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“ hezdea of primitive soctety

is:book is a history of the ways in which anthropologists have
hought ‘about primitive society. Speculations about primitive
iety have a long and complicated ancestry, but I am concerned
‘the ‘distinctive and novel version of this idea which crystal-
zed, with anthropology itself, in the 1860s and 1870s and which
sted until very recently (indeed, still survives, if no longer
in-mainstream anthropology). The idea of primitive society is
intimately related to other potent and beguiling notions concerning
primi ivé ‘mentality, primitive religion, primitive art, primitive

The rapldity with which the anthropological idea of primitive
ty was worked out is very striking, but its persistence is
aps yet more extraordinary. Conventional histories of an-
.'ropology describe a succession of quasi-philosophical theories
olutionism, diffusionism, functionalism, structuralism, etc.
ch reigned briefly and then was rudely overthrown. Yet all
1ese. theoretical traditions addressed the same idea of primitive
ty The persistence of this prototype for well over a hundred
rs is the more remarkable since empirical investigation of trop-
prlrmtwe societies only began in a systematic way and on any
in the last decade of the nineteenth century.

Da wir and Maine
'he.-moment at which the new idea took shape can be fixed only
'ghly Darwin’s The Origin of Species appeared in 1859. During
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the following two decades a series of ‘sociological’ monographs
appeared dealing with primitive society. These included classic
studies by Bachofen, Maine, Fustel de Coulanges, Lubbock,
Mcl.ennan, Morgan and Tylor. All shared a concern with the
nature of ‘primitive’ society and religion. Virtually all assumed a
direct progression from primitive society through various inter-
mediate stages to modern society. Nevertheless, although these
writers would all be lumped together as ‘evolutionists’ by later
generations, Darwin’s theory was not their common inspiration.!
There is a paradox here, for Darwin’s triumph stimulated a very
un-Darwinian anthropology. As Darwinism won ground in Britain,
broadly evolutionist kinds of thought gained fresh currency.
Associates of Darwin like Huxley, Galton and Lubbock established
a new space for evolutionary anthropological investigations within

the field of the natural sciences and even in the humanities. Never-.

theless, those untrained in biology were very likely to prefer a
Iamarckian to a Darwinian view of evolution, if, indeed, they
recognized the differences. Herbert Spencer — a crude Lamarck-
“ian — had at least as much impact on Maine or even Tylor and
Durkheim as did Darwin.

Perhaps the main difficulty which Darwin’s theory presented
was' his idea that evolution did not imply direction or progress,
that it did not follow any plan. Darwin argued that natural selection
worked upon more or Jess random individual variations. And while
environmental changes were of decisive importance, they were
unpredictable. Natural selection was an ineluctable process, but
particular adaptations were the product of chance. It followed that
history was not unilinear. Groups with the same origin would
develop in different ways if they were isolated in different environ-
ments. One could accordingly trace the history of a species back-
wards in time, but there was no way of predicting its future path.
It was also very difficult, if not impossible, to assess ‘progress’.

These were new and radical ideas which were not in general
shared by those contemporaries of Darwin who wrote about primi-
tive culture or primitive society. They were much more likely to
believe with Spencer that human history was a history of progress,
and that all living societies could be ranked on a single evolutionary

1 This argument was made powerfully — but perhaps with some rhetorical exag-
geration — int J. W. Burrow’s Evolurion and Seciety (1966).
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scale. They also generally accepted the classic Lamarckian ideas:
evolutionary change took the form of revolutionary leaps
een one stage of development and another; that the impulse
“thése “changes was internal rather than external; and that
ired traits were transmitted by heredity.

would not wish to overstate the case. Some early anthro-
oiog1§ts' were indeed directly influenced by Darwin. Rather more
e. inspired (perhaps at second-hand) to adopt broadly evol-
1st frameworks of argument. Only a few — including Henry
laine— took very little notice of Darwin or even of Spencer. But
s certainly correct that the early anthropologists were seldom
arwinians in the strict sense.

