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ANTHROPOLOGY AND HISTORY:


A DISCUSSION ON A FEW CHOSEN PAPERS
INTRODUCTION
The following paper is a brief discussion on some topics I have found stimulating in the course Anthropology and History, given by Dr Joanne Rappaport, March 1993. My intention has been to make a methodological paper, however, paradoxically a paper discussing methodology, is theoretical (it is difficult to separate theory and method, as they goes hand in hand). As main sources I use the texts presented in the course, and a few times referring to what Dr Rappaport has discussed during the lectures. Another, and perhaps even better, name of the combination of anthropology and history is ethnohistory — a notion used by several authors. This ethnohistory, or historical anthropology, began to emerge during the 1960s and often focuses on “the culturally distinct Other”. While working with the texts, my implicit question has been to what degree this course can help me in my forthcoming study of what is called “third generation Swedish-Americans”.


In my study of the Swedish-Americans I have, at least to some extent, to depend on written documents, together with informants and my own observations. Expectantly this course will help me to avoid the most apparent traps when using historical material. Additionally, this course has given me a better insight to the methodological aspects of how (historical) texts are being constructed.

ANTHROPOLOGY AND HISTORY
The work I have found most rewarding is Greg Dening's (1988) story of the death of William Gooch, an astronomer on board the ship Daedalus. I have found the book very stimulating, so I feel free to criticise it at length. Dening states that the death of Gooch “was and is of no great importance” (1988: 5). Thus I have to make the point that the story is Dening's — it is Dening who makes the death of Gooch important; Dening is the director of the story. Dening makes a qualified account — I would like to call it a kind of historical construction of a life history; a reflective anthropology. 


Dening has made a good investigation of the life of William Gooch, and has contextualized him by describing the environment he has been brought up in. Nevertheless, I must say that Dening's narration of the 18th century Cambridge could have been curtailed quite a bit — I don't find a description of Cambridge over several pages relevant for the outcome of this story. In his portrayal of Gooch, the author uses other people to exemplify how it could have been in Cambridge, when “facts” about Gooch have vanished. Certainly you need to contextualize Gooch earlier life to give a plausible account of the events that lead to his death, but I find it strange of Dening to speculate in what he might have experienced at Cambridge. For example, Dening (1988: 55) says about his college life, that "It has to be our assumption, born out of our experience of symbols." As far as I understand, the meaning of symbols can, and often does, change over the centuries. So this has to be Dening's interpretation of what Gooch might have experienced. 


But where are the voices of the Hawaiian's, and how they interpreted the “incident”? “I have not the knowledge to decode all these gestures and symbols [by the Hawaiians]”, says Dening (1988: 10). I find such a comment strange for an anthropologist/ historian whom is supposed to be an “authority” on this particular people. For example, he states that “My historical work has always concerned Natives and Strangers in the Pacific” (1988: 97). Couldn't you require a better insight of the “Natives” symbolic system by a fieldworker whom has been committed to this area a great part of his life
? The Hawaiian accounts in the book all flow out of the Lahainaluna Mission School's history making. I am convinced that the outcome of the book would have been different if the author had tried harder to understand the Hawaiian's way of life. Although Dening is well aware that their history making was made to fit the political moments of 19th century Hawaii, he has not used any other accounts by Hawaiians. 

I think Dening has made the same mistake that Obeyesekere (1992: 49) criticizes Western scholars for to do, namely, not to take the “natives” reports as seriously as of the Westerners. Here we have a question of ethnographic authority. How would the book been written by the Hawaiian's with today's experience? With high certainty it would have been a very different story, as they would have emphasized other aspects of the event, though I don't believe it to be more “authentic” (cf.Hanson 1989: 898f) than Dening's. But perhaps the contemporary Hawaiian's interpretations of the event should have been taken into consideration by Dening when he did his research.


Dening's storytelling is captivating in its style, albeit he often uses phrases as “perhaps they”, “more likely”, “would have been”, “maybe”, and analogous expressions, which perhaps can lead some readers to believe that this was what happened. However, those are Dening's (qualified) assumptions and speculations, and you could say he fills in missing parts to produce a good story. 


