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			I obtained my B.Sc. in anthropology from the Université de Montréal in May 1970, and started a Ph.D. at the Department of Social Anthropology of Cambridge University in October the same year, under the supervision of Professor Meyer Fortes. Professor Fortes was then the most famous representative of the school of structural functionalism. He directed me to do fieldwork among the Ewe (pronounce Évhé) of south-eastern Ghana. I studied one Ewe group of villages, the Abutia, from March 1971 to October 1973. I was awarded a Ph.D. in 1975.

			Ironically, the Abutia Ewe social organization challenged all the tenets of structural functionalism, and of social anthropology in general. Through their study I was led to assess the predicament of social anthropology and to question its foundations, which I first did in a series of articles in the 1980s and, in 1991, I brought together all my ideas in a book, Contre la culture.

			I divided Contre la culture in two parts. In the first I reviewed the evolution of social anthropology from an epistemological point of view to assess what went wrong with it, why it totally failed in its original project of a rigorous comparative analysis of social organization. In the light of Bachelard’s epistemology and of various historians of science, I concluded with an assessment of its failure that I still stand by. In the second part, I developed a new cosmological and conceptual framework to describe social organization and applied it to the three most famous ethnographies of segmentary societies: the Nuer (southern Sudan, studied by Evans-Pritchard in the 1930s), the Tallensi (northern Ghana, studied by Meyer Fortes in the late 1930s and early 1940s) and the Tiv (northern Nigeria, studied by the Bohannans in the late 1940s and early 1950s). I had already published these reanalyses in prestigious journals: American Anthropologist (the Nuer), American Ethnologist (the Tiv) and Journal of Anthropological Research (the Tallensi).

			Admittedly, Contre la culture addressed pre-1985 social anthropology. Thirty-odd years later, my assessment could be completely wrong, or only partially so, and ulterior developments in those years might have led to a more rigorous anthropology. Quite the contrary! Postmodernism took off in the mid-1980s and, always fiercely deconstructionist to this day, still dominates anthropology. The situation is indeed much worse than what I surveyed in my book.

			Why wait almost thirty-five years? Quite simply, I could not tackle the task of translating myself, nor could I afford the cost of a translator. But in October 2023 my first Ph.D. graduate, Catherine Lussier, told me about automatic translation software and kindly offered to use it to translate my book. I confined myself to refine its translation, and she edited my editing! I am greatly indebted to her. 

			I have however reorganized the original book. I have divided Contre la culture in two parts. In the first one, An Epistemological History of Social Anthropology, I limit myself to the first part of my original book: the epistemological survey of social anthropology and my diagnosis of its fundamental flaws. In the second one, An Operational Social Anthropology, I develop my cosmological and conceptual frameworks, apply them to the same three ethnographies as I did in 1991, to which I have added three: one more on an allegedly segmentary society, namely a Berber-speaking confederation of the Rif, in north-eastern Morocco, studied by Raymond Jamous. I have also included a reanalysis of an alleged matrilineal chiefdom, the Yao of Malawi, written by Clyde Mitchell, and I conclude with a reanalysis of the Australian Aborigines, which I published with Paul Jorion. These two books sum up my thoughts about anthropology.
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			I

			Anthropology emerged in the West in the middle of the 19th century and shared Western science’s goal from the start: beneath surface manifestations, to discover underlying laws regulating them. To anthropologists that meant finding the laws governing the diversity of social and cultural manifestations (sociocultural variability). By comparing societies, the American Lewis Henry Morgan found those laws in social evolution.

			Inspired by his fieldwork among West Pacific Coast Amerindians, the German Franz Boas rejected evolutionism at the turn of the 20th century, disavowed its positivism and led American anthropology down an anti-scientific path, towards a cultural relativism positing each culture to be unique, and looking instead for cultures’ configurations. To Boas and the American school of cultural history he inspired, one could only reconstruct a cultural history and outline a cultural configuration by comparing traits of neighbouring cultures. Between distant cultures they declared comparison impossible; they claimed history to be the study of the unique.

			Unlike the Americans, England and France went separate ways and followed Émile Durkheim’s sociological approach. In England this gave rise to a social anthropology. English anthropology also repudiated evolutionism but kept its scientific project and comparative credo. Unlike American anthropology, a discourse on culture, British social anthropology aimed to be a comparative sociology, a study of society, of how individuals form social relationships and groups, how these groups form various sub-systems (political, religious, economic, and so on), and how the sub-systems fit together into an overarching whole that is society. Where the Americans discovered learned behaviours, cultural traits and configurations, the English saw social relations, groups and systems.

