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Captain Cook’s law

Among the storytellers is an oldish man
named Hobbles Danayarri whom Rose, in a
significant departure from conventional anthropological vocabulary, describes as a ‘political
analyst’. On one occasion Rose sought to
reverse their roles and tell Hobbles the story of
Cook’s death in Hawaii. Hobbles had no interest
whatsoever in hearing such a tale. And why?

Captain Cook figures in the stories related by
several Aboriginal peoples in Australia. In rare
cases he has been incorporated into their sacred
tales of mythic origin. Among the Aboriginal
people of the Victoria River Downs (VRD) region
in the Northern Temtory he is a central figure
in more straightforward narratives, where he is He said that he knew that some blokes had killed Captain
‘understood to be the first whitefellow to invade Cook [in a tone of voice that indicated] that it had been
a good job too. And he went on
Australia’ and where his
to say that Aboriginal people all
landing points and actions at
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But the retort, clearly, is
The VRD Aboriginal
people confronted White intrusions and invasion that these VRD Aboriginal narratives embody an
from the late nineteenth century. In their sum- understanding of the cosmos of the Dominant
mary view, the Whites treated them like dogs. White Other. They have seen that Cook is a
In this context the reference to ‘Captain Cook’s ‘totemic emblem’ and ‘founding father’ among
law’ must be read as one dimension within a these invaders. Cook becomes good to think
variety of ‘resistance stories [seeking to] explain with, and can stand for all the ‘Whitefellas’.
how certain things came to be while yet sustaining the essential moral structure of the uni- A Sinhala riddle of resistance
verse’. In these reviews Captain Cook is ‘an
outlaw, morally speaking’ (Rose, 1992, pp. After Vasco de Gama sailed round the Cape of
Good Hope in 1498 a number of Portuguese
187-88).
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included the destruction or appropriation of
Buddhist monastic properties as well as aggressive proselytization. The conversion activities,
it should be noted, had considerable success,
particularly among recent migrant communities
on the coastal littoral of the island - where, for
instance, mass conversions were reported in the
1560s (C.R. de Silva, 1982, pp. 238-41, 246).
Contextualized in this manner, the story of
There is in our harbour in Colombo a race of people de Almeida’s arrival must not be read as an
fair of skin and comely withal. They don jackets of iron
and hats of iron; they rest not a minute in one place; event that took place in 1505. Rather, it should
they walk here and there; they [gobble] hunks of stone be treated as a parabolic representation of the
and drink blood; they give two or three pieces of gold Portuguese after the Sinhalese people had
and silver for one fish or one lime; the report of their experienced their practices and their rule over
cannon is louder than thunder when it bursts on the rock
Yugandhara. Their cannon balls fly many a gawwa and parts of the island. Thus refigured, it can be
treated as a condensed representation of the
shatter fortresses of granite.’
primordial Portuguese.
The key element in the riddle is the referThis tale entered a palm-leaf book known
as the Alukeshvara Yuddhuyu which appears to ence to the Portuguese as ‘gobblers of stone’
have been composed around 1592, and was then and ‘drinkers of blood’. This, in my reading, is
incorporated during the late sixteenth and early a symbolic representation of the sacrament of
seventeenth centuries in the various rescensions Communion and, thus, of the Catholic religion.
of the Rajavuliya (The Story of Kings, a work It links the Catholics and the Portuguese with
written in a popular rather than classical style). the netherworld of the Sinhalese cosmos, whose
Over the last two centuries it has appeared in creatures, the yukku and peretuyo (demons and
printed texts in English and Sinhala. In the ancestor spirits), crave blood and flesh, and
English educated circles in twentieth-century whose style of consuming food is indicated by
Lanka it was read as an indication of the rustic the Sinhala word used in this instance, viz,
character of the indigenous people (C.R. de sapakanuvu, a word that is usually reserved for
Silva, 1983, p. 14). The focus in that reading the act of eating by monitor lizards, hyenas,
is less on the Portuguese than on the Sinhalese. yukku, peretuyo and similar creatures. This is
The result is an unintentional colonialist but one clue among a number of other signs in
interpretation.
the tale which, analysed via a series of binary
In a revisionary move I have recently oppositions, can be said to associate the Portuargued that this is a kind of genesis story, one guese with an absence of restraint and with the
that deploys the language of riddles and allegor- forces of disorder, specifically and significantly
ies familiar to the Sinhala folk poetry-cum-tales with Vasavarti Maraya, the original tempter
known as teruvili (generally four-lined verse who tried to prevent the Buddha from achieving
known as sivpuda, though they can take prose nirvana (Roberts, 1989).
form). As a preliminary step towards decoding
In summary, then, this tale can be said to
this particular riddle, one has to attend to the present the Portuguese Catholics as restless,
implications of the polemical and hagiographic meat-craving, demonic beings; as phenomena
interpretations of Portuguese colonial activities of the same order as Vasavarti Maraya, alias
that are stressed in the Sinhala hutunu (war) Huniyam, sorcerer extraordinary, the embodipoems of the middle and late seventeenth cen- ment of the Buddhist conception of evil. It is
tury. In brief, the standard Sinhalese view of a cunning way of presenting the Portuguese as
the Portuguese was that they were ‘parangi, terror. However, it was not presented in terror.
heretical evil-doers, cruel and brutal’.2 This is Yukku may be feared by the Sinhalese, but they
hardly surprising since the historical record, are also regarded as beings that are amenable
derived in considerable part from Portuguese to control - they can be tricked and subject to
sources, demonstrates that their mercantilist pro- ridicule in ways that restore them to their proper
gramme was marked by fire and brimstone and place below humans in the hierarchical cosmos.

