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ABSTRACT 
 

Austrian and German anthropological traditions are considered in view of the influence they had on 
global anthropology. The chapter is built around the centrality of the anthropological notion of 
culture and cultural dynamics. The particularistic and relativist notion of culture is in fact believed 
to have emerged from Germany from the eighteenth century, where intellectuals have juxtaposed 
the term Kultur to Zivilisation. Within German anthropology, universalistic perspectives on culture 
have continued through the nineteenth century, as in the evolutionary approach of Gustav Klemm 
and Johann Jakob Bachofen. A different form of cultural universalism was introduced by Adolf 
Bastian with his theory of the psychic unity of mankind. Towards the end of the nineteenth century 
a third declination of Kultur emerged within the well-known cultural-historical school. Ratzel and 
Leo Frobenius’s methodological contributions opened the possibility to compare the cultural tracts 
of different peoples for the reconstruction of processes of cultural diffusion. At theoretical level 
this led to the definition of the Kulturkreise (‘culture circles’ or ‘culture complexes’). The 
greabnerian version of this model was adopted by the Vienna school. The particularistic and 
relativistic notion of Kultur as well as the methods and concept of the cultural-historical school 
have informed the early phases of American anthropology through the mediation of Franz Boas and 
his school. 
 
The Nazi phase forced several influential anthropologists to leave the country. However, the 
presence of important museums and research institutes allowed the recovery of some continuity 
with the classic approaches after the war. The Frobenius Institute is a case in point, with its 
capacity to keep focus on the cultural morphological approach through the work of Frobenius, 
Jensen and Haberland, three scholars linked by direct teacher-pupil relationships. 
 
Germanophone anthropology is today highly diversified, open to new topics and contaminated by 
the most diverse tendencies, but it is still possible to identify elements of continuity with the classic 
themes and approaches. The rhetoric culture project, promoted by Ivo Strecker and Stephen Tyler, 
is a case in point. With this initiative, American anthropology, with its post-modern developments 
of the discipline, seems to be paying back its early time debt to German anthropology. 
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During the eighteenth and the first half of nineteenth century, the classification of human groups 
did not clearly differentiate between biological and cultural factors. Different theoretical 
propositions and articulations could combine, overlap or confound both aspects and were at 
times object of public disquiet. Retrospectively we can identify two key issues. The first refers to 
the opposed theories of polygenesis and monogenesis. To assert the separate origin of the various 
human groups, whether in terms of different species, or, with theological perspective, of separate 
creation, meant establishing an unyielding difference with respect to European Whites, the group 
which, by an obvious ethnocentric move, was identified with the most perfect representation of 
civilized humanity. From mid-nineteenth century, Darwinian evolutionism gave impetus to the 
monogenesis theory, but it did not free the field from theories and classifications based on 
biological notions of race. It is referring to this notion that the second issue takes form, meaning 
whether and how many differences were linked to biological differences. On one side, we find 
those who explained the differences between what we now call ‘cultures’ in biological terms – 
this is the typical racist position, exemplified by Nazi ideology. On the other hand, we find those 
who asserted the substantial equality of all peoples and who explained the reason for difference 
with historical and geographical factors. This difference could be bridged by means of the 
‘civilizing’ action of enlightened colonialism. It is within this latter position, markedly 
humanistic, that— for socio-political factors —the French-German distinction between the 
concepts of civilization and culture took shape. We are talking about the tension that moved 
German intellectuals to define Kultur (culture) in the particularistic and relativistic terms, that, 
through the influence of Edward Tylor in the United Kingdom and Franz Boas in the Americas, 
caused culture to become the key concept of anthropology till this day. 

The civilization and culture juxtaposition 
The concept of culture was for a long time linked to the classic idea of individual education 
acquired through the effort to adapt to an ideal model of humanity (Rossi 1975, p. 1143; Cuche, 
1996; Remotti 2014, p. 13). The Enlightenment contributions went on to better define the 
universalistic dimension of the concept, with reference to a ‘culture’ — always in the singular — 
stored and handed down over time, referred to whole humanity and to distinguish it from the 
state of ‘nature’. In the French context the concept of culture was assimilated to the emerging 
one of civilisation (’civilization’ or ‘civility’). This passed quickly from the original meaning of 
‘refinement of custom’ to the rationally enriched significance of reforming process in the 
institutional, legislative and educational fields, in the context of the optimistic expectation of a 
positive change that interest the whole society and all peoples, based on reason. To illustrate this 
progress the 'Illuminists' used the description of phases related to the various subsistence forms 
of Earth peoples. While ‘civilization’ was referred to the idea of common progress of humankind 
— ‘culture’ rather continued to refer to individual’s achievements, becoming in France more and 
more marginal respect to the centrality of the civilization concept (Cuche, 1996). 
Norbert Elias (1939) is often mentioned for underlining the different destinies of the term Kultur 
in the German sphere, in a political environment marked by division until 1867. At that point, for 
the Prussian action of King William I and Prime Minister Otto von Bismarck, Prussia was able to 
establish, in a hegemonic position and in opposition to Austria, the North German Confederation 
in a real Federal State. Then in 1871, Prussia was able to realize, through the French-Prussian 
War, the unification with the southern states in the German Empire (Deutsches Reich), also 
known as the Second Reich. Until the unification period, the German states had been 
characterized by the presence of an aristocratic class, inspired by manners and styles of the 
French court and resistant to the pressure of an increasingly influential middle class that 
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continued to remain excluded from the exercise of political power. The intelligentsia expressed 
criticism of the aristocracy by proposing two value systems, one based on the real practice of 
science, art, philosophy and religion, the other based on the formal and superficial exercise of 
civilized manners. Kultur took the function of expressing the first sphere, the authenticity, 
referred firstly to the German authenticity, whose definition and enhancement were developing 
as a specific mission of the intelligentsia connected with the academic world. As such, the 
domain of Kultur was opposed to ‘civilization’ to express, in these early phases, a class 
dichotomy within the German context. The Prussian defeat against the Napoleonic armies (Jena, 
1806) inflamed the nationalistic reaction, a sentiment officially ridden and promoted by Prussia 
after the riots of 1848, in the period when this State established the national unification keeping 
its hegemony. Andre Gingrich characterized the intellectual environment of this period through 
the metaphor of the ‘double introspection’, the first regarding the German themes, the second 
towards the discovery and celebration of the ‘spirit’ and the ‘soul’ of peoples, rather than 
practices and facts (Gingrich 2005, pp. 72-3). According to Elias, in this context the concept of 
civilization, referred mainly to the technical-scientific human achievements, was more and more 
identified with the French and western intellectual world, hostile towards a Germany in search of 
a national unity, while Kultur became functional to express the German nationalist demands. 
With the romantic, essentialist and primordialist turn, Kultur went to configure, in the wake of 
Hegelian influence, the soul, or the spirit (Geist) of a people obtained once and forever and base 
of national unity. Especially from the beginning of twentieth century and then in the Nazi period, 
the emphasis of nationalism — meant no longer as a legitimate aspiration to political autonomy, 
but as an affirmation of superiority — has brought Kultur to assume celebratory tones. These 
evoked the idea of a specific mission of German people in regard of humanity and the re-
emergence of racial suggestions. 

