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The “historic turn” marked a new era of convergence between anthropology and history. However, recent research
proposes that this anthrohistorical field is informed by a latent cultural historicism. When studying historical
consciousness and deploying history in analysis, theorists argue, we must clarify how historicism—the ideology and
practices underpinning Western historical understanding—informs anthropological theory, or risk ethnocentrism.
Historicist regimes of truth also demand anthropological study, given their pervasive influence in the social sciences
and wider society. This article develops a comparative anthropology of historicism, drawing on historical anthro-
pology and ethnographic fieldwork. First, I analyze the history practices of a network of leftist historians, the Forum-
Histoire, based at l’Université de Paris VII, and their role in an influential protest movement against the state; second,
I assess the work of a socialist public historian in his efforts to refashion historical consciousness in Mediterranean
France. The article analyzes the role of historicism in French history practices and its conflict and synthesis with
nonhistoricist ways of knowing the past during an influential period (1975–2005) for relations between history and
anthropology. In a genealogical vein, this facilitates analysis of anthropology’s relationship to historicism and
indicates how to better deploy historicist analysis within anthropological discourse.

Problematizing History: Leftist Elites
and Historicist Regimes

In 1984, the founding of the journalHistory and Anthropology
signaled a new moment in relations between two disciplines
marked by a broad front of intellectual exchange.1 This con-
vergence lay in shared questions, borrowed methodologies, and
mutual influence. But it also acknowledged the importance of
ethnography and “microhistory” (Ginzburg 1993) in analyzing
historical processes, the new centrality of processual analysis,
and, for many, the importance of historical knowledge to the
struggle of memory against forgetting under late capitalism.
Europeans and North American elites were not the only people
with History—as Wolf (1982) influentially argued. Other his-
tories demanded to be told, and their investigationwas central at
a time when belonging at multiple levels was increasingly molded
in terms of well-wrought narratives about the past (Tonkin,
McDonald, and Chapman 1989). For leftist anthropologists,
critical historical consciousness was also a key step on the route
to radical political change (Roseberry 1989). The vital insight
that relations with the past and wider historical processes are
culturally mediated (Sahlins 1985) was also central to inter-

national debates (Delacroix 2009).2 Such convictions about
history ran deep in the late twentieth century. They had roots
in leftist paradigms and political movements and reflected a
broader shift in the Western academy (McDonald 1996). This
“historic turn” remains central to both disciplines to this day.

The contribution of this work to the social sciences is not in
doubt. But in recent years, its key tenets have come under
scrutiny. This is partly due to advances in understanding of
lived history and the extent to which local historicities can dif-
fer from academic paradigms for knowing the past.3 Theorists
have also identified this “anthrohistorical” field (Bhimull et al.
2011) as informed by a latent cultural historicism. For the
contemporary anthropologist and historian, it is a truism to state
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1. Interchange between anthropology and history is complex and at times
overplayed. See Budd (2009:421–461), Hodges (2015), Iggers (1997:101–
133), and Kalb and Tak (2005). “Leftist” designates political movements
and ideologies on the left of the political spectrum.

2. It was also a key influence on History and Anthropology’s founding
editor, François Hartog (1983).

3. Hirsch and Stewart (2005) define the anthropological concept of
“historicity” as “themanner inwhich persons operating under the constraints
of social ideologies make sense of the past, while anticipating the future . . .
Whereas ‘history’ [e.g. Western ‘historicism’] isolates the past, historicity
focuses on the complex temporal nexus of past-present-future . . . To un-
derstand historicity in any particular ethnographic context, then, is to know
the relevant ways in which (social) pasts and futures are implicated in present
circumstances” (262–263). I also draw on related theorizations (Delacroix
2009; Lambek 2002:11–14).
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that history’s cultures take multiple forms. Anthropologists have
pursued ethnographies of other histories since the 1990s, and
lately the exotica of dreaming, spirit possession, and prayer have
firmly entered the ethnographic record as genres of historical
consciousness (e.g., Lambek 2002). But to grasp such practices
ethnographically, andmake better anthropological use of history,
theorists argue, we must unpick the ways in which “histori-
cism”—the ideology and practices underpinning Western his-
torical understanding—informs theory (Hirsch and Stewart
2005:263–267; Palmié and Stewart 2016:209–210; Stewart
2012:1–9).4

Benjamin (1999) famously termed historicism the “strongest
narcotic of the [nineteenth] century” (463). Such is its influence,
however, that its cultural origins are often overlooked. The
emergence of historicism is tied to the historical revolt of the
sixteenth century against the papacy and Holy Roman Em-
perors, which laid the foundations for secular critique of
Christian doctrine and emergence of the historicist worldview
(Fasolt 2004:16–22). The term historismus dates to 1797 and
Schlegel’s Fragments about Poetry and Literature (Harloe and
Morley 2012:81). For many, it is intrinsically linked to the
nineteenth-century historian Leopold von Ranke; for anthro-
pologists, Boas’s historical particularism might be the key ref-
erence. Yet while early historicist paradigms are surpassed, re-
cent conceptions are endorsed by historians and social scientists
and are doxa to many disciplines. What should a contemporary
definition of historicism include? A first tenet is the concern to
“situate any [event] . . . in its historical context” (Hamilton
1996:3) including (reflexively) the work of the historian and
social scientist (cf. Hirsch and Stewart 2005:265; Mandelbaum
1971:42; Strathern 1990:28). Second, the past must be accessed
via the rationalizing methodologies of historiography and
reported via impersonal narrative to attain validity, even if it is
acknowledged that the past cannot be accessed wie es eigentlich
gewesen (as it really was), to recall Ranke’s dictum (White 1973).
Third, historicism is grounded in a set of ontological assump-
tions about relations between past, present, and future. These
are usually informed by a linear (chronological) temporal fabric,
where “current happenings may be seen as outcomes of prior
events and present events as belonging to the past as time flows
on” (Stewart 2012:2), even if this framework is nuanced or
differential (Braudel 1989; Chakrabarty 2000:23). Methodical
study of historical context thus lays the groundwork for the
complicated matter of analyzing and narrating causal connec-
tivity. Finally, the historicist past is conceptualized as finished, a
view enabled by linguistic tropes that place it spatially behind. In
this way, the past is framed as ontologically distinct from the
present and existing elsewhere.5 If the first two tenets are openly

acknowledged by historians and social scientists, the others are
rarely commented on. In sum, contemporary historicism is
“suspicious of the stories that the past tells about itself . . . and
equally suspicious of its own partisanship” (Hamilton 1996:3),
but such suspicions are selective in focus.

Historicism is “the paradigm governing academic histori-
ography and [is] widely shared as a form of common sense in
Western societies” (Stewart 2012:1). Anthropologists and his-
torians now acknowledge that other historicities exist with dif-
ferent ontologies of past, present, and future that do not invoke
the historicist paradigm (Gorman 2013). Yet historicism re-
mains dominant within and beyond academia and is infre-
quently problematized or historicized.6 In postmodernist and
contemporary historical paradigms, it continues to play a
central epistemological andmethodological role (Budd 2009:343–
378). In this regard, it can be productively viewed as a regime of
historicity—in Foucault’s (1977) sense of a dominant set of cul-
tural practices productive of a discourse (history) that assumes
the doxic guise of truth.7 Foucault’s concept frames historicism
as both ideology and cultural practice and so open to critical
social analysis, which is a vital move if one is to address his-
toricism ethnographically (Hodges 2015:524). It also recognizes
historicism’s polythetic manifestations in valuable contempo-
rary research by historians, archaeologists, and others alongside
its hegemonic agency beyond academia. Importantly, this his-
toricist regime is shared by academics and dominant cultural
forces in the West and beyond, whatever their political per-
suasion, and wields considerable legitimacy.

Leftist variants of the historicist regime have a further di-
mension. In brief, leftist engagement with historical discourse
dates to the nineteenth century and the era of history’s ascen-

4. See Hirsch and Stewart (2005), Stewart (2012, 2016), and a special
section of Hau (vol. 6, no. 1, 2016), edited by Palmié and Stewart, for
important discussion on anthropology and historicism. Lambek (2002)
and Hodges (2013) provide complementary studies.

5. See Fasolt (2004:222) for a parallel account. Philosophers such as
Deleuze (1991) and Koselleck (1985:255–275) argue that past and present

6. Gorman (2013) concludes, “It is fair to say that the concept of ‘the
past’, and the associated distinctions between the categories of ‘the past’,
‘the present’ and ‘the future’, in the way historians use those notions,
have seldom been reflected upon by historians” (156).

7. My use of “regime of historicity” differs from Hartog’s (2015)
formulation, combining a Foucauldian approach with the anthropolog-
ical study of historicity. Hartog (2015), a historian, defines historicity as
“how individuals or groups situate themselves and develop in time, that
is, the forms taken by their historical condition” (xv). His use of the term
“regime” alludes to Foucault’s concept but does not pursue this parallel.
Hartog (2009:136) explains how the expression was inspired by Sahlins’s
(1985) work, but it also echoes Ricoeur and Koselleck. It encompasses
both the culturally specific ways in which people invoke the past and a
historicist sense of how this relates to a society’s temporal modality, that
is, dominant configurations of past-present-future such as Koselleck’s
(1985) identification of modernity as oriented toward a horizon of expecta-
tion. Hartog’s conception of “regime of historicity” is therefore cultural but
also “objectivist” (by contrastwithFoucault), and for anthropologists requires
development to facilitate cultural analysis. See Delacroix (2009) for a review
of the term’s genealogy.

coexist: “The past would never be constituted if it did not coexist with the
present whose past it is. The past and the present do not denote two
successive moments, but two elements which coexist: One is the present,
which does not cease to pass, and the other is the past, which does not
cease to be but through which all presents pass” (Deleuze 1991:59).
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dancy as an academic practice and regime of historicity. It is
often associated with the work of Marx and Engels—but bears
comparison to broader uses of historicism in Western societies
(Blackledge 2011). A goal of much leftist historical discourse is
to challenge or deconstruct dominant representations of the
past and expose the oppressive nature of political economic and
class relations that they conceal. Realization of historical con-
sciousness is cast as historicist perception of the true face of a
mystified reality grounded in social hierarchy and concealed by
cultural elites. One influential legacy of Marxist thought is the
proposition that the working classes are most likely to perceive
the true face of historical reality and so drive social and revo-
lutionary change, given their disadvantaged position in society.
But this must be catalyzed by the work of critical intellectuals,
who demystify hegemonic ideologies that conceal structures of
exploitation and communicate this to the oppressed (see Jameson
1974:160–206). If contemporary leftist thought is diverse and
nuanced, this historicist unmasking of reality and translation
into popular consciousness remains central to much leftist his-
tory and political projects for realizing progressive social change
(Strathausen 2006).

Founding works of historical anthropology are also histori-
cist, and often leftist in political orientation, tracing a genealogy
to political economy, cultural Marxism, and critical anthro-
pology.8 The first wave of anthropological studies of lived his-
tory, dating from the 1980s, acknowledged alterity in Indige-
nous historical consciousness but implied that such practices
retained narrative or conceptual features that are recognizably
historicist (Hastrup 1992). Recently, anthropologists have moved
beyond these assumptions, arguing that invocations of the past
can take embodied, nonnarrative, unstructured (e.g., achro-
nological), and affective forms (Stewart 2012:3–9; cf. Comaroff
and Comaroff 1992:157–160). A critical, leftist orientation
also informs many of these later studies. Importantly, such
nonhistoricist historicities can be founded in local ontological
schema for the relationship of past, present, and future that
differ from historicism and form a key component of ethno-
graphic analysis. Following such insights comes realization
that historicist regimes are now a key topic for critical study.
Yet, interestingly, historicist ideology continues to unreflexively
inform a significant proportion of anthropological engagement
with history, and arguablymany anthropologists’ expectations of
informants’ invocations of the past, and comprises a dominant
analytical framework for the discipline.9

In what follows, I present a comparative analysis of leftist
history practices in rural France, drawing on both historical an-
thropological study and an ethnography of history produced

from ongoing ethnographic study in Languedoc over a 15-year
period. I furnish two portraits: first, one of the “history practices”
of a group of leftist French historians and activists, the Forum-
Histoire (History-Forum), based at l’Université de Paris VII, as
they took part in an influential protest against the state during the
1970s, and, second, of the work of Jean Dupont and his collab-
orators’ socialist project to refashion historical consciousness
on the coast of Languedoc between the 1970s and 2000s.

