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Prologue

On the way to his car Pierre Dupont stopped at the
cash dispenser to draw some money. The device
accepted his card and told him he could have 1800
francs. Pierre Dupont pressed the button beside this
figure on the screen. The device asked him to wait a
moment and then delivered the sum requested,
reminding him as it did so to withdraw his card.
‘Thank you for your custom, it added as Pierre
Dupont arranged the banknotes in his wallet.

It was a trouble-free drive, the trip to Paris on the
A11 autoroute presenting no problems on a Sunday
morning. There was no tailback at the junction where
he joined it. He paid at the Dourdan tollbooth using
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his blue card, skirted Paris on the périphérique and took
the A1 to Roissy.

He parked in row ] of underground level 2, slid his
parking ticket into his wallet and hurried to the Air
France check-in desks. With some relief he deposited
his suitcase (exactly 20 kilos) and handed his flight
ticket to the hostess, asking if it would be possible to
have a smoking seat next to the gangway. Silent and
smiling, she assented with an inclination of her head,
after first consulting her computer, then gave him
back his ticket along with a boarding pass. ‘Boarding
from Satellite B at eighteen hundred, she told him.

He went early through Passport Control to do-a
little duty-free shopping. He bought a bottle of
cognac (something French for his Asian clients) and a
box of cigars (for himself). Meticulously, he put the
receipt away next to his blue card.

He strolled past the window-displays of luxury
goods, glancing briefly at their jewellery, clothing and
scent bottles, then called at the bookshop where he
leafed through a couple of magazines before choosing
an undemanding book: travel, adventure, spy fiction.
Then he resumed his unhurried progress.

He was enjoying the feeling of freedom imparted
by having got rid of his luggage and at the same time,
more intimately, by the certainty that, now that he was
‘sorted out’, his identity registered, his boarding pass
in his pocket, he had nothing to do but wait for the
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sequence of events. ‘Roissy, just the two of us!’: these
days, surely, it was in these crowded places where
thousands of individual itineraries converged for a
moment, unaware of one another, that there survived
something of the uncertain charm of the waste lands,
the yards and building sites, the station platforms and
waiting rooms where travellers break step, of all the
chance meeting places where fugitive feelings occur of
the possibility of continuing adventure, the feeling
that ail there is to do is to ‘see what happens’.

The passengers boarded without problems. Those
whose boarding passes bore the letter Z were
requested to board last, and he observed with a certain
amusement the muted, unnecessary jostling of the Xs
and Ys around the door to the boarding gangway.

Waiting for take-off, while newspapers were being
distributed, he glanced through the company’s in-flight
magazine and ran his finger along the imagined route
of the journey: Heraklion, Larnaca, Beirut, Dhahran,
Dubai, Bombay, Bangkok . . . more than nine thou-
sand kilometres in the blink of an eye, and a few names
which had cropped up in the news over the years. He
cast his eye down the duty-free price list, noted that
credit cards were accepted on intercontinental flights,
and read with a certain smugness the advantages con-
ferred by the ‘business class’ in which he was travelling
thanks to the intelligent generosity of his firm (‘At
Charles de Gaulle 2 and New York, Club lounges are
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provided where you can rest, make telephone calls,
use a photocopier or Minitel . . . . Apart from a per-
sonal welcome and constant attentive service, the new
Espace 2000 seat has been designed for extra width and
has separately adjustable backrest and headrest . . ).
He examined briefly the digitally labelled control panel
of his Espace 2000 seat and then, drifting back into the
advertisements in the magazine, admired the aerody-
namic lines of a few late-model roadsters and gazed at
the pictures of some large hotels belonging to an inter-
national chain, somewhat pompously described as ‘the
surroundings of civilization’ (the Mammounia in
Marrakesh, ‘once a palace, now the quintessence of
five-star luxury’, the Brussels Métropole, ‘where the
splendours of the nineteenth century remain very
much alive’). Then he came across an advertisement
for a car with the same name as his seat, the Renault
Espace: ‘One day, the need for space makes itself
felt. . . . It comes to us without warning. And never
goes away. The irresistible wish for a space of our own.
A mobile space which can take us anywhere. A space
where everything is to hand and nothing is lack-
ing . . . . Just like the aircraft really. ‘Already, space is
inside you . . . . You've never been so firmly on the
ground as you are in (the E)space,’ the advertisement
ended pleasingly.
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They were taking off. He flicked rapidly through the
rest of the magazine, giving a few seconds to a piece on
‘the hippopotamus — lord of the river’ which began
with an evocation of Africa as ‘cradle of legends’ and
‘continent of magic and sorcery’; glancing at an article
about Bologna (*You can be in love anywhere, but in
Bologna you fall in love with the city’). A brightly
coloured advertisement in English for a Japanese
‘videomovie’ held his attention for a moment (*Vivid
colors, vibrant sound and non-stop action. Make them
yours forever’). A Trenet song, heard that afternoon
over the car radio on the autoroute, had been running
through his head, and he mused that its line about the
‘photo, the old photo of my youth’ would soon
become meaningless to future generations. The colours
of the present preserved for ever: the camera as freezer.
An advertisement for the Visa card managed to reassure
him {*Accepted in Dubai and wherever you travel . . . .
Travel in full confidence with your Visa card’).

