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Human Relations Area Files:
1949-1969
A Twenty-Year Report

Clellan S. Ford®

In February 1949, five universities joined together to create
a nonprofit organization, the Human Relations Area Files
(HRAF'). Others soon followed during the same year, to make
a total of eight member institutions. Today HRAF has 23 major
universities and the Smithsonian Institution as its voting member-
ship. In addition, it has 140 Associate Members in the United
States and abroad, who receive microfilm copies of its organized
information. A review of the past two decades of growth and
development should be useful in assessing the organization’s
future potential. Only major trends and developments need be
presented for this purpose; many details of HRAF’s experience,
though of considerable interest in other contexts, will be omitted
here. Brief summaries of HRAF’s program may be found in the
first issue of Behavior Science Notes (Ford 1966: 3-6) and in the
preface to the Outline of Cultural Materials (Murdock et al.
1969).

The Human Relations Area Files grew out of a long history
of attempts to make available to scientists and scholars basic
information on the peoples of the world, their environs, their

*Clellan S. Ford (Ph.D., Yale University) is Professor of Anthropology
at Yale and President of the Human Relations Area Files. His field research
has been on the northwestern coast of America and in the Fiji Islands. His
special interests are comparative research and the study of reproduction,
in connection with which he has written numerous books and articles. His
articles on “The Role of HRAF in the Organization of Knowledge about
Behavior and Mankind” and “On the Analysis of Behavior for Cross-Cul-
tural Comparisons” appeared on pp. 3-6 of Vol. 1, No. 1 and pp. 79-97 of
Vol. 1, No. 2, respectively of Behavior Science Notes.
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behavior and social life, and their culture. The problems involved
in collecting and organizing such information so that it can be
readily used are many and difficult to solve. These problems
are becoming greater as time goes on, because of the ever-ex-
panding volume of relevant materials, both published and in the
form of unpublished records and manuscripts. Yet, in the inter-
ests of the development of the social and behavioral sciences,
it is more imperative than ever before that basic data on man-
kind be brought together and organized so that it is made avail-
able for analysis and comparison.

Reference Systems

One basic approach to the solution of these problems may be
referred to as the attempt to develop a reference system. Com-
pilations of reference data may be made, which, in effect, tell
a researcher where he may go to find documents which are
likely to contain information pertinent to his interests. There has
thus developed a proliferation of bibliographies and reference
works which are extremely useful as guides to the existing
literature. Indeed, such reference guides are so numerous that
it has become necessary to produce bibliographies of them as
well.

Reference systems have many advantageous features. Large
numbers of documents can be identified and indexed very rapid-
ly, particularly if the analysis is limited to a relatively few topics.
Furthermore, bibliographical references lend themselves fairly
readily to standardization, and thus become amenable to machine
manipulation. Exciting developments in this direction are taking
place at HRAF at the present time, and these will be discussed
later in more detail.

Bibliographies and other reference systems, however, also have
certain limitations. No matter how adequately one can handle
bibliographical references, they are essentially guides which tell
the researcher where he can find the documents he needs. He
must still physically locate and obtain them from a library or
other repository of collected documents. Once the pertinent
sources have been obtained, the researcher has the further prob-
lem of locating within them the specific portions pertinent to
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his interests. This can be tedious and time-consuming, so much
so that, unless he feels strongly motivated, he may simply
not bother to check out some items of information that might
prove to be most helpful in the development of his thesis or in
the testing of his hypotheses. As a consequence, despite the ex-
istence of extremely fine and useful bibliographical reference
compilations, much research that might be undertaken is given
up before it is begun.

Organized Information Systems

Another basic approach to the same problem of making infor-
mation concerning mankind readily available to researchers may
be referred to as an attempt to develop an organized information
system. In such a system, the ideal is to permit the researcher
to go directly to the pertinent information, rather than to provide
him with reference guides. Theoretically, the great advantage
of such a system over bibliographical references is that relevant
information has been extracted and organized in advance for
the researcher’s immediate use. The tedious and time-consuming
steps of physically locating, transporting, and searching through
countless documents are by-passed. But it-has proved to be no
simple task to develop such a system.

The first well-known major attempt to provide social science
with an organized information system for data on a number of
the world’s peoples was Herbert Spencer’s Descriptive Sociology
(1873-1934). This compilation consisted of abstracted informa-
tion, topically classified and ethnically identified, but it was
too abbreviated to be widely useful, and its format was relatively
inflexible. Nevertheless, it was a major step in the direction of
developing a comprehensive system for organizing basic infor-
mation on a number of ethnic groups.

