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AXL5407S Essay 2 Question 

 
Drawing on readings in AXL5407S 2013 and on your broader knowledge of the role and place of 

theory in anthropology, critically discuss the following affirmation in approximately 3000–4000 

words: 

 
“To distinguish between academic anthropology and engaged or public anthropology requires a 

priori reflection on the science status of anthropology.  

 
Science is ideally neutral. It seeks knowledge for the sake of knowledge through critical systematic 

questioning, meticulous data gathering, analysis and interpretation, and alert receptiveness to the 

humility of doubt and the force of evidence. Harnessing scientific knowledge is value-laden.  

 
I argue that anthropology’s scientific potential is yet to be fully realised. Most anthropology is 

already ‘engaged’ and ‘public’ in varying degrees, even if not always so intended or recognised.  

 
Malinowski’s efforts to transform anthropology into an evidence-based field science are widely 

acknowledged, but anthropologists have not done enough to consolidate his scientific ambitions. 

Anthropology remains blurry. It is all too easy to mistake it for everything that it claims not to be. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

What is it to be human, and what does it mean to be human? These have been the core questions 

of anthropology since the trailblazing ethnographies of Boas, Mead and Malinowski. In a period 

when the discipline is once again on trial by the academy – it’s ‘science status’ cross-examined - I 

argue that the progressive interdisciplinary dynamics of anthropology reaffirm the importance of 

critical, insightful socio-cultural approaches to understanding our own humanity (Carrithers, Barry, 

Brady, Geertz, Keesing, Roth & Whittaker 1990; Gupta & Ferguson 1997). In an academy that 

increasingly values trans-disciplinarity and integration of knowledge, anthropology has enormous 

theoretical and methodological potential, precisely because it seeks holistic understandings of 

culture stitched from multiple disciplinary threads (Kehoe 1998).    

 
Through a range of approaches – within the ambit of the four fields – anthropology commits itself to 

studying humankind as holistically and comprehensively as possible. It draws from almost any field 

– from psychology to genetics – in order to grapple with the complexity of culture. The pretention to 

define anthropology as either ‘scientific or not’ is misconceived. Science with a capital ‘S’ is not a 

system of knowing the world frozen in time and space, but is rather historically produced by active 

agents, and configured by sets of paradigms that are in constant flux (Kessing 2013). Anthropology 

is no exception.  

 
The study of society is socially configured, shot through culturally specific habitus (Bourdieu 1977) 

and episteme (Foucault 1970). The very physicality of human existence – individually and as a 

collective - limits the scope of what we can know about reality; one person amongst seven billion, 

one planet amongst billions of stars. MacClancy writes that ‘’If the world is the ultimate geographical 

limit of anthropology, then nothing less than the nature of humanity is its ultimate intellectual limit’’ 

(MacClancy 2002:9).  How can we then not aspire to an epistemic humility and openness? This is in 

essence the cornerstone of science; to keep questioning, and to keep questioning our answers. The 

debate over anthropology’s ‘science status’ is thus misguided. Anthropology is a social science 

approach to understanding humanity as holistically as possible.      

 
Most crucially anthropology needs to tend away from superfluous polemics and nervous 

schizophrenia and focus on transmitting its potential and value meaningfully and sincerely into the 

world through cultivating epistemic humility and openness, concomitant with conviviality and 

curiosity of the pluralism of culture (Santos-Granero 2006; Davis 2009). 
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2. THE SCIENTIFIC BASIS OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

 

The four fields of anthropology; archaeology, physical, linguistic and social/cultural anthropology 

draw on  vast terrains of theory from the humanities and the sciences; philosophy, history, 

psychology, sociology, religious studies,  language studies, classical studies, biology, geology, 

physics, chemistry, forensics, epidemiology and far more (Kehoe 1998).   

 
To understand human culture, the four-field anthropologist considers and studies fields like genetics 

and physiology as well as historical, cultural and social processes (Gupta & Ferguson 1997; 

Goodman 2003). Developing rich, deeply contextual, nuanced understandings of the human 

condition must involve venturing into, learning from and utilizing varying fields of knowledge, often 

as disparate as mythology and cellular biology (Kehoe 1998). Here the boundaries of the four 

branches of anthropology become blurred, distorting disciplinary specialization. But it is precisely 

this flexibility and dynamism that characterizes ‘the study of mankind’ (Altran 1983 & Aberle 1987). 

