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LIMITATIONS OF THE COMPARATIVE
MLETHOD OF ANTHROPOLQGY1
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This momentous discovery implies that laws cxist whiclh
development of society, that they are applicable to our soct-

will be a means of understanding the causes {urthering a_md
vilization ; and that, guided by this knowledge, we may hope
begun to receive that liberal share of public interest which
{ the curious customs and beliefs of strange peoples; or, at

heir relationships, and thus elucidate the early migrations of
{ man and the affinities of peoples. :

researchesfpn the laws that govern the growth of society.

A radic}l change of method has accompaniced this change of views.

While forfrerly identities or similarities of culture were considered i
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RN anthropology has discovered the fact that human society

bpinions and its actions have many fundamental traits in 7
as to those of past times and of distant lands; that their

ur actions so that the greatest benefit to mankind will accrue 3
. Since this discovery has been clearly formulated, anthro- 4

1d from it as Jong as it was believed that it could do no more ;

rly investigators concentrated their attention upon this purely
broblem, the tide has now completely turned; so that thc.rc :
\thropotogists who declare that such investigations belong to
the historihn, and that anthropological studies must be confined to

le proof of historical connection, or even of common origin,
hool declines to consider them as such, but interprets them as 3

dherent of this view in our country is Dr, D, G. Brinton, inj
he majority of the {ollowers of Bastian, who in this .rcspcct ]
go much E\rthcr than Bastian himself. Others, while not denym.g thc.
¢ of historical connections, regard them as insignificant in re«f§
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sults and in theoretical importance as compared to the working ol the
uniform laws governing the human mind. This is the view of by far
- the greater number of living anthropologists.
This modern view is founded on the observation that the same ethni-
~cal phenomena occur among the most diverse peoples, or, as Bastian
says, on the appalling monotony of the fundamental ideas of mankind
" all over the globe, The metaphysical notions of man may be reduced
to 2 few types which are of universal distribution ; the same is the case:
in regard to the forms of socicty, laws and inventions, F urthermore, the
mest intricate and apparently illogical ideas and the most curious and
- complex customs appear among a few tribes here and there in such a
~manner that the assumption of a common historical origin is excluded.
When studying the culture of any one tribe, more or less close analoga of
@ single traits of such a culture may be found among a great diversity of

@ peoples. Instances of such analoga have been collected io a vast extent
1 by Tylor, Spencer, Bastian, Andree, Post and many others, so that it is
W not necessary to give here any detailed proof of this fact. The idea of a
) future life; the one underlying shamanism ; inventions such as fire and

- the bow ; certain elementary features of grammatical structure—these
+ will suggest the classes of phenomena to which I refer. It follows from

- these observations that when we find analogous single traits of culture
: among distant peoples, the presumption is not that there has been a
tommon historical source, but that they have arisen independently.

) But the discovery of these universal ideas is only the beginning of the
3 work of the anthropologist. Scientific inquiry must answer two questions

i in regard to them : First, what is their origin? and second, how do they
¥ assert themselves in various cultures?

+ The second question is the casicr one to answer. The ideas do not
exist everywhere in identical form, but they vary. Sufficient material
has been accumulated to show that the causes of these variations are
tither external, that is founded on environment—taking the term en-
g vironment in its widest sense—or internal, that is founded on psycho-

i logical conditions. The influcnce of external and internal factors upon 7|
B clementary ideas embodies one group of laws governing the growth of |
g culture. Therefore, our endeavors must be directed to showing how such
E factors modify elementary ideas. ' '
@ The first method that suggests itself and which has been generally
8 adopted by modern anthropologists is to isolate and classify causes by
B grouping the variants of certain ethnological phenomena according to

% .
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cxtcrnai‘conditions under which the people live, among whom they are
found, dr to internal causes which influence their minds or conversely,
by grouping these variants 1cc0rdmg to their similaritics. Then the cor-
related E nditions of life may be found. : :

By tBis mcthod we begin to recognize cven now with imperfect
knowledge of the facts what causes may have been at work in shaping
the culture of mankind, Friedrich Ratzel and W J McGee have in-
vestigatdd the influence of geographical environment on a broader basis
of facts [han Ritter and Guyot were able to do at their time. Seciologists
“have mdde important studics on the effects of the density of population
and of ¢
upon the growth of socicty is becoming clearer.

