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LOUISDUMONT AND THE ORIGINS OF INDIVIDUALISM*

There has long been a contradiction within French thought between two sets of vaues, which we
may roughly term 'Ancien Regimée (hierarchy, holism) and 'Modern' (equdity, individudism). This
inner tenson, played out in palitics in the French Revolution, hdpsto explain the fruitful contribution
of French philosophy and anthropology to dissecting the contrasts between these two ideologies.  The
obsesson of eghteenth century French philosophers (particularly Rousseau) with these oppositions
is well known, and among the greatest of nineteenth century treatments were those of Tocqueville,
centred on the contrast of equdity and hierarchy, and of Durkhem, onholism and individudiam.
Later, some of the same themes emerged in the work of Mauss and Levi-Strauss.

Louis Dumont's work liesin this greet tradition.” One of his principd contributions is to remind us

' 1 would like to thank the Editors of Canbridge
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spread over nearly a thousand pages of published text and
written over a period of thirty years. The corpus is |large and
conplex and rmuch of it is devoted to India. | have only dealt
with a part of it here, principally that devoted to the
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preci se nmeaning tends to becone yet nobre obscure... and this



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane, King' s College, Canbridge. 2002

of what eighteenth and nineteenth century French writers knew so well, but we have tended to
forget, namey how rare is our contemporary assumption of basic liberty, equality and a sort of
fraternity. The task he has set himsdf is avery large one, namely an exploration of the origins of modern
civilization. In order to gpproach an understanding, three things are needed; an ability to ask the right
guestions, the deployment of a sufficiently powerful and flexible methodology, and scholarly knowledge
that is both wide and deep. Inthis essay | will first look at the question Dumont asks and the method
he advocates for answering it. | will then look at the nature of his answer.

The question

Dumont's centrd problem isoutlined in Homo Hierarchicus, firsg published in French in 1966.
There Dumont argued that ‘hierarchy’, asin India, is naturd, wheress 'equdity’, asinthe West, is a
recent and peculiar phenomenon. It is important to redize straight away that Dumont is using
‘hierarchy’ as a synonym for 'holism’. Thisis a rather unusud use of the word. Most of us might
accept some kind of definition for hierarchy amilar to the fourth meaning in the Oxford English
Dictionary, namely "A body of persons or things ranked in grades, orders, or classes, one above
another..." But this is not what Dumont means. His definition is taken from the work of Raymond
Apthorpe. "A hierarchicd relation is a relation between larger and smdler, or more precisay between
that which encompasses and that which isencompassed’ (1972: p.24).(2) Or again "Essentidly,
hierarchy is the encompassing of the contrary" (1986:. 227). His definition centres on the
relaions between the part and the whole. With such a definition, it iseasy to see how Dumont is
ableto treat the oppostions of hierarchy/equdity and holiswindividuaism as overlapping. In this
heis part of that tradition which has seen Liberty and Equdity (and Fraternity) as an indivisible Trinity.

Dumont argues that, in contrast to the hierarchy and holism of dl other civilizations, our recent
Western civilization is based on individudism. What is meant by this? "Our two cardind ideds are
cdled equdity and liberty. They assume as their common principle...the idea of the human individual;
humanity is made up of men, and each man is concelved as presenting, in spite of and over and above
his particularity, the essence of humanity." (1972: 38) In other words, each individud, even when
separated from  the whole, is a complete mord being. Thisisthe opposte of hierarchy, where the part
only has meaning inrelaion to thewhole.

Agan it is important to redize tha Dumont is making adigtinction between two meanings of the
word ‘individud'. In Homo Hierar chicus (1972: 43) he distinguished them thus:
"(1) Theempirical agent, present in every society, invirtue of which heisthe main raw materid for

any sociology.

makes it difficult to sum up his argument with nmuch sureness
that one is not msreading his thought"” (Needham 1987:103).
O as another reviewer sadly wites of From Mandeville to
Marx, "By the end of the book the reader is left with an
unconfortable feeling of uncertainty regarding what the book
is about" (Harpham 1978: 1375).
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(2) The rationd being and normative subject of ingditutions,

thisis peculiar to us, asis shown by the vaues of equdity and liberty; it is an idea that we have, the idea
of an ided.” Or, as he describes the didtinction elsewhere: "1. the empirical subject of speech,
thought and will, indivisble sample of the human species (which | cdl for andyticd darity the
paticular man, and whichisfound in dl societies or cultures); and

2. the independent, autonomous and thus (essentially) nonsocid moral being, as found primarily in
our modern (common sense) ideology of man and society™ (1986: 62).

Thus, for example, he might argue that most Indians recognise ‘individuds in the firgt sense, but not
the second.

Dumont dtates that these didinctions and the idea that the second meaning of the individud is
‘modern’ can be found in Durkhem's writing. "As Durkheim said, roughly, our own society obliges
us to be free. As opposed to modern society, traditiond societies, which know nothing of equdity and
liberty as vaues, which know nothing, in short, of the individua, have badcaly a collective idea of
man..." (1972: 42).

Dumont expands the contrast between the ‘individud' and the ‘collectivé civilizations. In
"traditional” societies, "as in Plato's Republic, the stress is placed on the society as a whole, as
collective Man; the ided derives from the organization of society with respect to itsends (and not
with respect toindividuad happiness); it isabove dl amatter of order, of hierarchy; each particular
man in his place must contribute to the globa order, and judtice consgs in ensuring that the
proportion between social functions are adapted to the whole"' (1972:44).

This is in gark contrast to 'modern’ society, in which "the Human Being is regarded as the
indivisble, 'dementary’ man, both abiologica being and a thinking subject. Each particular man in a
sense incarnates the whole of mankind. He is the measure of  dl things (in a full and nove sense). The
kingdom of ends coincides with each man's legitimate ends, and so the values are turned upside down.
What is dill cdled 'society’ isthe means, the life of each man isthe end. Ontologicaly, the society no
longer exigts, itisno morethan anirreducible datum, which must in no way thwart the demands of
liberty and equality” (1970: 44).

Thus Dumont can argue that the "ided of liberty and equdity follows immediatdy from the
conception of man as an individud. In effect, if the whole of humanity is deemed present in each man,
then each man should be free and dl men are equal” (1972: 46).

In Homo Hierarchicus Dumont gives some early hints as to his theories concerning the origins of
individudism. He writes, "...this individudidtic tendency, which became established, generdized and
popularized from the eighteenth century to theage of romanticism and beyond, was in fact
accompanied  by...organic solidarity”(1972: 45). Thiswas arecent revolution. "It is gtriking to find
out how recent and belated is the development of the idea of equality and its implications. In the
eighteenth century it played only a secondary role, except in the works of Helvetius and Mordly. Even
in the nineteenth century, among the precursors or fathers of socidism in France, the relative place of
equdity and liberty is variable’ (1972: 46). Dumont ends this work by gating that "From a certain
moment in Western  history, men saw themselves as individuds. It metters little that this did not
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occur dl a once, athough one may hopeto trace the genesis of man as an individua starting from man
asacollective being in the traditiond type of society” (1972: 284-5).