The Herderian concept of culture  
We owe to Johann Gottfried Herder the systematic elaboration of the semantic passage of 
‘culture’ towards its anthropological meaning. Herder was an eclectic researcher who in his 
youth was pupil and friend of Immanuel Kant (Zammito, 2002). In the pamphlet Auch eine 
Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit (1774) he explicitly attacked some 
recurring ideas of the enlighteners’ scripts, earning the acknowledgement of forerunner of 
romantic historicism (Rossi, 1975, p. 1144). He criticized the Enlightenment for the abstractness 
of its universalizing attempts to reduce the diversity of peoples to a single scheme, which 
reflected the practice of comparing every single human expression with European civilisation, 
considered the quintessence of humankind. To this theoretic process Herder counterposed the 
reality given by the ‘applied capabilities’ and the practical experience of different human groups, 
in specific historical and geographical formations (Denby 2005, pp. 57-58, Remotti, 2011). 
Herder never gave his definition of the concept of culture, but in Ideen zur Philosophie der 
Geschichte der Menschheit (1784-1791) the use he made of it is complex, articulated and 
historicized, explicable through a series of related concepts. A first key concept is the one of 
Humanität (literally ‘humanity’, ‘human condition’), a quality that is not related to a moral 
attitude or to a feeling, but rather to an essence that characterizes all human groups and 
distinguishes their sociality, politicization and their cognitive, artistic and scientific achievements 
(F.M. Barnard, 1965, p. 97). It is a potential that occurs differently among different peoples, 
through two related processes, Bildung and Tradition (Denby 2005, p. 66). Bildung — in the 
common language ‘education’, ‘formation’ — is here understood in its philosophical meaning of 
active processing, or new configuration of elements that lead to the harmonisation of the 
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individual with the collectivity. Herder gives to the concept a collective dimension, related to the 
active process of interaction and mutual construction of values and knowledge, that is at the 
foundation of social community (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 388). This effort starts from a wealth of 
knowledge — Tradition, or from cognitive elements acquired through diffusion processes — and 
refines through experience and evaluation. With the term Tradition, Herder brings the focus on 
the inter-generational transmission process, conceived not in the sense of conservative 
behaviours, but rather emphasizing the continuous process of merging old and new elements. 
Frederick Mechner Barnard, one of the most profound connoisseurs of Herder’s work, noted that 
while Bildung punctuates the attention on the internalization process of cultural models and the 
construction of mutual models of social behaviour, Tradition shifts the emphasis on the social 
context of communication and socialisation through which Bildung can take shape and the 
models become institutionalized (F.M. Barnar, 1969, p. 389). Culture therefore emerges as a 
dynamic entity, constantly shaped from the two processes in specific historic, geographic and 
linguistic contexts. It is Barnard again who gives us what we can consider a definition of the 
Herderian concept of culture:  
 

Culture […] is presented as the relational attribute of a social group, indeed as the very 
hallmark of its existence as a group, in that it is the distinctive quality which is at once the 
product and the source of its shared activities, ideas, values, artifacts and process, in short, its 
shared way of life over an inter-generational period of time (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 390) 

 
We are, clearly, already in the context of a fully particularistic idea of the concept, whereby for 
every people or community, but also certain employment subgroups in the environment of a 
wider society, a specific cultural configuration is determined (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 386). 
Compared to the characteristics of such a configuration Herder firstly discards the idea, prevalent 
at that time, to differentiate among material and spiritual expressions, recognizing their 
interdependence within a cultural community (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 386). He equally paid 
attention in proposing a model that took account of different facets and functions of cultural 
phenomenon, avoiding reductive, homogenizing or reifying definitions. As recalled by Barnard, 
the emphasis is on the relational and procedural dimension of culture, where different elements 
are interacting in a composite and dynamic configuration. The interaction among factors causes 
effects within different fields of human activities that cannot simply be reduced to the elements 
themselves (F.M. Barnard 1969, pp. 385-6). We are therefore also inside a properly holistic idea 
of culture.   

The relativism issue and the hermeneutic approach 
Herder’s relativism is more controversial. Barnard frames it in his anti-Enlightenment and anti-
colonialist polemic, based itself on his critique of the progress theory that considers European 
culture as the universal condition of our species, on which to measure the stage of progress 
reached by the different peoples (Herder, cit. in F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 382).  To the universal 
model of progress, referred to the human species as a whole, based on theories related to the 
process of Bildung, Herder counterposed a vision according to which the improvement and 
betterment would always take place in specific contexts, subject to various forms of influences 
and obstacles that may possibly block its development. It is, therefore, a particularized vision of 
progress, as it refers to specific human communities rather than to humankind as a whole in 
general. Consequently, progress requires a historicized analysis. In this direction, Herder 
strongly criticized the practice of bringing together and then compare different earth peoples 
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along the few categories outlined by the general theory of progress stages, pointing out the deep 
differences encountered even inside the categories of peoples that base their subsistence on 
hunting-harvesting, on pastoralism or agriculture (F.M. Barnard 1996, p. 386). In this regard he 
came to discuss about the impossibility of comparing or grouping communities without even 
make the effort to enter into the spirit of their thought and actions, or into the different ways to 
perceive satisfaction (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 382). These are elements— read together with the 
insistence on the cultural capacity of all human groups in antithesis to the polygenic and racist 
theories of the time — that strongly recall the descriptive and moral relativism of Boas. Probably 
this strong analogy led Barnard to point out the fact that Herder conceived the presence of 
‘culture’ — in the plural — rather than culture in general (F.M. Barnard 1969, pp. 382, 386; 
F.M. Barnard 2003, p.143). However, this is a point that David Denby considers a real forcing 
(Denby 2005, p. 67, 69).  Denby’s critique fits in an operation of reinterpretation of Herder’s 
contribution, leading him back in the context of the late Enlightenment. Some of the rigid 
counterpoints, that over time became a cliché in Herder’s representation, were reconsidered, 
among which that between a relativistic Herder and a universalistic Kant and between 
universalism and particularism (Zammito, 2002). Denby recalls the influence of some relatively 
recent anthropological tendencies — including cultural hermeneutic, communitarianism, 
feminism and post-modernism — that would have brought to a selective emphasis of Herder’s 
anti-Enlightenment elements (Denby 2005, pp. 56, 62).  For Gingrich it was the nineteenth and 
twentieth century romantic and nationalistic turn that induced some German ideologist of the 
time to extrapolate and emphasize only certain aspects of Herder’s work. Both researchers 
therefore propose a reinterpretation of Herder’s contribution whereby the consideration of 
specificities and historicization does not hinder the simultaneous conceptualization of a universal 
dimension, both of culture and progress, and, with them, the possibility to examine processes and 
to formulate ethical judgments of trans-cultural nature (Denby 2005, p. 71; Gingrich 2005, pp. 
72-5). 
The debate over Herder’s relativism requires a closer consideration of his contribution about the 
relationship between culture and language. Herder is actually also considered a precursor of 
linguistics, or, for what is more interesting here, of linguistic and cognitive anthropology, thanks 
to some innovative theories within the field of philosophy of language, of interpretation (or 
hermeneutic) and of translation.1 He supported the dependence of thought and significance of 
language, insofar as one can think if he has a language, and he can think only what he can 
linguistically express. Consequently, meanings or concepts are not objectionable in independent 
way from language, but are rather the expression of particular uses of words. In relation to 
hermeneutic Herder pointed out the profound difference of concepts, beliefs and values among 
peoples of different areas and different cultures and therefore the necessity, but also the great 
difficulty, of the operation of interpretation: it is necessary to avoid reducing, or assimilating, the 
thought of others minimizing it to the categories of who interprets. Given the correlation between 
language and thought, the methodological emphasis has to be put on the linguistic evidence 

