DOES ANTHROPOLOGY NEED MUSEUMS?

By WirLiant C. STURTEVANT
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D. C.

You can be a museum, or you can be modern, but you can’t be both.
Gertrude Stein (refusing to leave her collection to the Museum of Mod-
em Art).

Rien ne me parait ressembler autant & un bordel quun musée. On y
trouve le méme c6té louche et le méme coté pétrifié. . . . Dans Tun ct
Iautre endroit on est, d'une certaine maniere, sous le signe de Iarchéolo-
gie; et si jai aimé longtemps le bordel c’est parce qu’il participe i aussi

de Tantiquité, en raison de son edté marché d'esclaves, prostitution rit-
uelle.—Mlichel Leiris, Chargé de Département d’Afrique Noire, Musée
de I'Homme (1939: 41).

Museum anthropologists often bewail the present state of
anthropology in museums, not infrequently blaming this on a
wrong turning taken by some of the most prestigious areas of
anthropology a few decades ago. If only the leaders of our
field could be brought to recognize their mistakes, they would
again send their students to museums and the Golden Age
might return—so the argument runs. The principal part of
this paper is an attempt to summarize the objective facts about
the relations between museums and the mainstream of an-
thropology in the past and at present, trying to strike a balance
between the bias of non-muscum anthropologists who tend to
overlook the role of museums (especially in the past) and the
bias of museum anthropologists who tend to exaggerate the
importance of museums (cspecially in the present). Recogni-
tion of the objective situation is, I believe, a necessary pre-
requisite to policy decisions and to attempts at reformation. It
is especially necessary for museum antliropologists and mu-
seum administrators, whatever their wishes for the present and
hopes for the future, to admit the minuscule role and the low
prestige of museum work in present-day ethnology. Of course

52—Proc. Bioi. Soc. Wasn., Vor. 82, 1969 (619)
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I believe that I am also correct in the value judgments I make
about the present situation and in the suggestions 1 present for
plans for the future. But I realize that these sections of the
paper may be considered controversial, and the reader should
evaluate the two parts of the paper separately.

If we adopt for a moment the usual, historically naive, ex
post facto outlook on the history of science, the beginnings of
anthropological collecting can be traced even before Aristotle
and Classical Greece. There is much archeological evidence
for the collecting of what would today be anthropological spec-
imens in prehistoric times—exotic objects and heirlooms have
been valued for almost as long as we have any evidence at all
on human culture. In more recent times, parallels to anthropo-
logical collections, and forerunners of them, can be seen in col-
lections of military trophices, in holy relics and the offerings of
the faithful kept in Greek and Roman temples and medieval
European churches, and in the powdered mummies, unicorn
horns, and other magico-medical items collected by early Eu-
ropean physicians and pharmacists. However, these collections
served motives and functions different from those of modemn
muscums.  Collections of curiosities and archeological speci-
mens formed by the Chinese gentry and royalty in the 12th
century provide closer functional parallels to modern anthro-
pological collections (W. Trousdale, pers. communic., 9 Dec.
1968), but these are outside the historical tradition from which
modern anthropology and modern Western museums devel-
oped.

The real institutional beginnings of modern museums lie in
the Cabinets of Curiosities which came into vogue soon after
1500 A.D. (Murray 1904; Hodgen 1964: 114-23). The surviv-
ing catalogues and descriptions of these Cabinets show that
anthropological specimens formed a very important part of
them: many of the “artificial curiosities” (as opposed to the
“natural curiosities”™) they contained would today be classi-
fied as anthropological, and the picces in modern anthropolog-
ical collections which have the longest histories of continu-
ous preservation in collections arc a few items which entered
Cabinets of Curiosities in the early 16th century, such as some
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Mexican pieces sent back to Europe by Cortez after the con-
quest of Mexico in 1519 which survive in the Museum fiir Volk-
erkunde in Vienna ( Nowotny 1960).