In From Mandeville to Marx (dgnificantly tited Homo aequalis in French) Dumont  returns
specificdly to the problem of origins. In order to proceed further with this, he further refines
what he means by ‘individudigtic' society in the second sense.

He writes that "In most societies, and in the firgt place in the ... 'traditiond societies, the relaions
between men are more important, more highly vaued, than the relations between men and things. This
primecy is reversed in the modern type of society, in which relations between men are subordinate
to relations between men and things' (1977: 5). This sounds familiar to readers of Marx and Smmd.
The effect of capitdism isthat indead of persons being related directly, dl reations are mediated
through private property, the market, money.

A second modern 'revolution’, clearly linked to this, was in the dtitude towards wedth and, more
broadly, the degree to which the 'economic’ was embedded in the ‘political’. Dumont writes that
"there emerged an autonomous and relaively unified category of wedth. It should be noted that it is
only a this point that a clear digtinction can be drawn between what we cal ‘political’ and what we
cdl ‘economic’. Thisis a digtinction that traditiona societies do not admit” (1977: 6). Economics dso
"had to emancipate itsdlf from moraity” (1986: 110).

On the basis of this specification, heis able to conclude that "In the last decades, some of us have
become increasingly aware that modern individuaism, when seen againg the background of the other
great civilizations that the world has known, is an exceptiona phenomenon.” (1986: 23)

Up to the end of the nineteenth century this uniqueness of ‘'modern’ values was obvious even
within Europe. But as the 'Ancien Regime became just a memory and peasants turned into
Frenchmen, it became more and more difficult to redize that individudism and equdity were
unusud. Dumont's rediscovery seems to have come asaresult of a combination of that inherited

French tensgon between two sets of vaues, combined with his comparative methodology and
experience of India

The method

Dumont stresses the necessity for comparison in order to put our culture in perspective. "To see
our culture in its unity and specificity we must st it in perspective by contragting it with other
cultures. Only s0 canwe gan an awaeness of what otherwise goes without saying, the familiar
and implicit basis of our common discourse’ (1985: 94). Or agan he agues that "the
anthropologicad or comparative gpproach..adlows us to see moden culture in its
unity....Acquiring an externa vantage point, setting our culturein perspective - and perhaps that alone -
dlowsfor a globa view, which will not be an arbitrary one' (1986 9).

In arguing that only comparison will put our own society in perspective and dert us to the peculiarity
of what we regard as normal, Dumont is re-affirming one of the centra messages of anthropology. As
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Robert Lowie put it, "All of us are born into a set of traditiond inditutions and socia conventions that
are accepted not only as natural but as the only concelvable response to socid needs...Againg this
purblind provinciadism there is no better antidote than the systematic study of dien civilizations' (1929:
12). Such a comparative approach is necessary because, as Marx affirmed, "Human higtory is like
paeontology. Owing to a certain judicid blindness even the best intelligences absolutdly fail to see the
things which lie in front of their noses'(Marx 1964: 140), or, as David Hume, approvingly quoted by
Dumont, puts it, "The views the most familiar to us are gpt, for that very reason, to escape us' (1977:
19). Few would quibble with Dumont's stress on the need for a comparative framework.

Yet our understanding of Dumont's arguments is complicated by the fact that he is not only
comparing two types of civilization, which he broadly labes holigic and individudidtic, but he is
smultaneoudy contragting two methodologies, to which he givesthe same names, dso equating them
with the anthropological and sociologica gpproaches. Hence it is worth examining his pogtion on
methodology alittle more closdly.

Dumont argued that one consequence of the dominance of individudism in the West was tha
it infected the very disciplines of sociology and economics. In seeing this, Dumont follows the work
of earlier andydts, for instance "as Mauss and especidly Karl Polanyi have ascertained - modern
cvilization differs radicdly from other cvilizations and cultures. The truth is that our culture is
permeated by nominadism, which grants red exigence only to individuds and not to reations, to
element and not to sets of dements. Nomindism, in fact, is just another name for individudism, or
rather one of itsfacets' (1986: 11)

Dumont eaboraes the digtinction between methodologica holism and individuaism in various
places, including a section on the medieva digtinction between 'societas and 'universtas. 'Societas -
and dmilar terems. association, consociatio - has here its drict meaning of partnership, and is
evocative of a contract by which the individuas composing it have 'associated themsdves in a
society. This trend of thought, fits the widespread tendency in modern socia science, which takes
society to condst of individuds prior to the groups or relaionships that they condtitute or 'make' by
combination, more or less of their own accord" (1986: 74).

In contragt to this, the "word by which the old scholagtics designated society, or corporations in
genegd, universtas, ‘whole, would much better fit the dternative view, which is our own, that
society with its indtitutions, vaues, concepts, language, is sociologicdly prior to its particular
members, the latter becoming human beings only through education into and modelling by a given
society” (1986: 74).

Thus Dumont sees individudism not only as a form of ideology, but one which makes the
comprehenson of even individudistic societies more difficult. In order to understand ourselves, we
must get outside our ideology, and anthropology with its holistic method holds the key. He argues that
the surrounding ideology of our society is "fundamentaly opposed - in my opinion, because it is
individudidtic - to the principle of anthropology and dl sound or thorough sociology..." (1986: 204).
Or again he writes that "modern scientific, and to a large extent philosophic, idess, linked asthey are
with the modern system of vaues, are oftenill-fitted for anthropologicad sudy and sociologicd
comparison” (1986: 256).
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This is related to one of the features of modernity, as defined above, that is the tendency to
separae, atificidly, that whichis in fact joined together. The task of sructurd anthropology is
summarized in the famous injunction, "only connect”. Here Dumont draws, for instance, on Mauss who
sees clasdfication or  separation of inditutions as a product of thought, recognizing that "dl
those categories of religion, law and moras, economy, etc., are after dl fixed by the historica state
of thecivilizations of which our scienceitsdf is the product™ (1986: 194).

We have dready noted that Dumont saw the ditinction between the political, economic and the
mord as a centrd feature of the seventeenth and eighteenth century revolution. He daborates this further
in relation to Plato. "For Pato...there was no discord between the Good, the True, and the Beautiful,
yet the Good was supreme...In  contrast we moderns separate  science, aesthetics, and morals’
(1986: 236).Dumont daborates this later, writing that "Individudism and the concomitant separation
between man and nature have thus split the good, the true, and the beautiful and have produced a
theoretically unbridgeable chasm between is and ought to be. This Stuation is our lot in the sense that
it liesa the core of modern culture of civilization" (1986: 244). Thus "our problem is. how can we
build a bridge between our modern ideology that separates vaues and 'facts and other ideologies that
embed valuesin their world view?" (1986: 247)

Given the surrounding ideology, it isvery difficult not to split and separate. Y et anthropologists ded
with civilizations which do not do so. How are we to overcome this cultural bias?

