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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Inthisunit, youwill learn about thefollowing perspectives.

»  thebeginning: comparative method and the science of society;
evolutionary theory;

diffusontheory;

historicd particularism;

neo-evolution: multilinear evolution and culturd ecology; and

YV V V V V

neo-diffusion: cultureareatheory.

9.0 INTRODUCTION

Anthropology startsasthe Science of Man (quiteliterally asalmost dl the early
scholarswerewhite men). By the sixteenth century, the understanding that humans
asaspeciesare part of nature and controlled by itslaws like any other species,
animasor plants; had takenitsroots. Since humans and soci ety were subject to the
lawsof nature, they could be studied by principles of natura science. In other words
an objective, scientific study of society was possible. Although the human body was
already an object of medica science, the position of human beingsasaspeciesin
the schemaof natura evolution, were mattersthat needed academic attention.

Themos significant paradigm shift wasfrom ardigiousperspectivetoascientificor
secular perspective. The scholarly approach was based upon ‘rationality’ and
‘evidence ; following an empirica methodology, wherethe physical evidencewas
complimented with deductivereasoning.

Contributor: Professor Subhadra Mitra Channa, Former Professor, Department of
Anthropology, University of Delhi
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9.1 THEBEGINNING: COMPARATIVEMETHOD
AND THE SCIENCE OF SOCIETY

Scientific method i sbased upon observation, experimentation and comparison. While
inanimate objects can be easily subjected to, such asaprocess, humansin their
society can only be observed to alimited extent and cannot be experimented upon.
Thus, observation and comparison of already existing social phenomenon arethe
only methods that can possibly be applied to what was deemed to be ascientific
study of society. Theearly scientific method was cast within Positivismimplying that
thereisatruth that can bereached, if proper scientificinvestigationiscarried out.
Comparing society to anatura system a so made possibletheformulation of laws
pertaining to society, in the same way aslaws exist for the natural and physical
world.

The comparative method was used by arm chair anthropol ogiststo compare data
collected fromawiderange of societiesand fromawidevariety of sources. Although
the sourcesfrom which the datawas gathered, was not collected by theuseof rigid
scientific techniques, the scholarswho anaysed them, had used the power of their
deductivereasoningto construct fairly rational schemaand theories. Let ustakethe
example of James Frazer, who wrote the magnum opus The Golden Bough that
continuesto be aclassic. Frazer brought together data from awide variety of
societies of antiquity aswell asthose considered astribal (or primitive) togivean
extens veaccount of ritualsand customsof peopleacrosstheworld. Moreimportantly
he complied all the datato give hisLaws of Magic based upon the Principle of
Sympathy (here meaning association or likeness). According to thistheory, most
‘primitive’ peoples believethat thingsthat are alike or things that have aclose
associ ation with each other a so have an influence on each other. Thusthe Law of
Sympathetic Magic hastwo parts, the Law of Contagion and Law of Similarity. In
many cultures, including India, peopleused to believethat aphotograph or likeness
can be dangerous because peopl e can practice witchcraft using these likenesses.
Similarly people offer food to the godsthat become sacred (prasad) by becoming
imbued with the sacredness that emanatesfrom the deity. Thus, although Fazer
formulated theselawsto characterisewhat inthose dayswasknown as* primitive
society, if welook around wefind that these operate even today in most urban and
modern societiesin someform or theother. Likethe belief peoplehaveinwearing
gem stonesfor [uck.

Frazer had dso given hisevol utionary schemaof Magic, Religionand Science, saying
that each of them dominate on epoch of human social evolution. However asis
evident to all of us, such has not happened and elements of magic and religion
prevail even as humankind is moving towards higher and higher scientific
achievements. Frazer followed the schemagiven earlier by August Comte, of the
Ageof Religion, Age of Metaphysicsand Age of Reason. For most white men of
thosetimes, the European Civilisation wasthe peak of achievement of mankind and
it was possible because of the superior quaitiesof mind of thewhite men. Women
wereconsdered asequivdent to‘ primitives’ and children, with no maturefaculties
of reason. Inthisway the European conquest of theworld a so spread patriarchy
around theworld along with the conceptsof ‘ primitive’ and theideathat all things
western were superior; and that modernity was equiva ent to westernisation. Aswe
know that even when academicaly thetheoriesof evol ution arenolonger considered
valid, theseideaslinger and persist inthe coll ective consciousness.
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Reflection

The ethnological or compar ative method was used to devel op theories
where a large amount of data was compared. This data was collected
fromtravel ogues, missionaries, accountsgiven by tradersand tourists, people
who travelled across the world for various pursuits other than academics.
Scholars of the caliber of Edward B. Tylor and Frazer, did try to separate
the wheat from the chaff, yet most of it was only hearsay and could not be
verified in any other way than by comparison and the frequent recurrence
of the same or similar accounts.

Check Your Progress1

1.  Whichaspectsof humanlifedid JamesFrazer ded within hiswork TheGolden
Bough?

3. JamesFrazerwasanarmchair anthropologist. Suggest if thestatement iswhether
trueor false.

9.2 CLASSCAL EVOLUTIONARY THEORY

By theearly twentieth century, two school s of thought began to predominate; these
werethe school sof Evolution and of Diffusion. Both of these schoolsof thought
were coeval with each other and athough they appear to be diametrically opposed,
they did sharethoughtsand theevol utionistslike Tyl or had acknowledged that diffusion
of traits does take place and the diffusionists too had atime sequence that was
amost smilar tothe stage by stage evolution theory.

Let usfirst discussthe basic premises of the evolutionary school.

1. Theevolutionistsbelieved that societiesmove from lower to higher stage.
M eaning thereby that evolution isprogressive, going towardsimprovement.

2. Theybdievedthat thereisonly one Culture, with acapital C asdescribed by
Ingold (1986). Thedifferencethat we seein societies acrosstheworld isnot
becausethey havedifferent cultures, but becausethey areat different stages of
thesame Culture.
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3.  Thusdasscd evolutionary theory isdsoaunilined theory, atheory that believes
that thereisonly oneline for cultural progress.

4. Theimplications for thisis that once the sequence of progress has been
established, it will bebut one more step to determinethe next stageto which
the society will progress. In other wordsif the sequencesareworked out well,
thisshould beapredictivetheory aswell.

5. Theevolutionary theory isametatheory, atheory that isgeneralised and all
encompassing. Inthissenseit wasatheory that in sciencewould be onethat
established the order of things.

However, if youjust reflect alittleyouwill redisethat there can beseverd criticisms
of thistheory. Theevolutionistsbelieved that evolution was progressive, but what
was progress? How wasit to be defined? What werethe criteriaby which asociety
could be put higher or lower inthe scale of evolution? For thewhite, malescholars
of the nineteenth century, the sol ution wassimple. Any soci ety that wascloser tothe
western civilisation was higher or morecivilised and thosethat appeared, bothin
appearance and technol ogy to be at thefarthest distancewasthemost ‘ primitive'.
Thecoining of theterm* primitive’ wassmply anindex by whichthedistancefrom
western civilisation could be measured. Thus the Australian Aborigines were
consdered asoneof themost ‘ primitive’ societiesbecausetheAustraian Aborigines
had aphysica appearancevery far from that of the Europeans, and they alsohad a
StoneAgetechnology. Emile Durkheim went to study them in order to write his
Elementary Forms of Religious Life as he thought they represented the earliest
and most e ementary stage of human society. Sigmund Freud alsotook their example
in hisbook Totem and Taboo.

The upper caste Indians on the other hand were considered very close to the
Europeansand aspointed out by Trautmann, therewasaninitia phaseof Indophiles
who looked upon Indiaasagrest civilisation, quitecloseto Europe. But thesituations
changedwith changing politica relations.

Since patriarchy was the norm in western societies, the European colonisers
considered matriliny and matriarchy to be representatives of alower scale of
civilisation. Thus the famous scholar of this school, Bachofen, considered
matriarchy or Mother Right to bealower form of social order than patriarchy.
Nineteenth century Renaissance led by scholars such as Francis Bacon had
relegated womento alower order incapabl e of rational thought. Thusaccording
to Bachofen, theMother right complex had al thingsof lower and negativeva ue,
likemoon, night, wet, lower etc., it also had fertility and death associated withiit.
Since men aone had the ability to reason, any society led by women had to be
inferior. Thuswestern patriarchy brought about civilisation and the conquest of the
East by theWest was aturning point of history when theworld becametruly civilised.

The Unilineal theory was also unableto explain exactly why certain societieswere
more progressiveand somewereless. Although therewas agreement to some extent
among scholar about what camefirst and what came next; there never wasafull
agreement as these sequences were constructed specul atively. Therewas no real
evidence or possibility of knowing from societieslong extinct, asto what really
happened. ThusMaine clashed with M cLennan on theissue of whether matriliny
camefirst or patriliny. Maine, alawyer and proficient in languagesand cultures of
the East, wasof the opinion that patriliny camefirst and matriliny camelater quite
oppositeto M cLennan and Bachofen who had the opposite sequencein mind.



Edward B.Tylor gaveusasequenceof theevol ution of religion. Accordingto Tylor’s
definition, culturewas something that everyone had, but only in different degrees of
development. Hed so defined theearliest form of religion asAnimism; abdlief inthe
soul or thebelief inadua body of spirit and materia body. Heexplained that since
al humanshavethe same capacity for reflectivethinking, theearliest humansmust
also havethought theway he (Tylor) wasthinking. Thus Tylor specul ated that the
most primitive people must have pondered over the phenomenon of death and of
dreamsandinvented abdlief in soul to explainthem. They must havethought that in
dream, the soul leavesthe body temporarily and wandersaround, whilein death it
leavesit permanently. But since the soul appearsto bethereal sourceof lifeor
anima, itisthemost important part of any living being. All lifeisanimated by the
existenceof asoul or spirit.

Accordingto Tylor, fromAnimism, evolveother systemsof beliefslikeintheother
world, inancestors, insacrificeand other ritud s Animismwasfollowed by Naturism,
Totemism, Polytheism till finally the ultimate stage of religion, namely Monotheism
and the belief in asupreme God comes about. Thus Christianity, thereligion of the
Europeansof that timeisseen asthehighest form of religiousbelief.

In America, the evolutionary school isrepresented by thework of LewisHenry
Morgan, whoisa so regarded asthefather of Kinship studies. Accordingto Morgan
societiesmovefrom being based on kinship to territory. Modern societies are based
on the concept of territory based citizenship (Civitas) while earlier societieswere
based on membership through kin groups(Societas). Hecoined theterms' descriptive
and ‘specific’ kinship systems, where according to him descriptive sysemsevolved
into specifickinship systems. In contemporary timesthishaschanged to * descriptive
and‘specific’ kinterms, rather than systems. The concept of akinship system based
on how kin are classified and named in any soci ety wasthe contribution of Morgan.

