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Susan  Son tag seem s to h ave been  on  to som eth in g wh en  sh e p laced h er word
portraits of Mich el Leiris an d Claude Lévi-Strauss back to back.2 An  elaboration
of h er com parison  (wh ich  was m ore im plied th an  explicit) m ay h elp  situate
an th ropological practice in  Fran ce—an d Leiris’ special role in  it—with in  th e
larger con text of tren ds elsewh ere in  th e world .

I begin  in  a person al vein , followin g th e lead of Leiris, wh o broke with
stan dard an th ropological practice in  Fran ce (an d elsewh ere in  th e world  dur-
in g th e 1930s) wh en  h e bucked curren t n otion s of “objective scien ce” an d
in troduced h is own  subjectivity in to eth n ograph ic n arrative. Such  an  open in g
seem s especially appropriate given  th at , in  com m en tin g on  h is Contacts de
Civilisation en Martinique et en Guadeloupe,3 I am  com m en tin g on  both  a m an
an d a book th at  were very m uch  presen t in  m y own  con tacts with  Martin ique
an d its civilisation.

My origin al in t rodu ct ion  to  Mart in iq u e—an d  to  th e work of Mich el
Leiris—dates to 1962 wh en  a Harvard  studen t  I was datin g at  th e t im e sh owed
m e a copy of Contacts de Civilisations th at  h e h ad  bough t  for FF 7.50 at  th e
Librairie Alexan dre in  Fort-de-Fran ce in  th e course of a sum m er field  study. A
year later th at  sam e studen t  brough t  m e back to Mart in ique, first  for our h on -
eym oon  an d th en  for fu rth er eth n ograph ic work in  a fish in g village on  th e
sou th ern  coast .4

Th e secon d tim e th at Leiris an d Martin ique crossed path s in  m y person al
h istory cam e 24 years later, wh ile I was con ductin g research  on  th e reception
of n on -Western  art  am on g collectors in  Paris—research  for wh ich  Leiris pro-
vided gen erous h elp  in  th e form  of in form al con versation s, bibliograph ic sug-
gestion s, an d ph on e calls to art  collectors wh o, with out th e recom m en dation
of th eir good frien d Leiris, would h ardly h ave been  in clin ed to gran t in terviews
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to an  Am erican  wom an  pokin g aroun d in  th eir affairs.5 Leiris always received
m e in  h is Spartan  un dergroun d office in  th e en trails of th e Musée de l’h om m e,
wh ere we talked about art , m useum s, an th ropology, an d eth n ocen trism .

An d th en  on e m orn in g th e con versation  turn ed to th e An tilles. I told  h im
th e story of an  illiterate Martin iquan  n am ed Médard Aribot an d sh owed h im
an  art icle th at  m y h usban d h ad writ ten  about h im .6 I also m en tion ed th at  we
h ad just  m ade a decision  to buy a sm all h ouse on  th e islan d an d to divide our
tim e each  year between  th e Martin iquan  coun tryside an d m ore con ven tion al
academ ic sett in gs. Leiris was fascin ated by th e story of Médard, a m an  wh o
lived in  caves an d used a pocket kn ife to craft  exquisite wooden  scu lp tures of
colon ial subjects—ocean  lin ers, elegan tly dressed dan cers, bem edaled m ilitary
officers, an d even  h is vision  of th e Dah om ean  kin g Béh an zin  wh o was exiled
to Martin ique after h is defeat  by th e Fren ch . Médard also liberated m erch an -
dise from  th e Com pagn ie Gén érale Tran satlan tique an d passed it  on  to rural
Martin iquan s in  n eed of th is or th at , spen t 30 years as a prison er in  th e pen al
colon y of Fren ch  Guian a, an d return ed, after World  War II, to live in  a m in us-
cu le gin gerbread h ouse th at  h e bu ilt  overlookin g th e Caribbean  Sea—a h ouse
th at , after h is death , becam e on e of th e m ost frequen tly post-carded tourist
at traction s in  Martin ique, even  supplyin g th e cover illustrat ion  for th e 1994-
2004 edit ion s of th e Guide Gallim ard to th e islan d. Leiris’s reaction  to th is
story was to p ick up  th e ph on e excitedly an d dial th e n um ber of h is frien d
Aim é Césaire. I was alarm ed th at  th e Martin iquan  t im e zon e would h ave h ad
Césaire soun d asleep  wh en  it  was 10:00 am  in  Fran ce, bu t eith er h e was an
early riser or h e was in  Paris th at  day, because I h eard  Leiris sum m arize th e
Médard story in to th e ph on e an d ask Césaire to be sure to welcom e us as h is
frien ds wh en  we arrived in  our n ew islan d h om e.

