



















































a culture.” In shifting from anthropology, which at that time
was primarily concerned with race, to ethnography, which ad-
dressed the question of culture and context, Wilson certainly
moved in the right direction. And yet, as important as Wilson’s
attempt at parity between ‘the historical’ and the ‘pre-histori-
cal’ was, the difference had the negative effect of reinforcing
rather than challenging the class distinction between the civi-
lized and non-civilized. It placed the entire burden of civiliza-
tion on writing and not on other innovations, such as weav-
ing, animal tending, and boat building for example. And yet,
today “prehistory” remains a relatively established, though
sometimes contested, category of historical understanding,
though in the Americas we see now the introduction of alter-
native concepts like ‘pre-ceramic’ and ‘pre-cotton.

If the nineteenth-century fascination with ages needs
to challenged — and its terminologies, in fact, abandoned- so
too the late nineteenth and early twentieth century concept of
the ‘primitive.” Of the words discussed so far, this one is not
used with any great frequency today. But that does not mean
that its traces have disappeared especially since it was initially
taken up among those who saw themselves as more pro-
gressive than those who liked to talk of savages and pagans.
Edward BurnettTylor, in Primitive Culture (1871), paved the
way. Nonetheless, history is the story of how we developed
from “the savage fetish worshiper” to the “civilized Christian”
evolving from “lower tribes” to “higher nations.”"? Despite
this, or perhaps even because of it, the book was praised at
the time as laying the “permanent foundations for the science
of anthropology.”

The difficulty of extracting anthropology from its civ-
ilization-centrism is equally apparent in the research of the
German anthropologist Johannes Nikel (1863-1924). His work,

18 See for example, Daniel Wilson, The Archaeology and Prehistoric Annals of
Scotland (Edinburgh: Sutherland & Knox, 1851), xiv. Also, Prehistoric man:
researches into the origin of civilisation in the Old and the New World (Cam-
bridge, Eng., and Edinburgh, 1862).

19 Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of
Mythology (New York: Harper & Row, 1958 (Originally Published: London: J.
Murray, 1871}, 501-2, 1 See also: Herbert S. Lewis, “The Misrepresentation of
Anthropology and its Consequences,” American Anthropologist 100 (1998),
716-731.

20 Taylor, Primitive Culture, Preface. The supposed primitiveness of primitive
people was so widely accepted that in 1879 when paintings were found in
the cave of Altamira, they were rejected as fraudulent and received no men-
tion at the International Congress of Prehistoric Archeology and Anthropol-
ogy held at Lisbon in 1880. Alexander Marshack, The Roots of Civilization:
The Cognitive Beginnings of Man’s First Art, Symbol and Notation (New
York: McGraw Hill, 1972), 66
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@s typical for German scholars of the time, was built to a large
gxtent around the ostensible difference between Naturvélker
and Kulturvélker, or people who live in nature and those who
live in cities. Kulturvdlker, though it included the Chinese,
privileged mainly the Europeans and their urban ancestors.
For Nikel, the difference hinges on the need for “ Arbeit” or
hard work. He begins one of his chapters thus:

The first flowering of culture, the dawn of the mate-

rial culture, begins with work (Arbeit). The words: “You

shall eat your bread in the sweat of your brow” found its

most evident application where nature did not offer its
bounty in abundance.

Naturvélker languishing in the context of nature’s boun-
ty did not do any “work” and thus, from Nikel's perspective,
had no history. History belonged to those who did engage the
principle of work and who, as a result, became increasingly
technologically proficient. History thus moved, according to
him, to those who did increasingly more work, that is from
China, India and the Greeks to the Europeans, leading inevi-
tably to colonialism and its re-encounter with “Naturvolker.”
This ‘contact, so Nikel concludes, means that the West has a
moral obligation to the Naturvolker and so he ends the book
by pointing to a Christian-Social idealism that is based on the
principle of happy co-existence. Religion comes in through
the back door even though he argued at the beginning of
the book that history has to be taken out of the hands of the
defenders of religion.