One agpproach is by using the structuraist method. The need for such a method is stressed by
Dumont on several occasions. Dumont gpprovingly notes that in 1961 "Francis Hsu criticized some
dudies of the American character for ther presenting a bare catdogue of traits or vaues without
bothering about the relations prevailing between those items' (1986: 238). Or, again, he gpprovingly
quotes Kluckhohn to the effect that "what gppear superficidly as incompatibilities are seen on closer
examination to be functions of different frames of reference’, on which Dumont comments that “the
differenceis between seeing things-in-themsalves and seaing things-in-rlaion, i.e. within a ‘frame
of reference (1986: 239,n.5). Thisleads him to make a pleafor systematic structurd comparison: "a
solid and thorough comparison of vaues is possble only between two systems taken as wholes'
(1986: 243).

Mary Douglas cdlams tha when Homo Hierarchicus was firgt published it "was the firs serious
dructurd analysis of a particular society” (Dumont 1972: 15). This is one of its main cams to our
interegt. It is this methodology which promises to hed the wounds of methodologica individuaism when
goplied to western civilization. So what then was this structurd method as Dumont envisaged it? It is
described in a short section on The notion of structure' (1972: 76-80).

Dumont contrasts two approaches, the 'modern’ or nonrstructurdist, and the ‘traditiond’ or
sructurdist. "According to one approach, a system is conceived as made up of objects each with its
own essence, and it isin virtue of this essence, together with a definite law of interaction, that they act on
one ancther...This way of thinking, which separates the individua being from the raion, is essentidly
modern.” In contragt to this is the other gpproach, in which "the 'dements in themseaves of which the



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane, King' s College, Canbridge. 2002
system seems to be composed are disregarded, and only considered as the product of the network of
relations; this network would then condtitute the system” (1972: 77). Dumont wishes to base his andyss
on the second gpproach. "We shall spesk of structure exclusively in this case, when the interdependence
of the dements of a system is S0 greet that they disappear without residue if an inventory is made of the
relations between them: a system of rdations, in short, not a system of ements’ (1972 78). This latter
approach is particularly suitable for the andlysis of India, for there "we have the good fortune to find
oursalves faced with universe which is structurd to a very high degree”’ (1972: 78).

Dumont makes large clams for this method. "This introduction of the idea of sructure is the mgor
event of our times in socid anthropology and sociology....After along period dominated by a tendency
which led to atomization, the essential problem for contemporary thought is to rediscover the meaning of
wholes or systems, and structure provides the only logica form as yet available to thisend " (1972: 78).
This method is the one that he uses to andlyze Indian civilization and which he later amsto goply in his
study of the West.

The questions which Dumont poses, concerning the very nature of modern civilization and its origins,
are important ones. His methodology, advocating the comparative and structura approach, looks
promising. What then of his answer to hisquestions?

The answer

In the work of some writers, notably Max Weber, we accept inconsstencies and contradictions as
a price for the great  span and complexity of the answer they are providing. Yet in the case of Louis
Dumont, we find that the answer he gives to the centra question he asks is so incongstent and
equivoca that we are puzzled that he did not see this himsdf and comment on it. What | mean can
most easily be shown if we compare the answer given in two books, written over roughly the same
period though published six years apart, parts of the firs one being reprinted in the middle of the
second.

Very roughly, the answer to the question in From Mandevilleto Marx is tha the change from
'‘Ancien Regimé to 'Modern', from hierarchy to equdity, holism to individudism, occurred in the
period between the middle of the seventeenth century and the middle of the eighteenth.

In this work, Dumont saw the centrd revolutionary shift inasmilar way to Polanyi, in other words
the separding out of economics. The problem now is the "carving out of a sepaae
domain..economics, the economy" (1977: 33). He saw this as occurring farly late. The "birth
regidration of the new category” is the publication of Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations in 1776
(1977: 33). In order for this 'separate domain' to emerge, economics had to be established as a
'sysem’ withits own laws, free of religious, politica and other condrictions. In India this'freeing
of the economy fromthe political never occurred (1977: 34).

After a brief consderation of Quesnay, Dumont legps backwards half a century to Locke, and
particularly his Two Treatises of Government, writtenin 1679-81. Locke, for Dumont, represents
the new and modern world: "holism is superseded and individudism reigns supreme’ (1977 47). For
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Dumont, "it is easy to see...tha the ‘politicd’ treatises of Locke register the baptism of private
property..." (1986: 10).

Dumont sees Locke as a revolutionary thinker, attacking the older and ‘traditiona’ views of Filmer
and others. "In contradigtinction to Filmer's traditionalism, Locke's innovation stands crysta-clear
before our eyes' (1977: 48). What isthe new and revolutionary view? "As for men, there isamong
them no inherent difference, no hierarchy; they are al free and equd in God's eyes..." (1977: 49) Or,
agan, he writes, "l take, in effect, the polemics againg Filmer as marking a trandtion, a watershed
between holism in the past and individudism in the future...More precisdy, the view is that Locke's
expostionis highly symbolic of a clash between two ideologies that were predominant, the one in the
past, the other in the future’ (1977: 59). No longer is there subordination, encompassing. The individua
and economics have been st free.

Dumont is probably right about Locke's 'modernity’. Yet in accepting Macpherson's interpretation
inThe Political Theory of Possessive Individualism as the bass for hisanadyss, Dumont is
forced to digtort history (1977:51-2). In fact, amore plausble view istha Locke was maintaining
earlier English views againg the 'revolutionary' Filmer, who was trying to bring in the Continenta
views of patriarchd and absolute government.

As for the origins of this 'modernity’, Dumont can go no further back than Hobbes. He writes
that "..when judice isderived from property, we are obvioudy a the antipodes of medievd
thought. The conception of judtice as arigng, not from the idea of the whole and of ordered
relaionships within it, but rether from the individua in whetever aspect, is grikingly modern. This
innovation stems from Hobbes and was to be accepted by Hume, so it deserves to be called British”
(1977: 51-2).

As for why Hobbes should have invented such a revolutionary view, we are not told. Instead, the
assartion of modernity and the striking Size of the change are again emphasized. "Possessonis not a
higoricaly trangent accident of a permanent phenomenon caled individuaism; on the contrary, it is
in theguise of possesson of property that individualism raises itshead, knocks down any remnant
of socid submisson and ided hierarchy in society, and inddls itsdf on the throne thus made
vacant...economics as a ‘philosophical category' represents the acme  of individualism and as such
tends to be paramount in our universe' (1977: 53-4).

Yet even Locke had not fully inaugurated the unqudified supremacy of individudism. For thisto
occur, morality and economics needed to be separated and this Dumont largdly attributes to
the Netherlands writer, Bernard Mandeville who settled in London and re-published his early poem
the Grumbling Hive in 1714, and further expanded it in 1723 as a book entitled The Fable of the
Bees; or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits. The book put forward the argument that the individua
was free, that society is condtituted of salf-seeking individuas, that economics has a mordity of its own
and has no need to be controlled by an externa ethical system. According to Dumont, "he severed
the mord norm, together with religion, from the sphere of actud life, thus no doubt paving the way

for Kant" (1977: 77)

There is, Dumont argues, a continuity with Hobbes and Locke, but Mandeville has gone one stage
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further by edtablishing the "primacy of the rdations to things over the reaions between men..."
This, Dumont daims, "isthe decisve shift that distinguishes the modern civilisation from dl others and
that corresponds to the primacy of the economic view in ourideologica universe..." (1977: 81).