Nor is this altogether surprising, since the study of primitive
ty was not generally regarded as a branch of natural history.
Rather it was treated initially as a branch of legal studies. Many of
e key authors were lawyers, including Bachofen, Kohler, Maine,
cLennan and Morgan. The issues which they investigated — the
dev 1opment of marriage, the family, private property and the
te = were conceived of as legal questions. The initial source —
common case-study —was provided by Roman law. This shared
oal background also distinguished the lawyer-sociologists from
ther contemporary ‘anthropologists’ such as Tylor or Darwin’s
iend Lubbock, whose primary concerns were with material
"1rure and the development of religion. It was Tylor indeed who
ommented in 1865 that the study of such an issue as exogamy
longs properly to that interesting, but difficult and almost
worked subject, the Comparative Jurisprudence of the lower
s, and no one not versed in Civil Law could do it justice’.?
When I come to discuss individual authors, the diversity of their
ntellectual sources will be evident. There were obvious con-
nuities with writers of the Scottish and French Enlightenment,
d more immediately with Herbert Spencer and the Utilitarians
nEngland, and with Comte and the Positivists in France. Victorian
onstitutional historians like Macaulay, Stubbs, Freeman and
oude were transforming the tradition of universal histories asso-
iated with the Scottish Enlightenment. This new historiography
darticularly influenced Maine, but its impact can be traced upon
ther social evolutionists of the 1860s and 1870s.> Some of the new

y!or (1863), Researches into the Early History of Mankind, p.277.
See Burrow (1981), A Liberal Descent: Victorian Historians and the English Past.
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anthropologists were also stirred by the findings and the methods
of German philology, mediated in Britain by Max Miiller.* And
each particular author had his own idiosyncratic intellectual inter-
ests and drew on distinctive specialities — Maine on Roman law,
Robertson Smith on Biblical scholarship, Frazer on the classics,
and so forth.

Nor were the anthropologists responding to a single political
concern. The Morant Bay rebellion in Jamaica and the Civil War
in the United States revived earlier European debates on siavery.
The development of the Indian Empire and the colonization of
Africa raised fundamental questions about the nature of govern-
ment and of civilization itself, Intellectuals were also concerned —
some almost obsessively — with the consequences of extending the
franchise to new social classes. Particularly in continental Europe,
there was great interest in the vitality of nationalist movements.
All these political questions seemed apt for anthropological com-
mentary, but they did not impinge upon every anthropologist to
the same degree or in the same sort of way. For many, religious
questions seemed still more urgent, as intellectuals began to come
to terms with the challenge of Lyell and Darwin to the authorized
Biblical account of history. One can in fact identify a transition in
the 1870s from a central concern with political issues to a greater
interest in religion.

In the end, however, it may be that something yet more funda-
mental than political and religious concerns informed the new wave
of interest in human origins. In the second half of the nineteenth
century, Europeans believed themselves to be witnessing a rev-
olutionary transition in the type of their society. Marx defined a
capitalist society emerging from a feudal society; Weber was to
write about the rationalization, the bureaucratization, the dis-
enchantment of the old world; Tdnnies about the move from com-
munity to association; Durkheim about the change from
mechanical to organic forms of solidarity. Each conceived of the
new world in contrast to ‘traditional society’; and behind this
‘traditional society’ they discerned a primitive or primeval society.

4 Max Miiller gave a distinctly evolutionist cast to his historical reconstructions.
Moreover, Darwin drew on theories of language development in The Origin of
Species (1859). Nevertheless, the philological tradition was generaily speaking
evolutionist, if at all, only in a vague and old-fashioned way.
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e anthropologists took this primitive socicty as their special
ubjéct; but in practice primitive society proved to be their own
iety (as they understood it) seen in a distorting mirror. For them

errisociety was defined above all by the territorial state, the
motiogamous family and private property. Primitive society there-
must have been nomadic, ordered by blood ties, sexually
omiscuous and communist. There had also been a progression
entality. Primitive man was illogical and given to magic. In
- he had developed more sophisticated religious ideas. Medern
an, however, had invented science. Like their most reflective
ontemporaries, in short, the pioneer anthropologists believed that
ir.own was an age of massive transition. They looked back in
rder-to understand the nature of the present, on the assumption
hat'modern society had evolved from its antithesis.

