compare and contrast essay examples
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Understanding Compare and Contrast Essay Examples
in the History of Anthropology

Exploring the evolution of any academic discipline offers a rich tapestry of intellectual development,
and the history of anthropology is no exception. To truly grasp this journey, understanding how
scholars have historically approached and debated key ideas is crucial. Compare and contrast essay
examples are particularly illuminating in this regard, allowing us to dissect the similarities and
divergences in anthropological thought across different eras and schools of thought. This article
delves into the core elements of crafting effective compare and contrast essays within the historical
context of anthropology. We will examine how these essays illuminate the shifts in theoretical
frameworks, methodological approaches, and the very definition of what it means to be human from
an anthropological perspective. By dissecting various compare and contrast essay examples focused
on the history of anthropology, readers will gain a deeper appreciation for the discipline's dynamic
nature and the intellectual debates that have shaped its trajectory. Understanding these historical
comparisons is vital for students and enthusiasts seeking to navigate the complex landscape of
anthropological inquiry.
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The Significance of Compare and Contrast Essays in
Anthropological History

Compare and contrast essays serve as powerful analytical tools when applied to the history of
anthropology. They enable a nuanced understanding of how different ideas, theories, and
methodologies have emerged, interacted, and sometimes clashed within the discipline. By identifying
similarities and differences, students and scholars can trace the intellectual lineage of anthropological
concepts and appreciate the context in which they developed. This approach is not merely academic;
it fosters critical thinking skills essential for any aspiring anthropologist. Examining, for instance, how
early evolutionary theories differed from later functionalist perspectives, or how ethnographic
methods evolved, reveals the discipline's ongoing self-critique and adaptation. These essays highlight
the intellectual currents that have shaped our understanding of human cultures and societies, making
them indispensable for anyone seeking a comprehensive grasp of anthropological history.

The history of anthropology is marked by distinct periods, each characterized by dominant theoretical
paradigms and methodological preferences. Compare and contrast essays allow us to pinpoint these
shifts by examining the relationships between them. For example, an essay comparing early
diffusionist theories with later anthropological approaches to cultural change would illuminate a
fundamental evolution in how scholars understood the transmission of cultural traits. Such
comparisons are crucial for understanding the discipline's intellectual development and its attempts
to grapple with the complexities of human diversity. Without this comparative lens, the historical
progression of anthropological thought might appear fragmented rather than a continuous, albeit
debated, intellectual journey.

Key Elements of a Strong Compare and Contrast Essay
on Anthropological History

A compelling compare and contrast essay on the history of anthropology requires a clear focus, robust
evidence, and a well-structured argument. The foundation of such an essay lies in the careful
selection of the subjects for comparison and contrast. These subjects could be specific

anthropological theories, prominent scholars, seminal ethnographic studies, or distinct

methodological approaches. The essay must then articulate a clear thesis statement that outlines the
primary argument concerning the similarities and differences between the chosen subjects and their
significance within the broader history of anthropology.

Thesis Statement Construction

A strong thesis statement for a compare and contrast essay in this field should be specific and
arguable. Instead of simply stating that two theories are different, it should propose how they differ



and why that difference matters historically. For example, a thesis might argue that "While both Franz
Boas and Emile Durkheim sought to establish anthropology as a scientific discipline, their divergent
emphases on cultural particularism versus social solidarity reveal contrasting foundational
assumptions about human society that continue to resonate in contemporary anthropological
debates." This type of thesis provides a roadmap for the entire essay.

Selection of Comparative Points

Choosing the right points of comparison and contrast is crucial. For historical anthropological topics,
relevant points often include:

e Theoretical underpinnings (e.g., assumptions about human nature, cultural evolution).

* Methodological approaches (e.g., fieldwork techniques, data analysis).

» Key concepts and terminology used.

e The historical context and intellectual milieu in which the ideas emerged.

e The impact and legacy of the theories or methods on subsequent anthropological thought.

e The cultural groups or phenomena studied.