ships under Lourenco de Almeida turned up in
the bay of Colombo in 1505. The little port
was about six miles from the seat of the principal Sinhalese kingdom, the kingdom of Kotte.
A Sinhala junu kutu, or folk tale, purports to
describe how this arrival of exotic newcomers
was received and conveyed to the Sinhalese
king:
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When confronting the tale of the Portuguese
arrival as a written text, the silly face of the
yakku is not easy to discern. One requires the
lilt and tilt of oral recitations to derive this
import. In other words, the riddle would, in the
past, have imparted its message most effectively
in its oral form: the performance and intonation
would capture a spirit of resistance at the same
time as they guided the audience towards hidden plays and symbolic connections.

Hermeneutics out of Africa
The two vignettes with which I began this essay
are interpretive summaries of narratives told
among indigenous peoples responding to foreign
intrusion. The first is explicit in its opposition.
The second is fashioned as a parabolic riddle.
Read as historical critiques of the colonizers’
actions, they join a vast repertoire of resistance
stories from various parts of the Third and
Fourth Worlds that have been explored in recent
years by scholars from various disciplinary
backgrounds. Such studies highlight the significance of oral narratives for historical labours even if one is sometimes dependent on fragmentary versions appearing on paper as reported
talk (e.g. Guha, 1983, pp. 100, 112, 150).
The scholarly world today is only too
aware of the power of the written word and the
significance of literacy. Indeed, we must now
beware of overdoing the contrast between literate and oral cultures (Barber, 1989, p. 13). The
point is that in all societies in which literacy
has been at the centre of power oral narratives
have remained operative, even if in modified
ways. This means that our historical work
should be attentive to the interpenetration of the
oral and the written in the past through heightened attentiveness to the traces of the oral
accessible to us and by cautious extrapolations
backwards from the implications of twentiethcentury lore.
The paths to the past are, however, multiple. The visual evidence of architectural form
and spatial layout, the symbolic content in
sculptures, paintings, etchings, pots and other
artefacts can all be made to ‘speak’ of the past.
Conventional history has been alive to the worth
of these sources, but in recent years symbolic
anthropology and semiotic theory have provided
refreshing efforts to read the cosmologies of
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past worlds and contemporary contestations
over the past through such data.
The conventional emphasis on empirical
facts and the written word nevertheless hangs
heavily over history-writing in Sri Lanka. In
the august chambers of the Royal Asiatic
Society and in other quarters, my interpretation
of the Portuguese arrival met with a hostile
reception (de Silva, 1990; Roberts, 1994, p. 28).
The opposition can only be attributed to an
attachment to empiricist positivism, a preference
which one can locate within the ambit of ‘practical reason’ or ‘practical rationality’ (cf. Sahlins, 1995, pp. 148-56). Indeed, in the response
of K.M. de Silva (1990), the doyen of Sri Lankan historians, this is quite explicitly celebrated.
The force of practical reason in the academic world of Sri Lanka marks the degree to
which British empiricism, and its epistemology
have dominated its forms of knowledge. The
corpus of historical publications about Sri Lanka
that have been produced in recent years is quite
impressive, but even a nodding acquaintance
with the histories of Black Africa and the
Pacific is sufficient to indicate that, broadly
speaking, the work on Sri Lanka (including my
own) does not match the degree of sophistication shown in the best essays on African and
Pacific localities.
This is suggestive. Lacking indigenous
written records prior to the colonial intrusions,
scholars researching these regions have been
‘liberated’: they have been forced into innovative methodologies and theories. One of the
pathfinders - in method at least - was Jan
Vansina (1965). Subsequent criticisms and other
ethnographies have forced him to amend his
innovative decipering of oral traditions
(Vansina, 1985; Barber, 1989, p. 14). Even
these modifications cling to the idea that there
are African oral texts ‘whose object [is] recognisably consonant with that of the European
historian’ (Barber, 1989, p. 14). However, Karin
Barber’s work on the Yoruba praise poetry
known as oriki indicates that the attempt to
strip away fables and other distorting influences
in order to discover historical events is simply
not feasible:
It is a theoretical as well as practical impossibility. The
whole point of an oriki text lies in what the performer
is doing . . . and what generations of the performer’s
predecessors were doing before that; this is what shapes
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the form, structure, style, imagery . . . and everything
else that Vansina agrees we need to look at before we
discount it. It is only from this standpoint that oriki texts
become visible at all: seen from any other angle, they
collapse, dissolving into a jumble of obscure fragments.
(Barber, 1989, p. 14)

