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Stocking observed that within the Euro-American tradition in anthropology we can distinguish between ‘anthropologies of “empire-building” and anthropologies of “nation-building”’ (1982:172). It is usually assumed that the development of anthropology in Great Britain represents the ideal type of ‘empire-building’ anthropology. There, social anthropology was perceived and defined as the child of colonialism because its work was carried out within the colonial empire, for example:  Malinowski in New Guinea, Radcliffe-Brown in the Andamans, Firth in New Zealand, Tikopia and Malaysia, Evans-Pritchard in the Sudan, Fortes in the Gold Coast, Richards, Gluckman and Schapera in British East and South African territories, Leach in Burma (Goody 1995:3). In contrast, in other European countries during the nationalist revival of the nineteenth century, a sharp distinction was developed between Volkskunde, the study of the internal rural population and its folklore; and Volkerkunde, the inquiry of more distant others. In other words, anthropologies of ‘nation building’ could co-exist- if not necessarily with ‘empire-building’ practices- then at least with an internationally oriented discipline that did research in colonial or non-colonial contexts outside of Europe. 

Anthropologists had to work in shifting social and economic conditions. These included changes in political contexts and institutional organization; transformations in the sources of financial support; the development of new class structures, the impact of world politics and imperialism, as well as social conflicts both at home and abroad. In fact, national anthropological traditions in both Europe and America were conditioned by the way these various factors affected the development of the discipline. The increase in anthropological employment during the time of depression and war in the United States (1929-1945), for example, was related to gaining work in a relief agency or in the Department of Agriculture. According to Patterson hundreds of anthropologists 

were asked to apply their knowledge to problems confronting the country – unemployment, the conditions of Indian reservations, or the circumstances of small farmers. That social knowledge should have an immediate practical utility was, of course, the dominant viewpoint of the Rockefeller philanthropies, and most of the anthropologists employed by the government had already participated in Rockefeller-funded projects (2001:81).  

The more visible anthropologists, however, were those ‘travelers’ who did research in the peripheries. Locally employed anthropologists doing applied anthropology, or ‘native’ anthropologists from the periphery, were less mobile and, consequently, less visible. In this sense, and from the perspective of the periphery, a kind of unity existed: ‘international anthropology’ was consolidated in different metropolitan centers. However in most cases this view was partial because ‘nation-building’ practices - if perceived at all - were not defined as belonging to the international core of social anthropology. 

Different general histories of anthropology have tended to reproduce this general pattern. Let me give some examples. In Hylland Eriksen and Sivert Nielsen’s book on the history of anthropology (2001) the focus is on the production and circulation of ideas and schools of thought of the intellectual centers, specifically those working in the Euro-American traditions. The anthropologies of the peripheries - in Mexico, Brazil or India, or even in Holland or Scandinavia - are also mentioned as belonging to the expansive moment.However, because they never developed into strong and powerful centers they are seen as contributing to the continuous process of centralization of the discipline (2001:109). Similarly, in the case of France, the role given to the founding fathers, Durkheim and Mauss, is central. On the other hand,Van Gennep who in addition to his great theoretical contribution that dealt with the analysis of rites of passage, also developed the study of French rural communities, is presented as a marginal and innovative scholar that invented, ‘anthropology at home’ (2001: 48). As such, the history of this branch of anthropology in France is left outside the scope of the larger historical enterprise of the authors—international anthropology-- as well as of other nation building anthropologies. 

The international history is, above all, the confluence over time of French sociology, American cultural and British social anthropology, and their influences and historical ramifications. What is consistently missing is a more precise analysis of the new center-periphery relationships that developed when anthropology was internationalized. Similar problems can be found in Layton’s (1997) anthropological survey. In his book the way theory developed in anthropology - through functionalism, structuralism, interaction perspectives, Marxism, socio-ecology and postmodernism -  is seen as a system of producing ideas and concepts that have impinged upon anthropology without, however, tracing their history in full. Durkheim and Mauss are again central figures in shaping French and world anthropology and, of course, Lévi-Strauss is a determinant thinker behind structuralism. However, Dumont is not mentioned at all, and Van Gennep is only noted in connection with Victor Turner’s ritual analysis (1997:205). In other words, again, the complex institutional histories are left out and one feels that abstract ideas and concepts are crystallized into models and, in this way, condition the description of social systems and concrete societies. 

