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British Anthropologist, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) is widely recognised as the founder of cultural Anthropology, yet in modern academia his theory of religion, which closely follows evolutionism, is often regarded as outdated; an Edwardian ethnocentric understanding of the world which has since been rendered obsolete. In this book Tremlett, Sutherland and Harvey seek to revisit Tylor, providing a detailed account of the man himself and reaffirming the continued relevance of either his work, or the debates arising therefrom. 

Within the introduction, Tremlett et al discuss the premise for the book, giving a brief overview of Tylor’s publications and achievements. They go on to explain that the book “revisits and challenges what we think we know about Tylor and his work” (3).  Edward Burnett Tylor: Religion and Culture is separated into two parts, ‘Context and Debates’ and ‘Tylor beyond the Canon’. Each part consists of five chapters, which cover a different aspect of Tylor, his works or debates resulting therefrom and are written by different authors, all of whom are experts in their field. Breaking down the analysis of Tylor in this manner ensures that each topic is given careful consideration, and opposing viewpoints are discussed in full. The writing style is clear and concise, and discussions are easy to follow, with prior knowledge of Tylor not necessarily assumed. 


To briefly surmise, part one has chapters on the following topics: Chapter 1, written by James L. Cox, discusses Primitive Monotheism and the debate between Tylor and Andrew Lang. Chapter 2, written by Graham Harvey, discusses Fetishism and the differing viewpoints of Tylor and Irving Hallowell. Chapter 3, written by Jonathan Jong details Tylor’s contribution to the Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR), specifically focussing on spiritual beings. Chapter 4, written by Robert A. Seagal, discusses Myth and the contrasting viewpoints of Tylor and Hans Blumenberg. Chapter 5, written by Liam T. Sutherland discusses defining religion and where Tylor sits within the timeline of an intellectual history of the study of religion.

Part Two of this volume focusses on aspects of Tylor that have been forgotten over time. Chapter 6, written by Miguel Astor-Aguilera, discusses Tylor’s vast ethnographic experience, debunking the assumption of Tylor as an ‘armchair anthropologist’(6). Chapter 7, written by Anne Kalvig is titled “Necromancy Is a Religion” which further explores spiritualism and the part it played in the development of Tylor’s animism. Chapter 8, written by Katy Soar, explores the prospect of Tylor as an Archaeologist, focussing on his encounters with various archaeological theory and how this influenced his own research. Chapter 9, written by Martin D. Stringer, further discusses Tylor’s stance on myth, but in the context of language. Finally, Chapter 10, written by Paul Francois-Tremlett, focuses on the importance of dreams in the development of Tylor’s theory of religion.

These chapters build a more complex picture of Edward Burnett Tylor, and raise him from being an outdated, albeit significant, figure in the history of religious studies, to a well rounded contemporary expert whose research begs for further consideration in light of progress in the academic field, and specific further questions raised within the volume.

Of particular personal interest was Chapter 1, which summarised the debate between Tylor and Andrew Lang regarding primitive monotheism. These debates will be well known to many scholars of religious studies, however, it is in the conclusion that Cox broadens the mind of the reader, surmising that both arguments are void in modern academia, due to their largely ethnocentric founding, and are therefore an example of how predisposition can impact scholarly argument. Furthermore, Cox chastises Tylor and Lang for ignoring the subjects of their research, namely the tribes people and animists themselves. Building on this, he poses the question of intentional hybridity, and how perhaps mistakenly, even in modern scholarly enquiries, tribes people are viewed as passive victims of change, whereas they may have not only welcomed change, but shaped it in order to protect or further their heritage and culture. This provides a transformative shift in understanding of primitive cultures and the study thereof, and begs for further investigation.
Within Chapter 2, Graham Harvey discusses Tylor’s ‘fetishism’, comparing his research to that of Irving Hallowell. The overall focus of this chapter is on method of study; it is clear that when presented with the same evidence, such as Tylor participating in a séance and Hallowell being present at a shaking tent ceremony, Tylor and Hallowell drew vastly conflicting conclusions resulting from their different approaches to research (37-38). This chapter encourages modern scholars to understand their predispositions and thus their limitations during research, and to consider the language they use and their audience, in order to prevent misinterpretation. Harvey also touches on the increasing acceptance of the importance of indigenous knowledge, and how modern indigenous self-representation is mitigating the risk of misinterpretation.

Throughout Edward Burnett Tylor, Religion and Culture reference is made to recent publications and research of importance in the time since Tylor’s publications. Although each Chapter predominantly focuses on one counter-argument to Tylor’s position or one area of his character, each author includes details of various scholarly works that could be explored further, as well as detailing the influencing contemporary research.

Within the introduction, Tremlett et al admit that the structure of the book is perhaps not the most effective, as the chapters are merely ordered firstly into two parts, and secondly alphabetically. I would agree that this structure is limiting, as the volume reads as a collected works, with a great deal of repetition throughout, especially in regards to Tylor’s theories which are lacking in detail from the onset, let alone then being discussed as a precursor to each chapter. The book would perhaps provide a more cohesive overview and critique of Tylor if it was produced as a collaboration between authors, with discussions that built throughout the volume; an example of this would be myth, which is covered in both parts one and two, yet although each chapter refers to the other, they do not add to their arguments or conclusions.

The resounding message of Edward Burnett Tylor, Religion and Culture is that there is still much that can be gained from the analysis of Tylor and his theories. Not only does this book provide a detailed exploration of Tylor’s theories, as well as bringing to light elements about Edward Burnett Tylor and his theories that may previously have been overlooked, it pinpoints further areas for research and thus transforms some of Tylor’s research, method and conclusions. Some chapters, in particular Chapter 1 written by Cox, identify entirely alternative concepts for consideration in light of new research in the field, such as the issue of intentional hybridity, which is largely still ill-explored. 


Overall, this book is a must read for any scholar looking to quickly ascertain a broad knowledge of Tylor and his theories, and to familiarise themselves with contrasting theories that have developed over time since Tylor’s publications. Tremlett et al provide a well researched volume which encourages the reader to explore different areas of research and ultimately change their perspective on Tylor, who is largely dismissed as outdated in modern times.
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