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Delineating Anthropology

When introducing themselves at cocktail parties, anthropologists are often asked one of two questions—“Gone on any digs lately?” or, “Do you do work like Margaret Mead?” Actually, the questions do reflect certain aspects of anthropology. Some anthropologists spend their time looking in the ground for fossils of early humans (biological anthropologists) or excavating sites for evidence about past societies (archaeologists), and others go off to places like Samoa or New Guinea to study the lives of peoples in other societies (cultural anthropologists). Many anthropologists, however, do none of these kinds of research. Instead, they may devote their time to studying the verbal games of inner city street gangs (anthropological linguists), the dreams and dream interpretations of the Mehinaku Indians of Central Brazil (psychological anthropologists), or the indigenous healing techniques used in Taiwan (medical anthropologists). As communications and plans for economic development draw more and more people into the modern world, ethnographers find it increasingly difficult to study isolated groups. This trend has encouraged many to turn to the study of ethnic or occupational groups in modern society. An emphasis on more sophisticated theories and methods has also changed the ways anthropologists go about their studies. Archaeologists are less interested in unearthing art objects, and more concerned about finding materials like ancient garbage heaps that will tell them how people lived. Ethnographers are becoming more concerned with the collection of quantified data. As a result of these changes, many people find it difficult to figure out where to draw the line between anthropology and other disciplines like sociology and psychology.

At times it may be difficult to make sharp distinctions among different academic disciplines, but there are characteristics that are particularly associated with anthropology. Perhaps the phrase “comparative and evolutionary science” describes the most distinctive aspects of the field. “Comparative” means that anthropologists are interested in people all over the world in all historical periods. They want to understand their similarities and differences. Recently, some non-anthropologists have begun to take an interest in non-Western societies. Cross-cultural psychologists study people like the Inuit of Canada, the Temne of Sierra Leone, or the Arunta of Australia. They are interested in how people of various cultures may differ in the development of their intellectual capacities. Demographers, too, have studied groups like the Yanomamö of Venezuela or the !Kung San of Africa to find out why fertility varies from one society to another. With all of these other people doing comparative studies, anthropologists can no longer claim exclusive access to comparison. To further distinguish anthropologists from these other researchers, we need to draw on the concept of anthropologists as evolutionary scientists.

In calling anthropology an evolutionary science, anthropologists are not content with merely describing the range of cultural variation found in the world; they want to explain how that variation came to be. It is this evolutionary perspective that most tightly links archaeology (as the study of past cultures), ethnography (as the study of extant cultures), and biological anthropology (as the study of human evolution and adaptation) into a unified field, able to examine the entire history of human culture to determine evolutionary patterns and consequences.

This comparative and evolutionary perspective also means anthropologists have the freedom to study almost any problem they choose (provided it relates to humans or human evolution) anywhere in the world. It is, perhaps, this holistic approach that best characterizes the discipline.

What possible advantage can there be to such a broad field of study? In a world seen by many to be over-specialized, anthropologists are the social scientists who can integrate all the pieces of the puzzle or fill in the gaps between the other disciplines. Whereas psychologists or sociologists may not study a given question because they feel it is not directly related to their interests, anthropologists are often willing to consider a great variety of factors as relevant. For example, soil fertility, dreams, kinship nomenclature, and diet are all variables that interest anthropologists. In their willingness to consider all the aspects of, and the influences on, human life, anthropologists can search out important relationships no matter where they may be.

What Is Anthropology Good For?

One of the first questions introductory students usually ask about anthropology is, “What is it good for?” The question can be interpreted in two different ways. At a personal level, students want to know what they can do with a degree in anthropology. At a broader level, people want to know what anthropological research can do for the well-being of others.

To work as an anthropologist today, an individual generally needs at least an M.A. degree, and preferably a Ph.D. Anthropologists can find work in universities, museums, government, and business. The academic market has become more difficult in recent years. A combination of fewer students and limited spending has meant fewer jobs of this type. On the other hand, jobs in government and business seem to be becoming more popular. Occasionally one sees an advertisement from a construction firm for a contract archaeologist, but generally anthropologists must find their own positions in the business world. Anthropologists are particularly well suited for jobs in marketing research, public relations, and other jobs that require knowledge of people’s behavior. This same point also holds true for anthropologists with only a B.A. degree.