			This British anthropology yielded a long series of masterly and celebrated monographs that have remained great classics. Almost all described social organization, the various and complex relationships linking lineages, lineage segments and local groups, and also binding households, families and kinship networks. While this rich ethnographic work has survived untarnished, its theoretical underpinnings have not. Already with Bronislaw Malinowski (1920s) but even more so from the 1960s onwards, the theory that animated this ethnography was fiercely attacked, as much by the British as the Americans. Suddenly, the most self-evident truths of a fervently empiricist anthropology were said to be based on unsound theoretical foundations. Lineages or clans, those ‘descent groups’ whose existence seemed unquestionable, whose monolithic reality seemed beyond scrutiny, started to show fissures. Criticism flowed from all sides, as each new theoretical light brought new definitions of lineage, kinship groups and territorial groups, among others, so much so that all those groups dissolved in the gloom of shadowy concepts. In brief, the groups themselves disappeared from ethnographic analysis, either pulverized in interactions in the crucible of so-called social action theories, or snatched up by an all-powerful Culture, swallowed into the cognitive and structuring schemas so dear to culturalist anthropology. Between the actions of transactionalism (social action theory) and the representations of culturalism, nothing remains. The ethnology of the group no longer exists. This has generated a prodigious proliferation of meanings. The notion of lineage, or more generally of descent group, for instance, finds as many definitions as there are authors writing about it; the same goes for all those other concepts that once made up the alphabet of an ethnography that saw itself as empirical and descriptive – such as the notions of domestic, politics, household, marriage, residence, and so on. The ethnology of the group suffers from acute ‘polysemitis’. It can no longer compare.

			This excess of meaning has killed comparison and, with it, the positivist project. Contemporary ethnology, especially Anglo-Saxon, lives in the age of phenomenology and hermeneutics, not to mention deconstruction. It merely interprets, no longer looking for generalizations. It contextualizes, does not seek to explain. Points of view on the social multiply, theories proliferate but do not supplant one another. Everything stagnates. The original idea of a rigorous comparative discourse aiming to identify a set of verifiable propositions now belongs to an order of outdated, obsolete, even laughable notions. The pendulum has swung back. From today’s point of view, the positivist dream rested on an anthropology that reduced human beings to social or cultural automata governed by a set of norms. Today’s ethnology rebels, reaffirming the individual, his or her freedom, the role of individual action and the creative role of the social agent. It is openly and explicitly phenomenological, if we choose to describe the anti-positivist stance of contemporary sociology and ethnology in those terms. 

			For the outdated ethnologist still interested in the rigorous comparative study of social organization, the contemporary situation offers no hope. It decomposes the social and peremptorily declares that the antiquated apparatus of comparative ethnology has disintegrated because, by definition, society would not lend itself to a study modelled on the so-called exact sciences. They have demoted the ethnology of the social to the rank of ‘inexact’ discourse. For the new gurus of this phenomenological ethnology, the failure of comparative social anthropology teaches us the impossibility of enclosing the social in our positivist project. Let us liberate the social, they proclaim, let’s unshackle it in the free act, in choice, in creative and manipulative thought, in cultural manipulations. A most defeatist reading of our intellectual journey, if ever there was one. In reality, the failure of social anthropology says nothing about society; quite the contrary, it shows the limits of our present idea of this reality, and of the group in particular. 

			To rest my case, I will take my first cue from Gaston Bachelard. In La formation de l’esprit scientifique (1938), Bachelard came up with an important concept, that of epistemological obstacles. Bachelard rejected the history of science that had dominated until then. All historians of science agreed on one fact, namely how slow scientific thought had been and, as a result, how late science had emerged. They concluded that obstacles must have therefore hindered its development and they located those obstacles in the complexity or transience of phenomena, or in the weakness of human beings’ sensory apparatus.

			In this perspective one must suppose that human beings have a natural tendency to science but were inhibited by the nature of things external or by their sensory apparatus. They put the obstacles on the side of the input, so to speak. As a result, they described science as a process of observation; instruments, or technology, and experimentation merely improved our sensory apparatus. This implied that science operates inductively. They thus described an empiricist vision of history of science, a history which perceives science’s development as continuous, which didn’t distinguish between ‘science’ and ‘pre-science’ and considered science’s history as an evolution.

