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The Culture Concept Historicized

Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, University of Wisconsin-Madison

This fine collection of articles represents the mature scholarship we are
now beginning to see in anthropology after turbulent decades. The articles
represent theoretically informed rich ethnography or ethnographically in-
formed theoretical deliberations. Since Robert Foster provides excellent
commentaries on each essay, I opt for a few salient theoretical issues com-
mon to all essays. They are interrelated themes of history making and
agency in the debate over the local and the global, and, ultimately, the cul-
ture concept in the context of historical anthropology.

Historical Anthropology:
A Sketch of Recent Developments

A major push for historical anthropology in the recent past took place at
the time when so-called postmodernism and poststructuralism were shak-
ing anthropology from its foundation.! The “postmodern turn” in our field
cast a double helix on the “historic turn” in anthropology.

On the one hand, the attack on the “ethnographic present,” although
neither original nor new, was a powerful reminder that we must histori-
cize anthropology. On the other hand, postmodernism and poststructural-
ism emphasized (1) destabilizing and decentering (of the power structure,
etc.); (2) partiality, fragmentation, multiplicity, contingency, ambiguity in-
stead of the “whole” and “permanency”; and (3) indeterminacy (refusal to
acknowledge the authorial meaning) and la différence (a rejection of seman-
tic closure). These emphases, let alone the negation of “totalizing” and
“essentializing” constructions, are in themselves not matters with which

Ethnobistory 52:1 (winter 2005)
Copyright © 2005 by the American Society for Ethnohistory.



180 Emiko Obnuki-Tierney

scholars of any persuasion would disagree. However, taken as a whole, they
created a tendency to discourage any study of collectivity that suggested
coherence, order, structure, and permanency. Thus culture, history, nation,
and the like were out the window.

In addition to these characteristics ascribed to postmodernity, an-
other proposition as a marker of “condition of postmodernity” relates
more directly to historical anthropology. It is the proposition of “the spa-
tialization of the temporal” as the “great transformation” and the spatial-
isms as “historically original in the postmodern” (Jameson 1993 [1991]:
156). Coupled with the rejection of grand theories, this proposition can
lead to the dissolution of “grand narratives” that establish links between
the past, present, and future. Discontinuity, rupture, and similar terms/
concepts also can contribute to discourage historical inquiries. I return to
this point in the concluding section.

Through these tortured developments, anthropologists produced, if I
may commit a sin of crude categorization, two types of historical anthro-
pology: those examining culture as historical processes and those con-
cerned with history making.? As for the first category, ambitious works by
historical anthropologists, published primarily in the 1980s, became clas-
sics in anthropology in general. Stanley Tambiah (1976) has been a most
sustained and productive scholar whose attempts to historicize anthro-
pology grappled with culture and polity as long historical processes of
peoples with written histories, combined with his Weberian emphasis both
on agency and affective dimensions of human behavior. Clifford Geertz’s
(1980) theater state became influential beyond anthropology, while Mar-
shall Sahlins (1981, 1985) addressed the Braudelian “structure and conjunc-
ture,” providing energy to this field. As did Sahlins on Hawaii, Sally Falk
Moore (1986) situated the Chagga at the confluence of global flows and
proposed a methodology to examine a period of about a century—a study
that was neither just at the ethnographic present nor a Braudelian longue
durée® With “history in the air,” I organized the Wenner-Gren Founda-
tion conference “Culture through Time” in 1981 and subsequently edited a
volume with the same title (Ohnuki-Tierney 1990).

Those on the side of political economy have been in the forefront of
historical anthropology. Sidney Mintz (198s), though never sympathetic to
those of us on the culture side, has written one of the most widely read
books in and outside of anthropology. The work of Eric Wolf (e.g., 1982)
was always historical. He consistently nudged us on the culture side to con-
nect our interpretations to power. He too has succeeded in reaching out
to nonanthropological readers, including historians. Always keenly aware
of culture and symbols, from his early work on the Virgin of Guadalupe
(2001 [1958]), to the flower wars of the Aztec, to National Socialist Ger-

The Culture Concept Historicized 181

many (1999), Wolf, deeply informed by his own fexperiepce, examined the
role of political and cultural power and power {nequghty, global as.v.vell
as within a given society. This focus on the relatlgnshlp bgmeen pohtl'cal
economy and culture has become an anthropological tr.admon, produc?mg
fine works such as that of Jane Schneider (1978), with its m.emorable .tx.tle,
«Peacocks and Penguins,” in which she came down on the side of political
economy as the determining factor for the choice of black as the color of
mourning (see also Schneider and Schneider 1996). Toward the epd of the
decade, William Roseberry (1989) also put together a fine collectlgn of his
articles, with a sympathetic but critical examination of Geertz’s interpre-
tive approach.* ‘ .

