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Tooth Mutilation in the Caribbean: Evi- 
dence from a Slave Burial Population in 
Barbados 

Dental mutilation on slave burials excavated from a sugar plantation 
cemetery on the Caribbean island of Barbados reflects on the question 
of African slaves and their New World born slave descendants per- 
petuating this widespread African practice in the New World. 
Physical anthropological and ethnohistorical evidence from Barbados 
and other areas leads to the tentative conclusion that dental mutilation 
(and body scarification) disappeared among New World Black slaves. 
Reasons relating to adaptive responses to the institution of slavery, and 
changes in esthetic values as a result of the creolization process, are 
offered to help account for this disappearance. 

1. Introduction 

Excavations in a sugar plantation cemetery on the Caribbean island of Barbados yielded 
about 100 burials dating from the late seventeenth century to the early nineteenth. These 
burials and their sociocultural context have been extensively reported (Handler & Lange, 
1978; also Handler & Lange, 1979; Handler et al., 1979), but earlier analysis of their 
physical characteristics was limited. More recently an intensive analysis of the skeletal and 
dental remains yielded information on morphological trait incidences, dental character- 
istics, admixture, pathologies, and demography (Corruccini et al., in press; Corruccini & 
Handler, 1980). This analysis has also produced data on tooth mutilation, the intentional 
deformation or alteration of the natural appearance of teeth. We believe that tooth 
mutilation is a sufficiently specialized topic that warrants separate attention; it also raises 
some issues concerning the nature and possible survival of African practices in the New 
World. 

Dental mutilation is but one expression of ways humans have traditionally altered the 
natural appearance of the body. In one form or another, it has been reported from various 
Pacific islands and parts of New Guinea, the Far East, Southeast Asia, and India (Huard 
& Leriche, 1938; Von Jhering, 1882, pp. 240-255 ; Kennedy et al., 1981). I t  also occurred 
among New World aboriginal populations in pre-Columbian times. Although "shortly 
after the conquest the custom disappeared" (Stewart & Groome, 1968, pp. 31, 32), 
various Central and South American Indian groups apparently adopted the custom from 
their contacts with African slaves in post-Columbian times (Stewart, 1942, and personal 

I communication; Stewart & Groome, 1968, p. 32; Linnt, 1940, pp. 14-16; Van Rippen, 
I 1918, pp. 226, 229, 231, 236-238). 

Tooth mutilation is also well-known in African societies, including various areas of 
West Africa, the ancestral home of most Caribbean slaves in the seventeenth and eight- 
eenth centuries (e.g., Lignitz, 19 19-1922 ; Von Jhering, 1882, pp. 220-240). Singer (1 953) 
has classified three types of tooth mutilation in Africa: extraction, truejling, and chipping. 
He conjectures that "true filing is the modern method of carrying out the earlier chipping 
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