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Abstract

For several decades, social and cultural anthropology has been enmeshed in an antiformalist mood - a
shared sensibility that valorizes disruption, emergence, and complexity over stability and pattern;
celebrates flexible concepts resistant to systematization; and treats theoretical frameworks with
suspicion. Initially revolutionary, this antiformalism has long since become mainstream, settling into
recognizable conventions. This article traces antiformalism’s manifestations across diverse theoretical
moments, from post-structuralism and practice theory through material and ontological turns,
showing how form nevertheless persisted — often disavowed but relied upon — within ostensibly
antiformalist approaches. We argue that the alternation between formalism and antiformalism
constitutes something like the beating theoretical heart of anthropology, operating both at the macro-
level of half-century disciplinary shifts and at the micro-level of individual arguments where formal and
anti-formal moves remain necessarily interwoven. Against this background, we detect an emergent
tonal shift: a rising enthusiasm for form manifest in renewed attention to social and cultural
regularities as puzzles worthy of explanation, and in a different valuation of conceptual work that
emphasizes robustness, sharp edges, and shareability. We map this new formalist sensibility and identity
its characteristic epistemic virtues — coherence, corrigibility, and collaboration — which distinguish it
from both earlier structuralisms and recent antiformalist approaches, positioning anthropology as a
diverse yet collective comparative endeavour.



“Each city receives its form from the desert it opposes”
Italo Calvino

Introduction

In her 1984 retrospective of ‘theory in anthropology since the sixties’, Sherry Ortner began by noting
that the discipline of the time appeared to be ‘a thing of shreds and patches, of individuals and small
coteries pursuing disjunctive investigations and talking mainly to themselves’ (Ortner 1984: 126).
Famously, however, she went on to argue that such liminality was really ‘the breeding ground for a
new and perhaps better order’, one focussed on the ‘key symbol” of “practice™ (ibid: 127).

In this piece we take a similarly retrospective approach to an anthropology that today too
seems fragmented and anxious about its past, direction, and purpose (e.g. Bunzl 2008; Jobson 2020;
Ortner 2016; Robbins 2013a; Sanchez 2023)." Yet we feel, as Ortner did, that this liminality is the
breeding ground for the emergence of a new pattern. This article aims to discern and sharpen the
contours of a distinctive tonal shift in contemporary anthropology - not towards practice, now, but
towards ‘form’.

For some decades now, social and cultural anthropology has been deeply enmeshed in an
antiformalist mood or style, a shared sensibility about what counts as good anthropological work that
cuts across the most diverse conceptual schools and thematic or regional subfields. This antiformalism
is manifested in a broad set of contemporary expectations and preferences: 1) the valorization of
accounts that emphasise disruption, emergence, and complexity at the expense of those which might
be concerned with stability and reproduction of clear patterns; 2) the evaluation of theoretical
frameworks based on their flexibility and resistance to systematisation, at the expense of an emphasis
on analytical precision or explanatory power (indeed in some cases the very idea of explanatory
‘power’, like any other power, is held in suspicion — Latour 1988, cf. Heywood and Candea 2023); the
celebration of forms of writing that emphasise their own incompleteness and indeterminacy; 4) the
related insistence that, because reality/practice/power exceeds or is messier than theoretical
frameworks or analytical categories which seek to account for it, one ought to mistrust or discard such
frameworks or categories. 5) a general intuition that form is inherently oppressive while formlessness is
inherently liberating — epistemically, politically and ethically.

Initially marginal and even revolutionary, such kinds of writerly and conceptual disruption
have long since settled into a recognisable, mainstream genre (form) of their own, complete with
conventions and tropes - George Marcus, always an astute observer of changing disciplinary aesthetics,

" Whilst we refer to ‘anthropology’ throughout this piece we of course have socio-cultural anthropology in mind. We
leave to others the possibility of asking comparable questions of contemporary archaeology, or biological
anthropology.



once characterised this as a shift from the ‘experimental’ to the ‘baroque’ (2007). But this antiformalist
aesthetic is not the exclusive apanage of the ‘writing culture’ moment - nor indeed was ‘writing
culture’ itself exclusively antiformalist. The mood we have in mind is much broader. Indeed, the
symbol of ‘practice’ Ortner heralded, while it certainly displayed some formalist tendencies, also
partook of this antiformalist aesthetic, with its commitment to dissolving strict divisions between
structure and agency, history and stability, economics, politics and culture. Nor is antiformalism
merely a child of the 80s. Antiformalist intuitions also characterise some of the antecedents of
‘practice’ Ortner describes (such as Geertzian symbolic anthropology) and stretch well into recent
decades, far beyond the period of time in which the theoretical revolutions of the 1980s seemed fresh
and novel.

Both of us, like most anthropologists of our generation and since, were raised in this
antiformalist mood, and there is much that we still admire and share about its enthusiasms. The very
notion of anthropological theory as in part a matter of moods, intuitions and aesthetics is a clear
example in this very paper. Nor is it a matter of dispute that the rise of antiformalism in the 1970s and
80s coincided with a massive and deeply generative opening up of the discipline to new conceptual,
thematic, and political possibilities. However, antiformalism’s successes mean it is now hard to think
of it as marginal or revolutionary in the way it was at its beginnings.

Against the background of this pervasive and longstanding antiformalism we detect an
emergent tonal shift, a broad and multi-polar convergence towards the sense that there might be more
to form than we have been accustomed to think. Scholars of different generations and theoretical
persuasions - including some whose own previous work bore marks of antiformalist enthusiasm - are
rediscovering the beauty and utility of forms. Looking backward through this lens, we may find that
formalism was already there, lying quietly below the noise and fury of grand disciplinary visions,
holding anthropological arguments and comparisons together almost despite themselves, and waiting
to be picked up and burnished to a brighter shine.

The return to form we explore in this paper combines two main strands. The first is an
attention to the regularities of the world as something inherently interesting, puzzling, and worthy of
explanation. The second is a different way of valuing conceptual and analytical apparatuses and
devices, with an eye to robustness even at the cost of flexibility, and a vision of concepts as tools which
can be shared with and taken up by others, hacked, patched, and put to other uses. Together these two
aspects of the tonal shift to formalism outline a hopeful horizon for anthropology as a diverse,
decentralised, yet still collective comparative endeavour.

The current regain of interest in form is not predicated on a particular ontological claim about
the nature of social regularity. Anthropologists interested in form today are not reintroducing
discredited assumptions about unchanging essences, bounded cultures, or fully functional social
organisms. The regularities they attend to can be small, like a device, a technique, a social role, a
scientific model (Helmreich 2014), an example (Hgjer & Bandak 2015). They can be temporally
shifting, like trends, agreements, styles of political presentation or humour, or even real estate
speculation (Boyer 2013; Boyer & Yurchak 2010; Yurchak 2008; Humphrey 2020). They can be big,
thin, and precise, like payment infrastructures (Maurer 2012) or big, loose, and unbounded, like the
nevertheless palpable way in which cultures (Robbins 2007), formations (Asad 2003), scales



(Summerson Carr and Lempert 2016; Lempert 2025), grammars (Kelty 2016), and semiotic ideologies
(Keane 2018) shape contexts of intelligibility. Or like ‘modes’ (Degani 2024), to which we return
below, they can be a combination of all those things.

When we write of ‘form’ in this article, we are indexing this wide range of worldly regularities,
as well as the more obviously formal regularities of anthropological writing and concept-work itself.”
In the final part of the article, we focus in on the latter. In order to underscore the fact that conceptual
formalism can itself take many forms, we distinguish two different types of conceptual formalism
which have been on the rise in recent anthropology: the articulation of structured, systematic contrasts
on the one hand, and the building of open-ended empirical lists on the other. Neither of these neo-
formalist analytical heuristics is reducible to earlier anthropological concerns with ‘structure’ and
‘system’, any more than the renewed concern with recognising patterns in the world can be reduced to
an avatar of earlier anthropological positivism. Perhaps the most important take-home point here is
that, as we write below, the current anthropological return to form does not answer the question of
regularity, it poses it. In closing, we explore what we feel are three distinctive epistemic virtues which
are self-consciously associated with the new formalist aesthetic: coherence, corrigibility, and
collaboration.

