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On the Great Tradition and Little Tradition of Archaeology
Zeng Li, Zhao Congcang

Abstract: “Great tradition” and “little tradition” are important theoretical frameworks in anthropology for
explaining social and cultural phenomena. They offer a possible interpretive approach to understanding the hierarchical
differentiation present in archaeological remains. In archaeological research, the great tradition generally refers to the
culture created by the ruling upper class, characterized by progressive, authoritative, dissemination, and symbolic
significance. The little tradition, by contrast, represents the culture of the lower class, marked by stability,
self—containedness, and an orientation toward everyday life. Although the great and little traditions occupy different
hierarchical levels, they are interconnected. In the civilized stage, the great tradition tend to be highly consistent
across regions, while regional little traditions may align with or differ from it. The two traditions influence and
complement each other, together forming a complete society. Introducing the theories of great and little traditions to
archaeological research is of significant value for understanding the structure of ancient culture and the cultural
connotations of regional archaeology.

Keywords: great tradition; little tradition; regional archaeological culture; cultural level

[ RAE B/ ]

82



