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Myth, History, and Political Identity
Jonathan Friedman
Departmentof Social Anthropology
Universityof Lund

Introduction
Historyand discourseaboutthe makingof history is positional, that is, it is
dependentupon where one is located in social reality, within society, and within
global process. This is even applicableto the presentdiscourse, which in no way
representsan attemptto standin some objective truth-sphereabove or outside of
the goings-on of the world. Objective history, just as any other history, is produced in a definitivecontext and is a particularkind of project. The discourse of
historyas well as of myth is simultaneouslya discourse of identity;it consists of
attributinga meaningfulpast to a structuredpresent.An objectivisthistoryis produced in the context of a certainkind of selfhood, one that is based on a radical
separationof the subject from any particularidentity, and which objectifies and
textualizesreality. One logical expressionof this is the neutralizationof historical
discourse in historiography.This in turnleads to a truth-valuerepresentationof
the pastthatis implicitlyintolerantof anythingthatappearsto distortthe historical
record"as it reallyhappened." In periodsof generalidentitycrisis, this may generatea vast literaturedebunkingthe past. The logarithmicincreaseof work on the
"inventionof tradition"in the last few years is evidence of a supposeddiscovery
of the inauthenticityof all people's histories.Althoughmuchof this workcontains
importantinsights into the way in which histories are socially constituted, it is
strikingthat the academic representationof the truthbecomes the criterionfor
evaluatingother people's constructionsof reality. Truth-valueis a mode of academic being harboringits specific strategies, and these strategiesare, thus, historicallyand geographicallysituatedin the world system.
In the following discussion, I examine the constructionof histories as products of particularsocial positions. These social positions constitutethe conditions
of existence and formantsof identityspaces or habitus, which in theirturnselect
andorganizespecific discoursesand organizationof selfhood, includinghistories
of the self. It is not my intentionto pass judgmenton the truthof such histories
but, rather,to understandthe interplayof factors involved in their production.
Anthropologistshave recently been forced to realize the political importof their
own "objectivism." I have arguedelsewhere that this is an aspect of the fragmentationof the world system where peoples who were formerly "spoken for"
are intenselyengaged in definingthemselves in theirstrugglesfor autonomy.' By
194
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bracketing out "truth-value," we can, I think, begin to see more clearly the relation between making history and constructing identity.