One goal is to analyze the role of historicism in Frenchhistory
practices and its conflict and synthesis with nonhistoricist ways
of knowing the past. Study of historians’ efforts to encourage the
popular historicization of French cultural practices has value
as part of this necessary ethnography of historicist regimes.10 It
also facilitates nuanced assessment of analytical generalizations
about historicism via ethnographic contextualization. Second,
following Herzfeld’s observation that one aim of the anthro-
pology of Western societies is to analyze “where ‘our’ [anthro-
pological] ideas come from” (Asad et al. 1997:713), andworking
in a genealogical spirit (Foucault 1977), I assess the implications
for anthropology’s foundations in historicism. The late 1970s
and 1980s are significant for relations between anthropology
and history—encounters between leftist anthropologists and
historians shaped debate in foundational ways. Both case stud-
ies document ethnographic variants of the historicist regime of
historicity that leftist elites advocated at the time—among them
anthropologists—and which remain central to the human and
social sciences; both act as a crucible for raising questions about
the uses and disadvantages of historicism for anthropological
analysis. If anthropology is to effectively study historicist re-
gimes, or nonhistoricist historicities, with their distinct temporal
ontologies and practices for invoking the past, and capture the
“history-less penumbra” (Rabinow 2011:61) that surrounds
novel forms of contemporary cultural practice, then its rela-
tionship to historicism must be reassessed.

Forum-Histoire: Radical Historians
and the “People’s History”

At the Institut Charles V in the historic Marais district of
Paris on the weekend of May 24–25, 1975, some 200 history
teachers, students, and historians gathered to assess the po-
litical and educational value of the past in the light of the
fallout from the uprising of May 1968.11 In the courtyard and

8. See Mintz and Wolf (1989) for a dispute regarding anthropology’s
historicism.

9. In this article, I use a heuristic distinction between “historicist” and
“nonhistoricist” historicities to maintain a focus on historicism, although
it is clear that historicist historicity coexists and can hybridize with other
historicities, as we will see. In another context, one could typologize non-
historicist historicities in affirmative terms—for example, “affective” his-
toricities (see Stewart 2012:189–206).

10. Historians have already embarked on this path (Kalela 2012).
Daniel Fabre and colleagues at the CNRS (Centre national de la recherche
scientifique) have pursued an ethnologie de l’histoire since the 2000s.
Handler (2016) andHamaan (2016) study historicism inWestern societies
from a historical perspective.

11. Primary sources comprise a dossier published in Les Cahiers du
Forum-Histoire 5 (1977), including ethnographic analysis of Forum-
Histoire’s activities in Larzac by Chesneaux, research proposals, accounts
by participants, and oral history from farmers and other issues of the
journal. Secondary sources for Forum-Histoire include Chesneaux (1978)
and Ross (2004); and for Larzac, secondary sources include Alland (2013),
Bonniol (2001), Heller (2013), Terral (2011), and Williams (2008).
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labyrinthine rooms of this former hotel, so distinct from the
new buildings of the university, participants held two intense
days of meetings. Inspired by the heady politics of anarchism,
Maoism, and radical communism that thrived in French leftist
circles, they convened a Forum-Histoire network to realize
their goals. Based at l’Université de Paris VII, and animated by
the radical historian, specialist in Chinese peasant revolts, and
sometimeMaoist Jean Chesneaux, the Forum-Histoire embarked
on an intensive critique of historiography’s role in French society.
A journal, Cahiers du Forum-Histoire (CdFH), or “Notebooks
of the History-Forum,” was founded in 1976. With a print run
of 4,000 copies, it ran to 10 issues and served as a mouthpiece
for theoretical debate and dissemination of the group’s views.
Chief among the ambitions of the Forum-Histoire was a cri-
tique of the relationship between historians and those they
study.

Forum-Histoire activists viewed this relationship as de-
fined by a crippling professionalism that restricted popular
engagement with historical discourse and ultimately served the
political ends of “French capitalism.” As Chesneaux (Dosse
1989) wrote pithily: “We want to finish with the formula ‘I am
working on’ . . . In our view, we need to work with” (47).12

Such a project, Chesneaux argued, demands new forms of his-
torical knowledge and academic praxis to subvert the intellec-
tual’s established role:

The past is both a stake in current struggles and an essential
factor in the political relationship of forces . . . Historians,
like other intellectuals, cannot passively wait until capitalist
culture and society have disappeared to raise questions about
their own speciality and its place in the political struggle . . .
History is an intellectual discipline that touches an extremely
broad audience [but] the invisible doors of our universities
are . . . hermetically sealed. (Chesneaux 1978:2–3)

As for the Forum-Histoire’s project:

We accept too easily the chronological slicing-up of past
experience, the taste for narratives in the past tense, the au-
thority of the printed word, the isolation of documents . . .
the uncritical use of the specialist’s work. My hope is to en-
courage those engaged in ongoing social and political
struggles . . . to reject the Establishment version of historical
knowledge. Let them build their own relationship to the past
on the basis of what they have gone through together . . .
taking their own past as the starting-point for this funda-
mental rethinking. Let us reverse the hierarchical relation-
ship between past and present, between historical specialist
and non-specialists, in our quest for the type of history the
revolutionary struggle needs. (Chesneaux 1978:3)

The historian-activist, then, needed to subvert the politically
conservative division of labor between historian and the pub-
lic and refocalize this via forging local relationships with
oppressed groups within society, chiefly among the working

classes and French peasantry.13 In this way, the historian-
activist becomes both collaborator and facilitator of a novel en-
gagement with the past that is not predetermined by academic
research agendas or the values and goals of professionals. In
theory, at least, knowledge of the past can be shaped by the
political struggles of oppressed groups “to link the open-ended
present, with all its potentialities, to the . . . past [and] base
the work on the demands of social practice and the political
struggle” (Chesneaux 1978:136). The modus operandi of his-
toricist objectivity and the “history establishment” is suspended,
in order to forge “a history for the revolution” (Chesneaux
1978:135–147).

The inspiration for this project lay to the East. With Mao
Tse-Tung as his muse, Chesneaux’s historian stages enquêtes
(field investigations), the objectives of which are open-ended
and emergent, with the goal of catalyzing novel, potentially
revolutionary local relations to the past as part of the class
struggle.14 An agenda existed—to mobilize these engagements
with the past in line with the “needs of the workers’ struggle”
(CdFH 5). And despite Chesneaux’s qualms, the product of
such enquêtes remained largely textual in both theoretical and
practical terms, comprising hybrid forms of local history and
professional historical discourse with its historicist tenets largely
intact (e.g., Anon. 1977a, 1977b; Chesneaux 1978). But the na-
ture of the engagement and content of the history produced are
generated via dialogical praxis, with the professional tools of
the historian put at the disposal of subject-collaborators who
assume the role of amateur historians in the process. Impor-
tantly, the enquête is also an engagement that requires time
and commitment. The spirit of the enquête informed other
sites of engagement between Maoist and other gauchiste15 ac-
tivists and the French working classes during the 1970s and
echoes politically motivated fieldwork practiced further afield
by critical anthropologists and public historians.16

12. Translations are by the author unless indicated.

14. “The onlyway to know conditions is tomake social investigations . . .
such investigation is especially necessary for those who know theory but do
not know the actual conditions, for otherwise they will not be able to link
theory with practice . . . Without investigation there cannot possibly be any
right to speak” (Mao 1941:11, 13).

15. The term “gauchiste” was used to positively differentiate leftist
movements (usually “far left”) from the Soviet-inspired communism
practiced by the P.C.F. or Parti communiste français (French Communist
Party). Prior to the 1960s, following Lenin’s lead, the term had pejorative
connotations and still does in many political circles. It is beyond the scope
of this article to include a critical or moral appraisal of the French left’s
problematic and complex engagement with Maoism during the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, with its well-documented atrocities and brutality (see
Meisner 1999). Wolin (2017) provides a nuanced overview.

16. For example, the History Workshop Movement, which itself drew
on anthropological theory and methods. The history workshops were an
inspiration, and members—including Raphael Samuel—were invited to
the Forum-Histoire’s founding meeting (Summers, Davin, and Samuel
1976).

13. This term was used loosely to invoke class belonging in the con-
text of French identity politics (Rogers 1987), rather than a strict socio-
economic category, and I reflect that usage in this article.
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The Forum-Histoire was one of several radical leftist history
groups that operated in the late 1970s. Alongside Le Peuple
Français and Les Revoltes Logiques, they aimed to redefine
historiography’s role in French politics and cultural practice.
Diffusion of critical historical consciousness remained central
to the Forum-Histoire project, in keeping with other Western
leftist movements, although they pursued it in a distinctively
practice-based format. “Taking one’s own past as a starting
point” (Chesneaux 1978:3) had a clear ideological goal. It is
important to note, then, that Chesneaux and others borrowed
from a broader leftist tradition, and in turn influenced the
work of later leftist historians and philosophers. Historian-
activists such as Jacques Rancière, theoretician of Les Revoltes
Logiques, went on to influential careers.

Reinventing History on the Larzac Plateau

Let us now consider how the Forum-Histoire mobilized its
theoretical goals in praxis. It was an unlikely stage for the next
showdown between gauchistes and the state after May 1968.
The isolated plateau of Larzac straddles the Aveyron and
Hérault départements of southwest France—1,000 km2 of land
given over largely to shepherding. Yet Larzac became a cause
célèbre among French leftists. On October 28, 1971, Michel
Debré, defense minister for the Gaullist government of Chaban-
Delmas, announced the extension of the military camp de
Larzac. Debré argued that its expansion would enhance the
defense infrastructure of France and provide an economic boost
to the region, which had suffered extensive depopulation linked
to agricultural modernization programs.

The project required the expulsion of 100 farming families
from their lands and a significant increase in the army’s share
of the plateau—from 3% to 17%. It met with immediate and
strong resistance from local farmers, who comprised a number
of social groups. They included farmers who had recently
come to Larzac, known as néo-ruraux, including leftists in the
wake of May 1968; wealthier farmers with larger landholdings;
and indigenous peasants. These were smallholders, conser-
vative in religious and political outlook, who formed the ma-
jority, and a group apart with cultural links to the wider Oc-
citan peasantry. Most farmers opposed the extension, and the
first protests took place within days of the announcement,
organized by the FDSEA.17 These gathered momentum and
over the following years, confrontations between the army and
farmers, protest marches to Paris, and campaigns of civil
disobedience captured the support of gauchistes. This was
particularly the case for French Maoists, who were influenced
byMao’s conception of the revolutionary role of the peasantry.
The campaign was also endorsed by a range of leftist political
figures, including François Mitterrand, leader of the Parti So-

cialiste, who canceled the military extension in a gesture of
solidarity soon after his election on May 10, 1981. It was the
beginning of a long history of activism on the plateau. By the
new millennium, local peasant-activists led by José Bové, and
linked to the Confédération Paysanne trade union, would rise
to international prominence with their protests against glob-
alization and play an influential role in European politics (see
figs. 1, 2).

The Larzac movement was also the subject of extensive
theorization and engagement. One notable experiment was the
founding by intellectuals, activists, and interested local farmers
of the Larzac-Université on May 19, 1975. This interdisci-
plinary initiative aimed to foster educational instruction and
collaboration between professional academics, the peasantry,
and the working class (Alland 2013:50) and had a high profile
among Parisian academics. Chesneaux was among its founders,
and the Forum-Histoire developed its own project to engage
with the Larzac struggle. The explicit goal was to realize a col-
laborative history of the indigenous Larzac peasantry that spoke
directly to their experiences, enabling them to reappropriate
their past as part of the struggle against the French state and
become, in activists’ terms, “alternative historians.” Forum-
Histoire activists believed that this would ignite their revolu-
tionary potential in Maoist terms. But the Larzac-Université
served to highlight the differences between historians and
indigenous peasants, who had little interest, it emerged, in
defining themselves as alternative historians or recasting their
knowledge of the past in historicist terms for political ends
(Ahmad and Dominique 1978:57). Indeed, it could even be
proposed that they lived “outside history,” in Nandy’s (1995)
polemical sense, in that their dominant cultural modes for
relating to the past were not historicist in nature, and “ ‘dif-
ferent from that constructed by historians and historical
consciousness” (44).18

Forum-Histoire activists undertook preparatory work with
local historians from the region and scheduled a collaborative
history seminar at Larzac for indigenous peasants, néo-ruraux,
local and professional historians, workers from nearby Millau,
and leftist activists fromMarch 24 to April 3, 1976.19 That said,
plans for the seminar were largely formulated by historians
from Millau and Paris. Chesneaux (1977:3–5) was the prin-
cipal liaison and later regretted that the organizing committee

17. Fédérations Départementales des Syndicats d’Exploitants Agricoles
or Departmental Federations of Farmers’ Unions. It is beyond the scope
of this article to review in detail the social composition of Larzac, and
groupings identified here inevitably simplify this (see Alland 2013).