'h'e;p_?'ot'otype of primitive society

inspiration behind the new wave of books on primitive society
therefore very diverse. Darwin’s theory was by no means the
common source of the pioneer anthropologists. If one book is to
se placed at the head of what became a new series, it is perhaps
te appropriate to begin two years after the publication of The
igi'f_'z--:of Species, with the appearance in 1861 of Henry Maine’s
ncient :‘Law. Although most of Maine’s specific ideas were soon
liscarded, he placed on the agenda most of the central questions
1ich ‘were to preoccupy his rivals and successors for the next half-
ury. His contribution was not at the level of theory. Rather,
established and embellished a classic notion of the original
uman condition, and he made it seem directly relevant to the
ellectual concerns of his contemporaries.
Maine’s history (like the Old Testament and many classical
ources) assumed that man was originally a member of a corporate
nily group ruled by a despotic patriarch. Later, patriarchal power
yrovided the basis for larger associations. Later still, waifs and
ays-were brought in by adoption. The principle of patriarchal
thority was diluted. Local association became increasingly
portant. Ultimately, societies based on kinship were replaced by
ocieties based upon the state, This transition from blood to soil,
Tom’ status to contract, was the greatest revolution in human
histoty. .
I‘r;'--the very year in which Ancient Lazw was published, a Swiss
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professor of Roman Law, Johannes Bachofen, had appealed to
some of the same sources — particularly Greek myth and Roman
law — but he had concluded that man’s original family structure was
matriarchal. Bachofen’s strange book had little irnpact, however. In
1864 the French scholar Fustel de Coulanges published La Cité
Antigue, which neglected both Maine and Bachofen, but gave an
account of mankind’s social and political history similar to Maine’s,
while introducing a new determinant, religious progress. In 1865
a Scottish lawver, J. F. Mcl.ennan, reached a similar conclusion to
Bachofen, but in ignorance of his work and directly in reaction to
Maine. The publication of his Primitive Marriage, in turn, inspired
an American lawyer, Lewis Henry Morgan, to develop the most
‘influential of these new images of early society. His best-known
book, Ancient Sociery, appeared sixteen years after Ancient Law.
It echoed Maine’s title and belonged to the same universe of
discourse.

By the Jate nineteenth century two authorities had established
themselves in Anglo-American anthropology, E. B. Tylorand J. G.
Frazer. They sifted the arguments in every branch of the new
discipline and asserted an orthodoxy. Together they adjudicated
the disputes between Maine and his rivals, and settled the broad
characteristics of primeval human societies. Primitive society was
originally an organic whole. It then split into two or more identical
building blocks. (This idea went back to Spencer.) The component
units of society were exogamous, corporate descent groups. By the
1880s it was generally agreed (despite Maine’s continued dissent)
that these groups were ‘matriarchal’, tracing descent in the female
line. Women and goods were held communally by the men of each
group. Marriage took the form of regular exchanges between them.
These social forms, no longer extant, were preserved in the lan-
guages {especially in kinship terminologies), and in the ceremonies
of contemporary ‘primitive’ peoples.

It is striking how much agreement there soon was even on matters
of detail. By the last decade of the nineteenth century, almost all the
new specialists would have agreed with the following propositions.

1 The most primitive societies were ordered on the basis of
kinship relations.

2 Their kinship organization was based on descent groups.

3 These descent groups were exogamous and were related by a
series of marriage exchanges.
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ke extinct species, these primeval institutions were preserved
i fossﬂ form, ceremonies and kinship terminologies bearing
witness to long-dead practices.

