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WALTER DOSTAL | 1928-2011

Walter Dostal was one of the most eminent representatives of German-speaking socio-cultural anthropo-
logy between the 1960s and the turn of the 20™%/21% centuries. His family’s experience as bilingual citizens
of Czechoslovakia (or: Bohemia) before and during World War II, their anti-Nazi orientation and the com-
munist takeover at the end of the war profoundly shaped Dostal’s engagement as a student and scholar. Born
in Grulich near Brno (Moravia, today: Czech Republic), Dostal moved to Vienna in 1945 where he began his
university studies in a field still called “Voelkerkunde” during the 1950’s. Those formative years in Dostal’s
career resulted in his clear rejection of speculative historicism and diffusionism, and in his preference for
ethnographic fieldwork and solid historical evidence. In spite of his critical stand regarding his teachers’
approaches, they decisively promoted and encouraged him during the early phases of his career — in particular
Robert Heine Geldern as a leading expert in the archaeology and historical anthropology of Asia, and Joseph
Henninger as the Arabia expert among the Vienna culture circle theory group.

After his doctoral thesis on groups of Semitic languages Dostal soon embarked upon fieldwork in the Arab-
speaking parts of the Middle East. His early empirical studies in the Arab Gulf countries during the 1950’s,
and in southern Yemen (early 1960°s) — both regions still under indirect British control at the time — in fact
made Dostal the world’s first professional socio-cultural anthropologist to carry out ethnographic fieldwork
in eastern and southern Arabia.

He established his reputation as an excellent analyst of ethnography and history already through his first
book (submitted as his Venia Docendi thesis) on the Bedouins in Southern Arabia. In 1965, he left his posi-
tion as curator of the Vienna Museum for Ethnology’s Middle Eastern Department to become the founding
professor in Switzerland’s capital at the Bern University’s Seminar for Ethnology, which he helped to build
up throughout the subsequent decade. In 1975, he returned from Switzerland to Vienna to take over Chair I
of what today is that University’s Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology.

His study of the market of San’a, and his co-editorship (with Georg Gruenberg) of the results from the
first Barbados conference on native Americans’ rights highlighted his growing interest in socio-economic
topics, and in what then were relevant new issues such as local markets, indigenous struggles, gender issues,
and questions of political power. — During the 1970s, Dostal also initiated together with Eugen Wirth, the
leading head of the German school of cultural geographers at Erlangen University, the “Geographers’ and
Anthropologists’ Working Group on Contemporary Islam”. Throughout the subsequent two decades, that
working group and its annual conferences functioned as one of the most relevant forces across German-
speaking academia for promoting, orienting and inspiring interdisciplinary research in the Middle East. As
chair of the Vienna department, Dostal further elaborated these interests through his publications on the
intersection between environment and society, his edited volume “On Social Evolution”, and his studies
on tribal organization and development in Arabia. Those years also showed that in several important ways,
Dostal for some time pursued a German-speaking version of what was contemporary neo-evolutionism in
North America and Western Europe.

After becoming a corresponding (1977) and a full member (1993) of the Austrian Academy of Sciences,
Dostal re-invigorated the field’s institutional unit there as well. Through the Academy’s Commission for Social
Anthropology, he promoted new fieldwork projects in Tibet and the Himalayan areas, in South East Asia,
and in South Arabia. Several generations of contemporary socio-cultural anthropologists in Vienna, Bern,
Germany, and elsewhere were his doctoral students, benefitting from his wide ethnographic expertise and
his competent reading of the disciplinary production in several languages other than German — comprising
English, French, Italian, Russian and Arabic. During his later years, Dostal continued his prolific publica-
tion activities, which included his book on equality and hierarchy in Arabia, his two volumes on the famous
Austrian 19" century Yemeni scholar Eduard Glaser (born in what today is the Czech Republic), and his
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two edited books on the southwestern provinces of Saudi-Arabia. After his retirement from the University of
Vienna Department in 1996, Dostal continued at the Austrian Academy of Sciences in helping to build the
current Institute for Social Anthropology’s precursor unit there. Walter Dostal will be remembered as one
of the pioneers in post-1945 German-speaking socio-cultural anthropology who decisively contributed to its
re-connection and integration into today’s global discipline, and as an eminent ethnographer of South Arabia.

Andre Gingrich and Helmut Lukas

Adapted after obituaries for Walter Dostal by Andre Gingrich, published in Almanach der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften 2012, 607-612 (with Helmut Lukas); Anthropos 107/1/2012, 167-169; EASA

Newsletter 54, September 2011, 18.
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11: 15-42.

Ein Beitrag zur Frage des religiosen Weltbildes der frithesten Bodenbauer Vorderasiens. Archiv
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The Evolution of Bedouin Life. Studi Semitici 2: 1-34.

Bemerkungen iiber meine Siidarabien-Reise (Oktober bis Dezember) 1960. Archiv fiir
Volkerkunde 15: 1-6.