18. “At one time,” Nandy (1995) writes, “historical consciousness had
to coexist with other modes of experiencing and constructing the past,
even within the modern world. The conquest of the past was still in-
complete in the late nineteenth century . . . [but h]istorical conscious-
ness now owns the globe” (46).

19. Historiography in France is a prestigious and influential activity,
as is, to a lesser degree, the tradition of “scholarly local history” to which
these local historians, and the protagonist of my second case study, were
associated. “Amateur” local history is a less well-defined field of practice.
The Forum-Histoire was interested in breaking down such hierarchies.
See Papailias (2005:43–92) and Thiesse (1991) for further discussion of
local history.
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was not more representative. Historian-activists from Millau
prioritized the following goals: (1) to define a popular regional
history that is founded on both objective data (enquêtes, sta-
tistics, archival research, and interviews) and the oral history of
a people fighting for their very existence; (2) to transcend
traditional conflicts between indigenous and colonial workers,
French and Occitan speakers, “Indians” [sic] and anthropol-
ogists, lived history and written history, the teachers and the
taught; and (3) to convert historical reflection into a weapon of
resistance and unity, capable of galvanizing our identity, and
recapturing what the system with its confusion has taken away
from us (CdFH 5:10). Forum-Histoire activists had distinct
goals: (1) to rethink the past from the perspective of the present
(peasant and workers’) struggle, (2) to expose the dangers of
treating historical knowledge as an end in itself, and (3) to help
the popular masses to reappropriate their own past, without
having to rely on professional historians (Chesneaux 1977:3).

Differences were apparent from the beginning of the sem-
inar, as were the challenges of debating across cultural and
intellectual divides. According to a heavily self-critical report
in the CdFH, Forum-Histoire participants “tended to stick
together,” Larzac activists found it challenging to engage with
historians, local historians did not engage with their professional
counterparts, and divisions also existed between workers and
trade unionists. As for indigenous peasants, they were inter-
viewed by researchers during enquêtes but did not fully partic-
ipate in the seminar or public meetings arranged to communi-
cate findings due to scheduling conflicts with their working
hours (Chesneaux 1977:5–8). In some respects, then, Forum-

Histoire activists encountered similar challenges to later public
and “collaborative” anthropologists (Lassiter 2005). Another
division concerned attitudes toward the class struggle, which
was particularly acute among Forum-Histoire activists, néo-
ruraux, and peasants. Farmers were exhausted by five years of
activism against the state and in the mood for compromise.
Smaller farmers were also dominated by landowners, who
acted as self-nominated spokespeople for the campaign. Such
differences left Forum-Histoire activists confused and angry at
the lack of political will in the fight against the state’s plans
(Chesneaux 1977:4).

There was progress, nevertheless, on historical projects.
Fifty-two people were interviewed, and oral history and eth-
nographic data on the past were collected, in particular on
labor disputes, which, in the case of Millau, consisted of im-
portant strikes in the 1930s. Uncovering this history of con-
flict, for Forum-Histoire activists, was central to restructuring
the local past in terms of contemporary political concerns.
Participation was also high: 500 people came to the seminar,
which included public talks, presentations of findings to local
farmers and inhabitants of Millau, and the rapid publication of
written reports, which sold well during and after the seminar.
Profits went toward the purchase of premises for the Larzac-
Université. Seminar participants also took part in acts of civil
disobedience, as part of the Larzac campaign. Finally, there
were a number of key outcomes, including plans for a history
of the Larzac movement; research on Millau labor disputes; an
ethnographic survey of the plateau; and importantly, in No-
vember 1976, instruction for farmers at their request on the

Figure 1. François Mitterrand at a demonstration against the extension of the military camp, Larzac, France, August 1974. According
to witnesses, Mitterrand was overrun by the crowd and stoned by Maoist militants before being helped to safety by associates of José
Bové, who came to Larzac to join the protest and stayed on. Bové and his Larzac collaborators came to international attention in the
1990s as the leaders of a prominent antiglobalization movement. Photograph by Gerard Bonnet, q University of Kent.
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history of the French countryside since the 1940s—a period of
great turbulence driven by the Marshall Plan. Oral history
material was also published in a special issue of the CdFH
(no. 5).

The special issue analyzes differences in attitudes toward
the past among participants. While local historians, workers
from Millau, and Forum-Histoire activists perceived a value
in researching and rethinking the past in terms of its value for
contemporary struggles, as did some néo-ruraux, this ap-
proach was of little interest to indigenous peasants, who were
its focus. One assessment comes from the Forum-Histoire:

The peasants did not want to take ownership of their past and
link it to the political struggle. By contrast, the desire to know
more about past disputes inMillau, notably the strike of 1934–
35 . . . was important to the middle classes and the young, but
also to the working classes of Millau [who attended] . . . The
peasants had a different relationship with the past [which] was
a private thing for them, that outsiders shouldn’t meddle with.
For example, the old peasant who knew the past of Larzac like
the back of his hand, but whose account was filtered, selective,
oriented toward everyday life, almost a-political. He would
make . . . the Le Roi Laduries of the world happy, and other
“ethnographers,” but he hardly spoke of the peasant struggles
of the past, or Vichy and the problems between peasants and
the military camp since it was set up in 1903. (Chesneaux
1977:4–5)

Chesneaux’s account merits further contextualization. At the
time of the Forum-Histoire seminar, sources indicate that
peasant social life remained largely oriented toward non-

historicist historicities (Bonniol 2001:28–46; see also Alland
2013; Terral 2011; Williams 2008). While it is beyond the
scope of this article to provide a full ethnographic account,
some key details can be provided. “Nonhistoricist historicities”
were partly characterized by the memory of lived experiences
and their transmission by descendants (Bonniol 2001:36–38).
Local people were exposed to historicism via schooling, for
example, and there existed the potential for historicist dis-
course to be assimilated into local historicities as a form of
“historical memory” (Hery 1999:83–189; Ricoeur 2004:394).
But sources suggest that assimilation was not widespread in the
mid-1970s. As an emblematic example of nonhistoricist his-
toricities, one can point to communal processes of knowing the
past, which would take place via storytelling about the exploits
of relatives or local figures, often focalized around the family
in pastoralist communities. The ethnographic record suggests
that these narratives usually located persons in a timeless but
familiar landscape. In this regard, historicist schema such as
chronology, objectivism, and historical contextualization were
not normally foregrounded in such performative practices
(cf. Coulomb andCastell 1986; Fabre and Lacroix 1974).20 There
is also evidence for the prevalence of oral myths about Gar-
gantua and other figures in Larzac, characteristic of the Occitan-

Figure 2. A demonstration against the extension of the military camp, Larzac, France, August 1974. Note that the harvest continues
(center, left) as demonstrators cross the fields. The clash between farmers’ commitments and the schedule of the Forum-Histoire was
also a factor in historian-activists’ engagement with local people. Photograph q Henri Cartier-Bresson/Magnum Photos.

20. Nearby in the Aveyron, Rogers (1991:11) notes that among farming
communities, “a construction of the past [was also used during the 1970s] to
measure an inferior present or to legitimate present activities,” which was
likely to be the case in Larzac too. Such popular periodizations are generated
by present needs rather than historicist principles and usually comprise
instances of historical mythologization (Hodges 2010).
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speaking region, marked by a comparable “nonhistoricist” nar-
rative form (see Bonniol 2001:38; Coulomb and Castell 1986).
Such storiesmight be narrated out in the countryside, inscribing
the local ruiniform landscape with mythological and affective
historicity, but would generally be told in family company in the
evenings.

Although indigenous peasants were acquainted with his-
toricist discourse, this was not the principal idiom for tem-
poralization of the past among the majority. One exception was
an annual memorial to victims of the Germans at la Pezade,
supported by the wider presence of war memorials (Bonniol
2001:38). In this case, the nationalist war memorial and lieu de
mémoire fused with peasant historicities. Historicist schema
were also used to identify key moments in the life spans of in-
dividuals, and even if dates were not explicitly incorporated into
everyday practice, they were usually known. Calendars were
used for time reckoning and televisions were increasingly com-
mon, which diffused historicist outlooks (cf. Rogers 1991:12), as
did selected religious practices, while some place names pos-
sessed a historical penumbra. And the historicist idiom was
invoked during the Larzac campaign by a range of people, in-
cluding local historians and some activist peasants, which cat-
alyzed its prominence.21 This is not to romanticize indigenous
peasants, and, clearly, some individuals were more familiar with
historicist idioms, and invoked them more frequently, as did
teachers and historians (Bonniol 2001:39–43). But sources
suggest that in 1976, peasant historicities remained signifi-
cantly nonhistoricist, an observation echoed elsewhere in in-
fluential anthropological studies (e.g., Zonabend 1984).

If the goals of the Forum-Histoire were political engagement,
collaboration, and hybridization between different knowledge
practices and historicities, then the project was only a partial
success. An important obstacle was the different ways in which
indigenous peasants and historians related to the local past
(Ross 2004:123). Likewise, Parisian historians did not possess a
differentiated set of knowledge practices that could produce
historicist accounts of the local past, enable collaborative study
of nonhistoricist and affective peasant historicities, and medi-
ate the differences. As Chesneaux stated: “We didn’t know how
to define an alternative historical research, nourished by the
present, and yet exigent and rigorous” (Ross 2004:124). Mean-
while, reports in the CdFH indicate that peasants did not wish to
become alternative historians (in activists’ terms), despite shar-
ing similar political goals as historians and activists. This was
manifested in their lack of engagement with the Forum-
Histoire’s historicist project and adherence to their own idioms
for invoking the past, as reported by Chesneaux.22

What was the role of historicism in the Forum-Histoire’s
projects? On the one hand, there is rejection of two key aspects
of the historicist agenda—notably, the delivery of historical
knowledge in objectivist, depersonalized academic discourse
constructed by a solitary professional, and the historicist ax-
iom that historical discourse should not be explicitly shaped
bypolitical struggles in thepresent.However, in other respects, the
tenets of historicism are upheld in Forum-Histoire praxis. This is
the case for historicist goals of interpreting contingent experience
in its historical context; the aim to seek out historical truths that
undermine tales of ideological mystification spun by “establish-
ment” historians (Chesneaux 1978:45–55); and the historicist id-
iomused by activists (cf. Gorman 2013:156). The centrality of the
written historical text to knowing the past is also maintained,
despite occasional use of public presentations, while non-
historicist and affective genres of historicity are largely overlooked
or misunderstood, as are their theoretical implications. While
the practice of historical research was radically theorized, then,
and contained posthistoricist elements of critique, history
practice remained grounded in the historicist regime.

In sum, the Forum-Histoire sought ways to move beyond
historiography and the historicist regime.However, it was largely
unable to do so. This arguably stemmed from a lack of reflexive
insight into how the historicist regime informed Forum-Histoire
praxis and the related lack of a theoretical framework for study-
ing nonhistoricist forms of historicity. Ethnographic study of
nonhistoricist historicities in Larzac, for example, targeting oral
practices and affective genres for knowing the past with distinct
ideological and ontological orientations, could have facilitated
collaboration. It is evident that at the time, anthropology, too,
did not have the means to theorize nonhistoricist historicities,
and it would be 30 years before an anthropological critique of
historicism appeared (Hirsch and Stewart 2005). Other factors,
such as logistical failures involving scheduling conflicts for
meetings, also had a role. But if such an approachwere available,
the Forum-Histoire might have forged a stronger basis for
generating a hybrid historicity with farmers and activists in order
to realize Chesneaux’s collaborative program. This impasse
contributed to the demise of the Forum-Histoire several years
later. As activists acknowledged:

Contribution by “savage historians” [in Lévi-Straussian
terms] was very important in fuelling our critique of domi-
nant history and its professional elitism . . . But it waswewho
called them “alternative historians”; it wasn’t of any interest to
them to define themselves in this way. (CdFH 10:57)

Chesneaux (2004), reflecting in 1997, was more specific,
identifying Benjamin’s critique of historicism as a crucial ab-
sence from the Forum-Histoire’s arsenal, and suggesting that a

21. Some néo-ruraux and Larzac militants were “conscious from the
beginning that they were involved in making history” (Alland 2013:102),
such as the well-known Catholic priest Pierre Bonnefous, who collected
data and adapted historicist practices to write a collaborative history of
the campaign (Bonnefous and Martin 1984).