ﬁal-ly, with the development of private property, the descent
oups withered away and a territorial state emerged. This was
most revolutionary change in the history of humanity. It
maﬂk_ed the transition from ancient to modern society.

hese ideas were also linked to the theory of primitive religion.
original religion was ‘animism’, a belief that natural species
bjects Had souls and should be worshipped. In the most
tive societies each descent group believed that it was
nded from an animal or vegetable god, which it revered.

he persistence of an tllusion

. i)'id establishment and the endurance of a theory is not
articiildrly remarkable if the theory is substantially correct. But
1ardly -any anthropologist today would accept that this classic
tj"(‘)f primitive society can be sustained. On the contrary, the
rthodox modern view is that there never was such a thing as
miﬁve society’. Certainly, no such thing can be reconstructed
'T_h"ere is not even a sensible way in which one can specify
a ‘primitive society’ is. The term implies some historical point
of reference. It presumably defines a type of society ancestral to
advanced forms, on the analogy of an evolutionary history of
natural species. But human societies cannot be traced back
's'ingle point of origin, and there is no way of reconstituting
'1stor1c social forms, classifying them, and aligning them in a
series. There are no fossils of social organization.

ven if some very ancient social order could be reconstituted,
e could not generalize it. If it is useful to apply evolutionary
ory-to social history, then it must direct attention to variation,
aptation to all sorts of local circumstances, and so to diver-
ation. And it does seem likely that early human societies were
indeed rather diverse. Surviving hunter-gatherers certainly do not
nform to a single organizational type.® Since ecological variations
) Stram social organization, especially where technology is

] ever, this diversity is arguably a consequence (at least in part) of the retation-
ips ‘which have formed over recent centuries with settled agricultural popu-
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simple, there must have been considersble differences in social
structure between the earliest human societies. Not to put too fine
a point upon it, the history of the theory of primitive society is the
history of an illusion. It is our phlogiston, our aether; or, less
grandly, our equivalent to the notion of hysteria. This conclusion,
commeonplace enough amongst modern anthropologists, raises all
sorts of problems for the historian.

If there is a current orthodoxy in the humanities and social
sciences, then it is perhaps relativism. It is indeed from within the
social sciences that the present wave of unjudging and relativistic
history of science is being attempted. The model is often the
anthropological treatment of other cultures. The aim is to avoid
culture-bound misapprehensions, to achieve phenomenological val-
idity. It may even be suggested that to understand all is to forgive
all.

However, it is one thing to set an argument in its context; it is
quite another to pretend that it cannot be rejected. I start, on
the contrary, from the supremely unrelativist assumption that the
theory of primitive society is on a par with the history of the theory
of aether. The theory of primitive society is about something which
does not and never has existed. One of my reasons for writing this
book is to remove the constitution of primitive society from the
agenda of anthropology and political theory once and for all. (This
is quite unashamedly a story with a moral.)

At the same time, criticism is not my main concern. I am more
interested in accounting for the genesis of the illusion, and more
particularly for its persistence. The persistence of the model is
peculiarly problematic since various of its basic assumptions were
quite directly contradicted by ethnographic evidence and by the
logic of evolutionary theory itself. The difficulties were clearly
stated by some of the leading scholars in the field (notably Wes-
termarck, Boas and Malinowski). Notwithstanding, social anthrop-
ologists busied themselves for over a hundred years with the
manipulation of a fantasy — a fantasy which had been constructed
by speculative lawyers in the late nineteenth century. This is a fact
which must provoke thought, and not among anthropologists alone.

