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I 

QUERIES By ROBERT H. LOWIE 

WHILE I attach little importance to agreement when moot-problems 
cannot be settled by crucial experiments, I am eager to understand 

fellow-anthropologists. The following remarks embody some of my fears 
that I have failed to do so. I hope they will evoke clarification from those 
to whom they are addressed. 

STABILITY 

Studies of the dynamics of primitive life also show that an assumption of long con
tinued stability such as is demanded by Elliot Smith is without any foundation in 
fact. Wherever primitive conditions have been studied in detail, they can be proved 
to be in a state of flux.... It is exceedingly improbable that any customs of primi
tive people should be preserved unchanged for thousands of years. Furthermore, the 
phenomena of acculturation prove that a transfer of customs from one region into 
another without concomitant changes due to acculturation, are very rare. It is, 
therefore, very unlikely that ancient Mediterranean customs could be found at the 
present time practically unchanged in different parts of the globe, as Elliot Smith's 
theory demands.' 

This statement by Professor Boas puzzles me because it seems incon
sistent with his proof of an ancient connection between the tribes of Coastal 
British Columbia and the Paleo-Siberians. The argument rests on the inten
sive similarity of their mythologies: from this resemblance Professor Boas 
infers a comparatively recent Eskimo intrusion into Alaska and an exceed
ingly ancient connection (eine uralte Verbindung) between the Indians and 
the Paleo-Siberians.2 

Does this, or does this not, imply stability of the common stock of 
myths? If so, what becomes of the opposition to Professor Elliot Smith? 
Surely, the phraseology used suggests preservation during a space of several 
thousand years. But Elliot Smith makes no greater demands: Egyptian 
civilization spread, he argues, only with the rise of navigation; before that 
period non-Egyptians lived largely on a simian plane.3 This may be an 
erroneous assumption, but where is the difference in point of stability? 

I have a personal interest in this matter. For several years I have noted 
evidences of ancient connection between North and South America. 
Nordenskiold's parallels4 strike me as highly stimulating, though of very 

Franz Boas, The Methods of Ethnology, AA 22: 317 j., 1920. 
2 Id., Die Resultate der Jesup-Expedition, Sep. Abdruck aus Verh. XVI Internal. Amer. 

Congr., Wien 1909, p. 12j. 
3 G. Elliot Smith, In the Beginning, 20-22, 31, 1928. 
• Erland Nordenskiold, Comparative Ethnographical Studies 9: 77, 1931. Id., Spiele und 

Spielsachen im Gran Chaco und in Nordamerika, ZE 42,1910. 
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unequal value. For example, the solitary South American (Argentine) in
stance of a sweat-bath is less like the North American equivalents than the 
latter are to the sweat-bath of sixteenth century Scandinavia.' On the other 
hand stone-boiling by the Chono gains demonstrative value from the world 
distribution of cooking methods. While the Tasmanians knew nothing of 
boiling, innumerable North American tribes without pottery were able to 
boil in wooden, bark, hide, or basketwork containers. In South America 
pottery is widely distributed and thus supplanted stone-boiling, which 
naturally survived in the non-ceramic marginal region. But this plausible 
assumption again involves permanence. Why, however, should such stabil
ity be suspect when modern Basques of Guipuzcoa boil milk by dropping 
hot rocks into wooden pails? 

The following is the plot of a Selk'nam (Ona) tradition.' A widower, 
enamored of his two daughters, feigns illness, predicts his death, bids them 
bury him so as to leave his head uncovered, and urges them to marry a 
man who resembles himself. After a while he pretends to die and is covered 
according to directions, while the daughters cry in mourning and then de
part. When they have gone some distance the father rises and makes a 
detour so as to meet them from the opposite direction. Though one of the 
girls suspects the identity of their suitor, they marry him; and all three are 
transformed into guanacos. 

The resemblance to a widespread North American trickster tale is 
patent. 7 How does this motif happen to turn up in Tierra del Fuego? Re
cent contact is excluded. NordenskiOld, to be sure, has suggested that the 
early immigrants reached Tierra del Fuego with remarkable rapidity, but 
he hardly supposed the Ona and the Ute to have lived in close proximity in, 
say, 1000 A.D. The alternative explanation is stability. 