Barnard’s history and theory in anthropology (2000) reproduces, in some ways, Layton’s outline. He devotes specific chapters to each school of thought: diffusionism, functionalism, action-centered models, Marxism, structuralism and cognitive science, poststructuralism and postmodernism. Durkheim and Mauss, as well as Lévi-Strauss, are again at the center of theoretical developments and French world influence. Van Gennep is presented as a precursor to both Turner’s and the Manchester school’s approaches to understanding rituals and social processes. And in this case, Dumont has his place as a producer of a ‘seminal, regional-structural understanding of social hierarchy in India’. Barnard observes that ‘[Dumont’s] work has had its followers, and its critics, in all countries in which the study of the Indian subcontinent is a particular focus ‘ (2000:136). In the three books where Marxism and its variants are discussed, the roles of French anthropologists like Godelier and Meillassoux are justifiably enhanced. Thus, with some minor variations, the dominant narrative of the course of French anthropology, defines a core of thinkers who, in different historical periods, are able to build up theories for understanding culture and society in exotic contexts. Their importance is measured in terms of the impact of their ideas and, in some cases, their empirical findings. A number of other relevant French thinkers or anthropologists, as well as the societies they studied, are not included in the dominant trend. It is interesting that the distinction between ‘empire-building’ and ‘nation-building’ is not an important variable for the authors considered.

 In the case of France the narrow emphasis on the ethnographic and theoretical contributions of Durkheim and Mauss, as well as Levi-Strauss and Dumont, who all carried out fieldwork and research outside the frontiers of the French empire, prevent a systematic consideration of French colonial anthropology. This ‘tradition’ has been unanimously defined as belonging to the international core of the discipline, and has extended its influence to other centers and most of the peripheries. The books I have briefly discussed, without explicitly aiming to do so, create not only international centers but also a heterogeneous periphery comprised of people and institutions even inside the centers themselves. These books essentially concur with the judgment of Abeles when he writes:

Until the 1970s the most noticeable contributions to anthropological knowledge in France were produced by anthropologists like Claude Levi-Strauss, Dumont, and Balandier –an Americanist, South Asianist, and Africanist, respectively. The Institute of Ethnology, the first such institution in France, was created before World War I. Until the end of the 1950s, other anthropological research centers did not exist, and anthropology was taught only at the Sorbonne for postgraduate students. The creation of Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale by Lévi-Strauss, and a few years later of the Laboratory of Ethnologie and Comparative Sociology in Nanterre, and the development of cultural areas centers in the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, such as the Center for African Studies and the Center for Indian Studies, have played an important role in the institutionalization of anthropology (1999:404).

Stocking remarked that the historical emergence and consolidation of ‘international anthropology’ was essentially Euro-American. According to him what was missing from this process was a new way to conceive of the center-periphery relationships that developed ‘in the very same period that “international anthropology” emerged’ (1982:175). Given that one of the main objectives of this book is to critically examine the international dissemination of anthropology within and across national power fields, and the processes through which this dissemination takes place, my paper will look at France as a specific case for discussing the historical complexities of the formation of ‘centers’ and ‘peripheries’ in our discipline. French colonial anthropology, French ethnology (the study of France) and Dumont’s influence outside the Indian subcontinent will be the ‘vignettes’ presented with the purpose of getting a more nuanced picture of trends, patterns and power inside France.

French colonial anthropology and the travels of Leiris
The institutionalization of French anthropology can be dated back to the opening of the Institute of Ethnology in the University of Paris in 1925. Created by Mauss, Rivet and  Lévy-Bruhl, its main aim was to serve the colonial French power, which, at that time had a very marginal interest in the discipline. In the text specifying the aims of the new institution presented by Lévy-Bruhl to the University of Paris we can read that:

When in a colony there are populations belonging to an inferior civilization or being very different from us, good ethnologists can be as necessary as good engineers, good experts in forestry or good physicians...In order to extract all the economic value of the colonies, in the most complete and efficient way, everyone recognizes that not only capital is needed. It is necessary to have scientists, technicians, able of producing a methodic inventory of the natural resources, indicating the way to exploit them in the best way. The first and the most central of the natural resources is the indigenous population because the others resources are dependent on them, above all in tropical regions. Does it not exist a capital interest in studying it, in a methodic way in order to get an exact and deep knowledge of its languages, religions, and its social organization that is not prudent to break in an irresponsible way? (1925:1)

The arguments by Lévy-Bruhl were so convincing that, according to L’Estoile, the Institute received  continuous financial support from the colonial administration (2000:295). Colonization was seen as a marker for entering into a more scientific epoch. Jules Brévié, Governor of French Occidental Africa from 1931 to 1937, played a key role in creating the French Institute of Black Africa, in 1937, and then in 1942, the Bureau of Colonial Scientific Research. This later became the ORSTOM and is now the Institute of Development Research. L’Estoile sees this confluence as proof of a clear alliance between the colonial administration and the ethnologists working in French Africa. The main aim from the point of view of the colonial bureaucracy was the implementation of a rational, scientifically based, colonization (2000:295). One of the demands upon the ethnologists was related to the territorial identification of races and a general description of their cultural patterns. The production of ethnic inventories (language, place and numbers) and maps was seen as an urgent task. A number of studies were initiated in order to solve the practical problems created by the existence of such a diversity of local languages and socio-cultural systems. In the 1930s a series of ethnic regional maps of French Africa were issued by the colonial administration with the explicit objective of defining the limits of each ethnic group, its material culture, political organization and religious beliefs. The ethnographic and geographic data were defined as being of great interest for the politics of the colonial administration (Chombart de Lauwe and Deboudaud 1939). The roles of colonial administrator and ethnographer were in many cases interchangeable.

