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Chapter 1

The Concept of Anthropology and
the Early Development of It

What’s Anthropology?

Generally speaking, anthropology aims to study the cultures or societies
created by human being, no matter his color or location, to improve the com-
munications among different people. In United States, the academic discipline of
anthropology includes four main sub-disciplines, those are, sociocultural (cul-
tural ) , archaeological, biological, and linguistic anthropology. McGee and
Warms hold the idea that “ anthropology is concerned with understanding the
‘other’ ... Some examine current cultures; others study the remains of past
societies to recreate the lives of people who disappeared loﬁg ago; still others
study primates to see what our closest relatives can tell us about being human”
(McGee & Warms 2004 1) . Kottak argues “anthropology studies the whole of
the human condition: past, present, and future; biology, society, language,
and culture. Of particular interest is the diversity that comes through human a-
daptability” ( Kottak 2008: 3) . Moore had cproposed the areas of anthropo-
logical studies, “Anthropology addresses a series of questions that humans have
considered for millennia (many centuries) : what’s the nature of society? Why
do cultures change? What is the relationship between the person as an individu-
al and the person as a member of a distinctive social group? What are the distin-
guishing characteristics of humanness? Why are cultures different?” ( Moore
2009: 1) He also mentioned: “before 1860, according to the Oxford English

Dictionary,  * anthropology’ meant the study of human nature encompassing
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physiology and psychology; after 1860, the word denotes a science of human-
kind ‘in its widest sense’ . This shift in usage marks a change in an intellectual

field that the works of Morgan, Tylor, Boas and Durkheim partly created”
( Moore 2009: 2) .

Founders of Anthropology

The Main Contributions of Edward Tylor

Tylor held the first professorship of anthropology at Oxford, and he wrote
the first anthropology textbook. We should know the following concepts to sum-
marize Tylor's main contributions to anthropology. 1) the definition of culture:
*Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” . (Tylor
1958 1) .2) uniformitarianism: “the condition of culture among the various
societies of mankind, insofar as it is capable of being investigated on general
principles, is a subject apt for the study of laws of human thought and ac-
tion. On the one hand, the uniformity which so largely pervades civilization may
be ascribed, in great measure, to the uniform actions of uniform causes: while
on the other hand its various grades may be regarded as stages of development or
evolution, each the outcome of previous history, and about to do its proper part
in shaping the history of the future” (Tylor 1958 1) . Tylor thought culture
was created by universally like minds and governed by the same basic laws of
cognition. 3) the concept of survivals: “processes, customs, opinions, and so
forth, which have been carried by force of habit into a new state of society dif-
ferent from that in which they had their original home and they remain as proofs
and examples of an older condition of culture out of which a newer has been e-
volved” ( Tylor 1958 16), for example, in China, we use firecrackers to
“scare off monsters” on the Spring Festivals because it is a kind of survival,
not because we still believe the ferocious beast called “the year” will come a-

shore and devour livestock and people every New Year’s Eve.
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Lewis Henry Morgan: the Evolution of Society

To understand Morgan’s idea about the evolution of society, we should first
probe into his study of kinship. He argued that all kinship systems could be clas-
sified into two large groups—descriptive systems and classificatory sys-
tems. Descriptive systems distinguish between lineal relatives and collateral kin
“father” and *father’s brother” are given different titles. In descriptive sys-
tems, there are fewer special kin terms, and these terms are applied to kin who
are relatively close to the speaker, referred to as “Ego” ( Morgan 1871.
468 —469) . In contrast, classificatory systems treat lineal and collateral kin in
the same way, only making a distinction between generations ( Ego’s mother
versus Ego’s mother’s mother) and gender (Ego’s male cousins versus Ego’s fe-
male cousins) , but using the same term to call “father” and “father’s broth-
er”, to call “mother” and “mother’s sister”, and so on. Morgan believed de-
scriptive systems were natural interferences about descent when marriage was
based on monogamy while classificatory are inferences from polygamous, com-
munal or promiscuous marriages. So Morgan had connected kinship terminology
with marriage systems. In English, do they use classificatory systems? We know

&

‘mother’s sister” and “father’s sister” are same word: aunt. And they use

&

same term “uncle” to refer to °

“mother’s brother” and *father’s brother”
But in Chinese, things are different. We also make a difference between patri-
lineal kinship and matrilineal one. How about in other languages and cultures?
Uygur, Tibetan, Mongolian, for example? We can see the kinship terminology
really reflect the structure of our family and the way we treat different kins. For
most ethnic groups in China, in principle, father’s kins are more important
than mother’s. But this is not always true. For example, you may be closer to
your mother’s sister instead of your father’s sister.

Morgan inferred different socialrelations based on distinct kinship systems

and then arranged them on a continuum from °

“most primitive” to “most civi-
lized” , from promiscuous intercourse to monogamy.