			Bachelard turns things upside down. He sees the main problem to science’s emergence and progress to be found precisely in this empiricist proclivity. The obstacle is not external, on the input side, but is to be found in the human brain, in the very process of knowing which, according to him, intrinsically resists scientific thought. Human beings are therefore intrinsically non-scientific since the obstacles are natural. Science can thus only be achieved against nature, against the evidence of the senses, the immediate lived experience. Observation cannot therefore be trusted and experimentation is no extension of the senses, but a ‘concretized theory’.

			To complement my argument, I will take my second clue from a different tradition. The failure of ethnology’s comparative project actually reveals an unobserved fact, namely that the most diverse discourses on society all share the same set of fundamental axioms. These axioms make up an ontology, a tacit metaphysics, so to speak. For want of a better term, and following Koyré (1965, 1966a, 1966b), I will call them its ‘cosmology’. The various theories of the social all wrap themselves around the same ontological, or cosmological axis. The ruin of social anthropology, like the theoretical degradation of the social that followed, reveals one and the same cause: a cosmological handicap that precludes the positivist project. It is not this so-called social reality that is at fault, it is our very epistemological processes, if we follow Bachelard, and also the cosmology in which our ethnological knowledge moves. Polysemy and theoretical trampling are only surface manifestations; underneath, in the unique cosmological soil that underlies them all, theories come together, and it is there, in these unconfessed or ill-confessed foundations, that we will discover the fault. We will note that this universal cosmology is Aristotelian and that its antidote, if there is one, will have to be based on a non-Aristotelian worldview, on a representation of things that does not seek to adhere to immediate sensory experience, to lived reality as it is spontaneously and intuitively intelligible to us. This remedy is to be found in a cosmology that breaks free from the immediate evidence of the senses, from the evidence of common sense, from social experience.

			II

			This cosmological quest calls for epistemological considerations. Since Auguste Comte (middle of the 19th century), science has defined itself against philosophy, or more precisely against a metaphysics claiming to apprehend things in themselves, to penetrate the intimate nature of being, the noumenon (Ullmo 1969, pp. 85–147). With the developments of quantum mechanics and new epistemological viewpoints, this anti-essentialist stance was rejected and led to a recognition of the operational nature of concepts, and of the limits mutually imposed in science by the protagonists in the observer/observed relationship. Even if partially arbitrary, even if instrumentally defined to meet its observational requirements, scientific language is not pure convention. It invincibly comes up against nature, against reality. There is a reality, and science does not construct it (Ullmo 1969, p. 229) even if it defines it in such a way as to include it in its experiments. This reality, whose intimate essence is forever foreign to us, nevertheless reveals itself, if only negatively. It does so in the process of scientific knowledge, what is now called the experimental dialogue (Ullmo 1969, Prigogine and Stengers 1977). This is the epistemological stance I adopt.

			Even if scientific knowledge partially constructs its universe, this operational aspect derives from the conscious activity of science, from science through its specified operations, its manifest statements and explicit results. This new epistemology searches the scientific unconscious, so to speak, what is unacknowledged, a priori. These are Foucault’s epistemes, Kuhn’s paradigms, Holton’s themata or Koyré’s cosmology (Foucault 1966, Kuhn 1962, Holton 1973, Koyré 1966a, 1966b). What is this cosmology? Initially a mythical or metaphysical explanation of the world in the prehistory of scientific knowledge, cosmology has moved into the subterranean world of the implicit, the unacknowledged. Such are the now axiomatic representations in physics concerning the discontinuity or continuity of matter, the irreversibility or reversibility of phenomena, the conservation of energy, and so on. Cosmology surfaces as a scientific unconscious, dissociated from theory. Theory aims to relate and articulate the various elements caught in the net of our project and language (our concepts). Cosmology does not explain; it posits and imposes the constituent elements hidden behind observed reality. It represents, postulates; it is metaphysics insofar as it ventures beyond the known, observed reality towards the unfounded basement that makes it possible. Theory, more humble and less reckless, stays behind the known, the observed. It seeks to verify and measure correspondences, constants and relationships between elements that have already been filtered. Cosmology is a set of unverified and unverifiable assertions that do not explain; theory is a set of verifiable propositions that seek to explain. One is representation; the other, explanation.