 
1 The relevant arguments are presented in scattered writing, mainly Über den Fleiss in mehreren 
gelehrten Sprachen (On Diligence in Several Learned Languages) (1764), Über die neuere 
deutsche Literatur: Fragmente (Fragments on Recent German Literature)  (1767-8), 
Abhandlung über den Ursprung der Sprache (Treatise on the Origin of Language) (1772). 
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(Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2017; Taylor, 2017). Thought is therefore conditioned 
by the specific language of a community, and language is “the medium through which man 
becomes conscious of his inner self and the key to the understanding of his outer relationships, of 
the world in which he lives (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 391). In the same way the perception of the 
natural world is mediated by particular mythological representations and the cosmogony that 
each human group inherits, determining specific world views, a Herderian representation that 
Denby himself qualifies in terms of ‘interiority’ of culture (Denby 2005, pp. 58-59). Linguistic 
and cognitive specificity of different cultural groups comes into play also in determining 
progress, since the experience and evaluation related to the process of Bildung are attributable to 
environmental factors in which every community acts. But these are perceived, due to linguistic 
faculties, not in purely naturalistic terms, but through sets of ideas that refer to specific linguistic 
and social groups (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 388; Taylor, 2017).  
We see therefore how much Herder’s relativism is pushed towards the cognitive side, perhaps 
more than the moral one, with a focus on the linguistic issues that we also can find in Boas. 
Certainly, we cannot qualify Herderian relativism in the epistemological terms, typical of the 
hermeneutic and post-modern turn of the second twentieth century. Barnard himself recognized 
that Herder’s relativism cannot be pushed to the extreme of completely rejecting comparison and 
generalizations (F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 383). 

Linguistic studies  
Andre Gingrich is among the critics of the too sharp contrast defined by Norbert Elias between a 
French context, centred on a rationalist, Universalist and enlightened idea of civilization, and a 
German context, filled with a romantic, relativistic and nationalistic notion of culture. He thus 
regains a number of German researchers with an enlightened approach, who gave anyway a 
contribution to the development of the international anthropology, but who, because of the failed 
realization of political unity, has not had a great following in Germany (Gingrich 2005, pp. 64-
66). Among these, the contribution of the non-European philological studies, active since 
seventieth century, was fundamental. From the latter half of the eighteenth century these studies 
were influenced by Herder’s ideas in the linguistic field (Forster, 2010, 2011). It is a strongly 
empirical approach, conducted by travelling researchers with deep knowledge of specific extra-
European languages. The term ‘ethnography’ was introduced for the first time in the seventies of 
the eighteenth century by the Gottingen School in this study realm. The term was used as a 
synonym of Völkerkunde (ethnology), to indicate “the science of the world’s cultures, languages 
and peoples” (Gingrich 2005, p. 71). Gingrich attributes to Johann Christoph Adelung (1732-
1806) more than to Herder the systematic use of the term Kulturen, in the plural, together with 
the introduction of the concept of Kulturgeschichte (‘cultural history’) (Gingrich 2005, p. 69). 
Among these researchers persisted a tendency to praise the German language and the European 
languages, flanked however by a profound respect for the languages with writing, counterposed 
throughout to the languages of primitive and illiterate peoples. This originated a strong 
opposition between Naturvölker (people of nature) and Kulturvölker (people of culture), a 
distinction also used by Herder (Gingrich 2005, p. 69-70), but tempered by him through the 
expressed acknowledgement that every human group living together develops culture2. 
Adelung’s hierarchical linguistic relativism was further developed by Wilhelm von Humboldt 

 
2 “Wherever men have lived together as a group over a period of time there is a culture. To be sure, there are 
differences, but these are differences of degree, not of kind» (Herder cit. in F.M. Barnard 1969, p. 382). 
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(1767-1835), who argued that any specific language, determining the human thought, represents 
a ‘cosmovision’ (Weltansicht) » and that therefore it would be unavoidable «to assume a general 
hierarchy of cognitive potentialities among languages». For Gingrich it was this interpretation of 
the Herderian thought, without the universalistic dimension, that, since the thirties of the 
nineteenth century, brought to attribute to Herder himself a vision which was much more 
relativistic and internalistic than it actually was (Gingrich 2005, pp. 71-2). 