This discussion leads me to Dening's, as I have found it, fruitful distinction between “what actually happened” and “what really happened”. If I have understood him right, what “really happened” is the author's attempt to reconstruct the experience of Gooch. But, as Dening (1988: 1) says, "I am a product of my times as much as he was of his. The realism I crave for him is crafted too—by my ironies, by my show of doubt as well as certainty, by display of exhaustive research, by all the tropes that persuade you the he not I is present." What “actually happened”, is the stories by others who make their own interpretations (from their experiences) of both the event and of what had happened both before and after (1988: 5f); or in other words, “they made today's experience sense of yesterday's. They joined past to present” (1988:6)


This raises the question of who's story, if any, is “correct”: the first story of the death of Gooch came from a survivor of the killing, who told it to his friends on board the vessel. His friends later re-worded the story to what “really” happened, or, in the words of Dening “..they made today's experience make sense of yesterdays. They joined past to present.”(1988: 6). Years later, the witnesses or near-witnesses re-told the story and sometimes even gave it another ending. There also exists an official story, which was recorded in the captains log (the log has disappeared). In conjunction with this, we moreover have the Hawaiian's story (which Dening barely touches upon). Is the official story the right one? or the one of the survivor? the Hawaiian's? I think this is a major problem in history (and, of course, anthropology): there can never be a “true” story — all (hi-)stories are interpretations of events or interpretations of interpretations of events (cf. Dening 1988: 27). Or, to conform to what Sahlins remarks, “The event is a happening interpreted — and interpretations vary.” (1985: 153) An other dilemma is that interpretations of the past are always made in the present, and respond to a contemporary context — past and present lives in a symbiosis (Passerini 1987: 32; see also Linnekin 1991: 213). 

A remark made by Gable et al. (1992: 791), is that all historical narratives not only involve selection and interpretation, but are also influenced by ideology — something I have also noted among the Swedish-Americans.


Dening has also a short  discussion on the use of “primary” and “secondary” sources. He is well aware of the ambivalence of claiming historical material to be “primary”, because this gives it a character of authenticy, which far from always exists (cf. Portelli 1991, below). This indicates that you have to watch for, if possible, under which circumstances a document (a “primary source”) has been arranged. Pretty much the same remark is made by Obeyesekere (1992: 66f), who emphasizes that one has to probe into the hidden agendas underlying the writing of these texts — especially if they are written for a certain audience. This means that historical accuracy is a matter of the critique of sources (see Fabian 1983: 81). 


A problem for a researcher might sometimes be that he's not aware of the existence of important documents, which perhaps could have changed the outcome of his results. An example of this is Dening's research in the archives of Cambridge University: what would the outcome of Dening's story been, if he hadn't been given a notice by Marshall Sahlins, that Gooch was a Cambridge man and they always keep records of the students in Cambridge? How common is it that historians (and anthropologists) don't find all relevant material of their research topic, and how does that affect the final result?


Texting the past, and by this making history, is always one-sided and selective, states Dening (1988: 9); you can always tell the “truth” in different ways. On the other hand, which truth does people want to hear? Gable et al. (1992: 791f; see also Poole 1987: 390f) discusses the ethical problem of telling the “truth”. For example, they say that our sophistication about “the invention of culture” comes at a time when minority peoples are more intent than ever to possess a publicly worthy cultural identity. Is it always morally right of us to publish our historical writings about the “origin” of these groups, when they, for example, are fighting for their “rights” against a suppressive majority? I am a little divided to that question. From one point of view I see it important for researchers to de-construct the historymaking, and analyze the processes behind certain stories, to acquire a better understanding of human life. On the other hand, if I can see that the published material runs the risk of harming the people I have studied, my personal (ethical) standpoint would be not to publish (or to concentrate on other aspects of their life). In my own work among the Swedish-Americans, I can see in the (re-)construction of their history that there is not only one history, but several by different competing organisations (including different denominations). In this case I do not hesitate to write about their historymaking, as they cannot claim a minority-status in the American society, or are competing for economical resources. 

