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The “Floating Other” and “Sense of History” in Sinological Anthropology
Huang Xiangchun

Abstract: Arising from applying anthropology originated in the study of the “simple society” to the “complex
civilization”——China, Sinological anthropology has to face written records, imperial institutions, and
macrohistory while locating its study in field work in “small places” or “social groups” and “villages. ” It has
been examining abstract, whole China or Chinese society as a “historical other,” and has thus proposed a
variety of important theoretical models. However, a group of problems remain to be addressed: how to find a
better way to represent the relationship between the “multiple diversities” (locality or ethnicity) and the
“universal one” (the state and ethnic Chinese) , how to subject socio-cultural systems other than the state and
ethnic Chinese into academic examination, and how to investigate the state and Chinese society as a construct
and representation rather than “priori” background of field work. Based on the author’s field research of the
“field” of Lower Min River and nearby waters, the essay sketches the outline of an interlocking model
centering “ritual” and its significance as a socio-cultural mechanism. It argues that the “floating other” is the
origin of the “sense of history” of Sinological anthropology. The essay also attempts to explore the possibility
of constructing a “Chinese ritual-social theory” based on the investigation of such as a “sense of history. ”

Key words: Sinological anthropology, floating other, sense of history, ritual-social theory
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