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Evolution and material culture

In this paper the authors argue that the renewed interest 
in cultural evolution in archaeology may have a funda-
mental effect on the taxonomies employed and the role 
of archaeology as a discipline. 
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INTRODUCTION
We decided to write this paper after receiving an invitation from the edi-
tors of Current Swedish Archaeology, who expressed a wish to include 
debates on contemporary issues in archaeological theory. The time is 
ripe to start a Scandinavian debate on evolutionary issues and archae-
ology, not least since the year 2009 is the bicentennial of the birth of 
Darwin as well as the 150th anniversary of the publication of On the 
Origin of Species. Although we are positive toward the renewed inter-
est in empirical matters among the new generation of archaeologists, 
we feel that it is important to maintain vital theoretical discussions. We 
hope that the following text will spark a debate on the theory, methods 
and goals of material culture studies.

 Evolutionary theory has been discussed in American archaeology 
for a long time and is gaining ground in European archaeology as well, 
especially in Britain. Recent archaeological conferences include sessions 
devoted to the subject, and at Stockholm University the Centre for the 
Study of Cultural Evolution has been active since 2007.

The debate on these issues has, as yet, not penetrated Scandinavian 
mainstream theory in a substantial way (for exceptions, see Persson 
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1999; Kristiansen 2004; Riede 2005; Apel & Darmark 2007). The 
theo retical climate in Scandinavian archaeology during the last 20 years 
has been characterized by a contextual and critical approach that has 
resulted in a fragmented, narrative, anti-scientific archaeology of mar-
ginal interest to other disciplines. In our view an alternative theoretical 
framework needs to be presented and discussed. The use of evolution-
ary theory in archaeology and the social sciences is heavily laden with 
historical baggage which acts as an obstacle for the acceptance of its 
basic ideas among social scientists. However, much of the scepticism 
can be accounted for by vague notions about what modern evolution-
ary thinking actually includes. This paper is an attempt to (1) present 
what we believe to be the fundaments of evolutionary theory, (2) to 
present how studies of material culture can be related to evolutionary 
theory, and (3) to discuss what the advantages of such an evolutionary 
viewpoint in social studies might be.

Critics have pointed out that the use of a biological vocabulary in 
studies of cultural phenomena, including such terms as ”variation”, 
”selection” and ”drift”, has a metaphoric value only, and that there are 
no methods to scientifically secure the connection between empirical 
reality and evolution theory (Fracchia & Lewontin 1999; Bamforth 
2003; Gabora 2006). In the current archaeological debate, a contrast 
is often made between agency perspectives, which stress individual 
choices and particularistic historicism, and evolutionary and Darwin-
ian explanations (see Kristiansen 2004). However, as we see it the 
theo ry of cultural evolution is a unifying theoretical framework that 
not only brings together archaeologists working on different levels of 
explanation, but also researchers from other disciplines (Mesoudi et 
al. 2006). We do not agree that evolutionary theory is a matter of do-
ing traditional archaeology with fashionable and scientific metaphors, 
but that evolutionary perspectives may have a fundamental effect on 
the questions asked, the taxonomies employed, and the role of archae-
ology as a discipline. We agree with Runciman (2005) that the goal of 
archaeologists working within an evolutionary paradigm is to explain 
how and why certain cultural traits (a certain kind of pot or flint tool, 
funeral rite or custom) are selected and thereby become more com-
mon than other competing traits over time. In this context it is impor-
tant to stress that the selection of cultural variants among humans in 
no way is restricted to an adaptation to natural environments. Even 
if adaptation might be expected in the long run, studies of individual 
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choices and historical events in prehistory are needed because they are 
important parts of evolutionary history. This is true since humans are 
actively creating and modifying the social and physical environments 
to which they have to adapt. Thus, in relation to other animal species 
with socially transmitted culture, humans are active niche constructors 
(Laland & Brown 2006; Iriki & Sakura 2008).

The realisation that Darwinism and action theory exist on differ-
ent levels is the starting-point for a joining of the two. Evolution the-
ories work on a deeper and more general level of explanation than 
the discourses of action theory conducted within archaeology (Cullen 
2000:2f; Riede 2005). They contribute basic knowledge concerning 
certain mechanisms which are fundamental to history and which can 
be used to put individual historical events and trends in the course of 
history into a larger picture. In order to do so, close study of individual 
historical events or processes is required (Shennan 2000:340). There-
fore, there is no opposition between these two perspectives; they simply 
operate on different temporalities and consequently answer different 
kinds of questions, and both levels are needed to create an interesting 
and relevant archaeology. 