22. Clearly, in years to come, the historicist idiom entered more fully
into local life, driven by the mass media and heritage tourism and néo-

ruraux, activists, and incomers who brought historicist practices with them.
For example, the campaign gave rise to an invented tradition among
militants that invoked continuity with the peasantry and eventually an
“eco-museum” (Bonniol 2001:29, 31). The curiosity and changing lives of
peasant farmers were also important to this process.
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lack of theoretical reflexivity about historicism undermined the
project—an analysis that echoes our critique (190).

Refusing History: Socialist Historicism
and Popular Historicities

For French socialists, the late 1970s and 1980s were a time to
renew social engagement with history after several decades of
turbulent modernization, when the past had slipped its
moorings both sociologically and in terms of its priority in
national education. This coincided in 1981 with the election
of France’s first socialist president, François Mitterrand. One of
Mitterrand’s campaign promises was to reform the teaching
of history in French schools, and his comments at the Conseil
de Ministres on August 31, 1983, reflected a realization that
progress had been slow. He declared himself “scandalised” by
the ignorance of history among young people and “anguished
by the harm that the loss of collective memory could cause our
country,” which constituted in his eyes a “national danger”
(Lelièvre and Nique 1995:341). History and collective mem-
ory, in this sense, were explicitly conflated, and his solution
was to change how history should be taught in French schools.
In the event, Mitterrand turned to academics at the prestigious
Collège de France for guidance, on the recommendation of
Pierre Bourdieu. The role of history, then, was less politically
radical for socialist activists than gauchistes but no less im-
portant and similarly entangled with academic discourses.

In this second study, I address a socialist history project
carried out some 100 km to the south of Larzac. Villeneuve is
a peri-urban village of ∼600 permanent inhabitants, located
10 km from the city of Narbonne in southern France. It sits
on a lagoon alongside the Mediterranean, which sustains one
of the economic practices for which the village is known—the
artisanal fishing of eels and fish—while most of Villeneuve’s
land is used to grow grapes for Corbières wine. That said, its
inhabitants do not comprise a holistic population of fisher-
men and wine growers. About 45% of permanent residents
are from the locality, but the remaining 55% are recent im-
migrants. In addition, 30% of the housing stock in the village is
owned by owners of second homes.23 The village community is
fragmented, and tensions exist—many long-term inhabitants
(known as Villeneuvois) view incomers in a negative light and
see them to blame for why the children of long-term residents
can no longer afford to live in the village. As for the em-
ployment market, only 13% of the labor force makes a living
from fishing and viticulture, whereas in 1946 this figure was
75%. Wine growers and fishermen tend to supplement their
income with jobs in Narbonne, and more than 70% of villagers
work in the city’s service industries, factories, and commercial
centers.24 Heritage tourism has become a dominant economic

interest of many incomers, and the “intangible cultural heri-
tage” (see UNESCO 2003) of indigenous villagers is often
poached for their heritage projects, which is a further source
of tension.

In previous decades, however, life was very different.
Looking back, the population of 367 in 1968 was almost half
the current figure, and more than 50% of the population
worked in fishing and agriculture. Within a generation, then,
we have a significant reversal. Only one-third of women were
in paid employment, versus 70% by the twenty-first century.
As for housing, 20% consisted of second homes, and a small
minority of the population were incomers. Local people were
the dominant cultural and political force. Communal rituals
during the year also reflected economic practices. The fête de
la vendange (harvest fête) in autumn and fête des pêcheurs
(fishermen’s fête) in July were the focus of festivities. By the
late 1970s, these events were atrophying, and by the 2000s,
they were replaced by fêtes oriented to a dominant regional
economy: tourism.

The turbulent political economy of viticultural capitalism
shook the plain of Languedoc from the nineteenth to the
twenty-first centuries. But regional historians have argued
that this period of turbulence did not make a clean sweep of
the peasant cultural fabric. Indeed, many features of life in the
1970s were clearly rooted in the deep time of Languedoc—
from artisanal fishing, with its Occitan terminology and fes-
tivals, to the production of food, communal storytelling, and
other core symbols of belonging. The viticultural working class
never relinquished many of the idioms of precapitalist peasant
life (Fabre and Lacroix 1973). Importantly, this continuity
applied to genres of historicity, which retained an affective,
mythological, chiefly nonhistoricist character rooted in oral
history, Occitan traditions of storytelling, and kinship-related
practices. School-taught narratives of the national past and
related historicist conceptions were marginalized, according to
key informants. They can be theorized as cultural impositions
of externality that were not easily assimilated to local his-
toricities.25 Local life in the 1970s, then, comprised conflictive
temporalities and living traditions, some ruptured and torn by
a convulsive viticultural economy, others vital and retaining
the potential for symbolization in terms of the longue durée.

Come the 1980s, a new era of change would revolutionize
socioeconomic and cultural life. Viticulture was no longer a
principal employer. Erratic forms of timespace gained the
upper hand (cf. Gurvitch 1964:32–33). Cultural horizons and
identities also became unstable. Mass media and television
brought the world beyond the village into living rooms and
imaginations—of the young, in particular. Regional, French,

23. This survey masks complexity and difference among social group-
ings.

24. French censuses of 1946, 1999, and 2007.

25. I refer to Ricoeur’s notion of the “externality” of historical dis-
course to which subjects can become “acculturated.” Ricoeur (2004)
writes: “The discovery of historical memory consists of a genuine ac-
culturation to externality. This acculturation is that of a gradual famil-
iarization with the unfamiliar, with the uncanniness of the historical
past” (394).
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and European imagined communities were privileged above
local coordinates of belonging. Such transformations had
important consequences for relations with the past, which
retained an oral, affective hue, but slipped its local moorings,
to be increasingly conjured from televised history, newspapers,
and the heritage industry—informed by commonsense his-
toricist frameworks. This rupture in the local temporal fabric
(Gell 1992:118–126) ushered in a new framework for relations
between past, present, and future and a local historicity that
articulated with the dominant French historicist regime.

Let us now address local historicities in more detail. In-
terviews with long-term residents of Villeneuve indicate that
until the early 1980s, a key focus of nonhistoricist local histo-
ricities was the telling of stories in Occitan about family
members. These sometimes took a humorous narrative form,
which focalized male protagonists. Such stories would fre-
quently be narrated in the evening veillées that still took place.
These would be complemented by tales of family life with a
wider gender basis, and when men were not present, for ex-
ample, women might speak exclusively of female experience.
At such times, mythological tall tales would also be told, often
focused on the exploits of fishermen. As in Larzac, such story-
telling normally took the form of incidents narrated in a familiar
landscape and usually lacked historicist chronological markers
or historical context. Examples I witnessed during the 1990s,
narrated by older, retired fishermen whose first language was
Occitan, were often cast in the present tense, eliding the dis-
tinction between the past and present characteristics of histor-
icism. This arguably enabled the past to enter the imagination
of listeners with features of the open-ended temporality of the
present as the narrative unfolded, facilitating experiences of
“cultural proximity” that transcended the passage of time and
obviated the temporal distance foregrounded by historicist
schema (cf. Lambek 2002; Knight 2012). They were also punc-
tuated by onomatopoeic and, in particular, echomimetic sounds
that invoked the lived experience of the narrated action affec-
tively, placing the listener vicariously within the scene. Clearly,
this contrasts with the conceptual and objectifying techniques
employed in historicist discourse. In the past, the use of the local
dialect of Occitan also differentiated such narratives from the
more formal and alien French language used for historical in-
struction in schools—until the 1980s, Occitan was the first lan-
guage of the village—and no doubt lent a distinctive cultural
quality to local temporalizations of the past.

Affective historicities (see Stewart 2012:189–206) also im-
printed the locality’s enduring landscape with reminiscences of
family and other associations, as memories provoked by en-
counters with the material environment—itself layered and
marked with the past activity and tales of family members—
emerged into consciousness in imaginative forms that seem to
have lacked historicist and, frequently, verbal framing. Onwalks
with older (in their seventies) long-term inhabitants during the
late 1990s, I witnessed the temporalization and verbalization of
suchmemories, catalyzed by encounters with the landscape, and
their habitual narration without the framing features of his-

toricist discourse. These manifestations of the past arguably
took a similar nonhistoricist form to other narrativesmentioned
above. By contrast, such historicist markers were a prominent
feature of local walks I undertook with the local historian Jean
Dupont, who would invoke chronological schema and wider
historical contextualization as a central part of his narrative
temporalizations of the local landscape. Finally, local people also
invoked the past in a form of popular historical periodization.
Increasingly, this indexed a set of changes to local life in the
1960s and 1970s and was “quasi-mythological” in nature, as it
was not reflective of the “historicist facts” but shaped by political
or moral concerns linked to the local impact of tourism and
incomers (see Hodges 2010). A more thorough investigation
of local, nonhistoricist historicities is beyond the scope of the
current discussion, but it is clear that historicist features, as
identified earlier in this article, were not foregrounded.26

In interviews conducted in the late 1990s with older villagers
in their eighties and nineties, then, there remained little ref-
erence to historicist frameworks in their accounts of this pe-
riod. This is not to suggest that there was no hybridization
between nonhistoricist and historicist practices. As in Larzac,
state-driven processes such as remembrance of the world wars,
bureaucratic practices, and the mass media catalyzed engage-
ment with historicism. But until the 1980s, historicist histo-
ricity was marginalized. Instead, the contours of an enduring
cultural order are apparent, encompassing both Villeneuve
and Larzac, the nonhistoricist historicities of which were
rooted in the longue durée of the Occitan peasantry (cf. Fabre
and Lacroix 1974). And even if, by the 2000s, popular his-
toricism had made significant inroads into Villeneuvois his-
toricities, contemporary rural historicities remain a mixture of
the historicist and nonhistoricist. This analysis thus traces the
features of nonhistoricist historicities and their coexistence
and hybridization with historicist practices, rather than mak-
ing the case for the existence of other European “histories”
(Hastrup 1992). It thus opens up such differential historicities
to more nuanced anthropological analysis.

Local History and Socialist Politics

Jean Dupont was a faculty member at the University of
Nantes and history teacher at a prestigious lycée in the city.
His work is informed by a concern with public history; he
specializes in Ireland and has authored a well-known study.
Since the late 1990s, his narratives have become increasingly
visible in Languedoc as an authoritative reference point on
the local past. Dupont first visited Villeneuve in 1960 and has
visited every year since then. His wife Monique’s family were
among the first incomers to buy a second home in 1959.
Among villagers, he is publicly acknowledged as un historien,
with special knowledge about the local past, and this was

26. In a recent article (Hodges 2013), I examine another meeting
point between local historicities and historicist visions of the local past
during the 1970s that complements the case study presented here.
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often acknowledged by older working people as a prestigious
profession. He is also well integrated, to the extent that he
was previously encouraged to run for mayor. Among long-
term residents, the Duponts were known as familiers, refer-
ring to a small group of incomers viewed in terms similar to
indigenous family members who had moved away and
returned to visit for the holidays.

Dupont’s interests in the past of Villeneuve date from the
1970s, when he began collecting Roman artifacts—pottery
shards, fragments of amphorae, roof tiles—scattered across
the countryside, which intrigued local people (see Hodges
2013). During the late 1970s and 1980s, his interests diver-
sified into two strands: the production of a hybrid work of
local history informed by historicist analysis, published in
1979, and its use as a resource for renaming the village streets
at the invitation of the socialist council. He has subsequently
published two local history books since 2007—one of which
is an extensively revised and extended version of the 1979
text. All three are informed by historicist analysis but pitched
at a general audience and influenced by leftist and French
socialist politics. I focus on the 1970s publication here.

