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The Museum Age of French Anthropology: With Special
Reference to the Characteristics of Anthropological
Objects and the Establishment of
Positivist Anthropol ogy

Li-Chuan Tai
Ingtitute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Studies on histories of anthropology usually focus more on the theories of important
schools of thought or on the works of famous anthropologists, and less on the institutions,
organizations and norms of practice related to the development of this discipline. These,
however, are fundamental aspects in the process of the institutionalization of a discipline.
Thus, this article tries to analyze the ingtitutionalization of French anthropology in the first
half of the twentieth century and emphasizes the important role that the museum played in
this process.

Before anthropology was accepted by the university system as an independent
discipline, the museum provided an independent and complete working place where young
students attracted to this new field of knowledge could obtain a professional education. At
that time, the Musée de I’'Homme in Paris was not only the place where research materias
were gathered and organized, anthropological knowledge produced and circulated, and new
talents trained, but aso an important channel for introducing this new discipline to the
public. For the first generation of professional anthropologists who came from other
disciplines or professions, that museum was the place with which they identified their
working lives aswell astheir lieu de mémoire when they looked back at their career.

This situation did not change when the University of Paris set up the first
anthropological centre in the middle of the 1920s. However, after World War 11, museum
anthropology emphasizing practical training declined, and structural anthropology
emphasizing theory became increasingly influential. This shift of emphasisin the discipline
was due to three reasons. First, the founding fathers gradually passed away. Second, the
first generation of professional anthropologists trained in the 1930s became dispersed.
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Third, debates related to decolonization led to a general suspicion toward museum
anthropology. The legacy of the museum age thus missed an historical opportunity to be
examined objectively and was gradually forgotten. Research on the contributions and limits
of the museum for this discipline is one of the issues that historians of anthropology now

need to discuss.

Keywords: history of French anthropology, anthropological museum, anthropological

objects
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