There are basically two ways of accounting for the persistence
of the old styles of thinking. One would appeal to continuing
features of the political environment. The idea of primitive society
could and did feed a variety of ideological positions. Among its
most celebrated protagonists were Engels, Freud, Durkheim and
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_"thin'. 1Its birth may be related to the late Victorian surge of
mperialism, and its perhaps terminal decline in the last two decades
be:related to the end of the Empire. The rise and fall of
tonalism is probably equally relevant. The idea of primitive
Ty fed the common belief that societies were based either on
‘or-on-soil, and that these principles of descent and ter-
'rlahty may be equated with race and citizenship, the contrasting
iponents of every imperialism and every nationalism. Yet the
of primitive society was never merely an imperial myth, or a
'fc'ar' nationaiism Nor, at the other extreme, was it ever

'__cant) Increasingly the idea of primitive society was sus-
by forces internal to the discipline of anthropology. Maine
) c_ontemporarles established primitive society as the object
cial anthropology. They posed strategic questions about the
of the family, the state and religion. They also prepared a
ahzed set of tools. Primitive society then became the preserve
new ' discipline, which soon developed a sophisticated, quasi-
atical set of techniques for kinship studies. When this
appened the survival of the idea of primitive society was ensured.
‘an 1nmal rough approximation, the classic idea of primitive
7 pe_t_'smted within anthropology —~ or with anthropology —
it was ‘good to think’. Tt referred to ultimate social
rns,' the state, citizenship, the family and so on. And it gen-
a. spemahzed tradition of puzzle-solving.

The idea of primitive society probably could not have persisted
in anthropology if it had remained static. But it did not. On
ontrary, it lent itself to the most dazzling play of variations.
'Cépacity for renewal facilitated accommodation to virtually
y heoret:cal or political discourse, a process which allowed
tions of scholars to feel that they were making genuinely
ov contrlbunons to their science.




10 THE INVENTION OF PRIMITIVE SOCIETY

Transformations

How best to conceive this combination of conservatism and inno-
vation? The most famous modern characterization of scientific
change is that of Thomas Kuhn. For Kuhn, significant changes are
sudden and radical. The switch from one ‘paradigm’ to another
involves a sharp break in continuity.

Scientific development depends in part on a progess of non-incremental
or revolutionary change. Some revolutions are large, like those associated
with the names of Copernicus, Newton, or Darwin, but most are much
smaller, like the discovery of oxygen or the planet Uranus. The usual
prelude to changes of this sort is . .. the awareness of anomaly, of an
occurrence or set of accurrences that does not fit existing ways of ordering
phenomena. The changes that result therefore require ‘putting on a
different kind of thinking-cap’, one that renders the anomalous lawlike
but that, in the process, also transforms the order exhibited by some other
phenomena, previously unproblematic.®

A number of historians of science have questioned the Kuhnian
idea that science changes by way of radical changes of paradigm,
or epistemological breaks (to use the continental phrase). They
point to the continuities and demonstrate that many famous dis-
coveries were anticipated, at least in part. A more original reaction
is that of 1. Bernard Cohen. While emphasizing the striking con-
servatism of even the most celebrated ‘scientific revolutions’, he is
not tempted by those at the other extreme who are content to trace
the sources of a new theory and then to describe it as a ‘synthesis’.
Instead he suggests that great instances of creativity — literary as
much as scientific — may best be described as “ransformations’.’
He argues that Newton, for instance, ‘certainly did not merely
combine in a synthetic “stew’’ the principles of Copernicus, Kepler
and Galileo, Descartes, Hooke and Huygens. Rather, he carefully
selected certain ideas . . . and rransformed them, giving each of them
a new form which only then was useful to him’.® Another example
Cohen chooses is Darwin’s ‘transformation’ of ideas which had
been developed by Lyell and by Malthus. Darwin had been per-

& Kuhn (1977), The Essential Tension, p. xvil. Critics had pointed out the difficulties
in his use of the terms ‘paradigm’ and ‘paradigm shift’, and Kuhn here adopted .