Folkloric studies and pre-evolutionism 
Gingrich defines the development of folkloric studies of the German-speaking countries along 
two lines. In the territory corresponding to Germany nationalism and romanticism encouraged 
the emergence of a renewed interest for the German rural world, pursued inside and outside the 
academy, often connected with museographic projects. This led up to the birth of the Volkskunde 
(folklore) as a field of study devoted to popular traditions, detached from the Völkerkunde, which 
meantime became a term for describing ethnology and ethnography. In connection with the 
museographic projects, folkloric studies concerned material culture, but also documentation of 
popular music and literature, involving various academic fields. With the consolidation of 
German historicism as dominant approach of Human Sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), folkloric 
studies increasingly became a branch of historic studies, until the early twentieth century. 
The second line concerned mainly, but not exclusively, German-speaking areas of Switzerland 
and the Habsburg Empire, where linguistic and cultural difference was a fact. In these contexts, 
nationalism was not officially backed. It was rather seen as an antagonist and secessionist force. 
These are desk-researchers, belonging to other scientific areas and devoid of nationalistic 
approach, known, already by the acknowledgement given them by Robert Lowie (1937), for the 
elaboration that brought to the academic definition of the discipline and in particular as 
forerunners of evolutionism. These researchers kept maintaining a specific focus on peoples of 
ethnological interest, in a framework conditioned by new ideas generated by the concept of 
culture, but still interested to a historic approach characterized by a broad comparative vision and 
referred to the enlightenment theme of the development stages of humanity (Gingrich 2005, pp. 
76-80). 
The Swiss jurist Johann Jakob Bachofen with his famous text Das Mutterrecht (1861) introduced 
the theme of matriarchy, picked up in the United States by Morgan and long debated in the 
international evolutionary sphere. Bachofen’s theory considered an initial ‘promiscuous’ stage, 
where human society would not present any sexual or social organisation. The children would 
stay physically bounded to their mother. From this situation would have been born agriculture on 
initiative of women, which became proprietary of the land consolidating around them a stable 
family that also included the husband. This is the phase where land would be sacralised and 
became object of a cult centred on the female figure. The condition of woman supremacy and the 
transmission of maternal descent and inheritance constitute matriarchy, a stage that would later 
be overcome by patriarchy, characterized by male dominance and descent (Bernardi 1995, pp. 
157-158). 
Already in the years 1843-1852, with the work Allgemeine Kulturgeschichte der Menschheit, the 
librarian and collector Gustav Klemm fully assimilated the particularistic and holistic concept of 
Kultur, and made it the central object of a general project of culture history of whom all human 
groups are part. Klemm defined a unified transition process from the stage of savagery, 
corresponding to hunting – harvesting, to the tameness, corresponding to animal domestication 
and breeding, and finally to the stage of freedom, corresponding to agriculture (Gingrich 2005, p. 
79). Klemm’s thought remained ambiguously linked to the idea of the influence of racial 
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differences, an element that was completely overcome by Theodor Waitz, professor of 
psychology and philosophy at the Marburg University. In the first volume of the work 
Anthropologie der Naturvölker (1858-72) (Anthropology of nature peoples), he argued explicitly 
in favour of the monogenetic theory of humankind and against the racial theories of his 
contemporaries Gobineau and Agassiz, at that time very influential. He did not reject the idea of 
the existence of different human races, but linked the physical differences to external elements 
due to environmental factors, to food and living conditions, pointing out, as Boas later did in the 
United States, the fact that physical characteristics can change rapidly in relation to those factors. 
In psychological terms, he underlined that race diversity cannot affect intellectual attitudes and 
that these anyway are not empirically determinable. The great differences of social and 
productive forms, one can find among the various groups, had therefore to be attributed to 
differences of opportunities linked to climatic, geographical, environmental factors — note here 
the continuity with Herder’s arguments — and, above all, to historic events, also admitting the 
role of migration and diffusion processes. He therefore suggested the use of linguistic rather than 
racial criteria to classify various human groups (Heine-Geldern 1964, pp. 407-410). 

The academic institutionalization and Franz Boas 
The academic anthropological institutionalization occurred at a time when interest in 
Völkerkunde was favoured by the colonialist aims of the emerging German empire (Zitelmann, 
1999). The institutional traction favoured the establishment of ethnological and anthropological 
societies, with a strong development of museums in the main cities of the German-speaking area 
(Gingrich 2005, 54-5). The first academic habilitation in Völkerkunde went in 1869 to Adolf 
Bastian, a museography enthusiast who had travelled a long time as ship’s doctor and who had 
posed the problem of similarity and difference among earth’ peoples. In 1873, he was appointed 
first director of the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin. He promoted with great 
energy the field research and created around him a strong group of students. The subtitle of his 
main work — Der Mensch in der Geschichte. Begründung einer psychologischen 
Weltanschauung (1860) — fully reveals his interest in psychology, developed through 
knowledge of Wilhelm Wundt’s work. Bastian expressed the idea of psychological and 
attitudinal similarity of all people through the notion of Elementargedanken (‘elementary ideas’) 
— ideas and thoughts common to all people but clearer identifiable among nature peoples — 
which assume different forms due to climatic, environmental, geographical and historical factors. 
For this second component, which causes variability to the observable cultural manifestations, he 
used the notion, for many not sufficiently clear, of Völkergedanke (‘people’s thought’, ‘folk 
ideas’). Klaus-Peter Köpping (1984) tried to make more intelligible the concepts expressed in the 
notoriously incomprehensible style of Bastian. He identified Herder and Humboldt as his 
inspirers, and he attempted, for Stocking (1985) in a not too cogent manner, to delineate the 
international influence on Boas, on the Levistraussian structuralism, on the German diffusionism 
and on the evolutionism. 
Beyond his influence, Bastian is credited with having kept the Völkerkunde (ethnology, including 
both ethnography and the theoretical reflection) clearly separate on academic level from the 
Anthropologie, the physical anthropology, that in those same years had in Rudolf Virchow — a 
doctor sensible to the growing anti-Semitic and racist suggestions — one of the most 
authoritative exponents (Gingrich 2005, pp. 86-7). Bastian collaborated with Rudolf Virchow for 
the Berliner Society for Anthropology, Ethnology and Prehistory, sharing his monogenetic 
theory. Once the behavioural and cultural relevance of physical difference had been dismissed, in 
his main work he could deal directly with what we a posteriori can qualify in terms of psychic 
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unity, or universal cultural, of humankind (Heine-Geldern, 1964). It is an atmosphere and a 
debate, which certainly had a great impact on the young Boas. Boas had a scientific education, 
ended in 1881 at the University of Kiel with e doctoral dissertation in physics, titled Beiträge zur 
Erkenntnis der Farbe des Wassers (Contributions to the Perception of the Color of Water) 
(Lewis 2008, p.192). Right after, he developed an interest in geography, already studied in his 
university courses, at a time when the typical German theme of the relationship between 
environment and culture was much debated among the geographers3. The desire to study the 
colour perception of water in a real environment and in the extreme Artic conditions led him to 
make the self-funded research journey to the Baffin Island in 1883. This experience led him to a 
deep interaction with the Inuit people and their way of life, which lasted 15 months (Boas, 1994). 
As underlined in the necrology written by Ruth Benedict, Boas himself later commented that he 
started for that journey with an overwhelming confidence in the importance of the geographical 
factors, but he returned with the full conviction that, to understand human behaviour, it was 
necessary to know as much the object that is seen as the eye that looks at it. The eye is not 
simply an organ, but an instrument of perception, conditioned by traditions with which its holder 
has grown (Benedict 1943, p. 60). On his return from the voyage, Boas got closer to the 
Völkerkunde. He became a collaborator of Bastian at the Ethnography Museum of Berlin, 
probably through the mediation of Virchow, with whom Boas had interacted during the 
preparation of his journey. In 1886, the year in which he started the periods of research in the 
British Columbia, Boas obtained his habilitation in geography with a dissertation on Baffin’s 
Land, systematized two years later in the ethnography dedicated to the central Eskimo (Inuit). In 
1887, he moved definitively to the United States, where he founded, in opposition to 
evolutionism and to racist physical anthropology, the formidable American school of cultural 
anthropology.  