In  an y case, I con tin ued to see Leiris as m y research  on  art  collect in g
developed. An d th en , durin g a visit  to Lon don , I was asked by th e editor of th e
in tern ation al journ al Current Anthropology if I would be in terested in  doin g an
in terview with  Leiris for its pages. He suggested th at  it  could  be illustrated in
color, given  th at  Leiris’s world  was m ade up  of art ists at  least  as m uch  as
an th ropologists. After return in g to Paris I spoke to several people about th e
in terview proposit ion , an d th e opin ion  was un an im ous: Leiris detested form al
in terviews an d would n ever agree to accord m e on e … except perh aps, th ey
said, if I could in terest  h is close frien d an d colleague at  th e Musée de l’h om m e,
Jean  Jam in , in to doin g it  with  m e. Jam in  kin dly accepted th e idea, an d th en
Leiris d id  too.

Our th ree-way tape-recorded con versation s took p lace between  October
1986 an d March  1987 in  Leiris’s apartm en t on  th e Quai des Gran ds Augustin s,
gen erously lubricated with  Scotch  for th e m en  an d an  excellen t wh ite win e for
th e lady. Jam in  th en  took on  th e tran scrip tion , I produced th e En glish  tran s-
lat ion , an d we both  con tribu ted explan atory n otes.7 After Leiris read th e text
an d m ade a few m in or ch an ges, we raised th e question  of illustrat ion s, sug-
gestin g th ose we especially liked, in cludin g a collage by Lou-Laurin  Lam , th e
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widow of Wifredo Lam . Leiris eyed it  with  eviden t ten dern ess an d explain ed to
m e, “You see? It’s a portrait  of m e in  th e form  of a m on key wh o’s m asturbat-
in g.”8 An d in deed it  was. But th en  h e vetoed it  for th e publication , declarin g
th at h e wish ed to be represen ted by h is frien ds, n ot by th eir wives. Th at m ean t
we could  use an y of th e portraits by Picasso, Giacom etti, Fran cis Bacon , an d
An dré Masson , th ough  h e wan ted to be clear th at  th e Masson  works were n ot
portraits of h im  but rath er art  works for wh ich  h e h ad served as m odel. (We all
agreed n ot to use th e on e by Miró, wh ich  was h ardly flatterin g.)9

As I prepared for th e in terviews, I h ad in  th e back of m y m in d an  im age
of Leiris bu ilt  up  durin g m y two-year stay in  Paris. First , th ere were qu ite a few
colleagues wh o h ad told  m e th at  th eir adm iration  for Leiris’s writ in g (espe-
cially L’Afrique fantôm e) was wh at origin ally in spired th em  to becom e an th ro-
pologists. At th e sam e t im e, a recen t experien ce in  th e library of th e Musée de
l’h om m e lean ed  in  an oth er d irect ion : After I’d  filled  ou t  a request  for h is
often -m en tion ed 1948 book, La Langue Secrète des Dogons,10 th e volum e th at
was brough t to m e was in  virgin al con dit ion , requirin g th at  I cu t  th e folded
edges of th e pages before gain in g access to th e text . How was I to recon cile th e
esteem  of m y an th ropological colleagues for Leiris with  th e fact  th at  on e of h is
cen tral con tribu tion s to th e discip lin e h ad lain  in  th e stacks of Fran ce’s m ain
an th ropology library for 40 years with out ever bein g read? I decided to pay a
visit  to Lévi-Strauss, a frien d sin ce 1963-64, wh en  Rich ard Price h ad been  h is
studen t at  th e École Pratique des Hautes Études.

If Leiris’s office was a dark un dergroun d burrow, Lévi-Strauss’s was m ore of
an  arboreal perch . Like an  orn ith ologist’s observat ion  post , it  occupied  an
op en  balcon y, afford in g a com m an d in g view of th e su p rem ely scien t ific
research  in stitu tion  h e h ad foun ded, th e Laboratory of Social An th ropology.
Frail of body, with  h an ds un steadied by Parkin son ’s d isease, Lévi-Strauss h ad
ceded n oth in g of th e in tellectual sh arpn ess respon sible for h is stature as a
towerin g p illar of an th ropology, a public in tellectual of a kin d produced on ly
in  Fran ce. Th e con trast  with  Leiris seem ed perfect: th e rigorous scien tist  an d
ch am pion  of Cartesian  objectivity versus th e poetic surrealist  wh o bath ed in
reflexive subjectivity. I looked forward to h earin g wh at th e on e would h ave to
say about th e oth er.

Th e foun dation  of wh at h e told  m e was solid  respect . He spoke in  detail,
an d with  stron g adm iration , of Leiris’s en tire œuvre, spon tan eously cit in g work
after work with  au th ority an d precision .11 “L’Afrique fantôm e,” h e em ph asized,
“represen ts th e very first  t im e in  Fran ce—an d, I believe, in  th e en tire world—
th at th e person  of th e an th ropologist  appears in  th e literature.” It  wasn ’t  un til
a h alf cen tury later, h e n oted, th at  it  becam e gen erally accepted in  th e disci-
p lin e for an th ropologists to m ake th em selves visible to readers of th eir work.
An d Leiris h ad been  equally ah ead of h is t im e, h e wen t on , in  bu ild in g m ean -
in gfu l com m un ication  between  an th ropology an d th e art  world .