			Concepts have three determinants, or layers, so to speak. First they refer to an empirical given, drawn from immediate experience, which I’ll call ‘experiential’. Ethnologists or not, our cultural experience gives us a certain number of concepts expressing a lived, autonomous reality, even if filtered by culture. ‘Family’, ‘kinship’, ‘household’, ‘marriage’ are all concepts that speak of ‘things’, phenomena existing behind the concepts, phenomena that we spontaneously experience, even if culturally interpreted. Behind the cultural concept we find an experience claiming an existence of its own, an empirical determination or experiential coefficient of this concept, so to speak. Concepts of matter or energy were originally linked to the same immediate relationship to lived knowledge, derived from spontaneous sensory experience (Ullmo 1969).

			Writing about marriage or kinship we would first borrow these concepts. They would represent the original filter, delivering the elements that theory will then try to order and articulate in a set of coherent statements, an explanation. This defines the second layer, or determinant; at this stage we measure concepts against the demands of theory. This conceptual framework must become operative for theory to yield knowledge that progresses rather than operating in the mode of glosses. Wrapped up in a theory, the concepts mould themselves to it, drawing from it its theoretical determination, its operative coefficient. But the theory sits in this set of axiomatic propositions which have been placed outside the experimental dialogue from the outset. To understand why certain theoretical sets stagnate while others forge ahead, we need to go beyond lived experience and theoretical constraints to discover their cosmological foundations. Some cosmologies favour the scientific project; others preclude it. 

			To move ahead we will thus have to explore the relationship between ethnology’s project, its language and its cosmological foundations. We must ask whether the cosmology underlying ethnological language makes the original ethnological project possible. If this cosmology is adequate but our theories continue on their merry way, clumping together according to the strange syntax of a phenomenological discourse where everything is ultimately only perspectives, only points of view, we would then conclude that our project is pure utopia. But I don’t believe it is and I rather hold that the ethnological language does not allow comparisons and generalizations because the cosmology that underlies it hinders any definition of adequate concepts.

			Which path will I follow? One suggested by Eddington in a wonderful book, but improved by the additions of contemporary epistemology. In The Philosophy of Physical Science, Eddington notes that the physical universe is not a collection of independent entities endowed with intrinsic attributes or qualities that allow us to define them as physical. The physical universe is nothing but the universe studied by physics and physical knowledge, adds Eddington, is the assertion of what is, or would be, the result of the execution of a well-specified procedure of observation (Eddington 1958, p. 10). If the physical universe contains only those elements defined by physical knowledge, then the universe of an ethnology of the social can be said to encompass only those elements circumscribed by ethnological knowledge, itself determined by ethnology’s original project of explaining variability. From this original project we can affirm that ethnological knowledge must consist of assertions based either on rigorous comparison, or on the possibility of rigorous comparison, the only methodology that can yield generalizations. By extension, anything that evades a specified procedure of rigorous comparison will be excluded from the ethnological universe, so that we now ask, ‘Does ethnological language allow us to translate reality in a way that enables us to carry out our project of ethnological knowledge?’. To say yes would lead us directly to theory and its operative requirements. To say no directs us to cosmological inquiry and its operational requirements. In other words, the cosmological operationalization of our concepts must precede their theoretical operationalization since we hold that the conceptual malaise of contemporary ethnology is not theoretical, but cosmological. In short, the operationalism presented here is no theory; it is a reflection on the conditions necessary to formulate a language that can yield theories.

			III

			In his cogitations on contemporary scientific thought Ullmo writes: “A study of scientific thought in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century must take as its centre reflections on physics; this is not an assertion of hierarchy, it is a statement of fact” (1969, p. 15, translation mine). The same can be said of kinship for our considerations on the social. It is the locus where classical societies studied by ethnologists all root themselves; kinship has been from the beginning a core subject of every statement on the social. To the epistemologist it reveals the diversity of theoretical statements and their cosmological unity better than any other field of ethnological investigation. I will thus make it my focus, mapping certain constellations, or clusters of statements about kinship. These clusters delineate fields, or nuclei, within which the distance between various theoretical statements is shorter than between statements of different nuclei. Ethnologists have mistakenly called these ‘crowded fields’ ‘schools’. There really are no schools in ethnology, and the useful labels that have been attached to these crowded fields – functionalism, structuralism, Marxism or transactionalism – are merely convenient shortcuts for assessing relative distances, not for indicating absolute overlaps. These labels are useful and I will keep them when writing about ‘great theories’.