Unlikeother arm chair anthropol ogists of histime, Morgan had a so donefieldwork
among the NativeAmerican tribes (Iroquois) who lived in hisbackyard and was
directly involved with them. He gavehisfamous sequenceof Ethnical Periods, where
instead of focusing on just one aspect of society, likethe other evolutionists of his
time; hegavethe sequencefor most socid ingtitutions, subsistence, family, political
ingtitutionsand law. Each ethnical period, saw aparticular stage of devel opment of
each of theseindtitutions.

In spiteof being Eurocentric, and specul éive, theevol utionist brought about adefinite
changein conceptuadising auniversal humanity bound by acommon possession,
Culture. They thus, transcended theracism of their timesto say that al human beings
areoneandal are capableof ataningthesamelevd of culture. Their contributions
intermsof defining specificingitutions, giving namesto customsand discovering the
way society worksisapart of therich heritage of academicthought.

Check Your Progress2

4. Giveoneof thepremisesof theevolutionary school.

Classical Theories
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5.  Which school of thought believed that there is only one culture with a
capital C?

6. Who considered matriarchy or Mother right asalower form of socia orderin
hiswork?

7. Whichanthropologist isaccredited with the sequencefor evolution of religion
and structured definition of culture?

9. LewisHenry Morgan representswhich evol utionary school and amongwhich
NativeAmericantribehedid hisfieldwork?

93 CLASSICAL DIFFUSION THEORY

Accordingtothetheory of Diffusion, thereisnot onebut severa culturesoriginating
indifferent regions, which havethen spread liketheripplesonwater. These cultures
may meet at the edges and produce hybrid cultures. Thediffusion school differs
fromtheevolution school intwo significant ways. Firstly they believethat cultures
originateat the point of most creetivity and favourable conditionsand asthey spread,
they becomediluted and inferior. Secondly thereis not one but severa Culturesin
thisworld and each can beregarded asa specific regiona complex of traits. Thus
even though as aready mentioned the two school sdid not deny that both diffusion
and evolution as aprocess happens, they differed in basic parameters. While one
believedin progressthe other believed morein deterioration of cultural traitsand
whileonebelievedinaunilined culturetheother believed that thereare multiple
complexes.

One schoal of diffusion, the Egyptol ogists, did believethat al cultureoriginatesin
Egypt, but they did not have much lasting influence, astheir specul ationsweretoo
far- fetched. ThusPerry and Elliott-Smith did not |ast for long but the German school
of Graebner and father Schmidt, had alonger lasting influence asthey put forward a
theory of multipleoriginsand theradiation of cultures outwardsfrom these centers.
They al so conceived cultureasaconfiguration of traits, culturecircles (kulturkrei<)
that diffused together. Thisforeshadowed the notion of cultural configuration and



trait —complexes, as developed intheAmerican School . Graebner aso put forward
theideathat diffusionwasnot amechanica processof adding on cultura traitsbut
that the pattern of the receiving culturewould also determinewhich cultural traits
would be accepted and which onesrejected or modified. Thisagainisreflectedin
thetheoriesof Acculturation developed later inAmerica.

The congtruction of these culturecircleswerehowever largely specul ativeand based
onill-informed datafrom various sources. Theclassicd school of Diffusonthushad
lessinfluencethan theclassical evolutionary schoal. Infact thecommentsthat Tylor
made about diffusion of traitswere more acceptable. Theamazing similarity in
prehistorictoolsdl over theworld wasattributed by Tylor to the processof diffuson
rather thantoindependent origin. Tylor (1879) however warned of derivingdiffuson
from superficid resemblances. If therearesimilar conditionsexigtingintwo different
culturesfromwhich smilar devel opmentsare possiblethenthesmilarity may bedue
toindependent originsrather than diffusion.

Check Your Progress3
9. Namethethree school sthat propounded thetheory of Diffusion.

10. Whoattributed thesimilarity of prehistorictoolsal over theworldtodiffusion
rather thanindependent origin?

94 HISTORICAL PARTICULARISM

TheAmerican School of Historica Particularismwasfounded by Franz Boas, who
being of German origin derived histheoreticd insightsfrom the German school of
diffuson aswell asfrom the Gestalt Psychol ogy. He understood theimportance of
history in other wordsof the process of contextua socid transformation rather than
thegeneralised processof evolution. TheAmerican experienceof colonisationwas
different fromthat of the BritishinAfricaand India. The NativeAmericanswerea
dispersed and depopulated lot and the impact of history was evident as the
anthropol ogistswere often faced with the prospect of havingtointerview thelast
remaining representative of atribe; and often had to make do with remnants of
materid culture, stories passed down and mythsand folklore, when most members
of thetribeweredispersed or dead. Boas spent most of hisacademiclifein collecting
and classifying these materia sunder the apprehension that they were going to be
lost forever. Sincehistory refersto the particular and not the general, according to
Boas, thereis not one Culture, but many cultures, each historically derived and
specifically located and the product of minds of peoplein different locations. Thus
both regiona environmentsand the minds of the peoplewho makeup that culture,
werefactorsinfluencing how aculture shaped up. Culturewasalso rooted iniits
materia existenceand not asequence of ideas building upon idess, aspostul ated by
Tylor. In other words, Boas, had amore materialistic perspective on culture, and a
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situational one, unlike Tylor’s ideational view of culture as a purely mental
phenomenon.

Reflection

Gestalt psychology is a philosophy of the German school of thought.
That believes in the human mind and behaviour as a whole. The central
principle of Gestalt psychology isthat the mind formsaglobal wholewith
self-organising tendencies. Gestalt psychology proposes a unique
perspective on human perception. As the Gestalt psychologists say; we
don’t just see the world, we actively interpret what we see, depending on
what we are expecting to see.

Fromthishigtorical and contextualised pergpectiveon culture, AmericanAnthropol ogy
wasableto branch out in many directions, it devel oped into branches of historical
anthropol ogy, ecological, medica and psychol ogical anthropology aswell. Thus
Boasgaveimportanceto theroleof individua sin shaping of cultures. Culturewas
not something that evolved on itsown, but acultivated processthat individuals
created and al so changed, in the context of history that played out in aspecific
environment. Individua swere not the same acrosstheworld but each people had
their mindset that wasthe product of their history and environment. Thus Boas
wrote hisfamouswork on The Mind of the Primitive Man and al so wrote books
on primitiveart, etc., that clearly established the unique nature of different cultures.
Foreshadowing the culture-personality school, Boas advocated that the structure
and organisation of thehuman mindissimilar but itsmanifestation variesaccording
to human experiencethat isdifferent indifferent cultures. ThusBoas put forward a
theory that wasideographic and not nomotheticlikethat of theclassicd evolutionists;
inother words hiswas atheory of the particular and not the general . History does
not havelaws, it hasincidents, many of which are unique and therefore the name
Historical Particularismfor thetheory put forward by Boas.

Yet Boas also followed the German school of Diffusion and culturecircles, in that
theAmerican School, and the students of Boas, likeA.L. Kroeber and Clark Wisder
etc., believedin cultural diffusion and culture areas. Such theoriesdid talk about
somegenerdisationsthat weremiddleleve and not sweeping generdisationsaswe
comeacrossamong theevol utionists. TheAmerican school wasa so morefocused
on collection of field dataand documentation of the same. Another student of Boas,
Ruth Benedict, put forward the theory of Cultural Configuration that visualised a
cultureto bemorethan thesum of itsparts. ThusBenedict talked about the character
of acultura whole, aconfiguration, likethe persondity of aperson. A configuration
was supposed to be an overall ethos, aconcept derived from Gestalt psychol ogy,
where apersonality has an overall essence that cannot be described in terms of
discrete entities but can only befelt asan overall quality. Likeif onelooksat a
painting, onegetsan overal impression, that isconveysjoy or sorrow or celebration
or depression. Similarly individuasare morethan the sum of their charactersand
peoplecomeacrossasoverall personalitieswhere one cannot pin point to any one
or even acollection of characters. Benedict theorised that culturestoo are more
than the sum of their parts, and have an essence or ethos, likeanindividual. Her
theory devel oped into the notion of National Character studiesthat were popul ar
for awhileand eventoday peoplerefer tothe* American’ character or the‘Indian’
character.



Check Your Progress4
11. Whofounded theAmerican School of Historical Particul arism?

12. Namethedifferent fiddsof study that were taken up by theAmerican School
of Historicd Particularism.

9.5 NEO-DIFFUSIONISM

| t was Kroeber to whom we can look for further devel opments on the concept of
Diffusion. Like Benedict, Kroeber had also talked about the ethos and eidos of
culture, the overall character (ethos) and the components (eidos). He had aso
discussed about the rel ati onshi p between culture and environment; saying that under
certain favourableconditionsaculturecan developinto aclimax culture, which then
radiates outwards. Theradiation isalwaysaprocess of dilution and as cultures
comeinto contact with other culturesat the edges of their radiation, they tend to
form hybrid cultures. The CultureAreatheory devel oped by Kroeber, led later to
the establishment of regiona school of studies; the underlying hypothesesbeing that
cultures have an associ ation with space and different regions of theworld do have
their own cultural specificities. Ruth Benedict too had given her theory of National
Culture, that had found al ot of popul arity but thetheoretica premisesweredifferent;
they were based on the premise of cultural configuration. The culture areatheory
wasderived from historical particularismand a so the concept of ethos, asgiven by
Kroeber.

OtisT Mason and Clark Wissler also had an ambitious plan to trace the cultural
areasacrosstheworld, beginning from North America, but because of the practical
difficultiesof tryingtolocatethe center and thetimeand rate of diffusion, they could
not carry thisproject forward.

Diffusion or thespread of cultura traitsfrom oneregionto another isan undeniable
process. Many critical aspects of culture, such as methods of food production,
technology and evenitemsof food and clothing have spread acrosstheworld through
travel, tradeand migration of popul ations. Whenever acultureispolitically dominant
over another culture, whether by the process of conquest or by any other means,
traitsfromthesuperior cultureisvoluntarily accepted by the people of the marginal
culture, as by the Indian people who accepted the culture of the British after
colonisation. Eventoday because of economicdomination, the cultureof theU.SA.
isspreading rapidly acrosstheworld. Diffusionisdistinguished fromasimilar process
called acculturation whi ch takes placewhen two culturescomedirectly into contact.
SomelikeHerskovitshaveused timeasadistinguishing character. Whilethe process
istaking placeit isacculturation and when it hasbeen accomplished, that iswhen the
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traits have become established in the new culture, it can be said that diffusion has
taken place. In other words the process is acculturation and the end product is
diffuson.