  

All knowledge is interconnected, borne out of human consciousness and experience. This is 

something that anthropology illuminates and illustrates through questioning, documentation and 

analysis of cultural contexts in multifaceted theoretical and methodological ways.   At the same time, 

it is becoming increasingly difficult to define anthropology and justify its legitimacy in the 

contemporary academy. Does this warrant concern? Is anthropology going through a ‘mid-life’ 

crisis? What intellectual and practical value does it have in today’s rapidly globalizing, westernizing 

world? Such questions may rupture, but also serve to propel creative application of the discipline. 

 
Herein anthropology is positioned to make unique contributions. Of all the disciplines that study our 

species, anthropology arguably connects the humanities and the sciences most creatively and 

progressively. It can be said to be, as Eric Wolf once put it, ‘the most scientific of the humanities, 

and the most humanistic of the sciences’. Both of these faculties are needed to understand 

mankind, and both are needed to understand and address the problems we create in the world. For 

beyond the halls of the academy, we are also confronted with engaging with the geo-social realities 

of our contemporary world, anything from climate change to overpopulation.    

 
The ice beneath anthropologists’ skates isn’t as thin as some might suggest. The ‘science status’ 

and disciplinary legitimacy of anthropology is not in jeopardy. Understanding human culture, in all its 

complexity, is not an end game, but rather an endless voyage of discovery into the range of 

episteme, ways of knowing (Foucault 1970), and habitus, ways of being (Bourdieu 1977) of the 

ethnosphere¸ the totality of the human cultural legacy  (Davis 2001). 
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3. NO LONGER ‘A SCIENCE’? 

 

The reasons for the marginalization of scientific approaches to anthropology are complex and do 

not fit neatly into the simplistic narrative of “objective, scientific anthropology … under assault from 

interpretivists like Clifford Geertz who do not believe in truth.” No doubt, part of the problem is 

simply the compartmentalization of knowledge. As scholars become increasingly specialized, it 

becomes more and more difficult to be both scientist and humanist. Increasingly, hiring decisions 

are zero-sum games. The gain of a scientist represents the loss of a humanist and vice-versa. Gone 

is Eric Wolf’s conception of Anthropology as “both the most scientific of the humanities and the most 

humanist of the sciences”. Edward Jones1. 

The ‘science status’ of anthropology has been under scrutiny at varying levels of intensity for the 

last 5 decades. A few years ago, the dilemma resurfaced, when late in 2010, the American 

Anthropology Association (AAA) excised the term ‘science’ from its planning document; outlining its 

vision and conceptualization of anthropology. The omission ostensibly undermined the academic 

legitimization of anthropology as a scientific discipline, despite defence from members of the AAA 

executive board that this was not the intention. The controversy sparked uproar throughout the 

anthropological world, and went viral on blogs run by social science postgraduates in the US. The 

most active of these included anthropologi.info, Neuroanthropology, Evolution on the Beach,  AAPA 

BANDIT, Inside HigherEd, and Fetishes I Don’t Get at Psychology Today.  

The ruckus emanated mainly from changes in the first paragraph of the AAA planning document. 

The previous statement read: 

The purposes of the Association shall be to advance anthropology as the science that studies 

humankind in all its aspects, through archaeological, biological, ethnological, and linguistic 

research; and to further the professional interests of American anthropologists; including the 

dissemination of anthropological knowledge and its use to solve human problems. 

The amended: 

The purposes of the Association shall be to advance public understanding of humankind in all 

its aspects. This includes, but is not limited to, archaeological, biological, social, cultural, 

economic, political, historical, medical, visual, and linguistic anthropological research.   