The culture-history school 
Despite the education of a certain number of scholars oriented to field research, Bastian’s 
approach did not overcome the irruption of a new paradigm. It was based on the emphasis given 
to diffusion in the territory of cultural elements, called ‘traits. This approach stands in opposition 
to both the international evolutionary theory, by which peoples autonomously reach to the same 
achievements, and, in Germany, to Bastian’s idea, by which similarities could be explained in 
terms of psychic unity of humankind. Diffusionism was a transnational approach, but it is in the 
German speaking environment that convincing conceptual and methodological instruments were 
developed at the turn of the century. The Austro-German diffusionism fully entered among the 
great national anthropological schools that characterized the first half of twentieth century, a 
classic reference of the basic manuals of anthropology. It has survived in Germany up to the 
seventieth and, although today there are no more researches with such an approach, many 
anthropologists have internalized this kind of reasoning and are using it, at least in part, in their 
analysis. We owe the first contribution to Friedrich Ratzel, zoologist and geography professor in 
Leipzig with a strong interest in ethnology4. Differently from Bastian, Ratzel started from the 
assumption that humanity was not creative at all, therefore the cultural achievements must come 
from processes of cultural diffusion. According to his theory, single objects were liable to 
diffusion, but the actual development had to be attributed to collective migration or conquest 

 
3 See for instance Ratzel’s contribution (1882) 
4 He named his approach ‘anthropo-geography’ (Ratzel, 1882, 1891, 1899). 
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processes, a condition that allowed the diffusion of ‘culture complexes’, or of cultural traits 
connected each other. He then established the ‘quality criterion’ to evaluate if a historical contact 
between two peoples, even distant, was conceivable on the basis of analogies among objects 
which were found near them (Ratzel, 1893). The best-known example is the comparison of the 
Melanesian longbow and the one of West Africa. Ratzel found various similarities — flat shape 
of the bow, type of knot, shape of arrows — that cannot be due to the functional needs of a 
longbow, such as to produce, for practical needs, a merging process in the two contexts. They 
can rather be explained only by the hypothesis of a common origin of the object, which assumes 
some historical contact between the two peoples (Ratzel, 1891). We owe instead to Leo 
Frobenius, an autodidact personality, explorer of Africa and museum ethnologist, the merit of 
having first coined the concept of Kulturkreis (‘culture circle’) (Frobenius, 1897). In the effort to 
reconstruct the origin of the African cultures, Frobenius noted that the analogies between 
Melanesia and West Africa were not limited to bow and arrow, but were related also to a number 
of other cultural traits, among them masks, drums, clothes, architectural lines, shields… Thus, he 
assumed the existence of a Melanesian-African culture circle, a very strong cultural influence 
that from Indonesia reached the eastern coast of Africa and from there was diffused in West 
Africa, disappearing then only from East Africa, because of the subsequent Hamitic and Bantu 
migrations (Frobenius, 1898). That way, he introduced the ‘quantity criterion’ of shared cultural 
traits, to evaluate the processes of contact and cultural diffusion. Soon after, Frobenius tried to 
delineate a temporal sequence of cultures also for Oceania, based on the geographical 
distribution of cultural traits (Frobenius, 1990). Others yet institutionalized the approach. In 1904 
the historian Fritz Graebner and Bernhard Ankermann presented two coordinated reports on the 
cultural cycles respectively in Oceania and Africa at the conference of the Berliner Gesellschaft 
für Anthropologie, Ethnologie und Urgeschichte (Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnology, 
and Prehistory (Graebner, 1905, Ankermann, 1905). Graebner matched the quality and quantity 
criteria to assess the contact possibilities among peoples even geographically very distant, and 
defined the Kulturkreise as culture complexes, made of cultural traits related in a given historical 
moment and place. For Oceania, he identified the Tasmanian circle, the one of the Australian 
boomerang, of the Melanesian bow and the Polynesian patrilineality. Chronologically these 
clusters became Kulturschichten (cultural layers), with the indication of the sequence with which 
the different Kulturkreise would have been diffused in Oceania. Ankermann applied the same 
model to Africa. The temporal attribute added to Kulturkreis also the characterization of ‘cultural 
cycle’. As pointed out by Robert Heine-Geldern (1964, pp. 412-3), Graebner then pushed the 
approach too far, as in the case of the theorization and discussion of the ‘Melanesian bow 
culture’, observed in five continents in connection with the recurrence of single elements of the 
same original culture complex (Graebner, 2009). However, the author himself in his 
methodological manual (Graebner, 1911) and in his advanced reflection (Graebner, 1923) later 
reconsidered this formulation. 
The culture-historical approach had an enormous development in Austria, thanks to Father 
Wilhelm Schmidt’s contribution. He was a German linguist who lived long in Australia before 
attending the catholic missionary school of the Society of the Divine Word near Wien. In 1906, 
he founded the magazine Anthropos and in 1936 the institute Anthropos. Schmidt seemed not to 
be aware of the historial-cultural approach until the publication of Graebner’s methodological 
book in 1911 (Schmidt, 1911). The Wien School engaged in the systematic identification of the 
world’s Kulturkreise, however applying the concept in dogmatic form, rigid and referred to the 
global scale as Graebner did before (Heine-Geldern 1964, pp. 413-14). A second theme 
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interwove with this contribution, announced in an article of Schmidt about the origin of the idea 
of God (Schmidt 1908). He developed it throughout his life, in the 12 volumes-work Der 
Ursprung der Gottesidee (1926-55)5. In controversy with prevailing evolutionary interpretations, 
he considered that hunting gatherers peoples, in virtue of their higher antiquity and nearness to 
God creator, were characterized by an original culture, Urkultur, and a primeval monotheism, 
Urmonotheismus, an idea that would then degenerate with the progress of technique6.  