For Dumont, Adam Smith is the summation and formdization of these trends. Although he based
himsdlf on Petty, Locke, Mandeville and others, he is 4iill, as Marx had caled him, the "Luther of
politicd  economy™ (1977:84). "The birth of economics actudly implies a shift in primacy ...from the
relations between man to the relations between men and nature or rather between man (in the sngular)
and things' (1977: 104-5). According to Dumont, Smith eevates the individud; "we see here the
eevation of theindividua subject, of man as 'salf-loving’, labouring-and- exchanging, who through his
tail, hisinterest, and his gain works for the common good, for the wedth of nations’ (1977 97).

Thus the rise of economics and the rise of individudism are, for Dumont, two sdes of the same coin.
In this process, the rise of private property is synonymous with individudism and economics. "
conclude that the rise of economics, i.e. the shift in value from one kind of relation to the other, and
the full accesson of the modern Individud..are solidary aspects of one and the same
phenomenon..we are those who have with Locke, enthroned private property in the place of
subordination...have turned our backs on the socia whole..." (1977: 106).

As to why this separation out of the individua should have occurred, Dumont appears to assume
that it was the inevitable result of certain economic and intellectud developments. It was the result of
increesng wedth and the market, which subgtituted the relation of persons to things for the relation of
persons to persons as the mogt important basis for life. It was dso the result of intellectua
developments, a growing 'rationdity’ and tendency to separate spheres. Dumont assumes it as
ineviteble, as his sub-title proclams, The Genesis and Triumph of Economic Ideology'.

This answer, locaing the triumph of individudism in the eghteenth century, is repeated as the
chapter '‘Genesis||II' in his book Essays on I ndividualism. But the thesisis now placed beside two
long essays entitled 'Genesis|' and 'Genesis |I'. These tdl arather different sory. They argue that the
themes of individuaism and equdity have a much longer history.

At fird, it looks asif Dumont is arguing thet the roots of 'modernity’ lie in Chridianity. Given his
specification of western Europe  as the birth place of this new socid formation, this is not implausible
and indeed he makes some suggestive remarks aong the same lines as those of Tocqueville and Weber.

Thus he writes that there "is no doubt about the fundamenta conception of man that flowed from
theteaching of Chrigt: as Trodtsch sad, manisan individual-in-relation-to-God: for our purposes
this means tha man is in essence an outworldly individud." There is, Trodtsch says, 'aosolute
individualism and absolute universdism'’ in relation to God". Likewise, "For the moderns, under the
influence of Chrigian and Stoic individudism, naturd law, as opposed to postive law, does not
involve socid beings but individuds..." (1986: 27, 30,73).

Yet Dumont is aso eager to dress thet thereis a wide gap between this early individudism and
what he congders to be the revolutionary achievement of later centuries. "To date the thess in
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goproximate terms, | submit  that something of modern individudiam is present with the firg
Chrigians and in the surrounding world, but that it is not exactly individudism as we know it.
Actudly, the old form and the new are separated by atransformation so radical and so complex
that it took at least seventeen centuries of Chrigtian history to be completed...” (1986: 24).

This hesitancy as to whether Chridianity realy conditutes the key, may partly arise from the fact
that Dumont must have been faced with the well known problem that Chrigtianity, initsdf, was not
enough. There is there the problem of how Chrigtianity was adapted and changed in Eastern
Europe and Byzantium. There is do the wdl-known compromise between Chridtianity and 'Ancien
Regime tendencies in much of manland Europe from the twdfth century, empheszed at the
Counter-Reformation. Certain tendencies in Chrigtianity are perfectly compatible with a world which
Tocqueville had exquisitdly anatomized as hierarchd and halidtic.

Some such redlization may have led Dumont to present a rather
different interpretation, which is nowhere explicitly stated as such, but could be summarized as the
Weberian argument  that it was not Chridtianity as such, but a variant, namely Protestantism and
Puritaniam, which stood at the birth of the modern world. Thus we find Dumont writing that far from
the later seventeenth century being the birth-place of the modern, the set of valuesand ideas of this
kind had dready been setin motion at the Reformation by Luther and Calvin.

Dumont writesthat in Luther's work, "we are confronted with the overthrow of the holistic view, the
sudden trangtion from the hierarchicd to the individudidtic universe..The root of the metter is
perhaps to be found in a centrd sentiment:  their quality as Christians makes al men equa and, so to
speak, setsthe whole of the human essence in each of them™ (1986 78-9). Dumont approvingly
quotes Thomas Mann on Luther's role in separating politics from rdigion. "Out of the liberty
and sovereignty of the Germans Luther made something accomplished by turning them inward and
thus keeping them forever out of the sohere of political quarrds. Protestantism has deprived politics of
its spirituad goad and has made it a practical matter.” (1986: 144).

Renforcing Luther was Cavin: "with Cavin..The fidd isabsolutdy unified. Theindividual is now
in theworld, and the individualist value rules without restriction or limitation. The inworldly
individua is before us. " Here Dumont acknowledges that this idea "is present in every page of
Trodtsch's chapter on Cavin" (1986: 53).

Yet, having pushed the timing of the revolution toindividudism back by over one hundred
years, Dumont waversagain, for an examination of medieva philosophy, and paticularly the
work of the English philosopher William of Ockham, suggests that much of what Hobbes and
Locke and ther followers were saying was dready present inthefirst haf of the fourteenth century.

Dumont garts by claiming that "William of Ockham, the great Franciscan scholagtic of the firgt half
of the fourteenth century, must be mentioned as being the herdd of the modern turn of mind" (1986:
63). He arguesthat Ockham dissolved Aquinas concept of the primacy of the whole, and is "the
founder of pogtivism and subjectivism in law, and dl this, aswill be cdear, means a tremendous
inroad of individudism™ (1986: 63). In Occam's work "we witnessed the hirth of theindividud in
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philosophy and jurisprudence...when the notion of 'right' is attached, not to a natural and socia order,
but tothe particular human being, he becomes an individud in the modern sense of the word"
(1986: 65). Dumont continues that Occam's "intention was to redtrict the juridica sphere, but he
thereby made it independent and, his individuadism and positivism playing their part, more absolute and
compulsive than it had ever been" (1986: 65,n.8) Dumont concludes that the great transformation
has, implicitly a least, been made: Ockham "does presage the notion of popular sovereignty and
the political contract. In generd, and on the socid leve proper, itisclear that the commonwedth
has evaporated, the vacuum having been filled with the freedom of theindividud...Implicitly we have
left the Gemeinschaft for a Gesellschaft” (1986: 66).