He glanced distractedly through a few book
reviews, pausing for a moment on the review of a
work called Euromarketing which aroused his profes-
sional interest:

The homogenization of needs and consumption pat-
terns is one of the overall trends characterizing the new
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international business environment . . . . Starting from
an examination of the effects of the globalization phe-
nomenon on European business, on the validity and
content of Euromarketing and on predictable develop-
ments in the international marketing environment,
numerous issues are discussed.

The review ended with an evocation of ‘the condi-
tions suitable for the development of a mix that would
be as standardized as possible’ and ‘the architecture of
a European communication’.

Somewhat dreamily, Pierre Dupont put down his
magazine. The ‘Fasten seat belt’ notice had gone out.
He adjusted his earphones, selected Channel 5 and
allowed himself to be invaded by the adagio of Joseph
Haydn’s Concerto No. 1 in E major. For a few hours
(the time it would take to fly over the Mediterranean,
the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal), he would be
alone at last.



The Near and
the Elsewhere

More and more is being said about the anthropology
of the near. A seminar held in 1987 at the Musée des
Arts et Traditions populaires (‘Social anthropology and
ethnology of France’), whose papers were published in
1989 under the title L’'Autre et le semblable, noted a
convergence in the concerns of ethnologists working
elsewhere and those working here. Both the seminar
and the book are explicitly placed in the aftermath of
the reflections started at the Toulouse seminar of 1982
(‘New paths in the ethnology of France’) and devel-
oped in a few books and special issues of reviews.
That said, it is by no means certain that (as is so
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often the case) the recognition of new interests and
fields for research, of hitherto unsuspected conver-
gences, is not based at least partly on misunder-
standings, or responsible for causing them. A few
preliminary remarks may help to clarify this reflection
on the anthropology of the near.

Anthropology has always dealt with the here and
now. The practising ethnologist is a person situated
somewhere (his ‘here’ of the moment) who describes
what he is observing or what he is hearing at this
very moment. [t will always be possible afterwards to
wonder about the quality of his observation and about
the aims, prejudices or other factors that condition
the production of his text: but the fact remains that all
ethnology presupposes the existence of a direct wit-
ness to a present actuality. The theoretical anthro-
pologist, who calls on observations and terrain other
than his own, refers to observations that have been
made by ethnologists, not to indirect sources which
he would have to strive to interpret. Even the arm-
chair anthropologist we all become from time to time
is different from the historian who exploits a docu-
ment. The facts we seek in Murdock’s files' may have

1. This is a reference to George Peter Murdock’s vast ethno-
graphic survey, the ‘Human Relations Area File’, sometimes
known simply as ‘Murdock’s files’, a summary of which can be
found in his Outline of World Cultures, New Haven, 1963. [Tr.]
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been observed well or badly; but they have been
observed, and in relation to elements (rules of alliance,
of lineage, of inheritance) which also belong to
‘second-degree’ anthropology. Anything remote from
direct observation of the terrain is also remote
from anthropology; historians who take an interest in
anthropology are still not anthropologists. The term
‘historical anthropology’ is ambiguous to say the least.
‘Anthropological history’ seems more appropriate. A
symmetrical and inverse example might be found in
the way anthropologists — Africanists, for example —
are obliged to dip into history, notably in the form it
has taken in the oral tradition. Everyone knows
Hampaté Ba’s dictum that in Africa an old person
dying is ‘a library on fire’; but the informant, whether
old or not, is somebody having a conversation, who
tells us less about the past than about what he knows
or thinks about the past. He is not contemporary with
the event he narrates, but the ethnologist is contem-
porary with both the narrative and the narrator. The
informant’s account says as much about the present as
it does about the past. So the anthropologist, who
has and ought to have historical interests, is neverthe-
less not stricto sensu a historian. These remarks are
intended only to help define approaches and objects:
obviously the work of historians like Ginzburg, Le
Goff or Le Roy Ladurie is of the greatest interest to
anthropologists. But it is still the work of historians,
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concerned with the past and derived from the study
of documents.