Cabinets of Curiosities were important for the early develop-
ment of geology, biology, and archeology. The concept of
“archeological ages as technological stages™ grew in large part
from the typological classifications of archeological artifacts in
Cabinets of Curiosities and in the first museums; the earlier rec-
ognition of the typological similarity between stone weapons
collected among contemporary North American Indians and
the “thunder stones” of European archeology provided an early
impetus to the notion of cultural evolution. But these Cabinets
were  of practically no significance for the development of
ethnology, which grew instead out of written collections of
customs—compendia from travellers” accounts and from classi-
cal literature of such things as religious customs and marriage
customs—a different kind of collecting, which began at about
the same time as Cabinets of Curiosities but independent of
them (Hodgen 1964: 123-206). There were no efforts to com-
pile systematic published accounts of the ethnological objects
in Cabinets of Curiosities, and very little attention was devoted
to developing logical classifications of these specimens (there
were of course published catalogues, and published collections
of such lists, but these show little or no effort to develop logical
or any other classifications of ethnological objects [Klemm
1837 contains a useful description and bibliography]).

The beginnings of true anthropological collections in mu-
seums, the separation of these collections from other natural
historical and historical collections into distinct museum de-
partments of anthropology and into independent anthropolog-
ical museums, date from around 1840.' This was also the period

1 The precise dates usually given are often in fact rather arbitrary, for the older
museums evolved slowly by the amalgamation and subdivision of previous collections,
becoming distinct and public by a series of steps. However, the Ethnographical
Museum in Leningrad was established in 1836 (Troufanoff 1966: 232), the Na-
tional Museum of Ethnology, Leiden, dates itself from 1837 (Anonymous 1962: 3),
and the founding of the Ethnographical Collection of the National Museum of Den-
mark can be dated 1841 or 1849 (Birket-Smith 1968: 34-35). Frese (1960: 10)
gives a summary chart of the founding dates of European and North American an-
thropological museums (but the source of his data does not always distinguish the
fonnding dates of anthropology sections from those of the superordinate museum o1
museum organization ).
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of the beginnings of modem anthropology with its emphasis on
the central importance of field research by the anthropologist
himself. The founding dates of the earliest professional societ-
ics of anthropologists fall into the same period (Société cth-
nologique de Paris, 1838; American Ethnological Society, 1842;
Ethnological Society of London, 1843).

What can be called the Muscum Period of anthropology runs
from the 1840’s to about 1890.7 During this time there was no
university training in anthropology, so anthropologists were
all people originally trained in other tields. Almost all anthro-
pological rescarch was done by museum anthropologists, or by
amateurs, or by some other mavericks whose university teach-
ing responsibilities lay in other fields. Physical anthropology
was still largely a branch of human anatomy rather than a part
of anthropology, and most of its practitioners were associated
with medical scliools. A nearly unique exception was the Bu-
reau of American Ethnology, which was founded in 1879 and
continued as a separate branch of the Smithsonian, administra-
tively independent from the U. S. National Museumn (despite
the inauguration in 1883 of a Department of Anthropology in
the Museum ). The staff of the B.A.1L. conducted the most ex-
tensive and the most important anthropological rescarch in the
United States during the last decade of the Muscum Period and
the first decade or two of the ensuing period. The gathering of
muscum collections during ficldwork, and studying them later
on in the muscum, was however an important and respectable
part of anthropological rescarch during this Museumn Period.
The emphasis was on classification and typologies and geo-
graphical distributions. But museum collections were only mar-
ginally related to the development of theories of cultural evolu-
tion, which was the mainfocus of interest of anthropology during
this period. At the beginming, and in the prehistory of an-
thropology, typological studies of artifacts (both archeological
and ethnological) were important for the development of ev-

2 This periodization—>Museum Period 1840-1890, Museum-University Period 1890—
1920, University Period 1920 to date—is developed from that implied by Collier
and Tschopik (1954). While it reflects primarily the United States situation, a
similar sequence obtains in other parts of the world, The second period probably

began two or three decades earlier in France and Germany, and lasted three or four
decades longer there and elsewhere in Europe.
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olutionary theories—and also for the initial developments in
the now-discredited German “culture-historical” school. But
interest soon shifted to social evolution, and a good deal of the
most important anthropological work done during this period
had no relation to muscum collections and could have been
conducted equally well if they had not existed at all: research
on kinship terminology, on the forms of marriage and the fam-
ily, on religion, has never depended at all on museum collec-
tions. Figure 1 shows that in the major German, British, and
American journals the proportion of ethnological articles which
made any reference to museum collections never rose above
20 percent during this period.

