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One of anthropology’s most problematic assertions is its claim to be a universal discipline in spite of its Western foundations. The tensions produced by this claim have taken several forms; thus far the strongest criticisms have come from those who identified a close relationship between anthropology and colonialism or imperialism.  However, in an age of heightened globalization, anthropologists have failed to discuss consistently the current nature of their practice and its mutations on a global scale.  This is perhaps a result of the growing international hegemony of U.S. anthropology, and its tendency to confound its own internal crisis with a global one.  Our symposium aims at triggering a conversation among anthropologists from various regions of the world in order to assess the diversity of relations between regional or national anthropologies and a contested, power-laden, disciplinary discourse. We believe the symposium will contribute to the articulation of a diversified anthropology that is more aware of the social, epistemological, and political conditions of its own production.  

The goals of this symposium are twofold:  a) to examine critically the international dissemination of anthropology –as a changing set of Western discourses and practices-- within and across national power fields, and the processes through which this dissemination takes place; b) to contribute to the development of a plural landscape of world anthropologies that is both less shaped by metropolitan hegemonies and more open to the heteroglossic potential of unfolding globalization processes.  

Background

There have been several moments of reinvention of anthropology, all of them motivated by crises in the subject position of anthropology’s “object” par excellence, i.e., native populations.  In the early 1970’s, the crisis was related to the last wave of decolonization (Asad 1973, Hymes 1974, Copans 1975, Harrison, ed. 1991).  Similar debates took place in the social sciences in other parts of the world. The unfolding of this conjuncture over the years included much wider political and academic movements, such as multiculturalism, post-colonialism, and the call for the decolonization of anthropology and representation; it also affected the role of hegemonic anthropologies within their own nation-states. In the 1980’s and 90’s, the impact of neo-liberalism and flexible capitalism was partially reflected in the post-modern call for closer attention to the ideological by-products of the meta-narratives of the Enlightenment and the West. This critique emphasized a stronger sensitivity to hybridity, fragmentation, dialogical approaches, and multi-vocality.  Richard G. Fox’s book, Recapturing Anthropology (1991), is representative of that moment.   

In 1982, Hussein Fahim edited Indigenous Anthropology in Non-Western Countries, arguing that the growing number of anthropologists trained and operating outside the Western tradition had raised new issues for the discipline.  Today, this diversity is even more complex; it brings together local and trans-local traditions in ways that cause mutations in hegemonic anthropological discourses everywhere. Particularly in metropolitan centers, “ethnic” or "minority" intellectuals play a major role in disseminating different scholarly styles and forms of cultural politics.  

However, while hegemonic anthropologies have tried to keep apace of the rapid and deep transformations associated with globalization, they have done so without significantly questioning   -- let alone modifying -- their own positioning and practices as self-constituted dominant centers of knowledge production.  In short, they escape neither the social predicament of global capitalism nor their location within a Western epistemological configuration --including what Trouillot (1991) has called "the savage slot."  Our symposium stems from the recognition of this state of affairs and from the identification of a disjuncture between the production of anthropological knowledge in dominant centers and anthropological practice worldwide.  

The “world anthropologies” project

We expressly do not want the symposium to produce a comparative history of national anthropological traditions or a normative vision of what anthropology ought to be. Rather, we wish to explore the possibility of a more diverse world anthropological practice where a multiplicity of anthropologies can gain greater visibility and effectiveness.  In order to work towards this goal, we may start by considering the following working assumptions:

- anthropology may be considered as a global discourse that entails an ensemble of paradigms, styles, practices and forms of political consciousness.  Such a “matrix” (Cardoso de Oliveira 1999/2000) bears the marks of its historical production in metropolitan centers.  It has exerted a “subalternizing” function on many anthropological traditions and on certain sub-fields in metropolitan anthropologies, such as folklore, ethnomusicology, ethnographic fiction and literature;  It has created allegiances that attempt to dominate scholarly practice, such as the American four-field approach.   

- this matrix is (re)constructed at local/national sites through a process that takes place within political and academic settings with complex histories and power conflicts, where such aspects as language, institutions, and normative academic practices play an important role. In many countries, the fact that anthropologists are often political actors affects the (re)construction of the matrix -- for instance, by participating in processes of nation-building, the reproduction of imperial or colonial regimes, or the articulation of counter-hegemonic projects;  

- consequently, world anthropologies may be seen as the result of ongoing negotiations and mutations of the anthropological matrix, and may be studied by paying attention to the epistemological and political contestations around such a matrix.  

Participants will be expected to contribute papers that contemplate the following questions:   

- Is the notion of “an anthropological matrix” --or even a global anthropological discourse-- powerful enough to describe the ways in which anthropological knowledge is produced and contested world-wide?  If there are common denominators in the profession the world over, what do they consist of? 

 - what are the main contradictions and tensions between hegemonic anthropologies and different forms of local, regional, and national anthropological knowledge?  How meaningful are classificatory categories such as dominant/subaltern; center/periphery; North/South; Western/Eastern; post-colonial; and others to interpret the current power relations among world anthropologies?   

 - what are the main socio-economic, cultural, political, academic and epistemological factors that condition the particular ways in which anthropological negotiations and mutations occur?  For instance, particular forms of governance; imperial, colonial and post-colonial situations; processes of nation-building; the structure of socio-cultural otherness (Krotz 1994); the position of the nation-state in the world-system; and the nature of political struggles?  

- does the existence of a shared discourse necessarily imply a shared epistemology across places, types of knowledge, and sub-fields? What are the relations between language dominance (the use of English as a global science creole), the dissemination of knowledge, epistemology, and diverse world anthropologies?  

  - how do we rethink -- and re-make-- anthropology on a planetary level as an open-ended and pluralized endeavor, despite and beyond its historical origin in European modernity, despite and beyond its connections with capitalism and globalization?  Can a planetary anthropology cope with both the provincial cosmopolitanism of alternative anthropologies and the metropolitan provincialism of hegemonic schools?  


  - What might the resulting “world anthropologies” look like, especially how might they change the current panorama where certain national anthropological traditions dominate, and some traditions have more paradigmatic weight -- and hence more power -- than others?       
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