The lives and works of Maurice Delafosse (1870-1926), Louis Tauxier  (1871-1942) and Henri Labouret (1878-1958) are examples of the way ethnographic work could be integrated into both colonial administration and academic life (see Gaillard 1997; L’Estoile 2001). Their scientific practice was defined as being an integral part of French national interests as well as of policies regarding colonial domination in Africa. However, as their active participation in the International Africa Institute and Africa proves, they were also internationally oriented. Although these men were important actors in the expansive moment of the discipline in the 1920s and 1930s, the role given to them in general histories of anthropology is marginal. In contrast, contemporary British Africanists have a central place. This is due to many factors: These British Africanists codified a British tradition of fieldwork and defined tools like the genealogical method; household and sibling surveys; marital histories; spatial analysis; analysis of kin terms and extended-case analysis. We do not have a French school of fieldwork that can be defined with such precision. The French were practitioners without generating models and concrete techniques. Moreover, British anthropologists articulated ethnography to theoretical preoccupations and models:  They developed a special focus on understanding the way societies worked in practice – hence anthropology became social anthropology; they invented a naturalist and objective narrative; their monographs were archetypical of a modern discipline, and furthermore, their work contributed to core problems in anthropology – kinship and marriage, law and religion. Finally, they created departments and university institutions detached from the colonial administration and became international militants traveling to distant places with their message and passion arguing comparison and holism. The colonial French anthropologists, on the other hand, remained important members of a local tradition, in spite of the international links. They were also key figures in increasing ethnographic knowledge, but their “sin” was the lack of general contributions to the discipline. 

There were two exceptions: Marcel Griaule (1898-1956) and Michel Leiris (1901-1990). Let me briefly explore their contributions to a de-centered anthropology.

Like Lévi-Strauss, Métraux, Dumont, Bastide and many other anthropologists who followed his courses at the Institute of Ethnology before World War II, Griaule and Leiris were trained by Mauss,. They were not intellectual products of the French colonial administration and, in different ways they became critical of colonial policies. In 1931 Griaule led the famous Dakar-Djibouti expedition where Leiris was a member.  They belonged to the great tradition of travelers and explorers taking part in numerous expeditions. Their academic careers in France were accomplished and they gained great recognition. In 1943 Griaule was appointed as the first Professor of ‘general ethnology’ at the Sorbonne and his ethnographic work among the Dogon of Mali had an important impact in France. He created his own school (or tradition) in African studies with people like Germaine Dieterlen and Solange de Ganay. From 1934 Leiris was head of the Department of Black Africa at the Museum of Man and in 1943 he joined the Centre Nationale de la Recherche Scientifique, later, in 1967, becoming Director of Research. However, as we have seen in the analysis of the three histories of anthropology and even in the lengthy quotation by Abeles, they never became central figures or considered part of the core of international French anthropology which remained dominated by figures like Lévi-Strauss and Dumont. Why?

Clifford (1988) has, in his discussion of the complex interrelations between ethnography, fieldwork, literature, travels and art, given new life to the works of Griaule and Leiris. I agree with the way Clifford has characterized Griaule’s contribution to anthropology. Referring to Griaule’s ethnographic pieces on the Dogon, Clifford writes:

One hears, as it were, two full chords of a Dogon symphony: a mythic explanation of the cosmos and a native theory of language and expressivity. More than just native explanations or theories these superb compendia present themselves as coherent arts of life, sociomythic landscapes of physiology and personality, symbolic networks incarnate in an infinity of daily details (1988:58).
We can accept that the dialogical method used by Griaule created a series of doubts regarding the validity of his findings. Clifford defines Griaule’s masterpieces (Le renard pâle and Ethnologie et langage) as 

elaborated inventions authored by a variety of subjects, European and African. These compendiums do not represent the way “the Dogon” think: both their enormous complexity and the absence of female informants cast doubt on any such totalizing claim. Nor is their “deep” knowledge an interpretative key to Dogon reality for anyone beyond the ethnographer and a small number of native “intellectuals”, To say that these Dogon truths are specific inventions (rather than parts or distortions of “Dogon culture”), however, is to take them seriously as textual constructions, avoiding both celebration and polemic (1988:60).

Many of the criticisms of Griaule’s work by British social anthropologists have pointed out his extreme dependence on translators, with whom he had lifelong relations, and the fact that he gave his total confidence to a small number of key informants (Richards 1967; Douglas 1967). It has been argued that what was always missing in his ethnography was daily life, a clear definition of social contexts and a description of politics and power mechanisms in Dogon society. Clifford saw these critiques as pertinent, especially with regard to the problematic role of the Dogon themselves as active actors in Griaule’s ethnographic project. The most authoritative critique springs from van Beek’s re-study of the Dogon (1991). He demonstrates that the texts produced by Griaule are impossible to recognize in the field. and that Griaule’s ethnography neither offers productive insights into Dogon thinking, nor provides useful guidance for the reproduction of Dogon culture. The cultural constructs presented by Griaule were unrecognizable to both the Dogon themselves, and to the anthropologist. Finally, when van Beek presented elements of Griaule’s cosmological descriptions, his Dogon informants did not recognize them as a meaningful part of their thinking and way of life. Meillassoux’s response to van Beek’s article welcomed the critique as much needed to the tradition initiated by Griaule which emphasized the power of ‘selected informants through whom a corpus was constructed that seems, on examination, not so much a source of discovery to the researchers as one of surprise to the investigated’ (1991:163).

