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Frontispiece

Two masked dancers and two girls,
Carajé-Indians of the Rio Araguaia. The
Caraja are closely related, both geo-
graphically and culturally, to the Bororo
described in the book. They, too, are one
of the wandering tribes of Central Brazil,
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Nec minus ergo ante haec quam tu cecidere, cadentque.

Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 11, 969
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PART I

Destinations






I Departure

"I:{AVEL and travellers are two things I loathe—and
yet here I am, all set to tell the story of my expeditions. But at Jeast I've
taken a long while to make up my mind to it: fifteen years have passed
since I left Brazil for the last time and often, during those years, I've
planned to write this book, but I've always been held back by a sort of
shame and disgust. So much would have to be said that has no possible
interest: insipid details, incidents of no significance. Anthropology is
a profession in which adventure plays no part; merely one of its
bondages, it represents no more than a dead weight of weeks or months
wasted en route; hours spent in idleness when one’s informant has
given one the slip; hunger, exhaustion, illness as like as not; and
those thousand and one routine duties which eat up most of our days
to no purpose and reduce our ‘perilous existence’ in the virgin forest to
a simulacrum of military service. . . . That the object of our studies
should be attainable only by continual struggle and vain expenditures
does not mean that we should set any store by what we should rather
consider as the negative aspect of our profession. The truths that we
travel so far to seek are of value only when we have scraped them clean
of all this fungus. It may be that we shall have spent six months of
travel, privation, and sickening physical weariness merely in order to
record—in a few days, it may be, or even a few hours—an unpublished
myth, a new marriage-rule, or a complete list of names of clans. But
that does not justify my taking up my pen in order to rake over
memory’s trash-cans: ‘At 5.30 a.m. we dropped anchor off Recife
while the seagulls skirled around us and a flotilla of small boats put out
from the shore with exotic fruits for sale. ... '

And yet that sort of book enjoys a great and, to me, inexplicable
popularity. Amazonia, Africa, and Tibet have invaded all our book-
stalls. Travel-books, expeditionary records, and photograph-albums

B 17
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abound; and as they are written or compiled with an eye mainly for
effect the reader has no means of estimating their value. His critical
sense once lulled to sleep, he asks only to be given ‘more of the same’
and ends by devouring it in unlimited quantity. Exploration has
become a profession; not, as one might suppose, that it’s a matter
of unearthing new facts in the course of several years’ laborious study
—not at all! Mere mileage is the thing; and anyone who has been far
enough, and collected the right number of pictures (still or moving,
but for preference in colour), will be able to lecture to packed houses
for several days running. Platitudes take shape as revelations once the
audience is assured that the speaker has sanctified them by travelling to
the other side of the globe.

For what do these books, these lectures, amount to? A luggage-list,
a story or two about the misdemeanours of the ship’s dog, and a few
scraps of information—scraps that have done a century’s service in
every handbook to the region. Only the speaker’s impudence and the
ignorance and naivety of his hearers could cause them to pass as an
‘eye-witness account’ or even, for all [ know, as ‘an original discovery’.
Doubtless there are exceptions; every age has its authentic travellers,
and among those who today enjoy the public’s favours I could point
to one or two who deserve the name. My aim, however, is neither to
expose the one nor to authenticate the other, but rather to understand
a moral and social phenomenon which is peculiar to France and is, even
there, of recent origin.

Not many people travelled professionally in the 1930s, and those
who returned to tell their tales could count not on five or six full
houses at the Salle Pleyel, but on a single session in the little, dark, cold,
and dilapidated ampbhitheatre that stood in a pavilion at the far end of
the Jardin des Plantes. Once a week the Society of Friends of the
Museum organized—and may still organize, for all I know—a lecture
on the natural sciences. ‘Lantern lectures’, they were; but as the screen
was too large for the projector, and the lamp too weak for the size of
the hall, the images thrown were intelligible neither to the lecturer,
who had his nose immediately beneath them, nor to the audience, who
could with difficulty distinguish them from the huge patches of damp
that disfigured the .walls. A quarter of an hour before the appointed
time there was always doubt as to whether anyone would come to the
lecture, apart from the handful of habitués who could be picked out
here and there in the gloom. Just when the lecturer was losing all hope,
the body of the hall would half fill with children, each accompanied
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by mother or nanny, some delighted by the prospect of a free change
of scene, others merely craving relief from the dust and noise of the
gardens outside. This mixture of moth-caten phantoms and impatient
youngsters was our reward for long months of struggle and hardship;
to them we unloaded our treasured recollections. A session of this sort
was enough to sever us for ever from such memories; as we talked on
in the half-light we felt them dropping away from us, one by one, like
pebbles down a well.

If this, our return, had its funereal side, as much could have been
said of our departure, which was signalized by a banquet held by the
Franco-American Committee in a disused private house in what is now
the Avenue Franklin Roosevelt. A caterer, hired for the occasion, had
arrived two hours earlier and set up his apparatus of hot-plates and china
and table-silver: too late, however, for a hasty ‘airing’ to blow away
the stench of desolation.

No less unfamiliar to us than the solemnity of our surroundings was
the aroma of fusty tedium with which they were permeated. There had
been just time, quite clearly, to sweep clean the centre of the enormous
saloon in which we were to dine, and it was at the table—dwarfed, like
ourselves, by its environment—that we made one anothet’s acquaint-
ance for the first time. Most of us were young teachers who had only
just begun work in provincial lycées; there had stretched before us a
damp winter, with lodgings in a second-rate hotel in a market-town
and an all-pervading smell of grog, cellars, and stale wine. And now,
George Dumas’ slightly perverse whimsies were to whisk us away from
all that and set us down in luxury-liners headed for the tropical seas:
an experience which was to bear only the most distant resemblance to
the stock notions of travel which were already forming within us.

I had been one of Georges Dumas’ students at the time of the Traité
de Psychologie. Once a week—Thursday or Sunday morning, I can’t
remember which—the philosophy students would go and hear him in
one of the lecture-halls at the Hopital Sainte-Anne. The walls facing
the windows were covered with hilarious paintings by madmen; these
set, from the very beginning, a peculiarly exotic note. Dumas was
robustly built, with a body like a billhook and a great battered head
that looked like a huge root which had been whitened and pared down
by a sojourn on the sea-bed. He had a waxy complexion that unified
his whole face with the white hair that he wore very short and en
brosse and the little beard, also white, that grew in all directions at once.
A curious fragment of vegetable matter, one would have said, with its
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rootlets still adhering to it, had not the coal-black gaze affirmed that
it was beyond doubt a human being. The antiphony of black and white
recurred in the contrast between the white shirt, with its starched and
downturned collar, and the large-brimmed black hat, the black tie with
its flowing knot, and the unvarying black suit.

'We never learnt much from his lectures. He never ‘got them up’
in advance, because he knew that he never failed to cast a spell over his
hearers. His lips, though deformed by a continual rictus, were mar-
vellously expressive; but it was above all the hoarse and melodious
voice that did the trick. It was a veritable siren’s voice, with strange
inflections that took us back not only to his native Languedoc but to
certain ancient modes of speech, musical variants that went beyond all
regional considerations and partook of the quintessential music of
spoken French. In voice, as in looks, Dumas evoked a particular style,
at once rustic and incisive: the style of the French humanists of the
sixteenth century—the doctors and philosophers of whom he seemed
to be the mental and bodily perpetuation.

A second hour, and sometimes a third, was devoted to the presenta-
tion of individual ‘cases’. Often they were veterans who knew exactly
what was wanted of them, and we would then witness astonishing
displays of virtuosity in which they and the lecturer would vie with
one another in cunning and guile. Some would produce their symptoms
at exactly the right moment; others would offer just enough resistance
to call for a display of bravura from the lecturer. The audience, though
not taken in by these demonstrations, found them entirely fascinating.
Those who won the maestro’s particular favour were allowed a private
interview with one or other of the patients. And never, in all my
experience of primitive Indian tribes, was [ as intimidated as I was by
the morning I spent with an old woman who told me, from within
her enveloping shawls, that she likened herself to a rotten herring
buried deep in a block of ice: intact to all appearances, that is to say,
but menaced with disintegration should the protective cover turn
to water.

Dumas was not above mystification; and the general syntheses of
which he was the sponsor had, for all their ample design, a substructure
of critical positivism which I found rather disappointing. And yet, as
was to be proved later, he was a man of great nobility. Just after the
armistice of 1940, and not long before his death, when he was almost
blind and in retirement in his native village of Ledignan, he made a
point of writing me a discreet and considerate letter, with no other
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object than to put himself firmly on the side of those who had been the
first to suffer from the tum of events.

I have always regretted not knowing him in his first youth, when
the scientific perspectives opened up by nineteenth-century psychology
had sent him off, wild with excitement and bronzed as a conquistador,
to make the spiritual conquest of the New World. Between Dumas
and Brazilian society it was to be a case of love at first sight: a
mysterious phenomenon, in which two fragments of a four-hundred-
year-old Europe met and recognized one another and were all but
joined together again. Certain essential elements had remained intact
in both cases: in a southern Protestant family, on the one hand, and on
‘the other in a fastidious, slightly decadent bourgeois society that was
turning over at half speed in the tropics. George Dumas’ mistake was
that he never grasped the authentically archaeological character of this
conjunction. The Brazil that he wooed and won was only one of the
possible Brazils, although it later seemed, when it came momentarily
to power, to be the ‘real’ one. In Dumas’ Brazil the ground landlords
were steadily moving their capital into industrial holdings financed
from abroad; seeking for an ideological cover of some sort, they settled
for a right-thinking parliamentarianism. Our students, meanwhile, .
were the offspring of recent immigrants or squireens who lived by the
land and had been ruined by fluctuations in world prices; to them,
Dumas’ friends were the grao fino—a bitter phrase that meant ‘the
smart set’. Oddly enough, the foundation of the University of Sio
Paulo, which was Georges Dumas’ greatest achievement, made it
possible for people of modest station to begin to climb up the ladder
by obtaining the diplomas which allowed them access to the civil
service. Our academic mission did, in fact, help to form a new élite.
But neither Dumas nor, later, the Quai d’Orsay would realize that this
élite was a very valuable creation. As a consequence it drew steadily
clear of our influence. It aimed, of course, to do away with the
feudal structure which we had introduced into Brazil; but we had,
after all, introduced it partly as a surety for good behaviour, and partly
as a way of passing the time.

But, on that evening of the Franco-American dinner, neither my
colleagues nor I—and that goes, of course, for our wives, who were
to accompany us—had any idea of the role which we were to play,
however involuntarily, in the evolution of Brazilian society. We were
too busy taking stock of one another and avoiding, in so far as we
could, the fatality of social error. Georges Dumas had just warned us
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that we must be prepared to lead the same life as our new masters:
the life, that is to say, of Automobile Club, casino, and race-course.
This seemed quite extraordinary to young teachers who had been
earning twenty-six thousand francs a year; more recently—so few were
those who applied to go abroad—our salaries had been tripled.

‘Above all,” Dumas had said, ‘you must be well dressed.” And as he
wanted to reassure us he added, with rather touching candour, that it
could be done at no great expense, not far from the Halles, at an
establishment called A La Croix de Jeannette, where they had fitted him
out very acceptably when he had been a young medical student in
Paris.