			Each of these clusters contains a vast number of statements. To review them exhaustively would obscure what I seek to illuminate. I therefore had to select some, a partly arbitrary selection like all selections. I therefore singled out statements that I believe more representative of their field than those left out. Given the epistemological nature of this study, I made no effort to contextualize these statements in the personal evolution of their authors, or the intellectual climate of the time.

			IV

			In the first part of the book I have examined the concepts found in the various theoretical fields, especially those used in the study of kinship and social organization. Behind those concepts I discovered an underlying representation of the group. Initially a ‘corporation’ in descent theory (structural functionalism), this group becomes a ‘taxonomic class’ in what I call cognitive structuralism (alliance theory), and even in anthropological Marxism, but is completely lost in the transactionalisms that have swept Anglo-Saxon ethnology since the mid-1960s. In transactionalism the group loses all reality, reduced to the mere statistical result of Ego’s actions and interactions; stripped of all ontological depth, the group even loses its analytical validity. Transactionalists no longer speak of groups, but of ‘transactions’; the corporation or class of the various structuralisms (‘structuralisms’ are what I call the theories of social structure, i.e. structural functionalism, Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism and anthropological Marxism) are pulverized in a cloud of corpuscular collisions. Transactionalisms, however, do not sever their link to the empirical substratum of social relations since they discuss real relations. David Schneider cuts off this last phenomenal mooring to erect a cultural transcendentalism that empties social relations of all empirical content, of all real interaction, and roots it firmly in Culture. It is no longer individuals who act and interact, but Culture that interposes itself. This transmutation of groups into classes, then their dissolution or even disappearance with transactionalism and Schneider’s culturalism, does show the conceptual problem for the study of kinship and for all anthropology of the social. When the group disappears, nothing remains but interpretations. 

			This book stands as a protest against this state of affairs. Not the fate of kinship studies; their fate interests me only insofar as it is symptomatic of any ethnography of groups. I believe in the possibility of a rigorous comparative discourse on groups; to resuscitate it, we need to revive the groups themselves. How? By assuming that ethnology’s criticisms up to now, exclusively concerned with the relationship between theory and reality, are no longer useful. We must leave the confines of ethnological theory to explore its cosmological underpinnings. This is what the second part of the book does.

			After reviewing the main theoretical statements on kinship, this epistemological inquiry will reveal the group’s centrality. The concepts we use to describe kinship follow theoretical transformations, it goes without saying but, behind this variability lurks a single representation of the social. This is the cosmology I am looking for, the diagnosis I was seeking, my main contribution to social anthropology. From structural functionalism to Schneider’s cultural transcendentalism, we find the same axioms, the same postulates. A single cosmological node links all the theories that speak of the social, and the problem lies in this core. I will show that our implicit representation of the social, our Social Cosmology, proscribes any rigorous comparison because it infallibly entails the ontological variability of groups and the polysemy that ensues. The groups of anthropology operate in the mode of the more or less, they vary in their being, in their quality as a group. We find groups that are more or less corporate, more or less patrilineal, groups that are more or less classes, domestic groups that are more or less patrilocal, and so on. Ethnology continues to get bogged down in the approximate universe of the more or less, and the deeper it sinks, the more concepts abound in meaning and the more comparison loses its own. In short, ethnology must free itself from this cosmological straitjacket to define entities that are or are not, whose existence or non-existence can be established, but which cannot occupy any space between these two states: they are descent groups, or are not, to mention but the most obvious.

			We will discover this cosmology to be Aristotelian, glued to common sense, to the immediate, lived experience of social life. This discovery then leads me to establish that its opposite must be a Galilean-type cosmology, one that thinks its concepts within its project. It is such a cosmology that I shall attempt to develop in a second book, a new representation of the group that makes it ontologically invariable. I will call this definition ‘operational’ (defined within its project). This set of operational definitions will enable me to redefine the key concepts used in the analysis of groups – those of group, category, corporation, residence, filiation, kinship, descent, and so on – and to apply them to some ethnographies. I will start with three famous ethnographies that have contributed more than any others to the elaboration of the anthropological vocabulary – those of the Nuer, the Tallensi and the Tiv. And I will further apply my operational framework to the Yao of Malawi, the Moroccan Berbers and the Australian Aborigines. Seen through this operational lens, they will all appear transfigured. This is the groundwork for a new social anthropology.
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			I Theories of social structure