In sum, this article is both descriptive and programmatic: it outlines the current tonal shift
towards an embrace of form in anthropology, situates it in relation to a now waning antiformalism,
analyses its conceptual underpinnings and effects, and wishes it well.

Enthusiastic reversals and underlying stabilities

This is not the first time in the history of anthropology that form has emerged as a key trope and hope.
If structure was stale by the 70s, in the early-mid 20™ century, tracing social or conceptual forms and
structures was for many the exciting alternative to the perceived limitations of earlier ethnographic or
ethnological particularism. But that turn of the 20* century anthropological particularism itself had
been the exciting alternative to the teleological formalism of 19" century evolutionist comparatism
(for a more nuanced account of this set of reversals, see Strathern 1987, Candea 2019). The formalist-
antiformalist contrast we describe, in other words, is one that has manifested itself in a range of avatars,
but outlasted any single pair of them.

Such shifts in enthusiasms are not merely intellectual fads. Antiformalism has been a political
as much as an epistemic persuasion. But the political affordances of antiformalism, like the politics of
formalism, are various. If antiformalism in the 1960s and 70s was self-consciously entwined with
progressive attacks on the ‘old order’, recent political transformations have seen the rise of triumphant
antiformalism of the most reactionary kind - and not for the first time, as historians and ethnographers
of fascism can attest (Heywood 2023; 2024). Conversely, formalism may stand for the politics of the
‘radical centre’, or ancien regime quietism (‘structures don’t take to the streets’ ran a French May 68
slogan); but formalism also informed revolutionary bolshevism, and can animate radical prefigurative

> There are other ways to refer to this general problematic (modes, cultural categories, scales, etc.). We have selected
form, partly because it points with particular insistence to this double regularity in the world and in the account.



politics (Kroijer 2015), a principled resistance to neoliberal disruption (Du Gay 2000) or to
colonialism (Limbert 2025).

The alternation of formalism and antiformalism is something like the beating theoretical heart
of the discipline. This is true not only on the macro scale, as moments of formalist and antiformalist
enthusiasm alternate every half-century or so, but also on the micro-scale, as formal and anti-formal
moves interweave in every anthropological account. How can both of these things be true at the same
time? To see this, we must distinguish the micro-physics of anthropological argument from the
broader aesthetic currents which inform disciplinary enthusiasms. At the level of individual
anthropological arguments and texts, formalism and antiformalism are necessarily interwoven, as
concepts are defined, critiqued and unmade, moments and vignettes held up as sui generis and then
rendered partly fungible through comparison, substantive particulars brought to bear to challenge
broader generalities, and in turn held up as characteristic of broader forms. Conceptually,
anthropologists are forever making theoretical patterns and breaking them. Empirically, every account
of a social, cultural or material regularity implies its obverse — exception, hybridity and irregularity —
and vice versa. At this basic level, form and formlessness are simply the warp and weft of anthropology.

This interplay of formal and anti-formal moves at the microlevel also often manifests itself
methodologically, as for instance where multi-sited ethnography resists the imaginary of the bounded
fieldsite yet relies on implicit wholes to operationalise this resistance (Candea 2007), or when
‘ethnographic refusal’ operates as a formal device of strategic exclusion in order to resist attempts at
formal description. The microlevel interplay between the making and unmaking of forms operates as
much in how we conduct research as in how we theorise it. Indeed, beyond these particular examples it
is evident in the granular fixes and adaptations that any fieldwork experience must involve.

But form and its negation do not register in the same way when anthropologists think, more
broadly, about what is valuable, new and exciting in their discipline. Formalism and antiformalism, on
a broader scale, denote a feeling about what is valuable and worthwhile in our various theoretical
apparatuses and empirical descriptions. They are sensibilities, aesthetics; they delineate what is exciting
and what is just necessary, what is new and what is old, which problems and concerns are natural and
obvious, and which feel forced and artificial by contrast. Our argument therefore is not that form has
been absent from anthropology over the past fifty years — that would be nonsense — but rather that
form has often been treated with suspicion or disinterest. Over the past half-century or so,
anthropologists have of course acknowledged the existence of socio-cultural regularities, but it is
striking how often they have done so while being primarily excited by and attentive to the exceptions
to such formal patterns - teeming multiplicity, liminality, hybridity, assemblage, transformation, and
emergence. Over the same period, conceptual distinctions, dichotomies, and other formal-sounding
analytics have also been generated — indeed it is a paradox of antiformalism that it churns through
conceptual forms at great speed. But these conceptual formalisms have tended to be presented or
experienced as a necessary evil along the path to a more faithful, less formally constrained account of
the vital multiplicity of the world.

To put it otherwise, the major mood of the past fifty years was antiformalist, and yet a minor
formalism persisted within anthropological arguments and approaches. Over the next two sections we
trace this minor, buried or encompassed formalism, before turning to the current reversal of polarities



which is bringing form to the foreground. We welcome and share this rising enthusiasm for form, even
as we recognise the debt it owes to the antiformalist enthusiasms which seem now to be on the wane.
The point of this article therefore is not to advocate abandoning attention to emergence, complexity,
and other associated antiformalist objects, but its point is to make the case for form’s renewed value.
Our aim is diagnostic in attempting to identify a shift in disciplinary sensibilities, but it is also
programmatic in welcoming this shift and articulating some aspects of its promise. Indeed, the very
attempt at comparative assessment we aim to undertake here is arguably itself a characteristically
formalist move, as is the formalist/antiformalist distinction with which we operate. Whether that
particular distinction and our particular comparison persuades readers or not, we hope to make the
case for a renewed attention to distinctions and comparisons more generally.

The form in antiformalism 1: post-structuralism, practice
theory, and material turns

Giving form to antiformalism means trying to see a thread that is woven through the ‘thing of shreds
and patches’ that anthropology has been for some time. In previous and separate work we have both
sought to trace how this thread manifests across diverse theoretical moments: one of us has analysed
the ways in which both 1980s post-structuralism and turn of the millennium materialist approaches in
anthropology constituted ‘twin pincers’ of antiformalism (Candea 2025); the other has shown how
Wittgenstein’s influence on anthropology, from Geertz through to Veena Das and other
contemporary work, involved a progressive collapse of contextual form (Heywood 2026).

What emerges from these analyses is not the absence of form or formal elements from recent
anthropological work, but a sense of their widespread subordination to antiformalist priorities.

It is not difficult to point to the antiformalist elements of post-structuralism: heralded by the
crisis of representation, anthropological post-structuralism positioned form — whether analytical or
empirical — as an instrument of power to be resisted. Antiformalism was thus simultaneously an
epistemic and a political project (Candea 2025, p. 4). Postmodern anthropologists shared an
“orientation to cultural order”, to quote James Clifford (1981:539),

from [whose] disenchanted viewpoint, stable orders of collective meaning appear to be
constructed, artificial, and indeed often ideological or repressive. The sort of normality or
common sense that can amass empires in its fits of absentmindedness or wander routinely
into world wars is seen as a contested reality, to be subverted, parodied, and transgressed.

This sensibility filtered through in their attitude to conceptual forms also. Postmodern
anthropologists shared with theorists from other disciplines an epistemico-political commitment to
de-formalising analysis,



to recall what our structures and systems produce and suppress as they impose order in the
world and to affirm [formlessness] as capable of breaking or deforming those structures and
systems from within their limits. (Gandolfo 2013).

This deep suspicion of conceptual systems and structures as inherently linked to historical and
political violence is still very much with us. It is echoed particularly starkly for instance in
contemporary work on “ethnographic refusal”. Thus Audra Simpson draws a direct link between the
colonial and imperial project and anthropological concerns with ‘sorting, ordering and ranking’:

[TThese colonial encounters were and still are a mess of disorder, of so-called transformation,
of dispossession of people from land and culture. The easy answers for the emergent field were
the ethnological grid; the kinship chart; the orderly, predictable clan unit (2016)

And yet, for all their explicit suspicion of form, there was also a powerful formalist aesthetic at play in
some of the key contributions to the ‘writing culture’ turn, as there is to the very different intellectual
genre of “ethnographic refusal”.