2 On Board Ship

\A]E HAD no idea, in any case, that for the next
four or five years our little group would constitute—with a few rare
exceptions—the entire complement of first-class passengers on the
Compagnie des Transports Maritimes™ passenger-and-cargo steamers
which plied between France and South America. We had a choice of
either second~class on the only luxury-liner which worked this route,
or first-class on the humbler sort of vessel. The intriguers went by
luxury-liner, paid the difference out of their own pockets, and hoped
by so doing to rub shoulders with an Ambassador or two and in some
way profit thereby. We others chose the bateau mixte; it took six days
longer, but we were its masters and, what is more, it made many stops
en route.

How I wish today that I had realized twenty years ago the full
value of what we were given! The unbelievable luxury, that is to say:
the royal privilege of sharing with eight or ten others exclusive rights
over the first-class deck, cabins, smoking-room, and dining-room on
a ship built to carry a hundred or a hundred and fifty passengers. We
were nineteen days at sea; our province was rendered almost illimitable
by the lack of other passengers; our appanage went everywhere with
us. After our second or third crossing we came back to ‘our’ ships, ‘our’
own way of life; and we knew by name, even before we got aboard,
those sterling stewards from Marseilles, with their moustaches and
their heavy-soled shoes, who overpowered us with their garlicky smell
as they bent over us with supréme de poularde or filet de turbot. The
meals, planned in any case on a Rabelaisian scale, became even
more o from the fact that there were so few of us to sit down to
them.

That one civilization is ending and another beginning; that our
world has suddenly found itself to be too small for the people who live

23
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in it: these are facts which became real to me, not because of figures or
statistics or revolutions but because I happened, a few weeks ago, to
make a certain telephone call. I had been playing with the idea of
retrieving my youth by a return visit, after fifteen years, to Brazil. The
answer was that I should need to book my cabin four months in
advance.

And I had imagined that, since the establishment of regular air-
services between France and South America, the sea route was the
preserve of a few eccentrics! It is, alas, a mistake to suppose that because
one element has been invaded the other has been set free.

But in between the marvellous voyages of 1935 or thereabouts and
the one to which I returned an immediate ‘No’ there was one, in 1941,
which was charged with symbolic meaning for the years to come.
Shortly after the armistice I was invited to the New School for Social
Research in New York. (This I owed in part to the friendly interest
which had been taken in my work by Robert H. Lowie and Alfred
Metraux, in part to the vigilance of relations of mine long settled in
the U.S.A.,and, finally, to the Rockefeller Foundation’s scheme for the
rescue of Buropean scholars who might find themselves menaced by
the German occupation.) The problem was: how to get there? My
first idea was that I should pretend to be returning to Brazil in order
to continue my pre-war researches there. I went to the ground-floor
rooms in Vichy, where the Brazilian Embassy had set up its temporary
home, and asked to have my visa renewed. The interview was cruelly
brief. I was well known to the Ambassador, Luis de Souza-Dantas, and
he would, in any case, have behaved in the same way had I not known
him. He was just raising his hand to stamp my passport when one of
his staff reminded him, in tones of chilling respect, that under the new
regulations he could no longer renew visas. For several seconds his arm
remained poised, and there was a look almost of entreaty in his eyes
as he tried to make his junior tum aside for a moment. My passport
once stamped, I could at least have left France, even if I could not get
into Brazil. But he wouldn’t; and at length the Ambassador had to let
fall his hand wide of my passport. No visa for me; he handed me back
my passport with a gesture of distress.

I went back to my house in the Cevennes—not far from where, at
Montpellier in fact, I had been demobilized—and began to hang about
Marseilles harbour. Eventually I heard a rumour that a ship would soon
be sailing for Martinique, and, after a great deal of to-ing and fro-ing
from quayside to office and back again, I discovered that this ship
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belonged to that same Compagnie des Transports Maritimes which
had found such a faithful and exclusive clientele among the members
of our academic mission to Brazil. The winter bise was blowing
keenly when, in February 1941, I walked into the company’s unheated
and three-quarters-closed offices. The official was one who had been
wont to come and greet us on the company’s behalf. Yes, the ship did
exist; yes, it would shortly be leaving. But I couldn’t possibly go on it.
Why not? Well, I didn’t realize how things were; he couldn’t explain,
but it wouldn’t be at all what it used to be. How, then? Oh, it would
be endless, and so uncomfortable! He couldn’t imagine my putting
up with it.

The poor man still saw me as a small-bore ambassador of French
culture, but I saw myself as marked down for a concentration camp.
Moreover, I had spent the previous two years, first in the virgin forests
of Brazil, and later in one improvised billet after another in the course
of a disorderly retreat that had taken me from the Maginot Line to
Béziers by way of the Sarthe, the Corréze, and the Aveyron: cattle-
trains on the one hand and sheepfolds on the other: so that my inter-
locutor’s scruples seemed to me out of place. I saw myself going back
to my wandering life—but on the oceans this time, sharing the labours
and the frugal repasts of a handful of seamen, sailing hither and yon on
a clandestine vessel, sleeping on deck, and gaining in health and
strength from the day-long nearness of the sea.

I did at last get a ticket for the Capitaine Paul Lemerle. When the
time came to embark the quayside was cordoned off. Helmeted
gardes-mobiles, with automatic pistols at the ready, severed all contact
between passengers and the relatives or friends who had come to see
them off. Good-byes were cut short by a blow or a curse. This was not
the solitary adventure I had had in mind; it was more like the departure
of a convict-ship. If I had been amazed by the way in which we were
treated, I was dumbfounded by our numbers. Somehow or other we
were to be three hundred and fifty on board a little steamer which
—as I lost no time in discovering—could boast only two cabins, with
in all seven couchettes. One of these cabins had been allotted to three
ladies, and the other was shared between four men, of whom I was
one. This favour I owed—and may I thank him here and now—to
M.B., who felt that it was out of the question for one of his former
first-class passengers to be quartered like a cow or a pig. And, indeed,
all the other passengers—men, women, and children—had to pile into
the dark and airless hold, where the ship’s carpenters had made a
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rough scaffolding of beds, one on top of another, with pallets of straw
for bedding. Of the four fortunate males, one was an Austrian,
travelling in metals, who doubtless knew what he had paid for the
privilege; the second was a young ‘béké’, a rich creole, who had been
cut off from his native Martinique by the war; he deserved special
treatment in that he was the only person on board who was not
presumed to be either a Jew, a foreigner, or an anarchist. The third was
a mysterious North African who claimed to be going to New York
“for just a few days’ (in itself an extravagant notion, since we were to
be three months en route), had a Degas in his luggage, and, although
as Jewish as I myself, appeared to be persona grata with the police,
immigration, and security authorities of every colony and protectorate
that we touched upon: an astonishing and mysterious state of affairs, at
that juncture, and one which I never managed to fathom.

The scum, as the gendarmes described us, included among others
André Breton and Victor Serge. Breton, by no means at his ease in such
a situation, would amble up and down the rare empty spaces on deck,
looking like a blue bear in his velvety jacket. We were to become firm
friends in the course of an exchange of letters which we kept up
throughout our interminable journey; their subject was the relation
between aesthetic beauty and absolute originality.

As for Victor Serge, the fact that he had been an associate of Lenin
was all the more intimidating, because it was difficult to reconcile it
with his looks, which were those of a maiden lady of high principles.
The smooth and delicate features, piping voice, and stilted, hesitant
manner added up to the almost asexual character that I was later to
encounter among Buddhist monks on the frontiers of Burma; they
were remote, certainly, from the superabundant vitality and positive
temperament which French tradition accords to the so-called ‘sub-
versive agent. The point is that certain cultural types occur in all
societies, because they result from straightforward antitheses; but their
social function may differ widely from society to society. In Russia
Serge’s particular type had been able to make contact with reality in
the course of a revolutionary career; elsewhere it might have found a
very different outlet. The relations between any two societies would
no doubt become very much easier if it were possible to establish, by
the use of a sort of grille, a system of equivalences between the ways
in which each would employ analogous human types in quite different
social functions. Instead of confining ourselves, as we do now, to
confrontations within certain professional groups (doctors with doctors,
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teachers with teachers, industrialists with industrialists) we might come
to realize that there exist certain subtler correspondences between
individuals and the roles they play.

In addition to its human beings the ship was clearly carrying some
sort of secret cargo. We spent an unconscionable amount of time both
in the Mediterranean and on the west coast of Africa in putting into
port after port—seeking refuge, it appeared, from inspection by the
Royal Navy. Holders of French passports were sometimes allowed to
go ashore; the others had to stay parked in the few inches available to
them. As we got steadily nearer to the tropics the heat made the hold
more and more unbearable, and turned the deck into a mixture of
dining-room, dormitory, nursery, wash-house, and solarium. But most
unpleasant of all were the circumstances of what is sometimes called
‘personal hygiene’. The crew had erected on either side of the ship,
port for the men and starboard for the women, two pairs of wooden
cubicles. These had neither light nor air. The one had two or three
douches which could be used for a short while each day; they were
filled each morning. The other had in it 2 long wooden trench, roughly
lined with zinc, which gave directly on to the ocean; you can guess its
purpose. Not everyone likes promiscuity in such matters, and in any
case the ship’s rolling made it an unsteady business to squat in company:
the only way round this problem was to get there betimes, with the
result that the more fastidious passengers began to vie with one
another, until in the end it was only at about three o’clock in the
morning that one could hope for some degree of privacy. People
simply gave up going to bed. Two hours later the same situation arose
in respect of the douches: once again modesty played its role and, in
addition, the press soon grew so great that the water, insufficient from
the start, was as if vaporized by contact with so many muoist bodies and
seemed no longer to get through to the skin. In both cases we all made
haste to get on and get out. The unventilated huts were made of planks
of green and resinous fir-wood; these planks, impregnated with filthy
water, urine, and sea air, would ferment in the sun and give off 2 warm,
sweet, and altogether nauseating smell, which, when mingled with
other smells, soon became intolerable, more especially if a swell was
running.

After a month at sea we suddenly glimpsed, in the middle of the
night, the lighthouse of Fort de France. And the hope which filled all
our hearts was not that of enjoying, at long last, an eatable meal, a bed
with real sheets, or a night’s unbroken rest. No: these people who had
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been used, on land, to what the English call the ‘amenities of civiliza-
tion’ had suffered more from the unavoidable filth of these conditions
—aggravated as these were by great hcat—than, from hunger, or
fatigue, or sleeplessness, or promiscuity, or others’ contempt. There
were young and pretty women on board, and there had been the
beginnings of flirtations. It was not simply from coquetry that these
women wanted to ‘make the most of themselves’ before all went their
separate ways: it was rather an obligation, a debt to be honoured, a
proof that they were not altogether unworthy of the attentions which
they considered—and with what charming delicacy!—to have been
theirs by token only. So that when the traditional cry of “Land, land?
was replaced by 2 unanimous shout of ‘A bath, at last! A bath! there
was something pathetic in it, as well as much that was comical. And
everyone set about searching for the last morsel of soap, the undirtied
towel, the clean blouse that had been held in reserve for this great
occasion.