A BRIEF HISTORy OF EVOLUTIONARy THEORy   
IN CULTURAL RESEARCH
The use of evolutionary concepts in the social sciences predates Darwin. 
The colonialism of the 18th and 19th centuries brought Western re-
searchers into close contact with populations living under radically dif-
ferent conditions regarding subsistence, technology and social organi-
zation. Empirical observations made by anthropologists from differ-
ent corners of the world became the foundation upon which to build 
a frame of reference with an evolutionary touch. The archaic societies 
encountered were seen as representing different steps on an evolution-
ary ladder, ranging from simple, low-tech societies to advanced, com-
plex high-tech civilizations. An increasing level of complexity was seen 
as intrinsic to cultural evolution and different classificatory schemes 
were proposed, Morgan’s unilinear social evolution (band-tribe-chief-
dom-state) being a well-known example since it inspired Engels and 
Marx and thus radically affected the course of 20th-century history. 
These schemes were united by a teleological notion where evolution 
was seen as having a definite goal. Not surprisingly, this view was 
combined with value judgments. Advanced societies (closer to the ul-
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timate goal) were seen as ”better” than primitive societies since these 
had stagnated on their path to their predestined future. Thus, cultural 
evolution fitted nicely into the grand colonial project; the enlightened 
Western states needed no further excuses to bestow their civilisatory 
blessings on their less developed neighbours. The 19th-century school 
of cultural evolution was an attempt to generalize the empirical record 
inductively in order to make sense of the substantial differences be-
tween the peoples of a shrinking world. This scientific desire might 
have been combined with political ambitions. It is clear that the point 
of departure was not a coherent theoretical evolutionary framework, 
and even after Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species the 
19th- and early 20th-century cultural evolutionists maintained a thor-
oughly non-Darwinian notion of evolution (Bettinger 1991). 

 In contrast, a materialistic or instrumental perspective is charac-
teristic of the natural sciences. This perspective works on the supposi-
tion that any division of natural or cultural phenomena into types or 
categories is defined by the scientist in his/her own time and does not 
necessarily coincide with real, historical categories. As opposed to this 
way of thinking, 19th-century social evolutionist theories worked on 
the supposition that the task of the researcher was to discover, in his/
her work, essential categories in the source material. Perhaps the most 
obvious scientific example of a change from essentialism to materialism 
is the introduction of Darwin’s theory of evolution in biology during 
the 19th century. Prior to Darwin, biologists, such as Linnaeus, tended 
to look upon different species as static, essential categories, which the 
biologist was supposed to discover and chart. Darwin’s emphasis on bi-
ological development as a continuous process, where, even within par-
ticular species, there is an individual variation constituting the prereq-
uisite for the development of new species, caused a fundamental theo-
retical change from essentialism to materialism. This in turn changed 
our view of ourselves, our origin and nature. 

The social and political consequences of early cultural evolution-
ary thinking, such as eugenics and other atrocities, understandably 
promoted a reaction and social sciences turned to a thoroughly anti-
biological stance: the Standard Social Science Model (Tooby & Cos-
mides 1997). According to this point of view, there are limited, if any, 
biological constraints on human behaviour. Instead human behaviour 
has been regarded as exclusively formed by processes of socialization 
as well as relativization of culture. Within the Standard Social Science 
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Model, culture is selected by free agents making active, unconstrained 
choices, and there has been a tendency to stress the vast plethora of 
different cultural practices rather than to look for cultural universals 
(Workman & Reader 2004). The archaeological counterpart to the 
model has its roots in Boasian anthropology as well as Collingwood’s 
historicism and is to be found within the different strands of post-
processualism. 

Beginning with the works of authors such as E.O. Wilson, W. 
Hamilton and R. Dawkins, the socio-biological school of thought was 
formalised during the late 1970s and early 80s. This constituted a return 
to biological, reductionist explanations of human behaviour based on 
Darwinian evolutionary theory. Accordingly, human behaviour, includ-
ing many cultural manifestations, was regarded largely as a result of ge-
netic inheritance of adaptive variants. Even if it was acknowledged that 
culture occasionally drifts away from a fitness-maximizing optimum, 
behaviours that in the long run had important effects on Darwinian 
fitness would tend to be adaptive (Boyd & Richerson 1987:65).

