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Abstract

The dawn of the early 19th century marked the
birth of anthropology as a science of humanity. An-
thropologists were then noted for their interest in
exotic culture, especially that of “primitive” socie-
ties. Between then and now, the discipline has tra-
versed many areas of humanity. Its theoretical and
methodological concearns have also extended into
many other disciplines. How then has anthropology
evolved its present status? What are the milestones
in the development of anthropology until the 21st
century? What are the implications of these mile-
stones for the archaeology of Nigeria and by exten-
sion Africa in Africa? What does this portend for
Nigerian archaeology? This study attempts all the
above questions, and establishes the desirability of
comparative, multi-disciplinary and community-
centered research in archaeology. The paper also
establishes the need for integration of anthropolo-
gists into archaeological studies of Africa.

Study Background

Humans have developed complex social and
cultural institutions such as language, economic sys-
tems, complex technology, beliefs and ritual systems,
family, kinship and many other non-familial organiza-
tions. All these have brought about the question of
the position of human in nature and culture. Of course,
the interrogation of this question started as early as
5 BC when ancient philosophers on human nature
and culture started to shed light on human nature.
The first classical work was that of Herodotus a Greek

historian of the 5th century BCE, who established
fanciful description of other societies based on their
nature, behaviors and practices identified in their dif-
ferent localities. Complementing this effort was the
historian Ibn Khaldun, who wrote muquddimah or
introduction of history in the 14th century. The strik-
ing relevance of these classical works was that a foun-
dation of a science of man is established. No wonder
that Ibn Khaldun proposed to create a science to
study “human society and its own problems vis the
social transformation that succeed each other in the
nature of society” (Lacoste 1984:169). Thus the awak-
ening created by Ibn Khaldun led to sporadic explo-
ration and explanation of culture beings in the con-
text of nature. Human behaviors and cultural institu-
tions were seen as having evolved as biological or-
ganisms did.  Between the 5th and the 14th centuries,
thinkers were concerned with the construction of
theories, which were used to explain human behaviors
and practices. Thus, from degenerationism, which
provides the earliest explanation of cultural diver-
sity, evolution was constructed. The construction of
evolutionism became and remains an impetus, which
has led to the development of many other theories to
explain human culture. Although theologians have
seriously attacked evolutionism, because it contra-
venes the divine process of development as pre-
sented in the Bible, evolutionism still remains as the
scientific explanation to human development. Also,
there is a theological opposition to the evolutionary
thesis that humans evolved from apes or humans
and the apes share a common ancestry. Since there
exists no other empirical thesis to explain biological
evolution of humans, evolutionism withstands the
scientific test of time. There exist many other reasons
for the subsistence of evolution even in the 21st cen-
tury, as we shall explain later in this paper. From evo-
lutionism, there came the birth of many other specific
theories, which were constructed following system-
atic conduct of fieldwork on human behaviors and
practice. Notably the historical particularism, func-
tionalism, diffusionism, structural functionalism and
ecological materialism were the theories in the later
19th century. The early 20th century marked the evo-
lution of theories like sociobiology, symbolic
interactionism and neo-evolutionism. Theories on
culture and personality and language and culture also
featured in the historical anal of anthropology in the
early 20th century. This period saw many other theo-
ries in anthropology, which evolved from the knowl-
edge of many other disciplines in social science and
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humanities. Examples can be made from Thomas Sav-
ing’s anthropological jurisprudence, Karl Polanyi’s
substantive idea in economic anthropology; the po-
litical-economic world system theory of Immanuel
Wallestein, and the psychoanalytic analysis of cul-
ture and personality and action theory of Margaret
Mead. Even medicine is not spared of anthropologi-
cal trespass. Anthropological encroachment into
medicine is obvious and justified by establishing
medical anthropology, which is one of the fastest
growing sub disciplines of anthropology (Okpokunu
2002:81-97).

