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BARRIE REYNOLDS

THE RELEVANCE OF MATERIAL CULTURE
TO ANTHROPOLOGY

Interest among anthropologists in the study of material culture has fluctuated
considerably throughout much of this century. Prior to 1900 anthropologists
had relied on material, verbal and observed behavioural data equally and
without hestitation. Indeed material data, as Tylor and Pitt Rivers ably
demonstrated, lent themselves particularly to arguments regarding the
evolution and distribution of cultures. Yet by 1914 Wissler could remark:

For some years the study of material culture has been quite
out of fashion, though not so very long ago it was otherwise.
Field-workers still record such random data as come to
hand and gather up museum specimens, but give their
serious and systematic attention to language, art, cere-
monies, and social organization.®

Although Harrison later complained,

The systematic study, and the systematic teaching of the
material side of human culture receive less than their due
share of attention in this country,?

there was in fact a revival of interest in material studies in England during
the early 1930s.3 This interest was to continue until the end pf the War when
there began a further decline to what was perhaps the nadir‘in the late 1950s.
During the 1970s, in part under the stimulus of archaeology, research in the
field of material studies has been revitalized and interest raised to an
encouragingly high level.

The reasons for the overall decline during the first half of the century are
complex and form a fascinating topic in themselves for historical research.
One can isolate major factors: the shift of mainstream anthropology from a
museum to a university base; the unfortunate identification of material
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culture studies with the more extreme diffusionist schools of thought; the
emergence of the functionalist school and its understandable efforts to
distance itself from the latter; the narrow equation of material culture with
museums, which themselves were acquiring a poor image, both pub%ic and
scholarly.* The great concerns of the post-World War II.era with social and
political problems helped to direct anthropological attention once more away
from material topics. The isolation of material studies from mainstream
anthropology increased as structural-functionalism came to dom.mate
anthropology,® reducing the flow of good scholars to thfzm and creating a
widely-held opinion that material studies were ‘unproductive’ and ste.rlle.

It is against this historical background that I choose to consider the
‘relevance’ of material culture to anthropology. Material culture forms the
subject matter, of course, of a number of disciplines: archaeology, geogra‘phy,
material history and, surprisingly perhaps, even some aspects of environ-
mental psychology and sociology. Here we are concerned only with
anthropology. .

The more immediate objectives of anthropological research change in
response to new theoretical developments and the shifts in emphasis. that
result. This is understandable. What, however, remains unchanged is the
overall objective: to understand man as a cultural being. Whether we belong
to the school of thought that considers material culture to be an integral part
of culture, whether we hold the opposite view or whether, like Kroe.be'r, we
consider the point of no consequence, the reality of the situation i§ s'1m11arly
unchanged.® All societies have material assemblages, Wester'n societies most
obviously so0.” As we know from our own personal and direct experience
material items play an important part in our lives. They both influence and
in their turn reflect influences from our cultural beliefs and social behaviour.
To understand fully any society, therefore, one cannot exclude its material
aspects.

Even when material culture studies were at their lowest ebb and most field
anthropologists were obviously disinterested in them, these same antbropolo-
gists relied heavily on the material cultures of the societies in wh1ch.t.hey
worked. Such reliance was for the most part on material items as visible
markers: of the level and thrust of subsistence and economic activities; of the
built environment within which social activity took place; as symbols of
political, religious and other beliefs; and as indispensab.le adeuncts to all
aspects of social life. Malinowski rightly observed, “There is no single type of
human activity without its material accessories’.® As may be seen from the
field monographs of any anthropologist since Malinowski, the resgarcher, no
matter what his or her main topic, has depended heavily, if perhaps
umwittingly, on the material aspects of the culture studied.

But this of course is not the same as systematic research deliberately
focused on material culture. All too many anthropologists see this as an arid
field, one best left to ‘technologists’. Yet as we have noted materal culture
forms a substantial and significant part of the cultural heritage of every
society. What is also most evident is the strong interest people in the society
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take in this tangible aspect of their heritage. Every year billions of visitors
throng our museums. Almost every small town has its group of enthusiasts
seeking to preserve old buildings. The urge to collect is both widespread and
varied, covering everything from postage stamps and sporting memorabilia
to porcelain and antique motor cars. Obviously, a phenomenon that plays
such a major role in society, as does material culture, cannot be ignored. It
merits study because it is there. Could anthropology, deeply interested
though it is in human society, have been a little myopic in its disinterest in
things material? Or does it consider them to be the proper subject of study for
some parallel discipline? If so, I know of none. Archaeology, concerned with
past societies, has no such reservations and fully accepts material data as
valid for study.