The next historical period of anthropology ran from about
1850 to about 1920. We can call this the Museum-University
Period. The formal teaching of anthropology in universities
began in the 1880’s and 1890's in both England and the United
States, and in IFrance, Germany, and the Netherlands rather
carlier (Quatrefages was appointed to a Chair of [Physicall
Anthropology at Paris in 1855 while Chairs in the Ecole d’An-
thropologic were inaugurated in 1875; Bastian was made Do-
zent fiir Ethnologie in Berlin in 1867; future administrators for
the Dutch East Indies received anthropological training from
1870). Still nearly all the jobs were in museums, most of the
teaching was done by anthropologists who also had museum
appointments, and museums supported most of the field work.
Museum collections remained important for research—in fact,
they became perhaps even more important, for the theoretical
developments of this period often used museum collections as
evidence, on such questions as the relative importance of dif-
fusion as opposed to independent invention, the relation be-
tween cultures and their natural environments, and in the ap-
plications of concepts from biology in developing the notions
of culture-areas and the age-arca techniques of pseudo-histori-
cal reconstruction. The Bureau of American Ethnology con-
tinued to serve in effect as the rescarch arm of Smithsonian
anthropology: its collections were curated in the separate De-
partment of Anthropology of the U. S. National Museum. while
much of the publication and some of the ficldwork of the few
anthropologists in the Muscum was supported by the B.ALL
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In New York a somewhat similar relationship was worked out
by IFranz Boas, the founder of academic anthropology in the
United States: hetween 1895 and 1905 he held a joint appoint-
ment in the American Museum of Natural History and at Co-
lumbia University, and used the museum as a base for his own
and his students’ tieldwork and its financing, from which mu-
seum collections resulted.

Yet the importance of museum collections for the anthropol-
ogy of this time should not be exaggerated. The chart (Fig. 1)
shows that in ethnology in the United States there was a steady
decline in their importance from a peak at 1900; the situation
in Great Britain and Germany is less clear, but here too such
collections were never the major focus of research. This was
the period of the rapid growth of fieldwork as the sine qua non
of ethnological research, and the collecting and study of ma-
terial objects played a relatively minor role in this fieldwork.
In archeology, too, such important developments of this period
as the application of the stratigraphic method were not derived
from work with muscum collections as such.

In 1905 Boas resigned from the American Museum of Nat-
ural History in a conflict over the emphasis to be given re-
search; similar difficulties damaged anthropology in the Uni-
versity Museum in Philadelphia  somewhat later. Darnell
(196S) has described these difficulties as conflicts between
the increasing professionalization of anthropology and the
growth of teaching departments with interests beyond ma-
terial culture, on the one hand, and the focus of museums (and
muscum administrators and trustees) on objects, their collect-
ing, care, and exhibit, on the other hand. Beginning about
1920 we can speak of the University Period of anthropology,
which continues up to the present. With the gradual increase
in university teaching of anthropology, the balance shifted
until the majority of anthropologists was not employed in mu-
seums. The proportion of museum anthropologists has been
steadily declining, particularly rapidly during the last 20 years
with the really explosive growth of college and university en-
rollments in anthropology courses. Universities and founda-
tions took over the support of most fieldwork.

A measure of the relative importance for ethnology of mu-
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seum collections, and of material objects whether or not in
museums, is the proportion of papers which touch on these
topics in the leading journals in the United States, Great Brit-
ain, France, and Germany (Fig. 1).* By this measure interest
in objects in American ethnology declined even more sharply
beginning in 1920 than it had before. In France, the decline
did not begin until the following decade—perhaps additional
evidence of the marginality of many aspects of French an-
thropology until after World War IT which has recently been
noted by a French historian of the field (Mercier 1966: 104).
The corresponding.decline in Great Britain did not begin until
1940; this is a surprising difference between British and Ameri-
can anthropology, which may indicate that the school of “social
anthropology” which came to dominate British anthropology
beginning about 1930 and soon had marked influences on
ethnclogy in the United States and clsewhere, was less an-
tagonistic to studies of material objects than is usually supposed
(e.g. by Hutton 1944, Collier 1962 )—or perhaps the dominance
was real but was inadequately represented by the editorial
practices of the journal examined. The German curves are of
very little significance for nearly 30 years following 1930; Ger-
man anthropology has only recently begun to recover from the
damage done to it by the Nazis.