The story of the paternal lecher is not the only bond between Tierra 
del Fuego and North America. Yahgan tradition presents the classical 
dualism so marked in Californian and Basin mythology.s One of two heroes 
wishes to have fire-making and hunting made easy for mankind: a mere 
glance shall suffice to bring down birds, and harpoons shall never be lost or 
broken. Further, men shall grow old but be revived. But the marplot 
brother insists on introducing labor and death. Are these accidental re

• Trcels-Lund, Dagligt Liv i Norden i det 16de Aarhundrede; B6nder og Kj6bstadboliger, 
32(H22, 1880. 

• Martin Gusinde, Die Selk' namj yom Leben und Denken eines]agervolkes auf der Gros
sen Feuerlandinsel, 650-652,	 1931. 

7 See H. Schmerler, in ]AFL 44: 196-207, 1931. 
• W. Koppers, Unter Feuerland-Indianem, 202 sq., 1924. 
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semblances, due to psychic unity? If so, why is their world distribution 
restricted? If they have a single source, the tale has remained unaltered for 
a considerable period. 

Apart from myth, Tierra del Fuego exhibits at least two distinctive 
features reminiscent of North America,-the drinking-tube and the scratch
ing-stick, both connected with puberty initiation. 9 In other words, a series 
of specific Fuegian traits is paralleled thousands of miles to the north. The 
scratcher even occurs also in the intermediate tropical forest region. 1o I 
postulate a single origin for these traits and the myths. This implies that 
customs and beliefs can preserve much the same form over long periods of 
time. Noone asserts that they are always and everywhere fixed. What I 
want to know is: What conditions make for stability? What conditions de
termine fluidity? And, generically, are any conclusions of historic depth 
(e.g. as to connections between Siberians and British Columbians) possible 
without assuming stability? 

EVOLUTION AND THE KULTURKREISLEHRE 

In general tendency Father Wilhelm Schmidt's position is unquestion
ably anti-evolutionary. His discussion of the matrilineal Kulturkreis, how
ever, is wholly evolutionistic, schematic, unhistorical, and full of a priori 
psychologizing.ll If I have misinterpreted it, I shall be glad to be corrected. 

Father Schmidt postulates an "inner connection" between the origin 
of farming and mother-right. Because woman invented cultivation, she 
came to be owner of the products of the soil and of the land itself. Because 
of this economic ascendancy, residence became matrilocal and descent 
matrilineal. The supreme deity was conceived as feminine, girls' puberty 
rites were stressed to the exclusion of boys' initiation, the couvade marked 
the acme of gynecocracy. But in reaction to extravagant feminisim the men 
organized in societies for terrorizing the other sex; and by progressively en
forcing bride-purchase instead of matrilocal bride-service they inaugurated 
patrilocal residence and, ultimately turning the tables on the women, 
achieved "the most absolute patriarchate." 

My difficulties are twofold. In the first place, there is no historical proof 
of any such organic connection between economic activity and social 
hegemony. Such economic determinism is sheer a priori speculation. The 
Hopi and Zuni recognize feminine ownership of real estate, but the bulk 

lId., op. cit., 89. 
10 Th. Koch-Grunberg, Vom Roroima zum Orinoco 3: 130, 1923. 
U W. Schmidt and W. Koppers. Volker und Kulturen I: Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft, 88, 

264 sq., 295, 538 sq . 1924. 
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of their farming devolves on the men, as in all American areas of intensive 
husbandry. The Iroquois women enjoy unusual privileges, even in the poli
tical sphere, but they certainly did not invent maize-planting, which must 
have come to them from the southern regions of masculine tillage. More
over, in this extreme case of feminine influence there is no suggestion of a 
men's protective organization. Are we to assume that, if left undisturbed by 
Caucasian civilization, the men would at some time have organized? If so, 
how does this differ from Morgan's law of historical evolution? 

Belief in such a law is indeed strongly suggested by explicit references 
to stages of the development in its entirety-"Stufen der ganzen Entwick
lung" (p. 266). In the incipient stage a man visits his wife in her parents' 
home; in the second stage (auf der zweiten Stufe) he surrenders to the matri
local principle; there follows a decline in the matriarchate, the husband 
merely staying with his parents-in-law temporarily by way of bride-service; 
and in the fourth stage, gifts supersede service, i.e. bride-purchase and patri
local residence evolve. 

