice 2016). In a
wider sense, religious and spiritual beliefs cer-
tainly contributed to the way funerary practices
were carried out, and they likely hold multiple
and contradicting beliefs within a society. But
these generalizations do not explore in detail
why the major changes in funeral customs
occurred or the social implications in terms of
the dead, ideas about the body, and the commu-
nity at a smaller scale.

Ethnohistoric accounts of Southwestern
groups that practice cremation, however, shed
light on the importance of cremation as a trans-
formation ritual. Southwestern Native American
groups such as the Yuman-speaking peoples
regularly practiced cremation into recent history

Table 2. Number of Individuals and Burial Objects by Period.

Early Agricultural Early Ceramic Early Preclassic

Total number of individuals 91 9 46
Object type
Vessel − 1 7
Sherd 4 6 12
Figurine 1 1 −
Clay object (other than figurine and vessel) 1 − −
Projectile point 2 1 −
Flaked stone (excluding projectile points) 27 4 9
Ground stone (gs objects, manos, and metates) 10 5 6
Palette, stone − − 2

Other, stone 9 1 3
Pendant (various raw materials) 1 − 1
Bead (various raw materials) 5 5 −
Shell bracelet − 1 1
Shell, worked 1 1 −
Shell, unworked 1 − −
Turquoise − 1 1
Quartz crystal − − 1
Pigment 11 − −
Animal bone, unworked 24 3 6
Animal bone, worked 1 − 1

Note: This is a presence/absence dataset organized by the number of individuals found with each type of burial object per
period. Any given individual can be represented in more than one object category (for example, one individual could have both
ceramic sherds and flaked stone). The counts will not add up to the total number of individuals in any given period.
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(for example, the Colorado River Yuman [the
Halchidhomas, Maricopas, and Cocopas] and the
SouthernCaliforniaYuman [such as the Luiseños,
Diegueños, Kumeyaay, and Quechans];
Cerezo-Román 2014). Spier (1933:296) notes
that among the Yuman, the soul leaves the body
during burning. Ethnohistoric accounts also
note among theYuman that individuals were bur-
ied to “renew” their lives, and cremated indivi-
duals can join the ancestors, or the “land of the
dead” (Spier 1933), providing a rationale for the
burning of the dead. Ethnographic accounts of
Southwestern cremation rituals help us interpret
and understand the meanings of these practices
(Cerezo-Roman 2014). Although determining
the exact meanings of individual practices is dif-
ficult or almost impossible, understanding the
nature of the changes—how actions and beha-
viors shift through time—and contextualizing
these with archaeological data would contribute
to a better understanding of why they occurred
and their specific social implications. Taking

this into consideration, we argue that the signifi-
cant shift from inhumation to cremation over
the Formative transition in the Sonoran Desert
is best considered in terms of a change toward a
transformative ritual and toward a community’s
increased investment in the mortuary ritual,
which possibly fostered community cohesion
and large-scale community identity. At the
same time, it is possible that a shift occurred in
relationships between the living and the dead
that could reflect broader changes in social rela-
tionships and concepts about the body and the
belief systems associated with both.

Repetitive and Innovative Mortuary Customs
within and between the Early Agricultural, Early
Ceramic, and Early Phases of the Preclassic
Periods

During the Early Agricultural period, inhum-
ation was the dominant burial custom, but bodies
were placed in a variety of orientations. If we
think about the work by Hertz (1960 [1907]),

Table 3. Burial Objects Found with Subadults by Period.

Early Agricultural Early Ceramic Early Preclassic

Infantsa Childrenb Adolescentsc Infants Children Adolescents Infants Children Adolescents

Number of
individuals

7 8 3 1 3 1 5 5 1

Object type
Vessel − − − − − − 1 1 −
Sherd − 1 − 1 2 1 − 1 −
Figurine − 1 − − − − − 1 −
Flaked stone
(excluding
projectile points)

4 − 1 − 2 1 1 1 −

Ground Stone
(gs objects,
manos, and
metates)

− 1 − 1 2 1 − 1 −

Others, Stone − 1 − − − − − − −
Bead (various
raw materials)

− 2 − − 1 1 − − 1

Shell bracelet − − − − 1 − − − −
Shell, worked − − − 1 − − − − −
Pigment − 1 1 − − − − − −
Animal bone,
unworked