The intent of oriki is not to chronicle
events. Yet, they are ‘intrinsically and profoundly historical’: for they ‘represent “the past
in the present”, the way the knowledge of the
past makes itself felt stubbornly and often contradictorily today. They represent a way . . . of
re-experiencing the past and reintegrating it into
the present’. It is partly for this reason that the
oriki are so valued by the Yoruba (Barber,
1989, p. 14).
The oriki cannot be fully grasped on their
own. Intricate and subterranean ‘webs of intertextuality’ link them to other texts, such as the
narrativized itan. Working in such circumstances, Barber’s position is informed by a unified approach to oral performances on the lines
pressed by Richard Bauman (1986) in his study
of Texan folklore, an approach that seeks to
destroy disciplinary boundaries through reintegration. The reasoning is that African oral texts
such as the oriki are themselves a fusion of
literature, history, music, medicine and other
elements; and cannot be deciphered through
particularized disciplinary modalities.
Such a holistic approach may suggest a
thrust towards coherence. But the content and
form of oriki would, by their ‘extraordinary
disjunctions and juxtapositions . . . their
centrelessness, their accommodation of multiple
voices’ and their power of effecting ‘transitions
between one being and another’, seem to undermine this at the same time as rendering ‘an
appreciation . . . from within the confines of
conventional literary theory’ quite impossible
(Barber, 1989, pp. 22-23).
More explicitly, such Africanists as
Mudimbe, MacGaffey and McKaskie question
the theories of knowledge which have directed
the researches on Africa. McKaskie espouses
Richard Rorty’s open-ended hermeneutics:
‘epistemology proceeds on the assumption that
all contributions to a given discourse are commensurable. Hermeneutics is largely a struggle
against this assumption’ (quoted in McKaskie,
1989, p. 71). McKaskie’s argument is that in
his field of inquiry ‘the Asante historical and
cultural context is itself hermeneutical; that

0 UNESCO 1997.

Michael Roberts

anthropological (Fortes’) or historical (Wilks’)
attempts to impose epistemological commensurability are the products of a particular constrained episode in European thought’ (1989,
p. 72).
Thus, the recent questioning of the philosophical foundations of European thought in the
West has found fertile ground in writing histories of Africa.