This mode of thinking is usually carried out by researchers outside 
the social sciences and often includes a view of culture that is overly 
simplified and unattractive to social scientists. However, the intrusion 
of ”outsiders” into the realm of culture and the impact of their rea-
soning on popular thought is to be attributed entirely to the pervasive 
contextualism and unwillingness on behalf of social science to tackle 
fundamental issues, such as striking cross-cultural similarities between 
seemingly unrelated groups of people (Bloch 2003). The growing re-
alisation among biologists that many animal species possess socially 
inherited cultural behaviours has resulted in an interest in the cultural 
behaviour among humans as well. Cavalli-Sforza (1986) published an 
early sketch of the relationship between cultural and biological evo-
lution, in which he pointed out many analogies as well as differences. 
Whereas biological evolution relies on the introduction of genetic vari-
ation through such processes as mutation, variants which can subse-
quently be propagated through genetic parent-to-child transmission, 
cultural traits – ideas, beliefs, languages etc. – are transmitted in more 
complex ways, and new variants are also introduced in more complex 
ways, innovation being the more obvious. ”The study of culture in hu-
mans and animals has only now begun” (Cavalli-Sforza 1986:855), is 
a quote that clearly expresses the disregard which the population ge-
neticist has had for cultural studies conducted by social scientists for 
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centuries, a disregard which cannot be attributed to personal arrogance 
alone. Indeed, the adoption of the Standard Social Science Model of 
culture, with its emphasis on the contextual importance of thick de-
scriptions and cultural relativism and its denial of scientific reduction-
ism, seems to have resulted in the marginalisation of cultural research 
in general.

Theories on human culture have in other words been highly dichot-
omized and divided into seemingly incompatible camps. It is obvious 
to us that biology is not everything and that culture has played a great 
role for humans in an adaptive sense. However, culture has not liber-
ated human beings from their biological constraints. The remarkable 
adaptability of humans can not just be attributed to some great genetic 
variation from which favourable qualities have been selected according 
to the principle of natural selection. Instead, this adaptation has taken 
place mainly as a result of the ability to make use of material culture. 
By making warm clothes and creating flexible hunting techniques, as 
well as a logistic organization which included the storage of food, the 
knowledge of fire and preparation of hides, a typically tropical species 
succeeded in adapting to temperate climate zones, and in some cases 
even to arctic conditions (Gräslund 1981). Consequently, on a funda-
mental level, material culture can be seen as an expression of man’s 
non-physical adaptation to his surroundings (White 1959:3) and must 
be incorporated into any theory of human evolution.

Dual inheritance theory as proposed by Boyd & Richerson (1985) 
and modern cultural evolution is an attempt at finding a common mid-
dle ground between these camps. Dual inheritance is the idea that, even 
though the human capacity for culture is evolved and has biological 
roots, cultural evolution develops its own rules and is an inheritance 
system independent of genetic inheritance. Of importance is that cul-
ture is defined as an inheritance system where different cultural vari-
ants are selectively transmitted both within and across generations, 
which means that the components necessary for Darwinian principles 
to act are present. 

MODERN EVOLUTIONARy THEORy AND    
MATERIAL CULTURE STUDIES
Biological evolution can be summarized as descent with modification. 
Genes are inherited through generations, and mutations create diver-
sity which, through natural selection, adjusts species to the environ-
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ment in which they live. Darwin’s theory of natural selection is char-
acterised by three features: (1) information is passed on from parent 
to child, (2) the individuals in a population are not identical, and (3) 
there is a connection between the hereditary traits (phenotype) of an 
individual and his/her ability to survive and reproduce (See Fagerström 
1994). An important distinction between the Darwinian theory of evo-
lution and other evolutionary theories (Early Cultural Evolution and 
Lamarckian evolution) is that Darwinian evolution is not teleological; 
it has no ultimate goal. 