The second type of historical anthropology,'hlstc.)ry making, encom-
passes a large variety of endeavors that focus on hlstorlcal' actors in a given
sociopolitical context. The traditional strength of our d{scq.)hne of close
field observation with an eye on that particular point in time has pro-
duced excellent works, whether or not they are influenced by postmodern-
ists’ reminders. Today hardly any historian or anthropglo.gist. believes in t’l;le
Rankian positivism of wie es eigentlich gewesen (“tell.lt llkt? it really was™).
Histories are always products of a highly complex‘dlalectlc between mul-
tiple forces: for example, historical actors turning into agents {see b.elow);
dialectics between internal and external/global factors in world hlstox:y;
and political processes that put some historical “fa.cts” in Walter Benja-
min’s (1968 [1950]) dustbin of history while promoting others to the fore-
ground (for details, see Ohnuki-Tierney 1990, 2002 ). In balance, we have
seen more works in this category than the former as the 1990s pushed on.

Globalization inaugurated the anthropology of thexggos from ths very
beginning, with publications by Arjun Appafiurai (1991), Jonathan Fried-
man (1990), Ulf Hannerz (1987, 1992), Akhil Gupta and ]amgs Fnguson
(1992), and many others. Like postmodernism or posts'tr.uctfn'ahsm in gen-
eral, the globalization had both a negative and a positive impact on his-
torical anthropology. The emphases on deterritorialization, borderlessness,
and transnationalism led some to deny histories, even in the plural, of a
particular people. For some, having denied any system or structure in a cul-
ture, historical discontinuity is the logical conclusion. If there is no order of
any kind, continuity is an irrelevant concept. .

There has been a long scholarly tradition of studying global forces.
Although Marx may not come to our mind first in this regard, he saw
his time to be the time of globalization through the spread of.capltahsm.
Because of this threat, he hoped to see a borderless world in which worker.s
from everywhere in the world would unite for their own defense. Hence his
famous manifesto “The working men have no country” (Marx and Epgels
1989 [1848]: 26) and his infamous disregard of nationalism. In addition,
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unlike Immanuel Wallerstein, for whom the ceaseless accumulation of capi-
tal was the only logic of his world system, Marx (1989 [1852]: 12) in fact
foresaw the importance of consumption in his Manifesto when he declared
that the “cheap prices of its commodities” were “heavy artillery” to “batter
down all Chinese walls.”

Among historians, the Urtext, too famous to be introduced, is the
study of the Mediterranean world during the second half of the sixteenth
century by Fernand Braudel (1972, 1973 [1949]). If not global in a positivis-
tic sense, it was global at that time when the Mediterranean world engulfed
even China at its Far Eastern end. For historians, for whom archival records
are bread and butter, Lucien Fevre and Henri Martin’s (1976) The Coming
of the Book: The Impact of Printing 1450-1800 blazed the trail of the diffu-
sion of print culture, followed by Benedict Anderson (1991), who exam-
ined the impact of print culture from its beginning in 1459 and its role in
the rise of nationalism, which he erroneously, in the views of some, linked
with modernity (Kelly 1998; see also Ohnuki-Tierney 2002). In geography,
where the notion of map is an equivalent to archives for historians, David
Harvey (1995 [1990}), a cultural geographer turned anthropologist, found
the introduction of the Ptolemaic map in Florence in 1400 as the watershed
when the world became a global unityj; its temporal parallel is the spread
of the Gregorian calendar, hence his well-known concept of “time-space
compression” with the spread of capitalism.

The Urtexts in anthropology of global forces are numerous and distin-
guished, including Mintz 1985; Moore 1986; Sahlins (esp. 1988); Vansina
1966, 1990; and Wolf 1982. Sidney Mintz (1985) told us how the entire
tropical New World was colonized because of the “acquired taste” of sugar
by the Europeans. Mintz’s new and old worlds were crisscrossed with the
transnational/global flows in various directions, as was the work of Mar-
shall Sahlins (1988). The slave trade between the African continent and the
New World certainly was a major global force, as studied by many scholars.

