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Introduction: The Historicization
of Anthropology

EMIKO OHNUKI-TIERNEY

Today an unprecedented degree of reflexivity is seen in the work not
only of anthropologists but also of scholars in many other disciplines.
Epistemologies of all textures and degrees—structuralism, Marxism,
hermeneutics, and phenomenology {with all the variants within
each), to name only a few—are alive in most disciplines, creating a
fertile if uneven landscape of competing and complementary theories
and methodologies. Scholars no longer have a dominant paradigm to
hang on to. Even more important, much of the academic reflexivity
we are seeing arises from the ending of the political and intellectual
hegemony of the West and the consequent reexamination of the “siz-
uation coloniale,” to use Balandier’s well-known phrase. Some say
this phenomenon is an expression of a crisis in anthropology in par-
ticular and in academia in general. Yet in many ways what we are
seeing is the exciting beginning of a new era for anthropology. A ma-
jor thrust in this new era is the incorporation of historical dimensions
in research, a result in part of the realization that there has never been
a culture without history and in part of a more serious attempt by
anthropologists to study so-called complex societies with long his-
torical traditions.

The Historicization of Anthropology

The rapprochement between history and anthropology is natural,
since the two disciplines share “the distancing of self” as a basic tenet.
Three decades ago, Braudel wrote: “With regard to the present, the
past too is a way of distancing yourself” (1980: 37). The past makes
us think about the present reflexively. And with an understanding of
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the past, the contours of the present suddenly become clearer. Thus,
the “other” that historians traditionally study has been temporally,
if not also spatially, distanced from the investigator’s culture. A his-
torian’s other, though, has often been situated within his or her own
cultural tradition: an English historian, for example, studies the his-
tory of another European society. The other that anthropologists
study is not only spatially distanced from themselves {see Cohn 1980,
1981) but also, usually, in a totally different cultural tradition. Schol-
ars in both disciplines choose the cultural other as their object of in-
vestigation, and their work often results in the reflexive examination
of self.!

To juxtapose historians and anthropologists, however, is simply to
reify an artificial boundary and to negate the “blurred genres” of the
contemporary academic scene (Geertz 1983). Even fieldwork, once
the unique province of anthropologists, has been effectively practiced
by historians, as exemplified by the work of Marc Bloch. If anthro-
pologists have stressed “proctological history,” to borrow from Ber-
nard S. Cohn (1980), so have contemporary historians, as expressed
in E.P. Thompson’s {1974) notion of plebeian culture. Furthermore,
we find no longer tenable such contrasts berween the two disciplines
as the historians’ emphasis on the exhaustive study of primary sources
before arriving at generalizations and the anthropologists’ eagerness
for analyses and interpretations to uncover patterns and structures.
Geertzian or not, anthropologists strive for “thick description,” just
as many historians are eager for generalizations.

Although mutual interest between anthropology and history is
long-standing, the recentinterest in historicizing anthropology is phe-
nomenal in its intensity and promises to be a lasting development. A
new type of historicized anthropology arises from the epistemolog-
ical reexamination of theories and methods undertaken in the current
climate of postcolonialism and postscientism. The shifting geapoli-
tics and the shifting paradigms are part and parcel of a phenomenon
that has affected both disciplines. In hindsight, anthropologists’ pre-
vious failure to tackle history seriously was due primarily to their co-
lonial mentalité. Perhaps not deliberately but nonetheless persis-
tently, they shared the Eurocentric belief that “nonliterate” peoples
did not really have a history. Lévi-Strauss’s well-known distinction

1For the view that anthropology is a quest for the self through the study of the other,
see Lévi-Strauss 1967: 17; Lévi-Strauss 1983: 36.
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between rapidly transforming “hot” societies and slow-moving
“cold” societies can easily translate to mean hot societies have history
and cold societies do not. A corollary assumption is that colonial con-
tacts produced the first drastic cultural or historical changes in these
cold societies, which presumably had had peaceful and unchanging
cultures for the preceding millennia.