The dffects of psychical factors are also being studied in the same man-
ner. St4ll has tried to isolate the phenomena of suggestion and of hyp-
notism dnd 1o study the cffects of their presence in the cultures of vari-
ous pcos
begin t(} show that certain cultural elements are easily assimilated while
others 3re rejected, and the time-worn phrases ol the imposition of
culture by a more highly civilized people upon one of lower culture that-
has bee
ject of
we are

bxchange of cultural achievements. In all these investigatio
ising sound, inductive methods in order to isolate the causes of
observefl phenomena., ‘ '

The
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gin, 3s much more diflicuit to treat. Many attempts have bccn
b discover the causes which have led to the formation of ide
vclop with iron nccessity wherever man lives” This is the mos
problem ol anthropology and we may expect that it will bafl
mpts for a long time to come. Bastian denies that it is possibl

which ¢
be imp:
arc thefe, The human mind is so formed that it invents them spon
tancoudy or accepts them whenever they are offered to it. This is th
much misunderstood elementary idea of Bastian.

To i certain extent the clear enunciation of the clementary ide

gives usithc psychological reason for its existence. To exemplify : the fact i
that thé land of the shadows is so often placed in the west suggests thed

endcav%;r to localize it at the place-where the sun and the stars vanis

ther simple social causes. Thus the influence of external facmrs B

sles. Inquirics into the mutual relations of tribes and peoples |

\ conquered are giving way to morc thorough vicws on the sub- %

hther question in regard to the universal ideas, namely that of |

rted, thcy may have arisen from a varicty ol sources, but they %
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The mere statement that primitive man considers animals as gifted with
all the qualitics of man shows that the analogy between many of the
‘qualitics of animals and of human beings has led to the generalization
that all the qualitics of animals are human. In other cases the causcs ar¢
- not sa sell-cvident. Thus the question why all languages distinguish be-
tween the sell, the person addressed and the person spoken of, and why
most languages do not carry out this sharp, logical distinction in the
3 plur'll is diflicult to answer. The principle when carried out consistently
 requires that in the plural there should be a distinction between the ‘we’
cxprcsmg the sclf and the person addressed and the ‘we’ cxprcssmg the
; self and 'the person spoken of, which distinction is found in compara-
i tively fcw languages only. The lesser liability to misunderstandings in
. the plura) explains this phenemencn partly but hardly adequately. Still
. more obscure is the psychological basis in other cases, for instance, in that
- of widely spread marriage customs. Proof of the difSculty of this prob-
em is the multitude of hypotheses that have been mvcntcd to explain it
in all its varicd phases.’
~ In treating this, the most difficult problem of anthropology, the pomt
of view js taken that il an cthnological phenomenon has developed inde-
pendently in a number of places its development has been the same
everywhere ; or, expressed in a different form, that the same cthnological
i phenomena are always due to the same causes, This leads to lhcggm
: mtiomgical phenomena [ound
gain diverse regions is proof that the human mind obeys the same laws
2 cverywhere. It is obvious that if different historical developments could
& lead: to the same results, that then this generalization would not be ten-
g9 able. Their cxistence would present to us an entirely different problem,
> naiely, how it is that the developments of culture so often lcad to the
me results. Tt must, therefore, be clearly understood that mthropolog— |
lcal rescarch which compares similar cultural phenomena from various
g rarts of the world, in order to discover the uniform history of their
j development, makes the assumption that the same cthnological phe-
lomenon has cverywhere developed in the same manner. Here lies the
@ flaw in the argument of the new method, for no such proof can be
: gwcn Even the most cursory review shows that the same phenomena -
Emay develop in a multitude of ways.
I will give a few examples: Primitive tribes are a]most universally
dmded into clans which have totems. There can be no doubt that this
of social organization has ariscn independently over and over.

b

’



)
274

again.
ol man
docs n
samec 1
the N:
Bourkd
and D
- the Py
> origing
the In
the on
led to
To
geome)
natura
fromt
origin