Dupont played an influential role in the development of
the socialist party in western France during the 1970s and
was also an adviser of Jean Chevrier, the first socialist mayor
of Villeneuve in the late 1970s and 1980s. The key influence
on Dupont’s project, however, was a close friend. René Castan
was a committed communist and member of the socialist
council. He was also passionate about the village past, even
though he was born on the other side of Narbonne. At the
time, there was no historicist local history of the village,
which was unusual for France. When they came to power, the
socialist mayor and Castan set out to forge a new collective
identity for Villeneuve informed by a left-wing, historio-
graphically informed narrative of the locality’s past. As
Dupont told me:

Castan hadn’t much formal education, but he was very in-
telligent and inquisitive. He learned a lot at l’école du parti—
he was communist, and in France, from 1945 to the end of
the 1950s, when the P.C.F. was very strong, it educated its
militants in an impressive manner.27 And it was through
politics that he became interested in the area and its history.
Knowing I was Breton and interested in the Breton region-
alist movement, he found out about the Occitan movement
that got going after 1968. Chevrier was also interested in the
Occitan problem for political reasons.

Knowing that Dupont was a historian and a socialist,
Castan encouraged him to get to work. The wider political
context was important. Regional and local history were im-
portant to the French left at the time, particularly Mitterrand’s
Parti Socialiste. The Volem viure al païs (We want to live in

our country) movement—a powerful Occitan regionalist
force—was also leftist and aimed to support regional cultures
and oppose the hegemony of the French state. Similar po-
litical orientations informed the work of prominent French
historians and anthropologists working on Languedoc (Fabre
and Lacroix 1973; Le Roy Ladurie 1980). In sum, socialist
activists in Villeneuve wanted to inspire a communal identity
for local people informed by a historicist narrative aligned on
leftist, regionalist principles. This reflected wider concerns with
creating historical narratives that reinterpreted the past in so-
cialist and regionalist terms as a force for political mobilization,
including those of Mitterrand. The project involved historici-
zation of local cultural and economic life in terms of a socialist
and historicist critique of the status quo—objectives confirmed
by Dupont in interview.28

Dupont was keen to highlight, for example, that he wrote
about the working-class viticultural riots in 1907, in which the
villager Gaston Pagès was killed by troops who fired on the
crowds. The memory of 1907 had been passed down through
Pagès’s family, but was not well known, andDupont’s book put
it in the spotlight at a time when relations between wine growers
and the state were tense after fatal shootings at a riot in nearby
Montredon. Dupont also aimed to expose the improprieties of
the local ruling classes. He revealed that an influential mayor
and president of Narbonne archaeological association during
the early twentieth century, the family of whom still owned an
estate in the village, ordered the destruction of a Gallo-Roman
mosaic uncovered by a day laborer, so as not to jeopardize in-
come from his vineyard. Dupont also emphasized how the
book’s narrative scope and the events it highlightedwere pitched
at the Villeneuvois—those inhabitants associated with long-term
residence of two or more generations—and geared to validate
their experience. The explicit objective, Dupont stated, was to
construct a “history from below” of local working people and a
leftist exposé and critique of class relations in a hybrid form. In
this sense, he crafted the narrative for a “model reader”—long-
term village residents—who were not necessarily the book’s
actual readers, as we will see.29 The book was printed and dis-
tributed by the Service Occitan d’imprimerie (the Occitan
printing service), a local regionalist press.

The Text and Its Reception: Refusing the Historicist Past

Villeneuve et son étang is 45,000 words in length, and Dupont
characterizes it as a monographie villageoise (village mono-
graph). This term references the village-based studies that
dominated the anthropological field during the 1960s and 1970s

27. L’école du parti (party school) were meetings where the ideology
of the French Communist Party was disseminated and debated.

28. This account is based on interviews and letters exchanged be-
tween 1997 and 2005.

29. I adapt narratology’s concept of the “model” or “implied reader”
(e.g., Eco 1979) to refer to ethnographically documented authorial in-
tention in the construction of texts rather than what is inferred from the
text by the semiotic analyst.
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and also informed historical studies (Le Roy Ladurie 1980). The
book is primarily an account of the social and political economic
development of the village in the longue durée. Villeneuve holds
detailed municipal archives dating to the seventeenth century,
which served as primary sources alongside oral history. A con-
temporary reviewer and noted historian of France (Poussou
1980:105) praised the book’s “accessible, interested style and
abundant and well-chosen photographs”—in keeping with the
hybrid concerns of a public history—but was clearly wrong-
footed by the book’s intended audience, lamenting the lack of
extended historicist analysis.

Chapters on antiquity open the book, assessing archaeo-
logical and historical evidence, and mention of Villeneuve in
the historical record. Two chapters then address the Middle
Ages and sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with commen-
taries on the indigenous inhabitants and Mediterranean
polycultural economy. Yet this is not a dry academic account.
Contemporary patronyms are prominently cited from archival
records for the 1500s and 1600s, enabling the reader to inter-
pret the book as the tale of the historical continuity of indig-
enous families, and the narrative gradually becomes focalized
as their story. The final four chapters are the most detailed,
dating from 1697, when municipal records began, until 1914.
The economy is a key theme, as are historical transformations
in France, but these are once again oriented to the activities of
named individuals. A chapter focuses on wine growing, and to
conclude there is a detailed analysis of 1914–1979, noting the
population decline, employment challenges, agricultural mech-
anization, and the negative impact of the ownership of second
homes.

Indigenous inhabitants, in this sense, are the book’s protag-
onists and reflectors.30 From a textual perspective, the narrative
traces their activities, often referring to this group by their name,
the Villeneuvois; the reality depicted is recounted in objective
third person but geared to their point of view. As it converges on
the contemporary era, for Dupont’s model reader, the Ville-
neuvois, named individuals become known relatives; today’s
institutions enter the narrative; historical events become lived-
through events or accessible via oral history; and traditions
evoked are still in existence. An emerging continuity with the
present is thereby embedded in the narrative. At a stylistic level,
proper names are the key tropes and facilitate this imagined
continuity.

This personalized, humanist narrative—contrasting, for ex-
ample, with the Annales focus on climate or weather (Braudel
1989)—enables the retrospective projection of identity. It ren-
ders the past available for temporalization as the critical history
of long-term residents, focalized via known individuals, with the

political objective, one can propose, of realizing a socialist class
consciousness. Residence claims are central to the identity of
Villeneuvois, but in the 1970s, oral genealogies only extended
to the nineteenth century. The book thus proved Villeneuvois
long-term residence with reference to a historicist framework,
which took place at a time when the number of incomers began
to dramatically rise and enabledVilleneuvois to reinforce claims
to moral sovereignty over housing and land as these became
subject to conflict. In sum, the narrative combined elements of
l’histoire locale—the village monograph—characteristic of eth-
nography and historiography and the use of historical contex-
tualization, temporal historicist ontology, and data; it refracts
this via a named and individualized social grouping or model
reader. In sum, Dupont’s leftist perspective is present through-
out, and his historicist approach reflects the schema presented
earlier in this article.

What was the book’s impact on local historicities? How was
it received by actual, rather than model, readers? This is the
point at which we can qualify ethnographically Dupont’s leftist
historicist project. The book launch took place at the mairie
(village hall) in July 1979 and was attended by a crowd of res-
idents, testifying to the curiosity surrounding its publication
(see fig. 3). In the years that followed, extracts were republished
in local newspapers, and the book’s run of 1,500 copies quickly
sold out. Interviews suggest that 45% of Villeneuvois read it
during the 1980s and that an even larger percentage of in-
comers and owners of second homes read it over the same
period of time. That said, its adoption as a reference point for
the local past was problematic and limited. The most common
unsolicited reference to the book emerged in the context of
political claims to residence and sovereignty by indigenous
residents and invoked the anecdote that original surnames of
inhabitants dated to the 1600s. At the turn of the century, few if
any members of the older generation referred to events in the
book, or its chronological schema, when recounting oral his-
tory. In other respects, the book was viewed as a hard read and
uninteresting by Villeneuvois, suggesting that its historicist
format was challenging to assimilate into their predominantly
oral and affective historicities. Some critical readers also com-
mented that the book lacked insight into village life. Ricoeur
(2004:393–397; see also Bryant 2014:682; Stewart 2017:139–
140) characterizes the discourse of historians as external and
uncanny, linked to the fact that it does not directly reference
collective or personal memory. The subject assimilates it to the
self via key processes such as “discovery of the historical [his-
toricist] past by means of the memory of ancestors” (Ricoeur
2004:394). But the cultural idiom of invocation also defines the
external. Importantly, in Villeneuve, the historicist idiommarked
Dupont’s narrative as external and problematized its assimila-
tion, even though it referred to the locality and events that were
invoked in local historicities (e.g., family members and their
actions). Interestingly, a novel, Les Oranges de la Mer (Arnaud
1994), set in nearby Leucate, was often cited as more lifelike,
suggesting that the affective qualities of literature were more in
tune with local historicities.

30. Leech and Short (2007) define “reflector” as such: “Corresponding
to the impersonal function of style, there is the slanting of the fictional
world toward ‘reality’ as apprehended by a particular participant, or set
of participants in the fiction. We shall call this fictional point of view . . .
and we shall call the person whose point of view is represented a reflector
of the fiction” (139). Reflectors are also operative in narrative nonfiction.
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Existing oral reference to family and collective histories
thus remained dominant in Villeneuvois historicities at the
millennium—although the book was valued in other ways. As
Dupont said to me in an interview, “When the book came out,
Villeneuvois were very proud that there was at last a book on
their village—especially as their rival [neighbouring village]
already had two.” In sum, between publication and the early
2000s, Dupont’s narrative of the past was either refused or
selectively adapted for invocation in predominantly oral, af-
fective, popular local historicities with long-term Languedo-

cian roots.31 The book’s contents did not significantly enter
local historicities during the 1980s and 1990s, and interviews
suggest that those who read it soon forgot much of its content
or even disposed of it. As for the socialist project of histori-
cization of which it was a part, socialism has been significantly

Figure 3. Villeneuvois at the mairie of Villeneuve, France, in July 1979 for the launch of Villeneuve et son étang. The audience
consisted primarily of fishermen, wine growers, and their families, who would now be able to trace their ancestors’ residence in the
village to the 1600s as a result of Dupont’s archival research. Photographs courtesy of Jean and Monique Dupont.

31. This was also the case for new names given to the village streets by
the socialist council in the early 1980s, which drew on the book’s his-
torical findings—these were largely ignored by local people in favor of
existing names. More recently, they have been revalued by residents.
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less influential in Villeneuve than in other local communes since
the 1980s, which was partly linked to the increasing population
of middle-class immigrants.

However, since the 2000s, attitudes toward Dupont’s work
have changed. The book was transposed into practice-based
activities, which extended its uptake into popular historicities
and divorced it from a socialist agenda. For example, his-
torical knowledge was adapted from the book’s historicist
format for local heritage quizzes at summer fêtes (predomi-
nantly for children), which involved collecting clues from
around the village. It was also used for teaching local history at
the local primary school and in tourism leaflets and advertising.
In this way, for children, the book’s content became a resource
for temporalizing the local past. For recent immigrants and
owners of second homes, and some heritage tourists, it was also
of interest. These individuals read the book to construct a self-
conscious relationship to place and inform their walks or
conversations about the village. In such ways, involving ex-
pressive uses of the book’s content, and predicated on the
growing influence of popular historicism on local historicities,
Dupont’s narrative has become influential. The book is now
mentioned on the commune’s website, and publication of a
revised edition in 2007 introduced it to a new generation that
through education and exposure to wider cultural practices is
more open to historicist discourse. If its leftist political agenda
has become invisible, its historicist framework for invoking the
past is now widely diffused through performative practices.
Local historicities have changed accordingly, although this as-
similation of local people and pasts into the wider historicist
regime has only partly addressed Mitterrand’s fears of a loss of
collective memory, given that Dupont’s critical socialist agenda
has been undermined. In this sense, the pasts invoked in local
heritage tourist practices are usually in accord with pastoral
myths of rural life identified by Williams (1973) and contrast
significantly with leftist variants of historical consciousness.

History’s Impasse: Transversal Analysis and the
Limits of Historicism

The historian Jacques Le Goff (1992:81–90) viewed the pro-
duction and distribution of historiographical narratives as
part of a long revolution in human relations with the past.
This unfolded gradually as printing and literacy developed
from the Renaissance but has accelerated since the nineteenth
century. Such narratives can be viewed as the product of a
key sociological feature of modernity, which Foucault (1977)
terms “disciplinary programmes.” Such programs identify a
field of social reality to convert into an object of rational
knowledge. This knowledge is mobilized via appropriately
designed practices and strategies, often as part of regimes of
truth. In the case of historicist regimes of historicity, they
involve a disembedding of past-related materials from second-
order resources (e.g., archives), and at times, primary sources
(e.g., the production of oral history), and their disclosure into

new forms for use in historicizing practices, in line with the
historicist tenets detailed above. In our studies, such programs
were pursued by professional historians, linked to leftist po-
litical formations, interacting with rural populations in the
French Midi, at a time of upheaval. Their common aim was to
produce hybrid forms of popular historical consciousness that
adapted historicist discourse for novel, leftist political ends.

