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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION:
IDEAS, INDIVIDUALS, IDENTITIES
AND INSTITUTIONS

Over the last three decades, scholars in the humanities and social
sciences have energetically reflected on their intellectual role, their
relationship to the world and their disciplines’ potential contribution
to it. This has taken the form of some hard and productive self-
questioning. Despite the best efforts of sociologists like Pierre
Bourdieu, academics have paid rather less attention to the role that
universities play in legitimating and sustaining disciplinary
knowledges. Many academics now depend upon the intricate and
unique intellectual ecosystems that higher education institutions
nurture and protect. Yet we still know relatively little about the
institutional role universities and funders play in shaping how
academic disciplines effloresce, evolve and mature.

This book is a political history of the emergence of social
anthropology as an intellectual ‘school’ and disciplinary identity, with
a particular focus on the United Kingdom between the 1930s and the
1960s. My substantive theme is the role that the institutions and
resources of the British and imperial state played in fostering the
autonomy of this new social science. Difficult Folk? tells the story of a
tightly knit community of scholars using state funds and patronage to
advance a new theoretical and methodological paradigm, steadily
isolating themselves from a broader disciplinary community of
colonial administrators, amateur scholars and museum curators. In
1930 social anthropologists emphasised their field’s practical
relevance to potential funders, particularly the British colonial
authorities. By 1960 the discipline was sufficiently established for its
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2 Difficult Folk?

leaders to be able to distance themselves from those who sought to
‘apply’ anthropological knowledge, whether in the fields of race
relations, industrial relations or social development. As they staked
out a new disciplinary territory, the discipline’s protagonists
progressively isolated their field from these different publics. Social
anthropology’s history is a reminder of the protean and always
provisional nature of disciplinary knowledge and methods.

This is a book for students of anthropology, their teachers, and all
those interested in the political history of the social sciences. This is by
no means the first such history of social anthropology. Difficult Folk?
seeks to complement existing historiographic milestones — most
especially work by Stocking (1984, 1991, 1996), Kuklick (1991) and
Kuper (1996a [1973]), but also the important contributions of
Feuchtwang (1973), Goody (1995), Pels and Salemink (1999a), Barth
(2005) and Young (2004). Many senior anthropologists have also
offered shorter accounts, whether in detailed obituaries (e.g. Firth
(1956) on A.R. Radcliffe-Brown and Firth (1975) on Max Gluckman)
or in perceptive autobiographical pieces — such as Fortes’s memories of
the LSE seminar (1978) or Leach’s barbed observations about the
‘unmentionable’ role of class prejudice in the discipline (Leach 1984).

My own contribution is to draw on recently deposited personal and
institutional archives that offer detailed new insights into this period.
I use them to show how, during the final years of empire and the
domestic higher education, this school acquired the bureaucratic
foundations to defend its intellectual territory and sustain its future
expansion.

For its practitioners the history of anthropology can be a kitchen-
table affair, a recounting that everyone can join in. We are all involved
in telling and retelling our disciplinary pasts, through anecdote, gossip
and oral memory as much as through teaching and writing. We learn
about disciplinary genealogies through our supervisors, we re-shape
history through our bibliographies and citations and literature
reviews, and we pass on a sense of disciplinary traditions in our
teaching. By this definition, most scholars are involved in the
production of ‘insider histories’ for students and colleagues.

How does this book differ from such ‘insider histories’? During the
thirty-year period I explore, the skein of individual ambitions and
rivalries created a dense and tangled social tapestry. It would be easy to
focus on charismatic personalities and their academic intrigues, for
institutional histories can tend to be worthy, dull affairs. Fortunately,
the archives are also full of the messy, complex details of everyday
university life. These minutiae serve to bring formal bureaucracies
alive. Staying close to the archive also limits any anthropological
inclination towards theoretical abstraction. In so doing, I seek to
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Introduction 3

systematically chart the links between the private and public faces of
this new intellectual identity, between the scholarly record and the less
visible aspects of institutional politics.

Throughout this book I show how the success of this emergent
disciplinary paradigm depended on the interplay of what I call the four
‘i's—ideas, individuals, identities and institutions. For obvious reasons,
intellectual history tends to dwell on the first of these factors —ideas. In
social anthropology this now means the key methodological and
theoretical advances of Bronislaw Malinowski or A.R. Radcliffe-
Brown, their disputes and debates, their progenitors and disciples.
There are numerous accounts of Malinowski’s archetypical fieldwork
practice and his influential ‘functionalist’ theories (e.g. Stocking 1983,
Kuper 1996, Young 2004). The historians go on to show how
Malinowski’s ideas and scholarly influence were gradually superseded
by Radcliffe-Brown’s more formalist ‘hyphenated functionalism’
(Stocking 1996, 361), based on his re-readings of Durkheim and
Mauss.

Whilst intellectual historians try to carefully historicise their
accounts, those written for teaching purposes tend to be read with an
eye to current concerns. Histories that focus primarily on ideas also
risk reifying disciplinary identities and imaginaries. At worst, these
histories become Whiggish origin myths, rhetorical pasts written to
justify the discipline’s subsequently development — what some call
‘presentist’ historiography (Stocking 1965). Perhaps none of this
matters for the new undergraduate, who starts by trying to
understand the dominant theoretical schools and their relationships.
But it can make it harder to understand the political and social
contexts in which theoretical ideas emerge and acquire legitimacy and
influence.

My focus is on the inter-relationship of the remaining three ‘i’s —
individuals, identities and institutions. I show how the reputations of
individual thinkers depended on their ability to create, promote and
manage a new definition of anthropology within the institutions (be
they universities, funding councils, philanthropic organisations or
professional associations) in which they worked. Success often came to
those best able to manipulate the financial and administrative cogs of
these institutions. The discipline’s epistemological fortunes can also
be closely linked to political developments at the end of the colonial
era. Changing domestic and international attitudes to the British
Empire, the post-war colonial settlement, and a huge expansion in
domestic higher education funding in the 1950s and 1960s all had
profound resource implications for the new social sciences.

Much of the action in this history revolves around a few highly
ambitious and determined scholars, their relationships and their
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4 Difficult Folk?

students. Indeed, some have distilled the founding narrative of social
anthropology down to a tempestuous intellectual psychodrama
between two charismatic egotists: the mercurial and brilliant Polish
polymath Bronislaw Malinowski, and the eccentric Birmingham-born
Edwardian Alfred Reginald Brown. Nurturing fierce loyalties amongst
their followers, they enrolled their students — Raymond Firth, Max
Gluckman, Audrey Richards, Edward E. Evans-Pritchard, Meyer
Fortes, Daryll Forde and Edmund Leach, to name a few — into this
drama.

With the exception of Malinowski, who died in 1942, this group lay
behind the founding of the Association of Social Anthropologists in
1946, the professional association dedicated to the new school.
Between them, they sat on the key committees, held the influential
posts, charmed the right people, and consolidated a secure place for
social anthropology within Britain’s elite universities. This makes it
sound as if they worked harmoniously together. This was hardly the
case — conflicts, disagreements and growing rivalries all shaped
subsequent events. Their social, religious and class backgrounds
shaped their attitudes and the professional opportunities open to them
within the relatively rigid institutional and status hierarchies of British
academic life.

The full dramatis personae for this institutional history extends
greatly beyond this intimate group. Many of the decisions that went
social anthropology’s way were made by outsiders. Examples would
include the political backing offered to Malinowski by LSE Director
William Beveridge, or the recommendation by Lord Hailey, an
influential imperial reformer of the 1930s, that anthropology should
be at the centre of a programme of colonial social research. Allies like
this mattered to anthropology. These figures were part of the extensive
social network that linked the political ‘establishment’ and the British
upper classes, a network that Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown both
aspired to join. Lord Hailey was a close friend of Audrey Richards’s
family, whilst Beveridge relied greatly on his personal secretary Jessica
Mair, a friend of Malinowski and the stepmother of one of his students,
Lucy Mair.

Other figures can only play walk-on roles. Malinowski's
disagreements with his senior colleague at the LSE, Charles Seligman,
and Radcliffe-Brown’s tempestuous outbursts against the physical
anthropologists and ethnologists at the RAI are discussed in some
detail. Much more could be said about the influential allies of social
anthropology, such as the Oxford classicists John Myres and Ranulph
Marett, or about its opponents — such as the diffusionist scholar
Grafton Elliot Smith at UCL, and ethnologists like Henry Balfour and
Beatrice Blackwood at Oxford. Fortunately, these figures are
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Introduction 5

increasingly the subject of historical attention in their own right (e.g.
Riviere 2007).

The action takes place upon a metropolitan stage. The intellectual
influence of individual anthropologists depended on their ability to
shape policy decisions and access funding. Everyone in this new school
of social anthropology had done extensive fieldwork and spent a great
deal of time outside the UK. Yet the main action was played out in the
meeting rooms of the Colonial Office, the senior common room at the
LSE and the pubs of Oxford. Lobbying for funding or challenging policy
decisions depended on being on the right committee at the right time.
I also chart the changing relationships between anthropology’s own
institutions. The tensions that developed in the 1930s within the Royal
Anthropological Institute (RAI) led ultimately to the foundation of the
Association of Social Anthropologists (ASA) after the war. The
growing rivalries between anthropology departments at Oxford and
LSE, and later between Oxford and Manchester, were equally a
symptom of intellectual divergence.

Whose stories can’t I include? The most interesting tales are often
the ones that might have been (Handler 2001). There are many such
‘what-if" histories, glimpses of fascinating intellectual journeys not
taken. What if Franz Steiner, Czech refugee and author of an
influential work on taboo (Steiner 1999), had not died at the tender
age of 44? How might he have influenced the intensely humanistic
turn of Oxford anthropology in the 1950s? What if Gregory Bateson,
philosophical anthropologist and partner of Margaret Mead, had been
offered — and then accepted — the Edinburgh professorship in the
1940s? My choice of focus leads me to neglect other aspects of this
past. Because of the increasingly strong demarcation line that
academic social anthropologists drew between themselves and applied
anthropologists, the important role of administrative and government
anthropologists are also only mentioned in passing. Each department
has its own folklore and foundation myths, and not all can be granted
equal space. The departmental vignettes I do offer — such as on the
work carried out in Manchester and Edinburgh — describe less well-
known aspects of this past.

Book outline

I begin with the challenge of delimiting academic disciplines through
writing their histories. Why not leave this task to the professional
historians who are best equipped to call discipline-based scholars to
account? Many social scientists feel that, by virtue of their knowledge
and training, they are entitled to tell the story of ‘their’ identity. I
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6 Difficult Folk?

devote the second chapter of this book to the vexed discussion between
anthropology and its historians. Whilst the subsequent chapters can
be read without recourse to this debate, it explains my own
commitment to a carefully historicised social science.

After this cautionary prologue, the book adopts a broadly
chronological structure. The early chapters describe the discipline’s
struggle to gain an institutional presence within British universities in
the 1930s. Its successful search for research opportunities, funding
and patronage all culminated in the creation of a new professional
association in 1946. Each chapter introduces new characters and
social networks, and focuses on a different type of institution.

My account begins with a description of the vibrant intellectual life
at the London School of Economics in the 1920s and 1930s. The
intellectual energy surrounding this new institution, as well as the
charisma exuded by Malinowski himself, was in marked contrast to the
genteel Victorian intellectual orthodoxy of Oxbridge. I demonstrate
the significance of these institutions for our protagonists — Bronislaw
Malinowski and A.R. Radcliffe-Brown — as they each sought to
promote their own vision of the ‘new’ anthropology.

By the 1930s social anthropology had begun to don an institutional
mantle, as scholarly debates migrated into the institutional niches
provided by the Universities of London and Oxford. Cambridge
remained relatively marginal, dominated as it was by biological
anthropologists and administrative ethnographers.

The migration itself was in part the result of growing tensions
between different scholarly factions within the discipline. The Royal
Anthropological Institute, derived from the discipline’s first
professional association (Stocking 1971), represented a colourful pot-
pourri of academic interests, with colonial administrators, physical
anthropologists and ethnologists all members. It also catered for an
enthusiastic bunch of amateur collectors and upper-class explorers.
The new theoreticians of social form and function increasingly found
they had little in common with this more inclusive vision of
disciplinary belonging. Chapter 4 describes how A.R. Radcliffe-Brown
and his students sought to take control of key committees of the
Institute in 1939. When this failed, the new Oxford Chair, Edward
Evans-Pritchard, led the founding of a rival association, the
Association of Social Anthropologists (the ASA)in 1946.