Early anthropologists focused on human evo-
lution, schematic construction of human develop-
ment (material and non-material), modernization
schemes, and colonial heritage, globalization of cul-
tures and post-modern explanations of culture, all of
which have explained the rationale for contemporary
developments. The above suggest two important is-
sues, which are relevant to the context of this paper.
Firstly, since the 5th century, human beings have
being concerned with knowing self through the in-
vestigation of human behavior and human adapta-
tion in the environment, through knowing the human
position in manipulating nature, time and space. This
on the other hand calls for both the historical and
ahistorical analysis of culture. The second issue,
which emanated from the above, is that a particular
discipline – anthropology was proposed as far back
as 14th century as a science of man. This science
embraces all aspects of human behavior, which in-
clude biological, archaeological, cultural, sociologi-
cal, economic, psychological, legal, medical, histori-
cal, ecological and political aspects, and still con-
tinuing to widen its scopes without loosing its tradi-
tional forms and practices. Since anthropology has
evolved to encapsulate all other disciplines associ-
ated with science of man, what is the domain of an-
thropology? How has it developed in theory and
method within the last seven centuries? What is the
success of anthropology in its multidisciplinary na-
ture of studying human society? What is the implica-
tion of this trend to archaeology in Nigeria? All these
form the context of discussion in this paper.

Methodologically, the paper combined both
secondary and primary sources of data collection
system. The primary source did not involve the con-
ventional survey simply because the study here did
not involve a specific and specified field location.

This implies that in contemporary anthropology, not
all subject matter of research, even when hard data
are necessary, can be adequately explored with the
rigor of a sample survey. As noted by Nyamujoh (2005)
that in ethnography, subjective and inter-subjective
accounts sometimes say much more on a phenom-
enon than does a dull and phony objective; simply
because not all that counts can be counted and not
all that can be counted are counts. Thus, the ethno-
graphic ideas used in this paper have been harvested
as I went along in my training as an anthropologist in
the Department of Archaeology and Anthropology,
University of Ibadan, where both in principle and in
practice, archaeology is the domineering partner of
the two courses. Indeed, having lived within the poli-
tics of archaeology over anthropology for over eight-
een years, first as a student, then as a teacher in the
Department, one observe(s) that archaeology and
anthropology cultivate a lot of similarities which tend
to promote inter-disciplinary research output. The
method of inquiry employed here therefore reflects
as one is passionate about anthropological theme,
and having a way with the people, rich ethnographic
insights flow through interactions with others any-
where, anytime. As an anthropologist, every time one
is always doing fieldwork even when not formally on
the field. Thus, the primary data used in this paper
resulted from a multiplicity of inter-subjective encoun-
ters, ranging from personal experience cultivated
through interviews and intensive conversations with
colleagues in archaeology, most of them senior, fol-
lowing archaeologists to fieldwork, and juxtaposing
the field experiences in archaeology and anthropol-
ogy. Secondary sources consulted included review
of journal publications, extracts from textbooks and
scholarly materials from websites on the themes of
this paper.

Anthropology: Context and History

The discipline of anthropology began in the
second half of 19th century as earlier proposed by
Ibn Khaldun in the 14th century as a science of hu-
mans (Lacoste 1984). The term anthropology has a
Greek origin, from anthropos meaning human being
and logia meaning to study. The concept of human-
ity is not only confined to cultural essence of human
beings. Thus, anthropology can be defined as the
scientific study of human nature, human society and
human past. Being a scholarly discipline, it aims at
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describing in the broadest possible sense what it
means to be human (Schultz and Lavinda 1998; Aremu
2001).

Anthropology employs systematic analysis
and comparison of all that remains of human past
and what human is involved at present to interrogate
humanity. The central focus of anthropology is of
course the explanation of humanity. As I have earlier
mentioned, the concept of humanity extends beyond
culture to biological factors. People adapt to various
ecological zones both in the past and at present. In
this wise, the origin, migration and human settlement
fall under this scope of anthropology. The implica-
tion of human origins and human biological makeup
on beliefs, ethos, practices, behaviors and knowl-
edge also form a cardinal part of humanity as con-
ceived by anthropology. The functional part of hu-
manity within anthropological concept is in fact
contextualization of all aspects of humanity mentioned
above on the sustenance of human beings in term of
development. Thus, anthropology assumes a wider
perspective of humanity.