RACE, LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

The conclusion is certainly justiﬁcd that the psychical conditions
[avor the existence of a totemic organization of society, but it
Lt [ollow that totemic socicty has developed cverywhere in the
hanner., Dr. Washinéton Matthews belicves that the totems of
vaho have arisen by association of independent- clans.  Gapt.
assumes that similar occurrences gave origin to the Apache clans,
| Tewkes has reached the same conclusion in regard to some of
blo tribes. On the other hand, we have proof that clans may
t
Llians of the North Pacific coast. Association of small tribes, on

esults which appear identical to all intents and purposes.
jzive another example:

listic forms which were gradually conventionalized, sometimes
L chnical motives, that in still other cases they were geomctrical by
br that they were derived from symbols. From all these sources the

same ]
grew i

an infinite number of starting
points

Angther example may no
number of peoples. The erigin of the custom of wearing masks

a gres
is ?)y o means clear in all cases, but a few typical forms of their use may
casilyjbe distinguished. They are uscd for decciving spirits as to the
identily of the wearer. The spirit of a discase who intends to attack the
persop docs not recognize him when he wears a mask, and the mask
servedin this manner as a protection. In other cases the mask represents
a spirjt which is personificd by the wearer, who in this shape [rightens
away|other hostile spirits. Still other masks arc commemorative. The
weardr personifies a deceased person whose memory is to be recalled.
Masks are also used in theatrical performances illustrating mythological
incidents.! : ‘

frequ

that they have always developed according to the same psychical laws.
On tife contrary, the identical result may have been reached on four
difTerdnt lincs of devclopment and from

These few data suffice to show that the same cthnical phenomenon iy

{ Ske Richard‘:\ndﬂ:c. Ethnographische Paralielen und Vergleiche. Neuv.'a

Folge i(Lcipzig, 1889), pp. 10711,

e by division. I have shown that such events took place among
. hand, and disintegration of increasing tribes, on the other, has

Recent investigations have shown that
rical designs in primitive art have originated sometimes from .

rms have developed. Out of designs representing diverse objects -3
course of time [rets, meanders, crosses and the like. Therclore the
nt occurrence of these forms proves neither common origin nor §

Bt -

t be amiss : The use of masks is found among j
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) " may dc':vclop from diffcrent sources. The simplér the observed fact, the
- morc likely it is that it may have developed from one source here, from
* another there, ' ‘ ,
Thus we recognize that the fundamental assumption which is so often
made by madern anthropologists cannot be accepted as truc in all cases.
We cannot say that the occurrence of the same phenomenon is always
due to the same causcs, and that thus it is proved that the human mind

parisons are made,

" to those phenomena which have been proved to be effects of the same
- which have developed through association must be treated separately
' ural objects must be treated scparately from those that have arisen from
5‘ The comparative studics of which I am speaking 11cré attempt to |
overing the laws and the history of the evolution of human society.
hat the same features must always have developed from the same
ariations arc no more than minor details in this grand uniform evolu-
instance: We find many types of structure of family. It can be
[y
gones. Il we do not make the assumption that the same phenomena have
institutions; in other cascs in other ways. To give another example;

:‘ obc.ys tl.u: same laws everywhere, We must demand that the causes from
- which it developed be investigated and that comparisons be restricted ‘
.':‘causcs.' We must jnsist that this investigation be made a preliminary to
- all extended comparative studies. In researches on tribal societies those
ff‘om tho§c that have developed through disintegration. Geometrical de-
signs which have arisen from conventionalized representations of nat-

echnical motives. In short, before extended com
« the comparability of the material must be proved.

o ,

‘ lt;xp[am customs and ideas of remarkable similarity which are found
. here and there. But they pursue also the more ambitious scheme of dis-

- vTh}c fact that many fundamental features of culture arc universal, or

at least occur in many isolated places, interpreted by the assumption
ausz:}.:s3 leads to .thc conclusion that there is one grand system according
0 which mankind has developed everywhere; that all the occurring
gtion. It is clear that this theory has for its logical basis the assumption

g that the same phenomena are always due to the same causes. To give
Trhovcd thali p.atcrnal families have often developed from maternal ones
@ Therefore, it is said, all paternal families have developed from maternal
evcr)lrwhcrc developed from the same causes, then we may just as well

g conclude that paternal families have in some cases arisen from maternal
ny con;ell))tilons of the futurc life have cvidently devclopcd' from

