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Introduction
In this essay the scope of anthropology as a discipline will be considered beginning with 
early work carried out during a period of European colonial expansion. Examples will be 
used from the work of Malinowski, Evans Prichard and others. Following this the work of 
Boas and others following an experiential turn will be discussed with developments 
leading to present day contemporary anthropology will be examined. Anthropology’s 
relationship within the wider humanities will be considered and a view as to the future
of the humanities will be presented.
Anthropologists study human behaviour with a focus on the socio-cultural both in 
current and past societies. Biological development may also be considered alongside
the original development of humans, however, in this work the emphasis is on the 
socio cultural. 
Colwell (2022) describes anthropology as the study of all things human, 
be that our origins as a species, contemporary culture or our future survival. This could 
include food, fashion, health, migration, sport or music and so forth. The anthropologist 
may spend an extended time living within the community that they are studying.
Other fields of anthropology include linguistic anthropology, which looks at how 
language reflects culture and also shapes it, environmental, forensic, medical or
paleo anthropology.
 Archaeology, with an interest in material objects such as jewellery, 
coins, human and animal remains, is often studied alongside anthropology with the two 
subjects seen as complementary to one another. 
Anthropologists carry out their work by participating in and observing the communities
they are studying as well as carrying out interviews. This will involve keeping qualitative 
field notes, considering artefacts and any other relevant data in order to find out more 
about human behaviour. 
The knowledge and skills that anthropologists have can be applied to real world 
problems such as law and ethics, politics, migration and the nature of power. 
Anthropologists may also address issues created by humans such as climate change
deforestations and plastic waste. Examples of such work might include identifying 
tensions between indigenous groups and carbon credits, looking at indigenous 
methods of land management that are sustainable or recording and preserving material
objects if development is about to occur.
Focusing on health in particular medical anthropologists can suggest culturally relevant
policies in relation to Ebola, tuberculosis, epidemics and dietetics. A medical 
anthropologist might also have input on controversial issues in genetics and medicine 
such as transplants from animals.
The early origins of anthropology
The ancient Greek historian Herodotus (5th century BCE) and the Roman historian 
Tacitus both wrote of human variation, followed by the Arab historian Ibn Khaldon who 
in the 14th century wrote of cycles of civilisation, social cohesion and the influence of 
the environment. European colonial expansion, travel writing and natural history 
followed in the 16th-18th century, the Enlightenment period. 
In the 19th century evolutionary theories followed with Lewis Henry Morgan and Edward 
Burnett Tylor seeing human societies as following a path from “savage” to “barbarian”
 and progressing to “civilised”. 
Early theorists relied on information from traders, colonial administrators and 
missionaries rather than their own direct experience. By the early 20th century Franz
Boas had rejected simplistic evolutionary theories and developed ideas from culture,
language, archaeology and biology. Hendry (2016) notes the idea that Boas advocated
that cultures be understood on their own terms. 
The British school beginning with Bronislaw Malinowski’s study of The Trobriand 
Islanders used long term and intensive participant observation; Radcliffe Brown’s
work followed and observed that social institutions sustained their own societal
equilibrium. 
Emile Durkheim and the French school (including Marcel Mauss, Durkheim’s nephew) 
considered ritual, social solidarity and gift exchange systems and Claude Levi Strauss
developed this work further.
Contemporary anthropologists are interested in ethnographies of the digital, medical
anthropology and analyses of globalisation amongst many other interests.
Critique
Anthropology is not without its critics however, being seen as complicit in colonialism.
Colonial administrators employed, funded or consulted anthropologists, an example
being Evans Pritchard’s (1940) work on The Nuer which the British Government had
commissioned to understand the colonial resistance of the Nuer people. 
For those who supported the ideas of linear evolutionism and social Darwinism, 
Western Industrial societies were positioned as the culmination of human evolution
with cultures that weren’t Western being seen as primitive or backward (Pountney and
Maric (2021) 
Yet others tried to “prove” that non Europeans and Indigenous people were “racially
inferior” by evoking biological determinism and skull measuring (craniotomy). 