Historically, anthropology did not begin with
the above general ideas of humanity. From the writ-
ings of the earliest anthropologists, its idea was re-
stricted to the analysis of human evolution through
the study of earliest fossilized bones of humanlike
creatures that is the artifacts and material traces left
in the living, and that of the historically described
people of the earth (Aremu 2001). At the earliest time,
the anthropological explanation was restricted to
“primitive” culture. No wonder Boas opined that an-
thropology should double up in collection of data on
primitive culture because those cultures would soon
disappear (McGee and Warm 1995). Thus, the analy-
sis of theory and ethnographic model at this time
depicted anthropology as the study of exotic cul-
tures focusing on the study of traditional “local cul-
ture”. Anthropologists in the early 20th century were
busy describing culture as an organism, which grows
from its rudiments to advanced stage. These an-
thropologists were motivated by the work of Charles
Darwin, which draws culture to an analogy of plants
(Ember and Ember 1973). This perspective opines that
culture is deeply rooted in a home base. It is from the
home base where stem (other cultures) emanates and
still maintain firm link with the home base. The objec-
tive of anthropological studies at this time was the
discovery of isolated people with authentic culture.
Thus, the classical anthropologists as the latter an-

thropologists called the earliest ones, believe that all
culture progressively develop from a particular home
base; and they were concerned with location. Thus,
their speculations about human origins and its cul-
ture began. They were concerned with the origin and
how culture develops. They later began to make a
distinction between humans and other animals
through the comparison of their cultures. At this time,
archaeology was employed by anthropologists as
the instrument to discover human origins. Thus, ar-
chaeological account of origin in terms of
“catastrophism” became an additional dimension in
the classical account of human origins (Binford 1983).

Emerging from the above trends were some clas-
sical theorists. The proponents of these theorists
included Edward Tylor (1871) whose definition of
culture is not only classical but remains the most
comprehensive and detailed. Together with Herbert
Spencer (1860) and August Comte (1853), social evo-
lutionism was developed from Darwin’s idea of bio-
logical evolutionism (McGee and Warm 1995). From
these classical theories, Tylor, Morgan and Hebert
Spencer pursued an evaluation of culture support-
ing their anthropological data with the extraction of
facts from surface collection of material remains found
in the cultures, which they studied. Thus, they used
archaeological data. This continued until the late 20th
century, and parts of these ideas are still upheld in
contemporary discourse in anthropology.

The conception of exotic culture undoubtedly
yielded divergent views about culture, which domi-
nated the second phase of anthropological develop-
ment. This second phase focused the analysis of
culture, which is conditioned by cultural relativity.
The predominant position at this time was collection
of data about different societies using both histori-
cal and comparative model. Specifically the writing
of Franz Boas, which centered on historical
particularism, was the rave of that moment. Boas’
idea was predicated on the concern that each society
has its own peculiar culture, which is determined by
the historical consciousness of the people. Thus,
this approach believed on historical comparativeness
in the analysis of culture. From this perspective,
emerge cultural relativity, which is the central per-
spective on assumption about plural culture. Histori-
cal particularism also admits that the development of
culture is determined by the people’s geist, which is
the people’s historical background. To explain the
thesis scientifically, ethno-history was adopted as a
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method of data collection (McGee and Warm 1995),
thus extending anthropological domain to history.