Now it might be possible to reconcile these contradictory arguments by saying that Dumont was
argquing that different sdrands of 'modernity’ developed at different times, tha rdigious
individudism devedoped firg, then pdliticd individudism, then economic individudism. Y et he never

clearly dates this and indeed it goes againg the grain of his holistic method, which posts tha
different parts of a society are closdy linked. With such an holistic axiom, the changes should not
have been disconnected and separated by hundreds of years. Or again, it might be that Dumont
separated attitude and ideology from the political and economic ingtitutions and suggested that both had
to change before modern individuaism emerged. This might alow them to change at different times. Yet
thisagain, is an uncomfortable argument for astructurd and holistic theorist.

Or again we could attribute the contradictions in the argument to Dumont's degpening higtoricd
knowledge. Whereas in Homo Hierarchicus and From Mandevilleto Marx, Dumont followed
the conventional  wisdom and particularly the views of Karl Polanyi, with his dating of the 'Greet
Trandformation' in the eighteenth  and nineteenth  century, as Dumont read more into Reformation,
Medieva and Ealy Chrigtian higtory, he began to see much more continuity. This seems to be the
solution Betellle favours when trying to reconcile what he aso sees as abasic contradiction.

Beteille points out that "The more closaly one examines the old order in the West the less plausible
the argument gppears that it knew nothing of equdity as avaue' (1983: 43). This is something that led
to difficulties for Dumont. "For the more closaly he examines the Western padt, the less sharp appears
its contrast with the Western present. In his recent study of ideology in the West we are told that
individuaism was a characterigtic of Chrigtian thought from the sart’; arather far cry from the assertion
in Homo Hierar chicus that traditional societies know nothing of the individud" (Betellle 1983 47).

Yet the interpretation which suggests that Dumont changes his views on the basis of increasing
knowledge does not fit with the chronology of his writing, for while Mandeville to Marx was
written in the yearsto 1974, thethemes of 'Genessl' was origindly worked out in 1975 and the
piece about William of Ockham was first published in 1965.

Rather than interpreting this set of contradictions as evidence that Dumont seems to have been
holding two sats of ideasin pardld inhis mind without noting their inconsstency, it seems likely that he
may have been making that very digtinction between ideology (mind) and society/economy (métter)
which he dsawhere rightly condemns. (thank to S.G) Whichever is the more accurate explanation,
there is atengon and contradiction in his thought.
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Dumont on Marx

Approximately one third of From Mandevilleto Marx' is devoted to Marx. Heis clearly important
in Dumont's comparative work. Y et the inconsstencies and ambivaences in Dumont's thought may help
to explain why histreatment of his most important author is so odd.

One agpect of this peculiarity is Dumont's irritation with Marx. This partly arise from the fact that
Dumont may have beieved that Marx went through a smilar set of doubts as himsdf. Having
edtablished aclear framework whereby capitdism and feuddism were very different, just as Dumont's
'modern’ and ‘traditiond’ were very different, and having established a nice clear ‘watershed' in the
sixteenth century, Marx's later research and writing began to bresk down this classfication. Like
Dumont, he began to find that the roots of the modern were much more ancient than he had
supposed. Indeed, he began to discard his own earlier message, by arguing that rather than being
opposed, feudalism and cepitdism were based on a deep Sructurd sSmilarity, which separated
them off from 'classical’ societies.

Dumont's irritation was compounded by the redization that if Marx wasright in his later arguments,
then the haf of Dumont's thesis which followed Polanyi in assuming that the 'Great Trandformation'
occurred after the English Civil War, was wrong. Marx had to be shown to be mistaken. Dumont's
task may have been made more difficult in that, implicitly, he accepts much of the revisonigt thesis.

In his lagt years Marx spent some time "working on pre-bourgeois agricultura societies’. According
to Dumont, thisled him to a horrible blunder. Marx began to see too much continuity between
pre-capitalist and capitaist formations. Feuddism, for ingtance, showed signs of those features which,
according to Dumont, were not to be invented until the seventeenth century a the earliest. Dumont
guotes Marx as follows: "The domination of private property begins dtogether with (feudd) land
possession, it is itsbass..(and findly)...it was necessary that this gppearance should be suppressed;
that property in land, being the root of private property, should be engulfed completely in the
movement of private property and should become a commodity” (1977: 183).

Now Dumont is embarassed by this revised view which, if correct, would undermine his
argument. For Dumont accepts the 'great transformation’ from a ‘traditiond’, feudd’, ‘commund’,
‘hierarchicd’, 'holigtic' society to a 'modern’, ‘egditarian’ , 'individudistic' society took place in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He therefore tries to sweep away Marx's later thoughts as a
mistaken aberration. "Thisis reductionism; it is the assertion that continuity is more important than
discontinuity. The assertion is emphétic, hurried, and harsh, becauseit isweak" (1977:183).

Dumont is aware of the potentialy devastating effects of Marx's revised view. Marx is arguing that
feudd property in land was not political, it was economic, it was "the root of private property.”
Dumont has to refute this. "The trouble is that the relation thus podted is smply not true'Private
property’ here means private property in the modern, bourgeois, capitalist sense; one can  hardly
spesk of property in land in any precise way in feuda times...The assartion of continuity, wiping out or
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belittling the fine indghts of Marx, is arbitrary and wilful. It covers up ayawning chasm. The truth of
the matter is that 'private property’ is separated from feuda 'property’, so called, by a revolution in
thought and in deed, and Marx knows it pretty well..." (1977: 184). Dumont cannot leave it at that, and
stresses again tha Marx must have been mistaken. "l ingst on this point because it is of the utmost
importance regarding the Marxian and Marxist broad conceptions of history. For reasons that are
not far to seek, a discontinuity thet is obvious to us, and that was dready quite notable for Marx
himsdf, between prebourgecis and bourgeois society is submerged, leading to the facile
generdisations of essentialy bourgeois concepts to the rest of history” (1977: 184).

Thus what Dumont totaly regjects is Marx's late arguments where he was on the same Sde as
Mane and Weber, in arguing that the ‘watershed' does not lie in the trangtion from feudd to
copitdig  (padld to tha between ‘holigic to ‘individudidic) in the Sxteenth to eighteenth
centuries, but rather that the divergence had begun long before in 'feuddism'’ itsdf.

Equally curiousis the fact that Dumont appears totaly to misinterpret Marx's basic methodologica
position. Dumont states that he proposes to test the thesis that "Marx is essentidly individudigt”. Thisis
contrary to the "accepted view that Marx was one of the founders of sociology” (1977: 113). Dumont
spends a number of pages trying to support this view, concluding that "dl that we have seen until now
shows Marx adopting a predominantly individudigtic view of man - | mean a view according to which
humanity is embodied in each particular human being” (1977: 128).

Severd reviewers and critics have objected to this interpretation. For instance, Ryan writes, "In
cdling Marx an ‘individudist’, he presumes a didtinction which Marx...wished to deny” (1978: 201).
Basicdly the same point is made by Morris who describes Dumont's interpretation as "perversely
mideading” (1991 73).

