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Abstract. – Owing to the varying academic traditions in different 
countries, it is understandable that social or cultural anthropology, 
with those names or with others, has followed trajectories worthy 
of being studied. In Spain, academic compartmentalisation, sci-
entific underdevelopment, opposition to acknowledging cultural 
diversity within the national state, and the lack of interest in ex-
otic alterity after the loss of the colonial empire in the late 19th 
century are some of the reasons why social anthropology (also as 
ethnography or ethnology) was included, in a fragmentary state, 
in numerous pre-existing scientific fields until finally it became 
institutionalised academically in the 1960s, either associated with 
history as cultural anthropology or with sociology as social an-
thropology. [Spain, history of anthropology, history of ethnology, 
history of social sciences, institutionalisation of anthropology]
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Introduction

The academic institutionalisation of social anthro-
pology in Spain took place at a very late date. Be-

fore 1968, when the first permanent chair in cultural 
anthropology was created at a Spanish university, 
at Barcelona University, the presence of this field 
of knowledge in university life was very weak, al-
though not non-existent. Indeed, although no course 
was taught in Spanish academic tradition that could 
truly be called social or cultural anthropology, some 
subjects, generally associated with History cours-
es, partially covered this science under such names 
as ethnography and ethnology. Additionally, in phi-
losophy courses subjects were taught that, directly 
or indirectly, corresponded to philosophical anthro-
pology. Finally, another subject has formed part of 
natural sciences since the nineteenth century with 
the name of physical anthropology, and this has oc-
casionally been of a generalist character.

1	 Anthropologies and Anthropologists

The keys to an explanation of this situation are to be 
found in the second half of the nineteenth century 
when, within the scientific interest in all aspects of 
humankind and under the influence of evolutionist 
theories, a series of disciplines belonging to very di-
verse fields of knowledge claimed the right to study 
anthropology. Philosophy, law, educational studies, 
zoology, medicine, and other subjects competed in 
the institutionalisation of anthropology and, there-
fore, in the nineteenth century in Spain, instead of 
“anthropology” there were “anthropologies” (Gó-
mez-Pellón 2000). The irreconcilable differences 
between them did not allow the necessary agree-
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ment to make possible the academic advent of so-
cial anthropology.

Thus, the final years of the nineteenth century 
and the beginning of the twentieth century were 
marked by the attempt of zoology to lead a natural-
istic anthropology, within the development of bio-
logical sciences that had occurred since the mid-
nineteenth century after the triumph of the theory 
of evolution. Only the impossibility of reducing hu-
man beings to strictly naturalistic categories stim-
ulated the interest of the naturalists themselves in 
constructing an anthropology that included the 
study of the cultural creations of humans as a com-
plement to the physical aspect of the subject. The 
reason is that such scholars as Manuel Antón, Luis 
de Hoyos, and Telesforo de Aranzadi, among others, 
had been pupils of Quatrefages (Ortiz 1987) and, 
consequently, they believed that human qualities 
marked an important difference from those of other 
animals, which led to the supposed existence of the 
so-called hominal kingdom. This anthropology, far 
from producing a cultural viewpoint, led to a disar-
ticulated subject, isolated from the main theoretical 
developments of the time, which finally resulted in 
an encyclopaedic anthropology, lacking in any pro-
found reflections on human beings.

Under the pressure of this naturalistic anthropol-
ogy, which was institutionalised academically in 
Madrid Central University (Universidad Central) in 
1892, when Manuel Antón became the first profes-
sor in the subject, other anthropologies like those 
proposed by the faculties of medicine slowly disap-
peared. In this way, the anthropology par excellence 
in the academic world would be natural anthropolo-
gy taught by zoologists. Going further back in time, 
an analogous conception of anthropology created 
out of the prestige of natural sciences is seen in the 
anthropological societies that were founded in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, such as the 
Spanish Anthropological Society formed in Madrid 
in 1865, Seville Anthropology Society, founded in 
1871, Tenerife Scientific Cabinet, created in 1877, 
and Las Palmas Canary Islands Museum, estab-
lished in 1879. All these institutions were encour-
aged by intellectuals and free thinkers influenced by 
transformist doctrines, and in all cases the underly-
ing anthropology was impregnated by raciological 
conceptions and produced an anthropology based 
on generalities, very different from what we under-
stand as social anthropology today.

For the same reason, the antecedents of modern 
social anthropology are not to be found in the Nat-
ural History Society created in 1871, the Anthro-
pological Museum founded in 1875, the Natural 
History Museum established in 1883, or that profes-

sorship in anthropology created in the Natural Sci-
ences Faculty of Madrid Central University in the 
last decade of the nineteenth century (Puig-Samper 
y Galera 1983). In Spain, where in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth 
century there was no scientific discipline devoted to 
the study of what we understand as social anthro-
pology today, its origins can vaguely be traced in 
institutions dominated by Krausists in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century. Krausist philoso-
phy, with its roots in the philosophy of law created 
by supporters of the German philosopher K. C. F. 
Krause in Spain, headed by J. Sanz del Río, was al-
most unique in Europe and would lead its supporters 
to seek a positivism in accordance with the pragma-
tism they preached. In the early nineteenth centu-
ry, when he published his “Urbild der Menschheit” 
(1811), Krause had maintained that the different his-
torical forms are only the result of the evolution of 
humankind seen in institutions. These institutions 
form and develop at their own speed, and, therefore, 
it is not possible to know the social organism with-
out understanding that it is a great unit integrating 
the behaviour of the organs and institutions forming 
it: family, nation, people, etc. (Gómez-Pellón 1996, 
1997). The social transformism that was coupled 
with Krausist thought made it especially open to 
Darwin’s theory of evolution published in the mid-
nineteenth century.

This concept of anthropology, closer to what in 
time would become social anthropology, is found 
within the activity carried out by the Free Institu-
tion of Education founded in Madrid in 1876 by 
these Krausist thinkers as a way of expressing op-
position to the suppression of the freedom of uni-
versity teaching that occurred in Spain in 1875, in 
a similar way to the temporary measure in 1867. In 
fact, one of the subjects taught in the Free Institu-
tion of Education by Francisco Giner de los Ríos 
after 1877 was called “Social Anthropology” when 
that name had still not been popularised in the Unit-
ed Kingdom (Lisón 1971).

The origins of Spanish social anthropology can 
also be found remotely in the work of Krausist pro-
fessors (including Adolfo González Posada and Ra-
fael de Altamira) in the Practical School of Legal 
and Social Studies founded as an extension to the 
Law Faculty at Oviedo University in 1895, in which 
they taught sociological and anthropological theory  
(Gómez-Pellón 1993: ​504–509). It was precisely the 
pragmatism of their philosophy that caused them to 
value the knowledge of what they called “the new 
social sciences” (sociology and anthropology) in all 
their actions. In fact, this Practical School of Le-
gal and Social Studies was a model inspired by the 
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“École Pratique des Hautes Études” in Paris, which 
was well-known to most Krausists. However, it was 
an ephemeral experience and the school closed in 
the early twentieth century.

A more direct attempt to achieve the academic 
institutionalisation of social anthropology occurred 
in 1900 when, due to the tenacity of the Krausist in-
tellectuals, the first “Faculty of Law and Social Sci-
ences” was established in Madrid Central Univer-
sity. This was to teach sociology and anthropology 
within a curriculum that would later reach all the 
law faculties (Gómez-Pellón 1996, 1997). Unfor-
tunately, the plans soon were thwarted and thus the 
project of introducing into Spanish universities the 
studies of sociocultural anthropology,1 inspired by 
English courses and proximate to French ethnology. 

