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The study of humanity, or anthropology, is not a monolithic entity but a dynamic, evolving discipline that has
undergone several paradigm shifts since its formal inception in the 19th century. To understand the contemporary
landscape of social and cultural anthropology, one must trace the intellectual lineage from early Victorian
evolutionism through the functionalist and structuralist eras, eventually reaching the reflexive and post-modernist
critiques of the late 20th century. This article provides a rigorous, technical examination of these theoretical
developments, drawing upon the seminal works of scholars such as Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Finn Sivert
Nielsen.

1.The Foundations of Anthropological Inquiry

In its earliest stages, anthropology was deeply rooted in the Enlightenment project and the burgeoning natural
sciences. The 19th century was dominated by unilineal evolutionism, a framework that posited a single, universal
path of cultural development. Key figures like Edward Burnett Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgansought to
categorize human societies into stages such as 'savagery,' 'barbarism," and 'civilization.'

1.1.Victorian Evolutionism and the Comparative Method

Tylor’s definition of culture—as that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, and custom—
set the stage for the discipline. However, the methodology was largely ‘armchair anthropology,' relying on reports
from travelers and missionaries rather than direct ethnographic fieldwork. The technical flaw in this model was its
teleological assumption: the belief that all societies were striving toward a Western European ideal of progress.

1.2. The Shift to Historical Particularism

In the early 20th century, Franz Boas challenged the evolutionary model with Historical Particularism. Boas
argued that each culture is the product of its own unique history and that there are no universal laws governing
cultural evolution. This shift introduced cultural relativism, the methodological principle that a culture must be
understood on its own terms rather than judged by the standards of another.

2. The Functionalist Paradigm and Social Maintenance

As the discipline matured, the focus shifted from 'how cultures came to be' to 'how cultures function in the present.’
This led to the rise of Functionalism and Structural Functionalism in the British tradition.

2.1. Bronis & w Malinowski and Psychological Functionalism

Malinowski is credited with formalizing participant observation. His technical framework suggested that cultural
institutions exist to satisfy basic human biological and psychological needs (e.g., nutrition, reproduction, and
safety). Every element of a society, from magic to kinship, served a specific function in maintaining the individual's
well-being.

2.2. A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and the Social Organism



Radcliffe-Brown moved away from individual needs toward Social Structure. Influenced by Emile Durkheim, he
viewed society as a biological organism where each part contributes to the maintenance of the whole. The
technical objective was to identify the 'social laws' that ensured the stability and continuity of the social system. The

following table compares these two dominant functionalist branches:



Feature Psychological Functionalism Structural Functionalism (Radcliffe-

(Malinowski) Brown)
Primary Focus The Individual The Social Structure
Core Driver Biological/Psychological Needs Social Integration/Cohesion
Methodology Empathic Fieldwork Comparative Sociology
Key Concept Needs Satisfaction Social Statics and Dynamics

3. Structuralism and the Logic of the Mind

By the mid-20th century, Claude Lévi-Strauss introduced Structuralism, a theoretical framework derived from
Saussurean linguistics. Lévi-Strauss argued that cultural variations are merely surface manifestations of universal
underlying mental structures.

3.1. Binary Oppositions and Mythological Systems

The technical core of structuralism lies in the identification of binary oppositions(e.g., raw/cooked, nature/culture,
male/female). Lévi-Strauss proposed that the human mind organizes the world through these dualities. By
analyzing myths and kinship systems, anthropologists could uncover the 'deep grammar' of human culture. This
period marked a move away from the ‘function’ of a custom to the 'meaning’ of its structure.

4.The Crisis of Representation and Post-Structuralism

In the 1970s and 80s, the discipline faced a 'crisis of representation.' Critics argued that traditional ethnographies
were often complicit in colonial power structures and that the 'objective’ voice of the anthropologist was a fiction.

4.1. Hermeneutics and Symbolic Anthropology

Clifford Geertz championed a hermeneutic(interpretive) approach. He famously defined culture as a 'web of
significance' and argued that the task of the anthropologist is 'thick description." Technically, this involved moving
away from scientific causal laws and toward the interpretation of meanings, much like reading a literary text.

4.2. Neo-Marxism and Political Economy

Simultaneously, Neo-Marxist anthropologists began to focus on issues of power, inequality, and global capitalism.
They critiqued functionalism for ignoring conflict and change. This perspective integrated world-systems theory
into anthropology, examining how local communities are impacted by global economic forces.