                                                
1
 Anthropology after the “Science” Controversy: We’re Moving Ahead 

http://blogs.plos.org/neuroanthropology/2010/12/11/anthropology-after-the-science-controversy-were-moving-ahead/ 

 

http://www.antropologi.info/blog/anthropology/2010/aaa-2010
http://blogs.plos.org/neuroanthropology/2010/12/01/anthropology-science-and-public-understanding/
http://www.evobeach.com/2010/11/whither-anthropology-as-science.html
http://aapabandit.blogspot.com/2010/11/place-of-science-in-anthropology.html
http://aapabandit.blogspot.com/2010/11/place-of-science-in-anthropology.html
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2010/11/30/anthroscience
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/fetishes-i-dont-get/201011/no-science-please-were-anthropologists
http://blogs.plos.org/neuroanthropology/2010/12/11/anthropology-after-the-science-controversy-were-moving-ahead/
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The Association also commits itself and to further the professional interests of anthropologists, 

including the dissemination of anthropological knowledge, expertise, and interpretation. 

The changes made the way I see them are: 

1. A move away from defining anthropology explicitly as a science, yet by the words ‘’…includes, but 

is not limited to’’, suggests that anthropology can enact many kinds of research on humanity, the 

aforementioned aspects all embedded in varying scientific modalities.  

2. Extending the ‘furthering of professional interests’ to include anthropologists in general, not 

restricted only to the American academy, as well as including the ‘dissemination of anthropological 

expertise and interpretation’ as part of these interests  

3. Altering one of the core purposes of anthropology ‘solving human problems’, to ‘advancing public 

understanding of humankind in all its aspects’.  

These modifications were grounds for many to drive the ‘science status’ of anthropology over the 

proverbial cliff face. Well, at least close to the edge. A lot of hubbub, name-calling and finger-

pointing went on – and has continued – jeopardizing the legitimacy, cohesion and ambition of the 

discipline. But beyond these ruptures, what is really going on here? What really pushed the changes 

made to the AAA vision statement? What are the politics at play, and why is it so critical that 

anthropology be defined as ‘’a science’’? The postmodern trend toward disciplinary specialization, 

the advance and proliferation of technologically driven sciences, fiscal pressures and paranoia over 

the appeal, acceptance and ambition of anthropology all play a part in complex ways.  

On the conceptual modification Krystal D’Costa writes that ’’the explicit excising of the word from 

descriptions of the discipline and its mission creates a public perception of anthropologists as 

professionals who cannot analytically contribute to the debate and discussion about current events 

that are shaping our society. We are reduced to advocates who do not understand larger processes 

and can speak only from a specific position. In a world facing major political and social conflicts, 

anthropology has never been more important’’ (D’Costa 2010).  

Why do anthropologists have to repeatedly defend their discipline? It seems uncanny that the other 

humanities have apparently been exempted from interrogation and suspicion. Since when has 

philosophy, say, been ‘scientific’, if we define science in positivist, empirical, objectivist terms? ‘‘We 

don’t get anthropology!’’ ‘Science heads’ quip. ‘’You don’t understand anthropology!’’ ‘Culture 

heads’ rebuke.  
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The tendency to separate the so-called ‘hard sciences with the so-called ‘soft sciences (Goodman 

2003) and reluctance to facilitate transparent engagement across disciplines is part of the problem 

here.  

Compartmentalizing knowledge at once puts limitation on it. The history of academia shows a deep 

interlinking between the humanities and the sciences, great minds, from Aristotle to Newton, careening 

radically diverse fields of knowledge. Anthropology – or any discipline for that matter – is not ‘a thing’ to 

be packaged and sealed. It, along with its subject, human culture, is in ceaseless mutable (Sperber 

1985; Latour 1990). No knowledge or field of study is absolute, as Kuhn showed, when he theorized 

science as a set of historically produced paradigms, rather than an ‘objective’, fail-proof way of 

understanding the world. In order to cultivate knowledge, certain assumptions must be made, in all 

disciplines (Kuhn 1962). ‘Knowing’ is always a negotiation, a re-evaluation, a moving toward more 

educated understandings. 

4. TWO CULTURES: A FALSE DICHOTOMY 

We’ve become accustomed to seeing the sciences and the humanities as distinct faculties of 

academic study. Both camps, in fact represent different ways of knowing the world, different 

worldviews. Physical and social science have always complimented each other; think of the 

connection between genetics and social evolutionism. Sprung forth over the last 300 or so years, 

the modern sciences and humanities, reflecting particular worldviews, do not represent the pinnacle 

of human epistemology, but are rather historically produced intellectual cultures. Modern 

mathematics and philosophy are heirlooms of the academic legacy of ancient Greece, itself 

connected through history to the great civilizations of Mesopotamia, Sumer, India, China and Egypt. 

