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ANTHROPOLOGY AT ABERDEEN

Tim Ingold

Text of a lecture delivered at King’s College Conference Centre, on Friday 31st October 2003, to celebrate the inauguration of the Department of Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen.

We are assembled here to celebrate the birth of the Department of Anthropology here at the University of Aberdeen. It is usual on such occasions to eulogise the birth as the culmination of a long and distinguished history, with a cast of illustrious forbears. But I cannot do that. It is not that anthropology has no history at the University of Aberdeen. To the contrary, it has not one but many histories. What is odd about these histories, however, is that they do not add up. Indeed they touch on one another scarcely at all, and every one of them was abortive, effectively coming to a dead end and leaving little or nothing by way of a legacy for the future. Sometimes this was just because people moved away, taking their anthropology with them, or even abandoned academic life altogether. This is a matter for regret, for had they been able to stay there is no doubt that the subject could have grown and prospered in Aberdeen as it has done in other major centres of learning in Britain. As for those who remained, ensconced in prominent positions in the University, their anthropology was tied to an approach that was destined for extinction. And in retrospect, one has to admit that this was just as well. I refer, of course, to the conception of anthropology – well established in the early part of the twentieth century – as the study of the races of mankind. My story, however, begins a few decades earlier than that.

Tylor, Robertson Smith and the foundations of religion

I sometimes wonder what it must have been like to have been in Aberdeen in the years between 1888 and 1891, when the University was at the heart of a debate that, in a sense, defined the shape of anthropology for a century to come. For at that time, apparently without confronting one another directly, two of the acknowledged founding fathers of the discipline – both giants of scholarship in their own right – were teaching here. One was Edward Burnett Tylor, the other was William Robertson Smith.1 In the years 1890 and 1891, Tylor presented two series of Gifford Lectures on the subject of ‘Natural Religion’. By then, some twenty years had elapsed since the publication of his monumental two-volume work, Primitive Culture (Tylor 1871), and with a Readership at the University of Oxford he was already established as the pre-eminent and certainly the most influential British anthropologist of the period. We do not know too much about the content of Tylor’s lectures – the plan had been to develop them into a much larger work, a magnum opus, which was never completed, although by 1904 four of the chapters had evidently been set in type. From what we do know, however, it appears that the lectures offered little more than a recapitulation of the argument originally set forth in Primitive Culture. This was an argument about how humanity as a whole had advanced in culture or civilisation, though at different rates among different people, as the ill-founded beliefs of primitive folk, derived from reasoning on false premises, were gradually replaced by more certain knowledge.


But I wish I knew more about what Tylor actually said. For in fact, his views had not remained constant since the publication of Primitive Culture, but had been significantly modified, apparently as a result of reading Darwin’s work, published in the same year (1871), on The Descent of Man. The Tylor of Primitive Culture had been firmly committed to the eighteenth-century doctrine of the psychic unity of mankind, according to which all humans are equally endowed with basic faculties of reason and conscience. If peoples differed, Tylor thought, along a scale from primitive to civilised, it was because their shared psychic potentials had been developed to different degrees. It was as though they were at different levels in the pursuit of a core curriculum common to humankind. However by the time Tylor published his general introductory work Anthropology, in 1881, he had partially reneged on the thesis of psychic unity, and in deference to Darwin, now proposed that variations in culture may be due to hereditary differences in mental endowment, as between the people of one tribe or nation and another (Tylor 1881: 60).2 It was this that led to the explicit identification of race and culture that was such a dominant feature of late nineteenth and early twentieth century anthropology. As we shall see in a moment, it had profound repercussions for the development of anthropology at the University of Aberdeen.


Just two years before Tylor’s first Gifford Lectures, in the year 1888, William Robertson Smith was addressing an audience of what he called his ‘fellow-townsmen’, in the hall of Marischal College, in a series of nine lectures on ‘the primitive religions of the Semitic peoples, viewed in relation to other ancient religions, and to the spiritual religion of the Old Testament and of Christianity’. The series was the first of three on this topic, the others delivered in 1890 and 1891 – the very same years in which Tylor was speaking. Robertson Smith was a man of very different complexion: a native of Aberdeenshire, hugely influenced by his father who had been instrumental in the establishment of the breakaway Free Church at the time of the ‘Disruption’ of the Church of Scotland in 1843. At the age of only 15, accompanied by one of his brothers – and also a sister to manage the domestic side of things – he was packed off to Aberdeen University to study rhetoric, logic, psychology, physics, mathematics, languages, and classics. He graduated four years later, in 1865, and went on to study and teach at the University of Edinburgh, and in Germany at the Universities of Bonn and Göttingen. Then in May 1870, still only 24 years old, he was elected to a Chair of Hebrew and Old Testament Exegesis in the Free Church College of Aberdeen. A plaque mounted on the wall of the old College building in the city centre, now a popular pub, tells us that he taught there.