Bathrooms are not all that common in Fort de France, and in our
dreams of hydrotherapy we took, it may be, an unduly optimistic view
of the effect of four centuries of colonization upon that island. We
very soon learnt, in any case, that our filthy and overloaded ship was a
floating Eden in comparison with the welcome that we were to
receive. Hardly had we dropped anchor in the roads when The Military
came aboard, in a state of cerebral derangement which would have
offered a rewarding field of study, had I not needed all my intellectual
capacities for the struggle to avoid disaster at their hands.

Most French people had lived through the ‘phoney’ war in ways
which deserved that adjective: none more so, however, than the
officers who formed the garrison on Martinique. Their sole duty was
to guard the Bank of France’s gold; but this had gradually foundered
in a waking nightmare for which over-indulgence in rum punch was
only partly responsible. No less fundamental to it, and perhaps even
more insidious, were the position of the island, its remoteness from the
homeland, and a rich local tradition of piracy. The one-eyed peg-legs
of legend, with their golden ear-rings, had been replaced by phantoms
born of inspection by the U.S. Navy and the secret activities of
the German submarine fleet. Gradually there had spread among the
garrison an obsessional fever amounting almost to madness; and this
had gained ground in spite of the fact that never had a shot been fired
in anger or an enemy been sighted in the light of day. As for the |
islanders, their talk revealed similar preoccupations, although they put
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them in more prosaic terms: ‘Island’s done for, if you ask me—no more
cod, they say,” and so forth. Others held that Hitler was none other
than Jesus Christ returned to earth to punish the white race for having
neglected his teaching.

When the armistice was announced all ranks sided with Vichy
rather than with Free France. They hoped to remain at a safe distance
from events; physically and morally their resistance was at its minimum,
and such fighting spirit as they had ever had had long been dissipated.
It was a comfort for them to replace the real enemy—one so distant
that it had become for them a kind of abstraction—by an imaginary
foe that had the advantage of being near at hand and readily visible.
They exchanged, that is to say, America for Germany. Two ships of
the U.S. Navy kept a constant watch outside the harbour; an ingenious
member of the French C.-in-C.’s staff took luncheon on board one of
them every day, while his superior busied himself with teaching his
men to loathe and despise the Anglo-Saxons.

To these people we were well-assorted specimens of The Enemy,
on whom they could work off the aggression which they had been
accumulating for months. We could also be held responsible for a
defeat which seemed to them quite foreign to themselves, since they
had taken no part in the fighting, but of which, in another sense, they
felt themselves confusedly guilty. Had they not exemplified and carried
to its farthest point the nonchalance, the power of self-delusion, and
the lassitude to which France, or a part of France, had fallen a victim?
It was a little as if the Vichy authorities, in allowing us to take ship for
Martinique, had marked us out as a cargo of scapegoats on whom
these gentlemen could work off their spleen. They installed themselves
—steel-helmeted, guns at the ready, wearing tropical shorts—in the
captain’s cabin; and when we appeared before them, one by one, it
was not for the normal interview with the immigration authorities,
but rather for an exercise in invective in which our role was to sit silent
and listen. Those who were not French were treated as enemies of
France; those who were French, on the other hand, had their Frenchness
called grossly in question and were at the same time reproached for
their cowardly abandonment of the motherland . . . reproaches,
contradictory in themselves, which rang particularly oddly in the
mouths of men who, since the day war was declared, had to all intents
and purposes been living under the protection of the Monroe Doctrine.

So it was good-bye to our baths! The authorities decided to intern
the whole lot of us in 2 camp called the Lazaret on the other side of the
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bay. Only three of us were allowed to go ashore: the ‘béké’, who had
been ruled out of court, the mysterious Tunisian, who had had only
to show certain of his papers, and myself. The captain of our ship had
been second officer on one of the ships I had sailed in before the war;
we had met, therefore, as old acquaintances, and he had induced the
naval authorities to make an exception in my case
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\A/HEN the clocks struck two in the afternoon
Fort de France was a dead town. There was no sign of life in the
hovel-bordered ‘main square’, which was planted with palm-trees and
overrun with rampant weeds—a patch of dead ground, one would
have thought, in which someone had left behind a statue of Josephine
Tascher de la Pagerie, later Beauharnais. No sooner had the Tunisian
and I checked into the deserted hotel than, still shaken by the events
of the morning, we hired a car and set off towards the Lazaret, with the
intention of comforting our companions and, more especially, two
young German women who had led us to believe, during the voyage
out, that they would be unfaithful to their husbands just as soon as
they could get properly cleaned up. From this point of view the
business of the Lazaret was yet another disappointment to us.

As the old Ford stumbled up and down the rough tracks in first
gear I had the pleasure of rediscovering many vegetable species which
had been familiar to me in Amazonia. Here they had new names,
however: caimite for fruta do conde—an artichoke in shape, with the
taste of a pear—corrosol for graviola, papaye for mammao, sapotille for
mangabeira. Meanwhile I went over in my mind the morning’s painful
scenes and tried to relate them to others of the same sort, For my
companions, who had for the most part been hurled into their present
adventure after a lifetime of tranquillity, the soldiers’ mixture of im-
becility and spite appeared as a unique, exceptional, hardly credible
phenomenon: they and their jailers were in the grip, they thought, of
an international catastrophe such as had never before occurred. But I
had seen much of the world in the preceding years, and the incident
was of a kind with which I was not entirely unfamiliar. I knew that,
slowly and steadily, humanity was breeding such situations as a sick
body breeds pus. It was as if our race was no longer able to cope with
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its own numbers and with the problems—greater every day—that
resulted from this. Facility of communication exacerbated these
feelings alike on the material and the intellectual plane. And, in the
French territory in question, war and defeat had accelerated a universal
process, and facilitated the establishment of an infection that would
never again disappear completely from the face of the world. No
sooner would it have vanished in one place than it would appear in
another. Not for the first time, [ was experiencing those manifestations
of stupidity, hatred, and credulity which all social groups secrete within
themselves when history comes too close to them.

Only a short while before, for instance, on my way home to
France—it was a few months before the outbreak of war—I went for
a walk in the upper section of Bahia. As I went from one church to
another—there are said to be three hundred and sixty-five in all, one
for each day of the year, and varying in their architectural and
decorative style as if to fit the day and the season—and photographed
such architectural details as took my eye, I was pursued by a gang of
half-naked “little nigger boys” who kept begging me to “Tira o retrato!
Tira o retrato! Take a picture of us!’ I found it touching that they should
beg for a photograph that they would never see, rather than for a coin
or two, and in the end I agreed to do as they asked. I hadn’t gone
another hundred yards when two plain-clothes policemen tapped me
on the shoulder. They had kept me company since the outset of my
walk; and now, they informed me, I had been caught in an act hostile
to Brazil. My photograph, if put to use in Europe, would confirm the
legend that some Brazilians have black skins, and that children in Bahia
go barefoot. I was arrested—not for long, happily, because the ship
was about to sail.

That ship brought me bad luck, undoubtedly. Something of the
same kind had happened to me a few days before—when I was
embarking, this time, and the ship was still at the quayside in Santos
harbour. Hardly was I on board when I was arrested and confined to
my cabin by a senior officer of the Brazilian Navy in full-dress uniform
and two marines with fixed bayonets. That mystery took four or five
hours to unravel: the Franco-Brazilian expedition of which I had been
in charge for a year had been subject to the rule by which all “finds’
were to be shared between the two countries. The sharing was to be
done under the supervision of the National Museum in Rio de Janeiro,
and this museum had notified every port in Brazl that if I were to
attempt to leave the country with more bows, arrows, and feather
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head-dresses than had been allotted to France I must be put under
immediate and close arrest. Subsequently the museum had changed
its mind and decided to make over Brazil’s share of the finds to a
scientific institute in S3o Paulo; consequently our French share had to
be despatched from Santos, and not from Rio. Meanwhile the previous
instructions had been forgotten and not, therefore, countermanded;
with the result that, in the eyes of the port authorities, I had committed
a crime.

Luckily, however, there still slumbered within every Brazilian
official at that time a tradition of anarchy. Tags from Voltaire and
Anatole France kept this tradition alive and had somehow been
incorporated, even in the depths of the forest, as elements of Brazilian
culture. (Once when I was in the interior I was forcibly embraced by
an old man who, doubtless, had never seen a Frenchman before. ‘Ab,
monsieur, a2 Frenchman!” he cried, almost in delirium. ‘Ah, France!
Anatole, Anatole!’) I'd met enough Brazilians to know that I must
first show all possible deference to the Brazilian State, as a whole, and
more especially to its maritime authorities. Next I tried to strike a note
of deep feeling: and not without success, for after several hours spent
in a cold sweat—I was leaving Brazil for good, our collections had
been packed away with my library and my furniture, and I was haunted
by visions of my possessions lying in pieces on the quayside as the ship
drew out to sea—I was able to dictate to my interlocutor the exact
terms of his report. In this he took upon himself the glory of having
averted an international incident, and in consequence a humiliation for
Brazil, by allowing me to sail with my baggage intact.

Perhaps I should have been less audacious had it been still possible
for me to take the South American police system quite seriously. But
something had happened, two months previously, to make this out of
the question. I had had to change aeroplanes in a large village in Lower
Bolivia. When the connection failed to arrive, my companion,Dr J. A.
Vellard, and myself were held up there for several days. Flying in 1938
was very different from what it is now. In the remoter South American
regions it had jumped several stages of ‘progress’ and offered itself as a
sort of mechanical pick-a-back for villagers who, hitherto, for lack of
decent roads, had had to reckon on a four or five days’ journey, on foot
or horseback, to their nearest market-town. And now it had suddenly
become possible for them to get their hens and ducks to market in a
matter of a few minutes’ flying time—though with, as often as not, 2
delay in departure of a week or more. The little aeroplanes were
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crammed with barefooted peasants, farmyard animals, and cases too
cumbrous to be dragged through the forest; and in the midst of all
this was oneself, squat-legged on the floor.

We were killing time in the streets of Santa Cruz de la Sierra when
suddenly a police patrol, seeing strangers, put us under arrest. We were
conducted, pending interrogation, to a room in the former palace of
the Provincial Governor. An air of old-fashioned high comfort clung
to the panelled saloon, with its glass-fronted bookcases, its rows of
richly bound volumes, and the astonishing handwritten notice—
framed and glazed, likewise—which I here transcribe from the Spanish:
‘On pain of severe sanctions it is strictly forbidden to tear out pages
from the archives for personal or hygienic purposes. All persons
infringing this order will be punished.’