History as Descent
While in the beginning of the 18th centurythere are to be found only 10 grammars,
by the end of the centurythe numberwill reach 104; in the newly appearinghabit of
collecting antiques; and most importantof all, it is manifested in the practice of
"name-giving" that is giving hellenic names to new-bornbabies or changing one's
name into a hellenic one: Thus it is reportedthat in 1800 in a school at Kidonia the
studentsagree to change their names into hellenic ones and speak from now on only
classical Greek;in 1813 in Athens duringa school celebrationthe Schoolmasterwas
calling the students one by one and handing a branchof olive-tree was addressing
themas follows: "Fromnow on yourname is not any longerJohnor Paul, but Pericles
or Themistoclesor Xenophon." [Michas 1977:64, citing Dimaras 1969:59]
A strangemania seems to have overtakenthe Greeks:That of giving to themselves
and their offspring hellenic names . . . our priests instead of baptizingour children
and giving them the names of saints give them hellenic names. One hears even the
coolies calling themselves Sokrates. [Michas 1977:65, citing Dimaras 1969:60]
Greek identity as a cultural phenomenon disappeared in the successive onslaughts of the Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman empires. The continuity between
the population of Greece and its history was broken until the 18th century. Until
then, Greeks were identified, and self-identified, as "Romans" (Romoioi) in the
larger empires. The temporal continuity was established, finally, or reestablished
by means of a spatial discontinuity. Expatriate Greek merchants of the Ottoman
empire were led to rediscover Ancient Greece via the Western European self-identity in which, from the Renaissance, Greece played a pivotal role as the place of
origin of everything specifically Western, from science to democracy. Thus the
discovery that "what is called the learning of Europe is the learning of our ancestors . .. this wisdom is a fruit of the Greek earth which bad fortune uprooted and
planted in Europe" (Michas 1977:67, citing Korais 1962, 3:724).
The emergence of Greek national identity is linked to a curious yet systemic
combination of the emergence of an expatriate Greek merchant class linked to the
expanding plantation economy of Greece, and the emergence of a general European identity that rooted itself in the Ancient Mediterranean. The growing cotton
economy of Greece was the instrument of peripheralization within the Western
world system at the same time it led to a potentially national enclave within the
Ottoman empire. This process linked Greece to the European centers as an economic periphery at the same time that it enabled the import, via the new Greek
elite, of a national identity from Western Europe. As such, Greek national identity
consisted in the importation and establishment of the European identification of
Greece, just as Greek history became the European history of the ancients.
History, then, is very much a mythical construction, in the sense that it is a
representation of the past linked to the establishment of an identity in the present.
The case of Greece is, perhaps, extreme for Europe, a real case of "le regard de
l'autre," of the definition of self by means of the other.
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The Present in the Past and the Past in the Present
In his attemptto establish a structuralist-informed
historicalanthropology,
MarshallSahlinshas emphasizedthe ways in which culturalmodels organizeand
are influencedby the largersocial arenasin which they are implemented.In his
critiqueof approachesthatdeny, on strictlylogical grounds,the possibility of the
past existing in the presentexcept by an act (necessarilypolitical) in the present,
he has made his case as follows: "Yet cultureis precisely the organizationof the
currentsituationin the termsof a past" (Sahlins 1985:155).
But if, as we have seen, history is precisely the organizationof the past in
terms of the present situation(i.e., the constructionof identity), then culture is
the organizationof the presentin terms of a past that is alreadyorganizedby the
present.
MarshallSahlins (1981) has used the word mythopraxisto refer to the enacting of myth in reality thus creating historical metaphorsof "mythical realities." I shall offer an alternativeuse of the word, one in which history or rather
storiesof the past are constructedaccordingto categoricalschemes thatare transferredfromotherdomains. This is the practiceof mythologization,ratherthanthe
realizationof myth in practice. The latter may occur in specific circumstances
where an emergent social identity manifests itself via the display of mythical
models. Such circumstancesoccur at certain moments in the course of social
movements, but they are always dependentupon a prior mythologizationof the
present. Thus, the formationof Greek nationalidentityconsists in the internalization of the way in which WesternEuropeanintellectuals, in constructingtheir
own "civilized" origins, identifiedGreece. Greek "history," in this way, became the basis of Greek self-definition.
Throughoutthe Pacific, the Protestantmissionariesof the 19th century implementedthe myth of the lost tribesof Israelto accountfor the special attributes
of the islandpeoples. This has been very much elaboratedby certainmembersof
local populationswho delight in telling of the migrationsof theirpeoples, beginning in Israel, moving to Egypt, over the IndianOcean, and so on.
"Moder archeologistsand historiansof Hawaii have got it all wrong," I
was told by one old leaderof the Hawaiiancommunity:
TheHawaiians
camefromtheMiddleEast,verylikelyfromAncientIsrael.Thehisdemonstrate
that,andso muchof ourculture;ourtabus,our
toryof the migrations
citiesof refuge.It'sall therein Fornander2
if youdon'tbelievetheHawaiians.
Thereis nothingastoundingin all of this when we considerthatthe Mormon
BrighamYoung Universityhas undertakenmany an archeologicalexpedition in
searchof the lost tribesthataresupposedlyto be foundamongthe Indiansof South
America.Thereis, of course, the officializingprocess thatoften turnssuch stories
into history, as in the case of Fiji, where precisely such a migrationstory won a
prize and became standardizedhistory. Fantasiestake on a durablereality when
they are successfully communicated.And that communicationis a constitutive
act of culturalidentity.
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The anthropologistmay often be led into the usual superciliousnessof the
supposed expert confrontedby the (supposed) childish imaginationof his subjects. This has become somewhat of an institutionin anthropologyand also in
history,3thatis, debunkingthe others' representationsof themselves on the basis
of a presumedmonopoly of the truth. But the truthis quite beside the point here
and merely accentuatesthe ethnocentricityof even the most relativistof anthropologists. Instead,one must ask wherethe attractionlies in makingsuch histories.
In colonial situationsthereis a tendencyamongcertainformsof hierarchical,kinship-organizedsocieties to identify with the source of "life-force" that appears
to come from the dominantpower, and which elevates the statusof those closest
to such sources. Internalizinga myth that links Polynesians to the Ancient Hebrews must be understoodin such terms (i.e., in terms of identity). What is importanthere is the content and not the comparativetruth-valueof histories. Although we may suppose that we go about things in a more objective manner, it
can easily be arguedthat our own academizeddiscourse is just as mythical as is
theirs.4
The recounting,or perhapsaccounting,of and for the past is an activity that
must always be placed in its social context. When an anthropologistexplains that
the Hawaiiansreceived CaptainCook as their god of fertility, he may well be
reproducinga representationthat emerged among the missionary-trainedhistorians of the Hawaiian"constitutional"and "congregationalist"monarchy,a representationthatattemptedto establisha legitimateconnectionbetweenthe royalty
andthe Britishas well as to categoricallynegatethe pre-Christian"superstitions"
of Hawaii. The events of the early contactoverflow with interpretivepossibilities.
Europeansneed to explain the death of Cook, man of the Enlightenment,at the
hands of Hawaiianchiefs. Culturalanthropologistsneed to account for the scenarioin termsof culturalcategories and their implied motivations-Cook was in
the rightplace at the right time to become a Hawaiiansacrificeof the god. But if
he had not enacted his own practicalmyth of "kidnap the chief when the going
gets rough," the outcome might have been very different. Whose story and for
whom? Such are the questions that need to be asked of hi(s)-story.
A Myth of Sovereignty and its Political History
ThroughoutAfrica, Island SoutheastAsia, Polynesia, and the highlandsof
SouthAmericathereare strikinglysimilarmythsof sovereignty. In skeleton form
they state that in the Beginning there were the indigenous people; they were a
religiouscommunityat one with nature,andif they hadchiefs, they were religious
priest-chiefs, true representativesof the people, generouspatres familiarum to
their societies. Then, at some designatedpoint in time, came the foreigners, the
warriorchiefs, the sea people, the political chiefs, the humansacrificers.The human sacrificersbroughtwith them a new political orderbased on real dominance
and expansion. Now in one way or anotherthese new chiefs were socialized into
the community,by wife taking, ritualdefeat, and sacrifice. They were tamed, in
partat least, but not withoutlegitimately monopolizingpolitical power.
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Such myths have traditionally inspired the most incredible of speculations as
to the origin of the world's primitive ruling classes. More recently, historians such
as J. Vansina have made concerted efforts to locate the origins of the chiefly
lineages of Central Africa by carefully analyzing the "texts" of oral tradition. If
it is said that the dominant clan crossed the river X in the East, it is necessary to
find, in methodologically meticulous ways, corroborating evidence as well as to
eliminate stories about their coming across river Y in the West. This has led to
some curious results, such as that one of the founders of the Kuba kingdom in
Central Africa was apparently a slave returned from the Americas with an ear of
corn that became a focus of wonder and an instrument of symbolic, and ultimately
real, power.5

