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XIV. History of Archaeological Thought

A. Theories in Social Science



B. Paradigm
1 Definition: The philosophical and theoretical1. Definition: The philosophical and theoretical 

Framework of a scientific discipline within which theories, 
laws, and generalizations and experiments performed in

t f th f l t dsupport of them are formulated



P di i A i A h lParadigms in American Archaeology:

Pre 1905: Non paradigmatic: Non-organized researchp g g

1905-1965  Culture Historical

1965-1990s  Processual

1990 P t d i ?/N l ti1990s- Postmodernism?/Neoevolutionary



2 Precursors to An Archaeological Paradigm:2. Precursors to An Archaeological Paradigm:
Influences from 19th century  Anthropology

a. Unilinear Evolution (Counter to degenerativism)
b d i i l f P hi U itbased on principle of Psychic Unity

E. B. Tylor



b. Historical Particularism (Franz Boas)



i. Diffusion: The movement of ideas or technology
from one culture to another with or without the 

t f lmovement of people



i. Diffusion: The movement of ideas or technology
from one culture to another with or without the 

t f lmovement of people

ii. Migration: The movement of people bringing
Ideas and cultural innovations with them. 



The Moundbuilder Controversy: Early interpretations invoked:

TRANSOCEANIC DIFFUSION



A Bridge to the First Archaeological Paradigm:

Cyrus Thomas

1894 publication Report on 
the Mound Explorations of 
the Bureau of Ethnologythe Bureau of Ethnology
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Cyrus Thomas

1894 publication Report on 
the Mound Explorations of 
the Bureau of Ethnologythe Bureau of Ethnology

•Solved a major scholarly 
issue

•Recognized that the 
Archaeological record 
represents multiple time 
periods/cultures 



2 The Cultural Historical Paradigm in2. The Cultural Historical Paradigm in 
Archaeology (1905-1965) 

a. Stratigraphy- and stratigraphic 
excavation

b. Law of Superposition 



2 The Cultural Historical Paradigm in2. The Cultural Historical Paradigm in 
Archaeology (1905-1965) 

a. Stratigraphy- and stratigraphic 
excavation

b. Law of Superposition 



Max Uhle
1907
Emeryville
Shellmound

Stratigraphic
ExcavationExcavation



2 The Cultural Historical Paradigm in2. The Cultural Historical Paradigm in 
Archaeology (1905-1965) 

a. Stratigraphy- and stratigraphic 
excavation 

b. Law of Superposition
c. Typology and seriation yp gy



Nels Nelson in Mongolia
Early 20th Century



Nels Nelson: Stratigraphic Excavation Moving towards Seriation



d. Archaeological Cultures

Th C ti f R i lThe Creation of Regional
Culture Histories
Or
CulturalCultural
Chronologies was 
The Main Goal
OfOf
Archaeology 1905-1965



Interpretations of Culture Histories Based on

Hi t i l P ti l i E h i dHistorical Particularism Emphasized:

•Normative Concept: Styles tend to conform with
societal/cultural norms and to change gradually
over time. 



Victorian
Architecture
1850-1900



Craftsmen Style (1905-1930)



Interpretations of Culture Histories Based on

Hi t i l P ti l i E h i dHistorical Particularism Emphasized:

•Normative Concept

•Diffusion

•Migration


