HPAN4003, Assessment 1, Commentary, 25% of final mark (500 words).

[bookmark: _GoBack]The idea of evolutionism dates back to the early 19th century and is considered to be the first official theory within Anthropology. Evolutionism is the study of gradual change within societies and cultures over time.

American anthropologist Julian Steward suggested that evolutionism should be divided into three strands – unilinear, universal, and multilinear. Unilinear is the idea that every society will pass through the same stages of evolution. Universal evolutionism is similar as it generalises that all societies undergo the same changes, but actually provides evidence of this occurrence. This theory uses archaeological evidence that has been corelated with cultures. The final strand, multilinear, is less deductive and doesn’t group societies together, instead relying on empirical evidence. A major tenet of multilinear evolution is that all cultures will encounter change, but unlike the other two strands, it acknowledges that it will not always be the same set of changes that a society goes through. An offshoot of evolutionism sprung up around the 1930s called neoevolution, which focused on parallel adaptations and natural environments. 
Evolutionists used two methods to display findings – historical and comparative. The historical method used historical cases to provide understanding to the changes various societies have undergone over time. The comparative method relies on the comparison of cultural traits from multiple societies to classify and understand changes that cultures undergo.
Evolutionism does have its limitations, especially so in contemporary contexts. It is important to consider historical context; “early anthropologists tended to evaluate the cultures of the world in terms of the model of Victorian England”, and saw the primitive world as “retrogressive” (Barrett, 1996). This is incredibly different to the attitudes displayed by today’s anthropologists - it is clear why it wouldn’t be used now.
Unilinear theory relies too much on generalisation, and that of the prejudice of the colonising west to look down upon the ‘primitive savages’ and rely on the speculation of ‘armchair’ anthropologists who have never had any contact with the peoples they write about. Unilinear evolutionism views societies that progress more slowly as being at “a ‘lower’ level than those which progress more rapidly” (Barnard, 2000), creating an incredibly ethnocentric view of other societies. It is difficult to measure what level of progress societies in comparison to each other as it is likely there will be no or few shared characteristics. Many unilinear evolutionists have tried to find similarities to compare such as “material culture, means of subsistence, kinship organization, religious beliefs” (Barnard, 2000). We cannot measure progress using a system that doesn’t take in every culture’s differences, and is weighted to make one society look more developed than another. 
Universal evolutionism is more progressive, relying on science, but fails to recognises that some societies leave behind archaeological findings, and there is still the generalisation that all groups undergo similar changes. In my opinion multilinear is the best evolutionism theory, as it accepts different rates of change. It is unfortunate that a prominent multilinear-evolutionist, Julian Steward, didn’t do fieldwork, and so reverts back to the simplistic approach of earlier anthropologists.
Evolutionism has its place in history for “establishing a scientific study of society” (Barrett, 1996)  and without it this discipline would not be as it is today. However, we cannot deny its crude “ideological support for imperialism and colonialism” (Barrett, 1996), and so should not be used as a theory in modern-day anthropology.
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