The Structural Basis of Political Myth
As opposed to the formerly quite common "historical" interpretations of
myths of political sovereignty, a number of structural and structuralist models
have appeared in the past decade. For some anthropologists, like Luc de Heusch
(1972, 1982) and, following him, Marshall Sahlins (1958, 1981, 1985), and in a
different sense, Pierre Clastres (1974), the origin myths of kingship are discourses
on power, or rather variations of a single discourse. Royal power is the great
world historical crime against the people; it is associated with incest,
fratri-, patri-, and matricide, with usurpation, and with mass murder of indigenous males by the foreigners. At the same time, the myth describes how the
"stranger kings" are incorporated into the indigenous people, by their ritual death
and sacrifice and by marriage. Thus, there was no invasion, in reality, and the
story of conquest is, on the contrary, a statement of the nature of political power
told in dynastic and heroic terms.

The Hawaiian Version
We have, thus far, seen how myths of the origin of "sacred" chiefship and
kingship were once interpreted as the history of migration of ruling classes, but
are now increasingly seen in more structural terms (i.e., as true myths of the origin
and thus the nature of political power). There is a particular Hawaiian variant of
this myth that, in spite of interpretive problems, is adequate for our discussion.
Paao was forced to quit his original homeland because of a quarrelwith his older
brother,Lonopele, a famous farmer.When Lonopele accused Paao's son of stealing
some fruit, Paao opened the boy's stomach only to find he had been innocent. Enraged, Paao determinedto leave his brotherand had a canoe constructedfor this purpose. By a ruse, Lonopele's own son was entrappedinto a transgressionof the canoebuildingtabus, allowing Paaoto offer him as the humansacrificethatwould complete
the work ... Paao then sailed off with a numberof men and (in certainversions) the
feathergod, Kuka'ilimoku(Ku-the-snatcher-of-the-island).
Lonopele raised a series
of storms of the "Kona" type (a winter storm) to destroy the canoe, but Paao successfully invoked schools of bonito (aku) and mackerel(opelu) fish to calm the sea.
Weatheringother dangers sent by Lonopele, Paao finally reached Hawaii Island,
where he constructedcertainfamous temples. These were the firsttemples of human
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sacrifice, the rites presided over by the god Ku (of which Paao's feather god is an
importantform). In one version . .. Paao also slaughteredall the pre-existingpriests.
The political changes he simultaneouslyintroducedare variously recounted. Either
Hawaiiwas at thattime withouta chief, or it was being governedbadlyby the existing
chief (sometimes identifiedas Kapawa). In the latter case, Paao deposed the chief,
and by all accounts he installed a new ruler brought from Kahiki, Pilikaaiea. The
Hawaii Island rulerstrace to this chief (about 20 generationsbefore Kamehameha).
Apartfromthe templeform, humansacrificialrites andthe feathergod Kuka'ilimoku,
Paao is also said to have broughtimage worship to Hawaii, as well as certainsacred
insignia of the chieftainshipand the prostrationtabu accordeddivine chiefs. [Sahlins
1981:10-1 1]6

This story recapitulates the major themes discussed above: the foreign invasion of godly chiefs, the violent establishment of a new kind of political regime,
and marriage to local aristocratic women. In some versions it is said that the original or aboriginal regime was more egalitarian (in our terms) and the chiefs closer
to their people.7
Polynesian history is a strange phenomenon for the Westerner. Anthropologists, in their modernist endeavor to neutralize the other's history and to incorporate it into our history of the other, have made their stories into myth. Myth for
us, of course, is a symbol of the static, unchanging structure of otherness in its
essence.
Thus, we are told that the origin of the god-chiefs in Kahiki is not a reference
to Tahiti but to a more general other world or heaven where the sea meets the sky.
For Hawaiians throughout the historical record this has not been a problem of the
same order. Kahiki is in a very important sense Tahiti-the consonant shift "t"
to "k," also present in the Hawaiian kapu, as opposed to the more common Polynesian tapu (on the "oldest" island of Kauai, the "t" is preserved). But if the
chiefly ancestors of the Hawaiians are supposed to have come from Tahiti, the
ancestors of the Maori are apparently from Savai'i. Now this may be the island in
Samoa, but, via another sound shift, it is equivalent to Hawaii. And the great
migratory legend of West Polynesia is called Hawaiiki. There is, of course, no
disputing the voyaging capabilities of the ancient Polynesians, and on that basis
it can be assumed that the mythology of Polynesian chiefly foundations might
capture the deep historicity of Polynesian social reality rather than pinpoint actual
origins.
The reality of the myth of sovereignty is present enough in Hawaiian history.
The last prophet of the pre-Christian era, Kapihe, spoke the following words,
during the reign of Kamehameha I, in a period of great political upheaval that was
destined to end the old regime of theocratic power:8
E hui ana na moku
e hiolo ana na kapuakua
e iho mai ana ko ka lani
a e pi'i aku ana ko ka honua