Since thisis such an important issue, let us look alittle more closdy a what Marx himsdf wrote. His
basic premise would gppear to be that human individuas are not, in their essence or ‘naturd’ (i.e.
pre-capitaist) state sHf-contained and isolated ‘individuas. Sdf-contained ‘individuals are how we
encounter people when we see them in capitalist society, he argues, but an analysis of history shows that
they were originadly (and should be, hence the tenson) social beings "the essence of man is not an
abdraction inherent in any particular individua. The red nature of man is the totdity of socid relaions'
(1961 83) As McLdlan notes, Marx spegks of the origind, undienated, human being as "totd" or
"dl-sided” (1975: 36).

Marx returns again and again to the theme that individuas are not separate and autonomous, and
hence that a society is not merely a collection of separate individuas. "Society is not merey an
aggregate of individuds, it is the sum of the reations in which these individuas stand to one another”
(1961: 110), or again "It is above al necessary to avoid postulating 'society’ once more as an
abgtraction confronting the individud. The individud isasocial being." (1961: 110,91).

Dumont quotes this three times in one paragraph. Twice he subgtitutes a ‘the' for an 'a before 'socid

being, ad once quotes it as 'a sociad being. This curious ambivaence in trandation prepares us for
Dumont's argument that when Marx writes that “the individua is the socid being” he does not just mean
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that, but o that "In each particular man is found the human totdlity”. This gloss by Dumont, dlows him
to continue "In short, it is amatter of the Individud, in our sense of the term.” (1977: 131). Isthat redly
what Marx meant?

An dterndive interpretation would be that he meant is that 'naturd’ man, before the dienaion of
cgpitdism, is precisdly not an individud. He (or she) is not a sef-contained individua but a point or
node in a network of socid relaions which spread out from himsdlf. For example, Marx contrasts men
and animals and reduces the difference to the fact that "the anima has not reations with anything, has
no relations a dl. For the animdl, its reation to others does not exist as ardation” (1961: 86). Or again,
he praised Fuerbach as follows the great achievement of Fuerbach is "to have founded genuine
materialismand positive science by making the socid rdationship of 'man to man' the basic principle
of his theory” (1961: 85). 'Naturd' man, Marx believed, was blended in with other men; individua
identities were only a recent phenomenon, a product of a particular (bourgeois-capitdist) mode of
production: "Man only becomes an individua by means of the historical process. He gppears originaly
asageneric being, atriba being, aherd anima” (1964: 36, see dso 96).

In the earlier modes of production (or socio-economic formations) the individud is therefore il one
with his physicd environment and with his felow men: "among hunting peoples, or in the agriculture of
Indian communities' there is "common ownership of the means of production...the individua has not yet
severed the navel-gtring which attached him to the tribe or community..." (1961: 130) The essence of
man is the "sum of productive forces, capitd, and socid forms of intercourse..." (1961. 71). The
separation off of this natura relationship is the result of the historical process, the complete stripping
away of dl ties ether to the naturad world or to other human beings is the find achievement of the
capitdist form of production. The way in which labour is regarded in modern economic systems, Marx
argued, "presupposes the separaion of labour from its origind intertwinement with its objective
conditions..." (1973: 515), such conditions being the land, sea and so on. In modern bourgeois society
the individuad does not retain the part of himsdf which his labour creates, the use vaue he only
produces o that he may exchange, "the individua has an existence only as a producer of exchange
vaue, hence...the whole negation of his 'naturd’ exigence is dready implied..." (1973: 248). He is not
concelved of as merely an individud worker, an exchanger of his labour, a view of him which Marx
regjects as merely an impoverished vison created by the capitalist ideology. (1961: 176,9).

Now the curious interpretation of Marx as an individudist reveds a good ded about the extreme
nature of Dumont's thought. If Marx looks like an individuaigtic thinker from where Dumont stands, we
gan some picture of how far towards the holisic end of the continuum the author of Homo
Hierarchicus must be.

Thereason why
If it is granted that while he rases many intereting questions, Dumont's attempt is ultimatdy

afalure a knot of inconsstent answvers and haf-truths, we are prompted to ask  why this should be
the case.
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One problem lies in the origind specification of the question. Despite his atack on dud
classfications, to which Needham has responded (1987: ch.7), Dumont's work isironically an excellent
example of that binary turn of thought which Jack Goody andysed in relation to Levi-Strauss (1977:
4-8). This type of ample oppostiona thinking has been inherited from a strand in nineteenth century
sociology withits contrasts of status and contract, gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, mechanicd and
organic solidarity.

In this case Dumont links his binary oppositions of sets of vaues to binary oppositionsin space and
time. In essence, his story is of the West opposed to the Rest, and the Present opposed to the Peast.
He took as axiomatic that the opposing sets of values were divided in space. America and Western
Europe were the location of what we might call the 'Modern' set, the rest of the world civilizations were
the 'Ancien Regime set. "It should be obvious that England, France, and Germany, among others,
have held, from say, the seventeenth century, a common ideology." (1977: 8). This, he argues, is
an ideology which is moving towards the 'modern’ or ‘individudigtic, in contrast to the rest of the
world.

In faling to diginguish differences within Western Europe, Dumont completely overlooks the
enormous gulf which, in the West', separated England, Holland and parts of Scandinaviafrom the rest
of Europe by the seventeenth century. His questions would have been much more fruitful if he had
remembered his master Tocquevilles central indght, namely that  Europe itself was riven by tha very
opposition between the two types of civilization - with most of Continental Europe as 'Ancien, at least
to 1790, and England, America (and Holland) as 'Modern'(Macfarlane 1978: 166-8). Dumont's
emphasis on English (and Scottish) philosophers tacitly accepts this, but differences within Europe
could and should have been explored.

Equdly serioudy, he lumps together the whole of 'Agd as if the differences were inggnificant.
Needham notes that Dumont is rather vague about this. "There is no concise definition or illustration of
the nonmodern, but Dumont seems to have in mind traditiond India and such societies as those of
Meanesa' (Needham 1987: 105). Yet Dumont does occasiondly explicitly reved his bdief in a deep
dructura smilarity, at least in contrast with the West, anong Adan civilizations. "Regarding India and
China...l am not asserting that India and China are not profoundly dissmilar. They are Smilar only in
comparison to us. There is no doubt that traditional Chinese, Japanese, and Indian ideologies are holigtic
while oursisindividudigic' (1977: 8-9).

Such an gpproach may smplify the problem, but it tends to play down the very consderable
differences of morphology between India, say, and China and the even greater and fundamentd
differences between Jgpan on the one hand and India and China on the other. As Beteillle comments
on this particular passage, "It may be that with most practitioners of the craft the red as opposed to the
dated objective of comparaive sociology is to demondrate the uniqueness of Western civilization.
Other civilizations are then sketched out as a painter might sketch out a background, to bring out with
better effect what lies on the foreground. Tregting other civilizations in this way does violence to thelr
hisory and their living character” (1983: 48). By a curious mirror effect, by smplifying 'the Rest, this
aso smplifies the Wedt'.

Secondly, Dumont tends to take as axiomatic a binary oppostion in time. Up to the middle of
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the saventeenth century, the world was characterized by 'Ancien Regime' vaues, then, with the work
of Locke, Mandeville and Adam Smith, and new world was born establishing our 'modern’ vaues.
Early Chrigians, William of Ockham and others were odd idandsin a sea of holism.