Earlier Mason and Wisder had tried to accessthe antiquity of adiffusedtrait by the
timeit had taken to diffuse, but in contemporary times, the enhanced technol ogy of
internet and satdllite communication hasmadeamost instant diffus on possibleand
thefinal result of rapid and large scale diffusoniswhat wecall globalisation. Today
theentireworldislike onehugemassculture, yet thevery threat of lossof identity in
thisglobalised world has made many culturesgo into regression or into aprocess of
revitdisation of tradition.

9.6 NEO-EVOLUTION

Theclassical evolutionary school had faced rejection because of their Eurocentrism
and flawed methods; but by thefifties, and after theWorld Wars, theideaof evolution
again began to regppear in themindsof thescholars.

Themagjor theoriesweregiven by Marshd| Sahlinsand Elman Service, LedieWhite
and Julian Steward. Al of them tried to combinethe processes of history and evolution
to say that whilethereare particul ar processes of historical transformation, thereare
also larger more generalised meta- processes of evolution. All these scholars
attempted to maketheidentification of the processof evol ution moremethodologically
rigid astheearlier evol utionistswere accused of speculation and bias.

Sahlinssaid that we canidentify two kinds of evolution, General and Specific. The
General evolution can be compared to thetrunk of alargetreethat showsoverall
growth, andfor culturesit canbeseenintheincreased leve of complexity of cultures,
over thecenturiesof devel opment of human civilisation. However Sahlinswasclear
that thisincreased complexity, if only in organisationd attributesandisnoindicator
of superiority of aculture. Theprocessof specific evolutionrefersto the adaptations
of culturesto their environments, that show alargerangeof variability and givesrise
to thevariationsin cultures depending upon their different habitats and historical
conditions. Sahlinscompares specific evol ution to the branchesof atree.

Thedifference between aso-caled higher civilisationand amoresimpleoneliesin
the difference between what Sahlins has called adaptability as compared to
adaptation. Adaptability isthe ability to adapt to ahigher range of situations, and
enablesacultureto undergo Adaptive Radiation. Inthe processof genera evol ution,
some cultures acquire the technol ogy for adaptive radiation that enablesthem to
establish domination over other cultures; likethe colonisation of theworld by the
Europeansthat was made possible by their acquisition of gun powder and superior
technol ogies of navigation. Adaptive Radiation isnot necessarily something good
for humanity asit ofteninvolveswar and conquest enabling somecultureto dominate
over othersand spread itself around theworld.

Specific radiations can be very effective and functional but often get ousted or
destroyed by more adaptive cultures, astheir very functional adaptationto specific
environments preventsthem from spreading. For examplethe Inuit of Alaskaand
parts of Greenland arevery adapted to their surroundings but would find it difficult
to adapt to other environments. But aninvention likedectricity will enableaculture
to adapt to avariety of habitats and thus enablethem to spread over awider region.

LedieWhitewasdeeply influenced by theunilined evol utionary theory of Tylor, and
like him, also believed in progressive evol ution. While accepting most of the basic



premisesof Tylor, Whitepointed out that Tylor failed inidentifying thered cause of
changein societies. Following theprincipleof cultura relativism put forward by the
American School, Whiteagreed that no culture asaculturewas superior or inferior.
But thetransformation of technol ogy and theamount of energy that aculture could
harness, wasanindication of itsevol ution or attainment of asuperior stage. According
to White the amount of energy that aculture could use indicated its standard of
living, and all humans aspired for higher standards of living. Histheory became
famous as Energy and the Evol ution of culture. White gave some mathemati cal
formulasto exactly measuretheamount of energy that aculture could use. But when
it cametotheempirica application of histheory, it wasfoundto bemethodologicaly
impossible.

Human cultures aretoo complex to bedealt with in suchasimplistic fashion. Yet
Whitewaseffectively ableto point to the difference between history and evolution
andto show that the classical evol utionists had confused between the two.

Themost effectiveof dl theneo-evol utionist theorieswasthat given by Julian Steward.
Hemodified the concept of culture, asuniformor al cultural traitsbeing evenly
placed to alayered concept, with acore and aperiphery. Histheory isalso known
asthetheory of Cultura Ecology. Hecombined thefunctional mode with thecultura
historical oneto produce amodel of culture, wherethe corewasin afunctional
interdependent rel ationship with certain e ementsof thehabitat. Thiscorewasthus
defined interms of the techno-economic aspectsof aculture. Intermsof thecore
aspects of aculture, one could create atypol ogy asthere are not many different
typesof adaptationsof societiesintheworld. Sinceeach cultureisaso unique, this
gpecific natureof acultureisaresult of itshistory, by which the periphera aspectsof
the culture assumeaspecific character for each culture. Thesetwo aspectsof culture
changeindifferent ways.

Thecorehasadialecticd relationship with the environment. Asthetechnol ogy of
the core acts upon the environment, the latter changes, thus creating aneed for
changesin techno-economic aspects. Further changesintechnology create more
transformation in the habitat, and pushesthe system forward. Sincethereareonly
some known types of habitats in the world, Steward put forward the theory of
Multilinear Evolution. He postul ated that one could empirical ly establish the exact
lineof evolution of culturesin specified regions, but each stage needsto beverified
through the collection of empirical evidence, evenfromthe past.

Steward called histheory of Culture Change, both atheory and amethodology and
heins sted that every aspect of every relationship should be established empiricaly
and there should be no scope for speculation. Hiswasan inductivetheory and it
helped to prepare classifications of modes of subs stencethat wearestill using. We
can now classify societiesbased ontheir culture corethat isthe basic unitsof their
techno-economic adaptation, without referring to the periphera cultural ements
that make each culture unique. For exampleall huntersand food gatherers have
some corefeaturesin common but eachisaso aunique culturecontextudisedinits
own setting. ThePdiyansof South Indiaandthe!Kung San of Ka ahari havecommon
charactersin termsof technology and basic features of social organisationthat are
integrd to their foraging economy but areotherwisequitedistinct intheir culturesas
far asother featuresnot directly related to their economy isconcerned.

Thusneo-Evolutionigstried toimproveupon classicd evolutionistsmainly interms
of method. They tried to replace the specul ative nature of classical evolution by
empirica and verifiablemethods.
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Check Your Progress4
13. Nametheanthropol ogistswho postul ated mgjor theorieson Neo-Evol utionism.

9.7 SUMMARY

The classical theories have their own place in the study of socia and cultural
anthropol ogy. Thesetheorieswere the starting point from which theemphasison
theorising aparticular event came up. Though these theoriesareno longer of prime
importanceyet they built the foundation for the anthropol ogical thoughts. These
theoriesbringsinto focushow the study of society and culturefromtheVictorian era
had changed over the passage of time, the anthropol ogists have moved forward
from the speculation on cultural evolution and the spread of culturediffusiontothe
more relative aspects in the present era. We have seen that the history of
anthropol ogical theorieshasinvolved atransition from adiachronic perspectiveto
synchronic perspective which further moved on to interactive perspective. Moving
fromtheseclassical theorieswewill discussfunctionalism, structural-functionalism
neo-functionalism and conflict theoriesin detail inthenext unit.
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99 ANSWERSTO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. JamesFrazer inhiswork The Golden Bough gave an extensive account of the
ritual sand customs of people acrosstheworld.

2. August Comte.
3. True

4. Pleaseseesection 9.2 wherefive premisesof theevol utionary school aregiven.
You canwriteany oneof them.

5. Theevolutionary school of thought believed that thereisonly one culturewith
acapita C.

6. JohannJ. Bachofen.
7. EdwardB.Tylor.

9. LewisHenry Morganfollowed theAmerican evol utionary schoal, hisfie dwork
wasamong thelroquois, aNativeAmericantribe.

9. Thethreeschoolsthat propounded thetheory of Diffusion are:
a. ThePan-Egyptian School or British School,
b. The German or Kulturkries and;
c. TheAmerican School of Diffusion

10. EdwardB. Tylor.

11. Franz Boas. 131
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12.

13.
14.
15.

Thedifferent fields of study that were taken up by the American School of
Historica Particularismwerehistorical, medical, ecological and psychologica
anthropol ogy.

Marshall Sahlins, ElIman Service, LedieWhiteand Julian Steward.
Julian Steward'stheory on neo-evol utionismisa so known as Cultura Ecology

LedieWhitewasinfluenced by E. B. Tylor’stheory of unilinear evolution.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Thelearnersinthisunit shall beacquainted with the approachesthat have been used
by anthropol ogistsin the study of society and culture:

> functiondismand structurd-functionaism;
»  sructurdism; and

> conflicttheories.

100 INTRODUCTION

Inthe earlier unit we had discussed the classical theories, somedefunct and some
being revived for the study of society and culture. The classical theories like
evolutionism and diffusion gave way to the understanding of the society from the
context of hereand now. Taking thisargument forward in thisunit, thefocuswould
be on thetheories of function and structure.

10.1 FUNCTIONALISM AND STRUCTURAL -
FUNCTIONAL APPROACH

Functionalism isthe name of an approach, amethod, to undertake the study of a
society. It subscribes to the idea that a society is a whole (or a system) of
interconnected parts, where each part contributesto the maintenance of thewhole.
Thejob assigned to theinvestigator isto discover the contribution of each part of
society to thewhol eand how soci ety workstogether asan * ordered arrangement of
parts . The parts of society are roles, groups, institutions, associations, and
organisations; and each oneof them carriesout aset of dutiesassigned toit. Because
of the contribution each part makesto thewhole, whichthesociety is, that itisable
toexist.

Functionalism believesthat for the surviva and continuation of any society, aminima
level of order isessentia. The order comeswhen different parts of asociety carry
out thework they are supposed to do. Inthisway, they contribute to the emergence

Contributor: Professor Vinay Kumar Srivastava, Former Professor and Head, Department
of Anthropology, University of Delhi. Currently Director, Anthropological Survey of India
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of order. Whentheneeds of asociety and theindividua that compriseit arefulfilled,
which happens because of the coordinated working of its parts, order isbound to
result.

Asadistinct gpproach, asaway of looking at and anaysing society, functionaism
emergedfirstinsocia anthropol ogy in early twentieth century, and later in sociology,
beginninginthe 1930s. However, itsroots are as ancient asthe concept of organic
andogy, usedinthephilosophy of Antiquity by Plato (B.C. 428/7-345/7) and Aristotle
(B.C. 384-322). Organic anaogy isaway of conceptualising and understanding
soci ety as an organism — as an organism has parts, so does society, and asthese
partsareinterconnected, so arethepartsof society.

Theterm*functionalism’ isgenerally associated with thework of the Poland-born,
Britishanthropologist, Bronidaw Malinowski (1884-1942). In courseof time, Alfred
Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955), another British anthropol ogist, argued in favour of
theterm structural-functiona gpproach’. TheAmerican sociologist, Tal cott Parsons
(1902-1979) cdled the approach ‘ structural-functionalism’. Initslong history of
morethan two hundred years, starting from the French thinkersof early nineteenth-
century to the newer developmentsin functional approach under the name of neo-
functionalism, functionalism haswitnessed theemergence of anumber of subsidiary
approaches, but al of them share certainideasin common. They areall concerned
with the‘ problem of order’ —how doesorder comein society and how society is
abletoendureover time.