 It has been pointed out that biological evolution may be just one of 
several special cases of a more general evolutionary theory (Campbell 
1974; Runciman 2005:3) and according to this idea evolution is not 
constricted to living organisms. The evolution of any phenomenon can 
from this point of view be regarded as a temporal change in an ensem-
ble of elements. The individual elements in the ensemble can be physi-
cal objects like organisms or different elements of artefacts or proper-
ties like size or chemical composition or syntactic structure (Fracchia 
& Lewontin 1999:60). Whether or not we are talking about physical 
objects or attributes of artefacts (or packages of technologies and be-
haviours), it is not any one individual element but the composition of 
the ensembles that is at the centre of interest. A gradual change in the 
frequency of elements over time within a defined ensemble (a technol-
ogy, an artefact type) constitutes an evolutionary process. Accordingly, 
the notion that temporal changes in material culture may be the result 
of a process of descent with modification is hardly controversial for 
any archaeologist who recognizes the variation of material culture in 
time and space (Wenke 1989:32). Consider, for instance, the variety 
of relative chronologies that have been designed by archaeologists to 
capture how different artefact traditions evolve over time. The find-
combination method and the different seriation methods in archae-
ology were specifically constructed to demonstrate changes over time 
in the compositions of elements, for instance stylistic elements of pot-
tery (Gräslund 1974). 

However, it has been realised that many of the traditional typologi-
cal taxonomies are not well suited to study temporal change from the 
perspective of descent with modification, since they tend to mask vari-
ation between individual artefacts instead of revealing variation. Thus, 
many of the traditional typologies used in archaeology are essential in 
that they are considered intrinsic categories discovered by the archae-
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ologist (Lyman, O’Brien & Dunnell 1997). While we believe that the 
question of essentialism and culture might have to be explored further 
in future research, we agree that typologies based on essential catego-
ries are problematic for many reasons. Morphometric taxonomies are 
better suited to shed light on continuous variations, especially when 
they are used on artefact categories such as metal objects and pottery 
where formal properties are established in the production and main-
tained through the life cycle of the artefact. However, regarding certain 
categories of finds, such as flaked and carved tools, they may be prob-
lematic due to the subtractive nature of stone and bone industries (Apel 
& Darmark 2009). A major challenge in archaeology is to rework our 
taxonomies so that they take variation into account; by doing so we 
can utilize powerful statistical methods developed in biology, such as 
cladistics, which is used to analyze how different taxa (e.g. in biology, 
species; in culture, artefacts) relate to each other in evolutionary time. 
This work has begun (see Lipo et al. 2006; Mace et al. 2005; Shennan 
2009) but much work, including experimental work, remains to be 
done. The typological work within an evolutionary framework should 
be focused on revealing historical relationships among different arte-
fact forms and not, as with many of the traditional typologies, mere 
chronological relationships. This was understood already to a certain 
degree by Montelius in the late 19th century (Riede 2006), even though 
his theoretical intentions were downplayed in later research (Gräslund 
1974; Riede 2006).

While the notion of descent with modification has been at the core 
of the typological research of archaeologists since the 19th century, we 
will now see whether evolutionary terms such as ”variation”, ”selec-
tion” and ”heredity” are applicable to culture as well, which would 
imply that culture is a suitable subject for a Darwinian analysis.

INHERITANCE
In contrast to the transmission mechanisms of biological evolution 
which basically is vertical transmission of genes between parents and 
children, the mechanisms of the transmission of cultural knowledge 
are more complex (Cavalli-Sforza 1986). Cultural information can be 
transmitted vertically between the generations from older relatives to 
children, horizontally between unrelated individuals, from one person 
to many by teaching, or from many to one by peer pressure. An im-
portant distinction is also that an individual can observe behaviours 
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of peers around him and choose among them (Boyd & Richerson 
1987:65). An ability to imitate behaviour, probably related to a good 
understanding of the intentions of our conspecifics, separates humans 
from other species. Human cumulative cultural reproduction is depend-
ent not only on the ability to emulate or imitate behaviour but also on 
inherent pedagogical resources that enable humans to make long-term 
educational investments in their children (Tehrani & Riede 2008).