There followed a period of great turbulence in the young Robertson Smith’s life. The story has been often told, and I shall touch on it only briefly. It all started when Smith was invited to write a series of articles on religious topics for the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. In an article on the Bible, which appeared in 1875, he argued – in a very anthropological fashion – that the Bible was not one single, integrated text but a motley collection of independent books, whose understanding depends on our placing them in the context of a general development of religious belief and practice from earliest times (Smith 1875). The more conservative leaders of the Free Church were appalled, since for them the Bible was an integral and coherent source of revealed truth. Smith was charged with heresy, and at a meeting on June 4th 1877 the General Assembly of the Free Church resolved – by a vote of 491 to 113 – to suspend him from his Chair at Aberdeen. Over the following four years, Smith had to defend himself in a protracted series of heresy trials which finally led, in 1881, to his dismissal from the Chair. All this was clearly very stressful, yet it seems that in reality, Smith was not having such a bad time. While it was going on, he embarked on a long holiday to Arabia, travelling with a large entourage, and spending much of his time hunting antelope. On a subsequent six-month trip he travelled less conspicuously. Accompanied by five Arabic-speaking servants and dressed in Arab attire himself, he brought back a wealth of ethnographic material which he used to support his theories of totemism. And at home, he had his legions of supporters: his public lectures on the Old Testament, delivered in Edinburgh and Glasgow in 1881, attracted audiences in their thousands, and his entrances to crowded meetings of the General Assembly were always greeted with enthusiastic cheering.


Nor did Smith’s expulsion from the Chair at Aberdeen adversely affect his career. In 1883 he took up a position at the University of Cambridge as Reader in Arabic, and he went on to become University Librarian and then Professor of Arabic. He also continued his work for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, taking on the role of editor-in-chief for the ninth edition, until its completion in 1888. Thus when, in 1887, Smith received an invitation from the trustees of the Burnett Fund of the University of Aberdeen to lecture on primitive religion, and its relation to the Old Testament and Christianity, he could accept from a position of unrivalled scholarly authority, and with the thought that the very ideas that had seen him expelled from Aberdeen, only six years earlier, had now triumphed. Yet by the time he got into the second and third series of lectures, in 1890 and 1891, he was already a sick man. He had long suffered from tuberculosis, along with several other members of his family, but this was now combined with severe eczema and sciatica. On top of that, he was distraught by the death of his beloved father in 1890. Four years later, Smith himself died of tuberculosis, at the age only 48. So it was that the book based on the first series of lectures, first published in 1889, was to be his last (Smith  [1889] 1927).


This book, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, took as its starting point a premise entirely opposed to that on which Tylor, in his Primitive Culture, had constructed his picture of the evolution of religion. Recall that for Tylor, all religion is founded on beliefs, and beliefs – of whatever kind – are the results of attempts by individual human beings to find rational explanations for the phenomena of life and death. Ritual action, in turn, was to be understood as the application of belief in order to achieve practical, utilitarian ends. For Robertson Smith, however, it was quite the other way around. In primitive society, he argued, people do not act in a certain way because of what they believe; rather their beliefs are a by-product of the way they act, and they act in the way they do because they have been born into a particular society or community and are steeped in its traditions. He could hardly have put it more clearly:

Religion in primitive times was not a system of beliefs with practical applications; it was a body of fixed traditional practices, to which every member of society conformed as a matter of course. Men would not be men if they agreed to do certain things without having a reason for their action, but in ancient religion the reason was not first formulated as a doctrine and then expressed in practice, but conversely, practice preceded doctrinal theory (Smith 1927: 20).

In short, the roots of religious sensibility lie not in the reasoning of individuals but in the fundamentally social nature of man.


Now just as Robertson Smith and Tylor were lecturing at the University of Aberdeen, Emile Durkheim, in France, was beginning to formulate his programme for a science of sociology. In 1895 Durkheim read the Religion of the Semites. It caused his, he said, completely to rethink his ideas on the role of religion in social life (Stocking 1995: 82). These ideas were, of course, most completely set out twenty years later in Durkheim’s greatest work, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. But their fundamental premises – that religion is essentially a social phenomenon, the hold of the collectivity over individual thought and practice, the priority of ritual over belief – all came from Robertson Smith. But unlike Smith, Durkheim took up the argument quite explicitly against the teachings of Tylor, singling out for criticism Tylor’s ‘minimum definition of Religion, the belief in Spiritual Beings’ (Durkheim 1976 [1915]: 29). And it is in this form that the debate about the nature of religion – a debate born in Aberdeen – entered mainstream social anthropology, where it has remained ever since. It is customarily phrased in terms of a distinction between Tylorian ‘intellectualism’ and Durkheimian ‘collectivism’, the one asserting the primacy of individuals and individual cognition, the other the primacy of society and social action. Nor is the scope of the debate confined to the anthropology of religion, for what is at stake is the whole way we should think about culture, society and the human mind.

Robert Reid and the Anthropological Museum

Back in Aberdeen, however, the development of anthropology took a different turn, though perhaps Tylor had a hand in it. One of those who listened to Tylor’s Gifford Lectures was Robert W. Reid, who had just been appointed Professor of Anatomy at the University. In Reid’s recollection, Tylor ‘was probably the first person to bring the subject of Anthropology clearly before the University’. Reid also acknowledges with gratitude Tylor’s interest in the work being carried on in the University’s anatomy department, as well as recording his visible alarm when the department received a clay effigy studded with nails from an anonymous Scottish Highlander (Reid 1934: 6). Even at that time, it seems that the boundary between the study of anatomy, and of religion and magic, was becoming a little blurred. I mentioned earlier how – following his encounter with Darwin’s work – Tylor had begun to see a correlation between racial variation, marked out in features of the anatomy, and cultural variation, as revealed by beliefs and customs and their artefactual supports. The idea of such a correlation laid the foundation for what came to be known as the three-field approach in anthropology, conceived overall as an inquiry into the evolution of humankind. Thus physical anthropologists would study the evolution of human anatomy, archaeologists would study the evolution of artefacts, and social or cultural anthropologists would study the evolution of beliefs and customs. Though by profession an anatomist, Reid was an enthusiastic advocate of this approach. As he put it, anyone who sets out to study the physical characteristics of the various races of mankind naturally wants to find out about their cultural status as well (1934: 8).