These scholars recognized how a particular global flow profoundly
changed the local. They treated the global and international flows of his-
torical forces as the essence of historical processes.

Importantly, these anthropologists did not see these historical pro-
cesses to produce the likeness across cultures, with the exception of those
who followed the Wallersteinian world systems approach. Geertz (1967)
quite early on led the assault on structuralism in “The Cerebral Savage: On
the Work of Claude Lévi-Strauss” and foreshadowed some of the claims by
postmodernists. Yet, stressing “local knowledge” (Geertz 1983), he cham-
pioned “anti anti-relativism” (Geertz 1984).

The recent scholars of globalization identify the likeness neither in the
psychic unity of humankind —a view to locate the likeness at the individual
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level across cultures—nor in the cultural universals, since both of them are
conceptualized within the “old” paradigm that presupposes the presence of
a culture. The new approach is to locate the likeness in “global culture” due
to the flow of information and image. The concept of global culture is predi-
cated upon the rejection of the anthropological concept of culture in the
past that is thought to be tied to a territorial entity of a nation or a society,
each culture constituting its own distinctiveness. In contrast, global culture
is shared by peoples of different nation-states. It is borderless. Appadu-
rai (1991: 197-98) advocates “cosmopolitan ethnography,” which he also
calls “macroethnography,” to study “the global cultural order, created by
cinema, television, and VCR technology.” George Marcus (1998) advocates
multisited ethnography. Some historians turned to global history (Mazlish
1993; Schifer 1993) or global community (Iriye 2002).

For Appadurai (1990: 2), “the revolution of print capitalism” is “only
[a] modest precursor to the world we live in now.” A new globalization
development in history, anthropology, and other fields is to declare a new
period; the present is qualitatively different from the past.

According to Hannerz (1987; 1992: 262), only today in “the world of
creolisation” do we see the emergence of creole cultures with mixed origins
of forms, which eventually lead to a global homogenization of culture. Like
Appadurai, Hannerz emphasizes the constant movements of people that
result in cosmopolitanism whereby people on the move become at home in
various cultural settings. .

Another locus of the likeness is the global culture of consumption
and desire created by late capitalism and seen everywhere in the world.
Marx predicted it, and Mintz examined it with a dazzling erudition. But
again the new emphasis is not on how capitalism—its system of produc-
tion, consumption, and desire —is locally received, but on how to locate the
likeness—people consumed by their desire—across the locals in the global
culture. In addition, the emphasis on desire is closely tied with identity.
Friedman (1990) goes so far as to suggest that the construction of self-
identity of an individual is wrapped up in consumption and that this is a
universal pattern. '

Against these propositions, in his Waiting for Foucault, Still (2002
[1993]) and “Two or Three Things That I Know about Culture” (1998),
Sahlins has been quite explicit, with a great deal of humor, however, against
the claims of postmodernists as having discovered something new.’

Subjects, Agents, Identities, and History Making

The second major theme of this volume is history making and the role of
individuals. The importance of the individual has enjoyed a long tradition
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in the social sciences. Marcel Mauss (1979 [1938]) pioneered in this field
through his discussion of the role ( personnage) versus the self (personne)
although he erroneously placed his argument in the social evolutionar):
the(?ry. The persuasive power that Pierre Bourdieu, a sociologist by pro-
fession, enjoyed even after postmodernism became influential in anthro-
pology is due to his emphasis on practice (Bourdieu 1977 {1972]) and a
concrete model he offered to examine the transformations and reproduc-
tions of a structure, for example, the French class structure, conceptualized
as a symbolic system (Bourdieu 1984 [1979]). For this reason, Bourdieu
empha§izes that his “agents” are not subjects or transcendental subjects but
are acting agents whose “dispositions . . . are acquired and socially consti-
tuted” (Bourdieu 1990: 9, 13). Michel de Certeau (1988: e.g., 59) repeat-
edly emphasizes the inseparability of ideas and their “social localizations.”
Geertz (1995: 51) is interested in dramatis personae—the parts people play
that derive from their culture even though “people are people much the
same way everywhere” in the Maussian tradition of personnage (role).