VARIATION AND CULTURAL TRANSMISSION
Cultural variation may occur randomly (Boyd & Richerson 1985). Cul-
tural information will be passed on from individual to individual and 
undergo changes due to bad memory, misconceptions etc. This means 
that there is an analogy to biological mutations in cultural transmission. 
The degree to which cultural information is subject to random changes 
of this kind is affected by social factors such as the content, context and 
mode of transmission (Eerkens & Lipo 2007). For example, repeated 
instructions on a simple issue from a respected person versus an over-
heard conversation in a noisy setting will have very different outcomes 
regarding the probability of random errors. As a consequence, random 
variation occurs over time when, for example, a craft tradition is passed 
down through generations. This variation will eventually form the basis 
of selection. Variation will also appear through cultural drift. In small 
populations, random variation may cause some cultural technical ele-
ments to be forgotten and may change the frequency of other features. 
For instance, picture a small group of people moving to a remote is-
land for some reason, and losing contact with the mother population. 
The cultural knowledge of these pioneers will only be a sample of the 
knowledge in the original population and there is also a chance that this 
sample is biased: it is not representative of the average cultural skills. 
Depending on the scenario, over time it is likely that their craft will 
show marked differences from the mother craft, due to cultural drift. 
This is not a new thought in archaeology. It is likely that such ideas, 
more or less implicitly, have been behind many cultural-historical in-
terpretations of archaeological materials. For example, it is plausible 
that a craft tradition shared by a large geographical area – such as the 
making of a certain kind of flint projectile point – will eventually, due 
to an increase in population or changed rules of marriage resulting in 
a loss of contact between the groups, produce regional or local varie-
ties of points with a common origin in an older tradition.
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Both random variation and drift are biological concepts. Many op-
ponents of evolutionary approaches to studies of culture have argued 
that human inventiveness, because it lacks a counterpart in biological 
evolutionary theory, makes evolutionary approaches superfluous in 
cultural research. Central to Darwinian evolution is the insight that 
the creation of variants is a process that is independent of their selec-
tion, which intuitively seems to be very different from what is the case 
with culture. Major criticisms of the idea of a Darwinian cultural evo-
lution stem from this dichotomy between blind and random biological 
evolution and a purposeful, non-random, cultural evolution. If man 
can accurately foresee future conditions he will be able to modify his 
behaviour in order to adapt to these conditions, in which case a Dar-
winian perspective would be superfluous. However, as Mesoudi (2008) 
points out, the presence of human foresight is not to be confused with 
clairvoyance. Even though the human brain is an effective simulator 
of future events, and we are able to use our imagination to obtain edu-
cated guesses concerning the future, it remains just that – guesswork. 
Studies on the history of innovations also clearly show that our no-
tion of the heroic inventor, who perceives a need and then designs a 
solution, is flawed and romanticized. Rather, scientific breakthroughs 
often are the result of considerable trial and error, often random and 
conducted by several people. Mesoudi also discusses what he calls bio-
logical foresight. Under stressful conditions bacteria will produce an 
enzyme that increases mutation rates, potentially leading to the rise of 
beneficial genetic variants and an adaptation to the changing environ-
ment. Such behaviour has its counterpart in human technological ad-
aptation, for example to arctic climates (Fitzhugh 2001). It is further-
more obvious that human decision making is not as goal oriented as 
we might tend to believe.

Individual learning combined with cultural transmission results in 
what Boyd and Richerson call a Lamarckian effect. Kronfeldner (2007) 
distinguishes between variational (Darwinian) and transformational 
evolution (Lamarckian). In transformational evolution variation is not 
required, but is rather a disturbance. Instead, transformational evolu-
tion is propelled by inherent forces striving towards increasing com-
plexity and adaptation. She suggests that these evolutionary models 
need not be mutually exclusive. Even though culture includes elements 
of guided variation (i.e. directed against anticipated circumstances) 
this variation can be regarded as only one of the sources of variation 
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in the population; Darwinian principles will still act to sort the varia-
tion through selective mechanisms. 

SELECTION AND ADAPTATION
So, variation is created in culture in different ways. Not all variants have 
the same fitness or, in the words of Leonard and Jones (1987), replica-
tive success. There are different sorting processes that act to increase 
the frequencies of certain cultural traits and sort out others. 

Selection in biology is usually attributed to environmental forces. 
Had the dodo been exposed to predators in its natural environment 
it would not have been such an easy prey for the 17th-century sailors 
responsible for its extinction. Regarding human evolution, it is neces-
sary to take account of the fact that human selective environment is not 
only a matter of the physical environment; the social environment is a 
major factor as well. This applies to the evolution of biological traits as 
well as cultural traits. For example, the existence of altruistic behaviour 
among humans, the fact that we are nice to our fellow man without 
consciously calculating on receiving rewards, could be explained by the 
impact of our past social environment. In the past, most people lived 
in small-scale societies in which the maintenance of a good reputation 
was of essence, in order not to be ostracized and also in order to keep 
reaping the benefits of cooperative enterprise with one’s conspecifics. 
Even though our social circumstances are radically different today, we 
still maintain the instincts imprinted in us (Gärdenfors 2006:37ff). If 
social environment affects our genetic composition in this way, it is 
not surprising that it will also influence the selective mechanisms in 
cultural evolution.