4 1 2 − 1 − 1 − −

Note: This is a presence/absence dataset organized on the counts of individuals found with each type of burial object per period.
Any given individual can be represented in more than one object category (for example, one individual could have both ceramic
sherds and flaked stone). The counts will not add up to the total number of individuals within an age group in any given period.
aInfants are newborn to≤2 years at death.
bChildren are >2 to≤12 years at death.
cAdolescent are >12 to ≤18 years at death.
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van Gennep (1960 [1909]), and Metcalf and
Huntington (1991) and how they relate to the
mortuary customs in our study, it is possible
that in the Early Agricultural period there was
flexibility and innovation in what is usually asso-
ciated with separation, or preliminal, and transi-
tion, or liminal, rites. Specific patterns of body
positioning in the burial practice does not appear
to have been codified, and there was a lot of vari-
ation on how bodies were placed in the grave, as
seen in Figure 4. In general, a variety of objects
were placed with individuals, but through time,
the variation and quantity of objects decreased,
as shown in Tables 2–4. Different types of
objects found in inhumations may have been di-
rectly associated with the body or the rituals or
both. Objects found with the remains entered
the archaeological record in at least two ways
for inhumations: as decorative ornamentation
related to the clothing or accessories, possibly
associated with preliminal and separation rites,
and as objects accompanying the body in the bur-
ial, possibly associated with liminal and transi-
tion rites. Other objects may have entered the
archaeological record in later mourning rituals,

but in our sample, no evidence for burial reopen-
ing was found. The diversity of objects placed in
the grave decreased significantly in the Early
Ceramic and Early Preclassic periods. It is pos-
sible that these objects were selected to sustain
memories of relationships between the survivors
and the departed. These objects could represent
multidimensional networks of reference for
both the deceased and the mourners, thereby giv-
ing agency to the dead and the living. If the
objects were former possessions of the deceased,
they were designated as aspects or extensions of
the personhood of the individual, thus becoming
potent sources of memory because of the way
in which object biographies are interwoven
with the biography of the associated person
(e.g., Gosden and Marshall 1999; Hallam and
Hockey 2001).

There are several possible interpretations for
these developments. It is possible that the
minor differences within inhumations could
relate to identity intersections of the deceased
and the mourners. In these early Formative peri-
ods, the variations in body positions and the
types and quantities of objects in inhumations

Table 4. Burial Objects Found with Adults and Individuals over 15 by Period.

Early Agricultural Early Ceramic Early Preclassic

Number of Individuals 70 4 33
Object Type
Vessel − 1 5
Sherd 3 2 10
Clay object 1 − −
Projectile point 2 1 −
Flaked stone (excluding projectile points) 22 1 6
Ground stone (gs objects, manos, and metates) 9 1 2
Palette, stone − − 2
Others, stone 8 1 3
Pendant (various raw materials) 1 1
Bead (various raw materials) 3 3 6
Shell bracelet − − 1
Shell, other worked 1 − −
Shell, unworked 1 − −
Turquoise − 1 1
Quartz crystal − − 1
Pigment 9 − −
Hematite 2 − −
Animal bone, unworked 18 2 5
Animal bone, worked 1 1 −

Note: This is a presence/absence dataset organized on the counts of individuals found with each type of burial object per time
period. Any given individual can be represented in more than one object category (for examples, one individual could have both
ceramic sherds and flaked stone). The counts will not add up to the total number of individuals in any given period.
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suggest that the identities of the deceased and the
mourners were emphasized in funerary customs.
It is possible that variation in body position and
burial objects could be used as a means of display-
ing and distinguishing the identity of each
deceased and the mourners and how these indivi-
duals were distinguished through their social rela-
tions. On the other hand, the predominance of
inhumation interment customs throughout the
Early Agricultural and Early Ceramic periods pos-
sibly represents a repetition of actions or behaviors
and a reiteration of norms observed at several sites.
These patterns and repetitions of practice suggest
that the earliest inhumations from the Early Agri-
cultural period may have established precedents
for subsequent burials. This type of patterning
and continuity could be more than a shared way
of commemorating the dead and the transition,
or liminal, period. It could also be associated
with the creation of collective memories and
remembrances related to group identities. This
“regional identity” can be seen by the longevity
of the custom throughout the Early Agricultural
period and into the Early Ceramic period, and it
could inscribe a link to identities of Early Agricul-
tural period populations.

