ANTHROPOLOGIZING HISTORY AND HISTORIZING
- ANTHROPOLOGY
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W ithin anthropology the turn to history appears to have
_ received legitimacy and gathered momentum in recent
years. Between the 1920s and 1970s, the discipline was
largely dominated by two overarching ‘ahistorical’ theoretical
discourses, Functionalism and Structuralism. The emphasis
on the central methodology of participant observation in ‘the
field” may also have contributed to the neglect of history in
anthropology. Under this methodological approach,
anthropologists had been encouraged to concentrate on what
Roger Sanjek calls “the ethnographic present” (1991) so the
appearance of history in the conventional ethnography was
limited. However, in his 1961 lecture “Anthropology and
History”, Evans-Pritchard appealed for an integration of
functionalist and historical interpretation in anthropology.
His stress on the need for greater historical understanding in
anthropology echoed Levi-Strauss, albeit from a different
perspective. For Levi-Strauss had earlier argued, ‘a little
history - since such, unfortunately, is the lot of the
anthropologists - is better than no history at all’ (1968: 12;
cf. Nissan 1985: 345). '

But anthropology did not turn towards history until the early
1980’s. However, it is important to note here, by early 1960s

historical analysis is quite evident in anthropology of India |

and Sri Lanka through the works of Matriortt (1955), Srinivas
(1976), Ralph Pieris (1956); Edmund Leach (1961), Gananath
Obeyesekere (1964, 1984) and others. Their village studies
did offer a model of collaboration between history and
anthropology that has renewed relevance in the contemporary
_context'. Nevertheless, broadly speaking by 1980s the
importance of history in anthropology was revived,
particularly after the works of well-known anthropologists
~ such as Michael Taussig (1980), Bernard Cohn (1980, 1981),
Marshall Sahlins (1981, 1985), and also the writings of
historians like Ranajit Guha (1982) and his group of
subalternists?. Bernard Cohn’s call for anthropology to
collaborate with history in his land mark essay “An
Anthropologist Among the Historians” first published in
1962, represented an early attempt by anthropologists to take
the question of history seriously. Indeed, today, both
anthropologists and historians probe into the dynamic
interrelationship between culture and history, to understand
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‘culture mediated by history and history mediated by culture’
(Ohnuki-Tierney 1990: 5). This is because many critical
historians have realised the need to move from the archive
to the field, in order to ‘explode the concept of history
through the anthropological experience of culture’ (Sahlins
1985: 72).This ‘historicization’ of anthropology and
‘anthropologization’ of history has come about as the result
of several important processes’. One is the decolonisation
of the ‘third world’ nations from the late 1940s through to
the 1960s which served to produce questions about the
traditional binaries (e.g., ‘modern’ and ‘primitive’, ‘dynamic’
and ‘static’) of anthropological enquiry. The perceptions and
assumptions of European colonisers about the colonised, and
the methods by which they categorised the subject
populations, came in for radical criticism. Under these
conditions anthropologists began te study ‘native’ intellectual
traditions and historical schools, and elaborated upon

- indigenous renderings of history (Ohnuki-Tierney 1990: 3).
This move led to dissatisfaction with conventional

anthropological theories and marked the beginning of a new
mode of anthropological enquiry. ;

Many of the more recent critiques of anthropology and
ethnography have been elaborated from within the
discipline.* Discomfort with anthropological definitions of
the ‘other’ has prompted an interrogation of the process by
which this ‘other’ is created. The ‘other’, in the practice of
early anthropology, was represented as existing ‘there and
then’, far from the ‘here and now’ of the anthropologist.
Hence, the writing of anthropology came to be seen as an
essentially political act (Clifford, J. and G. Marcus 1986).

This questioning of the assumptions and premises of
anthropology has been complemented by an interrogation of
its method. It has been pointed out that the concentration on
the ‘local’, and the great dependence on “fieldwork’ do not
necessarily make ethnographic accounts authentic and
authoritative representations of other societies, The
privileging of knowledge derived from experience in the
‘field” serves to foreground face-to-face relations of
community, neglecting or disregarding other, less localised
relations (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 15). The nature of
fieldwork in anthropology conceals the way in which the
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the Orientals whom they studied and represented (Inden 1990:
38). This ‘other’, carefully constructed by bestowing upon
it an unchanging essence, and carefully setting it apart from
the ‘self’ of the Orientalist, had two simultaneous
consequences: it served to deprive the ‘other’ of all agency;
and it endowed the Orientalist with the authority to present
the Oriental, ‘not only to Europeans and Americans but also
to the Orientals themselves’ (ibid.). All these interventions
have prompted historians and ethnographers to abandon the
search for the ‘real’ or the ‘essential’, and replace it instead
with a sense of the production of culture (e g, Dlrks 1892,
Hagberman 1994),

Ihc conjunction of history and anthropology is not just
‘another new speciality’, a means for the writing of
hyphenated histories and anthropologies (Cohn 1980: 216).
‘Ethnographic history’ and ‘historical anthropology’ are
hybrid labels that strive to bring about a meaningful
collaboration between the two disciplines so that the subject
magter common to both may be reasserted, and the limits of
c_ﬁch transcended.
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