Anthropologists are confronting the histories both of peoples who
had writing systems before colonial contacts and of those who did
not.? In the forefront in this endeavor are such figures as Vansina, who
has worked relentlessly to abolish “the zero-time fiction” (1970: 165)
by using oral tradition, art, and other such cultural institutions as his-
torical records (Vansina 1965, 1984, 1985). Furthermore, anthro-
pologists no longer specialize in nonliterate societies or in the cold
pockets of hot societies. Many have started to work in societies that
have had historical records for thousands of years. As a result, his-
torical information (or their experience with it) “recast(s] fieldwork
from a descriptive and conditional into a reflective and subjunctive
mode,” as Fernandez puts it in his paper in this volume. In the case
of literate peoples, anthropologists must also confront histories that
have been interpreted not only by native laypeople but by native
scholars, native historical schools, and native intellectual traditions
as well. The picture is, or should be, no longer that of a lone anthro-
pologist and his or her informants (or the infamous “my people”)
standing, or sitting, in a stark landscape devoid of intellectual tra-
ditions.* Anthropologists now see the omission was theirs.

If anthropologists have shifted gears, so have historians. The con-
cept of history, like fieldwork and anthropological representations in

2Some anthropologists reject a sharp distinction between the histories of nonliter-
ate and literate peoples. Others find the degree of difference in the availability of his-
torical sources to create significant differences between the two types of history. Atany
rate, the longue durée is not easily accessible for histories of nonliterate peoples.

31 add should here because of my disappointment that those at the forefront of this
reflexive endeavor reify the picture of anthropology as a Western discipline through
almost complete neglect of the intellectual traditions other than those of Western Eu-
rope—primarily French, British, and German—and through failure to more seriously
incorporate native intellectual traditions and native anthropologists. By native, 1 do
not wish to incur a false image of those “pure and uncontaminated Natives” plucked
out from some imagined remote or well-marked society. The world has been too dy-
namic and fluid to equate culture with society, and only the latter is a bounded political
entity.

This reservation aside, postmodernism has made a major contribution to anthro-

-pology. For a critical overview of the field, see Geertz 1988. See also Clifford 1983,
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general, has been placed under epistemological scrutiny. Left behind
is history “in the raw” and Ranke’s dictum of “wie es eigentlich gewe-
sen ist” (how things really were); now confronted are the “forms of
life” (Wittgenstein 1968) and “local knowledge” (Geertz 1983). Such
polarities as history from below versus history from above, event his-
tory versus serial history, the native view of history versus the out-
sider’s view of history all point to the complexity and multiplicity of
what we call history. Today anthropologists and historians alike em-
phasize “plebeian culture,” or “proctological history” (Cohn 1980),
without altogether negating the historical significance of events and
power holders {cf. Sahlins 1983).

As Edmund Leach illustrates in his paper in this volume, “records
do not become a part of history simply by happening to survive.” The
flow of time is continuous, while historical events, constructed by
people and professionals, punctuate it to create discontinuous “his-
tory.” Historical records themselves result from the subjective and
cultural sifting of perspectives, insights, and “facts.”” Any attempt at
historical representation, then, must take into account the subjectiv-
ity of those who made the record, written or oral, and the role of mem-
ory, along with other problems associated with such records of the
past (Vansina 1985).

In addition, historicity, or historical consciousness*—the cultur-
ally patterned way or ways of experiencing and understanding his-
tory—also plays an important role in constructing and representing
history.

The same subjective and cultural factors inherent in historical
texts—verbal and nonverbal—affect their interpretations, and both
historians and anthropologists are often unknowingly constrained by
their membership in a particular society at a particular period in his-
tory, by their gender, age, and class, and, most important, by the
power inequality that often exists between the observed and the in-
terpreters of history® Historiography in any intellectual tradition is

4 Although the term historical consciousness has been used more widely than the
term historicity, | use the latter to avoid the inference that how people think of and
experience history is always conscious.

$ Although recent literature focuses on the power inequality between Western co-
lonial states and the colonized, it is well to remember that there are or have been other
colonial powers in the world, such as Japan, and that power inequality is also present
within every society (for a detailed historical treatment of the so-called outcastes in
Japanese society in historical perspective see Ohnuki-Tierney 1987).
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not an objective science but is constrained by the same subjective,
cultural, and political factors.