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), the French sociologist, isnot a*‘ functiondist’ inthe
senseinwhichthistermisused for theapproachthat the British socid anthropologidts,
Radcliffe-Brown and Mainowski have espoused. Durkheim doesnot usetheterm
‘functiondism’, dthough he definesthe concept of socid function. Onecomesacross
in Durkheim’sworksafine coexistenceof thediachronic (genetic, evolutionary, and
historica) and the synchronic (society ‘ hereand now’ ) approachesto the study of
society, but itisquite clear that the study of the contemporary society occupiesa
preferred placein hiswritings. For instance, in his cel ebrated study of religion, he
beginswith aconsi deration of Australian totemism asthemost elementary form of
religiouslife, but he doesnot start speculating it asthe earliest form and then, ashis
predecessors had done, offering theoriesto explainit. Heisrather more concerned
with the structure and function of totemism and how its study can help usin
understanding the place of religionin complex societies. Thisemphasison the study
of synchronous(or ‘ present’) soci etiesexerted atremendousimpact on later scholars.

The beginning of thetwenti eth century saw the continuation of the old evolutionary
approach and a so, itsgradual decline. It al so witnessed therise of functionaism.
Adam Kuper (1941-) thinksthat 1922 wasthe" year of wonder’ (annusmirabili<)
of functiondism, for inthisyear were published two monographsthat substantiated
thefunctiond approach. Onewasby Raddliffe-Browntitled The Andaman Idanders,
and the other, by Malinowski, titled Argonauts of the Wester n Pacific. Theimpact
of anthropologica functiondismwasfét in other disciplines, particularly sociology.
Although therewere scholars—such asKingsley Davis (1908-1997) —who saw
nothing new infunctiond gpproach becausethey thought that sociol ogistshad dways
been doing what functiondistswanted them to do, therewere others (such as Tal cott
Parsons) who wereclearly impressed with thewritingsof functiond anthropologists.
Asaresult of thewritings of these peopl e, functionaism emerged asan extremely
important approach, holdingitssway till thelate 1960sand the early 1970s. Inits
history of about 150 years, functiondism hascometo compriseanumber of variants
andfoci. However, pointed differences exist between different functionalists.



Reflection

Notwithstanding their differences, it seemsthat all functionalists sharethe
followingfive propositions:

1. Society (or culture) is a system like any other system, such as solar
system, mechani cal system, atomic system, chemical system, or organic
system.

2. Asasystem, society (or culture) consists of parts (like, institutions,
groups, roles, associations, organisations), which are interconnected,
interrelated, and i nterdependent.

3. Eachpart performsitsown function—it makesitsown contribution to
the whole society (or culture) — and also, it functionsin relationship
with other parts.

4. A changein one part brings about a change in other parts, or at |east
influences the functioning of other parts, because all the parts are
closely connected.

5. Theentiresociety or culture—for which we can use theterm *whole
—isgreater than the mere summation of parts. It cannot be reduced to
any part, or no part can explain the whole. A society (or culture) has
its own identity, its own ‘consciousness’, or in Durkheim’s words,
‘collective consciousness'.

Thefirst gpoproachinsocid anthropol ogy for theanadysisof society wasevol utionary.
During the second half of the nineteenth century, amost every anthropol ogi st was
concerned withtwoissues. First, how wastheinstitution (or, cultural practice, trait)
establishedinthefirst place?What hasbeenitsorigin? Second, whéat arethevarious
stagesthrough whichit haspassed to reach itscontemporary state? Both the questions
wereimportant and relevant, but in the absence of authentic data, the early (or,
‘classicd’) evolutionistsextravagantly indul ged in specul ationsand conjectures,
Imagining the causes (or, thefactors) that gaveriseto institutionsand the stages of
their evolution. Most of the evol utionists—barring afew possible exceptions, such
asLewisH. Morgan (1818-1881) and Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917) — had not
themsalves collected any dataonwhichthey based their generdisations. They amost
completely relied upontheinformation that travelers, missionaries, colonid officers,
and soldiers, who werein touch with the non-Western societies, provided, knowing
full well that much of these datamight be biased, exaggerated, incomplete, and
incorrect. Becausethey themsalvesdid not carry out any fieldwork, they earned the
notorioustitleof ‘am-chair anthropologists .

Both the founders of the British functional approach (Radcliffe-Brown and
Malinowski) were vehemently critical of the nineteenth-century evolutionism.
Radcliffe-Brown said that it was based on ‘ conjectural history’, aterm we used
earlier, and not ‘authentic history’. It was ‘ pseudo-historical’, thus devoid of a
scientific value. For Mdinowski, classical evolutionismwasa’ limbo of conjecturd
recongtructions' . With theworksof these scholarscameashift from:

1. am-char anthropology tofiel dwork-based studies,

2. thestudy of theorigin and stages of evolution of society and itsinstitutions
(diachronic studies) to society ‘ hereand now’ (synchronic studies);

3. thestudy of the entire societies and cultures (macro approach) to the study of
particular societies, especialy the small-scal e soci eties (micro approach); and
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4. an understanding of society confined to atheoretical level to putting the
knowledge of society ‘ hereand now’ to practical use, to bring about desired
changesin society. Rather than remainingjust an ‘ academic study of theoddities
of society’ —different and bizarre customsand practices—the knowledgewe
have acquired should be used for improving upon the conditions of people, for
improving uponthere ationsof locd peoplewith theoutsideworld. Incidentaly,
Malinowski caled thisconcern of anthropology ‘ practica anthropology’.

Thescholarswholater cameto beknown as* functiondists' sought to shift thefocus
of their study from ‘what society was' to ‘what society is', and thisstudy should be
carried out not by speculative methods, but by living with peoplein their natural
habitatsand learning from them, fromthefield.

It was not against the processes of evolution and diffusion that the functionalists
leveled their criticism, for they knew that they wereimportant processes of change.
Infact, both Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski thought that after they werethrough
most of their important fiel dwork-based studies, they would take up the study of the
processes of evolutionand diffusion. What they were againgt wasastudy of thepast
through ‘imaginativehistory’ rather than onebased onfacts. If authentic documents
were available about societies, they must readily be used for someinsightsinto
change. But thefunctionalists noted that these documentswere not availabl e about
‘primitiveand pre-literat€’ societies, thereforewewould not have any knowledge of
thedevelopment of socid ingtitutionsamong them. Instead of speculating how they
have evolved, we should study ‘what they are’, using the scientific methods of
observation, comparison, and arriving at generalisations.

Check Your Progress1

1. Which century saw the emergence of Functionalism asadistinct approachin
anthropology?

3. Nametheanthropologist withwhomtheterm functionalism'’ isassociated with.



4. \Who defined the concept of ‘ socia function’ and‘ collective consciousness ?

102 STRUCTURALISM

Theterm* structuralism’ refersto an approach in anthropol ogy concerned with the
study of the structures underlying the social and cultural factsthat are collected
during the course of afieldwork study or fromtheaready availableinformationin
archives, museums, and libraries. In other words, if thefunctional gpproach regards
fieldwork, thefirst hand study of asociety, asthe main method of datacollection,
structuralism submitsthat the datafor analysis can come from other sources. The
approach can be used on what isproperly called the* secondary data’.

Structuralism had itsorigininthe study of languages, particularly inthework of a
Frenchlinguist, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). One of the observationsthe
linguists (those who study thelanguage, itsstructureand function) have madeisthat
people are ableto speak alanguage correctly, according to itsnorms, even when
they do not know itsgrammar. It was an exemplary work of the colonia scholars
and missionarieswho unraveled the grammar of theseunwritten languages. They
a so prepared their dictionaries, and also helped in devel oping thelr scripts, although
they wereinvariably from the scriptsinwhichthe colonia scholarswrote. Thus, for
exampl e, the script in which the Nagadia ects were written up was Roman, asthe
scholarswho worked on them were English-speaking.

In other words, the peopl e had created their respective languages, having ahidden
grammar, of which they did not have any knowledge. It was|eft to the scholars
working ontheselanguagesto discover their grammars. Asalanguagehasagrammar,
of which the peopleareunaware, inasimilar way, theinstitutions of society have
their underlying aspects, which we may call ‘ structures' . Those who bear these
institutions, customs and beliefs, and livethrough them, do not know what these
underlying structuresare. It isleft to the anthropol ogiststo discover them. So, those
anthropol ogistswho devoted their skill to discovering theunderlying structures (or
‘unconscious structure’, because people are not aware of them) called themsel ves
‘structuraists’, having been influenced by the French lingui stic structuralism. If for
functionalism, the ana ogy taken for understanding and explanation wasof organism
(thus, ‘organicanalogy’), for structuraism, it wasof language. If functionalismwas
influenced by biological science, structuralismwasby linguistics.

To summarise, theapproach to discover theunderlying structure of alanguage came
tobecdledthe’ structurd linguistics inthedisciplineof linguistics. In anthropol ogy,
the approach to discover the underlying structure of society, of which peopleare
unaware, was called structuralism, the chief exponent of which was Claude L évi-
Strauss (1908-2009). Hisnamewas amost used interchangegbly with tructuraism,
for hewasthe sole, the giant, advocate of thisapproach. The point wewish to put
forthisthat for British functionaism, wehavetwo names of Madinowski and Raddiffe-
Brown; for American functionalism, we havethe names of Parsonsand Robert K.
Merton (1910-2003); but for structuralism, we have just one name: L évi-Strauss.
All thosescholarswho followed himwerehisadmirer-critics, who made some changes
to his approach, here and there. They were not the independent proponents of
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structuralism. Thesescholarswho modified structuralism cameto beknown as‘ neo-
structuralists . The names prominent in thislist are of Edmund R. Leach (1910-
1989), Mary Douglas (1921-2007), T.O. Beidelman (1931- ), and even, Louis
Dumont (1911-1998) (who worked on Indian caste system).

Structuralism did not conflict with the earlier approaches that were popular in
anthropology. It believed that there were other, equally important, ways of
understanding soci ety. Soci etieshave undoubtedly evolved over time. Itismandatory
on our part to know their origin and the stagesthrough which they have passed. So
isthefact that each society hastowork for the survival of itsmembers. Thequestion
that functionalism investigated about the actua working of society and how itsparts
hang together isequally important. Inasimilar way isthefact that human beingsin
their long history of survival onthis planet have migrated from one geographica
spaceto another, carrying with themtheir culture, depositing it a another place, and
a0, learning fromtheir hosts. Theapproach caled diffusionismisassignificant for
understanding human lifeasarethe other.