Often we employ rather rough heuristic devices, rules of thumb, 
in order to choose between different behavioural variants. Boyd & 
Richerson (1985) presents a summary of some common rules of thumb 
that, though rational in the face of the risky process of individual learn-
ing, can be significantly flawed in relation to the adaptive circumstances. 
In short, our choice of cultural role models is based on how common 
they are in our social environment, on how close they are to us or how 
we perceive their overall success, rather than on detailed and accurate 
analysis of the behaviour of the models in relation to our perception of 
present or anticipated environmental circumstances. In conclusion, the 
seemingly purposeful and planned behaviour of man does not award 
him a position beyond the grasp of Darwinian processes.
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The aim of the following example is to try to clarify the role of se-
lection of material culture traits in a prehistoric context. In southern 
Scandinavia, the Middle Neolithic is characterised by the Pitted Ware 
culture, which seems to be a period of temporary return to hunting and 
gathering subsistence. This transition is marked by changes in material 
culture, for example the appearance of various types of tanged arrow-
heads made of blades from cylindrical cores. These were examined by 
Becker (1950) and organized into a chronological scheme. The evo-
lutionary scheme is characterised by changes in the use of secondary 
treatment of the blades. During the early phases the blades are sub-
jected to very minimal secondary treatment: rudimentary retouching 
of the tip and the base in order to create the outline and the tang of 
the tool. The later projectiles are made from crested blades with a tri-
angular cross-section, displaying surface covering flaking on all three 
faces, and there also seem to be intermediate forms made from regu-
lar blades but with an increase in the use of secondary treatment, i.e. 
large portions of the two faces have been pressure flaked. Is this only 
a case of Becker being influenced by an evolutionary model in his se-
quencing of the arrowheads? Possibly, but intriguingly enough this 
pattern of change in lithic projectile point manufacture has interest-
ing parallels elsewhere. In central Russia, the earliest pottery appears 
around 6000 Cal. BC and the style has been termed the Upper Volga 
Neolithic. Similar pottery was manufactured in the region for about 
a thousand years and then replaced around 5000 Cal. BC by Comb-
Pit Ware pottery. The Upper Volga Neolithic is divided into three well-
dated phases, which are described by Engovatova (1998). The projec-
tiles of the earliest phase show considerable continuity with the pre-
ceding Mesolithic (Butovo) traditions and are produced from blades 
using short retouching of the perimeter. The following phase is char-
acterized by a decrease in blade production and an increase in the de-
gree of secondary modification of the tools, which frequently display 
surface covering flaking on one side. These two trends continue in the 
third phase, when blades are very rare, and projectile points are made 
by bifacial, surface covering flaking, a trait which is ubiquitous within 
the later Comb-Pit Ware Neolithic. This transition is empirically best 
known in the Upper Volga region, but similar changes seem to charac-
terize many parts of Northern Eurasia (Darmark, in press), and other 
examples have been pointed out. The well known Solutrean bifacial 
laurel leaf points seem to have an evolutionary history of gradual de-
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velopment and a combination of elements with roots in both the East-
ern Gravettian and the North African Aterian (Tiffagom 2006), and 
a similar line of development characterizes the changes within the Big 
Arrowheads Industry in the Anatolia and the Levant (Gopher 1999; 
Koslowski 1999). This evolutionary convergence (Fig. 1), where simi-
lar traits are gradually selected in clearly unrelated contexts, strongly 
suggests a common denominator, the nature of which is still uncertain. 
Should it be attributed to an increase in efficiency, or to changes in raw 
material procurement, or perhaps to human cognitive predispositions? 
Whatever the mechanisms underlying this phenomenon, we think that 
this is an example of the kinds of questions an evolutionary archaeol-
ogy could pose and where a degree of reductionism is fruitful in order 
to enlighten similarities rather than differences.