The person who finally took modern religion out of
the concept of the primitive was Franz Boas (1858-1942). It
was not just urban people who worked, so he argued, but all
people, and the deeper we get into anthropology the more
remarkable the nature of that work is.?? Differences between
cultures came from historical accidents and local condi-
tions. Boas thus emphasized the things that a society made-
whether it be boats, weapons, baskets or living quarters — and
that corresponded to a particular situation. He pointed to the
Eskimo kayak, for example, as a sophisticated piece of equip-
ment, even though the means by which it was made were
‘primitive. There is no such thing as a ‘primitive mind, he






concludes, only primitive technologies.

The consequences of Boas’ thought, especially in the
US, are clear.

Omaha Indians no longer built huts but were making
“dwellings” filled with “furniture and implements.”** Caves
were now called “cliff castles,” and the use of adobe as a
building material was studied.”” And there was more than just
ruins that were at stake here. In the early decades of the 20th
century, Indian-ness was fully embraced by the Boy Scouts,
for example, as a necessary ‘transition’ into adulthood. And
it was not just a culture of industriousness that was valued,
but ritual-based, clan bonding. The Boys Scouts aimed to
challenge what many pundits thought was the feminization
of American boyhood. Beginning already in the 1920s, scouts
were taught Indian lore to help them better “play Indian.” In
a few cases, Native American tribes colluded with this edu-
cational mission. The New York Governor, Al Smith received
a ceremonial headdress from a Dokata chief at the 1926 Boys
Scout demonstration camp at Bear Mountain.

Boas' argument about the worthiness of “primitive
people” fits in well with the progressive engineering mental-
ity of the age, which explains why Boas' paper The Mind of
the Primitive Man was first given as a lecture at the Lowell
Institute of Boston Massachusetts in 1910. The Institute was
founded by the son of a noted industrialist Francis Cabot
Lowell (1775-1817). Allied with the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, it had aTeachers School of Science and hosted
lectures, like the one Boas gave, to members of the Boston
public. ‘Primitive’ appealed in particular to the differences be-
tween the industrialized countries and the non-industrialized
ones and was thus also obviously entangled in the rise of the
modern nation-state. Boas may have wanted to elevate “the
primitive mind” from the absurdities of racial arguments, but
the word was nonetheless, a code-word for cultures which,
though industrious, lived outside the technological and
scientific jump that metal entailed. He expresses the opinion
that the anxiety about “negro problem” in the United States

23 Franz Boas, Primitive Art (New York, Dover Publications, 1955), 2

24 James Owen Dorsey, Omaha Dwellings, furniture and implements (Wash-
ington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1896).

25 Neil Merton Judd, The use of adobe in prehistoric dwellings of the South-
west (Washington: United States National Museum, 1916); Cliff castles and
cave dwellings of Europe (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1911).

26 Jordan, Benjamin René. “A Modest Manliness”: The Boy Scouts of America
and the Making of Modern Masculinity, 1910-1930 (University of California
San Diego: 2009), 222, 223. Retrieved from: http://www.escholarship.org/uc
item/6s56¢c7cg
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I8 largely unwarranted since Africans are a "healthy primitive
people,” who exhibit “a love of labor and interest in the results
of work.”

By the 1950s, ‘primitive’ had expanded into a vast,
unself-reflective, interdisciplinary project headlined by the
feprinting of Boas’ books Primitive Art (1925, 1955) and The
Mind of the Primitive Man (1911, 1963).2° Scholars by the
dozens wrote books and articles with the word primitive in
It, preserving the image of an ancient life that- even if it was
industrious- was still crude, static, or childlike.?? The first show
on “Primitive Art” was held in 1940 at the University of Min-
nesota. The now defunct Museum of Primitive Art in New York
was founded in 1957 and soon books appeared like Primi-
tive Art of the Pacific Islands (1957), Paul Klee and Primitive
Art(1962) Primitive art: its traditions and styles (1962) and,
perhaps worst of all, Primitive Architecture (1975).° One art
historian, none other than the formidable Anthony F Janson
tlaimed even in the mid 1980s that even though “primitive is

da somewhat unfortunate word, ... no other single term will
serve us better. Let us continue then, to use primitive as a
gonvenient label for a way of life that has passed through the
Neolithic Revolution but shows no sign of evolving into the
direction of “historic” civilization.”