At the root of these intellectual tensions was competition for state
patronage and funding. Since the beginning of the twentieth century,
social anthropologists had repeatedly, and unsuccessfully, sought
government funding for their research students. Whilst many
anthropologists and administrative ethnographers were employed by
colonial governments, the discipline’s campaign for a guaranteed
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Introduction 7

source of research funding paid off during the Second World War. This
new theoretical school found that it fitted an emerging political and
epistemological conjuncture created by the last days of empire. The felt
need to justify Britain's imperial possessions led the British Colonial
Office to design an elaborate colonial development and welfare
programme — with an extensive programme of social research at its
centre. I describe the involvement of anthropologists in designing and
influencing this programme, and the rewards that flowed to academic
institutions as a result.

The sixth chapter documents the optimistic post-war period of
domestic university expansion in the UK. In many ways, it was a
golden age for the discipline, yet new posts and research funding
created both possibilities and dilemmas. I focus particularly on the
creation of new departments of anthropology at Manchester and
SOAS in 1949. This development exacerbated growing departmental
and individual rivalries, but also ushered in new opportunities for
interdisciplinary collaboration and fields of enquiry. Yet by the end of
the 1960s many of these trends had been overshadowed by an
increasingly stormy relationship with sociology.

The following two chapters focus on particular aspects of post-war
anthropological practice, that were seen, at that point, to be
extraneous to the discipline’s core concerns. Chapter 7 returns to the
application of anthropological knowledge, and describes the tensions
created by industrialists who sought anthropological answers to
growing industrial relations tensions in the 1950s. Chapter 8 explores
how a few social anthropologists sought to write about the new post-
colonial phenomena of ‘race’ and racism. I describe Kenneth Little’s
pioneering work at Edinburgh, and explore how this field of research
informed the new field of ethnic and racial studies.

The ninth chapter describes social anthropology’s increasingly
defensive outlook at the end of the 1960s, and the prolonged
epistemological hangover caused by the end of the British Empire and
accusations of the discipline’s colonial complicity. Rhetorical
denunciations apart, the demise of Colonial Office support created a
real research funding vacuum. As a result, some urged the discipline to
expand, proselytise and spread its wings within British universities.
They wanted to see anthropology taught in the new universities and to
become part of school A level curricula; more conservative voices
urged caution and consolidation. These different visions were played
out in debates over textbooks and teaching and even over the
membership criteria for the Association of Social Anthropology. The
decisions made during this time continue to influence the British
discipline today.
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8 Difficult Folk?

Each chapter adds a new perspective on the emergence of social
anthropology as an academic practice within British universities
between the 1930s and 1960s. Taking up Bourdieu's challenge to make
sociological sense of our own academic worlds (1988, 2000), I make
use of a diversity of sources —oral, personal and institutional — to paint
a picture of the changing social worlds of Homo anthropologicus.

In the Afterword I reflect on the contemporary status of disciplines
in British universities and ask whether interdisciplinary work is
reshaping the social sciences? The expansion of higher education and
the funding fashion for interdisciplinary and post-disciplinary
research pose questions about the continuing relevance of a discipline-
based professional culture. Acknowledging the arguments made by
both advocates and critics of this new orthodoxy, I suggest that there
remains a place for a disciplinary identity that is able to come to terms
with transience. The challenge is to account for, and set limits to, our
disciplinary attachments. I offer this book as one such self-accounting.

Conclusion

More than two decades ago, Clifford Geertz argued that disciplinary
boundaries were breaking down and intellectual genres were blurring
(Geertz 1983). Since then anthropology’s historians have begun
exploring the changing meaning of disciplinary practice (e.g. Marcus
1999), the decline of national traditions (Stocking 2001a, Barth et al
2005), as well as revisiting less well known anthropological ancestors
(Handler 2001). Is this the right moment to replay a discipline-centred
narrative, even if one amplifies the political and organisational aspects
of this past?

One way of answering this question is to use this history to think
about the claims made for social science’s interdisciplinary futures.
Not everyone is convinced that we are entering a post-disciplinary
episteme, despite the utopian claims made for ‘mode 2 knowledge’
production (Nowotny et al. 2001). Evidence for the continued
influence and salience of a disciplinary ‘order of things’ can be found
in institutional histories such as this. The political ecology of
universities, along with their complex funding and organisational
structures, serves to mitigate against rapid change. The social capital
invested by individual scholars in discipline-based appointments,
publications and rewards make these structures difficult to dismantle
(Henkel 2000). New fields and sub-disciplines do emerge and seek
recognition, but this is often alongside, rather than replacing, existing
disciplines.
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Introduction 9

This is not to deny that disciplines do constantly change and evolve.
They have a complex symbiotic relationship with universities, funders
and other institutions that create and protect this space for enquiry.
Perhaps they are best envisaged as tented transit camps, as migrating
scholars stop to construct a makeshift epistemological home. These
disciplinary camps train novice scholars, legitimate intellectual
traditions and explore possible futures. The danger remains that their
inhabitants overestimate the significance of the settlement. Whilst
material and institutional traces of the camp may remain, its size and
intellectual prominence is never guaranteed.

One way of guarding against such ‘overestimation’ is through
thoughtful, critical and empirically informed histories. Beyond
anthropology, there is a growing number of studies of social science
disciplines (e.g. Lepenies 1988, Soffer 1994, Platt 1996, Halsey 2004,
Halsey and Runciman 2005) in what amounts to a new field of
‘disciplinary studies’. Within anthropology itself, this historiographic
work is now a distinct sub-field of the American discipline. This is yet
to be the case in British anthropology departments. In the meantime,
I hope this book dispels some of the mystique cast over social
anthropology’s origins. If it helps the reader understand how ‘difficult
folk’ created, reproduced and sustained a way of knowing about the
world, then it serves its purpose.
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Chapter 2

WHY DISCIPLINARY
HISTORIES MATTER

Scholars in the humanities and social sciences tell disciplinary tales
with deceptive ease. We tell our histories in private and in public, in
gossipy intrigue and in the published record. Yet the narration of these
pasts always legitimates some forms and traditions of disciplinary
knowledge and practice above others. Intellectual history is never
simply self-evident, a neat and seamless evolution of ideas and
methods.

If one is to write a disciplinary history, which stories are important
to tell, and who is best placed to tell them? Should we focus on the
histories of ideas, or histories of the institutions and identities that
nurtured individual thinkers? I want to argue that the key to
understanding academic disciplines is the relationship between four
‘iI's — individuals, ideas, identities and institutions, a nexus best
understood both historically and sociologically. This principle raises
further questions. What should be included, and what excluded, from
such histories? How should they frame their subject? Finally, should
they be written by ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’, by professional historians or
practitioner anthropologists?

In this chapter I explore the roots of my fascination with these
questions. I ask about the implications of defining and delimiting a
discipline and its history, about the emergence of a disciplinary way of
knowing, and about the emotional, personal and social investments
scholars make in these imagined academic communities. I go on to
explore the challenge of writing disciplinary histories. Disciplinary
historiography is a risky and complex task, especially for ‘insiders’, and
can leave one vulnerable to criticism from historians and one’s
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12 Difficult Folk?

colleagues alike. Historians of anthropology and anthropologists
themselves have adopted different approaches, leading to territorial
skirmishes between the two disciplines over the right to define this
past. The debate raises important questions about the role history
plays in legitimising disciplinary knowledge.

Why write disciplinary histories?

On the whole, academics tend to be rather unaware of the actual
conditions of their own genesis. The symbiotic relationship between
universities and scholarship is relatively recent. Until the late
nineteenth century, few British scholars occupied academic positions,
both because of the religious missions of Oxbridge, and because there
were so few university posts to hold. Victorian scholars like Charles
Darwin and Francis Galton were never affiliated to universities. For
these reasons, the rapid expansion of universities during the first half
of the twentieth century makes their developing social and
bureaucratic organisation important to understand.

There are good pedagogic reasons for writing sociologically informed
histories of the social sciences. Our students deserve nothing less.
Intellectual work in any field is narrowed and diminished by a studied
ignorance of the theoretical school’s original rationale, its values, its
principles and its contradictions. But writing a political history of such
a school, especially of one as small and seemingly well defined as social
anthropology, is not a journey undertaken lightly. In an age when
anthropologists are wary of the consequences of their depictions and
representations, it takes chutzpah to speak for such self-reflective,
articulate and iconoclastic natives. What motivates me? Partly it is a
wilful intellectual naivety. As a first-year undergraduate, I remember
my fresh-faced bewilderment at encountering the same thinker — Emile
Durkheim —being interpreted in radically different ways by teachers on
my sociology and anthropology courses. We read different passages of
his work, learnt different terms, and thought of him in different ways.
I became fascinated by the way two disciplines used the same social
theorist to legitimate their own intellectual trajectories.

Three years later, after finishing my degree, the puzzlement
returned. I was browsing in a bookshop. I encountered the landmark
American volume Cultural Studies (Grossberg et al.1992) in a
bookshop. I greedily started reading. But I could make neither head
nor tail of it. Had I not just done a degree in the study of culture? The
topics — AIDS, sexuality, representation — all seemed vitally important.
In Stuart Hall’s words, these were topics which had ‘something at
stake’. So why couldn’t I understand it?
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Perhaps the discipline had a hidden history? After all, histories of
ideas are also histories of exclusions, of denials and of disavowal.
Amnesia and total recall sometimes coexist in the same account. Long
dead scholars are read and referred to as contemporaries whose ideas
can be made to illuminate current issues (Handler 2001). Others, who
perhaps do not fit so neatly into the currently fashionable genealogy,
are quietly forgotten. As di Leonardo comments with regard to
American anthropology, the discipline ‘embraces its own culture of
forgetting and of convenient remembrance’ (1998, 15).

How was I to deal with these problems? One way was to gradually
accumulate formal, informal and embodied guild knowledge and
history, not to mention the all-important gossip, anecdote and oral
mythology. The other was to analyse experiences of disciplinary
socialisation, reproduction and identity formation in a more scholarly
way. I chose the latter path, and my historical research has sought, as
any ‘good’ anthropologist might, to both appreciate and question the
discipline’s own self-assumptions and self-image.

One question repeatedly troubled me as I undertook this work.
Could I tell the history of the new theoretical school in a way that did
not take its emergence in some way for granted a priori? Pels and
Salemink (1999b, 1) insist that one should not back-project the ‘self-
image of twentieth century academic anthropology onto all
ethnographic activities that played a role in the formation of the
discipline’. Did not the ‘social anthropology’ of my title pre-empt and
pre-determine my field of vision? The reactions of anthropologists to
this project have been revealing. Several have criticised my implicit
definition of the discipline as an institutional presence within British
and Commonwealth universities. By doing so, they infer, I end up
reinforcing a narrow understanding of the discipline, its elite and their
relationships. What of the hidden and neglected influence of Gregory
Bateson, they say? What of anthropological practice beyond the
university? Or beyond the metropole?

A provocative example of this revisionist history would be
Grimshaw and Hart’s insistence that ‘anthropology’s drive for
professional status and acceptance by the academy sacrificed much
that was new and radical in its twentieth century origins’ and that
‘accommodation to bureaucracy compromised the discipline’s
commitment to a conception of science which was open to the
democratic impulse of a world in movement’ (Grimshaw and Hart
1993, 10). For them, it is a matter of great regret that the theoretical
openness of the Cambridge psychologist-cum-anthropologist W.H.
Rivers was subsequently overshadowed by the scientistic and
systematising rhetoric of the Polish LSE-based ethnographer
Bronislaw Malinowski.
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Implicit in these critiques, I would argue, is a claim to an ‘anti-
disciplinary’ identity, a claim that there was no dominant trend within
social anthropology, and that in its initial outlook it was different from
other disciplines by virtue of its history, size and epistemology. This
claim to exceptionalism exemplifies the very academic identity politics
that interests me. The critique also presumes that we know everything
we need to know about the ‘official history’. I disagree, as I
demonstrate in the chapters that follow.