There is no doubt that all these experiences were 
not in vain and these Krausist intellectuals, from 
the professorships they held in Spanish faculties of 
law, encouraged and brought to life social sciences 
which until that time had had no place in the Span-
ish academic tradition. In this way, Gumersindo de 
Azcárate is regarded as one of the pioneers of so-
ciology in Spain, while Manuel Sales y Ferré and 
Adolfo González Posada are considered the first 
true sociologists. Similarly, Rafael de Altamira is 
known as the founder of the history of science in 
Spain (Lisón 1971; Gómez-Pellón 1997). They were  
all Krausists and they all cultivated social scienc-
es in general, even if they paid greater attention to 
some of them in particular, which is not different to 
the situation of followers of these sciences outside 
Spain, with Durkheim a good example in that re-
spect. The fact is, that in the case of what is now un-
derstood as social anthropology, the work of Adolfo 
González Posada and other Krausists interested in 
promoting this social science did not take roots in 
the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth 
century. However, in Spain it is undoubtedly in the 
context of Krausism that the conception of anthro-
pology, proximate to what today characterises the 
subject known as social anthropology, can be found, 
although academic institutionalisation did not occur 
by that route.

The reason why the institutionalisation of a field 
of knowledge coinciding with what we now call so-
cial anthropology did not take place can be sought, 
first, in the fossilisation of universities in Spain and, 
secondly, in the competition between the different 
anthropologies. Apart from social anthropology 
these were philosophical and zoological, medical, 

  1	 Because in Spain, as in other countries, anthropology is 
sometimes described as social and other times as cultural, in 
this text I shall use the term “sociocultural anthropology.”

educational, etc. (Gómez-Pellón 2000). These an-
thropologies hindered the possibility of forming an 
institutionalised social anthropology and tried to oc-
cupy its gnoseological place in academic life in the 
first decades of the twentieth century. In this way, 
they maintained their trajectory begun in the previ-
ous century, despite the efforts of the “Krausoposi-
tivists,” as they were known in Spain because of 
their positivist approach to social reality, going be-
yond mere speculations about it.

The reason why the scientific and academic 
emergence of a true social anthropology did not take 
place in Spain, neither in the late nineteenth century 
nor in the early twentieth century, is undoubtedly 
connected with the general atmosphere of crisis in 
the country at that time. Whereas the metropolises 
in the large colonial empires were experiencing a 
situation of expansion, which encouraged anthro-
pologists to carry out their research with the finan-
cial support of governments and other institutions, 
Spain suffered the loss of its last colonies in a cli-
mate of pessimism and frustration, which climaxed 
in the decolonisation of Cuba and the Philippines in 
1898. In the absence of the necessary institutional 
stimulus, the ideal conditions for the flourishing of 
interest in the study of other cultures could not ex-
ist. Instead, a kind of general reflection on human-
kind was made from very different standpoints, on 
a predominantly naturalistic basis and isolated from 
the great theoretical and methodological problems 
of social and cultural anthropology being debated 
in other European and American countries. It was 
only with great difficulties and thanks to the tenacity 
of intellectuals, at that time regarded as heterodox 
like A. Machado y Nuñez, that the transformist and 
evolutionist theories of C. Darwin, T. H. Huxley, 
and E. Haeckel (vide Caro Baroja 1973) reached 
Spain in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
in an atmosphere that was hardly suitable for arous-
ing interest in the social evolutionism proposed by 
the sociology of H. Spencer and the anthropology 
of E. B. Tylor.

However, as the birth of a true sociocultural an-
thropology, supported on rigorous empiricism, did 
not take place, and while the different anthropolo-
gies opted to approach philosophy, law, medicine, 
etc., an interest in the study of regional cultures was 
taken up by students of folklore from very differ-
ent perspectives from those of social anthropolo-
gy and occasionally without the necessary theoreti-
cal framework. In the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, the work of folklore scholars was stimulat-
ed in the regions of Spain that experienced the so-
called “cultural renaissance,” spurred on by the rise 
of nationalism (Prat i Carós 1991). Indeed, folklore 
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became even more important in the first decades 
of the twentieth century when these studies were 
institutionalised in the different centres and insti-
tutes created by regional administrations in an at-
tempt to stimulate the knowledge of vernacular cul-
tures. Some examples are the “Arxiu d’Etnografia 
i Folklore de Catalunya” (founded in 1915, at the 
behest of Tomás Carrera i Artau, Professor of Eth-
ics at the University of Barcelona), the “Sociedad 
de Estudios Vascos” (1918), and the “Seminario de 
Estudos Galegos” (1923).

It should also be recalled that in the late nine-
teenth century some university professors began to 
approach anthropology from philosophy. The most 
significant example is Miguel de Unamuno (Gó-
mez-Pellón 1998), who initially became interest-
ed in ethnology through the standpoints of German 
cultural sciences and carried out fieldwork in the 
Basque Country. He thus contributed in Spain to 
the introduction of theoretical contents of the new 
social sciences within the Krausist field, in which 
he was active. Indeed, Unamuno was very famil-
iar with Spencer’s work, because he was one of his 
translators into Spanish, and also with Durkheim’s, 
stimulated by the theories of both social evolution 
and natural evolution, which explains why he was 
one of the disseminators of Darwin’s theories in 
Spain. Another example is the equally important 
philosopher José Ortega y Gasset a few years lat-
er, who followed Unamuno by approaching ethnol-
ogy theoretically through German cultural scienc-
es under the influence of Leo Frobenius and Paul 
Schebesta. Like Unamuno, he also was aware of the 
French and English schools of sociology.

2	 Permanences and New Tendencies

From the later nineteenth century onwards, Spanish 
universities taught subjects that were not given the 
name of anthropology but whose syllabuses part-
ly coincided with what is now regarded as socio-
cultural anthropology. The clearest examples were 
ethnography and ethnology, names that were used 
synonymously in Spain. Although these did not be-
come separate studies, they were institutionalised 
academically together with prehistory and even 
formed part of the names of the corresponding uni-
versity departments. In reality, this convergence had 
been the consequence of the application of a strat-
egy in science, like European prehistory, not based 
on the study of written documentation, which was 
equally useful for the study of non-European primi-
tive societies and which formed a major part of eth-
nography and ethnology. In this way, prehistory and 

occasionally archaeology were responsible for the 
study of ethnography and ethnology in Spain from 
the late nineteenth century on, although unfortu-
nately without giving it any preference. Instead, it 
was a complement, a discipline associated with pre-
history. However, by the end of the first half of the 
twentieth century, ethnology, or ethnography, had 
become a subject in arts courses at many universi-
ties, albeit always on a secondary level.