Today, few scholars would dare use the word ‘primi-
tive, but that does not mean that its imaginary has been
purged from our scholarly perspectives. In architecture it was
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replaced by the word ‘vernacular, * which appeared quite sud-
denly in the 1970s just as primitive began to be discredited. In
the early nineteenth century the term was used by scholars to
describe European languages that were not Greek and Latin.
This coincided with an emerging Romantic-era fascination
with the cultures, languages and even fauna of local regions.
The word was never used in an architectural sense, which
makes its expansion into that field all the more remarkable —
and unfortunate- since the word derives from the Latin word
vernaculum, a shack where slaves lived at the back of a gar-
den in a Roman villa, which in turn comes from verna, ‘a slave
born at home' to distinguish slaves born from slave parents in
a Roman villa from a slave bought in the market. Etymology
alone should lead one to reject usage of the word, but it is too
late, since the three volume The Encyclopedia for Vernacular
Architecture (1997) is a leading reference book in the field.

The root of the problem is, however, a deep one
since the high/low dualism that it embraces is built on the
Renaissance-era elevation of architecture into a fine art, one
that requires mental abstractions, drawings and the fulfill-
ment of representational needs. Ever since, the discipline
has more or less adopted the a relatively hard distinction
between “architecture” and “building” - as it as characterized
in the nineteenth century- or as it is now phrased, between
“architecture” and “vernacular” The Smithsonian Museum
labels the Great Mosque of Djenne Mali as “vernacular” on
its much-used web site, even though the building is designed
according to a specific plan and is hardly shack-like.** We do
not know who the designer was, but by that logic, many of the
European cathedrals could be called vernacular. Certainly the
people in Djenne do not see their building as a ‘vernacular,
but as an example of "high” architecture.

“Vernacular” removes both agency and history from the
equation. Bernard Rodofsky, for example, coined the phrase
“architecture without architects” in the title of his exhibition
at the Museum of Modern Art in 1964.*This was not based
on any anthropological study what so ever. The exhibition
was almost wholly based on photos taken from magazines
and newspapers. Though it challenged the normative Euro-
centrism of time, its purpose was to contrast the ostensible
‘humanness’ of primitive architecture against a culture of

32 http://sirismm.si.edu/siris/top_images/eepa.top.08_2007.htm
33 Bernard Rudofksy, Architecture Without Architects: a Short Introduction to
Non-Pedigreed Architecture (New York NY: Museum of Modern Art, 1965).
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modernist alienation. Though today’s architectural theorists
will have nothing to do with Rudofsky, his name and work still
fésonate in the architectural design community.

Post-First Society People (I.E. You And Me)

Homo sapiens, hunter-gatherers, foragers, pre-history,
stone age, primitive, and vernacular are commonly-found
words in discussions of our early history. They and their asso-
glated proxies and avatars are toxic and need to be removed
from our discourse. Clearly, post-structuralists have begun
the process. Some talk of a polyphony of voices, others chal-
lenge the use of meta-narratives, and yet others remind us
that cultural meanings are inherently slippery, and that they
are negotiated by makers and users, and even by interpreters
such as the anthropologists and historians themselves. Itis,
however, obvious that such critiques have had only a limited
impact. The concepts | discussed remain in one way or anoth-
er firmly entrenched as disciplinary institutions. '

I'am concerned less with the paradoxes of ethnographic
knowing than with the trans-disciplinary historiographic pat-
tern created by our civilizational presumptions, for it dem-
onstrates that we are still trapped in a desire to articulate the
difference between our world and that which always seems
to haunt it as a predecessor condition.® In the post-Enlight-
enment sense, being human pointed inevitably to something
like a ‘pre-human’ non-sapiens, or to a ‘Just-before-human’ or,
if we think of the word vernacular, to a ‘just-before-the-mod-
ern.’ And in those terms, we were also quick to draw a hard
line between our time and an earlier time.

