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by Leslie A. Whire

Foresvord

“The theory of cultural evolution [is] to my mind the
most inane, sterile, and pernicious theory in the whole
theory of science . . " These words, by Berthold Laufer,
ina review praising Lowie’s Culvure and Ethualogy, faicly
well expressed the point of view of the Boas gro nip which
dominated much of American anthrop p]m"i; for decades,
Twenty-three years |d.l:u, Melville |, Herskovits was
“glad to affirm his belief” in an antievolutionist position
(1941). And, I am told, the antevolutionise philosophy
of the Boas group is still being raughe in many depare-
ments of anthropology in the Unired States.

The repudiation of evolutionism in the United States is
not easily explained. Many nonanthropological scientises
find it incredible thar a man who has been hailed as
“the world’s greatest anthropologist” (Krocber, 1943).
namely, Franz Boas, 2 man who was a member of the
National Academy of Sciences and President of the
American Associaton for the Advancement of Science,
should have devored himself assiduously and with vigor
for decades to this anciscientific and TEACTionATy pursuir,
But it is not our purpose to attempt an explasation of this
phenomenon here.

It is apparent, of course, that the foes of cvolurionise
rhcur}' were not liquidared watly the trinmph of Darwin-
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Foreword

ism in the kiter decades of the ninereenth century; they
were merely routed for the tune 'l',lr.‘]nr' and eventually re-
grouped their forces for a LmlntcnthLL It mav be sig-
nificant to also note that evolutiomsm Aourished in cul-
rural 1]1[hl’up[]|ng1, moa day w hen the L"lpl[’ll!":.l’ system
was stll growing: ev olution and progress were the order
of the xLa}. Bt whcn. at the clese of the ninereenth cen-
tury the era of colomal expansion came to an end and the
capitalist-democrade system lad marured and escablished
itself sceurely in the Western world, then evolurion was
no longer a }m}ml:lr coneept, On the contrary, the doni-
nant note was “mantain the status quo.’ ' And, although
the United States was born in armed revolt against its
mother country, in mid-twentieth century it 15 deter-
mined that no other country shall do likewise, and the
communist revolution which is spreading throughout
much of the world is always called “aggression,” and 1s
opposed on moral grounds as well as with economic and
militnr}-' means.

As far as Boas was concerned, we would be the last to
pomnt ro him as the cause of the antievolurtionist move-
ment in American anthropology; he was but the ener-
getic instrument and effecuive eatalyst of this general
trend in society and ideology. As a marter of fact, one

can find nppualnun ro evolutionism on native Amerlcan
soil and among native-born Americans, in contrast with
the German-barn Boas and the largely European prove-
nicnce of the promiment members of the Boas group.
William James, for example, declared that “the evolution-
ary view of history, when it denies the vital importance
of individual initiative, s, then, an utrerly vague and
unscientific Lunmpclml a lapse from modern scientific
determmnism mto the most ancient onencal  faralism™
(1880: g55). He also asserted chat “the ‘philosophy’ of
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evolution, . . . isaometaphysical erced, and nothing else,
It 15 a mood of contemplation, an emotional atticude,
rather than a systern of thought, 1 mood which s old as
the world, and which no refurition of any one incarna-
tion of 1t (such as the Spencerian philosophy ) will dispell;
the mood of futalistic pantheism . . 7 (ibid.: 458).

The case of William Jennings Bryan and the Tennes-
see hillbithies in the Scopes trial provides another example
of natve American antievolutionism ourside the orbit of
the Boas group.

Bur antievolutionism has run its course and once more
the theory of evolution is on the mareh. Again, it may
be significant to note that this is caking place in a world
which is once more undergoing rapid and profound
change. The so-called backward nations in Africa and
Asia are rebelling against the white man and colomalism.
The social organization of the whole world is under-
going profound change or 1s faced with this very real
possibility. The status quo is fostered precariously by
a nation that has assumed “world leadership.”

The return to evolutionism was, of course, incvitable
if progress was to continue in science and if science was
to embrace cultural anthropology. The coneept of evolu-
non has proved itself to be too fundamental and fruitful
to be ignored indefinitely by anything calling itself 2
science. Evolunionism was therefore bound to return o
cultural anthropology sooner or later. The essays which
follow indicate the extent o which this return has already
been effected.