Evidence and Analysis

The essay must be supported by credible evidence, typically drawn from primary anthropological
texts (e.g., works by Malinowski, Lévi-Strauss, Geertz) and secondary scholarly analyses of
anthropological history. Simply listing similarities and differences is insufficient. The essay must
engage in critical analysis, explaining the significance of these comparisons and contrasts. This
involves interpreting the data, evaluating the implications of the similarities and differences, and
demonstrating how they contribute to a deeper understanding of the history of anthropology.

Structural Organization

Two primary organizational structures are common for compare and contrast essays: point-by-point
and block method. The point-by-point method discusses each point of comparison for both subjects
before moving to the next point. The block method discusses one subject thoroughly, then the other,
addressing the same points for both. For historical analysis, the point-by-point method often
facilitates clearer comparisons of intellectual development and theoretical evolution.

Analyzing Early Anthropological Debates Through



Comparison and Contrast

The nascent stages of anthropology were characterized by intense debates that laid the groundwork
for the discipline. Comparing and contrasting the ideas of its early pioneers offers a crucial lens
through which to understand these foundational arguments. For instance, the late 19th-century
fascination with evolutionary schemas provided fertile ground for comparative analysis. Scholars like
Edward Burnett Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan proposed unilinear models of cultural evolution,
suggesting that all societies progressed through similar stages. However, the nuances within these
evolutionary frameworks, and the emerging counter-arguments, are best understood through
comparative examination.

An essay comparing Tylor's concept of "survivals" with Morgan's stages of "Ethnical Periods" would
highlight both their shared evolutionary teleology and their distinct analytical categories. Tylor’s focus
on observable remnants of past practices in contemporary societies offered a qualitative approach to
evolutionary evidence, while Morgan's more structured societal stages provided a more macro-level
historical framework. Contrasting these approaches reveals the intellectual diversity even within the
dominant evolutionary paradigm. Furthermore, comparing these evolutionary theorists with figures
like Adolf Bastian, who emphasized psychic unity and universal cultural patterns, underscores the
early disciplinary contention regarding the drivers of cultural similarity and difference.

Comparing and Contrasting Foundational
Anthropological Theories

The history of anthropology is punctuated by the rise and fall of various theoretical schools, each
offering distinct perspectives on human culture and society. Comparing and contrasting these
foundational theories is essential for appreciating the discipline's intellectual evolution. Early theories,
often rooted in evolutionary thought, sought to explain cultural diversity through overarching
developmental stages. Later theories, such as functionalism, shifted the focus to the social functions
of cultural practices, while structuralism aimed to uncover underlying universal patterns in human
thought and social organization.

Consider a comparison between diffusionism and functionalism. Diffusionism, prominent in the early
20th century, emphasized the spread of cultural traits from one society to another as the primary
engine of cultural change. Theorists like Clark Wissler focused on culture areas and the processes of
acculturation. In contrast, functionalism, championed by figures like Bronistaw Malinowski and A.R.
Radcliffe-Brown, argued that cultural elements should be understood in terms of the roles they played
in meeting the needs of individuals or maintaining the stability of the social system. An essay
comparing these would highlight diffusionism's external-focused explanation of change versus
functionalism's internal-focused explanation of social cohesion and individual needs.

Evolutionary Frameworks: A Comparative Analysis of Early
Anthropological Thought



Early anthropologists widely embraced evolutionary theories to explain the diversity of human
cultures. These theories, heavily influenced by Darwinian biology, often posited that societies moved
through a predictable series of developmental stages, from "savage" to "barbarian" to "civilized." A
comparative analysis of figures like Edward Burnett Tylor, Lewis Henry Morgan, and James Frazer
reveals both commonalities in their evolutionary outlook and significant differences in their specific
models and evidence. For instance, Tylor's definition of culture as "that complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as
a member of society" provided a broad framework that he then used to trace the development of
specific cultural traits. Morgan, in his work "Ancient Society," outlined distinct stages of social
evolution based on kinship systems, technology, and government. Frazer, in "The Golden Bough,"
meticulously cataloged magical beliefs and religious practices across cultures, seeking universal
patterns of intellectual development.

