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ANTHROPOLOGY OF

CROSS-CHANNEL DEBATES
A response to Fassin (AT22[1]) and Bazin
et al (AT22[2])

In his last preface to the oft-republished book
Orientalism, a few months before his death,
Edward Said reiterated his commitment to the
humanistic task of ‘opening up the fields of
struggle’ (Said 2003). More specifically, he
once again called for his famous book to be
read not as an invective against the West (as it
had so often been understood by detractors and
supporters alike), but as an attempt to chal-
lenge the West/Orient and West/Islam divides
themselves. Particularly in a post-9/11 world,
he argued,

a special intellectual and moral responsibility
attaches to what we do as scholars and
intellectuals. Certainly I think it is incumbent
upon us to complicate and/or dismantle the
reductive formulae and the abstract but potent
kind of thought that leads the mind away from
concrete human history and human experience
and into the realms of ideological fiction,
metaphysical confrontation and collective
passion. [...] Our role is to widen the field of
discussion, not to set limits in accord with the
prevailing authority. (ibid.: xvii-xviii)

Regardless of whether Orientalism itself
has actually helped or hindered this process,
Said’s plea to rethink the supposed opposition
between ‘Islam and the West’ points to one of
the most pressing issues of concern for anthro-
pologists in the present day. But besides this
major and far from straightforward task (cf.
Tarlo, AT 21[6]), recent contributions on the
subject of France in ANTHROPOLOGY TODAY
suggest another, smaller yet possibly essen-
tial, item on our anthropological to-do list: to
rethink the rift between so-called ‘multicul-
turalist’ and ‘French republican’ (from now on
‘Republican’) models of society.

Didier Fassin (AT 22[1]) and Laurent Bazin
et al. (AT 22[2]) have made it clear: those who
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wish to gain an anthropological understanding
of the French banlieues will need to discard
(or suspend) the French republican notion
according to which ethnicity does not form

a valid category for analysis. The republican
approach makes ‘visible minorities’ invisible —
but unfortunately so far to statisticians,' rather
than to racists. An informed anthropology of
the banlieues cannot be done from a dogmati-
cally republican framework.

But from what position can we undertake
an anthropology of the republican framework
itself? When republicanism is described as a
‘political’ or a ‘state myth’, the assumption is
usually that it is the misrepresentation of an
underlying multicultural reality. In Fassin’s
contribution, this is accompanied by a sugges-
tion that France is due finally and inexorably
to open its eyes to this reality, which has long
been evident to foreign researchers working
there. French proponents of republicanism are
likely to object, with Keith Hart, that English-
speaking observers’ distaste for ‘republican’
policies ‘reflects an unthinking multi-cultural
liberalism’ (AT 21[1]), rather than ontological
far-sightedness.

But mine is a different objection: firstly,
republicanism in France, and multiculturalism
in the UK and US, are not straightforward
national orthodoxies, but rather matters of
ongoing debate (cf. Modood and Werbner
1997, Eller 1997, Hewitt 2005). In France, the
republican model has its detractors and its sup-
porters, and both camps are furnished, as such
camps often are, with a mix of the reasonable,
the well-informed and the crudely simplistic
and, I might add, with committed humanists
and rather more unsavoury characters.

Secondly, what makes such debates fasci-
nating is that they are centrally concerned with
the definition of reality. Take for instance this
characteristic exchange between the European
Commission against Racism and Inequality
(ECRI) and the French state. In a recent report,
ECRI admonished France to recognize that it
was a ‘multiracial’ entity. The ‘French authori-
ties” responded: ‘Although ECRI feels it must
consider that “de facto, [minority groups]
exist” [...] it must be pointed out that there is
no consensus of opinion on this assessment
of French sociological reality in the country
itself” (European Commission against Racism
and Intolerance 2000). They went on to sug-
gest not, as some might expect, some kind of
‘integrated’ France, but a complex ‘sociolog-
ical reality’ made up of individuals with mul-
tiple, partial and conflicting identities, which
any ‘multicultural’ or ‘multiracial’ reading
could only misrepresent.

Some will dismiss this as a cynical post-
modern cover for institutional racism, others
will hail it as the accurate statement of the
complexity of individual self-understandings
which multiculturalism tends to forget. But
my point is that neither reaction leads us to an
informed anthropological study of the debate
as a whole. And I contend that such a study
is overdue for anthropologists who, as Bazin
et al. point out, should be truly at home with
anthropology ‘at home’ (AT 22[2]) — including
the anthropology of the very debates they are

engaged in. This understanding of the debate is
not the opposite of engagement, but a precon-
dition for it.