Bdreams and hallucinations.’ 7, it is sai i
' uctnations.” Consequently, it is said, all notions of this
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proceed from a hypothetical mode. of development, the probability of
causes could possibly lead to the same ideas. . B, which may be weighed more or less accurately by means of observed :
We have scen that the facts do not favor at all the assumption .of data. But so far I have not yet seen any extended attempt to prove t_hc
which we are speaking ;' that thcy much rather point in the opposite i correctness of a theory by testing it at the hand of developments wn'th
direction. Therefore we must also consider all the ingenious attemptsat . whose historics we are familiar. Forcing phenomena into the strait-

constructions of a grand system of the evolution of socicty as of very S jacket of a th cory is opposed to the inductive process by which the
doubtful value, unless at the same time proofl is given that the same -

actual relations of dcfinite phcnomena may be derived. The latter is no
phcnomena must always have had the same origin. Until this is done,

-other than the much ridiculed historical method. Its way of proceeding
the presumption is always in favor of a variety of courses which histori- is, of course, no longer that of former times when slight similarities of
cal growth may have taken. :

3@¥. culture were considered proofs of relationships, but it duly recognizes-
It will be well to restate at this place one of the principal aims of .

the results obtained by comparative studies. Its application is based,
anthropological research. We agreed that certain laws exist which gov-

. first of all, on a well-defined, small geographical territory, and its com- |
ern the growth of human culture, and it is our endeavor to discoyer th'esc parisons age not cxtendtd beyond the limits of the cultural area that
“laws. The object of our investigation is to find the processes .bY which 'Io_rms the basis of the study. Only when definite results have been ob-
certain stages of culture have developed. The customs and beliefs them- tained in regard to this arca is it permissible to extend the horizon
selves are not the ultimate objects of research. We desire to_lcar‘n the beyond its limits, but the greatest care must be taken not to proceed too-
reasons why such customs and beliefs exist—in other words, we wu;h to astily in this, as otherwise the fundamental proposition which I formu-u
discover the history of their development. The method which is at ted before might be overlooked, viz: that when we find ari analogy
present most frequently applicd in investigations of this character com- :of single traits of culture among distant peoples the presumption is not
pares the variations under which the customs or beliefs occur and en-

that there has been a common historical source, but that they have
deavors to find the common psychological cause that underlies all of ke ariscn independently. Therefore the investigation must always demand
them. 1 have stated that this method is open to a very fundamcnta? : ontinuity of distribution as'one of the essential conditions for proving
objection. . ] '

' istorical connection, and the assumption of lost connecting links must

We have another method, which in many respects is much safer. A S be applied most sparingly. This clear distinction between the new and

detailed study of customs in their relation to the total C“_lt““’ of thf the old historical methods is still often overlooked by the passionate de-

tribe practicing them, in conncction with an investigation of their ;fcnders of the comparative methed. They do not appreciate the differ-
geographical distribution among ncighboring tribes, aflords us almos

k ence between the indiscriminate use of similaritics of culture for proving
always a means of determining with considerable accuracy the historical S historical connection and the careful and slow detailed study of local
causcs that led to the formation of the customs in question and to the

phenomena. We no longer believe that the slight similaritics between
psychalogical processes that were at work in their development. The'ds ‘;; cultures of Central America and of castern Asia are sufficient and
results of inquiries conducted by this method may be three-fold. They # 1:tisfactory proof of a historical connection. On the other hand, no
may reveal the environmental conditions which have created or mo.d1y funbiased obscrver will deny that there are very strong reasons for
ficd cultural clements; they may clear up psychological factors which§ .bclieving that a limited number of cultural clements found in Alaska -
are at work in shaping the culture ; or they may bring before our eya}

Sand in Siberia have 2 common origin. The similarities of inventions,
the effccts that historical connections have had upon the growth of thf: St customs and beliels, together with the continuity of their distribution’
culture. ' ‘ K

rough a limited area, are satisfactory proof of the correctness of this
We have in this method a means of reconstructing the hlstory' of S opinion. But it is not possible to extend this area safely beyond the limits
the growth of ideas with much greater accuracy than the generaliza- S

Rol Columbia River in America and northern Japan in Asia. This
tions of the comparative methed. will permit. The latter must alwayj S nethod of anthropological research is represented in our country by

character have had the same origin. “This is also truc qnly if no ather
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F. W. Putnam and Otis T. Mason; in England by E. B. Tylor; in
Germany by Fricdrich Ratzel and his followers.

