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Interest in using anthropological concepts and points of view in historical studies,
or in practicing a genuine historical anthropology, has been manifested in recent
years in numerous publications. Interdisciplinary experiments like these have
long been necessary in social studies and the humanities and have proved fruitful
in several areas. Many central, but often hidden, cultural and social aspects of
the structures of daily life have in this way been brought to light and analysed
historically. However, it is pointed out in the article that the uncritical borrowing
of concepts based on different theoretical foundations, which so often seems to
prevail in much historico-anthropological work, will very soon become a stum-
bling-block to any further development of this ‘new’ history. If the new studies of
people’s many-faceted everyday lives are to have any future as an academic field
of research, we must first clarify the social conditions of existence which are fun-
damental to one way of life or another before we can hope to interpret the content
of the symbols, attitudes and consciousness of the various categories. This will
create an initial shift of interest away from comparative and cognitive studies of
the empirical subcultural phenomena themselves and towards the study of
structure in the various daily lives and their social and cultural expression.
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have suffered the fate (at the hands of anthro-

History + Anthropology = Historical
Anthropology?

Given that anthropology has traditionally
studied totalities and interrelationships in cul-
ture and society, and that history has been
concerned with ‘the past’ in the process of
change and in particular states, one would ex-
pect what is at the moment termed historical
anthropology to focus on change and perma-
nence in an integrated study of systems of so-
ciety and culture. At first sight this sounds at-
tractive and apt. Yet students of what we call
historical anthropology are a very heterogen-
eous band who really do not need to have much
to say to one another. Many of the works in
this genre that have been written by historians

32

pologists) of being criticized for borrowing and
using social-science concepts that are not very
well-defined; while the studies that have been
written by anthropologists have often corhe
under hard attack (from historians) for offhand
treatment of the historical material. On the
other hand, anthropologists have won distinc-
tion within their own circles by dealing with
their problems diachronically, and historians
have claimed the attention of their colleagues
by analysing otherwise unnoticed aspects of so-
cial life.

Many will perhaps answer this by saying
that it is only a matter of time and scholarly in-
teraction until we see a theoretically defensible
integration of the two disciplines. Yet it is



doubtful whether the dilemma is due to each
discipline’s lack of familiarity with the related
subject, or whether the obstacles to under-
standing are constituted by factors at present
inherent in the two subjects and their theoret-
ical and methodological traditions. In an article
entitled ‘History + Anthropology = Historical
Anthropology? I have attempted to focus on
the problematical aspects of trying to create a
new discipline or field of study by adding to-
gether two already-existing, but not particu-
larly well-defined subjects (Christiansen
1983)".

Some have even claimed that what we are
faced with at present is nothing less than the
advent of a new paradigm. It appears to me
that if historical anthropology in the proper
sense is to have any future, it must become ca-
pable of defining an object of study that is
other than, or at least better articulated than
what the disciplines of history and anthro-
pology normally take as their objects. This is a
tall order, and may seem unfair to demand in
the present climate of new departures. Yet if in
future we are not to jump from one intellectual
upheaval to the next on successive waves of
scholarly fashion, it is essential that we begin a
more fundamental discussion of what, if any-
thing, constitutes or should constitute the new
departure.

If we consider the studies that have been
published in recent years it is clear that, be-
sides the interest in a more global space in-
spired by the Marxist-initiated centre/pe-
riphery issue, attention is being turned to a
new type of intensive investigation of partic-
ularized smaller localities or neglected aspects
of social life. While many anthropologists have
turned their backs on their former present-ori-
ented community studies and come to grips
with ‘larger systems’ and studies of long
stretches of time, a considerable number of his-
torians have begun to take an interest in the
classic synchronic micro-studies of anthropol-
ogists. Notice has been taken of the so-called
‘unofficial’ groups such as bandits or women, of
exotic and at first sight hard-to-understand
social forms such as witchceraft and popular re-
volts, and many aspects of everyday life such
as childhood and symbolic rituals. Themes like
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these have not often been the objects of aca-
demic research in the past. Just as centre/pe-
riphery studies almost inevitably must turn
their practitioners into historians, insofar as
they are interested in the emergence, types
and consequences of relations between satel-
lites and metropoles, it makes sense that histo-
rians have attempted to build on the mass of
ethnographical studies of primitive societies
whose aim has been precisely to encapsulate
and integrate the various aspects of everyday
life that now interest historians. It is in large
part thanks to the inspiration from anthro-
pology that we can at present observe the
emergence of the ‘new’ historical studies of
diet, sexuality, the body, death, poorhouse in-
mates, kinship, informal coercion, total institu-
tions, consciousness and the various forms of
counterculture.