At th e sam e t im e, th ere were obvious divergen ces in  th e two sch olars’ ori-
en tation s, n ot th e least  in  term s of th eir take on  surrealism . Leiris h ad talked
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to  m e abou t  su rrealism  as a rebellion  again st  rat ion ality, an d  abou t  Lévi-
Strauss as a “super-ration alist .”12 He h ad claim ed th at  it  was th is an ti-rat ion al-
ist  posit ion  th at  led  h im  to an  in terest  in  m entalité prim itive à la Lévy-Bruh l—
quite a differen t th in g from  th e con cept of pensée sauvage th at  Lévi-Strauss h ad
lon g ch am p ion ed . Lévi-St rau ss sm iled  an d  said  h e saw n o  con t rad ict ion
between  ration alism  an d surrealism ; n oth in g preven ted a “super-ration alist”
from  bein g fascin ated by surrealism —as a subject  of study. It  struck m e th at  h e
was castin g Leiris in  th e role of a believer an d h im self in  th at  of a th eologian ,
on e practicin g a surrealist  religion  an d th e oth er pu tt in g it  un der a m icro-
scope. Both  m otivated by a fascin ation  for th e ph en om en on , bu t from  two
totally d ifferen t van tage poin ts.

Etch ed on  th e flip  side of th at  sam e coin , of course, were th eir respective
relation sh ips to form al scien tific rigor—Lévi-Strauss h ad it  run n in g th rough
h is vein s, wh ile for Leiris, as Son tag poin ts ou t, “everyth in g th at  is im person al
an d cold” stood as an  object  of in ten se fascin ation .13 Fin ally, th eir views of
Western  civilization  wen t in  very differen t d irection s. Lévi-Strauss h ad reaped
th e gold  m edals of Euro-Am erican  cu lture, from  m em bersh ip  in  th e Académ ie
Fran çaise an d a ch air at  th e Collège de Fran ce (th e first  for a social an th ropol-
ogist) to coun tless h on orary degrees an d oth er token s of h igh -level recogn i-
t ion  th rough ou t  th e world , an d  h e was a m ilitan t  defen der of th e classic
education al system  in  Fran ce, in cludin g its crown in g ordeal, th e baccalauréat.
Had h e been  born  on  th e oth er side of th e Ch an n el, th ere is n o doubt th at  h e
would h ave been  kn igh ted, becom in g “Sir Claude” in  a rite of passage at  least
as sym bol-laden  an d cu lturally ch arged as th ose of th e Am azon ian  In dian s h e
studied. An d th en  th ere was Leiris: th e reluctan t survivor of several at tem pted
suicides, a d im in utive m an  wh o took refuge in  h is un dergroun d cell of th e
Palais de Ch aillot an d wh ose attitude toward Western  civilization  was sum m ed
up in  L’Afrique fantôm e: 

I curse m y en tire ch ildh ood an d every aspect  of th e education  I received, th e im be-
cilic con ven tion s I was raised with , th e m orality th at  people … felt  called  upon  to
in flict  on  m e, an d all th e prin ciples th at d id  n oth in g but t ie m e down  an d m ake m e
th e m awkish  pariah  th at  I am , in capable of leadin g a wh olesom e life or copulatin g
in  a wh olesom e way. … If I torture th ose wh o love m e, m ay th e fau lt  n ot  rest  on
m e, or even  on  th ose wh o raised m e (sin ce th e on ly way th ey ever wron ged m e was
to pu t m e in to th is world), bu t  rath er on  th is rotted-out society, desperately clin g-
in g to its ou tworn  values.14

Son tag p icked up on  th is self-im age an d ran  with  it . For h er, Leiris was a
m an  “un redeem ed by th e sligh test  t in ge of self-respect ,” a m an  wh ose trou-
bled sexuality was m arked by “worm y failu res an d deficien cies m ore often
th an  lurid  acts,” a writer obsessed by an  awaren ess of h is “in cip ien t baldn ess,
of a ch ron ic in flam m ation  of th e eyelids, of h is m eager sexual capacities, of h is
ten den cy to h un ch  h is sh oulders wh en  sit t in g an d to scratch  h is an al region
wh en  h e is alon e, of a … traum atic in fection  in  h is pen is … of h is h ypoch on -
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dria, of h is cowardice in  all situation s of th e sligh test  dan ger, of h is in ability to
speak an y foreign  lan guage fluen tly, of h is p it ifu l in com peten ce in  ph ysical
sports.” Th e au th or of h is fam ous au tobiograph y is, sh e says, “corroded,” a
m an  “curiously fin gerin g h is own  woun ds” an d “perpetually in  train in g to
extin guish  h im self.”15

