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Chapter 1: Beginnings

---------------------------------------------------------

When did anthropology started?

It depends on what one means by anthropology…

There’s a lot of discussion when this science of humanity was born. Some say during the European Enlightment, others after World War One…

But without a doubt its origin is Western; France, Great Britain, the U.S.A. and Germany.

To track down the roots of this ‘European discipline’ we have to go back to the Greeks.

HERODOTUS AND OTHER GREEKS

Herodotus lived in ancient Greece, a country that was then characterised by a network of maritime relationships. The trade of slaves and luxury brought wealth to the country. With the profit temples, baths and other public places could be built where people (males) could discuss and speculate about how the world was put together. 

Herodotus wrote detailed travel narrative and described language, dress, political and judicial institutions, crafts and economics. Back then he was confronted by an issue which confronts us still today: how should we relate to the ‘others’? Are they like ourselves or different? 

Many Greeks had their opinion about it and the paradox of universalism and relativism was born. An universalist distresses the similarities of different cultures, while  a relativist pays attention to the uniqueness of each society.

Also Plato, Socrates and the Sophists were lingered up in the discussion. 

Later Aristotle made speculations about the nature of humanity and discussed the difference between humans and animals. Only man possessives reason, wisdom and morality.

°

AFTER ANIQUITY

Under the influence of Alexander The Great Greek urban Culture was spread wherever he had power (North-India, later: Europe, Middle East, North Africa). In this complex, multinational society there was of course an interest in the ‘other’. Strabo, a geographer, wrote about strange peoples and distant places.

But things changed when Christianity dominated Europe. Different European cultures manifested themselves and Europe fell apart into hundreds of autonomous chiefdoms bur where glued to each other by the Church.

Later the Arabs conquered territories from Spain to India. Ibn Khaldun developed one of the first non-religious social theories. He stressed the importance of kinship and religion in creating and maintaining a sense of solidarity and mutual commitment among the members of the group (influenced by Durkheim).

In late medieval period there was also a kind of anthropology. The most famous source is Marco Polo’s writings about his expeditions to China and West Asia.  

°

THE IMPACT OF EUROPEAN CONQUESTS

The great discoveries were of great importance to the development of anthropology. Main figures were Henry the Navigator (West Africa), Colombus (America), Magellan (navigation of the world).

They reached a large public thanks to the inventing of the printing press (1448). The adventures could be read all over Europe.

But the writings were filth with deep-seated Christian prejudices. Vespucci for example used the Indians the underpin the statements about his own society. They don’t tell us much about the native life of Indians, in contrast with Huguenot Jean de Lévry who wrote more truthful about the Indians.

In most books from that period there is a more or less explicit contrast drawn between the Others (‘noble savages’ or ‘barbarians’) and the existing order in Europe.  Many anthropologists (even today) have been accused of distorting the reality of the peoples they write about. Mostly the writings tells us more about the background of the anthropologists then the people they’ve study.

The conquest of America undermined the dominant role of the Church. There has been discovered a whole continent that was not mentioned in the Bible! Science could liberate itself from the Church which role was questioned.

The research of the Indians had lead to the notion of development of humanity. This is a radical break with the Middle Ages. The Indians were a mirror to Europeans who looked at themselves as free, modern individuals.

In the following centuries Europeans societies expanded rapidly in scale and complexity and cultural encounters. The ‘others’ were visible in European life (Shakespeare) but still played a passive role; they were interesting to the Europeans because of their usefulness in debates about there selves. 

In philosophy there was a controversy between empirism and rationalism (17-18th century).

Locke (empirist) believed men were born with a tabula rasa. Our ideas and values are results of our experiences. They become different from each other because of different experiences. 

This was the epistemological basis of a science of a society. This had lead to the interest of the political aspect of society. Hobbes  wrote about the natural law of mankind which was not given from ‘above’ (Thomas Aquinas) but is a biological need of the individual. At the time this was revolutionary. Al over Europe the position of kings was questioned and the liberal bourgeoisie became increasingly powerful. There was a strong demand for individual rights of property, personal security and a rational public debate. 

In the meantime in anthropology René Descartes noted the sharp distinction between consciousness and spiritual life on the one hand and the material world and the human body on the other. While British empirism claim that the senses of the body are our connection with the external world, Descartes distrusts them. He said that we see the world according to the filters of our ideas. He expresses his primary certainty: ‘I think, therefore I am’. Other certainties are the existence of God and mathematical statements. 

°

WHY ALL THIS IS NOT ANTHROPOLOGY YET

The biggest question yet raised in anthropology is whether people everywhere and at all times are basically similar (universalism) or profoundly different (relativism). Exotic people have been described normatively (ethnocentrism) or descriptively (cultural relativism). 

The discipline had only two genres at the time: travel writings and social philosophy. It’s a product of a wide-ranging changes of European culture and society. 