In contrast to Griaule, Leiris’ L’Afrique fantôme (1934) – a book never translated into English or any other important anthropological languages - can be seen as a central account of the Dakar-Djibouti, and prior to Tristes Tropique, as a masterpiece of ethnography, diary, and intimate reflections. A novelist narrates a plot. A poet writes verses. An ethnographer describes practices. In the 1930s,Leiris already mixed autobiography with anthropology, and obliged his readers and colleagues to think about the special relationship between writing (écriture) and ethnography in particular, but perhaps, more generally, that of the function of writing in the empirical field of social practices. Leiris had one foot in anthropology and another in literature, and through his life he kept close personal relations with artists, philosophers and other thinkers. In fact, surrealism brought him to anthropology. Leiris says that 

it was surrealism, with which I was involved during four years (1925-29) and which represented for me the rebellion against the so-called rationalism of Western society and therefore an intellectual curiosity about peoples who represented more or less what Lévy-Bruhl called at the time mentalité primitive. It’s quite simpl (Price and Jamin 1988:158). 

He confessed that L’Afrique fantôme was written to himself in an experimental mood: 

‘I’d had my fill of literature, especially surrealism; I’d had more than I could take of Western civilization. I wanted to see what would result when I forced myself to record virtually everything that happened around me and everything that went through my head, that was essentially the idea behind L’Afrique fantôme’ (Price and Jamin 1988:171). 

He never showed the proofs to Griaule because ‘he was a completely different kind of person from me and that, being opposed to the spirit of the book in spite of our camaraderie, he would have asked me to cut it in ways that I wasn’t willing to accept. So I decided not to show him the proofs. He was absolutely furious when the book came out; he felt that I had compromised future field studies, and so forth’ (ibid:171). Even Mauss reacted against his travel log approach and reprimanded him but not as strongly as Griaule. Leiris acknowledged that his relationship ‘with Griaule was the only one that was spoiled by L’Afrique fantôme’ (ibid:171). 

L’Afrique fantôme is a powerful book precisely because it is centered on the explicit recognition of the subjectivity of the ethnographer. This fact places his work in a kind of premonitory position with respect to the discussions and critiques of the traditional naturalist narratives of classical anthropology that took place in the 1980s.  This, in some ways, explains Clifford’s recuperation of his historical role in the discipline (see Cogez 2000). What is surprising in reading his book today are the intermittent flashes of intense participation and commitment with the actors observed and the frequent bouts of tedium which afflicts Leiris during the expedition. But, as Richman correctly observes, he was also ‘haunted by the formidable ghosts of his own past, and the fear that he will never penetrate anything in depth’ (1992:93). Throughout the book, the presentation of the limitations of an impotent observer and the necessity to observe the rules of detachment awarded to the ethnographer, are accompanied by rare moments of intense emphatic identification with rituals, events and actors. Leiris equates these moments with a kind of poetic possession. The attraction of moments parfaits and a feeling of not being able to overcome them is present in several passages. Clifford has stressed the ‘smooth ethnographic story’ that undermines ‘the assumption that self and other can be gathered in a stable narrative coherence’ (1988:173). However, I agree with the way Blanchard summarizes Leiris’ style of writing:

Of all writers in the French language Leiris is one of the more skilled at describing the world of persons and objects in term of practices – actions performed more than once, often every day, in a social context with the purpose of modifying relations between subjects and objects with significant advantage (1992: 111).

Throughout his career Leiris combined literary writing, autobiographical journals, professional monographs and essays against the Algerian War and colonialism in general. He was a hybrid in a discipline that was becoming increasingly professionalized. He was difficult to classify, did not create a school in anthropology and his theoretical contributions were less evident than his ‘literary mood’. He always believed in the importance of the subjective element, but he did not deny the relevance of the external world, of the objectivity of the exterior. He assumed that the most important tool of ethnography was the description of the other and not just of yourself: ‘you introduce yourself into the scene in order to allow the calcul de l’erreur (calculation of error)’ (Price and Jamin 1988:172).  He said that subjectivity ‘always is present, so it’s better to recognize it openly than to deal with it secretly.... I will make a concession to absolute objectivity and state that that is what it would be most desirable to end up with, but it just isn’t possible: the subjectivity is always there’ (Price and Jamin 1988:173). In the same interview he acknowledges having been marginal to the different cores of French anthropology during his academic life (Price and Jamin 1988:171).