Another book I have found important is the historian Alessandro Portelli's (1991), which concerns form and meaning in oral history. Portelli (and Passerini 1987) makes a kind of history by going in between the “texts” to understand the past. Unfortunately, none of them are very much reflective in their writing (cf. Dening, above). However, they both delivers a “thick description” of Italian everyday life; they contextualizes the events. Portelli's discussion on the process of memory is stimulating, and will probably help me in my own fieldwork, by being aware of how people's (that is, my informants) memory might function in remembering.


In his essay about the death of Luigi Trastulli, Portelli gives an analysis of how both individual and collective memory functions — how this event was elaborated, changed, and interpreted by the people involved. In short, Trastulli was an young steel worker who was killed by the police 1949 in a demonstration against the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty by the Italian government. In the essay, Portelli gives a neat display of how different people has combined this event with others which took place both before and after. In addition, many of the eye-witnesses has both changed the date of the event, and what “really” happened (cf. Dening, above). Portelli's explanation of this collective error, is that it must be sought in the meaning which it derived from the actors' state of mind at the time being, rather than in the event itself (1991: 15). What many of them do, is to mix several important events into one.


An other perspective of memory is conveyed by Paul Connerton (1989): remembering through bodily practices. In his book he distinguishes between two kinds of action: inscribing practice, for example photographs, printed information, etc. The opposite to inscribing he designates incorporating practice (or habit), which can be a handshake, a smile, etc. — messages a sender (or senders) impart by means of their own current bodily activity (1989: 72f). Connerton delivers an interesting aspect of memory, though I find it curious that he never refers to Mary Douglas who also has written about, more or less, the same topic. For example, in Purity and Danger she says that “The body...provides a basic scheme for all symbolism” (1980: 163f). In this Book, Douglas talks a lot of bodily symbolism which, I find relevant for Conneron's discussion in his book. I also see her Natural Symbols (1973) as relevant for Connerton's purposes, as she look at the body as an organ of communication. But perhaps Douglas is “out of fashion” in present anthropological discourse? 


Still another aspect of memory is given by the oral historian Luisa Passerini, who says that the order in which memories are recalled underlines the fact that all stories are based on conventions (1987: 27).

Going back to Alessandro Portelli, he also explains how the “official” story in the press and judical records were manipulated by different actors to serve certain purposes. By this he suggests that written sources not automatically are reliable. This steers me to his essay about the “April 7 Case”, which is about how official testimonies can be fabricated. In the Italian courts, Portelli says (1991: 251), words are recorded by the magistrate, who is not expected to follow the witness's actual wording, but rather to rephrase it in formal legal terminology. In practice, this means the degree of interpretation is much higher than in normal transcripts. This procedure often leads to a problem in court if there is a contradiction between the pretrial and courtroom testimonies. What happened in the “April 7 Case”, was that the court believed more in the transcribed testimony, than the one made later in court! This leads me to conclude that criminal records not always are reliable, a problem which, for example, is not even mentioned by Deborah Poole (1987) whom in her work on a cattle-rustling culture in Peru relies heavily on judical records!


Another problem brought up by Portelli (1991: 253; see also Obeyesekere 1992: 50), is that repetition often amplifies the first impression. As an example, one of the witnesses in the “April 7 Case” first said he thought one of the accused had been on a certain meeting. Then he grew more and more assertive on this matter, until on his fourth interrogation, he said he was sure the accused had attended the meeting.  A conclusion to that could be, that if you repeat something often enough, in course of time you'll believe it yourself; it becomes reified by repetition. A neat example of reifying is when Robert Borofsky went to the Polynesian Island Puka Puka, he had read "everything" about the people there and knew everything of their social organization. However, very little was in accordance with what he had read before his departure — most had been reified by earlier researchers citing each other (Rappaport). 


