The Anthropology of Edmund Leach

In a Romanian Ethnologic Translation

This thesis has its origin in a surprising observation; the Romanian culture is not used to monographing the American or European researchers’ works in the fields of ethnology, folklore and anthropology. This is the first reason which has determined us to write a monograph about Leach. The others have resulted from this one. 

Such a monograph reveals the other dimension of the European anthropology from the second half of the 20-th century: the British anthropology, a less known anthropology by the Romanian ethnographers who definitely chose the Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism in the ‘60s. The reasons can be easily understood. As long as Lévi-Strauss operates with abstract models, the copying of those models eliberates the Romanian ethnolog from a dangerous and humiliating politicizing of the science. This can’t be avoided as long as the British “empirism” is based on the direct observation and on the relationships among all social facts. 

Due to these reasons, the Anthropological School of Manchester, whose major representative is Edmund Leach, remains a little known in our ethnology. One of the purposes of this thesis is to diminish this deficiency, and, in the same time, to create a new research method for the Romanian anthropologist: the monographical approach of the sources.

No critic can agree with all Leach’s ideas because of the diversity of the themes Leach studied, but all the researchers agree that his papers are interesting and make the readers reflect upon new themes.

Another purpose consists of the applying of one of Leach’s theories on Romanian ethnologic material, trying to prove in this way the productivity of Leach’s anthropology. It is the case of the kinship. But the study of kinship can’t be done without the study of Leach’s and Rodney Needham’s positions in the ‘60s-‘70s as they studied the kinship in the context of economic, historic and geographic situation of the area where these relations are observed.

The first chapter consists of a general presentation of Leach’s life. The reasons that have made us introduce this chapter are: 1. Leach is not very    well-known in Romanian anthropology; 2. his clear and concise writing style reflects his engineering studies; 3. we believe that this monograph can’t be complete without such a presentation.  

In the second chapter, “Edmund Leach between Malinowski and         Lévi-Strauss. The anthropological theory of Edmund Leach”, we  have made a general presentation of his vaste work, emphasising the influences of the most important British anthropologists and of the representative of the French structuralism, Claude Lévi-Strauss. 

In the third chapter, “The Main themes of Leach’s Anthropology” we have discussed the most important themes of Leach’s anthropology such as: kinship, ritual, myth, the anthropology of body and senses. In order to create a relatively complete picture of the complexity of Leach’s anthropology we have arranged his work taking into account the themes presented in these papers, not the chronological order they were written in. We have to notice that some of the papers are “recycled”, meaning that Leach applies old ideas to a new material in a new unfamiliar context.

Leach wrote easily and he was very prolific. As he wanted to address himself to a wide audience, Leach repeated some of his theories in more simply words. We have tried to select those papers which are representative, mixing the academic ones with the most popular ones.

Some of the themes are representative for Leach, his name being associated with these themes. An example is the theme of the ritual. Other themes were acknowledged by his contemporaries with difficulty. For example, the papers about the anthropology of body and senses had been written long before this theme was recognised by anthropology. It must be specified that it was difficult to divide the papers into clearly defined themes because of their complexity.

Some of the papers we have analysed in this thesis represents true landmarks in Leach’s anthropology. One of the most important is Biblical Hair, a long essay, written in an academic style, using a polemic tone. This essay illustrates Leach’s polemic combative attitude, representing in the same time a development and a significant elucidation of his ideas. Once a Knight is Enough, an essay which had been presented several times in front of academic or non-academic audience, is an analysis of the ceremony during which he was given Knighthood. This essay demonstrates some of Leach’s qualities: amusing descriptions, analysing ability, imagination, all used in order to build a serious theory. 

In the introductions of each section we tried to draw out the themes and the arguments of the papers, that is, to illustrates why they can be seen as thematic sets and to point out the connection with some other of Leach’s writings. Nevertheless, we haven’t tried to argue that Leach had the same views all the time, that he developed a consistent theory about the issues he studied or, and this is especially important, that the opinions about the huge range of interests form a single coherent system. But it is important to notice that Leach had a clear vision of anthropology. He approved and disapproved strongly some of the other anthropologists’ opinions. However, he wasn’t a systematic thinker, but he used every new idea correctly. He wanted to discover how the old questions could be used in a new way, and he claimed the research of some themes which were considered corect without being studied enough.

In the fourth chapter, “Leach and Romanian Anthropology”, we have made a general presentation of Leach’s presence in Romanian anthropology. With the exceptions of some rare quotations, the Romanian anthropology wasn’t interested in his work, being concentrated on Levi-Strauss’s structuralism. This is the reason for which this work try to bring his functionalism into the Romanian anthropologists’ attention.

The fifth chapter, “One Application of Leach’s Model on the Romanian Folklore Material”, trying to demonstrate that this model contains general ideas which can be applied to Romanian ethnology, too. We have chosen a fairy tale in order to study the kinship, following Leach’s model from The Nature of War.