Thus, therearedifferent ways of studying human society and culture. Onesuch way
istotakeup aninstitution for study, find out its components, examinetheway in
which they make up thewhole, and thedesign or patternthat thusresults. By doing
this, we have moved to an understanding of itsstructure. Thus, socid structureisnot
given; itisnot anempirica entity assaid by Radcliffe-Brown. Socia structureisan
abstraction from the observable reality, but it cannot be reduced to that. It isa
model that the anthropol ogists create fromtheir field study, primarily for the purpose
of study. Socid structurethusisamethodological devise.

To take an example: each kinship system hasitsown rulesof regulating blood ties,
sex and marriage. Besidesthe basic kin terms—for the mother or thefather —that
may haveacraoss-cultural s milarity—each society hasitsown host of terms. Sometimes
different relativesare called by the sameterms, and sometimes, by different terms.
Rulesof marriage differ from one society to another; sodo thetypes. Thepoint is
that asthe societiesareenormoudy diverse, so aretheir ingtitutions. But structuralism
would submit that regardiess of their diversity they would dl havethe samestructure,
built on certain universal principles. In hisfirst mgor work, onkinship, titled The
Elementary Sructures of Kinship, Lévi-Strauss showed that it isthe principle of
the*exchangeof women’ whichisuniversd, irrespective of the descent system that
isfollowed, which resultsintwo models.

Thefirstiswhen women are exchanged between two groups, over generations. Itis
the practice of ‘ sister exchange’, where thosewho give their women to the other
group arethe samewho recelvewomen from thegroup towhichthey give. Thus, in
Lévi-Strauss sterms, thewife-giversand wife-takersarethe samepeople. Thus, a
symmetry isestablished. The other model isbased on the principle of asymmetry.
Here, agroup (say, A) receiveswomen as spousesfrom group B, but transfersits
women (sisters) to group C. Inthiscase, wife-giversto agroup aredifferent from
thewife-takers. Lévi-Strausscdled thefirgt, thesystem of sister-exchange, * balanced
reciprocity’, which isan exchange between two groups (A to B, B toA). Thesecond
iswhere endlessgroups are annexed to the system of exchange(A toB,BtoC, C
toD, Dton...,fromntoA) and the system closeswhen thewomen from thefina
group returntothefirst group (fromntoA). Thismodel iscalled the* generalised
exchange.” If the British anthropol ogy stressed the descent relations (from father to
son, from mother to daughter) for understanding kinship, Lévi-Straussbecamea
proponent of theideathat marriage established relationship between groups. In



French, theword *aliance’ means‘ marriage’, so Lévi-Strauss cameto be known
asan‘dliancetheorist’.

Thestructuralist triesto discover the structure of the entire society. That iswhy, the
criticssay that Lévi-Strausswasinterestedinthe* globd structure . Such anambition
bypasses(or ignores) thediversity of human living. Moreover, societieschangeover
alength of time. The change may be slow, gradual, and imperceptible. With an
accumulation of thesesmd | changes, anew stage comesinto being. Thestructuraist
did not incorporate the historical progresson of societiesin their analyses. That was
the reason, why structuralism came to be called ‘a-historical’. Although the
sructurdistsclamed that their method could beused for theanaysisof every aspect
of society, Lévi-Strauss confined hiswork to the study of kinship, totemism, and
myths. In fact, he devoted amajor portion of hislife to the study of myths; he
founded what hascomebe called the* science of mythology’ . Inthe context of the
gpplicationof structurdismtothestudy of different ingtitutionsof human society, one
of theissueswas how to use thismethod for the study of economic and political
rdaions, theimpact of globaisation onthelivesof people, therelationsof oppression
and subjugation.

With the coming of theinterpretive gpproach inanthropology, structuralism became
lesspopular. However, it succeeded in making aninroad inliteratureand art history,
especidly inthestudies of aestheticsand cultural products. Assaidin thebeginning,
structuralismimpressed some British anthropol ogists, but they weredoubtful of its
‘cosmicambitions . They thought that the best application of structurdismwould be
onalimited area, a amoreregional level. Thiswasahumbler gpproach for which
theterm* neo-structuraism’ isused.

Check Your Progress2
5. What doesastructurdist do?

6. ‘Structuralism haditsorigininthestudy of languages.” State whether this
statement istrueor false.

7.  Whowasthechief exponent of structuralism?
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8. Name the anthropologists a. British and b. American associated with
Functiondism.

10. Namesomeof the scholarswho worked on ‘ neo-structuralism’.

10. Whogavetheconceptsof ‘ balanced reciprocity’ and‘ generdised reciprocity’ ?

103 CONFLICT THEORIES

Conflict theory isan ‘umbrellaterm’, which includesthe writings of anumber of
theoristswho focused on the study of the relations of conflict’, not only fromthe
disciplinesfrom socia anthropol ogy and sociology, but a so from the other social
sciences and humanities. Some of them trace their academi c geneal ogy from Karl
Marx (1818-1883), the German socid thinker, well known for hisapproach called
‘didectical and historicd materidism’ and the* theory of revolution’. Othersgo back
tothepalitical thinkerssuch asMachiavelli (1469-1527) and Hobbes (1588-1679).
Othersthink that the theory of conflict can be built up independent of Marx’s
contribution. However, most writersthink that Marx’swritings on conflict havebeen
truly insightful and must be given acloser |ook irrespective of thefact whether the
society under study hasaclassstratification or not.

All conflict theoristsagreethat conflict isageneral socia form that should not be
limited to just episodes of violence. It isbecausein acommon parlance, conflictis
usually concerned as synonymouswith war. For socia scientists, every society,
including thessimpleones, hasconflictinoneformor theother. It may bein theform
of dissentsand disagreements, verba dud sand abusive behaviour, mentd or physica
violence, protestsand uprisings, rebel movementsand revol utions. It should not be
thought that each of these typesisaclosed one, because oneform of conflict may
over timeprogressinto another. For instance, an instance of dissent may aggravate
into bloodshed. Theuniversdity of conflictiswell expressedin astatement fromthe
work of Ralf Dahrendorf (1929-2009): * The absence of conflict isan abnormality.’
Georg Simmel (1858-1918) smilarly stuated conflict at the centreof socid life.

Theterm* conflict’ may have comeinto voguein the second half of thetwentieth
century, but theideaof conflict goesback intime. It wasmentioned previoudly that
Marx, anineteenth century thinker, assigned aprominent placeto conflict inchanging
society. Thepopular stlatement that * conflictistheengineof progress’, followsfrom
thework of Marx. Going earlier intime, it wasin thewritings of Henri de Saint-
Simon (1760-1825), aFrench scholar, that onefindstwoideas: first, the conflict



between theinterestsof the‘industriaists and ‘workers'; and second, each stage
carriesinitthe‘germsof itsown destruction’, because of which change occursin
society. Experts say that theseideas of Saint-Simon, along with that of the others,
particularly GW.F. Hegd (1770-1831), greatly influenced Marx in shaping histheory.

No disagreement existswith respect to theideathat every society triesto maintain
order and cohesiveness (theideaof ‘ socia stability’) and also change over time
(‘socid dynamics'). Oneof theinitiatorsof changeisconflict. Conflict exposesthe
problemswhich surfacein running the society smoothly. These problemsmust be
resolved, otherwisetheworking of society will be affected, thusobstructing the
fulfillment of itsmembers needs. Theresolution of these conflictsbringsabout a
change in society, leading to the emergence of order. However, the order thus
establishedisshort-lived. With the passageof time, new crisessurface, posing another
round of conflicting Stuations, which demand resol ution. Thought in thisway, conflict
is, in the words of Lewis Coser (1913-2003), a‘normal and functional part of
humanlife . Further, hesaid: * Conflict isingtinctua for us. Wefind it everywherein
human society.’

Thevaueof conflict asanimportant process of change got animpetusin Charles
Darwin’s (1809-1882) 1859 book titled On the Origin of Species, whereit was
argued that the competition between membersof the same speciesissointensethat
only thosewho arefit areadbleto surviveand those unfit are eiminated. For Darwin,
‘strugglefor existence’ and ‘ survivd of thefittest” arethewaysinwhich conflictis
expressad inthebiologica world. Somescholars, whilenot adopting Darwin'sviews,
have deve oped theideaof conflict between ethnic groups. For example, anineteenth-
century scholar, Ludwig Gumplowicz (1838-1909) spoke of the* struggle of the
races .

By mid-nineteenth century, both the concepts of order and conflict received amost
an egua importancefromthesocia scientists. However, some of them from France
thought that during the Revolution (1798-1799) so much of socia disorganisation
hastaken placethat in casewelend further support to theideaof revolution, which
isanintensification of conflict, the situation which isso delicatewould becomea
matter of grave concern. Thus, they —which included the founder of sociology,
Auguste Comte (1798-1857) —opposed theideaof revolution, and | ater, thethesis
Marx put forthwasthat revolutionisthe primemover of change. Durkhemheldthe
sameview asdid Comte, and so he opposed the socidist thoughts. Theresult was
that the theory of conflict wasgradually eclipsed. Thisled to astrengthening of the
theory of order —*how does consensuscomein society’ rather than * how doesit
change'.

Thefunctiond theory started making itsgppearance, aswesaw egrlier, inthebeginning
of thetwentieth century. Durkheim’stwo books— Division of Labour in Society
(1893) and The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915) — explained
persuasively how division of labour and totemism (an exampleof the* elementary
religion’, aswesaw earlier) contributed to social solidarity. And, whenit wasweak
or absent, what resulted was an increase in suicide rate. For these situations of
sudden change or where norms broke down and new norms had not madetheir
appearance, Durkheim used theword ‘anomi€’. It wasastateof ‘ socid illness’,
causing vol canoesof disruption.

Anthropologica fid dworkersinitialy concentrated on studiesof small sodieties, which
werelargely cut off from thewider world. Hence, the pace of change among them
wasremarkably lessthan what it wasin well-connected societies, where cultural
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diffusion played animportant rolein speeding up change. Becausethesmall societies
had astrong system of normsand va ues, and peopl e abided by them, the probability
of violation of ruleswasfar less. Thus, order seemed to prevail. These societies
appeared changel ess. Such asituation misguided the anthropol ogiststo think that
these societieswere conflict-free. When Tyl or, the British anthropol ogit, expressed
surprise on seeing no policeman in Mexican villages he had visited, theinstant
interpretation wasthat they werefree from contra-normative actions. Theargument
put forth was that there were societies in the world which did not require the
mechanismsof law and order becausetherewasno infringement of rules. Thelogica
conclusion wasthat conflict was not aworthy field of study. We should direct our
attention to thestudy of order. It wasthetriumph of thefunctiona theory.