«

In Ancient Society, Morgan used the terms “savagery”, “barbarism”,

and “civilization” to mark each stage of progress measured by four sets of cul-
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tural achievements: 1) invention and discoveries, 2) the idea of government,
3) the organization of the family, and 4) the concept of property. The lines of
progress were clearest in the field of inventions and discoveries because certain
inventions surely preceded others ( fire before pottery, hunting before
pastoralism) . Therefore, Morgan regarded technological developments as the
elementary but not sole “test of progress” representing the different stages of

cultural evolution.

Franz Boas: Cultures not Culture

The fact that American anthropology has included sociocultural anthropolo-
gy, linguistics, physical anthropology, and archaeology—the so-called four
fields approach—is partly a reflection of Boas’s broad interests which help him to
create an anthropology that is very different from those of Morgan, Tylor, or
Durkheim, the early founders and practitioners of evolutionism. Rather than pre-
suming that cultural practices were only in relation to broad evolutionary stages,
Boas argued that they were understandable only in specific cultural contexts. For
Boas, there is no Culture but Cultures.

Boas’s consistent idea is that cultures were integrated wholes produced by
specific historical process rather than reflections of universal evolutionary sta-
ges. We still remember that Morgan argued that different societies with similar
cultural patterns (such as the main symbol of human development: technology)
were at similar evolutionary levels. On the contrary, Boas believed very similar
cultural practices may arise from different causes. For example, when someone
doesn’t eat pork, do you think he must be a Muslim? One student has told me
(the editor of this textbook) that he doesn’t eat pork because he thinks people
all need some taboos. Anthropologist’s primary task, according to Boas, was to
provide “a penetrating analysis of a unique culture describing its form, the dy-
namic reactions of the individual to the culture and of the culture to the individu-
al. 7 (Boas 1966;: 310 —311) Boas did not assume (as some of his students
did) that general laws of human behavior did not exist completely, but rather
that those laws could be derived only from an understanding of specific historical

processes. Thus Boas suggests that lawlike generalization can be based on adap-
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tational, psychological, or historical factors; but only if documented by well-
established ethnographic cases. All in all, Boas argued that detailed studies of
particular societies had to think over the entire range of cultural behavior, and
thus the concepts of anthropological holism and cultural particularism became
twin tenets of American anthropology. In later years, Boas grew even more skep-
tical about the possibility of deriving cultural laws. And he never really answered

the question how cultures become integrated wholes.

Emile Durkheim: the Relationship between Individual and Society

The specific focus of Durkheim’s work was, in his own words, the ques-
tions of the relations of the individual to social solidarity. Why doses the individ-
ual, while becoming more autonomous, depend more upon society? How can
he be at once more individual and more solidarity? Certainly these two move-
ments, contradictory as they appear, develop in parallel fashion. This is the
problem we are raising. (Durkheim 1964. 37) As an adult, we seem socially
independent, but we can not survive without others. His important work-The Di-
viston of Labor in Society is not about the sexual division of labor, but rather a-
bout how society can be alternately divided or unitary and characterized by hom-
ogeneity or heterogeneity and yet, stay together. Mechanical solidarity “comes
from a certain number of states of conscience which are common to all the mem-
bers of the same society” ( Durkheim 1964. 109), which applied to societies
in which all members have a common, shared social experience, but who do
not necessarily depend on each other to survive. Organic solidarity *are formed
not by the repetition of similar, homogeneous segments, but by a system of dif-
ferent organs each of which has a special role, and which are themselves formed
of differentiated parts. . .. They are ... coordinated and subordinated one to an-
other around the same central organ which exercises a moderating action over the
rest of the organism. ( Durkheim 1972. 143) To put it in simple way, organic
society is integrated by the interdependence of different people and institutions
and based on social divisions.

The other important word in Durkheim’s theory is conscience collec-

tive. The French term conscience includes three things: “ internalized sanc-
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tions, awareness, and perceived culture. ” ( Bohannan 1960: 78 -79)
Conscience collective has different characters in societies based on mechani-
cal solidarity versus those based on organic solidarity. First, in mechanical
solidarity the individual tends to have values or views that are in line with all
other members of the society; in that sense, as Giddens writes, “Inividual
‘ consciousness’ is simply a microcosm of conscience collective” ( Giddens
1972 5), which is not true in organic solidarity society. Second, in socie-
ties characterized by mechanical solidarity, the conscience collective has a
greater intellectual and emotional hold over the individual. Third, in socie-
ties characterized by mechanical solidarity, the conscience collective has
greater rigidity; certain behaviors are required, encouraged or barred and
everyone knows what they are, whereas in organic societies—such as our
own-there may be permanent debates about concrete acceptable behaviors or
appropriate values although there really exists a general abstract rule or
value. Finally, in societies associated with mechanical solidarity, the con-
science collective is broadly related to religion; the sanctions for social
norms come from the supernatural thing. In societies characterized by organic
solidarity, the role of religion is minified.