So much for the ‘now’. Let us move on to the
‘here’. Certainly the European, Western ‘here’
assumes its full meaning in relation to the distant
elsewhere — formerly ‘colonial’, now ‘under-
developed’ — favoured in the past by British and
French anthropology. But the opposition of here and
elsewhere (a sort of gross division — Europe, rest of the
world — reminiscent of the football matches organized
by England in the days when it still had great football:
England vs Rest of the World) can serve as a starting
point for the opposition of the two anthropologies
only by presupposing the very thing that is in ques-
tion: that they are indeed two distinct anthropologies.

The assertion that ethnologists are turning to
Europe as overseas fieldwork becomes more difficult
to arrange is an arguable one. In the first place, there
are still ample opportunities to work abroad, in Africa,
Asia and the Americas . . . . In the second place, the
reasons for doing anthropological work in Europe are
positive ones. It is not a matter of second best, an
anthropology by default. And it is precisely by exam-
ining these positive reasons that we may come to
question the Europe/elsewhere opposition that lies
behind some of the more modernist definitions of
Europeanist ethnology.

The whole idea of an ethnology of the near raises a

10
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double question. In the first place, can an ethnology of
Europe lay claim to the same level of sophistication, of
conceptual complexity, as the ethnology of remote
societies? The answer to this question is generally affir-
mative, at least on the part of Europeanist ethnologists
in a forward-looking context. Thus Martine Segalen,
in the collection mentioned above, is able to note with
satisfaction that two kinship ethnologists who have
worked on the same European region should hence-
forth be able to talk to one another ‘like specialists in
the same African ethnic group’; while Anthony P.
Cohen points out that kinship studies carried out by
Robin Fox on Tory Island and Marilyn Strathern at
Elmdon show, on the one hand, the central role of
kinship and the strategies based on it in ‘our’ societies;
and, on the other, the plurality of cultures coexisting in
a country like present-day Britain.

It must be admitted, though, that in this form the
question is baffling. What, one wonders, is being sug-
gested: a possible weakness in the capacity of
European societies for symbolization, or the limited
ability of Europeanist ethnologists to analyse it?

The second question has an entirely different
significance: are the facts, institutions, modes of
assembly (work, leisure, residential), modes of circula-
tion specific to the contemporary world, amenable to
anthropological scrutiny? For a start, this question
does not arise solely — far from it — in relation to

11
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Europe. Anyone with experience of Africa (for exam-
ple) is well aware that any attempt at an overall
anthropological approach must take account of a mul-
titude of interacting elements that arise from
immediate reality, but are not readily divisible into
‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ categories. It is well known
that all the institutional forms that have to be recog-
nized in order to grasp social life (salaried labour,
business, spectator sports, the media . . .) play a role,
on all the continents, that grows more important by
the day. Secondly, it displaces the original question
completely: it is not Europe that is under scrutiny but
contemporaneity itself, in all the aggressive and dis-
turbing aspects of reality at its most immediate.

It is therefore essential not to confuse the question
of method with that of object. It has often been said
(not least, on several occasions, by Lévi-Strauss him-
self) that the modern world lends itself to ethnological
observation, however bad we may be at defining areas
of observation within reach of our investigative meth-
ods. And we know what importance Gérard Althabe
(who cannot have realized at the time that he was
supplying grist to the mills of our politicians) gave to
stairwells, to staircase life, in his studies of big housing
estates in Saint-Denis and the Nantes periphery.

It is obvious to anyone who has done fieldwork
that ethnological inquiry has limitations which are
also assets, and that the ethnologist needs to delineate

12
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the approximate limits of a group that he will study,
and that will acknowledge him. But there are various
aspects. The aspect of method, the need for effective
contact with interlocutors, is one thing. The repre-
sentativeness of the chosen group is another: in effect,
it is a matter of being able to assess what the people we
see and speak to tell us about the people we do not see
and speak to. The field ethnologist’s activity through-
out is the activity of a social surveyor, a manipulator of
scales, a low-level comparative language expert: he
cobbles together a significant universe by exploring
intermediate universes at need, in rapid surveys; or by
consulting relevant documents as a historian. He tries
to work out, for himself and others, whom he can
claim to be talking about when he talks about the
people he has talked to. There is nothing to suggest
that the case of some great African kingdom is any
different from that of an industrial concern in the
Paris suburbs, where this problem of the empirical
real object — of representativeness — is concerned.
Two things can be said here, one touching on his-
tory and the other on anthropology. Both concern the
care that the ethnologist takes to locate the empirical
object of his research, to evaluate its qualitative repre-
sentativeness — for here, strictly speaking, the aim is not
to select statistically representative samples but to estab-
lish whether what is valid for one lineage, or one
village, is valid for others . . . : the difficulty of defining