I must own that if my situation in Martinique took a turn for the
better, it was thanks to theintervention of a high official of the Ponts et
Chaussées whose opinions, though concealed beneath an appearance of
frigid reserve, were very different from those current in official circles;
perhaps I also owed something to my frequent visits to the offices of a
religious review, where the Fathers of some Order or other had
accumulated box upon box of archaeological remains, dating back to
the Indian occupation. I spent my leisure hours in making an inventory
of these

One day I went into the Assize Courts, which were then in session.
It was my first, and only, visit to a trial. The accused was a peasant who
had bitten off a part of another peasant’s ear in the course of a quarrel.
Accused, plaintiff, and witnesses expressed themselves in a flood of
creole eloquence which seemed almost supernatural, in such a place,
by reason of its crystalline freshness. All this had to be translated to
the three judges, whose robes, scarlet in colour and trimmed with fur,
had wilted in the heat and hung about them like bloodstained bandages.
In five minutes exactly the irascible negro was condemned to eight
years’ imprisonment. Justice had been, and is still, associated in my
mind with the notions of doubt, and scruple, and respect. I was stupefied
to find that a human life could be disposed of so quickly and with such
nonchalance. I could hardly believe that it had really happened. Even
today no dream, however fantastic or grotesque, can leave me so
entirely incredulous.

My travelling companions owed their release, meanwhile, to a
difference of opinion between the maritime authorities and the
Chamber of Commerce. To the one, they were spies and traitors; the
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other saw them as a source of income which could not be exploited
while they were locked up in the Lazaret. The shopkeepers got their
way, in the end, and for a fortnight one and all were free to get rid
of their last French francs. The police kept-a close watch on all this
and did their best to involve all the passengers, and more especially
the women, in a network of temptation, provocation, seduction, and
reprisal. The Dominican Consulate was besieged with requests for
visas, and every day brought new rumours of hypothetical ships which
were on their way to take us all a stage farther. A new situation
developed when the villages of the interior grew jealous of the harbour-
town and intimated that they too had the right to a share in the refugees.
And, from one day to the next, the entire company was moved to the
interior and told to stay there. I was exempt from this, once again, but
in my anxiety to visit my lady-friends in their new residence at the
foot of the Mont Pelé I came to cover on foot an unfamiliar and
unforgettable part of the island. Thanks, in fact, to the machinations
of the police I came to experience a form of exoticism more classical
than that to be found on the mainland of South America: dark tree-
agate, surrounded by a halo of beaches where the black sand was
speckled with silver; valleys deep in a milk-white mist where a
continual drip-drip allowed one to hear, rather than see, the enormous,
soft, and feathery leafage of the tree-ferns as it foamed up from the
living fossils of the trunks.

Hitherto I had been luckier than my companions. I was pre-
occupied, none the less, with a problem which, if not satisfactorily
solved, would have made it impossible for this book to be written. I
had left France with a trunkful of material brought back from my
expeditions: linguistic and technological files, travel-journals, field-
notes, maps, plans, photographic negatives, thousands of sheets of
paper, filing-cards, and rolls of film. It had already been very dangerous
for the passeur to get this heavy load across the line of demarcation, and
it was clear to me from our welcome in Martinique that I must not
allow Customs, police, or naval security authorities to get at my
possessions. The vocabularies would certainly strike them as an
elaborate system of codes, and the maps, plans, and photographs they
would interpret as pieces of military information. I therefore declared
the trunk ‘Tuggage in transit’ and it was sealed up and left at the
Customs. Later I managed to effect a compromise by which the trunk,
if put directly aboard a foreign ship, need not be opened by the
Customs. And so it was that I set sail for Porto Rico on board a
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Swedish banana-boat. For four days on this dazzlingly white vessel
I found myself back in pre-war conditions; the voyage was uneventful
and there were only seven other passengers on board.

I did well to make the most of it. For when I disembarked at
Porto Rico two things became clear. One was that the U.S. immi-
gration laws had changed during the two months that had elapsed since
T left Marseilles. The documents I had received from the New School
for Social Research no longer sufficed for admission. Second, and
above all, the American police, when faced with my load of anthro-
pological material, had their full share of the suspicions which I had
feared to meet with in Martinique. In Fort de France I had been
treated as a Jew and a Freemason who was probably in the pay of the
Americans. Here, in Porto Rico, I was taken for an emissary of Vichy
—if not, indeed, of the Germans. I telegraphed to the New School to
get me out of it, if they could, and the F.B.I was asked to send a
French-speaking specialist to examine my papers. (I trembled to think
how long it would take to find a specialist who could decipher my
notes, since these mostly related to the almost entirely unknown
dialects of central Brazil.) Meanwhile I was interned, at the shipping
company’s expense, in an austere hotel in the Spanish style, where I
was fed on boiled beef and chick-peas, while two filthy and ill-shaven
native policemen took it in turns, night and day, to guard my door.

So it was at Porto Rico that I made my first contact with the U.S.A.
For the first time I smelt the lukewarm varnish and the wintergreen
tea—olfactory extremes between which is stretched the whole gamut
of American comfort—from motor-car to lavatory, by way of radio-
set, pastry-shop,and toothpaste—and I tried to find out what thoughts
lay behind the farded masks of the young ladies in the drug-stores, with
their mauve dresses and their chestnut hair. There too, in the rather
special environment of the Grandes Antilles, I had my first glimpse of
certain characteristics of American urban life. The flimsiness of the
buildings, their preoccupation with effect, and their desire to catch the
eye—all were reminiscent of a Great Exhibition that had not been
pulled down; at Porto Rico one seemed to .have strayed into the
Spanish section.

Ambiguities of this kind often confront the traveller. The fact of
having passed my first weeks on American territory in Porto Rico
made me feel, later, that Spain itself was Americanized. Similarly, the
fact that my first glimpse of British University life was in the neo-
Gothic precincts of the University of Dacca in eastern Bengal has since
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made me regard Oxford as a part of India that has got its mud, its
humidity, and its superabundant vegetation under surprisingly good
control.

The E.B.L inspector arrived three weeks after I came ashore at
San Juan. I ran to the Customs house and threw open my trunk. A
solemn moment! He was a well-mannered young man, but when he
took up a card at random his face clouded over and he spat out the
words: “This is in German!’ It was, in effect, a note drawn from the
classic work of von den Steinen, my illustrious and distant forerunner
in the Mato Grosso: Unter den Naturvélkern Zentral-Braziliens, Berlin,
1804. The long-expected ‘specialist’ was reassured to hear of this, and
before long he lost all interest in my concerns, and I found myself free
to enter the U.S.A.

But that’s quite enough. Each one of these trifling adventures calls
forth another from my memory; and I could summon up others, more
recent, if I drew upon my travels in Asia during the post-war years.
My charming inquisitor from the F.B.I. might not be so easily satisfied
today. The atmosphere thickens, everywhere.
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I ALWAYS remember the first occasion on which I
had some indication of the disturbances which lay below the surface
of pre-war life. The incident was a ridiculous one; and yet, like a
doubtful smell or a sudden shift in the wind, it was a portent of worse
things to come.

I had refused to renew my contract with the University of Sio
Paulo, preferring to make an extended foray into the interior, and with
this in view I left France some weeks earlier than the rest of my
colleagues. For the first time in four years I was the only academic
figure on board and, likewise for the first time, there were a great
many passengers. Some were foreign business men, but most were
members of a military mission on its way to Paraguay. The familiar
shipboard scene was rendered unrecognizable by their presence;
nothing remained of its old tranquillity. Officers and wives alike seemed
to mistake the transatlantic voyage for a colonial expedition; and
although they were to act as instructors to what was, after all, an army
of no great pretensions, they behaved as if they were about to occupy a
conquered country. And they made ready for this—morally, at any
rate—by transforming the boat-deck into a barrack-square, with the
civilian passengers enlisted as temporary ‘natives’. So blatant and so
gross was the insolence involved that the other passengers did not know
where to go to be free from it; even the ship’s officers felt uneasy.
The mission’s commanding officer was very different from his sub-
ordinates, and he and his wife were discreet and considerate in their
behaviour; one day they sought me out in the quiet corner to which I
had made my escape and, while showing a kindly interest in my
activities, past and future, they gave me a clear hint that their role in
the whole affair was that of witnesses who deplored the goings-on but
could do nothing to prevent them. There was something mysterious
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in it all; three or four years later I happened on the senior officer’s name
in a newspaper and realized that his personal situation had, in effect,
something of paradox about it.

It was then that I learnt, perhaps for the first time, how thoroughly
the notion of travel has become corrupted by the notion of power. No
longer can travel yield up its treasures intact: the islands of the South
Seas, for instance, have become stationary aircraft-carriers; the whole
of Asia has been taken sick; shanty-towns disfigure Africa; commercial
and military aircraft roar across the still ‘virgin’ but no longer unspoilt
forests of South America and Melanesia. . . . Travel, in such circum-
stances, can only bring us face to face with our historical existence in its
unhappiest aspects. The great civilization of the West has given birth
to many marvels; but at what a cost! As has happened in the case of
the most famous of their creations, that atomic pile in which have been
built structures of a complexity hitherto unknown, the order and
harmony of the West depend upon the elimination of that prodigious
quantity of maleficent by-products which now pollutes the earth.
What travel has now to show us is the filth, our filth, that we have
thrown in the face of humanity.

I understand how it is that people delight in travel-books and ask
only to be misled by them. Such books preserve the illusion of some-
thing that no longer exists, but yet must be assumed to exist if we are
to escape from the appalling indictment that has been piling up against
us through twenty thousand years of history. There’s nothing to be
done about it: civilization is no longer a fragile flower, to be carefully
preserved and reared with great difficulty here and there in sheltered
corners of a territory rich in natural resources: too rich, almost, for
there was an element of menace in their very vitality; yet they allowed
us to put fresh life and variety into our cultivations. All that is over:
humanity has taken to monoculture, once and for all, and is preparing
to produce civilization in bulk, as if it were sugar-beet. The same dish
will be served to us every day.

People used to risk their lives in India and America for the sake of
returns which now seem to us derisory: redwood (bois de braise, from
which comes the name of Brazil); red dye, or pepper, for which there
was such a craze at the court of Henri IV that people carried a grain or
two with them everywhere, in bonbonniéres; such things gave an extra
stimulus to sight and smell and taste, and extended, as it were, the
sensory keyboard of a civilization which had not recognized its own
insipidity. Are we to draw a parallel with the Marco Polos of our own
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day who bring back from those same territories—in the form, this
time, of photographs—the heightened sensations which grow ever
more indispensable to our society as it founders deeper and deeper in
its own boredom?

Another parallel seems to me more significant. The ‘red peppers’
of our own day are falsified, whether intentionally or not. This is not
because their character is purely psychological; but because, however
honest the traveller may be, he cannot, or can no longer, present them
to us in their authentic form. Before we consent to accept them they
must be sorted and sieved; and, by a process which in the case of
the more sincere travellers is merely unconscious, the stereotype is
substituted for the real. I open one of these ‘traveller’s tales’: the author
describes a certain tribe as ‘savage’ and lightly sketches in a caricature
of the habits which, according to him, have been preserved among
them since the beginnings of time; but it happens that, when I was a
student, I spent several years in the study of the books, some of them
fifty years old, some quite recent, which men of science devoted to
that same tribe before it was reduced, by contact with the whites and
the epidemics that resulted from this, to a handful of uprooted wretches.
Another group has been ‘discovered’ and, in the space of forty-eight
hours, ‘studied’ by a traveller, a mere boy, who glimpsed them while
they were being moved out of their territory. In his simplicity he
mistook their temporary camp for a permanent village. Nor was
anything said of the available means of approach to the area: the
missionary post which for twenty years has maintained unbroken
contact with the natives, and the little motor-boat line which runs
deep into the interior. To an experienced eye this latter is instantly
revealed by certain small details in the ‘explorer’s’ photographs; the
trimmer has left in some of the rusted cans which show where these
‘unknown’ people have set up their kitchen.

