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Anthropological Theory: An Introductory History R. Jon McGee
– A Deep Dive

Are you embarking on a journey into the fascinating world of anthropology? R. Jon McGee's
"Anthropological Theory: An Introductory History" is often cited as a cornerstone text, providing a
comprehensive yet accessible overview of the discipline's evolution. This post serves as a detailed
companion to McGee's work, exploring its key strengths, outlining the major theoretical perspectives
covered, and offering a deeper understanding of the historical context shaping anthropological thought.
We'll delve into the core arguments, highlight key thinkers, and equip you with a solid foundation to
further your studies in anthropological theory.

Understanding McGee's Approach:

McGee's "Anthropological Theory: An Introductory History" distinguishes itself through its clear,
chronological presentation. He expertly navigates the complex interplay of ideas, demonstrating how each
theoretical perspective builds upon, refutes, or modifies its predecessors. Unlike some texts that prioritize a
specific theoretical school, McGee offers a balanced and nuanced exploration of the major paradigms,
enabling readers to develop a critical understanding of the field's diverse approaches. This balanced
perspective is crucial for developing a comprehensive understanding of the subject. The book avoids overly
technical jargon, making it accessible to students new to the field while still offering sufficient depth for
more advanced learners.

Key Theoretical Perspectives Explored in McGee's Work:

McGee's book meticulously traces the development of anthropological theory, systematically exploring
various schools of thought. Let's highlight some key areas:

Evolutionism and its Critics:

Early anthropological theory was heavily influenced by evolutionary biology. McGee examines the works
of figures like Edward Burnett Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan, highlighting their attempts to create
universal stages of cultural evolution. He also critically analyzes the limitations and biases inherent in these
early evolutionary frameworks, paving the way for a discussion of subsequent theoretical challenges. The



book effectively illustrates how these early theories, while flawed, laid the groundwork for future
developments.

Historical Particularism and the Boas School:

Franz Boas and his students – including Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead – fundamentally challenged
evolutionary approaches. McGee dedicates significant space to explaining their emphasis on cultural
relativism and the importance of in-depth ethnographic fieldwork. The nuanced portrayal of the Boas
school's influence helps readers understand the shift away from grand narratives towards a more nuanced
appreciation of cultural diversity.

Functionalism and Structural Functionalism:

The functionalist perspective, championed by Bronisław Malinowski and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown,
emphasizes the role of culture in maintaining social order. McGee meticulously explains the differences
between Malinowski's focus on individual needs and Radcliffe-Brown's emphasis on social structures. This
section provides a clear contrast between these influential approaches, clarifying their strengths and
weaknesses.

Structuralism and Post-Structuralism:

Claude Lévi-Strauss's structuralism introduced a new level of abstraction, focusing on underlying mental
structures shaping cultural practices. McGee expertly traces the impact of structuralism and its subsequent
critique by post-structuralist thinkers like Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. This segment demonstrates
the ongoing evolution of anthropological theory and the constant questioning of established paradigms.

Materialism, Cultural Materialism, and Practice Theory:

Later chapters address the rise of materialist perspectives, exploring the work of Marvin Harris and others.
The book also delves into the influence of practice theory, highlighting how individuals actively shape and
reshape cultural structures. This section emphasizes the dynamic interplay between material conditions,
social structures, and individual agency.

Postmodernism and Beyond:

McGee concludes by exploring the impact of postmodernism on anthropological theory, examining its
critiques of objective knowledge and the ongoing debates surrounding representation and reflexivity. This
section demonstrates that the evolution of anthropological thought is an ongoing process characterized by
continuous self-reflection and critical engagement.



The Value of McGee's "Anthropological Theory: An Introductory
History"

McGee's book offers an invaluable resource for anyone seeking a comprehensive introduction to the field.
Its chronological approach provides a clear understanding of the historical context shaping anthropological
thought, while its balanced presentation allows readers to critically assess the merits and limitations of
different theoretical perspectives. The clear and accessible writing style makes it an ideal starting point for
undergraduate students and a valuable refresher for those already familiar with the field.

Conclusion:

"Anthropological Theory: An Introductory History" by R. Jon McGee is more than just a textbook; it's a
journey through the intellectual evolution of a vibrant and complex discipline. By understanding the
historical trajectory of anthropological theory, we can better appreciate the richness and complexity of
human cultures and the ongoing quest to understand our shared humanity. This book serves as an excellent
guide for anyone looking to navigate this fascinating landscape.

FAQs:

Is McGee's book suitable for beginners? Yes, the book is written in a clear and accessible style,1.
making it ideal for students with no prior knowledge of anthropological theory.

Does the book focus on a specific theoretical perspective? No, McGee provides a balanced overview of1.
various major theoretical perspectives, avoiding bias towards any single school of thought.

What are the key strengths of McGee's approach? His chronological presentation, balanced1.
perspective, and clear writing style make the book highly effective for learning and understanding.

How does McGee handle complex theoretical concepts? He explains complex concepts in a clear and1.
concise manner, avoiding unnecessary jargon and making the material accessible to a wider audience.



Where can I find additional resources to complement McGee's book? You can supplement your1.
learning by exploring the original works of the theorists discussed, as well as contemporary
anthropological journals and publications.
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