There seems to have arisen a certain con-
sensus that aspects like those mentioned above
have been almost totally lacking in our his-
torical scholarship. Even in what we call social
history they have rarely been touched upon.
However, it is now considered legitimate to
study them, if only because by so doing one is
helping to ‘fill gaps’. Yet it is apparently an
extra incentive even in specialist circles at the
moment that one can become the object of flat-
tering attention by writing about the exotic,
the remarkable and elements of bourgeois
culture otherwise hedged around with tabus.
The greatest problem for researchers now
seems to be how they can, employing ordinary,
meagre, historical sources (often of official pro-
venance), extract facts about mnon-official
groups, daily pursuits, popular traditions, etc.
One must learn to read the sources in a new
way, or perhaps even find new types of sources.
The quest for the so-called ‘good archives’
might almost be said to entail the claim that
fresh archives are a precondition of a new type
of historiography?.

As I see the situation, however, the over-
rinding problem is situated elsewhere, in the
very issue of why and in what context we
study, say, vagabonds and the household or
death and mentality. The themes are at-
tractive from a literary point of view; but it
seems an almost naive stance to claim that we
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should investigate them just to render history
more ‘complete’. Such a view is grounded in an
empiricism which is in principle never satisfied
until everything has been researched histor-
ically and spatially. Everyone knows that this
is an illusory and vain objective. So-called ‘total
everyday life’ does not involve a description of
everything between heaven and earth (cf.
Ludtke 1982: 42). It must rather be regarded
as involving an analysis of essential economic,
political and ideological relations in the struc-
tures of daily life, as certain French historians
have expressed it. And what is essential is not
determined by the empirical data per se, but by
the theoretical conceptions inherent in the re-
searcher’s Problemstellung. The totality and
its interrelations do not emerge automatically
when one adds the individual concrete parts to-
gether. The totality is something more than
the sum of its parts, or perhaps more correctly
something else. It is a system or principle that
the researcher constructs, and which he can la-
ter examplify using the empirical material. If it
is claimed that the study of the poor or of death
are ‘essential’ for our understanding of society,
or ‘revealing’ of a particular period-specific
view of culture, we must also account for why
this is so. If one does not do this explicitly, one’s
propositions become in effect nothing but pos-
tulates, and anyone will be able to claim with
as much justification that there are other as-
pects, central for them, that are ‘essential’ or
‘revealing’. It is one man’s argument against
another’s, and what makes one more plausible
than the other is not predicated on the nature
of either’s material, but purely on the logical
consistency of the author’s conceptual mode of
arguing.

Not until we shift the main interest from the
more or less exotic empirical phenomena to the
principles underlying the social and cultural
totality which conditions their realization will
we begin to move towards a genuine new de-
parture from much of the older humanistic and
social research. The study of the individual
‘parts’ of society, for example the various sub-
cultures, actually prevents the researcher from
understanding the totality which we refer to
with the very concept of ‘society’. Here there
seems to have been no change since the days of
traditional cultural history.
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Most of the historico-anthropological studies
appear, however, to be rooted in an anthrop-
ological structural-functionalism from which
anthropology itself has been struggling to free
itself for over a generation. True, historians —
and others — need to establish coherence in
chaotic material; but at the same time as they
take over concepts of function, need and sche-
matic social categories from the old anthrop-
ological studies, they also incorporate the func-
tionalist’s organic view of social phenomena,
which is in fact a precondition of that disci-
plinary tradition’s division of society into indi-
viduals, relations and empirical aspects that
are seen as parts of the totality. This school has
been much criticized for its static conceptions
of society and culture, and its concepts will
probably soon turn out to be incompatible with
much of the ‘new’ historical interest in conflict-
conscious societal analysis that is also capable
of explaining change, not only in the many
social and cultural forms, but also in the
structure itself.