. For anthropologists, the major purpose in the emphasis on the indi-
vidual and hence practice derives from our refusal to reduce individuals to
puppets of their culture and, at the same time, to understand their power.
or a lack thereof, over the course of history, since their impact almos;
never takes the form of a direct causal arrow but a complex and long-term
process.

There are several theoretical issues involved. First, how is one to inter-
pretan individual not as a quintessential Japanese, American, etc., and con-
sider her or his unique experience, thoughts, feelings, and personality for
her or him to become a historical agent, rather than simply an actor? Con-
sider Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi, on the good side of the spectrum
and Hitler fmd Mao, in his cultural revolution stage, on the other end. W(;
must examine a complex dialectic between a subject and his or her experi-
ence (e.g., Gandhi’s experience in South Africa) as a member of a societ
and historical/political contexts. ”

Second, if we are interested in the role of individuals as history makers
we cannot simply be content with examining the actions and thoughts o%
individuals at a particular moment. Instead, we must examine their impact
on their cultures. The major tradition in social sciences has been to fore-
grognd the individual as a social agent in practice—the dialectic between
the individual and his or her culture (Giddens 1979). It is this dialectic that
moves history —the individual plays a significant role in preventing a cul-
ture from its perfect self-reproduction, and yet his or her power over the
course of history is enormously circumvent and complex, as well articu-
lated in Marx’s famous “men make their own history” statement, which
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is followed by too many qualifications that their makings are out of their
hands (Marx 1989 [1852]: 320).% Historical processes examined in hind-
sight are full of unintended ironies, accidents, and other detours. Yet indi-
viduals do bring about changes in the course of history even if they are
almost helpless in the sequence of events that follows their actions. (For a
detailed discussion of social actors and agents, see Ohnuki-Tierney 1987,
1990, 1995.)

Methodologically, then, how do we go about assessing the role of an
individual as history maker? How do we assess the aborted revolts and
even revolutions, such as the French revolution that historians have been
reassessing? An observation of singing protest songs by the oppressed does
not lead us to conclude that they are history makers or social agents. We
cannot simply be satisfied with subjects or reproduce a Western ideal model
of an individual, free from culture and any other constraints to make his or
her decision. However, if we take the Braudelian approach, we often end
up with the structural continuity, or, at best, structural transformations,
without individuals.

Some cautionary remarks are necessary here. That is, if we should
eschew hasty assessment of the role of agents at a slice of time, we should
also avoid falling into a positivistic pitfall. As I elaborated elsewhere, some
activities that do not bring about the results intended by social actors may
have an effect upon the course of history. Take, for an example, the seem-
ingly innocuous monkey performances in the grass fields and street corners
that made fun of the Japanese military at the height of Japanese militar-
ism. These did keep the opposition going, albeit at the conceptual level
and albeit without concrete results (Ohnuki-Tierney 1987). Anthropolo-
gists have been well known for their studies of acts of subversion, such
as parodies and clowning. Without them, a totalitarian government, for
example, would have had a much easier time in executing its agenda.

Turning to the contributions of this volume, after decades of os-
cillations between “hyper-difference/the local” and “hyper-likeness/the
global,” they represent the current state in anthropology, which has re-
gained its confidence, as it were, to engage in microanalysis while situat-
ing itself in the global context, at present as well as historically, and with-
out placing people in a hermetically sealed locality. This is most explicitly
addressed by Margaret Jolly.

I first point to two major perspectives that are reflected in this vol-
ume but are not salient in the current globalization debates in general. First,
scholars have not articulated enough that the current globalization is, to a

large part, Americanization. Global flows have never been power neutral.
Globalization in the past was Europeanization, which introduced “West-
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ern” legal concepts such as rights, contracts, property, negotiations, and
the like —many being the products of the Enlightenment. An amazing num-
ber of none-other-than national constitutions have been modeled after the
constitutions of various Western nations and have often been written by
Western legal experts. The constitution of Meiji Japan was modeled after
the Prussian constitution and drafted by German legal experts (Ohnuki-
Tierney 2002), and the constitution after World War II was drafted by
American legal experts.