Boas’ over-reliance on the particular history of
a specific society drew its thesis to a sharp criticism.
The critics such as Malinowski, Levi Strauss, and
Radcliffe-Brown believed that looking critically at the
internal structure of culture; one could find certain
elements, which are not entirely the make-ups of a
particular society history. The earliest work of Emile
Durkheim, which was constructed on function of
culture, served as impetus to this anthropological
perception (Durkheim 1951). Anthropologists like
Malinowski, Talcott Parsons, and Radcliffe-Brown
began to look at the internal structure of culture that
promotes the organic solidarity in culture. This new
awakening spurred anthropology to critical analysis
of both function and structure of culture. Having
relied heavily on Durkheim’s perspective, anthropol-
ogy drove itself into a sociological realm, both in
theory and methodology. The functional perspec-
tive, which dominated discussion at this time, was
envisioned and pushed by anthropologists who
mainly used sociological approach in their analysis.
Another important feature of anthropology at that
time was that anthropology had started studying
smaller units of modern societies because of pro-
gressive extinction of the so-called primitive and ex-
otic societies. Franz Boas earlier predicted this. George
Murdock’s work became one of the earliest anthro-
pological fieldworks, which relied heavily on survey
study. Murdock, being an ecological materialist, be-
lieved in the complementarity of quantitative with
qualitative approaches (Murdock 1959).

The gains of classical and modern anthropo-
logical development were later fostered with new
orientations emerging in the study of anthropology.
More prominent were Ruth Benedict, Abraham
Kardiner and Cora DuBois on personality and cul-
ture, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Wolf on culture
and language; Marshall Sahlins and Karl Polanyi on
economy and culture, Evans-Pritchard on politics and
culture and Leslie White and Julian Steward on hu-
man ecology. Each of these works has established a
distinct sub-field in anthropology. Culture and per-
sonality school has developed into what is now
known as psychological anthropology, while stud-
ies on economy and culture evolved into economic
anthropology, and the studies on politics and cul-
ture established political anthropology. The common
denominators in all these newly emergent sub-disci-

plines are (i) the focus on culture; (ii) using both
historical (synchronic) and ahistorical (diachronic)
perspectives; (iii) conducting both qualitative ad
quantitative fieldworks.

What is germane to our discussion here is that
throughout the course of anthropological develop-
ment from the classical phase through the modern
period, Archaeology is indispensable, even when
anthropology trespasses into sociology, psychology,
language, politics and economics, anthropology still
falls back on the interpretation of the relevant mate-
rial remains of humans in constructing the past with
attempt to predict the course of human survival in
the universe, putting in mind the context of time and
space. It therefore becomes clear that there is an in-
tersection between archaeology and anthropology.
No wonder since 1900, a field of archaeology termed
as ethno-archaeology was established (Hodder 1982).
Ethno-archaeology until today is the midrib on which
archaeology and anthropology are joined. Accord-
ing to Gould (1978), ethno-archaeology involves di-
rect observation by ethnographic archaeologist
through living in human societies”, with particular
reference to the archaeological patterning of the
behavior in those societies” (Folorunso 2001:13). The
implication of the above is that there seems not to be
a separation between archaeology and anthropol-
ogy since the former is a branch of and a tool for the
latter to accomplish its goals of understanding hu-
manity. Further expansion in the scope and contents
of anthropology made possible by postmodernism.
Post – modern or 21st century anthropology evolved
a sub-discipline of anthropology known as applied
anthropology.

Given credence to this new sub-field was the
discovery that before this time, anthropology has
traditionally been concerned with the study of cul-
ture–specific behavior and social structure. But as at
the 21st century, there came the recognition of the
inadequacy of behavioral approaches in anthropol-
ogy. This led to the emergency of the self-critical
views that anthropology was far from meeting its
goals of cultural representation (Marcus and Fischer
1986). The outcome of this discovery was an off-
shoot of a new sub-discipline in anthropology, which
is all – encompassing. Applied anthropology focuses
on planned change. It is concerned with anthropolo-
gists’ impact on human problems and the conditions
under which such occurs. However, since applied
anthropology deals with the application of anthro-
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pological theories on improving human conditions,
it is not restricted to only cultural anthropology, but
also extended to physical anthropology and many
other new sub disciplines of anthropology. The evo-
lution of applied anthropology undoubtedly stream-
lined anthropology into two main categories. These
are literary anthropology and applied anthropology.
Literary anthropology deals with the description of
culture, while applied anthropology has to do with
the application of culture contents to development.
It seems that the new domain of anthropology (ap-
plied anthropology) that drove the discipline to a
more borderless position traversing all fields of hu-
manity. The spirit of globalization further rekindled
the relationship of anthropology to nearly all fields
of humanity. Anthropology now interrogates many
questions on human and development.