Turn in g th e fin al page of h er essay on  Leiris, we en ter a very differen t
world , focused on  th e “em in en ce,” “brillian ce,” an d “greatn ess” of th e au th or
of a stun n in g “m asterp iece,” Tristes Tropiques. We’re bein g sh own  a portrait  of
th e n oble an th ropologist  in  th e com pan y of th e n oble savage. If, for Son tag,
Leiris was a m an  fin gerin g h is own  woun ds, Lévi-Strauss is a m agisterial figure
perfectin g “a tech n ique of polit ical d isen gagem en t [an d] a profoun d detach -
m en t.” If Leiris’s stature depen ded in  large part  on  h is self-m utilat in g au tobi-
ograph ical works, Lévi-Strauss’s rested  on  th e p rem ise th at  “an th ropology
m ust be a scien ce, rath er th an  a h um an istic study,” an d on  h is role as th e tow-
erin g foun der of a bran d of an th ropology “wh ich  obliterates all t races of h is
person al experien ce an d  tru ly effaces th e h um an  featu res of h is subject , a
given  prim itive society.”16

How do th e con trastive person al an d in tellectual styles of Leiris an d Lévi-
Strauss h elp  us to un derstan d th eir respective assessm en ts of colon ialism  as a
subject  of an th ropological in terest? How (in  th e con text of th e Martin iquan
colloq u iu m  th at  in sp ired  th is essay) can  th ey be related  to  o th er Fren ch
an th ropologists’ un derstan din gs about th e poten tial of cu ltures in  th e An til-
lean  arch ipelago for sh eddin g ligh t on  issues of an th ropological relevan ce?
An d, m ore gen erally, h ow m igh t th ey be seen  to h ave con tribu ted to th e tow-
erin g dom in an ce of Lévi-Strauss in  Fren ch  an th ropology over th e secon d h alf
of th e twen tieth  cen tury? 

For Lévi-Strauss, th ere h as always existed  an  absolu te qualitat ive d iffer-
en ce between , on  th e on e h an d, th e civilizat ion  in  wh ich  h e h as con ducted
h is career as a scien tist  an d, on  th e oth er, th e civilizat ion s, equally soph ist i-
cated , th at  h ave fueled  h is research —th e fam ous “h ere” an d “th ere” of th e
an th ropological fieldworker. 17 On e society is h ot , th e oth er cold . On e is h is-
toricized , th e oth er driven  by m yth . For Lévi-Strauss, “an th ropology is n ecrol-
ogy,” observes Son tag, an d  th e ch allen ge is to  get  to  th ose dyin g cu ltu res
before th ey expire.18 If th e an th ropologist  h as an  act ivist  m ission , it  con sists
of an  effort  to protect  th e pensée sauvage, to preserve th e m yth ological m in d-
set , to bu ild  barriers again st  th e destructive con tam in ation  of m odern ization .
An d in  term s of h is role in  set t in g ou t  th e paradigm s th at  dom in ated  twen ti-
eth -cen tury Fren ch  an th ropology m ore gen erally, h is adoption  of th e role of
a “scien tist” (foun din g an d direct in g a “laboratory”) served th e lon gevity of
h is program  well by perm itt in g, as m y Fren ch  colleagues h ave poin ted  ou t , a
lin e of succession  (com m on  in  th e h ard  scien ces, rare in  th e h um an it ies)
p layed ou t  th rough  th e virtual in h eritan ce of h is posit ion  at  th e Collège de
Fran ce by an th ropologists followin g direct ly in  h is footsteps: first  Fran çoise
Hérit ier an d th en  Ph ilippe Descola.
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For Leiris, th e world  d id  n ot  d ivide in to two cam ps. Or if th ere was a
division , it  was n ot a m atter of h ot versus cold , bu t rath er (as h e pu ts it  in  th e
p reface to  L’Afrique fantôm e) a p o lit ical reality sep arat in g op p ressors an d
oppressed. Wh at in terested h im , an th ropologically, were n ot prist in e worlds
on  th e wan e, bu t rath er a ph en om en on  h e called  clash, th e dyn am ic of poten -
tially m essy con tact  zon es, th e process of worlds grapplin g with  in tercu ltural
relat ion sh ips in  wh ich  h istory an d differen tial power were determ in in g fac-
tors. (Th e oth er n otable exception  to Fren ch  an th ropological d isin terest  in
colon ialism  as a cen tral con cern  was th e African ist  Georges Balan dier. Two
decades youn ger th an  Leiris, Balan dier worked un der Leiris’s d irection  in  th e
1940s at  th e Musée de l’h om m e an d followed h is lead in  term s of ackn owl-
edgin g h is own  subjectivity: “If [as Pascal wrote] ‘le m oi est haïssable,’ we n eed
to  gran t  an  excep t ion  to  th e an th ropologist . He sh ou ld  con textualize h is
observation s wh ich  even  m ore th an  reflectin g a tech n ical expertise, em erge
from  m ultiple, com plex in teraction s between  th e observed an d th e observer….
It  is th erefore n ecessary th at h e ‘discover’ h im self in  th e course of studyin g th e
resu lts of h is research .”19 His writ in gs on  colon ialism  postdate by m ore th an
two decades Leiris’s L’Afrique fantôm e, wh ich  rem ain s, even  today, th e stron gest
Fren ch  an th ropological crit ique of colon ialism  in  Africa.)

