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Introduction
Henrika Kuklick

This collection will appeal to a range of readers, anthropologists and historians
prominent among them.' For historians, the value of its essays will be their con-
textualization of anthropological ideas and practices in specific times and places.
Anthropologists will find not only discussions of the discipline’s major branches
but also analyses of portions of its history that rarely feature in its oral tradition —
a tradition highly susceptible to “mythicization,” as George Stocking has noted
(1995: xviii).

The classic typology of historians of the human sciences is Stocking’s, a dicho-
tomous scheme of ideal types: “presentists” and “historicists.” Presentists, usually
practitioners of the discipline they describe, frame their accounts in contemporary
terms, often seeking lessons from the past for the present: their tone may be cel-
ebratory, as they trace the antecedents of ideas and methods now considered com-
mendable, or mournful, regretting the loss of exemplary practices. Historicists,
frequently drawn from other disciplines, are not explicitly concerned with con-
temporary standards and debates; they show that when we read old texts as if they
had just been written, we frequently misunderstand their authors’ intended meanings
(Stocking 1968: 1-12).

But presentist and historicist approaches are complementary, not mutually
exclusive. No matter what their professional training and special interests, historians
inevitably ask questions that are important in our age. They know that past con-
cerns were different from our own, but they must also know how contemporary
practitioners view their enterprise; the past may appear different in the future, but
knowledge of a discipline’s present has some bearing on understanding its history.
Thus, today’s anthropologists should be both served by attention to historical matters
of contemporary concern and inspired by historicist accounts, which aim to meet
anthropology’s time-honored goal of sympathetically reporting distinctive ways of
life. And to describe episodes in the development of the human sciences also serves
to reveal aspects of the general social orders within which they occurred, addressing
questions of interest to all manner of historians.
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Remembrance of Things Past

To understand anthropologists’ concerns when they contemplate their discipline’s iden-
tity, we must recognize the characteristics of disciplines as such, including disciplines’
struggles to endure in institutionalized forms. Roughly a third of a century ago, many
anthropologists feared that their enterprise could survive as such only if it subjected
itself to unforgiving introspection (e.g., Hymes 1969). They cherished anthropology’s
enduring intellectual and moral commitments — at the very least, to a cross-cultural
purview and identification of the many ways that it is possible to be human — but
feared that the discipline’s customary boundaries were no longer defensible.

In a recent essay, James Clifford summarized the mood of yesteryear. Practitioners
could no longer agree “on (1) an empirical object, (2) a distinctive method, (3) an
interpretive paradigm, and (4) a telos, or transcendent object. The object was
‘primitive’ societies; the method was ‘fieldwork’; the paradigm was ‘culture’; the
telos was ‘Man’” (Clifford 2005: 37). The object, famously termed the “savage slot”
by Michel-Rolfe Trouillot, had a working definition that represented justification
for unequal power relationships, such as those engendered by colonialism. Anthro-
pology’s method of (primarily) qualitative analysis based on long-sustained participant
observation was no longer distinctive to it. The culture concept had been appro-
priated by other disciplines. The objective of studying man — i.e., the human species,
in modern parlance — in all of our aspects now seemed an unrealizable project, a
problem particularly acute for anthropologists in North America, where the traditional
four-field organization no longer seemed viable in many departments; separate insti-
tutional niches were being found for sociocultural anthropology, linguistic anthropology,
biological anthropology (including paleoanthropology, the study of the development
of the human species based on fossil records), and archaeology.

How can we make sense of Clifford’s disciplinary obituary? It represents heartfelt
sentiments that were widespread but historically inaccurate: disciplines have not been
defined by fixed charters. That a cross-cultural purview is at the core of anthropol-
ogy is undeniable: it has always been a defining characteristic of the field, whereas other
disciplines may only occasionally adopt it. In general, however, anthropology is no
different from other knowledge-based enterprises. Their pasts and presents are linked
through intellectual and professional lines of descent, but all scholarly fields have had
fluctuating boundaries. Nevertheless, apparent borderlines — as well as cleavages — can
appear extremely important at any given moment.

Anthropologists in Situ: Policing Boundaries;
Restructuring Universities

Just as many contemporary sociocultural anthropologists may feel that they have
little in common with biological anthropologists, many biological/experimental
psychologists have intellectually uneasy relationships with their social psychologist
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colleagues and wonder whether psychology’s diverse components should go separate
ways. It is not unusual for chemists to worry that their field is dissolving; biologists
are seizing possession of one portion of it, while physicists are appropriating the re-
mainder. Sociologists, particularly American ones, have been known to quarrel about
whether their discipline is defined by its use of quantitative measures. How should
they evaluate sociologists who employ qualitative techniques? Perhaps they are really
anthropologists!

Arguments about disciplinary purity tend to proliferate in times of scarce economic
resources; relative tolerance prevails when all disciplinary factions have access to
funds. Consider American sociology in the decades following World War II. Socio-
logists’ professional ideology was that they belonged to a united field: their empirical
research was informed by their theory. But this was not the case. Postwar sociologists’
so-called “grand theorists,” such as Talcott Parsons, conceptualized societies in
organicist terms; sociology’s fundamental unit of analysis was a social group, and
individuals’ activities were meaningful because they contributed to the operation
of the whole. Meanwhile, many empiricists were nominalists, embracing large-scale
survey research, taking the individual as their basic unit of analysis and representing
social orders as sums of their individual parts. Sociology’s two sides could be symbi-
otic: for example, surveys of such subjects as communication networks, mass media,
and public opinion done on contract at Columbia University’s Bureau for Applied Social
Research represented a financial bulwark for faculty and students. Thus, the discipline
was replete with contradictions. But American sociologists could afford to ignore
them. They had marketable skills, enjoyed relatively generous funding, and exercised
unprecedented international influence.

In no small part, disciplines’ current anxieties are functions of changes in institu-
tions of higher education. Arrangements have varied from one country to another, but
universities everywhere have become highly dependent on outside grants to finance
their faculties’ research, whether these grants came from private philanthropies,
industries, or government agencies. The ability to attract outside funding has become
a condition of permanent employment in many disciplines (which means that indi-
viduals must learn to make plausible claims that their research fits their patrons’
programmatic goals). Related to funding needs of institutions of higher education
were dramatic changes in institutions’ personnel rosters during the last third of the
twentieth century: administrators became an enlarged percentage of employees, and
their role has been to make higher education economically viable. They help to attract
and manage funds, and attempt to make academics more efficient (no matter how
they define efficiency). In practice, this means that academic administrators have
followed a managerial trend evident in all manner of occupational spheres, reducing
the percentage of employees who occupy secure positions and increasingly relying
on temporary laborers, who work for relatively low salaries and need not be given benefits;
unlike many other types of workers, academics are distinguished by having the pos-
sibility of gaining full job security — tenure — but the academic profession is becom-
ing less secure in the aggregate, and academics’ current occupational difficulties are
not unique.
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Universities are also dependent on income-generating students, and in recent decades
have competed for them among fluctuating populations of persons of traditionally appro-
priate age. The post-World War II baby boom produced its last large cohort of future
student bodies in 1964. Boomers’ children constituted the so-called “echo boom,” but
the echo boom came to an end, forcing administrators to contemplate a future in which
new strategies would have to be formulated in order to appeal to a smaller recruit-
ment base. In essence, university managers’ task is to minimize uncertainty, and the
students they seek to attract and retain may be unpredictable in their demands.

In sum, in the managed university, competing for scarce resources, scholars of
any persuasion can feel threatened by those whom they see as encroaching on their
intellectual domains, as well as by administrators who may cut their departments’
personnel allocations (or even eliminate their departments entirely).”

It is not surprising that all manner of disciplines were beset by crises of iden-
tity during the 1970s. At this time, the academy’s economies suffered and new PhD’s
employment prospects fell. Moreover, there was also considerable political conflict
in the world at large, such as over the Vietnam War — and those academic experts
who offered advice in the prosecution thereof were much criticized. Thus, though
anthropologists have had distinctive concerns, we must recognize that they have
been hardly alone in worrying about the institutional viability and political import of
their subject.

Original Sins

For many who problematized anthropology’s identity a few decades ago, the discipline’s
fundamental defect was its gestation in the colonial situation. That is, anthropologists’
encounters with exotic peoples became possible through the extension of colonial
rule by European and American powers. Certainly, the most vulnerable of aboriginal
peoples were those who became minority populations in their own territories,
such as those of North America and Australia. But indigenes need not have been
official subjects of the states from which Europeans came to witness their behavior,
measure their physical traits, and collect specimens of their material culture, which
were represented in texts, pictures, and museum displays. The development of the
global economic and technological infrastructure that made colonial rule possible
had opened new areas for research (see Kuklick 1997). I must stress that visiting
Europeans’ attitudes to non-Western peoples were not uniform. In particular,
visual representations and museum displays exhibited the full gamut of possible
attitudes toward exotic peoples (see especially Grimshaw, Mehos, and Penny in
this volume).

Moreover, no power relationship can be thoroughly coercive; even prisoners and
slaves have developed modes of resistance. The establishment of colonial authority
did not protect anthropologists from being regarded as adversarial intruders.
Consider, for example, E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s frustration when the barely pacified
Nuer repeatedly avoided answering his questions, driving him “crazy,” producing
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feelings that he could not resist labeling “Nuerosis” (1940: 13). But anthropologists
could turn their imputed association with government powers to their own purposes.
When Margaret Mead was working in New Guinea with her then-husband, Reo
Fortune, she observed that they were unable to find servants until Fortune “went about
from one village to another, unearthed their darkest secrets which they wished kept
from the government, and then ordered them to come and carry” (letter of January
15, 1932, in Mead 1970: 308) And therein hangs the tale: anthropologists might elicit
subject peoples’ “darkest secrets,” which could prove useful to colonial regimes. Thus,
the charge was made that anthropology had been the “handmaiden” of colonialism
(e.g., Asad 1973).

Significantly, virtually from the beginning of the Age of Exploration to now, an appar-
ently consistent political attitude has joined predictions about the fates of non-
Western peoples: though their societies might have some qualities Europeans could
envy, these peoples were destined to become extinct in cultural, if not necessarily phys-
ical terms. Thus, their distinctive characteristics must be recorded for posterity. The
cause of what is usually termed “salvage ethnography” can be seen in the scientific
pursuits of Captain James Cook, who noted that during the interval between his first
(1766—-1771) and second (1772-1775) sea voyages, New Zealand’s Maoris had suffered
from the introduction of European vices, which “disturb the happy tranquility they
and their fore Fathers injoy’d [sic]” (quoted in Smith 1992: 99).

Anthropological salvage persists — although I must stress that it does not necessar-
ily have consistent implications. The image of a people untouched by Euroamerican
culture excites the imaginations of popular audiences (see, e.g., Marc Lacey, “Remote
and Poked, Anthropology’s Dream Tribe,” The New York Times, December 18, 2005).
Moreover, non-Western peoples may themselves endorse salvage efforts, such as
recording their vanishing languages and preserving their heritage sites.

Among professional anthropologists, however, elegiac tones have long prevailed.
Indeed, proto-professional anthropologists of roughly a century ago, such as par-
ticipants in the 1898 Cambridge anthropological expedition to the islands of Torres
Strait (then called Straits), went so far as to instigate re-enactments of ceremonies barely
remembered by the oldest islanders. By 1965, Margaret Mead pitied the young anthro-
pologist who might not be able to contribute anything significant to the discipline,
unlike the anthropologist of bygone days, who had “the wonderful knowledge that
everything he records will be valuable,” since “[a]ll of it is unique, all will vanish, all
was and is grist to some fellow anthropologist’s mill” (Mead letter of December 19,
1965, in 1970: 305). Today, of course, the putative cause of cultural extinctions is not
the extension of colonial power but the steamroller of globalization — which might be
seen as an extension of the status quo ante.

To recognize the political attitude underlying predicted extinctions is to call into ques-
tion the epistemological status of anthropologists’ observations. That is, it was once a
fundamental tenet that anthropologists were able to understand foreign societies because
they brought outsiders’ perspectives to their observations; by confronting differences
between their ways of life and those of the peoples they studied, anthropologists were
able to understand distinctive beliefs and practices of other societies as products of
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situational contingencies, rather than as natural phenomena, as the persons who sus-
tained them likely believed. Thus, anthropologists were also primed to recognize their
own societies’ received wisdom. No later than 1914, W. H. R. Rivers observed

There is nothing which has a greater tendency to interfere with conventional morality
than travel, and especially travel among peoples with manners and customs widely dif-
ferent from one’s own. It is the change of attitude towards the conventions of one’s own
society which produces the broadening of ideas and the tolerance which travel brings in
its train. (II, 566; and see Gellner 1988)

Thus, anthropology self-consciously adopted the identity of the “uncomfortable dis-
cipline, questioning established positions and proclaimed values” (Raymond Firth in
1981, quoted in Wright 1995: 65). There is an echo of this attitude in the standpoint
epistemology associated with contemporary feminist theorists, whom Schumaker dis-
cusses in this volume (and anthropologists have always known that men and women
researchers have had differential access to male and female social spheres, which is
one of the reasons that the discipline has been relatively open to women). But stand-
point epistemology differs from celebration of outsiders’ perspectives insofar as the
possibility of perceptual acuity derives from individuals’ social positions rather than
their choices and achievements. Contrast this view with that of Rivers: loss of faith
in the merits of one’s own society resulted from experience that might be deliberately
undertaken by anyone.

Were anthropologists arguing in thoroughly disinterested fashion when they
claimed that their stranger status in exotic places made them acute observers there,
and subsequently capable of dispelling conventional wisdom at home? Obviously
not: they were legitimating their discipline’s erstwhile definition. But this does not
mean that we must dismiss their claims — or aims. In the final analysis, if we are
incapable of sympathetic understanding of persons unlike ourselves — whether by
virtue of their social status, geographical place, or temporal location — the cause
of much scholarship, not just of anthropology, is lost. Unfortunately, the celebra-
tion of otherness became a political casualty in anthropology: “the other” became
a code phrase for the victim of colonized objectification — a vehicle for projective
fantasy.

Consider historians by illustrative contrast. Many, if not all, historians distrust accounts
of the relatively recent past made by persons who, by definition, share many of the
assumptions of their historical subjects; but historians assume that their distance in
time from historical actors will allow them to see the conventional wisdom and power
structures of past ages with relatively clear eyes. Anthropologists lost faith in a defens-
ible epistemological stance because it was tainted by its association with colonialism;
those based in Western institutions felt uncomfortable defining the non-Western
world as their main sphere of inquiry. Thus, in 1979, Maurice Freedman mournfully
(and presciently) observed a “wholly depressing” trend: “the study of the ‘other’, and
with it the truly international character of anthropology, could die in a welter of national
particularism and self-absorption” (15). This unhappy condition was not permanent,
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however, not least because anthropology is now practiced in former colonies. And when
an Indian anthropologist does research in the Netherlands, she can claim that her
perceptual skills are heightened because she does not take for granted many of the
assumptions of her subjects (Palriwala 2005).

There are other indications that anthropology has expunged the colonial taint. Those
persons who might once have been classified as “primitive” may have spokespeople
who are their own, professionally trained “native anthropologists.” And authors of anthro-
pological studies of exotic peoples often feel a moral obligation — or are legally com-
pelled — to submit their accounts for consideration to the persons described therein,
as well as to professionals’ scrutiny (see Lederman in this volume). With relative ease,
persons remote from centers of power can acquire the means to produce visual
images portraying themselves as they wish to be understood (see Grimshaw in this
volume). Indigenes now have moral authority and — in varying degrees — legal rights
to affect museum exhibits of their ways of life.

Moreover, anthropologists have expanded their substantive purview considerably.
No longer confining themselves to what would once have been euphemistically
termed “simple societies,” they now consider incontrovertibly complex societies, as
well as such ties that bind as transnational associations and relationships within
and among complex work organizations — all of which research loci present oppor-
tunities to expand our inventory of known behavioral variations (see Lederman in
this volume). And they have moved into diverse applied research settings at home
as well as abroad, including (but hardly limited to) the school, the corporation,
the hospital, the government bureaucracy, and the city street (see Singer in this
volume). Moving from the academy into the real world can be dangerous: advice
given may not be effective, or it may have unhappy and unanticipated con-
sequences. The spheres of practical anthropological labor may be frivolous as well
as important; advising retailers about consumer behavior, say, is quite different
from working with the homeless. But the “field” to which the anthropologist takes
herself need not be a remote and exotic place (see, e.g., Gupta and Ferguson 1997).
Notwithstanding the conservative attitudes preserved in certain anthropology
departments, many contemporary anthropologists have taken the entire world as
their purview.

“The Past is a Foreign Country”

So begins a novel by L. P. Hartley, The Go-Between, and it is not surprising that this
sentence (or a slight variant thereof) has served as the title for a number of histor-
ical studies. Confronting anthropology’s history means recognizing significant differ-
ences between past and present practitioners. The discipline has roots in virtually every
intellectual quarter. But as an enterprise requiring fieldwork, it descends from the
natural history sciences. As such, its literary conventions in the late-nineteenth and
early-twentieth centuries were very different from what they became. It was once imper-
ative that fieldworkers open their accounts by setting themselves in the scenes of their
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inquiries, describing the flora and fauna as well as the diverse persons among whom
they found themselves, in order to convey to the reader that they were authentic
witnesses, whose testimony was reliable — no matter what specific phenomena they
had come to observe (e.g., Haddon 1901; and see Kuklick 1997).

For a number of contributors to this collection, disciplinary discussions about field-
work as such have entailed reconsideration of what used to be a standard trope in
anthropology’s oral tradition: that fieldwork methodology was contrived (or at least
independently invented) by Bronislaw Malinowski as a nearly unintended by-product
of a historical accident. A graduate student at the London School of Economics,
he was visiting Australia to participate in the meetings of the peripatetic British
Association for the Advancement of Science when World War I began; he had
intended to do field research, but might never have spent as much time as he did in
the nearby Trobriand Islands had he not been a citizen of the Austro-Hungarian Empire,
classified as an enemy alien and thus unable to return to Britain until the war’s end.
Malinowski may have publicized his experience effectively, but his was not the first
exercise in sustained field research (see esp. Lindberg, Penny, Sibeud, Ssorin-Chaikov
in this volume).

Malinowski’s most innovative contribution to fieldwork method may have been
the conventions of ethnographic reporting he developed, which made fieldworkers
the lonely heroes of their stories, abstracting them from their social networks — from
their effectively anonymous valued local confidants and support staff, as well as from
other Europeans who were residents in their field sites, ranging from missionaries
to commercial traders, who taught fieldworkers a good deal about local lifeways.
Debunking the legend of the heroic lone fieldworker is more than an exercise in demythol-
ogizing the discipline’s history — though it is that. It expresses as well as facilitates
pedagogic recognition that fieldwork technique is socially embedded practice that
can be taught.

Finding pioneering fieldworkers in many locations also involves questioning
what has been understood to be the international hierarchy of disciplinary practi-
tioners. Until recently, British and American sociocultural anthropology effectively
reigned supreme, and at least “for some purposes” they could together be “regarded
as variants of a single hegemonic anglophone anthropology” (Stocking 1995: xvii).
But this hegemony is itself a historical product. In the early twentieth century, it
was arguably variants of the German-language tradition that were internationally
hegemonic — and these variants included Boasian cultural anthropology, the dom-
inant school in the United States (see Darnell, Lindberg, and Penny in this volume;
see also Gingrich 2005: esp. 111-36).

Discrediting the myth of sustained Anglophone anthropological hegemony serves
the contemporary cause of those who are making anthropology an increasingly
international discipline — as it certainly was in the nineteenth century, as well as, to
a lesser extent, in the twentieth century before World War II (see Kuklick 2006).
It is worth noting that parochialism has been a function of disciplinary specialty as
well as time and place. In the decades immediately following World War II, British
social anthropology was aggressively British, militantly patroling its boundaries
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against foreign invaders (see Kuklick in this volume). By contrast, paleoanthropology
has been a virtually international enterprise (see Proctor in this volume).