Accordingly, memory is a process and a generator of meaning, rather than an act of recall. For my research of the Swedish-Americans the implication is that I, when necessary, also have to search for other sources than to exclusively rely on my informants “testimonies”. Roughly the same ideas has Passerini (1987: 31), who in her publication gives attention to the impossibility of making direct use of testimonies in the ethnological sense. Instead she urges the researcher to identify patterns in the contradictions between the stereotypes found in the oral sources, and the information which emerges through in-depth interviews and participant observation: “Memory in oral sources .. is not the natural, spontaneous, free expression of lived experience” (1987: 61)

Portelli (1991) prefer to speak of “narrative” and “narrators”, rather than “testimony” and “informants”, for the reason that “narrator” implies more an awareness of the role of the informant as subjectively present. This brings me to the role of me as an interviewer, and Vansina writes:


A statement made in reply to a number of questions must be regarded as the work of two informants: the questioner and the person questioned. The testimony consists, in fact, not only of the replies, but also of the questions. (1973, in Portelli 1991: 28, my emphasis)

Well, this is a paper concerning history and anthropology, so I will give you an example of historical “truth”: Portelli (1991: 269) proposes (in his “April 7 Case”) that historical truth is hardly ever more than a descriptive hypothesis; legal truth has a performative nature, in this case measured in years to spend in jail. But, as he says, legal truth has a tendency to become historical truth in the sense that future researchers will rely on court records where nothing else is available. Portelli's emphasis is not about what “actually” happened (cf. Dening, above) — it is more embedded in the fiction. What he does is to compare both the documents/ newspaper-articles and his interviews of the witnesses, and from that he gets a lot of information, for example about the Communist Party. In other words, you could say that his interest lays in the layers/ stories between the event and the time when he makes his research.


In The History of a Myth (1990), Gary Urton makes an insightful analysis of the origin of the Inkas; he has compared some forty versions of their "myth of origin". Urton relies heavily on written records found in archives — although he is well aware of under which circumstances these documents have been constructed — as well as oral sources among a local (contemporary) group in Peru. Urton (1990: 6) reminds us that it is impossible to evaluate the historicity of the material in the spanish chronicles — they should more be viewed as containing intentional representations of the Inka empire by both the indigenous informants and the chroniclers themselves. His purpose is to try to understand and explain how and why different chroniclers have arrived at fundamentally different interpretations of the Inka history, rather than resolving the discrepancies between them. One plausible explanation to the discrepancy seems to be that the chronicles both are the product of variously motivated and hierarchical interpretations, i.e., from teller to translator to recorder
. As early as here we can see a great likelihood for misunderstandings and ambiguities. If we also add the various motives by different tellers, the reliability of the chronicles must be considered relatively low.

I find it important for a researcher to consider that there often can be personal motives behind the telling a story: when you study contemporary societies the story is easier to check with other sources; in a historical study — when you entirely have to rely on secondary (written) data — it is essential to know under which circumstances the documents has been recorded, and less discussed, why they have been recorded. 


One important point Urton makes (see for instance 1990: 74), is to not assume that the meaning of a word centuries ago is the same today in every respect: languages are metamorphic, which means words can be the same, albeit their meaning can have changed (radically) over the years. And what about meanings in our own contemporary language? “..it cannot be doubted that language designates things in an incomplete and inexact way..”, said Michael Bréal as early as 1921 (in Sahlins 1985: 147). If our own language is inexact, what about our translations of languages from ancient times? But also the way of thinking changes when people becomes literate (Rappaport) — how could this for example affected a chronicler when writing the history of an illiterate people which perhaps tells stories in quite different ways (for example the Inkas)?


Finally Urton have a short discussion on the questions of what is a myth, and what is history. These questions generates the more fundamental issue of who constructs truth in history. Urton's standpoint is that the important task of an anthropologically informed study, are to seek to understand the processes whereby historical representations are formulated, rather than a vain search for the “truth” (cf. the discussion of what “actually” and what “really” happened, above [Dening]). A second task is to try to determine the relationship between these formulations and the social, political, economic, and religious contexts within which they are produced and sustained (1990: 127).


In like manner Obeyesekere (1992: 50, 59f) discusses the notion of “myth”, which he means is essentially a Western concept or view, rarely existing as a category in other cultures. Obeyesekere's standpoint is that “myth” can be both “history” and, in the more narrow sense, myth or legend as a sacred tale or story of ancestral heroes. 
In their paper about the outdoor museum Colonial Williamsburg, Gable et al. (1992: 794ff) describes how it is possible to tell stories through artifacts — they see artifacts as a “text”. The authors deals with what could be called “living history”, i.e., to learn about the past by re-living it
.  They explain that “writing history” in a museum involves active choices in the selection of particular facts, in order to tell a particular story with a purpose. However, as the authors remark, what the visitors see is based the historians' best guesses as to what objects in contexts “looked like”. By this statement they mean that everything in the museum is, and must necessarily be, an interpretation of the past rather than a replication of it
. Could you speak of museums as to be analogous to anthropologists' interpretations of particular patterns?