The attention to anthropological texts as texts, and a concern with the aesthetics of knowledge
production, led writing culture anthropologists to dissect, categorise, and experiment with prose in
deeply formalist ways. Formal devices and concerns were central to the writing culture moment, and
indeed it is in their wake that our own arguments about disciplinary ‘aesthetics’ and ‘sensibilities’ take
shape.

The same forebears also inform the conceptual, empirical, and literary use of exclusions, cuts,
and redactions which mark ethnographic refusal as a “methodological form” (McGranahan 2016).
And yet, it is the critique of form, rather than the formalist intuitions of the crisis of representation - or
more recently of “ethnographic refusal” - which have been most marking and remarked upon.

As Ortner points out in her discussions of ‘practice’, this kind of post-structuralist
antiformalism did not emerge ex nzbilo. Just as Geertzian anthropology is central to Ortner’s genealogy
of ‘practice’ (1984: 130), so it is also an important step in the story we tell here. Geertz drew heavily on
the later Wittgenstein to articulate a vision of anthropology that was significantly influenced by the
latter’s antiformalism (Heywood 2026). The vision in question is neatly condensed by Geertz’s student
Richard Shweder in characterising Geertz as “Wittgenstein’s anthropological reincarnation’:

For in some of Wittgenstein’s writings, Geertz apparently discovered a philosophy — one
opposed to big-systems thinking and ideas about universally fixed essences — that suited his
temperamental disclination to be pinned down...In accord with Wittgenstein, Geertz saw
reality as an almost unthinkably complex continuum of overlapping likeness and differences
that it was a bad job or a kind of violence to try filing into neat boxes...“I don’t do systems,” he
would say. (2007: 201-202; cf Heywood 2026).



Yet despite that last claim, Geertz’s training under Talcott Parsons in systems theory left clear traces in
his concept of ‘cultural systems’, like religion, that maintain coherent formal properties across different
instantiations. His textualism, like that of Writing Culture, implied systematic interpretive
frameworks with discernible patterns. And as critics noted, his deployment of the culture concept and
his ‘thick description’ could, despite his desire to avoid reductive formalism, lead to essentialising
accounts that rendered ‘the Balinese’ into what appeared to be a coherent and bounded unit.

Or take “practice’: practice theory shared with Writing Culture anthropology many of Geertz’s
(and Wittgenstein’s — Bourdieu was a devotee) antiformalist preferences. Yet Bourdieu is an excellent
example of the point that antiformalist enthusiasms can thrive on a formalist base. Bourdieu’s aims
were in many ways quintessentially antiformalist: to dissolve structure into process, stability into
change, rules into strategies, and analytical binaries into the polysemy of practice. This understanding
of practice is what is most travelled in anthropological usage.

Yet Bourdieu himself produced some of the most eminently formalist work of his generation:
detailed analyses of fields, doxa, and habitus, alongside precise taxonomies of aesthetic judgment and
cultural capital. His method was built on formal ‘distinctions’, not to mention quantitative analysis
and systematic comparison. The apparent paradox of ‘structuring structures’ is as at least as much a
formalist attempt to synthesize pattern with change as it is an antiformalist dissolution of the
boundary between the two.

The uptake of Bourdieu’s work illustrates this well. Marshall Sahlins retained many of his
formalist commitments even as he turned from structuralism to practice theory - and this was often
held against him. One of us vividly recalls having Sahlins’ theory of history disparaged by an
undergraduate supervisor as ‘structuralism with an outboard motor’. As in this example, by the late
1990s, the claim that practice theory was, in some way, residually formalist or ‘crypto-formalist’, was
often articulated as a critique.

Foucault’s work, similarly, has left a deep mark in anthropology through an understanding of
power as so dispersed, relational, and unspecifiable that it is ubiquitous. Yet Foucault’s concepts of
episteme, archive, and discourse imply rigorous analytical frameworks for understanding systems of
power and knowledge as systems. And his late work on ethics famously offered a detailed quadripartite
schema for analysing practices of self-cultivation. This more formalist Foucauldian legacy is
exemplified in the work of scholars like Paul Rabinow, who deployed notions of form prominently in
his ‘French Modern’ (1989, see also 1993). Other scholars in the same tradition often retained this
attention to form in their work (see for instance Langlitz 2022, Rees 2008) - most notably perhaps
James Faubion in his thorough and systematic explorations of Foucault’s analytic of ethics (2000).
This formalist Foucauldian legacy stands out amongst - and illustrates by contrast - the far more
common invocation of Foucault as the theorist of ‘power, power everywhere’ (Sahlins 2002).

Antiformalism is even clearer in the influence of the other significant post-structuralist thinker
with an anthropological legacy, Gilles Deleuze:



In emphasizing the powers and potentials of desire...the ways in which social fields ceaselessly
leak and transform (power and knowledge notwithstanding), and the in-between, plastic, and
ever-unfinished nature of « life, Deleuze lends himself to inspiring ethnographic efforts to
illuminate the dynamism of the everyday and the literality and singularity of human
becomings...“To write is certainly not to impose a form (of expression) on the matter of lived
experience,” says Deleuze. “Literature rather moves in the direction of the ill-formed or the
incomplete” (Deleuze 1997: 1). (Biehl & Locke 2010: 318-320; italics in original).

Yet Deleuze too developed, with Guattari, elaborate taxonomies of social formations (bands and
empires), typologies of semiotic regimes, and detailed mappings of ‘abstract machines’. Even his
critique of ‘arborescent’ thinking relies on a formal contrast between the tree and the rhizome.

The idea of ‘the matter of lived experience’, and the concrete particulars of ‘ life’ brings us to
what we might think of as the second wave of anthropological antiformalism. The 1990s saw a clear
turn away from ‘mere form’ towards ‘what matters’ (Candea 2025: 6). The material turn in many ways
amplified rather than abandoned the antiformalism of post-structuralism. Matter was just as opposed
to form as was textual antiformalist ‘play’. Yet materialist approaches also often contained
sophisticated formal elements: approaches to embodiment developed systematic phenomenological
frameworks for understanding experience; environmental anthropology has deployed ideas from
ecology and systems theory; Actor Network Theory offered precise protocols for mapping out
associations between ‘actors’ and ‘actants’; and the ‘ontological turn’ was to some extent premised on
the possibility of what Martin Holbraad calls ‘conceptual morphology’ (2020).

Yet these systematic elements are often overshadowed by a distinctive kind of ‘two-step dance’
(Heywood 2026). In the first step, a commitment to the ‘really real’ — bodies, matter, objects, things —
is characterised as the proper, overriding duty of anthropology. In the second step, this reality is
revealed as one version or another of a ‘processual-relational haze’ (Humphrey 2008, p. 358). Emily
Martin’s pioneering ‘Flexible Bodies’ (1994 ), for example, attended to the concrete realities of health
and immune systems, but it also resolved these realities into ‘configurations’, a term meant to refer to ‘a
pattern or shape (more or less fuzzy) that is simultaneously how we see the world and a result of how
the social world is ordered’ (ibid: 15; our italics). Actor-Network-Theory refigured the meaning of
reality by conjuring its networks as ‘flat ontologies’, undifferentiated by anything more substantial
than the artifice of analysis (2005). And the ontological turn led to accounts that resembled each other
in finding antiformalist processual becoming and non-dualist ontologies wherever they looked
(Heywood 2012; Laidlaw & Heywood 2013; Candea 2016)."

More recently, even Brian Larkin’s compelling and persuasive call for studies of material
infrastructure to attend to ‘form’ in various ways nevertheless echoes in some ways the same
underlying picture:

One of the most exciting sides of new materialism is its emphasis on emergence and the
becoming of matter rather than its fixed ontology (Barad 2007; Coole and Frost 2010). I see
the dynamics of encounter as formed through the constant evolution of objects in relation to



discrete environments...the relationship between the material and the figural — particularly in
the case of infrastructures — is reciprocal and entangled rather than causal and successive.
(2017: 197-198).

In sum, form has been with us throughout the many turns and twists of the past half-century of
anthropological theorising, but it has often, as here, been encompassed by emergence, and systematic
analysis by relational entanglement.