Selecting Problems; Confronting Results

In general, examination of anthropology’s past reveals much about peculiarities of
intellectual venues — of time, place, and ideology. For example, anthropologists and
their forebears were obsessed with the centuries-old problem of defining genuine
spirituality, an issue that does not animate contemporary anthropology. Scholars
expected to gain understanding of religious belief from comparative cultural analysis.
But their conclusions were hardly unanimous. Indeed, many scholars judged that
material progress led to spiritual degeneration, rather than that supposedly “civilized”
peoples were superior in every way (see Strenski in this volume). The varied ways
that Darwinian speculations about race were received in different national contexts
tells us much about the political climates of different places (see Glick in this volume).
Archaeological inquiries have frequently served political purposes, but these have run
the full gamut of available possibilities (see Smith in this volume; see also Kuklick 1991a).
And research undertaken for clear ideological reasons has had unintended consequences.
The nineteenth-century Russian political radicals who undertook inquiries among
Siberian peasants wished to prove that historical trends were inevitably leading to the
realization of their ideals. Many of them were enduring forced exile as punishment
for their political acts. Alas for the radicals, many of their findings disconfirmed expec-
tations (Ssorin-Chaikov in this volume).

And one must stress that persons apparently joined in a common pursuit have
had different motives and effected unrelated ends. The link between anthropology
and the classics forged in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, described
by Ackerman in this volume, was compounded of many elements. There was the straight-
forward factor of academic politics: relative to the upstart discipline of anthropology,
classics had high prestige, some of which might be transferred to the new field. But
by the very token of its long establishment, classics was in need of invigoration, and
analogizing extant non-Western peoples to those of Ancient Greece and Rome could
yield new insights — and also call into question long-cherished beliefs that the
Classical Ancients were the intellectual and political progenitors of Western civiliza-
tion at its best. The histories of ancient empires could also be studied as cautionary
tales: rulers of contemporary empires might learn how to avoid the fates of the
empires of Greece and Rome.

It is unquestionable that in all of its aspects anthropology had historical connec-
tions to colonialism, and many of the contributors to this collection explore these
(see esp. Kuklick, Liebersohn, Mehos, Penny, Saunders, Sibeud, and Singer). But the
relationships they find are complex and diverse. At one extreme is the relationship
between the study of non-Western peoples and political values in the polities that would
join to become the German state, where the development of anthropology predated
the acquisition of colonial territories and was linked to liberal politics. At the other
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extreme is the situation in the Netherlands, in which future colonial officials were
given formal instruction in practical knowledge about subject peoples and museums
were created in which colonies’ commercial value was made evident; but anthro-
pology did not develop in the Netherlands as an esoteric discipline until the end of
the colonial era. Indeed, in no matter what national context, anthropologists’ polit-
ical views have varied considerably at any given moment and over time. Thus, officials
of colonial governments often took exception to anthropologists; officials frequently
suspected that anthropologists were subversives, undercutting government authority
because they identified with those they studied.

It is important to remember that colonies were not worlds apart from the
metropoles; they were joined in a range of social ties. The successes or failures of
colonial ventures had political implications for metropolitan regimes, and colonies
were sites for innovations that might be brought home. The colonies presented
Europeans with a variety of opportunities. Consider the persons A. C. Haddon
encountered in the islands of the Torres Strait, which he first visited as a biologist
in 1888 and to which he returned as the organizer of the Cambridge anthropological
expedition in 1898. Among his contacts were the Bruce brothers, Robert, a barely
educated carpenter and wheelwright, who befriended him during his first visit, and
John, schoolmaster and magistrate of the island of Mer, whose assistance proved invalu-
able for his anthropological work; the brothers had come to the islands to escape
straitened circumstances in Glasgow. The islands were also full of fortune hunters of
many nationalities, including Japanese, hoping to become rich from pearl trading. Among
the careers that could be advanced in the colonies were scientific ones, of which
geology was perhaps the most notable (and profitable); anthropologists were only one
among many types of researchers for whom work in the colonies became vital — both
because the colonies represented distinctive natural worlds, enlarging scientists’ sub-
ject matter, and because the inclusion of positions in the colonies within occupational
job structures literally enlarged individuals’ opportunities to succeed (see Kuklick and
Kohler 1996). But scientific pursuits in colonial places could be quite humble ones,
such as those of Alfred Russel Wallace, who collected natural specimens that might
be sold for display in gentlemen’s houses (for more on Wallace, including his anthro-
pological activities, see Kuklick in this volume). In short, Europeans’ connection to
colonial power could have been nearly incidental, and Europeans’ behavior could range
from reprehensible to admirable.

Knowledge for Whom?

Colonial settings were not the only ones in which early anthropology was seen to have
value; it led to self-understanding and figured in consideration of domestic political
issues (see, e.g., Penny and Kuklick in this volume). But colonial settings were the most
notable locales of applied research. Thus, it is significant, as Schumaker observes in
this volume, that academic institutions in new states have not abandoned anthropol-
ogy because of its colonial taint (though they may choose to call it sociology), and
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continue to train students to do fieldwork; but new policy concerns animate anthro-
pological inquiries in former colonies. Moreover, the reward system of anthropology
is differently structured in new states; work framed as purely academic (such as
that leading to publication in peer-reviewed journals) enhances status in university
settings, just as it does in Euroamerican universities, but research with practical value,
such as contract labor for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is far better re-
munerated than academic employment — and universities may be dependent for daily
operating costs on the funds their faculties contribute when they do contract labor
(see Holland 2006). Euroamerican anthropologists might note national/regional
differences in disciplinary prestige structures and reconsider their colleagues’ relative
disdain for applied anthropology, which grew in the post-World War II period and
was at an especially high point during the Vietnam War era (see Singer in this
volume).

That a substantial proportion of credentialed anthropologists now work in
non-academic settings has been taken as a sign of the discipline’s decline. Certainly,
graduate students in anthropology, like graduate students in other human sciences
— economics, political science, psychology, and sociology — must recognize their
mentors  view that academic careers are best. But the possibility of diverse types
of anthropological careers is really a sign of the discipline’s strength. Other human
sciences also present students with evidence that should (in various ways and to
various ends) provoke introspection and self-understanding, just as anthropology
does in its humanistic incarnation. But their viability as disciplines rests in no
small part on demonstration that their insights can be useful. And as a substantial
literature on the history of knowledge-based occupations has shown, professional
workers of every type have greater freedom of thought and action if they have many
clients, and need not be the creatures of a single sort of patron (the classic text is
Johnson 1972). Psychology has not been exiled from the university because the
majority of its PhDs work in applied settings. The human science with the greatest
prestige, economics, is that with the greatest perceived practical value — and palp-
able influence, supplying industries, governments and international agencies with
advisors at the highest level. Indeed, it is notable that economists are now competing
with anthropologists for a sector of applied research turf: developing strategies to
reform self-destructive and antisocial human behavior. When anthropologists’
methods prove successful in solving social problems, their discipline’s prestige is
enhanced. Moreover, anthropology’s considerable value as, in Firth’s previously quoted
words, the “uncomfortable discipline, questioning established positions and pro-
claimed values,” is not incommensurable with its practical application. Anthro-
pologists formally employed to solve social problems may be more effective advocates
for their clients than those who have themselves embraced advocacy (see Singer in
this volume).

Indeed, the prestige differential between abstract scholarly inquiry and popular recog-
nition is a false one in the real world, though it may seem genuine within the
academy. Respect gained in the world at large legitimates disciplines. Consider the career
of Franz Boas: he both appealed to popular audiences and became a (indeed, for long
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Figure 1 A literal illustration of Margaret Mead’s popular recognition, a paper doll included in
Tom Tierney, Notable American Women. Paper Dolls in Full Color (1989). The other heroines of
the collection are Emily Dickinson, Isabella Stewart Gardner, Mary Cassatt, Emma Lazarus, Jane
Addams, Juliette Gordon Low, Helena Rubenstein, Willa Cather, Helen Keller, Margaret Sanger,
Clare Boothe Luce, Georgia O’Keefe, Margaret Bourke White, Babe Didrikson Zaharias, and
Lorraine Hansberry. Reproduced with the artist’s permission.
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the) dominant figure in the discipline, populating anthropology departments with
his students. When he retired, Time magazine made his career its cover story, which
emphasized the success of his lifelong project to discredit scientific racism (May 11,
1936). Indeed, sociocultural anthropology’s popular prestige in the United States
surely hit a high point during and after World War II in consequence of the involve-
ment of a substantial proportion of its practitioners in the war effort, participating
in activities ranging from setting foreign policy to (there is no ignoring it) the
management of Japanese internment camps (see Singer in this volume). Perhaps no
anthropological analysis has had a greater policy impact than Ruth Benedict’s The
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), which guided the post-World War 1II recon-
struction of Japan by victorious occupation forces. And certainly no sociocultural anthro-
pologist has been a more prominent public intellectual than Margaret Mead, whose
status as such developed before the war but was enhanced by her activities during it.
She became an expert witness before Congressional committees, a television per-
sonality, and a columnist for the mass-circulation magazine Redbook, in which she
broadcast her opinions on all manner of subjects; as she herself was aware, her
academic colleagues were somewhat disdainful of her because she wrote popular
works (she tried to raise their opinion of her by also writing works for strictly pro-
fessional audiences), but by gaining widespread recognition she served to enhance
the value of her discipline in the public eye.

Academic Structures; Public Responsibilities

Rena Lederman suggests that anthropology cannot define its boundaries and mission
without attention to the public’s understanding of its role: “anthropology’s com-
parative, first-hand point of view is expected to offer answers to questions other
scholars and laypeople have about fundamental ‘human nature’” (2005: 56). The specific
issue she is addressing is whether there is justification for perpetuation of American
anthropology’s traditional four-field disciplinary structure, and her argument is that
intellectually productive exchanges among subfield practitioners are results of such a
structure — not just that a four-field department matches popular understandings of
anthropology.

The arguments made for subfield fission or fusion fit genres hardly original to our
time, invoking essentialist definitions dating to the nineteenth century. At Stanford
University, for example, one department split into two in 1998: the Department of
Anthropological Sciences, structured along canonical four-field lines but defining
the discipline by its method rather than its content; and the Department of Cultural
and Social Anthropology (including archaeology), grounded in the assumption that
anthropology’s substantive content defies formulation of law-like generalizations,
requiring interpretative, humanistic analyses. Stanford’s administration ordered the
two departments to reunite in 2007. Sociocultural anthropologists who feel that their
work belongs among the humanities and biological anthropologists who feel close
affinities with population geneticists are reasoning along the lines that divided the Stanford
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anthropologists. But though arguments about the nature of different types of knowl-
edge systems are fruitful material for the flourishing new specialty of the anthropology
of science, I will say no more about them as such.

Nevertheless, the question of what contemporary biological anthropologists and socio-
cultural anthropologists can say to one another has to be taken seriously. That is because
we must consider anthropology’s historical contribution to the pseudo-science of
scientific racism, which justified such unfortunate policies as slavery and eugenic
measures ranging from forced sterilization to attempts to exterminate whole popula-
tions. But anthropologists’ arguments about race more frequently took liberal forms
— including opposition to all of the aforementioned policies. Indeed, anthropologists’
most constructive contribution to public discourse was long considered to have been
discrediting for all time the “dangerous myth” of significant differences among types
of humankind, or “races” (see, e.g., Darnell, Glick, Marks, Penny, and Proctor in this
volume; see also Barkan 1992).

Unfortunately, however, the argument that biological and behavioral variation are
linked has again become respectable on many fronts. It is an argument that appeals
to popular audiences as well as to various types of academics — illustrating the gen-
eral phenomenon that the line between specialized knowledge and popular belief
is always somewhat blurred. Indeed, there are social developments that could not
have occurred absent scientific advances — but did not follow from science per se. How
else, for example, is one to understand why DNA testing that revealed their Jewish
ancestry has led a number of members of a Catholic population of Spanish descent
living in the American southwest to either convert to Judaism or to incorporate Jewish
elements in their Catholic religious practices (reported in The New York Times,
October 29, 2005)? Consider the phenomenon of the link between commercialized
DNA testing and tourism: travel plans to specific parts of Africa may be based on
testing of tissue samples that supposedly reveal persons’ geographic origins. And racism
of the sort once considered thoroughly discredited is gaining scientific sanction
with such recent developments as the recent approval of a drug, BiDil, judged to be
especially effective in treatment of heart disease among African-Americans; one
assumes that physicians’ assignment of African-American identity to persons who will
then receive BiDil is likely to be based on such superficial characteristics as skin color,
whereas, in fact, DNA testing often reveals to persons that in genetic terms they are
not what they appear to be. Of course, persons outside the academy as well as inside
it understand races as social constructions rather than natural population units, but
that does not mean that racist judgments have not lately gained in respectability
(see, e.g., unsigned editorial in The New York Times, “Debunking the Concept of ‘Race’,”
July 30, 2005).

Contemporary developments are likely to remind practitioners of science studies
of the oft-told story of the acceptance of Gregor Mendel’s articles demonstrating laws
of heredity unaffected by environmental factors (acquired characteristics were not inher-
ited), which were published in the mid-1860s. But Mendel’s laws were ignored until
1900, when they were simultaneously — and independently — rediscovered by three
scientists, one in Germany, one in the Netherlands and one in Austria, after which
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knowledge of them spread throughout the scientific community. Late-nineteenth
century scientific work had favored their acceptance. Equally important, there were
many outside the world of science whose attitudes were consistent with hereditarian-
ism, representing extravagant expectations that the quality of the human species
could be elevated with the application of scientific knowledge.” This is to say that
hereditarian views became mainstream, although they were not universally accepted.
(The famous British polymath, Herbert Spencer, for example, refused to abandon
belief in the heritability of acquired characteristics, arguing that human progress was
impossible in the absence of this mechanism.)

The moral of this story is not simply that scientific findings will not be accepted
until widespread social attitudes favor their recognition. Scientific findings can also
inspire social movements — including public opposition to scientific judgments.
Consider contemporary campaigns to portray Darwinian evolution in school textbooks
as merely a theory, to which “intelligent design” (“creationism” in disguise) should be
considered a viable alternative. Using such techniques as those of molecular genetics,
scientists have powerful tools for establishing relationships of descent and divergence
among species — defining these in ways that challenge many persons’ religious beliefs.

In short, popular attitudes and professional developments are together serving
to oblige contemporary anthropologists to explicate the relationship between biolog-
ical and cultural phenomena, rehearsing arguments that once seemed firmly settled.
Old controversies, such as whether varieties of humans are members of one species
(the doctrine of “monogenism”) or are truly different species (the doctrine of “poly-
genism”), which seemed resolved in favor of the former position more than a century
ago, are surfacing in euphemized form in such disciplinary specialties as paleoan-
thropology — which may best exemplify the relationship between popular and esoteric
spheres, since its findings both require mastery of highly specialized knowledge
and techniques and are of interest to an enormous popular audience (see Proctor
in this volume).

It is the very mixture of enterprises that anthropology may join that allows its
practitioners to provide distinctly sophisticated answers to revitalized questions.
In this volume, Jonathan Marks argues that sociocultural and biological anthro-
pologists are as intellectually close as (if not closer than) they have ever been, and
it is notable that relationships between the subfields are now being forged outside
the United States (see Kuklick in this volume). That is, a nuanced understanding of
recent work in the biological sciences complements sociocultural anthropologists’
recognition of the extraordinary range of possible ways that humans may live —
the plasticity of “fundamental ‘human nature’” Research indicates that individuals’
development both in utero and after birth is shaped by interactions between their
biological potentials and environmental factors. That is, humans have survived
over time under highly diverse conditions because our brains evolved to facilitate
adaptation — sufficiently flexible to be accommodating and innovative. The cross-
cultural perspective that has consistently been at the core of anthropology does
not permit reductive notions. It is ignorance of societal variation that allows evolu-
tionary psychologists, say, to argue that contemporary humans have an internal
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programming dating to the evolution of the species, naturally preferring to mate with
persons of specific body types in order to maximize the number of their offspring.
Likewise, ignorance allows some biologists to argue that persons are genetically
programmed to specific types of behavior. In short, subfield practitioners need one
another now as much as they ever have in order to make the sorts of arguments that
are dear to each.

Conclusion

Some of the contributors to this collection are anthropologists, while others are his-
torians, and some essays in the collection may have special appeal for contributors’
disciplinary colleagues. But many essays should have broader appeal — although
different intellectual types will read them for different reasons. All readers should
appreciate the value of placing ideas and practices in historical contexts. But his-
torians will be pleased to read studies that reveal previously unexposed dimensions
of significant phenomena — the political philosophy of John Locke, say, or arguments
about slavery, the perennial question of Home Rule for Ireland, the crisis of German
liberalism, and that odd creature the intellectual French colonial official. Anthropol-
ogists will learn of neglected ancestors and bring a historical perspective to contem-
porary debates.

Notes

1 For various forms of assistance to me as I produced this collection, I would like to thank
Orit Abuhav, Robert Ackerman, Ana Alonso, Rita Barnard, Glenn Bowman, Joshua
Berson, Paul Burnett, Brian Daniels, Joseph Farrell, Sarah Fee, Edgardo Krebs, Maneesha
Lal, Rena Lederman, Jonathan Marks, David Mills, Howard Morphy, Joy Rohde, Anne
Rothenberger, Brent Shaw, Mark Turin, Nathan Sivin, Susanna Trnka, Peter Wade, and
Maxim Waldstein.

2 For just two specimens of histories of the university as an institution, see Riiegg 2004 and
Graham and Diamond 1997. One should note that the consequences of administrators’
efforts to maintain or enlarge the size of their institutions’ student populations have not
been all negative. Campaigns to enroll persons beyond normal student age and with
backgrounds different from institutions” usual recruitment bases create more stimulating
learning environments. And consider the coeducation movements of the late nineteenth
century and the end of the twentieth century. At both times, all-male institutions opened
their doors to women because the size of the cohorts of males available for recruitment as
students were relatively small; decisions made for economic reasons contributed to the growth
of women graduates’ demands for greater recognition of their talents and accomplishments.

3 The movement to improve the human species — eugenics — was not invariably linked to
immoral policies, since it included advocacy of public health measures, which would
facilitate expression of individuals’ inherent potential. The classic work on the subject is
Kevles 1985.
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Figure 2 Early imagining of the non-Western world. An illustration of the city of Louango,

in present-day Congo, from a book compiled from diverse sources and published in London by
John Ogilby in 1670, Africa, which was dedicated to King Charles II. In addition to his career as
a publisher and bookseller, Ogilby was Master of his Majesties [sic] Revels in the Kingdom of
Ireland, and was closely associated with prominent members of the Royal Society. From the
editor’s collection.
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Introduction

How long has the discipline of anthropology existed? How can we differentiate it from
predecessors and forerunners? To ask such questions is to attempt to define a distinctive
kind of activity, which different practitioners may define differently. Nevertheless,
at the base of most practitioners’ definitions will be the search for systematic patterns
of human variation, no matter where these may be found. For most historians of anthro-
pology, the discipline’s foundation was laid in mid-nineteenth-century Euro-America,
when evolutionary theorists compared their supposedly superior civilization to other,
more “primitive” societies and cultures, which they found both among their own
peasants and workers and among the non-European peoples of the world. While the
evolutionary paradigm was a loose one, it ordered classes and races on an ascending
scale from a “savagery” barely distinguishable from animal behavior to the “civiliza-
tion” of Northern Europe, with many gradations in between (Stocking 1987). The
ethical and cultural value-judgments accompanying this paradigm, which corres-
ponded to the West’s political and economic ascendancy over most of the rest of
the world until 1914, provoked criticisms and alternative paradigms that shaped the
discipline in the twentieth century.

Looking further back in time, we do not discover a neatly defined proto-discipline.
History, for example, has a lineage going back to an Ancient Greek muse, Clio; one
can speak of a fairly continuous practice since the Renaissance. Philosophy, too, has
a long and well-defined genealogy, as does political theory. Anthropology’s genealogy
is less clear. Who by general agreement is a great seventeenth-century anthropologist
to compare with the philosophers Leibniz or Descartes, or an eighteenth-century anthro-
pologist to compare with the historian Gibbon? At first sight, we have few clues. It
may be comforting to believe that anthropology is a thoroughly modern discipline,
to suppose that before modern times educated Europeans merely relied on learned
and folk legend for their opinions about peoples unlike themselves. Close examina-
tion, however, reveals that Europeans had valuable discussions of foreign peoples
centuries before they had the modern disciplinary label to describe their interests.
Herodotus served as a classical source for the ethnographic imagination; travel
accounts were a significant genre of medieval writing and were still popular and profitable
reading material in the eighteenth century (Kelley 1998; Campbell 1988; Withey 1989:
35-8). Sea captains, scientists, sailors, merchants, settlers, and missionaries offered com-
peting, sometimes hugely successful tales of the wonders they had seen. While some
of their accounts were based on brief or casual impressions, others distilled experi-
ences of immersion in and dependence on foreign societies. Critical debate informed
their writings; travelers reviewed the claims of predecessors and took their stands
on conflicting, hotly contested views of native peoples. Their pre-modern discourse
left deep impressions on philosophy, literature, and state policy.