13
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notions like ‘tribe’ or ‘ethnic group’ can be seen in this
perspective. This concern of ethnologists brings them
together with, and at the same time distances them
from, historians of microhistory; or — to put it the
other way round (for it is ethnologists we are con-
cerned with here) — microhistorians find themselves in
the ethnologist’s shoes when they are themselves
obliged to question the representativeness of the cases
they analyse; for example, the life of a fifteenth-century
Frioul miller. But in support of this representativeness
they have to fall back on notions like ‘traces’ and ‘indi-
cations’, or resort to exemplary exceptionality; while
the field ethnologist, if he is conscientious, can always
cast his net a little wider and make sure that what he
thought he observed in the first place still holds good.
This is the advantage of working on the present, in
truth a modest compensation for the essential advan-
tage possessed by all historians: they know what
happens afterwards.
The second remark also touches on the object of
anthropology, but this time its intellectual object or, if
. you prefer, the ethnologist’s capacity for generaliza-
tion. It is quite obvious that there is a considerable step
between the minute observation of part of a village or
the collection of a range of myths from a given popu-
lation, and the elaboration of a theory on ‘elementary
kinship structures’ or ‘mythologiques’. Structuralism is
not the only thing at issue here. All the main

14
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anthropological approaches have tended at the very
least to generate a range of general hypotheses which
may have been inspired initially by examination of a
particular case, but have a bearing on the elaboration
of problematic configurations going well beyond this
case alone: theories of witchcraft, matrimonial
alliance, power or relations of production.

Without saying anything here about the validity of
these efforts at generalization, we can note their exis-
tence as a constituent part of the ethnological
literature to point out that the size argument, when it
is mentioned in connection with non-exotic societies,
concerns only a particular aspect of the research, thus
of the method and not the object: neither the empiri-
cal object nor, a fortiori, the intellectual, theoretical
object, which presupposes comparison as well as gen-
eralization.

The question of method could not be confused
with that of object, for the object of anthropology
has never been the exhaustive description of, say, a vil-
lage or part of a village. When they are produced,
monographs of this type are always presented as con-
tributions to a still-incomplete inventory, and usually
outline, at least on an empirical level, generalizations
more or less based on the research, but applicable to a
whole ethnic group. The first question that arises in
connection with near-contemporaneity is not
whether, or how, it is possible to do fieldwork in a big

15
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housing estate, a factory or a holiday camp: that will
be managed, either well or badly. The question is
whether there are any aspects of contemporary social
life that seem to be accessible to anthropological inves-
tigation, in the same way that questions of kinship,
marriage, bequest, exchange, and so on, came to the
attention of anthropologists of the elsewhere, initially
as empirical objects, then as objects of reflection
(intellectual objects). In this connection, and in the
context of the (perfectly legitimate) concerns about
method, it is appropriate to refer to what we will call
the premiss of the object.

This premiss of the object may raise doubts about the
legiamacy of an anthropology of near contemporaneity.
Louis Dumont, in his preface to the revised edition of
La Tarasque, points out (in a passage quoted in Martine
Segalen’s introduction to L’ Autre et le semblable) that the
‘shifting of centres of interest’ and the change of ‘prob-
lematics’ (what we will call here the changes to
empirical and intellectual objects) prevent our disci-
plines from being simply cumulative ‘and may even
undermine their continuity’. As an example of the shift-
ing of centres of interest he cites in particular, in contrast
to the study of popular tradition, a ‘way of looking at
French social life which is both broader and more finely
differentiated, which no longer makes an absolute dis-
tinction between the non-modern and the modern, for
example between the artisanate and industry’.

16
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I am not convinced that the continuity of a disci-
pline is proportional to that of its objects. The
proposition is certainly dubious when it is applied to
the life sciences, nor am I sure that these are cumula-
tive in the sense implied by Dumont’s phrase: the
outcome of research, surely, is new objects of research.
It seems to me even more arguable in the case of the
social sciences; for when there is change in the modes
of grouping and hierarchy it is always social life that is
affected, offering the researcher new objects which —
like those discovered by the researcher in the life sci-
ences — do not supersede the ones he worked on
earlier, but complicate them. That said, however,
Louis Dumont’ anxiety is not without echoes among
those committed to an anthropology of the here and
now. An example is the amusing comment in L’Autre
et le semblable by Gérard Althabe, Jacques
Cheyronnaud and Béatrix Le Wita to the effect that
the Bretons ‘are a lot more worried about their loans
from the Crédit Agricole than they are about their
genealogies . . . Behind this throwaway formulation,
the question of the object is outlined once again: why
should anthropology attribute more importance to
the Bretons’ genealogies than they do themselves
(although it is hard to imagine Bretons being totally
indifferent to them)? If the anthropology of near con-
temporaneity had to be based exclusively on the
categories already registered, if it were not allowed to

17
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formulate new objects, then the act of moving into
new empirical terrain would not answer a need,
merely the researcher’ idle curiosity.