In sum, any historical construction only partially represents the
multiplicity inherent in any culture in the past, and such constructions
are constrained by forces beyond the control of those who left the rec-
ords of the past, on the one hand, or of historians and anthropolo-
gists, on the other.

Although anthropologists of all persuasions have become involved
in historical studies of cultures, so-called Marxists and neo-Marxists
have been most active in this area. Recently, works by those who are
{for better or worse) called symbolic or semiotic anthropologists have
received particular attention, both within and outside anthropology.®
What the reader will find in this volume is evidence of the dynamic
complexity of “culture and history”—as presented by major figures
in symbolic/semiotic anthropology. It is well, however, not to make
a clear distinction between Marxists and symbolists, since, for ex-

. ample, Raymond Williams, E. P. Thompson, Bourdieu, and Gramsci
" are as symbolist as Sahlins is Marxist.

Each paper in this volume, not to mention the volume as a whole,
raises important issues and offers clear directions for further research
on culture mediated by history and history mediated by culture—a
new field of inquiry that transcends both history and anthropology.
No artificial unity—theoretical, thematic, or epistemological—has
been imposed on the articles. The articles, each in its own way, offer
an array of possibilities and different answers to the question of how
to historicize anthropology and anthropologize history. The strength
of the volume derives from a complementary diversity and tension.
Each paper, drawing on a particular culture, offers an original way
of penetrating that culture’s historical dimensions.

Within the diversity, however, certain concerns recur. Conse-
quently, the articles fall into two major categories: those concerned
with the historical representations and constructions of a particular
people and those concerned with epistemological questions of his-
toricity and historiography. Since the selection of the articles was

¢ This field used to be, and by some continues to be, called symbolic anthropology,
a term originally proposed by Peacock, a contributor to this volume. Other competing
labels include semiotic anthropology. While that label has the advantage of stressing
culture as a system of communication, it too is very broad, and practitioners represent
a wide variety of methodological and theoretical perspectives.
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based on theoretical concerns, a balanced representation of the
world’s geographic areas was accorded no priority. I am aware of the
potential problems raised by this decision, since certain theories often
arise from the ethnographic and historical knowledge of particular
geographic areas. On that premise, a balanced theoretical represen-
tation cannot be divorced from a balanced geographic representa-
tion. In addition, the problem of possible differences berween the his-
torical representations and constructions of people with written rec-
ords and those without could have been addressed more directly than
they were. The papers lean slightly more toward structuralism than
toward other persuasions. This slant occurs not by intention but be-
cause of the pragmatic need to include only those papers completed
in time. Again, however, the theoretical and epistemological frame-
works of the authors are too complex to pigeonhole.

Without pretending to provide an overview of the field of culture
and history,” the remainder of this Introduction delineates some of the
important issues in the field while introducing the major themes dis-
cussed in the individual papers that follow. The last paper in this vol-
ume is by Peter Burke, a social historian by profession, whose work
is as familiar to anthropologists as theirs is to him. After introducing
a history of unsuccessful attempts for rapprochement between an-
thropology and history, he discusses, with a particular emphasis on
studies of “symbols,” fruitful interactions between the two disciplines
in the recent past.

Throughout this Introduction, the term history is used to refer to
an interpretation or construction that attempts to represent the past
on the basis of information from the past.

Historical “Transformations” and Processes

There are two basic questions in any historical study. First, in what
way does a culture change over time, and in what way does it remain
stable? Second, how does a culture change? What is the process that

7 As expected, different reviewers asked why 1 did not discuss Evans-Pritchard’s
work, the Birmingham school, and so forth. This field is enormous in scope and grow-
ing rapidly. There are innumerable publications in anthropology, social history, ge-
ography, and other traditional academic disciplines, including a number of journals:
Ethnohistory (whose articles tend to discuss historicity, rather than historical process)
and Comparative Studies in Society and History, to mention only two.
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drives the historical transformation of a society or a culture? I shall
address these two issues here while introducing the papers by Sahlins,
Ortner, Fernandez, and myself.