Others have suggested that such a history can and should be
primarily a history of ideas — and that institutions are simply a
necessary appendage to the life of the mind. Yet the history of the
foundation of social anthropology is the history of the expansion of the
social sciences within British universities, amidst increasing state and
philanthropic funding and patronage. The energy invested in creating
and nurturing bodies such as university departments and scholarly
associations gave them a life and force of their own that deserves to be
explored. Anthropology offers the insight that ‘institutions’ and ‘ideas’
are not as opposed as one might like to imagine. It is too easy to think
about bureaucracies as rational and impersonal, the very things that
scholarly ideas are not. But, as Mary Douglas reminded us, we act
through institutions, constructing them in certain ways that allow
them to ‘think’ and act too, conferring identities and classifications
(Douglas 1987). We have come to learn how power is located in the
informal ways in which institutions, and the people within them,
operate. The energy people invest in university departments and
scholarly associations gives them a life force of their own. So I make no
apologies for foregrounding the politics surrounding academic
professionalisation and intellectual work.

Processes of identification are never complete. There will inevitably
be those who do not recognise their intellectual world in my portrait.
For some, a disciplinary affiliation is less important than their
commitment to a particular region or area, or to a particular
institution. Others develop more hybrid identities, working within
departments of religion or sociology or in museums. My intention is to
paint a good enough account, one that explains why a discipline draws
heavily upon its past as an intellectual and social resource.

Disciplines as imagined communities
Intellectual arguments are often prefaced with a moment of
identification: ‘As an anthropologist, I can ...", or ‘A sociological

approach to ...". These are analytical short-hands, identity claims to a
shared body of professional expertise and methodologies, a way of
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establishing consensus and defining the bounds of the debate. The
social sciences, as a set of intellectual fields, have a sophisticated level
of institutional, as well as methodological, self-awareness. Yet they
socialise everything they study more effectively than they do
themselves. We now appreciate the psychic and somatic intensity with
which social identities are held. Yet the personal investment, both
emotional and intellectual, in one’s chosen disciplinary ‘vocation’ can
make it hard to stand back and be truly dispassionate about scholarly
‘belonging’ and affiliation. Belonging and relatedness are themes close
to the heart of anthropologists. Never, it seems, quite close enough.

Writing a political history of an academic ‘discipline’ is a tricky
business — not least in defining its limits. For starters, what does one
mean by ‘discipline’? Is it a genealogy of ideas and research practices,
a like-minded community of thinkers and practitioners, a scholarly
‘vocation’, an embodied social identity, a formalised institutional
presence within a teaching curriculum, a way of imagining and
engaging with the world, or all of these things? Disciplines are forms of
identification and affiliation, social as much as intellectual, psychic as
much as political, ethical as much as methodological. Like much lived
experience, they are deeply felt. Few histories of twentieth-century
British intellectual life get to grips with the intense hold that
disciplinary affiliations have on their inhabitants, and the way
disciplinary and departmental divides create and constrain scholarly
work. The smallest communities are often the most loyal. Social
anthropology is no exception. One of the aims of this book is to
underscore the influential role of these generative emotional
attachments and discontents.

Disciplinary identities depend on their very ordinariness. Think of
decisions over where to shelve books in a library, the hoary ritual of the
weekly departmental seminar or the preparation of reading lists. The
everyday affairs of institutional life are at once tediously mundane and
highly significant. Affiliations are unconsciously drawn upon to order
everyday conversations, to make sense of intellectual problems, and to
provide ethical boundaries from which to judge others. They are also
largely taken for granted, viewed as an inevitable and subconscious
aspect of one’s epistemological tool-kit. This makes them more
difficult, and all the more important, to depict and understand.

The process of ‘disciplining’ both hones and delimits creativity. It
lends social capital to those with the best ability to sense and pick up
the tacit and embodied knowledges that all social identities confer. A
sense of disciplinary history is often conveyed in casual conversation
or through anecdotal memories, heightening the air of mystique
surrounding them. Journals and books act as official disciplinary
archives, effacing other struggles and other histories. Such implicit
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understandings are particularly puzzling for students or those new to
disciplinary guilds. Neophytes find themselves asked to genuflect
before key individuals and ‘their’ ideas, sometimes without
understanding the historical and contextual reasons for their
importance.

I have argued that one can explain an academic discipline in any
number of ways: as an intellectual endeavour, as a departmental and
institutional profession or as a set of engagements —through teaching,
application and practice — with a broader public culture. All too often
it is the intellectual endeavour that is privileged. This is hardly
surprising, for theorising is ultimately what most humanities and
social sciences academics ‘do’. Yet the power of academic disciplines,
particularly in the humanities and the social sciences, lies in their
Promethean nature. Different definitions can be called upon to
different ends. The creative admixture of such understandings is key to
understanding the shape and cultures of the humanities and social
sciences today. A vision of disciplines as ‘tribes and territories’ (Becher
1989) is too static and territorial — divisions are imagined and
embodied as much as they are enacted or enforced. It also effaces the
increasingly powerful role universities have played in supporting and
mediating disciplinary identities. Without institutional legitimation,
scholar enthusiasts remain ‘sans papiers’, outside the powerful status
hierarchies historically constructed around the ‘idea’ of the university.

Bourdieu offers pithy insights into the ‘gold-fish bowl’ vision that
can result from a ‘scholastic’ disposition. He sees scholarly detachment
as both ‘liberatory break’ and a ‘potentially crippling sensation’.
Bourdieu compares it to being a fish in the water ‘in the situations of
which their disposition is a product’; like fish we find it hard to
articulate how we managed to swim rather than sink. It is from what
he calls the ‘supremely banal’ social history of educational institutions
‘that we can expect some real revelations about the objective and
subjective structures that always, in spite of ourselves, orient our
thought’ (Bourdieu 2000, 14). As Fuller (1993, 126) similarly notes:

the discipline is one of the few units of analysis that requires the co-
operation of rival historiographical approaches in science studies: the
internal approach, devoted to charting the growth of knowledge in terms
of the extension of rational methods to an ever-larger domain of objects
and the external approach, devoted to charting the adaptability of
knowledge to science’s ever changing social arrangement.

This chimes with a general criticism made of disciplinary histories —
that they are often somewhat insular, understanding their past in
endogenous terms, and describing the development of ideas in a way
that is relatively inaccessible to outsiders. It is a particular problem for
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anthropology. Writing as an intellectual historian, Collini (1999, 280)
suggests that ‘anthropologists have perhaps been exceptionally prone
to feel that their enterprise has developed in relative isolation from the
general intellectual culture around it’, leading to disciplinary histories
being told in ‘markedly internalist and self-contained terms’.

By this argument one needs to understand an academic discipline
like anthropology from the ‘outside’ as well as the ‘inside’. One needs to
be attentive to those dynamics it distances itself from, such as colonial
‘problems’, ‘race’ or rival disciplinary epistemologies, and its
relationship to state funding and institutional patronage. Intellectual
debates make sense in relation to the social and political contexts in
which anthropological knowledge is produced and deployed. To
understand the social aspects of any science, it is vital to begin to map
the complex relationship of science to society. The problem then is how
to weave these diverse and often contradictory perspectives together.

Yet even this distinction between internal factors and external
contexts is too simplistic. If one is to truly explore what Knorr-Cetina
calls the ‘epistemic culture’ of science, ‘those amalgams of
arrangements and mechanisms — bonded through affinity, necessity
and historical co-incidence — which in a given field make up how we
know what we know’, then we have to take seriously the composite
and multiple nature of academic work and identity (Knorr-Cetina
1999, 8). It is these bonds, affinities and networks that I seek to trace,
in and out of departments, universities, conferences, grant
applications, publications, classrooms, scholarly associations and the
broader public sphere.

The emergence of disciplines in the social sciences

All histories face the challenge of defining the boundaries of
investigation. Concepts of belonging and affiliation are particularly
sensitive within intellectual histories, for they are also constantly
mobilised by key protagonists and their interpreters. But categories
also constrain analysis. Perhaps one needs to take one further step
back, and unpack the very concept of ‘discipline’ itself. A word of
medieval origins, it is both verb and noun, invoking both the content
of learning and the process of mental (and social) disciplining to
ensure obedience, often through force. The use of the term to connote
a set of defined fields of learning is a recent one, paralleling the sudden
explosion in scholarly fields of knowledge within the human sciences
during the mid-nineteenth century. The Oxford English Dictionary cites
one of the first examples of this contemporary relational
understanding of ‘discipline’ in an 1878 scholarly paper discussing
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the relationship between botany and zoology. Similarly, one could only
talk about the ‘social science disciplines’ at a point at which they
existed in relationship to each other within universities in the early
years of the twentieth century. In anthropology, the term ‘discipline’ is
first used in this sense in 1923 to discuss the relationship between
anthropology as a ‘discipline of type’, geography as a ‘discipline of
place’ and history as a ‘discipline of time’ (Myres 1923, 168).

For all its monolithic assertions, Foucault’s Discipline and Punish
(1977) was never just about the birth of the prison, but about the very
methods of categorisation and normalisation that marked the growth of
a ‘modern’ disciplinary society, a theme explored in his earlier Archaeology
of Knowledge (Foucault 1972) with its attention to epistemes and the
genealogies of disciplinary knowledge. Contemporary Homo academicus
now largely takes for granted a disciplinary ‘division’ of knowledge, even
if discomfited by talk of ‘territories’ and ‘boundaries’. Many see this as the
inevitable price of specialisation and professionalisation, but few would
deny the importance or relevance of these affiliations (di Leo 2003) for
their own sense of identity.

Many have explored the history, meaning and power of a
disciplinary division of academic knowledge production, sometimes
creating taxonomies of disciplines for comparative purposes. Kuhn
(1962) separated what he saw as closely knit ‘mature’ scientific
disciplines from the more permeable communities of scholars of
disciplines still at a ‘pre-paradigmatic’ stage. Pantin (1968) and
Whiteley (1984) sought in different ways to categorise types of
scientific endeavour. Becher’s survey of the cultures of ‘disciplinary
territories’ and ‘academic tribes’ leads him to insist that ‘the attitudes,
activities and cognitive styles of groups of academics representing a
particular discipline are bound up with the characteristics and
structures of the knowledge domains with which such groups are
professionally concerned’ (Becher 1989, 42). Yet this territorial logic
and focus on ‘domains’ and ‘boundaries’ lead one to create disciplinary
artefacts where perhaps none exist. Knorr-Cetina suggests that instead
of the language of disciplines we should be talking of ‘epistemic
cultures’ to capture more accurately the ‘strategies and policies of
knowing that are not codified in textbooks’ (1999), and the diversity of
places and practices through which knowledge is produced. Fuller
points out that the ‘rhetorical character of disciplinary boundaries in
the social sciences provides an especially good context for examining
the embodiment of knowledge as a source of worldly power’ (Fuller
1993, 125), and that ‘disciplinary histories of the social sciences more
easily show the rhetorical seams of appearing to represent the world
without substantially intervening in it’ (ibid.).
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‘It’s the way you tell them’ —a history
of histories of anthropology

In Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000), there is a discussion between two
British Bangladeshi waiters about girlfriends. One says to the other,
‘T've been out with a lot of white birds ... but never an English girl.
Never works. Never.” When asked why, his reply is simple. ‘Too much
history, too much bloody history.’

This notion of ‘too much history’ sheds light on the troubled
relationship of social anthropology to its many pasts, be they the
personal histories of professional rivalry, micro-histories of
departmental tradition or the broader histories of British colonialism
amidst the longue durée of empire and conquest. These histories
surround us, either as admired ancestral spirits or as restless spectres.
A strong sense of kinship with our own disciplinary ancestors makes
us emotionally attached to their legacy. Because there is too much
history, it is easier to make the past suit the present, either by
simplifying it, ignoring it or trying to escape it.

Given this caveat, a sensible place to start one’s own disciplinary
history is to review those written by others, and in particular the
tensions that exist between popular, practitioner and ‘professional’
histories. Let us first look at ‘popular’ renditions of disciplinary history.
Who are they written by, and for whom? Introductions to social
anthropology, an important moment of ‘first contact’ for novice
students, are commonplace. They often contain an individual’'s own
account of the discipline’s historical development. In 1910, Tylor
wrote an entry for anthropology in the eleventh edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica, in the style of a historical narrative (Tylor
1910), whilst Marett and other early presidents of the RAI repeatedly
spoke and wrote about the development of their discipline, as a way
both of legitimising their profession and of reshaping its past in a way
that provided a charter for current concerns.

