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Classification is probably the single most basic analytical procedure employed in
archaeology. Excavation yields a wide variety of material objects, and before they can
be studied in any systematic way they must be sorted into recurring types on the basis of
shared characteristics (attributes). They may be sorted and classified in various ways,
which yield different classifications, according to the purposes of the archaeologist.
This article discusses the different ways in which archaeological finds are classified, the
purposes for which they are classified, and some of the problems involved in
archaeological classification.
1. Introduction

Classification is the initial means through which we impose a degree of order on the
enormously diverse remains of the human past. As such, it is probably the single most
basic analytical procedure employed by the archaeologist. Excavation yields an
enormous diversity of materials that are not self-labeling; they must be endowed with
identity and meaning by the excavator or the analyst. This is done in the first instance
through classification.
Archaeologists often use the terms classification and typology interchangeably, but in
this article a distinction will be made. A classification is any set of formal categories
into which a particular field of data is partitioned. In contrast, a typology is a particular
type of rigorous classification in which a field of data is divided up into categories that
are all defined according to the same set of criteria, and that are mutually exclusive. As
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will be shown, most archaeological classifications of artifacts are typologies, while most
classifications of cultures are not.
1.1. Archaeological Classification and Culture
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The basic organizing concept for most prehistorians, as for most other anthropologists,
is the concept of culture, but it is somewhat differently defined in the two cases. The
cultural anthropologist conceives of the world as divided into a set of distinct peoples—
tribes, nations, or ethnic groups—each of which has its own unique set of behavior
patterns and beliefs, very often including its own language, which together constitute a
culture. The prehistorian thinks of the ancient world as similarly partitioned, but the
various long-vanished peoples can now be recognized only by the distinct kinds of
artifact types they left behind. In place of forgotten languages and behavior patterns,
every artifact type is treated as tantamount to a deliberate cultural expression—a culture
trait. An archaeologically defined “culture” is, then, a unique combination of artifact,
house, and burial types that are assumed because of their cultural commonality to be the
remains left by a distinct, self-recognizing people. Those commonalities are recognized
above all through processes of classification.
1.2. Kinds of Archaeological Classification

Obviously, any of the different kinds of material remains that archaeologists find can be
classified, and there are in fact many different kinds of archaeological classifications
and typologies. In the broadest sense, all of them fall into two categories, which may be
called analytic and synthetic. Analytic classifications are classifications of one
particular kind of object, in which all of the regularly recurring variants are recognized,
defined, and named. The things most often classified are those that show a high degree
of culturally patterned variability, including various kinds of stone tools and weapons;
pottery; beads and other ornaments; house types; and grave types. Classifications of
these things are usually typologies; that is, they partition the entire field of variability
into a comprehensive set of mutually exclusive categories, because they are very
commonly used for sorting and counting the objects found.
Artifact typologies can be made in a wide variety of ways, depending on what criteria of
identity are considered important. This in turn will depend on the purpose for which the
classification is made. Among the many kinds of artifact classifications, it is possible to
recognize the following:
• purely morphological typologies, based on the overall form of objects; stylistic
typologies, which specially emphasize stylistic features;
• functional classifications, in which objects are classified according to their
presumed use;
• “emic” classifications, in which objects are classified according to criteria believed
to have been important to the makers; and
• distributional typologies, in which objects are classified according to their
distribution in time and space.
In addition to the analytic classifications of particular object types, there are also
synthetic classifications, in which recurring combinations of different artifact, house,
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and grave types are taken together to define “cultures.” These classifications are quite
different from artifact classifications, in that they are not typologies. That is, they are
not used to divide up material into discrete, mutually exclusive units. The boundaries
between units are not always sharp, and the criteria of identity are not always uniform.
Some “cultures” have been identified primarily by pottery types, others by stone tool
types, and still others by house types. Archaeological “cultures” are above all historical
constructs; they are the prehistorian’s basic way of mapping the prehistoric world, by
dividing it into units of study that can be thought of as equivalent to peoples.
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Culture classifications generally have a chronological as well as a spatial dimension.
That is, the classification includes cultures that existed in different areas, but also that
existed in different periods of time in the same area. Very often a generalized regional
culture, like Anasazi, is divided into a sequence of developmental stages, which in the
case of Anasazi are designated as Pueblo I, II, III, IV, and V. Like biological
classifications, then, culture classifications often have a genetic component, when later
cultures are recognized as “descended from” earlier ones
-
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