The plundering of burial sites and the locations of massacres for human remains/body
parts was also practiced, now seen as unethical alongside exhibiting people as if in a 
zoo. Ethnographic writing ignored peoples’ agency and their histories, often exoticizing 
or sensationalising entire populations. 
Current practice (Hendry 2016) advocates gaining the trust of people we work with and
treating them in a respectful way. People are understandably suspicious of outsiders 
and may hide information and/or tell the researcher things that they think they want to 
hear. Telling of our own backgrounds and our positionality can help dispel a negative 
view of anthropologists due to the discipline’s colonial history. As we become more
accomplished new theory may be generated. 
Areas of interest within anthropology have included gender, disgust and witchcraft.
Gender
As female anthropologists such as Judith Okley, known for her 1938 work “The 
Traveller Gypsies” entered the field gender garnered attention as historically the field
had been dominated by men. Recognising gender as a culturally relative construct gave
another dimension to notions of sex as a biological given. In a relatively short space of 
time there have been enormous changes in gender roles in the West with greater 
participation of women in public life. Feminist writers such as Germaine Greer, Simone
De Beauvoir and Kate Millett undoubtedly impacted anthropological work. By looking at 
gender we may see changes in cultural categories that also have an impact on 
definitions and understanding of masculinity. 
Disgust: notions of pollution and taboo.
By looking at the ideas people have about dirt/pollution and what people see as
forbidden/taboo we can learn about systems of classification in society. Hendry (2016)
gives the example of food taboos held by Hindus such as using separate pots for meat 
and vegetables, not eating with particular people, rules about who can cook food, the 
sacred nature of the cow (and hence beef being taboo) with food distinctions reflecting 
social divisions in Hindu society. Muslims conversely have a prohibition against eating 
pork with pigs regarded as unclean. 
In Mary Douglas’s 1966 work “Purity and Danger” she asserts that notions of pollution 
and taboo fit into a wider system of classification. She uses the example of the 
abomination of Leviticus, analysing and interpreting a complicated set of rules and
restrictions relating to animals with a distinction between fowl, fish and flesh and their 
various ways of moving. Forbidden creatures are those that are anomalous, such as 
creatures that fly but have four feet, or those that swarm as they don’t fit the categories
and thus become “matter out of place”. Ideas around holiness are linked to dietary rules 
and dirt in the household is seen as being as much about order and hygiene as it is 
about cleaning. There is no “absolute” dirt. 
Okely’s 1983 study of Gypsies likewise considers ideas of “dirtiness” noting that 
Gypsies are seen as dirty as they throw rubbish out of their caravan windows and don’t 
collect it when they leave. However, within the caravan Okely notes that the Gypsies 
she studied had very clear rules about cleanliness with separate bowls for clothes 
washing (to be done outside) and dishes used for food which will be cleaned inside.
Witchcraft
Witchcraft is an area where anthropologists interact with historians. Evans Pritchard 
(1938) studied the Azande in Southern Sudan where witchcraft (mangu in the language 
of the Azande) was seen as irritating rather than frightening and was a matter of daily 
discussion. For Evans Prichard understanding witchcraft was central to understanding 
the social life of the Azande as their moral universe was centred around it.
Practicing witchcraft was found to be synonymous with jealousy, greed and bad 
character. Good citizens, the rich, and the powerful are not usually accused of 
witchcraft, whereas people who are seen as weak or a nuisance are. In some of the
areas where Evans Prichard carried out his studies shamanism and spirit possession 
were practiced more  than witchcraft. In yet other areas beliefs from more than one 
tradition of religion coexisted. A distinction was made between witchcraft and sorcery, 
with witchcraft seen as unconscious, often hereditary and a psychic power. Shamanism 
was seen as conscious, anyone could learn it, and medicines were used for evil ends. 
