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Call for papers 
 

 

 

Aesthetic practices  
Learning, transmission, sociality 

 

 

 

 

Coordination 

 

Eva Carpigo, anthropologist, associate researcher at the Interdisciplinary Laboratory in Cultural 

Studies (UMR7069 - LinCS), University of Strasbourg, 

Helena Prado, anthropologist, contractual lecturer at the University of Strasbourg, Institute of 

Ethnology, Interdisciplinary Laboratory in Cultural Studies (UMR7069 - LinCS)  

 

 

Argument 

 

Present in every known human society since prehistoric times1 (Taborin, 2004), aesthetic 

practices have not ceased to attract the interest of the human and social sciences2 . What do we 

mean by "aesthetic practices" in this call for papers? All operations on the human body that 

involve appearance and aim to modify it or, on the contrary, to maintain it in its current state: 

shape, volume, appearance, smell, consistency, texture, roughness, colour. The anthropologist 

Francesco Remotti, for example, has listed twenty-three categories of interventions on the body 

that have an impact on bodily appearance and on the presentation of oneself in society, to which 

we can refer: external objects, grooming, perfume, cosmetics and body paints, modelling of 

skin appendages (hair, nails, hair), modelling of muscle structure, modelling of bone structure 

from the outside, modelling of behaviour, modelling of voice, tattoos, scarification, burns and 

skin marking perforation and insertion of external objects, teeth trimming, amputations, genital 

surgery, modern cosmetic surgery, feeding and dieting, chemical and hormonal interventions, 

interventions in view of death, treatment of the corpse, production and treatment of human 

remains, dissolution (Remotti, 2013: 85). These interventions can be carried out on a daily or 

ad hoc basis (events) (Gélard, 2008; Faivre 1989).  

 

 
1  Archaeologists interpret them as an indication of the development of symbolic thinking for hominids.  
2 This recent vigour can be observed in Europe, mainly through the university networks "Beauty Demands" 

(Birmingham, England), "Corps et Beauté" (France), "Politics of beauty" (Cambridge, England), "Beauty and the 

norm" (Bayreuth, Germany) and "Corps meurtris, beaux et subversifs" (France). Cosmetics companies have 

acted as patrons, financing initiatives such as the Nivea Observatory and the "Chaire Beauté(s)" (L'Oréal, PSL 

University). 
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Contemporary debates on aesthetic practices focus mainly on the political issues surrounding 

aesthetic norms, and on the social injunctions linked to appearance and beautification3 

particularly for women (Bartky, 1982, 1990; Morgan, 1991; Remaury, 2000; Bordo, 2003; 

Muñiz, 2010, 2011, 2012; Rodriguez-Cabrera et al. 2015; Amadieu, 2016; see also in the 

mainstream literature: Wolf, 2002; Chollet, 2012). These practices would be a form of 

alienation to be denounced and fought (Lipovetsky, 1997; Sullivan, 2001; Jeffreys, 2005; Elliott 

and Lemert, 2006; Lash, 2008; Gotman, 2016). Beautification  in contemporary urban societies 

is seen by some authors as a consumption constraint whose satisfaction would be impossible to 

achieve. Some critical researchers go so far as to denounce the discriminatory (Rhode, 2009), 

harmful and misogynistic (Pitts-Taylor, 2003, 2007;) or even racist (Muñiz, 2013) character of 

aesthetic practices - even though they are voluntary. Some of these authors suggest that taking 

care of one's appearance is pathological, as a sign of exacerbated narcissism or 

dysmorphophobia. 

On the contrary, the anthropological approach makes it possible to consider the investment in 

bodily appearance as a complex research object, rich in meanings (Blanchard et al., 2008; 

Boëtsch et al., 2010; Bromberger, 2010; Müller, 2013) and symbolic values (Héritier, 2003; 

Laurent, 2010; Remotti, 2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2013, 2018)4 . The work of appearance, 

which is part of a staging of the self in society (Goffman, 1973), underlines a membership or 

affiliation to different social groups (De Fontanès and Delaporte, 1981; Boëtsch and Chevé, 

2002, Edmonds, 2009, 2010; Taussig, 2012; Holliday and Elfving-Kwan 2012; Holliday et al, 

2017; Desjeux, 2018; Desjeux and Xiaomin, 2020; Puig, 2021) or, more broadly, it indicates 

an adherence of groups to certain shared values (Bartholeyns, 2011; Descola, 2021). We can 

therefore study these particularisms through the study of the social and cultural inscription of 

aesthetic practices.  