Robert Keesing writes that radical alterity, as “a cultur-
ally constructed Other radically different from us fills a need

in European social thought” We tend to “overstate Difference,’
he says in search for the “exotic” and the “other” as part of a
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“Western cravings for alternatives.* | think Keesing overstates
and understates the problem, for the question is bigger than
even “European social thought” as it harkens to the philo-
sophical foundations of the civilizational ‘break’ that occurred
in several places in the world beginning around 6,000 BCE or
so. It was not a European or Western phenomenon, but rooted
in more ancient polarities of city people versus villagers, for-
est people, nomads. It was just as true for the Chinese as for
the Romans. Even the ancient Sumerians, in the 3rd millen-
nium BCE poked fun at forest people. Did not Eridu, once he
himself became civilized, purposefully cut down the sacred
forest, drive out their inhabitants and reduce the logs to tim-
ber for the city gate? It is a process that continues to this day
in Brazil, Africa and in India, where forest people are officially
labeled as “the Backward Classes!

One way to begin to solve the problem of theorizing
our predecessor condition is to invert the lens. Suppose, for
example, that we live in a condition that is post- or after-. That
might at least correct the tendency to write history towards
us, rather than to write history away from ‘the earlier! If we do
not see “hunter-gatherers” as an alien social formation, but
ourselves as the /ater formation of them, does that not change
the security of our perceptions. In this respect, let me state
an obvious fact. The age of “hunter-gatherers” is not over yet!
They are still around, though nominally. Sadly, the “age of the
hunter-gatherer” which began around a million BCE will prob-
ably end in the next decade (!), which puts a lot of pressure on
us to awaken to this terrible fact. Is their ancestral history not
in some ways (still) our history? Or are they just a set of peo-
ple living in remote deserts and forests, subject to the terrors
of mining companies even as they build with bamboo, use
plastic plates and drink Coca Cola? What would a history from
the !Kung perspective sound like? And, just as importantly,
can we respect that history without anthropologists reducing
it to “hunter-gatherer ethnography?” The point — to be clear- is
not that a !|Kung writer would produce an authentic or ‘native’
history free from the trappings of her encounter with “others”
(namely us). On the contrary, to produce a history of the world
outside them, the author would be in many ways modern,
but it would be a different type of story than the ones we are
familiar with. The absence of such voices except occasionally

36 Robert M. Keesing, “Theories of Culture Revisited,” Assessing Cultural
Anthropology, Edited by Robert Borofsky (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994),
301-310.
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inthe field of literature means that we will always be on one
side of the equation and never on the other.
A possible starting point would be to see people not

@8 magically sapien, not as “hunter-gatherers,” not as “primi-
tives,” or “prehistoric,” or as builders of some timeless “ver-
pacular,” but quite simply as First Societies, of which there
might be any number of variants. If that were the case, then
We are post-First Society people — perhaps something like a
Second- if notThird Society people. Can we write the history
of who we are today from our post-First Society perspective?
The answer from my historian colleagues will probably be no,
but my response is that we are quickly coming to the end of
what our various disciplines- be they anthropology, history

or science- can say at least in the conventional sense, largely
because these disciplines rely so heavily on terminological ab-
stractions that by their very nature and connection to Enlight-
enment ideals privilege the principle of civilizational maturity.
Perhaps there is, after all, a philosophical question around
how we as humans exist(-ed) that trumps the pragmatic argu-
ment that abstractions of ourselves have to be accepted, if
not as the privilege of disciplinary knowing then as practical
necessities- the so-called professional standards by which we
can measure our epistemological advances.








