
36 INTRODUCING ARCHAEOLOGY

of cultural evolution were already in existence, but it likely made it easier to accept 
that cultures, like organisms, change over time.

If the three-age system is considered the first major archaeological theory, then the 
second is the unilinear theory of cultural evolution developed by Edward Tylor and 
Lewis Henry Morgan. In 1871, British anthropologist Edward Tylor developed the 
idea that based on their culture, peoples and societies of both modern and past times 
could be classified as either savages, barbarians, or civilized.

The American Lewis Henry Morgan further developed this idea with the publica-
tion of Ancient Societies in 1877. Morgan’s system included three stages of savagery 
and three stages of barbarism before the stage of civilization. Categorization of any 
group of people was based primarily on its technology and subsistence strategy 
(Table 2.1). Since this is what is typically best represented in the material remains of 

TABLE 2.1 The Unilinear Theory of Cultural Evolution (developed by 
L.H. Morgan in 1877)

STAGE DESCRIPTION

1. Lower Status of  
Savagery

From the infancy of humankind to the acquisition 
of a subsistence strategy that includes fishing and 
controlling fire

No living examples of this stage existed when Morgan 
developed the theory

2. Middle Status of  
Savagery

Begins with subsistence that includes fishing and 
controlling fire, and ends with the use of the bow and 
arrow

3. Upper Status of  
Savagery

Begins with the use of the bow and arrow, and ends 
with the manufacture and use of pottery

4. Lower Status of  
Barbarism

Begins with pottery and ends with subsistence based 
on domestic plants and/or animals

5. Middle Status of 
Barbarism

Begins in the eastern hemisphere with the 
domestication of animals

Begins in the western hemisphere with the cultivation 
of maize and other plants

Ends with the process of smelting iron

6. Upper Status of 
Barbarism

Begins with iron smelting and ends with the invention 
of a phonetic alphabet and writing

7. Civilization Begins with the invention of a phonetic alphabet and 
writing
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