Traditionally we, as anthropologists, have concentrated much of our
research efforts in societies that are non-Western. As modern anthropologists
have come to realise, fieldwork is not just a one-way process, with the
individual researcher gathering data from a passive body of informants. The
host society is an equally Important participant in the process and the
researcher, whatever his or her initial views and personal research objectives,
accepts automatically a responsibility towards the society, a responsibility to
document its culture for its own benefit. This is how anthropological research is
increasingly being seen in such societies, concerned as they are with recording
their disappearing traditional heritage.

As is evident from the strict legislation enacted by most recently
independent countries and from international pressure for the repatriation of
anthropological collections, concern for the cultural heritage, whatever its
motivation, places a high level of emphasis on tangible material. Regardless
of the distinctions we ourselves draw within anthropology, host-peoples today
usually see material and non-material aspects of culture as equally important
and expect anthropologists, whatever their speciality, to document both
aspects of their culture. The failure of anthropologists in the past to honour
sufficiently this responsibility has contributed substantially to the reluctance
of many countries to allow anthropological research and also to the
application of stringent and very specific requirements regarding the data
gathered and their publication.

Many anthropologists have obviously felt that the documentation of a
material culture, whatever its value to the society concerned, is an
unproductive pursuit from the professional, theoretical viewpoint. The more
one explores the subject, however, the more evident it becomes that this
dismissal is the product of a frustrated inability to unlock the information
contained in artefactual documents and indeed of a confusion of thinking
regarding what constitutes material culture and its study. For an apparently
obvious and straightforward subject this is surprising.

Material culture consists of the tangible phenomena of a human society
that are the purposive products of learned patterns that are not instinctive. It
includes portable objects, fixed structures and landscape features. Material
culture is nof a synonym for technology and it does nof include related
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processes of manufacture and usage. Again it is not a synonym for portable
museum objects; it extends well beyond these.

Within any society no item of material culture stands in total isolation from
other material phenomena nor from the human members of that society,
their beliefs and their behaviour. The interaction bewteen the items and these
other elements is a continuing process. Even where an item is removed from
its original setting, for example, to a distant museum, this process continues
though within the new setting. What we are seeing is a network or system of
interaction of which the material item forms the core.

The term ‘material culture studies’ is in a sense a misnomer. Our interest as
anthropologists lies in what these phenomena can tell us about Man. Our
focus, therefore, is on the relationship between material phenomena and
Man, in other words the material system containing the material culture, not
just the material culture itself. Because of its apparent simplicity, material
culture as a term has been used loosely to refer to material culture proper, to
material systems and again to their scientific study, in other words material
anthropology. This loose usage has been apparent both within the field of
material studies and among its critics in other fields of anthropology. One
result is that it has made difficult the framing of new theoretical objectives,
the formulation of stimulating new ideas. All too often material studies have
been allowed to remain ethnographic or to shift into technological studies. If
we are properly to appreciate the relevance of material culture to
anthropology, however, it is essential that we are clear in what we mean by
the term.

But clarity of definition is not enough in itself. We can recognize that
material cultures and material systems are of value to field anthropologists,
whatever their speciality. We can identify for the purposes of study each field
of material culture and its associated systems. We can recognize the mass of
data that exists within this field. The problem is how best to make use of it in
order to achieve our goal, a better understanding of Man as a cultural being.

For the field material anthroplogist concerned with cultural ecology or the
built environment, with symbolism or symbolic interaction, with material
determinism or with ethnicity, the position is not especially difficult. The
systematic gathering of data according to objectives and methodologies
aready formulated is virtually the same as for any branch of anthropology. It
requires particular emphases, some special skills and a familiarity with
particular aspects of current anthropological thinking. But so does all
research.

The problems arise in field attempts to cover the full spectrum of a
material culture as an ethnographic exercise, without a clearly pre-defined
focus and objective. Such studies encounter great difficulty in treating evenly
and in depth, yet also as a coherent whole, such diverse topics as houses,
water transport, personal ornaments, body markings and the products of
individual subsistence and manufacturing crafts. The problem is com-
pounded, as far as museum research is often concerned, by inadequate
research preparation, too short a time in the field, and subsequently
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inadequate time to analyse thoroughly the collected data before writing u
the project.” The result can all too often be an uneven catalogue g;halz
includes a series of essays on particular features of the material system. The
problem is one of inadequacy of method, not material.

When we turn to the anthropological collections held in museums across
the world, the same is even more true. To argue that archaeologists can
profitably extract data from undocumented excavated material, albeit
stratified, or that languages and cultures can Justifiably be reconstructed on
the basis of fading memories of aged informants, yet at the same time to
dismiss the vast museum collections of the world, conservatively estimated at
some 4.5 million artefacts,'? as valid sources meriting research is not logical.
Yet this is what has in fact all too often occurred. Anthropologists take pains
'to read with great care the relevant literature before embarking on a major
field project. How many take similar pains to locate and examine with
comparable care the artefacts from the region?*! On the other hand, how
much of these vast museum holdings remain unresearched and unpublished?