When we try to reconstruct the overall shape of this “anthropology before anthro-
pology,” two major eras emerge. One is the period from 1492 to the late seventeenth
century, which Anthony Grafton (with Shefford and Siraisi 1992) has characterized
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as an era of respect for the authority of Europe’s “old texts” or learned tradition, which
had to be reconciled with the experiences of “new worlds” explored by Columbus
and his successors. During this period, conceptions of non-Europeans inherited from
classical antiquity and clerical dogma continued to inform Europeans’ perceptions
and eyewitness accounts of American and other “new worlds.” At the same time, some-
thing new was emerging: a canon of modern travel writing, which had its own
favored peoples for observation, topics of conversation, and categories of analysis, some
of them ways of approaching non-Europeans that are still with us. From the late
seventeenth to the late eighteenth century, a new kind of concern set the agenda
of anthropological conversation. Enlightenment thinkers sought out human nature
in its original and (they hoped) universal form among non-literate peoples. Just as
the discovery of the Americas stimulated the Renaissance revaluation of inherited
conceptions of extra-European peoples, so the systematic exploration of Oceania
in the eighteenth century stimulated a self-conscious search for a scientific method
of analyzing non-European politics and societies. We will consider these two his-
torical moments in turn: first, the Renaissance era, characterized by a tension between
inherited texts and new-world experiences; and second, the Enlightenment era,
characterized by a tension between newly acquired knowledge of the Pacific and
conventional notions of reason.

It is tempting to imagine that early historical actors’ perceptions of the non-
European world were distorted by traditional expectations or Eurocentric notions
of “reason,” whereas we study the world as it is. According to Margaret Hodgen’s
survey of early anthropology (1964), Columbus observed people of the New World
with calm realism, marking a sudden break with medieval fantasy and legend; but
for centuries after Columbus, writers only slowly discarded the “baggage” of medieval
error. ].H. Elliott casts the relationship between European observers and New World
in a more complicated way. Acquiring knowledge was not just a matter of casting off
excess baggage. With the best will and the greatest insistence on precise observation,
early European observers could not accurately record what they saw; human per-
ceptions and the ability to communicate depend on the existing stock of cultural and
intellectual knowledge, and a long process of rapprochement and growing familiarity
had to take place before the peculiar contours of the New World could become
visible and take their place in a work such as Cosmos, the traveler-scientist Alexander
von Humboldt’s 1845 synthesis of the learning of his time (1972: 3, 18).

Can we plot “progress” in the history of anthropological knowledge, moving
from unfamiliarity and error to secure knowledge? As Elliott notes, Humboldt was
exceptional in his time for considering the impact of America on Europe rather than
vice versa. More broadly, when it came to observing indigenous cultures during
the nineteenth century, learned authority was compatible with gross prejudice and
systematic distortions. Missionaries and sailors were capable of making valuable
observations superior to those of trained scientists on voyages; all of these early
observers can continue to inform and instruct us today. The anthropologist James A.
Boon offers cautions against any view of steady progress in anthropology. He observes
that cultural eras such as the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, or the Enlightenment were
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as totalities so complex that it is difficult to say which was the more “Eurocentric” or
open toward other cultures. For Boon, anthropology does not “progress” so much as
it enlarges our conception of humanity (1982: 367, 48).

Just as if we were doing fieldwork in a strange part of the world, we need to approach
the “pre-history” of anthropology in a subtle and open spirit. To deny ourselves access
to its insights is to provincialize ourselves in time; to ask what we can learn from it
is to expand our conception of anthropology.

Renaissance Anthropology: Testing Textual Authority

The first important ethnographic document of modern times is the letter that
Columbus (1451-1506) sent to his royal masters and their counselors announcing the
results of his first overseas voyage. It was printed in Barcelona in the spring of 1493,
and subsequent editions soon appeared in Spanish, Latin, French, and German
(Vigneras in Columbus 1968: xxi). Columbus’s letter is a good example of the juxta-
position of the old and the new. Included in it are a factual summary of the voyage,
exclamations of wonder at marvels seen, legends proffered as truths, and an insistence
on the truthfulness of his eyewitness report, all of this placed within a framework of
triumphant religious faith. The imperial motive was certainly there, inseparable from
the announcement of discovery. In a sentence announcing that he had found “very
many islands,” he went on to state that he had taken possession of all of them for their
majesties by proclamation and by unfurling of the royal standard (Columbus 1968:
191). He went forward, he dispatched men, and he failed to find cities and towns, but
he found much that inspired wonder. All the islands “are very fertile to a limitless degree.”
They have harbors “beyond comparison with others that I know in Christendom.” Their
rivers, “good and large,” are “marvelous.” The mountains are “beautiful”; “they seem
to touch the sky.” In particular, the island he named Espafiola was an earthly para-
dise. The people “all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them,” a
description that makes them neither wild nor sexually charged, but the embodiment
of a prelapsarian innocence, comparable to the original human couple frolicking in
paradise before the Fall. They are meek and mild; they have no creed but are acutely
intelligent; they speak among themselves a common tongue. In other words they are
ripe for Christianization — indeed, already inclined toward conversion (Columbus 1968:
192-7). Columbus’s world bears the firm stamp of textual authority. The people who
inhabit it are shaped by their relationship to it (Grafton with Shefford and Siraisi 1992);
within a biblical and theological scheme of things, they have been assigned a place as
unformed, intelligent beings who will readily play their part in the divine drama of
universal spread of the true faith (Flint 1992).

We now possess another, detailed record of Columbus’s first voyage, which went
unpublished in his own time, an abstract of his voyage journal. The original copies
of the journal were lost, but the abstract, which was discovered in 1791 and pub-
lished in 1825, seems highly reliable (Vigneras in Columbus 1968: xxi—xxii). It brings us
closer to Columbus’s initial impressions of the peoples he encountered on Caribbean
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islands, which were formed on an island “called Guanahani in the language of the
Indians.” The Europeans saw naked people, and Columbus went ashore in an armed
launch. He announced to the gathering crowd that he was taking possession of the
place in the name of his royal masters. Then came the first of many exchanges in the
fateful meeting of Europeans and Americans:

...in order that they would be friendly to us — because I recognized that they were
people who would be better freed [from error] and converted to our Holy Faith by
love than by force — to some of them I gave red caps, and glass beads which they put on
their chests, and many other things of small value, in which they took so much pleasure
and became so much our friends that it was a marvel. (1989: 65)

In the first hour of encounter he registered the presence of the marvelous. Again and
again he recorded his amazement at all he observed. He bore witness to the intrusion
of the unexpected and the new; there is a mixture of prejudice and fresh impressions
in his written legacy. Columbus may have been unable to recognize or, later, to admit
that he had not found China or India, but he recognized that he was in the presence
of something unprecedented. His writing alternates between trying to describe it —
which often leads him to fall back on traditional descriptions — and the language of
astonishment. As Stephen Greenblatt has observed, wonder was one of the most fun-
damental European reactions to the encounter with the Americas (1991: 14). Overall,
Columbus’s writing constitutes a tentative breakthrough to a new mental as well as
physical world. He struggles to make old and new fit together, sometimes arguing
that the things he has seen confirm the original vision that had led him overseas, at
other times giving way to an astonishment that is at least an implicit recognition of
something novel and requiring elucidation.

In the generation after Columbus many Spanish theologians turned to Aristotle
in order to define the peoples of the New World as natural slaves, peoples who had
deficient reason. They were members of a horde, a chaotic mass that failed to main-
tain proper distance among persons of different social status; wore no clothes; the men
were polygynous; and they were idolaters. Trying to understand Indian religious
practices, unsympathetic observers concluded that Indians were in the grip of the devil
(Pagden 1982: 24-6, 42, 47, 52-3; Cervantes 1994: 5-39). Yet, for the most famous
Spanish writer on the peoples of the Americas, Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474—1566),
Amerindians were not objects of abstract speculation, but living human beings whom
he himself had seen and known. Las Casas traveled to the New World several times,
first visiting what is today Haiti in 1502, and subsequently going to Cuba, Venezuela
and Mexico (Pagden in Las Casas 1992: xviii—xxiii, xxxvii). He witnessed atrocities,
the enslavement of indigenous peoples, and their masters’ ruthless contempt toward
them. A member of the Dominican order who left Spain for the first time without an
inkling of what awaited him, Las Casas worked tirelessly and risked his own life and
reputation to call attention to the evils he discovered, never losing his sense of moral
outrage. His most famous work, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1552),
is an early example of an important genre of anthropological writing, the exposé of



22 Harry Liebersohn

colonial abuses. Las Casas’s book was put into the service of Spain’s European
rivals. The English translation published in 1699 promised in its subtitle to relate the
Spaniards’ “unparall’d Cruelties on the Indians” (Las Casas 1699). Yet Las Casas him-
self wrote as a reformer who was appealing to the monarchy and Spain’s ruling class
to alleviate evils that contravened their own standards of justice, and would lead to
the ruin of their empire if uncorrected (Pagden in Las Casas 1992: xxxvii—xxxix). In
a certain sense, Las Casas used the rhetorical manner of Columbus’s first letter as well
as personal observation and learned debate. He portrays native peoples as childlike,
poor, devoid of ambition or greed, and near-naked. “They are innocent and pure in
mind and have a lively intelligence, all of which makes them particularly receptive to
learning and understanding the truths of our Catholic faith and to being instructed
in virtue; indeed, God has invested them with fewer impediments in this regard than
any other people on earth” (Las Casas 1992: 10). The depredations of the settlers under-
mined the Amerindians’ opportunity to realize fully their natural goodness through
conversion to Christianity. Las Casas was more than an apologist for Christianity, how-
ever. His writings also included a stage theory of civilization — one that arranges all
peoples in a hierarchy that ascends to full civility, in which human beings live in a
peaceful, orderly polity. All had the same beginnings in barbarism, characterized by
violence and irreligion. Las Casas’s stage theory of social development was an alter-
native to theories of Amerindians’ depravity, an attempt to plead for a recognition of
their full humanity (Pagden 1982: 142).

Another remarkable Spanish analyst of indigenous Americans was the Jesuit mis-
sionary José de Acosta (1540—1600). Like Las Casas, he knew the New World first-
hand, spending time in Peru and Mexico before returning to Spain in 1587. Like Las
Casas, he tried to mediate between his experience of indigenous societies and the received
categories of Aristotelian social and political theory. Also like Las Casas, he thought
Amerindian society deficient, but believed in the possibility of its improvement
(Pagden 1982: 147-59). Acosta’s Natural and Moral History of the East and West Indies
is dispassionate and comprehensive, a model for the kind of survey of non-European
peoples and places that Enlightenment travelers would produce over a century later.
It begins with a long debate with religious and ancient authorities in order to estab-
lish the newness of the Americas, concluding that the ancients, including Augustine,
Aristotle and Pliny, believed there were no men beyond the Tropic of Cancer, or
certainly none between the two tropics (Acosta 1604: 35—6). Acosta also uses his and
others’ experience of the Americas to refute his contemporaries’ prejudices. One of
his means is comparison with classical antiquity. He reminds his readers that if there
are abominations among the Indians, the same or worse are recorded for the Greeks
and Romans (ibid.: 328). Many of their institutions were worthy of great admira-
tion, “whereby we may understand, that they were by nature, capable to receive any
good instructions” (ibid.: 432). In some ways, they surpass the societies of classical
antiquity and modern Europe; had the Greeks and Romans known the laws and
governments of the Mexicans or the Incas, they would have esteemed them (ibid.: 432).
Comparing indigenous peoples to the ancients was a rhetorical strategy that others
would use for centuries when they wished an educated audience to have a favorable
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opinion of these peoples; for example, as late as the early nineteenth century, painters
alluded to noble classical types in their portraits of North American Indians and
Polynesians (Truettner 1979; Smith 1985). The Greeks and Romans (along with the
Bible) provided Europe’s in-house stock of anthropological knowledge. They served
as norms of admirable humanity for moderns, but at the same time their literature
and histories recorded practices as strange as any to be discovered around the world.

The chief objective of missionaries such as Las Casas and Acosta may have been to
convert the people they met, but missionaries could also be disposed to pay close atten-
tion to indigenes’ psychological, cultural, and religious life. Such was the case with a
French Huguenot minister who traveled to Brazil, Jean de Léry (1534-1613). When
Claude Lévi-Strauss first arrived in Rio de Janeiro 378 years later, it was with a copy
of Léry in his pocket, “the anthropologist’s breviary” (Lévi-Strauss 1973: 81).

The mission that took Léry to the New World was fraught with dangers. It was
the first Protestant mission and was led by an experienced soldier, Nicolas Durand
de Villegagnon. Arriving in 1557, the missionaries had a falling out with Villegag-
non and fled from their island base to the mainland. There they spent two months
depending for their survival on the Tupinamba Indians, bluff warriors whom
Europeans feared as cannibals. During this stay, however, Léry learned to admire them
as generous, witty, intelligent hosts. Returning to France in 1558, he was plunged
into an atmosphere of rising hostility between Catholics and Protestants. He was almost
killed in the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre during August 1572 and survived a siege
inside the town of Sancerre from January to August of 1573, during which the des-
perate town-dwellers boiled and ate the soles of their shoes to stay alive (Whatley in
Léry 1990: xvi—xviii). Civil war was the background for Léry’s appreciative memoir of
his stay among the Tupinamba, published in 1578, twenty years after he returned to
Brazil; his book is not a register of immediate impressions, but a reflective memoir
with a strong comparative background.

Jean de Léry speaks to us as a passionate, intelligent man, one who is stung by
the criticisms of his mission, alive to the wonders of this world and, of course, ever
thinking about the next. He does not fit the comfortable image of an urbane human-
ist who anticipates ourselves. Rather, his curiosity, his openness to the Tupinamba,
and his weariness with his fellow countrymen make him an “anthropologist” open to
the New. Wonder is one of the recurring themes of Léry’s account (ibid.: xv, xxii, xxvii).
When Léry’s voyage across the Atlantic begins, he is miserable as he eats worm-infested
biscuits and drinks fetid water, but he discovers flying fish, which he had previously
thought fictions of travelers’ tall tales, and also savors the albacore and learns to
distinguish two kinds of porpoise, including one that blows and snorts like a pig
(Léry 1990: 15-21). When he reaches the rain forest, he is dazzled by its brilliance
and lushness. He writes of America that “everything to be seen — the way of life of its
inhabitants, the form of the animals, what the earth produces — is so unlike what we
have in Europe, Asia, and Africa that it may very well be called a ‘New World” with
respect to us . . > To describe the Tupinamba he turns to the vocabulary of the Golden
Age (the pre-Christian notion of a contented first age of humankind) and of the
Beatitudes (Jesus’ invocation of a condition of spiritual blessing in the Sermon on
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the Mount). Some Tupinamba live to be a hundred and twenty, and the air and
climate of their country are good. Their long lives — “they all truly drink at the Fountain
of Youth” — shows “the little care or worry that they have for the things of this world”
(ibid.: Ix—Ixi, 56—7). He and his fellow voyagers are astonished by the Tupinambas’
nakedness, and while he is still with Villegagnon they whip the women for refusing
to clothe themselves, to no avail. However much he disapproves of their nakedness,
and tries to reform them with a violence most of us would find repulsive, he also informs
his reader that these naked women do not arouse “wanton desire and lust,” in con-
trast to the French women who revel in artifice (ibid.: 67). The Calvinist minister
has his own motives for making a point like this: he is ever the preacher urging his
audience to engage in self-reflection. One of Europeans’ often-repeated charges was
that the peoples of the Americas were cannibals. Léry assures his readers that they
are right to feel superior on this point, describing how the Tupinambas killed and
ate captured enemies, sometimes after treating them hospitably and providing them
with wives for long periods. After enumerating the Tupinambas’ cruelties, he asks
readers to “think more carefully about the things that go on every day over here,
among us” starting with the usurers who (metaphorically) eat everyone alive just as
the Tupinamba eat their enemies. He frankly reveals the Tupinambas’ atrocities — after
all, he went to Brazil to convert them and thus to improve their behavior — but he
thinks that the cruelty of moneylenders who oppress widows, orphans, and the poor
is worse than the Tupinambas’ (ibid.: 131-2). Although he does not sentimentalize
the Tupinambas, his theology, and his experience of civil war in France make him
skeptical toward European assumptions of moral superiority.

Michel de Montaigne (1533-92) was born just a year before Jean de Léry. An
honored public man and for a time mayor of his native Bordeaux, he shared with
his Calvinist contemporary a revulsion toward the cruelties of the Wars of Religion
between Catholics and Protestants that were tearing France apart, an experience
that also heightened his appreciation of strange societies. We do not know whether
he read Léry’s travel account, but his essay “On Cannibals” (1580) turns to reports
on new peoples of Brazil in order to teach his readers to rethink their categories of
barbarism and civilization. Brave and faithful, the Brazilians are closer to nature, while
Europeans are corrupted by civilization. Their cannibalism, while opposed to natural
law, has to be understood as part of a code of martial valor that is itself noble and
generous. “We are justified therefore,” he writes, “in calling these people barbarians
by reference to the laws of reason, but not in comparison with ourselves, who surpass
them in every kind of barbarity” (Montaigne 1958: 114). Montaigne’s skepticism toward
received textual authority, whether classical or religious, denotes an end point of
early modern thought, a radical new openness to the fresh knowledge available
to Europeans (Grafton with Shefford and Siraisi 1992: 153—7). It represents a new
beginning, for in place of textual authority it upholds reason as the measure of all
things human. To be sure, Montaigne had a remarkably flexible conception of reason,
with wide allowance being given for the varieties of human custom and the eccentri-
cities of his fellow Europeans. Nonetheless he associated reason with an uncorrupted
nature and a male warrior virtue that permitted him to admire the Brazilians.
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Enlightenment Anthropology: Testing the Limits of Reason

Beginning in the late seventeenth century a distinctive Enlightenment anthropolo-
gical discourse took shape. It did not represent a neat beginning of modern anthro-
pology; Acosta has a better claim to founder status than Enlightenment theorists, and
as we have seen, Tristes Tropiques (1955), Claude Lévi-Strauss’s famous travel mem-
oir, has one distant inspiration in Jean de Léry’s ethnography. It is more useful to think
of the eighteenth century as a moment when tensions emerged between a new set of
preconceptions and empirical experience. In the Renaissance, those tensions involved
the conflict between textual authority and new information streaming back into
Europe from the voyages of Columbus and his successors. In the Enlightenment,
European conceptions of rationality were tested against the experiences of new
generations of travelers.

The outlines of an Enlightenment ethnology emerge in the writings of Louis-
Armand de Lom d’Arce de Lahontan (1666—1716). Baron Lahontan was a soldier in
French Canada from 1683 to 1693 (interrupted by visits to France in 1690 and 1691).
A quarrelsome man who got in trouble with the religious and secular authorities
in Quebec, he wrote a history of his years in North America that ridiculed European
authorities and praised native peoples for their courage and their love of freedom.
His account of his travels is a mixture of vivid reporting on Indian life and tall tales
about his adventures. He strikes a new note in an imaginary dialog staged between
himself and a Huron named Adario. A local Socrates, Adario identifies the absurd-
ities of Christianity, the immorality of the French and the cruelty and injustice of
their laws. Indians lived simply, freely, and happily without any aid from Europeans.
Lahontan’s “savage” is more rational than his “civilized” interlocutor. At the early date
of 1702, Lahontan’s New Voyages fo North America offered a fully formed portrait of
the unlettered indigene as the embodiment of reason and critic of European corrup-
tion. Lahontan’s account, and especially its dialogue with Adario, provided impres-
sive and useful testimony for Enlightenment thinkers (Lahontan 1709; Hayne 1969;
Ouellet in Lahontan 1990).