The form in antiformalism 2: concepts as constraints

Beyond identifiable ‘turns’ such as those ontological, infrastructural, or (Deleuzian) affective, the
dominant antiformalist thread is also identifiable in the kinds of ‘portable analytics’ (Howe & Boyer
2015) that have defined the discipline for some time and which travel across a range of fields.

‘Everyday life’, for example, or the use of ‘everyday’ or ‘ordinary’ as an adjectival marker before
a particular phenomenon has become an ubiquitous object in both anthropology and the wider social
sciences, functioning thus as both a transcendent formal category and a marker of specificity (cf.
Heywood 2023; 2024). The last three decades have witnessed an extraordinary expansion of the
category across anthropology and beyond. One can find ‘everyday life’ (or everyday violence, or
everyday ethics, or everyday religion, or everyday politics, etc) everywhere, and yet what one discovers
in any given instance should be irreducibly specific, concrete, and particular. The result is a general
concept that denies its own generality, producing what Marilyn Strathern identified in the 1990s as a
flattening effect that erases form: writing of the comparable sociological notion of ‘family life’, she
noted ‘all the variability of family forms are thus flattened out in the assertion that everyone has some
sort of family life’ (1992: 145). Everyday life performs the same operation, gesturing simultaneously to
(formless) generality and (formless) particularism.

Yet ‘everyday life’ implies (formal) distinctions between the ordinary and the extraordinary,
routine and event, background and foreground. It establishes formal hierarchies (the everyday as the
foundational scale of interaction), and spatial boundaries (domestic versus public). Much of its
analytical power derives from these properties.

In somewhat similar fashion the strength of ‘neoliberalism’ as an analytic is sometimes said to
reside precisely in its capacity to contain its own negations (Muehlebach 2010). Whilst there is a
flavour of the ‘power, power everywhere’ functionalism that Marshall Sahlins diagnosed in 1980s
Foucauldian anthropology in this capaciousness (Sahlins 2002), it is also very much in line with a
disciplinary aesthetic that privileges unbounded analytics as ways of coming to terms with an
unbounded world (see also Degani 2022). And yet neoliberalism began its life as a classic categorical
term distinguishing a specific historical moment and a particular political-economic dispensation, and
those who use it do so with an at least residual attachment to this formalist legacy, even as they seek to
bend the term to encompass new realities.

Other recent anthropological keywords, from ‘gens’ to ‘assemblage’, exhibit similar
characteristics: ‘gens’ is a ‘capacious, flexible term that references our interest in the generative powers



of capitalism and the inequalities these powers create’ (Bear et al. 2015; see also Sanchez 2024 for
critique of this flexibility). ‘Assemblage’, exemplified in Anna Tsing’s discussions of Matsutake
mushrooms, is a term used to denote ‘indeterminacy and the conditions of precarity, that is, life
without the promise of stability...the uncontrolled lives of mushrooms are a gift — and a guide — when
the controlled world we thought we had fails’ (Tsing 2010: 2). Here again, formlessness and flexibility
are valued even though the concepts are still, at least residually, intended to frame phenomena and
guide interpretation.

The frequent insistence that concepts ought to be flexible, capacious, or vague might seem to
undermine what concepts are supposed to do in the first place - frame, define, contain and distinguish.
However, this desire for flexibility relates to the intuition that limiting, systematising and framing are
already pervasive, given, and in many respects unfortunate. This is a core intuition of antiformalism -
that form is in fact everywhere in thought and therefore needs to be combated. This - dare we say
residually structuralist - intuition guides an approach to concepts in which the problem of intellectual
production is to loosen or fight against the ubiquitous power of form, in order to really do justice to
the emergent unformed complexity of the world. Hiro Miyazaki has called this an ‘aesthetics of
emergence’, in which, as anthropologists become concerned with their belatedness in regard to an
emergent world, the “task becomes simply to trace or track the world as it emerges [and] knowledge
itself is rendered emergent in order to mirror an emergent world.” (2004:138). Miyazaki traces this
aesthetic to the 1980s, and yet this is a vision that dates back at least to Geertz and his Wittgensteinian
conceit that “an accurate picture of a vague object does not consist of a clear picture but a vague one”
(Geertz et al. 1979: 199; see also Heywood 2026). Conceptual form and systematicity are, to this view,
the obvious starting point, the tools anthropologists are given to begin with, and these are too blunt,
too strict and limiting to really trace the emergent world. Concepts are a necessary enemy one needs to
strain against.

Deleuze and Guattari’s description of their relationship to their own dualisms (such as the
distinction between rhizome and root) is exemplary of the logic here — albeit unusual in its
explicitness:

“We invoke one dualism only in order to challenge another. We employ a dualism of models
only in order to arrive at a process that challenges all models. Each time, mental correctives are
necessary to undo the dualisms we had no wish to construct but through which we pass [to]
arrive at the magic formula we all seek—PLURALISM = MONISM —via all the dualisms that
are the enemy, an entirely necessary enemy, the furniture we are forever rearranging.” (Deleuze
& Guattari 1988, pp. 20-21)

Using models - necessarily, unwillingly and as if against one’s better judgement - while striving for the
impossible horizon of a process that challenges all models: that is the essence of the antiformalist

aesthetic of concept use.



Beyond the valorisation of concepts for their flexibility rather than for their precision, this
aesthetic manifests itself in several other ways, including but not limited to 1) resistance to causal
attribution or the idea of a corrigible account; 2) a preference for description over explanation
(Heywood & Candea 2023); 3) the celebration of analytical open-endedness as an (or even zhe)
epistemic virtue; 4) emphases on the description of process, relation, emergence and transformation
over accounts of stasis, entities or stability.

Our point, then, is not that the past half-century of anthropological theorising has done
without any reference to social, cultural and analytical forms, or that it produced writing which was
genuinely ‘formless’. Rather the point is that otherwise radically diverse arguments and theoretical
movements have cast forms as the enemy, while nevertheless relying on them, sometimes in a more or
less disavowed way. Formlessness was a horizon, and forms were necessary evils on the path towards it.
Antiformalism, in its more self-conscious avatars, might be described as an ascetic striving away from
forms experienced as necessary and ubiquitous. As in other ethical traditions, “it is in that dynamic
tension between precept and practice that asceticism is really lived” (Laidlaw 1995: 7).

This antiformalist dependency on forms has multiple sources. Logically, oppositional concepts
require one another for their definition, as Jonathan Culler notes when he describes the ‘strange result’
of post-structuralism to be ‘that the vocabularies, procedures, and results of structuralist thinkers are
preserved and celebrated but the frameworks of systematic projects are often bracketed or set aside.’
(Culler 2018, p. 93). This pattern extends beyond post-structuralism, through to antiformalist
anthropology of a more recent vintage. Concepts like ‘practice,’, ‘process’, ‘emergence,’, ‘matter’,
‘flow,” and ‘becoming’ gain their analytical power precisely through their opposition to ‘structure,’
‘stasis,” ‘form,” and ‘being’, but this oppositional definition makes them conceptually dependent on
what they reject.

This dependence becomes particularly evident in substantive analytical work. To meaningfully
discuss liminality, borders, migration, hybridity and flows — characteristic concerns of antiformalist
anthropology — one necessarily requires an underlying social morphology that defines what counts as
centre versus margin, inside versus outside, stable versus mobile, pure versus mixed. ‘Border crossing’
becomes analytically interesting because it presupposes, at least to some extent, stable entities with
definable boundaries that can be crossed. ‘Hybridity’ depends, at least to some extent, on notions of
distinct forms that can be mixed. ‘Migration’ requires, at least to some extent, concepts of discrete
places between which movement occurs (see Limbert 2025). Yet it is usually not the formal
frameworks that would make such distinctions analytically explicit and defensible that hold our
attention or interest, and indeed often we disavow them whilst nevertheless relying on them implicitly.

This dependent relationship extends also to basic practical and methodological considerations:
ethnographic work celebrating multi-sitedness, emergence, flow, and indeterminacy still requires
practical decisions about where to work, whom to interview, what to observe, how to organize
findings, and perhaps crucially, where to stop (Candea 2007). These decisions implicitly invoke formal
categories — communities, institutions, practices, events — even when the analysis explicitly rejects such
formalism.