Inhumation customs in the Early Preclassic
period changed very little from those of the
Early Agricultural and Early Ceramic periods.
The custom of inhuming individuals in a flexed
position persisted; however, in the Early Preclas-
sic period, supine burials became more common,
and no individuals were found in a seated orien-
tation (Figure 4). It appears that this inhumation
pattern became slightly more standardized over
time, and variation of bodyorientation decreased.
These patterns suggest a more homogeneous
regional identity or at least a more homogeneous
burial custom. The use or placement of red ocher
also disappeared. Decrease in the placement of
red ocher and variation in body orientation sug-
gest the possibility that there was a shift in
focus away from the body itself toward other
aspects of the burial. For example, the type and
quantity of objects found in burials can be viewed
as a display of both a regional identity and the
identity of the deceased.

Inhuming a body declined through time, and
inhumation burials at Preclassic period Hoho-
kam sites existed as a custom almost exclusively

for infants (younger than 2 years at death) and
few select adult individuals (Cerezo-Román
2014, 2015). Inhumation funerary customs
were subsequently largely replaced with crema-
tions in the Sonoran Desert of southeastern Ari-
zona. Cremation first appeared as an innovation
in burial customs during the Cienega phase of
the Early Agricultural period and showed a
clear increase in use that culminated during the
Preclassic and Classic periods. Considering the
transition from inhumation to cremation as an
innovation might seem odd at first, as funeral
customs are usually considered particularly
resistant to change (Rebay-Salisbury 2017).
However, funeral rituals bring people together
and provide the opportunity to develop, destroy,
or negotiate social relationships (Cerezo-Roman
2014, 2015). At the same time, they are the
ideal venue to negotiate and mark social change.
Innovation can be generated by internal and
external drivers, often combining the two, but it
crucially relies on the context—the network in
which information flows (Conway and Steward
2009; Rebay-Salisbury 2017). The social tradi-
tions in a society can play a role in the adoption
and acceptance of the change, and the social
status of innovators and early adopters might
have been crucial in overcoming potential reluc-
tance to accept change and adopt innovations
(Rebay-Salisbury 2017). In the Sonoran Desert,
it is uncertain whether cremation as a funerary
custom began within a specific subgroup, but
this custom was adopted slowly by the majority
of Early Preclassic individuals (more than 2
years old at death) regardless of sex. This change
in body treatment from inhumation to cremation
created new dynamics between the dead and
living.

Changing Relationships between the Dead, the
Families, and the Community

We suggest that there are two principal elements
contributing to the change in funeral treatment
observed in the region. First, groups adopted cre-
mation as a funeral custom, which is transforma-
tive by nature and has implications regarding
attitudes about the dead and the body, as well
as liminal and likely postliminal rites. Second,
there was an increase in community investment
toward the funeral ritual, which has implications
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for the mourners and the community as a whole.
Cremation customs have been associated with a
rite of separation enacted early in the funerary
sequence and a “secondary rite” whereby the
bodies are burned and redeposited (Cerezo-
Román et al. 2017; Downes 1999; Metcalf and
Huntington 1991; Williams 2004). Cremation
changes the physical appearance of the deceased
from a whole body to multitudinous bone frag-
ments. After bodies were burned, typically the
remains were removed to secondary deposits,
an act differing from inhumations, which are
most often buried in primary deposits. The dis-
posal of these cremated remains varied according
to the wishes of the deceased, the mourners, the
community, and other social entities, as well as
how the mourners and society perceived the cre-
mated remains. Cremation as a funeral custom
does not necessarily imply a greater community
investment if the remains are left in the pyre.
However, when the remains are collected from
the pyre and placed in a secondary deposit,
there is an increase in community investment
that differs from an inhumation.

The creation of a secondary burial is an extra
step in the funeral ritual that requires additional
effort and time devoted to the preparation and cre-
ation of these types of deposits. The use of second-
ary cremation burials also creates stronger social
ties within communities and a distinct shared
group identity not previously seen within the
region. To illustrate this, we consider several key
similarities and differences that open-air crema-
tions and the subsequent secondary deposits of
cremated remains have with primary inhumations.

In both funerary customs, at the moment of
death, it is likely that the body was prepared by
family members or persons in charge of these
proceedings as part of rites of separation and
subsequently taken to the funeral pyre or burial
pit possibly as part of rites of transition. As
events, both inhumation and cremation customs
require advanced preparation. In a cremation,
fuel needs to be collected and the pyre must be
constructed before the remains are burned.
With an inhumation, a burial pit must be exca-
vated and prepared for deposition of the body.