I can detect only one difference between this and Morgan's schematism. 
Morgan assumes a universal social evolution in accordance with his law; 
Schmidt restricts his sequence to that part of mankind affected by hor
ticulture. But this difference does not alter the non-historical schematism of 
the theory. 

I know that, metaphysically, Father Schmidt repudiates social laws 
(e.g., p. 26). My point is that, irrespective of such abstract disbelief, he 
formulates the matrilineal data precisely as if he espoused a law of social 
evolution. 

But there is a second difficulty. If an organic nexus unites farming by 
women and mother-right, the sequence of events may be independently in
augurated an indefinite number of times with the dissemination of the 
solitary incipient member of the series. Let women invent horticulture in 
tribe A. What prevents its spread to B, C, D, before any matriarchal insti
tutions have time to develop in A? Evidently nothing whatsoever. Now, 
ex hypothesi, feminine ascendancy results from feminine tillage. Hence, in 
each recipient tribe adoption of the latter sets up a parallel sequence of 
maternal descent, girls' puberty rites, female deities, ... , terminating with 
men's clubs, wife-purchase, and the patriarchate. There would still be a 
single origin for farming, but the social correlates would arise independently 
over and over again in parallel series. 

Query: Is it possible to affirm an organic bond between cultural phe
nomena and yet to deny the recurrence of one correlate together with its 
associated trai t? 
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IRREVERSIBLE DIFFUSION 

Most diffusionists-not only Elliot Smith and Perry, but also Sophus 
MUller, Kroeber, and Radin-operate with the principle of an irreversible 
stream of culture from a higher centre. The reasons are clear. Empirically, 
China, Egypt, Rome, have demonstrably spread civilization to ruder neigh
bors; a priofi, an advanced technology is more likely to increase the stock of 
inventions. Nevertheless, complex cultures have borrowed from simpler 
ones: maize spread from America to Europe; felt and riding-boots from 
pastoral nomads to the Chinese; and so forth. Hence, though transmission 
from the higher culture is more probable, the direction of diffusion in a 
particular instance remains uncertain. Further, in the non-rational phases 
of social life, the advantage no longer lies with the superior technology: the 
couvade and the mother-in-law taboo are a priori as probable on one ma
terial plane as on another. 

This, however, is not what troubles me at the moment. The difficulty 
before me is the following. The theorists I am addressing start their dif
fusioning at a point of time when some one culture is immeasurably su
perior to its neighbors. With that assumption, everything is of course in 
favor of an irreversible flow. For instance, are novices likely to teach new 
devices to potters or weavers who have practised these arts for centuries? 
What I am concerned about are the preceding stages. Every civilization has 
its nascent period; and at that stage the odds are not one-sidedly in its 
favor. 

Are not the observed facts which we try to interpret the resemblances 
between a high culture, A, and its poorer sister, B? I see two alternatives to 
the conventional view of the latter as a passive recipient. In the first place, 
the common feature may antedate any difference in level. Why must 
animism in Australia be derived from Egypt? Why can we not refer it to an 
archaic substratum of Egyptian and other cultures? The former conclusion 
is indeed inevitable on the axiom that, prior to Egyptian navigation, all 
non-Egyptians lived like the apes. But for those who spurn the proposition, 
the corollary loses its stringency. 

Secondly, the culture ancestral to A may as yet have gained only a 
slight ascendancy over proto-B. In that case nothing can be predicated as 
to who borrowed from whom. Omaha culture is somewhat more complex 
than that of the Dakota; nevertheless, the Omaha borrowed certain mili
tary societies from the Dakota. Instances could be multiplied ad infinitum: 
in the hypothetical circumstances there is a give-and-take,-not a shower 
of gifts from the cornucopia of the slightly higher people. 

My query, then, is: Why are these obvious alternatives ignored in 
relevant discussion? Are we dealing with a transplanted survival of the 
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biological dogma that infinitesimal differences make for survival or de· 
struction? 

