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'Behaviour': A sooial anthropologioal cri tioism 

:1;le have been offered the term. behaviour as a cross-disciplinary con­
cept with applications throughout the component subjeots of the Human 
Sciences degree. l It is a strange term to use for it iaa genuine product 
of social.life - with a oharaoteristic sociolinguistio history. Like its 
verb' behave f, . it seems to be a fifteenth century coinage. The verb was. 
originally al"lays reflexive and consciously derivedfroin 'have', (so that 
a person' behad' himself), and the :force of the ~- preverb ~'las to denote 
the impositibnof a constraint on the person involved. , The substantive was 
formed upon hayour, or haviour, 'possession', which came straight from 
French av0ir at the same period. Although h.aviour and behaviOur were thus 
of independent origin, the new subs.tantive was. by its French ornamentation, 
quite appropriate to express a·certain oonception.of.·lIeportment, or socially 
prescribed or sanctioned conduct. It beoame a smnantic doublet of demeanour, 
but differently marked. DemeanOur had a mOl~ lower class application: 
behaviour thus emerges in a period when an expectation of restraint in 
upper olass bellaviour could be regarded as desirable •. The positive marking 
of concepts that referred to courtly life in the lute middle-ages is well 
d.ocumented by Trier and his successors.· Bebaxiour witho\lt modifier, was 
marked as 'good'; the 'behaviour t being watched for was 'good deportment'. 
Bad behaviour,l'las failed behavi our. Demeanour without modifier was marked 
as 'b~d ': the 'demeanour' being watched for was 'bad deportment '. Good 
demeanour was corrected demeanour. Afterwards the semantic field of behaviour 
invaded not only that of demanol£ but of conduct, comportment and the rest. 

~ . , - " 

It is important then to stress that behaviour is a term from a set of 
terms, and a set of terms from a particular h~torical period. It is strange 
to social anthropologists, steeped as we are in language, to be shown the 
term as something quasi-objective: as an 'idea' or 'concept' to be exemplified 
even 'defin~d' in various supposed manifestations in disparate kindsot..data. 
Behaviour when 'l'le meet it first is, we note, a co ining and a slight ly 
graddbse one. It thus labels a new kind of component. In that world, there 
could be no such thing as 'random" behaviour. 

The extension of 'behave' and 'behaviour' into SCientific discourse 
is Victorian. The first applications are in Chemistry in the 1850's and 
'60's ('It combines violently with water, behaving like the bichloride of 
tin', 1854; 'In Chemistry, the behaviour of different substances towards each 
other, in respect of combination and affinity', 1866 - O.B.D.). These early 
examples have still some of the direct living metaphor about them. The 
very model of orderly discrimination of the conditions under which thll1gs 
acted as they did, was derived from SOCial behaviour.. Behaviour was marked 
therefore for its knowabilit,y in advance: an image or aspiration for the 
natural order. Uhen in 1878 T. H. Huxley is talking of the 'behaviour of 
",ater', he is reducing to orderly terms the activities of a supremely lll1-

predictable element. No doubt it was the continual use of 'behaviour' in 
contexts in which the activity was far from understood, that led to its 
association with' activi ty in general', and even ('behaviour problems') 
towards relatively violent activity. The generalization of 'behaviour' to 
the inanimate world has since then €:,'One so far that \le tend to think of it 
as 'action that is not yet understood' rather than as 'action that is 
supremely understood' because prescribed. 

It is ironical that the use of the term 'animal behaviour' probably 
Oi-IeS mo re to its natural science uses than it does to its original social 
use. Paradoxical~, then, we are offered 'behaviour' as a quantifiable 
universal, a mere century after its metaphorical use in natural science began. 
Of course, there has been retained throughout the essent ial component of 
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'constraint on acn~ al~J'j)-en'aV±-our'--. baEL.h~~<mce;ved~· as 
rule-governed: the natural science shift has moved the locus of the .. .:rules. 
At one time behaviour is expressly the subj ect of rules, at. anot.her.. jt is 
the subject of an aspiration that it will turn out to be governed··by ~'Ules. 

Not all the 'behaviours' we have heard about todaYiU'e the same. To 
ask a social anthropologist to treat 'behaviour' asa universal and to 
relate it to his ownsubject,is inevitably to miss the point of all recent 
advances in the subject. To acquiesce in the game for a While, "re note 
that the post-Victorian uses of 'behaviour' do not easily translate into 
the languages of other peoples. Even in other European lanGuages there are' 
well-knotm difficulties. ~Iany of the terms in use in thelll are too embarrasingly 
close to terms for (social) good conduct~ The translation of the American 
Behavio'X;M, is a perpetual crux in international literature. The situation' 
is then not resolved by appeal to an, independent scientific vocabulary. 
'BehaviOur' turns out to be wrenched from a set oiterms in the En~lish 
lexicon, trailing still the eviuence of its old connexions. 

In more exotic but still reflective societies, 'behaviour 'has to be 
subsumed under various tenl1.s indicating acts of a socially a~~ropriate or 
inappropriate· kind. Sometimes there is no lexical link between the terms· 
for 'bad behaviour' and -good behaviour'. In Igbo, the verb radicaT .!!tt"dci,' 
make') appears in words like a:mumEl, .orne , or the like, each of which expresses 
activity that is marked according to social evaluations;~ in -chephras·e 
om nala . ~ in the country') iSvThat whites usuallyniisleadingly trans­
late ·as ' cust om' • The important point to grasp is, however" tha tact i011S 
in Igbo society are identified a priori. There is no objective field of 
behaviour. 