It  is n o acciden t, th en , th at  wh ile Lévi-Strauss was turn in g h is atten tion  to
societies of a stun n in g rem oten ess from  western  in fluen ce, Leiris was explor-
in g colon ized sett in gs, in cludin g th e An tilles. A lit t le backgroun d on  Leiris’s
art icles of faith  m ay h elp  us un derstan d th e relevan ce of h is perspective for
An tillean  studies an d, m ore broadly, th e tru th  beh in d Lévi-Strauss’s com m en t
th at  h is an th ropological vision  was ah ead of its t im e.

First , th ere was h is veh em en t  op p osit ion  to  th e ten den cy, p revalen t
am on g an th ropologists of h is gen eration , to privilege th e study of “exotic”
an d stron gly n on -Western ized societies. He wrote, “We n eed to com bat th e
ten den cy, too frequen t in  an th ropology (at  least  in  Fran ce), th at  con sists of
favorin g th ose peoples wh o can  be con sidered relat ively in tact , eith er because
of a taste for ‘prim itivism ’ or because such  peoples presen t th e at traction  of
greater exoticism .”20

Sim ilarly, Leiris argued again st  th e widespread n otion  th at  th e cu ltural
au th en ticity of a given  society is m ost th orough ly em bodied in  th ose in divid-
ual m em bers wh o h ave experien ced th e least  acculturation . He decried, for
exam ple, “th ose colon ial adm in istrators (such  as th ose we h ear from  in  sub-
Sah aran  Africa) wh o sin g th e praises of th e ‘brave ch ap in  th e bush ’ an d con -
trast  h im  with  th e ‘evolved’ m an  in  th e city,” an d con cluded:

It  is qu ite legit im ate to assert  th at  th e m ost in terestin g people in  h um an  term s, for
exam ple in  Africa, are th e “acculturated” on es, people wh ose eyes are bein g open ed
to n ew experien ces, an d to see in  th ese people (too often  viewed abusively as sim -
ple im itators …) th e greatest auth en ticity, to un derstan d th at  th ey h ave th e fu llest
con sciousn ess of th eir h um an  con dit ion  as colon ized m en  of color, th at  th ey are
th e on es acceptin g less an d less easily th e capitalist  oppression  im posed by Euro-
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pean s, an d th at  it  is th ey wh o h ave becom e th e prom otion al agen ts of em an cipa-
t ion , both  for th em selves an d for oth ers wh o are th eir broth ers less for reason s of
race th an  for reason s of th eir sh ared con dit ion .21

Leiris also declared th at  it  would be a grave error to treat  societies, even
th e m ost rem ote, as if th ey existed in  isolation  from  th e rest  of th e world .
Regardin g societies like th ose in  th e Caribbean , h e wrote:

We can n ot, with out falsifyin g th e p icture, n eglect  th e fact  th at  th ese societies h ave
been  subjected to a colon ial regim e. … If we wish  to be objective, we n eed to view
such  societies in  th eir actual state—th at is to say, as societies experien cin g to a vari-
able degree th e econ om ic, polit ical, an d  cu ltu ral h old  of Eu rope—rath er th an
th in kin g in  term s of som e kin d of in tegrity, for it  is paten tly clear th at  th e societies
wh ich  fall with in  our purview h ave n ever kn own  such  a supposed in tegrity, even
before bein g colon ized, given  th e total un likelih ood th at  an y society ever lived in
com plete isolation .22

Con tin u in g in  th e sam e vein , h e asserted  th at  n o society exists “out of
t im e,” frozen  in  a state govern ed by stable tradit ion s an d free of d isruption s,
wh eth er from  th e in side or th e ou tside. Th is posit ion  carries practical con se-
quen ces th at  go well beyon d th e job of an th ropological observation , to reach
in to th e realm  of m oral respon sibility. Leiris wrote:

A culture is in separable from  h istory. … It’s n ot som eth in g fixed, bu t rath er som e-
th in g m ovin g. … As for th e preservation  of cu ltures, … it  would be fu tile to pre-
serve th em  as th ey are becau se, even  if th at  cou ld  be don e, it  wou ld  m ean
subjectin g th em  to a process of petrification .23