CONJECTURAL HISTORY 

Professor Radcliffe-Brown is not a votary of conjectural history. If I 
understand him, he ascribes even to a'bsolutely certain history a narrowly 
limited utility in the way of scientific illumination, and merely probable 
reconstructions are held proportionately less valuable.12 However, anthro
pologists, like the subjects of their studies, do not always in practice con
form to their theories. Hence a glance at what Professor Radcliffe-Brown 
does is more useful than pondering what he says he does. 

The Yaralde system of kinship,13 we learn, 

cannot reasonably be supposed to have developed independently of those [Aranda 
systems]; ... we must certainly assume some historical connection between them 
(pp. 51, 120); 

there is 
a further extension of some of the principles and tendencies present in the Aranda 
type (p. 122); 

and the Yaralde idiosyncrasies are hypothetically derived from a greater 
density of population. Similarly, the Kumbaingeri type is said to be 

clearly related to the Kariera type, but at the same time represents a movement 
away from that type, and perhaps we may say, towards the Aranda system (p. 63). 

Failing documentary evidence of these relationships, the quotations 
seem to embody "conjectural history." Striking resemblances are explained 
by a common source. Still more, is not a movement from one condition and 
towards another an emphatically historical process? In what sense are his
torical conjectures repressed when the author suggests a developmental 
sequence not directly verifiable? There is, to be sure, a sop to caution: 

This does not involve the assumption that the Aranda system is derived histori
cally from one identical with the existing Kariera system (p. 120). 

But does this mean any more than the biologist's warning that Homo 
sapiens is not derived from any living anthropoid? Certainly, the preceding 
sentence defines the two systems as 

two terms in an evolutionary process, for evolution, as the term is here used, is a 
process by which stable integrations at a higher level are substituted for or replace 
integrations at a lower level. 

12 A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, The Present Position of Anthropological Studies, Brit. Assn. 
Adv. Sc., Section H, 1931. 

U Id., The Social Organization of Australian Tribes, The "Oceania" Monographs, No.1, 
1911. 
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But is that not history of a kind? And is it documentary? Leaving aside 
questions of relative probability or explanatory potency, how does it differ 
in principle from the sequential hypotheses of Father Schmidt and of 
Morgan? 

But I scent still more historical reconstruction. On the one hand there is 
set forth the futility of speculating about the eternally unknowable details 
by which a society readjusts its integrative system (p. 113). Having, how
ever, burned this much incense on the altar of anti-historical asceticism, 
Professor Radcliffe-Brown tempers his austerity by an exposition of the 
very steps by which the Kariera as "one of the simplest integrative systems 
in Australia" might have achieved "a wider integration." The individual 
Kariera male is concerned primarily with his own and his mother's horde, 
the latter providing him with a wife, viz. preferably his maternal uncle's 
daughter. But the social circle widens when a boy about to undergo initia
tion is sent on a grand tour to other hordes, eventually even to a distant 
tribe. This contact establishes permanent relations, nay, possibly supple
mentary marriages. I regard these suggestions of Professor Radcliffe
Brown's as anything but futile; however, they are assuredly speculations 
about details of "the widening of the social circle." 

Have I completely misunderstood the author? Or is he really attempting 
"to conjecture the origin" of institutions or elements of culture,-a practice 
he would have us taboo in comparative sociology? I am not interested in 
quibbles about the meaning of "institutions," "elements," and "origin." 
I should like to know whether Professor Radcliffe-Brown sometimes makes 
guesses as to why and how parts of culture change, and which of its fea
tures precede others. 

LAW 

An adequate sociological understanding or interpretation of any culture, can 
only be attained by relating the characteristics of that culture to known sociological 
laws.14 

What are we to understand by such laws, then? In an older paper15 the fol
lowing sample is exhibited: 

any things that have important effects on the social life necessarily become the ob
jects of ritual observances ... the function of such ritual being to express, and so 
to fix and perpetuate, the recognition of the social value of the objects to which it 
refers. 

1. Radcliffe-Brown, The Present Position ... 
16 Id., The ;Methods of Ethnology and Social Anthropology, South African Journal of 

Science 20: 124-147, 135/. 
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Whence this corollary: Among hunting and gathering tribes rituals cluster 
about the various species of animals and plants, "and more particularly 
those used for food." 