Levels of change. When treating the question of change versus sta-
bility in a society, it is important to identify the level at which changes
take place, that s, to distinguish between changes or transformations
at the basic level and those at a more superficial level. This quest is
closely related to the time frame given to a historical investigation.
During a short period of time, changes at the basic level are almost
never discernible. If they are, they often misdirect assessments of en-
during changes, which can be identified only if the investigator ex-
amines historical processes over a very long period of time—that is,
over a time qualitatively long enough for the particular case under
study; quantitatively, the time period will differ from case to case.

This question obviously relates to Braudel’s distinction between
“surface oscillations” and “long-term transformations.” Braudel,
Bloch, Le Roy Ladurie, and most scholars of the Annales school stress
the enduring nature of the structure of society and culture. Structure
for these historians endures through a long period of time. Thus, for
Braudel, as for others, the basic structure is not only deep but is also,
by definition, of longue durée (Braudel 1980) or motionless (Le Roy
Ladurie 1977). Ironically, on this point the Annales scholars depart
radically from Lévi-Strauss, under whose influence they became
“practicing structuralists” (Skinner 1985). For Lévi-Strauss, whose
structure is synchronic, history is “irrational,” and there are in his-
torical changes only “structural or structurable islands” that “bathe
in an ocean of random phenomena not amenable to structural analy-
sis” (quoted in Bucher 1985:363).

Because of the primacy of the temporal duration, Braudel defined

“the “structure of the long run,” or longue durée, in contrast to two
shorter spans: the conjuncture, which covers a decade or up to a cen-
tury, and the event, which entails only a short span of time when
“surface oscillations” are most conspicuous {Braudel 1980; see also
Furet 1972: especially 54—55; Le Goff 1972). His well-known triadic
scheme is divided on the basis of temporal duration. The specific na-
ture of the historical changes involved in the longue durée, the con-
juncture, and the event, respectively, is therefore a corollary. Thus, the
perennial question in anthropology and history of whether the struc-



8 EMIKO OHNUKI-TIERNEY

ture can “transcend the individual and the particular event” (Braudel
1980: 6—11) hinges on the magnitude of different time scales.

Studying a culture over a long period of time allows the strategic
advantage of examining the question of change versus stability, often
phrased as the problem of plus ¢a change, plus c’est la méme chose.
For some scholars, such a study is the only way to determine whether
short-term changes are really powerful enough to change the struc-
ture(s) of meaning in a culture. As Ricoeur forcefully stated, “History
characterized by short, rapid, nervous oscillations” is “richest in hu-
manity” although “the most dangerous” (1980: 11). It is dangerous,
that is, if the oscillations are mistaken for enduring basic changes.

Systematic studies of historical changes over long periods of time,
though limited in number; point to the stability of the basic structure
of a culture. In a study of the Balinese state, Clifford Geertz, an
avowed antistructuralist, emphasizes the “transcriptions of a fixed
ideal” for a period of nearly 600 years. In fact, in Negara, his major
historical work, Geertz is willing to see regularities and patterns.
Thus, he explains that in the new approach to history, historical
changes are seen to consist of “a fow but patterned alteration” and
to be “the formal, or structural patterns of cumulative activity”
(1980: 5). A collaborative work by De Creamer, Vansina, and Fox
(1976} indicates that Central African cultural patterns have been flex-
ible burt stable and that the common religion has been remarkably
stable, likely for millennia. In a general statement about history, Brau-
del writes that “the social content can renew itself almost completely
without ever reaching certain deep-seated structural characteristics”
and that “some structures” become “stable elements for an infinite
number of generations” (Braudel 1980: 12, 31).

Whatever one’s basic stance, such studies involve considerable
time depth and pose a difficult problem in research, requiring a stra-
tegic focus on certain key issues. Of particular importance is the
micro-macro linkage—a window, as I call it. It is a specific cultural
activity—a symbol, a ritual, or a trade, for example—that enables a
researcher to tap into the essentials of macro changes in the given cul-
ture and society, as Keith Thomas (1971) did by focusing on the mi-

8Besides such scholars as Boon (1977) and Hunt (1977), anthropologists who deal
with long periods of time have tended to be so-called Marxian and neo-Marxiaan an-
thropologists, with their emphasis on historical materialism. They include Mintz
(1986), Schneider (1978), and Wolf (1982).
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crophenomenon of witches to reach an understanding of the macro-
phenomenon of the decline of magic in general.