*

These premisses call for a positive definition of anthro-
pological research. We will try to formulate one here,
starting with two observations.

The first of these concerns anthropological
research: anthropological research deals in the present
with the question of the other. The question of the
other is not just a theme that anthropology encounters
from time to time; it is its sole intellectual object, the
basis on which different fields of investigation may be
defined. It deals with the other in the present; that is
sufficient to distinguish it from history. And it deals
with it simultaneously in several senses, thus distn-
guishing itself from the other social sciences.

It deals with all forms of other: the exotic other
defined in relation to a supposedly identical ‘we’ (we
French, we Europeans, we Westerners); the other of
others, the ethnic or cultural other, defined in relation
to a supposedly identical ‘they’ usually embodied in
the name of an ethnic group; the social other, the
internal other used as the reference for a system of
differences, starting with the division of the sexes
but also defining everyone’s situation in political,

18
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economic and family terms, so that it is not possible to
mention a position in the system (elder, younger,
next-born, boss, client, captive . . .) without referring
to one or more others; and finally the private other —
not to be confused with the last — which is present at
the heart of all systems of thought and whose (univer-
sal) representation is a response to the fact that absolute
individuality is unthinkable: heredity, heritage, lineage,
resemblance, influence, are all categories through
which we may discern an otherness that contributes
to, and complements, all individuality. All the literature
devoted to the notion of the self, interpretation of
sickness and sorcery bears witness to the fact that one
of the major questions posed by ethnology is also
posed by those it studies: the question concerning
what one might call essential or private otherness.
Representations of private otherness, in the systems
studied by ethnology, place the need for it at the very
heart of individuality, at a stroke making it impossible
to dissociate the question of collective identity from
that of individual identity. This is a remarkable exam-
ple of what the very content of the beliefs studied by
the ethnologist can impose on the approach devised to
register it: representation of the individual interests
anthropology not just because it is a social construc-
tion, but also because any representation of the
individual is also a representation of the social link
consubstantial with him. By the same token, we are

19
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indebted to the anthropology of remote societies —
and still more to the individuals it studies — for this
discovery: the social begins with the individual; and
the individual is the object of ethnological scrutiny.
The concrete in anthropology is the opposite of the
definition of the concrete accepted by certain schools
of sociological thought: something to be seen in terms
of orders of magnitude from which all individual vari-
ables are eliminated.

Marcel Mauss, discussing the relationship between
psychology and sociology, nevertheless makes a defin-
ition of individuality amenable to ethnological
scrutiny which has serious limitations. In a curious
passage, he says in effect that the individual studied by
sociologists is not the man typical of the modern elite,
divided, controlled and conditioned, but the ordinary
or obsolete man who can be defined as a totality:

The average man today - this is especially true of
women — along with almost all men in archaic or back-
ward societies, is a whole; his entire being is affected by
the smallest of his perceptions or by the slightest mental
shock. The study of this ‘totality’ is therefore crucial in
dealing with all but the elite of our modern societies.
(Mauss, p. 306)

But the idea of totality — well known to be important
to Mauss, who sees the concrete as the complete —

20
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restricts and, in a sense, mutilates the idea of individ-
uality. More precisely, the individuality he considers is
one that represents the culture, a typical individuality.
This is confirmed in his analysis of the total social
phenomenon, whose interpretation (Lévi-Strauss
notes in his ‘Introduction to the Work of Marcel
Mauss’) must include not only all the discontinuous
aspects, any one of which (family, technical, eco-
nomic) could serve as an exclusive basis for the analy-
sis, but also the image that any of its indigenous
members has or may have of it. Experience of the
total social fact is doubly concrete (and doubly com-
plete): experience of a society precisely located in
time and space, but also experience of some individ-
ual belonging to that society. But this individual is
not just anybody: he is identified with the society of
which he is an expression. It is significant that to give
an idea of what he means by ‘an’ individual, Mauss
resorts to the definite article: ‘the Melanesian from
Island X or Y’. The text quoted above further clarifies
this point. The Melanesian is not total only because
we perceive him in his different individual dimen-
sions, ‘physical, physiological, psychic and socio-
logical’, but because his individuality is a synthesis,
the expression of a culture which itself is regarded as a
whole.