If we examine the vanity of these pretensions, the naive credulity
which not only welcomes them but calls them forth, and the talent
which goes into these pointless activities (pointful they may be how-
ever, if they extend further the deterioration which, outwardly, they
do their best to conceal); if we examine all these, we shall find that they
appear to correspondto powerful psychological demands, alikein the per-
formers and in their public; and the study of certain primitive institutions
may help us to analyse the nature of these demands, Anthropology
must help us, in short, to understand the fashion which has attracted in
our direction so many auxiliaries who do us nothing but harm.
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Among many North American tribes the social prestige of any
particular individual is determined by the nature of the ordeal to
which he has submitted himself in adolescence. Some have themselves
cast off alone, on a raft, without food; others seek the isolation of the
mountainside, where they are exposed to rain, and cold, and wild
beasts. For days, weeks, months even in some cases, they go without
cooked food; eating only raw stuffs, or fasting altogether for long
periods, they accentuate their bodily dilapidation by the use of emetics.
They do everything possible to break through to the world beyond:
prolonged immersion in ice-cold baths, the voluntary amputation of
one or more fingertips, and the tearing of the aponeuroses. (In this last
instance wooden pins are thrust beneath the muscles of the back; to
these pins are attached lengths of string, and on the end of each string
is a heavy weight which the victim must haul along as best he can.)
Not all go quite so far; but at the very least they must exhaust them-
selves in some pointless activity, plucking the hairs one by one from
their bodies, or picking away at fir-branches until not a spine remains,
or hollowing out a huge block of stone.

Lassitude, weakness, and delirium result; and they hope, while in
this state, to enter into communication with the supernatural world.
Their prayers, and the intensity of their sufferings, will be rewarded; a
magic animal will present itself to them, and in a vision there will be
revealed to them both the spirit who will henceforth be their guardian
and the particular power, derived from that spirit, which will define
their rank, and the number of their privileges, within their social group.

Could one say of these natives that Society has nothing to offer
them? It is as if their customs and institutions seemed to them to
function mechanically: luck, chance, and talent are of no avail, and the
man who wishes to wrest something from Destiny must venture into
that perilous margin-country where the norms of Society count for
nothing and the demands and guarantees of the group are no longer
valid. He must travel to where the police have no sway, to the limits
of physical resistance and the far point of physical and moral suffering.
Once in this unpredictable borderland a man may vanish, never to
return; or he may acquire for himself, from among the immense
repertory of unexploited forces which surrounds any well-regulated
society, some personal provision of power; and when this happens an
otherwise inflexible social order may be cancelled in favour of the man
who has risked everything.

This would be, none the less, a superficial interpretation. The
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question among these North American tribes is not one of the anti-
thesis between individual convictions and the doctrines of Society. The
dialectic springs directly from the customs and the philosophy qf the
group. From the group the individual learns his lesso_n; the belief in
guardian spirits is the creation of the group, and Society as a whole
teaches its members that their only hope of salvation, within the
established social order, lies in an absurd and despairing attempt to get
free of that order.

Quite clearly the relationship between the French public of today
and its favourite explorers is a naive variant of this ancient convention.
Our adolescents, like those of the North American Indians, are en-
couraged to get clear, by one means or another, of civilization. Some
climb mountains; some go far below ground; others escape horizon-
tally and penetrate some distant land. Or it may be that the sought-
after extremity lies in the moral sphere; some choose to be put in
situations so difficult that, as far as we can now tell, they cannot
possibly survive them.

Society is completely indifferent to the rational consequences, if one
may so describe them, of these adventures. Scientific discovery plays
no part in them. Nor can they be considered to enrich the Tliterature of
the imagination’; for very often they are abominably written. It’s the
attempt that counts, and not its object. Once again the parallel is very
close: any young man who isolates himself for a few weeks or months
from the group and exposes himself to an extreme situation of any sort
may count on being invested, on his return, with a kind of magic
power. (Some of our contemporaries are men of sincere conviction,
some are sly and calculating; these same distinctions occur in primitive
societies also.) In our world the power comes out in newspaper articles,
best-selling books, and lectures with not an empty seat in the hall. Its
magic character is evident in the process of auto-muystification of the
group and by the group which is, in every case, the basis of the
phenomenon. Lofty and lucrative are the ‘revelations’ which these
young men draw from those enemies of Society—savages, snowbound
peaks, bottomless caves, and impenetrable forests—which Society
conspires to ennoble at the very moment at which it has robbed them
of their power to harm. ‘Noble’ they are today, but when they were
really the adversaries of Society they inspired only terror and disgust.
Today the savages of the Amazonian forests are caught, like game-
birds, in the trap of our mechanistic civilization. I can accept as
inevitable the destruction of these vulnerable and powerless beings;
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what I will not be deceived by, on the other hand, is the ‘black magic’,
more paltry even than their own, which brandishes before an eager
public an album in “full colour’. Now that the Indians’ masks have
been destroyed, these albums have taken their place. Perhaps our
readers hope, by the intermediacy of these colour-plates, to take on
something of the Indian’s charms? To have destroyed the Indians is not
enough—the public may, indeed, not realize that the destruction has
taken place—and what the reader wants is td satisfy, in some sort, the
cannibal-instincts of the historical process to which the Indians have
already succumbed.

Myself the already-grey predecessor of these ‘explorers’, I may well
be the only white traveller to have brought back nothing but ashes
from my journeys. Perhaps my voice alone will be heard to say that
travel no longer offers an escape? Like the Indian in the legend, I have
been to the world’s end and there asked questions of people, and of
things; and like him I was disappointed with what I heard. ‘And he
stood there, in tears; praying and groaning aloud. And he heard no
mysterious sounds; nor did he fall asleep, to be carried away while
sleeping to the temple of the magic animals. He could doubt no longer;
no power, from any source, had been given to him. ...

Missionaries used to speak of dreams as ‘the savage’s god’, but
through my hands, at any rate, they have always slipped like mercury.
Where did I sense some small part, some glittering particle of their
power? At Cuiaba, where the earth once yielded gold by the nugget?
At Ubatuba, the now-deserted port where two centuries ago the great
galleons put in to load? Flying over the Arabian desert, pink-and-
green-streaked like the mother-of-pearly ear-shell? In America or in
Asia? On the Newfoundland banks, the plateaux of Bolivia, or the
hills on the frontiers of Burma? I choose at random a name still charged
with the authority of legend: Lahore.

A landing-ground, vaguely in the suburbs; interminable avenues,
tree-lined, villa-bordered; and then, in an enclosure, an hotel remini-
scent of a Normandy stud-farm, where a number of identical buildings,
with doors opening directly on to the road, were laid out like so many
diminutive stables. Each door opened on to a uniform apartment:
sitting-room, bedroom, bathroom. Half a mile or more away, along
the avenue, was a little square, such as one finds in a French market-~
town, and at considerable intervals along the avenues that stretched out,
star-wise, from that square there were three or four shops: chemist, photo-
grapher, bookseller, watchmaker. A captive in these unmeaningful
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expanses, | felt my objective slipping beyond reach. Where could
it be, the old, the authentic Lahore? To get to it, at the far end
of the badly laid-out and already. decrepit suburbia, one had to
cross a lengthy bazaar-area, in which were to be found cosmetics,
medicines, imported plastic materials, and shoddy jewellery—made,
this last, by the operation of a mechanical saw on gold the thickness of
white lead. As I sought for the ‘real Lahore’ at the end of those shaded
alleys I had constantly to flatten myself against the wall: flocks of sheep
were passing—sheep with pink and blue lights in their wool—or
buffaloes, each as big as three cows, or, most often, lorries. Perhaps the
secret lay with the wooden buildings that were falling to pieces from
sheer old age? I could have appreciated the lacy, finely chiselled working
of the wood had I not been kept at a distance by the metallic spider’s
web of primitive electric wiring that crossed and criss-crossed from one
wall to the next. From time to time, too, and for the space of two or
three paces, an image or an echo would rise up from the recesses of
time: in the little street of the beaters of silver and gold, for instance,
there was a clear, unhurried tinkling, as if a djinn with a thousand arms
was absent-mindedly practising on a xylophone. No sooner was I out
of this labyrinth than I came to the area where huge avenues have been
sketched out among the ruins (due, these, to the riots of the recent
years) of houses five hundred years old. So often, however, have these
houses been destroyed and patched together again, so absolute is their
decrepitude, that the notion of period has no meaning in their context.
And that is how I see myself: traveller, archacologist of space, trying
in vain to repiece together the idea of the exotic with the help of 2
particle here and a fragment of debris there.

At this point Illusion begins to set its insidious traps. I should have
liked to live in the age of real travel, when the spectacle on offer had
not yet been blemished, contaminated, and confounded; then I could
have scen Lahore not as I saw it, but as it appeared to Bernier,
Tavernier, Manucci. . . . There’s no end, of course, to such conjectures.
When was the right moment to see India? At what period would the
study of the Brazilian savage have yielded the purest satisfaction and
the savage himself been at his peak? Would it have been better to have
arrived at Rio in the eighteenth century, with Bougainville, or in
the sixteenth, with Léry and Thevet? With every decade that we
travelled further back in time, I could have saved another costume,
witnessed another festivity, and come to understand another system of
belief. But I'm too familiar with the texts not to know that this back-
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ward movement would also deprive me of much information, many
curious facts and objects, that would enrich my meditations. The
paradox is irresoluble: the less one culture communicates with another,
the less likely they are to be corrupted, one by the other; but, on the
other hand, the less likely it is, in such conditions, that the respective
emissaries of these cultures will be able to seize the richness and
significance of their diversity. The alternative is inescapable: either I
am a traveller in ancient times, and faced with a prodigious spectacle
which would be almost entirely unintelligible to me and might, indeed,
provoke me to mockery or disgust; or I am a traveller of our own day,
hastening in search of a vanished reality. In either case I am the loser
—and more heavily than one might suppose; for today, asI go groaning
among the shadows, I miss, inevitably, the spectacle that is now takmg
shape. My eyes, or perhaps my degree of humanity, do not equip me
to witness that spectacle; and in the centuries to come, when another
traveller revisits this same place, he too may groan aloud at the
disappearance of much that I should have set down, but cannot. I am
the victim of a double infirmity: what I see is an affliction to me; and
what I do not see, a reproach.