It is laudable, and indispensable for scientific
progress, that we burst out of old disciplinary
straitjackets that have often been developed in
circumstances determined by powerful ideolog-
ical and politico-historical factors; but even if
at first it seems that borrowing from a cognate
discipline can provide an enormous boost to
one’s own, is often happens that one borrows
some of the other disciplines’ fundamental
problems, which in the next phase can con-
stitute obstacles to the whole new departure
one thought was within reach. Admittedly the
two disciplines can learn from each other; but
as far as I can see we must become more scepti-
cal about what we want to learn and why we
want to learn it. I cannot therefore quite share
in the enthusiasm that exists at present for the
‘new’ history and integrated historico-anthro-
pological fields of research, even though I have
myself — as far as certain areas are concerned —
advocated a fusion of approaches from the two
disciplines (cf. Christiansen 1978a & b).

In our own subject, European ethnology, we
have been witness in recent years to both great
interest in the new interdisciplinary cooper-
ation and to a rather critical attitude to the
historico-anthropological studies. One group of



critics claims that for ethnologists, who inherit
a long tradition of historical studies of culture,
there is nothing new in historical anthropo-
logy. Ethnology is in itself historical and an-
thropological. This was true in its culture-his-
torically oriented formative years, and is still
true in today’s interdisciplinary circles. In
practice this criticism is difficult to take quite
seriously. Even if ethnology, given its name,
ought to be the logical study of human life, we
must admit that our discipline has been cha-
racterized to a great extent both by unsys-
tematic and atomistic studies. We have fol-
lowed a pursuit which has sought to turn to ac-
count the advances made at various times in
linguistics, cultural geography, history and an-
thropology, without to any appreciable extent
developing an independent or (in conjunction
with others) coherent conceptual apparatus.
Since the days of the historico-geographical
school the subject can hardly be said to have
been a focus for any major scholarly consensus.
Looking at Scandinavian ethnology alone,
work is being done on such a variety of themes
and in so many different ways that one may le-
gitimately wonder what it is that binds eth-
nology together. Towards what goal are we ac-
tually working? At first it was functionalism
that split the discipline, and later various post-
functionalist tendencies questioned whether a
science of culture could be practiced at all
within the old framework in terms of which
ethnology — in the textbook material — is still
defined.

Since most of ethnology has neither shown
greater concern for what constitutes interre-
lationships and systems, nor formed any idea
of what historical studies, understood as the
study of structures and transformations, en-
tail, it is doubtful whether one can take the lib-
erty of criticizing those (i.e. historical anthro-
pologists) among whom we see work being
done here and now on studies which at least
touch on these problems. Ethnology’s tradi-
tional historical studies of cultural elements or
social institutions are something quite differ-
ent from what current historical anthropology
is working with, although even in this area
studies can be found that are strongly remi-
niscent of classic ethnological results.

g*

Other critics, with whom I am more in sym-
pathy, have questioned whether it is possible
to create a new kind of historical, sociocultural
science by borrowing often diverse (especially
functionalist and structuralist) concepts and
elements which at first sight seem to lend co-
herence to concrete historical work. They have
also asked just what history is and how it is
practiced when it is structures and their trans-
formations that hold our interest. History
cannot simply be defined, in the name of in-
clusiveness, as the analysis of the past. History
must have an object if it is not to end up as a
chronological omnium gatherum whose practi-
tioners are primarily bound together by the
temporal dimension and common disciplinary
working techniques. If it is the logic and trans-
formation of societies and cultures that
concern us, it will become hard to pinpoint an
object that is specifically ‘historical’, in which
case we shall be unable to make a clear sci-
entific distinction between the subject of
history and the (traditionally) more present-
day oriented social and cultural sciences.

In both the historical and the present-ori-
ented social-science disciplines we are experi-
encing an ever-greater fragmentation not only
in terms of the topics studied, but also of the
types of conceptual apparatus employed. Many
papers are riddled with concepts which in real-
ity make disjecta membra of the studies, as the
concepts cannot be logically dovetailed. This
means that the framework of the main argu-
ment falls apart. For one sub-problem a struc-
tural interpretation is perhaps used; for an-
other a need-oriented functionalist explana-
tion; and for a third perhaps a frame of refer-
ence taken from social psychology. The author
may even perhaps make a virtue of presenting
himself as theoretically undogmatical (sic/).
There is, however, nothing specifically ethno-
logical about such reservations: this dilemma
is just as serious in the cognate disciplines as in
our subject. It is what Cohn has termed epis-
temological anarchy (Cohn 1980: 216).