Whilst conflict found arespectable placein sociology much earlier, Snceitsconcern
was with modern soci eties where conflict abounded and was open, the entry of
conflict studieswas delayed in anthropol ogy, because onefunctional study after
another wastiltinginfavour of social harmony and equilibrium. Even when there
wereindicationsthat conflict was precipitating in small communities because of
asymmetrica cultura contacts, atentionwasscarcely paidtoitsstudy. For ingtance,
Malinowski in hisTrobriand study noted that with theadvent of missonariesinther
land, their youth dormitorieswere gradudly disappearing, becausethe missionaries
werecritical of suchingtitutions. But Mainowski did not study thekind of conflict
that wasbrewing in the soci ety because of colonisation.

Inanthropological studiesof conflict, Gluckman’s (1911-1978) work occupiesan
important place. He noted that besi desthe conflicting Situationsasbe ngintroduced
from outside, thetribal societieshavether contextsof disagreementsand conflicts.
For example, when aruler becomesatyrant, and the people areunableto tolerate
the oppressive rule, they start protesting, demanding his replacement. These
movements are not for achangein the system, but only of the incumbent of the
office, inthiscase, theruler. Thesesocid movementsareknown as* rebe movements ;
and aredifferent from revolutions, which demandsatota changeinthesystem. An
important lesson welearn from these udiesisthat tribad communitieswerefar from
being placid and freefrom conflict. This once again supportsthe universality of
conflictinhuman society.

At thisjuncture, thefunctional theory stagesacomeback by asking: If conflictis
universal as has been found through a number of field studies, then it must be
performing some functions. Here, we may refer to Coser’sideas. He says that
conflict ensuresthemaintenance of agroup and itscohesionwithinitsboundaries. It
a so preventsitsmembersfrom leaving. For substanti ating theseideas, empirical
studiesof thesituations of conflict need to be carried out.

Check Your Progress3

11. Namethe scholarswhoseworksinfluenced Marx.



12. Givethetwo ideaspropounded by Henri de Saint-Simon.

13. Statehow accordingto Darwin, conflict isexpressed inthebiologica world.
14. Namethe scholar who worked onthe* struggle of races'.
15. Whatis'rebe movement’ according to Gluckman?

104 SUMMARY

Thisunit providesan overview of thethree main approachesin anthropology. The
functiond approach, which hassevera sub-types, triesto explain how order comes
insociety. It submitsthat unlessthereisorder, society will not beableto survive.
Thefunctiond approach had itsbeginninginthenineteenth-century, especidly inthe
discipline of sociol ogy, but in anthropol ogy, it became apowerful methodto explain
theworking of society and culturein early twentieth-century. Structuralismisan
approach which came to anthropol ogy in mid-twentieth century from thefield of
linguigtics. Themain proponent of thisapproach was Claude L évi-Strauss, the French
anthropologist. Structuraismisconcerned with discovering theunderlying structure
of society. It believesthat regardless of the diversity of human living, thereisa
common structurethat all societies share. Conflict theory submitsthat society is
alwaysin astate of dynamism, and one of the processesthat contributestothisis
conflict. Likethefunctional theory, it dso hasan early beginning. Oneof itsearly
proponentswas Henri de Saint-Simon. However, Marx devel oped theidea, with
theresult that most of the variants of conflict theory have beeninfluenced by his

writings
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10.6  ANSWERSTO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Twentieth century

see section 10.1. for detailed explanation.
Bronidaw Mdinowski

EmileDurkheim

See section 10.2 for detailed expl anation.
True

ClaudeLévi-Strauss
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British anthropol ogistswere Bronidaw Madinowski andA.R. Radcliffe-Brown.
American anthropol ogistswere Tal cott Parsons and Robert K. Merton.

10. EdmundR. Leach, Mary Douglas, T.O. Beidelman and Louis Dumont.
10. ClaudeLévi-Strauss

11. Henri deSaintand GW.F. Hegel.

12. seesection 10.3for details.

13. a strugglefor surviva and b. survival of thefittest.

14. LudwigGumplowicz

15. seesection 10.3for details.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After readingthisunit, thelearner woul d be ableto discussthefollowing contemporary
theoriesin anthropological discourse:

» gymboalism;

> interpretativetheory;,

» post-colonid and critical period; and

» feminismandfeminist thoughtsin anthropol ogy.

11.0 INTRODUCTION

Therewasaparadigm shift in anthropol ogy from the seventiesonwards. Asyou had
read intheearlier unitsthefocus had shifted from evol ution to functional aspects.
Earlier attemptsat creating ascience of society on thelinesof the natural sciences
werereplaced by theredlisation that humans had some unique capacities, foremost
among them being the capacity for creativity and the capacity to symbolise. Thusit
wasnot poss bleto create mechani stic modd sof human behaviour ashumanscould
if they sowished compl etely changethe courseof their lives.

Another major transformation had begun to take place when the male and white-
centric academic community becamediversified. Theformer ‘ objects’ of research
became scholarsin their own right and began to question thelabel's, assumptions
and paradigmsof theearlier positivist gpproach. It becameincreasingly evident that
the‘truth’ that wasbeing propagated wasonly the‘truth’ from one perspectiveand
not fromthat of the' others ; thenative anthropol ogists, thewomenand the* margina’
fromwithin societies. Although termed asa' post-colonid’ critique, it becameevident
that there were more than oneform of colonisation there were many categories of
peoplewho did not have avoicein the dissemination of knowledge. Thewomen's
voiceshad not been heard, but therewere mainstream women, and margina women,
theAfro-American women, the Mudim women and the Dalit women, to mention
only afew categories. Similarly, theinterna col onisation of theerstwhile colonies

Contributor: Professor Subhadra Mitra Channa, Former Professor, Department of
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kept the dominated and margina people such astribalsand the Dalitsof India, out
of theintellectual discourse.

In this unit, we shall discuss some of these concerns, the emergence of new
perspectivesinthewake of power shiftsintheworld.

111 SYMBOLISM

By the sixties, the understanding of culture asasystem of symbolswastaking its
roots (Ortner 1984). A symbol isarepresentation of somethingtowhichit hasno
inherent or physica relationship. Thuslanguageisthe primeexampleof symbolic
behaviour, something that only the human brainiscapableof. Sincethere ationship
of an object to the sound that representsit ispurely arbitrary, there are numerous
languagesand didectsintheworld, for therearejust so many waysinwhich anything
can beatachedtoaverba expresson. Thesameor s milar sound may mean something
quitedifferentin different languages. The symbolic approach looksat cultureitself
asasystem of symbolsand symbolically constructed action patterns. Everythingin
culture hasameaning. Thuswe have culturally prescribed dress codes, we have
culturdly understood scriptsfor action, and weare ableto understand Sgns, gestures,
words and actions because the process of symbolic behaviour isalso apublic and
shared one. Soto say, al bel onging to the same community of shared meaning can
communicateeas ly with each other, while outside of one'sshared meaning system
peoplebecomeilliterate, they become cluelessasto what ishappening.

It wasrealised that different aspectsof culture convey meaningsthat can only be
understood when contextualised within alarger system of meaning. Meaningsa so
exig a twolevels, at theleved of theactorsand a ahigher leve, wherethe r functions
pertaintothegenera leve of society. Higher level meanings can beonly assessed by
deductive reasoning. Let ustake the action of unfurling of the national flag on
Independence Day. At theleve of the participants, it symbolisesthefreedom of the
nation. But against thetheoretical perception of the nation asaconstruct, with no
real form or existence; itisoneway to give symbolic meaning to an amorphous
entity that needs constant rei nforcement to exist. In other words, if peoplewerenot
periodically reminded and that too inathesatrical manner, that the nation exists, they
wouldforget.

Intheearlier phase of symbolicandyss, it wasthe analyst who had the prerogative
of decidingwhat meaning theactsor objectshad inthe schemeof things. Thesymbolic
andyssdoneby scholarssuch asVictor Turner (1967, 1969), Edmund Leach (1961),
and Sherry Ortner (1973) weredonein the backdrop of ethnography but thefinal
say wasthat of the scholar, who put himself/hersalf, inthe position of privilege.
Turner iswdl knownfor hisanalyssof ritua sand thefunction of ritudsinmaintaining
socia harmony. In hisbook The Ritual Process, he has doneasemantic analysis of
theritua of Isoma, awoman’sritua that involvesfertility ritualsand is part of a
larger category of ritualsthat involve the shades (spirits) of the ancestors. Turner
(1969:10) describeshismethod of doing such an anaysisby first understanding the
meaningsthat the Ndembu (the peopl e who have been studied) giveto their own
symbols. From the collection of this specific data, Turner then goesonto amore
generalised and analytical level. The Ndembu derive the meaning of their symbols
mostly from the namethey givetoit. Thusintheir languagethewordfor ritual is
chidika, which meansan obligation. Thusthe performance of rituas, for the most
part isan obligation for them. Theritua of Isomaisperformed asan obligation to
the ancestors, who have become angry and sent affliction asthey had not been



remembered well enough. Thusamong thematrilined Ndembu, “socid placementis
through women but authority liesin thehands of themen” (ibid:14). Thewomen get
involved with their husbands and forget their femal e ancestresseswho then afflict
them with barrenness or frequent miscarriage or loss of liveof their children. Inall
casesthey cannot become successful mothers, whichisthe primegod of women
among the Ndembu.

Now accordingto Turner, every itemthat is part of aritual hasasymbolic meaning,
“by convention standsfor something other thanitsdf” (ibid: 15). Everyritud dement
actsasatrail blazer and asaconnection between known and unknown territory,
here between theknown world of theliving and the unknown world of the shades
(spirits). Thenamelsomaisa so symbolic, asit literdly meanstodip out of placeor
comeunfastened; and when applied to thewoman suffering it meansthat her children
aredipping away or going away fromwherethey are supposed to be. Italsoimplies
that thematrilineal kin are being forgotten (dipping away from memory). Theentire
ritual processa so bringsout (to theanalyst) the process of binary opposition that
Lévi-Strauss(1967) had attributed to thehuman mind. But to Turner, the symbolism
of the Ndembu ritualsdo not simply relateto the mind and arenot only, as Lévi-
Srauss suggests cognitive categoriesfor making sense of theuniverse, but they are
also outletsfor channeling of violent emotions, such asgrief, anger and affection.
They arealso goal oriented and they set out to achieve something. In case of the
Isoma, they succeed in bringing the husband-wifetogether and gppeasethe métrilined
kin, thus absolving theinherent contradi ction of Ndembu soci ety between matriliny
and patrilocal residence,

Edmund Leach’sfamous essay on the symbolism of annud ritual sshowshow time
wasreckoned by theprocessof reversal, likeapendulum. Sothat during thefestival
of Holi for example, alot of rolereversa stake place, women beat men (popularly
known as lath mar Holi), younger people throw colours on elders, barriers go
down; in other words there is break down of society asanormal routine. This
reversal marksout abreak so that theyear beginsagain. Similar reversasarefound
intheannual rituasof other culturesaswell.

