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VI. Book reviews

Wiktor Stoczkowski, Explaining Human Origins: Myth, Imagination, and Conjecture.
Translated by Mary Turton. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. Hardback ISBN
0-521-65134-4, paper ISBN 0-521-63730-X. French original, Anthopologie naive,
anthropologie savante, Paris: CNRS, 1994.

Reviewed by Alice B. Kehoe

Stoczkowski analyses two dozen texts — books and major articles — propounding hyotheses
on hominisation, i.e., how and why hominid lineages become modern humans. He makes it
abundantly clear that archaeologists naively write variations on the scenario already assumed
by Classical Greek authors, apparently failing to notice that empirical data don’t support their
stories. Equally interesting, Stoczkowski points up a general neglect of Darwinian
evolutionary principles, with the concomitant use of Lamarckian notions of inheritance of
acquired characters. Stoczkowski’s tables of earliest attestation of ideas of causation (page
124) and of characteristics alleged to indicate early humans (pages 125-126), are sobering
demonstrations of the power of myths, how even brilliant thinkers intending to be
iconoclastic have taken for granted the Western narrative of Man the Culture Hero arising
(literally) from his stooped ape forebears, spearing Ferocious Beasts to feed the Little Woman
by the hearth, and gradually expanding his brain to generate speech and art.

This book is not a documentary history, rather it is an extended essay, unpretentious in style,
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in history / philosophy of science. For English-language readers, its French slant, citing more
French than British philosophers, adds to its value. It is thought-provoking and salubrious,
and well worth a read.

I did find one slip: on page 165 Stoczkowski cites in a footnote, ‘McGrew 1986’ for a reference
on Chipewyan. The only McGrew in the bibliography, W.C., is not listed as having a 1986
publication, and what is listed is his work on chimpanzees. Neither Henry Sharp nor
Brumbach and Jarenpa, the ethnographers one would expect to have been referenced for
Chipewyan, are listed, and Stoczkowski’s page 164 claim that Chipewyan exemplify a sexual
division of labor that lessens the productive potential of one gender, is not supported by
Brumbach and Jarvenpa’s observations and analysis of the gendered division of tasks among
Chipewyans.





