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19th Century France saw the development of the Paris Anthropological
Society, directed by the world famous anatomist Paul Broca. The anthropol-
ogy advocated by this society is now defined as racial anthropology, its main
objective being to measure the body parts of all races in order to characterize
and rank them according to their supposed intellectual ability, inferred from
the measurements. This society had a strong influence not only on national/
international scientific societies, but on public opinion in the West through
these societies. Its success may be explained by the fact that it could furnish
a simplified but relatively coherent view of the world and of humanity to the
masses who emerged in the 19th century and were not satisfied with the old
Biblical world view.

During the French Third Republic that began after the defeat of France
by the Prussian army, the society contributed to the construction of a kind
of imperialism that might be called Republican Imperialism. This Imperial-
ism implies an absolute inequality between the metropolitan countries, where
republican principles such as liberty and equity were applied to all mem-
bers of the Nation State, and the colonies, where these principles were totally
abrogated. In formulating this imperialism, the Paris Anthropological Society
played an indispensable role, by offering a scientific basis to legitimize dis-
crimination against colonized/colored peoples, whom it demonstrated to be of
inferior race.

In the last decade of the 19th century, Durkheim, the founder of the
emerging French sociological school, criticized the application to sociolog-
ical studies of the evolutionary method that was linked to racial anthropol-
ogy. Durkheim made every effort to elaborate and consolidate a new sociol-
ogy. This attempted to establish some constitutive principles of society which
could open a new field of social/cultural studies, distinct from that of the
racial anthropology which had been dominant through the 19th century. But,
in overestimating the integrating mechanisms of a society, Durkheim’s soci-
ology did not succeed in elaborating a method that could overcome the racial
thinking destined to divide peoples by ranking them.

The cultural/social anthropology that has been shaped more or less under
the influence of Durkheimian sociology must be reshaped in order to find a new
approach to our world, divided as it is by borderlines such as race/nation/culture.
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