
209CHAPTER 10: EXPLAINING THINGS OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST

anthropologists and archaeologists are both interested in the development of home 
bases and the division of labor, and study in this area involves determining the antiq-
uity of these events and the conditions under which they occurred. Archaeological 
interest in the origins of abstract thought includes examining the development of and 
evidence for speech, art, and beliefs. Studies of migration and territorial expansion 
focus on the initial spread of the genus Homo out of Africa close to 2 million years 
ago, the expansion of modern Homo sapiens throughout Africa, Asia, and Europe 
beginning about 100,000 years ago, and migrations to Australia about 65,000 years 
ago and to the Americas at least 15,000 years ago. Studies of the rise of social complex-
ity focus on understanding the conditions that lead to different forms of inequality 
and types of societies, including the emergence of states and civilizations.

Mechanisms of Culture Change

There are two basic kinds of culture change: synchronic change, meaning change 
through space, and diachronic change, meaning change through time. The major 
mechanisms of cultural change include in situ evolution, diffusion, trade, and 
migration.

Studies of synchronic change usually focus on the mechanisms under which ideas 
and materials spread relatively quickly through broad areas, such as continents or 
hemispheres. Diffusion, trade, and migration are the usual explanations for synchronic 
change.

Studies of diachronic change examine expansive geographic areas, but focus as well 
on explaining change in specific sites. In situ evolution in specific sites or regions can 
be established by observing the same basic pattern of culture persisting through time, 
although a few major changes and many minor ones may occur. Sometimes major 

TABLE 10.2 Major Areas of Grand Theoretical Interest in Archaeology

The rise of social complexity

The collapse of civilizations

The origins of tool use and tool making

The development of home bases and division of labor

The origins of abstract thought

Migrations and expansions of territory in prehistory

The origins of food production
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