In  term s of eth n ograph ic writ in g, Leiris was adam an t th at an th ropologists
wh o erase th em selves from  scien tific reports are guilty of in troducin g gross dis-
tortion s in  th eir portraits of th e societies un der study. In  a strikin g passage th at
is 30 years ah ead of its t im e, h e wrote:

Th e im possibility of com pletely separat in g an  observat ion  from  th e in fluen ce of
th e observer is even  m ore n ecessary to  recogn ize in  an th ropology th an  in  th e
oth er scien ces, because th at  in fluen ce goes m uch  fu rth er. Even  if we th in k we
sh ould  con ten t  ourselves with  con ductin g studies free of person al in terferen ce, we
can ’t  do an yth in g abou t  th e fact  th at  th e very presen ce of th e eth n ograph er in  th e
m idst  of th e society wh ere h e works con st itu tes an  in terven tion . … Pure scien ce is
a m yth . …

We m ust  n ot  con fuse th e idea of savin g cu ltu res with  th e idea of preservin g
th em , as in n um erable eth n ograph ers do from  a wish  to see th e cu ltures to wh ich
th ey h ave devoted so m uch  effort  be tran sform ed as lit t le as possible, a posit ion
th at  we m igh t, in  m an y cases, be tem pted to in terpret  in  term s of a desire n ot to
lose th e opportun ity for con tin u in g study, an d en joym en t, of th em .24

An d fin ally, h e advocated greater part icipation  by m em bers of th e society
un der study in  th e research  process. Th is recom m en dation  was m ade in  sp ite
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of fu ll recogn it ion  of th e difficult ies in  realizin g it : “I am  n ot un aware of th e
fact  th at  research ers will be workin g accordin g to m eth ods th at  we [th at  is,
m em bers of th e dom in an t society] will h ave taugh t th em  an d th at  th e en d
resu lt  will st ill be stron gly stam ped with  our sign ature.”25 Yet for all its im per-
fection , th e effort  to in tegrate th e con clusion s of local eth n ograph ers con -
cern in g th eir own  societ ies cou ld  n ot  h elp , h e argued, bu t  en rich  cu ltu ral
un derstan din gs fash ion ed by western  in vestigators.

Taken  togeth er, th ese posit ion  statem en ts m ake up  a p rogram  for th e
study of cu ltures th at  goes in  a very differen t d irection  from  th e Lévi-Strauss-
ian  vision  th at  so  dom in ated  twen t ieth -cen tu ry an th rop ology in  Fran ce
(“…th e h egem on ic posit ion  of Lévi-Straussian  m odels to privilege th e exotic,
th e rem ote, an d th e n on -h istorical kin d of prim itivism ,” as an  an on ym ous
reader of th is art icle pu t it). It  is also a program  th at  is stran gely rem in iscen t
(or rath er, precursive) of th e m ajor tren ds in  an th ropological th in kin g of th e
1980s an d 90s, especially ou tside of Fran ce. Th e in ven tion  of Cultural Studies
is also foun ded on  ways of viewin g differen ce reflexively an d with in  th e con -
text  o f p ower relat ion s, global in teract ion s, evo lvin g au th en t icit ies, an d
h ybridized iden tit ies th at , if n ot  iden tical to Leiris’s vision , are at  least  h igh ly
com patible with  it . An d th e p lea to let  subaltern s speak for th em selves h as
passed from  a revolu tion ary proposit ion  to a basic art icle of faith . On e h as
on ly to read recen t book reviews, gran t proposals, or course syllabi to grasp th e
parallels between , on  th e on e h an d, Leiris’s writ in g from  th e 1930s to th e
1960s an d , on  th e o th er, th e u n derstan d in gs con cern in g an th ropological
research  (an d, n ot in ciden tally, eth ics) th at  h ave com e to dom in ate both  th e
academ y an d m useum s in  m ost parts of th e world  today.

Sum m in g up th is posit ion , we m igh t cite: an  affirm ation  th at  recen tly
decolon ized societies offer as m uch  relevan ce for a com parative eth n ology as
do in digen ous societies livin g in  relat ive isolation  from  global in fluen ces; a
sh ift  in  at ten tion  away from  th e search  for “tradit ion -based au th en ticit ies”
an d toward an  in terest  in  processes of exch an ge an d h ybridization ; a stron ger
focus on  th e ways in  wh ich  n ew circum stan ces are in tegrated in to cultural pat-
tern s an d th e ways th at people deal with  sh ifts in  th eir option s an d con strain ts
due to even ts both  local an d global (wh ich  m ean s an  in terest in  th e way power
works); aban don m en t of th e “profoun d detach m en t” th at  Son tag p icked up
on  in  th e structuralist  program  of Lévi-Strauss; an d valorization  of th e an aly-
ses of n ative research ers studyin g th eir own  social an d cu ltural surroun din gs.

