TABLE 10.1 Three Levels of Archaeological Research
Low-level research

The least explicitly theoretical aspect of archaeology
includes most kinds of field and laboratory work, and
the reconstruction of culture history includes such
things as recording sites and describing artifacts

Middle-level research

Attempts to understand the patterning of material
remains, primarily through ethnoarchaeology,
experimental archaeology, and taphonomy

High-level research

Focuses on explaining significant events in the human
past, how various parts of cultures influence each
other, and why cultures change
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past, accounts that “make sense” to us as archaeologists and (it is hoped) to
those that read or engage with our work. And those rules, whether they are
implicit or explicit, are theoretical in nature. Facts are important, but without theory they remain utterly silent.

Middle-level research, also known as middle-range research or middle-range theory,
is most often identified with ethnoarchaeology, experimental archaeology, and taphonomy. The study of site formation and disturbance processes clearly falls within the
realm of middle-range research. Middle-range research provides the links between the
material remains observed by the archaeologist and human behavior. It can then be
used to make broader inferences about cultures and culture change.
High-level research, also known as grand theory or general theory, attempts to
explain significant events in the human past and the basic nature of cultures, including how the various parts of cultures influence each other and why cultures change.
Research at this level is the most explicitly theoretical, and includes studies of what
are commonly referred to as revolutionary developments or big events in the history
of humankind (Table 10.2).
The production of food and the collapse of civilizations are perhaps the two types
of major events that have both academic and popular appeal. The conditions under
which these events occur are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
Many other types of archaeological work fall under the category of high-level
research. Studying the use and production of tools involves determining the antiquity
of the establishment of tool making (currently dated to about 3 million years ago) and
the conditions under which the spread of new technologies throughout prehistory
occurred – including stone tools, fire, spears, atlatls, and bows and arrows. Biological
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