Although the issue is not foregrounded in his article in this volume,
John Kelly has been the major voice alerting us to the importance of recog-
nizing Pax Americana since the end of World War II. Pierre Bourdieu and
Loic Wacquant (x999 [1998]) point to how American academic paradigms
and discourses have become the model for academics in other countries.
Since 11 September 2001, the mass media have daily reminded us that glob-
alization is very much Pax Americana, politically, militarily, and culturally.
Cultural globalization has emanated from the United States, more so than
from Europe or any of the Asian and African nations. Seemingly innocent
flows of Coca-Cola and youth culture are indeed embedded in the political,
economic, and cultural hegemony of the “Empire-less Empire,” the United
States, as has become crystal clear after 9/11 (Kelly 2003). The other side
of the coin, naturally, is the anti-Americanism that emerged after World
War II and throughout the cold war period,” and it has become extraordi-
narily intensified since the American invasion of Iraq. Yet there is no sign
that its hegemony will abate—not in the near future. Americanization qua
globalization has been so successful since World War II that the now rising
anti-Americanism must be staged by greatly Americanized Germans and
Japanese, using American strategies and mediums (Rutschky 2002-3).

Second, the volume as a whole represents a critical voice on the issue of
identity or identities, which has been overly used without careful scrutiny.
On the one hand, some anthropologists have conflated the concept of cul-
ture with identity. On the other, foregrounding the shifting political bound-
aries and the flow of people, goods, and signs across political, linguistic,
and cultural boundaries, some anthropologists began to think in terms of
transnational identities, instead of local or localized identity. Awareness
of the fluidity of the boundaries, in the past and at present, is something
we must always be aware of, rather than thinking of a culture as hermeti-
cally sealed to a locality. But it is a different proposition to totally deny
cultural/social identity and locate the sameness among individuals in the
global, transnational, and cosmopolitan identities in the globalizing world.

Andrew Lattas and Jolly problematize the notion of identities in gen-
eral by acknowledging their plurality and also contextualizing and his-
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toricizing them, while Daniel Rosenblatt points to the performative and
contextualized nature of identity in the Maori cognatic universe. Kelly, a
Weberian-Boasian scholar via Mikhail Bakhtin, as he puts it, refuses to see
a mirror reflection of American identity politics as he points out, “Even
while they boycott, in fact especially while they boycott, and thereby enact
the political tactic characteristic of their ethnic group, Indo-Fijians have ... .
refused to accept allegations that their group identity or group interest is
the true cause of their boycott.” Using “the nonviolent, Gandhian political
androgeny” forgotten in India but much alive in Fiji, Indo-Fijians deploy “a
moral, sacred egalitarianism more virtuous than ethnic Fijian and colonial
hierarchies.” Kelly refuses to interpret the Indo-Fijians’ effort as similar to
those engaged in identity politics in the United States, or to American or
Japanese consumers consumed by their desire for consumption. .

This volume focuses on political-economic notions as well as Chris-
tianity —all quintessentially Western in origin—from the perspective ‘of
Pacific peoples, while situating them in the pulsating flows of world his-
tory. The authors of this volume steer away from the misg.uld.ed obses:.smn
with hybridity, discussed in my concluding remarks, and insist on micro-
ethnography from their point of view.

The fruit of such insistence on ethnography is exemplified in Martha
Kaplan’s article on “designer water” bottling in Fiji, which shows us hf)va
the ethnic Fijians have made their right to the hau of their land an explicit
issue. She also expels the positivistic view to interpret the foreign and
points out that it has always been a term for local elites or powerful at-
tributes. This finding, proposed earlier in her 1995 book, has a profound
impact on a long tradition in anthropology of the “Stranger Deity” (Kaplap
uses “Stranger King”) in the Pacific, Africa, Japan, and elsewhere (Ohnuki-
Tierney 1987: 100-13, 129-30), who has been interpreted as physicallx or
positivistically foreign, someone from outside the area or even the nation
and with power superior to the locals. Kaplan’s exegesis compels us to
reexamine the hitherto unquestioned assumption that the Stranger Deity
represents a foreign, most often Western, power. Might it be a flip side of a
Western-biased view on the part of anthropologists to locate such power in
foreigners, instead of understanding that the foreign could be the powerful
locals?

Concluding Remarks

I am far from dismissing the postmodern turn, as noted earlier. It is not a
transient Parisian fashion, and its impact in social sciences and humanities
may not be dismissed as plus ¢a change, plus c’est la méme chose in historical