History and theory made in
Oceania
In the last fifteen years the Pacific arena of
Oceania has been the focus of a cluster of
theoretically nuanced histories as well as several
throbbing debates. Indeed, the Sri Lankan
anthropologist Obeyesekere has even dared to
enter the domain of another anthropologist, Sahlins. In effect, Obeyesekere (1992) accuses Sahlins of an uncritical reading of the historical
material and the acceptance of European fables
which constructed the Hawaiians as incredulous
primitives and inserted self-serving ideas of the
Hawaiian view of Europeans into this picture.
The Hawaiian myth that Cook was the god
Lono, a point central to Sahlins’ thesis, is in
fact an European myth.
Sahlins’ retort (1995) has been equally
sharp. In his view Obeyesekere has imposed a
model of the European person, modern ‘man’,
on the eighteenth-century Hawaiians. They
become the epitome of ‘practical rationality’.
Through this emphasis they are assimilated to
the Sinhalese; and together constitute the universal native, the homogenized Other doing
battle with the precious West.
The debate continues and is unresolved.
The important point is that it is theoretically
informed, in ways that a short summary cannot
capture. Its significance is enhanced by the selfconscious innovativeness of Sahlins’ initial
work on Hawaii. Where the annalistes historian,
Braudel, seeks to sideline event history and
where the doyen of structuralist anthropology,
Lkvi-Strauss, obliterates the significance of time
as we conventionally understand it, Sahlins
attempts to bridge anthropology and history by
developing a ‘structural, historical anthropology’ (1985, p. 72; also 1981, 1995). He
endeavours ‘to recover event, action, change,
and the world for structural analysis. Con-
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versely, he [seeks] to recover structural analysis
for history’ (Biersack, 1989, p. 85). In Historical Metaphors his reconstructions are intended
to show how cultural schemes organize eventful
practices; but, subject as they are to the contingencies and oppositions of conjunctural
moments, these schemes are subject to a historical re-ordering. In effect, ‘meanings are
revalued as they are practically enacted’
(Sahlins, 1985, p. vii).
In a sympathetic reading Biersack regards
Sahlins’ dialectical model to be a reconciliation
of structural and cultural analyses; and an
intertwining of ‘questions of genesis and meaning’. Indeed, in Historical Metaphors she sees
a bringing together of Geertz, Bourdieu, Ricoeur
and E.P. Thompson. This impressive genealogy
is compounded: Sahlins is said to have resolved
a number of oppositions that have plagued
social theory, notably the antinomies of structure and event; and to have done so in a manner
that resonates with the theory of structuration
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proposed by Anthony Giddens - becoming a
Hawaiian instance of a general theory.
However, apart from Obeyesekere it is
from quarters attached to other forms of coherence that Sahlins has been challenged. The
broad thrust of these criticisms is to accuse
Sahlins of cultural or semiotic determinism.
Jonathan Friedman (1987, p. 74) contends that
his ‘effort to put structure into history is
continuously subverted by the need to absorb
history into structure’ while Peel suggests that
Sahlins tends to enclose history within culture
(1993, p. 173). Peel also contends that there
is a static element within Sahlins’ attention to
historical transition: ‘the model of history that
is put forward is of transitions between given
cultural orders’. In the result, the Hawaiian representations of their past, with all their potentiality for contestation and reflexivity, are not
given adequate attention, insofar as they are
treated as an ‘unproblematic cultural endowment’ (Peel, 1993, p. 171).
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Significantly, though, Peel is more appreciative of the work of Valerio Valeri, whose main
field also happens to be Hawaii and whose
approach is that of an anthropologist in the
structuralist mould. In comparison with Sahlins,
says Peel, Valeri ‘apprehends history more fully
as a process, rather than a transition between
structural states. He treats process rather than
than event, as the potential antithesis of structure, where structure and process are the condition of one’s intelligibility’. And Valeri also
considers the baseline situation for his study of
transformation ‘more in terms of human projects
than . . . a system of cultural categories’. This
opens the door for the historical narratives
expressed by the Hawaiians to be made into a
basic facet of cultural description (Peel, 1993,
pp. 172-73).
The latter emphasis is central to our concerns here; and connects neatly with the opening vignettes as well as Barber’s ethnography.
Neglecting Valeri’s considerable corpus of
work, I will focus on an article where he takes
issue with an argument presented by Maurice
Bloch (1977), an argument representing a
powerful strand of thought in British social
anthropology: this strand, in Valeri’s view,
dehumanizes the people under study by claiming that they live in the ‘timeless present’
(Bloch’s words). In opposition to Bloch, Valeri
proposes that in any society with a measure
of complexity, the past is not construed as ‘a
monolithic system of models repeated identically in time’. Rather, there are ‘several, often
conflicting, images of the past’ (Valeri, 1990,
pp. 189, 155).
He elaborates this argument by considering
Hawaiian prose narratives and genealogical
chants. In the narratives the stress is on content
and its history is argument. The genealogical
panegyrics, on the other hand, are ‘total works
of art’ with magical as well as aesthetic effects.
Here, history is magic. The interplay and effect
of these differing forms of indigenous history
are then clarified through a theoretical distinction between ‘syntagmatic relations’ and ‘paradigmatic relations’ in the representation of
events. With syntagmatic relations, the emphasis
is on events defined by their position on a
temporal chain, so that they are signs presenting
history as a cumulative process. Paradigmatic
relations, on the other hand, establish connec-
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tions ‘between events as members of classes
of actions’ and, as such, are metaphoric. They
‘exemplify rules’ and are memorable for this
reason, thereby possessing a capacity to conflate
past and present (Valeri, 1990, pp. 157, 160).
Thus, Valeri’s comparison of narrative and
genealogical history among the Hawaiians is
aimed at demonstrating that ‘paradigmatic and
syntagmatic dimensions exist in both, although
for purposes of legitimation, the paradigmatic
one dominates in the narratives and the syntagmatic one in the genealogies’ (1990, p. 174).
One point to emerge is that in the genealogical
chants ‘the supreme value of continuity is magically reproduced out of the discontinuities represented, and justified, by narrative history’
(1990, p. 188). The discussion leads to the conclusion that although historical precedent may
be used to legitimate change, ‘the relationship
between past and present is never conceived as
one of mechanical reproduction. It is instead
analogical and thus implies difference, not only
similarity, between past and present. It implies,
moreover, a choice between alternatives. This
is precisely what is implied by [the] use of the
term paradigmatic to describe its dominant
mode’ (Valeri, 1990, p. 190).