Anthroplogy’s inability to utilise effectively these museum collections,
gathered in its name, must represent one of the great failures of the discipline.
Yet the fault does not lie entirely on the one side. Those of us familiar with
such collections recognize thé practical problems involved in their research
usage. Collections management systems, particularly documentation systems,
are usually antiquated and inefficient. We have to accept a high percentage
of ‘no-show’ responses to requests for specific artefacts. The documentation is
often inadequate or suspect and retrieval speed is usually slow and time-
consuming. Gurators are normally very helpful but how many management
systems today could truly withstand more than five or six different
resez_irchers on the same day without serious dislocation occurring? Most of
these systems are generally unwieldy and gravely under-staffed and under-
budgeted.!?

At a different level the researcher is faced with the problem of how to
extract data from the objects presented for study. The supporting
documentation can prove invaluable. All too often, however, it can be scant
and of questionable reliability. It is therefore the artefacts themselves that
offer the greatest potential and therefore the real challenge.

From museum records we can reasonably expect to learn when, where and
by whom the artefact was collected. In general terms these records should
also indicate the region and the particular culture. There may well be
substantial additional information on the artefact, on similar artefacts, or on
the collection as a whole, either in the same records or in published literature.

.F.rom the artefact itself we need to learn initially four things: its locality of
origin, 1ts age, its component materials, and details of its manufacture and
usage. Given modern botanical and other scientific techniques we can usually
identify the component materials and thereby perhaps locality. By direct
observation, microscopy, X-ray analysis and other laboratory techniques, we
can similarly deduce the methods of manufacture and usage. The
determination of age, however, is more difficult for, except in instances where
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comparative dating is possible, we are usually left just with a ‘latest date’ -
the date of field acquisition. This is particularly true of artefacts made from
organic materials such as plant fibres or animal skin.

Once beyond these initial basic questions one can begin to explore various
avenues of research. Here it is not sufficient to think of artefacts as complete
entities in themselves. Particular elements, such as rowlock styles in
watercraft, particular design motifs, particular forms of treatment, as seen in
knots, or in the spinning of string; all these can prove most useful indicators of
contact, of the history of the movement, of distribution and of ethnicity.

On a broader scale, much is to be learned from the examination of a broad
range of artefacts of the same kind, or of collections of objects from the same
culture. From these one builds up a picture of the different aspects of life in
the society - its subsistence activities, its economy, its settlement patterns, its
ritual beliefs, and its values. Such comparisons also help us to appreciate the
extent of adaptation to the immediate environment, the uses to which local
resources are put. From particular objects, from colours used and from design
motifs, we begin to learn something of the symbols of the society and of their
importance. The unconscious motor patterns of craftsmen, as expressed
through their artefacts, form an excellent area for exploration.

As in all research, one source but reinforces others. Artefact analysis
confirms, or is itself confirmed from literature or personal accounts though in
using it we have to allow for the bias of the original collectors - what they
preferred to collect, what they obviously never observed in the culture.
Despite such bias a picture can be built up of the culture and perhaps
distinctive local sub-groupings within it. There are limits, of course, to the
range of data obtainable, just as there are with all cultural research. But
laboratory techniques of analysis for anthropological objects are as yet in
their infancy. Who knows what exciting avenues await discovery? In this our
museum collections are unusual. What other sources of data can offer
anthropologists such a potential for expansion?

On a different level, museum collections offer possibilities in terms of broad
comparative studies across a wide range of cultures, for the exploration of
such fundamental questions as: where is the borderline between instinctive
and cultural responses; what drives Man to develop his material culture
beyond certain minimal levels and along such similar lines; the patterns of
material culture that develop in response to particular physiological,
subsistence, settlement or social conditions; the speed of technological change
within a society and the potential acceptability of proposed new changes; the
relative values placed by different peoples on their material possessions. Such
questions might also be asked of non-material phenomena. Where tangible
phenomena offer an advantage is that beyond a certain level they do not
reflect a subjective bias on the part of the researcher. They are also unique in
their unchanging nature thus allowing re-examination at will.

Throughout this paper I have sought to show that our thinking about
material culture, its meaning, its nature and its potential, has often been far
too casual and dismissive. As a term, material culture covers a substantial
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part of what people consider to be their culture or cultural heritage. As the
core of material systems it forms the subject matter of material anthropology
and has made significant though perhaps unappreciated contributions to the
success of much field research in parallel areas of anthropology. Through its
substantial presence in museum collections it provides anthropology with a
rich resource for further study and, through museum exhibitions and related
programmes, an invaluable opportunity to increase public awareness, and
obviously support, for the discipline. In concluding, however, it is only right
that I should return to the initial question implicit in the title to this paper: is
material culture truly relevant to anthropology? To that there can only be
one answer: material culture forms, has always formed and will long form
part of the subject matter of anthropology. As such it is obviously relevant to

anthropology. Now whether some parts of anthropology are relevant to
material studies....
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