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BACKGROUND 

A. R. Radcliffe-Brown was so much a rival of Malinowski in 
the eyes of his students (though never, probably, in his own eyes) that when a 
memorial volume for Malinowski was published in the 1960s some anthropologists. 
clucked that Radcliffe-Brown's name appeared in it more often than did that of 
Malinowski himself. The remark would have pleased him. Radcliffe-Brown was 
more austere and "scientific" in his thinking, less flamboyant and adventurous in 
his field work, than Malinowski. For Radcliffe-Brown to have exposed himself in a 
presumably secret diary, as Malinowski did, would have been unthinkable. Seen 
from today's vantage, it is a little difficult to appreciate what the two were arguing 
about professionally. Yet they seem to have been designed to put each other oft 

Alfred Reginald Brown was born in England in 1881. His childhood was one 
long fight with tuberculosis. When he was well enough to go to school he was 
educated, first at a public school in Middlesex, then as a foundation scholar at 
King Edward's High School in Birmingham. 

In 1901 he was admitted to Trinity College, Cambridge. He intended to study 
natural science, but his tutor convinc'ed him to turn to the "moral sciences," which 
at that time included experimental psychology and economics as well as philoso­
phy. He met W. H. R. Rivers, Alfred Haddon, and John Myers, anthropologists who 
(with C. G. Seligman) had been members of the 1898 Cambridge expedition to the 
Torres Straits, which introduced the practice of field research by professionals into 
European anthropology. These men led him into anthropology. 

From Haddon, who later became his most enthusiastic sponsor, Brown acquired 
an interest in morphology. Haddon introduced him to the idea that inductive gen­
eralization must be done on the widest possible base and that strict use of the 
comparative method requires intensive field study of particular societies. It was 

( with Haddon that he first became critically aware bf the systemic interdepend;nce 
\ of social phenomena-something that opened the way for his later interest in Emile 
l Durkheim.

While at Cambridge, Brown acquired a reputation for "dash, extravagance, and 
overbrilliance" that he never lost. As he grew older he became more sedate and 
somewhat withdrawn, but he remained a controversial personality. 

In_ 190&-1908 he did field research in the Andaman Islands. His fellowship 
thesis for Trin ity-;�;·-;;·-����entionai" �econifrudion· oTA�da·�-;��-�e cultural his-
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tory. He began almost immediately to rewrite it, and during this process he was 
led to the French sociologists, especially Durkheim and Marcel Mauss. The final ver­
sion of The Andaman Islanders (1922) is dedicated to Haddon and Rivers, but it 

the unmistakeable mark of L'annee sociologique. This amalgam provided the 
for the structural-functional school of anthropology, of which Radcliffe-Brown 

the principal exponent. 
In 1910 he returned to the field. Two years in Australia wrestling with the 

intricacies of kinship and social organization among the Kariera also gave him new 
insights into totemism and myth. "Three Tribes of Western Australia" was pub­
lished in 1913. 

When World War I broke out, Brown was made director of education for the 
island of Tonga. He disliked the job, but from it he learned firsthand the pitfalls of 
applied anthropology, a pursuit he came to disdain. 

Most of his working life was spent as something of a wanderer in Africa, Aus­
tralia, and the United States. From 1920 to 1923, while i,e held the chair of social 
anthropology at Cape Town, he organized the successful School of African Life 
and Language. When he moved to Australia in 1926 he developed a similar pro­
gram at Sydney with even greater success. He helped found the journal Oceania

and completed a major synthesis of his earlier researches, "The Social Organiza­
tion of Australian Tribes" (1930-1931 ). 

In 1926 he legally changed his name by deed poll. Using his mother's family 
name of Radcliffe, he became double-barreled Radcliffe-Brown. Before long he 
became known throughout the profession as R-B. 

In 1931 he went to the University of Chicago. During this time he worked on 
primitive law and social sanction, laid the foundation for the modern treatment of 
the lineage, and systematized and expanded his conc,;_,ption of social anthropology 
as a "natural science of society" in a series of brilliant lectures and seminars. 

As a teacher, he was a �ellbinder, master of both his subject and oratory. 
Although he never actively sought disciples, circles formed around him. Several 
generations of American anthropologists found him inspirational. As usual, the reac­
tions he inspired were mixed: he filled some with devotion, some with hostile dis­
may. Many older American anthropologists resented his influence and the "rejection 
of history" that was falsely ascribed to him. Lowie had a lengthy exchange with 
_him, and we have already noted his public debates with Linton. Radcliffe-Brown was 
given to instructing other scholars in their own subjects (one professor of Chinese 
was particularly bitter)-a trait that became intensified as his notions of social 
anthropology led him to call into question the autonomy and status of other 
disciplines. 

In 1937 he returned to England to occupy the newly created chair of social 
anthropology at Oxford. This fulfillment was short-lived; the beginning of World 
War II brought teaching there to an end. R-8 spent 1942-1944 in Sao Paulo on a 
cultural mission. Back in England, he helped set up postwar programs for research 
in Africa and Asia, but he could never take part in them because he was retired, 

_ very much against his will, when he reached the statutory age limit of sixty-five. 
He was on the loose again. From 1947 to 1949 he was professor of social sci­

ences at Farouk I University in Alexandria; from 1951 to 1954 he held a special 


