Comparing these scholars involves examining their differing criteria for defining stages, their
methodologies for gathering evidence (e.g., Tylor's reliance on "survivals," Morgan’s use of kinship
terminology and historical accounts, Frazer’'s encyclopedic collection of folklore), and their underlying
assumptions about the nature of human progress. While all adhered to an evolutionary paradigm,
their specific interpretations of history and cultural change varied, offering a rich ground for
comparative study. For example, a comparative essay could contrast Morgan’s emphasis on social
structures and kinship with Tylor’s focus on the evolution of religious beliefs and primitive psychology.

Functionalism and Structuralism: Contrasting Paradigms in
Anthropology

Functionalism and structuralism represent two major theoretical shifts in 20th-century anthropology,
offering fundamentally different approaches to understanding culture and society. Functionalism,
primarily developed by Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, viewed societies as integrated systems where
various institutions and cultural practices served specific functions, contributing to social order and
individual well-being. Malinowski's focus was on "imponderabilia of actual life"—the day-to-day
realities of fiel[dwork—and how cultural practices met basic biological and psychological needs.
Radcliffe-Brown, on the other hand, emphasized "social structure" and how institutions contributed to
the maintenance of social cohesion and solidarity.

Structuralism, most famously associated with Claude Lévi-Strauss, proposed that cultural phenomena,
such as kinship systems, myths, and culinary practices, could be understood as manifestations of
underlying universal mental structures, often based on binary oppositions. Lévi-Strauss sought to
identify the fundamental logic of the human mind that shaped cultural expressions. A compare and
contrast essay would highlight that while functionalism looked at the purpose or role of cultural
elements within a specific social context, structuralism looked for abstract, often unconscious,
patterns and relationships that transcended individual societies. Functionalists asked, "What does this
cultural practice do for society?", while structuralists asked, "What underlying mental framework does
this cultural practice reveal?" This difference in focus reflects a broader shift from explaining social
phenomena in terms of their present-day utility to explaining them through universal cognitive
principles.



Methodological Shifts: A Comparative Historical View

The history of anthropology is inextricably linked to changes in how researchers conduct their studies.
Methodological advancements have dramatically shaped the kinds of questions anthropologists could
ask and the answers they could provide. Comparing and contrasting early ethnographic methods with
those developed in the 20th century reveals a significant evolution in the discipline’s commitment to
empirical observation and participant-observation. Early approaches often relied on second-hand
accounts, travelers' tales, or limited colonial records, leading to speculative theories.

The work of pioneers like Franz Boas marked a pivotal shift towards intensive, long-term fieldwork.
Boas advocated for learning local languages, immersing oneself in the community, and meticulously
documenting cultural practices in their own context. This holistic approach, often termed "salvage
ethnography" in its early days, aimed to capture the richness of cultures perceived to be under threat
from Westernization. Comparing Boas's emphasis on detailed ethnography with earlier, more
generalized evolutionary accounts demonstrates a move from armchair theorizing to empirical
grounding.

The Evolution of Fieldwork: Comparing Methodological
Approaches

Fieldwork is the cornerstone of cultural anthropology, and its methodological evolution is a key theme
in the discipline's history. Early anthropological research often relied on questionnaires administered
to informants, or on the accounts of missionaries and colonial administrators, who had their own
biases and agendas. This often resulted in data that was superficial or distorted.

Bronistaw Malinowski is widely credited with revolutionizing ethnographic fieldwork in the early 20th
century through his immersive, long-term studies in the Trobriand Islands. His approach, detailed in
works like "Argonauts of the Western Pacific," emphasized:

Living among the people being studied for an extended period.

Learning the native language fluently.

Engaging in participant-observation, actively participating in daily life while observing.

Producing detailed, descriptive accounts of all aspects of the culture.

Seeking to understand the "native's point of view."

Comparing Malinowski's intensive fieldwork with the methods of earlier anthropologists like Henry
Lewis Morgan, whose research often involved extensive correspondence and the collection of data
from a distance, highlights a fundamental transformation in the discipline's epistemological basis.
While Morgan's work was crucial for its broad scope and comparative scope, Malinowski's methods
provided a depth of understanding and an emphasis on cultural context that became the hallmark of
modern cultural anthropology. Later anthropologists, building on this foundation, have continued to



refine fieldwork techniques, incorporating new technologies and ethical considerations, but the core
principles of immersion and participant-observation remain central.

