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We’re now thirty-five years past the publication of Geertz’s essays in The Interpretation of Cultures, a book by an anthropologist engaging sociologists (Weber and Parsons especially), and read by historians.  We are miles past the places caricatured by Bernie Cohn in 1980 as “historyland”—where everything is always changing—and the “anthropologyland” of the study of culture—where things always stay the same.  The Cultural and Historical turns have left deep marks on sociology’s skin, imprinting the discipline in ways that are often indistinguishable.  In the past three decades, then, much has been done to erode the stone walls between History, Sociology and Anthropology, both intellectually and institutionally, and it is from that privileged place we’re talking today.

Despite sometimes having the sense of being on the margin of two sub-fields of my discipline, cultural and historical sociology, I must say that I have found this a congenial branch on which to perch.  I work on the relationship between nationalism and religion, and my book, The Crosses of Auschwitz (2006), is on the reconfiguration of that relationship in Post-communist Poland through the analysis of a specific event, the so-called War of the Crosses, when ultranationalist Poles erected hundreds of crosses just outside Auschwitz to mark the site as one of Polish martyrdom (as opposed to one of the Jewish Shoah), and to stridently affirm Poles’ Catholic identity.  

How can my work be “historical” and “cultural” when it is neither on the past nor on culture, narrowly conceived?  It obviously depends on what we mean by “historical” and “cultural,” so I’ll first say a few words about that, and then I’ll briefly discuss how I address the relationship between culture and history.  I’ll conclude with some reflections on the “trading zones” between cultural sociology and historical sociology, and whether we have a disciplinary pidgin or a creole language.

I. Historical Sociology/Cultural Sociology

I defined myself, in the preface of my book, as a “historical sociologist of the present,” with all the challenges such a research agenda entails.  Although the post-communist transition was occurring before my eyes and was very much part of “the present” while I was studying it, it was “historical” in many senses: First, it was a historic transformation, that is, it was a transformation of historic proportions.  But the study of the post-communist period was also “historical” because the meaning of the present was given by the past, or, to be more precise, the meaning of the present was constituted by a specific interpretation of the past that was deeply rooted in historical narratives found in history books, maps, and the landscape; in poetry, folktales, popular sayings and music; in paintings, monuments, and popular art; in vestments and jewelry; and in family photographs and memoirs.  

To me, then, historical sociology is not necessarily the sociology of things past, just like cultural sociology—in Jeff Alexander’s strong program—is not the sociology of culture qua cultural products.  Rather, like many of my colleagues and following a long tradition, I see historical sociology as one that pays attention to time and temporality, narratives and narrativity, and process.  Works of historical sociology, moreover, are not those that merely set out the “historical context,” but rather works that treat problems as constantly being constructed and interpreted by social actors.  Historical sociology is therefore a mode of inquiry, a way of thinking through social problems that is dynamic and processual.  If we take historical analysis as one that makes the continuous process of social construction its focal concern, as Philip Abrams suggested a quarter century ago (1984), or as one that emphasizes the historicity of all social life, as Craig Calhoun defined the field in 1996, then whether one studies the present or the past is not all that relevant.  An analysis sensitive to the historical context and the contingency of transformation, as well as to events and temporal fluctuations, is also a historical sociology, albeit of the present. 

II. A Cultural Sociology of Historical Transitions

My own work, then, is perhaps best described as a cultural sociology of historical transitions and transformations, of historical crossroads and turning points, of moments of what I call “narrative shocks” that question collective memory and redefine national identity.  It pays attention to the meaning imputed to such moments and events and looks at how the past is narrated, how those narratives shape the understanding of the present and how, in turn, that understanding of the present determines the direction of social transformation and institutional change.  


For example, I showed that the postcommunist transition cannot be understood without considering how Poles interpret and narrate the decade following the fall of communism.  It is by first historicizing the transition, that is by placing it within the context of Polish history and of Poles’ interpretations of that history, that the meaning of the transition emerges: Indeed, Poles inject communism into a long narrative vein of conquest, occupation and oppression by powerful neighbors, and of their own historical struggle for independence.  The long decade between the fall of communism in 1989 and Poland’s accession to the EU in 2004 was therefore emplotted as the latest phase in a narrative about Poland’s fight for independence; 1989 was—and still is—commonly evoked as the “recovery of national independence,” and historical linkages are constantly forged between the interwar period, when Poland reappeared on the European map, and the re-mapping of post-Soviet Europe.  

In this narrative, Poland’s fateful destiny of independent nation-statehood was interrupted by forty-four years of communism, a dark stain requiring permanent removal from collective memory.  The post-1989 naming of the state, the Third Republic of Poland, is indicative of this symbolic attempt to mnemonically erase communism from Polish history.  Continuity is claimed with the Second Republic (1918-39) and, just as the People’s Republic of Poland (1945-89) marked a rupture with the Second Republic, the Third Republic (1989-) breaks off with the previous era by consciously bypassing and eliding it altogether.