After studying the most important of Leach’s writings which contain the representative themes of his anthropology we can draw some conclusions:

The first conclusion after studying these writings is that, in spite of the diversity of the themes, they manifest a real unity in the way of collecting information or in the interpretation of the results. Leach had a wide vision on anthropology all his life, and this is why Leach occupies an important place in the history of anthropology.

We can also notice that, due to the diversity of the themes he studied, from mythology to material culture, Leach also changed his opinions during his life, but his anthropological ideas had a great impact on other colleagues. These ideas and their influence on Romanian anthropology constitute the subject of this thesis. 

A second important conclusion is that Leach was preoccupied by the theoretical problems which are based on ethnological information. This statement is significant although he had always said that he was bored with ethnographic information. Nevertheless, nobody doubted the fact that he had a native talent for etnographic observation. This fascination has its origin in the model which lies behind the facts. In spite of his theoretical approach, Leach never became a supporter of theory without a definite purpose. We can thus observe that he didn’t aspire to become a system founder, considering that the theoretical analysis must be tested by a continuous interpretation of the field facts. 

Another important element which derives from the precedent one is represented by the swinging between the structuralism and functionalism. We consider that it can’t be talked about a real “conversion” to structuralism and about a clear difference between the beginning period and the so-called “Lévi-Strauss” period. The initial interest in Lévi-Strauss was due to the proeminent role of the Katchin society in The Elementary Structures of Kinship. Leach found the structuralism more attractive because it offered a more powerful comparative method than Radcliffe-Brown’s taxonomies which only rearrange the already known things and don’t make any comparisons. In opposition, the structuralist method is the only method which allows the anthropologist to demonstrate that some configurations may be transformations of the same structure.

After studying his writings we can state that Leach never abandoned the structuralism, not even when he became engaged in the functionalism. He rejected the statement according to which he swang between these two doctrines or that he approched both of them in the same time. He believed that these two doctrines derive from his engineering studies. Although it is known that the anthropologists manipulate their own genealogies and of the people they study, we don’t have any reasons to doubt Leach’s statement. He didn’t spend too much time studying Lévi-Strauss’s philosophical questions, using the structuralist method in a different purpose. An example is represented by the structuralist analysis of the myth which resembles a lot to Malinowski’s functionalism.

That’s why an important element which we have tried to demonstrate in this thesis consists of the influence that Malinowski had upon Leach’s anthropological theory.

In some opinions, he never gave up Malinowski’s doctrine because there is a continuity between Leach’s first writings and Malinowski’s preocupations. Malinowski’s convinctions that actions are not constrained by the cultural rules, that choices can be made inside these cultural rules, and that there is a big difference between the statistical and the ideal norms can be found in Leach’s writings.

The problems that Malinowski studied can also be observed in Leach’s late writings. In Legitimity of Solomon (1966) the stories from the Old Testament are shown to revolve around the contraction between an ideal endogamy and the political necessity of contradicting exogamous alliances with outsiders. The legimitation of power is the central theme in Solomon’s essay, but the theological attitudes are corelated with the wordly attitude. Like kinship, myth was not “a thing in itself” for Leach who opposed the Lévi-Strauss’s philosophical attitude regarding the access to the unconsciuos attitudes of the human mind through the analysis of “pure” myth unaffected by the practical life.

Another conclusion derives from his convinction that the pragmatic implications of the ideological discourse are accompanied by the rational way in which myth and ritual confront existential questions. 

Leach dedicated most of his writings to the study of Christian, Buddhist and Sinhalese ideas about nature, especially about the sexual nature of the deities, demonstrating that all have a common structure. This makes the connection between “the other world” and “the real world”.

An important idea of his writings is represented by the emphasis of the similarities of the cultural constructions. Leach strongly rejected the differentiation of the societies made by Lévi-Strauss, insisting on the idea that the biblical myth can’t be analysed with structural methods. Although in his early works Leach suggested that culture imposed on nature, almost all his work demonstrates how culture is materially constrained.

This convinction determined Leach to engage with other disciplines: psychoanalysis, linguistics and religion, addressing to a wider public. The quality of his studies, his non-conformism, the scandal generated by his statements, but also the specific way of spreading his ideas (Reith Conferences) made Leach the best known British antropologist of his generation. He was always interested in discussing the anthropological issues with people who weren’t professional anthropologists, and he tried to write in a manner which allowed the                non-specialists in anthropology to understand his arguments. 

It is surprising how such a personality hasn’t had any influence on Romanian ethnology or anthropology. We have tried to identify the causes of this situation and to give a correct answer to the question “Why?” something like this could happen. We have taken a step further and we “set up” an intellectual exercise by applying Leach’s methods on a Romanian text trying to demonstrate the productivity of such a method.

Apart from the monographic aspect of our thesis, aspect which has helped us to present the work of one of the most important anthropologists of the 20-th century, we have also tried to demonstrate the existence of another type of structuralism, less famous, but more solid anthropologically, closer to the nature of the situation, more applicable, a “natural” structuralism which can’t become old fashioned especially due to these intrinsec qualities.