Some Remarks Concerning the Batahira, a Social Inferior Tribe in Southern Arabia. Archiv fiir
Vélkerkunde 15: 7-9.

Uber Jagdbrauchtum in Vorderasien. Paideuma 8: 85-97.

Vorderasien. In: A. Lommel und O. Zerries (Hrsg.), JRO-Volkerkunde. Afrika— Amerika— Asien —
Australien — Ozeanien; pp. 47—69. Miinchen: JRO-Verlag.
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Paria-Gruppen in Vorderasien. Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie 89: 190—203.

Zur Frage der Konstanz von Kulturformen. In: E. Haberland, M. Schuster und H. Straube (Hrsg.),
Festschrift fiir Ad. E. Jensen. Teil 1; pp. 91-101. Miinchen: Klaus Renner Verlag.

Vorldufige Ergebnisse einer Untersuchung zur Feststellung der politischen Meinungsbildung in
Stidarabien. Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien 95: 1-21.

Die Beduinen in Siidarabien. Eine ethnologische Studie zur Entwicklung der Kamelhirtenkultur
in Arabien. Horn: Berger. (Wiener Beitrdge zur Kulturgeschichte und Linguistik, 16)

Zur Megalithfrage in Siidarabien. In: E. Graf (Hrsg.), Festschrift Werner Caskel. Zum 70. Ge-
burtstag gewidmet von Freunden und Schiilern; pp. 53—64. Leiden: Brill.

Zum Problem der Stadt- und Hochkultur im Vorderen Orient. Ethnologische Marginalien. Anth-
ropos 63/64: 227-260.

Umsturz und Verschworung. Dargestellt an drei Beispielen aus dem islamischen Raum — ein
ethnologischer Beitrag zur Phdnomenologie der Macht. Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen
Gesellschaft in Wien 99: 13—43.

Erfahrungen mit einem Situationsbilder-Test in Siidarabien. (Ein Beitrag zur Methodik der eth-
nographischen Datenerhebung.) Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien 100:
380—387.

The Significance of Semitic Nomads in Asia. In: Proceedings of the VIIIth International Congress
of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, 1968, Tokyo and Kyoto. Vol. 3: Ethnology and
Archaeology; pp. 312—316. Tokyo: Science Council of Japan.

Dorfstruktur — Soziale Ordnung — Subcultures. In: Alacahdyiik. Ethnographische Skizzen eines
Anatolischen Dorfes. Ergebnisse einer Feldiibung des Seminars fiir Ethnologie der Universitét
Bern. Jahrbuch des Bernisch Historischen Museums 47/48 (1967/68): 215-231.

Handwerker und Handwerkstechniken in Tarim (Siidarabien, Hadramaut). Gottingen: Institut fiir
den Wissenschaftlichen Film. (Publikationen zu wissenschaftlichen Filmen, Sektion V6lkerkunde —
Volkskunde; Ergdnzungsband, 3)

The Shihiih of Northern Oman. A Contribution to Cultural Ecology. Geographical Journal 138/1:
1-7.

Islam iikelerinde etnografi arastirmalari ve 6zellike etnografie Filim. Avusturya kiiltiir yayainlari
3, Etnografya ve Bilimsel Filimler (Istanbul): 11—-14.

Nomaden. In: K. Kreiser, W. Diem und H. G. Majer (Hrsg.), Lexikon der islamischen Welt. Bd. 2:
Gram—Nom; pp. 206—212. Stuttgart: Verlag W. Kohlhammer.

Quellenkritische Bemerkungen zum “Ethnographic Atlas”. Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen
Gesellschaft in Wien 104: 44-55.

Sozio-6konomische Aspekte der Stammesdemokratie in Nordost-Yemen. Soziologus 24: 1-15.
Theorie des dko-kulturellen Interaktionssystems. Anthropos 69: 409—444.
Two South Arabian Tribes: al-Qara and al-Harasis. Arabian Studies 2: 33—41.

Zur Kooperation zwischen Ethnologen, Kameramann und einheimischen Mitarbeitern bei der
ethnologischen Filmdokumentation. Wissenschaftlicher Film 17: 24-32.
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Arbeitsteilung und Kleidung, bzw. Tracht; pp. 61—86. Freiburg: Universititsverlag. (Kolloquien
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Interpretation der sozio-6konomischen Verhéltnisse siidarabischer Beduinen. In: P. Snoy (Hrsg.),
Ethnologie und Geschichte. Festschrift fiir Karl Jettmar; pp. 112—127. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner
Verlag. (Beitrdge zur Siidasien-Forschung, 96)

Some Remarks on the Ritual Significance of the Bull in Pre-Islamic South Arabia. In: R. L.
Bidwell and G. R. Smith (Hrsg.), Arabian and Islamic Studies. Articles presented to R. B. Ser-
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Editor’s Preface. In: W. Dostal (ed.), On Social Evolution; pp. 5—11.

Socio-Economic Formations and Multiple Evolution. In: W. Dostal (ed.), On Social Evolution;
pp. 170—183.