It is no secret that history itself is as a dominant, elite dis-
course. Its historical roots are entangled with its influential role
in the emergence of nationalism, and in various forms it enables
elites to “mobilize . . . tradition and ‘heritage’ to shroud them-
selves with the veil of legitimacy” (Shore 2002:16). Legitimiza-
tion of professional historical discourse hinges on the ideology
of historicism, which underwrites its status and differentiates it
from unofficial strategies for temporalizing the past (Samuel
1994). In one sense, then, history comprises the cultural and
social capital of the leftist elites in our studies and the key me-
dium for their interaction with and positioning vis-à-vis local
groups. It formed part of that “particularistic set of interests,
norms and practices [an elite uses] to differentiate itself from the
masses” (Shore 2002:2–3) and maintain authority and status.
But historicist discourse was also viewed by historians in our
studies as a migratory technology, intended to serve local in-
terests and emancipatory political ends. For reasons discussed
above, the projects did not succeed. This was partly because of
the character of historicist knowledge practices, which pre-
vented historian-activists from engaging with, valuing, and
understanding local nonhistoricist practices for temporalizing
the past. It also prevented them from producing historical
knowledge in cultural forms conducive to temporalization in
local historicities. This failure was no doubt supported by dif-
ferences with target groups, which did not all share the same
leftist goals, despite similarities in their criticisms of the status
quo. But it is clear that the increasing familiarity of local people
with historicist discourse in Villeneuve and Larzac over subse-
quent decades coincided with adaptation of the work of histo-
rians for different ends, including its assimilation into local
historical memory and heritage tourism. One can therefore
propose that the cultural externality of historicist discourse
encouraged its refusal by local people (cf. Ricoeur 2004:394). In
this regard, the close relations of historians’ projects with the
historicist regime undermined their objectives. History reached
an impasse in both cases.

The comparative history of both initiatives provides further
insight. At the root of their reception are the historicities of
rural populations in Larzac and Villeneuve and the ways in
which these engaged with Le Goff ’s “long revolution.” It is
clear that both local historicities and this engagement are more
complex than assumed by the historians concerned and, ar-
guably, many historians and social scientists working today.
What is most relevant to our analysis of historicism is that
historiographers, local historians, and socialist activists
underestimated the extent to which the everyday life of rural
populations remained grounded in nonhistoricist historicities
with historical roots in the French peasantry. Indeed, they
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seemed unable to theorize and engage significantly with such
historicities beyond acknowledging that “peasants perhaps
have a different relationship with their past . . . almost a-
political” (Chesneaux 1977:4). Dupont, in interview, expressed
a similar bafflement and disappointment that many Villen-
euvois had not read his book.

Jacques Rancière, writing in Samuel’s edited volume People’s
History and Socialist Theory, reflected on the attempts of leftist
intellectuals such as the Forum-Histoire to reshape historical
consciousness:

Perhaps we overestimate history as a form of memory . . .
Those workers wanted to gain their identity through other
means than history or memory, and even the history of
their own struggles . . . did not serve their purpose.
(Rancière 1981:268)

Building on these comments, the proposal that leftist
projects should impart a historicist historical consciousness to
oppressed groups does not reflexively assess whether such an
endeavor—involving the articulation of distinct historicities—
will be welcomed or successful. This was also the case for other
leftist history projects of the time, including that of the “His-
tory Workshop”movement, the legacy of which has passed to
a “public history”movement that pays closer attention to such
issues (e.g., Kean and Martin 2013). It is not the aim of this
article to theorize how progressive change should be advocated
or the role of history in such projects. Critical historical con-
sciousness may play an important role. But change does not
follow automatically, as history abundantly testifies—and can
happen without critical historical consciousness, as the ulti-
mate success of the Larzac movement demonstrates. Change,
by contrast, is often led by those whose identities have become
unstable (Graeber 2013). In this regard, “refusing history” can
constitute resistance to historicist regimes of truth—and this
was arguably the case in Villeneuve. Resistance to historicist
conceptions of the past proposed by leftist historians does not
necessarily imply resistance to progressive change.

In recent times, historicist discourse has a greater stake in
the ensemble of repertoires for invoking the past in Villeneuve
and Larzac, and the scope of the historicist regime has ex-
tended. The media is one disseminator, as is education; Le
Goff’s revolution has gathered pace. But historicism remains
only one dimension of these local idioms. When assessing the
extent of its influence, it is necessary to acknowledge the
nonhistoricist character of other facets of this differential set of
practices for invoking the past and to examine how they in-
terrelate. Samuel makes this point forcefully:

The point of address in any discussion of historiography should
not be thework of the individual scholar, nor yet rival schools of
interpretation, but rather the ensemble of activities and prac-
tices in which ideas of history are embedded . . . Textual exe-
gesis, of the kind practised by Hayden White i.e. the close
reading of a limited number of well-thumbed books, would be
less germane than a study of readership . . . Still more perti-

nent would be an attempt to follow the imaginative dislocations
which take place when historical knowledge is transferred from
one learning circuit to another. (Samuel 1994:8)

Samuel does not develop an explicit critique of historicism
or a practice-based theory of historicity. For historians—and
anthropologists—to grasp this differential ensemble and its
interrelationships, the complexity of coexisting and hybrid
historicities—including their ontological and temporal idioms—
must be better theorized. In this regard, I draw on Leibniz’s
notion of the incompossible, as developed by Deleuze (2006:67–
85), to acknowledge the coexisting and at times contradictory
existence of different pasts (ostensibly referencing the same
event), rather than reduce them to different representations of
the same past that can be qualified as more or less accurate via
historicist verification (hence explaining the discrepancies).
The past, it is proposed, is multiple and coexistent with the
present (Deleuze 1991; Roth 2012). As it is only ever accessible
via our contingent invocations, there is no sense in which any
original point of reference for the past exists—each invocation
always constitutes an eternal return in which difference and
novelty are central. This project of differential, ethnographic
soundings of at times incompossible pasts is one that the eth-
nography of historicity—and history—is ideally suited to pur-
sue (cf. Hodges 2008:413).

In considering our case studies, a “history of the anthro-
pological present” also comes into focus (Rabinow 2011). The
tools used by both Forum-Histoire and Dupont are those of
professional historians adapted or democratized for other
ends. Parallels can be drawn with the work of anthropologists
adapting historical techniques at the interface with local popu-
lations during the same period. Anthropologists were often
driven by the desire to give voice to those who had been his-
torically silenced or whose history was not recognized in
dominant historical narratives (e.g., Hastrup 1992). They were
motivated by similar leftist positioning and theory as histori-
ans in this article. Likewise, developments in anthropology
during the 1980s and 1990s contributed to the hybridization of
historical discourse, but, importantly, they did not reflexively
theorize historicism. As a result, anthropologists ran into similar
challenges studying nonhistoricist historicities, and despite ad-
vances, they focused on features of local historicities that could
be interpreted as historicist in character (e.g., Tonkin, Mc-
Donald, and Chapman 1989; Wolf 1982). Theorization of the
historicist regime alerts us to the hidden complicities of an-
thropological elites and encourages us to open analysis to non-
historicist ways of knowing the past. It facilitates a reflexive sense
of the limitations of our anthropological tools. In this way, non-
historicist analysis and historical discourse can be simultaneously
deployed in what one might term an encompassing “posthis-
toricist” social scientific analysis, which integrates different his-
torical and ethnographic techniques to build a differential por-
trait of themultiplicity of ethnographic pasts that coexist and are
invoked for specific ends. The image of an Aristotelian multi-
disciplinary invocation of the past shimmers into view, advanced
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by historians (Macfie 2014; White 2005:147), with anthropo-
logists now contributing (e.g., Stewart 2012).

Finally, let us draw out the theoretical implications of this
study for the anthropology of history. A key innovation was
to advance from the anthropological insight that historical
analysis is informed by a historicist ideology (Stewart 2012)
to an approach that embeds this in a historicist regime of
historicity. Historicism is a dominant regime of truth, but it is
not necessarily a pervasive, homogeneous one, in Europe and
beyond (see also Palmié and Stewart 2016:210). In this sense,
our disciplinary conceptions of history can be cast as abstrac-
tions from complex European traditions of historicization—
where the past is invoked in a range of affective and intel-
lectualized genres, including those adapted from dominant
historicist regimes. History as a discipline is the discursive ed-
ifice of a globalized historicist regime with extensive hegemonic
influence. But if historicism has the upper hand, our engage-
ment with the past remains multiple and draws on many
idioms, even in regions where historicism is dominant.

The evidence in this article, it is clear, reinforces the con-
clusion that experience does not exist within a monological
historicity. Cultural practice is rather embedded in multiple
historicities, which can coexist, conflict, and hybridize, as re-
cent theorists have proposed for temporality (e.g., Bear 2014).
In turn, these historicities are folds in the temporal fabric of
cultural practice, where past, present, and future fuse; whose
boundaries are porous; and which can invoke and combine
events, real and imagined, from multiple temporal regions of
the past in diverse conceptual or affective registers (cf. Knight
andStewart 2016:6–9).When Forum-Histoire activist-historians
worked in Larzac, their attempts to radicalize peasant-workers
overlooked the fact that historicist discourse was oneminor facet
of an ensemble of local repertoires for invoking the past. When
Dupont wrote a history of Villeneuve, he met with the same
impasse. In this sense, the imposition of dominant historicities—
such as the historicist regime—involves a process of mediation
between different historicities, and in many cases, their eradi-
cation or subordination. Disciplining the past within the his-
toricist regime may also subsume it within wider programs
seeking to coordinate hegemonic past and futures—such as
nationalism.

In this regard, much of the project of an anthropology of
history since the historic turn has focused on acknowledge-
ment that “the different cultural orders studied by anthro-
pology have their own historicities” (Sahlins 1985:53) and their
continued subordination to a doxic historicism, whether this
takes the form of Wolf ’s (1982) political economy or Sahlins’s
culturalist endeavor and its descendants. Sahlins’s (1985)
ambition to “explode the concept of history by the anthro-
pological experience of culture” did not extend far enough
(72). Perhaps this is because what has not been ethnographi-
cally analyzed is the historicist regime itself. Placing histori-
cism within an anthropological frame does not negate the
value of contemporary historicist analysis. But it does require
a rethinking of how historicist discourse is deployed. The

“conjunctures” Sahlins (1985) detailed here between historicist
and nonhistoricist cultural practices can be analyzed by sus-
pending key historicist tenets as overarching principles of
analysis and employing a posthistoricist approach informed by
a reflexive temporal ontology that facilitates transversality
between analytical frames. Transversality can be understood in
a literal sense to signify crosscutting. For Deleuze, it refers
more precisely to the assembly of “heterogeneous components
under a unifying viewpoint [or narrator] . . . [which] draws a
line of communication through heterogeneous pieces and
fragments that refuse to belong to a whole, that are parts of
different wholes” (Parr 2010:291–292). In theoretical and,
importantly, political terms, “the function of transversals is to
assemble multiplicities, yet in such a way that the differences
among entities are not effaced but intensified” (Bogue 2016:2).
In this sense, the transversal constitutes a conceptual and phil-
osophical foundation for theorizing the coexistence and hy-
bridization of different historicities, one that enacts difference
and relationality between historicities rather than effacing them.
In this way, it facilitates the integration of historicism within
anthropological analysis in a novel way that contrasts, episte-
mologically and politically, with the liberating but ultimately
problematic embrace of historical discourse that came with
anthropology’s historic turn.