Implications for archaeological practice
in Nigeria

The fundamental question, which this paper
poses to answer, is the implications of the develop-
ment of anthropology for archaeology in Nigeria. This
question was formulated as a result of my reflections
on the practice of archaeology in Nigeria, in compari-
son with practices of archaeology in other societies
principally the developed societies. Having noted
that archaeology and anthropology, especially at the
University of Ibadan are two intimate fellows in terms
of their institutional set up but not in practice, there
arose in me the curiosity as to what benefit could this
position earn archaeology in Nigeria. The founder of
this department thought the two disciplines were
complimentary to one another in searching for hu-
man uniqueness in the animal kingdom. At present in
Ibadan, as in many Departments of Archaeology in
Nigeria, it is difficult to establish that the two courses
are mutually linked. This is contrary to the intention
of the earliest archaeologists such as Professor
Bassey Andah who cultivated the seed of intrinsic
mutuality of archaeology and anthropology in Ni-
geria. For Andah, anthropology was not established
as a course to guarantee the sustenance of archaeol-
ogy but as a mutual complement to each other in
probing man’s uniqueness in animal kingdom. As
consistently pushed by Andah (1995), should many
problems confronting archaeological practice in Ni-
geria be resolved, knowledge of ideal culture needs
be intensified in archaeology trainees. This position

was further re-enacted by Schmidt (2005), when he
examined the depletion of cultural heritage by the
activities of multi-national corporations and Nige-
rian government policies. Such practices have set
the euphoria of fears and intimidations on Nigerian
archaeologists simply because the new crops of Ni-
gerian archaeologists are least sensitive to ideal cul-
ture in multi-ethnic Nigerian society. The questions
thus arise as to what extent should anthropology
influence archaeology and vice versa in Nigeria? Can
archaeology stand-alone without anthropology in
Nigeria? And of course what do we stand to gain in
complementarities of archaeology and anthropology
in Nigeria?

My few years of anthropological fieldwork have
convinced me that anthropology is expected to have
more links with archaeology than to any other disci-
pline. My memory of a recently concluded fieldwork
at Egbeda on myth of origin, migration and settle-
ment among the residents of Egbeda community in
Ibadan, confirmed the above position. As a result of
non-inclusion of archaeologists in the research team,
interpreting the material culture in the field site proved
problematic. The study failed with our inability to
correlate the material with non – material data col-
lected. Therefore, to establish certain positions, which
could be scientifically valid by dating, was impossi-
ble. To correct that frailty, after leaving the field, we
suggested a follow-up study to be conducted by
archaeologists. This has begun and has started yield-
ing outstanding discoveries.

The above experience also confirmed that an-
thropology has a greater role to play in correlating
the material objects with oral data on the people be-
ing studied. Archaeologists may not conveniently
handle this, unless they collaborate with anthropolo-
gists. This perspective seems to be the intention of
Gould (1978) when pushing the position that archae-
ology should go beyond analogy but move into more
critical analysis of both material and non-material data.
However, fulfilling the above goals deserves an ex-
ploration into historical development of anthropol-
ogy. Since the beginning of anthropology as an aca-
demic discipline especially in American perspective,
it fails to depart from archaeology. Even for the Brit-
ish, where social anthropology is more appealing,
physical anthropology deals with material remains of
man. Through this perspective, a description of cul-
ture was made possible at the classical period. It was
this same perspective, which was employed in mod-
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ern and post-modern phases of anthropological de-
velopment. What this portends for archaeology in
Nigeria is beyond ordinary simplicity. In Nigeria, there
is need for more Departments of Archaeology and
Anthropology, where comparative and culture-
centered studies would be objectively carried out.
Combining anthropology and sociology in one de-
partment as many universities in Nigeria operate por-
tends a greater danger to anthropology. Not all these
departments do anthropology. In many of these de-
partments, anthropology is just maintained as an
appendage to sociology. Thus, in those universities,
anthropology is vastly becoming endangered. But,
at the University of Ibadan, where archaeology and
anthropology were established as a single depart-
ment, there is a more recognition for the two courses
compared to what obtains in other universities where
sociology marries anthropology.