It is obvious that most prehistorians and archae-
ologists who taught ethnography and ethnology 
lacked a specialised training and even the academic 
means to be able to satisfy the scientific knowledge 
of these subjects. Their specialities – prehistory and 
archaeology  – required educational and research 
dedication, which did not allow them to study eth-
nology in greater depth. This is the reason why, in 
general, these lecturers were not aware of new de-
velopments in the field of ethnography and ethnolo-
gy, and many of them continued to teach evolution-
ism and diffusionism in the mid-twentieth century. 
Functionalism had few followers, as the synchronic 
perspective in the movement clashed with the dia-
chronic view that historians held of events. The 
political and intellectual isolation of Spain after the 
1930s worsened the situation considerably. The cli-
mate of intellectual intolerance meant that many uni-
versity professors chose to go into exile, including 
some with an interest in ethnological studies. Addi-
tionally, some students of folklore outside the uni-
versities were also forced to leave the country when 
they were accused of encouraging nationalism.

The first ethnological studies carried out after 
the Spanish Civil War, from the 1940s to the 1960s, 
ahead of the emergence of true social anthropol-
ogy in the 1960s, confirmed the interest of Span-
ish ethnologists in studying national culture rather 
than exotic cultures. This was because of a series 
of reasons, some of which were decisive, such as 
an attachment to tradition in Spain, the scientific 
stagnation of Spanish universities, and the political 
isolation of the country. Spain’s decline in interna-
tional politics meant that the countries, which had 
formed part of its old empire, received less atten-
tion, with a consequent temporary cooling of the 
former cultural community. In addition to the per-
manent economic crisis of the state during the peri-
od of autarchy that followed the Spanish Civil War, 
which lasted over two decades and resulted, among 
other things, in insufficient grants for researchers, 
especially for those hoping to make their career in 
the context of social sciences, these are the main 
reasons why the first Spanish social anthropologists, 
who began their studies in the 1960s, opted for con-
tinuity in researching Spanish culture.
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In the mid-twentieth century, within a profound 
anthropological drought in Spain, the one outstand-
ing exception is Julio Caro Baroja, a researcher 
trained as a historian and who through the prehis-
tory taught by Hugo Obermaier at Madrid Central 
University came into contact with pre-Columbian 
archaeology and ethnography of America, taught by 
Hermann Trimborn at the same university. However, 
Caro Baroja deserves the credit for attempting to re-
vive some of the institutions in which sociocultural 
anthropology subsisted, such as the Anthropological 
Museum and the Museum of the Spanish People in 
Madrid. The collaboration he started with the for-
mer in 1942 was continued when he became head 
of the latter in 1944. Both museums held large col-
lections, as the former guarded the objects acquired 
by the Ministry of Overseas after the big expedi-
tions in the second half of the nineteenth century 
and the second conserved the documentation from 
the national surveys made by Madrid Athenaeum, 
one of which was carefully studied by Lisón To-
losana (1977a, 1977b). The Museum of the Span-
ish People, despite attempts first of Luis de Hoyos 
Sáinz and later of Julio Caro Baroja, never devel-
oped and as it may now be said disappeared, mean-
while the National Anthropological Museum has 
become more important. In addition, Caro Baroja’s 
long career left its mark on the Higher Council of 
Scientific Research (Consejo Superior de Investi-
gaciones Científicas [CSIC]), the Spanish research 
agency founded in the 1940s (Sánchez Gómez 
1992) by making use of the infrastructure of the 
Council for the Enlargement of Studies, a typical-
ly Krausist institution, originally founded in 1907. 
As Caro Baroja was connected with the CSIC from 
its foundations, he was able to maintain intellectual 
leadership over the ethnological and oral literature 
studies carried out by this institution, generally un-
der his directorship, through the Institute of Philol-
ogy, the origin of the modern Institute of Language, 
Literature, and Anthropology in the CSIC.

At the same time as Caro Baroja faced such an 
adverse situation in post-war Madrid, Ramón Vio-
lant i Simorra, a student of folklore and influenced 
by the ethnology of Fritz Krüger, was working at 
the Museum of the Spanish People in Barcelona, 
and it might be said that the position of both was not 
very different from that of Jorge Dias in Portugal. 
Their publications compensated for an extremely 
difficult time for sociocultural anthropology in the 
Iberian Peninsula. Above all, in 1943 Caro Baroja 
published “The Peoples in the North of the Penin-
sula,” which can be considered the starting point of 
his impressive personal career and the beginning of 
a new stage in Spanish anthropology, as it was fol-

lowed up almost immediately afterwards by “The 
Peoples of Spain” (1946).

This line of research, between ethnology and eth-
no-history and opened up by Caro Baroja, was in 
harmony with others proposed by professors of pre-
history and archaeology, who often expressed the 
need to collaborate with ethnology. A true repre-
sentative of this line, some years before, had been 
the renowned prehistorian and professor at Barce-
lona University, Bosch i Gimpera, who had trained 
at foreign universities with grants from the Coun-
cil for the Enlargement of Studies (one of the insti-
tutions supported by Spanish Krausists), and who 
went into exile after the Civil War. Bosch i Gimpera, 
a permanent professor at the Autonomous National 
University of Mexico after 1941 and secretary gen-
eral of the International Union of Anthropological 
and Ethnological Sciences (IUAES) from 1953 to 
1966, was not an exception in the interest in teach-
ing ethnology.

It should be recalled that, at the same time, at 
both the Complutense University of Madrid and 
the University of Seville, a section of the History 
of America had existed since 1944, devoted mainly 
to studying the archaeology and history of Amer-
ica. In the case of Complutense University, in 1950, 
a “Spanish Seminar of Indigenous Studies” was 
soon founded, which immediately was associated 
with American ethnology. This seminar would sub-
sequently foster an anthropology which, taught by 
these Americanists, captured tendencies that were 
already common in the whole of Latin America, 
and which was increasingly influenced by North 
American cultural anthropology. At the same time, 
after the arrival of one of these professors, José Al-
cina Franch, at the University of Seville in 1959 
to occupy the chair in “Pre-Hispanic America and 
American Archaeology,” a “Seminar of Cultural 
Anthropology” was founded, following the exam-
ple of Madrid. Cultural anthropology was the term 
used in the USA and in the whole of America, but 
in this case, the intention was to apply anthropo-
logical knowledge to both America and Europe. In 
this way, two projects were started up with the aim 
of studying northern Mexico and western Andalu-
sia, comparatively and simultaneously. These would 
become further breeding grounds for Spanish social 
and cultural anthropology, which was developing 
despite still not being institutionalised academically.

3	 Foreign and Spanish Anthropologists

This time of the slow development of sociocultur-
al anthropology in the Spanish academic world, in 
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the 1950s, coincided with the publications of some 
foreign anthropologists who had chosen various re-
gions of Spain as their object of study. After a first 
attempt by Oscar Lewis, it was George Foster, Mi-
chael Kenny, and above all, Julian Pitt-Rivers with 
his monograph “The People of the Sierra” (1954) 
about the Andalusian village of Grazalema who pi-
oneered a long series of studies about Spanish rural 
communities. Their works were models for young 
Spanish university lecturers interested in sociocul-
tural anthropology at that time, as well as the fol-
lowing generations of students. Caro Baroja pub-
lished “Saharan Studies” in 1955, influenced by 
E. E. Evans-Pritchard as he researched one of the 
few enclaves of Spanish colonialism in Africa. He 
gradually published some important works at the 
same time as he became the host par excellence of 
foreign anthropologists visiting Spain like G. Fos-
ter and J. Pitt-Rivers. At a time when colonial em-
pires began to be a thing of the past and primitive 
people were disappearing very quickly, thus causing 
a crisis in the object of sociocultural anthropology, 
Mediterranean countries began to attract the atten-
tion of many anthropologists who found the para-
digm of the traditional societies they sought in their 
archaic economic and social structures.