For a long time I was paralysed by this dilemma, but now it seems
to me that the cloudy liquid is beginning to clear. To what is this due,
if not to the passage of time? Forgetfulness has done its work among
my recollections, but it has not merely worn them thin, not merely
buried them. It has made of these fragments a construction in depth that
offers firmer ground beneath the feet and a clearer outline for the eye.
One order has been substituted for another. Two cliffs mark the distance
between my eye and its object; in the middle ground Time, which
eats away at those cliffs, has begun to heap up the debris. The high
ridges begin to fall away, piece by considerable piece; Time and Place
come into opposition, blend oddly with one another, or become
reversed, like sedimentshaken clear by the trembling of a withered skin.
Sometimes an ancient and infinitesimal detail will come away like a
whole headland; and sometimes a complete layer of my past will
vanish without trace. Unrelated events, rooted in the most disparate
of regions and periods, suddenly come into contact with one another
and take shape as a crusader castle which owes its architecture not to
my private hxstory but to some altogether wiser de51gner As Chateau-
briand wrote in his Voyage en Italie: ‘Every man carries within himself
a world made up of all that he has seen and loved; and it is to this
world that he returns incessantly, though he may pass through, and
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seem to inhabit, a world quite foreign to it.” Henceforth I can pass
from one of these worlds to the other. Between life and myself, Time
has laid its isthmus; and it is a longer one than I had expected. Twenty
years’ forgetfulness has enabled me to elucidate an old experience: one
that I had pursued to the ends of the earth without managing either to
decipher its meaning or to remain on intimate terms with it.



PART II

From a Log-book






s A Backward Glance

MY CAREER was initiated one Sunday morning
in the autumn of 1934. At nine o’clock the telephone rang. It was
Célestin Bouglé, who was then the Director of the Ecole Normale
Supérieure. For several years he had taken a kindly interest in my
affairs; and if that interest had hitherto been rather distant, and that
kindness entirely inactive, it was first because I was not a Normalien,
and above all because, even if I had been one of his former students, I
should not have been a member of the group whom Bouglé held in
exclusive esteem. No doubt he had turned to me as a last resort. ‘D’you
still want to do ethnography?’ he asked without preamble. “Why, of
course!” “Then apply at once for the post of Professor of Sociology at
Sio Paulo University. The outskirts are full of Indians and you can
spend your week-ends studying them. But you must give Georges
Dumas a definite answer before twelve this morning.’

Neither Brazil nor South America meant much to me at that time.
But I can still see, in every detail, the images which formed in my mind
in response to this unexpected suggestion. Tropical countries, as it
seemed to me, must be the exact opposite of our own, and the name
of Antipodes had for me a sense at once richer and more ingenuous
than its literal derivation. I should have been astonished to hear it said
that any species, whether animal or vegetable, could have the same
appearance on both sides of the globe. Every animal, every tree, every
blade of grass, must be completely different and give immediate notice,
as it were, of its tropical character, I imagined Brazil as a tangled mass
of palm-leaves, with glimpses of strange architecture in the middle
distance, and an all-permeating smell of burning perfume. This latter
olfactory detail I owe, I think, to an unconscious awareness of the
assonance between the words ‘Brésil’ (Brazil) and ‘grésiller’ (sizzle). No
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amount of later experience, in any case, can prevent me from still
thinking of Brazil in terms of burning scent.

Now that I look back on them, these images no longer seem to me
so arbitrary. I have learnt that the truth of any given situation does
not yield so much to day-to-day observation as to that patient and
fractionated distillation which the equivocal notion of burning scent
was perhaps already inviting me to put into practice. The scent brought
with it, it may be, a symbolic lesson which I was not yet able to
formulate clearly. Exploration is not so much a matter of covering the
ground as of digging beneath the surface: chance fragments of land-
scape, momentary snatches of life, reflections caught on the wing—
such are the things that alone make it possible for us to understand and
interpret horizons which would otherwise have nothing to offer us.

Quite other problems, meanwhile, resided in the wild promise
which Bouglé had made me. How could he have come to suppose that
Sio Paulo, or its outskirts, comprised a native settlement? Doubtless he
was confusing it with Mexico City or Tegucigalpa. The philosopher
who had written a book on the caste regime in India without wonder-
ing for one moment if it would not be better to go there and see for
himself (What was the lofty phrase he had used in his preface of 1927?
That ‘in the flux of events it is institutions that float free’) was not the
man to suppose that the condition of the Brazilian native could yield
serious ethnographical results. Nor was he the only one of the ‘official’
sociologists to profess this indifference: others of the breed are still
with us.

Be that as it may, I was too innocent not to welcome an illusion
that so happily seconded my intentions. Georges Dumas, as it happened,
was equally ill<informed: he had known southern Brazil at a time when
the extermination of the native population was not yet concluded; and,
moreover, he had enjoyed the society, unenlightening in that respect,
of dictators, feudal lords, and Maecenases.

I was therefore very much surprised to hear, at a luncheon-party
to which Victor Margueritte had taken me, the official point of view in
such matters. The speaker was the Brazilian Ambassador in Paris:
‘Indians?’ he said. ‘Alas, my dear sir, the Indians have all been dead and
gone for many a year. It’s a sad page—ves, and a shameful one—in the
history of my country. But the Portuguese colonists in the sixteenth
century were a brutal, money-grubbing lot. Who are we to reproach
them if they behaved as everyone else behaved at that time? They used
to grab hold of the Indians, tie them to the cannons’ mouth, and blow
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them to pieces. That’s how they went, every man Jack of them.
There’ll be plenty to interest you, as a sociologist, in Brazil—but as
for the Indians, you'd better forget about them, because you'll never
find a single one. . . .

Today it seems to me incredible that even a grao fino, and even in
1934, should have talked in this way. But at that time—things are
different now, I'm glad to say—the Brazilian upper classes could not
bear to hear the natives mentioned. The primitive conditions which
existed in the interior of Brazil were likewise taboo, unless it were a
question of admitting—or even suggesting—that an Indian great-
grandmother might have been responsible for a certain barely per-
ceptible exoticism of feature. There was never any mention of those
drops, or rather those pints, of black blood on which their ancestors of
the Imperial era had prided themselves, but which they now preferred
to forget. And yet it was undeniable, for instance, that Luis de Souza-
Dantas was of predominantly Indian descent; he could, indeed, have
afforded to boast of it. But he was an ‘export Brazilian’, and France
had been his adopted country ever since his adolescence. He had lost
all contact with the real Brazil, preferring to substitute for it a lay-figure
of officialdom and high breeding. Certain things he could hardly have
forgotten: but no doubt he found it more convenient to blow upon
the memory of the Brazilians of the sixteenth century than to tell his
hearers of the way in which the men of his parents’ generation—and
even, in some cases, those of his own—had amused themselves. Their
favourite pastime had been to call at the hospital for the clothes left
behind by those who had died of small-pox: these they would then
strew, together with other presents, along the lanes still used by the
natives. This brought about the following brilliant result: that whereas
in 1918 two-thirds of the State of Sio Paulo (as big as France, by the
way) was marked on the map as ‘unexplored territory, inhabited only
by Indians’, not one single native Indian was left at the time of my
arrival in 1935—with the exception of a few isolated families on the
coast, who sold so-called ‘curiosities’ every Sunday on the beaches of
Santos. So that there were no Indians in the outskirts of Sio Paulo; but
luckily they were still to be found some two thousand miles away, in
the interior.

I cannot pass over this period without kindly mention of a quite
different world. It was Victor Margueritte—the same who introduced
me to the Brazilian Ambassador—who made it possible for me to
glimpse it. I had been his secretary for a short while during my last
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years as a student, and he remained kindly disposed towards me. My
task had been to help to launch one of his books—La Patrie Humaine—
by taking round to some five score Parisian ‘personalities’ a copy which
the Master (for so he liked to be called) had himself inscribed for them.
Thad also to draft reviews and paragraphs of ‘inside gossip” which might
lighten the critics’ work and generally set them on the right road. If
I still remember Victor Margueritte, it is not only because he always
treated me so well, but because (as is the case with all that makes a
lasting impression upon me) of the contradiction which existed
between himself and his work. Margueritte himself was as memorable
as his work was over-simplified and, for all its warmth of nature,
disagreeable of access. His features had the grace of a Gothic angel, and
something of that angel’s femininity, and there was something so
noble and so natural about his manner that even his failings, of which
vanity was not the least, did not shock or irritate but seemed rather as
auxiliary evidence of some privilege either of blood or of intellect.

He lived over towards the 17th arrondissement in a large old-
fashioned middle~class apartment. He was nearly blind, and his wife
took all possible care of him. As a young woman she had probably
been admired for a certain piquancy of looks and manner; but with age,
which renders impossible the confusion of moral with merely physical
characteristics, this piquancy had been broken down into ugliness, on
the one hand, and over-animation on the other.

He entertained hardly at all—not only because he supposed himself
to be largely unknown among the younger generation but, above all,
because he had set himself upon a pedestal'so lofty that it was becoming
difficult for him to find people good enough for himself to talk to.
Wittingly or not (that I could never judge) he had banded together
with a few others to found an international brotherhood of supermen,
five or six in number: himself, Keyserling, Ladislas Reymond, Romain
Rolland, and—I believe, for a time—Finstein. The basis of the system
was that whenever any member of the group published a book the
others, though scattered all over the world, would hurry to salute it
as one of the highest manifestations of human genius.

But what was really touching about Victor Margueritte was the
simplicity with which he wished to sum up, in his own person, the
whole history of French literature. This was all the easier for him in that
he came of literary stock: his mother was a first cousin of Mallarmé:
anecdote and reminiscence could always be called in to support his
affectations. Zola, the Goncourts, Balzac, and Hugo were talked of
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at the Marguerittes’ as if they were uncles and grandparents whose
appointed trustee he was. “They say I've no style!’ he would cry. “But
when did Balzac have style, after all?’ And you would have thought
yourself in the presence of one who, himself descended from ruling
monarchs, would explain away his outbursts by allusion to the
imperious temperament of some royal forbear. A legendary tempera-
ment, this, which the common run of mortals would speak of, not
as a characteristic that they might share, but as the accepted explanation
of some great upheaval in contemporary history. It was with a shiver,
but a shiver of pleasure, that they would see it reborn in Monsieur
Margueritte. Other writers have had more talent; but few, I think, have
forged for themselves so graceful, and above all so aristocratic, a
conception of their profession.



6 How I became an Anthropologist

I was reading for a philosophy degree—not because
I had any true vocation for philosophy, but because I had sampled
other branches of learning and detested them, one and all. T had begun
my philosophy classes with a vague liking for a form of rationalistic
monism. This I meant to justify and reinforce, and to this end I pulled
every string to get put up to the teacher who was reputedly the most
‘advanced’ in his views. Gustave Rodrigues was, as a matter of fact, an
active member of the S.F.L.O.; but as far as philosophy was concerned
his mixture of Bergsonism and neo-Kantianism was a sad disappoint-
ment to me. Arid and dogmatic as he was, he advanced his views with
great fervour from the first lecture to the last, gesticulating the while
like a man possessed. Never have I seen such skimpy intellectual
processes put forward with such ingenuous conviction. He killed
himself in 1940 when the Germans entered Paris.