It scems necessary to say a word here in regard to an objection to my -

arguments that will be raised Dy investigators who claim that similarity

of geographical environment is a suflicient cause for similarity of cul- &

ture, that is to say, that, for instance, the geographical conditions of the

plains of the Mississippi basin nccessitate the dcvc]dpmcht of a certain iR

culture. Horatio Hale would even go so far as to belicve that similarity
of form of language may be duc to cnvironmental causcs. Environ-
ment has a certain limited effect upon the culture of man, but I do not
see how the view that it is the primary moulder of culture can be sup-

globe shows that people mogt diverse in culture and language live under
the same geographical conditions, as proof of which may be mentioned
the ethnography of East Alrica or of New Guinea. In both these regions
we find a great diversity of customs in small arcas. But much more im-
portant is this : Not onc observed fact can be brought [orward in support
of this hypothesis which cannot be much better explained by the well
known facts of difTusion of culture; for archzxology as well as ethnog-
raphy teach us that intercourse between neighboring tribes has always

existed and has extended over enormous areas. In the Old World the 4

products of the Baltic found their way to the Mediterranean and the ‘,
works of art of the eastern Mediterrancan reached Sweden. In America .
the shells of the occan found their way into the innermost parts of the: P
continent and the obsidians of the West were carried to Ohio. Inter-
marriages, war, slavery, trade, have been so many sources of constant
introduction of forcign cultural clements, so that an assimilation of

culture must have taken place over continuous areas. Therefore, it

scems Lo my mind that where among neighboring tribes an immediate, i

influcnce of environment cannot be shown to cxist, the presumption g
must always be in favor of historical connection. There has becn a time
of isolation during which the principal traits of diverse cultures devel
oped according to the previous culture and the environment of the
tribes. But the stages of culture representing this period have been cov: g
ered with so much that is new and that is due to contact with foreign’
tribes that they cannot be discovered without the most painstakin
isolation of forcign clements, -

The immediate results of the historical method are, therefore, hivyg
tories of the cultures of diverse tribes which have been the subject of
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study. I fully agree with those anthropologists who claim that this is not
the ultimate aim of our science, because the general laws, although im-
p'licd in such a description, cannot be clearly formulated nor their rela-
tive value appreciated without a thorough comparison of the manner-

_in which they become manifest in different cultures. But T insist that the

application of this mcthod is the indispensable condition of sound

. progress. The psychological problem is contained in the results of the

historical inquiry. When we have cleared up the history of a single

-_culturc and understand the cffects of environment and the psychological
. conditions that are reflected in it we have made a step forward, as we
& can then investigate in how far the same causes or other causes were at
ported by any facts, A hasty review of the tribes and peoples of our -

work in the development of other cultures. Thus by comparing histories
of growth gencral laws may he feund. "Phis method is much safer than

; . the cemp.arativc mcthod, as it is usually practiced, because instead of a
hypothesis on the mode of development actual history forms the basis of
.. our deductions, - '

The historical inquiry must be considered the critical test that science

- must require before admitting facts as evidence. By its means the com-

parability of the collected material must be tested, and uniformity of

K, processes must be demanded as proof of comparability. Furthermore,

} when historical connection betwcen two phenomena can be proved

o - H !
they must not be admitted as independent evidence: ’