The discussion by Gable et al has led me to an interesting opening in my study of the Swedish-Americans: would it be possible to “read” something about my informants “cultural heritage” through their display of certain Swedish artifacts? For example, what's their aim by showing crafted Swedish goods in their private homes — do they intend to tell something to others (and themselves)?  Would it be possible to see some kind of mainstream Swedish-American definition by “reading”/ studying their material culture — is certain symbols more frequent than others, among Swedish-Americans?


In their study of Colonial Williamsburg, Gable et al. also mentions that sometimes historical facts have been given less weight (by the historians), than the pragmatics of current political agendas. “History”, they write, “is an invention of the present, dependent upon present-day preoccupations, not `the past' revealed for all to see.”
 (1992: 802) If I have understood them right, Gable et al. is critical to most work done in museums, which they point to reinforces a positivist epistemology of truth (1992: 803).

Allan Hanson (1989) has a paper where he gives attention to the invention of Maori culture. There he points at the problem that anthropologists too, among many others, are inventors of culture: “..ethnographic research and writing inevitably produce cultural inventions.” (1989: 890) In the special case of Maori, early writings by European scholars have constructed a “myth of origin” (“the Great Fleet”, and a few others) in an effort to amalgamate disparate Maori traditions into a single account — a myth which today is put into serious question by recent Western scholarship. Although the myths are largely of European construction, says Hanson (1989: 893), they have been embraced by Maoris as their authentic heritage; they accept the tradition of the Great Fleet as historical fact. 


Hanson concludes that inventions are common components in the ongoing development of authentic culture, and the producers of inventions are often outsiders as well as insiders. But, the analytic task for anthropologists is not to strip away the invented portions of culture as unauthentic, he states, but to understand the processes by which they acquire authenticy (1989: 898f).

A stimulating stance in his historical writing has Richard Price, who in Alabi's World (1990) are experimenting with different type faces for the four different voices throughout the book. By using this multivocality, combined with a presentation of large amounts of relatively "raw material", Price makes a conscious effort to evoke a past world, rather than to simply represent it (1990: xii). The book is a kind of life-(hi)story of a chief in Surinam, though I don't find much in common with Dening's (above) “life-history” of William Gooch. 

I have found Alabi's World to be a pleasurable text to read, though this kind of writing demands a large amount of attendance of the reader to not get lost between the voices. A problem with the kind of presentation Price makes, is that 150 pages out of 430 embodies notes and commentaries, which is necessary for a good understanding of the texts. I also see a problem with editing a book like this — there are four different voices, but it is Price's you hear through all these!

CONCLUSION
A question all the above mentioned authors avoids is why do we need history? Perhaps this question is too naive; we all know the answer, don't we? For example, Dening (1988: 4f) brings up its entertaining perspective, which is interesting: perhaps we read about history in order to use it as guidelines for how to (not) behave, and, of course, of plain pleasure. As for myself, I would also stress the need for identity, or a sense of belonging — both on an individual and collective level. History can also be used to legitimate political and/ or economic claims.


This course has taught me to be aware when using historical material, both written and oral “texts”. But what is history? I am inclined to also call the ethnography of the present — situated between past and future — for “current history” (see Sanjek 1991: 632); a look for the past in the present. A key-word in history, as well as in anthropology, is interpretation; almost all of the authors read in this course uses the word interpretation in their texts. That is, interpretation at different levels: from event to recorder to researcher of the history. Already here we can see lots of problems with distortion. If we also take into account the time elapsed from event to actual recording, the recorders/ storytellers different purposes, and the context of the recording, we are left with even more problems of distortion. Other problems can be when documents are missing, which perhaps could have changed the outcome of the text.