It was then that I began to learn how any problem, whether grave
or trivial, can be resolved. The method never varies. First you establish
the traditional ‘two views’ of the question. You then put forward a
commonsense justification of the one, only to refute it by the other.
Finally you send them both packing by the use of a third interpretation,
in which both the others are shown to be equally unsatisfactory.
Certain verbal manceuvres enable you, that is, to line up the traditional
‘antitheses’ as complementary aspects of a single reality: form and
substance, content and container, appearance and reality, essence and
existence, continuity and discontinuity, and so on. Before long the
exercise becomes the merest verbalizing, reflection gives place to a kind
of superior punning, and the ‘accomplished philosopher’ may be
recognized by the ingenuity with which he makes ever-bolder play
with assonance, ambiguity, and the use of those words which sound
alike and yet bear quite different meanings.
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Five years at the Sorbonne taught me little but this form of mental
gymnastics. Its dangers are, of course, self-evident: the mechanism is
so simple, for one thing, that there is no such thing as a problem which
cannot be tackled. When we were working for our examinations and,
above all, for that supreme ordeal, the legon (in which the candidate
draws a subject by lot, and is given only six hours in which to prepare
a comprehensive survey of it), we used to set one another the bizarrest
imaginable themes. I brought myself to the point at which, given ten
minutes’ preparation, I could lecture for an hour on the respective
merits of the tramway and the omnibus and miss not one of the
arguments for either side. The method, universal in its application,
encouraged the student to overlook the many possible forms and
variants of thought, devoting himself to one particular unchanging
instrument. Certain elementary adjustments were all that he needed: it
was as if music could be reduced to one single tune, as soon as he
realized that it was played sometimes in G Major and sometimes in F.
From this point of view philosophy, as taught at the Sorbonne,
exercised the intelligence but left the spirit high and dry.

It seems to me even more dangerous to confuse the advance of
knowledge with the growing complexity of intellectual organization.
We were invited to bring into being a dynamic synthesis in which we
would start from the least adequate of philosophical systems and
end by appraising the subtlest among them. But at the same time (and
because all our teachers were obsessed with the notion of historical
development) we had to explain how the latter had gradually grown
out of the former. Philosophy was not ancilla scientiarum, the handmaid
and auxiliary of scientific exploration: it was a kind of aesthetic
contemplation of consciousness by consciousness. We watched self-
consciousness in its progress through the ages—elaborating construc-
tions ever lighter and more audacious, resolving problems of balance
and implication, inventing refinements of logic; and the more absolute
the technical perfection, the more complete the internal coherence, the
‘greater’ was the system in question. It was as if the student of art-
history had been taught that Gothic was necessarily better than
Romanesque, and flamboyant Gothic better than primitive Gothic,
without stopping to wonder what was beautiful and what was not.
The signification was what mattered, not the thing signified: nobody
connected the one with the other. Know-how had taken the place of
the passion for truth. After spending several years on exercises of this
sort I found myself still falling back, when alone, on unsophisticated
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convictions which I had held, more or less, since I was a boy of
fourteen. I was better able, perhaps, to see where they fell short of my
needs; but at least they were instruments adapted to my purpose, and
I was in no danger either of being deluded by their internal compli-
cation or of forgetting, in the excitement of watching the marvellous
machinery go round, that it was meant to serve practical ends.

I also had my own personal reasons for turning away in disgust
from professional philosophy and looking to anthropology for my
salvation. My first year as a teacher at the Lycée de Mont-de-Marsan
had been a happy one, for I had been able to work out the syllabus of
my courses as I went along. At the beginning of the next year I went to
Laon, where I had been transferred, and was horrified to find that for
the rest of my life I should have to go on giving the same Jectures. Now,
my mind has the particularity—and it may well be an infirmity—that I
find it difficult to concentrate twice on the same subject. Most people
consider their University finals as an inhuman ordeal by which, whether
they like it or not, they earn the right to relax for the rest of their lives.
For me it was just the opposite. Though the youngest in my year, I had
got through at my first attempt, steeplechasing at my ease through
doctrines, theories, and hypotheses. My ordeal began later: it proved
physically impossible for me to address my students if I were not
delivering an entirely new series of lectures. This incapacity proved an
even greater embarrassment when I had to appear in the role of exam-
iner; I would take questions at random from the examination-schedule
and find that I no longer knew even what answers the candidates
should have given. Even the fatuous among them seemed to me to say
all that there was to be said. It was as if the subjects dissolved before me
from the mere fact of my once having applied my mind to them.

Today I sometimes wonder if I was not attracted to anthropology,
however unwittingly, by a structural affinity between the civilizations
which are its subject and my own thought-processes. My intelligence
is neolithic: I have not the gift of regular sowing and reaping, year by
year, in one particular field. Like a brush-fire, my mind burns its way
into territory which may sometimes prove unexplored; sometimes
these excursions prove fertile, and I snatch at a harvest or two, leaving
devastation behind me. But, at the time of which I am writing, I knew
nothing of these deep-lying motives.I knew nothing of ethnology, and
had never studied it systematically; when Sir James Frazer paid his last
visit to the Sorbonne and gave a memorable lecture there—in 1928, I
think—it never entered my head to go and hear him.
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I had, as matter of fact, been making a collection of exotica since
my early childhood. But I did this purely as an antiquarian, and an
antiquarian in search of a field he could afford. When I reached
adolescence I was so far from having shown any one particular bent
that the first person who tried to plumb the matter—my philosophy
teacher at school: André Cresson was his name—considered that I was
temperamentally best suited to the study of law. I have always been
very grateful for the half-truth which underlay his mistake.

I therefore gave up the idea of the Ecole Normale, and put my name
down for law school. I went on reading for a philosophy degree, none
the less, because it looked so easy. A curious fatality hangs over the
teaching of law. Sandwiched between theology, with which it had
certain intellectual affinities at that time, and journalism, towards which
recent reforms have sent it swerving, it seems unable to find firm and
objective ground on which to take its stand. The firmer it is, the less
objective: and vice versa. Himself a subject for serious study, the jurist
is, to me, like an animal trying to explain to a zoologist the work-
ings of a magic lantern. At that time, as luck would have it, law
examinations could be got up in a fortnight, if one learnt certain aides-
mémoire by heart. And if law study was sterile, the law student was
himself a repulsive creature. Whether the distinction is still valid, I
can’t say, but in 1928 or thereabouts first-year students could be
divided into two species—two races, I might almost say—law and
medicine on the one hand, letters and natural sciences on the other.

Little as I care for the terms ‘extrovert’ and ‘introvert’, they are
doubtless the best way of defining the antithesis. On the one hand,
‘youth’ (in the sense in which traditional folklore employs the word
to designate a certain age-class): noisy, aggressive, out to make itself
felt by no matter what vulgar means, politically (at that time) drawn
to the extreme right; and, on the other side, adoléscents already
middle-aged, solitary, untalkative, in general Left-minded, and hard
at work making their way among the grown-ups whom they were
schooling themselves to resemble.

This difference is quite easily explained. The apprentice doctors and
lawyers had a profession ahead of them. Their behaviour reflected their
delight in having left school behind and assumed a sure place in the
social system. Midway between the undifferentiated mass of the lycée
and the specialized activity which lay before them, they felt themselves
in, as it were, the margin of life and claimed the contradictory
privileges of the schoolboy and of the professional man alike.
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Where letters and the sciences are concerned, on the other hand, the
usual outlets—teaching, research-work, and a variety of ill-defined
‘careers’—are of quite a different character. The student who chooses
them does not say good-bye to the world of childhood: on the contrary
—he hopes to remain behind in it. Teaching is, after all, the only way
in which grown-ups can stay on at school. Those who read letters or
the sciences are characterized by resistance to the demands of the
group. Like members, almost, of some monastic order they tend to
turn more and more in upon themselves, absorbed in the study,
preservation, and transmission of a patrimony independent of their own
time: as for the future savant, his task will last as long as the universe
itself. So that nothing is more false than to persuade them that they are
committed; even if they believe that they are committing themselves
the commitment does not consist in accepting a given role, identifying
themselves with one of its functions, and accepting its ups and downs
and the risks in which it may involve them. They still judge it from
outside, and as if they were not themselves part of it. Their commit-
ment i, in fact, a particular way of remaining uncommitted. Teaching
and research have nothing in common, as they see it, with apprentice-
ship to a profession. Their splendours reside, as do also their miseries,
in their being a refuge, on the one hand, or a mission, on the other.

An antinomy, therefore, in which we have a profession on the one
hand, and on the other an ambiguous enterprise, oscillating between a
mission and a refuge, bearing within itself elements of both and yet
always recognizably one rather than the other. Anthropology has in all
this an especially favoured place. It represents the second alternative in
its most extreme form. The ethnographer, while in no wise abdicating
his own humanity, strives to know and estimate his fellow-men from a
lofty and distant point of vantage: only thus can he abstract them from
the contingencies particular to this or that civilization. The conditions
of his life and work cut him off from his own group for long periods
together; and he himself acquires a kind of chronic uprootedness from
the sheer brutality of the environmental changes to which he is exposed.
Never can he feel himself ‘at home’ anywhere: he will always be,
psychologically speaking, an amputated man. Anthropology is, with
music and mathematics, one of the few true vocations ; and the
anthropologist may become aware of it within himself before ever he
has been taught it.

Personal particularities and one’s attitude to Society may be
decisive, therefore, but motives of a purely intellectual character must
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also be considered. The period of 1920-30 was marked in France by
widespread diffusion of the theories of psycho-analysis. These taught
me that the static antinomies around which we were encouraged
to build our philosophical essays (and, eventually, our examination
answers)—rational and irrational, intellectual and affective, logical and
pre-logical—were no more than meaningless games. In the first place
there existed beyond the rational a category at once more important
and more valid: that of the meaningful. The meaningful is the highest
form of the rational, but our masters (more concerned, no doubt, with
the perusal of the Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience than with
F. de Saussure’s Cours de linguistique générale) never so much as men-
tioned its name. Freud’s works then made it clear to me that our
antitheses were not real antitheses, since those actions which seem most
purely affective, those results which seem least logical, and those
demonstrations which we call pre-logical, are in point of fact precisely
those which are meaningful in the highest degree. ‘Acts of faith’ and
Bergsonian question-begging were used to reduce people and things to
pap-form—the better, of course, to body forth their ineffable essence;
but I became convinced that, on the contrary, people and things could
be apprehended in essence without losing that sharpness of outline
which serves to distinguish one from the other and gives to each a
decipherable structure. Knowledge was not founded upon sacrifice or
barter: it consisted in the choice of those aspects of a subject which were
true—which coincided, that is to say, with the properties of my own
thought. Not at all, as the neo-Kantians claim, because my thought
inevitably exerted a certain constraint on the object under study: but
rather because my thought was itself such an object. Being ‘of this
world’, it partook of the same nature as that world.

Much of these intellectual processes I shared with other men of my
generation, but they bore, in my case, a particular colour by virtue of
the intense curiosity which had drawn me, ever since childhood, to the
study of geology. One of the memories dearest to me is not so much
that of my excursions into the unknown centre of Brazil as that of the
search, on a limestone plateau in Languedoc, for the line of contact
between two geological strata. It’s a very different thing from just
taking a walk, or even from the straightforward exploration of a gi ven
area: what seems mere incoherent groping to an uninformed observer
is to me the very image of knowledge-in-action, with the difficulties
that it may encounter and the satisfactions it may hope to enjoy.