How does such  a vision  play out in  th e con text of Fran ce an d th e An tilles?
Not as pervasively or un iform ly as it  does in  m uch  of th e world . Fren ch  un i-
versit ies con tin ue to privilege “properly exotic” cu ltures (sub-Sah aran  Africa,
Ocean ia, th e in digen ous North west Coast, an d so on ) over th ose of th e rapidly
m odern izin g overseas departm en ts (Mart in iq u e, Gu adelou pe, Gu yan e) in
term s of an th ropological course offerin gs, an d th e sam e can  be said  of th e dis-
tribu tion  of gran ts an d research  posit ion s.26 Mean wh ile, th e overseas depart-
m en ts th em selves are st ill dom in ated—in  term s of m useum  exh ibits, cu ltural
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even ts, n ovels, an d social-scien ce literature—by fascin ation  for an  alm ost Dis-
n eyesque portrait  of “th e good old  days” (antan lontan), located just  prior to
Fran ce’s m assive program  of cu ltural assim ilation  (francisation) th at  took off in
th e m id-1960s. In  Martin ique, for exam ple, th e m an ifestat ion s run  from  th e
folkloric éco-m usée on  th e south ern  coast an d th e n ostalgic program s of an n ual
fêtes h eld  by each  com m une to  th e n arrat ives of Creolist  n ovelists such  as
Patrick Ch am oiseau  an d Raph aël Con fian t. “Culture” in  th ese sett in gs takes
on  th e brigh t colors of a m adras h ead scarf, th e gen tly dan ceable rh yth m s of
a m azouk, th e sm ooth , cream y texture of a breadfru it  m igan, th e in toxicatin g
arom as of can efields an d rum , th e gravelly voice of a barefoot conteur, an d th e
lilt in g caden ces of a m arket  wom an ’s Creole. An d  Fran ce’s u se of Fren ch
Guian a for its in fam ous pen al colon y, wh ere th e scum  of Paris’s un derbelly
were sen t to rot  in  th e tropics, is depicted in  m useum s th rough  th e con victs’
colorfu lly pain ted ceram ics an d can vases rath er th an  a h istory of th e n ow-
defun ct pen al system  or an  exam in ation  of th e approach  to social con trol th at
un dergirded it .27

Part  of th e problem  relates to Leiris’s cau tion  about th e un avoidable in flu-
en ce of Western  train in g on  th ose m em bers of a n on -Western  society depict-
in g th e fabric of th eir own  cu lture. In  order to be taken  seriously as an alysts of
th eir society, An tillean s are required to learn  th e ropes for satisfyin g an  audi-
en ce brough t up  in  a cu ltu ral system  directed  by a part icu larly cen tralized
auth ority structure, wh ere “n orm s an d form s” are m ore rigidly policed th an  in
m an y oth er parts of th e world . If th ey wish  to con duct research  on  th eir h om e
society, th ey m ust first  n egotiate th e system  of courses, d ip lom as, an d job can -
didacies run  out of th e Hexagon  an d m aster th e tech n iques for success in  a sys-
tem  stron gly m arked by categories an d h ierarch ies of value con ceived an d
m on itored in  m etropolitan  Fran ce. An d n ovelists are largely depen dan t on
Fren ch  publish ers, readers, review outlets, an d prize com m ittees for th e dis-
sem in ation  an d recogn it ion  of th eir work.

Th e cen tral con tribution  of th e Fren ch  lan guage to n ation al pride is n ot
irrelevan t to th e wh ole picture, an d it is fair to say th at th e politics of Francoph-
onie valorizes an d un ifies th e Fren ch -speakin g world (from  New Caledon ia to
Québec) partly at th e expen se of in sigh ts th at m igh t be culled from  th e work of
its region al An gloph on e, Span ish , Portuguese, an d Dutch  n eigh bors, to n am e
but th e m ost relevan t for th e Caribbean . Part of th e problem  is th at th e am bi-
gu ity of th e term  “An tilles” (at  on ce design at in g “Caribbean ” an d  “French
Caribbean ”) en courages gen eral claim s for th e region  to be m ade on  th e sole
basis of studies in  Overseas Fran ce (Martin ique, Guadeloupe, an d Guyan e),
wh ich  represen ts on ly about two percen t of th e region ’s population ; even  if we
add in  Haiti, wh ere m ost people do n ot speak Fren ch , it  is n o m ore th an  about
twen ty percen t. Fren ch  assessm en ts of Leiris, citin g h is study of Martin ique an d
Guadeloupe (wh ich  was based on  trips to th e region  in  1948 an d 1952 an d pub-
lish ed in  1955), h ave som etim es portrayed h im  as pion eerin g th e sociology an d
an th ropology of th e An tillean  region .28 Yet such  a depiction , in  addition  to
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skim m in g over oth er early (an d m ore in -depth ) work on  th e region  in  Fren ch
(th at of Jean  Price-Mars in  th e 1920s an d Alfred Métraux in  th e 1940s, for exam -
ple), m ean s turn in g a blin d eye to th e wide-ran gin g con tribution s of research ers
in  oth er lan guages.29 Th e frequen t absen ce of such  works from  Fren ch  an th ro-
pological writin g on  th e Caribbean  creates a literature th at traces its roots largely
to Fren ch  Am erican ists such  as th e Brazilian ist Roger Bastide, even  in  th ose few
Fren ch  studies focusin g on  n on -fran coph on e Caribbean  societies. It  is as if
Fren ch  an th ropologists workin g in  th e Caribbean  h ave forgotten  th e advice of
th eir seven teen th -cen tury an cestor Père Labat, wh ich  in fuses writin g by oth er
studen ts of th e region , from  An ton io Ben ítez-Rojo in  Cuba, George Lam m in g in
Barbados, an d Sidn ey W. Min tz in  th e Un ited States to Harry Hoetin k in  th e
Neth erlan ds, Paul Gilroy in  En glan d, an d Gordon  K. Lewis in  Puerto Rico:

I h ave traveled everywh ere in  your sea of th e Caribbean  … from  Haiti to Barbados,
to Martin ique an d Guadeloupe, an d I kn ow wh at I am  speakin g about …. You are
all togeth er, in  th e sam e boat, sailin g on  th e sam e un certain  sea … cit izen sh ip  an d
race un im portan t, feeble lit t le labels com pared to th e m essage th at  m y spirit  brin gs
to m e: th at  of th e posit ion  an d predicam en t wh ich  History h as im posed upon  you
… I h ear, de m on oreille m orte, th e ech o of calypsoes from  Trin idad, Jam aica, St .
Lucia, An tigua, Dom in ica an d th e legen dary Guian a.30

Return in g to th e issue of m ore gen eral an th ropological approach es, Leiris
h im self provides an  im portan t in sigh t. Lévi-Strauss, h e rem arks, “con sidered
h is own  self n ot as a je, bu t  rath er as a tem porary aggregate of livin g cells
wh ich  is itself on ly as an  elem en t of th e alm ost-as-precarious nous th at  m akes
up th e h um an ity in  wh ich  th is pseudo-je is in tegrated.”31 In  con trast , Leiris’s
program  for an th ropological study was very m uch  of a person al en terprise,
h igh ly reflexive an d p layed out rath er qu ietly th rough  h is own  writ in gs rath er
th an  bein g passed on  to studen ts an d colleagues th rough  th e ch an n els open  to
a h igh ly visible m aître à penser like Lévi-Strauss. On  groun ds of person ality
alon e, h e was n eith er a dyn asty bu ilder n or even  a very willin g public figure.
But  in  th e sen se th at h is con cern s can  be seen  as both  h arm on izin g with
today’s vision  of (m ulti-)cu ltural research  (gran tin g prim ary atten tion  to con -
tact  zon es an d h ybrid  cu ltures) an d con stitu tin g a p lea for an  in -depth  an d
very “m odern ” atten tion  to th e An tilles in  all th eir econ om ic, cu ltural, an d
polit ical com plexity, th ey m igh t be con sidered today as h avin g been  stran gely
“ah ead of th eir t im e.” 

Leiris’s self im age, d iam etrically opposed to wh at h e saw in  Lévi-Strauss as
th e “nous th at  m akes up  h um an ity,” m ay certain ly h ave p layed a part  in  h is
deep skepticism  toward th e n otion  of an th ropology as an  objective scien ce.
An d it  seem s possible th at  d isen ch an tm en t with  th e idea of a un iversalizable
“nous” on  a m ore global scale—a growin g recogn it ion  an d appreciation  of th e
h ybridity an d displacem en t at  th e h eart  of today’s m ulticu ltural world—h as,
in depen den tly, been  push in g th e discip lin e of an th ropology in  a sim ilar d irec-
tion  (Fren ch  foot-draggin g n otwith stan din g), givin g n ew prom in en ce to “con -
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tact zon es” such  as th ose so im portan t in  both  th e form ative years an d th e pre-
sen t m om en t of Caribbean  societies.

I gran t th e last  word to Leiris:

An th ropology couldn ’t  h elp  bu t d isappoin t  m e: a social scien ce is st ill a scien ce,
an d detach ed observation  could n ever, in  itself, lead to con tact; it  m ay even  be th at,
by defin ition , it  im plies qu ite th e opposite, sin ce th e att itude of th e observer is sup-
posed to be an  im partiality th at  rejects all em path y. It  took a trip  to th e An tilles for
m e to discover th at  if th e idea of con tact  between  m en  born  un der very differen t
clim es is m ore th an  a m yth , it’s on ly to th e degree th at  it  can  be ach ieved by work-
in g togeth er again st  th ose wh o, in  our twen tieth -cen tury capitalist  society, are th e
equivalen t of th e slave-era oppressors.32
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