This general approach to analytical work as a struggle against form stems from a coherent
albeit often implicit set of assumptions about the relationship between knowledge and the world.



Knowledge is taken to be essentially and disappointingly formal, while the world is excitingly
substantial and emergent. The key problem of knowledge production is to fight against the insufficient
and always inadequate conceptual formalisms we have inherited in order to get ever closer to the
generative formlessness of the world.

All of this means that any kind of antiformalism has a metaphysics, even when this
metaphysics may be experienced as an anti-metaphysical stance (Heywood 2026). Because such claims
about knowledge and the world are always framed as in opposition to metaphysics, to formalism, or to
theory, they may not appear as such, but their effect may be just as constraining if not more so than
earlier anthropological formalisms. More so, potentially, because such approaches may feel themselves
precisely liberated from such formal constraints. The philosopher Tristan Garcia has pointed to a
similar consequence of the modern obsession with antiformalist ‘intensity’ in the work of thinkers like
Nietzsche, Whitehead, and Deleuze:

An unheard of difficulty came to light as the concept of intensity was generalised throughout
the arts and sciences of the twentieth century. Paradoxically, it seems that the absolute victory
of intensity is also a sign that its defeat is drawing nigh. To make an entity absolute is also to
annihilate it...once identified, intensities soon cease to be recognisably intense.” (2018: 58).

What we have tried to suggest thus far though is that the formalism disavowed by much contemporary
anthropology has a tendency to return in displaced form: theoretical frameworks that place great
emphasis on rejecting systematicity develop their own implicit systems; approaches that celebrate
methodological or rhetorical flexibility generate their own orthodoxies; concepts designed to resist
formal specification acquire informal but nonetheless constraining conventions of usage. The trouble,
as one of us wrote elsewhere, is that the power and effectiveness of antiformalist conceptual devices

“comes from the continued relevance of what they negate. To generations of anthropologists
whose training still relied on formal devices—kinship structures, modes of production,
patterns of culture—‘the everyday’, ‘gens’, and ‘actor-networks’ were genuinely liberating. As
they become the standard background of anthropological training, however, and the older
forms they sought to unseat have receded into history, their ability to shed light on
phenomena necessarily fades.” (Candea 2025:52-53).

Towards form 1: not everything is shapeless

The remainder of this paper maps the contours of the recent rising anthropological interest in form,
which bucks the antiformalist trend. It should be clear now that form never went away. Rather, the
emergent moment we are diagnosing is one in which the evaluation of form and formalism are

changing: from a necessary enemy, to an interesting object of study, or even in some cases a productive



analytical friend. The new formalist mood we detect in many corners of contemporary anthropology
starts from a self-conscious re-examination of the power and value of these forms we have been
dragging along, sometimes unwillingly, behind us.

This return to form is not primarily distinguished by an appeal to theoretical categories,
dichotomies and distinctions, however — since as we saw those can also be deployed in a deeply
antiformalist way. Neither does it need to pin formalist colours to its mast to differentiate itself from
its predecessor. Rather, its distinctive feature is the intuition that such theoretical formalisms might
actually pick out something in the world - the extent to which certain social and cultural phenomena
are themselves in some measure stable and enduring. Form here is no longer a minor mood, a source of
shame to be hurried over quickly, or elided entirely: form has become explicit (again).

Put otherwise, the new interest in form holds up for examination two anthropological
dogmas: first, that all aspects of social and cultural reality are z7reducibly complex and forever in a
process of contingent unpredictable transformation and becoming; second, that this process renders
the endeavour of distinguishing between phenomena meaningless or vicious at some fundamental
level (that, as Deleuze and Guattari suggest, pluralism may or indeed should in the end always be
reduced to monism and vice-versa). These dogmas may be helpful in understanding many things much
of the time, but for anthropologists the ways in which coherence, shape, pattern, regularity, and
distinction interface with unpredictable change, contingent processes and unexpected transformations
should surely be an empirical question, not a disciplinary act of faith. Andrew Shryock and Daniel
Lord Smail make this point brilliantly in relation to the explosion in use of the notion of ‘contingency’

in historiography:

In contemporary historical and anthropological writing, “contingent” tends to mean
accidental, random, conditional, or unique to a particular social context. Used in this way,
“contingency” has acquired a mandatory, almost talismanic quality...the current enthusiasm
for contingency has temporarily swept aside the useful analytic purchase that can be gained by
acknowledging, perhaps ruefully, that human actions, when seen from a distance, really do
conform to law-like regularities characteristic of certain kinds of complex systems. (Lord Smail
and Shryock 2013: 719)

And as a matter of fact, even in their moments of greatest antiformalist enthusiasm, anthropologists
have never entirely abandoned the idea that there are, after all, patches of rough stability, meaningful
coherence, and causal predictability in social and cultural life. One mark of the new formalist aesthetic
is that this self-evident fact is becoming interesting and puzzling again.

Heywood and Yarrow, for example, have recently highlighted the fact that anthropological
models of human action tend to conceptualise such action as inherently or necessarily creative and

* A similar neo-formalist sensibility arises from the roughly contemporaneous work of historians Quentin Deluermoz
and Pierre Singaravelou on ‘counterfactual history’ (2016).



inventive (2026). As with the antiformalist spirit more generally, not only is antinomianism centred as
the crucially relevant feature of action, but so too is change: agency is meaningful only as the opposite
of structure, both in the sense of ‘system’ and of persistence. An action is recognisably agentive if it is
antisystematic and also change-inducing (and thus antiformalist).

Yet a wide range of forms of human action possess neither of these characteristics. Some such
forms are in fact the opposite of such inventive action, being instead conservative in character, that is,
aimed at the maintenance and conservation of a state of affairs, and often undertaken by deliberately
inhabiting certain formal conventions (see also Kavedzija 2018; 2019; Shryock & Schiele 2019). Such
forms of action are thus often themselves oriented towards the maintenance of formal patterns, as well
as helpfully understood through attention to their formally distinctive features: their regularity,
repeatability, and their conventional structure.

Repair is another form or modality of action that has recently captured the anthropological
imagination, and here again whilst we sometimes do find repair rendered as ‘innovation’ in
characteristic antiformalist key, work on repair has also highlighted ‘the ongoing activities by which
stability (such as it is) is maintained, the subtle arts of repair by which rich and robust lives are
sustained against the weight of centrifugal odds and how sociotechnical forms and infrastructures...get
not only broken but restored.' (Jackson 2013: 222).

Some subfields and corners of anthropology were much earlier in rekindling the formalist
flame, or indeed kept it alive throughout anthropology’s latest antiformalist period. Throughout the
1980s and 90s a number of distinct anthropological conversations reinvented and recaptured
something about the excitement of form precisely as it was being so comprehensively challenged in the
discipline at large. We mentioned above the way Foucaultian formalisms inspired a collective of
anthropologists of science and ethics (Rabinow 1989, 1993, Faubion 2000, see also Laidlaw 2001). In
a very different vein, the regional-theoretical school of New Melanesian Ethnography made form a
central element of its vocabulary for thinking about persons, relations, and exchanges (Strathern 1988,
see Kingston 2003). Meanwhile, an intellectual current of historically informed anthropology of
South-West Asia and North Africa was reinventing anthropological care for the ‘patterns that outlast
events’ (Shryock 2019) through careful attention to history, law and political form (Dresch 1986;
1998; Shryock & Scheele 2019).

Elsewhere, form remained vivid as a matter, one might say, of thematic affinity. Linguistic
anthropologists, even as they rejected structuralist semiotics, retained and refunctioned an attention to
the systematic in language - language ideologies, registers, or pragmatic forms (Silverstein 1976;
Woolard & Schieffelin 1994; Keane 1997; Agha 2008; Lempert 2012)." Similarly, the formalist
character of ritual action has long been of interest in the anthropology of religion. Don Handelman,
for example, developed a sophisticated morphology of rituals as self-organising processes, using
geometric figures to characterize the ways in which rituals achieve varying degrees of autonomy from
their social surroundings (Handelman et al. 2020; see also Shapiro 2016).

Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994), relatedly, make the ‘stipulated’ (as opposed to ‘invented’)
character of ritual action one of its key features: ‘with ritual action the act itself appears as already
formed, almost like an object, something from which the actor might ‘receive’...this situation is neither
an accident nor is it a matter of absentminded habit. It results from a positive acquiescence in a socially



stipulated order’ (1994: 5). Thus in their analysis not only is ritual action neither inventive/creative
nor antinomian, its entire character derives from its formalist nature, as well as itself potentially taking
a variety of forms:

One has only to think of the possibilities of the copy, the parody, the translation, the indexical
sign, the theatrical presentation, the token, the act of public witness, or the memorial, to see
the possible variation....people learning ritual acts start by copying, reproducing acts taught to
them, but later what they do could better be described as the ‘making manifest’ of what has
already become an idea (a prototype), which allows a greater freedom. (1994: 102).

The image of the prototype is profoundly generative. Far from the anthropology of ritual, studies of
software, art, or political experimentation have documented the prefigurative power of prototyping
(Corsin Jiménez 2014). These studies show that social and cultural form is not merely a vehicle for
conservation but also for transformation and creation. Prototypes set patterns for the future. They are
“the cultural form capable of prefiguring its inherent transformative and inventive dynamic.” (Corsin-
Jimenez 2014:389). The study of prefigurative politics and new activist deployments of political form
is a case in point (Kroijer 2015).

As we noted at the outset, taking such regularities seriously doesn’t imply the belief that the
world is stable, simple or predetermined. It simply suggests that however partial or evanescent they may
be, achieved stabilities, simplifications, and prefigurations are a useful starting point for
anthropological thinking and a problem in need of explanation. The return to form does not answer
the question of regularity, it poses it.

Towards form 2: topologies of enclosure

Alongside a renewed interest in these kinds of regularities in the world - social, cultural,
environmental, infrastructural and technological morphologies — the new formalist aesthetic also
involves a distinctive attitude to concept work. At its heart is the acknowledgement that in order to say
something you can’t say everything. Formal work with concepts involves, as Eduardo Kohn nicely puts
it “a selective topology of enclosure [which] allows things to happen as a result of what cannot” (cited
in Degani 2024:73).

Such work tends to eschew expansive concepts that seek to follow the mutability of the world
in its resplendent multiplicity. Usable tools, in this new aesthetic, require sharp edges. The rise of an
interest in formalism is indexed in part by a foregrounding of systematic conceptual accounts that
provide some analytic closure, and seek to build upwards from description towards explanation, by
deploying logical oppositions, topologies, typologies, taxonomies and the like. These may have a
vintage feel, and yet, like the rest of the formalist apparatus, they have never in fact gone out of
anthropological use. The mark of a formalist aesthetic is the rising sense that such systematic



conceptual apparatuses do not need to be deployed in a reluctant or shamefaced manner, as necessary
evils, or ‘with a pinch of salt’ (cf. Candea 2019). The work we describe embraces sharp conceptual
distinctions, even in some cases systems and typologies (Bandak 2015; Boellstorft 2010), while
remaining attuned to both their power and their limits. One might put this in terms of Paul
Kockelman’s contrast between the analytics of ‘sieving’ and ‘mixing’ (2013). Sieving is simply the
action of selecting, in some patterned way, a subset of elements (material, conceptual, affective, etc)
from a broader superset. By excluding some elements, sieving inherently produces patterns and
predictability. Mixing is “in some sense, the opposite of sieving: [...] shake, aggregate, amass, spill,
muddle, muddy, and more generally strategically discombobulate” (Kockelman 2013:39).
Anthropology in antiformalist mood self-consciously glorified concepts for their ability to ‘mix’.
Anthropology’s return to form is marked by a revaluation of conceptual work designed to ‘sieve’. In
this section, we explore such conceptual work in more detail, focusing first on the relationship
between form and process, and secondly on the respective affordances of systematic conceptual
contrasts and open-ended empirical lists.

There is no need, in the formalist aesthetic, to give up on form in order to acknowledge
transformation - the task is rather to craft conceptual formalisms which can capture the patterns and
regularities, the thresholds and path-dependencies, which shape processes of change. This is
conceptual work as prototyping, as it were (Corsin-Jimenez 2024).

For instance, Mandana Limbert’s recent work on early twentieth-century Omani religious and
juridical discourse about travel and prayer attends to the ways in which Omani religious scholars
articulated elaborate formal conceptions of ‘homeland’ (wagan) well before British colonial regulation
of Indian Ocean territory introduced equally formalist bureaucracies of national belonging (2025).
She shows how determining one’s homeland was a formal obligation for Omani Arabs, one that also
came with religious obligations such as the performance of the travel prayer when away from the
homeland. This sense of homeland was spatial but not territorial; it was defined by built environments
and a sense of distance, as well by the orientation of the soul, and it was hierarchically differentiated by
gender and status. It had formal properties — including rules about the boundaries of settlements and
duration of travel — but these properties were unrelated to sovereignty or administrative
documentation.

Limbert’s analysis is particularly useful in challenging the assumption that formal systems are
necessarily problematic political impositions on (indigenous) formlessness. As she puts it, ‘the
romanticizing of a “nomad metaphysics” that celebrates an unbounded mobility (presumably among
non-Europeans) elides notions of political home as well as discourses and practices that express
obligations of spatial belonging beyond those associated with European empires.” (2025: 461).
Elaborate Islamic juridical discussions (see also Clarke 2015) about the travel prayer ‘mark a form of
spatial and social demarcation articulated through Islamic obligations’ (Limbert 2025: 461) and reveal
not a formlessness awaiting (colonial) ordering, but a competing formal system with a radically
different architecture. Limbert’s work also demonstrates the embodied and lived nature of the forms
she traces, enacted through the bodily movements and orientations of prayer, as well as the fact that
forms are far from politically quietist: forms here are both anti-colonial and rigorously structured,
both quotidian and cosmologically significant.



Limbert’s work shows how to enliven formalism by deploying conceptual devices which
highlight the way people themselves put forms into action. From the same Indian Ocean region, Jatin
Dua’s analysis of Somali piracy deploys a similarly formal conceptual architecture (e.g. 2019a; 2019b).
He traces how abaan — a historical Somali practice of claiming payment for safe transit across hostile
territory — provides a pattern for understanding contemporary hijacking. By systematically comparing
abaan and maritime insurance as parallel ‘economies of protection’, Dua reveals how both practices
operate through forms of risk-pooling, credit networks, and jurisdictional claims in a way that allows
us to examine emergent and contingent events — like ship captures and ransom negotiations — through
structured conceptual tools.

The anthropology of kinship has been a fertile ground for comparable types of accounts
(Dresch 1986; Edwards 2000; McKinnon & Cannell 2015; Shryock 1997; Strathern 1992; Stasch
2009). Naor Ben Yehoyada shows how the distinctive pragmatic affordances of brotherhood and
cousinage enable Sicilians and Tunisians to reframe the practical politics of Mediterranean
transnationalism (Ben-Yehoyada 2014). The language of brotherhood is a language of unity and
mobilization. It informs both the exclusivist politics of nation-states, and the universalist horizons of
globalisation or human rights. The political cosmology of brotherhood continues, Ben-Yehoyada
argues, to function as implicit commonsense in academic attempts to characterise transnationalism.
For his Tunisian and Sicilian interlocutors, however, a political cosmology of cousinage provided a
powerful alternative to this dominant vision. From daily jokes and disputes between fishermen, via
tense arguments over historical violence, religious conflict and colonialism, all the way to the grand
pronouncements of politicians and intellectuals, the figure of cousinage recurred with great frequency.
Cousinage provided subtle pragmatic possibilities in situations in which evocations of brotherhood
would sound either naive or exclusivist.

Ben-Yehoyada returns to classic work on mediterranean kinship and segmentarity to highlight
the contrastive pragmatic affordances of brotherhood and cousinage as scaled-up metaphors for
transnational politics. The key operator of brotherhood is similarity and closeness, and metaphorical
calls to brotherhood in segmentary settings are pragmatic calls to mobilisation, often calls to arms
(874). Cousinage by contrast does not require amity or identity. It is a relationship structured by an
interplay of closeness and distance, a relationship in which difference can be a vector of conflict but
also of potential alliance (cross-cousin marriages, anyone?). When engaging with the dangers and
promises of Mediterranean postcolonial transnationalism, Mazarese fishermen and Tunisian labour
migrants, Italian trade union leaders and Algerian intellectuals, can ‘do’ things with cousinage that
they could never do with brotherhood.