Reid’s appointment to the Chair of Anatomy in1889 gave him the opportunity to develop his anthropological interests, in both teaching and research. Ten years later, with the backing of Tylor and a handful of other anthropological ‘big names’, he founded the Anatomical and Anthropological Society of the University of Aberdeen, with himself as President. The express aim of the Society was to combine the practice of anthropometry – that is, the systematic measurement of human bodies from different parts of the world – with the collection of the cultural artefacts associated with them. But these complementary activities required dedicated space. The anthropometric work was carried on in the laboratories of the Anatomy Department, located in the basement of Marischal College. On the first floor, what had been the College Library was converted, in 1907, to form the Anthropological Museum, specifically to display the University’s growing collection of artefacts from cultures around the world, contributed by the many Aberdonians and graduates of the University who had enlisted in the imperial service – as administrators, doctors, missionaries and military men. Reid himself was installed as Honorary Curator of the Museum, a position he retained until 1938, long after his retirement from the Chair of Anatomy.3

Reid appears to have been almost obsessive in his desire to measure up, and classify, anyone and everyone he could find, in the name of an anthropology conceived as the ‘science of man’. Between 1896 and 1924, and with the help of his assistants, Reid carried out systematic anthropometric measurements on 1,790 medical students attending the University, publishing the results in the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. Among other things, he discovered that taller people had longer heads, and that students from the North East of Scotland were strikingly similar to the ‘tall, long-headed Nordic type’ to be found in Scandinavia (Reid and Mulligan 1924). He also studied the relation between head size and intelligence, but found no correlation – at least among Aberdeen University students (Reid 1934: 9)! But above all, he was concerned to train his students to go out into the world and bring back reliable and accurate data on the bodily characteristics of the different races of man, in which he included the ‘white or Caucasian, the yellow and red Mongolian, the Australian, and the Frizzly-haired or Black Races’ (Reid 1934: 18). In the beautifully crafted display cases of the anthropological museum, he arranged the objects in his collections so as to group together objects coming from people sharing the same or similar physical characteristics. Though the arrangement was geographical rather than evolutionary, the regions were laid out in an order that mapped precisely onto the hierarchy of races with which they were associated: tropical Africa, Australia, Melanesia, America, Polynesia, Asia, North Africa and Europe. Thus as the visitor proceeded around the gallery the whole panoply of the world’s races and cultures, from the most primitive to the most advanced, would unfold before his eyes.

From racial to social science

The fact that anthropology has its institutional origins in the kind of racial science practised by Reid and his contemporaries has been a source of continual embarrassment for subsequent generations. No doubt every discipline has its dark secrets, but anthropology’s cupboards are more than usually filled with skeletons, literally as well as figuratively, and some of these we would prefer to keep well closed. But if you have already cringed a little at Reid’s polychrome litany of racial types, and wished that he might have carried out his activities in the name of some discipline other than our own which we could then scorn with impunity, I am about to embarrass you further. For Reid’s pronouncements on the subject of race were anodyne compared with those of another Aberdonian of vastly greater fame and influence, who also began as an anatomist but devoted the greater part of his career to anthropology. I refer to Sir Arthur Keith. Born to an Aberdeenshire farming family in 1866, Keith graduated from this University in 1888, and went on to earn an M.D. from Aberdeen with a thesis on the muscles of catarrhine monkeys. He taught anatomy at the London Hospital Medical College until 1908, when he was appointed Conservator of the Hunterian Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons. There he remained, becoming more and more embroiled in issues of physical anthropology, and serving for the three years 1914-17 as President of the Royal Anthropological Institute. Many years later, in 1930, he returned to the University of Aberdeen as its Rector.


Keith’s Rectorial Address, published in 1931, was entitled The place of prejudice in modern civilization. In it he argued that human beings are naturally primed, by virtue of their evolutionary heritage, to be xenophobic – to be prejudiced in favour of their own tribe or nation, and against all others. Should we, he asked, strive to suppress or overrule these prejudicial instincts, or should we rather co-opt them to the greater good of mankind? Keith was forthright in his defence of the latter option. Why has nature instilled in our hearts such a fierce loyalty towards our fellows, and antagonism towards people of other kinds? For one reason alone, that through the resulting competition she has produced new and ever superior breeds of men. Those who think that all the nations of the world could be united in a single brotherhood of man are fatally misguided. For this could be done only at the cost of denying those impulses that have constituted the very engine of human evolutionary progress. Just to give you a flavour of the argument, let me read a passage from Sir Arthur’s address:

Would it be possible to enlarge the compass of tribal affection until white, yellow, brown and black races all came within the dominance of a single tribal spirit? … To attain such an ideal world, peoples of all countries and continents must pool not only their national interests, but they must also pool bloods. Black, brown, yellow, and white must give and take in marriage and distribute in a common progeny the inheritance which each has come by in their uphill struggle through the leagues of prehistoric time towards the present. If this scheme of universal deracialization ever comes before you as a matter of practical politics – as the sole way of establishing peace and good will in all parts of our world, I feel certain that both head and heart will rise against it. There will well up within you an overmastering antipathy to securing peace at such a price. This antipathy or race prejudice Nature has implanted within you for her own ends – the improvement of Mankind through racial differentiation. Race prejudice, I believe, works for the ultimate good of mankind and must be given a recognised place in all our efforts to obtain natural justice for the world (Keith 1931: 45, 47-8).

To put it is a nutshell, human progress will not be brought about by mixing bloods of different colours, but by keeping them separate and leaving it to nature to ensure that only the brightest colours are retained and that the others are pruned out. The war of races, Keith declared, is Nature’s pruning hook (1931: 49). 


Let me remind you: these were not the words of a maverick, but of one of the most respected scientific figures of his day, a Knight of the Realm, and the elected Lord Rector of this University. Thank goodness, I say, that some trajectories in the history of anthropology have come to a dead end. For this one certainly did, and rather ironically the beginning of the end – at least so far as anthropology at Aberdeen is concerned – was marked by an inaugural lecture delivered on December 3rd 1934, by none other than Emeritus Professor of Anatomy and Honorary Curator of the Anthropological Museum, Robert W. Reid. The title of his lecture, ‘The Development of Anthropology in the University of Aberdeen’, was not so far from my own. But it was held to mark the inauguration not of a Department but of a Lectureship – the R. W. Reid Lectureship in Anthropology. Having paid homage to Tylor and Keith, both of whom had provided material support for his endeavours, Reid went on to speak about the Museum and its many benefactors, noting in passing that anthropology was now one of a group of subjects among which Aberdeen University students could choose for an honours degree in Science. In concluding, he urged that the subject of anthropology should take its proper place among the recognised departments of every university in the country. ‘It is my earnest desire’, Reid professed, ‘that, in the foundation of such a department, my own University may take a leading part’ (Reid 1934: 20). We can concede today that it has taken nearly seventy years for Reid’s vision to be realised. It has been realised, moreover, in name only, for the discipline that goes under this name has changed beyond anything that Reid would have recognised.


For reasons that are unclear to me, it took four years for the Reid Lectureship in Anthropology to be filled. And the incumbent – the first person ever to hold a formal teaching position in anthropology at the University of Aberdeen – came from a very different academic background. The preceding two decades, roughly from the end of the First World War, had seen momentous developments in the subject, but up to then they had passed the University by. The unity of the three fields of anthropology – physical, archaeological and social or cultural, once conjoined in their common commitment to the evolutionary paradigm – had been blown apart. While physical anthropology and archaeology continued with the evolutionary approach, a new kind of social anthropology had emerged that sought to account for the customs and institutions of so-called primitive societies in terms not of how they evolved but of how they worked or functioned. The two leading figures of the new social anthropology, Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw Malinowski, approached the task of functional explanation in radically different ways – the one stressing how institutions function to maintain the social structure of which they are part, the other stressing how they meet the biological and psychological needs of individual human beings. On a personal level, Radcliffe-Brown and Malinowski did not get on at all, and each devoted much ink to pouring scorn on the other. Nevertheless they were united in a common repudiation of the speculative evolutionary methods of their predecessors, including, of course, men like Tylor and Robertson Smith.


In March 1938, Ralph Piddington took up his duties as Reid Lecturer in Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen. Piddington had graduated in Anthropology and Psychology at the University of Sydney, in Australia, where he had been trained under none other than Radcliffe-Brown. From there he went on to doctoral research at the London School of Economics, where he was supervised by Malinowski himself, as well as by Raymond Firth. Thus by the time he arrived in Aberdeen, Piddington was already steeped in a social anthropology that had rejected evolution and turned its back on museums and material culture. The place to find out about how institutions work, the functionalists argued, is among living people in the field, not among their relics in the museum. It comes as no surprise, then, that although Piddington was appointed to act as ‘keeper’ of the Anthropological Museum at Marischal College, as well as to teach anthropology to undergraduates, the Museum remained peripheral to his interests. Instead he put his energies into devising an introductory anthropology course. While the course did cover required topics in physical anthropology and archaeology, it also included important sections on the comparative study of primitive cultures and applied anthropology.


Had Piddington stayed, he could have done much to bridge the gap between the old anthropology and the new, and to lay the foundations for the development of research and teaching in social anthropology at the University. But war intervened, and in 1942 Piddington left Aberdeen for military service. He never returned, choosing to resume his academic career in Australia and New Zealand. He died in New Zealand in 1979. Meanwhile the Curatorship of the Museum had passed to Robert D. Lockhart. As Professor of Anatomy from 1939 to 1965, Lockhart seems to have inherited the Museum job as part of his professorial duties. He was a flamboyant man who frequented the finest auction houses in London, where he would bid for spectacular treasures to put on display in the Museum, rounding off his trips with visits to the opera. He also enjoyed giving popular lectures, illustrated with artefacts from the Museum’s collections, and waxed with particular enthusiasm on the theme of hats from around the world. All this must have been great fun. But Lockhart’s professional interests remained strictly anatomical, and after Piddington’s departure the discipline of anthropology languished for another twenty-five years, until it was revived in quite another quarter of the University with no connection whatever to the Anatomy Department or to the Museum.