The past as a legitimizing
resource?
These illustrative summaries indicate that histories of Oceania are a rich field for social theory
as well as for history-writing. Valeri’s concluding reference to the force of historical precedent
recalls the idea that myth serves as a charter,
whether for maintaining the status quo, or for
some act of reform or some other project dear
to an interest group. This is a perspective associated with Malinowski and several cohorts of
anthropologists in the middle decades of the
twentieth century, when the focus was heavily
on the present and there was limited interest in
delving into the histories of the people they
were studying (Roberts, 1994, pp. 287-88).
The mythhstory-as-charter argument was
encouraged in this period by a materialist edge
in several strands of anthropology, whether
Marxist or transactionalist, which saw cultural
symbols as a resource wielded by specific
elements or classes. It was from this body of
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utilitarian reasoning that Ranger and Hobsbawm spectators. When Sinha befriended an Australian
devised the title The Invention of Tradition for fielder, he too was subject to intermittent teasa book they edited in 1983. History, symbols ing. Amiably defensive for the most part, Sinha
in the past and symbols inserted into the past, bore the banter - till Laddie questioned his
were all seen as resources for specific personnel patriotism, at which point his retort was devasin the present, inauthentic fabrications dressed tatingly effective: ‘I am a Sinhalese’, said he,
up as antiquities. The title has proved catching: pointing to his chest affirmatively. Laddie was
it has been echoed by a bevy of scholars over silenced and after that left Sinha alone, directing
the last fifteen years. It is often linked to the his taunts elsewhere. In one stroke Laddie, the
contention that these constructed images of the aggressor, had been disempowered (Roberts,
past are a statement about the present and are 1994, pp. 271-75).
shaped by their contemporary circumstances.
Sinha’s retort was in restricted code. It
The latter suggestion cannot be gainsaid. was as evocative as lucid, its meaning fully
However, as Valeri inquires (1990, pp. 161- understood by all the indigenous bystanders. He
62), ‘why is such importance attached to finding transported Laddie beyond the cricket field to
the rules of the present embodied in the past?’ the surrounding political arena of Sri Lanka.
and why does legitimation reside in duration? Laddie was reminded of the conventional view
The answer would suggest that durability and that Sri Lanka had been, from centuries back,
antiquity are validating; or, as I have indicated a predominantly Sinhalese country; and that this
elsewhere on the basis of specific Sinhalese claim had received a resounding majoritarian
examples, that ‘time becomes a measure of sanction at the general elections of 1956 when
Sinhalese linguistic nationalism had secured the
value’ (Roberts, 1994, p. 202).
In further support of this line of amend- foreground of politics. And Laddie was sharply
ment, one can note Taussig’s explicit question- made aware of his own identity as a Sri Lankan
ing of Malinowski’s utilitarian functionalism, of European descent, a newcomer with less of
with its stress on magic (and, here, ‘myth’ can a lien on the place than a son of the soil. For
replace ‘magic’) as a form of therapeutic action: what Sinha in effect said was: ‘who are you
‘this mode of interpretation is unacceptable lansi pula [son of a Burgher] to question my
because it presupposes most of what needs l ~ y a l t y ? ’ ~
From our position today the incident can
explaining - the richly detailed motifs and precise configuration of details that constitute the be deemed trivial, but its very triviality
beliefs and rites in question’ (Taussig, 1980, p. enhances its significance. Sinha and Laddie
14). In like manner Valeri explores the con- were ordinary middle-class people, not tied to
figuration of Hawaiian images of the past. The a powerful party. This was an ‘everyday’ affair,
objection, in other words, is to the adequacy of one that provides grist for those interested in
the argument that images of the past are of the mill of popular culture. The exchange also
instrumental benefit to persons in the present, reveals the dynamic possibilities of interperand to the closing off of accounts with this sonal interaction: namely, that specific images
of the past, with their associated values and
explanation.
A trivial incident from the ethnographic legitimations, can emerge from within the minupresent of
Sri Lanka illustrates the tiae of everyday exchanges. And these images
empowerment provided by historical under- are then registered in the memory-banks of
standings. This little drama unfolded at a cricket those who witnesshear such exchanges.
match in Colombo in 1981. It involved two
Sri Lankan spectators (strangers to one another) The convergence of history
whom I will call Laddie and Sinha. Laddie and anthropology
appeared to be a Burgher (an ethnic label
describing European descendants). But he was It may be noted that the journal History and
participating in a contest in which Sri Lanka Anthropology first appeared in 1984; and that
was confronting Australia. It was as a patriotic it was at this point of time that the concept of
Sri Lankan that he teased Australian fielders ‘ethnohistory’ began to achieve respectability as
within earshot, with an occasional sally at local ‘the bastard child of history and anthropology’.
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Harvesters in France around 1900. Roger Viollet