In the 1940s, the only journal with an interest 
in ethnology that can be considered truly important 
was the Revista de Dialectología y Tradiciones Po-
pulares, founded in 1944 and which combined lin-
guistic studies with others that can be barely clas-
sified as ethnographic ones, while anthropological 
articles were even rarer. Nonetheless, the situation 
of anthropology in Spain, as explained above, dis-
played clear signs of change. It was precisely in the 
1950s that some of the anthropologists who had 
gone into exile after the Civil War started to return. 
One of them was the priest J. M. de Barandiarán, 
who had maintained his leadership in Basque stud-
ies while living in France. Initially in favour of diffu-
sionism he was not well known outside the Basque 
Country, unlike his initial colleagues the naturalists 
Telesforo de Aranzadi and Enrique Eguren y Ben-
goa. Indeed, Barandiarán remained restricted to the 
Basque Country, constructing highly detailed sur-
veys, which prevented him from playing an active 
part in the institutionalisation of Spanish sociocul-
tural anthropology.

In the 1950s, numerous foreign anthropologists, 
mostly from the USA, carried out their doctoral the-
ses in different regions of Spain with which they 
would maintain a special connection after finishing 
their research. In this way, they were a model and 
stimulus for young Spanish anthropologists. Togeth-
er with O. Lewis, G. Foster (1953), J. Pitt-Rivers  

(1954), J. B. Aceves (1971), and M. Kenny (1962) 
we can cite William A. Douglass (1969), D. J. 
Greenwood (1973), and later J. MacClancy (1993) 
in connection with the Basque Country; S. H. 
Brandes (1975) and R. Behar (1986) for Castile; S. 
Tax Freeman (1970) and W. A. Christian Jr. (1972) 
for Cantabria and Castile; J. W. Fernández for Astu-
rias (1974); D. D. Gilmore (1980), I. Press (1979), 
S. H. Brandes (1975), D. D. Gregory (1976), and 
later M. D. Murphy (1983) for Andalusia; K. Moore 
(1976) for the Canary Islands; E. C. Hansen (1969) 
and K. A. Woolard (1985) for Catalonia; and R. A. 
Barret (1974), S. F. Harding (1984), and J. Fribourg 
(1980) for Aragon, just to give some examples. 
Many of these authors’ works were translated into 
Spanish, owing to the interest they aroused. These 
anthropologists often published articles in the new 
Spanish anthropological journals, thus feeding with 
their works the Spanish publishing market.

The prolonged stay of these English and Ameri-
can anthropologists after their initial visit was no 
different from what happened to other anthropol-
ogists in other Mediterranean countries. Some of 
their publications – first as articles in the 1960s and 
70s and then as books – have become classics in 
research on Mediterranean societies,2 in which the 
Mediterranean became a valued object of study, as 
Stanley H. Brandes (1991) showed with exceptional 
acumen. In reality, the Mediterranean is not a true 
cultural unit, but a cultural area in which several 
cultures are very closely related as a consequence 
of similar ecological conditions and the experience 
of a shared history. This explains not only the rela-
tionship between them all but also the existence of 
similar institutions and values (cf. Álvarez Muná-
rriz y Antón 2001). The empirical understanding of 
the Mediterranean was a laboratory of experiences 
after the 1940s, when decolonisation and moderni-
sation processes made exotic cultures lose impor-
tance and threatened the traditional object of social 
anthropology.

One special case is that of Claudio Esteva Fabre-
gat, who entered the anthropological scene in Spain 
in the late 1950s. Born in Spain, he was trained in 
the National School of Anthropology and History in 
Mexico, which in those years was a point of refer-
ence, among other reasons because of its close rela-
tionship with American anthropology. Esteva Fabre-
gat came to Spain in 1959 and joined the “History of 
America” section at the Complutense University of 
Madrid, where he taught “Ethnology of America,” 

  2	 Pitt-Rivers (1954); Brandes (1975, 1980); Gilmore (1980); 
together with the collective works edited by Peristiany (1965, 
1987).
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which he complemented with working at the Na-
tional Ethnology Museum. He came from a coun-
try where anthropological studies had grown pow-
erfully and he soon had the opportunity to take part 
in the foundation of the School of Anthropological 
Studies in Madrid, whose main purpose was to train 
post-graduates and where he quickly was provided 
with the assistance of José Alcina Franch, who had 
just returned from the University of Seville, and the 
Americanist Manuel Ballesteros Gaibrois. Almost 
at the same time, in 1967, the History of America 
Section at the Complutense University founded two 
departments that continue to exist today: one devot-
ed to the history of America and the other respon-
sible for teaching American anthropology and eth-
nology as well as the archaeology of America. The 
fact is that the “School of Anthropological Studies” 
is definitely the most direct antecedent of the aca-
demic institutionalisation of sociocultural anthro-
pology in Spain.

Indeed, although the life of this school was brief, 
as it only reached 1968, and even though it was not 
strictly within a university structure, it was a unique 
experience, as it helped to train young graduates 
who were attracted to anthropological studies and 
had not been able to acquire appropriate training in 
their undergraduate courses. Besides, its end was 
but the start of a new success, as Esteva Fabregat’s 
intense activity had persuaded academic authorities 
of the need to create a permanent post for a special-
ised anthropologist, for the first time in the history 
of Spanish universities. In this way, in 1969 Esteva 
Fabregat passed the examination to hold that post 
and joined the “Department of Prehistory and An-
cient History” at the University of Barcelona as an 
associate lecturer in ethnology (Capel 2009). Hence, 
the teaching of the discipline was institutionalised 
academically with the name by which it was known 
in many European countries, as, e.g., in France.

A few years later, in 1971, Esteva Fabregat took 
up the chair at Barcelona University, whose title had 
been changed to cultural anthropology, which was 
the name of the department the professor was to 
run from that time on, independently from history 
studies. The new name also enabled the definitive 
break with an old tradition according to which, as 
explained above, ethnography and ethnology were 
taught by lecturers in prehistory, which has con-
tinued to the present time. Additionally, it allowed 
the subject that had officially been created to take 
a direction in accordance with the real perspective 
that Esteva Fabregat had adopted in his teaching, 
in line with his Mexican training. It should also be 
noted, that Esteva Fabregat’s activity outside uni-
versity circles had led him to accept the directorship 

of the Peninsular Ethnology Centre, dependent on 
the Higher Council of Scientific Research (CSIC) 
in the late 1970s. At the same time, he had taken 
part in the creation of the journal Ethnica in 1971. 
Throughout that decade and until it disappeared in 
1984, the journal enjoyed an enormous prestige, as 
it became the true mouthpiece of the research Span-
ish anthropologists were carrying out in those years.