Durkheim also contributed to the study of religion. In The Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life, Durkheim began to describe the basic elements of
religious life by studying the most primitive society he knew of: the native peo-
ple of central Australia. He attempt to identify not only the elemental constitutes
of religion, but also the origins of religion. Previously, two basic ideas had
been suggested on the origins of religion. First was animism, an idea developed
by Tylor, which characterized religion as originating with an individual’s expla-
nation of misunderstood phenomena ( that means they treat everything in the
world, no matter what it is, as having life. Actually, it is a kind of personifi-
cation) . Animism is the idea that spirits occupy all sorts of objects. Just as hu-
mans have different states of being—asleep and awake, living and dead—that
imply the existence of an animating forces, objects also have anima. An alter-
native concept, naturalism, saw religion as a representation of natural forces

and objects—weather, fire, the sea, lightning, sun, star and so on. Ani-
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mism and naturalism similarly view religion as originating with individual’s ex-
planations of natural phenomena. But for Durkheim, * religion is something
eminently social. Religious representations are collective representations which
express collective realities” , ( Durkheim 1968: 22) for example, totem re-
fers to a category of things—animals, plants, celestial bodies, ancestral
mythic beings—related to a social group. The totem is the name and emblem of
the clan and is incorporated into the liturgy (ritual) of religious practices and
is also “the very type of sacred thing” ( Durkheim 1968: 140) . Durkheim
thought the elementary properties of religion are as followed: “A religion is a
unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred thing, that is to say,
things set apart and forbidden—Dbeliefs and practices which unite into one sin-

y

gle moral community, called a Church, all those who adhere to them’

( Durkheim 1968 62) .

Further readings:

1. Sir Edward Burnett Tylor, The Science of Culture (1871)
2. Emile Durkheim, What Is a Social Fact? (1895)

3. Franz Boas, The Methods of Ethnology (1920)
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1. The Science of Culture®

Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832 -1917)

Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that com-
plex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom,
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of socie-
ty. The condition of culture among the various societies of mankind, in so far as
it is capable of being investigated on general principles, is a subject apt for the
study of laws of human thought and action. ®On the one hand, the uniformity
which so largely pervades civilization may be ascribed, in great measure, to the
uniform action of uniform causes; while on the other hand its various grades
may be regarded as stages of development or evolution each the outcome of pre-

vious history, and about to do its proper part in shaping the history of the fu-

@ From Primitive Culture (1871)

@ Throughout this essay, Tylor reaffirms his faith in the possibility of a science of human society a-
nalogous to the physical sciences. In this, he is very much like the other thinkers of his era, particularly
Herbert Spencer. The opening sentence of this essay is one of the most frequently quoted definitions of cul-
ture in anthropology. Despite this, Tylor's understanding of the meaning of culture is clearly very different
from that of most modern anthropologists. Whereas most anthropologists today believe that there are a great
many different cultures, Tylor believed that “Culture” was, ultimately, a single body of information of
which different human groups had greater or lesser amounts. This understanding was based on his belief in

the psychic unity of humankind, here referred to as “the uniform action of uniform causes” .
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ture. To the investigation of these two great principles in several departments of
ethnography, with especial consideration of the civilization of the lower tribes as
related to the civilization of the higher nations, the present volumes are devot-
ed.

Our modern investigators in the sciences inorganic nature are foremost to
recognize, both within and without their special fields of work, unity of na-
ture, the fixity of its laws, the definite sequence of cause and effect through
which every fact depends on what has gone before it, and acts upon what is to
come after it. They grasp firmly the Pythagorean doctrine of pervading order in
the universal Kosmos. They affirm, with Aristotle, that nature is not full of in-
coherent episodes, like a bad tragedy. They agree with Leibnitz in what he

1

calls “my axiom, that nature never acts by leaps ( La nature n’agit jamais par
saut) ," @ as well as in his “great principle, commonly little employed, that
nothing happens without its sufficient reason. ” Nor, again, in studying the
structure and habits of plants and animals, or in investigating the lower fune-
tions even of man, are these leading ideas unacknowledged. But when we
come to talk of the higher processes of human feeling and action, of thought
and language, knowledge and art, a change appears in the prevalent tone of
opinion. The world at large is scarcely prepared to accept the general study of
human life as a branch of natural science, and to carry out, in a large sense,
the poet’s injunction to “ Account for moral as for natural things. ” To many
educated minds there seems something presumptuous and repulsive in the view
that the history of mankind is part and parcel of the history of nature, that our
thoughts, wills, and actions accord with laws as definite as those which gov-
ern the motion of waves, the combination of acids and bases, and the growth

of plants and animals.

The main reasons of this state of the popular judgment are not far to

@ La nature n'agit jamais par saut: a French phrase meaning “nature never acts by leaps. " Dar-
win also used this phrase in an 1858 essay on variation in species (in Latin rather than French) to express
the gradualism of his evolutionary theory. Tylor frequently uses foreign phrases in this essay. They almost al-

ways repeat the sentence that precedes them.



