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International Congresses. 

W HEN is a congress international? Still more, 
when is it 'truly international', as well as 

international in name ? At first sight the question 
is one of nomenclature ; but it covers one of prin
ciple, and of discrepant practices. It has also been 
brought momentarily into prominence in a special 
case by a presidential address which, though nomin
ally addressed to one of our ' learned societies ', 
was in a sense encyclical.! 

Apart from cecumenical councils of-as yet-
undivided Christianity, and uniformly unsuccessful 
attempts to ' get both sides together ' in later 
schisms, international congresses are of recent 
invention, a product of an 'industrial age', with 
its facilities for organised study and intercom
munication. National conferences, such as the 
British Association, are meditating their centenary ; 
few international congresses have had a jubilee, 
though the oldest, that were designed to be periodic, 
go back into the 'sixties. 

Even before the War, there were two grades 
of such congresses ; one, summoned by a govern
ment or governments, was composed of official 
delegations representing nations as such ; the other 
was a privately arranged meeting of fellow-workers 
in a particular branch of learning, usually convened 
by a leading society or institution in some one 
country in the name of colleagues there. Naturally 
there were hybrids, as when a government either 
selected or recognised one or more of its nationals, 
attending a private congress, to express its good
will, and even to concert practical measures for its 
own subsequent consideration. 

Of the status of a congress convened by invitation 
of one recognised government to all others, there 
can be no question ; it is ' inter-national ', a 
conference between representatives of nations ; if 
there are absentees or defaulters, " the unworthi
ness of the minister affecteth not the efficacy of 
the sacrament". Also, naturally, private con
ferences have courted the prestige of official patron
age, even when it did not bring the substantial 
encouragement of a subsidy. 

Before the War, private international congresses, 
however periodic by custom, were usually organised 
by a body of nationals of the country to which the 

1 "Anthropology National and International." Presidential Address 
of Prof. John L. Myres to the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain: Jan. 28, 1930. 
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congress was invited, and in which it was to be 
more or less gratuitously entertained. This bad 
the obvious advantage that the hosts were neigh
bours accustomed to work together as a team ; they 
knew local conditions, and were the persons most 
deeply engaged to make the meeting a success. In 
such meetings effective international co-operation 
usually began only when the members assembled, 
and ceased after the ' butter-meeting ', leaving the 
national committee to publish 'proceedings' and 
pay the bills. In countries where the law of 
associations is strict, it was necessary to incor
porate a joint-stock company to hold and expend 
subscriptions ; but its duration as well as its 
liability was ' limited ', and in due course it went 
into voluntary liquidation ; the dootrine of cy-pres 
governing the disposal of assets, if any, either to 
endow research locally, or to be nest-egg for the 
next congress. To receive such cash balance, how
ever, some similar body had to come into existence ; 
and accordingly some congresses established a 
' permanent committee ', either of nationals of the 
country the invitation of which for next meeting the 
defunct congress had accepted, or of a few eminent 
members irrespective of nationality. In the latter 
event, de minimis non curabat lex : outgoing and 
incoming treasurers were presumably both just and 
solvent ; and pre-War congresses were oftener 
insolvent than intestate. 

What was more difficult was to give effect to the 
vaux or resolutions of such international meet
ings. It was all very well to refer them to a 
multi-national committee : but that way the Tower 
tlf Babel fell : quis committeret commissionem ? 
Again the solution, found slowly and tentatively, 
was in an inter-congressional executive or ' bureau '. 

Now, concurrently with this trend towards con
tinuity between successive congresses, there was 
perceptible from about 1899 onwards, similar trend 
towards coherence between the leading ' learned 
societies ' of civilised countries ; towards inter
academic correlation of workers, methods, and 
results. But an adolescent International Associa
tion of Academies, complicated by the existence of 
rather many academies in some countries, and of 
fewer, or none, in others, was suspended by the 
War ; and the failure to resuscitate it at the Peace 
left both academies and congresses in chaos aggra
vated by a tangle. 

In October 1918 an 'inter-allied ' conference in 
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London called on ' allied and associated ' countries 
to denounce all international scientific associations 
in which they hltd participated before the War. 
It was a "drastic, and perhaps necessary act of 
sabotage ", but it cleared the ground for the Inter
national Research Council which was established 
in 1919. But the International Research Council 
was not (at the outset) inter-national, but, at 
best, inter-allied-and-associated. This drawback 
was, however, remediable, in time. It was a further 
complication that a permanent body, as the I.R.C. 
was intended to be, had to have domicile some
where, and the siege social of the I.R.C. was, and is, 
in Brussels, incorporated under Belgian law. The 
League of Nations, with domicile in Geneva, had 
not come into being yet. 

Now it was a prime function of the I.R.C. to 
establish (l) national unions for collaboration in 
the several sciences ; (2) inter-national congresses 
between the national unions in any science ; all 
deriving sanction and status from the I.R.C. This 
was no doubt why countries adhering to the I.R.C. 
were to forswear allegiance to all pre-War congresses. 
Such unions and congresses have been in due course 
formed and held in certain sciences, under the 
sanction of the I.R.C. 