To me this is not a law but a truism. Anyone with the slightest knowl
edge of ethnography knows that the Eskimo connect ritualistic conceptions 
with seals rather than with mosquitoes; that Plains Indians charm buffalo, 
not prairie-dogs; that the Hopi worry over the magico-religious promotion 
of the maize crop rather than of cactuses. If the "law" goes beyond a sum
mary of these descriptive trivialities, I shall apologize and gratefully accept 
instruction. The law of gravitation does not state that apples fall to the 
ground instead of levitating toward the sky; that was known before Newton. 
A law of ritual ought to predict for each culture which game animals and 
food plants figure ceremonially; it must explain why some rituals involve 
masquerade while others do not; why the Crow Indians, who do not even 
smoke Nicotiana multivalvis, have built up a complex ceremonial about it,
far more complex than the buffalo ritual. 

Here is another law. In segmented societies [vulgo, in societies with 
clans], the segments [vulgo, clans] 

tend to be differentiated from one another by differences of ritual, observances of 
the same general type for the whole tribe being directed to some special object or 
class of objects for each one of its segments. 

Here, too, there is a corollary. In undifferentiated [vulgo, clanless] societies 
the ritual relationship is 

a general undifferentiated relation between the society as a whole and the world of 
nature as a whole; in differentiated [i.e. clan-organized] societies the general ten
dency is to develop special ritual relations between each of the social segments ... 
and some one or more species of animal or plant. 

What does the law add to the familiar fact that the several clans of a 
tribe conform to a common pattern? That the observances linked with one 
Winnebago clan resemble those of other Winnebago clans more than they 
do the rituals of Kariera or Baganda clans? A "law" ought to explain many 
things not quite so obvious. In what circumstances do clans tend to differ
entiate themselves ritualistically? Why are there clans without ritualistic 
functions? Why is a ritual of overshadowing importance, like the Plains 
Indian Sun Dance, linked not with clans at all, but with the tribe as a 
whole? Similarly, why is the Crow Tobacco ritual associated with an or
ganization not based on clan affiliation? 

The corollary bewilders me completely. It seems to say: Let us not ex
pect clan rituals in clanless societies; let us expect them only in societies 
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divided into clans. The first half of this is tautology, the second half by its 
implications expresses only a partial truth, since there are rituals-even 
rituals concerned with food animals or plants in differentiated societies
that have nothing to do with the clans. What beyond my rendering is con
tained in the corollary? 

Possibly a law as conceived by Professor Radcliffe-Brown is a law sui 
generis. The following sentence rather strongly suggests this surmise: 

I have also indicated another important principle, which in this instance is a uni
versal sociological law though it is not possible to formulate precisely its scope, 
namely that in certain specific conditions a society has need to provide itself with a 
segmentary organization. In Australia this need is met by the existence of moieties 
and clans.16 

Who ever heard of a universal law with a scope that is as yet undefinable; 
of a law that works in certain specific but unspecified conditions? In other 
words, are we to consider it a law that societies sometimes develop clans 
and sometimes do not? Newton did not tell us that bodies either fall or rise. 

L'ENVOI 

Finally, for the benefit of the younger generation, a valedictory query 
or two: 

How does one master a native tongue in three or even six months? 
Does an observation in 1930 necessarily take precedence of one in 1870, 

1800, 1700? 
How probable is it that a trained field worker can in a season or two 

plumb depths inaccessible to predecessors who have lived with the same 
tribe for years and speak its language perfectly? 

I personally have become increasingly humbler in my attitude towards 
older writers. I consider Hearne, Maximilian, Morgan (on the Iroquois) 
superb observers; and Kirchhoff has recently shown how much one can learn 
from earlier missionaries and explorers on the intricacies of social organi
zation. In my special field I am encouraged when Curtis's data on the Crow 
support my own; I find that the notoriously mendacious Beckwourth 
proves accurate enough on modes of warfare; while from the trapper Linder
man and the squawman Leforge I learn things I never learnt by myself. 
Leibnitz's words are sound counsel for the anthropologist: J e ne meprise 
presque rien. 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 

BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA 

16 The Social Organization ... , 109. 