The islands will be united
the taboo of the gods overthrown
those of the heavens [chiefs] will be broughtlow
and those of the earth[commoners]will be raisedup.
[Kamakau1964:7]
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In some reports it is stated that the Hawaiian commoners, the maka'ainana,
did not participate in temple rituals, which for them were the foreign activities of
the ruling elite. The original rulers of Hawaii, as opposed to the Tahitian aristocracy, were said to have governed through kinship with the people, and by means
of aloha rather than by human sacrifice. There is a series of oppositions here between aloha and violence: reciprocity or, rather, sharing (which is not at all the
same thing) instead of appropriation; fertility versus destruction and warfare; the
god of the "people" and of peace and fertility, Lono, versus the god of warfare
and human sacrifice, Ku.
Hawaiian traditions recount the real conflicts between the commoners and
their chiefs and the cases where overbearing chiefs were simply done away with
by their subjects.
Many kings have been put to death by the people because of their oppressionof the
maka'ainana(commoners). The following kings lost their lives on account of their
cruelexactionson the commoners:Kaihalawas put to deathof Kau, for which reason
the districtof Kau was called Weir (Makaha).Kuka-i-ka-laniwas an alii (chief) who
was violently put to death in Kau. ... It was this reason that some of the ancient
kings had a wholesome fear of the people. [Malo 1971:195]
Certain districts, such as Ka'u, Hawaii, which were among the poorer areas,
were famous for their intolerance of aristocrats. This intolerance is still very much
in evidence. What was formerly a source of commoner insubordination is also
one of the present strongholds of the Hawaiian movement, which has used road
blocks and other forms of opposition to prevent implementation of the development insanity that has destroyed much of the other islands. Currently it is the
source of the Pele Defence Fund, a group fighting the establishment of geothermal
power stations in the area on the grounds they would desecrate the body of Pele,
the volcano goddess.
There is, then, a tradition of conceiving an antagonism between commoners
and aristocrats that is not merely a symbolic statement of the origin of chiefly
power but a politically active discourse.
In the current myth of the origin of classical autocratic Hawaiian society, the
entire political organization is seen as an import from Kahiki, a word that is, in
phonemic terms, identical with the island of Tahiti, but which means-or, perhaps, has come to mean-"land beyond the horizon."
Paao changed it. Paao came from Kahiki .... Kahiki is beyond the horizon ... it
could be anywhere.The worddoes not have to meanTahiti .... The Hawaiianopens
his eyes and as far as the eye can see anybody come from there come from Kahiki.
He broughtthe ali'i, he broughtthe class system. He broughtidol worship,he brought
the class system. He broughtidol worship, he broughttikis [idols], he broughtsacrifice. He broughtpriesthood-separation of man and woman, he brought war and
heiaus [stone temples]. He also broughtgods who were againstHawaiiangods. [Hawaiian leaderin Ka'u, interview, 1985]
The core of the story concerns the contrast between an original Hawaiian
society based on "equality," solidarity, and a holistic relation between man and
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natureand the advent of chiefly power, or of power in general. The use of the
notionof "equality" is importantto understandhere. In one very importantsense
it refersto a political contrastemployed by Hawaiiansthemselves, which has its
primarymeaningin the field of moder Westerndiscourse. But the word does not
referto the absence of hierarchyas in the usual Westernsense. On the contrary,
hierarchicalorderplays a central role in both the structureof the ohana and in
representationsof pre-Kahikisociety. This hierarchy,and its accompanyingauthority,is based on aloha, on love for the people, on a generositythat flows from
love and not from a principleof exchange, and on a possession of spiritualforce,
or mana, that belongs to the group as a whole. It contrastswith an exploitative
power based on the absoluteseparationof chiefs from the people, on an absolute
rupturewherebythe chiefly projectsbecome disconnectedfromthose of the larger
society. Political power is imported, as in the myths we have discussed, from a
foreign land. But for Hawaiians, apparentlyfor at least 150 years, the myth has
imprinteditself upon real political discourse.
The rebelliousdistrictof Ka'u-which, quite remarkably,has maintainedan
anti-aristocraticculture to the present-is also well known for the local cult of
Pele, goddess of the volcano, associatedwith the land and with the common people, maka'ainana,or kama'aina, childrenof the land.9A local leader(interview,
1985) expresses, in his own terms, the contributionof his district to Hawaiian
political ideology today.
We've killed threekings in Ka'u . . . in our history, and I don't know anybodyelse
thatkilled any of theirali'is, but we've killed three for fuckin' up!

Andin all of Hawaiiyougoingto findthatonlyin Ka'uthattheyhavekilledthreeof
theirali'is becausetheyhadattitudes.That'swhy Kamehameha
no can comeover

here. Kamehamehanever conqueredKa'u .... Never win this place ... kill him if
he come here. Didn't like him . . . he was a turkey. You no can say you are king
withoutaloha.

The Origins of Paradise
If the foreign chiefs of Kahiki broughta reign of terror,of humansacrifice
and warfareto Hawaii, how was it before the deluge? Here there is no absolutely
clear model of an indigenous society, but there is certainly a list of key terms.
Aloha, the generalizedfusion of love and generositythatcharacterizesclose family relations,is the foundingprinciple. Ohana, extendedfamily, is the basic form
of social organization,an "egalitarian"reciprocalsodality. There are no tiki, or
idols, to be worshipped,norany flock of heroicdeities. Thereareonly two beings:
Ku and Hina (or, for some, Kanaloaand Hina), the male and female principles.
They are representedrespectively by an upright(phallic) stone and a flat stone.
They embody a male-female unity expressing the fertility of land and sea. The
people were at one with nature,it is said;therewas no need for tiki or for any kind
of representationof the gods, because they were in direct contact with divine
force. Therewere chiefs, but they ruledby means of aloha; they were the fathers
of theirpeople and did not form a social class with a separateproject.