The cultural morphology school  
The culture-history school, particularly in the interpretation of the first Frobenius, of Ratzel and 
of Graebner, embraced a positivist approach, whereby the researcher, using objective 
assessment’s criteria, reconstructs cultural processes along geographical and temporal axes. 
Culture assumes life of its own and is considered as an object of study, reified in definable traits, 
even if interwoven, but fundamentally separated from peoples and human groups, which act only 
as non-protagonist ‘bearer’. Evidently, both Herderian and romantic cultural concepts, intimately 
linked to the notion of people, are lost. During his career, Frobenius deeply reviewed his 
approach. He criticized the ‘statistic method’ by which Graebner and Ankermann correlated 
heterogeneous cultural traits to define a circle and traced its expansion on a disproportionate 
scale, as, by his own admission, he also had wrongly done (Frobenius 1921, pp. 3-4, cit. in 
Heine-Geldern 2010, p. 414). He alternatively suggested to focus on organically integrated 
cultures, identifying what he called Paideuma (in Greek ‘education’, ‘what is taught’, ‘the 
content of learning’, ‘the teachers and those that are taught’), which corresponds to the romantic 
concept of Volksgeist (spirit, soul of a people), but referred to culture itself, such as it appears in 
a specific cultural context (Kulturkreis). Frobenius conceives culture as a separate entity. It is not 
produced by men, but it lives through them (Frobenius, 1921), influencing both society and the 
particular world view. It emerges from a particular context and is subject, like organisms, to get 
through a life cycle corresponding to birth, maturity and senility. Paideuma corresponds to a 
principle, an internal logic, not definable, investigable through an intuitive and empathic 
approach, which moves the phases of a culture and therefore conditions every given 
configuration of cultural traits (Frobenius, 1921; Sylvain 1996, pp. 490-1). In his studies on 
Africa, he outlined two basic configurations, Ethiopic and Hamitic, articulated on their part in 
more specific configurations. He examined them as stratifications of culture complexes to 
investigate by comparing extrapolated elements through the ethnographic research. This complex 
of ideas, which restore Herder’s organic vision of culture and the romantic suggestions in 
combination with a fundamentally diffusionist methodological approach (Sylvain, 1996; 
Gingrich 2005, pp. 96, 108), went to constitute the cultural morphology (Kulturmorphologie) 
school. Frobenius’s research was connected to the German colonial interests in Africa (Sylvain, 
1996; Zitelmann 1999). Already in 1898 he had established in Berlin the Afrika Archiv, moved to 
Munich after the First World War, were in 1920 it became the Forschungsinstitut für 
Kulturmorphologie. Frobenius was appointed to Frankfurt to teach at the Johann Wolfgang 
Goethe University. In 1925, he transferred the institute and affiliated it to the same university. 
The institute promoted a large number of researches, especially in Africa, but also in other 

 
5 The first edition of the first volume, inspired by Andrew Lang, had already been published in 1912 (Bernardi, 
1995, p. 167). 
6 Bernardi notices how in the sixth volume Schmidt manifests the fact that he really believed in a divine revelation 
of correct religious ideas to humankind (Bernardi, 1995, p. 168). 
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continents and in Italy. After Frobenius’s death it was renamed Frobenius-Insitut.  Together with 
the magazine Paideuma published since 1938, it continued to be one of the most important 
centres of German ethnology up to now. 
The strength of the cultural morphology school consists in the rigour of the field research and in 
the application of a defined but not mechanistic method, such as to permit the understandings of 
the specificities of local cultures. The theme of the age classes is a case in point. It was already 
brought to international attention by the culture-historian Heinrich Schurtz (1902). Frobenius 
perceived its significance. He acknowledged that his own theory about the organicity of culture 
and its phases had been inspired by the African age-class systems (Frobenius 1921, p. 57, cit. in 
Sylvain 1996, 492). However, it was his successor to the Institute direction, Adolf Jensen, who 
understood the cultural centrality of the gadaa system of generational classes for the Darassa 
(Oromo-speaking group), acknowledged as the basis of their ‘constitution’. He investigated its 
organizational and ceremonial aspects, and in the classic culture-historical style, expanded the 
research and comparison to neighbouring groups, among them the Gujji (other Oromo group) 
and the Konso (Jensen, 1936).7  
It was the fourth Institute’s director, Eike Haberland, also a Frobenius’s scholar, who extended 
the research about the gadaa to the whole Oromo area, and related this institution to other 
Oromo institutions and to the calendar (Haberland, 1963). Haberland’s argumentation shows a 
diffusionist approach, also applied to the transcontinental scale. These two studies impress for 
the lucidity with which they delineate the pan-Oromo relevance of the gadaa system, despite 
local variants, at a time when all other anthropological researches, on the wake of British 
functional-structuralist approach, fragmented the ethnographic reality in territorial subgroups. 
These are the two ethnographic works that anticipated political developments, which are deeply 
marking Ethiopian politics from the seventies of twentieth century until now: a progressive 
growth of pan-Oromo self-consciousness, based on the recovery of gadaa as a symbol of 
political democratic identity, on the revival of the institution and its recognition as intangible 
heritage of the UNESCO (Bassi 2020). Given the use of German language for the two volumes, 
never translated, it is difficult to think of a direct influence on the Oromo intellectuals. It let us 
rather think that both ethnologists have emphatically perceived in the gadaa a deep identity and 
educational motive — Paideuma —, independently recovered by the Oromo nationalists to get 
out of the trap of domestic colonialism.  

The Nazi break and the difficult reconstruction   
The reflection on the responsibilities of anthropology for the development of racist theories of 
Nazi phase and on the involvement of anthropologists in the extermination is a burning issue, 
faced with a certain depth only from the nineteens onward. On this topic we can again rely on 
Gingrich’s reflections (2005, pp. 11-36). 8 He clarified that the premises of the twentieth century 
racist anthropology should be sought not so much in Herder’s legacy, but in some of his 
contemporaries who were openly more anti-Kantian and who can be classified in the physical 
anthropology category. Later, writings of physical anthropologist of the late nineteenth century 