The travel accounts of Leiris influenced other great travelers in our discipline. Lévi-Strauss’ Tristes tropiques can be understood better in relation to L’Afrique fantôme. This connection is seldom made in the general teaching of anthropology. The travels and writings of Leiris resonate in Lévi-Strauss’ work because they belong to the same discursive formation: a combination of heterogeneous approaches – philosophy, dreams, personal lives - mixed with the techniques of an anthropologist, overall producing a redefinition of the relation between language and reference. In Lévi-Strauss considerations of geography and geology are combined with elements of personal autobiography while in Leiris the main references are the objects and events being classified by the author. Nobody will deny that both texts are ‘classical’ but belong to a late producer of theory – Lévi-Strauss- and to a convinced hybrid and bricoleur – Leiris. Lévi-Strauss represents the dominant scientific tradition, a combination of universal assumptions and models demonstrated through ethnographic comparison, and Leiris represents what we can call the literary mood or a poetic approach to social reality. Lévi-Strauss becomes a key figure in the center –the most important after the World War II- of anthropology par excellence, the Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale, while Leiris maintains his position as a marginal anthropologist in the French academic landscape. 

La Tarasque and the anthropology of France

In the introduction of the second edition of La Tarasque, originally published in 1951, Dumont expresses his satisfaction with the re-edition of a book that he defines as a ‘petit ouvrage’ (1988:3). He gives two reasons why he decided to re-publish it without changes: first, he believes that a monograph must stand as it was conceived, and second, the book can be seen as a contribution from ‘researchers and amateurs’ (chercheur et curieux) doing the ethnography of France to the young generation of anthropologists doing it in a more professional way (1988:4). After World War II Dumont worked as a researcher at the Museum of Popular Art and Tradition (Musée des arts et traditions populaires) founded in 1937. His fieldwork in Tarascon, in Provence, was guided by the idea of recording a popular religious tradition that was being threatened by modernization and social change. Moreover, as a disciple of Mauss, Dumont adopted ‘the use of a model of exotic ethnology, making more sociological what until then was “folklore”’(1988:V). It is in this approach that he sees the cause of the survival of the book. Thus Dumont finds a kind of continuity between the anthropology of France he was practicing and contemporary studies of French society that were concerned less with the disappearance of traditions than with the analysis of the complexities of modernity. In his words the ethnology of France was transformed into an ‘anthropology at home’ in which systematic sociological theory replaced the dominant folklorist descriptive approach. The fact that Van Gennep’s important work on the ethnology of France was seen by Lévi-Strauss in 1947 as traditional folklore (1947:519; see also Cuisinier and Segalen 1986), did not stop Dumont from showing his manuscript to him
 (Van Gennep) in order to get comments and suggestions. 


La Tarasque is a complex and unorthodox monograph constituted by a presentation of ethnographic findings based on observations of the ritual of the feast of the dragon in the village, a detailed oral history of the legends, results of exhaustive historical archival work and a detailed iconographic presentation. Dumont argues that this way of working springs from a Maussian perspective in which social life always has a direction and constitutes a totality that must be scrutinized in great detail. According to him, the study of the triangle of ritual, legends and iconography makes this possible (1988:15).  The confrontation of ritual and legends and the observations of contradictions and ambivalent meanings are rich. In this sense, Dumont wrote a ‘modern ethnography’. His conclusions sound familiar: la Tarasque is a profane emblem of the locality, through which the social forces of the community are expressed, but, at the same time, it is subordinated to the local Saint and patronne  (Sainte Marthe). In this sense, the Tarasconian community, reaffirms, through ritual, subordination to an encompassing Christianity. Here we find an echo of the ‘other’ Dumont, the South Asianist, who later developed a theory in which the relations between parts and wholes in terms of subordination, domination and encompassment were to be central. 


My main aim with the brief examination of La Tarasque is to contextualize the question of centers and peripheries with a focus on the anthropology of France and its internationalization. It is clear that the rich tradition of studies of France by ethnologists, ethnographers or folklorists initiated before the World War II remained ‘local’ and was not integrated into the process of creating an international discipline in which the ‘more exotic and extreme non-European others’ were privileged (see Cuisinier and Segalen 1986; Rogers 1999 and 2001; Abeles 1999: Langlois 1999). Dumont only became ‘international’ and part of the core of the history of general anthropology once he left France as his main research concern and become a South Asianist and a theoretician. 

The fate of the work of Van Gennep is also a clear demonstration of some of the paradoxes of our discipline. As we have seen, Lévi-Strauss defined him as a ‘folklorist’, not affiliated with the the Durkheimian-Maussian school that was the dominant center of sociology in the first three decades of the twentieth century in France (1947). He did recuperate Van Gennep’s most ethnographic works and his book on rites de passage, but left out his vast ethnological (folkloristic) production on France because they were not considered sociology or ethnology. The main “sin” of Van Gennep was his lack of theoretical stringency. He had a lot of intuition, enthusiasm, generosity and field experience – even including fieldwork in Algeria- , but he was unable to develop systematic models or clear conceptual frameworks (see Belmont 1979; Centlivres and Vaucher 1994).