However, this was not the only new development 
in connection with anthropology at Spanish univer-
sities in the early 1970s. At that time, Carmelo Li-
són Tolosana began his university activity in the So-
ciology Department at the Complutense University 
of Madrid within the Faculty of Political Sciences 
and Sociology, after obtaining a Ph. D. at the Insti-
tute of Anthropology at Oxford University, with a 
thesis supervised by E. E. Evans-Pritchard (Cam-
po Urbano 1992: ​189–209). In 1972, overcoming 
the restrictions in Spanish academic traditions, the 
Department of Sociology was created at the Com-
plutense University of Madrid with a post ascribed 
to the area of sociology in order to teach a course 
of social anthropology. The post was filled by Li-
són Tolosana himself, shortly after publishing a ref-
erence work titled “Antropología social en España” 
(1971). The social anthropology thus introduced in 
the Complutense University, with the characteristic 
English name, was a model that was very similar 
to but slightly different from the American cultural 
anthropology taught at Barcelona University. The 
most important point is, that from that time onwards 
the social anthropology Lisón Tolosana taught in 
Madrid was going to find an open road towards its 
own independence, before leading at the end of the 
decade to a new academic qualification, as a speci-
ality of sociology, just as Radcliffe-Brown had con-
ceived it in his time.

4	 From the Emergence to the Consolidation  
of Social Anthropology in Spain

The slow emergence of sociocultural anthropology 
in Spain beginning in the 1960s is related to the 
stimulus produced by the publication of articles by 
foreign anthropologists, mainly from Britain and 
the USA, who carried out their research in differ-
ent parts of Spain. When these types of studies first 
were carried out in the backwards and impoverished 
post-war Spain of the 1940s, pioneered by Pitt-Riv-
ers (1954), English social anthropology already en-
joyed a long history in the study of exotic societies 
and a shorter experience in the analysis of modern 
European societies. The persistence in the choice of 
Spanish culture as an object of study was because 
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of the clear preference of these foreign anthropolo-
gists for Mediterranean countries, where they found 
societies still following traditional ways of life and 
somewhat refractory towards modernisation. In 
these societies, institutions tied to the family and 
the local community acquired an unusual strength 
within a framework of profound inequality in access 
to the use and ownership of the land. This generated 
several forms of patronage and clientilism as ways 
of expressing the dominant powerful ranking, while 
the value structure was influenced by sharp differ-
ences in status, depending on sex, wealth, power, 
and prestige.

For Spanish anthropology in the 1960s and 70s, 
this presence of foreign anthropologists implied the 
reception of various influences from the theoretical 
and methodological points of view and helped the 
integration of Spanish anthropologists in the inter-
national scientific community (Prat i Carós 1989; 
Prat i Carós et Gisclard 2000). At the same time, 
the subject of anthropology was enriched because 
it empowered Spanish anthropologists’ criticism 
of the research models followed by foreign anthro-
pologists, in some cases owing to the inconsisten-
cy in the results obtained. Additionally, some Span-
ish anthropologists rebelled against a phenomenon 
that was called scientific colonisation, albeit without 
questioning the major contribution made by those 
foreign anthropologists in the development of social 
anthropology in Spain.

It should be stressed that one of the first studies 
rigorously carried out by a Spanish anthropologist 
with the premises of social anthropology was writ-
ten by Lisón Tolosana (1966; published by Oxford 
University Press) under the supervision of Godfrey 
Lienhardt. In this book, Lisón Tolosana carries out 
an exemplary study of a town in Aragon whose ano-
nymity was preserved under the name of Belmonte 
de los Caballeros. In this way, Lisón Tolosana, a re-
searcher trained at Oxford, maintained the interest of 
English social anthropology in Spain and Mediter-
ranean countries at that time, while he also became 
a worthy continuer of the tradition among Spanish 
anthropologists, who gave preference to research on 
Spanish culture. Lisón Tolosana’s book “Belmon-
te de los Caballeros” (1966), which was published 
in a new edition in 1983 (by Princeton University 
Press), has never been published in Spanish. This 
was on the express wish of the author who, in this 
way, always attempted to respect the confidential-
ity of the social actors who appeared in the book.

However, in Spain in the late 1960s, the time 
when academic anthropology began to be institu-
tionalised, there were many questions that received 
few answers at that time. The main question referred 

to the delimitation of the units of analysis. Socio-
cultural anthropology had changed a great deal dur-
ing the twentieth century and it was necessary to 
inquire about the exact objects of study in a coun-
try like Spain, where the most important peculiarity 
was that research looked inwards and not towards 
a foreign otherness. Lisón Tolosana, author of the 
most emblematic book at that time, had chosen to 
produce a monograph which was not different from 
the preferences shown by other researchers in those 
years. It was accepted, that a monograph allowed a 
meticulous and profound analysis of a small human 
space (village, small town, valley, etc.), which was 
given the name of community in an attempt to de-
marcate a relatively separate and, if possible, rela-
tively homogeneous human group, and in this way 
find the ideal conditions for the application of a 
methodology that in the past had been used to study 
exotic societies. An early study about this type of 
problem applied to Spain is found precisely in Este-
va Fabregat (1969), and a slightly later one in Ken-
ny (1971). Note that the former study did not even 
name the science it was cultivating as anthropology, 
even though it was written in the second half of the 
twentieth century.

This academic and scientific progress of socio-
cultural anthropology, however, did not hide some 
more profound differences between the general and 
sociocultural approaches. This can be seen in the 
proceedings of the first and second meetings of 
Spanish anthropologists held in Seville and Sego-
via in 1973 and 1974, organised by the “Department 
of the History of America” in Seville University and 
the “Department of American Anthropology and 
Ethnology” at Complutense University, respective-
ly. The first, which was organised within the field of 
a general anthropology led by cultural anthropolo-
gy, was attended by specialists in physical anthro-
pology, archaeology, social anthropology, etc., but 
with the discrepant absence of Caro Baroja, who did 
not find a place for his ethnological or ethnohistori-
cal project in that meeting. At that time, Caro Baroja 
(1973) published the article “Mundos circundantes 
y contornos histórico-culturales,” where he declared 
his faith in the ethnohistorical perspective. Accord-
ing to Caro Baroja, societies are subjected to change 
for historical reasons, which cannot be ignored in 
anthropological analysis, especially in Western so-
cieties with abundant written information about the 
passing of time in any cultural space. He gives the 
example of the Basque Country (Guipúzkoa, in par-
ticular), where he observed the combination of his-
torical or diachronic elements with other synchronic 
ones, within a unit of research which can be ap-
proached using ethnohistorical methodology.
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In the 1973 Seville meeting, Lisón Tolosana pre-
sented a study titled “Panorama of the Programme 
of Social Anthropology in Spain” (1975), in which 
he advocated the decisive emergence of an autono-
mous social anthropology, independent from gen-
eral anthropology but in line with the predominant 
anthropology in Europe and especially in Britain. 
The debate was open, and had become extremely 
virulent, at a time that was to prove transcendental 
for Spanish anthropology. Lisón did not attend the 
second meeting in Segovia and, in view of the route 
that Spanish anthropology was taking, still in its 
formative phase, he opted to organise the first meet-
ing of social anthropologists, which began with a 
symposium in Puerto Marín (Lugo) in 1974 (Lisón 
1971), and which was attended by some American 
anthropologists who had carried out fieldwork in 
Spain (S. Tax Freeman, J. W. Fernández, and W. A. 
Christian Jr.) as well as a small group of anthropolo-
gists who had set out on their careers as teachers or 
researchers in Spain (T. San Román, R. Valdés del 
Toro, E. Luque Baena, M. Cátedra Tomás, and other 
scholars, including J. Mira).

