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10.3  Three Domains of Life 

Life can be classified into three domains: Bacteria, Archaea, and Eukarya. Early in the history of life—
probably 2.5 to 3.5 billion years ago—living organisms split into two separate lineages: one that 
produced Bacteria and one that produced Archaea and Eukarya (Figure 10.4).

Bacteria and Archaea consist of prokaryotic 
organisms, organisms whose cells do not have 
a nucleus. Eukarya includes all eukaryotic 
organisms, living things whose cells have a 
nucleus. The domain Eukarya is further divided 
into four kingdoms: Protists, Plants, Fungi, and 
Animals. 

Table 10.1 (next page) shows some key characteristics of each group, including whether species are 
prokaryotic or eukaryotic, whether species are single-celled or multicellular, and how species obtain 
nutrition. Heterotrophs obtain energy and organic molecules from other living things, as humans and 
other animals do today. Autotrophs convert inorganic molecules into food and organic molecules. 
Plants are examples of autotrophs. 

The Protist kingdom is problematic because it includes all eukaryotes that aren’t plants, animals, or 
fungi—that is, it’s a hodgepodge of species that represent many separate lineages. Amoebas, kelp, and 
diatoms are all protists, although they have little in common besides the fact that they are eukaryotes. 
Until a more accurate classification emerges, however, we are stuck with the group Protists. 

FIGURE 10.4 
The three domains of life are Bacteria, Archaea, 
and Eukarya. Eukarya includes Plants, Fungi, 
Animals, and Protists. Protists are not shown in the 
tree because the group includes many separate 
lineages and does not have a clear place to go. 
(Protists would have to be drawn as multiple 
“twigs” in various spots within Eukarya.) 
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Table 10.1  key characteristics of the major groups of living things.

READING CHECK

Are humans more closely related to bread mold or to cherries? 

CHECK YOUR ANSWER 

Humans are animals, bread mold is a fungus, and cherries are plants. In the evolutionary tree shown in 
Figure 10.4, we see that animals and fungi are more closely related to each other than either is to plants. So, 
we are more closely related to bread mold! 

For more on the three domains of life, check out the website here: 

https://ucmp.berkeley.edu/alllife/threedomains.html
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