Some recent introductory texts go further still, seeking to legitimate
anthropology by associating it with the scholarly interests of the
ancient Greeks (Barnard 2000, Eriksen and Nielsen 2001). Other
introductions, such as that by Pocock (1961), situate themselves within
broader debates in the philosophy of science. An influential
introductory text has been Adam Kuper’s frank and telling 1973
history of the modern British school of social anthropology. Very much
the discipline’s first unauthorised biography, it antagonised many with
its frank depiction of personal rivalries and caustic predictions for the
discipline’s future. Initially excommunicated, his reputation as social
anthropology’s in-house historian is now secure, and subsequent
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editions of the book (Kuper 1983 and 1996a) presented a far more
optimistic picture of the contemporary discipline.

There is a further genre that represents the history of the British
discipline from the perspective of individual anthropologists. Examples
here would include biographies of Mary Douglas (Fardon 1999) and of
Colin Turnbull (Grinkler 2001). There are also scholarly re-
evaluations, including those of Marcel Mauss (James and Allen 1999)
and Franz Steiner (Adler and Fardon 1999a, b).

Two challenges come with focusing too closely on personalities. The
first is that intellectual genealogies quickly become disciplinary
charters. There is also the risk of assuming that, as Kuper puts it, ‘our
forebears are either our contemporaries or they are of purely
antiquarian interest’ (1991, 128). Few would dispute the vital role of
historiographic recovery, bringing to light hidden figures or
unrecognised influences that challenge conventional disciplinary
wisdom. Yet there is a problem even with this approach. As Handler
notes (2001), any discussion of ‘excluded ancestors’ assumes that the
‘boundaries of that discipline, and the roster of accepted, acceptable,
and/or canonised practioners/ancestors, can be agreed upon’. This is
doubtful — as with theoretical predilections, one person’s sense of
historical influences might not be shared by another. Debates about
the ‘canon’ in the singular also ignore the way that individual
scholars, departments and disciplinary collectives construct their own
sense of what counts as significant knowledge.

How about one of the other key places in which history is
reproduced —the lecture theatre and seminar room? A review of British
undergraduate anthropology courses points to the diversity of
approaches taken to the study of the discipline (Mascarenhas-Keyes
and Wright 1995). However few departments offer courses on the
history of anthropology, and at best teachers try to contextualise
theorists within their historical milieux. In contrast, Darnell (1977)
suggests that in the American context every major American graduate
programme has a course in the history of anthropology. She suggests,
though with little evidence, that ‘the required course is frequently
taught by the eldest member of the department, who is presumably
qualified to teach the history because he [sic] has lived through more of
it than anyone else’. At best, such a course ‘provides the fledgling
anthropologist with a collection of anecdotes, later to prove useful in
socialising his own students’ (Darnell 1977, 399). Far from the
prediction of one historian that anthropology would ‘become history, or
nothing’, we still rarely provide our students with the skills and
resources to assess and use historical evidence or to think historically.

The desire to historicise anthropology turns one intellectual wheel
full circle. Both Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, key figures in this
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new intellectual school, were determined to escape the evolutionary
assumptions of their forebears. The latter was dismissive of overly
historical explanations of social processes, and he was reluctant to
write about anthropology’s past. In Britain, Evans-Pritchard’s post-
war historical turn caused a stir, but also marked the start of a retreat
from earlier anthropological disquiet over the use of history. His Marett
lecture ‘Social Anthropology: Past and Present’ proposed that ‘there is
no fundamental difference here in aim or method between the two
disciplines’ (Evans-Pritchard 1950, 123), and accused anthropologists
of taking ‘one or other of the natural sciences as their model’ and
turning ‘their back on history’. He acknowledged that his observations
would be ‘hotly disputed’ by most of his anthropological colleagues,
but was convinced that ‘with the bath water of presumptive history
the functionalists have also thrown out the baby of valid history (ibid.,
121). Yet he too rewrote the history of anthropology to support his
own personal intellectual journey, tracing its antecedents not just to
the ‘early classics’ of Maine, McLennan and Morgan, but also to the
writings of eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophers. His
expectation was of a discipline in future ‘turning towards humanistic
disciplines, especially towards history, and particularly towards social
history or the history of institutions’ (Evans-Pritchard 1961, 28).

Who should write the history of anthropology?

Back in 1964 the anthropologist Irving Hallowell’s solution to the
writing of the history of American anthropology was to ‘focus upon
anthropological questions, rather than upon labelled disciplines’
(1965, 24). This neat side-stepping leaves unanswered the question of
whether these histories are best left to the historians, capable of the
‘distanced empathy’ that characterises ethnographies? Are
‘practitioner histories’ akin to ‘native’ ethnographies? Or is any
outsider/insider divide too simple?

As social anthropology has professionalised and institutionalised,
so too has the new sub-field of the history of anthropology. Predictably,
this happened first in the USA, beginning in 1962 with two symposia
on the history of Anthropology under the auspices of the Social
Science Research Council and the American Anthropological
Association (AAA). As Stocking noted at the time, this was no doubt
partly due to the ‘passing of a long-lived giant (Boas)’, and the
inevitable way that ‘aging survivors turn to their origins’ (Stocking
1966, 281). For him the most fundamental factor was ‘the state of
anthropology itself’, and here he suggested that with the
disappearance of what he called the ‘last of the Gitchi-Gumis’,
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anthropologists were turning to the ‘reconsideration of problems
which were central to the anthropology of earlier periods’ (ibid., 283).
At the same symposium, the American anthropologist Irving
Hallowell argued that this turn to history should not be viewed as
‘antiquarianism’, or even as ‘marginal to current interests’, and rather
that the ‘history of anthropology was an anthropological problem’
(1965, 37).

At this early stage of his career Stocking’s own affiliation was to
history, seeing himself as an ‘outsider’ whose ‘status in the tribe is at
best honorary’ (Stocking 1966, 282). Yet he was sociologically minded
enough to send out 135 questionnaires to survey current research on
the history of anthropology. His concluded that professional historians
were uninterested in the field, and that anthropologists were writing
‘general histories’ without ‘any firm monographic and archival
groundwork’ (ibid., 285). Whatever the utility of these ‘general’ texts,
he curtly warned that ‘they will not provide us with a history of
anthropology’. He questioned the disciplinary bias towards oral
history and the dismissive attitude shown by some towards
documentary evidence. In short, he saw ‘strong arguments both of
historical precedent and programmatic prescription against the
assumption that the history of anthropology will or should develop
solely by an incremental process within the discipline itself’ (ibid.,
286). He foresaw the increasing professionalisation of the discipline of
the history of science, proposing the ideal as a ‘professional training in
both history and anthropology’. If the dilemma is summarised as ‘who
shall write the history, anthropologists or historians?’ (Darnell 1977,
399), Stocking took the position that ‘this history should be written by
historians, and perhaps in the first instance for historians’ (Kuper
1991, 127).

It is easy to dismiss what Herbert Butterfield famously called ‘Whig
history’. For Butterfield ‘the study of the past with one eye, so to speak,
upon the present, is the source of all sins and sophistries in history’
(1973, 30). Stocking articulated this as a contrast between ‘presentism’
and ‘historicism’ — ‘a commitment to the understanding of the past for
its own sake’ (Stocking 1968, 4). Whilst he recognises that this is a
crude dichotomy, Stocking goes on to make a qualified case for
historicism. For him ‘presentism assumes in advance the progressive
change of historical change, and is less interested in the complex
processes by which change occurs than in agencies which direct it’
(ibid., 4). He sees professional social scientists as being motivated by
‘utilitarian’ concerns, demanding ‘of the past something more; that it
be related to and even useful for furthering his professional activities in
the ongoing present’ (ibid., 6). He accuses them of ‘anachronism,
distortion, misinterpretation, misleading analogy, neglect of context,
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oversimplification of process’ (ibid., 8). On the other hand, to presume
that one can totally distance oneself from current concerns is
unrealistic. As Kuklick puts it, the key was ‘to distinguish between those
questions asked by disciplinary ancestors that were quite different from
their own and those that remained current’ (1999, 227).

In lending his support to these views, Clifford Geertz powerfully
evokes his distaste for what he calls ‘practitioner history’, and the way
in which:

instead of doing what one would think a ‘real’ historian ought to do —
examine previous scholarship of various kinds, and draw one’s notions of
what anthropology ‘is’ from such an inquiry — it works the other way
around. It takes a view of what anthropology ‘is’ and works back from that
to find rudimentary, prefigurative examples of it avant la lettre. (Geertz
1999, 306)

Yet not all accounts by practitioners are guilty of intellectual
presentism. It also depends how one uses such histories. Read with a
critical eye, many reveal the complex links between scholarly
innovation, academic identity claims and the broader politics of
funding, prestige, utility and application.

This disagreement over the purpose, focus and authorship of
disciplinary histories continues. Intellectual positions relate largely to
scholars’ disciplinary affiliations. Kuklick, a historian of science, argues
that ‘indoctrination in presentist constructions of the ideas of
disciplinary predecessors has been an important feature of the
occupational socialisation of human scientists’ (Kuklick 1999, 227).
She surveys introductory textbooks to show how they are ‘suffused
with current received wisdom about professional ancestors, who are
represented as sources of still-useful inspiration’ (ibid., 227). She
contrasts this with physics textbooks, where ‘personal idiosyncrasies,
institutional peculiarities, general social trends ... have been forgotten
as they have become routinised and elaborated’ (ibid., 228). Kuklick
suggests we seem determined to make our forbears into contemporaries
— ‘Weber, Marx and above all Durkheim are regarded as still-active
participants in sociological debates’ (ibid., 232). In particular she cites
the ‘Durkheim industry’ as an example of ‘presentism of an
exceptionally high order’.

Kuklick’s main concern is that students are expected to read these
classic works directly, ‘each of which she or he is evidently assumed
capable of understanding without benefit of historical guides to
interpretation’ (1999, 230). Like Stocking, she points out ‘how few
serious historical studies’ have been published in the discipline’s
journals during the 1990s, and anthropologists’ continuing reliance
on what she calls ‘near history’, oral tradition and ‘mythistory’
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(Stocking 1995). However, she seeks to maintain a balance. ‘We may
deplore the sort of history that anthropologists are inclined to write,
but we may sympathise with their feelings that they must effect
control of their own history’ (Kuklick 1999, 236). She speaks with
first hand experience, such as the angry reaction by Jack Goody
(1995) to her social history of British anthropology ‘The Savage Within’
(Kuklick 1991).

For Kuper, anthropologist first and historian second, this opposition
between the disciplines is largely artificial. The more important
divisions are those of theoretical allegiance — to Marxism, culturalism
or structuralism within both disciplines. For Kuper, the difference is
that ‘the practitioner demands lessons from history’, and that in
writing the history of anthropology one cannot avoid providing a form
of ‘applied anthropology’ (Kuper 1991, 138). He suggests that ‘the
purpose of history may then be to make the practitioner conscious of
these constraints, of the forces which shape practice. It would then
facilitate dissent, criticism and innovation’ (ibid., 139). This is a much
more nuanced view of practitioner history than the one Geertz
dismisses, and one that many anthropologists would be sympathetic
to. It also answers the accusation of presentism, acknowledging that
one always writes and reads the present in dialogue with the past.

Do recent histories of anthropology line up along this
practitioner/professional divide that separates Kuper and Kuklick? The
best-known historical accounts of the British discipline of social
anthropology either focus on the ‘epoch-forming’ early years of this
century (Kuper 1973; Kuklick 1991; Stocking 1996), the colonial era
(Asad 1973), or on its nineteenth-century historical antecedents
(Stocking 1968; Urry 1993). Of these, Kuper, Asad and Urry would
probably describe themselves as anthropological historians, the others
as historians. The work by George Stocking is undoubtedly the most
influential, but as Jose Harris (1999) notes, it has tended to be more
influential amongst anthropologists than amongst historians more
generally. Stocking’s closely written, recursive prose is exhaustive in its
coverage, untangling the nuances of intellectual debate between the
different key figures of the early twentieth century and their rival
social and ideological assumptions. In order to take theoretical and
social contexts equally seriously, his work tends to be structured into a
series of essays rather than a single narrative.

