Commentary on Historical Particularism

As a discipline, anthropology has many different schools of thought; some trying to rationalise things with hard empirical evidence and using objective scientific whilst other methods seek to have a perspective that sits more in a ‘grey area’ without hard categorical borders.
In the case of Historical Particularism, one of the main people associated with the school of thought is Franz Boas. The Encyclopaedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology defines this school as anthropologists seeking to “reconstruct the particular histories of different cultural items, rather than attempt to place them in grand, usually evolutionary or diffusionist, theoretical frameworks” (Barnard & Spencer, 1996, p. 909); with Encyclopaedia Britannica expanding on the definition by adding “Boas’ own work emphasised studies of individual cultures, each based on its unique history” (Particularism, 2020). Looking at these two definitions from a modern perspective, this seems like a very good school of thought as it gives other cultures the specific attention they deserve when it comes to studying them; they are studied not through the lens of comparison to European and American development but rather through their own criteria based on their locale and own histories. This was running in complete contrast to other prominent schools of thought of the time which sought to classify anthropological data, like a science, with hard set categories filled with objective study that was the pride of contemporary science at the time; despite Boas himself being “trained in Germany when the radical empiricist movement in the natural sciences was flourishing” (Wax, 1956, p. 63). This rejection of overbearing empiricism aided anthropology flourish with qualitative data instead of shallow quantitative data used to compare groups in separate, arbitrary categories defined by science.
On the other hand, for all the benefit that specificity can bring in terms of qualitative data, Boas is argued to have a more fundamental issue in that he was almost too individualist. In a discussion about this issue, John Buettner-Janusch highlights that “Boas’ passion for the individual phenomenon, the dislike of categories, classifications and ‘abstractions of the individual’ were quite different from the view of science” (Buettner-Janusch, 1957, p. 322). For a discipline which seeks to study all peoples, some degree of broad classification will greatly aid and prevent terms and concepts being stuck in a theoretical ether where everyone has a slightly different interpretation. His dislike of broad statements and categories is highlighted again, by Murray Wax, with the observation that “as a generalisation it was wholly false and should no longer receive any respect whatsoever from the scientist” (Wax, 1956, p. 63). This strong, personal aversion to generalised theories can possibly be a detriment to the school as it could prevent them from publishing findings that are considered ‘too general’ but could be very insightful or useful to the wider academic community. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Historical Particularism as a school of thought provides the focus on qualitative data when conducting specific ethnographic research, with each topic of study being considered in situ. But simultaneously, this intense focus on individuality can make wider application of the findings difficult if they are overly focused on one single aspect in one single culture or group.
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