			Structural functionalism

			Towards a ‘corporation’ theory

			I begin this study revisiting what ethnologists have called ‘descent theory’. Until the 1970s, descent theory was more or less synonymous with structural functionalism and every assault on it was an attack on structural functionalism. This, to me, gives it a chronological priority. A priority nevertheless polemical in that almost every statement that followed the emergence of descent theory was more or less thought of with respect to it. Descent theory quickly became the common enemy. A seemingly imperishable one because it was dealt the hardest blows, thought to be shattered by theoretical revolutions and yet, once the dust had settled, it still appeared to have to be brought down again! To the epistemologist this indestructibility makes it a paradigm of reference.

			To the adulators of Schneider and Dumont, those brilliant commentators and critics of descent theory (Schneider 1965, Dumont 1971), the undertaking may seem unnecessary. But it is not. I believe I can show that French or Anglo-Saxon ethnologists, be they American or British, did not really understand descent theory. I think the demonstration that follows will justify my claim. 

			Before starting I wish to make an important distinction that classical glosses neglect. At the outset I will argue that descent theory comes on top of a ‘corporation theory’ that precedes it and without which it is meaningless. Well before descent theory, this paradigm harks back to Maine’s hypotheses in his famous and brilliant Ancient Law (Maine 1861).

			A historian of jurisprudence, Maine saw social organization reflected in legal systems. Through the language of laws groups would express their reality, declare their associations, and the most archaic laws would reflect the most ancient societies. Advocating a ‘historical’ method to displace the unfounded and untestable lucubrations of legal writers, arguing on the basis of a hypothetical ‘state of nature’, Maine chose to look at legal documents. He espied this first society in the oldest legal documents of Rome and India which, he believed, told about a society ruled by domestic patriarchies. This archaic society was no civil society but a domestic one, not a vast organized community but a population fragmented into sovereign domestic groups, each under the tyrannical and despotic authority of its eldest member, the Paterfamilias who, in Roman times, concentrated all the group’s power in his person. This domestic tyrant owned his subjects as one owns chattel, decided of their life or death, and could sell them into slavery. Each family behaved as a single legal individual or entity. Like a corporation, the family outlived its members’ lives and strove to perpetuate itself indefinitely by recruiting members through birth, marriage, adoption and even slavery. Maine thus distinguished the family’s criteria of recruitment – namely kinship, adoption and slavery (marriage was treated as a form of adoption) from the mechanism responsible for the family’s cohesion, which was achieved through obedience to the Paterfamilias.

			Primitive forms of sociability, predating any synthesis, these domestic molecules would only later combine into a political community, a larger association in which the domestic groups of yesteryear would nevertheless retain their original singularity. And the laws of the nascent Roman state would narrate both the particularities of the first political society, and the specificity of its components.

			A singular political association, this original state brought together, not individuals but families, the domestic principalities that preceded and now made up the state. In law, the early Roman state ignored the individual, discerning only members of families. The individual blended into the domestic family, the only one with a legal existence. If the individual stands as the basic molecule of our contemporary state, this is the result of an already advanced chemistry. The first State did not break down into individuals but into already constituted collectivities, the families which, even within this political alliance, retained their protohistoric sovereignty over their internal affairs. The nascent state intervenes only to oil this new interdomestic apparatus, to cushion relations between autonomous families. Each family carves out a state within the state. In Maine’s legal mind, this archaic state family has all the attributes of what contemporary law calls a corporation. It was undifferentiated, undivided, denying its members any separate legal identity, represented by a Paterfamilias working on behalf of the group. As a ‘collective individual’ the Roman family was a single legal person, a single legal entity. It was one in its responsibilities as in its privileges; dishonour cast opprobrium on all, and an insult to one called forth the vengeance of all.

			This thesis of ‘patriarchal potestality’ shed new light on the bizarre discrimination that Roman law made between blood relatives of agnatic and cognatic stock. Why separate them? Because the political coexistence of sovereign families requires clearly demarcated social boundaries. The various patriarchs’ fields of authority cannot overlap without confusing the corporations’ legal identities, without endangering their coalition. A political alliance – in this archaic state it is an alliance, not a subjugation – can only be achieved between well-identified partners, and only discontinuity can guarantee this distinct and precise identity. From the outset Maine posits discontinuity as the primary condition of the group’s social identity, and of all political scaffolding. Agnates, then, are those who, in Rome, live under the authority of the same patriarch; the discontinuous field of patriarchal authority demarcates the extent of agnatic kinship. Finally, this collectivist (or ‘corporatist’) interpretation prompted Maine to separate the domestic sphere – the internal dimension of the family as a corporation – from the political sphere, the external dimension of relations between families.