Lahontan’s contemporary, Joseph-Francois Lafitau (1681-1746), came to the study
of American Indians from the contrasting perspective of a devout missionary. At age
15 he joined the Jesuit order and went as a volunteer missionary to Canada, where he
stayed from 1712 to 1717, spending much of his time deep in the interior in Sault
St Louis, and returning to Canada in 1727-29 (Fenton and Moore in Lafitau 1974:
xxxi—xxxviii). From the viewpoint of a highly educated Jesuit, Lafitau arrived at com-
parable conclusions that Huron and Iroquois peoples were rational individuals who
inhabited societies infused with admirable ethical principles. Interested in finding
vestiges of the earliest, natural religion of man (see Strenski in this volume), Lafitau
did not merely apply abstract categories borrowed from his studies; he was an
analytical social observer, and respectful of his hosts. Like Lahontan, he noted that
they were capable of excellent self-government without being policed by a modern
state. He went beyond Lahontan in his analysis of their kinship system, anticipating
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modern anthropology’s concern with kinship (Motsch 2001: 156; Fenton and Moore
in Lafitau 1974: xlvi—xlviii, i, lviii, cxviii—cxix). Seen in the context of the eighteenth
century, Lafitau’s work reminds us that missionary texts could point the way to an
Enlightenment perspective. The Jesuit missionary could be as emphatic as the anti-
clerical Lahontan in emphasizing the highly developed debating skills of Indians; both
men assumed that Indians were in full possession of natural reason, the birthright
of every human being.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau built on this widespread belief in natural reason and chal-
lenged European self-confidence with the model of primitive society in his Discourse
on the Origins of Inequality (1755). It is a work that has provoked disagreement as
well as admiration ever since it was published (Liebersohn 1998: 24—6). Rousseau
identified the central flaw of European society, its fundamental and unanswerable
question in an age of self-proclaimed Enlightenment: why did it organize human beings
into ranks of legal unequals? The example of indigenous peoples around the world
suggested to Rousseau that social hierarchy was unnatural. He argued that social
evolution had actually found its equilibrium, the condition in which human beings
were happiest, at the midpoint between original anarchy and modern social divisions
— in those societies that had language and the family but not yet the arts of metal-
lurgy, the knowledge that came with literacy, and the power of the state. Ever since
he wrote the Second Discourse, Rousseau has been accused, not without justification,
of naiveté and sentimentalization of native societies. There was, however, a meth-
odological originality to the Discourse on Equality, which established it in the social
scientific canon. The modern French tradition of sociocultural analysis built on
Rousseau’s vision of societies as unified, intelligible systems. A work such as Durk-
heim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), for example, follows Rousseau’s
method of trying to imagine the essentials of human collective existence by looking
at societies that were supposed to represent social life in its simplest form. Also
visible in Rousseau’s work is the problematic relationship between theoretical model
and empirical reality: Rousseau oscillates between model-building and turning to
indigenous societies for evidence, sometimes insisting the two processes are distinct,
sometimes taking for granted that societies called “primitive” reveal an original,
clearer form of the logic of “later” societies such as those to be found in modern Europe.
The significance of Rousseau’s achievement has been obscured by the ideological
controversies that have surrounded his work, held responsible at times for the out-
break of the French Revolution and accused of providing the model for its Jacobin
reign of terror. From the standpoint of the history of the social sciences, Rousseau
demonstrates the fruitfulness of studying society as an entity distinct from nature or
the state, and in the Second Discourse he turns his readers’ attention to the study of
non-European societies.

By contrast, British travel writers approached native cultures free of the theoretical
ambitions of a Lahontan or a Lafitau, not to speak of a Rousseau. The age of buccan-
eering produced an outpouring of travel narratives that entertained readers with
tales of British derring-do against Spanish and French rivals and also contained
serious information about the world of the open seas. One of the best to write in this



Anthropology Before Anthropology 27

vein was William Dampier (1652-1715). After a first trip to Jamaica and the surrounding
Caribbean from 1675 to 1678, he departed again for Jamaica in 1679 and experienced
a series of adventures that took him to Central America, Virginia, Cape Horn, Manila,
Formosa, and the north coast of Australia; he returned home in 1691 (Gray in
Dampier 1927: xx—xxvii). Neither a visionary like Columbus, nor a man of God like
Léry, nor a homespun philosophe like Lahontan, nor a well-bred cleric like Lafitau,
Dampier went abroad in search of fortune. Though he came home penniless, he had
kept a journal that was the basis of his bestselling Voyage Round the World (1697).
This neither praises nor condemns indigenous peoples so much as estimating their
usefulness for European marauders, as in its description of the Moskito people who
lived between Cape Honduras and Nicaragua: skilled with lance and harpoon, and
fearsome as gunners on European ships, they became valuable allies and guides
for the British. Dampier wrote that he and his countrymen let them come and go as
they pleased, for if they frustrated them, the Moskitos would “miss” the fish and
turtles they were supposed to lance (Dampier 1927: 15-17). His descriptions were
entertaining for armchair travelers and instructive for future adventurers. He enjoyed
protection in high places and entered into polite society. Dedicating his book to Charles
Montague, president of the Royal Society, he declared “a hearty Zeal for the promot-
ing of useful knowledge, and of any thing that may never [sic] so remotely tend to
my Countries advantage” (Dampier 1927: 1). Useful knowledge and national interest:
these were Enlightenment principles with wide appeal.

Men of letters were not slow to respond with works of fiction that built on the
experiences of Dampier and other adventurers. Daniel Defoe, a canny popularizer
for the London literary market, based his bestselling adventure novel on the story of
a marooned and rescued sailor from Dampier’s account. Entitled The Life and Strange
Surprizing adventures of Robinson Crusoe of York, mariner ... Written by himself,
Defoe’s 1719 book was effectively presented as non-fiction; indeed, Defoe’s name
was not on the title page. Moreover, Defoe promised the reader instruction as well as
entertainment. Crusoe’s story was supposed to reveal “the Wisdom of Providence in
all the Variety of our Circumstances.” A deep sense of religious design pervades this
fictional narrative of discovery, just as it earlier motivated Columbus and his patrons.
Crusoe’s relationship to the “native” he met on his island, whom he named Friday,
embodied widespread attitudes toward native peoples: a mixture of fear of the
demonic (symbolized above all by the fear of cannibalism) and confidence in one’s
calling to missionize, Christianize, and civilize. This volatile combination of fear and
missionary impulse remained characteristic of later, more secularized travel writing.
Robinson Crusoe also fascinated readers with its detailed, concrete description of life
abroad, showing how English industry and common sense could master difficulties
and lead to the founding of colonies in far-flung parts of the globe.

Travel writing was not just the province of buccaneers and novelists. European
rulers and their scientific advisors mounted an enormous effort over the course of
the eighteenth century to make a systematic inventory of the resources of the world,
including its non-European peoples. Marginal European powers were among the
pioneers in this movement. The Russian Tsars sent German scientists across Siberia
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to report on the contents of their vast continental empire (Miithlmann 1968: 53).
Linnaeus, who wrote a notable ethnography of the Sami people, served as scientific
advisor to the Swedish state and sent numerous travelers on extra-European voyages
(Koerner 1999). The culmination of this movement toward scientific expeditions
came with the three circumnavigations commanded by James Cook (1728-79) in
1768-71, 177275, and 177680 (the third expedition returned to England the year
after Cook’s death in Hawaii). Cook came from a modest background, but made
his reputation as a land surveyor. The Admiralty had originally singled him out for
his surveying and presumed navigating skills. Cook’s enterprises were distinguished
by the elements they combined. State support; careful formulation of instructions;
long preparation and assembling of scientific equipment; the use of trained scientists
as participants or advisors; the involvement of armed forces and scientific training
for navy and army personnel: these set precedents for later eighteenth-century and
nineteenth-century scientific voyages, which generally made intelligence-gathering
about indigenous societies an important part of their work. Habits of persistent, method-
ical observation made Cook an exact reporter on the societies of such places as
Tahiti, New Zealand, Australia, Easter Island, the Marquesas, and Vanuatu. His efforts
served imperial ends. Writing without classical flourishes, with little conjecture, he pro-
vided reliable information for scientists, commercial actors, and colonizers. Cook’s impact
on ethnographic writing throughout Europe is immeasurable; he set the standard
for subsequent seafaring naturalists (Smith 1985; Mackay 1985; Liebersohn 2006).

Cook’s analytic approach was not devoid of presuppositions. He believed firmly
in the sanctity of property, and raged about the frequent pilfering that took place
on Polynesian islands. Notwithstanding evidence to the contrary, he assumed that
punishment would prevent further deviant behavior. He presumed Britain’s right to
establish strategic outposts for a world empire at convenient points. He expected Hawaiian
islanders to conform to middle-class British behavioral norms, and grew increasingly
tyrannical when they did not. His murder in Kealakekua Bay, Hawaii in 1779 was surely
a consequence of his inability to understand Hawaiian society. Perhaps he was killed
because he violated the ritual expectations Hawaiians had for the god they believed
him to be; or perhaps his death followed his interference in a local war, in which he
was a partisan of the losing side (Sahlins 1985; Obeysekere 1992). Regardless, sub-
sequent travelers had good reason to examine non-Europeans’ alien ways of thinking
if they did not wish to suffer fates equivalent to his.

A young German on board the second Cook voyage, Georg Forster, signaled the
turn to a different way of understanding non-European peoples. He began with con-
ventional Enlightenment assumptions that Tahitians and other Pacific islanders would
conform to the model of rational “natural man,” egalitarian in local politics and eager
for friendship with gun-toting strangers. Instead, he encountered polities that varied con-
siderably from island to island, even though languages were remarkably similar across
the vast reach of Oceania from New Zealand to Easter Island. His Voyage Round the
World (1777) gushed with brotherly love toward the islanders who lived up to his expec-
tations of kindness and friendship, and plunged into melancholy at unwonted violence,
native or European, that challenged his hopes for a brotherhood of humankind.
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While deeply immersed in Enlightenment ideals, Forster’s narrative shades into a
mood that is recognizably Romantic — a term that he himself occasionally used to
describe wild landscapes. It hints at a newly emerging interest in non-Europeans not
for their rationality (and therefore their receptiveness to Christianity or colonization)
but for their strangeness (Forster 2000).

The close contact between Europeans and non-Europeans in Cook’s voyages,
then, tested European assumptions about human nature. What is distinctive is that
a writer like Forster did not simply demonize native behavior that eluded European
categories of rationality, but considered the possibility that it embodied a different
kind of logic. A systematic questioning of inherited models of rationality and their
application to non-European peoples was proposed by Johann Gottfried Herder,
who announced a novel approach to the study of culture in his Ideas for a Philosophy
of History of Mankind (1784-91). Herder was by training a Lutheran minister, but
his earliest intellectual efforts reflected the enlightened literary and philosophical
thought of his time. His preface challenged French claims to cultural hegemony and
Enlightenment universalism: “Which people on earth does not have some culture? And
how deficient would be the plan of providence if every individual in the human
race were created for that which we call culture and is often just refined weakness?”
(Herder 1989: 11-12, trans. H. L.). Thus, Herder suggested repudiation of the notion
of one superior culture and opened the way to modern sociocultural anthropology’s
attempt at unprejudiced understanding of all ways of life. He demanded the creation
of a new discipline for the study of mankind in general — which sounds in retrospect
like a call for the creation of anthropology (1989: 14). And he boldly asserted that
peoples across the globe belonged to one species and could not be divided into
“races.” Later writers could turn to him for a program for studying folk, marginal,
and extra-European cultures. Literatures and national practices that had once been
neglected or held in contempt could now be regarded as valuable contributions to the
formation of a greater, single humanity.

Herder’s writings, and the Romantic currents in anthropology that followed, con-
tained difficulties that would haunt the study of culture throughout the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. One of his starting assumptions was a basic distinction
between vital and lifeless cultures. Herder emphasized the environmental condition-
ing of culture: he attributed both physical and cultural differences among peoples
to their climate, topography, and other natural conditions. There was no room in
his thinking for fruitful interaction between cultures or for the consequences of
migration; each culture was nurtured and strengthened by its deep connection to
the soil. The counterpart to praise of what we would today call cultural authenticity
— being in touch with one’s inner nature and pulsating with creativity — was condemnation
of everything else as inauthentic and devaluation of “nomadic,” “hunter-gatherer,”
and “mercantile” peoples and classes as artificial, lifeless, and sterile. Herder’s work
sometimes seems to take a hermeneutic approach, which tries to enter into the spirit
of every time and place, and at other times reads as a xenophobic partitioning of
culture into irreconcilable spheres of the organic and authentic versus the inorganic
and inauthentic (Herder 1989: 490-2).
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Conclusion: Anthropology between Enlightenment and
Romanticism

The history of anthropology from 1492 to the early nineteenth century crossed
two watershed moments. The first was the transition from the Renaissance to the
Enlightenment. It amounted to a decisive rejection of the authority of ancient texts
and recognition of the novelty of peoples and places unknown to classical antiquity.
This transition was irreversible; no subsequent era has abandoned the authority of
experience in favor of text and myth.

The second watershed was far less stable. Enlightenment travelers and thinkers
approached the non-European world in search of universal norms and forms of
human behavior. Their encounters with the societies of Oceania exemplified their
intellectual difficulties. Pacific peoples had no typical form of social organization
and little in the way of recognizable religious belief; rather, they confronted visitors
with a diversity of social arrangements that made it difficult to arrive at any clear
definition of fundamental human nature. By the late eighteenth century, critics such
as Herder had repudiated Enlightenment universalism and argued instead for the
particularity of cultures. No single metropolis, no single people represented normal
humanity; in Herder’s vision, each of the many diverse cultures made its contribution
to an unfolding of human nature over time. Already in Herder, however, Romantic
admiration of the local and the particular had the potential to fashion boundaries
among groups that celebrated one culture at the expense of others. The appeal of
Romanticism was far from general among European thinkers. The Enlightenment’s
search for universal norms and for exact measurement and classification did not
end in the eighteenth century but continued, transmuted but not abandoned, into the
nineteenth century. There was no resolution of the quarrel between universalists
and particularists comparable to the earlier victory of empiricists over traditionalists.
European industrialization and creation of an integrated world economy seemed to
set Europeans apart from all other peoples, accentuating their sense of superiority. Against
this background, social theorists proposed universal schemes of human development
to explain the differences between European and non-European peoples. At the same
time, folklore and language research, which derived from Romantic conceptions of
national identity, continued unabated, recording in ever-greater detail the artifacts and
structures of individual cultures. The quarrel between Enlightenment and Romantic
approaches, transformed over the course of the nineteenth century and yet persistent,
was an uneasy legacy to the founders of modern anthropology.
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North American Traditions
in Anthropology: The
Historiographic Baseline

Regna Darnell

The diversity of traditions within North American anthropology has been under-
estimated by most historians of anthropology, both North American and foreign.
Americanist anthropology cannot be equated simply with the tradition that developed
around Franz Boas (1858-1942) and his students, and encapsulated within the
geographical boundaries of the United States. Hallowell (1960) identified two core
features of this national tradition: its four-field, subdisciplinary scope (sociocultural
anthropology, biological/physical anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics) and
its focus on the study of the American Indian. In 1960, just before the history of
anthropology emerged as a focus of specialization within the North American dis-
cipline, Hallowell’s overview provided a relatively seamless narrative around which the
distinctiveness of American anthropology might be understood by its practitioners.
Hallowell envisioned the history of anthropology as an “anthropological problem” (1965),
in which anthropologists should take the primary responsibility for telling their
own story, as part of their professional socialization and contemporary practice.
Hallowell’s narrative received an authoritative imprimatur at a conference sponsored
by the Social Science Research Council in 1962, which was attended by George W.
Stocking, Jr., the dean of American historians of anthropology. Stocking’s work has
described how the professionalization of Americanist anthropology in universities was
effected by the Boasians (Stocking 1968).

Debates about whether anthropology and other social sciences had a paradigm,
and therefore could be considered mature sciences, abounded in the decade follow-
ing the publication of Thomas S. Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962).
Increased reflexivity among anthropologists about their own history — and efforts to
find paradigmatic coherence in it — meant that its core narrative slighted diversity, which
was paradoxical, given that the discipline had become increasingly diverse and more closely
connected to colleagues working in other national traditions after World War II.
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Debates conducted within American anthropology concerned who should write
disciplinary history — historians or anthropologists — and the relative merits of
historicism and presentism as paradigmatic models for the historian. Many lauded
Stocking’s efforts to set a methodological standard for anthropologists, who were not
accustomed to use the techniques of trained historians (such as archival research), whereas
others thought that anthropologists could learn historical methods more easily than
historians could learn to think like anthropologists (Darnell 1977). If the history of
anthropology were to be integral to the contemporary discipline, anthropologists would
have to commit themselves to producing ethnographies of anthropological practice
that met historians’ standards.

The question of historicism vs presentism (Stocking 1968) was less easily resolved.
Historicism, understanding ideas in the contexts of their times rather than judging
them by contemporary standpoints, was equated by many with the purported object-
ivity of idealized history. In this view, presentism distorted and foreshortened the past.
But some unabashedly adopted a presentist view. For example, Marvin Harris (1968)
questioned the hegemony of Boasian anthropology, reconstructing North American
anthropology’s history as a saga of progress toward his “techno-environmental deter-
minis[t]” synthesis. The Marxist political economy he envisioned as the revitalizable
core of evolutionary anthropology had been set back by Boasian “historical particular-
ism.” For Harris, revisionist disciplinary history was inseparable from the desirable
future of anthropology.

Since the 1960s, however, methodological sophistication has come to be taken for
granted, regardless of the disciplinary roots of the anthropological historian. In a post-
structuralist milieu of reflexivity and standpoint epistemology (see Schumaker in this
volume), historicism and presentism are no longer opposing binaries. Rather, discip-
linary historians are careful to situate themselves relative to their subject matters and
favored modes of interpretation (Darnell 2001). Stocking himself has adopted
rhetoric of speaking from the “centers” of contemporary anthropological discourse —
in his own case, from his position at the University of Chicago (Stocking 2001). At
his location, however, it is especially likely that one will see the intersection of British
social anthropology with the Americanist tradition that developed around Boas, and
minimize the analytic utility of the very concept of national tradition.

Early Studies of the American Indian

The identity of America as independent of Europe was constituted in good part
by the presence of the American Indian (Deloria 1998). The statesmen founders of
the United States were deeply engaged with an imagined “noble savage,” at the same
time as settlers were displacing the Indians. Thomas Jefferson (1743—1826) exemplifies
this ambiguity. He collected Indian vocabularies and excavated a burial mound in Virginia,
but Jefferson also held slaves and endorsed Indian removal (Wallace 1999). Jefferson
also drew up instructions for the Lewis and Clark Expedition, which would set the
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stage for American continental expansion. Anthropology, government expediency
and Indian Affairs administration were joined long before the professionalization of
the discipline.

The study of Indian languages rapidly became the key to classifying the diversity of
cultures in Native North America (Bieder 1986). John Pickering (1777-1846) collected
existing materials and attempted a standardized alphabet. Peter Stephen Duponceau
(1760-1844) described the characteristic grammar of Amerindian languages as
“polysynthetic” As an Indian agent, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft (1793-1864) recorded
Ojibwe texts and vocabulary. Albert Gallatin (1761-1849), Jefferson’s Secretary of the
Treasury, prepared the first comprehensive classification of Indian languages in 1836.
As governor of the Michigan Territory, Lewis Cass (1782-1866) designed question-
naires to map cultural and linguistic diversity. Thus, talented but untrained amateurs
produced a form of linguistics that functioned to classify peoples in ethnological
categories, quite unlike the tenor of Indo-European philology.

The study of American archaeology got off to a slow start because there seemed
to be no American equivalent of the European paleo-, meso- and neolithic ages. Most
eighteenth-century observers took for granted the basic homogeneity of Amerindian
tribes, and assumed that they were peoples without history, incapable of change, or
certainly of high achievements; for example, there was sustained refusal to acknow-
ledge contemporary peoples as ancestors of the so-called Mound Builders of the
Mississippi and Ohio valleys (Trigger 1989). Such assumptions hampered the devel-
opment of archaeological inquiry (and also strengthened European settlers’ belief
that they had a “Manifest Destiny” to populate North America, since its aboriginal
inhabitants were incapable of developing the land). It was 1927 before the Pecos
Classification for the American Southwest used tree ring dates to provide the first
reliable chronology for Indian cultures. Goodenough (2002) stresses that archaeology
made rapid progress in the 1950s as it contrived new dating methods, with major
breakthroughs following the development of radiocarbon dating.