Butterfieid’s homely ailusion to putting on another thinking-cap.
7 Cohen (1980), The Newtonian Revolution, especially Chapter 4,
8 Op. cit., p. 158.
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ed____ by Lyell’s idea that whole species were in historic
p‘__e__tit_i_on-for a place in the sun. Then he read Malthus and
__z:f'é'_c:l'_that he had to consider rather the chances of individual
ival. i

n observation of special relevance to-the present book is that
c;i__e_as are especially apt for transformation, and that this
-;cpla_):_-quaiity may increase the chances of their survival, even
they. turn out to be quite wrong. Cohen instances some of the
1 :de"a's ‘which “undergo successive transformations and con-
to live on for a long time in science, such as atom, energy and
but refers also to ideas like aether (‘transformed into the
_d_c_rab'le fluids of heat, electricity and magnetism’) which
a mmieasured but fruitful existence and survive only as arch-
al remains in the scientific language’.®

cisely what Cohen means by a transformation is not entirely
Some of his examples seem to involve no more than a revision,
"l__efss radical, of a specific idea; a scientist incorporates an
g_af-_bu't changes it slightly, or applies it in a new context.
times Cohen invokes the notion of a mathematical trans-
g Q_l_l‘_.:'-This suggests a different kind of process, involving
n}_a;t_ic shifts in a whole conceprual structure. In this sense,
ansf _miations might be as radical and complete as Kuhnian
a 'digl_"r_ijj.fc_:hanges. Cohen also refers to the work of both Mach
d Opcau'lt, who certainly envisaged something in the nature of
ural shifts in the development of scientific ideas.!?
.'pe:rsuaded that the notion of transformations is a powerful
‘the history of science, but I would like to introduce the
ific dga of transformation which has been developed by Lévi-
uss, most systematically in his writings on myth. Lévi-Strauss
‘that in mythology the mind

até's_g’ss_emially through a process of transformation. A myth no

eI Comes into being than it is modified through a change of narrator
orme _je_'lements drop out and are replaced by others, sequences change
a_n_d the modified structure moves through a series of states, the
tions of which nevertheless still belong to the same set.

cit; p. 197.

ohen; op. cit., pp. 280-9. Cf. Foucault (1972), The Archaeclo

Lohen s R s gy of Knowledge;
Mach {;898), Pepular Scientific Lectures. ! #
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Moreover, these transformations of a myth do not simply resuli
in minor changes, differences which can be reduced to ‘small posi-
tive or negative increments’. Rather the transformations are
accomplished by systematic manipulations of the myth as a whole,
yielding ‘clear-cut relationships such as contrariness, contra-
diction, inversion or symmetry’."!

Lévi-Strauss believes that the human mind acts upon its raw
materials in a highly constrained manner. It establishes structures
and then manipulates them, almost mechanically. Moreover he
insists that the kind of thinking which anthropologists have
identified in exotic mythologies - what he calls mytho-logic —or in
the ethno-science of hunters and gatherers is no different in prin-
ciple from the most sophisticated scientific thought.'?

Like Cohen, Lévi-Strauss also believes that similar kinds of
innovation can be found in the arts and in the sciences. He refers
approvingly to the remarkable first chapter of I)’Arcy Thompson’s
masterpiece, On Growth and Form (1917}, which cited the use of
transformations in mathematics and in natural history, and equally
in the botany of Goethe and the art of Diirer.!?

If Lévi-Strauss is right, then scientists think rather like artists,
and perhaps we all think, at least at times, like Amazonian Indians.
Moreover, scientific theories may have a great deal in common with
Amazonian myths. Yet there is one evident difference between the
established ideal of scientific thought and what I.évi-Stauss calls
‘the logic of the concrete’, which operates by transforming struc-
tures. Scientific thought is ideally progressive. Each stage of under-
standing shoutd be an advance on its predecessor. One does not go

__Ws:ir:ds in science. But if an argument proceeds — to put it
dely= by turning a previous argument on its head, then at some
someone will effect a further transformation by setting it back
former position. In short, a series of structural trans-

iink that this is true, at least for much of anthropological
rse. It cannot be denied that formal transformations of the
Straussian kind abound in the history of the idea of primitive
y.. The various models of primitive society are typically
ightforward, even mechanical, transformations of their pre-
essors. Indeed, this book is very largely an account of the
formations of an illusion within an increasingly hermetic pro-
nal discourse.