Much could be said (indeed, a fair amount has been
said here and there) about this conception of culture

21
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and individuality. The fact that in some ways and in
some contexts culture and individuality might be
defined as reciprocal expressions of one another is a
triviality, or anyway a commonplace, which we use
when we say, for example, that so-and-so is a ‘real’
Breton, Briton, Auvergnat or German. The fact that
the responses of supposedly free individuals can be
assessed or even predicted from those of a statistically
significant sample does not surprise us either. It is just
that in the meantime we have learned to distrust
absolute, simple and substantive identities, on the col-
lective as well as the individual level. Cultures ‘work’
like green amber, and (for extrinsic and intrinsic rea-
S sons) never constitute finished totalities; while
individuals, however simple we imagine them to be,
are never quite simple enough to become detached
from the order that assigns them a position: they
>express its totality only from a certain angle. Apart
from this, the problematic character of all established
order would perhaps never manifest itself as such —
through wars, revolts, conflicts, tensions — without
the triggering flick of an individual initiative. Neither
the culture located in time and space, nor the individ-
uals in which it is embodied, defines a base level of
identity above which any otherness would become
unthinkable. Of course, the culture’s ‘working’ around
its fringes, or individual strategies inside its institu-
tional systems, do not always have to be taken into

22
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account in defining (intellectual) research objects.
Discussion and polemic on this point have sometimes
been afflicted by bad faith, or myopia: let us simply
note, for example, that whether or not a rule is
observed — the fact that it might possibly be evaded or
transgressed — has nothing whatever to do with the
examination of all its logical implications, which con-
stitute a genuine research object. But there are other,
different research objects, which do require attention
to be given to procedures of transformation or change,
to gaps, initiatives, transgressions, and so forth.

[t is important at least to know what one is talking
about; and it is enough for us here to note that, what-
ever the level at which anthropological research is
applied, its object is to interpret the interpretation
others make of the category of other on the different
levels that define its place and impose the need for it: £
ethnic group, tribe, village, lineage, right down to the
elementary particle of kinship, which is known to
subject the identity of the bloodline to the need for
alliance; and finally the individual, defined by all ritual
systems as a composite steeped in otherness, a figure
who is literally unthinkable (as, in different ways, are
those of the monarch and the sorcerer).

The second observation is not about anthropology
but abour the world in which it finds its objects, and
more especially the contemporary world. It is not that
anthropology has become bored with foreign fields
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and turned to more familiar terrain, thus risking (as
Louis Dumont fears) loss of its continuity; it is that the
contemporary world itself, with its accelerated trans-
formations, is attracting anthropological scrutiny: in
other words, a renewed methodical reflection on the
category of otherness. We will examine three of these
transformations more closely.

The first is concerned with time, our perception of
time but also the use we make of it, the way we dis-
pose of it. For a number of intellectuals, time today is
no longer a principle of intelligibility. The idea of
progress, which implied an afterwards explainable in
terms of what had gone before, has run aground, so to
speak, on the shoals of the twentieth century, follow-
ing the departure of the hopes or illusions that had
accompanied the ocean crossing of the nineteenth.
To tell the truth, this reassessment refers to several
observations that are distinct from one another: the
atrocities of the world wars, totalitarianisms and geno-
cidal policies, which (to say the very least) do not
indicate much moral progress on the part of human-
ity; the end of the grand narratives, the great systems
of interpretation that aspired to map the evolution of
the whole of humanity, but did not succeed, along
with the deviation or obliteration of the political sys-
tems officially based on some of them; in sum, a doubt
as to whether history carries any meaning. Perhaps we
should say a renewed doubt, strangely reminiscent of
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the one in which Paul Hazard thought he could dis-
cern, at the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, the root of the quarrel between the
Ancients and Moderns and the crisis of European
consciousness. But Fontenelle’s doubts about history
were focused essentially on its method (anecdotal and
not very reliable), its object (the past speaks to us only
of human folly) and its usefulness (surely young people
really need to know about the period in which they
are going to have to live). When today’s historians —
especially in France — have doubts about history, it is
not for technical reasons or reasons concerned with
method (for history has made progress as a science)
but, more fundamentally, because they find it very
difficult to make time into a principle of intelligibility,
let alone a principle of identity.