This brings us to the present, where anthropology is in the
situation of having the responsibility for huge and irreplace-
able collections which represent a large investment over many

vears of time, thought, care, and moncy, but seemingly have
very little importance for current anthropological research,
especially ethnological research. During the last 15 years,
North American anthropologists have published at least 10 pa-
pers deploring the situation of museum anthropology (actually
ethnology ) (Collier and Tschopik 1954; Shapiro 1958; Fenton
1960; Mason 1960; Collier 1962; Collier and Fenton 1965; Borh-
egvi 1965; Sturtevant 1966; Dockstader 1967; McFeat 1967);

3 For each country the journal examined is the main vehicle of publication for
papers on ethnology without restrictions as to the geographical arca or sub-topic
treated. The definition of ethnclogy applied in the counts is the one implied by an
exhaustive partition of anthropology into ethnology, archeology, linguistics, and physi-
cal anthropology. Abstracts, notices of meetings, book reviews, letters, and similar
brief communications, and papers on non-cthnological topics, were not counted.
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Fcure 1. Interest in Material Culture and Museum Collections in
Ethnology. Dashed lines show the percentage of all papers on ethnology
which are concerned (at least in part) with material culture: solid lines
show the percentage of all papers on ethnology which are based (at least
in part) on museum collections. Sources:  American Anthropologist
(1888-1967) ; I'Ethnographie (1913-1965) and I'Homme (1964, 1967):
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the most extensive treatment of this and related problems is a
monograph by a Dutch anthropologist (Frese 1960). I know
of no British, French, Scandinavian, or German papers which
parallel these (although they may exist), but conversations
with muscum anthropologists from these countries over the
last year or two have convinced me that the situation is not
very different in Europe.

Although it is customary to write about “anthropology” and
museums, in fact some distinctions between the sub-fields of
anthropology must be drawn before a sensible answer can be
given to the question posed at the head of this paper. Anthro-
pology is quite sharply divided into four sub-fields, and one of
the most marked differences between them is the use they make
of museum collections. These four sub-divisions are linguistics,
physical anthropology, archeology, and ethnology.*

The relation between linguistics, the scientitic study of lan-
guage, and the usual museum anthropological specimens, is nil.
This is true of anthropological linguistics, which is based on the
field study of languages which are still spoken and to a lesser
extent on written records of them made in relatively recent
times. The U. S. National Museum is perhaps unique among
museums in including in its collections extensive linguistic
archival materials useful for anthropological hnguists. Those
linguists who study extinct languages known only or largely
through documents recovered archeologicallv—for example

4+ This represents more or less standard American nsage, except that (for good
reasons) [ prefer the somewhat old-tashioned and museum-oriented label “ethnologyv’
for what is often now called “cultural anthropology” or “social and cultural anthro-
pology.” In Europe these four fields (and folklore) are less often viewed as com-
ponents of a single larger discipline. Tendencies in Europe towards integrating the
fields and in America towards incorporating into anthropology studies of Euro-
American cultures have as vet had little effect on the organization of museums,
whose buildings, collections, and bureaucracies canse them to lag behind universities
in the reorganization, amalgamation, and subdivision of traditional departments.

<«

Journal of the (Royal) Anthropological Institute (1872-1964) and Man
N.S. (1967 ); Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie (1871-1967). Every third volume
of each journal was scored (with some adjustments for France during
WAV, T and Germany during W.W. I1); these scores were then lumped
by decade. N = number of papers on all ethnological topics in that dec-
ade’s sample.



628 Proceedings of the Biological Society of Washington

Mesopotamian clay tablets or Egyptian inscriptions or papyri
—are not anthropological linguists and the museum specimens
they study are only rarely kept in anthropological museum col-
lections.

Physical anthropology deals with human biology. Thirty and
more years ago, osteometry based on museum collections was a
major interest of the field (although anthropometry of the liv-
ing was also important). In recent years sub-specialties such as
human genetics and primate ethology which have little or
nothing to do with museum collections have been growing, and
classical osteometry and anthropometry have nearly dis-
appeared. Research on human paleontology, paleodemogra-
phy, and paleopathology still depends on skeletal material, but
the older museum collections are often of little value (especially
for demographic studies) because they rarely constitute proper
samples of the ancient populations. Present research concen-
trates on newly excavated materials, and the new necessity to
keep even fragmentary specimens sometimes poses storage and
cataloguing problems.