Sociology with Anthropology

The mid-1960s was a period of unprecedented expansion in British higher education, and among the disciplines that particularly benefited from this expansion was Sociology. New departments of sociology sprouted up and down the land, and one of the places where the subject took root was Aberdeen. With its particular strengths in medical sociology and social interactionism, Aberdeen University’s sociology department grew apace, and by 1970 it was reputed to be the largest in the UK. At around that time, it began to recruit social anthropologists to its staff.4 The first to arrive was Adrian Adams, a formidable American lady who had already studied in Dakar, Aix-en-Provence and the London School of Economics, and had written a doctoral thesis on the thought of Claude Lévi-Strauss. In 1978, however, she married and went to live with her husband Jaabé in the village of Kounghani, on the banks of the upper Senegal river. There she remained until her death in 2000, a tireless campaigner on behalf of the rural communities of Senegal and beyond. Other anthropologists followed Adams to Aberdeen, including Jock Stirrat, Charles Jedrej and Kingsley Garbett. Their interests were diverse: religion in Sri Lanka, ritual and symbolism among Muslim Sudanese, spirit mediums in Zimbabwe, fishing communities in Scotland. While Jedrej stayed on, Stirrat and Garbett left after a few years, to be replaced respectively by Nick Bradford and Jean Besson. Bradford was an Indianist who had studied male religious transvestites, while Besson brought particular interests in kinship and economy, and in Caribbean societies. Together, Jedrej, Besson and Bradford comprised the core team of anthropologists in the Sociology Department of the early 1980s. Despite the diversity of their specialisms, they shared a background and training in the social anthropology of the 1960s. For them the evolutionism, anthropometrics and raciology of pre-war anthropology belonged to a lost and forgotten continent.


Social anthropology had a strong presence in Aberdeen in those days. Students could take a degree course called ‘Sociology with Anthropology’, with a major fieldwork component and honours options including kinship, development and Caribbean ethnography. But by the mid-1980s, the savage cuts in university funding imposed by the Thatcher government began to bite. Though there seems to have been no conscious policy to axe anthropology, a series of expedient responses to financial restraint had the same result. Bradford was the first to leave. The story goes that he dispensed with his entire library of anthropology books save one, Claude Lévi-Strauss’s La Pensée Sauvage. With his wife Clare, he moved to the hills of Languedoc, in France, where he produces hand-crafted wines of exquisite quality. Personally endorsed by Lévi-Strauss himself, these wines carry the label ‘Domaine des pensées sauvages’. I understand that until recently, bottles of pensées sauvages could be purchased in Aberdeen at the University gift shop. Next to leave after Bradford was Jedrej, who moved to the University of Edinburgh. Besson remained to see through the last three cohorts of anthropology students: she is now based at Goldsmiths College London.


So it was that the light of anthropology, that had burned so brightly in Aberdeen for more than a decade, once again faded, flickered, and almost died out altogether. It was not, however, completely extinguished. On Besson’s departure, in 1990, a component of anthropology was introduced into the University’s interdisciplinary degree programme in Cultural History. From 1993 a single course in cultural anthropology was offered at the second-year undergraduate level, and proved to be very popular with students.5 In 1996 the University appointed an anthropologist, Elizabeth Hallam, to the Cultural History programme, which was now based in the Department of Philosophy. Hallam continued to present the second-year course while also developing honours options in the subject, once again linking the teaching of anthropology in Aberdeen to the work of the Museum. Meanwhile in 1995, Mark Nuttall – one of the last cohort of students to have completed the degree of Sociology with Anthropology – had returned to the Department of Sociology as a newly appointed lecturer. It was partly thanks to Nuttall’s initiative that the University was persuaded to invest in the rebuilding of an anthropology programme and, in 1998, to advertise for a newly established Chair, to which I was appointed in the following year. Before taking up the story from the moment of my arrival, however, I want to return to the period of the 1980s. For this decade, which saw the gradual disappearance of anthropology from the Department of Sociology, also saw its fortunes somewhat restored in the Anthropological Museum at Marischal College. 

