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21st-century 
anthropology: global 
process and power
Rhodes House, Oxford, 28-29 June 2007

The strapline for this conference, organized by 
Raúl Acosta, Sadaf Rizvi and Ana Santos, was 
‘Reflections on the relevance of an intellectual 
discipline to tackle current global conflicts 
and cultural misunderstandings’. These reflec-
tions, as often with a broad subject, lacked a 
coherent, unifying theme. There were some 
influential speakers presenting interesting 
papers, but a lack of clear organization (apart 
from a lack of coffee, some of us also had 
sleepless nights with rooms double-booked 
and failing entry-cards, leaving us out on the 
street in the middle of the night) and inef-
fectual chairing of the panels meant that the 
potentially valuable links between them were 
not fully realized. Because of this, the conclu-
sions that can be drawn from this conference 
remain at a general level.

In his keynote address, Thomas Eriksen 
spoke vividly about the way anthropology 
could ‘renew’ itself without abandoning the 
qualities that have distinguished it. He argued 
that anthropology deals with the complexity 
of society, refusing to scale society down to 
fit a fixed grid (especially since anthropolo-
gists now share the same space and time with 
the societies they study), and that it is only by 
complicating simplicities – by what Michel 
Serres called the acknowledgment of the 
existence of a parasitic noise within human 
relationships – that anthropology can truly 
contribute to our understanding of the social 
world. However, to improve communications 
with society – and in particular to influence 
policy-makers and the media – anthropologists 
need to co-operate with other disciplines, as 
several other speakers suggested.

This need for interdisciplinarity was high-
lighted by Gerhard Anders in his paper on 
World Bank and IMF conditionality. Anders 
showed that numbers can be normative, 
pushing institutions or people to act according 
to certain conditions – as in the case of loan 
agreements between international financial 
institutions and sovereign governments. At the 
same time, this normativity constitutes a con-
dition itself, resulting in a redefinition of the 
boundary between the parties to the agreement.

Robert Thornton spoke about the usefulness 
of understanding HIV/AIDS in ‘ecological’ 
terms. In South Africa, AIDS cannot be traced 
back to pre-established categories like gender, 
age or place; rather, the virus is transmitted 
inside a social structure which Thornton calls 
a ‘sexual network’. By examining the spread 
of AIDS as an infection of social structures, 
an anthropological approach – unlike the indi-
vidualistic, medical or psychological views 
– can contribute to a better understanding of 
the flows of the virus.

David Gellner was also positive about how 
anthropology and its history of theorizing can 
contribute to global cultural questions today. 
Although his presentation, as well as some 
others, would have made a coherent panel 
if combined with that of Anders, the organ-
izers of the conference chose to split them up. 
Many speakers had difficulty keeping to the 
time limits, choosing often to introduce their 
subject without reference to the other members 
of the panel – and the discussion, with some 
exceptions, tended to be unguided. Thus, after 
Gellner’s presentation, in which he argued that 
democracy and modernity in Nepal need to 
be understood as constitutive public perform-
ances or ‘ritual’, there was hardly any time for 
debate.

Keith Hart presented his paper on the force 
of money in the making of world society with 
great coherence and impetus. Referring to 
Kant and post-Kantian philosophy, he argued 
that the social organization of impersonal insti-
tutions separates public from private life. By 
reconnecting the ‘market’, an unbounded and 
unknowable field of society, with ‘home’, the 
known field of the subjectivity, money actual-
izes the possibility of a meaningful social life. 
In this way, the world and the self become 
connected and constitute, for the first time in 
history, a true world society.

The general conclusion of the conference 
was along similar lines. An ethnographic 
approach and historical awareness render 
anthropology important and valuable, but if 
anthropologists are to have more influence on 
policy-makers and the media, they must seek 
to co-operate with other disciplines without 
losing their distinctive ways. l

Freek Janssens
Universiteit van Amsterdam
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From shell beads to 
syntax
The Cradle of Language, University of 
Stellenbosch, South Africa,  
6-9 November 2006

Language is one of the characteristics dis-
tinguishing humans from other primates. Its 
evolutionary origins and development are back 
on interdisciplinary research agendas since 
the 1980s, but contested and subject to specu-
lation. When and where language emerged 
proves difficult to answer, also for archaeolo-
gists. Questions surrounding the origins of 
language are among the most controversial 
and difficult in anthropology. After all, lan-
guage is a catch-all term for a combination of 
human practices that mediate communication, 
most of which, like the capacity for spoken 
language, do not leave unambiguous fossil 
traces. Language is also generally considered 
to be unique to the human species. The origin 
and development of language have been the 

subject of long-running debate in Western 
thinking, to which many important thinkers 
have made contributions. But as we all know, 
linguistic behaviour does not fossilize; in the 
absence of straightforward empirical evidence, 
speculation about the origins of language 
became so wild at one point that it led the 
Société Linguistique de Paris to ban the topic 
from their scientific debates in 1866. However, 
this has not deterred scholars from developing 
their ideas on the subject, and in recent years 
the issue has developed into a major research 
theme at the crossroads of various disciplines, 
encouraged by the hope that interdisciplinarily 
triangulated data might constrain speculation.

Since the mid-1990s a number of major 
international conferences have tried to place 
language within the framework of neo-
Darwinian evolutionary theory, as have a 
series of influential books by, among others, 
Derek Bickerton, Terence Deacon and Steve 
Pinker. The latter’s 1990 article with Paul 
Bloom perhaps best marks this development, 
representing language as a uniquely human 
adaptation which improved communication 
between hominins, rather than a side effect 
of other evolutionary processes such as an 
increase in brain size. Hauser, Chomsky and 
Fitch (2002), on the other hand, suggested that 
almost all of the building blocks of human 
language were in place long before ‘we’ could 
speak; in their view the focus should be on the 
components of which language is made up. 
These opposing points of view on the evolu-
tion of language illustrate the diversity in 
basic approaches to our linguistic capacities. 
In another important disagreement, over the 
Chomskyan Universal Grammar versus the 
‘constructivist’ model of language learning in 
linguistics, adherents of the first model assume 
that much of language learning is governed by 
‘hard-wired’ rules, while constructivists argue 
that children learn language rules immediately 
from their environment. This debate touches 
on one of the three time scales involved in the 
emergence of language, that of learning; those 
of phylogeny (how language emerged in the 
human lineage) and ontogeny (how it develops 
throughout an individual’s life) add to the 
complexity of the ‘origins of language’ issue 
(Szamado and Szathmary 2006).

Furthermore, disciplines, sub-disciplines, 
theoretical paradigms and individual authors 
tend to follow their own winding paths in this 
contested domain. Many sessions in recent 
conferences devoted to this ‘Holy Grail’ of 
anthropology have been rife with speculation 
and almost Babel-like interdisciplinary and 
intra-disciplinary misunderstandings, even 
with regard to definitions of basic concepts 
like ‘syntax’, ‘symbol’, ‘prosody’ and so on; 
this conference proved no exception.

Four days of bristling, sometimes fierce 
and at other times frustrated debate on the 
evolution of language at the University of 
Stellenbosch also fell short of resolving these 
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