What I have found during this course seems to be that the historians knows or work with a lot of “facts”, while anthropologists are more theoretically inclined. But this amalgamization of anthropology and history, under the heading of “ethnohistory”, appears to be a fruitful combination of two academic disciplines. I believe it is impossible in this ethno-historical approach to make some kind of “Grand Theory”; you have to be more specific in your study and be methodologically careful. Unfortunately, I have a feeling that most of the authors read in this course is simplifying their writing by, more or less, being inclined to anthropology or history —  which, of course, makes it easier for them to pursue their point or thesis.

Neither Portelli or Passerini are interested in what actually happened (cf. Dening, above). They have, however, taught me to be aware of the reliability of people who claims to “have been there” — memory is a selective process. An ethical problem, is when should you point to "false" historical constructions, and when shouldn't you? For example, is it ethically right to do as Hanson does, i.e., to show how the Maori's “myth of origin” has been invented (or constructed)? I am myself a little split to the question: I think it is important for a researcher to present all "facts" for the (professional) audience. At the same time those "facts" can offend and hurt the informants he has become friends with; they can lose their sense of identity or belonging, which I think has to be avoided as much as possible.

Finally, I give the word to Dening:


Expression about the past is crafted: it is gossip, it is diary, it is birth certificate, it is monument, it is inscription, it is History's Anthropology. (1988: 3)

REFERENCES
CONNERTON, Paul

1989
How Societies Remember Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

DENING, Greg

1988
History's Anthropology: The Death of William Gooch Lanham, MD: University Press of America.

DOUGLAS, Mary

1973
Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books.

1980
[1966] Purity and Danger: An analysis of concepts of pollution and taboo London, Boston and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

FABIAN, Johannes

1983
Time and The Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object New York: Columbia University Press.

GABLE, Eric., Richard HANDLER, and Anna LAWSON
1992
“On the Uses of Relativism: Fact, Conjuncture, and Black and White Histories at Colonial Williamsburg” American Ethnologist Vol. 19 (4) Pp. 791-805.

HANSON, Allan

1989
“The Making of the Maori: Culture Invention and Its Logic” American Anthropologist Vol. 91 (4) Pp. 890-902.

LINNEKIN, Jocelyn

1991
“Structural History and Political Economy: The Contact Encounter in Hawai'i and Samoa” History and Anthropology Vol. 5 (2) Pp. 205-232.

1992
"On the Theory and Politics of Political Construction in the Pacific" Oceania 62, Pp. 249- 263.

OBEYESEKERE, Gananath

1992
The Apotheosis of Captain Cook: European Mythmaking in the Pacific Princeton: Princeton University Press.

PASSERINI, Luisa

1987
Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

POOLE, Deborah A.

1987
“Landscapes of Power in a Cattle-Rustling Culture of Southern Andean Peru” Dialectical Anthropology Vol. 12 (4) Pp. 367-398.

PORTELLI, Alessandro

1991
The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History Albany: SUNY Press.

PRICE, Richard

1990
Alabi's World Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University press.

SAHLINS, Marshall

1985
Islands of History Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press.

SANJEK, Roger

1991
“The ethnographic Present” Man (N.S.) Vol. 26 (4) Pp. 609-628.

URTON, Gary

1990
The History of a Myth: Pacariqtambo and the Origin of the Inkas Austin: University of Texas Press.







     �Dening declares that "The only way to discover who people actually are is through their expressions, through their symbolic systems." (1988: 99)


     �That doesn't mean the Andean people were passive, inert objects in the political and historical processes. Rather, "..they were active participants in the production of their own histories through their engagement of the Spaniards at all levels of sociopolitical integration." (Urton 1990: 126).


     �It is quite common in the U.S. to build entire (ancient) towns where people can experience “the good old days”. As I find it, it's a kind of ethnic nostalgia for “mainstream Americans”. 


     �That also goes for the “contextualization” of the objects, which too often can be said to be “best guesses”.


     �Roughly the same says Linnekin in a recent paper about “tradition”. For Linnekin, tradition is "a selective representation of the past, fashioned in the present, responsitive to contemporary priorities and agendas, and politically instrumental." (1992:251).