			The association of these ‘familial individuals’ into a political compound raised a new problem: what was it based on? What tool had originally sovereign domestic communities invented to forge their political coalition? Quite simply, blood ties, but fictitious ones, as Maine recognized, and his bold conception would never really re-emerge. His immediate successors rejected this innovative and brilliant intuition out of hand because they never understood it. 

			The ancient sovereign families would have joined forces politically, using common descent as a pretext to cement and legitimize their association, thereby engendering those illustrious Roman gentes, the first descent groups according to Maine1. The gens thus emerged after the family; kinship, common to both the family and gentes, manifested itself in two different ways. In the family kinship is used for ‘recruitment’ whereas in the gens, as descent rather than simple kinship, it operates as an ‘aggregating element’. In the purely political context of the gens, descent is the instrument used to amalgamate, or aggregate families into a descent group; more generally speaking it is used to aggregate groups of a given level into a more inclusive conglomeration: families in gentes or Houses, gentes into tribes, and tribes into a Commonwealth. However transparent this may have seemed to Maine, subsequent generations were blind to it and the long string of their refutations completely misfires. Let us restore Maine’s definition as it appeared to him: a descent group is not made up of individuals, but of those corporations (legal entities) known as families. A descent group is a group of already constituted collectivities, aggregated through descent. Today, descent has given way to ‘local contiguity’ in our political constitutions. It is no longer common descent that unites our (Quebec) counties into a province, and the provinces into a Canadian state; it is local contiguity.

			Like descent this local contiguity is an element of aggregation, nothing more. Maine never meant to speak of ‘local groups’ occupying territories, as later commentators believed he wrote. All of Maine’s groups implicitly occupy territories. He understood that in our societies groups are recruited through residence in a given region and, in a particular context, amalgamate into a larger group on the basis of local contiguity. Maine’s conception of ‘group aggregated on the basis of local contiguity’ is to the contemporary state what the descent group is to the archaic one: a ‘group of groups’, not a group of individuals (Table 1).

		


		Table 1 Maine’s conceptual framework

			
			
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
	DOMESTIC GROUPS:

						
							
	Families

						
					

					
							
	1. Membership criteria:

	 

		
					2.  Factors of inner cohesion:

						
							
	Real kinship

							Fictitious kinship: marriage, adoption and slavery

							Authority and obedience

						
					

					
							
	POLITICAL GROUPS:

						
							
	States

						
					

					
							
	3.  Basis of their composition:

						
							
	1)  Archaic states: aggregation on the basis of real or fictitious kinship

							2)  Modern states: aggregation on the basis of local contiguity

						
					

				
			

			To this evolutionary pattern of descent to local contiguity Maine adds a second one. A pellicle without ontological thickness, a shadow of a group that alone exists, the archaic individual derives his substance from the status he occupies in the corporation. And the society that ties together the entities that make it up in a system of relationships can here only link collectivities. Links between individuals are a contradiction in terms in this primitive state since the individual fades into the group. Archaic society weaves only group ties. Only later will the state succeed in infiltrating corporations, undermining them from within and freeing the individual from their crushing tutelage. 

			Freed, returned to himself, the individual learns to act in his own name, to take responsibility for his actions before the law, to bind himself personally to others, replacing the group ties of former times with strictly interpersonal ties. For Maine, society would have evolved from a state based on status to one built on the notion of contract, from a condition entirely defined by group ties to an existence where only individuals are bound together.

			Barely four years after the publication of Ancient Law, McLennan began with Primitive Marriage (1865) systematically to refute Maine’s theses. Also a jurist, McLennan shared the same faith without believing in the same dogmas. Society is defined by its laws, admittedly, but which society is archaic? Roman society? It was already well evolved when its laws were first written down. Why not go further back to the most primitive societies and see what their laws reveal? What do we find? In 1865 the history of jurisprudence claimed some discoveries. Inspired by appalling ethnography and an overdetermined ideology, it declared peremptorily that so-called primitives knew nothing of private property. The very idea escaped them, and they shared everything in an atmosphere of thorough collectivism.