The post-modern musuem

In 1979 Lockhart had finally retired as the Museum’s Honorary Curator, and it was decided to appoint a professional curator in his place. From 1979 to 1998, this position was occupied by Charles Hunt. He brought to the job a critical sensitivity to the colonial contexts in which the objects making up the Museum’s collections had been obtained, and to the sheer arbitrariness of the racial and cultural categories by which they had been ordered. He wanted to make the Museum into a space where visitors would come to reflect on the historical circumstances, above all of imperial rule, that had brought the institution and its collections into existence. I cannot describe Hunt’s displays in detail, but I would like to mention his wonderfully ironic reconstruction of the Museum’s North Gallery, which had remained virtually as it was when Reid set it up in 1907. Hunt preserved the fabric of the gallery more or less intact, but altered the content of the cases in such a way as to produce an elaborate parody of the traditional forms and conventions of display. Where Reid had grouped objects representing the colonies of the British empire into cases, depending on their racial and geographical provenance, Hunt grouped objects from north-east Scotland, depending on the letter of the alphabet they happened to begin with. So in the first case you would find objects beginning with the letter A, in the second objects beginning with the letter B, and so on around the gallery. The cases were deliberately designed to resemble the pages of a pictorial encyclopaedia. Opened in 1990 and still in place today, the exhibition – entitled Encyclopaedia of the North East – brilliantly deconstructs the imperial conceit of control through classification. Its full significance, however, may be lost on visitors unaware of what was there before. And they could be forgiven, too, for being a little confused about what kind of museum they are visiting. For in the same year that the Encyclopaedia was launched, the Museum changed its name. It was no longer to be known as the Anthropological Museum at Marischal College, but as the Marischal Museum. Hunt was worried that the word ‘anthropology’, with its musty academic smell, would put visitors off. It is indeed ironic that at the very moment when the Museum caught up with the most contemporary, post-modern trends in social anthropology, it lost its public anthropological identity.

The revival of anthropology

A visitor to the University of Aberdeen in the early 1990s would have found few signs of anthropological life. It had been wiped off the face of the Museum, it had completely died out in the Department of Sociology, and hung on only by a whisker in the increasingly precarious programme in Cultural History. However by the time I arrived, in 1999, things were already looking a good deal more auspicious. My task, as I understood it, was to re-establish a programme of teaching and research in anthropology within the Sociology Department, with a focus on the Anthropology of the North. I shall return to the significance of northern anthropology in a moment; first I want to describe the situation as I found it. For it was somewhat more complex than I had initially imagined. In brief, it was necessary to meet two sets of expectations that were not easily reconciled. On the one hand I had to satisfy the expectations of colleagues in the Department of Sociology that the new anthropology programme would harmonise with existing interests and structures, or in short, that we should ‘fit in’. On the other hand, I was expected to provide a focus for the development of anthropological teaching and research in the University as a whole, which meant bringing together people working in a number of different departments and centres. As I mentioned a moment ago, courses in anthropology were already being taught as part of the programme in Cultural History, which had been reinvigorated since Hallam’s appointment as Programme Director in 1998. The Arkleton Centre for Rural Development Research, with the aid of a SHEFC grant, had just appointed two anthropologists – Keith Hart and Gillian Munro – to its staff. In the same year that that I arrived, Seth Kunin was appointed to initiate a programme in the comparative anthropology of religion within the Department of Divinity with Religious Studies, and Ian Russell was appointed to direct the newly rehoused Elphinstone Institute, with its focus on the ethnology of North East Scotland. And finally, of course, there was the Marischal Museum, which clearly provided a resource of tremendous potential for research and teaching and would have to be an integral part of any future development of anthropology at Aberdeen. How was I to tie all these strands together without compromising relations with our hosts in Sociology?

Let me say at once that in my brief experience here, relations between sociologists and anthropologists have never been less than exceedingly cordial. But I have also never been in any doubt that sociology and anthropology are different subjects, with quite distinct disciplinary identities. Unless I am much mistaken, this is a view shared by the vast majority of anthropologists in this country. It is easier to assert the distinction, however, than to put one’s finger on precisely where it lies, and I suspect that anthropologists who would agree on the difference between their subject and sociology could never reach consensus on what this difference is. They would nevertheless be united in their rejection of the way the distinction was drawn in the long-gone past, between the anthropological study of simple, small-scale, faraway, non-western societies and the sociology of complex, large-scale, close-to-home, western ones. This division is neither relevant nor defensible in the contemporary world, nor does it bear any relation to what anthropologists and sociologists actually do. For my part, I would not seek to delimit anthropology in terms of its subject matter, nor even in terms of its methods – for ethnographic fieldwork, participant observation and qualitative analysis are no longer the exclusive preserve of anthropology, if indeed they ever were. What is at issue, I think, is something quite different – namely, how we position ourselves intellectually within the whole landscape of inquiry into the conditions and processes of human life in the world.

Perhaps I could illustrate the issue by way of an apparently banal example. As our programme here in Aberdeen began to take shape, we had to decide what to call it. Should it be known as Social Anthropology or just plain Anthropology? We opted for the latter, for three reasons. First, Anthropology begins with an A; secondly we represent a discipline and not a sub-discipline, and thirdly, the object of this discipline is to study human being, as it were, ‘in the round’. The first reason is undoubtedly the most trivial, but also brings the greatest potential benefit. As anthropology is prominently placed near the top of any alphabetical list of subjects, you do not have to scroll down to find it. The other two reasons are more philosophical. We reject the view that anthropology can be neatly segmented into sub-fields, just as we refuse to accept that human life can be sliced into discrete layers, such as social, psychological, biological, and so on. Surely the central aim of anthropology is to focus on the connections between aspects of human life that are otherwise parcelled up among different disciplines for separate study. Thus in my own work I have engaged with, and contributed to, literature in archaeology, biology, linguistics, sociology, philosophy, psychology, geography, history and history of art. I am no closer to being a sociologist than I am to being an archaeologist, psychologist, ecologist or whatever.