The above notwithstanding, even at the uni-
versity of Ibadan where there is a Department of Ar-
chaeology and Anthropology, the two courses are
still maintained as strange fellows in their course con-
tents and field practices. There are fewer courses,
which impart equal knowledge of the two courses on
the students. The development continues to produce
archaeology students who see themselves exclusively
as archaeologists, while anthropology students are
equally distasteful of archaeology. This situation has
continued to make archaeology and anthropology
irrelevant in Nigerian national development. The situ-
ation would have improved if graduates of Archaeol-
ogy could prove themselves equally as anthropolo-
gists and vice-versa. More desirably, departmental
researches should reflect more of collaborative and
multidisciplinary nature of Archaeology and Anthro-
pology. This implies that the research exercise(s) in
the department should involve combined efforts of
both archaeologists and anthropologists.

Specifically, the imperativeness of the above is
more incumbent on Nigerian national development
as the quest for national development requires know-
ing and understanding the cultural diversities in Ni-
geria. For instance, to ensure a sustainable democ-
racy in Nigeria, various traditional political systems
need be well understood through both synchronic
and diachronic assessment of the beliefs, percep-
tion, attitudes and practices relating to different sys-
tems. Similarly to cultivate the seed of national inte-
gration and unity, intersectional discourses are nec-
essary, focusing on cultural nationalism, identity and

inter-tribal relation in Nigeria, within the context of
time and space. If either anthropology or archaeol-
ogy is to be relevant in this task, there is need for
more complimentarity between the two disciplines in
Nigeria, as should be applicable to many other devel-
oping countries. Since anthropology has continu-
ously relied on archaeology for the interpretation of
material data, and through this, anthropology has
developed more functional sub-disciplines, if archae-
ology should maintain a progressive fellowship with
anthropology in Africa; archaeology should be more
aggressive at creative and innovative studies, instead
of tying itself stereotypically to settlement and early
industrial studies. This position brings to mind the
opinion of a prominent Harvard archaeologist, Phillip
Phillips (1955), who emphasized the close ties
between archaeology and the broader field of
anthropology, when he published in his influential
paper in 1955, and stated that “American archaeo-
logy is anthropology or it is nothing”. By implication
it is not only American archaeology that should have
anthropological dimension. As Watson (1995:684)
noted, 21st century archaeology needs to evolve a
culture-historical approach, which archaeology can
only acquire through close operational association
with anthropology.

As archaeology has developed environmental
and palynological approaches, the success which
was made possible due to archaeological collabora-
tions with botany and geography, there is a need for
more archaeological collaborations with more disci-
plines inclusive of anthropology; history; and reli-
gious studies to mention a few. This further estab-
lishes that if archaeology wants to have more mean-
ingful and relevant contributions to social discourse
on humanity in Nigeria, and by extension in Africa,
there is urgency for solid integration with anthro-
pology which has diversified into many of the above
mentioned areas of archaeological collaboration.

Conclusions

The foregoing discussion has traced the de-
velopment of anthropology as a science of human.
The paper has also established that starting from the
beginning of anthropology, archaeology has been
its Siamese twin, and has acted as a driving force in
the interrogation of uniqueness of humans within
the animal kingdom (Oke 2004), by creating insights
from material remains of man. Therefore, archaeol-
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ogy is an indispensable fellow to anthropology;
hence, the need to reposition and refocusing the prac-
tice of archaeology in Nigeria to reflect this percep-
tion. It is only through this, that Nigerian archaeol-
ogy can fulfill comparativeness, multi-disciplinary
and culture–centered perspectives of postmodern
research on culture and development.
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