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Anthropology is a relatively young scientific discipline that only became an important part of
university scholarship within this century. What gave shape and force to this new field was the
need to destroy the nineteenth-century myths that ranked “primitive” peoples at the lowest point
along a scale of unilineal evolutionary development that culminated in civilization. These views
had political underpinnings, for they coincided with colonial efforts to control the labor and
resources in countries throughout Africa, Asia, the South Pacific, and Latin America, for
example. These are the countries that today we call “developing” or the “Third World,” countries
that for the most part still carry the colonial imprint of powerless people.

Colonialism brought foreign governments, missionaries, explorers, and exploiters face-to-face
with cultures whose values and beliefs were vastly different. As the harbingers of Western
progress, their actions were couched in the rhetoric of doing something to and for “the
natives”—giving them souls, clothes, law—whatever was necessary to lift them out of their
“primitive” ways. Anthropologists were also part of the colonial scene, but what they came to
“do” made them different from those who were carrying out the expectations of missions,
overseas trade, and government protectorates. Anthropologists arrived in the field determined to
understand the cultural realities of an unfamiliar world. The knowledge of these worlds was to
serve as a warning to those in positions of colonial power by charging that villager’s lives were
not to be tampered with arbitrarily and that changing the lives of powerless people was
insensitive and inhumane, unless one understood and took seriously the cultural meanings
inherent in, for example, traditional land ownership, the technologies and rituals surrounding
food cultivation, myths, magic, and gender relations.

All too often, however, the anthropologist’s voice went unnoticed by those in power, for it
remained a voice committed to illuminating the cultural biases under which colonialists operated.
Only recently have we witnessed the final demise of colonial governments and the rise of
independent countries. Economically, however, independence has not brought these countries the
freedom to pursue their own course of development. In many parts of the world, Western
multinational corporations, often playing a role not too dissimilar from colonial enterprises, now
determine the course of that freedom, changing people’s lives in a way that all too often is
harmful or destructive. At the same time, we know that the world’s natural resources and human
productive capabilities can no longer remain isolates. Developed and developing countries are
now more dependent on one another than ever before in human history. Yet this
interdependency, which should give protection to indigenous peoples, is often worked out for
political ends that ignore the moral issues. Racism and the practice of discrimination are difficult



to destroy, as evidenced by the United States today, where we still are not completely
emancipated from assumptions that relegate blacks, women, Asians, Hispanics, and other
minorities to second-class status. If we cannot bridge these cultural differences intellectually
within our own borders, then how can we begin to deal politically with Third World countries—
those who were called “primitives” less than a century ago—in a fair, sensitive, and meaningful
way? 

This is the legacy of anthropology that we must never forget. Because the work of anthropology
takes us to the neighborhoods, villages, and campsites—the local level—we can ourselves
experience the results of how the world’s economic and political systems affect those who have
no voice. Yet once again our voices too are seldom heard by those who make such decisions.
Anthropologists are often prevented from participating in the forums of economic and
government planning. Unlike economists, political scientists, or engineers, we must stand on the
periphery of such decision-making, primarily because our understanding of cultural patterns and
beliefs forces on others an awareness that ultimately makes such decisions more formidable.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, anthropologists spoke out strongly against those who
claimed that “savage” societies represented a lower level of biological and social development.
Now, as we face the next century, the anthropological approach to human nature and human
societies is as vital to communicate as ever. We face a difficult, potentially dangerous, and
therefore complex future. A fundamental key to our future is to make certain that the dynamic
qualities of human beings in all parts of the world are recognized and that the true value of
cultural complexities is not ignored. There is much important anthropology to be done.