The power of witches was thought to reside in the stomach where it could lie inactive 
until a person becomes jealous or angry. If a witch died, until the government banned 
such practices, an autopsy would be carried out to see if the person did indeed hold
witchcraft substances within. Sorcery, or black magic, could be learned.
Witchcraft may be blamed for illness, lack of fish or crop failure even though people 
were also aware of the relevance of poor weather. The best known example in Evans 
Prichard’s work relates to the collapse of a granary onto people having lunch. The group
knew that the granary supports had been eaten by termites and with this knowledge still
sat under it for shelter from the sun. Yet, it was witchcraft in their view that led to the 
granary collapsing at that particular time. 
Azande then turn to oracles to find out who is carrying out the bewitching and why.
 Once this is established the alleged guilty person usually denies the charges but will 
take an action to exorcise ill feeling and in this way tensions are dealt with in society and 
all are reminded to be pleasant and reasonable. In  Purity and Danger (1966) Mary 
Douglas suggests uncontrolled witchcraft is attributed to people who are seen as 
Possible sources of disorder due to their ambiguous roles. 
Contemporary debates in anthropology
Globalisation
Globalisation is a relatively new term describing a process that started with humans 
leaving Africa; now, as ever more people are connected by transport and 
communications, the world seems smaller.
Cultures that were once isolated are contactable with diverse and often 
unpredictable outcomes. Dimensions of this cultural, economic and demographic 
change impact food, music, clothing, banking, multinational domination, migration for
work and supranational organisations such as The International Monetary Fund and The 
World Bank. Political ideas are spread such as human rights and global justice but 
economic migration can also create poverty, environmental pollution, labour 
exploitation and war. 
The global is both contextual and central to peoples’ lives, with the differences for 
anthropologists summed up by Erikson (2003)  - culture as process rather than a fixed 
entity, analysis of written sources as well as participant observation, use of online 
resources, greater use of formal interviews and questionnaires, more multi site 
fieldwork, shorter times in the field and consequently less intimate subject knowledge.
Interdisciplinary work is now more common, and researchers may follow people rather 
than being static.
Cyborgs
Anthropologists are interested in exploring the boundaries between humans and 
machines, in particular cyborgs which are the result of a fusion of the two. Peoples 
physical and biological environments have changed so much that some anthropologists 
suggest we study cyborgs instead of humans.
Haraway (1991) suggests that we live in a ‘cyborg culture’ with going to the gym equated 
with the idea of the body as a machine, there is no boundary between the real and the 
artificial. 
Medicine and health
The anthropologist Nancy Scheper Hughes suggests that anthropology should serve 
human liberation, arguing that a public anthropology can change the discipline, and 
humanity. Working on issues of illegal organ trafficking, and connected with politicians
and journalists to raise awareness of the issue, Scheper Hughes and Wacquant (2002)
spent more than a decade tracking illegal human organ sales globally posing alternately 
as a would be kidney buyer or a medical doctor. Scheper Hughes was able to link
 surgeons and gangsters from the global South, South Africa and Brazil to medical
facilities in the US. Her belief was that kidneys bought on the black market, and from 
some of the worlds most deprived areas, were being transplanted by American 
surgeons into the bodies of wealthy people on dialysis from the US, Europe and Israel.
The arrangements appear to have been made by a criminal network who profited from
kidney sales, which with the exception of Iran, is illegal. 
Anthropological insights have also been used in health work relating to epidemics, 
nutrition, HIV, disability and death. In the West African Ebola outbreak for example a 
response was co ordinated in order to improve epidemic containment by providing 
advice on how best to engage with political and sociocultural dimensions of the 
outbreak such as the handling of bodies after a death (Pountney and Maric 2021)

Anthropology’s relationship with the wider humanities
Knauff (2024) suggests that anthropology can act as a unique bridge between itself and 
the humanities, and the natural and social sciences. Anthropology uses ethnographic 
and empirical data whilst sharing the humanities interest in culture, language, meaning
making and history. 
