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Can Ethnography Depict Civilisation?

Hideyuki ONISHI*

Ethnographic research, particularly sociocultural anthropology, has been extremely reluctant to

discuss civilisations, except for complex societies and state formations in non-Western, owing to its

theoretical relationship with social evolutionism and cultural diffusionism that were criticized and

dismissed in the past. However, in the face of various issues caused by rapid technological

innovation, global environmental change and the like, interest has been drawn to the reexamination

of the modern civilisation as the basis of the contemporary society in recent years, and books about

civilisation and human history have been attracting attention in the general public. In addition, there

is a tendency in these works to refer to fragmented ethnographic case studies and findings as

grounds for arguments in isolation from their specific cultural and social contexts. Considering the

problems above, this special issue attempts to elucidate the factors that form or suppress the social

conditions and phenomena regarded as civilisation, based on ethnographic research on non-Western

societies. Through such examinations, this special issue explores the perspectives for discussing

civilisation from ethnographic research and the new possibilities it brings.

Keywords

doctrinal history of sociocultural anthropology, state formation, human history, complex society,

civilisation theory
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