Intellectual heritage is thus not frozen in time representing absolute epistemologies, but changes 

and transforms over time, produced by cultural diffusion, interaction and hybridization.     

When we examine the term “science”, we uncover a distinctly Western framework for explaining the 

world around us (Kuhn 1962). Indeed, one of the central revelations of anthropology is that our 

western, modern way of thinking and knowing about the world is but one model of reality, and that 

alternative ways of thinking about the world, alternative knowledges exist (Davis 2001; Huxley & 

Narby 2001; Santos Granero 2006). Modern, western science then, is embedded in a heritage of 

epistemic historicities, layered over time to forge the intellectual edifice hailed as it is in our digital 

space age.  

From this perspective we can see how the sciences and the humanities overlap and are moreover 

contingent on historically specific contexts.  
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Anthropology attempts to harness epistemological capital from a wide range of field, stretching 

across its four fields (Kehoe 1998) and can thus rightly be considered the science of humanity. That 

its ‘science status’ is continually debated should not detract from its theoretical and methodological 

potential and praxis; it can only be compelled to deepen its commitment to studying human culture.  

Anthropology’s import and ambition is not to be constrained by definitional quandaries within the 

academy; as a discipline it must and will go on. 

5. LEGITIMIZING SCIENCE AND EPISTEME 

 

We all do things differently. It’s the nature of what we do. We are joined by our love for investigating 

the nature of our humanity. And if some of us lack “objectivity”, why, others among us who “do 

science” often take large leaps of faith. What would biological anthropology and archaeology be 

without the (sometimes shocking) kinds of conjecture that are necessary to disciplines that function 

based on limited evidence? You can measure, and scan, and run stats, but at some point you’re 

going to have to take a pretty good guess, because we just don’t know. (D’Costa 2010) 

Since Comte, the battle for legitimation of the social sciences, the studies of humanity, has been 

about establishing them as scientific disciplines (Nader 1996). But what exactly do we mean by 

science? Is the status of ‘Science’ with a capital ‘S’ – the so-called ‘hard sciences’ - not changing 

through time, just as that of ‘science’ uncapitalized – the so-called ‘soft sciences’? Are there 

‘scientific disciplines’ and ‘non-scientific’ disciplines? If a discipline is ‘scientific’ and thus more or 

less legitimate to the extent that evidence holds it up, we have immediately confined knowledge to a 

bias by which it might be valorized. As the Popperian principle states, no science is unfalsifiable. No 

science is absolute. Indeed, science is only science if it can be questioned and challenged, for this 

is what perpetuates its intellectual rigour and open-mindedness. What people have known about the 

world throughout history has perpetually shifted by rethinking and redoing.  

The epistemological validity and methodological legitimization of a science as a ‘Science’ is 

jeopardized when it asks questions that it is strained to answer. Better, as more educated answers 

replace old ones, and the status of knowledge in all fields is ever expanding, always in flux (Latour 

1990). Socrates encapsulated this limitlessness of knowledge in his famous dictum; ‘the more I 

know, the more I realise how little I know’. For the more we question, the more answers we give. 

And these answers are again questioned, redefined, transformed, and so on ad infinitum.  

 
What we know of mankind is made up of the collective contributions of scores of disciplines, all 

playing their part in the expansion of knowledge.  
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Attempts throughout the ages to gain knowledge about the natural world have always been 

preoccupied with understanding the complexity of human existence and culture. The project of 

science in all its forms realizes epistemic potential incessantly, remaining sure of some things, but 

unsure of others. Understanding is ‘blurry’ proportionate to the extensiveness of questions asked. 

Anthropology is by no means the only ‘blurry’ subject. The ethnographer and the astronomer alike 

grapple with providing answers about the mysteries of human culture and the cosmos respectively. 