Cultural Relativism vs. Ethnocentrism: A Comparative
Anthropological Perspective

One of the most enduring and significant debates in the history of anthropology revolves around the
concepts of cultural relativism and ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism, the tendency to view one's own
culture as superior and to judge other cultures by its standards, was prevalent in the early days of
colonialism and anthropological exploration. Early evolutionary theories often implicitly or explicitly
carried ethnocentric assumptions, ranking societies on a scale of progress with Western civilization at
the apex.

Cultural relativism, on the other hand, emerged as a critical response to ethnocentrism. Championed
by Franz Boas and his students, it proposes that cultures should be understood on their own terms,
without judgment based on the standards of another culture. This perspective emphasizes the
importance of context and the inherent value of cultural diversity. A compare and contrast essay on
these two concepts would illuminate the intellectual and ethical challenges faced by anthropologists
as they sought to move beyond Western biases.

Comparing the writings of early explorers and colonial administrators, who often described non-
Western practices with disdain and bewilderment, with the nuanced ethnographic accounts of Boasian
anthropologists would starkly illustrate this shift. For example, comparing attitudes towards
indigenous marriage customs or religious beliefs in 19th-century accounts versus early 20th-century
ethnographic works would reveal the growing commitment to cultural relativism. This comparative
approach highlights how anthropology evolved from a potentially judgmental observer of the "other"
to a discipline that strives for understanding and respect for diverse ways of life. The ongoing
discussion about the limits of cultural relativism (e.g., when faced with practices that violate universal
human rights) also provides a rich area for comparative analysis with historical perspectives.

Comparing and Contrasting Different Schools of
Anthropological Thought

The history of anthropology is a narrative of evolving theoretical frameworks, each offering distinct
lenses through which to view human societies. Comparing and contrasting these schools of thought
reveals the dynamic intellectual landscape of the discipline. Beyond the foundational debates of
evolutionism and the emergence of cultural relativism, later schools like historical particularism,
psychoanalytic anthropology, cultural ecology, and cognitive anthropology have each contributed
unique perspectives.

Historical particularism, strongly associated with Franz Boas, argued that each culture had its own
unique history and development, rejecting grand evolutionary schemes. This contrasted sharply with
the diffusionist emphasis on the migration of cultural traits as the primary driver of change, though



Boas himself did not reject diffusion entirely. Comparing historical particularism with diffusionism
underscores a shift towards understanding cultural configurations as products of unique historical
trajectories rather than adherence to universal laws of development.

Further comparisons can be drawn between structural functionalism (Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown)
and structuralism (Lévi-Strauss). As discussed earlier, functionalism focused on the social functions of
cultural traits for maintaining society, while structuralism sought universal underlying mental
structures. This represents a move from explaining social phenomena in terms of their present utility
to explaining them through abstract cognitive patterns. Each school provided distinct explanatory
power, and comparing their strengths and weaknesses is vital for understanding anthropological
theory development.

Symbolic Anthropology and Postmodernism: A
Comparative Historical Analysis

Symbolic anthropology and postmodern approaches represent significant later developments in the
history of anthropology, offering distinct critiques of earlier paradigms and novel ways of
understanding culture. Symbolic anthropology, with key figures like Clifford Geertz, viewed culture as
a system of shared meanings and symbols that people use to make sense of their world. Geertz
famously described culture as "webs of significance" that humans themselves have spun.
Ethnography, in this view, was an attempt to interpret these symbols, akin to reading a text.

Postmodern anthropology, emerging in the late 20th century, further challenged traditional
anthropological approaches. It questioned the possibility of objective knowledge, critiqued the
authority of the ethnographer, and emphasized the fragmented, contested, and subjective nature of
cultural experience. Postmodernists often focused on issues of power, representation, and the
researcher's own positionality within the field. Comparing symbolic anthropology and postmodernism
reveals both continuities and divergences. Both move away from the positivist ambitions of earlier
schools, emphasizing interpretation and the subjective experience of meaning.