Every landscape offers, at first glance, an immense disorder which
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may be sorted out howsoever we please. We may sketch out the history
of its cultivation, plot the accidents of geography which have befallen
it, and ponder the ups and downs of history and prehistory: but the
most august of investigations is surely that which reveals what came
before, dictated, and in large measure explains all the others. From that
pale broken line, that often imperceptible difference in the form and
consistency of the jumbled rocks, I can detect that, where there is now
nothing but an arid waste, one ocean once followed another. The
investigator who establishes, trace by trace, the evidence of their
millenary stagnation may not seem to make much sense as, indifferent
alike to footpath and barrier, he negotiates the obstacles—landslips,
cliff-faces, stretches of bush, farmland—that stand in his way. But his
contrariness springs from a determination to find the master-key to the
landscape; baffling this may well be, but in comparison with it all others
are deformed or incomplete.

And sometimes the miracle happens. On one side and the other of a
hidden crevice we find two green plants of different species. Each has
chosen the soil which suits it; and we realize that within the rock are
two ammonites, one of which has involutions less complex than the
other’s. We glimpse, that is to say, a difference of many thousands of
years; time and space suddenly commingle; the living diversity of that
moment juxtaposes one age and the other and perpetuates them.
Thought and sensibility take on a mnew dimension, in which every
drop of sweat, every movement of muscle, every quick-drawn breath
becomes the symbol of a story; and, as my body reproduces the
particular gait of that story, so does my mind embrace its meaning. I
feel myself luxuriating in a state of heightened perception, in which
Place and Period make themselves known to one another and have at
last a common language in which to communicate.

When I first read Freud his theories seemed to me to represent
quite naturally the application to individual human beings of a method
of which geology had established the canon. In both cases the investi-
gator starts with apparently impenetrable phenomena; and in both he
needs a fundamental delicacy of perception—sensibility, flair, taste:
all are involved—if he is to detail and assess the complexities of the
situation. And yet there is nothing contingent, nothing arbitrary, in
the order which he introduces into the incoherent-seeming collection
of facts. Unlike the history of the historians, history as the geologist and
the psycho-analyst see it is intended to body forth in time—rather in
the manner of a tablean vivant—certain fundamental properties of the
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physical or psychical universe. A tableau vivant, 1 said: and, in effect, .
the acting-out of proverbs does provide a crude parallel to the
activities of geologist and psycho-analyst. These consist, after all, in
the interpretation of each act as the unfolding in time of certain non-
temporal truths. Proverbs are an attempt to pin down these truths on
the moral plane, but in other domains they are just called laws’. In
every case our aesthetic curiosity acts as a springboard and we find
ourselves immediately in a state of cognizance. -

When I was about seventeen I was initiated into Marxism by a
young Belgian socialist whom I had met on holiday. (He is today one
of his country’s Ambassadors abroad.) Reading Marx was for me all
the more enthralling in that I was making my first contact, by way of
that great thinker, with the philosophical current that runs from Kant
to Hegel. A whole world was opened to me. My excitement has never
cooled: and rarely do I tackle a problem in sociology or ethnology
without having first set my mind in motion by reperusal of a page or
two from the 18 Brumaite of Louis Bonaparte or the Critique of Political
Economy. Whether Marx accurately foretold this or that historical
development is not the point. Marx followed Rousseau in saying—
and saying once and for all, as far as I can see—that social science is no
more based upon events than physics is based upon sense-perceptions.
Our object is to construct a model, examine its properties and the way
in which it reacts to laboratory tests, and then apply our observations
to the interpretation of empirical happenings: these may turn out very
differently from what we had expected.

At a different level of reality, Marxism seemed to me to proceed
in the same way as geology and psycho-analysis (in the sense in which
its founder understood it). All three showed that understanding con-~
sists in the reduction of one type of reality to another; that true
reality is never the most obvious of realities, and that its nature is
already apparent in the care which it takes to evade our detection. In all
these cases the problem is the same: the relation, that is to say, between
reason and sense-perception; and the goal we are looking for is also
the same: a sort of super-rationalism in which sense-perceptions will be
integrated into reasoning and yet lose none of their properties.

And so I stood out against the new tendencies in metaphysical
thinking which were then beginning to take shape. Phenomenology
I found unacceptable, in so far as it postulated a continuity between
experience and reality. That the one enveloped and explained the other
I was quite willing to agree, but I had learnt from my three mistresses
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that there is no continuity in the passage between the two and that to
reach reality we must first repudiate experience, even though we may
later reintegrate it in an objective synthesis in which sentimentality
plays no part. As for the trend of thought which was to find fulfilment
in existentialism, it seemed to me to be the exact opposite of true
thought, by reason of its indulgent attitude towards the illusions
of subjectivity. To promote private preoccupations to the rank of
philosophical problems is dangerous, and may end in a kind of shop-
girl’s philosophy—excusable as an element in teaching procedure, but
perilous in the extreme if it leads the philosopher to turn his back on his
mission. That mission (he holdsit only until science is strong enough to
take over from philosophy) is to understand Being in relation to itself,
and not in relation to oneself. Phenomenology and existentialism did
not abolish metaphysics: they merely introduced new ways of finding
alibis for metaphysics.

Marxism and psycho-analysis are human sciences whose per-
spectives are social in the one case, and individual in the other. Geology
is a physical science, but it is also the mother and wet-nurse of history,
alike in its methods and in its aims. Between these is the kingdom that
ethnography has spontaneously marked out for itself. For humanity,
which we imagine to have no limitations other than those of space, puts
quite a different complexion on the transformations of the terrestrial
globe which geological history has bequeathed us. This history is an
indissoluble activity which has gone forward from one millennium to the
next, in the work of societies as anonymous as telluric forces and the
work of individuals, each one of whom, to the psycho-analyst, repre-
sents a particular case. Anthropology affords me an intellectual satis~
faction: it rejoins at one extreme the history of the world, and at the
other the history of myself, and it unveils the shared motivation of one
and the other at the same moment. In suggesting Man as the object of
my studies, anthropology dispelled all my doubts: for the differences
and changes which we ethnographers deal in are those which matter to
all mankind, as opposed to those which are exclusive to one particular
civilization and would not exist if we chose to live outside it. Anthro-
pology set at rest, what is more, the anxious and destructive curiosity
of which I have written above: I was guaranteed, that is to say, a more
or less inexhaustible supply of matter for reflection, in the diversity of
human manners, customs, and institutions. My life and my character
were reconciled.

This being so, it may seem strange that I should so long have
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remained deaf to a message which had after all been transmitted for me,
ever since [ first began to read philosophy, by the masters of the French
school of sociology. The revelation did not come to me, as a matter
of fact, till 1933 or 1934 when I came upon a book which was already
by no means new: Robert H. Lowie’s Primitive Society. But instead of
notions borrowed from books and at once metamorphosed into
philosophical concepts I was confronted with an account of first-hand
experience. The observer, moreover, had been so committed as to keep
intact the full meaning of his experience. My mind escaped from the
closed circuit which was what the practice of academic philosophy
amounted to: made free of the open air, it breathed deeply and took on
new strength. Like a townsman let loose in the mountains, I made
myself drunk with the open spaces and my astonished eye could hardly
take in the wealth and variety of the scene.

Thus began my long intimacy with Anglo-American anthropology.
Nurtured at a distance by reading, and later reinforced by personal
contacts, this was to be the cause of serious misunderstandings. In
Brazil, to begin with, the University faculty had expected me to
contribute to the teaching of a sociology derived from Durkheim. The
positivist tradition is very strong in South America, and they were also
anxious to give a philosophical basis to the moderate liberalism which
is the oligarchy’s usual safeguard against excessive personal power. I
arrived as an avowed anti-Durkheimian and the enemy of any attempt
to put sociology to metaphysical uses. I was certainly not going to help
to rebuild those derelict walls at the very moment when I was trying
with all my strength to broaden my horizons. I have been reproached
since then for being, as people suppose, in fief to Anglo-Saxon thought.
What an imbecility! Quite apart from the fact that I am probably at
this moment nearer than any of my colleagues to the Durkheimian
tradition—and the fact has not passed unnoticed abroad—the authors
to whom I gladly acknowledge my debt—Lowie, Kroeber, Boas—
seem to me to stand at the furthest possible remove from that American
philosophy which derives from William James and Dewey (and now
from the so-called logical positivists) and has long been out of date.
European by origin, and themselves educated in Europe, or by
European masters, they stand for something quite different: a synthesis
reflecting, where knowledge is in question, the synthesis for which
Columbus provided the objective opportunity four centuries ago; they
applied vigorous scientific methods to that unique field of experiment,
the New World, and they did it at a time when libraries were already
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improving and it was possible to leave one’s University and enter
primitive territory with no more difficulty than we encounter in
leaving Paris for the Basque country or the Mediterranean. It is to a
historical situation, not an intellectual tradition, that I am paying
homage. The reader must imagine to himself the privilege of making
contact with primitive societies which were more or less intact and had
never before been studied seriously. Just how recently, as luck would
have it, the whites had set out to destroy them will be clear from the
following story: the Californian tribes had still been quite wild at the
time of their extermination, and it happened that one Indian escaped,
as if by a miracle, from the holocaust. For years he lived unknown and
unobserved only a dozen miles from the great centres of population,
and kept himself alive with his bow and the sharp-pointed arrows
whose stone heads he carved himself. Gradually there was less and less
for him to shoot, and finally he was found, naked and starving, on the
outskirts of a city suburb. He ended his days in peace as a college porter
in the University of California,



7 Sunset

IT WAS on a February morning in 1934 that I arrived
in Marseilles to embark on the ship that was to take me to Santos. It
was to be the first of many such departure-mornings, and they have
merged in my memory, leaving an impression of, above all, the gaiety
that is peculiar to the south of France in winter-time; the clear blue
sky even more immaterial than usual, and a bite in the air that was
almost painfully pleasant—like a glass of iced soda-water drunk too
quickly when one is parched with thirst. Over-heated, by contrast, was
our ship as it lay motionless by the quay; and in its corridors the smells
hung heavy—sea-smells, some of them, mixed in with fresh paint and
an overflow from the kitchen. And I remember with what satisfaction,
what stillness of spirit, what tranquil happiness, almost, I listened in
the middle of the night to the muffled throbbing of the engines and
the susurration of the sea as it rushed along the hull’s flanks. It was as if
the ship’s movement related to an idea of stability that not even immo-
bility itself could approach; a ship’s stillness—when it puts into an
anchorage by night, for instance—has often, indeed, the contrary effect,
and provokes a feeling of insecurity and uneasiness, and an impatience,
t0o, that the ‘natural course of things’, as we have learnt to regard it,
should have been interrupted.

Our ships put in at many ports. The first week of our passage was,
in fact, spent almost entirely on shore, as far as we were concerned,
because the ship travelled at night and spent the day loading and
unloading its cargoes. Each morning we woke to find ourselves in a
new port: Barcelona, Tarragona, Valencia, Alicante, Malaga, some-
times Cadiz; or Algiers, Oran, and Gibraltar, and then the longer
hops that took us first to Casablanca and then to Dakar. Only then did
the passage proper begin, either direct to Rio or Santos, or, less often,
with a further bout of harbour-hopping along the Brazilian coast, with
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