Depending on whether the body is to remain
intact and be inhumed or is to be cremated and
then buried, the spectators and mourners will

have different sensorial experiences and different
ways to physically relate to the deceased body
throughout the funeral rituals. Contrary to crema-
tion, inhumation typically does not allow partici-
pants to witness the body’s transformation. No
evidence of secondary treatment or body alter-
ation before burial was found in inhumed depos-
its, and intact bodies were placed in the ground.
Taking this into consideration, it is likely that
the physicality of the deceased’s body, in terms
of facial and body characteristics, remained fairly
intact and recognizable up to the point of burial.

These physical attributes and the presence of
the intact body would evoke memories that
could be attributed to the deceased while still
alive and the role that the deceased takes at
death (Williams 2004). Inhumation preserves
that physicality and association with a specific
person until the body is buried. Transformation
in these cases typically occurs unobserved by
mourners, as the wholeness and integration of
the body is preserved until it decomposes in the
grave (underground) over a long period. How-
ever, it is possible that a metaphorical transfor-
mation could occur socially in the deceased and
inhumed individual as the funerary rituals take
place, especially from the liminal to the postlim-
inal stages. After the interment, other rituals also
may have occurred, but no evidence was found
that involved secondary burials or manipulation
of the bodies of inhumed individuals.

Cremation, on the other hand, is dramat-
ically and physically transformative. Several
researchers have commented on this process
in Hohokam cremation customs (Beck 2005;
Cerezo-Román 2014, 2015; Rakita and Buik-
stra 2005). Ethnohistoric accounts also empha-
size the transformative aspect of the burning of
the bodies and objects (e.g., Spier 1933). The
meaning of the transformation is cultural and
time specific; regardless, the cremation pro-
vides a different sensorial experience for the
mourners, physically transforms the body into
small bone fragments, and creates a new way
of dealing with remains. Once the body begins
to burn, the smoke and heat associated with the
fire are readily noticeable among the audience,
effectively creating active participation in the
performance through a variety of sensorial
experiences.
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Human tissue passes through various degrees
of burning. The flesh is destroyed in the pyre, and
the physical attributes previously recognizable
by the living are permanently transformed as
the entire body is converted into small fragments
of bone and ash. Cremated remains recovered
from sites dating to each archaeological period
discussed here are mostly calcined and signifi-
cantly reduced in size and weight. The bones
have a different and new materiality (i.e., bone
fragments) that can be seen as part person and
part object and can be transported and treated
very differently from a complete body (Williams
2004, 2011).

Cremations in southern Arizona were com-
plex, as they usually involved secondary rituals
in which the cremated bones were removed
from the pyre site and redeposited in secondary
locations as the final resting places. This extra
step of secondary burial deposits marks an
increase of community investment in the funer-
ary custom, resulting in stronger social ties.
These secondary funerary customs are highly
visual social events where personal and collec-
tive identities are defined and negotiated (Kuijt
2008).

Secondary mortuary customs can be defined
as social acts focused on the regular and socially
sanctioned removal of all or part of a deceased
individual from a temporary storage area to a per-
manent resting place. The majority of cremation
features documented from each archaeological
period considered here represent secondary
deposits. These deposit types and customs are
an important additional and intentional stage in
the funerary custom.

Among the Preclassic Hohokam, secondary
burials of cremated bone are usually character-
ized by deposits with very low bone weights.
These secondary remains were deposited within
courtyard groups, plazas, and/or in other places
in the site. Some researchers have suggested
that most cremated remains were divided
among different social networks and likely
were buried in multiple secondary deposits
(e.g., Cerezo-Román 2014, 2015). These new
interactions between the deceased, the living,
and the community could have created, rein-
forced, maintained, transformed, and even
destroyed social relationships as individuals

participated in the new customs and the second-
ary burials of the cremated remains.

Through the act of creating these secondary
cremation deposits, the living displayed connec-
tions with the deceased, the family of the
deceased, and the community. The citation and
standardized patterns in placing remains into sec-
ondary deposits, usually within cemeteries, cre-
ated commonalities and homogeneities among
individuals, thereby maintaining certain levels
of corporate similarity. This also would create
shared social meaning andmemory amongmem-
bers of the community. Such cremation customs
highlight the collective identity, ultimately a
shared social memory and remembrance, and
not so much the deceased themselves.