During the 1970s, little by little anthropology, 
sometimes qualified as social (with its reference in 
the “Anthropology Department” at the Complutense 
University) and other times as cultural (according 
to the model at Barcelona University), was added 
to the curricula at Spanish universities in Madrid 
(Complutense University, Autonomous University, 
and the Distance University), in Catalonia (Barce-
lona University, Autonomous University, and the 
section of the Barcelona University in Tarragona), 
and at the Universities of Santiago de Compostela, 
Seville, and La Laguna (Tenerife). They forged a 
path which in the 1980s and 90s was to be followed 
by numerous Spanish universities. They fed an en-
thusiasm which had its repercussion in the unstop-
pable growth in the number of university lecturers 
teaching anthropology and the addition of a quali-
fication in social and cultural anthropology at nu-
merous universities, which were always the cen-
tres that had formed large groups of lecturers in 
the previous years. By the late 1990s, there were 
some twenty units – areas of knowledge (campos 
de conocimiento in Spanish terminology) – teach-
ing social anthropology in Spain in the same num-
ber of universities. About 150 permanent lecturers 
were working there, which contrasts with the situa-
tion in the late 1960s, when sociocultural anthropol-
ogy was a subject still absent from Spanish univer- 
sities.

The “Anthropology in the Spanish State” con-
gresses began in 1977 with the first congress in 
Barcelona. The second congress was in Madrid in 

1980, and since then they have been held every three 
years, without a break, at different Spanish univer-
sities. The proceedings of these congresses reveal 
much of the intra-history of Spanish anthropology 
in the late 1970s, when acrimonious debates dis-
cussed the theoretical and methodological defini-
tion of sociocultural anthropology, which affected 
both the delimitation of the units of observation and 
analysis and the interpretation of new paradigms, 
to give two examples, always from critical stand-
points. These questions and other similar ones were 
expressed in the journal Ethnica, for example, by 
Moreno Navarro (1972), and were raised, among 
others, by Lisón Tolosana (1975) and Frigolé (1975) 
in the “First Meeting of Spanish Anthropologists” 
in 1973 and, in fact, continued to be raised in later 
years, even until the Barcelona (1977) and Madrid 
(1980) congresses.3

5	 The Conceptual Debate and the Means  
of Expression

What were the topics addressed by Spanish anthro-
pology in the late 1970s and early 1980s? Naturally, 
as stated above, community studies were very com-
mon. The influence of functionalist anthropology 
and the British school in general, the models cre-
ated by English and American anthropologists, at 
least since J. Pitt-Rivers carried out his fieldwork 
in Spain, and the limited funding for other kinds of 
studies encouraged the Spanish community studies. 
Although the first critical texts about this approach 
started to appear in those years, studies performed 
in country or rural environments continued as the 
result of a trend that had accompanied Anglo-Amer-
ican anthropology for decades, of which the interest 
in traditional societies in Mediterranean Europe was 
a good proof. Even the model developed by C. Li-
són Tolosana (vide Sanmartín Arce 1994) in “Bel-
monte de los Caballeros” (1966) had encouraged 
this symbiosis of community with the rural context. 
However, another theme, although somewhat less 
common, as explained by J. Prat (1989) who has 
studied these types of observations, was that of mar-
ginal groups, beginning with gypsies who attracted 
Spanish anthropologists at the time, especially as 
they fulfilled the requirements of proximity and low 
financial cost (San Román 1976).

  3	 Congresses have been held in Barcelona (1977), Madrid 
(1980), San Sebastián (1984), Alicante (1987), Granada 
(1990), Tenerife (1993), Zaragoza (1996), Santiago de Com-
postela (1999), Barcelona (2002), Seville (2005), San Sebas-
tián (2008), Leon (2011), and Tarragona (2014).
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However, these topics were soon to undergo 
changes. In the late 1970s, Spain was in a political 
transition after the Francoist period which ended in 
1975 and a new constitution was passed in 1978, 
leading to the decentralisation of the state and the 
creation of 17 autonomous regions, as well as the 
two autonomous cities in North Africa. This meant 
that the new autonomous communities took charge 
of the funding of research studying their identity. 
For this reason, many Spanish anthropologists at 
that time opted to return, with new premises, to the 
old nineteenth century–early twentieth century folk-
lorism and regional ethnological studies. They were 
topics that guaranteed a connection with a tradition 
that was steadily disappearing. It can thus be under-
stood how in those years, studies were carried out in 
all regions about the history or knowledge of folk-
lore research and, complementarily, about the first 
ethnologists.

However, regional and local identity was ex-
pressed in anthropological studies in other ways, 
as, e.g., by studying regional festivals and rituals, 
which supposedly represented a kind of distillation 
of the purest attributes of the group personality (Ve-
lasco 1982). It may also be added, that together with 
traditional manifestations of culture, festivals and 
popular events are studied whenever they are repre-
sentative of collective identities, even if they lack an 
inveterate tradition (Cucó y Pujadas 1990). In con-
sequence, studies of territorial or regional identity 
were paradigmatic in Spain in the 1980s. It should 
be added that the studies published about regional 
identity generally concluded that it unarguably ex-
isted. The negation of identity or the demonstration 
that it was a diffuse or weak identity would not have 
received funding when regional authorities were 
anxious to justify themselves and find explanations 
to support the existence of multiple and often dupli-
cated administrations.

Perhaps the most elaborate expressions of an-
thropology in that decade were studies on migra-
tion within Spain. The rapid development of Spain 
in the 1960s and 70s had produced a significant in-
terior movement of people from rural areas, usually 
in the centre of the country and mainly in Andalu-
sia, Extremadura, and Castile, towards the nearest 
cities and, particularly, to the largest Spanish cit-
ies and those favoured by economic growth. Thus, 
the young Spanish anthropology chose as one of its 
subjects the ethnicity produced by migration in ar-
eas of contrasting cultures, such as those by immi-
grants from Andalusia and Extremadura in Catalo-
nia. Manifestations of identity, sociability, kinship 
networks, the strengthening of group personality, 
and other topics of that kind were researched by the 

young anthropologists for their degree and doctor-
ate studies and also by some academic anthropolo-
gists who needed to find topics with which to test 
their theoretical paradigm and their methodology.

Shortly before, a kind of revolt had taken place 
against foreign anthropology, when Ginés Serrán 
Pagán (1980) published “La fábula de Alcalá y la 
realidad histórica en Grazalema,” attacking Pitt-Riv-
ers’s work and the studies of other English anthro-
pologists who had carried out fieldwork in Spain. 
He considered that they had turned Andalusia into 
an enclave with a long series of clichés, whose com-
mon denominators were archaism and cultural ex-
otism. In addition, this rebellion coincided with 
the crisis that was occurring in community studies 
within which Pitt-Rivers’ classic work on Grazale-
ma was framed. This village in the Serranía de Ron-
da had been studied by the English anthropologist 
under the supervision of Evans-Pritchard. He not 
only studied the Andalusian world as a perfect ex-
ample of a backwards Mediterranean society, but 
also because Grazalema was thought to represent 
the homogeneous and separate community Pitt-Riv-
ers needed to construct his theory and to apply the 
methodology in accordance with it. Shortly after-
wards, Serrán Pagán’s critique was supported and 
amplified in the same direction by Isidoro Moreno 
Navarro (1984a, 1984b).