According to Abeles’ account of anthropology in France, the Center for French Ethnology, located at the Museum of Popular Art and Tradition, ‘pursued ethnological work on France very much along the lines of exotic anthropology,’ but it was marginal (1999:404). Abeles remembers that in the 1970s when he entered the ‘cathedral’ of anthropology in France, the Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale, all of the researchers were working on exotic societies and the work done by French anthropologists on France ‘was treated more as a curiosity than as something truly serious’ (1999:405). He admitted that this situation began to change at the end of the 1970s. He gives three reasons:

First, anthropological studies in France not only provided empirical data but also opened new theoretical perspectives, for example, on what Levi-Strauss termed “complex structures” of kinship and marriage. Second, there was a close connection between the anthropology of France and new developments in historical scholarship. Historians and anthropologists shared a common interest in studying areas like kinship and symbolism in rural France. Third, and finally, after 1968, the French public was increasingly interested in questions of identity, history, and memory. Books dealing with rural France, for instance, found a large audience in France. The creation of the Mission du Patrimoine Ethnologique is linked with this expansion of anthropology at home (1999:405).

It is obvious that all of this created a new situation in France and new dynamics for doing a more legitimate and modern anthropology at home. This time anthropologists were no longer self-made amateurs or dubious folklorists. They were trained with the common tools of the discipline and did long-term fieldwork in small villages or urban contexts defined in a strict methodological way. 


As we know the creation of institutions with appropriate budgets is behind many miracles in the development of the social sciences. The Mission du Patrimoine Ethnologique, founded in 1980, filled this role. The Mission was placed outside of the Ministry of Culture and as such more than generous ministerial grants were guaranteed (see Langlois 1999:409). The Mission defined topics of research that had not been thoroughly studied and called for open applications for grants from anthropologists interested in working at home. From 1980 until 2000 the Mission has financed four hundred and fifty research projects –quite an impressive result. The three main areas selected were: French kinship and family, the study of urban and industrial contexts-- and in these contexts studies of previously unstudied groups such as members of ethnic minorities or social elites, and the analysis of associations and movements intended to glorify and to exalt regional culture (regional allegiances and cultural identities) (Langlois 1999:410). In 1983 they also launched a new journal designed to compete with the old and more traditional Ethnologie Francaise, they named it Terrain (Fieldwork). 

Another important tool in the consolidation of the anthropology of France was the series of books that the Mission publishes together with the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme in the collection Ethnologie de la France. So far they have published more then twenty, as well as six monographs outside of the collection (see Mission du Patrimoine ethnologique 2000).  The majority of theses texts are of great quality and some have been translated into English and published by Cambridge University Press in the collection Anthropology of France (see Zonabend 1989; Le Wita 1994; Vialles 1994). Many anthropologists turned to the study of France after a long experience with non-European societies. This includes Abeles himself who was originally an Africanist, or Bromberger who had worked in Iran. The research efforts and support given by the Mission are without a doubt original and are exemplified by the volume edited by Bromberger (1998). The book, Passions ordinaries, deals with the ordinary passions of the French.These range from  the importance of a football match to national competitions of dictation, and include a careful analysis of the importance of genealogies, the interest in motorcycles, the commitment to rock music, the passion for wine, the importance of publicity, and the revival of esoteric knowledge. This is very far from the construction of the “other” French as a ‘peasant’ or as an ‘Occitan’. The book questions the assumptions of authenticity in traditional ethnographies and depicts a world in which new forms of sociality developed in daily life. 


The anthropology of France done by French anthropologists is a clear national project financed by the centralized State with centralized institutions like the Mission (see Rogers 2001). It has co-existed with the international dimension of the discipline that, as we have seen, belongs to the core of the standard history of anthropology. Anthropologists dealing with non-European populations have felt threatened by this development. Even as early as 1986, Testart had questioned the fact that the Research Council was so supportive of anthropologists doing research in France forgetting the ‘rich past with great theoretical contributions’ made when the non-Europeans were studied (1986:141).  This branch of French anthropology is thus similar to other important national projects such as those in Brazil, Mexico, India or Peru that, by focusing on their own native populations and social problems, built up ‘national traditions’ (see Lomnitz 2000; Souza Lima 2000). The international dimension of this anthropology of France depends not so much on its theoretical contributions, not so visible as of yet, but rather on its empirical innovations, which have proven quite important indeed. In this direction, we can say that an area-study has been constructed in the relationships with foreign anthropologists doing fieldwork in France. Just as Peruvian, Mexican or Brazilian anthropologists will enter into a dialogue with foreign colleagues, the same will be the case in France. French anthropology has no monopoly on the studies of France. In this respect the growing interest of American anthropologists and others in France has created a field of studies through which foreign and native anthropologists meet (Reed Danahay and Rogers 1987). This has in turn established a sort of ‘competition’ on ways of understanding French society and culture. 