Since what is at stake is precisely the defi-
nition of reality, such a study is unlikely to
be particularly enlightening if it works from
the framework of false consciousness. If the
starting point of the analysis is that republi-
canism is merely a myth covering a multicul-
tural reality (or the reverse), then there is little
left to elucidate.

A more promising starting point is the prin-
ciple that reality is not independent from the
tools which are used to describe it. Both mul-
ticulturalism and republicanism could be seen
as performative attempts to establish a certain
kind of reality (Austin 1975, Pels 2002). This
means that, rather like the ethnic or cultural
differences which are its main focus, the
republican/multicultural difference is in a
powerful sense both ‘there’ and ‘not there’.
Like cultural difference, or the so-called ‘clash
of civilizations’ (Tarlo AT 21[6]), it is both an
obviously ‘constructed” and constantly trans-
gressed abstraction, and a performative prin-
ciple in a constant process of self-realization.

Of course, in order to understand the French
riots of Autumn 2005, we cannot take for
granted the republican version of sociological
reality, in which ethnic groups are a forbidden
unit of analysis. Processes of ethnicization and
racism undoubtedly played a part in the riots,
all the more so for not being officially recog-
nized. But neither can we overlook the fact
that this republican notion has shaped reality
to the extent that the riots never became in any
straightforward sense ‘race riots’, for instance.

I doubt we will understand the multicultur-
alism/republicanism debate if we persist in
thinking of either position as either truth or
myth. If, as [ have suggested, they are not just
accounts of, but also operations upon reality,
then we should attempt to study them ‘sym-
metrically’ (Callon 1986, Latour 1991) that is,
to study the difference between them without
first taking it (and the respective reality posited
by each approach) for granted. In other words,
we need to bring the multiculturalism/republi-
canism difference itself into the ethnographic
frame. This does not involve a disengagement
from these debates, or some flight to a neutral
position: it just means being fully aware of the
performative nature of our own contribution,
and that of others.

Who knows but that this small item on the
to-do list might help us along to Said’s larger
one.

Matei Candea
Cambridge University, mc288(@cam.ac.uk

1. Or rather it did so until recently. The famous 1978
law — held up in France as a central element in the state’s
anti-racist policy — which renders illicit the collection
or treatment of data concerning ‘racial or ethnic origins,
political, philosophical or religious opinions’, has recently
been amended. Data of this kind can now be collected for
medical or legal reasons, as well as in the name of ‘public
interest’. Political, philosophical and religious groups
are entitled to collect data relevant to their denomination
(although from their members only). Finally, according to
this ruling, the national statistics agency (INSEE) itself is
now entitled to collect and treat such data (2004; 1978).

2. No more specific authorship is available. The
following quotations are drawn from the appendix to the
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ECRI’s ‘Second report on France’, which the reporters
themselves introduce in the following manner: ‘In the
course of the confidential dialogue process between the
French governmental authorities and ECRI on the draft text
on France prepared by ECRI, a number of comments of the
French governmental authorities were taken into account by
ECRI, and integrated into the report. However, following
this dialogue, the French governmental authorities expressly
requested that the following observations on the part of

the authorities of France be reproduced as an appendix to
ECRI’s report’ (ECRI 2000).
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COSMOPOLITANISM AND
ANTHROPOLOGY

Association of Social Anthropologists
Diamond Jubilee Conference, University
of Keele, 10-13 April 2006

The 60th anniversary of the Association of
Social Anthropologists (ASA) is cause for cel-
ebration, and members were certainly mindful
of the organization’s past achievements as they
gathered for the Diamond Jubilee conference
at Keele. Alan Mcfarlane’s opening keynote
speech set the celebratory tone. His presenta-
tion, highlighting the influence that anthro-
pology has had over the last 60 years, was
accompanied by archive video interviews with
some of the discipline’s leading lights. In the
conference foyer, the ASA Diamond Jubilee
Commemorative Exhibition displayed photos
of founding members and documents from
early meetings. The general impression was
that the ancestors of anthropology had been
summoned to cast an eye over proceedings.
Of course, anniversaries are not only times for
celebration: they can also prompt contempla-
tion of the future. If ASA members were in the
mood to cast their minds back and forwards,
then what better conference theme than cos-
mopolitanism? This ancient concept currently
appears quite up-to-the-minute, and has seized
the imagination of the social sciences in recent
years.