Literature, philosophy and art history are all interested in how value, symbolic worlds 
and belief systems are constructed. Both sociocultural and archaeological approaches 
are in direct engagement with memory, the human past and historical narratives, all of 
which complement traditional historiography. 
In terms of methodology anthropology’s long term immersive ethnographic work may no
longer be possible and so instead anthropology may draw upon art, text and 
philosophical arguments. Perhaps more broadly the newer field of cultural studies may 
be harnessed, it breaks down barriers between disciplines and has become a more 
common offering in universities.
Anthropology often works with archaeology and can be seen as a way of understanding 
human needs from the past to the present. Through archaeology we can understand
bodily functions and diet in history. 
Both anthropology and the humanities are interested in human behaviour but have
different perspectives. The humanities seek to understand the human experience by 
examining artefacts, art, and literature whereas anthropology uses ethnography. The
humanities are interpretive, analysing literature and artistic work whereas anthropology
uses fieldwork, observation and qualitative data. In terms of the scope of the studies 
anthropology looks at a specific socio cultural group whereas the humanities gaze is 
broader, looking at a wider range of societies and cultures over different time periods.
However, they also have much in common – both wanting to understand human culture 
and behaviour using a variety of methods and both relying on critical analysis and 
thinking. 
Knauft (2024) suggests that recent decades have been characterised by an experiential
turn connecting scholarly work to critical reflexivity and practical applications. This 
includes a greater emphasis on lived subjectivity and less on theory, and more focus on
social connections and social problems. 
Deeb and Winegar (2015) see a future using mixed methods that address power 
imbalances and use participatory and community based approaches thus redressing 
social wrongs with partnerships, advocacy and witnessing.
Moss (2024:171)) suggests that in order for the humanities to survive we need to find 
ways to apply the knowledge that we produce.
Green (2024:118) believes that we need to address the reality that our work does not lie 
outside of political economies of interest.
Mahmood (2024:162) advocates breaking down silos. Not only could this approach 
bring together the humanities but it could take work outside of academia.
Knauft (2024) notes that in a drive to promote STEM subjects in universities the 
humanities become subsumed within interdisciplinary studies and ethics and morals 
are distanced from ‘science’ and ‘theory’. This also distances the humanities from the 
money and stature given to STEM and technology subjects, driven as they are by 
‘objective’ and quantitative analysis. This fits with the profit seeking and corporatization 
of the modern university. 
How will the humanities, and indeed universities, survive in the face of AI? In 2012 
Stefan Collini made a plea in his work “What are Universities for?” for the recognition 
that extending human understanding cannot be fully harnessed to immediate social 
purpose, particularly with reference to the humanities. Real human scholarship does
things that machines cannot, such as identifying questions that have been poorly 
framed, and adopting a challenging and sceptical stance. AI conversely, whilst
good at description and synthesis, lacks originality and judgement.
Having self-awareness allows us to complement technology and apply ethics to the 
development of artificial intelligence. By  embedding the humanities into STEM we can 
provide the necessary diagnostics to promote fairness and address issues such as 
biosecurity, climate change and inequality and move towards a more public humanities.
Conclusion
By examining the history and development of anthropology it can be seen that the 
discipline has moved away from its colonial roots and ideas about evolution that
racialised “the other” have been discredited. Examples were given looking particularly
at witchcraft, gender and disgust. Following on from this contemporary anthropology 
was considered with examples such as studying cyborgs, medicine and globalisation.
Finally the future of the humanities, and anthropology’s place within the humanities, 
was discussed. The humanities generally are under threat from artificial intelligence 
and the business model prevalent in the University sector currently. Arguments were 
made for the relevance of the humanities in challenging the dominance of artificial 
intelligence and a plea for a more inclusive, ethical and public humanities for the future.
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