Seeds of anthropology were sown in early modern philosophy, important advances were made in the 18th century, but only in the 19th century it became an academic discipline and previous century it had become the form in which it was taught .  

The encounter of the ‘other’ stimulated European intellectuals to see society as an entity undergoing change and growth, from relatively simple, small-scale, local communities to large, complex, industrial nations.

The individual developed too through education and career and finding the ‘true self’. Bruno Latour points out the idea of the autonomous individual is a necessity for the idea of society. 

°

THE ENLIGHTENMENT (18th century, France)

During the 18th century there was a strong self-confidence of the bourgeoisie. There was a strong political demand for a rational, just, predictable and transparent social order. The free individual was to be the measure of all things. Traditional religious beliefs were superstitions and governed by reason. The French Revolution (1789) attempted to realise this dream of a perfectly rational social order in practice.  

During ‘the age of reason’ the first attempts were made at creating an anthropological science. 

Giambattista Vico developed a scheme of social development in which all societies went trough four phases with particular formally-defined characteristics. (1: bestial condition; 2: Age of God; 3: Age of hero; 4:. Age of man). It would become an inspiration for later evolutionists. But Vico had an important element that evolutionists oversaw; societies do not necessarily develop linearly towards constantly improved conditions, but go through cycles of degeneration and growth. 

In France anthropology was developing as a science. 

Montesquieu made a comparative, cross-cultural study of legislative systems which describe the general principles that underlie legal systems cross-culturally.  By this findings one would later describe him as an proto-functionalist. Cultural phenomena’s could be explained by the functions they fulfilled within the society as a whole. 

He also wrote about the ‘strangeness’ of cultural difference in his ‘Persian Letters’ in which he uses the Persian culture to criticise France. It also reveals a problem that at the time referred to as ’homeblindness’: our inability to see our own culture ’objectively’, ’from the outside’. Montesquieu  came up with a particular technique which is still used today to overcome this problem: he described his own society from the point of view of an outsider.

Another step towards anthropology as a science was made by the Encyclopaedists, led by Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert. Their aim was to collect, classify and systemise as much knowledge as possible in order to stimulate the advance of reason, progress, science and technology. It had a crude critism of the Church but was not to say a revolutionary work but legitimate to study the everyday life of ordinary people.

One of its contributors, Marquis de Condorcet, wrote systematic comparisons between different social systems and tried to develop a synthesis of mathematics and social science that allow him to formulate objective laws of social development.

But the most influential contributor was Jean-Jacques Rousseau who argued that development was not progressive but degenerative and that the society was the source of this decline. All human vices were the product of the growth in social inequality. He had a great scepticism towards the social situation he lived in. The model of an ideal society is found among the ‘noble savages’, the free stateless people. This was a step forward to true cultural relativism. (But also here they are at interest as the opposite of his own time). Rousseau is often considered as an intermediary between French Enlightment and Germanic Romanticism. 

°

ROMANTICISM (18th century, Germany)

This period switched the attention from the individual to the group, from reason to emotion (in contrast with the Enlightment). There was a great discourse about nation-building and national sentiment. 

Germany was back then a political patchwork of independent principalities and autonomous cities, loosely united under the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ (which was, according to Voltaire, more an empire than holy or Roman). The notion of German nation was based on language and culture rather than politics. They would stand up and react against the French domination. Johann Gottfried von Herder wrote a sharp attack on the French universalism. Herder proclaimed the primacy of emotions and language, and defined society a deep-seated, mythical community. There grew a big debate between Herder and Voltaire on this issue.

Herder was also known for his concept of ‘Volk’ and ‘Volksgeist’ which later entered the academia as the doctrine of cultural relativism. 

At the same time Immanuel Kant  concurred with Locke and Hume that true knowledge comes from sense impressions but stressed that they are shaped by the mind. Knowledge, Kant says, is both sensual and mathematical, positive and speculative, objective and subjective. To know the world is to create a world that is accessible to knowledge. This is also related to anthropological fieldwork. 

Friedrich Hegel completed Kant’s line of reasoning by adding the importance of the individual to it. Hegel says the individual too is part and result of the process of knowing, it’s not the cause but it’s effect. Hegel hereby becomes the first philosopher to envision a truly global humanity. He describes the Weltgeist as an unfolding dialectical process of conflict and synthesis that led society on to new, evolutionary stages.

The nationalist movements that Herder inspired were too socially constructed realities. German Romanticism is therefore being influenced by the philosophy of that time. Nationalism was a product of underlying historical processes whereas the sense of alienation brought industrialisation.

Important for the anthropological field was the establishment of the first ethnographic museums (Vienna, Munich and Berlin). On the other hand there was also the institutionalisation of anthropology (teaching in academia) that commenced in German-speaking areas according to Herder’s programme.  
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