As the opening plenary soon highlighted,
however, cosmopolitanism can be applied to
so many phenomena that the clarity of the
term can be lost. In positive terms, it implies
political, moral and aesthetic transcendence
(not necessarily physical) of local boundaries,
and an openness to difference that simultane-
ously acknowledges what all humans share.
Anthropology, with its humanistic concern
to explore the particularities and universals
of social and cultural life, can claim to be the
most cosmopolitan of all disciplines. In doing
so, however, it is vulnerable to criticisms that
are levelled at cosmopolitanism more gener-
ally: that it is a guise for the detrimental effects
of neo-liberalism and the perpetuation of elite
Western dominance.

Given this paradox, what can anthropology’s
distinctive perspective bring to the debate on
cosmopolitanism? Speakers soon found them-
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selves confronting the tensions of the concept.
Aref Abu Rabi’a’s paper ‘A native anthropolo-
gist in Palestinian-Israeli cosmopolitanism’
was particularly memorable as a vivid personal
account of the contradictions, pleasures and
problems involved in being a cosmopolitan,
and (therefore?) a stranger. In the ensuing dis-
cussion, cosmopolitanism was revealed as, in
turn, a utopian vision, a universal empathetic
human capacity, or a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
No clear resolution was reached at the end of
the first plenary session, but the conference
participants certainly seemed fired up for the
week’s proceedings.

Over the next three days, the workshops
were nothing if not diverse (and there was
sometimes a sneaking suspicion that the broad
organizing concept had allowed a number of
papers to be ‘crowbarred’ into the theme at
hand, as one participant suggested). The con-
ference had obviously encouraged contributors
to think about their work in new ways. The
schedule was packed, and participants had to
choose their panels carefully; like many, I was
able to attend a fair number, but regretted the
many [ missed.

The panel ‘Cosmopolitanism, existentialism
and morality’ (which I co-convened with
Lisette Josephides) focused on the moral,
humanistic and empathetic character of cos-
mopolitanism. Panellists considered the differ-
ences between pre-modern and modern forms
of cosmopolitanism (Ronald Stade), and the
ways in which acknowledging universal shared
human capacities may lead to ‘grassroots’
cosmopolitan outlooks and cultural change.
Nigel Rapport argued that safeguarding the
value of individuality should be at the heart of
a global cosmopolitan morality, in which we
refrain from visiting our desires on others and
where everybody can flourish. Anthropologists
are well-placed to explore what shape this cos-
mopolitan morality might take. Our panel also
discussed cosmopolitanism as an ‘extending
outwards’ among Yoruba kings in the 1880s
(Marc Schiltz), and as a fragile empathetic
acknowledgement of shared humanity in an
‘inhospitable’ environment, the British immi-
gration system (Alex Hall).

Contributors to the panel ‘Religious and
moral frameworks for cosmopolitan rela-
tions’ stimulated heady theoretical debate and

touched on religion, memory and subjectivity
in cosmopolitan social spaces as diverse as
Jamaica, southern Vietnam and the global
tattooing scene. The ‘Cosmopolitanism and
museums’ panel considered the relationship
between museums, memorials, cosmopolitan
interactions and power, while the ‘Material
culture and cosmopolitanism’ panel explored
cosmopolitan processes and practices through
engrossing case studies that included post-
colonial cuisine, the Ghanaian art world and
the treasured possessions of some residents
of a London street, among others. One of the
most rewarding aspects of the conference, for
me, was the way in which anthropological
work can highlight emerging cosmopolitan
empathies, attitudes and encounters in unex-
pected places and among marginal people (this
seems to have been one of Pnina Werbner’s
concerns as organizer, alongside the critical
consideration of anthropology as a cosmo-
politan discipline).

If nothing else, anthropological training
instils the urge to seek out marginal voices.
Mindful of this, and of the Association’s desire
to attract young blood, I canvassed a small
sample of ASA neophytes for their impressions
of the conference. The answers were positive:
people noted the conference’s up-beat, friendly
atmosphere, describing it as ‘stimulating” and
‘engaging’.

Time, while not on the official agenda,
seemed to be a recurring theme. Many par-
ticipants found themselves alternately willing
time to slow down (when optimistically trying
to cram 8000-word papers into 20-minute
slots), then wishing it would speed up a bit
(through the long after-dinner speeches). Some
‘informants’ saw evidence of anthropologists
engaging with the wider world, and predicted a
promising future for younger scholars building
on previous anthropological work. Other
participants felt that a number of papers were
unnecessarily obscure, and that postgraduates
were not catered for sufficiently. Dinnertime
conversation often touched on the dwindling
career opportunities for anthropology new-
comers in academia and the gradual squeezing
of funding, not to mention the dilemma of how
to boost anthropology’s reputation.

As other disciplines expound authoritatively
about culture, and non-anthropologists gain
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