Moreover, we now see them paying attention to a
number of major themes normally considered
‘anthropological’ (the family, private life, ‘places of
memory’). These researches meet halfway the public’s
interest in obsolete forms, which seem to tell our con-
temporaries what they are by showing them what they
are no longer. Nobody expresses this point of view
better than Pierre Nora, in his preface to the first
volume of Lieux de mémoire: what we are seeking, he
says in substance, through our religious accumulation
of personal accounts, documents, images and all the
‘visible signs of what used to be’, is what is different
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about us now; and ‘within the spectacle of this differ-

ence the sudden flash of an unfindable identity. No

longer a genesis, but the deciphering of what we are
7 in the light of what we are no longer’

This general finding also corresponds to the decline
of the Sartrean and Marxist references of the early
postwar period, which held that in the final analysis
the universal was the truth of the specific; and to the
rise of what (along with many others) we might call
the postmodern sensibility, the belief that one mode is
worth the same as another, the patchwork of modes
signifying the erasure of modernity as the end product
of an evolution resembling progress.

This theme is inexhaustible, but the question of
time can be looked at from another point of view,
starting with something very commonplace with
which we are confronted every day: the acceleration
of history. We barely have time to reach maturity
before our past has become history, our individual
histories belong to history writ large. People of my
age witnessed in their childhood and adolescence the
tight-lipped nostalgia of men who had fought in the
1914-18 war: it seemed to be telling us that they had
lived through some history (and what history!) but
we would never really be able to understand what it
meant. Nowadays the recent past — ‘the sixties’, ‘the
seventies’, now ‘the eighties’ — becomes history as
soon as it has been lived. History is on our heels,
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following us like our shadows, like death. History
meaning a series of events recognized as events by
large numbers of people (the Beatles, '68, Algeria,
Vietnam, Mitterand’s victory in 81, Berlin Wall,
democradzation of East Europe, Gulf War, disinte-
gration of USSR) — events we believe will count in
the eyes of future historians and to which each of us,
while fully aware that our part in them is as insignifi-
cant as Fabrice’s at Waterloo, can attach some circum-
stance or image of a personal, particular nature; as if it
were becoming daily less true that men (who else?)
make history without knowing it. Surely this very
overabundance (in a planet growing smaller by the
day — see below) is a problem to the historian of the
contemporary?

Let us define this point more precisely. The event
or occurrence has always been a problem to those his-
torians who wished to submerge it in the grand sweep
of history, who saw it as a pure pleonasm between a
before and an after conceived as the development of
that before. Behind the polemics, this is the meaning
of the analysis of the Revolution (an event if ever
there was one) suggested by Frangois Furet. What
does he tell us in Penser la Révolution? That from the
day the Revolution breaks out, the revolutionary
event ‘institutes a new modality of historic action,
one that is not inscribed in the inventory of the situ-
ation’. The revolutionary event (and in this sense the
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Revolution is exemplary as an event) cannot be
reduced to the sum of the factors that make it possible
and, after the event, understandable. We would be
quite wrong to limit this analysis to the case of the
Revolution alone.

The ‘acceleration’ of history corresponds, in fact, to
a multiplication of events very few of which are
predicted by economists, historians or sociologists.
The problem is the overabundance of events, not the
horrors of the twentieth century (whose only new
feature — their unprecedented scale — is a by-product
of technology), nor its political upheavals and intel-
lectual mutations, of which history offers many other
examples. This overabundance, which can be properly
appreciated only by bearing in mind both our
overabundant information and the growing tangle of
interdependences in what some already call the ‘world
system’, causes undeniable difficulties to historians,
especially historians of the contemporary — a denom-
ination which the density of events over the last few
decades threatens to rob of all meaning. But this
problem is precisely anthropological in nature.

Listen to Furet defining the dynamic of the
Revolution as an event. It is, he tells us, a dynamic
‘that might be called political, ideological or cultural,
whose amplified power of mobilizing men and acting
on things arises from an overinvestment of meaning’
(p- 39). This overinvestment of meaning, exemplarily
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accessible to anthropological scrutiny, is also apparent
in a number of contemporary events (resulting in con-
tradictions whose full scale has yet to be measured);
one of these, obviously, is the sudden dissolution of
regimes whose fall nobody had dared to predict; but a
better example, perhaps, would be the latent crises
affecting the political, social and economic life of lib-
eral countries, which we have fallen unconsciously
into the habit of discussing in terms of meaning. What
is new is not that the world lacks meaning, or has
little meaning, or less than it used to have; it is that we
seem to feel an explicit and intense daily need to give
it meaning: to give meaning to the world, not just
some village or lineage. This need to give a meaning
to the present, if not the past, is the price we pay for
the overabundance of events corresponding to a

wSituation we could call ‘supermodern’ to express its
essential quality: excess,

For each of us has — or thinks he has — the use of it,
of this time overloaded with events that encumber
the present along with the recent past. This can only —
please note — make us even more avid for meaning.
The extension of life expectancy, the passage from the
normal coexistence of three generations to four, are
bringing about gradual, practical changes in the order
of social life. By the same token they are expanding
the coilective, genealogical and historical memory,
multiplying the occasions on which an individual can
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feel his own history intersecting with History, can
imagine that the two are somehow connected. The
individual’s demands and disappointments are linked
to the strengthening of this feeling.