It is a hallmark of anthropology to question the emic meaning of practices. Given the obvious 

importance that the work of appearance assumes for societies - with a considerable investment 

of time, money and resources - it is crucial to question the benefits and supposed advantages 

that these practices confer on individuals and groups. From this perspective, aesthetic practices 

can reveal the aesthetic experience of actors (Gimlin, 2012), the performative character of these 

practices (Carpigo, 2018b), the expression of a feminist sisterhood (Martin, 2014), forms of 

resilience, reinvention, integration, political resistance or negotiation of norms (Parker, 2010), 

but also possibilities for social mobility, sociability and agentivity (Faivre, 1998; Liotard, 2016; 

Deshoullière and Dziubinska, 2017; Davis, 1994, 1997, 2007; Silhouette-Dercourt, 2017; 

Prado, 2018).  

 
3 It seems to us necessary to approach the concept of embellishment with caution, as it is always relative to 

the representations of the interlocutors. Researchers sometimes analyse it as a 'promise of improvement' or as a 

search for 'optimisation' of the self (Dalgalarrondo and Fournier, 2019). 
4 In the past,  the journal Ethnologie Française has devoted two issues to the languages and images of the 

body, apprehended in a global manner (1976) and to physical appearance as a social reality (1989). More 

generally, the academic field has seen the emergence of interdisciplinary publications on the modification of 

appearance for aesthetic purposes (Czechowski and Nahoum-Grappe, 1987; Bartholeyns, 2011; Carpigo, 2018a, 

2018b; Jarrin and Pussetti, 2021), which testify to multiple fields and theoretical approaches to the critique of the 

concepts of appearance, biopolitics, cosmetics, bodily capital, and performance. Drawing on anthropological 

research, some of them reflect on the aestheticisation of the self and the development of an 'aesthetic sense' as a 

cultural behaviour common to several animal species and not only to humans (Bartalesi, 2012, 2015, 2017).  
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The public display of the body is always coupled with exchanges, transmissions and 

experiments previously carried out in private, with relatives, peers or beauty operators5 . These 

dimensions of transmission, sharing, invention and aesthetic experimentation are of particular 

interest to us. Far from being reduced to the experience of physical pain linked to the 

transformation of the flesh or the application of orthoses, they frequently reveal a certain 

pleasure, or even amusement, linked to the creation of new aesthetic interfaces and to the social 

circulations they allow.  

From this perspective, whether they produce conformist or subversive aesthetics, aesthetic 

choices are always imbued with a matrix of meaning (Le Breton, 1991, 2013; Héritier, 2006; 

Héritier and Xanthakou, 2004).  

 

 

Objectives of the issue 

 

Understanding and revealing the meanings invested by people in aesthetic practices are the 

main objectives of this issue. We are interested in the behind-the-scenes symbolic and social 

sharing inherent in the aesthetic investment of the body. In doing so, we question the dynamics 

of strengthening social ties that are played out through participation (learning, transmission, 

teaching, experimentation, performance, exchange) in the work and games of appearance.  

In what contexts are aesthetic practices a resource for individuals, groups and peoples to live 

better? In what circumstances can aesthetic choices help individuals to adapt to social relations 

and integrate into society? On what occasions does the aestheticisation of the body favour 

processes of anchoring and negotiating identity? 

We favour contributions that bring out the emic meanings around aesthetic body practices, 

based on direct observation in the field. We invite the authors to pay particular attention to the 

privileged relationships and moments of sharing that are established between people who 

participate in an aesthetic technique (whether they are beauty operators or recipients) but also 

to the socialising or re-socialising effects (reinsertion, social reintegration, feeling of better 

being) inherent in these aesthetic processes.  

This call is particularly addressed to ethnologists and anthropologists, regardless of the 

populations and societies studied, but it is also open to all research in social sciences and 

humanities that is anchored in an in-depth field whose methodology will be effectively 

explained. In order to facilitate the task of writing for the authors, we propose different thematic 

entries to orientate more easily the structuring of the issue.  

 

 

Thematic areas 

 

1. Transmission of techniques and exchanges around aesthetics. Like other techniques, 

aesthetic practices are carried out in chains of operation, in a succession of steps and in 

sometimes long processes with the aim of obtaining a given result. From the planning of the 

modification, the search for the right ingredients or materials, to the exchange and trade of the 

latter between groups, to the execution of appearance modification practices, in what way do 

 
5 By "beauty operators" we mean any professional or non-professional recognised, in a given context, as an 

expert in the work of body appearance and body beauty. 
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these shared moments and paths constitute the establishment of privileged links between the 

different actors involved? How are the learning and transmission of appearance techniques 

configured in the light of different socio-cultural contexts, the diversity of actors (age, gender, 

origin) and new biographical, historical, social and economic configurations? What social links 

are created or strengthened through the sharing of aesthetic practices?  