This content downloaded from 129.12.11.80 on Wed, 9 Oct 2013 09:36:36 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

202 CULTURALANTHROPOLOGY

The origins of these posited origins are a problemin themselves, insofar as
they cannotbe based on any directexperienceof a society thatprecededthe aristocraticpolity of the contact epoch. The image of a pre-Kahikibased polity is
very much more in accordancewith the social and culturalnexus thatemerged in
the 19th centuryfollowing the disintegrationof the Hawaiiankingdom as it was
successively integratedinto the world system. The 19thcenturywitnessed a populationcollapse in Hawaii, from perhaps600,000 accordingto recent estimates
(i.e., Stannard1989) to 50,000; an encroachingplantationeconomy and society;
anda monarchythatfell entirelyinto the handsof an Americancolonial elite. The
rapidlydwindlingHawaiiancommonersgroupedthemselves in ruralareas in increasinglyclosed corporategroups, a process documentedfor other parts of the
globe in this period (Wolf 1957). The internal structureof such corporations
stressedthe values of community, of a "generalizedreciprocity," of ohana, and
of aloha, in oppositionto the outside world, the world of exploitationand negative reciprocity.This cultureof internalgenerosity, an economy of sharingand
the ideology and practice of aloha aina, "love of the land," is a culture that
emerged most clearly in the last century but is today posited as the indigenous
Hawaiianvalue system. That these values, however, are today representedas
those of indigenousHawaii cannot simply be dismissed as the "invention of culture" at some late date, as we shall see below.
These Hawaiianstories of their past are divided into two generic periods.
One is characterizedby a kind of clan solidarityand unity with nature,a localized
butnot anarchicpolitical settingwhere sacredchiefs were at one with theirpeople
and not overlords, and a religion that was totally embedded in the direct communicationwith a sacred naturalworld. Following this is the migratoryperiod,
when the new chiefs arrivedfrom Tahiti or Kahiki with their gods of war and
human sacrifice. The coming of the Europeansand then the Americans are all
simple reiterationsof the same theme of foreign conquest. Just as the Polynesian
conquerorsdid, the Euro-Americansbroughtnew gods with them, too. The most
recentconquerorswould appearto be the Japanese.Each foreign wave is a mere
reenactmentof the originalmigration.
Authenticity and the Construction of History
The constructionof history is generatedby, and is constitutive of, social
identity. The history of historiansis the identity of historiansas well. It is the
definitionof a practice that typifies its practitioners.Although our history may
appearto us to be very much more than that, as its function is to delineate the
reality of other populations, their culturalbodies, there is no adequateway of
circumventingthis social constraintwithout retreatinginto a false intellectualist
objectivism.The historicalspace of the West includes, of course, the events that
are groupedunderthe heading HawaiianHistory. On the basis of texts from the
voyages of CaptainsCook, Vancouver, and others, the Hawaiians' own history
can be and has been challenged.' So when the Westernanthropologistor historian attacksthe Hawaiianview of their own past, this must be understoodas a
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struggle for the monopoly of identity. Who is to be able to renderan adequate
version of History?The anthropologistdefines his or her professionalidentity in
relationto a specific ethnographicor historical anthropologicalcorpus of which
he or she has the rightto speakby virtueof professionalcanons of mastery.When
the "object" begins to define itself, anthropologistsare likely to find themselves
in an identitycrunch-and so ensues a struggle, or else a quick escape to another
islandgroup, anotherlibrary,another"object." I have arguedelsewhere thatthe
emergenceof local culturalmovements that accompaniedthe decline in a hegemonic modernistidentity has broughtthis problemto the fore. Academics have
beguntheirassaulton "native" self-representationsas quickly as they have now
begun to be reconstitutedin the upsurgeof local culturalidentities.
Hawaiians,who all but vanishedfrom the culturalface of the earth, were the
subject of pessimistic acculturationstudies during most of this century. And
wheretherehas been an academiclonging for somethingmore exotic, really cultural, therewas always the distantpast. Thus, in the recent turnto roots and historicalculturalreconstructionism,the historyof ancientHawaii has become a focus of attention.Embeddedin the ethnographic,as in the historiographic,act is
the textual bias that somehow there is a Hawaiian essence that can be located
before Westernizationmade a mess of things. As the mess is highly unethnographic,one must returnto the pristineprecontactmaterial,or at least to intimations of that material.This implies that the reconstructionof essential Hawaiian
culturemustnecessarilyadhereto the truthsdefinedby the earlycontactliterature,
or in this case, to those latermissionizedHawaiianhistorianswhose image of their
culturecontainsthe models for organizingthat literature.The gospel of Cook becomes the sourcebookfor aboriginalHawaii, somethingthatmight, furthermore,
be monopolizedby the anthropologistin his or her researchlibrary.This strategy
entails, further,that any local Hawaiianreconstructioncould only be interpreted
as mythicaland thus inauthentic.For the Hawaiiansthemselves, the situation, as
we shall see, was and is very different. The confrontationis striking.
Theresultingversionof Hawaiianculturedoes notcorrespond
to a specifictimeperiod.Intheculturalrevival,isolatedfactshavebeentransformed
intosymbolsof Hawaiiannessandaccordeda significancewithoutprecedent
in aboriginal
Hawaiiansociety. [Linnekin1983:243]
Here the anthropologiststrugglesgallantly to defend the true essence of the
Hawaiianpast againstthe onslaughtof the moder de-culturedHawaiianwho may
"wax sentimental" or "wax poetic" about one or anotheraspect of his or her
supposedculturalheritage. What is the position expressed in such statements?It
might be suggested that it is one that defines cultureas an externaltext, code, or
paradigm-external to a universal methodological individual who plays at distinct "games" or forms of life thatare presupposedto be differentfromour own.
Hawaiiancultureis a "game" once played by authenticHawaiians,but which as
a result of Westernexpansion no longer exists. Moder Hawaiians cannot play
such games any longer, not unless they go and learn the rules. And only the anthropologistknows the rules. In any case, there are no real Hawaiiansanymore,
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since they have lost not only theirculture, but even the "purity" of their genetic
base, being all mixed up with many different immigrantgroups that have come
to theirshore since the second half of the last century. As thereare no longer any
realHawaiians,culturespecialists arethe only possible custodiansof theirformer
way of life.
Identity and the Practice of Myth
Whatarethe elements thatenterinto the Hawaiianconstructionof Hawaiian
history?The firstthatwe have documentedis thatthereis apparentlyearly contact
traditionconcerningthe relationbetween the aristocracyand the commonersthat
assertsthat the formerare real usurperswho shall one day be ousted so that the
people can returnto theirold ways. The metaphoricalextension of this representationto cover Euro-Americancolonialism needs no furtherdiscussion.
The structuralbasis of this particularvariantof the more general myth of