During the first decades of this century, Yale sociologist Wil-
liam Graham Sumner devoted his energies to the development
of files of information on the environs and customs of people
throughout the world. Working alone, he collected voluminous
notes and organized them by ethnic group and in accordance
with a rather simple but effective topical outline. He read widely
in many different languages and covered an immense amount of
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ethnographic and historical literature. In some instances he
quoted from his sources, but more often he abstracted what
he deemed at the time to be the essential information. The notes
Sumner compiled through this research formed the basis for
his famous work Folkways (1906) and later became the back-
ground information for Sumner, Keller, and Davie’s The Science
of Society (1927). Sumner’s notes have been preserved and may
be seen today in Yale’s Sterling Library. The fourth volume of
The Science of Society, a casebook of nearly 1,200 pages of fine
print, consists predominantly of Sumner’s notes, organized topi-
cally and by ethnic group.

The information that Sumner collected and organized had
one serious shortcoming. He had selected and abstracted just
those portions of the original sources that were of interest to him
at the time. Many of his notes were brief, and although he was
meticulous about providing references, often they suffered from
being taken out of context. His effort clearly demonstrated a
basic difficulty facing any system of organizing information
which relies upon abstracting or selecting segments of material
contained in descriptive literature dealing with mankind. De-
scriptive terminology in the behavioral and social sciences was
not sufficiently standardized in Sumner’s time, nor is it today,
to permit abstracting information from the literature without
running the continuous risk of distorting it. At the same time,
Sumner’s compilation of organized factual data was impressive
and showed great promise for the future if the shortcomings
of his system could be overcome.

The Cross-Cultural Survey

The Cross-Cultural Survey, an outgrowth of Sumner’s approach,
was established at the Institute of Human Relations at Yale
University in 1935. Under the direction of George Peter Mur-
dock, and with the strong support of the Director of the Institute,
Mark A. May, a small group of social scientists set about the
task of improving upon Sumner’s methodology and carrying out
his attempt to compile a basic resource of organized information
for the social and behavioral sciences. At the Institute of Human
Relations at that time, there were a number of psychologists,
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. physiologists, sociologists, and anthropologists who were seriously

seeking to develop an integrated theory of behavior. These were
exciting times. Scientists from different disciplines were learning
to benefit from each other’s research, and the findings of the
several sciences concerned with behavior were being pieced
together. The common ground on which the development stood
was the basic assumption that all behavior, including that of
people, occurs according to natural laws which ultimately are
quantitatively determinable and statable by means of true equa-
tions. (See May n.d.) And it was believed that essential to the
development of a science of behavior was an organized body of
data on human beings, whose learning experiences and cultural
development had been independent and different. Problems
concerning the manifestations of social life and culture, it seemed,
could best be solved by comparative analysis of the descriptive
and historical records of a large number of ethnic groups or
societies throughout the world. This reasoning provided the
impetus for the establishment of the Cross-Cultural Survey. The
intent was to build organized files of information on some 400
ethnic groups, approximately a 10 per cent sample of all known
cultures.

The first step was to provide a topical outline which would
permit the comparable classification of cross-cultural data. Sum-
ner had a series of topics which he had used for his purposes;
Clark Wissler had developed what he considered to be a uni-
versal cultural pattern; and many theoretically oriented outlines
were available for certain aspects of culture. But none of these
seemed adequate for the task being undertaken for the Cross-
Cultural Survey. Accordingly, primary effort was directed at the
outset toward developing a systematic series of categories that
would be universally useful for the classification of data on man-
kind.

During the course of attempting to develop such an outline,
it soon became clear that it had to be derived inductively, prag-
matically. Preconceived notions of what categories there ought
to be in accordance with a particular theoretical orientation,
and ordered in some logical sequence, simply did not serve the
purpose at hand. It was discovered, instead, that it was neces-
sary to isolate those categories, explicit and implicit, that are
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used by behavioral and social scientists—and by travelers, mis-
sionaries, and historians—in arriving at the paragraphs, sections,
and chapters of their reports. These organizing principles were
difficult to discover, for they did not flow from any particular
theoretical orientation and were not logically interrelated. Some
phenomena were grouped together because they had certain
features in common; others were classed together on a quite
different basis. Although there was considerable consistency
from one writer to the next in the tendency to classify and bring
together various aspects of behavior and culture, there did not
appear to be any justification for their shifting bases of identi-
fication. (See the preface to the Outline of Cultural Materials
[Murdock et al. 1969] and Ford’s article [1966: 3-6].)