Stocking has his critics. In one review of Stocking’'s work, the
historian Stefan Collini praises a ‘dense and thickly textured account of
the interplay of ideas, personalities and institutions’, but suggests that
the history of anthropology might have been better contextualised as
‘conforming to a common pattern of intellectual change within a
given institutional framework’ (Collini 1999, 281). Harris points to
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the contradiction between the nuanced, wide-ranging case studies and
the ‘unilinear sequence of development outlined in his [Stocking’s]
conclusions’ (1999, 327). Kuper has also been critical of what he calls
the ‘historians’ revenge’ (Kuper 1985) in his review of Stocking’s
Functionalism Historicised: Essays on British Social Anthropology
(Stocking 1984 ), where he feels the ‘historians of anthropology..stand
revealed as its legislators’ (Kuper 1985, 524). In it, he suggests that
Stocking’s ‘obsession with origins’ leads the latter to caricature
‘British’ functionalism as anti-historical and to underplay the
intellectual and political contexts of British anthropology between the
wars. Coming from an anthropologist specialising in history, these
criticisms cannot simply be dismissed as the result of disciplinary
affront. But the aggrieved tone of these exchanges shows that
disciplinary loyalties and academic identities do intrude on the
genuine possibilities for interdisciplinary collaboration. The borders
between ‘historyland’ and ‘anthropologyland’ are carefully patrolled.
In this context, dichotomies such as ‘historicism’ vs. ‘presentism’ and
‘practitioner’ vs. ‘professional’ become epithets and identity claims as
much as analytical categories. The history of anthropology is also the
history of its rival interpretations.

‘Actually not anthropologists at all’

What of those who deny all disciplinary labels, either for themselves,
or for others? In 1951 an intriguing transatlantic spat was played out
in the pages of the American Anthropologist. George Murdock, a
prominent American cultural anthropologist, wrote a critique of what
he saw as the blind spots of ‘recent trends in British anthropology’
that others found ‘impossible to defend’” (Murdock 1951, 467). His
paper was simply titled ‘British Social Anthropology’. In it, he
questioned their ‘complete disinterest’ in history and general
ethnography, their exclusive focus on kinship, and their ‘indifference’
to international debates. He went so far as to suggest that ‘they are
actually not anthropologists’ at all, but rather a ‘specialised school of
sociologists’ (ibid., 468). Raymond Firth's response was entitled
‘Contemporary British Social Anthropology’, and he courteously
acknowledged that ‘much of what Murdock has said is just and calls
more for reflection than for reply’ (Firth 1951, 477).

Together, these two papers provide what Stocking calls a
‘historiographic microcosm’ wherein ‘a presumably unitary historical
phenomenon is examined from two distinct standpoints’ (Stocking
1996, 432). Stocking goes on to examine the relative merits of the
case that Firth and Murdock make. I am more interested in this
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‘presumably unitary historical phenomenon’ that Murdock and Firth
seem to take for granted. Where had this entity, and its label ‘British
Social Anthropology’, come from? This was not only a reference to an
existing genealogy of thinking, but an act of political identification. Or,
rather, dis-identification, for Murdock had sought to make the case
that this British tradition wasn’t anthropology at all. His attempt
backfired; the label stuck. Murdock’s caricature provided a self-
description with which British scholars could identity. The term
‘British social anthropology’ had not been used before this time in
scholarly journals such as Man or the JRAI, but was a powerful
shorthand — it soon began to appear regularly in the journals. Part of
the appeal of the term was that it offered an imagined scholarly
community that linked back to Malinowski’s iconic seminars at the
LSE, and quietly invoked a national tradition that had been nurtured
by its colonial past and that could be juxtaposed to both American and
European debates. It offered a framework with which the discipline’s
practitioners could find affiliation. The label continues to stick — many
anthropologists still talk about ‘British social anthropology’ without
further thought, and historians like Stocking also use the term
(Stocking 1996; Spencer 2000).

One hundred years ago, in his presidential address to the Royal
Anthropological Institute, the Cambridge anthropologist Alfred
Haddon expressed the view that ‘a peculiarity of the study of
Anthropology is its lack of demarcations; sooner or later the student of
Anthropology finds himself wandering into fields that are occupied by
other sciences’ (Haddon 1903, 12). This determination to be free of
artificial boundaries, coupled with a highly ambitious intellectual
remit, has become a characteristic disciplinary refrain. Malinowski
acknowledged his fascination with the ‘universal scheme which
underlies all concrete cultures’ (1931, 15); Tim Ingold has repeatedly
insisted that anthropology is the ‘study of humanity’ (1985, 15). Even
Stocking is not immune, announcing that anthropology’s embracive
approach is the ‘imperfect fusion of quite different traditions of
inquiry: biological, historical, linguistic, sociological’ (Stocking 2001b,
286), such that it has been in a profound sense interdisciplinary. In a
rare moment of conjecture, Stocking argued that ‘the boundaries of
anthropology have always been problematic — more so, one suspects,
than those of other social science disciplines or discourses’ (Stocking
1995, 933), and that ‘despite the apparent inclusivity of its subject
matter, the actual content of anthropology has varied greatly in
different times and places’ (ibid., 936). This depiction of anthropology
as an ‘unbounded discipline’ is an identity claim, evidence that he is
perhaps less detached from anthropology than he used to be.
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Conclusion

Any analysis of the historical sociology of disciplines from a single
viewpoint is limited, be it anthropology or history, the past or the
present. It should be no surprise that in anthropological hands,
disciplinary history takes on an anthropological shape. This is not
simply because anthropology and the histories of anthropology rely as
much on oral narrative as on more ‘objective’ written accounts. It is
also part of our disciplinary socialisation to attend to emergent social
forms — we find it hard to think but from the present. Fardon notes
how ‘recursively and insistently the intellectual strategies of modern
social anthropology urge the present upon us’, such that we place
‘unsustainable weight upon the idea of the present’ (2005, 2—3). This
is perhaps a disciplinary ethic as much as an intellectual strategy. In
our ambitions for the discipline, perhaps we have never left Tylor’s
ambitions for a reformist science behind.

Rather than writing, as Foucault put it, ‘histories of the present’,
perhaps the best we can do is to write histories in dialogue with both the
past and the present. La Capra suggests that this dialogue requires a
subtle interplay between proximity and distance in the historian’s
relation to the ‘object’ of study (La Capra 1983, 25). He suggests that
‘the very point of a dialogical approach is to stimulate the reader to
respond critically to the interpretation it offers through his or her own
reading or re-reading of the primary texts’ (ibid., 48). This takes us
beyond an unhelpful dichotomy of presentism vs. historicism to a more
nuanced understanding of the uses of history: ‘an interest in what does
not fit a model and an openness to what one does not expect to hear
from the past may even help to transform the very questions one poses
to the past’ (ibid., 64). There may well be ‘too much bloody history’, but
that doesn’t allow us to avoid grappling with its claims upon us. Kuper
(1991, 129) points out that the purpose of history ought to be ‘make
the practitioner conscious of these constraints, of the forces which
shape practice’. To this end, the history of anthropology offers the
possibility of a ‘really challenging reflexivity’ (ibid.).

I have argued for accounts of the history of social anthropology
that are less genealogical, less polemical and less narrowly ‘presentist’.
My own approach is to draw closely on an eclectic variety of primary
sources and oral histories to create a set of grounded histories of
anthropology that are rich, empirical and contextualised accounts of
disciplinary practice and engagement. Throughout what follows, I
take academic identity politics and institutional dynamics as seriously
as individual theorists and their ideas. The four are inseparable.
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Chapter 3

A TALE OF TWO DEPARTMENTS?
OXFORD AND THE LSE

Introduction

All disciplines have founding legends and hero figures. Social
anthropology is no exception. Foremost amongst these was the
brilliant young Polish émigré Bronislaw Malinowski, appointed to a
lectureship at the LSE in 1923, on the basis of the ‘ethnographic
magic’ he spun in the Trobriand Islands (Stocking 1992). He
continues to rule pre-eminent over histories of the discipline, perhaps
because of the romantic mystique surrounding the emergence of a
new style of social research — the ethnographic method — from a South
Pacific island.

An exhaustive and comprehensive biography of Malinowski's early
life has now been published (Young 2004 ), and the second volume is on
the way. Can any more usefully be said about the ‘archetypal moment’
of Malinowski’s fieldwork, or his powerful influence over subsequent
generations of anthropological researchers, commentators and critics?
The histories have pointed to his penchant for self-publicity and the self-
aggrandising way in which he designated himself as the founder of
‘functional school of anthropology’. Still the lustre remains. So why
start yet another history of social anthropology with Malinowski?

I do so in order to offer a different perspective on his success. My
focus is less on Malinowski’s tent in Mailu than on his office and
seminar rooms at the London School of Economics (LSE). It was from
here that he won the funding and support that underpinned his vision
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for the discipline. Rather than attributing everything to individual
intellectual bravado, credit is also due to the institution that allowed
him to pursue his own iconoclastic manifesto.

In this chapter we also meet another key member of our cast — A.
Reginald Radcliffe-Brown. He escaped from a very different social
background —that of a poor Birmingham family — through a grammar
school education and a scholarship to Cambridge. His role as the
discipline’s arch-theoretician and Malinowski’s rival and alter-ego
adds to the overall dramatic effect.

Rather than sizing up their egos and intellectual legacies, in this
chapter I compare their places of work — the intellectual worlds
enclosed within LSE’s ‘rabbit warren’ of buildings and Oxford’s
cloistered common rooms. The comparison may sound humdrum, but
is surprisingly revealing. At a time when Oxford, Cambridge and
University College London were the only universities with active
programmes of research in anthropology, LSE could afford to define
itself differently. Malinowski’'s experience of the LSE was of a
somewhat chaotic, left-leaning and freethinking intellectual milieu
(Dahrendorf 1995). This was in marked contrast to the hushed
conservatism of Oxford that frustrated Radcliffe-Brown on his
appointment to his professorship and All Souls fellowship in 1936. 1
set the scene for the book by describing how the institutional and
academic cultures of the two universities shaped the fortunes of the
two protagonists.

Anthropology in the 1920s

Any new initiate of ‘British’ social anthropology is soon introduced to
the classic ethnographic works of E.E. Evans-Pritchard. His tutor,
Ranulph Marett, a classicist and Reader in Social Anthropology at
Oxford since 1905, regarded him as one of the most promising
undergraduates to come through what he called his ‘Exeter nursery’.
With a semi-aristocratic background in a clerical family, and a public-
school education at Winchester, he seemed destined to inherit Marett’s
mantle.

Yet in 1924 Evans-Pritchard caused a stir by leaving Oxford to
commence graduate studies at the LSE. He began there the same year
as Raymond Firth, a young New Zealand research student who
became Malinowski’s most prominent, and loyal, student. Almost 75
years later, Firth still recalled Evans-Pritchard’s telling comment:
‘Raymond, you have no idea what it meant leaving Oxford to come to
the LSE.’ Firth remembered that ‘Marett was horrified. The idea that
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an Oxford man should leave Oxford in order to come to LSE was almost
inconceivable.’

So what was the appeal of the LSE for Evans-Pritchard? Perhaps its
main attraction was precisely that it wasn’'t Oxford. In comparison
with Oxford’s conservative intellectual environment, the Fabian-
inspired School, housed in a muddle of streets off the new Kingsway
thoroughfare, was progressive, well connected, and dedicated to the
social sciences. For Firth, ‘EP came to the LSE rather than to
Malinowski’.! Yet he can hardly have failed to notice the dynamic and
cosmopolitan atmosphere around Malinowski’s research seminar.

There were also reasons for Evans-Pritchard to leave Oxford. There
was little dynamism at either Oxford or Cambridge in the decades after
the First World War. Stocking describes social anthropology as having
only a ‘precariously marginal existence’ in ‘a conservative and socially
arrogant institutional culture’ (Stocking 1996). There was a self-
described ‘triumvirate with equal powers’ who between them were
responsible for all teaching in anthropology at Oxford for thirty years.
Ranulph Marett taught social anthropology, Henry Balfour prehistory
and material culture, and Arthur Thompson physical anthropology.
They sometimes referred to themselves as the ‘Trinity’, and saw their
three subjects as ‘on a par’. Research was not a priority, given their
multiple responsibilities of curating, demonstrating, and teaching
colonial probationers. Marett had extra administrative responsibilities,
becoming Rector of Exeter College in 1928. He also had a golf
handicap to maintain, heading to the Cowley golf course at
lunchtimes (Marett 1941).