What of the politics of authorizing science in the modern world? There is good reason to maintain 

representation by “science”, primarily because of the lofty reputation that it holds not only in 

academia, but also culturally, both in the US and globally. Science is praised and valued because it 

produces tangible results. It makes our lives healthier, more comfortable and convenient by creating 

innovative technology; longevity and immunity medicine, smart phones, bullet trains and 

microwaves. Science is glorified as the hallmark of our technologically configured, consumerist 

global economy. And there’s money and prestige in science. Educational and corporate institutions 

alike are increasingly favouring students and employees with scientific, over humanistic 

qualifications, as well as pushing for a narrowing of disciplinary expertise. “Science” has become 

privileged globally, and for many, represents the pinnacle of human achievement. 

6. BRIDGING THE DIVIDE 

Rather than pitting cultural and social anthropology as somehow against the biological sciences, 

[these approaches] see the social study of scientific knowledge as a necessary platform for 

conversation between the social and biological sciences. In other words, the conceptual tools of 

cultural anthropology and science studies are not just means of critiquing “scientific” knowledge 

claims, but also the basis for meaningful engagement. Eugene Raikhel2. 

In attempting to develop rich understandings of human culture, epistemological transparency across 

different forms of knowledge is essential. James Clifford calls for “creating a multiplex, adaptive, 

hyphenating/connecting knowledge space that is fundamentally interpretive, realist, historical, and 

ethico-political’’ (Clifford 2010). 

Science is the search for knowledge. Plato equated knowledge with justified, true belief. The belief 

that the earth is round, not flat can be justified as true, or the compositions of the atom, using 

technology, scientific instruments, mathematics and chemistry; codified epistemes that allow us to 

                                                
2
 Anthropology, Science, and Public Understanding 

http://blogs.plos.org/neuroanthropology/2010/12/01/anthropology-science-and-public-understanding/ 

 

http://blogs.plos.org/neuroanthropology/2010/12/01/anthropology-science-and-public-understanding/
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make sense of the natural world and life as we know it. Human beings through the ages have 

developed advanced understandings of the earth and the heavens above. Civilizations throughout 

time have wrought complex, educated epistemes, cultivated and re-cultivated over time. Long 

before the industrial revolution, Egyptian astronomy, Indian cosmology, Chinese medicine, Greek 

philosophy, Roman architecture, Arabic science, have all dazzled the world in the quest for 

knowledge.  

 
Knowledge, and thus science, is never fully realized because it is always undergoing change and 

transformation. The secular, scientific western model of civilization – as with any model – does not 

hold the monopoly on knowledge. This is one of the central revelations of anthropology; that our 

model of the world and how to live is but one option of a pluriverse of models that make up the 

ethnosphere of human culture (Davis 2001). The shaman in Amazonia learns medicinal usages 

from thousands of plants in the forest by listening and speaking to them and interpreting their song. 

And through the consumption of psychoactives he gains access to supernatural realms, receiving 

divine wisdom and knowledge from spirits and gods. The sadhu, devotee of the great Hindu gods 

Shiva and Vishnu, comes to experience multi-various energies of the divine, Brahman - the 

universal impersonal energy – and the supersoul, the worshipped god seated in the heart. He 

meditates, chants, and slows his breathing to enter samadhi, a state of ecstatic spiritual immersion 

with the divine.  

 
That such knowledges and practices cannot be fully understood, rationalized under modern 

contemporary science – with a capital ‘S’ - is not to say that they are not justified as forms of 

knowledge. They may be subjected to the ‘objective’ scrutiny that must pass on empirical evidence, 

yet they offer radically different ways and means of knowing and being, and contribute to the overall 

richness of the legacy of human culture. In studying and attempting to understand culture, 

anthropology must draw from the pluralism of episteme, ways of knowing about life and the world 

brought into being by consciousness (Davis 2001; Santos-Granero 2006).  

 
Epistemic humility and openness are key in approaching this challenge. How vast and rich the 

ethnosphere is, that we can only be humbled and open-minded as we study the tapestry of culture. 

With humility and openness, anthropologists, as purveyors and narrators of culture, have, and must 

now, more than ever continue develop conviviality, sensitivity, appreciation, respect and wonder of 

the diversity and mysteries of culture.   
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