In addition to trends in our social and political life with
their ideological repercussions, the return of evolutionism
to cultural anthropology is being fostered by the Darwin
Centennial, So many celebrations of the hundredth an-
niversary of The Origin of Species and the participa-

Vil



Forewerd

tion of so many distinguished seholars in these celebra-
tions cannot bur affece the cultural anthropologists of
the United Stares. In comparison with the generation of
MeLennan, Maine, and Morgan, which placed prineiples
above harmony and popularity, many Al‘lrhn:puluﬂﬁ[h of
today are peuulnrh‘ sensible to the opinions and regard
of orthers; they want to be both respectable and well-
liked by their fellows. We may safely predicr that evolu-
tionism in cultural .111rhrupt1|mgv will become respectable
and even popular in the furure. As a marter of fact, we
may expect to see more than one anthropologist come
forward and tell us that he has actually been an evolu-
rionist all along. And many a would-be evolurionist will
turn out to be merely a culture historian who notices
similarities { “regularities”™) berween two or more regions,
or even likenesses of cause and effect in the reaction of na-
tives to white traders (Steward, 1955, 1956). The fact
that history will be mistaken for evolution, just as in the
past evolution has been mistaken for history, will prob-
ably do little to dampen a new-found enthusiasm for
evolurionism. Bur we have little to fear on this score and
in the long run, however. The basic characrer of the
concept of evolution and the sturdy and stable rechniquts
of science will win our eyventually.

Turning to the essays themselv s, Sahling' distinetion
between specific and general evolution should do much
to clear up once and for all the long-standing confusion be-
tween history and evolution. Beeanse an account of the ev-
olution of a pflrriculnr culture has been both chronologi-
cal and specific, it has been called hlamrv And general ev-
olution has been termed by Kroeber ! ‘summarized history™
or “mercly large historics.” But specific evolution is not
history, an account of events that are related merely rem-
par: 111'. and spanally. hpl:m{n: evolution is stll a chron-
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ological sequence of forms thar are functionally inter-
related: one form gives rise to another. Lven th::uLh con-
fined to a single phylogenetic line, specific evolution is
still a tE‘I:lIPﬂI"'lI cencralizing process, whereas histary con-
sists of rmnpuml partic ulay FIZING Processes.

And general evolution s, if .1Il'|,.I['I.!l1L_, even farther re-
moved from history than HI‘FLL!ﬁE evolution. History is
not the name of any and all kinds of temporal processes,
or an account thereof. Evolution is g temporal process
also, burt of a different Tind. Sahlins' distinction berween
specific and general evolution should help w make it
apparent that it is the former that has often been called.
and misealled, history; should belp ro make it clear thar
specific evolution is just as much evolution as general
evolution, And Sahlins’ treatment of general evolution
should also male it apparent that an account of the evolu-
tion of world culcure, or the evolution of technology, is
not at all rhe same kind of thing as a historieal account
of the Thirty Years” War, or any other “]11’}1\: history.”

Sahlins’ distinetion beeween 1}1&.1{14: and general evolu-
tion should also help to end rhe nane debate abour unilin-
ear (or universal) evolution of mulalinear evoluoon.
No one, so far a5 we know, has cver maintained that che
only kind of evolution in culture was unilinear. But we
have some who argue that the only kind of valid, or
meaningful, evolutionism is muololnear (Steward, 1g55;
Birdsell, 1957). As Sahlins makes perfecdy clear, evolu-
ton in its specific (phylogenerice) aspect is mulnlinear,
evolution in its general aspect is unilinear. This distine-
tion between the rwo different, but complementary and
inseparable, aspects of evolunon—the unilinear and mul-
tilinear—has never heen made clearer than in Sahling
presentation. And Bahling malies it quite elear, too, thar
general evolution is far from being “so obvious as o be
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uscless.” On the contrary, the theory of general evolu-
tion throws a flood of light upon both w fiale ard parts;
offers an insight and an understanding that can be obtained
in no other way.

Lt is not pur purpose, nor is it our proper task, o sum-
marize cach of the chapters in this volume; each essay
will speak adequarcly for itself and each reader will read
it for hmself, YWe may observe, however, that Harding’s
paper shows in an illuminating and convincing manner
how the process of specific evolution may be crearive
in some respects but conservative in others: as the adap-
rive process proceeds new things are developed; bur afrer
adapration has been achieved the emphasis is upon the
status quo. In “The Law of Cultural Dominance,” Kaplan
disunguishes benween specific dominance and gencral
dominance. In the former, a culture, or culure tvpe, en-
trenches itself in o particular environment through in-
tensive adaptation; it persists as the rype thae can most
cfiectively exploit that environment. In the case of gen-
cral dominance, a tvpe of culture is develaped thatr has
greater adaprability to a wide range of environments and
a superior ability to exploic their resources. He defines
The Law of Culwaral Dominance in thermodynamie
[CrTTiS.

In his brilliant essay, “The Law of Evolutionary Po-
tental,” Service shows how this principle throws light
upon and renders ineelligible many  anthropological
problems that have remained obscure or misunderstood
for a long ime. His application of this law to “The Pres-
ent and Future of Ameriea” is original, revealing, and
positively excinng. It would do the author an injustice
and the reader a disservice for me to attempt a digest or
paraphrase of this part or of the whole,

Common features or characteristics of the essays are:
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