In"a few cases the immediate results of this method are of so wide a

 scope that they rank with the best results that can be attained by com-
_parative studics. Some phenomena have so immense a distribution that -
* the discovery of their occurrence over very large continuous arcas proves
f atonce that certain phases of the culture in these arcas have sprung from

ne source. Thus are illuminated vast portions of the early history of
mankind. When Edward S. Morsc showed that certain methods of
rrow release are peculiar to wholc continents it became clear at once |
hat the common practice found over a vast arca must have had a
ommon origin. When the Polynesians employ a2 method of fire making
onsisting in rubbing a stick along a groove, while almost all other .
pe.oplcs use thc fire drill, it shows thcir art of fire making has a single
rigin. When we notice that the ordeal is found all over Alrica in cer-

g tin peculiar forms, while in those parts of the inhabited world that are
& remote from Africa it is found not at all or in rudimentary forms only
3

tshows that the idca as practiced in Africa had one single origin
The great and important function of the historical method of an-
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| thrapology is thus seen to lie in its ability to discover the processes which
in definite cases led to the development of certain customs. If anthr(?-
pology desires to establish the laws governing the growth of culture it
must not confinc itsell to comparing the results of the growth alone, but
whenever such is |
these can be discovered by means of studies of the cultures of small
geographical arcas. 7 |
"Thus we have scen that the comparative method can l}opc to rc.achv
the results: for which it is striving only when it bases its mvcs‘tlganons
on the historical results of researches which are devoted to laying clffar
the complex relations of cach individual culture. The comparative
method and the historical method,.if I may usc these terms, have bcc;: i
struggling for supremacy for a long time, b}n we may}wp.c that c:acd
will soon find its appropriate place and function. The hxsmncz%l n?ctho 7
has rcached a sounder basis by abandoning the misleading principle of 4
assuming connections wherever similarities of culture were found, .Thc 8
camparative method, notwithstanding all that hzts been said and wr:&tcn
in-its praise, has been remarkably barren of definite r.esu]ts, and I bc ieve ]
it will not hccome [ruitful until we renounce the vain cndeavor to com
struct 2 uniform systematic history of the evolution of culture, and unt.ll -
we begin to make our comparisons on the broader and sounder bz;sn:; ‘
which I ventured to outline. Up to this time we h':wc too much revele k4
in more or less ingenious vagarics, The solid work is still all beforc us. Sl

L

- . v 1+ N 'lnd
casible it must compare the processes of growth, 2

THE METHODS OF ETHNOLOGY®

DURING the last ten years the methods of inquiry into the historical

development of civilization have undergone remarkable changes.
During the second half of the last century cvolutionary thought held al-
most complete sway and investigators like Spencer, Morgan, Tyler,
Lubbock, to mention only a few, were under the spell of the idea of a
general, uniform evolution of culture in which all parts of mankind
participated. The newer development goes back in part to the influence

of Ratael whaca monmraelda ] . . .

0 Ratzes whose geographical training impressed him with the impor-
tance of diffusion and migration. "The problem of diffusion was taken

; up in detail particularly in America, but was applicd in'a much wider

sense by Foy and Gracbner, and finally seized upon in a still wider ap-
plication by Elliot Smith and Rivers, so that at the present time, at least

© among certain groups of investigators in England and also in Germany,
: ethnological research is based on the concept of migration and dis-

semination rather than upon that of evolution,
A critical study of these two directions of inquiry shows that each is

®. founded on the application of onc fundamental hypothesis. The evolu-
 tionary point of view presupposes that the course of historical changes in
. the cultural life of mankind follows dcfinite laws which arc applicable

everywhere, and which bring it about that cultural development is, in
its main lines, the same amony all races and all peoples. “Uhis idea is

.¢learly expressed by Tylor in the introductory pages of his classic work

“Primitive Culturc.” As soon as we admit that the hypothesis of a

% uniform cvolution has to be proved before it can be accepted, the whole

k' structure loscs its foundation. It is true that there are indications of
g parallclism of development in dillerent parts of the world, and that
@ similar customs are found in the most diverse and widely scparated. parts

.of the globe. The occurrence of these similaritics which arc distributed
_gg i!‘;ggulnrlv that thev

. el
ularly that they cannot readily be explain

e s lomadio o
iined on the Dasis 01

. difTusion, is onc of the foundations of the cvolutionary hypothesis, as

it was the foundation of Bastian’s psychologizing treatment of cultural
: psychologizing

* American Anthropologist, N.S., vol. 22 (1920), pp. 311-322.
28