sovereigntyis not easy to discover, but it might be suggested that Hawaiiansociety was transformedin such a way as to promote the Gramscianinversion to
which we have referred.In WesternPolynesia, for example, as in CentralAfrica
and EasternIndonesia, similar definitions of power are associated with exogamous aristocracies;a lesser degree of exploitation, especially between different
lineage groupings;and an open exchange, including marriage,between ranks.
However, the Hawaiianaristocracyof the late period was highly endogamous,
violently exploitative, constantly at war, and the adamantenemy of regularexchangebetweenranks.It is reasonableto supposein such a situationthatthe myth
of the "strangerking' would take on a more convincing auraof reality for commoners.The prophet,Kapihe, might certainlyhave sensed this, aftera decade of
sandalwoodtrade that virtually decimated the Hawaiian commoner population
while theirali'i moved to town, to Honolulu, where they engaged in all sorts of
conspicuousconsumptionbased on the commoners'efforts.
The second element, or condition, is the formation, following the demographiccollapse of the Hawaiianpopulation,of a plantationsociety that became
increasinglymulti-ethnic,where dwindling numbersof Hawaiianslived in communitiesthat isolated themselves and took on the characteristicsof closed corporateunitswithinwhich the values of sharing, "equality," extendedfamily, and
love for the land, aloha 'aina, becamethe salientparametersof a culturalidentity.
The thirdconditionemerged in the currentHawaiianmovement itself, after
a centuryand a half of virtualethnocidein which Hawaiianslost theirpopulation
and their land, and in which even their way of life (in the sense of their culture)
was forbidden.Those who began to re-identify as Hawaiianshad to mobilize a
numberof sources. There was the objectified knowledge to be found in the librariesand the museums. There was also the enormousfund of oral knowledge
thatcould be gotten from the kupuna,the old people, whose roots lay not in the
18thcenturybut in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
The above conditionshave no organizationalforce in themselves. Here it is
necessaryto look at contemporaryconditionsof existence to graspthe motivations
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and desires thathave molded Hawaiianselfhood. There arecommon experiences
of the world unitingruraland urbanHawaiians, if not middle-class intellectuals,
and basedon the similarityof communityforms, socialization, language, and sociality. These are the specific conditions of habitus formationthat are, in their
turn, generativeof certainways of relatingto the world. These ways of relating
to the world, expressed as strategies, order the way in which the disparateelementsof Hawaiiancultureare appropriatedand interrelatedin the constitutionof
a culturalidentity. And in such terms, what appearas disparateelements of Hawaiiantradition-imported kava ceremonies, luaus, including"foreign introductions" (Handlerand Linnekin 1984:284) such as lomi lomi salmon, ukulele, and
slack key guitars-which are assembledinto a hodgepodgethatis clearly "selective" and "may be consciously shaped to promote solidarity in the present"
(Handlerand Linnekin 1984:283), are in reality systemically interrelatedby the
same habitusthat performsthe above selection. And insofar as the social conditions of 19th- and 20th-centuryHawaiians contain the transformationof precolonial social forms, it is not really correct to argue that "the origin of cultural
practicesis largelyirrelevantto the experienceof tradition,"or thattraditionconsists in "an arbitrarysymbolic designation" (Handlerand Linnekin 1984:286).
It has been argued similarly, contraryto the culturalistnotion that cultural
identityis no morethan "conscious models of past lifeways," thatthey are firmly
"groundedin unconsciousexperienceof ongoing social networksand in the parts
one has to play and ideals one has to hold to succeed within these networks"
(D' Amato 1987:189). This is crucialto understandingthe differencebetween the
anthropologistand the Hawaiians. The former, inhabitingan individualistuniverse in which all culture is ultimately disenchantedbecause it is "arbitrary,"
expresses conditions of social existence based upon the separationof the subject
from the universeof meaning that he or she producesor engages. This takes the
anthropologicalform of culture as text-program-rules,the unauthentic,as opposed to the romanticvision of gemeinschaft,or genuine culture. However fashionable it has now become, finally, to obliteratethe romanticvision by claiming
that all culture, all history, all traditionis similarly constructedand therefore
unauthentic,thereis a seriousgap in the argument.Sapirandeven Tonnies would
neverhave disputedthe constructednatureof culture.The truth-valueof tradition
was never at issue. Ratherthe authenticityto which they refer is of an existential
nature,in the relationbetween culturalproducersand theirproducts.This in turn
is relatedto differences in the way the subject is constituted. In a context where
the subject's identityis embeddedin, or dependentupon, a largerencompassing
set of relations,the objects, which to us may appearas mere symbols, are in fact
constitutiveof the participant'sidentity. Thus, although it is certainly the case
that the history constructedby Hawaiians in the process of forging an identity
consists in the attributionof meaningto the world, this attributivepracticeis driven by a structureof desire and motivationthat is embeddedin a specifically Hawaiian reality, one that is in its turn conditioned by local, regional, and global
social and economic processes.
The conditionsof Hawaiianexistence appearin the form of constraintsthat
guidethe strategyof historymaking. And this historymakingconsists, in Western
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terms, in transferringthe model of 19th-centuryHawaiiancultureto the dawn of
historyand treatingwhat Europeansthinkof as classical Hawaiiansociety as just
the first of several imports. Hawaiian-Hawaiianhistory is thus the inversion of
history. It takesthe modem for the ancientandthe "ancient"
European-Hawaiian
for the beginningof the modem.
Ku wasjust used .... Andtheyeven createdan image... Callhimon different
... Andtheytryingto saythatwaspartof Ku'skinolaus,'2
names,Kuka'ilimoku."
a tikito fight,to standcertaintimesof theyear. ... OrmaybeKuwasdominantat
thattimeall overtheworld.WastheyKu'inall overat thattime?EarlySeventeen,
Sixteenhundreds. . . everyonewasout lookingforproperty.All Europehadboats
out ... Spanishwas out there.Fifteenhundredseverybodystartedlookinfor that
...
withKamehameha?
gold. Whowasdominant,realheavy,Seventeenhundreds
ItwasKuall overtheworld!
Whowashe. Whatwe got to call himali'i, king.Bullshit!TheNapoleonof thePacific,theJuliusCaesarof Hawaii.[interviewin Ka'u, 1985]
This politicization of the myth of Hawaiian sovereignty was powerful
enoughto impressitself upon the standardversion of Hawaiianhistoryas written
by the White colonialists. The renowned volumes by AbrahamForander, An
Accountof thePolynesianRace: Its OriginsandMigrations(1969), firstpublished
in the last century,which have been used as a standardreferenceup to the present,
recounta similar version of the original Hawaiiansfollowed by a period of migration and the establishmentof the Hawaiian chiefly dynasties from Tahiti.'3
Needless to say, Fomanderis one of the authorsmost appreciatedby modem Hawaiianswho areconsciously engaged in studyingtheirpast. He is very often cited
as the foremostauthorityon Hawaiianhistoryas againstmorerecentarcheologists
who have based their models of Hawaiiansocial evolution on modem anthropological theory. 14