After an attempt at the turn of the century to include undergraduate
anthropology courses within the ‘natural science’ honours school (the
Oxford undergraduate degree) had been rebuffed, anthropology
remained a diploma course. A subsequent attempt in 1910 by the
Committee for Anthropology to appoint a permanent ‘Professorship of
Anthropology’ revealed their vision for a cohesive disciplinary identity.
They defined the putative professor’s duties as ‘to link together and
harmonise the various branches of its study’. Without this synthesising
function, it was feared that ‘undue specialisation should assert itself, to
the prejudice of Anthropology as a whole’. They need not have worried.
Even though no professorship was created, it took a further twenty-five
years before social anthropology finally dominated the other sub-fields.
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Malinowski at the LSE

The London School of Economics could not have been more different.
The idea of a new school of economics was first floated as an idea in
August 1894 at a now famous breakfast discussion — about the best
use of a Fabian supporter’s legacy — between Sidney and Beatrice Webb
and George Bernard Shaw. It became a reality, with more than 200
students studying political economy, only fourteen months later.
Founded at high speed, its fortunes prospered with state funding, and
it soon established its own characteristic intellectual culture and
pedagogic style.

Bronislaw Malinowski was a doctoral student at the LSE from 1910
to 1914, and rapidly became the protégé of Charles Seligman — the
first Professor of Ethnology at the University of London, based at the
LSE. Malinowski’'s subsequent appointment in 1921 as first lecturer
and then reader was unsurprising. It was personally engineered by the
LSE’s mercurial, far-sighted and often despised director, William
Beveridge. Firth felt that ‘not many institutions would have accepted
Malinowski as a Reader, and it was this freedom in the social field of
the LSE which led to his appointment’.> Harold Wilson famously
described Beveridge as ‘probably the greatest administrative genius of
this country, but almost certainly the worst administrator’ (quoted in
Harris 1997, 11). Beveridge's intimate personal relationship with the
School administrator Jessica Mair (Lucy Mair’s stepmother) was also
key, even if did challenge even Bloomsbury’s social mores.

In his 19 years at LSE, Beveridge transformed a small institute that
Sidney and Beatrice Webb had apparently told him ‘would run itself’ into
the largest centre for the study of social sciences in Britain. But his dislike
of formal administrative cultures meant that he conducted business in a
highly personal fashion, leaving it with a governance structure that a
subsequent director described as ‘bewildering’ (Dahrendorf 1995, 179).
There were no formal departmental administrative structures at the LSE
until the 1960s, and strong disciplinary loyalties coexisted within a
congenial senior common room where academics ‘met and felt part of a
single-faculty school’ (ibid., 209).

Bronislaw Malinowski’s mythologised role as the ‘Joseph Conrad’ of
social anthropology is well known and has been carefully dissected,
most notably by George Stocking (1992, 1996). By the time of his
appointment as reader, he had published his influential Argonauts of the
Western Pacific (Malinowski 1922), and was developing an increasingly
cosmopolitan network of followers. But there was more to his teaching
than the much-admired research seminar. Trained at the ancient
universities of Cracow and Leipzig, the Humboldtian idea of a research-
led model of academic practice would have been familiar to him. One of
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the reasons for Malinowski’s close alliance with William Beveridge was
their shared belief in the importance of a more scientific approach to
the social sciences.

On his appointment, Malinowski was at first keen to please. He
working closely with his mentor, Professor Charles Seligman, a one-
time medical doctor who had become interested in anthropology
during an expedition to the Torres Straits, and been appointed to the
chairin 191 3. Their relationship was sometimes stormy, but Seligman
was like an ‘elder brother’ to Malinowski, and they were united by a
‘collegial bond of suffering’ (Young 2004, 161) from a variety of
physical ailments.

On his appointment Malinowski offered to lead a course in the
methods and aims of anthropological fieldwork, only to be reassured
that he was already doing more than enough teaching. He spent his
first years building relationships both with influential missionaries like
Joseph Oldham and Edwin Smith (see Smith 1934), but also with
philanthropic institutions like the Rockefeller Foundation. This
resulted in a major grant for the International African Institute for
Languages and Cultures (later the International African Institute) that
Edwin Smith had helped set up (see Richards 1944). The award
complemented other grants that the LSE had received from Rockefeller.
Malinowski was not one to hide his achievements, and, in a letter to
the School Secretary in 1929, pointed out that this ‘new approach’ of
functional anthropology ‘lends itself more readily to the practical
application of anthropology in colonial affairs’. Malinowski's success
at winning over the LSE to his vision for anthropology depended on
garnering research grants. He had a talent for convincing others of
anthropology’s direct utility, and getting them to fund academic
research on that basis.

Given their very different temperaments, Malinowski found working
under Seligman increasingly difficult. Right from the start he declared
himself interested in ‘advanced teaching’, leaving Seligman to teach
general undergraduate courses in ethnology and technology. In 1930,
Malinowski wrote to Jessica Mair stating his belief ‘that post-graduate
work is of the greatest importance in a new science still in a process of
formation, as Anthropology is, especially its social or cultural side’.?
Indeed, he was disparaging about delivering ‘elementary training’ to
amateurs (in 1932 he had only one taught masters student), feeling
that it was a distraction from the research work that is ‘essential’. As a
result, his lectures (read seminars) had ‘reached an advanced level’, to
the extent that he refused to be tied to formal course titles. Raymond
Firth recalled how Malinowski in 1933 ‘was using the seminar as a
vehicle for Coral Gardens ... Each term the school issued a list of
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lectures, and a long reading list, but in fact it usually turned out to be
Malinowski’s seminar.’

One of the myths that has been perpetuated within anthropology is
that its early students received very little training, and that this,
paradoxically, contributed to their success. Kuper’'s suggestion that
there was ‘no formal teaching’ (Kuper 1996a, 66) at the LSE is
contradicted by Malinowski's own view of what he was doing.
Malinowski laid great store by the formal scientific training and
socialisation he offered to his students, to the extent of even preparing
a written programme of research training. As well as seminars on field
methods and carefully structured (and transcribed) graduate
seminars, he insisted that all students submit written plans for their
field research, and these were carefully vetted and discussed. His letters
to the LSE Secretary go into teaching and training arrangements in
great detail: ‘Every time a student of mine has been going into the
field, I have arranged a series of seminars on methods of field work, in
which the protagonist and several of the older research students have
participated. I gave such seminars to Raymond Firth, Edward Evans-
Pritchard, and Hortense Powdermaker.’ In 1932, with a growing set of
students, he also asked all his students to prepare a thorough fieldwork
proposal, asking them to detail the particular issues they wished to
explore. Insisting that ‘all empirical observations must have the
backing of a theory’, he offered to provide for them a special course on
the ‘functional analysis of culture in relation to the technique of
fieldwork’.*

Malinowski was highly strategic in his use of the Rockefeller grant.
Of the thirteen IAI fellowships awarded in 1931-2, all were his
students. He also employed a number of returning students as
research assistants. In one report he acknowledged how his first
assistant, Raymond Firth, had since produced a valuable book, and
another, Isaac Schapera, a good thesis, ‘so that the other aim of a
research assistantship, the training of assistants, is yielding also, I
think, good results’. If his approach to fieldwork was novel, so too was
this explicit focus on training social researchers. In his reports to the
foundation, Malinowski repeatedly emphasised the importance of the
‘special training which they received’ for their subsequent
development, describing their role in leading seminar discussions as
the ‘supreme form of academic teaching which consists in mental
cross-fertilisation’.

Malinowski’s students have written about ‘his real love of teaching’
(Firth 1957) and his captivating ‘Socratic’ teaching style. He was, by
all accounts, dedicated to his students, and in his obituary Audrey
Richards described how:
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the sheer intensity of his work was probably the strongest impression he
made on students ... He gave his time generously to students and demanded
theirs in return. Students worked at any problem in which he was at that
moment intensely absorbed ... They might be irritated by his intolerance, or
inspired by his enthusiasm. They were never bored. (Richards 1943, 3)

Seminar discussions were often led by his senior students like Meyer
Fortes and Siegfried Nadel. Malinowski called them the ‘mandarins’,
because they had done degrees in other fields before coming to the
LSE. Meyer Fortes had come from Cape Town in 1926 to do a PhD in
Psychology and to work on the causes of juvenile delinquency in the
East End of London. Siegfried Nadel from Vienna where he had done a
doctorate in Psychology and Philosophy.

In 1933 Malinowski wrote to his wife at the start of the new
academic year: ‘I got a new batch of mandarins — some of them quite
nice. The class promises to be almost as good and as numerous as last
year’ (Wayne 1995, 180). Recording everyone’s addresses, Malinowski
would start by carefully dividing his students into two groups.
Discussions were regularly transcribed, and the transcriptions show
that his students played a vital role in expounding and developing
Malinowski’s theoretical positions to others. These transcripts, curt
summaries of the debates, served as a resource for students and for
Malinowski's own theoretical work.

Charisma and Conflict

Not everyone shared Malinowski’'s perspective or liked the
psychodynamics of the seminar. Meyer Fortes, never fully converted to
Malinowski’s brand of seamless and over-programmatic functionalism,
described how his ‘catalytic virtuosity kept the seminar at a high pitch’
(Firth 1978, 5). Malinowski was of course a skilful rhetorician, so one
has to take his own correspondence about his teaching with a pinch of
salt. If he praised them in writing, Fortes felt that he sometimes treated
his students in his seminar ‘abominably’ (ibid., 19). As Stocking put it,
‘if he did not demand discipleship, he did demand allegiance’ (1996,
403). On a number of occasions Malinowski scolds his students for
being difficult, for missing seminars or for disagreeing with him. One
letter to Paul Kirchoff, a student and leftist activist, stands out:

there is extremely little chance of any fruitful collaboration between you
and me ... on the one hand a pupil ought to choose those teachers with
whose method he feels himself to be in sympathy, and on the other hand, I
shall not be able to recommend for field-work somebody whose point of
view I do not understand.’
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A subsequent letter to Kirchoff ended ‘It is really a question of whether
I am going to believe you that you have done all to make yourself
familiar with my point of view or not.’

Edward Evans-Pritchard had also been at the receiving end of
Malinowski’s scorn. In 1928, Evans-Pritchard, then a young researcher
in Sudan, wrote a beseeching and disingenuous letter to his former
teacher. ‘EP’, as he styled himself, had fallen out ‘very deeply’ with
Malinowski ‘sometime around 1925’.° Despite this, he still needed the
latter’s support. He put pressure on Malinowski to publish his paper
comparing Trobriand and Azande magic. ‘If it is ever to be published it
must be published now ...," he writes. After all the nice things you say I
shall feel very disappointed if when I return home I find the publication
is as far off as ever.’ In return he seeks to ingratiate himself with
Malinowski, sending an extensive set of notes from his fieldwork on
taboos. In the final paragraph he also piles on the flattery, reaffirming his
loyalty to Malinowski, as against any commitment he might have had to
A.R. Radcliffe-Brown (who at this point had not added the Radcliffe to
his name):

as you say when I wrote it I stood very much where Brown stands. Since my
further experience I have moved very considerably from this position. T
don’t want to flatter you but quite sincerely I think that I was standing
where Brown stood because my field-work was on Brown'’s level. I now
think that I have had better field-work experience than Brown and move
more from his position.”

He goes on to capture this intellectual evolution in diagrammatic form.
He draws an arrow from his own name vertically up to Brown, and
then further on to Malinowski. On reading the letter, Malinowski adds
a self-mocking scribble of his own, perhaps signalling his own dislike
for Evans-Pritchard. Next to his name, he adds ‘God’s view — only a
very short distance’. The diagram is a cryptic affair, but captures the
tight nexus of rivalry, patronage and competitiveness amongst a group
whom Firth later referred to as ‘a band of brothers’. Evans-Pritchard’s
antipathy for Malinowski became well known, and he used to
regularly recall that, when he had asked Malinowski for advice on
fieldwork, he had been told simply to ‘not be a bloody fool'.
Malinowski’s relationship with Seligman also turned sour as the
former’s reputation grew, especially after his appointment as professor
in 1927. This conflict came to a head when in 1931 Charles Seligman
appointed an archaeologist from University College London over
Malinowski to chair the ‘University Board of Studies’. It was a snub
that Malinowski found particularly hurtful given his dislike of his rival
Grafton Elliot-Smith’s ‘ill-will and boorishness’.® Elliot-Smith was
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professor at UCL, and championed the rival ‘diffusionist’ theoretical
school that Malinowski saw as a threat to his own influence.