Another very important event in connection with 
anthropologists’ object of study was the passing of 
Law 16/1985 of Spanish Historical Heritage. In the 
first place, the anthropological study of historical 
heritage or cultural heritage could represent a pro-
longation of studies on identity. This approach to 
heritage by Spanish anthropologists has been a 
characteristic of recent years, which explains why 
museums (the expression of collective identities and 
of their memory) have become an object of study 
with countless additional topics. However, in one of 
the countries in Europe and even in the world that 
receives largest numbers of foreign visitors, cultural 
heritage attracted special attention in anthropologi-
cal approaches to tourism, in terms of cultural tour-
ism. In consequence, studies on cultural heritage 
in general and on museums in particular, together 
with their management, became important objects 
of study for Spanish sociocultural anthropologists 
in the mid-1980s.

While the studies of collective identities and cul-
tural heritage became very characteristic topics in 
Spanish anthropology, often but not only under the 
aegis of the political situation, other topics gradual-
ly consolidated as persistent objects of study within 
the thematic fields that were being defined. Some 
examples among these are: processes of change, 
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gender and feminine studies, the anthropology of 
health, social movements, and cultural sustainabil-
ity of natural heritage. Furthermore in the course of 
social change, new topics were introduced, one of 
which was very typical of Spain in the late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first centuries: immigration 
from overseas. Spain, which until the early 1990s 
had been a country of emigrants, saw its role in-
verted when it began to receive immigrants who 
steadily increased in number and produced an im-
age of Spain that was the opposite of the traditional 
situation, as they created a plural society. In other 
words, Spanish anthropologists could study other 
cultures inside their own country, where they could 
find alterity, and, therefore, it was possible to sepa-
rate the groups they were studying a little more: the 
observer and the observed displayed cultural differ-
ences that had not always been present in the short 
history of Spanish anthropology.

The activity of publishing houses has been in-
separable from research as regards the development 
of social anthropology. In addition to the powerful 
influence exercised by the largest publishers in the 
Hispanic world, like Siglo XXI, Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, Amorrortu, etc., which published the 
translations of many of the fundamental theoreti-
cal works from the 1960s onwards, other Spanish 
imprints like Akal, Anagrama, Tecnos, PPU, Adara, 
Alianza, Taururs, Península, Mitre, and Ariel have 
published works as well as some institutions, such 
as CIS and the publication services of the main uni-
versities. However, difficulties in the demand have 
often accompanied anthropology and led to some 
publishers losing interest. The number of publica-
tions increased as a result of the different journals 
edited by university departments, CSIC, and other 
institutions.4

  4	 The Revista de Dialectología y Tradiciones Populares, 
founded in 1944 and connected to the CSIC which channels 
ethnological studies is the longest running journal in Span-
ish anthropology. Another well-established journal is Revis-
ta Española de Antropología Americana, associated with the 
“History of America Section” at the Complutense Universi-
ty, which was created in 1955 and, like the previous journal, 
continues to be published. In 1971, a journal closely tied to 
the academic institutionalisation of social anthropology was 
founded with the name of Éthnica. Promoted by Esteva Fa-
bregat, it published some major articles until it disappeared 
in 1984. A different example is the Gaceta de Antropología 
belonging to the “Department of Philosophy II” at the Uni-
versity of Granada; created at the same time as this emer-
gence of anthropology and first published in 1982, it is still 
being produced. Equally, the “Institut Català d’Antropolo-
gia,” first brought out Quaderns in 1980 and its publication 
continues. The Revista de Antropología Social appeared in 
1990, belonging to the “Social Anthropology Department” at 
the Complutense University of Madrid and promoted by the 

6	 On Teaching and Curricula

If anthropology has followed a path with certain pe-
culiarities in its aspect of research, the same can be 
said of anthropology in the educational field. The 
number of lecturers increased slowly during the 
1970s, mainly due to the inclusion of anthropology 
in the curricula of humanities and social sciences, 
which is to say, through the employment provided 
by the universities themselves. The growth was larg-
est in the universities that made anthropology a spe-
ciality of other degrees. Thus, cultural anthropology 
became a speciality in history degrees at some uni-
versities (University of Barcelona, Autonomous of 
Barcelona, Seville, etc.) while social anthropology 
in some cases became a speciality of sociology, as 
at the Complutense University of Madrid.

Before the early 1990s, the number of anthropol-
ogy students in Spain, as a speciality of history or 
sociology, was very small. However, in 1991, cer-
tain events marked a turning point in Spanish an-
thropology. The most important of these was the 
introduction of a licentiate5 in social and cultural 
anthropology. The originality of the new licentiate 
was that it became one of the few courses known as 
“Second Cycle” in Spain. This meant that the licen-
tiate in social and cultural anthropology could be 
obtained by studying a single two-year-cycle, pro-
vided that the first-cycle-studies (which is to say, the 
first three years of university studies) had been com-
pleted as well as the complementary courses that 
each university considered necessary, depending on 
the previous studies. Later, in 1992, the Ministry of 
Education accepted another option, which allowed 
students who had carried out the first cycle in a long 
list of humanities and social sciences6 to pass direct-
ly to the second cycle in social anthropology, with-
out any complementary courses. In addition, in the 
same announcement the ministry allowed access to 
an anthropology licentiate directly, again with no 
complementary courses, for all students with a qual-
ification in primary education, nursing, social work, 
and social education.

director of the department at that time, Lisón Tolosana. This 
journal still is published as well as the Revista de Antropolo-
gía Experimental, founded in 1990 by the anthropology sec-
tion at the University of Jaén.

  5	 At that time, the typical university qualification in Spain was 
a five-year licentiate consisting of a three-year “First Cycle” 
and a two-year “Second Cycle.”

  6	 Students who in the first cycle had studied one of the follow-
ing courses were exempted from the complementary stud-
ies: fine arts, philosophy, economics, business studies, law, 
sociology, political sciences, psychology, education, history, 
geography, humanities, journalism, audiovisual communica-
tion, and advertising, and public relations.
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A new ministerial announcement in 1993, invok-
ing “the multidisciplinary nature of the licentiate in 
social and cultural anthropology” enlarged the ben-
efits of the previous ruling to include students who 
had taken the first cycle in history of art or any phi-
lology course. Because of all these changes in the 
early 1990s, the universities offering a licentiate in 
social anthropology saw an exponential growth in 
the number of students. It was a time in which sev-
eral public and even private universities included 
social and cultural anthropology among the courses 
they offered. This route was particularly useful for 
students who had taken the first cycle of a course 
and who had been unable to continue in the second 
cycle that would give them access to a licentiate, as 
specifically mentioned in the ministerial announce-
ment in 1992. However, some years later, a new 
measure was adopted in the Ministerial Announce-
ment ECI/442/2005. This time, the right of access 
without taking the complementary courses was ex-
tended to “any official licentiate course and any first 
cycle of official university studies.” Curiously, the 
announcement explained the reason for this deci-
sion by invoking the “heterogeneity existing among 
the courses that currently allow access to this licen-
tiate.” Notice the Petitio principii in the argument, 
as the 1993 announcement had precisely forced the 
heterogeneity of access by proclaiming the “multi-
disciplinary nature of anthropology.”