 
7 Among the discoveries that are still very topical today, is the acknowledgment of institutional components reserved 
for women, relevant at contemporary political level with regard to the issue of customary institutions and human 
rights, and the practice of mummifying some leaders, relevant, even today, in a diffusionist fashion, for the debate of 
the connection of Oromo culture with ancient Egypt or the Nubian State.  
8 In addition to several in-depth analysis on specific situations and personalities, Gingrich considers some wide-
ranging critical contribution to the topic (Streck, 2000; Byer, 1999; Linimayr, 1994; Zimmermann 2001). 
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may have provided academic legitimacy to the racism of the first twentieth century and to 
growing anti-Semitism within the society, up to the openly racist positions of anthropologist as 
Eugen Fisher, Egon von Eickstedt and Otto Reche. Emblematic is a letter signed by various and 
influential German anthropologist in 1933 — among them Fritz Cruise, Reche, Fischer and even 
the culture-history ethnologist Ankermann —which proposed the fusion of ethnology with 
physic anthropology to sustain Hitler’s ideas on racial superiority. The scenarios that Gingrich 
presents us on the Nazi period are articulated. In a general atmosphere of little opposition from 
the academic class to the rise of the Third Reich, there were schools and researches openly 
obstructed or persecuted, researchers who left the land even before the takeover — including 
Franz Boas, Siegried Nadel, Eric Wolf and Heine-Geldern —, researchers who simply tried to 
survive together with their institutions, some who sought advantages for themselves and their 
school by reformulating the discipline parameters in response to the public and ideological 
demands of the regime, others directly involved in the crimes. Although the most famous cases 
and the criminal convictions have regarded physics anthropologists, the fusion of physical 
anthropology with the Völkerkunde and the more or less serious involvement by scholars of the 
latter does not permit absolving ethnology itself from general critique. The post-war phase saw 
an attempt to reset pre-Nazi conditions. Some important anthropologists, who were forced to 
exile or marginalized, came back to their key positions, including Father Schmidt in Wien. The 
cultural morphology school under the conduction of Haberland regained its old impetus. After 
the disastrous fusion effects, the Völkerkunde was again clearly separated from physical 
anthropology. Because of the very negative sense that the term Volk (people) had acquired, in the 
academic field the Völkerkunde was renamed Ethnologie, in line with international tendencies. 
Only those who were accused of direct responsibility for Nazi crimes were imprisoned or 
emigrated. The others were downgraded to less prestigious academic positions, or dismissed for 
a while and then, once distanced of their past, reintegrated into academic life. This substantial 
continuity, however, did not bring German ethnology to the leading role it had played on 
international level. Gingrich points out that the decline cannot be explained only by loss of 
prestige of the German language and the rise of English as a global language. The German 
ethnology had lost prestige because of its involvements in the Nazi affair, to which was added 
the weakening due to division of the two Germanies. Funding for ethnological research was 
greatly reduced. Crippled by the very serious brain drain that had characterized the previous 
period, German anthropology was not able to renovate itself any longer.  The three great schools 
formed by diffusionism, functionalism and cultural morphology continued to be prevailing in 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland until the late seventies (Gingrich 2005, pp. 139-40). Only in 
the eighties, there was a substantial generation renewal, which was delineating two main new 
branches. The historical anthropology approach can be traced back to domestic tradition. Once 
again, it was the activity of museums to give impetus to an ethno-historical research renewed in 
methods, empirically oriented, based on extensive archival researches and on a strong linguistic 
competence, which could be found inside the various departments of the German-speaking area 
that had reaped the enlightenment heritage of philological studies. The second branch, at that 
time generically grouped in the name of Ethnosoziologie, or social anthropology, emerged 
instead from the acceptance of new international paradigms, including new orientations of 
British anthropology, applied anthropology and development anthropology (Gingrich 2005, pp. 
151-152).  
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The post-reunification renaissance  
In general, the eighties laid the premises for the strong impetus that German anthropology 
acquired after the reunification. The opening in 1999 in Halle-Saale of an Institute of the Max 
Planck Society for sociocultural anthropology is emblematic. It happened, as Ulf Hannerz 
reminds us (2010), in conjunction with the preparation of the volume One discipline, four ways: 
British, German, French and American Anthropology (Barth et al., 2005), with which the 
anthropology of the German-speaking area, illustrated by the Austrian researcher Gingrich often 
recalled in these pages, is fully recognized among the great national traditions. The Max Planck 
Institute for Social Anthropology started with two departments headed by Chris Hann on the 
theme of Resilience and Transformation in Eurasia and by Günther Schlee on Integration and 
Conflict9. Soon they were flanked by the department dedicated to legal anthropology, and then 
by the one of anthropology of economic experimentation and, very recently, by the Department 
of Politics and Governance Anthropology. The Institute has established numerous study groups 
and promoted publications on various topics of contemporary and practical interest, in the field 
of development, migration, policy, environment, law, with an approach based on a solid field 
research and attention to the production of theory of social change. Like other institutes of the 
Max Planck Society, it has proved to be a key institution in providing support, in partnership with 
universities, to doctoral research and in the post-doctoral phase, critical for the professional and 
academic integration of researchers. It also supported many non-European researchers.10  
Another paradigmatic example is the Rhetoric Culture project, promoted by Ivo Strecker and his 
school. Strecker’s anthropological work is strongly rooted in field experience among the Hamar 
of southern Ethiopia, with whom he engaged, together with his wife Jean Lydall, in an 
ethnographic work of very long duration, set in dialogic and visual perspective. The field style of 
the couple is based on strong interactivity with local population, from which great competence in 
the local language follows. Thanks to their foundation of the South Omo Research Centre, the 
two researchers have facilitated the fieldwork of many young anthropologists, of various 
nationalities. While teaching at the Institute of Anthropology and African Studies at the Johannes 
Gutenberg University, Mainz, Strecker thought of combining the renewed academic interest in 
rhetoric with anthropology. Together with Stephen Tyler of Rice University (Houston, Texas) 
and his students Christian Meyer and Felix Girke, he began between 2002 and 2005 a series of 
four international conferences, held at Mainz.11 The project was soon supported by other 
anthropologists and researchers of other disciplines of great international prestige, including the 
American economic anthropologist Stephen Gudeman. Gudeman is also known for his 
epistemological relativist critique of neoclassic economy (1986). Then followed other symposia 
and seminars, organized in substantial autonomy at the Universities of Evanston, Boulder, 
Durham, Cape Town, and Hannover. Many of the contributions are collected in the series Studies 
in Rhetoric and Culture of Berghahn Books, started with the founding volume Culture and 
Rhetoric (Strecker and Tyler, 2009). Because of the markedly interdisciplinary character and the 
inevitably open theoretic grid of the initiative, it is difficult to reduce the project content to a few 
strokes, but it is certainly possible to identify in culture, anthropologically understood, the focus 
of attention. The project originated in the attempt to reformulate the understandings of ‘culture’ 

 
9 This department closed in 2020. 
10 The institute is probably the European centre that gathers the largest number of anthropologist, a primacy disputed 
with the Anthropology Department of the University of Durham. 
11 The online Oxford Bibliographies carries a rich, annotated bibliography of the project (Meyer et al., 2016). 
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when, within anthropology, this notion came under attack towards the end of the twentieth 
century (Hariman et al., forthcoming)12. It built on the new, post-modern and cognitive oriented 
‘rhetorical turn’ in anthropological studies (Mokrzan 2014), merging it with a growing tradition 
of ethnographic studies based on accounts and analysis of recorded texts (Hariman et al., 
forthcoming).  Tyler and Strecker came out with the proposition of studying the various ways 
culture and rhetoric are interlinked.  As indicated by Strecker himself «as rhetoric is grounded in 
culture, culture is grounded in rhetoric» (Strecker 2016, p. 23). Therefore, the investigation is on 
how cultural forms may influence rhetoric constructions in specific ethnographic contexts (or in 
particular literary genres), but also on how rhetoric instruments, tropes and figuration are at the 
base of intersubjective communication and, within a dialogic conception of culture (Tedlock, 
Mannheim 1995), of the construction of shared cultural meanings (Paul and Wiseman 2014, p. 3; 
Meyer and Girke, 2011). It is not difficult to find here the Herderian themes13, starting from the 
attention paid to linguistic and cognitive issues, up to consciousness of a cultural particularism 
based on the universal faculties of humankind, in this case the rhetoric capacity, and with it the 
explicit attempt to build an approach allowing transcultural understanding (Oesterreich, 2009; 
Pelkey, 2016). While Herder was mostly elaborating on the emotional elements and feelings that 
cannot be translated into sounds, and consequently on the polysemic and elusive (for non-native 
speakers) meaning of words within specific cultural contexts (Herder, 1772), the rhetoric culture 
approach explores the multiple possibilities to bridge meanings and to produce emotions through 
specific figurations.  