What are the tenets of such a transversal analysis? Rather
than grading the pasts of social life in relation to a historicist
baseline, with its culturally specific temporal ontology, drive
for historical contexualization, and principles of causality and
evidence, the anthropologist’s goal is to conjure social pasts
ethnographically in a crosscutting analysis, as in this article (cf.
Nandy 1995:44–46). Where appropriate, such pasts can be
articulated transversally with a critical historicism, in line with
strategic, pragmatic goals.32 In terms of historical perspectives,
analysis would incorporate an anthropology of historicity, an
ethnography of history, an anthropology of historicism, and
historical anthropology as required. Perhaps the critical an-
thropologist also seeks out passages of becoming, interstices or
intervals, side shadows, and counterfactuals in order to de-
stabilize dominant regimes of historicity and simultaneously
invoke the sublimity of historical time and its resistance to
historicist knowledge practices (Lyotard 1984). Such an ap-
proach affirms the value and limits of contemporary histori-
cism, and its implication in wider regimes of truth which an-
thropology must seek to problematize.33 In this vein, we can
grasp how singular concepts such as historicity can be adapted

32. These goals might emerge in response to questions such as the
following: From what situated positionalities are anthropologists writing?
To what political ends? With what effect on those whose historicities are
studied and at stake? The concept of “transversal analysis” and its rele-
vance and value to current debates on historicity would clearly benefit
from a more extensive discussion than is possible within this article.

33. Fasolt (2004) comments: “History is a limited form of knowledge.
Within those limits it can do good work . . . If history is to do well what
it can do, its limits need to be affirmed” (41).
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to address the complex, conflictive, and at times incompossible
historyscapes of contemporary worlds and pursue critique
through strategic, pragmatic, transversal analysis—including
public dissemination and hybridization—rather than histori-
cist totalization. A totalizing historicist viewpoint on history is
thereby replaced with a composite anthropological analysis
that enfolds rather than assimilates multiplicity and traces the
relational contours of different historicities which coexist. On
such a road, more measured and self-aware in its vision of
historicism’s utility, lies the emancipatory and dialogical work
of history to which Chesneaux, the Forum-Histoire, Dupont,
and leftist anthropologists aspired, and recent theorists of
“anthropological historicities” point the way.
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Matt Hodges’s essay is a timely and important contribution to a
growing literature that not only aims to submit Western histor-
icism to anthropological analysis but also self-reflexively identi-
fies and critiques the tacit historicist common sense underlying
historical anthropology as it came into prominence since the
1980s. As such, Hodges’s efforts dovetail with recent attempts to
“provincialize” (in Chakrabarty’s sense) what Karl Mannheim in
1924 called “the Weltanschaung of Modernity,” that is, histori-
cism: a nowadays near-globally diffused, institutionally extraor-
dinarily empowered, highly politicized, but nonetheless by no
means entirely hegemonic (even in its homeland: the “West”)
way of perceiving and relating to the past.

In this sense, the value of Hodges’s contribution lies in
opening up to anthropological scrutiny a particular version of
historicist historical praxis—leftist experiments with public
history as a means to political activism. He does so by leveling
the playing field: as in Thomas Kuhn’s reflections on “incom-
mensurability,” the Edinburgh School’s “strong programme in
the sociology of science,” or Latour’s later elaborations, Hodges
argues that we need to set aside or, better, historicize certain
questions: not does phlogiston or oxygen provide a better ex-
planation of combustion? But for whom, when, and why? The
issue thus is not whether Occitan villagers have it right or
wrong when they ignore the efforts of Parisian historians to aid
them in “reappropriating” their own past under an academic
imprimatur (cf. Scott 1991 on the thorny issue of “verifica-
tionism”). Instead, we should ask why either representations of
the events and processes in question—here, local narrative
traditions versus the past with a capital “P”—came to be em-
braced or rejected by specific constituencies and at specific
moments in time?

As in so many other instances when academically trained
revolutionary cadres descended upon hapless workers and
peasants to “raise their consciousness,” the results of the two
case studies Hodges presents—an attempt by leftist Parisian
historians to inspire rural populations to collaboratively forge
a “history for the revolution” and a socialist historian’s en-
deavor to “give” a village “its history”—were at best riddled
with unanticipated consequences and at worst resulted in utter
failures. This was so, Hodges argues, because—not unlike an-
thropological experiments at “dialogic ethnography” of the
1980s—while well-meaning academics aimed to democratize
their own practices, they remained beholden to a set of back-
ground assumptions (epistemic infrastructures, we might say)
that ultimately undermined their very efforts. Chief among
these assumptions was ironically a Marxist vision of the critical
historian’s emancipatory task to expel the mystifications of
false historical consciousness inculcated among workers and
peasants by the ruling classes (a problem that Marx extensively
dealt with in The German Ideology, later taken up by Benjamin,
Lukacs, Gramsci, and others). As in so many cases—Hodges
mentions the British History Workshop movement, but the
New Social History in the 1970s United States is as good an
example—this project shipwrecked not because it produced
“bad” history (on the contrary). Rather, it failed because its
unreflexive reliance on the epistemic infrastructure of academic
historicism simply could not accommodate its target
audiences’ often distinctly nonhistoricist visions of their past
(cf. Palmié 2010). As a result, villagers and workers tended to
perceive its outcomes as “just another story,” and perhaps not
even an all-that-interesting one.

This is a moment that some members of the Subaltern
Studies Group put their fingers on, such as when Ranajit Guha
in “The Prose of Counterinsurgency” first castigates both co-
lonialist and nationalist genres, but then recoils when it turns
out that peasant insurgents saw the origins of their own agency
in divine command. Here, Ashis Nandy and Gayatri Spivak
took the next step—the first by arguing that Western history
can be said to colonize other regimes of historicity, the second
by arguing that the very status as a subaltern means to be
spoken for (including as regards one’s own past) because one’s
voice cannot be accommodated in dominant discourses.

This is exactly what bedeviled the efforts of the earnest ac-
ademic members of the post-1968 Forum-Histoire of the
Larzac movement, who simply were unable to grasp why “the
popular masses” failed to “reappropriate their own past” and
harness it to the “class struggle” (an interesting sideline here
would be to ask how, e.g., Mitterrand’s call for a renewal of
French historical consciousness may have engendered Pierre
Nora’s deeply conservative lieux de mémoire project). The idea
of local “savage historians” may have been conceptually im-
portant for an elite leftist project, but the people in question
neither saw themselves as such nor took much of an interest in
a project aiming to subsume their own vision of the past and its
relationship to present and future under a totalizing (neces-
sarily historicist) vision of history as class struggle.
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If the plot of Hodges’s first case study might be called
romantic (in Hayden White’s terms), the second is comedic.
Here we see a well-meaning socialist historian laboring mightily
in the vineyard of an Occitan village’s past to give the people
their history. But if the villagers read the book at all, they did so
to selectively augment their own oral versions of the past in the
context of drawing a line between themselves and the avalanche
of owners of second homes that transformed a fishing and vi-
ticultural village into a service- and outside-labor-based com-
munity. Of course, it is nice if a historien proves that your
patronym is traceable to local seventeenth-century records, so
you and other indigènes can close ranks against the bourgeois
Johnny-come-latelies. But as Hodges shows, the historical nar-
rative seems to have been far more appreciated by just such
invaders seeking to authenticate their own presence in la France
profonde.

Where does all that leave us? Hodges spells out the lessons for
both historians and anthropologists. In the first instance, the
lesson is that historicism is a dominant regime of truth, but it is
not necessarily a pervasive, homogeneous one, in Europe or be-
yond. In the second instance, the lesson is not only that an-
thropologists may need to effect what Bowker and Starr (1999)
called a deliberate epistemic “infrastructural inversion” to become
aware of their own lingering historicism when confronting other
ways of “past making” (or “historical practice”). It is also that
“placing historicism within an anthropological frame does not
negate the value of contemporary historical analysis. But it does
require a rethinking of how historicist discourse is deployed”:
From what situated positionalities? To what ethical or political
ends? With what effects on (or resistance from) those whose
pasts are at stake? These are questions that call for ethnographic
investigation—and on both sides of the divide between histori-
cizers and those who may resist what they perceive as an alien,
or at any rate relatively meaningless regime of truth being im-
posed upon what J. G. A. Pocock (1962) felicitously called their
own “past-relationships.”

Andrew Shryock
Department of Anthropology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor,
Michigan 48109, USA (ashryock@umich.edu). 10 VII 18

Matt Hodges gives good advice on how to engage ethno-
graphically with historicism. Before saying why I like his ap-
proach, I should note an irony that surfaces repeatedly in papers
like the one Hodges has written: the more we talk about the
ins and outs of writing history—of historiography—the more
firmly we end up in the present. If the present is not literally
now, then it is a period of time that, as a consequence of our own
methodologies and political interests, rarely predates the global
expansion of the European powers, a period that corresponds
roughly tomodernity. Daniel Smail and I have argued elsewhere

that history of the sort that scholars produce today props up an
elaborate array of modernist assumptions about the world, with
“prehistory” as the massive remainder (Smail and Shryock
2013). Collingwood (1940:247) was right when he suggested
that Enlightenment historians (he called them “illuminists”) had
a strong bias for the present and the recent as stages on which to
create history; they realized that the past had been made, and
was effectively controlled, by worldviews antithetical to their
own. Too much of the past was not amenable to historicist
approaches. This is still true today. Historicism turns its back
on deep time and, as Hodges argues more directly, it removes
from the past much of its complexity as subject matter and
experience.

This reductionism is problematic because the past is where we
live and have lived already. The present and future, by contrast,
are spaces we step into, plan for, aspire to, push toward, or try to
delay. We know the year 2020 is coming because so many years,
similarly constructed and measured, have come before it. That
the years 2020 and 1020 are connected, serially, does not override
another obvious truth: large tracts of the past, even those located
in our own lifetimes, are inaccessible to us. Crucial events in the
year 1020 are lost to historians, just as surely as crucial events in
year 12 of my personal biography are lost to me. These patterns
of inaccessibility are themselves alive. They are active and en-
abling, and they place constraints on the knowing, telling, and
writing of anything we might call “history.” Overcoming those
constraints—filling gaps in the record, so to speak—is often
what motivates contemporary historians. They have accom-
plished amazing things with simple tools: textual evidence
(documents), chronology (dates), and explanatory narratives
(plotlines and reconstructions). Hodges shows us how eco-
nomical this tool kit is, how parochial and powerful, and how
ill-suited it is to capturing, much less representing, key aspects
of the lived-in past. Like Hodges, I groan when anthropologists
resort to the historicist’s tool kit to build and interpret alter-
native historicities, as if no other account of the past could be
useful, authoritative, or true.

When I produced my own nonhistoricist rendering of
Jordanian Bedouin historicities, I relied heavily on genealogy,
poetry, and stories of arrival and heroic conflict told by old
narrators who spoke on behalf of named tribal groups (Shryock
1997). Like the young college-educated Bedouin historiogra-
phers I collaborated with, I brought this received tradition into
conversation with historicist and nationalist versions of the past.
It was a tense combination of methods, claims, and evaluative
contexts, complicated at every turn by the incompatibilities of
speech and print as venues for historical knowledge production.
Movement between these distinct traditions of making and
transforming the past convinced me that historicism, as Hodges
defines it, is a problem, not a given. I would second his call to
develop transversal networks that run through the many loca-
tions where “incompossible” pasts are made. What counts as
evidence in these different locations varies, as do standards of
authenticity and proof. Sensitivity to this flux gives transver-
salizing analysts an awkward positionality, one based on a keen
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appreciation for what historicism does well and a simultaneous
sense of what it has absolutely no interest in doing. How to
approach the pasts that historicism ignores, or delegitimizes,
becomes a crucial issue. For me, this meant engaging with the
intricacies of genealogical systems; for Hodges, it means
paying attention to how villagers tell stories or, as he relates
in another essay, how they collect and circulate Roman-era
pottery (Hodges 2013). Historicism shapes these engagements.
It does so because Jordanian Bedouin and French peasants live
in modern nation-states that privilege historicist accounts of
the past. But alternative historicities are not hard for eth-
nographers to spot. In social spaces that have been rendered
marginal by the state, the range of histories the analyst can
construct using textual remains, chronologies, and the plotlines
they support is often empirically (and imaginatively) narrow.
Reconceived as kinship, as articulation with ancestors through
objects, or as an inherited relationship to landscapes, the past
opens up in unexpected ways, as does the potential for rep-
resenting times and spaces that historicism cannot describe.

Does this other way come with its own political baggage?
Hodges centers his essay on amisfit between the sensibilities of
French leftist historians in the 1970s and the peasants they
wanted to help. He seems ill at ease with the attitudes of these
historians, and there is something very anthropological in his
stance. Sophistication is a corrosive thing, as is moral certainty.
It is embarrassing now to see urban intellectuals telling country
bumpkins what and how to think, all the while making limited,
ideologically opportune use of peasant worldviews. If not strictly
a matter of Right or Left, the transversal approach Hodges ad-
vocates will, I think, require its own politics. Alert to multiple
claims on the past, wary of historicism’s implicit powers, neither
highbrow nor populist—this anthropological history will face a
bewildering array of enemies and friends. Critical and liberatory
themes suffuse Hodges’s argument. What kind of politics is this,
if not simply a revised version of the progressive, left-leaning
tradition singled out here for critique? Does it have a generic
form or preexisting commitments? I am curious to hear more.