But there were other reasons for this antipathy. As well as
Seligman'’s dislike of Malinowski's ‘semi-popular propaganda work’
and ‘frequent railing against your colleagues’, a recurring tension was
the loyalties of their respective research students. One of the
increasingly vituperative letters written by Malinowski to Seligman in
1931 revealed the reasons behind Evans-Pritchard’s 1925 ‘break’
with Malinowski. The latter declared himself ‘deeply convinced’ that
Evans-Pritchard, like Audrey Richards and Raymond Firth, ought to
do a theoretical thesis before fieldwork, but Seligman had given him
‘advice diametrically opposite to this’. When Evans-Pritchard ‘felt
inclined to accept your advice’ and ‘decided to specialise on the Sudan
and to write a thesis on his field work, and not on a theoretical subject,
I also asked him to register with you'. Malinowski went on to explain
that he had then resigned from supervising him, and not subsequently
advised him ‘on a single point of his plans or his work’.’ The
beseeching letter Evans-Pritchard had sent from Sudan is likely to have
further antagonised Malinowski. Their rivalry never ceased. Later
Audrey Richards would send Malinowski regular letters detailing her
‘eaves-dropping among the enemy’, and describing how Evans-
Pritchard and Paul Driberg were openly blaming Malinowski for
forcing them out of the LSE and the International African Institute.'®

Part of the issue was the supposedly cooperative but actually
competitive relationship between the different colleges of the
university. This was aggravated by the presence of the ‘children of the
sun’ (as Elliot-Smith and his ‘school’ of diffusionist thinking at UCL
were pejoratively described). At one point, more students were
attending UCL seminars than those at LSE (Stocking 1984, 10), and
Malinowski felt deeply threatened by this. Seligman felt that a broad
introduction to anthropology ought to be offered to LSE students in
order to attract students who might otherwise go to University College,
whilst Malinowski’'s view was that the colleges should go their own
ways and not seek to collaborate over the courses offered. He saw this
as a way of avoiding duplication, and relieving the LSE — and himself
— of undergraduate teaching obligations.

Relations between Seligman and Malinowski worsened further
when the former pushed for a ruling that all Ph.D. students should do
a year of general training in ‘the foundation of the science (Physical
Anthropology, Prehistory and Simple Technology) before being
allowed to take a higher degree in one of its branches’. Seligman felt ‘it
is a great mistake to allow a man to take a Ph.D. in Anthropology who
is in fact only studying one branch of Anthropology’. Of course,
Malinowski disagreed — many of those who attended his seminar had
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very little prior training, and indeed he had inserted a clause in the
regulations that ‘prior knowledge of native situations’ could be
counted (which is how Jomo Kenyatta became a student). Malinowski
immediately ensured that he had the LSE administration on his side.
The LSE registrar obligingly confirmed that requiring postgraduates to
‘attend Undergraduate courses in anthropology and pass a qualifying
exam’ would be a ‘retrograde step’, and that the ideal state ‘is freedom
from restriction by unnecessary University regulations’.' ! Malinowski
dealt with the issue by simply not turning up to the relevant committee
meetings; his presence as convener was vital in order to make a ruling
on the matter. In 1933 Seligman retired in ill health, and, despite his
further efforts to influence the teaching covered at the school,
Malinowski now had free rein over the development of the subject.

Malinowski’s close working relationship with the School secretary,
Jessica Mair, proved invaluable. Malinowski regularly wrote to her
about his bodily afflictions, a seemingly integral part of his creative
persona. One time he wrote asking that he be let off the first week of
lectures because of the ‘grippe that inevitably greets my arrival in
London’. Another time he retreated, with the director’s agreement, to
Champneys health farm for three weeks, coming in only for his
seminars. In 1931, using Radcliffe-Brown’s apparent threat to transfer
anthropology from LSE to the School of Oriental Studies, he suggested
to Jessica Mair that ‘if we can present the sociological world with a fait
accompli of a supremely strong anthropology department at LSE we
are out of danger’. She advised him to approach the director with
proposals for a new readership and lectureship. For Seligman, Evans-
Pritchard was an obvious candidate, but Malinowski refused point-
blank, confiding in the director that he would not like Evans-Pritchard
to be ‘permanently attached to the teaching staff of the School. It
would not be fair to him or to the school. I mean his talents are
definitely not in the teaching but in the research line.” Instead,
Malinowski managed to convince everyone that Raymond Firth
should be tempted back from his Rockefeller Professorship in Sydney.
As Malinowski wrote to Jessica Mair, after his strategising had borne
fruit: ‘EP who would have been foisted on us, as you know, had we not
anticipated the move’.'?

The archives reveal Malinowski’s skill at getting his vision of
anthropology institutionalised within the LSE, proselytising a style of
postgraduate research-led teaching within the LSE and the university
at large. He was, however, aware of his effects on people. In a moment
of honesty, he admitted to Seligman that having:

a junior colleague in one's dept with a ‘mission’ would I am certain be
extremely annoying to me, especially if I were not in sympathy with this
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mission. I sometimes imagine that you must think of me as I do of Elliot-
Smith, that is, as a perambulating compound of megalomania,
monomania and self-seeking — and a bee or two in my bonnet. >

Michael Polanyi’s (1958) emphasis on the unconscious and tacit
ways in which craft skills are passed from master to pupil has been an
influential explanation of the process of disciplinary training and
reproduction within the academy. But some historians of science now
argue that intellectual and methodological precepts need to be
articulated before they can be embodied in practice, and that being
explicit is equally important to imitation and socialisation (Olesko
1993). This seems to be a better explanation of Malinowski's style.
Academic jockeying and politicking necessitated incessant self-
promotion, even if Malinowski was able to mock his own shortcomings.

Anthropology in 1930s Oxford

Back in 1930s Oxford, there is a similar struggle for influence and
control. After many years of equilibrium, Ranulph Marett began to
plan for his own succession and to reinvigorate the teaching of Oxford
anthropology. One reason was chronological, or, as Marett phrased it in
a letter in 1933, ‘we must be putting our house in order, since the
present teachers are all getting rather old’. But there was also a growing
jealousy of Malinowski’s success at attracting grants and the best
students from Oxford and Cambridge. So Marett with his classics
colleague John Myres began planning an approach to the university
for a new professorship, collecting statistics about the salaries physical
and social anthropology faculty at Cambridge and LSE. By this stage,
Marett no longer felt he had to argue for treating all aspects of the field
equally. As he put it in a letter to Hodson at Cambridge, ‘If we made a
full professorship out of it, I should myself of course like to see the Social
Anthropology made the main subject.’'* Marett was philosophical
about the chances ‘to do something more for the subject’, recognising
that as the university was ‘completely broke, I doubt if anything will
come out of it’.

But Henry Balfour soon got wind of the plans for the new
Professorship. Writing only a month after Marett and Myres had met,
Balfour voiced his concern about the ‘undesirable’ suggestion that
‘anthropology should be dominated by one of its sections ... against the
original scheme’ and that the ‘independent boosting of one branch has
reacted unfavourably upon the others’.!> However, he did add his name
to a memorandum that proposed the appointment of a Professor in
Social Anthropology, advocating the provision for an undergraduate
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degree in the subject, and the need for adequate teaching premises. The
proposal was accompanied by a list of ‘distinguished ex-students’, and
compared Oxford’s spending on the subject (£1,150 a year) with that of
London (£2,750). What was the university's reaction? After establishing
a further subcommittee to consider the matter, the Hebdomadal Council
finally declared itself unable to help, but stated that the request would be
included amongst the ‘urgent needs’ to be submitted to the national
University Grants Committee (UGC).'®

Aware of LSE’s success at fund-raising, Hebdomadal Council also
decided to create yet another committee to approach the ‘Rockefeller
trustees or other benefactors for funds for the development of social
studies in Oxford’ and asked the anthropologists for an account of the
‘work which is now done and suggestions for its development’. At this
point the social sciences were greatly outnumbered by the Arts
faculties, who between them taught 80 per cent of Oxford’s students.
This was the green light for Marett and Myres to put together a series
of elaborate building and staffing plans for the development of
anthropology. They proposed a whole new Faculty of Human Sciences,
with its own Institute bringing together included the sub-faculties of
geography, anthropology and economics. It was yet another political
fudge, full of references to the importance of studying the ‘dynamic
process of Man's physical and mental evolution’ in order to appease
Balfour. Even the specific request for a Professorship in Social
Anthropology was hidden in the section on ‘Accomodation and
Equipment’. In order to keep the rest of the committee on board, Myres
and Marett had been forced to push the case for a broad definition of
the subject. Their proposal was finally completed in the autumn of
1934. But by then Rockefeller had decided to terminate its funding of
anthropology programmes, faced with a huge drop in income caused
by the world recession (Stocking 1996).

Oxford’s elite All Souls College stepped in to fill the gap. After it
promised to fund and host a new University Chair in Social
Anthropology in 1935, the University’'s Hebdomadal Council finally
approved its creation. Still wary of over-specialisation, the Council had
suggested that the ‘title of Chairs should be as wide as possible’ and
proposed that the Chair should simply be titled ‘Professor in
Anthropology’.!” Again, the Committee for Anthropology went to
some length to explain the subtle but important distinctions between
the different branches of anthropology, making the case that ‘social
anthropology is no more limiting a phrase than Colonial history,
International Law, International Relations and so on’.'® The politics
behind the All Souls decision to fund anthropology are explored by
Davis (2007).
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Marett could afford to be magnanimous in victory. Writing to
Balfour on his impending retirement, he praises him for being the only
one of the ‘three men in a boat’ surviving to ‘manage the tiller’."”
Balfour’s one consolation was that he was made Professor in
Ethnology in 1935, despite the protestations of the Anthropology

Committee that the title was a misnomer.

Anthropology as an Oxford Honours School?

Radcliffe-Brown was appointed to the Oxford professorship in July
1936. There were more than a dozen candidates, including, by his
own account, E.E. Evans-Pritchard. One of the members of the
appointment panel, the historian Reginald Coupland, also invited
Malinowski to apply for the post. Malinowski ruled himself out of the
race, explaining that he had ‘a very real debt of gratitude towards the
School of Economics and the University of London’ and ‘that I would
not like to sever my connection with this institution which has assisted
me so generously and effectively in developing social anthropology in
this country’. Instead he proposed Radcliffe-Brown as ‘by far the most
suitable from every point of view’, proclaiming his ‘genius’ at
organising departments as much as his theoretical contributions.
Coupland responded by expressing disappointment that they ‘must be
content with second best’, but expressing the hope that Radcliffe-
Brown would indeed actually apply for the post, as ‘the electors might
not think R-B’s claims so outstanding as to set all our candidates aside
and issue an invitation which might be refused’.?’ Marcel Mauss was
one of Radcliffe-Brown’s referees. Whilst Mauss complained about
Malinowski’s ‘despotism’ in his letters to Radcliffe Brown, he too was
less than fulsome in his praise of Radcliffe-Brown’s theoretical
achievements.?!

Much has been made of the public rivalry and seeming enmity
between the two champions of the new school of anthropology.
Radcliffe-Brown’s letters show a different dimension to this
relationship, as he repeatedly sought to flatter Malinowski, asking him
for advice and support, and even sharing confidences about his chest
problems. Back in 1929, whilst in Sydney, Radcliffe-Brown had
confessed to Malinowski that ‘the trouble about Anthropology is its
name’. He went on to bemoan the inclusion of physical anthropology
and prehistoric archaeology in a ‘conventional curriculum’, and
wished ‘never to have to teach either physical anthropology or
archaeology again’. In a moment of candour, he proposed that ‘you
and I and anybody else who will help us ought to build up the new
sociology or anthropology that is needed’, preferably in Oxford,
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because ‘Cambridge does not suit my health’. He even felt Oxford was
a risk for his chest, but a risk that would be worth it ‘if I was free to
treat the subject in my own way and not be required to lecture on the
“Races of Man” etc.’. The letter ended with a further bout of flattery —
‘T should greatly like to be working near you and co-operating more
closely.” So it came to pass. Whatever Malinowski thought of his
protagonist, his intervention with regard to the Oxford post was
influential, and Radcliffe-Brown was, on paper at least, grateful.??

Radcliffe-Brown finally arrived in Oxford a year later in October
1937, but had already begun to develop his vision for a more
specialised research-led field. Contacting the influential classicist John
Myres after his appointment, he wrote to express his appreciation at
being ‘called to become your junior colleague in the oldest school of
anthropology in the British Empire’, and seeking his advice over the
‘further development of social anthropology at Oxford’.?? Whilst
Malinowski had left for the USA by this point, his success at getting his
style of social anthropology institutionalised within the LSE over the
1920s and 1930s would have been closely watched by Radcliffe-
Brown. Yet far-reaching pedagogic reforms were much less simple
within the Oxford system.