Early studies of the American Indian assumed that physical type would correlate
directly with linguistic and cultural diversity. Early anthropometry — (ostensibly)
systematic measurement of variations in human physical characteristics — was in
certain respects indistinguishable from relatively popular movements. Phrenology, at
the height of its popularity in the early nineteenth century, was predicated on the assump-
tion that individuals’ character could be discerned from bumps on their heads. The
mid-nineteenth-century debates between polygenists (who believed the diverse
human “races” to be separate creations) and monogenists (who emphasized environ-
mental modification of human characteristics) were as much theological as scientific.
The eugenics movement, which began in the late nineteenth century, appealed to many
notable scientists, but its efforts to improve the quality of the human species required
popular involvement. Nevertheless, methods of study and analysis were developed and
collections of skeletons became available for later analysis. And population genetics
would eventually show that the outward characteristics usually thought to define racial
differences were merely superficial surface differences among groups.
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The Emergence of Americanist Anthropology

Prior to the existence of anything recognizable as a professional discipline of anthro-
pology, the basic parameters of the four subdisciplines were delineated, and begin-
nings were made in exploring diverse aspects of the American Indian within the
geographical boundaries of North America. It was in the late nineteenth century
that the professionalization of anthropology occurred in North America: paid posi-
tions for scholars with specialized credentials became available; and peers were con-
sidered the appropriate judges of the merits of scholars’ work. An adequate history
must attend to the intellectual ideas and the institutional frameworks and social
networks within which anthropological work occurs.

Four major figures define the progress of North American anthropology toward
professionalization during this crucial transitional period: Lewis Henry Morgan,
Daniel Garrison Brinton, Frederick Ward Putnam and John Wesley Powell. Each, in
his way, was grounded in the context of late nineteenth-century America and looked
toward the future of anthropology within the inclusive democratic experiment of the
post-Civil War nation. The institutional framework for their anthropology centered
in learned societies in major cities.

Morgan (1818—81) was a lawyer and businessman based in Rochester, New York,
whose contact with the local Iroquois led him to ethnography and, ultimately, to evolu-
tionary theory. His anthropology was avocational, although the Smithsonian Institu-
tion published his classical kinship studies. Early contact with the New York Seneca
led to his classic ethnography League of the Ho-de-no-sau-nee (1851), then to more
generalized study of kinship contrasting the classificatory systems of so-called “prim-
itive” societies with the descriptive terminologies of his own civilization (1871), and,
finally, to a model of human evolution from savagery to barbarism to civilization based
on “primary germs of ideas,” with each stage marked by a seminal cultural innova-
tion (1877). Beyond its North American formulation, Morgan’s evolutionary celebra-
tion of American progressivism and ingenuity was turned to rather different purposes
by Friedrich Engels (1884), who used Morgan’s ideas to justify socialist revolution.

Brinton (1837-99) was a physician whose primary professional affiliation was with
the gentleman scholars of the American Philosophical Society, founded by Benjamin
Franklin in Philadelphia “for the promotion of useful knowledge.” Technically, his pro-
fessorship in ethnology, established at the University of Pennsylvania in 1886, was the
first such anthropological position in North America, although he received no salary
and had no identifiable students (Darnell 1988). Brinton assembled and published a
Library of Aboriginal American Literature (featuring his own Mayan textual studies),
provided an early classification of North and South American languages, and inter-
preted myth themes in terms of the “psychic unity of mankind,” a mentalist perspec-
tive oddly in contrast with his unabashed evolutionary racism. Brinton foresaw the
need for professionalization, calling for an academic rather than museum institutional
base for anthropology, and supported early national projects; for example, he served
on the inaugural board of the American Anthropologist.
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Putnam, who took up a professorship at Harvard in 1887, was affiliated primarily
with the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, where training
for his students centered (Mark 1980). Putnam’s strength was in archaeology, although
his interests were not confined to it. (He was also a strong supporter of Franz Boas,
under whose auspices Columbia became a center of cultural and linguistic anthropol-
ogy, after Boas’s appointment there — initially, in 1896, as a lecturer in physical anthro-
pology.) Putnam (1839-1915) was primarily an institutional leader, organizing
departmental and museum collaborations at Chicago around the 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition and at Berkeley around the turn of the century.

Powell (1834-1902) was a geologist who turned to ethnology under the auspices
of the Smithsonian Institution, becoming director of the newly established Bureau of
(American) Ethnology in 1879. Powell’s geological surveys in the “arid lands” of the
American Southwest earned him the opprobrium of land speculators and politicians
when he defined environment, technology and culture as an inseparable package (Powell
1878). Retreat to ethnology and the less politicized scientific environment of the
Smithsonian Institution became politic. Powell’s geological outlook was consistent with
his interest in the cultural practices of the Ute and Shoshone, whose simple technol-
ogy produced a living from the desert. Although the BAE ethnologists were trained
in fields ranging from geology to journalism to theology, they quickly set new stand-
ards for scientific research. Powell was able to amass a database for understanding
the American Indian by eliciting information from (usually unpaid) amateurs who
were in contact with Indians, supplementing their labors with fieldwork by his per-
manent staff. The Bureau was the first American institution to assemble a team of
paid anthropological researchers.

The work of the Bureau centered on the continental United States, consistent
with the Smithsonian’s mission to acquire and disseminate knowledge useful to the
American people. Government sponsorship was pragmatic, geared to settling the
Indians on Reservations for effective administration as well as to assimilating them
as rapidly as possible. Congress was prepared to support research on Indians in
the years of Reservation settlement, but not to encourage a theoretical science of
global scope. This meant that Congress’s expectations were often at odds with
Powell’s. Powell’s own anthropology, which relied theoretically on Morgan’s evolu-
tionary model, was concerned to establish the relationships among Native American
peoples and to classify languages. Early BAE research was, in effect, mapping —
filling in the blanks in what was known about the Aboriginal peoples of the United
States (Darnell 1998a). Powell’s method derived from the geological surveys of his
early career. As an ethnologist, he encouraged team research on linguistic classi-
fication as the paramount means of organizing Indians for national administra-
tive purposes. His 58-unit linguistic classification (1891) provided a baseline for
ethnology, as did E W. Hodge’s Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico (1906,
1912), as well as the Handbook of American Indian Languages, edited by Boas (1911a,
1922), and provided grammars of selected Native American languages geared to
typological or “psychological” description, with each language described in its
own terms.
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Figure 3 Franz Boas in Eskimo costume. Used with permission from the American
Philosophical Society.
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Many of the institutions necessary for further professionalization emerged out of
a pragmatic context (Hinsley 1981). The Anthropological Society of Washington drew
together intellectuals from various sciences who were employed by the federal gov-
ernment. The Women’s Anthropological Society of Washington set an early role model
for women in science: Matilda Coxe Stevenson, Alice C. Fletcher, and Zelia Nuttall were
among the early members also affiliated with the Bureau. There were administrative
(but often practically irrelevant) distinctions to be made among the Smithsonian and
the BAE as its subsidiary, as well as the United States National Museum (the collec-
tions of which were part of the Smithsonian’s by 1880), but in practice bureaucratic
lines were blurred, and diverse projects were supported, ranging, for example, from Frank
C. Cushing’s work among the Zuni to Otis T. Mason’s development of tool typologies.

Franz Boas, trained as a physicist and subsequently as a geographer in Germany,
turned to ethnology or cultural anthropology as a result of his 1883—84 expedition in
Baffinland. There, Boas found that environment mediated culture rather than deter-
mining it — even though the Eskimo lived under extreme conditions (Stocking 1968).
He then did fieldwork in a very different culture area. On the Northwest Coast he found
diverse peoples who spoke many languages, the richness of their culture having been
facilitated by long-term borrowing and interaction. Boas argued that the diffusion of
cultural traits and complexes would reveal the history of past migration, settlement,
and group interaction. Historical accounts were to be supplemented with “psychol-
ogy, defined as “the Native point of view.” This Native standpoint was accessible through
linguistic texts obtained from the contemporary keepers of oral tradition.

The institutional development of American anthropology at the Bureau of Amer-
ican Ethnology was distinctive (although government science was becoming profes-
sionalized in Powell’s day). Most of the early clusters of professional anthropological
work involved collaboration between museums and universities: Harvard and the
Peabody Museum, Columbia and the American Museum of Natural History, Berkeley
and the Hearst-sponsored Berkeley Museum, Chicago and the Field Columbian
Museum, Pennsylvania and the University Museum. Unable to confer academic
credentials under Bureau auspices, Powell could not create a professional lineage. None-
theless, Boas was able to draw upon the Bureau’s work in systematizing what had been
learned about the American Indian, and utilized its resources in the early years of
his own career. Although after about 1904, Boas elided these continuities of subject
matter and approach to emphasize the innovation inherent in his own programmatic
vision for Americanist anthropology, the continuities are salient in retrospect
(Darnell 1998a). Boas was able to build on the fieldwork, the mapping exercises,
the increasingly rigorous standards for research and reporting, the development of
publication outlets and scientific societies, and the idea of anthropology as a profes-
sional science. But the history of the emergence of Boasian anthropology has been
colored by Boas’s own pronouncements, as well as the memories of his students, for
whom anthropology’s early institutional history became virtually invisible. Later com-
mentators have emphasized the roots of Boas’s theory and practice in his German
academic training, as well as his repudiation of the evolutionary approach of Powell
and his Bureau.
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From his earliest work, Boas embodied the Americanist tradition (Darnell in
Valentine and Darnell eds. 1999). First, culture, for Boas, was symbolic thought rather
than the observable behavior, which might arise from it. Second, the inseparability
of language, thought, and reality placed linguistics at the center of cultural studies.
Third, the database for ethnology, linguistics and psychology lay in the collection
and translation of native language texts. Fourth, the production of such texts fell
within Matthew Arnold’s dictum of preserving the best that had been thought in human
history (cf. Stocking 1968 on the contrast between E. B. Tylor and Arnold). Fifth, although
Boas’s later detractors often accused him of studying the moribund memory culture
of remnant speakers unaffected by Western contact, the “traditions” entextualized by
Boasians’ “informants” (today, more appropriately referred to as “consultants” or even
“collaborators”) demonstrate tradition to be malleable and ever-adapting. “Tradition”
is what establishes continuity with the past; it is a process of decision-making in light
of what is already known and tested by collective experience. Sixth, textual work led
the Boasians to establish intimate personal relationships with their consultants, which
over time dramatically altered the ethical parameters of the discipline. Increasingly,
Native Americans were acknowledged by outside anthropologists as experts in their
own cultures rather than objects of study. Seventh, although Boas and his early
students were unable to do protracted fieldwork, constrained by their museum and
academic employment schedules, their research focus on “the native point of view”
required them to return repeatedly to the same groups and communities over sub-
stantial periods of time. Because Native American communities were close at hand,
and their members often had access to anthropological writings, the ethic of collab-
oration was reinforced.

After a peripatetic early career of science writing, museum collection and exhibit
management, and Northwest Coast fieldwork sponsored by the British Association for
the Advancement of Science and the BAE, Boas gained a position in 1889 at the new
Clark University, whose president, the distinguished psychologist G. Stanley Hall, opened
it as an institution devoted entirely to graduate training. (Boas received his appoint-
ment before he returned from the field.) Although Boas lectured on ethnology, his
research and teaching were largely devoted to physical anthropology. Along with
most of the Clark faculty, he resigned in 1892; however, he did not join the mass
migration of erstwhile Clark employees to the new University of Chicago (where
evolutionary anthropologist Frederick Starr was already ensconced). After various,
transient work episodes, including participation in preparation of the Native
American exhibits at the 1893 Chicago world’s fair, a failed attempt to obtain a secure
position at the Field Columbian Museum, and a period of unemployment, Boas finally
settled in New York in 1895, when he gained a position at the American Museum of
Natural History. He retained his affiliation with the museum when Columbia
University hired him as a lecturer in physical anthropology in 1896. Boas and his
students continued Amerindian work under museum auspices, and he organized
the Jesup North Pacific Expedition to compare Siberian and Native American cultures.
Few grand conclusions emerged, and Boas’s relations with the museum gradually soured,
resulting in his resignation in 1905 (Cole 1999).
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Thereafter, Columbia’s academic program was key to Boas’s increasing control
over the institutional development of American anthropology. The first cohort of
his students spread across the country. Alfred Kroeber went to Berkeley, as did Robert
Lowie (after reluctantly departing from the American Museum of Natural History).
Edward Sapir moved from Ottawa to Chicago and then to Yale. Moreover, the first
generation of Boas’s students divided up the scope of cultural and linguistic anthro-
pology as Boas understood it (Darnell 2001), each developing a piece of the theoret-
ical core of the Boasian paradigm. Early in his career, Boas had developed a limited
number of central theoretical positions (Boas 1896, 1911a, 1911b); they became stand-
ard anthropological wisdom, taken for granted to such a degree that they were no
longer recognized as theoretical. First, Boas argued that anthropology had succumbed
to the temptation of premature generalization based on evolutionary theories that
distorted the realities of cultural diversity revealed by ethnographic research. Second,
he asserted that history and psychology were the key approaches to culture, with the
former taking precedence initially in order to establish an adequate database for
further generalization. Third, he emphasized that race, language, and culture were
analytically separate, and that a single typology of cultures could not be established.
Boas’s students took these axioms as given, and applied them to the study of partic-
ular Native American groups. Perhaps because Boas was often reluctant to make
his theoretical arguments abstractly or explicitly, his students elaborated his paradigm
variously, producing a series of programmatic textbooks during the first quarter of
the twentieth century.

Alfred Kroeber (1876—1960) argued that the discipline of anthropology was dis-
tinguished from the natural sciences, humanities, and other social sciences by its core
concept of culture. Culture, as Kroeber (1917) envisioned it, was “superorganic,”
having a force beyond the perspective or agency of the individuals composing it. Although
this construct of culture has been criticized, and it is not now necessary to justify
the existence of anthropology as an autonomous discipline, Kroeber’s formulation served
to establish that Boasian anthropology had a coherent program and mandate.

Edward Sapir (1884-1939), the paramount linguist among Boas’s early students,
critiqued the superorganic definition of culture, arguing instead for a standpoint
theory of language, society and culture, which emphasized individuals’ engagement
with cultural norms (Sapir 1999; Darnell 1990). Sapir turned to collaborations with
psychologists and psychoanalysts to explore the “impact of culture on personality” and
argued that individuals creatively constructed their cultural worlds, each having a
(somewhat) distinctive version of his/her culture. Sapir himself did not explore the
implications of intra-cultural variability inherent in his position, however.

Paul Radin (1883-1959), another critic of the idea of the superorganic, considered
his Winnebago consultants to be “primitive philosophers” (1927). Despite the absence
of “systematic” philosophy among North American tribes, he considered the great
philosophical questions to be universal, and his own civilization to have no monop-
oly on their resolution. Radin’s conversations with Winnebago philosophers such as
Crashing Thunder produced life histories of significant individuals in relation to their
cultures, and also produced history from knowledge preserved through oral tradition.
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History as imposed by the accidental preservation of documents written by outsiders
could never capture the realities of “the native point of view.”

Ruth Benedict’s Patterns of Culture (1934) was a bestseller in its day. Benedict
(1887-1948) borrowed a vocabulary from abnormal psychology to characterize the
diverse choices made by different cultures from within the biologically given para-
meters of human potentiality. The cultures of the megalomaniac Kwakiutl, the
Apollonian Zuni, and the schizophrenic Dobuans (based, respectively, on the ethno-
graphy of her teacher and mentor Boas, her own investigations, and Reo Fortune’s work)
had equal value in their own terms. Her cultural relativism came to define Boasian
anthropology in the eyes of the American public. Despite her psychological terminology,
Benedict was primarily interested in broad contrasts among societies, particularly
between the Apollonian Zuni and the Dionysian Plains Indians, rather than in the
scope that cultural patterns allowed for individual agency. She brought her moral
position to bear in consideration of the quality of life in North American interwar
society (Geertz 1988).

Sapir’s protégé in linguistics, Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941), elaborated his teacher’s
ideas about how language, particularly grammatical categories, structured the world for
speakers (Lee 1996). Whorf’s assertions about linguistic relativity, the mutual entail-
ment of “language, culture and reality” (Whorf 1956), often sound deterministic to con-
temporary ears, as though languages might embody incommensurable views of reality.
But Whorf himself saw possibilities for multicultural awareness and cross-linguistic
conceptual fertilization. Linguistics, like ethnology, could reveal alternative philosophies.

Margaret Mead (1901-78) brought issues of gender and sexuality into then-
contemporary debates about the universality of the American structure of the family
and sexual practices. Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) sketched an alternative vision of
adolescence as a time when young women could enjoy idyllic sexual freedom.
Culture, not biology, was responsible for American teenage angst. Mead’s work
was strongly criticized by the late Derek Freeman (1983) in a peculiar exercise of
revisionist history. Freeman worked with adult males who played political roles in a
different part of Samoa and more than a generation after Mead had been there; his
results do not invalidate the products of Mead’s collaboration with young women.
Freeman’s critique, however, seems motivated more by his sociobiological theory
than by Mead’s work per se. Whatever the flaws of her pioneering fieldwork, Mead
increased the American public’s awareness that their own cultural practices were
far from universal, and inspired a line of empirical, cross-cultural research in Amer-
icanist anthropology on sexual mores (Lyons and Lyons 2004).

Elsie Clews Parsons (1874—1941), a sociologist who converted to Boasian anthro-
pology, was an early critic of the American family and proponent of sexual freedom.
Parsons explored the possibilities of individual differences across cultures through life
histories; her American Indian Life (1922) was a collection of commentaries on a range
of Native American cultures by fellow Boasians.

A. Trving Hallowell’s fieldwork among the Canadian Ojibwe explored the semantic
space of the Ojibwe worldview, emphasizing “the behavioral environment of the self”
as a cultural construction (Hallowell 1955). Hallowell (1892—1974) situated his work
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in the “culture and personality” genre, but his exploration of cognitive categories
provided by cultures transcended the interpretive method of those who administered
to diverse peoples the Rorschach (inkblot) test (which was intended to reveal indi-
viduals’ personality characteristics) and the Thematic Apperception Test (which was
supposed to measure individuals’ perception of interpersonal relationships).

Although there were certainly other important Boasians of the interwar years, these
key figures set the research agenda followed by most American anthropologists before
1945.

Non-Americanist Sociocultural Anthropology

The Boasian paradigm dominated American anthropology until the academic expan-
sion that followed the Second World War. Returning veterans were taught by Amer-
icanists but found their fieldwork sites around the globe, as America itself became
increasingly internationalist (and funds to support research abroad grew). Influence
from British and French anthropology increased. Amerindian research was no longer
central, although Darnell (2001) has argued that an “invisible genealogy” of Amer-
icanist assumptions has persisted and continues to underpin the apparent diversity of
anthropology since World War II.

Initially, postwar anthropology seemed to play a valued role in the American move
away from ethnocentric isolationism. Many American anthropologists participated
in the war effort and advised government agencies on foreign policy. Benedict’s The
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), with its culturally sophisticated program for
postwar reconstruction of Japan, exemplifies this productive collaboration.

Work such as Boas’s and Benedict’s had challenged racism both under Hitler and
at home. But cultural relativism was inimical to the anti-Communist, Cold War
perspective developed after World War II. Implicit in Boasian cultural relativism were
critiques of scientific racism, social inequality, and class hierarchy (Baker 1998;
Barkan 1992). During the Cold War, anthropologists™ collective reputation as radical
activists meant that many found themselves defending their freedom of speech and
harassed in employment, while others accused colleagues of communist inclinations
(Price 2004). And many anthropologists challenged the ethics of the government, the
military, and multinational corporations.