Salaries of anthropologists and other social scientists are not as high as those of some people with the same number of years of education in other fields. In a study of the relationship between different fields of study and income, Kenneth L. Wilson found that education in areas like engineering, medicine, business, and law generally results in higher incomes than education in the social sciences. But, the social sciences rate higher in incomes than areas like literature or religion.1
The worth of anthropology should not be rated solely on the basis of what the practitioner can get out of a degree. Anthropology is also good for the public at large. At the most basic level, applied anthropologists work directly to benefit particular populations. Sometimes they live among the people they are studying and accompany the changes that occur. Other times they serve as consultants for large government projects like the building of hydroelectric projects, the establishment of refugee camps, or slum clearance programs. More broadly, anthropologists become directly involved in public issues. Franz Boas, the father of American anthropology, conducted studies to show the errors in what were then blatantly racist immigration laws. One of his students, Margaret Mead, became well known for her early use of data from non-Western societies to criticize American sexual mores and rigid sex-role stereotypes. More recently, anthropologists have used their data and methods to address such important contemporary issues as violence and warfare, women’s rights, gay rights, development technologies in the Third World, and energy use.

In the past, anthropologists could sometimes make very important points by simply showing that certain customs existed in various parts of the world. The presentation of a single exception to something people assumed was universal was enough to make people rethink their old ideas. When Margaret Mead showed how the Tchambuli of New Guinea reversed many of the sex roles Americans took for granted, she challenged many practices. (Among the Tchambuli, women are the breadwinners, while men spend their time cultivating their personal appearances.) Today, it is more difficult to impress people with a single exception. Americans are well aware that other cultures often have customs radically different from their own. They have learned the lessons of cultural relativism well. Today, it is more important to explain why cultures vary. People recognize that a custom may be appropriate in some societies, but not in our own. Thus, if anthropologists seriously expect to change the public’s attitude about an issue, they must show why a particular policy would or would not be workable in any given kind of society. This means modern anthropologists must adopt more sophisticated methods to make their points acceptable.

The Reliability of Anthropological Accounts

One of the most frustrating tasks facing anthropology professors is helping students distinguish reliable ethnographic accounts from unreliable or fictitious accounts. In general, ethnographies by professional anthropologists are probably more reliable than ethnographies written by amateurs. But, there is enough overlap that this criterion alone will not guarantee proper judgment.

Anthropological curiosity existed long before anthropology ever became an academic profession. Undoubtedly, curious prehistoric humans tried to decipher their neighbor’s customs, much as do people living in primitive societies today. Written accounts describing other cultures date at least to the ancient Greeks. Explorers, traders, and missionaries have written detailed accounts of other cultures that disappeared long before trained anthropologists ever had the chance to study them.

Some of these amateur ethnographic accounts are obviously more fanciful than real, such as the stories of people with tails living in the forests of Africa or South America. But, other accounts appear more reliable. For example, in the 1550s the Tupinamba Indians living near the present site of Rio de Janeiro captured the Portuguese-employed sailor, Hans Staden. His accounts of these Indians whose cultures soon became extinct are among the most detailed. One of our most important sources of information about early Eastern woodland cultures comes from the Jesuit Relations, an archive of letters and other materials written by Jesuit priests working with these Indians over a long period of our colonial history.

Because of the importance given professional titles in our society, ethnographic accounts by anthropologists are generally considered more reliable than accounts by others. Sometimes charges of fraud are leveled against non-anthropologists, while professionals go free of blame. One of the best-known cases concerns the famous Piltdown man fraud. On December 18, 1912, the fossilized skull and jawbone of what was believed to be an early human being was discovered near the village of Piltdown, England, by Charles Dawson, an amateur paleontologist and a solicitor by profession, and by Arthur Smith Woodward, a professional paleontologist from the British Museum. In 1955, researchers discovered that the Piltdown man was a fraud. Someone had joined a rather thick human skull with the jawbone of a young orangutan, its teeth filed down to make them appear more human.


Since he was not a professional paleontologist, Charles Dawson was accused of the fraud, while Woodward, because of his professional standing, was considered unassailable. A recent investigative study showed that Dawson was probably innocent of the charges. Another amateur paleontologist seems a more likely candidate: Arthur Conan Doyle, the inventor of Sherlock Holmes.2 Doyle lived only seven miles from the spot where Piltdown man was discovered. A doctor by profession, Doyle knew a great deal about anatomy and paleontology, had a collection of jawbones in his house, and had received visits from people who had traveled to the areas of the world from which the animal bones associated with Piltdown man had come. In addition, he had a grudge against the British scientific establishment, loved to play practical jokes, and was superb at inventing elaborate and sophisticated schemes to fool detectives.