The authors of the first four papers in this volume all address the
question of structural transformations: Sahlins for Hawaii, Orter
for Nepal, Fernandez for Spain, and myself for Japan. Each chooses
a strategic window to examine significant aspects of changes: Sahlins
_chooses trade; Ortner, monastery founding; Fernandez, “enclosure”
metaphors; and myself, the monkey as metaphor of self.

Sahlins tackles the question of structural transformations by stra-
tegically focusing on a dramatic period of Hawaiian history
(1810—30), when “the moment of a structural break” took place.
Rather than treating Hawaii as a closed system, Sahlins situates it
within the context of international commerce and the development
of Western capitalism and its expansion into the rest of the world.
Thus, “the structure of conjuncture” involves the Hawaiians, the Brit-
ish, and the Americans, as well as the Chinese and the Native Amer-
icans of the Pacific Northwest. Sahlins sees in the conjuncture a
“mythopraxis,” whereby a cosmological scheme meets the pragmat-
ics at a critical historical conjuncture.

The strategy taken by Ortner in her long-term study of the culture
of the Nepalese Sherpas is to examine “key scenarios,” which she de-
fines as “preorganized schemes of action, symbolic programs for the
staging and playing out of standard social interactions in a particular
culture.” According to her interpretation, the key scenario, with its
major characteristics, is invoked and acted upon in a variety of con-
texts and over a long time—definitely since the eighteenth century—
right down to the present. Key scenarios are not a straitjacket im-
posed by culture. Like Sahlins's mythopraxis, they are enacted in
practice. For example, during the twentieth-century founding of the
monasteries the two actors followed the key scenario while treating
the world system as a resource.

The papers by Fernandez and myself most directly address the
question of the symbolic longue durée. Both of us choose dominant
metaphors of the self defined in relation to the other in the respective
culture and then link changes in the form and meaning of these met-
aphors to macrochanges in culture and society—privatization for
Fernandez and secularization for myself—over a long period of time.
Fernandez anchors his problem of long-term macrochanges—“the
great Western European shift toward agrarian individualism” as
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manifested in rural Spain—in specific symbolic forms (a key to a
house, a dooryard, a field gate, field markers, and the public pastur-
age in the mountain passes) that represent markers between the self
and the other. Thus, the changing meaning of the symbols sensitively
expresses the great waves of modernity—increasing privatization and
loss of communal rights—which indeed transformed these symbols
into metaphors of “enclosures” in Marx’s sense. The objects are
deeply involved in the changes that are simultaneously symbolic-
conceptual and economic-political-social.

A similar interest in understanding a culture through a long period
motivated me to study the monkey metaphor in Japanese culture
from the eighth century to the present. My choice of a micro scene is
the meaning of the monkey, which is a reflexive symbol for the jap-
anese that sensitively registers macrochanges in Japanese culture and
society, which in turn have undergone changes as a result of series of
conjunctures, earlier with northeast China and later with the world
at large.

To effectively study the long-term changes of culture, anthropol-
ogists need a tighter concept of “transformation.” My theoretical
concern is how to understand structural transformations as diach-
rony. | use the term diachrony to refer to historical changes, as orig-
inally used by the Prague school, rather than to temporal sequences
in speech, as used by Lévi-Strauss? Structural principles provide only
possible directions for change, but they do not dictate a particular
type of transformation. Therefore, by focusing on the question of why
a particular transformation takes place at a particular historical pe-
riod and then comparing this type of transformation with another,
one can approach the question of structural transformation as his-
torical change. Put the other way, we must distinguish structural re-
productions from structural transformations in which we can iden-
tify such historical changes as modernization and secularization that
are nonetheless structural transformations.

These four papers offer three divergent research strategies for long-
term changes in culture. Sahlins targets a historical moment of struc-
tural break. Ortner examines the recurrence of key scenarios. Fer-
nandez and I focus on a dominant metaphor that offers a key to the

?For an incisive analysis of the concept of transformation in linguistics and a cri-
tique of its use by Lévi-Strauss, see Ingold 1986; Turner 1977.