An indication of the relation of musenm collections to re-
scarch is the proportion of new accessions which come in
without specific data on their sources. Practically no such
specimens are now accepted into the physical anthropology
collections in the U. S. National Museum; bones not accom-
panicd by precise information as to their spatial and temporal
provenience are not worth accepting and preserving, because
they cannot be used for research.

Specialists in physical anthropology are a small minority of
the total number of anthropologists, and very few museums
maintain collections in this arca. It is, however, becoming dif-
ficult to find properly qualified curators for these collections
since the rescarch of most physical anthropologists no longer
depends on muscum specimens.

Archeology, which is the study of fossil cultures, of cultural
evidence recovered largely through excavations, is the part of
anthropology for which museum collections are most important.
The whole subject rests directly on the study of material ob-
jects and material remains, used as evidence for deductions
regarding the human past. Of course the purpose of research is
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not the simple amassing of muscum specimens—an activity
which archeologists call “pot hunting” and consider to be mere
vandalism. Rather, advances come through new fieldwork, new
methods of observing, recording, and interpreting, and the pub-
lication of these results. However, most archeologists consider
that a major part of their responsibilities for documenting their
results consists in providing a properly catalogued museum col-
lection, because publication alone does not provide adequate
data for future research, which must continually check back
with previously excavated specimens in order to set the new
work into context and in order to reinterpret the old results in
terms of new typologies and new descriptive techniques. Ar-
cheology thus has an important “taxonomic” base in museum
collections, much like some of the natural sciences.

As with physical anthropology, undocumented specimens are
normally not accepted into museum collections. In recent years
well over 90 percent of the archeological specimens added to
the U. S. National Museum collections have come from excava-
tions by professional archeologists. Furthermore, archeologists
have little hesitation in deciding what parts of their field col-
lections should be kept in the museum collections and what
parts can be discarded after they have been recorded. Hind-
sight sometimes shows that mistakes have been made, but the
central position of material objects in the research means that
at a given period there is good agreement on what must be
kept for documentation.

Even though most current rescarch depends on new field
studies, there remain many important museum collections re-
sulting from older excavations which have never been ade-
quately studied. The occasional archeologist who analyzes and
publishes these old collections is not felt by his peers to be
wasting his time, and such studies can be expected to increase
with the rapid destruction of archeological sites in many parts
of the world in the construction of dams, highways, and indus-
trial plants, the expansion of cities, and the increasing use of
earth-moving machinery in agriculture. Much of Classical
archeology already depends on the study of existing museum
specimens, often with inadequate contextual data (this is one
of the respects in which this field is peripheral to, or outside,
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anthropological archeology). On the other hand archeologists
working in some parts of the world are forced to do without
museum collections because they are prohibited from export-
ing their excavated materials while local museums are still un-
able to preserve them for future research.

Ethnology, the fourth sub-field of anthropology, is the study
of living cultures, especially by means of the sort of ficldwork
known as ethmography, which requires participant observation
(extended periods of face-to-face relations with members of
the society being studied, observations and interviews con-
ducted on the spot by the ethnologist himself ). A minor strand
in ethnology makes use of contemporary written documents
about now-extinct societies or the past stages of existing socie-
ties, but this “cthnohistory” depends heavily on methods de-
veloped by ethnographic fieldwork.

Ethnology is today the central field of anthropology, the one
which holds together the four sub-ficids. Anthropological lin-
guistics, archeology, and physical anthropology are parts of an-
thropology largely by virtue of their interrelations with ethnol-
ogy, and particularly because of the central position held by
the (ethnological) concept of culture in definitions of the cov-
erage and the methodological and theoretical emphases of the
non-cthnological sub-fields. There are some kinds of linguis-
tics, archeology (or prehistory), and human biology which are
non-anthropological in terms of the methods, interests, train-
ing, and professional sclf-identification of their practitioners,
while there are no professional ethnologists who are not an-
thropologists in this sense. This formulation—which is probably
acceptable to most non-cthnologist anthropologists, at least in
North America—does not deny the fact that linguistics, archeol-
ogy, and physical anthropology have varied relations between
cach other and with disciplines outside anthropology. For ex-
ample, archeology is more closely dependent on several of the
natural and physical sciences than is ethnology, and in turn can
contribute to their historical aspects in ways that ethnology
cannot. It is also true that many of the interests and methods
of ethnology depend on contributions from the other fields of
anthropology, and from other disciplines such as psychology,
sociology, economics, and history. But anthropology remains a




























