This kind of binary thinking is very tempting, but it is a method of 'contradt, rather than the true
comparaive method which, if deployed properly, should open up many different possbilities.
If, for instance, Dumont had employed Weber's methodology, with histwo sets of vaues as ‘ided
types, rather than grounding them in particular civilizations, he would have been able to contemplate
much more differentiation.

Indeed, the lumping is worse than this, for in a number of formulations it is assumed tha before
‘Modernity' dl agrarian civilizations both in the West and the Rest, were more or less identica in the
central feature of hierarchy. He writes that "among the great civilizations the world has known, the
holigtic type of society has been overwhemingly predominant; indeed, it looks asif it had been the rule,
the only exception being our modern civilization and its individudigtic type of society” (1977: 4). Hence
Dumont can phrase his centrd problem as to how "garting from the common type of holistic societies, a
new typehas evolved tha bascdly contradicts the common conception” (1985: 94). This
sounds like Sir Henry Maine in the middle of the nineteenth century: "Starting, as from one terminus of
history, from a condition of society in which dl the relaions of Persons are summed up in the relaions of
Family, we seem to have steadily moved towards a phase of socid order in which al these relaions
arise from the free agreement of Individuds' (Maine 1861: 169).

By failing to differentiate time and space, except by smple dichotomies, Dumont |oses some of the
finest indghts of the nineteenth century masters. Tocqueville and later Marx and Weber redized that
certain core features of north west European ideology and socid structure were very ancient, going
back wdl into the Middle Agesand probably deting from that curiousamagam of Greek, Roman
and German civilization. If we make the binary divison coterminus with indudridism and the
expangon of the eighteenth century, as do Polanyi and Dumont, we lose this earlier indgght and the
srength of the long continuities in western culture..

Thus we could see part of the failure as a result of a less than complete use of the comparative
method; the comparisons are too stark and limited, contragts rather than true comparisons.
Furthermore, Dumont forgets his own insght, namely that any socid formation usudly contains its
owvn antithess, something he had illustrated so well with the World Renouncer in Hinduism. He
drew attention on severa occasions to this didecticd tenson, writing for instance that "the very
operation of individuaigtic vaues, which has let loose acomplex didectic resulting in combinations
where they blend subtly with their opposites...” (1986: 17) As Beteille points out, "The attraction of
Tocquevilles work lies in his refusal to be a prisoner of his own dichotomy. While he dwells at great
length on the opposite natures of aristocratic and democratic societies, he leaves room for considering
the contradictions within each type of society” (1983 41).

It may well be that this failure to follow through his idea of internd contradictions may aso lead to a

flawed picture of Indiaitsdf. It is worth noting the reservations of severd experts. Nur Yaman wrote in
a generdly enthudadtic review that "However, even though de Tocqueville is convincing when he writes
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of 'individudism’ in America, Dumont does not seem to carry us dong with the same conviction on the
lack of individuaism or the reasonsfor thisin Indid' (1969: 125). Betellle comments: "Dumont is obliged
to soften his contrast between the old and the new orders in the West by his concern for Western
history. But there is no comparable concern for Indian higtory that might show that the Indian tradition
a0 is nather undifferentiated nor unchanging. Higtory is indisoensable in understanding the West, but it
can be dispensad with in understanding India, since dl phases of Indian history are dominated by the
same unchanging sructure” (1983 47) Marriott has written a long review aticle which contains
numerous serious criticisms of many aspects of Dumont's work on India (Marriott, 1969)). It is tempting
to conclude with Betellle that "Despite their surface apped, the more degply we examine them, the more
it gppears that homo hierarchicus as wdl as homo equalis are paste-board characters...a mgor
civilization, such as the Indian or the Western, is too rich and too complex to be adequately portrayed
by the one to the exclusion of the other" (Betellle: 35).

Furthermore, the binary opposition has another largely unexamined assumption which needs to be
questioned, namely a bdief that equdity and individudism are necessarily linked. This is something
which the experience of the nineteenth century led Tocqueville to believe. It was not only Tocqueville,
however. Betelle has pointed out that the "assumption of a relaionship between individuaism and
equaity has been gnce the 19th century a part of the collective wisdom of a large section of the
Wedtern intdligentsa’ (1986: 122).

Dumont's assumption of an automatic link between holism and hierarchy on the one hand, and
individudism and equdity on the other, can most Smply be seen by the titles and contents of two of his
magor works. 'Homo hierarchicus is largely about holism, which arises from the fact that, as we have
seen, his definition of the word 'hierarchy’ joins together the idea of ranking and encompassing (holism).
On the other sde, a book titled in French 'Homo Aequdis, turns out to be dmost entirdy about
individudism, asif equdity and individuaism were synonyms. It is because of this dison that he can very
often be found assuming the presence of two pairs of linked idess. For instance, his very definition of the
word individudism implies equdity. "For us, every man is, in principle, an embodiment of humanity at
large, and as such heis equd to every other man, and free. Thisiswhat | cadl ‘individudism™ (1977: 4).
Thus when individuaism emerges, it not only didodges holism, but aso hierarchy: "individuaism raises
its head, knocks down any remnant of sociad submission and idedl hierarchy in society..." (1977: 54). In
discussing the impact of Luther, we are told that "It is clear that dl these features hold together: we are
confronted with the overthrow of the holistic view, the sudden trangtion from the hierarchicd to the
individudigtic universs" (1986.78).

It is on the basis of such remarks that most readers have believed that Dumont has linked
individuaism to equdity, both by his definitions and his argument.  Yet it is clear that this association is
arbitrary. For ingance, Yadmean suggests that egditarianiam is possble without entalling individuaism.
He writes that the "profound egditarianism of Idam is cetainly a festure of Idamic socid redations
(especidly in the Middle East), but could one argue tha there is greeter ‘individudism' (however
defined) in the Idamic Middle Eagt than in Hindu India? | think not". He suggests that "The problem
may in fact lie in de Tocquevillés eguation between egditarianism and individudism. For what de
Tocqueville saw in America was a specid kind of egditarianism dready linked to individudism” (1969:
125). Ahmed makes the same point, writing that "ldam presents an intereting if somewhat

17



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane, King' s College, Canbridge. 2002
contradictory picture: dthough there is minimum premium placed on the individud, the highest vdue is
placed on equdity” (in Beteille 1986: 128).

Beteille argues the converse, namdy that one can have individuaism without egditarianiam. "It has
been a commonplace snce Tocguevilles time to connect equdity with individudism. But, while it is
commonly held that individudism entails equaity, the opposite argument can dso be plausbly made.
Individuaism, when combined with a high value on achievement, creetes and legitimizes a structure of
unequa rewards’ (1983: 9). In a subsequent detailed article, he gives further evidence that individualism
and equdity are separate and superable in the West, and that we cannot proceed far "so long as we
adhere to the dogma of the inseparability of equality and individudism”. (1986: 124 & passim). Thisis
an aticle which Srinivas bedieves "effectively demolishes Dumont's thess that these two vaues which
characterize modern Western Europe are indissolubly linked and that individuaism entails equdity.” (in
Beteille 1986 : 130).