So it is with an image of excess — excess of ime —
that we can start defining the situation of super-
modernity, while suggesting that, by the very fact of
its contradictions, it offers a magnificent field for
observation and, in the full sense of the term, an
object of anthropological research. We could say of
supermodernity that it is the face of a coin whose
obverse represents postmodernity: the positive of a
negative. From the viewpoint of supermodernity, the
difficulty of thinking about time stems from the over-
abundance of events in the contemporary world, not
from the collapse of an idea of progress which — at
least in the caricatured forms that make its dismissal so
very easy — has been in a bad way for a long time; the
theme of imminent history, of history snapping at our
heels (almost immanent in each of our day-to-day
existences) seems like a premiss of the theme of the
meaning or non-meaning of history. For it is our need
to understand the whole of the present that makes it
difficult for us to give meaning to the recent past; the
appearance, among individuals in contemporary soci-
eties, of a positive demand for meaning (of which the
democratic ideal is doubtless an essential aspect) may
offer a paradoxical explanation of phenomena which
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are sometimes interpreted as the signs of a crisis
of meaning; for example, the disappointments of
all the world’s disappointed: disappointment with
socialism, with liberalism, and (before long) with post-
communism too.

The second accelerated transformation specific to
the contemporary world, and the second figure of
excess characteristic of supermodernity, concerns
space. We could start by saying — again somewhat
paradoxically — that the excess of space is correlative
with the shrinking of the planet: with the distancing
from ourselves embodied in the feats of our astronauts
and the endless circling of our satellites. In a sense, our
first steps in outer space reduce our own space to an
infinitesimal point, of which satellite photographs
appropriately give us the exact measure. But at the
same time the world is becoming open to us. We are
in an era characterized by changes of scale — of course
in the context of space exploration, but also on earth:
rapid means of transport have brought any capital
within a few hours’ travel of any other. And in the
privacy of our homes, finally, images of all sorts,
relayed by satellites and caught by the aerials that bris-
tle on the roofs of our remotest hamlets, can give us an
instant, sometimes simultaneous vision of an event
taking place on the other side of the planet. Of course
we anticipate perverse effects, or possible distortions,
from information whose images are selected in this
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way: not only can they be (as we say) manipulated, but
the broadcast image (which is only one among count-
less possible others) exercises an influence, possesses a
power far in excess of any objective information it
carries. It should be noted, too, that the screens of the
planet daily carry a mixture of images (news, advertis-
ing and fiction) of which neither the presentation nor
the purpose is identical, at least in principle, but which
assemble before our eyes a universe that is relatively
homogeneous in its diversity. What could be more
realistic and, in a sense, more informative about life in
the United States than a good American TV series?
Nor should we forget the sort of false familiarity the
small screen establishes between the viewers and the
actors of big-scale history, whose profiles become as
well known to us as those of soap-opera heroes and
international artistic or sporting stars. They are like the
landscapes in which we regularly watch them playing
out their moves: Texas, California, Washington,
Moscow, the Elysée, Twickenham, the gruelling stages
of the Tour de France or the Arabian desert; we may
not know them personally, but we recognize them.
This spatial overabundance works like a decoy, but
a decoy whose manipulator would be very hard to
identify (there is nobody pulling the strings). In very
large part, it serves as a substitute for the universes
which ethnology has traditionally made its own. We
can say of these universes, which are themselves
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broadly fictional, that they are essentially universes of
recognition. The property of symbolic universes is
that they constitute a means of recognition, rather
than knowledge, for those who have inherited them:
closed universes where everything is a sign; collections
of codes to which only some hold the key but whose
existence everyone accepts; totalities which are
partially fictional but effective; cosmologies one might
think had been invented for the benefit of ethnolo-
gists. For this is the point where the ethnologist’s
fantasies meet those of the indigenous people he stud-
ies. One of the major concerns of ethnology has been'
to delineate signifying spaces in the world, societies
identified with cultures conceived as complete wholes:
universes of meaning, of which the individuals and
groups inside them are just an expression, defining
themselves in terms of the same criteria, the same
values and the same interpretation procedures. 4
We will not return to the concepts of culture and
individuality criticized above. Suffice it to say that
this ideological conception reflects the ethnologists’
ideology as much as that of the people they study, and
that experience of the supermodern world may help
ethnologists to rid themselves of it — or, more
precisely, to measure its import. For it rests (among
other things) on an organization of space that the
space of modernity overwhelms and relativizes. Here
too we should make certain things clear: just as the
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