Another well- known symbolic analysisof ritualsisthat of lifecycleritualsby van
Gennep (1902), who identified three stagesin any ritua that marksatransitionfrom
onesocial statusto another. Thereisastage of separation, aliminal stageand a
stage of incorporation. L et ustakethe case of marriage, whereinthefirst stage, the
woman and theman are given adifferent designation, namely brideand groom and
separated fromtheir normal life. Thenthemarriageritual sensurethat they gointoa
limind stage, remain suspended from their routinework in soci ety. Peopletaketime
off from routinework and go into adifferent modeto preparefor afuturelife. This
stage continuestill the actual marriage ceremony and then themarried couple get
back toroutine. Thisritud of incorporationisa so marked likewhenthenew daughter-
in-law makesher first medl inthe new house or when the colleagues at officethrow
aparty to greet anewly married man or woman. Then life enters anew routine
where one’sstatus has changed forever. Thusthedifferent ritualswereintegrated
within acomplete symbolic cycle by van Gennep, whose theory wasincorporated
within symbolicanthropology by scholarslike Edmund Leach, who made use of the
concept of limindlity.

Ortner (1973) hasgiventhetheory of Key Symbols. Accordingto her, every culture
usesakey symbol asafulcrum around whichit buildsupitsidentity. Morecomplex
culturesmay have morethan onekey symbol for different aspectsof itssociety, like
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thenational flagisthe symbol of thepolitical identity for any person belongingtoa
nation-state. Every religion may have its own key symbol, like the Cross for
Chrigtians, the Swastikafor Hindus and so on. Shedivided Key Symbolsinto two
basi c types; Summarising Symbolsand Elaborating Symbols, the second oneis
again dividedinto Key Scenarios and Root Metaphors. The summarising symbols
arethosethat pack alot of meaninginto asingleitem, likethenationa flag. These
symbolshavemultiple meaningsoperating a different levelsand evokeawiderange
of emotions. Elaborating symbol sarethosethat break down the componentsof any
socia event to makeit comprehensibleto the membersof society. They are of two
types, Key Scenarios, scripts that make things easy to understand and Root
metaphorsthat arekey aspects of culturethat makethe various meaningsof life
clear. For example, in the context of India, we can say the performance of the
RamlilaisaKey Scenario, where each aspect of thedramalbrings out onefacet of
lifeand indicatestheided behaviour associated withit; theidea son, ided daughter-
in-law, ideal mother, ideal wife, ided brother and so on. Sothat it isascript for how
toliveon€ slifeaccording to thehighest ideal s of the given culture. Root metaphors
aresocia iconsor the central aspect of any one'slife. They differ accordingtothe
subs stence patterns, the geographica location and so on. For examplefor the pastora
people, itistheir animas.Their entirelifeiswoven around theseanimals. Referring
to Evans-Pritchard’ sethnography of the Nuer wecan easily say that the cattle provide
the Root Metaphor for their lives. The Nuer reckon thetime of the day, thetime of
the year, the annual cycle of weather, the climate, colours, aestheticsand every
aspect of their liveswith referenceto thelr cattle.

Thussymbolic analysistellsusthat all cultural traits, customsand behaviour have
underlying meanings. Sincetherelationship between asymbol and what it standsfor
ispurdly arbitrary, it takesqudlitative ethnographic methodsto get to thetrue meaning
of things. These meaningsare both latent and under the surface. They are often
multifaceted and different categories of personsmay a so havetheir own system of
meanings

Check Your Progress1

1. Giveaprimeexampleof symbolic behaviour.



4. Canyouidentify someof theanthropol ogistswho have contributed to the concept
of symbolismin anthropol ogica theoriesafter reading thissection?

11.2 INTERPRETATIVETHEORY

According to thistheory, given by Clifford Geertz, entire culturesare nothing but
systems of meaning, that hang together becausethe meanings of onepart areonly
explainable by themeaningsof another and al are contextuaised totheentiresystem
of meanings. Thus human beings are suspended in webs of signification that they
have created and they reproduce, but nolonger control. Weare borninto asystem
of meaningsthat weimbibethrough the process of enculturation. In our everyday
lifepractices, we continuousy reproducethese systemsof meaning. For example, in
the Hindu cultural system, there are many sacred beingsand places, and thereare
culturally prescribed ways of behaviour associated with these beings and places,
that further tend to reproduce the sacredness of thesefragments of the environment.
The manner inwhich the sacrednessisexpressed isagain apart of thelarger system
of meanings, like some col oursare auspiciousin acultureand somecoloursarenot;
some prescribed acts arerespectful and othersarenot. Why thisissoisagainlinked
to other systemsof meaningsand explanations. Thusevery part of the cosmology is
linked to the other, and every act makes senseonly inreferenceto thelarger context.
Geertz (1973) said that cultural anthropol ogy was not asciencein search of laws
but an interpretative onein search of meanings. Inthisway hehad directly criticised
theearlier positivist stand point.

According to Geertz, interpretative theory isonly possibleif weengagein what he
has designated as ‘thick description’ that istrying to get to the deeper |ayers of
meaningsof any act. Theseimply not just the meaning that theanayst isattributing to
it, but al so the meaning that the actor is acting out. Whenever we arefaced with
interpretation of any cultura act, the questionisnot of objectivity or subjectivity but
of theimplication of the act, what wasthe act meant to be, why wasit enacted, how
canit beplacedinthelarger schemeof meaningsthat existinthat culture?

Culture is composed of public meanings, because cultural meanings would be
meaninglessif they werenot understood by the community or the collective, where
they occur. Cultureisthusacontext. It isnot aconstellation of physical actsbut the
meaningsof theseactsthat makesthemintelligibleto members of asociety. Thetask
of theanthropol ogistsisto beableto conversewith membersof aculturein away
that oneisableto makeoneself understood. Thusone needsto gointo what Geertz
hascdled“theinforma logic of everyday life’; to understand exactly what ishgppening
and why it is happening, in other words, how isit meaningful to those who are
performing. Again acultural description need not always be neat and bound, it can
befuzzy, ascultureinred lifeoftenis.

Ethnographerswrite but they should not move away from the people or events
about which or whom they arewriting; in other wordswriting should not be too
abdtracted, aswasdone by the structural-functiond scholars, intheinterest of getting
tight and neat analysis. It should retain theliving aspects, evenif that meansthat
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descriptionislong drawn and fuzzy. Thisiswhat Clifford Geertz meant by thick
description; examples of thisarefound in hisdescription of the Balinese cockfight
and of marketsin Java

Check Your Progress2
5. Who postulated the Interpretative theory?

11.3 POST-COLONIAL AND POST-MODERN
CRITIQUE

Themodernist period for anthropol ogy that began with theAge of Reason and to
some extent continuesat least for some peoplewas marked by Positivism, abelief
that therewasa'truth’ that wasan objectivereality outside of the subjective sdif;
and that it was possibleto get to it. Once established it wasimmutable and fixed.
The post-modern period began in the post-world war era, also marked by rapid
decol onisation of the erstwhile col onies and arenegotiation of power acrossthe
globe. Whilethe Euro-American supremacy continued for along period and took
theform of neo-liberalisation, and to some extent neo-colonialism, theerstwhile
margind peopled owly beganto taketheir placein the sun. Philosopherslike Derrida,
Foucault, Wittgenstein, Homi Bhabhaand Spivak, questioned the notion of fixed
truths, leading to an eraof deconstruction, ashifting of the center and adisbelief in
‘truth’ asthe product of one classand kind of people.

The Post-colonia erasaw therise of non-western intellectual s and a so those not
male. Thus, thewhite, male, western European scholar or eminence, whose voice
was law; was replaced by a multitude of voices raising themselves from many
locations. Post-modernism appliesto all disciplines, all formsof aesthetics and
philosophy ingenera.. For anthropol ogy, postmodernism had itsuniquesignificance,
like anthropol ogy, by definition wasthe study of the Other by White, male, colonial
anthropologists. Thecritique of the production of knowledge about the'* other’ the
biasesinvolved in such studieswereforegrounded by non-European scholarssuch
asEdward Said, Talal Asad, Gayatri Spivak, LilaAbu-Lughod and many others,
fromtheerstwhile colonies. Fromwithinthewhitefraternity, many voicescameout
likethat of EricWolf, JamesClifford, Stephen Tyler etc.; critiquing earlier established,
‘truths’.

A mgor criticism such asthat posed wasregarding theclamtotruth, “istherenct a
liberation, too, in recognising that no one can write about othersany longer, asif
they werediscreteobjectsor texts’ (Clifford 1990: 25). Themethodol ogy of assuming
that the self of the anthropol ogist was neutralised in his’her pursuit of truth was
exposed asafdlacy. Asmoreand more anthropol ogistscameforward to do restudies,
it wasfound that each person had hisor her versionsof what they put forward asthe



truth. It wasrealised beyond doubt that the self isnever far away fromtheother, and
aseparation of thetwo isnot possible. The publication of the Diary of Mainowski
showed that the anthropol ogi st is human and hasan emotional relationship to the
field. Thereisno possibility of absoluteobjectivity and neutrdity whenwearededing
with other human beings. Inthediary, Mdinowski shedsthemask of theimpersond
observer to write about hisemotional outbreaks, his subjective responseto the
peoplewithwhom hewasforced to shareafew yearsof hislife.

Therestudy by Annette Weiner of Mainowski’sfield area, reveal ed another source
of bias, what isnow recognisedin anthropol ogical methodol ogy asthe gender bias.
Weiner found that Malinowski’s otherwise detailed and excellent ethnography had
completely ignored theimportant ritud and economic significance of women'swork.
Thewomen of the Trobriand Islands play animportant rolein society, eventhough
they do not participatein thefamousKulaexchange. Mainowski wasanineteenth-
century European ma e. Hewas accustomed to asoci ety wherewomen were confined
to the domestic sphere only. Even when he observed the women weaving grass
skirts, hewould havedismissedit as’ domestic’ activity, not worthy of anthropologica
attention. Weiner, awoman scholar born several decadesafter Malinowski, took
thewomen’swork seriously. Shewas ableto understand that thereisaworld of
women gpart from that of men. Many anthropol ogistshave dwelt ontheself of the
anthropologist ininteraction with thefield sincethen. Theanthropol ogist’sbody and
mind are both gendered and a so subjectively constituted. Each one of ushave our
preconceived notionsand our way of constructing theworld, that is unconscious
and buried so degp that wetend to take somethingsfor granted, what Bourdieu has
called doxa.

Reflection

Doxa arethose aspects of lifethat we accept without question, that we
takeasgivensbut thereality isthat every such aspect is* constructed’.
Theseincludeideasabout what isconsidered ‘ norma’ inevery society. It
isnearly impossiblefor anyonetoriseaboveall such subjectivitiesandin
the post-modern times, there areany number of critiques of conceptsand
findings of themodernist or colonia period.