It was around this time that scholars and
reviewers began to focus on ‘the rapprochement’ between history and anthropology (Cohn,
1981; Peel, 1993, p. 162). This cross-fertilization occurred from both directions. I shall concentrate on that emanating from history.
Significant borrowings from anthropological theory were given legitimacy in Britain by
the work of Keith Thomas and in the USA by
the writings of Natalie Davis, Robert Darnton
and Rhys Isaac. Isaac expounded a dramaturgical mode of analysis that was indebted to
Victor Turner; and deployed symbolic anthropology imaginatively to use symptomatic as
well as odd incidents as clues to value systems.
Rather than tackling causality, both Darnton
(1984) and Davis (1973) drew on Geertz to
explore meaning in specific situations. Thus,
from the 1970s one witnesses a number of historians working as hindsight anthropologists,
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bringing to life the experience of subjects in
the past.
The preference for Geertz in these early
borrowings is instructive. While the reasons for
his influence are no doubt as complex as they
are manifold, I note two that are interrelated.
Historians have a preference for elegant writing
(Nussdorfer, 1993, p. 78) and the bon mot; and
they literally desire human agents to populate
their material. Whether at a Javanese funeral or
a Balinese cockfight (Geertz, 1973), Geertz’s
felicitous style brought specific (and exotic)
human interactions into vivid focus. And his
conceptualization of this method as ‘thick
description’ meant that several historians
became enamoured of his ethnography. The
degree to which this phrase reverberates through
the discussions is quite striking.
These historians followed Geertz at a stage
when his approach was subject to sharp criti-
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cism within anthropology for its inattentiveness
to structured inequality and the play of power,
for culturalogical overemphasis, static timelessness, and for homogenizing those studied. Significantly, Roger Chartier (1988) challenged
Darnton on precisely one of these grounds: the
assumption that several of the symbols examined in his work were shared and were thereby
a mark of Frenchness.
The Chartier-Darnton debate served to
bolster the influence of anthropological theory
in history. This occurred at a moment when
literary theory was informing both disciplines
and when Geertz himself was taking a textual
turn. In the ‘cultural history’ advocated by Lynn
Hunt and Chartier, one sees a partiality for
modified deconstructionist and narratological
theories and a full textual awareness which is
attentive to complex patterns of communication
(Nussdorfer, 1993; Hunt, 1989; Chartier, 1988).