			McLennan squeezed every drop out of this thesis. He believed that the practice of bride price proved that primitives treat their wives like possessions. If they ignored the very idea of private property none of their women belonged to any one man in particular: all women were the common property of all men. Hence the state of blissful promiscuity they enjoyed. It also follows that if no special bond links a particular man to a particular woman, a man is never in a position to claim a woman’s children as his own. However, as primitives see children as another type of property, and as men collectively own the children’s mothers, children are also common property. Let us look at this primitive world from the point of view of Ego, the individual who, not attached to anyone, belongs to the whole group. Collectivistic in essence, primitive society is incapable of any kind of individual-to-individual bond and can only generate an impersonal, collective relationship between the individual and an undifferentiated group. This would be the essence of the ‘tribal bond’, the direct link between the individual and the entire tribe without the mediating action of interpersonal ties.

			Totally undifferentiated from within, primitive society leaves no room for the family, as Maine assumed. It perpetuates itself through the capture of women and reproduction. Its members are often blood relatives but unknowingly so, since awareness of consanguineous ties develops only later. At the threshold of evolution the tribe finds its internal cohesion in the feeling of being related (not to be confused with its idea), in the common association with the same territory and the same activities (McLennan 1865, pp. 7, 63) and not, as Maine believed, in the power of a domestic despot. Clinging to a locality (a consequence of its association with a territory), the tribe is first and foremost local; blood ties (or kinship, or descent, all three synonymous to most nineteenth century writers) only rose to consciousness much later. The link to the territory would have been the first in time, and kinship a late development, Maine notwithstanding. 

			Once aware of kinship ties these undifferentiated local tribes would have split into various stocks, giving rise to ‘tribes of descent’ scattered over several localities, a scattering that would have aggravated schisms. To counteract the ruptures and the fragmentation, the tribes of descent would have regrouped into a single political unit on the basis of their common ancestry. Emerging from a state of original promiscuity, McLennan held that the tribes of descent would necessarily have to evolve first through the stage of matrilineal kinship, a sequence unthinkable to Maine. Opaque, muddled, crude, primitive consciousness invents nothing; it can barely make out what is obvious to the eye and, in a climate of promiscuity, men are blind to any biological link between themselves and their children. Like primitive thought, crude and short-sighted, primitive kinship would have been incapable of going beyond the immediate, the obvious, of disbelieving the senses to imagine fictitious links; it could only operate at the level of the crudest reality. This would explain why the links between mothers and children, visible since founded in the ostensible facts of gestation and childbirth, were the first to impose themselves on the confused, still unpolished consciousness of the primitive brute!

			McLennan assails Maine from all sides. There is not a thesis, not an idea that he doesn’t try to refute. Mankind would originally have organized itself into ‘local tribes’, completely undifferentiated and unaware of any kinship ties, local tribes that would have developed into descent-based but matrilineal tribes, erected on real kinship, biological and visible kinship, matrilineal groups that would ultimately have led to the modern family arising at the end of evolution, bringing with it the loss of descent-based groups. And beneath these obvious differences between Maine and McLennan lie even deeper dissonances. This idea of aggregation, of descent and local contiguity as elements of aggregation, as elements amalgamating groups, McLennan does not understand it, he distorts and simply loses it, foreshadowing all the generations of ethnologists to follow. This seems to me the greatest step backward in the history of social sciences, and one that has dominated until now, if we except Morgan. 


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
TOWARDS AN
OPERATIONAL

SOCIAL

ANTHROPOLOGY

VOLUME 1

OGICAL HISTORY
A

MICHEL VERDON






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

	
	
		
			Table of Contents



				Cover


		Title


			
					Dedication


					Table of Contents


					Tables and Figures


					Preface


					Introduction


					Discourses on Kinship, or the Theoretical Decomposition of the Social
			
					I Theories of Social Structure


					II Social Action Theories


					III A Theory of Social Relation: Schneider’s Culturalism


			


			


					How to Recompose the Social
			
					IV A Cosmological Kinship


			


			


					Bibliography


					Copyright


				
	




	

OEBPS/image/titlepage.jpg
TOWARDS AN
OPERATIONAL SOCIAL
ANTHROPOLOGY

VoOLUME 1

An Epistemological History
of Social Anthropology

Michel Verdon

@p

i

Grosvenor House
Publishing Limited





OEBPS/image/rule.jpg