"l;{e are different, of course, you will argue. trhat is ,'lhy vre are 'human 
scientists'. It does not always look very like it, lihen iTe tote terms about 
in this "TJTay. Once we enter the hum.:m zone, we a:..~e dealing ~ri th clas~ of 
action. Unfortunately, vTe are not the main classifiers. That position is 
occupied by the human beings who are acting. It is always the major task 
in social anthropology to find the actors' classification. This is not quite 
the same as asking him why he is acting. Our first task is to agroe on what 
actions are significant for him. E.g. "lhen a yam-hole is dug, among a: 
certain people, herbs are added and a quantity of ash. The whole activity 
mqy be described by the farmer as done 'to make the yam grow'. It is not 
uncommon in such situations for the observer to say that some of this action 
is tsymbolic' - because f.or instane;e, the herbs have little or no chemical 
fertilizing effect. The matter of the ash may howeve:;: detain him,· because 
it may seem 'really' to have a fertilizer ei'fect (potash etc.). He is thus 
tempted to subdivide tbe action sequenqe into symboliO and instrumental' , 
sections. He may still do. t11is lihen (sa.y) he learns from an'agriculturalist 
that, the ash does not have chemically significant effect,for even false 
attempts at ,'science' may be classified differently from hOl)eless non':':6cience. 
That kind of claSSification is· seen in many ordinary monographs. DvenBvans­
Pri tchard came dangerously near to such distinctions at times. TheY lie in 
the system of dii:3crimin.a.tiollS of the recorder. 1nt11e particular case we 
are not justified in breaking up the pl8.ritibgsequancein this' "ray.' To do 
so distort's the significance of the different l,arts o.f 'the sequence, according 
to criteria which are irrelevant to the actor. 

Presented with 'behaviour' then. we find that lie can only speak of 
kinds of significant action. The marlters for tha.t significaIte are however, 
not directly e;iven in -che action itself' (or if ue think they are they 
require a much more sophisticated theory to detect them) .~lhere human beings 
are concerned the action is the final output of a very complicated programme. 
Ue are not, however, simply in the zone lUarked 'systems of t:lOU::;htt. Some 
of our Hork may have been misleading in this respect. Societies differ 
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~reatly in the degree. to which they externalize (into action), or internqlize 
tinto language) the processes by which they (i.e. the societies) operate. 
Thus, it is often forgotten that E....p said that the Azande dehlonstrate their 
system by enacting it. The Ibo at times seem to belong to a society wInch 
'lmo'l'Ts' 1vhat it is doing only by doing it. vie find ~ichly differentiated 
ri tuals and the constant generation of, 'new customs'; "fashions' of all kinds 
sweep over the social surface in rapid succession. There is little myth­
ological or ideological superstructure, in coritrast with, for example, the 
Bakweri. This people, in contrast, has no rich variety of action: minor 
events, are, however, charged with eno:rmOus significance, which derives 
from the internal ization of an unseen universe of caUSes, for· wbich a command 
of the lan~guage and its expression of the non~behavioural world-structt~e 
is abs'olutely essential. For the Igbo, events are like a rapid continuous 
game of draughts, with a plethora of moves, and brilliant sequences leading 
to few basic changes in the balance of pieces. For the Bakweri events come 
after long intervals, charged with relational value, like those of chessmen 
in a master tournament. 

The arguments for the view of society asa manifold both of ideas 
(stored invariou~ linguistic and other tsemiotic' forms) and action, are 
made more cogent nowadays by the increasil~ evidence that societies (as 
in the cases! have mentioned) differ in the degree to which the action 
component itself embodies cues to its own significance. Historical periods 
marked by labile social forms may exemplify; in an exaggerated manner, some 
of the features I have ascribed to the Ibo, and may repay close attention 
to the 'action', 'I'lhich may embody many of the cues to its· mm interpretation. 
It is hO'l'leVer ,characteristic , that they in their turn, frequently become 
enshrined in the ideas store of a subseqtwnt period. I have in mind un­
reflective action periods like that of the American ~lest, \vhich store 
their significa.ncelater as mythology. This mythology in its turn generates 
successive transformations of itself, and in turn g'enerates actions of an 
existentially different type, in later periods - as it mi~ht be street-gang 
'behaviour', or even aspects of the Vietnam ,(lar. 

As a system over time, the social does not yield its essential features 
through a study of 'behaviour', even though for some stretches 'behaviour' 
may be more Significant than others. 

Social anthropologists bave long been forced to realize that there is 
no universal unit of 'action' in society. The general theory is acquiring 
a certain solidity now. The kinds of empiricism required for its operation 
are apJ;>earingin a variety of disciplinary guises. Socio-linocuistic approaches 
exist tsome actions can only be triggered, or even recognized, in specified 
linguistic contexts). 'Situational analyses' of various kinds, are responses 
to som:e of these needs. Else'tvhere we hear of 'symbolic interaction', even 
of 'symbolic interactional~'. 1ve sometimes hear regrettably of 'symbolic 
behaviour'. The separation of the empirical aspects from the theoretical 
is somewhat more characteristic of the sociological developments, than of 
social anthropolo(;,'Y. Nevertheless we all have to guard against ~­
deteLJll:i.ning a distinction in our own cuI ture, ob.iectifying it through n~!! 
data. and then :receiving it back. no longer able to rEtco,gp.j.sEt., our own 
artefact. 'Behaviour' is such a case: we may clutch it as those experimental 
monkey infants clutch their mothers made of wire, and receive precious 11 ttle 
nourishment. 

Edwin Ardener 

Note -1. This paper is the text of a comment on the term 'Behaviour' presented 
to a discussion between tutors in the Human Sciences HonoUr School at 
Nuffield College, 6 October, 1973. 