The ramifications of Dumont

I will now come back to Dumont as a theoretician. Dumont went to South India in 1948 and his research amongst the Pramalai Kallar was transformed into his doctoral thesis (Doctorat d’Etat). He joined the University of Oxford in 1951 and stayed in the Institute of Social Anthropology until 1955. Back in France he was appointed Director of Studies at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes and together with Daniel Thorner created the Center of Indian Studies. He became one of the dominant figures of theoretical French anthropology. In 1976  Dumont organized a research team ‘Equipe de la recherche d’anthropologie sociale: morphologie, echanges’ (ERASME), at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. The main aim of the team was to develop theoretical approaches based on the comparative empirical studies of holistic societies. Dumont and his followers thus expanded their interest from South Asia to other parts of Asia, Africa and South America. After writing Homo hierarchicus (1971), Dumont was mainly concerned with comparison between ideologies and the ways society and the individual were conceived. He contrasted modern ideology, in which the individual is felt to be the ultimate value, and consequently the society is not regarded as a coherent whole, to holistic ideologies, in which society is the ultimate value and is not separated from nature. The question of the social constructions of value is one key element in his comparative work. Moreover, Dumont was always occupied with the eliciting of hierarchical relations as a way of understanding why one of the elements in opposition can stand for a whole and therefore encompass its opposite. The impact of a theoretician such as Dumont can only be measured in terms of his influence on the debates concerning India, the caste system or modern individualism in general (see Galey 1984). His contributions to the understanding of the caste system in India and the polemics created around it are also treated earlier in this volume by Visvanathan. In a different way of narrating the history of social anthropology the focus on the ramifications of Dumont’s ideas and models in unexpected areas and places can indicate to us the complexity and ubiquity of ideas in a situation where there is an increasing internationalization of theories and models. Peirano has called this kind of intellectual exercise história-teórica (theoretical history) (1995:36). Two examples, one in Norway and the other in Brazil, countries with two different ‘sized‘ anthropologies, can help us think about the de-centering process.


In the 1980s a group of Norwegian anthropologists based at the Department of Social Anthropology of the University of Oslo entered into close cooperation with ERASME, then headed by Daniel de Coppet after the retirement of Dumont. Some of the results were published in a special issue of Ethnos  in 1990. I will shortly comment on some of the Norwegian readings of Dumont with an emphasis on gender as a missing dimension. Marit Melhuus critically examined Dumont’s theory of modernity as introducing the gender dimension not only within modern discourse but also in modern practice (1990). She used Dumont’s notion of the overemphasis on the individual, suggesting the autonomous agent in modern society is the couple. She wrote:

In order to understand the notion of the free individual, it is not enough to focus on the individual, as a monad. Rather, we should focus our attention on how the notion of the individual is constructed within the framework of the gender relation, i.e. as a dyad. We are suggesting then that it may not be the notion of the individual as autonomous being which is at the centre of modernity –this would be a false or artificial assumption, to use Dumont’s words- but rather the pair, the couple. To phrase the argument yet another way while stretching it to its logical conclusion: the autonomous agent in modern society is the couple. Indicative of this positioning is the idea of romantic love and the very notion of the free autonomous choice of a sexual partner of opposite gender (1990:156-7).

Ingrid Rudie (1990) examined Dumont’s hypothesis of value hierarchy through the interconnection between gender, kinship and seniority in Malay rural society. There, and empirically sustained, the idea of seniority can be seen as a prominent value. She describes a social process in which a structure of gender-neutral seniority and balanced gender collectivities gives way to a stronger collusion between seniority and maleness, this is personified in the husband-wife dyad. Rudie’s ethnography is open to the possibility of a ‘hierarchising impulse’ in cultural processes, but doubts that the ultimate values will ever fully emerge in social realities because ‘society’ has no unambiguous delimitation, and because organizational and communicative domains shrink and expand over time so that any dominant value can be challenged through organizational innovations (1990:197-8). The third example is from the Colombian Amazonas. In that case, Jon Schackt tried out the theory of hierarchy and value on the society and culture of the Yukuna Indians (1990). Schackt showed that this society can easily be analyzed to fit the Dumontian model of a hierarchical order, but the notion that such an order can be anchored to an ‘ultimate value’ is criticized. Rather than stressing the ‘pre-modern’ aspects of hierarchies, he argues that the cognitive functions implied are expressive of how the construction of all ideology may rely on the less than strictly logical aspects of human thinking. Schackt suggested that the dichotomy of the ‘modern’ and the ‘pre-modern’ may itself be an ideological construction. These three authors, as well as other Norwegian contributors – including Howell (1990) and Williksen-Bakker (1990)-- look critically at the Dumontian perspective. The majority of the papers demonstrate a preoccupation with issues of gender and gender relations and this provides a novel critique of the questions of hierarchy and value, as well as pre-modernity and modernity.