Mythology as the Politics of History
The commonunderstandingof history, peculiarto modem Westernsociety,
is one thatconsists in a streamof events, a temporalcontinuumwhose empirical
existence is unquestionable.One might well argue that the temporalcontinuum
punctuatedby great events is our own mythology, but I shall not attemptto do
thathere.15It is only necessaryto point out thatexercises in the deconstructionof
events that turn out, on closer examination, to be heavily interpreted(e.g., the
FrenchRevolution and other revolutions)demonstratethe degree to which they
are integralpartsof the way in which we forge and reinforceour own identity.
Greeknationalidentitywas createdout of a Europeancosmology thatplaced
AncientGreece at the summitof the ancestryof WesternCivilization. The establishment of a particularhistory was the work of identity construction,both for
Europeand for Greece as an emergentperipheryin the Europeanworld system.
Greeknationalistsfound their past in the institutionalmemoryof expandingEurope. The Greekpast was not opposed to the expansionismof the presentbut was
seen as its democratic,individualist,and commercialfoundation.Ancient Greece
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was the essence of the moder, of everything that was positive in the present and
hoped for in the future, its philosophy and science as well as its politics. These
concerns of the cultural elites of Europe as well as those of their Mediterranean
vassals formed the selective environment for the particular version of Greek history that was destined to become official.
Hawaiian history is constructed out of entirely different circumstances. It is,
contrary to Greek history, based on identity entirely opposed to Western modernity. If the former finds its source in the European imagination of its own past,
the latter finds its sources in the real experience of the context of Euro-American
domination. Greek history internalizes the external gaze of its European other,
making Greece, in this fashion, the ancestor of Europe instead of a mere political
and economic periphery. And it was, of course, forged by a peripheral elite. Hawaiian history extricates itself from Western dominance by projecting a value system produced in the moder context onto an aboriginal past. This kind of history
would seem to have some kind of systemic basis among the colonized peoples of
the world. African socialism and American Indian egalitarian and "ecological"
values are projected onto the past as the essence of cultural traditions that can be
brought back to life by breaking with the present. The Western historical reality
may, however, be very much the inverse of these representations, however irrelevant this must prove to be.
If history is largely mythical, it is because the politics of identity consists in
anchoring the present in a viable past. The past is, thus, constructed according to
the conditions and desires of those who produce historical texts in the present.
This is as true of our own history as of anyone else's.
Notes
'RogerKeesing, who has been a majorforce in developing an analysis of culturalmovements in terms of the politics of identity and especially the way in which colonial classificationsmay be turnedagainst colonial powers by those so classified, has himself been
the targetof recent criticism by native activists (Keesing 1989, 1991). This is partlydue
to a Gramsciancognitivism that tends to view all culture as misrepresentation.Thus, in
spite of his importantcontributionsto an understandingof the politics of representation,
he does not considerthatthis extremely "disenchanted" view of traditionis largely irrelevant to the practice of identity, which has nothing whatsoever to do with questions of
truth-value.If all culturalrepresentationsare false, then so is this one.
For Hawaiians,anthropologistsin general (and Keesing in particular)are partof the colonizing hordebecause they
seek to take away from us the power to define who and what we are, and how we should behave politically and
culturally.[Trask1991:162]