Like others before him, Radcliffe-Brown was attracted to the idea of
a final honours school in anthropology, with candidates being
‘permitted to specialise to a limited extent’ within one of the four fields.
Before his arrival, he wrote to his colleagues about his ideas. But any
proposal he drew up had to be vetted by the Committee for
Anthropology, which still included Ranulph Marett, the ethnologist
Henry Balfour, Leonard Buxton and the biological anthropologist
Professor le Gros Clark. At first, they were in agreement, and in
Radcliffe-Brown’s absence, they prepared a fuller specification for the
degree, which included a comparison with the London and Cambridge
degrees, and the numbers of students they attracted. But they also put
their own spin on the proposal, concluding that the proposed
recommendation should be for an Honours School based ‘on a
combined study of Race, Culture and Evolution in their combined
bearing on the evolution of society’. The committee took the view that
the combination ‘has hitherto worked so well that there is no reason to
depart from it’. They concluded that the honours school should retain
the principle of the present diploma and ‘be on a broad educational
basis’. They decided to await the reply of the new professor before
submitting the new statute.?*

This was hardly what Radcliffe-Brown had in mind. But as he only
arrived in Oxford in October 1937, he had not had the time to convince
the committee members of his vision. Whilst they were all for a final
honours school, they each had rather different views about its contents.
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The institutional constraints on introducing an undergraduate
honours degree became clearer at a meeting he had held with the
university registrar in March 1939 to seek support for his vision. The
registrar, Douglas Veale, in a subsequent briefing note to the vice
chancellor, reported that Radcliffe-Brown had announced that ‘unless
he could develop a school of anthropology, preferably an
undergraduate school ... a real cultural school, he would much rather
go away’. He named his price — £600 a year. Veale retorted that the
only way to find this sum was to save it elsewhere, asking whether
‘there was any need for a reader in Physical Anthropology at £550 a
year’. Radcliffe-Brown agreed wholeheartedly, saying that ‘people had
been measuring skulls for 60 years without producing a single result of
real scientific importance’, and that money for the development of
social anthropology could best be obtained by retitling the Readership
in Physical Anthropology. He also pointed out that Nuffield College
was keen to draw on anthropological expertise in developing its
colonial studies provision.?’

But Veale was not convinced, and asked about the competition for
undergraduate students with Cambridge (which had sixty students at
this point) and London, as the ‘total number of undergraduate
students is fairly strictly limited’. Veale then wrote to the Vice
Chancellor noting that it was ‘unlikely that Anthropology will ever
become a school like Greats, Modern History or English Literature,
which will be taken merely as an intellectual discipline by people who
intend to follow careers for which special knowledge is not required’.
He concluded that ‘the time has arrived when we ought to concentrate
on what we are doing well’, leaving Cambridge to ‘develop social
anthropology without competition from us’.?®

Radcliffe-Brown was not totally alone in this fight. Evans-Pritchard
had accompanied him on his visit to the registrar, having been
appointed to a Research Lectureship in African Sociology in 1935. In
1939 he was joined by Fortes, who also held a research lectureship for
two years, and by Max Gluckman, before he left to take up a post at the
Rhodes Livingstone Institute in September of that year. This small
coterie met regularly with Radcliffe-Brown, both in the latter’s rooms at
All Souls and in various north Oxford public houses. Radcliffe-Brown
dominated, and continued to cast an intellectual spell over their
debates. As Evans-Pritchard later recalls, it was these discussions over
‘system’ and ‘structure’, later reiterated in the 1940 RAI presidential
address ‘On Social Structure’, that formed the analytical underpinnings
of African Political Systems (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940) and
African Systems of Kinship and Marriage (Radcliffe-Brown and Forde
1950). But the relationship between ‘master’ and ‘student’ was not
straightforward, given Evans-Pritchard’s own charismatic personality,
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and the fact that, by some accounts, he had come a close second to
Radcliffe-Brown in the 1936 election.

Next Radcliffe-Brown began to push for a one-year diploma that
specialised in social anthropology, seeing this as a quicker route of
reform. Part of his case was the necessity to make ‘better provision for
an important class of colonial officials who wish to study social
anthropology, but who have not the time at their disposal for the full
diploma course’. No revision of the diploma regulations had been
made since 1905, despite the developments in the field, which
Radcliffe-Brown saw as playing in his favour. His proposal was to have
a general one-term introductory course, allowing admission into a
two-term specialisation for ‘advanced work’ in either social
anthropology, physical anthropology or technology.?”

The proposal, like Radcliffe-Brown’s other initiatives, was
controversial. The General Board of Faculties — a university-wide
committee — was not inclined to register three separate diplomas, given
the costs of examining and the precedents they would set for other
departments to establish their own diplomas. But it was his
anthropology colleagues who led the opposition.?® Offering what
amounted to a specialist diploma in social anthropology would mean
that ‘physical anthropology’ and ‘primitive technology’ would no
longer be compulsory, breaking up the long-respected ‘trinity’ of
anthropological teaching at Oxford. Henry Balfour was outraged, and
was driven to write one desperate postcard to Professor John Myres,
headlined ‘This is an SOS’, protesting at what he described as the
‘extremely one-sided and narrow minded proposal now afoot’. He felt
that a one-term general introduction was a ‘ludicrous allowance’, and
would turn out a lot of incompetent ‘specialists’, with too little general
preparation, and not enough within their own field to be of great use.?’

The question that divided them was simple. Would an application
for three specialised diplomas weaken the case for a final honours
school that could bring together the different fields? Most saw
Radcliffe-Brown’s preference for the specialised diploma as working
against the longer-term aim of an honours school. During 1938 and
1939, letters and counter-proposals flew backwards and forwards, a
phenomenon Penniman described as a ‘pamphlet war’ as Radcliffe-
Brown sought to ‘torpedo’ the existing diploma. Radcliffe-Brown did
not mince his words — he was of the opinion that ‘Diploma students are
not worth teaching, they do not have the time to do even the minimum
of reading.”"

Things came to a head when in late 1939 Radcliffe-Brown
circulated a damning memo declaring that the standards of the
diploma students were embarrassingly low, and that ‘both physical
and social anthropology suffer very much from persons who know a
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little (or think they do) and do not know how little they know’. He felt
that it should be made impossible for anyone to ‘obtain a diploma in
anthropology by spending three terms in picking up a few
miscellaneous and disconnected scraps of knowledge about a number
of subjects which it is quite impossible to study systematically in that
time’.3!

Penniman took up the debate on behalf of the Pitt-Rivers Museum,
tabling a counter- resolution to maintain the existing diploma and to
push for a final honours school. Citing Evans-Pritchard’s support for
the honours school, Penniman pointed out that the diploma had
always been intended as an introductory training, and that, whilst it
was ‘impossible to eliminate entirely the type of student who will not
do credit to his training, much can be done in this direction without
wrecking the existing diploma’. Penniman felt that if they continued
‘tinkering’ and ‘monkeying’ they would be laughed at, and he was
loath to accept the ‘uncertain schemes of a man who always appears
to change his mind halfway through any plan he sponsors’.>?

Eventually it was left to John Myres to adopt the elder statesman
role, smoothing over the tensions with a set of highly complicated new
regulations for the diploma that all sides could agree on, meeting
several of Radcliffe-Brown’s demands along the way. It remained a
single diploma, but allowed for increased specialisation in one of the
three sub-fields. The final syllabus was not agreed until 1940, by
which point the onset of war had made students scarce on the ground.

Radcliffe-Brown was unbowed. In the same provocative vein, he
decided to rename the Department of Social Anthropology as an
Institute. After getting agreement from the Faculty Board to his
proposal in June 1939, he then wrote to the Curators of the University
Chest explaining that ‘If social anthropology is ever to have any real
importance in Oxford it will be because this becomes a centre for
research.” He went on to note that ‘there may be some chance of
appealing for outside financial help’ but that it ‘would be somewhat
easier to appeal for funds for an Institute than for a department’. Its
implications would be that ‘we intend (or at least hope) to be
concerned not only with teaching but also with research’.?® The
following April, long after Radcliffe-Brown had physically changed the
sign on the front door, the General Board of the Faculties agreed to the
retitling.

The new title was no flight of fancy. Radcliffe-Brown was aware of
the Colonial Office’s plans for a major Colonial Development and
Welfare Act, and wanted to ensure that Oxford was able to benefit from
the research funding that Lord Hailey — author of An African Survey
(1938) and architect of the act — had insisted be part of the
programme. In the same year he applied for resources to support a
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programme of research training in social anthropology. It was
accompanied with another threat, testimony to the frustrations he
faced over the final honours school and the specialist diploma. He
hinted that if ‘the University decides to take no effective part in the
development of a subject the importance of which in a colonial empire
is being increasingly recognised’ it would ‘leave serious work in
anthropology to Cambridge and London’.>* It was a vision that he was
never to put into place. During the war he took up a Visiting
Professorship in Sao Paulo from 1942 to 1944, and afterwards,
reaching statutory retirement age, retired to the Welsh hills from
where he continued to write until his death in 1955.

Conclusion

Like other historians of modern social anthropology, Kuper (1996)
sees Malinowski as the ‘founder of the profession of social
anthropology in Britain’, describing him as its only ‘master
ethnographer’ during his fifteen years at the LSE. Yet Kuper’s
description of Malinowski’s ‘mythical charter’ for his new discipline
and his ‘messianic self-image’ underplays the role that LSE as an
institution played in supporting his meteoric career. The intellectual
ferment he created through his famous research seminar depended on
the autonomy granted to him by LSE director William Beveridge, as
well as on the left-leaning reputation that attracted so many to the LSE
during the 1920s and 1930s. The personalised and informal nature of
decision-making in the LSE, and the high level of autonomy offered to
individuals, made it much more likely that Malinowski’s iconoclastic
approach to teaching and training could succeed.

This period in anthropology’s history mirrors an important shift
within the academic culture of British universities at this point. With
growing state support for research, anthropologists did not need to
subscribe to the Oxbridge vision of ‘character-building’ undergraduate
education, but rather could focus on developing a professional
research culture. At an organisational level, this shift required new
centralised financial and organisational nous — the universities needed
to be able to apply for and manage large philanthropic grants for
research. At a personal level, this shift was often achieved by
dominant, dare one say egocentric, personalities who were prepared to
act as missionaries for their particular view of the world, trampling
over the strongly held views of others. This style of leadership was less
appropriate in the conservative and consensual decision-making
culture of the Oxford faculty boards.
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A comparison of the LSE and Oxford at this point reveals the
powerful role that universities play in shaping disciplinary fortunes,
determining what can be taught and how. The Oxford committees and
the faculty boards served both to protect scholarly traditions and to
constrain change and innovation. Marett may have been the
consummate operator and skilled in Oxbridge institutional politics, but
he could never have wrought the far-reaching changes that
Malinowski achieved at the LSE. On the other hand, Oxford
anthropology might well have been less successful in developing its
vibrant post-war intellectual atmosphere if its application to create an
Anthropology Final Honours School had been approved — given the
amount of undergraduate teaching this would have necessitated.

Perhaps only an egocentric figure like Radcliffe-Brown was able to
challenge Oxford’s unspoken social codes. Because of his hauteur, he
was seen as an arriviste, an outsider who didn’t understand Oxford. He
was treated accordingly, and his antagonistic attitudes provoked bitter
resentment amongst his colleagues. On the other hand, the post-war
institute inherited by Evans-Pritchard owed much to Radcliffe-Brown'’s
success at reforming the department. Whilst Evans-Pritchard wrote
regularly about Oxford anthropology (1951, 1953, 1959) he did little
to acknowledge his forebear, distancing himself from Radcliffe-
Brown’s divisive reputation. Nonetheless, the centre of the British
social anthropological universe shifted after the war back from the LSE
to Oxford, at a time when the Cambridge faculty was still dominated by
physical anthropologists. This changed over the following decade.
Meyer Fortes was appointed to the William Wyse Chair in 1950,
Edmund Leach to a readership in the same year, Jack Goody to a
lectureship in 1954 and Audrey Richards to a readership in 1956.

I have tried to portray something of the protean nature of
anthropology and its disciplinary identity during the pre-war period.
Its intellectual shape and its status withi