The gradual shift in predominant mortuary
custom from inhumation to cremation in south-
ern Arizona indicates a significant but protracted
change in perception of the dead through time. It
is possible that changes in the way bodies were
treated relate to broader social changes in terms
of individual and group identities. It is important
to note that Preclassic period sites are larger and
more socially complex landscapes than sites
from earlier periods, and they typically include
large community integrative structures, such as
plazas and ball courts. Cremation customs com-
plemented these structures, representing expres-
sions of more inclusive social networks and
group cohesion among the Preclassic Hohokam
population of the Tucson Basin. It is possible
that the social triggers for changes in funerary
customs reflect other larger social changes occur-
ring in the greater region. The performative and
secondary extended treatment of cremations, par-
ticularly at increasingly larger settlements with
more complex social structures, inspired a
wider adoption of these mortuary practices at
that time.

Temporal differences in burial to nonburial
feature occurrences and associations within
sites and different aspects of cremation rituals,
aside from inhumation, are important avenues
for future research and go beyond the scope of
this article. Cerezo-Román and Fenn (2016) per-
formed a preliminary study to explore similarities
and differences among pyrotechnologies and
cremation rituals among the Preclassic and Clas-
sic period Hohokam. In the future, a more
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in-depth study is planned on how the pyro-
technologies used in burning bodies changed
from the Early Agricultural to the Classic period.
In particular, we hope to explore variation in the
construction of the pyres, how individuals were
burned, the fuels used, and body positions and
their social significance, as well as how these
deposits relate to other features at the sites.

Conclusions

In this article, we focus on why the funeral cus-
tom changed from inhumation to cremation and
the social implications of practicing cremation
as a funerary treatment regarding attitudes
about the dead, the body, and the community
as a whole. We analyzed this change by explor-
ing the posthumous treatment of bodies and
performing osteological analysis on remains
recovered from sites dating to the Early Agricul-
tural, Early Ceramic, and Early Preclassic peri-
ods. In particular, we examined repetitive and
innovative mortuary customs and how they relate
to ideas of remembrance, collective memory, and
attitudes about the dead, the body, and the
community.

The Early Agricultural period is characterized
by the intact interment of the deceased in various
positions and orientations and with a variety of
associated funerary objects. This early group,
characterized by small villages and a mixed sub-
sistence economy, did not burn the bodies of
their deceased during the funeral. Rather, the
intact body was a medium displaying multiple
intersecting identities of the deceased and the
mourners. However, the predominance of
inhumation interment customs throughout the
Early Agricultural and Early Ceramic periods
represents more than a shared commemoration
of the dead and the transition/liminal period; it
was also a way to create collective memories
and remembrances. The patterning of these
inhumation practices suggests a more homoge-
neous regional identity that emphasized both
individual and group identity. The vehicle of dis-
playing different identity intersections was likely
not only in the body per se but also in other
aspects of the funeral. As sites became larger
and more socially complex in the Early Preclas-
sic period, including increased multisite

networks and public architecture, inhumation
burial decreased in frequency and was practiced
almost exclusively for individuals younger than
two years old at death (however, a few isolated
adults occurrences have been recorded). By
that time, cremation had become the dominant
burial custom for the remainder of the Tucson
Basin Hohokam cultural sequence (Byrd et al.
2012; Cerezo-Román 2014; Cerezo-Román and
McClelland 2009). Cremation first appeared as
an innovation in funeral customs in the Early
Agricultural period and then was slowly adopted,
creating new dynamics between the dead and
the living.

We argue that cremation physically trans-
formed the body of the deceased, facilitated a
secondary treatment of the remains, and implied
a larger change in relationships between the liv-
ing and the dead. Although inhumation burial
continued throughout the Hohokam cultural
sequence, it became far less variable and fre-
quent and apparently was restricted to particular
segments of the population. Cremation was
costly in terms of resources and effort, and add-
ing secondary customs to the funeral sequence
made it symbolically powerful as a transforma-
tive agent for both the deceased and the mour-
ners. The transformational characteristics and
the increase in community investment, including
the secondary mortuary customs, may have fos-
tered, built, or reinforced stronger social ties.
Secondary mortuary customs highlighting the
collective identity ultimately created a shared
social memory or remembrance with less
emphasis on the deceased individuals them-
selves. The transformation and treatment of bod-
ies subjected to cremation customs imply a
different way of treating and viewing the dead
by the living. The possible triggers for these
changes in funerary customs through time, par-
ticularly in southern Arizona, are multicausal
and complex but likely reflect strong social cohe-
sion and group identity.
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Notes

1. According to Jones (2001:340), oeuvres “consist of
objects extended in space and time each related to their neigh-
bor due to the possession of traces in common. Each object
therefore possesses traces that embody retentions from a pre-
vious object or pretentions to a future object.”

2. The chronological framework of this study follows
the summary compiled by Wallace (2012).
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