As anthropologists our concern in the first place is with people, and not with societies. These people of course inhabit a world. But the limits of society are not the limits of the world, and by the same token, an account of people’s social practices and institutions does not exhaust what we have to say about them. Having cleared that matter up, let me return to the dilemma in which I was caught, in beginning to rebuild Anthropology at Aberdeen. My solution had two components. One was to work towards a separate departmental identity for Anthropology, so that it could stand alongside Sociology and other cognate disciplines in a more inclusive grouping. The other was to set up a programme of research seminars and postgraduate training that would reach out to all staff and research students in the University who had anthropological interests. This latter component was the first to be realised. In autumn 2000, we established the elaborately named Research and Graduate Programme in Social Anthropology, Ethnology and Cultural History, or SAnECH for short, complete with a suite of courses that laid the foundations for our subsequent, successful application for recognition from the Economic and Social Research Council. The inclusion of ethnology and cultural history was quite deliberate. Our aim was to capitalise on the remarkable synergy of interests represented in the Elphinstone Institute, the Marischal Museum, and what by then had become an independent Department of Cultural History, to produce a programme that was genuinely unique to the University of Aberdeen. It also signalled a decisive shift within anthropology itself. The era when anthropology had turned its back on museums and material culture was long past, and concerns with representation and display, with the materiality of artefacts, and with the reconstruction of the past in the present, were back at the top of the agenda. The SAnECH programme would at once place Aberdeen at the forefront of these developments.

It took another two years for Anthropology to be established as a separate department, though in the meantime the Sociology Department had changed its name to ‘Sociology and Anthropology’. But when the University resolved, in summer 2002, to reorganise its departments into schools, we were presented with the perfect opportunity for an entirely amicable divorce. Under present arrangements, which are working very well, the now separate Departments of Sociology and Anthropology are joined with the Department of Politics and International Relations in the newly formed School of Social Science. And looking back over the distance we have come, in the four years since 1999, fills me with satisfaction and optimism for the future. Starting more or less from scratch, we have together built a Department of Anthropology  with a staff complement of six, plus four post-doctoral research fellows and eighteen postgraduate research students. We deliver a full programme of undergraduate courses leading to the Honours Degree of MA in Anthropology, and were proud to see our first cohort of students graduate in the summer of this year. Honours student numbers are doubling year on year, and we share none of the worries of anthropological colleagues south of the border about a possible decline in student recruitment. The course options that we offer to Senior Honours students give a good idea of the range and vigour of current interests in the Department: ‘Indigenous Media’, ‘Aboriginal Rights in Global Context’, ‘Material Culture and Museums’, ‘Language in Culture and Society’, and ‘The 4 A’s: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art and Architecture’. 

I mentioned earlier that the original idea, in rebuilding the anthropology programme here in Aberdeen, was to focus on the Anthropology of the North. It appears that when the idea was first mooted, some University planners thought to pass anthropology off as  ‘the sociology of sparsely populated regions’. Fortunately, this absurd plan was quickly squashed. Strategically, however, the focus on the North has served us very well. Of course, the meaning of ‘the North’ is a relative matter and depends on where you are coming from, as was clear from an inquiry from a prospective applicant for a Lectureship in the Department. He was from Australia, and had carried out field research in Queensland’s Cape York Peninsula. Was that, he asked, far enough north to count? I do not, however, take ‘the North’ to be a bounded geographical region, limited by a certain degree of latitude. From our point of view northern anthropology means two things. First, it means the network of contacts that links us directly with colleagues working in Russia, the Nordic and Baltic countries, Iceland, Greenland, Canada and Alaska. We in Aberdeen stand right at the hub of this network. Indeed I believe our connections are stronger with centres of anthropological research in these countries than they are with other departments of anthropology in the UK. To those who perceive that Aberdeen’s location is bound to make us peripheral vis-à-vis these other departments, we can readily respond by pointing out that we are not really a UK department of anthropology at all. Secondly, however, the North also means a set of concerns of quite fundamental relevance for anthropology. At different periods in the history of our subject, certain regions of the world have been associated with major theoretical developments: Africa with the development of kinship theory, Melanesia with theories of sociality and personhood, Europe with theories of ethnicity, nationalism and the State. It is now the turn of the North to set the theoretical agenda, with a focus on the rights and governance of indigenous peoples, conservation and resource management, perceptions of the environment, and systems of knowledge, practice and enskilment. Anthropological research at Aberdeen is addressing all these themes.

It would be unwise, however, for any department to tie itself to a single, regionally defined interest. I am therefore very keen to promote the emergence of another area of concentration in the Department’s research portfolio, less easily defined, but bearing on the interface between art and architecture, practices of visual perception and representation, and the study of material culture. The selection of this area was partly conditioned by break-up of the Department of Cultural History – one of the many knock-on effects of the University’s reorganisation into schools. This made it possible for us to absorb into the Department the anthropological components of teaching and research in cultural history, specifically concerning museums, materiality and cultural representation. But it was also dictated by opportunities for collaboration beyond the University, and by our ever-strengthening links with the Marischal Museum. With the School of Fine Art at the University of Dundee we are working on a project that compares the knowledge practices of fine art and anthropology, in both teaching and research, with a view to better understanding the relations between perception, creativity, innovation and skill. A recent project on making, finding and responding to place, run by the Scottish Sculpture Workshop, has brought us together with colleagues in the Gray’s School of Art and the Scott Sutherland School of Architecture. Work is in progress on indigenous film-making processes in collaboration with Igloolik Isuma Productions, an Inuit-run film corporation based in the Canadian Arctic. And with the Marischal Museum we are embarking on an ambitious project to document the ethnographic collections of Scotland, and to explore the relations between people and artefacts as co-participants in the process of making history.