 

2. Traditions and aesthetic bricolage. The transmission of these techniques and know-how 

can be part of a companionship dynamic (Adell, 2020), thus responding to a repetition of certain 

criteria considered as 'beautiful', as well as the respect of a particular style and know-how 

inherited from a tradition. At other times, the work on appearance is done in a more creative 

and sometimes trial-and-error manner. Individuals or groups take the initiative to experiment, 

to try out different styles and techniques, in short to "tinker". This dynamic process of trial and 

error reflects the creativity of actors and groups. How can we interrogate the dimension of the 

inheritance of an aesthetic style or technique, articulating it with the creativity shown by 

individuals and groups? What analysis can we develop around the evolution, adaptation and 

mutation of aesthetic criteria and techniques, according to reinterpretations, crossbreeding, 

hybridisation or creative bricolage?  

 

3. Contexts and socialities around appearance work. The sharing of aesthetic techniques 

enables new socialities and the establishment of links. It takes place in family, professional, 

friendship, peer or online contexts. We can analyse these multiple contexts by their different 

meanings. For example, the sharing of a "grandmotherly", "traditional" or "ancestral" cosmetic 

recipe seems to be charged with symbolism, affect but also with an important cultural 

dimension. In another, virtual, context, "beauty youtubers" have built up real flourishing 

businesses and created virtual communities thanks to the sharing of make-up or style tutorials 

on the internet. The members of these "communities" create and maintain links based on their 

aesthetic practices; they can exchange and meet online (forums, networks) or in meetings. Can 

we compare the contexts of aesthetic sharing, grasp their particularities or their similarities? 

What issues are at stake in the birth of groups and "communities" around the aesthetic work of 

bodies?  

 

4. Committed, militant, artistic sharing. Adherence to or abandonment of an aesthetic 

practice can be factors that unite individuals (users or beauty operators) in more formal 

associations or collectives. For example, the association of "failed or successful" cosmetic 

surgery patients6 , the nappy (natural happy) movement which advocates the abandonment of 

straightening for a "return to naturalness" of Afro hair, etc. Sometimes this sharing is motivated 

by ethical or militant commitments, such as zero waste collectives, slow cosmetics, Do-It-

Yourself, organic or vegan cosmetics (not tested on animals and without products of animal 

origin), made in France or the inclusion of the diversity of the public (different types and colours 

of skin, hair, etc.) How is a social commitment expressed through everyday aesthetic choices? 

What values do we transmit when we teach people to take care of their appearance? How can 

we question these new body militantisms and the social links that result from them? 

 

 

 
6 The ARCHES (Association des Ratés et réussites de la Chirurgie Esthétique) http://assoarches.com 
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5. Aesthetic tourism, circulation of goods and people. The work of appearance implies the 

exchange of raw materials, accessories or services which are part of a national (interregional) 

but also global commercial network. Whether it is the trade in cosmetics or clothing and 

accessories, the fitting of dental veneers, cosmetic surgery or hair implant surgery, this 

circulation of techniques and cosmetic or fashion products occurs at the same time as a 

circulation of people in the context of an increasingly important "aesthetic tourism". How can 

we envisage these new networks of transnational exchanges - of consumption but also of 

training and learning - around aesthetics? What new socialities and advantages does the 

globalized consumption of products and services related to appearance confer? 

 

 

Contributions can be situated at the intersection of the analysis of categories of gender, class, 

religion, nationality, culture, age, 'race', etc. Finally, we encourage the authors to reflect on the 

evolutions and adaptations of these "aesthetic socialities" in the light of certain major societal 

upheavals or forms of social "resistance" (e.g. armed conflicts, migratory contexts, the 

pandemic of COVID-19, humanitarian crises).  

 

 

Instructions and timetable 

 

Proposals for contributions (title and abstract of 4,000 to 6,000 characters, including 

bibliographic references, in French or English) are expected by 25 June 2022. They should 

mention the main lines of demonstration as well as the material (surveys and/or archives) 

mobilised and should be accompanied by a bio-bibliographical note of the author. 

 

They should be sent to the coordinators of the dossier: Eva Carpigo (ecarpigo@gmail.com) and 

Helena Prado (helenamprado@gmail.com). 

  

The selection of proposals will be sent to the authors at the beginning of July 2022.  

The final texts (35,000 to 70,000 characters max., including spaces and bibliography) must be 

sent before 31 October 2022.  

The publication of this issue of French Ethnology is planned for the autumn of 2023. The  

formatting of the selected articles will be based on the journal's note to authors: 

http://ethnologie-francaise.fr/proposer-un-varia/ 
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