5.Technical Frameworks in Modern Research

Modern anthropology, as detailed by Thomas Hylland Eriksen in A History of Anthropology, is characterized by its
theoretical diversity. Today’s researchers utilize complex methodologies ranging from discourse analysis to
multisited ethnography.

5.1. Discourse Analysis and Power

Influenced by Michel Foucault, discourse analysisexamines how language and knowledge are used to exercise
power. In an anthropological context, this means studying how ‘truths' about identity, gender, or race are
constructed and maintained through institutionalized speech and practice.



5.2. Quantitative Integration and Environmental Determinants

While anthropology is primarily qualitative, modern research increasingly incorporates technical data analysis. For
instance, studying the impact of bathymetry, geology, and tectonics on coastal communities requires the use of

R programming, QuantumGIS, and statistical modeling. This interdisciplinary approach allows for a more robust
understanding of how environmental factors affect social structures.

6. Comparison of Major Theoretical Schools

The following matrix provides a technical breakdown of the evolution of anthropological thought across the 20th
century.



Period Theoretical School Key Proponents Technical Objective

1860s-1890s Unilineal Evolutionism Tylor, Morgan Mapping the progress of
civilization.
1900s-1940s Historical Particularism Boas, Benedict Documenting unique

cultural histories.

1920s-1950s Functionalism Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown = Analyzing how institutions
maintain social order.

1950s-1970s Structuralism Lévi-Strauss Decoding universal mental
structures.
1970s-1990s Interpretive Anthropology Geertz, Turner Deciphering cultural

symbols and meanings.

1990s-Present Post-Colonialism/Globalism Eriksen, Appadurai Analyzing power, identity,
and global flow.

7. Practical Implementation: Conducting a Modern Ethnographic Study

Applying these theories in a contemporary setting requires a rigorous procedural workflow. Below is a step-by-step
field guide for modern anthropological research.

1. Theoretical Triangulation: Select a primary framework (e.g., Political Economy) but prepare to integrate
secondary perspectives (e.g., Symbolic Anthropology) to account for both material and meaningful aspects of life.

2. Site Selection and Multi-sited Approach: In a globalized world, a single village is rarely an isolated system.
Researchers must often follow 'the thing,' 'the metaphor,’ or 'the person’ across multiple geographic locations.

3. Data Collection (The Technical Toolkit): Participant Observation: Deep immersion for a minimum of 12
months.

4. Semi-Structured Interviews: Utilizing coding software like NVivo for qualitative analysis.

5. Mapping and GIS: Plotting social networks or resource distribution spatially.

8. Challenges and Solutions in Contemporary Anthropology

As anthropology grapples with the 'Tyranny of the Moment' (a term coined by Eriksen), several operational
challenges have emerged.

8.1.The Challenge of Globalization

Traditional anthropology was built on the study of 'small places." In the era of globalization, the local is inextricably
linked to the global. Solution:Anthropologists now use Global Ethnography to study how global forces are
'indigenized’ or resisted at the local level.

8.2. Ethical Dilemmas and Data Privacy

In digital anthropology, the line between public and private is blurred. Solution: Implementation of strict
Institutional Review Board (IRB)protocols and the anonymization of digital footprints to protect informants in
vulnerable political climates.

8.3. Methodological Nationalism



The tendency to view the 'nation-state' as the natural container for social processes. Solution: Shifting focus to
transnationalism and the study of diasporas, migrant networks, and digital communities that transcend borders.

9. Synthesis and Broader Implications

The history of anthropology is a testament to the discipline's ability to self-critique and reinvent itself. From the
problematic hierarchies of the Victorian era to the nuanced, reflexive studies of the present, anthropology has
provided the most comprehensive toolkit for understanding human diversity. The move toward integrating
environmental determinants and quantitative dataalongside deep ethnographic work suggests a future where
anthropology is more interdisciplinary than ever.

By mastering the theoretical developments from functionalism to discourse analysis, researchers can navigate
the complexities of identity, ethnicity, and nationalism in an increasingly fragmented yet interconnected world. The
legacy of scholars like Eriksen reminds us that anthropology's greatest strength lies in its capacity to make sense
of the 'large issues' through the lens of 'small places," ensuring that the human element is never lost in the sea of
technical data and globalizing forces.
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