The postcommunist transition was therefore first and foremost understood by Poles as a national one; it was a period not merely characterized by democratization and marketization, but primarily by the construction of a national state, a state of and for Poles, to borrow Rogers Brubaker’s formulation (1996).  Given this project, the issue of what exactly constitutes “Polishness” has been a recurring theme in public discourse and debates; in the process, Polish national identity’s “traditional” association with Catholicism has been seriously questioned.  It is in this broader context that the planting of crosses at Auschwitz takes on a fuller meaning, and that the analysis of such an event can shed light on the relationship between national identity and religion.  My point, here, is that without considering the meaning of the transition, much of the public debates that have punctuated the decade, as well as the type and pace of institutional reforms that took place then, remain incomprehensible.  But the point is also that meaning is constituted through perduring narratives of the nation that have become historically sedimented.  Thus, “Polish history” is constructed through a specific culture of the nation, including a specific temporality, whose “present” begins in 1989 but folds into itself earlier periods like 1918-39, while 1945-89 is solidly “the past.”  This type of research requires the use of different tools—and my analysis relies on a wide variety of data collected both through archival and ethnographic methods.


In this regard, the study of events such as the War of the Crosses at Auschwitz and the sort of histories they produce is fruitful for two reasons: first, they make readily observable on-going processes which may not be otherwise apparent; and second, it is through them that the nation is (re)constructed. And here I tried to answer Rogers Brubaker’s summons for an “eventful” sociology of nationalism (1996).  Following the theoretical leads of Sahlins (1985), Abbott (1990), and Sewell (1996a, 1996b), an eventful perspective is one that pays theoretical attention to contingent events and to their transformative consequences.  Events as I define them, however, are not necessarily those that change structures and create new cultural forms (Sewell 1996b).  They are meaningful and consequential in that they sporadically create, re-create, define, refine and redefine the nation through social contestation.  Nationalism, then, is best understood as a series of intermittent bursts of creativity, contestation, and redefinition of the nation that are embedded in and caused by longue durée social, historical, and cultural environments.  As a coveted symbol constructed out of sub-symbols, events, and narratives, the nation is a crossroads where diverse discourses and practices intersect, with political and cultural actors fighting over the direction of advance.  Instead of treating the nation as a “thing” or historical and sociological “fact,” the nation is a work-in-progress constituted through nationalist events such as the War of the Crosses.

Another area of my work where culture and history intersect is in my analysis of symbols.  Taking my lead from Victor Turner’s seminal work, I looked at core symbols that generate, condense and mobilize—but can also divide—sentiments within a society.  But I departed from Turner by historicizing those symbols, that is, by showing that they are embedded in layers of historical narratives created through key events.  I give attention, for example, to how the cross in Poland comes to signify Poland’s status as the dying and rising “martyr of nations” at one historical juncture, Solidarity’s resistance to communism at another, and gets reconfigured as the expression of right-wing politics more recently.  Paying attention to this is important because it is through symbols and the narratives they carry that people become emotionally invested in the nation and are potentially mobilized into nationalist action. 

In the end, I show that nationalism is the result of perceptions of history and their aesthetic representation in symbols and rituals that succeed in taking hold as a thinly coherent culture, to borrow Bill Sewell’s definition (1999).  In my new work on nationalism, religion and secularism in Quebec, I am especially concerned to show the ways in which narratives are not located only in texts or oral locutions, but are layers of signification also embedded in visual images and material artifacts which, when recognized, cue certain paradigmatic stories and sentiments or their subversion, in certain iconoclastic acts.  Indeed, I would argue that it is the relatively shared set of images and material symbols, and the debates as much as the consensus evoked in response to them, that generate a “history” and “a people.”

III. Conclusion: Conjoined Twins, Pidgin, or Creole?

To conclude, studies like mine are on the “cultures of the historical” not because they look at the past per se, or because they contextualize the “advent” of nationalism, for example, but because they focus on processes occurring through time, and they pay attention to the very question of when “the past” or “the present” begin.  Envisioned as epistemological stances, historical and cultural sociology have much in common.  Indeed, history as a discipline may not be as “other” to cultural sociology than other disciplines or fields, because history and culture as phenomena are closely related kin.  History may even be culture’s conjoined twin, joined at the head or perhaps even at the heart, as culture nowhere exists other than as a series of enactments in time.  Any conceptualization of culture or “the cultural” implies a historical dimension—a consideration of temporality—just as any “history” will require attention to the kinds of “pasts” and “presents” it entails.

This bring me, finally, to a consideration of Lyn Spillman’s thought-provoking use, in her Spring message to section members, of the analogy of pidgin and creole languages created in the navigation of disciplinary “trading zones.”  For some linguists (cf. Baptista 2005), pidgins are not properly “languages,” but rather a narrow set of words borrowed from existing languages to mediate a narrow range of trade transactions between groups.  Pidgins can’t support a given group’s social requirements independently of their “root” languages.  Creoles, by contrast, are new languages sustaining, and sustained by, a group of speakers who now need no other tongue.  Is the intersection of history and cultural sociology a pidgin, the language of a “trading zone,” or a creole, a new methodological and theoretical language?  Given a generation of interdisciplinary work behind us, are there now enough of us speaking a common tongue that we rarely feel like lonely speakers, or fear the loss of our root language?  We could then be speaking a creole rather than a pidgin.  But this is an open question perhaps worth further discussion.
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