The role of the department

This lecture has been about anthropology at Aberdeen, but it is also intended to mark the foundation of a department. I want to conclude with a few words about why it is so important that we are a department, and indeed why departments are so necessary – perhaps more necessary than ever before. It is a great mistake to imagine that the department of a university is nothing more than a low-level unit within a segmentary and hierarchical structure of administration and line management. It is not that at all. The department is, much more crucially, an interface between a particular discipline or subject area, which spans many institutions, and the institution in which it is located, which of course spans many subjects. All university staff, in whatever field, if they are to be effective in both research and teaching, have to operate simultaneously in both disciplinary and institutional contexts. It is their business to bring the two together in ways that are both productive of new knowledge and ideas, and that contribute to the formation of the educated citizenry on which the functioning of any free, democratic society depends. These are the twin purposes of the university, respectively of research and teaching, although the two are of course completely inseparable aspects of what we should more properly call scholarship.

Some people would like to see departments disappear. In some universities they have already been abolished, with disastrous consequences not least for staff morale. Once thriving subjects, with vigorous and coherent intellectual agendas, have seen themselves dismembered, only to be reassembled as congeries of ‘studies’, grouped under more or less arbitrary labels. To abolish departments is to excise the productive interface between the discipline and the institution, not just making it impossible for staff to exercise their proper functions, but abrogating the very purposes of the university itself. Originally a hub in a network of scholarly activity dedicated to the advance of human knowledge and understanding, the university stripped of its departments is converted into a monolithic corporation whose only concern is to survive in an increasingly vicious struggle for existence. For the managers of such corporations, it matters not whether the research of its staff actually improves people’s quality of life, or whether the horizons of its students are widened. Rather, everything comes down to ratios and ratings. I believe that the department is our last line of defence against the sordid, morally corrupt and intellectually bankrupt vision of the university which is being imposed upon us by our paymasters.

I was not expecting to have to say all this, but so much has happened even in this University over the last few months that what I thought would be a statement of achievement sounds more like a declaration of defiance. So here it is. We have founded a department. It has been a challenge, and in the current climate of obsessive managerialism, bureaucratic assessment and financial stringency, many said it could not be done. But we have proved that it can. This achievement will be taken away from us over my dead body. Not being of suicidal inclination, I can say this with the full confidence that so far as our own School of Social Science is concerned, good sense will prevail. I want to end, then, on a note of optimism, and also gratitude. For the most recent University Open Day, we were asked to produce a poster for the Department, including what the marketing people call a ‘strapline’. We decided that our strapline should be ‘the youngest and most dynamic department of anthropology in the UK’. Subsequently I received a call from the External Relations Office. ‘You cannot use that strapline’, the caller told me, in a tone of severe reprimand. ‘You cannot prove it’. Well, I can prove the ‘youngest’ bit. I might not be able to prove that we are the ‘most dynamic’ in a court of law, but I know that it is true, and will say it anyway. We do have the youngest and most dynamic department of anthropology in the UK. The Department’s staff, one and all, have been truly fantastic. Building the Department has been a collective effort, and the achievement has been as much theirs as mine.

Beyond the Department, I have to say that we have received nothing but good will, encouragement and support, first and foremost from colleagues in Sociology, but also from everyone in Politics and International Relations, as well as from a wide range of people from departments – too numerous to mention – outwith the School of Social Science. The same goes for all the many colleagues in administrative and support positions within the University, who have assisted us on countless occasions in one way or another, though I have special thanks for Alison Moir and Sally Scott. I would also like to place on record my gratitude to three individuals in particular, whose help and encouragement have been crucial to the entire project. The first is Professor Steve Bruce, who as Head of the Department of Sociology and now Head of the School of Social Science, has been hugely supportive throughout. The second is Professor Bryan MacGregor, formerly Dean of the Faculty of Social Science and Law but now Head of the College of Arts and Social Sciences. And the third is our Principal, Professor Duncan Rice, who told me from the outset that no self-respecting University can be without a Department of Anthropology. I hope we have proved him right.    

NOTES         

1. In the following account of Tylor’s and Robertson Smith’s activities at Aberdeen, I have drawn extensively on the work of George W. Stocking. See Stocking (1995: 61-81).

2. On this shift in Tylor’s position, see Ingold (1986: 57-8).

3. For information on the history of the Anthropological Museum at Marischal College, I have drawn extensively on the excellent recent work of Helen Southwood. See Southwood (2003).

4. For information on the development of social anthropology within the Sociology Department of the University, in the 1970s and 1980s, I am especially indebted to Mike Hepworth and Jean Besson.

5. The course was taught by Hushang Philsooph, who transferred from a temporary post in Sociology to Cultural History in 1990. I am grateful to Joan H. Pittock Wesson, Director of Cultural History from 1985 to 1994, for this information.
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