During the 1960s, left-leaning or radical anthropologists effectively followed the pre-
cedent of Boas’s 1919 protest against espionage by anthropologists (Stocking 1968; Darnell
1998a). They protested against social scientists’ involvement in American counterin-
surgency movements, especially in Latin America and Southeast Asia. The ethics com-
mittee of the American Anthropological Association was forced to respond, largely
under pressure from the association’s student members, although the profession was
still deeply divided over the propriety of scientific distance versus social activism.

A strand of North American sociocultural anthropology focusing on politics as sub-
ject matter and as activism developed alongside the Americanist tradition, although
it was less visible. Joan Vincent (1990) divides this alternative tradition into six
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periods. From 1879, with the founding of the Bureau of American Ethnology to 1897,
the politics of anthropology revolved around the expansion of the American frontier
and the displacement of Native Americans. From 1898 to the end of World War I,
an “uneasy” growth of university anthropology and ongoing fieldwork in North
America coexisted with the blossoming of American imperialism. Vincent stresses the
apolitical character of Boasian ethnography per se, in sharp contrast to the Boasians’
activism in social issues, especially anti-racism. The years from 1919 to 1939 were
dominated by the Depression and the New Deal, represented in anthropology by
John Collier’s restructuring of the Bureau of Indian Affairs around Native American
cultural maintenance and revitalization. Studies of acculturation, understood as
positive adaptation to change rather than assimilation, emerged in this period.
Fieldwork in peasant communities, such as that done in Mexico and Guatemala by
Robert Redfield (1897-1958) and in Puerto Rico by Julian Steward (1902-72), broke
down the assumption that “primitive” societies were isolated from a larger world. From
1940 to 1953, British social anthropology set the standard for the study of political
organization; class hierarchy became an important variable for the first time.
Moreover, the development of area studies in the post-World War II period facilitated
the strategic deployment of anthropological results. Vincent characterizes the period
from 1954 to 1973 as romantic, exemplified by Stanley Diamond’s (1974) reconsid-
eration of anthropological reliance on the concept of the primitive. Most American
participants, however, emphasized activism in opposition to the Vietnam War and to
the alliance of military, corporate, and government power underlying it (Hymes
ed. 1969). Vincent argues that anthropology since 1974 has moved away from seeing
politics as a distinct sphere of inquiry in anthropology, a position perhaps most clearly
articulated in the subtitle juxtaposing the “politics and poetics of ethnography” in James
Clifford and George Marcus’s Writing Culture (1986). Most anthropologists, however,
have unequivocally rejected an extreme form of postmodernism, arguing that, in
the neoliberal era, reflexivity must be mobilized to engage with the real world, both
ethnographically and through political activism.

Other streams of anthropological theory also reflected the internationalization of
the Americanist tradition. The 1960s were characterized by a polarization of materi-
alist and idealist approaches. Cultural ecology began from nature and moved toward
culture, with Leslie White and Julian Steward as the major proponents of a reconstructed
evolutionary paradigm. Symbolic or interpretive anthropology coalesced around
the work of Clifford Geertz. French structuralism, exemplified by the work of Claude
Lévi-Strauss, fit well with American interpretive approaches but went beyond them
to speculate on the universal structure of the human mind. Most Anglo-American
structuralists employed the method without these speculations (Ortner 1984).

In the 1970s, variants of Marxism became fashionable. Ortner distinguishes struc-
tural Marxism, which emphasized culture and ideology over historical inevitability,
from the political economy that derived from the world systems model, in which there
are no “people without history” (Wolf 1982). Political economy has been encompassed
by globalization theory, to which anthropology has contributed critiques based on
ethnographies of local resistance. Ortner suggests that a theoretical emphasis on



North American Traditions 47

“practice” was the innovation of the 1980s, linking interpretive anthropology to
renewed questions about agency and the variety of local structures of social order
(Ortner 1984).

Present Trajectories

Cultural anthropology has remained the core of the discipline in North America, despite
the range of subdisciplinary specializations. The concept of culture has predominated
across the subdisciplines until quite recently. Nevertheless, biological anthropology
has looked to evolutionary biology for justification for some considerable time. If there
is an overall trend, it has perhaps been toward the study of meaning, not in the nar-
rowly linguistic sense, but as a distinctive feature of social order and social interac-
tion. Goodenough (2002) emphasizes that the anthropological turn to meaning began
in linguistics as a structuralist method of analysis of semantic domains in various
languages, but was extended, by Lévi-Strauss and others, to the study of culture.
Goodenough also notes efforts to systematize cross-cultural research, beginning with
the Human Relations Area Files pioneered by George Peter Murdock (1897-1985).

Polarization between “emic” approaches to meaning for members-of-culture and
“etic” or comparative approaches, often statistical, has led to a perceived dichotomy
between the scientists and the humanists in American anthropology. Those who
want anthropology to be a science (e.g., Kuznar 1997) ridicule meaning-oriented
approaches as merely descriptive and therefore of little interest for a comparative
discipline. The scientific approach is also understood to mean that anthropologists’
objectivity is threatened if they do not distance themselves from political activism. By
contrast, humanists tend to see fieldwork and a comparative perspective as consistent
with public engagement by anthropologists. They talk about context and standpoint,
and are less disturbed that so-called postmodernist fuzziness will obscure the real world.
For them, ethnographic truths are partial, grounded in the relationship of observer
and observed. Their anthropology is more likely to produce questions than answers,
but claims disciplinary relevance to widespread problems of contemporary society.

Contemporary linguistics within anthropology has struggled against post-
Chomskyan linguistics, with its emphasis on universals wired into the human brain.
For Chomsky and his followers, variation among languages is superficial and of
limited theoretical interest. Ethnographically — that is, for their speakers — languages’
variation is critical. Language is not only a tool for communication but also a way
of structuring the cultural world, an Americanist position strongly maintained by
contemporary students of Amerindian languages. But linguistics is the most challenged
of the subdisciplines, and many anthropology departments no longer offer it as a
specialization. Many anthropological linguists have chosen to situate their work in
relation to the adequate study of culture and meaning rather than as an independent
technical study of particular languages (Briggs 2002; Duranti 2003). Their theoretical
synthesis has been productive but its consequence for linguistic anthropology per
se may not be.
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A culture historic perspective in archaeology paralleled Boasian approaches to
culture, and, indeed, explicitly borrowed its culture concept (Willey and Sabloff 1993;
Trigger 1989). Evolutionary models have persisted in archaeology more widely than
in sociocultural anthropology. V. Gordon Childe’s materialist models fit well with
American work in cultural ecology, particularly the evolutionary models of Leslie White
(1900-75) and Julian Steward (1902-72). White’s model was effectively unilinear, with
sequences based on levels of sociocultural complexity. Steward’s multilinear evolution
relied more heavily on local environment and particular developments; his model of
band-level societies in the Great Basin provided archaeologists with materialist expla-
nations and analogies. Ethnoarchaeology was an important model linking archaeol-
ogy and ethnology, although contemporary cultural parallels had to be applied with
caution to prehistoric cultures.

Processual or “new archaeology” was developed by Louis Binford in the 1960s. The
method was deductive, quantitative, functionalist, and evolutionary, emphasizing
ecology and subsistence, supplemented by ethnoarchaeological analogy. Contemporary
American archaeology remains polarized between processual and post-processual
approaches, the latter most closely associated with the work of Ian Hodder, a Briton
now at Stanford. For Hodder and his followers, artifacts are symbolic as well as
material, and archaeologists can infer meanings from material evidence, especially
with the help of ethnoarchaeology. Efforts at synthesis have begun, but the debates
are far from resolved.

Physical anthropologists, who now usually call themselves biological anthropol-
ogists, have drawn on scientific advances to reach beyond surface morphology by
employing population genetics and mitochondrial DNA analysis, among other tech-
niques. Their questions have shifted from the typology of racial types, now seen to
be epiphenomena overlapping across populations, to the particulars of biological and
cultural interaction among populations and individuals. Biological anthropologists have
been outspoken in challenging the inadequate science of scientific racism. Isotopic
analysis has clarified paleo-diets, forensic analysis has drawn on genetic research, and
excavation of fossil hominids has complicated the evolutionary record. Biological anthro-
pologists often work in interdisciplinary research teams, and are especially likely to
collaborate with archaeologists.

Canadian Anthropology

The hegemonic status of the United States in the unmarked reference to “American”
anthropology has been a source of considerable anxiety to Canadian anthropolo-
gists, of whom this author is one. There have been a variety of approaches to the
history of Canadian anthropology in relation to contemporary identity and practice
(Harrison and Darnell, eds., 2006). The differences in the two continental national
traditions are not absolute, and under some conditions are elided in favor of a gen-
eralized New World contrast to European or Third World approaches. Nonetheless,
some dimensions of variation can be suggested.
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Scale is the most obvious variable. Canadians as well as Canadian anthropologists
are constantly aware of the leviathan to the south. Canadian anthropology is closer
to its origins than its American counterpart; the first academic program was not
established until 1925 at the University of Toronto. Many of the founders of depart-
ments and museums are still active. The profession is small enough that face-to-
face interaction is a viable model of peer networks for the Canadian Anthropology
Society/Société Canadienne Anthropologie.

Many Canadian anthropologists are ideological refugees, who fled the United States
during the Vietnam War years and elected to stay in Canada and to develop a local
anthropological tradition, often focusing on the study of Canadian society. Canadian
practitioners are flexible on the question of who is a Canadian anthropologist. One
may acquire that identity by various routes. These include: place of birth (regardless
of later residence or employment); place of training; citizenship (native or natural-
ized); fieldwork within Canada; professional employment in a Canadian institution.
No single definition will incorporate all who claim or are recognized to hold the
status of Canadian anthropologist. Respect for diversity is also a key variable in the
self-image of a multicultural Canadian state (Darnell 2000).

Canadian anthropology has intensive ties to all three of the major contemporary
national traditions — the American because of proximity and partially shared history
of dealing with Native peoples; the French (especially in Quebec) because of the two
founding nations, whose claims to Canada are constitutionally enshrined; and the British
as a result of colonial (and perhaps post-colonial) history. Structural-functionalism
in Canada is closer to its British origins than in the United States, where it has been
largely Americanized and grafted onto preexisting paradigms. The Humboldtian
German tradition imported to the US by Boas has taken root less firmly in Canada,
where local anthropologists, especially those in British Columbia, protested the im-
position of Boasian hegemony in Ottawa when Sapir became Canada’s first professional
anthropologist in 1910.

Anti-Americanism has surged and waned but reached its peak in the 1970s, both
within the discipline and in Canadian society as a whole. The rapid expansion of
academic anthropology in that decade rapidly outpaced the number of available
faculty, resulting in extensive foreign hiring, largely from the United States. By the time
Canadian PhDs sought positions, the expansion was over. Current cohort retirements
have led to another cycle of outside hirings, which many fear will relegate Canadian
anthropology to branch plant status.

The subdisciplinary scope of Canadian departments is more variable than its
American equivalent (Darnell 1998b). In small departments, anthropology is likely
to be associated with sociology, and this association is replicated in several large
departments, most notably those at the University of British Columbia and Carle-
ton. Calgary and Simon Fraser have separate Departments of Archaeology and
Anthropology. York, like Carleton, restricts its program to sociocultural anthro-
pology. Quebec anthropology maintains strong European and Francophone
ties, although this tradition largely fails to affect the Anglophone anthropological
mainstream.
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Virtually every Canadian department includes at least one specialist in First
Nations (Native American) peoples (Darnell 1997). Aboriginal affairs are more salient
in Canadian public culture than in the United States, with every province and terri-
tory having visible and vocal Native populations. Native Canadians are widely recog-
nized as Canada’s Third Founding Nation. Collaboration between anthropologists
and Native communities is widespread, and many anthropologists are politically active
on behalf of the peoples they work with. The five-volume Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples in 1996 offered a theoretical model for social change with substantial
input from anthropologists.

Nonetheless, Canadian anthropologists have also worked around the globe, as well
as in their own society. Overseas fieldwork has been a counteractant to parochialism
within Canada, where the study of Canadian society is sometimes seen as inde-
pendent of work elsewhere. Anthropologists have been champions of cross-cultural
perspectives in both policy/theory and practice.

Conclusion

The received metanarrative of American anthropology is a simple one, relying on the
dominance of the twentieth-century discipline by the Boasian culture concept and,
until after World War 11, the study of the American Indian. The actual development
of anthropology in North America, however, has been considerably less seamless and
more diverse. The subdisciplines have had somewhat separate trajectories and preoc-
cupations. Fieldwork sites have expanded far beyond Native American communities.
American anthropologists study complex communities, urban populations, and glob-
alization alongside colleagues trained in other human sciences. But the Americanist
tradition that has been the baseline for contemporary diversity within American
anthropology has proven itself a hardy hybrid.

The development of cultural studies within the humanities has challenged anthro-
pology’s exclusive right to many of its core concepts: participant-observation fieldwork
and cross-cultural study of the “Other” in particular. Postmodernism has seemed to
challenge ethnographic authority (cf. Clifford and Marcus, eds., 1986), with some claim-
ing that the much-touted new experimental ethnographies are indistinguishable from
literary fiction, while others call upon the discipline to return to its natural science
roots and reassert its prior representational authority. Advocacy, long a disciplinary
tradition, sometimes seems overwhelmed by postmodernist angst over an extreme rel-
ativism that paralyzes judgment or action. Recent powerful infusions of feminist the-
ory have brought both standpoint epistemology and identity politics to the forefront
of American anthropology. Despite the polarized nature of many of these debates, most
practicing anthropologists continue to adhere to a middle ground that welcomes new
energy without entirely jettisoning inherited anthropological traditions. The history
of anthropology remains, for the most part, an important source of both professional
socialization and continuity with established anthropological traditions throughout
the careers of contemporary practitioners.
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The British Tradition
Henrika Kuklick

Prelude

The first British society devoted to anthropological inquiry was the Ethnological
Society of London (ESL), founded in 1843, named after the Société ethnologique de
Paris, which had been founded in 1839. (Then, and well into the twentieth century,
“ethnology” meant comparative consideration of human groups.) The ESL descended
from the Aborigines Protection Society (APS), founded in 1837 with the motto ab
uno sanguine (“of one blood”), denoting the outlook of reformers who provoked Britain
to ban the slave trade in 1807 and emancipate slaves in its West Indian colonies in
1833 and 1838 — Evangelical Christians, who included both Established state church
members and Dissenters. APS members thought conversion to Christianity would uplift
all “uncivilized tribes” and encouraged collection of ethnographic information to inform
enlightened policies. The ESL emerged as a society for scholarship alone. Its major
thinker was a physician, James Cowles Prichard (1786—1848), an Evangelical Anglican
— though born and raised a Quaker (Stocking 1971).

Persons of Dissenting origins would be prominent in British anthropology through
the nineteenth century — as they were in other learned societies. These were then
the centers of British intellectual life, not Oxford and Cambridge, the “Ancient Uni-
versities,” where persons who did not endorse Established church tenets were barred
from candidacy for degrees until 1854 and 1856, respectively, and were excluded from
faculties until 1871. The first anthropologist in Britain to receive a university appoint-
ment, the Quaker E. B. (eventually, Sir Edward) Tylor (1832-1917), who at Oxford
became, in turn, keeper of the Pitt Rivers Museum (in 1883), a reader (in 1884), and
a professor (in 1896), could not study there during his youth.

Prichard would be recognized as having “place[d] Ethnology on a scientific basis,”
as was observed in 1848 by W. B. Carpenter (1813-1885), a scientific polymath and
his day’s leading physiologist (quoted in Stocking 1973: ix). In Prichard’s many works,
based on such sources as travelers’ reports and classical texts of Greece and Rome,
his essential narrative was biblical: all humankind descended from Noah’s family,
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Figure 4 Early participant observation: Captain James Cook and Joseph Banks, the naturalist on
CooK’s first voyage — and future long-serving president of the Royal Society — watching dancing
inside a house on one of the islands Cook called the Society Islands, now French Polynesia.

Engraved after a drawing by Sydney Parkinson, 1773. From the author’s collection.

who, along with other survivors of God’s flood, dispersed to populate the globe. Some
degenerated — a process originating with the Fall of Adam and Eve — while others
advanced. Variations were selective expressions of innate potentials common to
humankind — products of circumstances. Prichard’s position was “monogenism,” as
opposed to “polygenism,” which became increasingly influential toward the middle
of the nineteenth century; this identified human types as distinct species, created
separately, with qualitatively different aptitudes and appearances. Prichard initially
thought original humans were persons of color, and linked skin lightening to elevated
behavioral standards; ultimately, he speculated that racial variations might be associ-
ated with different environments. Regardless, he consistently sought to trace humans’
dispersion and establish relationships among populations, relying primarily on
linguistic affinities (Stocking 1973).

Prichard called for what is usually termed “salvage ethnography” — as would sub-
sequent anthropologists: exotic peoples’ encounters with Europeans inevitably led to
the disappearance of indigenes’ distinctive characteristics (causes ranged from exter-
mination to Christian conversion); what would soon be lost must be recorded for
posterity. Prichard’s “On the Extinction of Human Races,” delivered to the British
Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) in 1839, moved the society to
publish a questionnaire to guide travelers in collecting information in 1841. More
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elaborate questionnaires followed, the most notable being the six editions of Notes and
Queries on Anthropology, issued in 1874, 1892, 1899, 1912, 1929, and 1951, all but the
last produced at least partially under BAAS auspices. These questionnaires represented
long-established practice of natural historians.”

Between 1841 and 1874, virulent disagreement had developed among students of
human variation, who were increasingly concerned with race per se — as was Prichard
in his late work. Moreover, scientists found it harder to devise a chronology of human
history (and the earth itself) consistent with biblical narrative; human fossils discov-
ered in the mid-nineteenth century suggested that the human species might have existed
for longer than had been believed. Furthermore, it seemed that then-contemporary
“savages” might resemble humans who had lived in Europe in prehistoric times. Disputes
about race led a member of the ESL, James Hunt, to form a rival organization, the
Anthropological Society of London (ASL) in 1863, named after Paul Broca’s Société
d’anthropologie de Paris. (Then, “anthropology” denoted emphasis on humans’ physical
characteristics.) The ASL embraced polygenism, and, though it was anti-Darwinian,
hypothesized connections between human and lower animal forms.

The battle between the societies was a scientific scandal — and the proceedings of
the ASL could be prurient, since, in contrast to its competitors, they excluded women.
Furthermore, when ASL members extended their scientific views to political issues,
they took positions that were anathema to ESL leaders. These included: supporting
the South in the American Civil War, arguing that slaves were congenitally unsuited
to freedom (significantly, the society had a Confederate agent on its Council, who pro-
vided it funds), and endorsing the ruthless suppression of an 1866 uprising by black
farmers in Jamaica by the colony’s governor, Edward Eyre (Stocking 1971).

The dispute engaged some of the most prominent figures in British science —
figures whose allegiance lay with the ESL and who were committed Darwinians. And
it represented a decisive moment in the development of British anthropology. Notable
among the scientists involved were Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) and Sir John
Lubbock (eventually Lord Avebury [1834—1913]). Huxley, known as “Darwin’s Bulldog,”
stoutly defended Darwin’s model of evolution through the process of natural selec-
tion from the time of the publication of On the Origin of Species (1859). Lubbock,
“Darwin’s Mercury” (Clark 1997), Darwin’s neighbor and protégé, introduced his re-
clusive mentor to a host of Victorian celebrities. Both were members of the “X Club,”
a dining group of nine men convened by Huxley in 1864, which exercised immense
influence in the world of Victorian science. The differences between their respective
backgrounds testify to the emergence in their time of what Noel Annan memorably
termed the “intellectual aristocracy,” persons whose status depended more on their
accomplishments than on their social origins. Huxley, from a family of modest means
and trained as a physician, ascended to the scientific elite, teaching at a number of
London institutions and shaping training in biology at every educational level. Lub-
bock, the third baronet in his family line, enjoyed the wealth of his family’s banking
firm. But he distinguished himself by his scientific activities, which included archaeology,
ethnology, popular science writing, and especially entomology, as well as service as a
Liberal member of Parliament from 1870 to 1900; elevated to the peerage, he chose
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the name of a group of prehistoric monoliths. Lubbock was the ESL’s president in 1863,
Huxley in 1868.