2AbrahamFornander,a Swede by origin, who was a judge in Hawaii duringthe second
half of the 19th century, is well known for his massive historicalscholarshipconcerning
Polynesia, which includes, among otherworks, ThePolynesianRace (1969) and the enormous edited work, HawaiianAntiquities(1916).
3Whosesubjectsare, thankfully,dead and cannotprotestthe historian'svision of reality.
4See Bernal's Black Athena (1987) for a powerful example of the relationbetween European identityand academicdiscourse.
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5Thisversion was presentedby Vansina in a seminargiven at UniversityCollege London
in the springof 1974. I have not found any publishedreferenceto this interpretation,so it
is possible thatit did not survive subsequentdiscussions.
6Thispassage from Sahlins's Historical Metaphorsand MythicalRealities (1981) should
not be mistakenfor a single myth even though it appearsin small print offset from the
surroundingtext as if it were a quotation. In fact, it is Sahlins's own collation and paraphraseof a numberof sources and a selective condensationof themes that are relevantto
his discussion. The variantsof the Paao legend do, however, differ substantiallyon a number of points. The oppositionbetween Paao and Lonopele is quite ambivalentin one version in which Paao implores Lonokaheo to become ruling chief in Hawaii (Beckwith
1974:372-373). In versions collected by Fornander,both Paao and his ruling chief Pilikaieia come from WesternPolynesia-from Upolu and/or Vavau in Samoa, and Tonga,
respectively(Fornander1969, 2:33-34).
7Theaboriginalstate, however, may also be referredto negatively in terms of political
anarchy(egalitarian)and a general lack of order.
8Thekapu system, as it is called, which was the basis of sacred power in Hawaii, was
formallyended by an event thathas even been referredto as a culturalrevolutionin which
the second king of all the islands, KamehamehaII (Liholiho), conceding to the demands
of his very authoritarianmotherKahamanu,and afterconsuminga boat load of rum, partook of a meal togetherwith her, thus breakinga principalkapu and signaling the royal
rejectionof the formerbasis of power. This unleasheda short civil war that was won by
the Kahamanufactionwith Euro-Americanmilitaryaid, drivingmanypriestsunderground
and paving the way for the soon-to-arrivemissionariesas well as for a core of Hawaiian
culturalopposition. It should be noted that the abolition of the kapu law occurredin a
situationwherethe basis of aristocraticpower was alreadyembeddedin worldtrade,Western credit, and Westernmilitarypresence.
9Peleis the famous goddess of the volcano. The Islandof Hawaii is known even today for
its active volcanoes, especially MaunaLoa and Kilauea, the latterof which is the dwelling
place of the goddess. Pele today representsthe land and the people of the land even if she,
too, comes from Kahiki. She is associatedwith the sacrednessof the land and the defense
of the people.
'?Itwould be more correctto say that the Hawaiians'version of theirown historyremains
as a subalternchallenge to the dominantinstitutionalizeddiscourse of museums and universities.
"Kuka'ilimoku,"Ku-the-island-snatcher,"is the most aggressive form that can be taken
by the genericphallic god of war and the sea, Ku.
'2Kinolau means "image" and refers to the differentforms that can be taken by a more
generalphenomenon,or to the representationof one form in another.The meaningof the
word Kane, one of the majorgods, is simply "Man," and Man is the kino lau of Kane,
just as Kane is a kind of generic man. The different forms of the major gods, of which
there are very many indeed, representdifferentconcrete manifestationsor aspects of the
moregeneralforms.
'3Theoriginalwas publishedin the years 1878, 1880, and 1885, in threeseparatevolumes.
Fornander,who servedas circuitjudge in the islands, was a good friendof the royalfamily.

This content downloaded from 129.12.11.80 on Wed, 9 Oct 2013 09:36:36 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

MYTH, HISTORY, AND POLITICALIDENTITY 209

The work itself took many years to complete and was based on extensive oral historical
researchinto the traditionsof the various Hawaiianislands. Although steeped in the oral
traditionsof Hawaii, Fornanderdoes not reproducethe opposition between a pre- and a
post-Tahitianpolitical era, maintaininga more thoroughgoingmigratoryvision in which
earlierdynasties are replaced by later ones. This has come down to us in notions of an
earlierMarquesanmigrationand a laterTahitianmigration.
'4TheHawaiians'own histories are decidedly nonevolutionary,as opposed to the current
academicversions thattreatHawaii as a test case of internalevolution from a more egalitarianto a quasi-statesociety without outside contact of any significance (Cordy 1981;
Kirch 1984; Sahlins 1958).
'5Fora discussion see Friedman(1985).
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