However, a key contrast lies in their approach to representation. While symbolic anthropologists
sought to interpret coherent symbolic systems, postmodernists often highlighted the inherent
slipperiness of meaning, the multiplicity of interpretations, and the ways in which power relations
shape what meanings are dominant. An essay comparing these could explore how Geertz's "thick
description" aimed for a rich, yet ultimately author-driven, interpretation, while postmodern critiques
guestioned the very possibility of such authoritative interpretations, foregrounding multiple, often
conflicting, voices and perspectives. The emphasis on discourse, narrative, and the social construction
of reality is a common thread, but the ultimate conclusions drawn about knowledge and
representation differ significantly.

Conclusion: Reinforcing the Value of Comparative
Historical Analysis in Anthropology



The exploration of compare and contrast essay examples within the history of anthropology
underscores the discipline's dynamic and self-reflective nature. By examining the similarities and
differences between various theories, methodologies, and intellectual traditions, we gain a profound
appreciation for how anthropological understanding has evolved. These comparative analyses are not
merely academic exercises; they are essential for grasping the foundational debates that have
shaped the field and for understanding the ongoing quest to comprehend the complexities of human
culture and society. From the evolutionary frameworks of the 19th century to the interpretive turn of
symbolic anthropology and the critical perspectives of postmodernism, each comparative study offers
valuable insights into the discipline’s intellectual lineage and its continuous adaptation. Mastering the
art of comparing and contrasting historical anthropological ideas is thus crucial for developing a
nuanced and critical understanding of what anthropology is and what it seeks to achieve.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key historical periods or 'turns' in the
development of anthropological thought that are often
compared and contrasted in essays?

Essays often compare and contrast periods like the Enlightenment's focus on universal human nature
versus 19th-century evolutionary theories (e.g., Tylor, Morgan), the shift from diffusionism and
armchair anthropology to fieldwork and cultural relativism in the early 20th century (Boas's
influence), and the post-WWII era with its emphasis on structuralism (Lévi-Strauss), interpretive
anthropology (Geertz), and critiques of colonialism and power dynamics.

How did early anthropological approaches differ in their
understanding of culture and its transmission?

Early approaches like diffusionism emphasized the spread of cultural traits from a single origin point,
implying a more linear and hierarchical development of cultures. In contrast, Boasian historical
particularism argued that each culture develops its unique history and that cultural traits are
transmitted through complex processes of adaptation and innovation, rejecting universal evolutionary
schemas and promoting cultural relativism.

What are the main distinctions between Malinowski's
functionalism and Radcliffe-Brown's structural-functionalism
in the history of anthropology?

While both focused on the present function of social institutions, Malinowski's functionalism primarily
focused on how institutions met the basic biological and psychological needs of individuals (e.g., Kula
ring satisfying needs for prestige and material goods). Radcliffe-Brown's structural-functionalism,
however, emphasized how institutions contributed to the maintenance of social structure and the
integration of society as a whole, viewing society as an organism where each part has a role in
maintaining stability.



How did anthropological theories address the impact of
colonialism, and what are the contrasting viewpoints on this?

Early anthropology often operated within colonial frameworks, sometimes justifying or rationalizing
colonial rule through notions of 'civilizing missions' or perceived cultural inferiority. Later, post-
colonial anthropologists critically examined anthropology's complicity in colonialism, highlighting how
ethnographic data was used to categorize, control, and exploit colonized populations. Contrasting
views exist on whether anthropology could be 'decolonized' or whether its inherent biases made it
irreconcilable with anti-colonial goals.

What are the major differences between 'emic' and 'etic'
approaches in historical anthropological research, and how
are these debated?

The emic approach seeks to understand a culture from the insider's perspective, using their
categories and meanings. The etic approach uses external, objective frameworks and categories to
analyze a culture. Debates in historical essays often revolve around the necessity of both: while etic
analysis can provide comparative insights, an overreliance on it risks misinterpreting or ignoring the
lived experiences and meanings of people within a historical context. The balance between these
approaches is crucial for robust historical anthropology.

