
G U I D E

Undergraduate Certificate in Osteology

Dental Anthropology

Dental Anthropology is a branch of biological anthropology that focuses on the study of human teeth and
jaws to understand human evolution, variation, and behavior. This field combines principles of
anthropology, biology, and archaeology to analyze dental morphology, development, pathology, and
function.

Osteology, on the other hand, is the study of bones, which includes the skeletal remains of humans and
other animals. Understanding dental anthropology in the context of osteology is essential for
comprehending the evolution of dental traits and their significance in human populations.

Key Terms and Concepts in Dental Anthropology:

1. Dental Morphology: Refers to the physical shape and structure of teeth, including variations in size,
shape, number, and arrangement of teeth in different populations.

2. Tooth Crown: The visible part of the tooth above the gumline, which is covered by enamel and plays a
crucial role in chewing and grinding food.

3. Tooth Root: The part of the tooth that is embedded in the jawbone and provides support and stability to
the tooth.

4. Dental Occlusion: The way upper and lower teeth come together when the jaws are closed, which varies
among individuals and populations.

5. Dentition: Refers to the arrangement of teeth in the mouth, including the number and types of teeth
(incisors, canines, premolars, molars).

6. Dental Formula: A shorthand notation used by anthropologists to represent the number and types of
teeth in each half of the upper and lower jaws (e.g., 2-1-2-3 in humans).

7. Dental Development: The process by which teeth form and erupt in the mouth, which follows a specific
sequence and timeline from primary dentition to permanent dentition.

8. Dental Pathology: The study of dental diseases, such as caries (cavities), periodontal disease, and dental
anomalies, which can provide insights into the health and diet of past populations.

9. Dental Anthropometry: The measurement of dental traits, such as tooth size, shape, and wear patterns, to
assess variations within and between populations.

10. Dental Anthropophagy: The study of dental evidence for cannibalism practices in archaeological sites,
which can reveal cultural practices and dietary habits of ancient populations.
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11. Dental Microwear Analysis: The examination of microscopic wear patterns on teeth to infer diet and
behavior, such as the consumption of tough or abrasive foods.

12. Odontometrics: The measurement of tooth size and shape to assess variation and evolutionary trends in
dental traits among human populations.

13. Cusp Morphology: The shape and arrangement of cusps (raised points) on the chewing surfaces of
molars, which can vary between populations and species.

14. Dental Anthropological Traits: Characteristics of teeth and jaws that are used to study human evolution,
migration, and adaptation, such as tooth size, shape, and dental arch dimensions.

15. Dental Anthropological Research Methods: Techniques used to analyze dental remains, including dental
casts, radiographs, histology, and molecular analysis, to reconstruct past populations and behaviors.

16. Forensic Odontology: The application of dental anthropology in legal investigations, such as identifying
individuals based on dental records, bite marks, and dental anomalies.

Practical Applications of Dental Anthropology:

1. Understanding Human Evolution: Dental traits can provide valuable insights into the evolutionary history
of humans, including dietary adaptations, migration patterns, and genetic relationships.

2. Reconstructing Ancient Diets: Analysis of dental microwear and isotopic signatures can help researchers
reconstruct the diets of past populations and understand changes in subsistence strategies over time.

3. Identifying Population Affinities: Dental anthropological traits can be used to identify genetic affinities
between populations and trace the movement of ancient human groups across regions.

4. Assessing Health and Disease: Dental pathology studies can reveal information about the health status,
nutrition, and lifestyle of past populations, including evidence of infectious diseases and malnutrition.

Challenges in Dental Anthropology:

1. Fragility of Dental Remains: Teeth are often the only preserved skeletal elements in archaeological sites,
making them susceptible to damage during excavation and handling.

2. Interpopulation Variation: Dental traits can vary significantly between populations, making it challenging
to establish universal standards for dental analysis and comparison.

3. Postmortem Changes: Dental tissues can undergo postmortem changes, such as degradation and
mineralization, which can complicate the interpretation of dental remains.

4. Biocultural Influences: Cultural practices, such as dental modification and diet, can influence dental
morphology, leading to variations that may not reflect genetic relationships.

In conclusion, dental anthropology is a multidisciplinary field that plays a crucial role in understanding
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human evolution, variation, and behavior through the analysis of dental remains. By studying dental
morphology, development, pathology, and function, researchers can reconstruct past populations, diets,
and health status, shedding light on the diverse aspects of human history and biology. Despite challenges
such as interpopulation variation and postmortem changes, dental anthropology continues to be a valuable
tool for unraveling the mysteries of the past and connecting them to the present.
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