Again, our focus here is less on the substance of Ben Yehoyada’s argument than on the form of
conceptual enclosure which allows him to sharpen the edges of a situation which could otherwise be
characterised in terms of complexity, fluidity and particularity alone. This short passage is exemplary
of the kind of aesthetic and conceptual shift introduced by the new formalism:

In her discussion of "the global situation,” Anna Tsing suggested that analysts be attentive "to
the changing definitions of interests and identity that both allow and result from" transnational



events, by focusing "on the historical specificity of events . . . and the open-ended indeterminacy
of the regional processes” that produce them (2000: 349). The story of the Fish War and the
Transmed shows how such interests and identities can materialize out of an underlying
transnational, kinship-informed, segmentary cosmology. (890-891)

Ben-Yehoyada is building on, rather than challenging Tsing’s earlier argument. But the tonal shift is
clear: between the particularism of ‘historical specificity’ and the horizon of ‘open-ended
indeterminacy’, Ben-Yehoyada’s attention to kinship-informed segmentary cosmology inserts a form
of conceptual enclosure - a solid frame. But it is a frame in which people’s own changing interests and
identities remain in full focus. In the same way, in our last three examples, regionality, scale and place
loom large as crucial frames for the account — and simultaneously as resources for people’s own
strategies and action. Kinship and place (like language or ritual action) are rediscovered as devices
which both frame and enable action and analysis.

Systematic contrasts and open-ended lists

Ben Yehoyada’s example also highlights a classic device of formalist conceptual enclosure, namely the
structuring of systematic accounts around logical oppositions such as brotherhood/cousinage. The
technique has a distinguished structuralist pedigree, but it has re-emerged in recent decades in some
influential ways. Philippe Descola’s famous (2005a) four-part ontological schema (naturalism,
animism, totemism, analogism) is built from the eminently structuralist principle of a crossed table of
binary oppositions (see table 1)

Humans and non-humans bhave... | the same souls | different souls
the same bodies Totemism Naturalism
different bodies Animism Analogism

Table 1 - Descola’s four ontologies

Joel Robbins’ work on moral torment and value conflict amongst Urapmin Christians (Robbins
2004) exemplifies this broad family of formalisms in a very different way. Robbins’ distinction
between lawfulness and wilfulness harks back explicitly to a Dumontian structuralist vision of pairs of
values defined and tensed against each other (Robbins 2013b, 2015). The fact that there are two key
values in play, which are logically opposed (like equality and hierarchy are for Dumont), is not a
contingent but an essential part of the architecture of Robbins’ argument. Since for Robbins, as for
Dumont, values are first and foremost relations, their mathematics are grounded in powers of two.
While Robbins doesn’t go in for crossed tables, much of the rich complexity and elegance of his



account of Urapmin moral life comes from the intersection between two relational pairs: a pair of
values (willfulness — lawfulness) and a pair of contexts (traditional and Christian visions of the good).

This is not to say that the opposition between lawfulness and wilfulness is merely a formal
device, a conceptual system imposed from on high by the anthropologist. Lawfulness and willfulness
(and indeed Christian and traditional) are paired opposites for the Urapmin themselves. As with the
brotherhood/cousinage pair in Ben Yehoyada’s case, contrastive pairing is also a pragmatic device
which enables Urapmin to negotiate and understand their moral world. This is what we mean when
we speak of an 7nterface between conceptual formalism and forms in the world: somewhere between
the logical oppositions of interlocutors and those of the anthropologist, a systematic account arises. In
this type of systematic formalism, ethnography and deductive logic work hand in hand to build such
interfaces (Descola 2005b).

It is worth noting however, that building systems out of logical contrasts is not the only
topology of enclosure — not the only type of ‘sieve’ — available to the new formalism. A different
topology emerges from the formalist technique of building empirical lists which one could imagine
extending or completing. It is enumerative rather than systematic (e.g. Luhrmann 2023). Staying with
the theme of values, one might consider in this connection a recent article by Ori Mautner about value
conflicts experienced by orthodox Israeli Jews engaging in collective mindfulness meditation (2026).
In managing the tensions between traditional commitments and new practices, Mautner describes his
interlocutors navigating between three different values: religious propriety (maintaining “traditionally
sanctioned Jewish conduct and views”), spirituality (“developing self-acquaintance and consequently
an increased intimacy with God”) and worldliness (“striving to sanctify rather than escape mundane
life”). Unlike the contrast between lawfulness and wilfulness, there is no inherent relationship or
logical tension between these values, even though they may come into conflict in particular situations.
Nor do they form a system which is coextensive with the nature of the problem at hand: one might
imagine augmenting the account with other values — commitments to kin, perhaps. By contrast, to
add a fifth ontology to Descola’s Big Four, or a third value to Robbins’ willfulness and lawfulness, one
would need to recalibrate the entire system of their arguments.

This second type of formalist technique - building lists - is particularly clear in the recent
interest in ‘modes’, sharply articulated by Michael Degani (2024). Drawing on examples ranging from
postsocialist dance to paved road networks, he shows how anthropologists describe actors moving
between different formalized patterns or styles, whether these are, for instance, bodily techniques,
infrastructural systems, or ethical orientations. A Guinean dancer shifts between traditional and
improvisational modes (Cohen 2016); a road system and dirt footpaths in New Guinea produce
distinct forms of spiritual modality and gendered embodiment (Handman 2017); each mode has its
constraints and affordances, but actors can often shift between them while maintaining their
distinctiveness. Degani’s own work on modal reasoning and electrical infrastructure in Tanzania is
itself a testament to the productive potential of ‘modality’ as an anthropological form (2022; and see
Kockelman 2020).

These two techniques of formalist conceptual enclosure - contrastive systems and open-ended
lists - are not mutually exclusive: they can be deployed together and tensed against each other in the
same accounts, to great effect. In Mautner’s argument for instance, the potentially open-ended list of



values is complemented by another distinction, this time a logical opposition, between ‘inherent’ and
‘contingent’ value conflicts. This distinction — which partly recoups our own distinction between two
formalist techniques — itself takes the form of a logical opposition: value conflicts can be either
inherent or they can be contingent. Forms of conceptual enclosure are not metaphysical commitments
about the world (is it binary, systematic, open-ended?), nor do they need to be the battle-standards of
opposing theoretical schools. Dichotomies, systems, typologies, lists are, more simply and modestly,
just tools - there to be used and recombined to solve particular empirical and conceptual problems.

The epistemic virtues of formalism: coherence,
corrigibility, collaboration

In contrasting lists and structures, we are not suggesting that these are the only two pathways to form.
Quite the opposite, in fact: the new formalist sensibility we are mapping is distinguished precisely by
its openness to the multiplicity and diversity of forms - both in the world and in our accounts of it. In
this it differs sharply from the antiformalist intuition that form is one (bad) thing, and that it only
warrants a single attitude (one of resistance or refusal).

Just as the new formalist sensibility doesn’t require a commitment to detailed ontological
postulates about the nature of the world, so there is no single new formalist method, no rule-book or
set of precise injunctions for how anthropological analysis must (or must not) be done. The examples
we have described here differ in topic, tone, and theoretical orientation. The shift in sensibilities they
share and exemplify is broader and more profound: rather than a precise programme, it involves a
growing aﬂinity for certain epistemic virtues. The appeal to epistemic virtue is not new in
anthropology. Antiformalism too had its own epistemic virtues built-in. Revocability, flexibility,
open-endedness and the like were, in the antiformalist sensibility, the mark of the good in both
scholarship and practical worldly activity, even as the formalist undercurrents and implications we
have highlighted here persisted. The new formalism we describe here makes those implications and
their associated virtues explicit, in an instance of Marilyn Strathern’s point that epochal change is often
marked not by new practices but by new attitudes to practices that have always existed. We spotlight
three formalist epistemic virtues which we feel are particularly characteristic of the current new
moment: coherence, corrigibility and collaboration.

