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TRACING MIGRATION AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN SUBADULTS AT THE 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE OF CONVENTO: A PRELIMINARY STRONTIUM ISOTOPIC 

ANALYSIS 

Chairperson : Dr. Meradeth Snow 

Both in bioarchaeological and forensic spheres, the focus of research on skeletal remains of 
children lay regrettably neglected until the 1990’s. At which time the importance of subadult remains in 
understanding past peoples and our own bodies began to surface. 

This investigation relies solely on the study of subadults in an effort to understand the formative 
Viejo Period in the Casas Grandes region of Mexico’s history through the lens of mobility and social 
stratification. Five subadults from the archaeological site of Convento and sixteen subadults from the 
archaeological site of Paquimé representing the succeeding Medio period with bone and tooth samples 
were chosen for this study and sent to the University of Utah for strontium isotopic analysis. 

These analyses were conducted with four postulated hypotheses in mind. (1) As nonlocal adults 
increase in frequency in the Casas Grandes archaeological samples, subadults will exhibit correlating non 
local representation. (2) Non-locals represented in the sample will have simpler (less rich) grave goods 
compared to local counterparts. (3) The Paquimé comparative sample will yield higher frequencies of 
non-locals than the focal Convento samples. (4) All of the above hypotheses will be rejected and there 
will be no differentiation between groups if there are subadults represented at all. 

The results of this investigation supported hypotheses three and four in that no nonlocal subadults 
were represented in the Convento sample (4), which by default meant that Paquimé indeed holds higher 
frequencies of subadults comparatively (3). 

For future investigations a larger sample size representing the Convento site and Viejo period as a 
whole is imperative, along with further investigation into potential trace elements that could indicate 
potential sample contamination when bone is used over tooth enamel. 
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

The archaeological site of Convento in the Casas Grandes region of Mexico provides the 

clearest glimpse into an era of Greater Southwest history from AD 700-1250 known as the Viejo 

Period. While this site may provide the “clearest” glimpse, the Viejo period as a whole is still 

shrouded in mystery in terms of its social organization through time and how it transitioned into 

the succeeding Medio period (1250-1450). This thesis seeks to unveil the beginnings of social 

stratification and migration around the site of Convento to better understand this transition from 

the Viejo period to the Medio period through the lens of the subadults who lived there. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 

Before moving forward in this investigation examining differences in subadult locals and 

non locals at Convento, it becomes imperative to define locals/non locals, subadults themselves, 

and what qualifies as a grave good to understand the theoretical framework of this study. 

Subadults: 

Subadults as defined in this investigation include individuals below the age of 18 as 

indicated by the burial list utilized where “Young Adults” are defined as age 18-35. The 

definition of subadult/children/juveniles in bioarchaeology is one that lacks full consensus and 

different investigations will define this time period differently (Hotaling, 2021). Defining 

subadults in a population also presents the issue of what society the subadults belonged to 

considered an adult or a child in a social context. For the sake of this investigation and for 

consistency however, the classifications presented as a result of bioarchaeological analysis of the 

remains of the individuals (from Di Peso, 1974) will be utilized to determine subadult status.  
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Locality Status: 

The locals in this study are defined by the strontium isotope signatures (as referenced 

from Offenbecker, 2018) of individuals relative to their exhumation location. If an individual is 

from the Convento site and exhibits Sr signatures consistent within one standard deviation of the 

established Convento signatures mean, they would be considered a local. If this individual was 

found in Convento but exhibited signatures outside of these standard deviations, they would be 

considered non local. 

Grave Goods: 

Grave goods for the sake of this investigation relate to any artifacts associated with the 

burial of a specific individual. In the Convento sample, four out of six individuals have 

associated marine shell goods or a mix of shell goods and ceramics, one individual has an 

associated plainware sherd, and one individual has no associated grave goods. In terms of 

“richness” of grave goods represented in this sample, imported, non local goods such as marine 

shell beads and jewelry have the highest value considering the time and resources expended to 

obtain them (Offenbecker, 2018, Carr ,1995). Following these items is ceramics incorporated 

with shell goods and then ceramics represented without any other grave goods. 

In this investigation the research goals are accomplished through strontium isotopic 

analyses of twenty-one subadults (five from Convento and sixteen from a Medio period site 

called Paquimé). While all of the secrets regarding this transition cannot be solved in the course 

of one thesis, this preliminary investigation is meant to serve as a stepping stone for these 
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inquiries and for my doctoral research further investigating Viejo period subadults. To address 

the research goals of this investigation, three hypotheses have been developed as follows. 

HYPOTHESES: 

Hypothesis 1: As nonlocal adults begin to increase in the Casas Grandes archaeological samples 

(as indicated by strontium isotope signatures), subadults will exhibit correlating non-local 

origins. While extensive isotopic examination of Paquimé sample adults and some Convento 

adults has been conducted, focus on the subadult population has been neglected. It is believed 

that the ratio of non locals to locals in the subadult population will mirror what is seen in studies 

examining their adult counterparts. 

Hypothesis 2: Non locals represented in the sample will have simpler (less rich) grave goods 

compared to local counterparts. As such, individual CO-25 (Convento site- Individual 25) is 

most likely to exhibit non local signatures in this sample considering they are the only individual 

among the Convento sample without grave goods. While the grave goods associated with Viejo 

period burials are considered largely homogenous (Di Peso et al, 1974), there are local 

individuals that have been buried with imported shell artifacts potentially indicating the 

beginnings of social stratification/differentiation (Snow and Summers, 2021). Following the 

mortuary patterns of Paquimé burials among locals versus non locals, locals will be buried with 

the goods of higher richness compared to non local counterparts. (Offenbecker, 2018, 

McConnan, 2021, Casserino, 2009) 

Hypothesis 3: Paquimé comparative samples will yield higher frequencies of non locals than the 

focal Convento samples. While the previously mentioned isotopic study utilizing Convento 
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Figure 1: Images depicting Medio Period burial types (Di Peso, 1974) 



   
 

 
 

35 

 

Figure 5: Strontium isotope results for this investigation, note the tight concentration of 

Convento 
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Table 5: Raw data received from the University of Utah Strontium Isotope and ICP-MS facility 

Table 6: Strontium isotope signatures for Convento and Paquimé from Offenbecker 2018 
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Table 7: Isotopic expectations table from Kamenov et al (2018) 
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