Historical sociology
Sahlins’ and Valeri’s work on Hawaii signals
the sustained attention to history among anthropologists since the early 1980s. Speaking
broadly, one can say that anthropology in the
previous decades was dominated by a pronounced ahistoricism. This can largely be attributed to the sway of two reigning paradigms:
functionalism and structuralism (Peel, 1993, pp.
162-65). The celebration of the methodology
of participant observation in ‘the field’ may also
have contributed to this neglect. ‘Operating on
all sense modalities’ and ‘being there’, the
anthropologist had been encouraged to concentrate on ‘the ethnographic present’. If any history appeared in the conventional ethnography,
it was as a curtain-raiser - one which did not
intrude on the subsequent analysis. Overdramatizing and oversimplifying, one can lay these
shortcomings at the door of Malinowski and
Durkheim.
Durkheim, at times via Parsons, was also
a reigning influence in the cognate discipline
of sociology during the middle decades of the
twentieth century. However, all three disciplines
recognized two other masters: Marx and Weber.
As labourers in political economy and historical
sociology, Weber and Marx encouraged studies
of social change on a grand scale. They influ-
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ence Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation
(1944) and Barrington Moore’s The Social Origins of Democracy and Dictatorship (1966). But
perhaps the most significant embodiment of
their influence on the study of social relations
over time can be found in the pages of Comparative Studies in Society and History (which
began in 1958) and, with pronounced Marxist
leanings, in Past and Present.
One of the editors of Comparative Studies
in Society and History (‘CSSH’) in the 1960s
was Eric Wolf, an anthropologist with fieldwork
experience in Latin America. Wolf not only
served on the editorial committee of the CSSH,
but also became a joint editor in 1968. Initially
influenced by the evolutionary theories of
material culture and evolution associated
with Steward and White, Wolf‘s engagement
with Marxism led him to historical
sociology/anthropology well before Sahlins.
Heralded by his book on peasant struggles in
the twentieth century (1969), this perspective
crystallized in a major study of European
imperial expansion and its implications for
people constituted as being ‘without history’
(1982).
Perhaps the most fruitful results from this
line of historical sociology emerged when
researchers focused on a single region. Charles
Tilly’s The Vendee (1964) and E.P. Thompson’s
The Making of the English Working Class
(1963) are cases in point. In his study of a
peasant insurrection against the emerging bourgeois order of the French revolutionary state,
Tilly pursues a controlled comparison of two
neighbouring districts which responded differently to the changes initiated in the 1790s.
Written from an explicitly Marxist standpoint, E.P. Thompson’s book was attentive to
the force of religious ideas in the early phase
of industrialization in Britain. Within radical
circles in Britain and their extensions his work
opened the door to greater significance being
attached to cultural values in social analysis.
From the late 1960s, the availability of Gramsci’s work in translation and the growing reputation of the literary scholar Raymond Williams
enhanced Thompson’s influence in the circuits
of the New Lefr Review and Past and Present,
and drew increasing attention to cultural domination and modes of resistance. These lines of
interest were developed in subsequent years by
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the work of G. Stedman Jones and scholars
associated with the Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies, for example Stuart Hall, Paul
Willis, Paul Gilroy, Richard Johnson. The paths
were open for anthropology to inform these
circuits of historical sociology at the same time
that the foundations were being laid for a new
institutional domain, viz., ‘cultural studies’.
In the meantime, driven by the fervour of
distaste, Thompson mounted a scathing assault
on the sterile theoreticism and people-less
abstractions of Althusserian forms of historical
analysis. Central to his The Poverty of Theory
and Other Essays (1978) is an emphasis on
agency and experience. It is precisely this stress
that drew questions from Perry Anderson as he
took an intermediate position in the debate with
Althusserians from a more orthodox Marxist
position (1980, chapter 2).
For our purposes, however, it is
Thompson’s focus on episodic moments and
subjective agents in ongoing action at such
moments which merits attention. It is this interest which promoted a particular kind of social
history in Britain from the 1970s, termed
‘people’s history’ or ‘history from below’ by
its practitioners. They sought ‘to write an
archive-based “history from below” ’ and
focused on the underclasses and neglected segments of society in particular (Samuel, 1981,
p. xv). Seeking authentic reality, their studies
were micro-histories, local in scale.
Thompson, people’s history and the inspiration provided by Gramsci’s theories were
among the intellectual influences which directed
a number of Marxist historians of India to concentrate on the practices and thought of the
Indian underclasses in the modem era through
their Subaltern Studies, a series launched in
1982. The organizing genius behind this venture
has been Ranajit Guha, whose Elementary
Aspects of Peasant Insurgency (1983) served as
a talisman for the ‘group’. This striking study
of peasant insurrections against the dominant
order in British India during the ninetenth century sees ‘the peasantry as a subject of history,
endowed with its own distinct forms of consciousness and acting upon the world in its own
terms’ (Chatterjee, 1993, p. 160). Its detailed
interrogation of texts to glean peasant practices
and the semiotics of resistance render the work
eminently one of historical anthropology. The
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debates surrounding the book and the corpus
of Subaltern Studies deserve attention from all
students of historiography, particularly as in
recent years the subalternists have moved in
new directions, towards the horizons of literary theory.
However, there remain older voices of dissent and restraint, Philip Abrams for one. At
an early stage he criticized people’s history
sharply: it is naTve, he said, to present selected
moments or persons as a representation of past
reality; and it is doubly naTve to assume that
individuals could ‘give the historian or sociologist unreflective but accurate accounts of the
meaning of their own lives - or even reflective
ones’. Against such efforts, he argues that ‘the
past . . . can only be known in terms of some
conscious effort to theorise it, and that any such
effort involves a recognition of the sense in
which social realities are strange, relational and
not directly accessible to us - a recognition of
the extent to which knowledge has to be an act
of estrangement’ (Abrams, 1982, pp. 328-29).4
This is a pertinent caution, reminding one
of those anthropologists who consider comparison so central to the discipline that acts of
estrangement from one’s familiar world are
regarded as a sine qua non for training and
writing. Certainly, Abrams’ challenge highlights
the naTve, populist empiricism that colours some
micro-histories of little-people-in-the-past. But
it would also deny Hobbles Danaiyarri a perceptive voice and the performers of oriki their
interpretive-cum-enabling power. Some people
do, on occasions, perceptively envisage the patterns of power which direct their lives. The
media through which they express their readings
can be significant, while the contents have their
own ramifications. There is no denying that a
comprehension of the power of such narrative
statements requires some theorized effort. But,
as we saw through McKaskie and the Africanists, the hegemony that Abrams claims for his
epistemological foundations is under question.
And our theory should not strip the capacity
for analysis and hermeneutical insight from
those we study.