that is not the whole story. There are also syntheses on
es ‘of Cohen’s transformations. Different ideas are yoked
gep:hv_;'i',: sets of data placed in fresh juxtapositions. And some of the
ost influential figures did not effect significant transformations of
ind. Rather they gave current ideas an authoritative form. At
ther extreme, a few individuals attempted to step outside the
ds'of the established discourse. The recurrent characteristic
e of the innovators is, however, the structural transformation.
concede that this book is not a good advertisement for the
eative value of structural transformations. It is very largely a
cord ‘of intellectual failures by famous anthropologists. My col-
es may in consequence accuse me of spreading despondency
gloom, or of wasting my time on ideas which have in any case
abandoned.

At this stage [ would enter three defences. First of all, the ideas
de 1 with have not by any means been universally discredited.
'y may be unfashionable in mainstream anthropology, but they
Il flourish in the backwaters and are paraded in too many lecture

11 Lévi-Strauss (1981}, The Naked Man, p.675.
12 In = famous passage he wrote that:

the kind of logic in mythical thought is as rigorous as that of modern science, and that the .
difference lies, not in the quality of the intellectual process, but in the nature of things to :
which it is applied ... man has always been thinking equally well; the improvement lies, .
not in an alleged progress of man’s mind, but in the discovery of new areas to which it may
apply its unchanged and unchanging powers. (Lévi-Strauss (1963), Structural Anthro-

pology, p. 230)

13 Ar this stage the notion of transformations may seern a little mystifying. I hope
that it will be clarified by examples, but in the meantime it may be helpful to '
recall something that the distinguished anthropologist Meyer Fortes used to tell |
me, 1o put me on my guard against the dodges of the English. The public-school ;
types, he said, were trained to take the accepted arguments and to turn them
upside-down; a purely mechanical trick, but cne which produced the appearance:’
of originality. :

1 an interview with me, Edmund Leach insisted that ‘the sequence is always
1a§ec'tica]’. He illustrated this thesis from his own experience:

ere was ... a point in my anthropological development when Malinowski could do no
ong. In the next phase Malinowski could do no right. Bur with maturity ¥ came to see
1at there was merit on both sides. I see this as a Hegelian process, a very fundamental
rietit in the way that thinking in the humanities develops over time. But when this
quence leads you round in a circle, you are not just back where you started. You have
ed-on a bit, or you have moved somewhere else. But always the process involves the
al rejection of your immediate ancestors, the teachers to whom you are most directly
-bted. (Kuper (1986), ‘An interview with Edmund Leach’, p. 380)
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courses before the wondering eyes of undergraduates. Secondly,
the idea of primitive society was never the exclusive preserve of
social anthropology. It infused the political and historical con-
sciousness of several generations. Its history must be of conse-
quence, even for many who are otherwise content o remain quite
ignorant of anthropology. Finally, although the history I shall trace
is rather deplorable, similar accounts could be given of many other
intellectual traditions. We need to consider the ways in which we
delude ourselves. If this book helps to explain the persistence of
an illusion, then perhaps it may even hold out the promise of an
escape from illusion.’®

This book, then, is a critical history of an idea, its crystallization,
transformations and persistence. | have not attempted to be exhaus-
tive, to track down its every expression, to document every variant
form it took. I am dealing with the central orthodoxy of social
anthropology, and so it has been possible to focus on some central
writers. They were especially influential, both in their own time
and after. By and large they also produced the most powerful
variants of the central model. Each of the writers with whom I
shall be dealing can also stand for many others, since each refracted
the concerns and influences which defined the study of ‘primitive
saciety’ within a particular intellectual arena.

15 This may' even be taken as a defence of anthropology, or at least of a sort of
anthropology.
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