Biased transmission also affects the variation of cultural traits in 
human population. This evolutionary force occurs as a consequence 
of the ability of cultural transmission to favour certain cultural varie-
ties over others. One illustration of biased transmission is that people, 
as psychological data show, tend to adopt the same view or make the 
same choices as the majority does, even though it goes against their own 
experience. As a result, the frequencies of the most common cultural 
expressions tend to increase over time. It has, for instance, been dem-

Fig. 1. A comparison between arrowhead industries in the Volga region in Russia, the Levant 
and Scandinavia, illustrating a convergence in the development towards an increased use of sec-
ondary flaking of the surface. The industries are not contemporaneous and the artefacts are not 
presented in scale. The drawings are selected from Vang Petersen 1999, Gopher 1999, Kol’tsov 
1989 and Oshibkina 1996.

Early

Volga Region, Russia The Levant Scandinavia

Late
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onstrated that the relative success of pop songs in charts is a result of 
people copying each other rather than making a personal evaluation of 
the qualities of each song (Bentley 2007). In other words, people tend 
to vote for the song with the most votes. A similar pattern can probably 
be discerned with regard to the use of references in scientific papers. 
The reason certain papers are more referenced than others can, at least 
in some cases, be that they happen to be included in the references of a 
very influential paper and therefore are copied in other papers.

CONCLUSION
Evolutionary approaches in archaeology focus on long-term stability 
and change in the archaeological record. Contextual information is vi-
tal in this undertaking but not in order to argue for the uniqueness of 
the cultural context. By focusing on comparable traits, long-term his-
torical relationships may be uncovered. 

Evolutionary approaches in archaeology, which consciously apply 
powerful statistical methods such as cladistics to describe change in 
material culture through time and space, also stand a chance of con-
tributing important information on contacts between cultures and ar-
eas where no significant gene flow can be discerned with genetic meth-
ods. While interesting genetic studies on the distribution of domestic 
animals, beginning with the dog in the late Pleistocene-early Holocene 
(Savolainen et al. 2002, Malmström et al. 2008), seem to indicate far-
reaching networks of a surprisingly early age between peoples without 
close biological contacts, such research would be greatly improved by 
similar studies of traditions of material culture. 

We also believe that an evolutionary perspective on humans and their 
cultural expressions will rest on a view of humans as both cultural and 
biological beings. As a consequence of this, researchers of culture may 
avoid an unnecessary mind/body dualism that still seems to permeate 
much humanistic research. The fact that humans are talented niche-con-
structors has not lifted them beyond the reach of evolutionary forces 
(Laland & Brown 2006). An archaeology that rests on evolutionary 
foundation demands multi-disciplinary research strategies, and this is 
something that we regard as an advantage. When the goal is to clarify 
the selective mechanisms that at a given moment give rise to certain cul-
tural variants/representations and not others, traditional archaeological 
tools often have to be complemented with extensive knowledge in other 
sciences such as biology, psychology, economy and so forth.



Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol 17, 2009 25

Evolution and material culture

Instead of regarding human societies located far from us in time 
and space as completely different – a view that lately has seemed to 
be very attractive to Scandinavian prehistorians (Solli 1990) – an em-
phasis on shared cultural expressions will highlight contacts between 
peoples regardless of their relative location in time and space. Such 
studies might, for instance, reveal the cultural ways utilized to adapt 
to new circumstances that followed natural catastrophes (Diamond 
2006; Riede 2008) as well as help us understand what circumstances 
create the remarkable stability reflected in the material culture of cer-
tain time periods. Actually, one of the real challenges of archaeology 
may very well be to explain cultural stability over long periods of time 
rather than, as has been the custom, to concentrate on change.

Creating such a link between events and processes in different his-
torical settings is in our view a way of approaching the question of ac-
tuality, which is a much debated subject in contemporary archaeology. 
Why is archaeology relevant and what is the role of archaeology in to-
day’s society? The solution, it is sometimes suggested, is to ask people 
what they want from archaeology, thus popularizing it by making it 
more accessible and exciting. We think that an evolutionary perspective 
is of immediate relevance in that it will link the past with the present 
in a way that a relativistic, exoticizing view of the past does not. In 
a famous paper the French philosopher Michel Foucault (1992) sug-
gested that the main reason behind the success of the enlightenment 
was its actuality. The enlightenment was a view of the world that made 
sense in the Western societies of the 18th and 19th centuries. Actually 
Foucault proposes that actuality should be the aim of the social sci-
ences. From this point of view, the adoption of evolutionary theory in 
the social sciences makes perfect sense. 

Jan Apel, Department of Archaeology and Osteology, 
Gotland University College, 621 67 Visby, Sweden

Kim Darmark, Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies, 
Stockholm University, 106 91 Stockholm, Sweden
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