The Prichardian and Darwinian eras in ESL activities were linked, not least through
Huxley, W. B. Carpenter’s scientific ally and close friend (indeed, Huxley’s anthropo-
logical writing referred to Prichardian problems). Moreover, though objections to
Darwinism were made on religious grounds — and Huxley famously coined the word
“agnostic” to denote religious skepticism — Darwinian explanation of human varia-
tion presumed a single human species. Thus, a core idea of late-nineteenth-century
anthropology — the “psychic unity” of all varieties of humankind — was compatible
with the biblical account of creation. While Huxley was president of the ESL, he over-
saw its fusion with the ASL. With Lubbock serving as its first president, the Anthro-
pological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (AI) was founded in 1871; it would
become the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) in 1907.

Despite arrangements intended to guarantee ASL representation among Institute
officers, the reunion was an ESL triumph. Only one ASL figure, John Beddoe
(1826-1911), the society’s president in 1869—1870, was prominent under the new dis-
pensation. Yet late-nineteenth-century monogenism was qualified: the single human
species was moderately differentiated. Darwinian reasoning indicated that groups
of people developed distinctive features as they became isolated from one another in
various ways, such as by geographical barriers to contact; some were nearly frozen in
prehistoric time. In both physical and cultural terms, groups could be arrayed on a
hierarchy of evolution, but all human varieties were related, since all could interbreed.
Human groups were not qualitatively distinct. The psychic unity of humankind
meant that all peoples followed the same course of development. Presented with a given
set of circumstances, any population would respond similarly; this was their “inde-
pendent invention” of an element of evolutionary progress. The pace of human
groups’ evolution varied, not its direction. And ontogeny recapitulated phylogeny:
the stages of maturation of the individual — the ideal type was the normal European
male — followed the course that resulted in the highest of the human species’ accom-
plishments, the development of European civilization. The evolutionist scheme was
sufficiently flexible to admit a range of attitudes toward European women, however.
In 1883, a BAAS committee warned that the human species could grow extinct if women
emerged from their condition of arrested development: educated women’s pelvic
capacity was shrinking, while babies gestated under civilized conditions had increas-
ingly larger heads. By contrast, A. C. Haddon (1855-1940) argued that European men
and women possessed primitive physical traits in equal proportions, though not the
same primitive traits (Jones 1998). For Prichard, the proof of the unity of humankind
had been affinities among groups spread over space, whose resemblances revealed
processes of diffusion. Tylor, the most important anthropological figure in his day,
who acknowledged Prichard as “the founder of modern anthropology” (1910: 108),
instead emphasized similarities resulting from independent invention. To answer
one of his day’s burning questions — whether any given innovation resulted from
independent invention or diffusion — Tylor provided an axiom: the more sophisticated
an innovation, the greater the likelihood it originated in diffusion.
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Anthropology Emergent

Anthropology was now respectable, led by members of the intellectual aristocracy, as
is evident from the high percentage of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
anthropologists who were knighted for their accomplishments.” They saw their enter-
prise as natural science. In 1884, they gained a section — Section H — of the BAAS
(ethnology and anthropology, separately and together, had previously figured as sub-
sections in various BAAS quarters). Tylor was its first president. Prominent figures
included such men as the polymath Francis (eventually Sir Francis) Galton
(1822-1911), Darwin’s cousin, now best known for his contributions to statistics and
for coining the word “eugenics” to describe (and inspire) deliberate efforts to improve
the human species, and W. H. (Sir William) Flower (1831-1899), director of the British
Museumr’s natural history departments from 1884 to 1898. A division of labor had
been practically effected among physical anthropologists, social anthropologists,
linguists, and archaeologists, but their work was theoretically compatible. Some, in-
cluding Alexander Macalister (1844—1919), professor of anatomy at Cambridge, an
archaeologist as well as physical anthropologist, spanned the subfields. Prominent as
an ethnologist, Tylor was nevertheless well informed about physical anthropology (e.g.,
Tylor 1910). It is notable that he planned a book collaboration with E. Ray (ultimately
Sir Edwin Ray) Lankester (1847-1929) while the latter was Linacre Professor of
Comparative Anatomy at Oxford, from 1891 to 1898 (he then succeeded Flower at
the British Museum); their project failed because their friendship ended, not because
they considered their areas of expertise irreconcilable.*

Concomitant physical and behavioral variations were associated with evolution in
material culture. Consider the exhibitions in the Oxford museum established with the
financial support and artifacts of General A. H. Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers (1827-1900).
Expressing Pitt-Rivers’s principles, which were consistent with Darwinism, they were
set up by Tylor, along with H. N. Moseley (1820—1900), the university’s Professor of
Zoology and Comparative Anatomy, and the recent graduates W. Baldwin (ultimately
Sir Baldwin) Spencer (1860—1929) and Henry Balfour (1863—-1939) — who would become
the museum’s Curator. Displays showed evolution progressing very slowly. Modifica-
tions made at any given time to any given type of object were so slight as to be nearly
imperceptible.

The meaningful division of labor was between fieldworkers and theorists. It was
incidental that Huxley, Galton, and Tylor had visited exotic places as young men.
Scholarship belonged to “ethnologists of the study” — the term the intellectual gadfly
Andrew Lang (1844-1912) applied to his kind, now usually called “armchair anthro-
pologists” — who generated grand theories using all manner of evidence. They
attempted to systematize data collection by distributing questionnaires. When E. H.
Man, who had spent 12 years as assistant supervisor of the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, presented findings organized by Notes and Queries’ categories at 1882 Al
meetings, he demonstrated the questionnaire’s utility (Stocking 1987: 259).
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Figures such as Alfred Russel Wallace (1823-1913), co-formulator with Darwin
of the concept of natural selection, resembled modern anthropologists; Wallace spent
long periods in remote places and analyzed his findings himself. Active in mid-
nineteenth-century anthropological circles, Wallace supported himself by selling the
natural specimens he collected in the field until physical ailments ended his foreign
career. In Britain, however, he hovered on the margins of respectable science (despite
warm support from some scientific notables), since paid collectors were viewed as
tradesmen (e.g., Raby 2001). Indeed, Wallace’s marginality may be inferred from his
participation in both ASL and ESL activities, leading Huxley to prevail upon him in
1866 to lead the BAAS anthropology subsection (then in Section D — Biology) on the
grounds that Wallace alone could mediate between the feuding factions (see Huxley
to Lubbock, August 1, 1866, AP, Add.MS 49641). And other types of marginal figures,
stationed in Empire outposts, both served as informants to metropolitan scholars and
published ethnographies. Notable were Lorimer Fison, a long-serving missionary
in Fiji who collaborated with A. W. Howitt, an expert in geology who occupied prom-
inent government positions in Australia; their most significant epistolary relationship
was with the American Lewis Henry Morgan, but they also sent information to Tylor
and J. G. (eventually Sir James) Frazer (1854-1941), the last major armchair anthro-
pologist — and expressed some contempt for those who generalized about non-Western
peoples without having had contact with them (Stocking 1987: 236).

Armchair scholars did not expect all informants to be equally reliable. But they believed
that inconsistencies in the quality of data would matter less if data were available in
vast quantities. To these, they would apply statistical techniques such as Galton’s, and
identify general patterns. Their scholarly approach was exemplified by E. B. Tylor’s
1888 “On a Method of Investigating the Development of Institutions, Applied to Laws
of Marriage and Descent,” which identified correlations among social traits. Scholars’
collective project was to map the sequence of stages by which humankind evolved from
primordial to modern conditions, each stage constituting a culture complex. When
they found traits inconsistent with the supposed pattern of any given stage, they
saw these as either “survivals” of past practices or portents of future advances. The
expectation that human potential was expressed in an invariant course was counter
to Darwinism; modification through natural selection was non-directional — but
Darwin himself had Lamarckian lapses, especially when considering humankind. In
gross outline, late-nineteenth-century anthropologists’ characterizations of primitive
peoples were centuries old. What was novel was the degree of detail to which
scholars hoped to explicate stages of evolutionary progress.

As peoples advanced, their experiences supposedly included: a shift from unions
involving multiple partners to monogamy; a shift in tracing descent from the mother
to the father and the specification of exogamous norms; abandonment of nomadic
habits for permanent settlement, organized land cultivation, and defined property
rights; the emergence of class hierarchy and differentiated social roles; displacement
of magical thinking by scientific rationality; and the emergence of monotheistic
religion. Tylor’s 1888 article exemplified the evolutionist paradigm. It identified the
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experience of “couvade” — when a child’s father sympathetically feels the pains of
its mother during childbirth — as behavior denoting change from a matrilineal to a
patrilineal kinship system.

The “Reformer’s Science”

Tylor often said that anthropology was the “reformer’s science”; its findings would enable
the “great modern nations to understand themselves, to weigh in a just balance their
own merits and defects, and even in some measure to forecast . . . the possibilities of
the future” (quoted in Kuklick 1991: 7). Modern habits would inevitably displace the
folk customs preserved in remote parts of Britain, which must be recorded; this was
“folklore” — a formally organized enterprise with the foundation of the Folk-Lore Society
in 1878 — but folklore was the “anthropology of the civilized races,” in the words of
G. L. (later Sir Lawrence) Gomme (1853-1916). And primitive survivals among
modern peoples might be deliberately eradicated — a sometimes daring enterprise.
For example, J. G. Frazer challenged Christians’ belief in Jesus’s virgin birth; Frazer
implicitly analogized Christian belief to that of the Australian Arrernte, whom he
represented as the most primitive of extant peoples and who were ignorant of the
mechanism of reproduction, imagining that women were impregnated by spirits — so
that every Arrernte birth was a virgin birth.

Anthropologists’ findings also had implications for domestic politics. Notably, they
addressed two questions about the British population: Was it composed of distinct
races? Was it degenerating in biological terms? To answer the first (as well as to col-
lect information about beliefs and behavior), the BAAS organized and supported two
committees: operating between 1875 and 1883 was a “Systematic Examination of the
Heights, Weights, and Other Physical Characteristics of the Inhabitants of the British
Isles”; the “Ethnographical Survey of the United Kingdom” functioned between 1892
and 1910 (see Haddon 1898: 348-94). Members of these committees were drawn from
the anthropological elite, including Galton, Haddon, Beddoe, General Pitt-Rivers, and
the archaeologist A. J. (Sir Arthur) Evans (1851-1941). The committees found geo-
graphically isolated populations with distinctive physical and social characteristics,
but variously blended mixtures of three basic stocks were found throughout England,
Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Thus, Irish Home Rule could not be justified on the grounds
that the Irish were so racially distinct that they could not be integrated into British
society. The most important physical variations were associated with class, not race:
the poor, especially the urban poor, were markedly shorter and thinner.

This last finding had evident bearing on the deliberations of the Inter-Departmental
Committee on Physical Deterioration, convened by the government after the South
African War of 1899-1901, when 40 percent of those volunteering for military
service were rejected on health grounds. Calling on anthropological expert witnesses,
the committee issued a report in 1904 that called for social welfare policies, having
learned that apparent signs of decline of the population’s collective hereditary poten-
tial were transient, circumstantial phenomena — functions of deficient diets, housing,
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and exercise — not indications that, say, the best British specimens were not repro-
ducing in substantial numbers while the population of the lower orders exploded. Indeed,
one witness, D. J. Cunningham (1850-1909), then professor of Anatomy at Edinburgh,
emphasized that enlarged opportunities for women did not lead to decline in repro-
ductive capacity; liberated women, freed from restrictive corsets and encouraged to
exercise, were healthier.

But at the turn of the century, anthropologists generally shunned research relevant
to British domestic policy. There were individual exceptions, such as Karl Pearson
(1857-1936), the first occupant of the Chair in Eugenics funded by Galton’s bequest
at University College, London (UCL). As the Anthropological Institute’s Huxley
Memorial Lecturer in 1903, Pearson presented his basic thesis: most variation among
individuals’ physical characteristics, temperaments, and aptitudes was hereditary. Because
environmental factors effected remaining variation, their modification could improve
British lives. Pearson and his associates undertook a congeries of studies, including
his On the Relationship of Health to the Psychical and Physical Characters in School Children
(1923). Any variation could be important; Pearson’s collaborative work with Mary Noel
Kan, Study of the Data Provided by a Baby-Clinic in a Large Manufacturing Town (1922),
controlled for class differences that might underlie correlations, concluding that the
healthiest garments for babies were pure wool, followed by pure cotton, followed by
cotton-wool blends.

It would take Nazi uses of scientific racism to reanimate anthropologists’ interest
in domestic political concerns. In 1934, the RAI joined the Institute of Sociology
to form a Race and Culture Committee; its 1936 report was inconclusive. But the
BAAS zoology and anthropology sections held a joint meeting in 1936 to consider the
question of “race,” concluding that the word had to be eliminated from scientific and
public discourse because it had been thoroughly politicized — echoing the argument
of We Europeans (1935), co-authored for a popular audience by Haddon and the
biologist (Sir) Julian Huxley — Thomas’s grandson (Barkan 1992: 286—96). Mass Observa-
tion, a movement founded in 1936 by an amateur anthropologist, a poet who became
a sociologist, and a filmmaker, came closest to an anthropology engaged with right-
ing the wrongs of British society. Particularly concerned with race prejudice, it
enrolled untrained volunteers to do research and received qualified endorsement
from the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884—1942) — and the disapproval of
his students and colleagues (Kushner 2004: 5-10). After World War II, a few anthro-
pologists concerned to affect policy studied race relations in Britain, but their work
had low professional prestige.

Meanwhile, anthropology was gaining university niches. In 1895, Tylor received a
personal professorship — but failed to incorporate anthropology in the undergradu-
ate curriculum; Tylor’s efforts made it a “special subject” for examination in Oxford’s
Natural Science course, but it had to be added to the roster of subjects already
required — so no students did it. While Oxford’s 1899 “Research Degree” statute allowed
the submission of an anthropological thesis for the postgraduate BLitt and BSc
degrees, it was undergraduate education that mattered. Nevertheless, when John
(eventually Sir John) Linton Myres (1869-1954) conducted a survey for the BAAS in
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1900 to determine how many universities were teaching anthropology, he found it in
some form at eight institutions; with the exception of some courses at Cambridge,
Oxford, and UCL, all of the courses belonged in the natural sciences (JLMP, MssMyres
66). By 1906, Oxford had a school of anthropological studies (though it had no
permanent chair until 1936; Tylor’s successor, R. R. Marett [1866—1943], retired as a
reader). By 1907, Liverpool had an — unsalaried — chair in social anthropology (its
foundation professor, J. G. Frazer, stayed in place for only five months). By 1908,
Cambridge had a board of anthropological studies (though it did not have a profes-
sorship of anthropology until 1932), and in 1913 it made anthropology a component
of an undergraduate degree. By 1913, the University of London had a (part-time, but
permanent) chair of ethnology at the London School of Economics (LSE), occupied
by C. G. Seligman (1873-1940), a professional ally of Haddon’s; in 1927, Malinowski
would occupy the School’s first full-time professorship in anthropology.

When Myres surveyed anthropology teaching in 1923, he found eleven universities
providing some form of anthropological instruction (JLMP, MssMyres, 67). Most import-
ant were the departments at UCL, where all subfields of the discipline were repre-
sented and the first PhD was granted in 1925, and the LSE, where the first PhD was
conferred in 1927. At the LSE, students could study with Malinowski’s teachers,
Seligman and the Finn Edward Westermark (1862-1939), as well as with Malinowski
himself, who first taught there in 1913 (his LSE degree was a DSc). Not until after
World War II would there be university undergraduate degree courses in anthro-
pology alone (not as part of a subject mixture). But anthropology was gaining
ground in the interwar period.

The Colonial Connection

Anthropology’s academic gains seem correlated with practitioners’ turn toward
promoting the discipline’s utility for colonial rulers — as well as for missionaries and
persons doing business in the colonies. Under BAAS and AI auspices, a number of
petitions were presented to the government for creation of an imperial bureau of
ethnology, beginning in 1896. Instigated by Haddon, the campaign involved such lumi-
naries as Tylor, Lubbock, and C. H. (later Sir Hercules) Read (1857-1929), keeper of
British and medieval antiquities at the British Museum. Pointing to the value of anthro-
pological information in governing India, and to official recognition of the utility of
anthropology in the United States and the Netherlands, petitioners made familiar
arguments: the bureau would serve science by encouraging reports on peoples who
were nearing extinction in culture if not in body; anthropological intelligence made
administrators more sympathetic to their subjects’ views, capable of gaining the con-
sent of the governed so they could turn indigenous institutions to the purposes of
their administrative system, “Indirect Rule” (of which more shortly). But the only result
of their campaign was a nominal bureau created in Read’s British Museum depart-
ment; it did not receive necessary funds, and become a repository for a few ethno-
graphic reports forwarded through official channels.
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Universities had some success marketing their services to colonial officials. The
postgraduate Diploma in Anthropology, which could be earned at Oxford (by exam-
ination) from 1905 and at Cambridge (by thesis) from 1908, was especially attractive
to colonial civil servants, who could complete its requirements during their long leaves
at home. In 1908, the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan invited Oxford and Cambridge to
develop anthropological courses for its government staff. But the Sudan regime was
unique in the British Empire,” not least in its patronage of professional anthropolo-
gists; it commissioned research by C. G. Seligman and his wife, B. Z. Seligman in 1909,
and later employed Seligman’s students E. E. (ultimately Sir Edward) Evans-Pritchard
(1902-73) and S. F. Nadel (1903-56). And British universities hired a number of
ex-colonial administrators to teach anthropology. For example, the first two occupants
of Cambridge’s chair were retired members of the Indian Civil Service, T. C. Hodson
(1871-1953) and J. H. Hutton (1885-1968).

Moreover, some notable colonial officials endorsed anthropology enthusiastically.
At the 1914 meeting of the BAAS, for example, the president of Section H, Sir Richard
Temple (a baronet), erstwhile Chief Commissioner of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands,
mobilized a discussion that engaged (among others) Sudan’s Governor-General,
Fiji’s Governor, the Resident General of the Federated Malay States, and Alexander
Fiddian, a long-serving civil servant in the Colonial Office who consistently promoted
applied anthropology. Discussants rehearsed the usual refrains. But audience cheers
greeted J. G. Frazer’s remarks about a war in “Somaliland, with a loss of British life
and heavy loss to the unfortunate natives . . . which a competent knowledge of the
customs of the natives would have entirely averted” (Anonymous 1914: 72).

The desire to prevent unrest was the most important reason that colonial officials
sought anthropologists’ help until after World War II. It explained the employment
of the first government anthropologist in Africa, Northcote W. Thomas, who between
1908 and 1912 served in Nigeria and Sierra Leone. His unsatisfactory performance
would for years serve as a cautionary tale among colonial officials. Most notably, Thomas
refused to violate his informants’ confidence and divulge information about a secret
society in Sierra Leone that would have to be suppressed if it were to be unmasked as
a cannibalistic order. In 1921, the Gold Coast (now Ghana) appointed the first full-
time government anthropologist in Africa, R. S. Rattray (1881-1938), transferring him
from the regular civil service; his charge was to collect information about indigenous
tradition to prevent rebellions such as that following government seizure of the
Asante chief’s Golden Stool — an act betraying ignorance of its significance. Sub-
sequently, a few full-time positions for government anthropologists were established,
virtually all occupied by former colonial officers,’ and civil servants with special
interest in anthropology were sometimes “seconded” to undertake inquiries. Men
recruited to the Colonial Administrative Service were expected to acquire a smatter-
ing of anthropological knowledge; it was included in the year-long course they were
obliged to take at either Oxford or Cambridge after 1924 (their predecessors were offered
an optional, three-month course in London).

Overall, however, colonial officials were reluctant to seek professional anthropological
advice until the World War II era. Then, Britain was engaged in decolonization, and
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sought anthropologists’ assistance in turning colonies into viable independent states.
Consider that in 1927 the governors of Britain’s East African territories rejected an
offer made by the Rockefeller Foundation (RF) to finance an institute to investigate
African welfare, possibly headed by an anthropologist. Only Kenya’s governor
responded positively; he hoped the institute’s findings would help him calm Kenya’s
restive white settlers, who were threatening civil war, reacting to recent government
declarations that African interests were paramount in Kenya and that economic
development efforts in East Africa must be centered on Africans. (In mooting this African
project, as well as later, realized ones, the RF acted on two beliefs: that research on
race relations in Africa would improve understanding of the American South; and that
action that made the world more peaceful was both a good in itself and beneficial
for commerce.) Typically, colonial officials saw anthropologists as useless at best and
destructive at worst: anthropologists who upheld scientific standards either investi-
gated problems of no interest to colonial regimes or failed to produce reports in time
to address pressing problems; and anthropologists could be subversives, identifying
with the peoples they studied.