The advantages of the introduction of a qualifi-
cation in anthropology with the characteristics de-
scribed above have been clear because of the ben-
efits of training, that anthropology has been able to 
give to students as well as the professional effects 
that a degree in anthropology may have represent-
ed, especially in those cases where the students’ ca-
reer was obstructed as a consequence of lacking a 
licentiate or similar qualification. It is also possible 
that for many students it has provided a double ben-
efit, both educational and professional. For univer-
sity teaching staffs, the existence of a second-cycle-
qualification has been beneficial as the growing 
number of students has led to a significant increase 
in the number of lecturers. Thus, university depart-
ments and units have consolidated in the attempt to 
achieve a place within university studies in Spain, 
which has been very positive for social and cultural 
anthropology. It can be said, that from this point of 
view the ministerial orders leading to the introduc-
tion of the new qualification allowed anthropology 
to strengthen its development that had begun forty 
years earlier and which has resulted in the consoli-
dation of its academic space.

The number of students who have been awarded 
a licentiate in social and cultural anthropology in 

Spain since the early 1990s, thanks to the adminis-
trative decisions described above, is very high.7 In-
deed, the social demand has not matched the num- 
ber of graduates in anthropology leaving Spanish 
universities. It is likely that most vacancies specifi-
cally requiring a qualification in anthropology have 
been in the universities themselves or very particu-
lar sectors of the administration. However, as many 
students were already in employment, thanks to a 
previous qualification, while they studied anthropol-
ogy they have been able to improve their level of 
training in their original jobs, whereas in other cases 
the degree in anthropology has been an advantage 
in terms of promotion at work. In the latter cases, 
the qualification has often not been a licentiate in 
social anthropology but any other higher qualifica-
tion. Indeed, there seems to have been a certain co-
incidence in the previous studies carried out by uni-
versity departments that have developed a degree in 
anthropology in Spain, according to which 80% of 
the anthropology students, in the middle of the first 
decade in this century, were in employment when 
they started their courses. In most cases they were 
in permanent posts, which they maintained while 
studying, a situation which is completely different 
from that in other university courses. Consequent-
ly, the number of students in employment when fin-
ishing their courses is equally high and similar to 
the number at the beginning. However, in these cas-
es it might be thought that anthropology graduates 
will become efficacious administrators of the sub-
ject in their jobs or in their relationships with other 
people.8

One of Lévi-Strauss’s texts (1954) may be re-
called to show how he announced a future for an-
thropology involving an increasing social recogni-
tion and demand for professionals. In the 1950s, 
the French anthropologists envisaged two sociocul-
tural spaces in which anthropology would play a 
significant role in sociocultural management. The 

  7	 The creation of the European Higher Education Area, with 
the consequent uniformisation of university qualifications, 
has changed this scenario. As the Spanish “Second-Cycle” 
qualifications are not valid in this area, academic anthropol-
ogy has become a four-year degree course, comparable from 
all points of view with other university qualifications of the 
same level. The number of universities teaching this course 
has decreased noticeably, owing to a reduced demand. A 
large number of Spanish universities offer Masters courses 
specialising in sociocultural anthropology.

  8	 Since 2009, social and cultural anthropology, which is the 
usual title of this qualification in Spain, has been included in 
the European Higher Education Area with significant chang-
es. The course, which now leads to a degree, consists of a sin-
gle four-year cycle, which is taught at a much smaller number 
of universities that offer licentiate courses and is followed by 
considerably fewer students.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2017-1-1 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.56, am 02.12.2025, 21:52:51. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2017-1-1


Trials, Emergence and Consolidation of Social and Cultural Anthropology in Spain

Anthropos  112.2017

13

first of these was co-existence with other cultures, 
not only abroad but also within one’s own culture, 
where the problems inherent with immigration 
would arise. The second space would be that of so-
cial phenomena, typical of the anthropologist’s so-
ciety but equally characterised by “distancing,” of-
ten due to their marginality but also rooted in the 
unconscious. Lévi-Strauss gave the examples of de-
linquency, prostitution, resistance to health and food 
changes, etc. It is clear that much has changed since 
then and new problems have arisen for which so-
cial and cultural anthropology in its practical or ap-
plied aspect now possesses long and well-tested ex-
perience. Although it is true that Lévi-Strauss fully 
identified the fields in which anthropology can act, 
it is no less true that since then specialities in social 
sciences have appeared oriented towards the solu-
tion of some of the problems noted by the French 
anthropologist: social workers, social educators, etc.

Conclusion

Anthropology, which is understood in different 
ways in Europe and in the rest of the world, and 
generally described as social, or cultural, or both, 
has followed a different route in each country to-
wards its full institutionalisation. In the case of 
Spain, this route displays some unique character-
istics, if it is borne in mind that its academic insti-
tutionalisation occurred in the late 1960s. The rea-
sons for its particular route are various, but they are 
basically founded in the nineteenth century, in a na-
tional state like Spain, which was clearly opposed 
to the acknowledgement of an ethnic, religious, or 
cultural alterity in the country. Equally, in a coun-
try that after the loss of most of its colonial empire 
in the late nineteenth century and first third of the 
twentieth century lost the interest in other cultures. 
At the same time, the rigid and archaic structures 
of university life restricted the introduction of sci-
ences that did not form part of the most traditional 
academic model.

In this way, the potential emergence of Spanish 
anthropology in the nineteenth century was replaced 
by a multitude of natural, medical, educational, le-
gal, and philosophical anthropologies that did not 
succeed in identifying culture in general as the sub-
ject of an anthropology similar to that, which exist-
ed in surroundings countries. During the first half 
of the twentieth century, the contents of sociocul-
tural anthropology were diluted in a series of sub-
jects, like ethnography and ethnology, which in 
general are only an appendix of other sciences, like 
prehistory, which equally study “primitive” people. 

Ethnology was also presented as part of American 
studies, together with the history and archaeology 
of America. Indeed, Spanish sociocultural anthro-
pology emerged out of those two areas (prehisto-
ry and archaeology) in the 1960s, and also out of a 
third area created by the development of sociology 
which, although it was not very important in Spain 
at that time, produced a synergy that was beneficial 
for anthropology. However, the science would not 
have emerged without the stimulus of the studies 
of British and American anthropologists who car-
ried out their fieldwork in Spain, with its traditional 
social and economic structures and without the di-
rect impact their research models had on Spanish 
anthropologists.

The political transition towards democracy after 
1975 and the passing of the Spanish Constitution in 
1978 shaped a democratic and decentralised state 
and conditioned the interests of Spanish anthropol-
ogy to unknown extremes. With the possibility of 
finding otherness in the exterior, weakened by the 
lack of funding, Spanish anthropology in accord-
ance with its tradition opted to study its own interi-
or cultures. It may be said, that Spanish anthropol-
ogy, which until then had constructed its contents 
with monographs on communities, was to become 
increasingly complacent with the needs of a state 
that had to justify its territorial identities. The study 
of identities would later be enriched by the addi-
tion of new topics, increasingly alert to the study of 
the diversity that had historically been ignored by a 
State determined to make differences invisible, ever 
since its foundation in the late fifteenth century, as 
it gradually adopted the characteristic profile of a 
nation-State.

However, this positive view of anthropology in 
Spain would not be complete without some negative 
aspects. Many of the elements that hindered the in-
stitutionalisation of sociocultural anthropology be-
fore the late 1960s, and which later slowed its de-
velopment, still persist. One of these, and perhaps 
the most important, is a notoriously low demand 
for anthropological knowledge in Spanish society, 
which is an insurmountable obstacle to the profes-
sionalisation of anthropologists.
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