What, however, governments or academies ad
hered to, or forswore, left many nationals-and 
even fellows of learned societies-unimpressed. In 
some subjects, where the resumption of collabor
ated observations, in as many countries as possible, 
was urgent, national unions, and more or less 
international congresses, sprang into being forth
with. In others, "time, the great reformer", has 
been also the great restorer of normality. One 
series after another of the pre-War congresses has 
been quietly revived, as soon as people felt like 
meeting again ; and no one has been sent to the 
Tower for this, or excommunicated from a siege 
social anywhere. 

More than this, the League of Nations, through 
its International Committee for Intellectual Co
operation, has summoned another type of inter
national congress-for example, at Prague in 1928 
for ' popular arts ', making use of a body, domiciled 
in Paris, and subsidised by the French Government, 
the International Institute for Intellectual Co
operation, the precise relations of which to the 
International Committee of the League at Geneva 
scarcely concern us here. In this League type of 
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congress, a general assembly of members at the 
place of meeting elects a general committee, in
eluding many nationalities. The members of this 
committee domiciled in Paris form a ' permanent 
bureau ' for business between congresses ; and the 
secretariat is supplied by the Paris Institute above
mentioned. Hereby the inter-national character of 
the periodic congresses and their general assembly 
is assured and maintained ; the local arrangements 
for successive congresses are made by a temporary 
local committee in the inviting country, as under 
pre-War conditions; while continuity in administra
tion and collaboration in research are ensured 
through the liberality of the French Government 
and the goodwill of members resident in Paris ; all 
under specific sanction from an international com
mittee of the League of Nations. 

In anthropology, fans et origo of this meditation, 
an arrangement, superficially similar, presents, on 
closer examination, divergent features, which ap
pear to have disquieted some of those concerned
not in Great Britain only. Within a few days after 
the Armistice, an eminent institution for anthropo
logical teaching and research, the 'Ecole d' anthropo
logie ' in Paris, convened a conference, attended by 
representatives of twelve countries, at which was 
founded, under the title ' Institut International 
d'Anthropologie , an association, domiciled in Paris, 
on the premises of the 'Ecole', for "grouping, co
ordinating, and centralising the efforts of all per
eons engaged in anthropological problems, provided 
that they are accepted by its 'Conseil d'adminis
tration' " (or, as one of the speakers put it, "sauf 
!'exception que vous savez "),which, under French 
law regulating incorporated bodies, necessarily con
tains a large proportion of French nationals, and 
was deliberately so constituted at the first con
ference. Actually this 'Conseil' includes twenty
six Frenchmen with not more than four represent
atives of any other country up to a maximum 
of fifty. Naturally, any country which desires 
effective representation on a body which meets in 
Paris most easily secures this if it is represented 
by Paris residents. The president and treasurer of 
this ' Institut ' must be French subjects, and the 
secretaries are nominated by the management of 
the Ecole d'anthropologie. 

One, but by no means the only, function of this 
'Institut' is the organieation in various countries of 
congresses of its members elected by the ' Conseil ' 
in Paris, paying a subscription, and receiving the 
periodical Revue d'anthropologie published by the 
teaching staff of the Paris Ecole ; this provides 
the management with a means of publication for 
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proceedings, announcements, and the like. These 
'adherents' in some countries have formed' auto
nomous offices ' rather like the ' national unions ' 
of the I.R.C., except that they are solely composed 
of individual subscribers or affiliated societies, 
accepted by the ' Conseil ' in Paris. For each 
congress there is in future to be an ' international ' 
committee, consisting of one member for each 
country, butitsfunctionsareadvisory,notexecutive. 
Countries which do not ' adhere ' to the ' Institut ' 
are nevertheless provided with a representative by 
the ' Conseil '. Congresses of this series have been 
held at Liege in 1921, at Prague in 1924, and at 
Amsterdam in 1927; and it is reported that a 
similar congress is being arranged at Lisbon in 1930. 

At the Amsterdam congress, survivors of the 
pre-War series of 'Congres d'anthropologie et 
d'archeologie pn)historiques' (which dates back to 
1867), and representatives of the Royal Anthropo
logical Institute, discussed with colleagues of 
French and other nationalities the future relations 
between the old and the new congress organisations, 
and also between the Paris ' Institut ' and the new 
series of congresses : and in the following years 
practical fusion has been effected between the old 
and new series of congresses, so that it would now 
be possible for a congress organised on the pre-War 
model to be convened and prepared ' par les soins 
de l'Institut International d' Anthropologie ', with
out being so wholly governed by that not very inter
national body as the present statutes prescribe. 

What the Paris 'Institut' may decide is a matter 
of immediate interest, for its adherents appear to 
have been informed that there is to be a congress 
in Lisbon in September next. Presumably the 
moment will come when anthropologists, other than 
subscribing 'adherents' of the ' Institut ', will have 
official intimation of it. Governments of other 
nations may be invited to send delegates, as some 
governments did send delegates to Amsterdam. 
But it would seem an open question whether the 
resolution carried by the subscribing ' adherents ' 
there, that this congress had a " caractere vraiment 
international", was, or was not, rather seriously 
qualified by the aspiration appended to it "que ce 
caractere international devienne chaque fois plus 
effectif ". If a congress be already ' vraiment 
international ', it cannot become more so by any 
enhancement or recurrence ; except on the Bell
man's principle, " What I tell you three times is 
true ". What all anthropologists desire--and prob
ably many persons who are not-is that in friendly 
fashion this character of internationality may he
come not only effective but also accepted. 
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