The international influence of German anthropology  
The German contribution to international anthropology clearly revolves around the idea of 
culture, declined under several hermeneutical, positivistic, relativist and universalist declinations, 
with the correlated methodological instruments. Two lines of direct international influence 
should be delineated, which, beginning from Herder, have led to two different elaborations that 
together converged in making culture the central notion of global anthropology.  The first line is 
based on the Herderian particularistic and holistic concept of culture, though filtered through the 
enlightened and historically oriented sensibility of the pre-evolutionist German-speaking 
researchers. It concerns the elaboration of what is popularised as the first anthropological 
definition of culture, provided in 1871 by the British evolutionist Edward Burnett Tylor in 
Primitive culture. Tylor was well acquainted with German contributions. In an 1865 publication 
he mentioned and appreciated Klemm’s contribution (Gingrich 2005, p. 79; Kluckhohn e 
Kroeber, 1952, cit. in Remotti 2014, p. 13). Nevertheless, it was only after the London 
Anthropological Society award to Waitz’s first volume and its translation in 1863, that Tylor 
fully embraced an approach that had finally completely been freed of the correlation between 
culture and racial difference (Gingrich 2005, pp. 79-80). Although it cannot be sustained that 
Tylor was directly acquainted with Herder’s work, there is no doubt that the Herderian idea of 
specific articulation of culture in relation to a particular group or people, together with his broad 
definition, is the foundation of Klemm and Waitz’s proposals (Rossi 1975, p. 1143; Remotti 
2014, p. 13-15). In early twentieth century, with the irruption into the United Kingdom of the 
structural-functionalist paradigm, culture and its evolution will cease to be the centre of analysis, 

 
12 I thank Ivo Strecker for sharing the draft. 
13 On a phone talk made early in January 2022, Strecker confirmed that he has direct knowledge of classic writings 
of Herder and Humboldt.  
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but the particularist and holistic concept will remain rooted in the consciousness of young 
generations of social anthropologist and in studies of identity. For example, for the holistic 
aspect of culture, fully attributed to the British functionalist Bronisław Malinowski, Clifford 
Geertz (2000) recalls the transition between the generic characterization of culture to the 
configurational one due to Herder and Humboldt. During the twentieth century, the stimuli on 
the anthropological concept of culture continued to reach European anthropologists even from 
oversea, where the second line of international influence gave life to cultural anthropology. This 
second line is obviously referred to Boas’ contribution. This influence developed slightly later, 
but it is more direct, given Boas’ formation in Germany. It is different from the previous one for 
its strong relativism and the anti-evolutionistic approach. Underlining Boas’ role in the 
elaboration of the concept of specific culture of a human group as an entity its own — and 
therefore conceiving the existence of ‘cultures’, at plural — George Stocking (1968) identifies a 
direct line, which goes from Herder to Lazarus and Steinthal. For linguistic and cognitive 
aspects, there are no evidences that the young Boas had direct knowledge of Herder, but his 
biographer Douglas Cole reports that he red Humboldt with reverence (1999, p. 124). Therefore, 
as also pointed out by George Steiner, it can be said that Herder came to Boas through the 
elaboration of Humboldt and Steinthal, to finally generate the Sapir-Worf hypothesis, (Steiner 
1978, pp.138-43; Gingrich 2005, p. 72), one of the matrices of linguistic and cognitive 
anthropology (Duranti, 2000; Matera, 2005; Matera, 2006; Biscaldi, Matera, 2016). 
Lowie (1937, pp. 16-18), Streck (2001) and Gingrich (2005, p. 80) have noted the continuity of 
moral relativism of Boas and his students in the USA with Waitz, for his positions on 
monogenesis and the strong relativization of the racial factors compared to the cultural element, 
firmly taken up by Boas in the USA. After all, Waitz had directly inspired both Bastian and 
Virchow, teachers of Boas. 
The culture-history and cultural morphology schools continued to influence global anthropology 
until the sixtieth of twentieth century. Europe was strongly influenced by the later elaboration of 
the Wien school, also through the catholic network14. In the USA, there was rather a strong 
influence of the previous German culture-history and cultural morphology schools through the 
Boasian students’ generation. The migration wave led by growing racism in the early twentieth 
century, which became unsustainable since the thirties with Nazism, brought to the USA a 
significant number of intellectuals, able to read the contributions that continued to be published 
in German language. Alfred Kroeber, Robert Lowie, Edward Sapir, Clyde Kluckholm and 
Abraham Kardiner are among the scholars of German origin, or speaking German as first 
language. The first three transplanted  the concept of Kulturkreis, applied in terms of ‘cultural 
area’, an analytic instrument that revealed itself fundamental for the collection and theoretic 
organization of ethnographic data related to American natives. Among others, Clark Wissler has 
adopted a proper diffusionistic approach, explicitly recognizing the debt towards the cultural 
morphology school (Heine-Geldern 1964, p. 415). The concept of Kulturkreis has also been 
borrowed in the sense of culture complex, as in the ‘cattle complex’ theorized by Melville 
Herskovits, an ensemble of related traits that characterize the pastoral societies of eastern Africa. 
Again, Alan Barnard points out how the Frobenius’ concept of Paideuma and his studies on 

 
14 For example, there was a strong influence on Vinigi Grottanelli and on the formative period of Bernardo Bernardi, 
the two teachers who followed one another at the first Ethnology Chair at the University La Sapienza of Rome 
(Grottanelli 1977, p. 565; Bernardi 1990, p. 7; Pavanello 2000, pp. 17-18, 21; Bassi 2000, pp. 292-5). 
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Africa have contributed to the definition of the concept of ‘world view’ (Weltanschauung), 
widely applied by the American relativist anthropologists (A. Barnard, 2000). 
With the arrival of Nazism, as seen, German anthropology entered a phase of crisis and 
stagnation. After more than five decades, German ethnology is now regaining a clear 
international breath. It has done it through a strong process of contamination and hybridization— 
in a period in which it is no longer so easy to identify specific schools — but always with the 
awareness of its roots. It has made use of the traditional integration of universities with research 
centres and museums, and of an approach empirically founded and solidly grounded in 
ethnography and field research. An example of this is the fusion, which happened in the project 
rhetoric culture, with which post-modern anthropology seems to have been able to recuperate 
concreteness and ethnographic competence that are proper to German cultural tradition. On the 
other side, thanks to inputs of cognitive anthropology, post-modernism and literary criticism, 
with this project it seems that American anthropology is reciprocating part of the theoretic debt 
accumulated towards German anthropology. 
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