How have methodological shifts, such as the move to
participant observation, changed the nature of
anthropological inquiry and how can this be contrasted with
earlier methods?

The embrace of participant observation, popularized by Malinowski, marked a significant
methodological shift from the armchair anthropology and reliance on travelers' accounts
characteristic of earlier eras. Participant observation allowed for deeper, more nuanced understanding
of cultural practices from an insider's viewpoint, fostering cultural relativism. Contrasting this, earlier
methods were often more detached, prone to bias, and less sensitive to the complexities of lived
experience, leading to generalizations and often ethnocentric interpretations.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to comparing and contrasting the history of anthropology, each starting
with

1.

Foundations of Anthropology: A Comparative Journey



This book delves into the foundational thinkers and early
schools of thought within anthropology. It meticulously
compares and contrasts the divergent approaches of cultural
diffusionism, functionalism, and Boasian particularism. The
author highlights how these early paradigms shaped the
discipline's trajectory and laid the groundwork for future
debates.

2.

Evolutionism and Its Critics: Rethinking Anthropological
Progress

This work examines the rise of evolutionary theories in
anthropology, such as those proposed by Tylor and Morgan,
and their subsequent critiques. It contrasts the unilinear
stages of development proposed by evolutionists with the
more nuanced understandings offered by later scholars. The
book explores how these debates influenced the development
of historical particularism and cultural relativism.

3.

Fieldwork and Theory: Shaping Anthropological Inquiry

This title explores the crucial interplay between ethnographic
fieldwork and theoretical development in anthropology. It
contrasts the observational methods of early anthropologists
with the more participatory and reflexive approaches of later
generations. The book illustrates how changing
methodologies and theoretical frameworks, such as
structuralism and postmodernism, have responded to and
reshaped each other.



4.

The Colonial Gaze and Its Anthropological Aftermath

This book critically analyzes the impact of colonialism on the
development of anthropological thought and practice. It
contrasts the perspectives of anthropologists working within
colonial frameworks with those who challenged these power
dynamics. The work investigates how postcolonial critiques
have reinterpreted foundational texts and advocated for more
equitable ethnographic relationships.

5.

From Particularism to Universalism: Divergent Paths in
Cultural Analysis

This study contrasts the anthropological emphasis on unique
cultural contexts and histories with the search for universal
human patterns. It examines the legacy of Franz Boas's
cultural particularism and its tension with earlier
universalizing tendencies. The book explores how later
theoretical movements, like processual archaeology and
cognitive anthropology, have attempted to bridge this divide.

6.

The Anthropology of Power: Contrasting Dominance and
Resistance

This title investigates the role of power structures and social
inequality within anthropological history and analysis. It
contrasts Marxist and feminist anthropological approaches
with earlier, more functionalist perspectives on social order.



The book examines how these diverse theoretical lenses have
interpreted issues of class, gender, and race within different
cultural contexts.

7.

Ethnographic Encounters: Comparing Styles and Ethics

This book offers a comparative analysis of different
ethnographic styles and the evolving ethical considerations in
anthropological research. It contrasts the detached, objective
stance of some earlier ethnographies with the more
subjective and involved approaches of contemporary scholars.
The work highlights how changing ethical guidelines have
influenced the way anthropologists conduct and represent
their fieldwork.

8.

Symbolism and Meaning: Shifting Interpretations in
Anthropology

This work explores the history of symbolic anthropology and
its various theoretical interpretations. It contrasts the
structuralist approach of Lévi-Strauss with the interpretive
anthropology of Clifford Geertz. The book examines how these
distinct frameworks have been used to understand cultural
meaning and ritual across different societies.

9.

Anthropology's Futures: Debating Identity and Globalization

This book looks at contemporary debates within anthropology



concerning identity, globalization, and interdisciplinarity. It
contrasts the disciplinary boundaries of early anthropology
with the more fluid and integrated approaches of today. The
work considers how globalization has challenged existing
theories and necessitates new comparative frameworks for
understanding human diversity.
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