The influence of Dumont in Brazil has also been very decisive in shaping empirical insights and theoretical debates. One feels that the consolidation of the teaching of modern anthropology in Brazil has recognized in Dumont a central theoretical ancestor (see Peirano 1991 and 1995; ABA 1995). I will concentrate my analysis on the work of three anthropologists. Roberto DaMatta initiated his career as an Amazonist and his ethnography and interpretations are impregnated by a Levi-Straussian flavor (see 1973). When he turned to the analysis of complex and modern Brazil, DaMatta was clearly inspired by Dumont (see 1979,1984, 1985 and 1996). Brazil, according to him, is a society visibly articulated by the sharp division between the ‘home’ and the ‘street’, as well as between the family –a system of hierarchical social relations and persons- and the market and free individuals. For DaMatta these divisions are less about geographical or physical places than symbols of moral and ideological universes. Carnival and football are privileged because there the personalized social world of the home and the impersonal universe of the street are combined in public rituals. Football and Carnival make possible the expression of individual qualities and, thus, they are a source of public individualization much more than an instrument of collectivization at the personal level. The deep meaning of the rituals is to experience equality and freedom in hierarchical contexts. In his analysis of the categories of the person and the individual in Brazil, the emphasis is put on the concerns of individuals for keeping order and hierarchy in a world that is imagined as equal: ‘the world must move in terms of an absolute harmony, the evident consequence of a system dominated by a totality in which strong and weak actors agree upon’ (1979:147) It is important to mention that DaMatta’s Dumontian perspective in the anthropology of Brazil has been extremely fertile and polemical. In the past twenty years it has helped create an important field of empirical analysis of  the rituals of modernity – sport, dance, games and plays- and is still provoking continuous theoretical debates (see Gomes, Barbosa and Drummond 2000; Soares Pechincha 2002).


Gilberto Velho’s (1981) book on the complexities of understating individualism among Brazilian middle classes is also clearly influenced by Dumont. The tension between family membership and loyalty, and individual life-projects is fully presented. He argues that family and class remits to hierarchies that can be checked by individualism. A proper comprehension of Brazilian society ought to be grasped through a careful ethnography of biographies and life histories that will demonstrate the existence of cultural and social tensions in the shaping of Brazilian modernity (1981:75). The important work of Dias Duarte on the urban working class in Brazil has also been inspired by Dumont’s theory of modernity. Dias Duarte admits Dumont’s influence in his work and places his ethnography in relation to the theory of hierarchy and the comparative analysis of holism/individualism (1986:40). He constructs a model in which the model of hierarchy and holism must be combined with an explicit treatment of individualism and equality - as in DaMatta’s work. Brazil is seen as a hybrid social world and never as a pure model dominated either by holism or individualism. Dias Duarte has shown that the models that emphasized the preeminence of the group over the individual used in examining working class culture, are unable to depict the entire picture. Dias Duarte sustains that the ideology of individualism is a constitutive element of the working class’ cultural world, and in this sense it is both external, defined by social scientists, and internal, experienced by the actors themselves (1986:141). 


An understanding of the complexities of modernity can be related to Dumont. Dumont has been very much alive in the tropics to a great extent through the creativity of Brazilian anthropologists. However, the development of the anthropology of France and of modernity in general in the Euro-American tradition has not been influenced by Dumontian thoughts and models. We can say that his contributions have been de-centered in the center and centered in the periphery – a metaphor for a better way of making comparisons. The analysis of Norwegian anthropologists with their focus on gender equality and hierarchy, and the rich models of Brazilian anthropologists are an indication of the intricate forms of making anthropology an international discipline. 

By way of concluding: ambiguities and contradictions

I hope that the vignettes presented can facilitate a better reading of the developments of anthropology in France. French anthropology has been a central arena in the constitution of international anthropology and a source of inspiration for the discipline as a whole. Generally it is said that ‘theory’ and explicit philosophical thinking have been typical French products, and that exemplary ethnographies were a British trademark. These are at least the common sense, or accepted, historical narratives of the way anthropology constituted itself during the last one hundred years. It is time now to carry out a systematic critical analysis of this ‘tradition’ examining some of the ambiguities and contradictions that go via institutions, persons and financial support. I hope that I have been able to show, as Clifford did before, the way travel literature, fiction and subjectivity, in a kind of avant-lettre postmodernist mood, influenced the anthropology of the 1930s and converted some of its practitioners into marginal and controversial figures. The recent consolidation of the anthropology of France in terms of good ethnography produced, demographic presence, and generous public financial help has questioned the conventional practice of the discipline. France has embarked upon, as never before, a national task of studying its own society and culture, and, in this process, has led modern social anthropology to incorporate ethnology, folklore and history. The imperial and the national embrace each other. In the anthropology of modern France the explicit influence of Dumont is less important than in ‘peripheries’ like Brazil and Norway. The description of travel and unexpected ramifications of ideas in distant places and different periods is, I believe, a fruitful tool for getting at a better understanding of the way world anthropologies are constituted.
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�Need the original quote there are some errors, or I can just correct for grammar and sassume it is ok!? Just correct grammar


�WHO? Levi Strauss or Van Gennep?? Van gennep