The colonid period was a so marked by the power hierarchy between the observer
and theobserved. Thecoining of termssuchas‘tribe’, ‘wild', “modern’, ‘ traditiona’
wered | donewiththegod of administration, extraction and extending the agendacf
the dominance of the First World ideologies. Wolf has made critical remarkson
how the concept of devel opment and modernity are being used with abiastowards
the USA. So whenever modernisationtheory isput into practice, “It used theterm
modern but that term meant the United States” or asheputsit, anidealised version
of what USA standsfor rather thanwhat it really is. Similarly thereisatendency to
amplify categories Termslikemodern, traditiond wereessentiaisedinto dichotomous
categories, without taking into account theinternd differences. Thereisnot onekind
of non-western society, nor isthe USA auniform society. Likewise, thereisnot one
kind of community that canbecalled as‘tribe’.

Contemporary timesareseeing alot of critical gaze being turned onto theseearlier
created categories, seeing their top-down bias, the role of power hierarchiesin
creating them and the intereststhey served of particular categoriesof people.

A largeamount of thiscriticismisbeing doneby those scholarswho earlier bel onged
tothemarginsof society. InIndia, work by Dalit and tribal scholarsareimportant
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indicatorsthat the earlier scholarship was both created by, and meant for thosein
the mainstream. This scholarship was al so morereflexive and oriented towards
narrating experientia redity that in building forma structures(Channaand Mencher
2013). Rather than reify the experiential and lived data, such scholarsfocused on
narrating their life experiences so that the genre of poetry and poeticswas often
used by them asaway of expression. Thus post-modernism moved beyond the
forma and the structurestowardsthe experiential and reflexive modesof writing.

However therewasacritique of post-modernismin that it sometimes becametoo
hazy and the subject matter itsalf becameendangered. Thecriticswereof theopinion
that therewasenough solid dataand factual empirical concernsthat needed to be
addressed and one could not always dwell in therealm of theabstract. Thuseven
from the margins, there were bottom-up approaches where the actual facts and
figurestoo played important role. Dalit studiesfocused on real-life conditions,
oppressions, poverty, lack of accessto resources such as education and accessto
political power. Triba studiesarefocusing on actua dataof land and resources|ost
tothetribes, factua figuresabout atrocities aong with morereflexive accounts of
identity and self-reflection. Thuswhilescholarsarecritiquing therigidity of earlier
modesof analysis, thisisnot to replaceall empiricism and referenceto factua data.
Therole of history both documented and oral, also plays a significant rolein
anthropologica ethnographies. Thereisaso afocusonidentitiesboth of thesdf and
ascodified by society (Channa2016).

Check Your Progress3

7. Suggest someof themarkersfor the post-modern period.

11.4 THEFEMINIST CRITIQUE

TheFeminist critiqueisoneform of the deconstruction of thewhite, male-centric
disciplinethat anthropol ogy wasin thecolonid period. Asdescribed by Abu-Lughod
(2006:467; 0rg.1991) “ Feminism has been amovement devoted to hel ping women
become selves and subjects rather than objects and men’sothers’. Thefeminist
approach brought certain methodol ogical issuesto anthropology. Firstly it wasa
critical gpproach, rooted in the power differentiation between men and women and
assuming at least someform of universal subordination. Inthissense someearly
feminigt scholarswerecritica of theculturd relativism of anthropol ogists, even ones
likeMargaret M ead. M ead had ingpired generati ons of American women, by letting
them know that ‘ biology was not destiny’. Her work, Sex and Temperament in
Three Primitive Societies, wasaseminal work that showed what ismasculineand
what isfeminine, may vary from society to society. In other words, nature had not
made men and women different from each other, but the culture had. Thiswent




against the universal subordination of women, proposed by the early feminists,
especidly theradicd feminists, whoidentified universal subordination with biology
and sexudlity.

However feministsof thefirst generation, namely who had an essentialised view
about men and women, asuniversa dichotomous categories, with smilar problems
located inauniversd congtruction of masculinity and femininity, wereheavily criticised
on many counts. Thecriticism wasdirected against what wasregarded as‘ white,
middle class, elite’ feminists by non-white, non-western women, aso non-
heterosexud s, leshians, transsexud sand otherswho did not fit into neat compartments
of being men and women. In India, we have had Dalit women’s perspectives as
opposed to that of the upper caste and classwomen. In each casetheargument has
been that therearedifferent issuesand problemsthat different categories of people
have. Every one cannot be reduced to the same essentiali sed concept. For example
African-Americanwomen criticised thewhite, middle-classwomen’seffortstowards
sexual liberation. They put forward their alternate perspectives about wanting to
havetheir men around, asamajority of African American young menareinjails.
What they werelooking for wasalife of dignity wherethey should not be perceived
only assex objects. Inother wordsthey wanted just the opposite of sexud liberation.
Similarly Ddit women had criticised the upper castewomen'sliberation movement
inIndia, by saying that the concerns of the upper caste women; pertaining to child
and widow marriage, emancipation of women, etc., did not addresstheir issues.
For themit was poverty, lack of resources, sexud exploitation and thegrind of hard
work that wereimportant issues. ThusBlack feminist scholar AngelaDavishad put
forward the question, asto whether feminist work was being devel oped “with an
adequate historical senseof differencesamongwomen” (c.f. Bhavnani 1994 :27).

But what ferminism did contributewasto show the possibilitiesof dternativeworlds,
dternativewaysof knowing and it deconstructed sometaken for granted ‘ truth’ like
‘science’ . It wasthe critical analysisof scholarslike DonnaHaraway (1988) and
Susan Harding (1991) that deconstructed the privileged position held by science
and they rel abeled it asWestern and male-centric body of knowledge, that far from
being eternal and a purely objective body of knowledge was biased and male-
centric. They showed with examplesfrom biologica and natural sciencesthat scientists
often set upther experiments, or engagein andyss, that isinformed by pre-conceived
notionsand analysisisoften only the establishment of proof of what isaready inthe
mind of the scientist. For example, with reference to studies on primate behaviour
doneby men, it can be shown that men aways ended up demonstrating the‘ facts
of maledominance and femal e dependency but working with the same species,
women scholarsoften cameup with startlingly different results.

Thereisinfact today agreat deal of criticism of the concept of ‘ science’ asan
infaliblestatement of thetruth. Feminism coined the concept of * Stuated knowledge
(Haraway 1988); with science being now recognised as‘ western science’ and‘ mae-
centered knowledge . By deconstructing theful crum of knowledge, they opened up
thepossibility of recognition of dternativeformsof knowledge, especidly knowledge
fromthemargins. Thus, “Feminist objectivity isabout limited |ocation and Situated
knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and object. It alowsus
to be answerablefor what we see” (ibid: 583). In other wordswhat Haraway is
pleading for isnot grand and abstract theory construction, in the name of sciencebut
small, essential and applicable knowledge's that are created and can be used
stuationdly. Thusthe Feminist approachiscritica of theethicsand vauesof science
morethan of itsmethodol ogy. They areagainst an dlitist sciencethat may be used

Contemporary Theories

153



Theor etical Per spectives

154

for mass destruction but may not come to the rescue of a marginal few on the
ground.

Thefeminists, including thosewho are pleading for environmental conservation,
recogni sethat more than men and women as essenti alised categories, what oneis
looking for ismasculineand feminine principles, that may manifest anywhereandin
anybody. The masculine are the dominating principles of today’ sworld, looking
towards more and more exploitation, of humansaswell asof nature; eulogising
violenceand aggressionin both the political and economicdomain. Thusfor longthe
colonising western world has worshipped patriarchy and masculinity both asan
ideology and in practice. It isthisaggression that has destroyed cultures, peoples
and theenvironment and continuesto do so.

The feminine principles are of nurture, compassion, solidarity and building
relationships. Theseareindeed the classi cal feminine charactersthat were used by
men to denigrate women. But the contemporary feministsassert thesevery qudlities
aslifegiving and globesustaining. Thusthe new generation of feministsdo not deny
femininity asaform of weakness. They assert feminism asdesired qualitiesbothin
termsof methodology and in practice.

Intermsof methodol ogy the feminist gpproach, humani sesthe object of knowledge
to perceiveit “asan actor and agent, not as ascreen or aground or aresource,
never finally asdaveto themaster that closesoff thedidecticin hisuniqueagency
and hisauthorship of ‘ objective’ knowledge’. In other words, while collecting data
aswell intheanalysistheentitiesthat oneis studying should be made part of the
interactive processof both datageneration and theanaysis. Thusthekind of andysis
that was done by, say the positivist symbolic analyst is not approved of by the
feminist scholars. A feminist analysisdoesnot s mply go beyond cregting adia ogue
but toincludethe subject asan actor, asan active participant inthe process. This
aso automatically meansthat dl andysisiscontextual i sed within aspecific context
and thereisnot too much possibility of sweeping generdisations.

Thus, feminist analysisisnot about women or about gender, asisoftenfasaly implied.
Itisabout incorporating and cel ebrating thefeminine principles, valuesand ethics,
into research. Thismeansanurturing, caring and sharing attitude. When applied to
nature, it negatesthe earlier dominating and exploitativerelationshipswhich the
dominant masculine principleshad established. Men can befeministsand women
can bemasculinein their gpproach. Itisthe va uesthat matter not the gender of the

person.
11.5 SUMMARY

Inthisunit we havereflected upon the paradigm shift in anthropology from the
seventiesonwards. How thefocus had shifted from evol ution to functiona aspects
to realisation and acknowledgement of unique human capacities, foremost among
them being the capacity for cregtivity and the capacity to symbolise. Thusit wasnot
possibleto create mechani stic model s of human behaviour ashumanscouldif they
so wished completely changethe courseof their lives.

Another mgjor transformation that cameto the forefront was the anthropol ogi sts
themselves. The earlier anthropol ogists male and white-centricin the academic
community shifted totheformer ‘ objects’ of research who becamescholarsinther
ownright and began to question thelabel's, assumptionsand paradigmsof theearlier
positivist approach. It becameincreasingly evident that the‘ truth’ that wasbeing



propagated wasonly the*truth’ from one perspectiveand not fromthat of the others ;
the native anthropol ogists, thewomen and the marginal’ from within societies.
Although termed asa’ post-colonial’ critique, it became evident that there were
morethan oneform of colonisation and there were many categoriesof peoplewho
did not have avoicein the dissemination of knowledge. Thewomen'svoiceshad
not been heard which cameinto prominenceduring thisera
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11.7 ANSWERSTO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Language.

Victor Turner.

Sherry Ortner.

Victor Turner, van Gennep, Sherry Ortner etc.
Clifford Geertz.

Seesection 11.2.

Seesection 11.3.

Seesection 11.3.
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