New formalist work in anthropology tends towards the production of a coherent set of
conceptual forms within a particular account. While acknowledging that the demand for coherence
can be a power-laden imposition (Dave 2023), it nevertheless values self-imposed coherence in
conceptual and analytical work: distinctions, categories, terminologies that sit in some stable relation
to one another, concepts and terms that mean roughly the same thing from one page to the next. This
commitment to one’s own coherence is also a commitment to a certain kind of accountability to
others. Conceptual infrastructures, in this aesthetic, should come with “the possibility of (virtuous)
failure.” (Corsin Jiménez 2014: 385). If an account can’t be wrong, it has little value as an account of
something outside itself, and little to add to a collective conversation. Fallibility and corrigibility are
taken as key productive limitations in formalist accounts.



But corrigibility is not all about coherence. The new anthropological formalism comes with a
commitment to some kind of strong relationship between conceptual forms and forms outside of the
account. This relationship is often (whether anthropologists like to advertise this fact or not) one of
classic representationalist correspondence. On some level, even the most conceptually sophisticated
anthropological critics of old-fashioned realism still mostly write under the basic assumption that what
they say is - broadly speaking - true to their ethnography. We have seen that this same spirit of realism
in some ways underlies the aesthetic of emergence and process — that a world without form must be
described by similarly ‘formless’ accounts (as if such a thing were possible). And in its own way, the
anti-representationalist vision of anthropological writing as performative engagement - writing as
politics, ‘ontological’ (Mol 2002) or otherwise - can be just as productively limiting. If conceptual
forms are seen not as descriptions but as tools which enable an effective transformation of something
beyond the account, then the limitation on what can be said is, if anything, even more stringent. For
such performative conceptual forms need, after all, to work. Alongside a commitment to fallibility and
to corrigibility, then, we might think of this second productive limitation not merely as
‘correspondence’, but as something broader - a kind of ‘worldliness’.

A third, and perhaps most crucial form of productive limitation is an openness to disciplinary
dialogue and cross-wise critical engagement. As Boyer and Howe point out in a powerful
reconceptualisation of what anthropologists mean by ‘theory’, intradisciplinary dialogue - in the form
of paper-giving, Q&As, peer review, research supervision, collaborative writing and the like - is
fundamentally structured by an expectation that knowledge should travel. An anthropological
account is expected to mobilize insights which become available to other accounts, to be
“transparticular, a study that speaks with other studies [...] to create the communicative pathways [...]
that help to cohere anthropology as a distinctive field of discourse.” (Boyer & Howe 2015).
Transparticularity need not imply universality - few anthropologists today would promote the
impractical vision of a grand unified anthropological discourse modeled on the ‘hard sciences’.
Transparticularity is rather a matter of “portable analytics” (ibid.) - conceptual forms which travel
from one account to another and can be repurposed or revised and passed on again.

As Boyer and Howe point out, anthropological accounts which do not acknowledge relevant
previous attempts to grapple with similar problems tend to be dismissed as ungenerous. In recent
years, this question has mostly been debated from the perspective of ‘input’: the - ethical and political
as much as epistemic - question of how present accounts should build on previous ones and
acknowledge what they ‘take’. This opens up a wide field of controversy over which previous accounts
should be deemed relevant, rife with disputes over citational politics, epistemic justice, and the shape
of the canon (Allen & Jobson 2016, Venkatesan 2025). The anthropological return to form, however,
pays at least equal attention to the question of ouzput: what “portable analytics” is each account
producing or refashioning for others to pick up? This means attending to transparticularity and
collaboration as not just as a question of how we ethically take from each other, but also as a question
of how best to give.

In this connection, transparticularity/collaboration as an epistemic virtue rejoins
corrigibility/worldliness. Concepts designed to be shared have to be carefully crafted to stand the test
of other users — both in their internal architecture and in their external relation to the phenomena they



purport to illuminate. Paradoxically, the antiformalist attitude has led to a proliferation of turns,
neologisms and conceptual distinctions, precisely because it eschewed the thought that these concepts
might become stable tokens of collaboration. Coining new concepts, like passing new laws, is more
immediately appealing than trying to apply the ones we already have. If concepts are just necessary
evils on the path to an account of irreducible complexity, then there is little mileage in paying much
attention to how they are crafted or in keeping them around after their work is done. Each individual
account can provide its own conceptual revolution, and move on. The new formalist aesthetic by
contrast, keeps an eye on the pragmatics of conceptual reuse. Good tools are worth sharpening and
fixing - one can lend and borrow them, too.

Conclusion: what comes next?

The two ingredients of what we are calling a new formalist sensibility, then, are an attention to and
puzzling over regularities in the world, and a commitment to crafting conceptual enclosures around
them. These are not independent moves: regularities in the world often only become visible as they
meet with our conceptual formalisms. Like (other) scientific objects, modes, values, cultures, trends,
roles, techniques, kinship structures and so forth are hybrids: they are the result of a successtul
articulation between a conceptual device and something in the world which ‘objects’ back (Stengers
2000). Anthropological formalism as we conceive it requires some interface between conceptual forms
and worldly regularities. This is not just a matter of “giving ethnographic phenomena particular
conceptual shapes” (Holbraad 2020), but also of allowing the shape of phenomena to distort, guide
and object to the shape of our conceptual formalisms. Form - as Kingston (2003) observed in an early
and profound call for a return to form in anthropology - is inherently related to attention: “Form itself
only exists in relation to the formless, as areas of focused attention are relative to inattentiveness.”
(ibid. 685). Conceptual formalisms, at their best, manifest a renewed commitment to a particular kind
of attentiveness.

Yet this attention should extend also to the form/antiform dynamic as a whole. Insofar as a
formalist aesthetic feels like it has momentum in contemporary anthropology, this momentum comes
in part from pushing off from an older antiformalist consensus - form can only exist in relation to the
formless. This is not in itself something to be either celebrated or regretted - it is the way of disciplinary
enthusiasms, to get their drive from opposition. It simply reminds those who - like us - are enthused by
the new formalist aesthetic that we may do well to keep asking what antiformalisms we still
nevertheless value and deploy, and what is worth retaining from the antiformalist anthropological
moment which is rapidly coming to feel historical.

The antiformalist aesthetic we began by describing served anthropology in innumerable ways,
not least by helping first to dismantle and then to guard against the return of overly rigid structural
models that threatened to flatten ethnographic complexity. This, though, is a different historical
moment, and the threats the discipline (and the world) face are different too. Large language models
have sparked public interest and debate about pattern recognition and the wider relationship between
form and meaning. Political mobilizations of various types demand recognition of some stable
categorical identities whilst insisting on the dissolution of others. Economic and professional life in



Euro-America is increasingly suffused by concerns about managerialism, bureaucracy, and
accountability. Meanwhile, as we’ve noted, popular discourse has seen the increasing deployment of
antiformalist rhetoric in celebration of disruption and the rejection of expertise and institutional
constraints, but towards ends that make antiformalism’s once clearly progressive gestures look newly
concerning.

So the new formalist aesthetic we’ve sought to identify doesn’t emerge from a nostalgia for past
certainties, but from a belief in anthropology’s capacity to craft theories, arguments, and models that
say something distinctive about the contemporary world’s complexity. Formal and anti-formal moves
will continue to intertwine in anthropological work, and that oscillation is baked into the nature of the
discipline. But there is more to such oscillation than mere intellectual fads or trends. Theoretical
schools and turns might come and go, but the rise of form today, like that of practice in the 1980s,
points to something more epochal and addresses fundamental intellectual and worldly challenges.
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"We should note that attention to process need not be antiforamlist, and that a range of recent scholarship (e.g.
Fleming 2024; Hill 2012; Zuckerman 2020) attends to both processual dynamics and formal properties without
seeing the two as necessarily opposed.

"We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out the fact that Silversteinian linguistic anthropology may
appear formalist in this way from the perspective of the wider (antiformalist) discipline, from within it appears as a
functional response to the formalism not just of structuralism but also of analytic philosophy.
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