Governments of virtually independent territories in Britain’s empire seemed more
receptive to suggestions that anthropologists could be useful. Haddon’s lobbying, in
particular, persuaded South African and Australian officials to endorse the creation
of professorships in 1921 and 1925, respectively, at the universities of Cape Town
and Sydney (the latter subsidized by the RF). The first occupant of both of these
positions was A. R. Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955); in both, he instructed government
employees — though he taught them theory, from which practical tactics for work
with indigenes could be derived. Radcliffe-Brown and his successors at Sydney trained
persons bound for service in Papua, an Australian colonial territory after 1906, as
well as New Guinea (once Germany’s colony), Australia’s League of Nations Mandate
Territory after 1919. And three of Haddon’s students — E. P. Chinnery, F. E. Williams,
and (briefly) W. E. Armstrong — served as government anthropologists in Australia’s
colonies.

Britain’s tropical African colonies were significantly different from South Africa and
Australia: the latter were white settler societies. Settlers displaced indigenous peoples,
sometimes violently, deployed legal stratagems to deprive indigenes of rights to land
and developed reserves for them — and also expected indigenes to work for them.
In societies in which indigenes and settlers were locked in endless conflict over the
legitimate bases of land ownership, anthropologists’ knowledge could seem useful.
That in both South Africa and Australia there emerged anthropologists who sym-
pathetically defended indigenes’ rights and ways of life is another matter.

But Papua and New Guinea were analogous to Britain’s West African colonies: these
territories were sources of wealth in resources and laborers, but their climates were
thought unhealthy for Europeans. And in such settings, administrators could easily
find academic anthropologists infuriating. Consider, for example, the exchange
between Gregory Bateson, also a Haddon student, and Chinnery, who sought an
effective strategy for elimination of headhunting, an official goal. Outlawing the
practice would only drive it underground, said Bateson, and such people as his
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“wicked Iatmul” required “spectacular activities” to give meaning to their usually
boring lives. Headhunting might be controlled, however, confined to a yearly season,
with a limit set on individuals’ kills! (Bateson to Chinnery, May 8, 1935, EWPCP,
MS 766/1/1).

Certainly, it is not irrelevant that anthropology’s growth as a discipline coincided
with the territorial expansion of Britain’s Empire, beginning with the international
“Scramble for Africa” in the 1880s and ending with the post-World War I acquisition
of territories formerly ruled by the Central Powers. And the erstwhile division of labor
between fact collectors in the field and armchair theorists at home ended as travel
to colonized territories became relatively safe for missionaries, commercial agents,
colonial officers, and scientists of various types — not just anthropologists. Now,
anthropologists who themselves observed subject peoples claimed a heightened level
of expert authority. Evolutionist anthropology seemed ideally suited to colonial rule,
since it postulated developmental laws; colonial civil servants, by definition neutral
administrators rather than policymakers, often justified their interventions with
evolutionist precepts, claiming that they were merely accelerating inevitable progress.
But the relationship between anthropology and colonialism was complex.

Into the Field

By the end of the nineteenth century, anthropologists’ leading lights doubted the value
of information elicited through questionnaires. In the 1892 edition of Notes and Queries,
C. H. Read pronounced the passing European traveler incompetent to obtain
“even superficial answers” to anthropologists’ questions. Only persons with “long-
continued residence among a native race’” were reliable (97). But scientifically trained
fieldworkers would soon claim superiority to long-time residents. For example, the
anthropological field trips of W. H. R. Rivers (1864-1922) were brief, and he relied
on interpreters. Yet, he argued that his systematic approach elicited information
thoroughly as well as rapidly; his “genealogical method” identified details of a people’s
understanding of kinship, and from these their social structure — relationships often
so complex that “Europeans who have spent their whole lives among the people have
never been able to grasp them” (1968 [1910]: 107).

In particular, two field studies had revolutionary consequences. One was the 1898
Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to Torres Straits,” a seven-man team organized
by Haddon and including Rivers, which spent late-April to mid-November on a
cluster of islands located between Australia and New Guinea. Participants’ special
expertise determined their investigative tasks, and research focused on Mer, the island
at the greatest distance from mainland Australia; it was assumed that the farther removed
an island society was from contact with European culture, the more primitive it would
be. (Expedition members also went to Borneo in pursuit of comparative material, but
it seemed relatively inconsequential, and was not included in the expedition Reports.)
Of the participants, one, Anthony Wilkin (1878-1901), in charge of the expedition’s
photography, died young. Another, Sidney Ray (1858-1939), an expert linguist, was
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a primary-school teacher. Two, C. S. Myers (1873-1946) and William McDougall
(1871-1938), were psychologists. But the most important British anthropologists
of the next generation traced their professional lineage to three expedition mem-
bers: Haddon, who had been unhappily occupying the professorship of zoology
at the Royal College of Science in Dublin since 1880 (Huxley had provided a
reference); Rivers, medically trained but then Cambridge’s lecturer in experimental
psychology and the physiology of the senses (who had taught Myers and McDougall);
and Myers’s friend Seligman, also medically trained. Leading the expedition decisively
altered Haddon’s career. In 1900, he became lecturer in ethnology at Cambridge;
after becoming a Fellow of Christ’s College in 1901, he could afford to resign his
Dublin post.

The second revolutionary field study was that conducted in Central Australia by an
unlikely pair, Baldwin Spencer and E J. Gillen (1855-1912). Spencer had prevailed
over Haddon in competition to become the University of Melbourne’s foundation
professor of biology. Gillen, an Australian government servant, ended his formal
schooling at 12; his official positions included Sub-Protector of Aborigines for South
Australia. The pair met as participants in the 1894 Horn Expedition to Central
Australia,’ and did fieldwork together in 1896—97, when Spencer was on summer
vacation and Gillen was given leave by the government. Native Tribes of Central
Australia (1899) was the first of their collaborative productions. Although they left
no professional descendants, their work had immense international impact. Like
Haddon, they justified their choice of field site on geographical grounds: by virtue of
its isolation, Central Australia was a place where old habits had been preserved. This
argument was defensible in Darwinian terms, but personal factors mattered; Haddon
and Spencer returned to places they had studied as biologists, and Gillen had lived in
Central Australia for over two decades.

Spencer and Gillen urged anthropologists to put themselves “into the mental
attitude of the native”: Aborigines’ lifeways might violate European standards of pro-
priety but were adaptive responses to Australian conditions (1899: 48). Native Tribes
was a first approximation of the comprehensive ethnography produced through
participant observation that would become the post-World War I ideal. Spencer and
Gillen assumed Arrernte identities and claimed that they had learned secrets
previously hidden from whites (though they were barred from some ceremonies).
Nevertheless, they described features of Aboriginal life ranging from everyday prac-
tices to sacred rituals. Their work appealed to various audiences. In the Australian
context, Native Tribes implied a liberal political judgment: the considerable variation
obtaining among Aboriginal groups denoted innate ability to adapt to various cir-
cumstances, indicating Aborigines’ capacity for assimilation. In Britain, however,
discussion of the book was framed by J. G. Frazer, who had brokered its publication.
As I noted earlier, Frazer saw the Arrernte as the most primitive people on earth, and
he believed that the origins of religious belief were revealed in the ceremonies that
enacted Arrernte totem identities — their identifications with specific animals and plants.

An international debate ensued. Initially, most combatants agreed that totemism
must feature in humankind’s developmental trajectory, but quarreled over particulars
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of evolutionary stages. Finally, combatants rejected unilinear evolutionist theory.
Frazer’s most important assumption — that superior religion was associated with
material progress and the development of scientific rationality — was incorrect; as
Lang observed, true primitives could be truly spiritual. There were primitive societies
without totemism, and it was not routinely linked to specific phenomena. Even the
reconstructed evolutionist Marett saw social change as “a differential evolution of
culture, according to which some elements may advance, whilst others stand still, or
even decay” (1912: 121).

Haddon, like Spencer and Gillen, urged researchers to understand exotic peoples
from the “native point of view.” And the “genealogical method” Rivers developed for
the Torres Straits expedition proved remarkably durable. But though the six volumes
of Reports Haddon edited — five published before World War I, and the last (volume
I) in 1935 — received largely favorable reviews, they were hybrid growths, partly
relying on evidence that Haddon solicited from afar. Moreover, teamwork did not become
the discipline’s ideal method, though it later had some notable practitioners.” In
the influential 1912 edition of Notes and Queries — which guided Malinowski — Rivers
decreed that a visiting research team disturbed a primitive people; the very activities
anthropologists wished to observe were disrupted. Moreover, because each element
in a primitive society was linked to every other, it was impossible to divide research
labor efficiently. Ideally, fieldwork should be undertaken by a lone anthropologist,
spending at least a year among a group of no more than 500 people, whose society
was somehow bounded by geographical factors. Becoming personally acquainted
with an entire population, learning their language and living the local life, the anthro-
pologist would develop a comprehensive understanding of a community. As Myres
observed in his obituary of Rivers, it was generally agreed that Rivers set the discip-
line’s methodological standards.

Rivers did not meet these standards, but he justified them, explaining how the lone
anthropologist became an embodied scientific instrument. In 1865, W. B. Carpenter
had observed that the principle of the conservation of force was “among the best
established generalisations of physical science,” suggesting that “every thoughtful
Physiologist must desire to see the same course of inquiry thoroughly pursued in regard
to the phenomena of living bodies” (quoted in Kuklick 1998: 168). Rivers accepted
this charge, conceptualizing humans as closed energy systems: the ways individuals
expended their energies determined the quality of their lives. Administering physio-
logical and psychological tests to the islanders, Rivers dispelled long-held conventional
wisdom that primitives were closer to lower animals than evolved Europeans, having
acute eyesight and hearing as well as high tolerance for pain: islanders did not have
innately superior sensibilities. Body economies of energy expenditure explained their
habits. In order to survive in unimproved nature, islanders honed their observational
skills, so as to be able to recognize signs of impeding danger, say, or edible animals
looming in the distance. As was indicated by anecdotal evidence of Europeans who
had followed the lifeways of primitive peoples, Europeans could develop acute sen-
sory skills — and would simultaneously lose their capacity for sophisticated reasoning.
There was the specific issue of the islanders’ relative indifference to the color blue:
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perhaps it showed some incomplete evolutionary development, since, like European
children, islanders preferred red. Indeed, the dark pigmentation of the macula in their
eyes fostered a slight insensitivity to blue. But islanders perceived the color. They just
did not appreciate it as advanced Europeans did: admiration of blue was an element
of aesthetic contemplation of nature, for which they lacked time and energy. It
followed that the lone participant observer among an exotic people could experience
life as the people did and become a reliable informant.

Conceptualizing the body as a closed energy system was widespread at this time.
Indeed, as his diaries reveal, the young Malinowski understood himself in this way
both before and during his fieldwork years (Young 2004: passim). What is notable is
that Rivers translated a general scientific scheme into justification for a new anthro-
pological method — with theoretical implications. Rivers’s model of the person was
another means to discredit unilinear evolutionism. Rivers had no doubt that there were
higher and lower forms of behavior, but judged that each individual could present
the full range of forms. Reasoning as a psychologist, Rivers challenged the unilin-
ear scheme by translating a historical account of social processes (however much
they depended on the cognitive skills of individuals) into a model of personality
dynamics that allowed any person to advance and regress; his explanatory model was
equally applicable to the “shell-shock” patients Rivers treated during World War I and
variation among societies.

Practical Anthropology

Did anthropological developments alter colonial rule? The definitive statement of post-
World War I colonial ideology was F. D. (Lord Frederick) Lugard’s The Dual Mandate
in British Tropical Africa (1922). Its title invoked the League of Nations’ goal for its
Mandate Territories: subject peoples as well as colonial rulers should profit from their
relationship. But Lugard, whose official positions had included the governorship of
Nigeria, the jewel in Britain’s tropical African crown, articulated long-established
practices. These were termed “Indirect Rule” and were designed both to enable a small
staff of British civil servants to govern many colonial subjects and to avoid provoking
indigenous protests. Indirect Rule had two basic features: in any given jurisdiction,
the traditional leader was an intermediary, implementing government directives
following consultation with the British official in charge; and indigenous customs
were respected unless they were, in the stock phrase, “repugnant to natural justice
and morality.”

An important justification for colonial domination was indigenes’ supposed
characteristic of cruelty to women; women’s rights were major issues at the height of
British colonial power. Not surprisingly, “repugnant” customs frequently involved women.
Thus, sati, the (never universal) Hindu practice of immolating a widow on her
husband’s funeral pyre, was outlawed by agents of British authority in 1829, before
British rule was formally imposed after the 1857-58 rebellion. Female circumcision
was another objectionable practice. Colonial officials also worried about the damage
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that might be done by secret societies, say, or by witchcraft. But since officials’
primary concern was to maintain order, they often tolerated “repugnant” practices
as bulwarks of peoples’ moral values. Among others, the Gold Coast government
anthropologist Rattray justified female circumcision in these terms, and a congeries
of observers, ranging from academics such as Evans-Pritchard to government
employees, testified that witchcraft accusations deterred deviant behavior.

Colonial officials needed procedural rules for the daily business of governing. A highly
stylized version of evolutionist anthropology served their purposes. Clear lines of local
authority enabled a few officials to govern the masses. Officials were instructed to “find
the chief,” with whom they would negotiate. If a population had no chief, one could
be created, since evolution supposedly inevitably led to centralized authority. For
example, a traditional religious office could be invested with secular authority, as
happened in the Sudan, following Evans-Pritchard’s recommendation (though
Evans-Pritchard was no evolutionist). Making administration efficient also meant
joining polities in larger units based on (often imaginative) judgments of affinities among
peoples. The history of more advanced societies indicated that amalgamations were
natural: the United Kingdom joined England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. As had
happened in Britain, progress led to hereditary lines of succession to traditional
offices; calm would reign if there were no competition for office when a ruler died.
To avert possible conflict, clear rules of property inheritance were defined; progres-
sive evolution led to the emergence of private property. Finally, the assumption that
natural progress was gradual underlay many administrative strategies. Traditional
social rules compelling colonial subjects to behave in an orderly manner had to be
perpetuated. Indeed, the axiom that contact with Europeans invariably had some
destructive impact on colonized societies was another reason that colonial anthro-
pology was historicist in orientation. Identification of societies’ pre-colonial charac-
teristics might be necessary if natural progress were to be facilitated. Thus were created
many historical fictions.

But persons at the highest levels of colonial officialdom observed the unsettling effects
of modification of colonized societies. A notable flashpoint was the Eastern Nigerian
women’s 1929-30 “Aba Riots,” provoked by taxation and the imposition of so-
called “warrant chiefs,” persons whose authority had no traditional basis (who were
subsequently removed). Lugard proclaimed that the only sort of anthropology suited
to practical application was functionalism, of which Malinowski was then Britain’s high
priest. (Malinowski had fawned shamelessly over Lugard.) The Colonial Office’s
permanent civil servants agreed. As one said in 1931, functionalist anthropology addressed
“problems which are of immediate and practical importance to the Administrative
Officer” (quoted in Kuklick 1991b: 214). Malinowski was consulted about officials’
training. But little change occurred on the colonial ground until after World War II.
Certainly, both functionalists and evolutionists argued that sudden changes disturbed
social order. But recent critics of functionalist anthropology who have understood
this feature of its analysis as proof that it was tailored to suit colonial purposes
have been ignorant of both the history of anthropological ideas and the realities of
colonial rule.
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New Theories and Their Audiences

Haddon, Rivers, Spencer, Gillen, and others had in effect contributed to the new under-
standing of human biology that gained currency after 1900, when Gregor Mendel’s
understanding of the mechanism of inheritance was rediscovered. Although the two
schools of anthropology that completed for disciplinary paramountcy in Britain in the
first decades of the twentieth century — the diffusionists and the functionalists — assumed
that social behavior had some relation to biological endowments, they did not see
concomitant variations in human nature and culture.

The anthropological school that emerged in time between the schools of the
evolutionists and the functionalists was that of the diffusionists, led by the notoriously
combative — and eminent — paleoanthropologist G. (later Sir Grafton) Elliot Smith
(born Smith, 1871-1937), and his disciple W. J. Perry (1887-1950). At the height of their
influence from roughly 1910 to 1925, concerned to explain phenomena of migration and
culture contact, the diffusionists were obsessed with the spread of culture from Ancient
Egypt. Their fervent adherents were very few. Nevertheless, their fundamental concern
was shared by many early-twentieth-century anthropologists. Indeed, it seems obvious
that diffusionist phenomena had to be of interest at a time of considerable population
movement worldwide. Moreover, the phenomena of change through contact of peoples
made sense in Mendelian terms: changes of individuals and societies did not express
an inbuilt developmental program; rather, unpredictable changes might occur just as
genetic mutations did, and contact among peoples was bound to result in changes.

For example, Haddon understood cultural variation within a geographical area as
evidence of a series of migrations by different peoples, identifying migration routes
by tracing trait distributions along geographical lines (e.g., 1920). Seligman’s 1915
presidential address to Section H outlined his “Hamitic Hypothesis,” suggesting that
there were cultural links between Ancient Egypt and Black Africa; Hamitic people had
been agents of much progressive change in sub-Saharan Africa. Before his death at
24, Anthony Wilkin went “to Algeria to study the problem of the supposed relation-
ship, actual or cultural, of the Berbers with the Ancient Egyptians” (Haddon 1901:
ix). Moreover, while Malinowski never published his diffusionist speculations, his early
analyses of Trobriand Island culture considered that it might be the amalgam of
characteristics of successive bands of seafaring immigrants (Young 2004: 468). And
Malinowski also gave Haddon information that served the latter’s diffusionist argu-
ments (Haddon 1920: 11-12). But Haddon, Seligman, and Wilkin did not identify
themselves as diffusionists.

The most eminent scientist who did was Rivers, who announced his conversion in
his 1911 presidential address to Section H. In fact, Rivers’s argument resembled
Haddon’s: a diffusionist model explained variation obtaining within an area. If, as Rivers
argued in his 1914 BAAS address, Australian peoples living in close proximity and
in similar environments were at different stages of development, they must represent
different immigrant populations (recall that, by contrast, Baldwin Spencer saw
Aborigines as a single people who had adapted to the very varied microclimates of
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Australia). Rivers stressed the psychological effects of culture contact: an encounter
between a people of relatively high culture and an inferior one could so demoralize
the latter that they lost their will to live — and might find new meaning in life by embrac-
ing a new religion (such as the invaders’). Rivers’s diffusionism was nuanced: even
if a single band of migrants was responsible for cultural variation within a small
geographical area, there were many micro-level differences. Each group within the area
would adapt diffused traits to suit its distinctive way of life; indeed, each specific dif-
fused trait would be expressed differently among various groups (1914: II, 573-83).
But the diffusionist school also appealed to Rivers because it attempted integrated
analysis of human behavior, attending to the interaction of social and biological
factors. He was bemoaning anthropology’s fragmentation into discrete subfields at
the time of his death in 1922.

Although Elliot Smith and Malinowski were to engage in public debate over the
relative merits of diffusionism and functionalism, they arguably appealed to some-
what different constituencies (though both claimed their schemes were applicable
to colonial administration). Much diffusionist writing was intended for a popular
audience, especially books in the series of which Elliot Smith was the general editor,
“In the Beginning of Things,” of which only one, Ancient Mariners (1928), had an anthro-
pologist author, C. Daryll Forde (1904—80) — who was not a career diffusionist. It is
probably not irrelevant that Elliot Smith was then supporting his three sons’ expen-
sive education (see letter to Wilson, January 25, 1919, DP, Add.MS 56303). Only some
of Malinowski’s works had general appeal, such as his Sex and Repression in Savage
Society (1927).

First based at Manchester University and then at UCL, where Elliot Smith became
professor of anatomy in 1919 and Perry became reader in cultural anthropology in
1924, the extreme diffusionists told a tale that Rivers accepted selectively: the basis of
Western Civilization was the “Archaic Civilization,” a complex culture invented only
once, in Ancient Egypt, which had been variously elaborated