Concluding thoughts
Facing a vast universe of literature on history
and anthropology, this review has been selective
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and partial, and has been arranged in a disarticulated format. It has also endeavoured to tack
close to the guidelines set out by a general
project which holds that historical knowledge
is neither straightforward nor easily knowable;
and which seeks to highlight voices that are
neglected in the master narratives of the contemporary global order. In this spirit I conclude
by refemng to the beginning, or rather the missing beginning: the essay did not begin with the
written histories from famous historians in the
West or classic works on the philosophy of
history. We began this journey with the oral
history of Hobbles Danayarri, an Australian
Aboriginal person and a political analyst with
a certificate in experience.
If we shut out such voices, we lose access
to those actions and cosmologies which, following Valentine Daniel, one can call the mythic
ontic as distinct from the epistemic knowledges
privileged today. Daniel’s theoretical distinction - alas, rather brief - should not be confused
with the ‘familiar’ efforts to separate myth and

history. Rather, the mythic ontic refers to ways
of being in the world in participatory awe contrasting with the epistemic ways of seeing
the world, ways which have an ‘aboutness’ to
them (1990, pp. 227-33, 243).
It is a mythic ontic world that R.C. Ileto
explores and decodes (1979) when he studies a
populist uprising against the Spanish in 1896
in the Philippines, an incident known as the
Katipunan Revolt. This movement had pronounced Christian millennarian threads and Ileto’s investigation is leavened by attentiveness
to a minor attack on a police station by ‘millennarianists’ in 1967 and contemporary celebrations of Holy Week. It also takes him back
to antecedent millennarian protests in the nineteenth century and to indigenous texts on Jesus
Christ’s passion, especially the Pasyon Pilapil
of 1814. Here, then, we have an early work of
historical anthropology dealing with indigenous
voices shaped by colonialism, but yet ‘homespun’ and distinct from the master narrative of
Filipino nationalism.

Notes
*This article was written at
relatively short notice without the
breadth of reading and ‘space’ for
reflection which I would have
preferred. I have not consulted any
literature from scholars in Germany
or Italy, or histories relating to
these lands. I am grateful to Marion
Thompson of the Department of
Anthropology, University of
Adelaide for her enthusiastic help
in summarizing some books and
collecting material.
1. From the English translation in
B. Gunasekera, 1954, p. 63 - with
one alteration: where ‘supukanuvu’
has been translated as ‘eat’, I have
substituted ‘gobble’ (‘devour’
would be another alternative). The
author of this segment is not
known.
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2. Culuvurnsu, 1953, 11, p. 231.
This update of state history written
by monks was written around 1780.
Its treatment of Portuguese
activities is as brief as it is acid.
The hatuna poems provide a more
extended commentary (see C.R. de
Silva, 1983). One of these poems is
known as the Purclngi Hutunu.
Purungi is a pejorative Sinhala
collective noun for the Portuguese,
and derives from the Persian word
‘fringhee’or ‘frungi’ which was
used by the peoples of India to
denote any foreigner.

3. Lansi is a Sinhala neologism
(derived from the word
Hollundsche) denoting Burghers. It
is usually neutral in its
connotations, but can be rendered
disparaging by phonetic inflection
or by transformation into lunsiya.

4. Informed by his Marxist
inspirations, Abrams also contends
that ‘the dilemma of human
agency’ has to be addressed
historically and insists that ‘the
relationship of action and structure
[has] to be understood as a matter
of process in time’. Indeed, his
book is a clarion call to sociologists
to reunite their discipline ‘with the
other human sciences, especially
history’ (1982, p. xv). As such, it
registers the degree to which
synchronic studies dominated the
discipline from the 1950s to the
1970s.
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