Dumont's rgjoinder to this is curious. He quotes a long passage of From Mandeville to Marx,
atacks Betalle in various ways, dates that no sngle quotation linking individudism and equdity haes
been given and o0 on. Yet what is Sgnificant is that he neither confirms nor denies the link. We are lill
left in doubt. This seems to reflect ared dilemma The link is o deeply built into Dumont's definitions
and structures of comparison, that to deny it would make nonsense of most of his work. On the other
hand, the link is so patently false that to re-affirm it would be unconvincing. So we have an exercise in
damage limitation, of the genera nature of "I never said it and you cannot prove thet | said it, but | am
not going to say that | do not believe it It is a frequent dilemma. Either the necessary associdtion is
defended, which would be interesting but clearly untrue. Or it would be abandoned, which would be
true but uninteresting. Thisis discussed in a debate between Dumont and Beteille (1987).

The other mgor methodologica innovation which Dumont clamed to have made was to gpply the
sructurd method to the history of large-scae civilizations. By consdering caste in India as a st of
relaionships, rather than as a set of ranked elements, he was able to make a significant bresk-through in
understanding. Y et when we turn to his work on the West, we find that a mgor defect in his andyss
sems from a failure to gpply the sructural method which he himsdlf advocates. Despite his ingstence
that he will overcome the poverty of methodologica individudism and treet the problem in a holigtic
way, conddering the inter-relations of things by applying a French gructurdist gpproach, this is
precisely what hefallsto do.

As we have seen, Dumont arguesthat one of the centrd tendencies of modern individudigtic
ideology is atificidly separate out indtitutions and spheres. Dumont wishes to regainthat totd vison
which ingpired the great nineteenth century thinkers and the "hidtoire socide totde' of the Annaes
school and the great functiondist school of anthropologists.

Yet what would thismean in practice, when gpplied to acivilization such as Europe over the last
thousand years? Minimaly, what it would entall is that when consdering any one fedture in the padt,
for instance the thought of Locke or Adam Smith or Mandeville, one should see how it relates to
other features of the society. It should lead to a much more generd analysis of the ways in which
economics rests on palitics, rdigion influences economics, kinship underpins or liberates ideology
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and so on. Only by seeing the overlap and connectedness of apparently discrete fidds, by an analyss of
al facets of apast civilization and the centra vaues which permeste them, would we achieve the kind of
sructurd analysis which Dumont advocates.

It is therefore something of a surprise to discover that in dl of Dumont's work on Western
cvilization there is hardly any discusson of these inter-rdations. We find scarcdly a mention of
economic events and technological developments, of political forces, of religious movements, of
changing kinship patterns. Hiswork isamost purdly devoted to one specific fied, namely the history
of idess asexemplified in the sdected writings of a few individuds dotted through history -
Aquinas, Ockham, Luther, Calvin, Hobbes, Locke, Mandeville, Smith and Marx. This is intellectua
hisory of a particularly limited kind. It does not even undertake the weaving together of the mutua
influences, let done the contextuad work to set the thinkers within their setting. This is a point made in
reviews by Gdlner, Marriott and Betellle (Gellner, 1978; Marriott 1969; Dumont and Beteille 1987:
676).

Given the enormity of Dumont'stheme - therise of 'modern’ civilization in the West - one can
sympathize with hisredtrictions. To have carried out atruly holistic or structurd history of the West
would have required vast higtorical erudition, probably beyond the scope of a research team, let
done one man. What is curious is not that Dumont does not begin on the task, falling to suggest
connections and links between spheres, but that he never seems to have redized tha he was not
gpplying a structurdist gpproach.

That Dumont was capable of making a gart in this direction isshown by hiswork on India It is
sad that he did not attempt to apply the same method to his counter-example. Both Gdlner and
Betellle in ther reviews of Dumont notice that while Dumont makes a serious attempt to undersand the
inter-connectednness of India, when he approaches the Western case he fails to provide more than a
hint of how different inditutions were inter-related. It is implied that this is because Dumont does not
redly try to do so. It is possible, however, that there is another explanation. Isit, in fact, because the
gructurdist method is inadequate when agpplied to western individudistic societies and that Dumont
implicitly recognized this? Is this why hisorians have found grest bendfit in usng functiondist and
sructural-functionaist methods in studying the history of western society, but that structuraism has had
amost no impact on the historica analysis of modern and early modern America and western Europe?

Whatever the reason for the absence of any structura anadysis of the western case, the result is that,
gpart from pointing up the need for such an attempt, hiswork hardly advances our understanding. In
a sense Dumont has done what Levi-Strauss does for kinship; set up two nodels, only one of
which he hasfilled in a dl. With Levi- Strauss we have a description of dementary systems - and
many promises of awork that was never produced on complex systems. With Dumont, the promise
was madein Homo Hierarchicus that hewould look a Homo Aequalis. But except in a sketchy
and preliminary way, this has not been done.

This defect is made more gpparent if we ask the question, if Dumont is right in specifying the question,

namely that individuaism and egditarianism are peculiar both in space and time, recent and western,
why did they occur? Apart from some hesitant remarks about the influence of Chrigtianity which derive
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directly from Tocqueville, Weber and Troeltsch, Dumont does not even sart on an answer. It is true
that the very condderable historical writing by others devoted to consdering various aspects of this
problem has not provided a satisfactory answer. Yet it at least addresses the question. Dumont seems
to assume that showing that ideas develop explains why they develop. Or it may be that he here reveals
one of the hidden wesknesses of the structurd method, its inability to ded with cause and effect,
particularly in relation to change.

NOTES

In this review | shdl be trying to consider ideas soread over nearly a thousand pages of published text
and written over a period of thirty years. The corpusis large and complex and much of it is devoted to
India. | have only dedt with a part of it here, principaly that devoted to the European pole of
Dumont's comparison. Even within this | have concentrated on certain themes concerning the origins of
equdity and individualism and ignored others. | have quoted a some length from Dumont's works since
he has complained that Marriott and Khare "find no space for a reasonable outline of the book™
(Dumont 1971.62; cf also 1987 where he fiercely atacks Betellle for misrepresenting his views). It thus
seems wiseto let him gpesk for himsdf as much as possble.

Even doing this, unfortunately, does not make his argument completely clear. As Needham has
observed, Dumont's "style of pronouncement makes the argument difficult to follow with
confidence...Where Dumont is a his most prolix, moreover, his precise meaning tends to become yet
more obscure... and this makes it difficult to sum up his argument with much sureness that one is not
misreading his thought” (Needham, 1987:103). Or as another reviewer sadly writes of From
Mandeville to Marx, "By the end of the book the reader is left with an uncomfortable feding of
uncertainty regarding what the book is about” (Harpham 1978: 1375).

2. All itdics in quotations are those of the origind author. The wording in some of the quotations is
sometimes curious, but it has been checked; hence | have not used the annoying (Sic) where comments
by proof-readers have indicated that readers might be puzzled.
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