A more recent controversy in anthropology concerns the Tasaday, a Philippine group reported to have extraordinarily equal roles for males and females. Some anthropologists cite them as being an example of an “untouched” Stone Age culture, only recently contacted by the outside world, while others claim that the Tasaday were really ordinary Philippine people who were paid to play the part of a primitive people. In the spring of 1989, the members of the American Anthropological Association passed a resolution to attempt to determine the true identity of the Tasaday.3
Although amateurs may have less to lose by perpetrating academic frauds, professionals are not immune to this vice. The scandal concerning the fabrication of fictitious data by British psychologist Cyril Burt is one well-known example. Sometimes professional accounts may deceive the unwary even though the professionals themselves are not directly fraudulent. For example, Tobias Schneebaum in his book, Keep the River on Your Right, warns his readers that his account is mostly fantasy even though based on an actual fieldtrip. Nevertheless, his work has been quoted as if the group he wrote about actually had all of the customs he describes. Similarly, Carlos Castaneda’s many popular books have been misinterpreted as true accounts of what is partly fiction. Other anthropologists sometimes provide fictional accounts of other cultures based on more realistic composites—as in Elenore Smith Bowen’s Return to Laughter—but even here the ethnographic account is fictionalized.

Students might examine popular ethnographies, movies, or television programs to determine how much they are based on actual events and how much they are fictionalized. The prefaces of different ethnographies are particularly useful.

Discussion Questions

1.
How does anthropology differ from the other social sciences?

2.
What distinguishes the primary subfields of anthropology from each other? Why are they all considered to be part of the same discipline?

3.
What kinds of data are employed by each of the subfields of anthropology? How are they different? How are they similar?

4.
How might archaeologists use data from ethnology to test theories about prehistoric human behavior?

5.
How might ethnographers use data from psychology, sociology, biology, geography, or any other field of study?

6.
How is the fieldwork experience of a biological anthropologist different from that of an ethnographer?

7.
What is the relationship between the work of the cross-cultural researcher and that of the ethnohistorian?

8.
What contributions can anthropologists offer to the understanding of human behavior? Can this information be useful in improving human well-being?

9.
What are some of the drawbacks to increasing research specialization within the various subfields of anthropology? What are some of the potential benefits?

10.
How do archaeologists act as cultural anthropologists?

11.
What is prehistory? Why do archaeologists mostly deal in this time period?

Paper Topics and Research Projects

1. One of the best sources of information about other cultures is the Human Relations Area Files. The files contain original ethnographic accounts (books and articles), and grow annually. The HRAF now maintains two online, electronic databases: the eHRAF World Cultures and the eHRAF Archaeology. In addition to standard database searches, the eHRAF allows the researcher to search by subjects indexed at the paragraph level, allowing for detailed and precise searching across a vast quantity of information.
Professors can check at http://hraf.yale.edu/ to see whether their institution has access to the eHRAF databases. If so, a class session with their introductory students may be devoted to showing them how to use the files. Different students could be given different topics to look up for a small sample of societies. Another class period might be devoted to comparing notes. Use of the Human Relations Area Files is a good way to attract students to anthropology because it allows them to get a feel for the tremendous variation of human cultures in exactly those topics that most interest them.

2. To get a feel for the changes in anthropological interests over time, students might go to the library and examine the tides of articles in the journal American Anthropologist during a sample of years. This may also be done in a computer lab, using the school’s online journal subscriptions instead of reviewing physical journals. For example, students might look at all the titles in the spring issue of every tenth year. For each title, they could note the kind of question being addressed and the kinds of data presented in the article (if it is an empirical study). They might distinguish changes in topical interests over the years (e.g., kinship studies, evolution, psychological questions, methodological questions, and applied anthropology). They might also check whether the article presents descriptive data about a foreign society, descriptive data about some sector of our own society, or quantitative comparative data. A subsequent discussion of these changes might help students gain a better perspective of the kinds of things anthropologists do and are likely to do in the future.

Web Sites Your Students Can Use

1.
What is Evolution? by Laurence Moran 

http://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/evolution-definition.html. 

Define evolution as a scientific concept. How does the concept of evolution presented on this Web site differ from that in dictionaries?

2.
The Jane Goodall Institute 

http://www.janegoodall.org/. 

What is the specific function of the Jane Goodall Institute? 

Supplementary Materials

Films

A Man Called “Bee”: Studying the Yanomamö. 43 min. Documentary Educational Resources, 1975. A basic overview of how ethnographers do their work, focusing on Napoleon Chagnon’s research among the Yanomamö of Venezuela.

4-Butte-1: A Lesson in Archaeology. 33 min. University of California, Extension Media Center, 1968. A dated but still useful documentary highlighting the interdisciplinary nature of archaeological research.

Readings

E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic Among the Azande (Oxford University Press, 1976).
M. Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for Western Civilisation (William Morrow Paperbacks, 1991).
N. Scheper-Hughes, Death Without Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil (University of California Press, 1993).

C. Turnbull, The Forest People (Touchstone, 1987).
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