Charles Stewart
Department of Anthropology, University College London,
14 Taviton Street, London WC1H 0BW, United Kingdom
(c.stewart@ucl.ac.uk). 15 VII 18

In an important early contribution to the historical turn in an-
thropology, EricWolf (1982) demonstrated thatmany putatively
isolated societies had already been affected by the global system
of commerce before the first anthropologists reached them. His
book succeeded in locating them within “our” (Western, post-
Enlightenment, historicist)matrix of events and chronology, and
revealing their social and economic interconnections with soci-
eties conventionally recognized as having history. His title, Eu-
rope and the People without History, poked fun at the idea that

peripheral societies might be considered to be squatting outside
the world. Wolf, however, left unconsidered how non-Western
societies might be outside history for a different reason: their
independence from historicism, the set of procedures that define
“history.” This question of the various precepts and practices by
which societies may construe the past—their historicities—has
been gaining anthropological interest, and Matt Hodges’s essay
makes an original and thought-provoking contribution to this
discussion.

Hodges shows that it is one thing to give people history
according to the standards of historicism (e.g., in a book) but
quite another to present that history to them in person and
expect them to fall into line behind it. His study is all the more
striking for its focus on people in the heartland of the West
who diverge from the protocols of historicism and who are
thus “without history” in the sense neglected by Wolf. They
establish relationships to the past through absorbing tales of
local figures (excluded from the domain of history as “legends”
by historians), through family genealogy, or through reference
to the landscape. The French villagers’ interests in the past are
governed, furthermore, by presentism: their current livelihood
and their memories of the recent past; they are mobilized af-
fectively by sentiments such as nostalgia, chauvinism, autarky,
and the multiple senses activated in communal practices such
as making wine or hunting for Roman pottery (Hodges 2013).
In this last example, even though the villagers were alerted to
the significance of the pottery by a trained historian, they
created their own indigenous archaeological practice that
turned historicist methodology upside down, in what Hodges
(2013) termed a “reverse historiography” (492). In the Larzac
case, which he analyzes here, the locals did not appropriate and
transform historicism; rather, they made some attempt to
collaborate with historians before gradually giving up. Histori-
cism enjoins a contextualized and coordinated view of the past—
a view from nowhere. Local historicity could not abandon its
parochial frame of interests, not to mention the obstacle that
long working hours posed to local farmers’ engagement in his-
torical research and discussion.

The collision between historicism and the local historicities of
Larzac can be considered a “conjuncture” (Sahlins 1985) that
stimulated new departures in people’s history and public history
but also Mitterrand’s initiative to improve the school history
curriculum. I interpreted this as a renewed attempt to bring
rural people into historicism so that the frictions of Larzac
would not recur and subvert leftist projects in the future. The
question of school history curricula and their reception in rural
France deserves its own extended study, although the classroom
may not have been as decisive in inculcating the tenets of his-
toricism as television and other media. In any case, this rela-
tionship between historicism and alternative historicities bears
comparison with colonialism. Where Wolf ’s “people without
history” came under Western rule and educational structures,
their ways of relating to the past were routinely relegated to
categories such as poetry, ritual, or plain error. Western his-
toricism was taught as the proper way to understand the past.
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Postcolonial scholars such as Chakrabarty (2000) were among
the first to recognize historicism as a particular European ar-
rangement and to call for the appreciation and perhaps the
restoration of local approaches to the past in a decolonizing
move. Hodges’s article shows that the West is still trying to
eradicate nonhistoricist pockets in its population through in-
ternal colonialism.

According to the historian J. G. A. Pocock (1962), we can
expect to find multiple relationships to the past associated
with various social groups. In the late Middle Ages, the past
posed different problems for humanists, jurists, and religious
specialists, respectively. Modern history arose in the process of
adjudicating divergent approaches to matters such as the va-
lidity of Roman versus customary law. Mediating that partic-
ular disagreement contributed to the rise of a more complex
idea of history that recognized both continuity and change as
well as the importance of interpretation (Pocock 1962:232).
Hodges’s research reveals two main types of past-relationship
(historicist and nonhistoricist) in the French social field. They
may misconstrue or occasionally inspire one another, but
historicism has not been able to eradicate nonhistoricism or
form into a stable synthesis with it. They coexist in the situa-
tion of transversality and incompossibility that he describes,
rather than in the progressive syntheses envisioned by Pocock.
A recent example might be the nostalgic relationship to the
past shared by voters for Brexit or Trump and their impervi-
ousness to historicist criticism by other segments of the pop-
ulation (labeled “elites” or “experts”). If espousing historicism
indexes modernity, this contribution by Hodges reminds us
that we are not as modern as we thought we were—a reali-
zation that opens history to new ethnographic research into
the ecology of historicities in a given society.

Reply

I would like to express my gratitude for these illuminating
comments. The remarks of Stewart, Palmié, and Shryock reveal
the grid of connections within which these case studies acquire
deeper significance. This wider anthropological project, and my
own article, seeks to question and arguably undercut history’s
continuing dominance as a hegemonic frame for social scientific
study, to enable alternative, ethnographic invocations of the past
to appear. However—an essential point—this does not imply
abandoning or relativizing historicist historiography. Instead,
it proposes a shift in our understanding of and positioning to-
ward it. There is great value in the set of anthropological and
historical debates that since the 1980s, and in the case of the
Annales School much earlier, have produced an essential syn-
thesis between anthropological and historical knowledge prac-
tices. This work generated advances in anthropological knowl-
edge and expelled many questionable assumptions from our
theoretical repertoire, as well as enabling insights into the con-

nectivity of cultural practices that social scientists cannot do
without. However, the recent emergence of important publica-
tionsontheanthropologyof“historicity,”andcloselyrelatedwork
on “lived history” framed as a creative, improvisational cultural
practice as identified above, demonstrates how anthropologists
are now concretely pursuing a new synthesis or positioning of
historicist analysis in relation to the anthropological project.

This article is designed to explore and advocate that new
synthesis, and I hope that a key contribution is to demon-
strate how one might—indeed, one should—place intellectual
currents that shaped earlier debates on the relationship between
anthropology and history (e.g., Sahlins 1985, Wolf 1982) within
the anthropological frame of analysis. Intriguingly, this is nec-
essary not just because ideas have changed but because ethno-
graphic investigation demands it. Leftist historiography is cen-
tral to contemporary anthropology, and historians such as
Chesneaux rubbed shoulders with anthropologists within the
French intellectual world, the History Workshop movement,
and, by association, anthropologists in the United Kingdom as
well. Such networks included anthropologists who trained my
generation of doctoral students at the University of London,
and in particular at Goldsmiths, a department heavily influenced
by Marxist theories of history where I earned my doctorate.
Studying historians in France leads one to the questioning of
anthropological assumptions via an ethnographic trail, not sim-
ply the recursive thinking in vogue within the discipline. Such
exploration is beyond the scope of this reply, but it suggests
how the ethnographic study of genealogy as history and as
historicity—in this case, intellectual genealogy—encompasses
the discipline as well as what happens in the field. As noted
above, one of the potential contributions of an anthropology of
Western societies is its ability to analyze “where ‘our’ [an-
thropological] ideas come from” (Asad et al. 1997:713). Pre-
viously this has been taken to refer to the decontextualized
concepts of our paradigms, but these concepts inhere in cul-
tural practices. We are now training that ethnographic gaze on
anthropology’s engagement with history, and the results ap-
pear significant.

Anthropological knowledge practices, as they address both
local pasts and history-making practices emergent from the
academy, themselves come into focus as intersubjective relational
historicities—a “conjuncture” as Stewart points out (cf. Sahlins
1985). How do we articulate these differing relationships to the
past? There is no one answer, of course, as early partisans of the
anthropology of history might have agreed, even if they would
have argued, in a historicist vein, that there was ultimately
an objectivist response: that of the (anthropological) historian’s
findings. That movement, to recall Stewart’s words in his com-
ment, above, was arguably a cousin to the hegemonic Western
project whose objective remains “to eradicate non-historicist
pockets in its population through internal colonialism”. Our
imperative, by contrast, is to reposition the historian’s knowl-
edge while not letting go of the critical purchase that historicist
methodology can provide. How is this possible? Whatever
one’s view on Deleuze and Guattari, their concept of “trans-

410 Current Anthropology Volume 60, Number 3, June 2019



versality” is valuable for thinking about the differences and
relationships between historicism and other forms of historicity
that either incorporate and amend or exclude historicist knowl-
edge practices. A key strength lies in the ability to articulate the
relational differences between coexisting historicities without
reducing them to a hierarchy of knowledge practices. In this
sense, transversality mediates investigation of the crucial ques-
tion that Palmié identifies: “We should ask why either rep-
resentations of the events and processes in question . . . came
to be embraced or rejected by specific constituencies and at
specific moments in time.” But it also enables a creative artic-
ulation between the perspective of the anthropologist, in ana-
lytical terms, and that of the ethnographic subject. Which
begs a further question: Should this articulation result ex-
clusively in an academic discourse that is restricted to the ini-
tiated (a flaw that echoes the challenges faced by historians in
my case studies)? Or, can transversal analysis point the way to
effective communication and even political engagement—be-
tween anthropologists and historians and their subjects and
collaborators?

Which brings me to Shryock’s query about the politics im-
plicit in such an understanding of history. As he notes, critical
and liberatory themes flash through this article, inevitably
given the ethnographic material under discussion, and the re-
sult might be construed as undermining the political ambitions
of leftist historians. I would argue that it does not. Setting aside
the Maoist influence on Forum-Histoire, which Wolin (2017)
offers both a highly critical and illuminating perspective on, I
find the leftist inspiration of many of the historians identi-
fied above to be commendable, despite its problematic out-
comes. Underpinning my analysis is rather a plea for a more
context-sensitive, anthropologically informed, leftist histori-
cism, more open to dialogue, more nuanced, and eager to seek
common ground and identify new audiences—a historicism
that might have facilitated greater success. Such a historicism
clearly has an essential role in an epoch whenWestern political
discourse is, more than ever since the Second World War,
overrun by lies and deception. “Human memory is a marvel-
ous but fallacious instrument,” Primo Levi (2013:15) wrote, and
at a time when populism is resurgent and fascism arguably re-
colonizing mainstream politics, there is no more horrifying
reminder of why we need the historian than the events of which
Levi wrote—although he chose to do so primarily via fiction. In
such a world, well-executed historical analysis plays a vital role.
However, what these ethnographic studies suggest is that leftist
historians and intellectuals who confine themselves within the
terms of historicist academic discourse (as Levi’s work also sug-
gests) are limited in their ability to reach out to those audiences
for whom their work is most relevant. And that, I would argue,
is where the current moment in social thought and Western
politics calls us.

It is a point ably illustrated by villagers’ preference for a his-
torical novel set in the coastal communities of the Languedoc
over the attempt by Dupont to reset local historical conscious-
ness. If transversal analysis is required for anthropological

studies of our relationship to the past, corresponding tech-
niques should arguably be deployed in communicating findings.
In turn, this invokes a politics where the aims and values of
leftism are not served by monological historicist understanding,
as once was thought. Rather, this transversal politics calls for a
context-sensitive deployment of anthropological and historicist
knowledge, in response to concrete issues, differences and com-
monalities, andpolitics, as ascertained via contingent knowledge:
ethnography. Leveling the playing field, as Palmié suggests,
operates from amethodological perspective, in responding to the
need to set aside certain questions generated by historicismwhile
exploring precisely such differences within the ethnographic
field. But in today’s troubled world, where the context demands,
should this not be followed by critical and communicative
engagement? Simply put, such engagement would hinge on
substituting the historicist “view from nowhere” that Stewart
invokes with an ethnographically informed, composite “view
from/for somewhere.” In reply to Shryock, then, perhaps this is
a revised, recontextualized leftism that emerges (cf. Hunter
1999). In the same way that we seek to recontextualize his-
toricism transversally, we might enact a transversal politics
that would render anthropological and historicist knowledge
meaningful and politically significant—for some specific au-
dience(s), for progressive ends, and importantly, in language
and practices that count.

—Matt Hodges
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