An outline was finally prepared in 1937 as a working draft.
Sections of it were sent to various experts for criticisms, partic-
ularly of possible omissions. The outline as a whole was pretested
in an attempt to organize the information contained in a number
of standard ethnographies. Based on this experience and on the
criticisms received from specialists, a revised edition of this draft
was prepared and published as the Outline of Cultural Materials.
Using this outline as a guide to the organization of ethnographic
data, the task of building files of information on a cross-cultural
sample of the world’s ethnic groups was begun. These groups
were selected primarily on the basis of the adequacy of available
information, provided that each one was considered to be in-
dependent of others historically, culturally, and geographically.

Mindful of Sumner’s difficulty, which resulted from his practice
of selecting segments of information removed from context and
abstracting data in abbreviated form, the Cross-Cultural Survey
determined from the beginning to duplicate the original infor-
mation verbatim and, wherever possible, in its entirety. Docu-
ments were read and indexed, paragraph by paragraph, in ac-
cordance with the subject headings provided by the Outline
of Cultural Materials. If, as was normally the case, a paragraph
simultaneously contained information on a number of topics,
it was indexed for each of these. Carbon copies of each paragraph
were typed on five-by-eight-inch sheets of paper in sufficient
numbers to permit the filing of a copy under each appropriate
topical heading. One copy was made to file in paragraph order
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and page sequence, to preserve the original context. As can be
appreciated, this process involved considerable effort in the
analysis of the documents and in the physical duplication and
filing of the information. Nevertheless, steady progress was made,
and by 1942 the preliminary goal of organizing a quantity of
basic information on a cross-cultural sample of some 50 societies
had nearly been reached. Preliminary cross-cultural studies had
shown the system to have great advantages for the rapid exam-
ination of suspected relationships and for comparative analysis.

The World War II Experience

The advent of World War II markedly influenced the Cross-
Cultural Survey system. The project, which had been conceived
to be purely scientific in nature, providing organized information
for basic research in the behavioral and social sciences, was
seen to have potentially great practical value. One of the sample
files that the Cross-Cultural Survey had begun to build was on
the inhabitants of the Marshall Islands in the Pacific. This file
alone was sufficient to demonstrate that the system could be used
effectively for intelligence and military government purposes.

In 1943, three social scientists—George P. Murdock, John W.
M. Whiting, and Clellan S. Ford—joined the Navy to set up a unit
to process data on all the islands of the Pacific held by Japan—
from the Marshalls to the Ryukyus and Formosa—in accordance
with the Cross-Cultural Survey system. Based on the information
organized in this way, a number of “Civil Affairs Handbooks”
were prepared and published by the government (see listing in
Appendix A). Concurrently, the Cross-Cultural Survey system
was used to collect and organize information on Latin America,
under the auspices of the Office for Inter-American Affairs,
which was then directed by Nelson Rockefeller.

At the end of World War II, two major points had been dem-
onstrated about the Cross-Cultural Survey system. One was that
such a system worked extremely well as a means of organizing
scattered information and making data readily available for
practical as well as scientific uses. Second, it was clear that
if scholars would cooperate (as they did under war-time pres-
sure), and if money were available to support the various proc-
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essing steps involved, an enormous amount of valuable informa-
tion could be collected and organized in a very short period of
time. For example, the Navy unit mentioned above produced
the equivalent of a thousand-page factual handbook on the
Ryukyu Islands and their inhabitants in six months’ time, despite
the handicap that much of the available information required
translation from the Japanese.

Development of an Interuniversity Organization

In 1946, when Murdock turned over to Ford the direction of
the Cross-Cultural Survey, it seemed clear that it would be
advisable to try to develop an organization that would engage
the widespread cooperation of scientists and scholars and would
make full use of the Cross-Cultural Survey system. It was obvious
that despite the end of World War II, the world had not settled
all of its problems, and that an understanding of the world’s
peoples was even more urgently needed now to maintain peace
than it had been to end the war. It did not seem unreasonable to
suppose that the government would shoulder a large share of the
financial burden of an organization whose aim was to produce
files of ordered and readily accessible data on the world’s in-
habitants. The first task was to persuade a number of universities
to join together, in a cooperative effort to develop files of infor-
mation on selected peoples of the world. Each member institution
would receive copies of all data collected and organized, begin-
ning with copies of the material already processed by the Cross-
Cultural Survey. The problems of developing such an organiza-
tion seemed formidable. There was considerable resistance to
this idea in many of the universities that were approached.
Basically, this resistance took two forms. One objection stemmed
from a reluctance to get involved in any form of interuniversity
cooperation. Such alliances had not proved to be very workable
in the past, and the one now being suggested did not seem
likely to work any better. The second major objection was to
the cross-cultural system itself. Many scholars objected stren-
uously to the idea of breaking documents up into pieces and
shuffling them arbitrarily, as it were, and out of context, into
a topical-ethnic file—despite the fact that each source could be



































































































































