Taking stock: some comments

I am well aware that this objection will be
somewhat unpopular, inasmuch as more and
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more voices are being raised in favour of the
great opportunities accruing from a combina-
tion of the two subjects. Yet it seems to be the
same arguments that are repeated again and
again, explicitly or implicitly, in current
writing on the issue. Some of the latest reflec-
tions from the international arena are com-
ments from an Italian conference in 1980 on
‘Anthropology and History in the 1980s’ pub-
lished in the Journal of Interdisciplinary His-
tory (XII, 2 (1981)). Despite positive com-
mitment from all the widely recognized con-
tributors, clear differences emerge between the
historians Natalie Z. Davis and Carlo
Ginzburg on the one side and the anthropol-
ogists Bernard S. Cohn and John W. Adams on
the other. Even though these researchers do
not represent all the points of view exhausti-
vely, their arguments and their work reflect
general characteristics of the problem. Davis
makes it very clear what she thinks she can
learn, as a historian, from anthropology. The
advantages are: 1) close observation of living
processes of social interaction; 2) ways of trans-
lating symbolic behaviour; 3) view of how the
parts of a societal system fit together; and 4)
knowledge of material from cultures far from
her own (Davis 1981: 267). Giving many exam-
ples, she mentions how phenomena in the past
which historians have hitherto characterized
as irrational can be explained if the researcher
shows sympathetic insight into how societies of
the past have interwoven what we in ordinary
present-day language call the social, legal and
cultural dimensions, and how anthropological
concepts in particular can be used in such in-
vestigations. Her own research on popular con-
flict, violence and ideologies with non-official
roots demonstrates fully how an undogmatical,
polycultural basic attitude can open up av-
enues leading to discoveries of new meaningful
configurations in old archive material, and
how this makes itself felt in new formulations
of factual problems and thereby in a new and
different type of historiography.

Ginzburg is concerned with several of the
same ideas, although they are less concisely
formulated (Ginzburg 1981). He also mentions
that the new tendency towards the revival of
narrative history is directly influenced by the
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anthropologists’ concentrated case studies and
analyses. The fragmentation of history that is
the result of these ‘thick descriptions’ is, he
thinks, the price that must be paid for in-
creased understanding of (and feeling for?) the
relations between phenomena, studies of
which can even take the form of directly indi-
vidual-oriented descriptions of ideational
universes’. In another context Ginzburg has
attempted to isolate a paradigm peculiar to the
humanist and social sciences, directed towards
the qualitative and the unique (Ginzburg
1980).

Davis and Ginzburg are to my mind histo-
rians whose works function pre-eminently as
disciplinary appetizers, but who, perhaps in-
voluntarily, through their borrowing from an-
thropology and psychology, have been instru-
mental in the wholesale incorporation of
exceedingly problematical functionalist con-
cepts. If ‘the revival of narrative’ or the study
of the cosmologies of specific individuals are to
be understood as anything more than an at-
tempt at some form of engaged, coherent em-
pirical account of states of affairs, processes or
experiental relationships etc., then it surely
begins to resemble a regression to the histo-
riography of the last century. The author pro-
vides us with a sympathetic account of a par-
ticular environment or ambience, but allows
the analysis itself to vanish into thin air. Pre-
cision and understanding are subordinated to
the quality of the experience.

The anthropologists Cohn and Adams are
considerably more reserved in their enthu-
siasm, even if they think that the phenomenon
known as historical anthropology has come to
stay, and consequently both tend to revert to
this field of study in their contributions. Cohn
very understandably seeks help in the tradi-
tions of his own discipline and argues, invoking
the better contributions to so-called
ethnohistory?, that the issues of anthropology
necessitate a historical dimension. He also
points out, in his usual good-humouredly po-
lemical fashion, not only the ethnocentrism of
the classical historical tradition, but also the
somewhat naive use of historical material by
many anthropologists, and their employment
of decontextualized fragments of historical



knowledge as ‘proof’ or illustration of their own
preconceived present-day theses and points of
view (Cohn 1981: 234f, 241). At several points
he warns historians, citing the historian E. P.
Thompson, against making use of old and per-
haps problematical concepts from anthropol-
ogy.

But on this point Adams in considerably
more condemnatory. He directly accuses histo-
rians of having misused many anthropological
concepts that they have wrenched from their
contexts, and expresses some disappointment
at always seeing C. Geertz, V. Turner and M.
Douglas trundled out by historians, whereas
many of the anthropologists with most salience
in current controversies apparently hold little
or no interest (Adams 1981: 253). This means
that the two disciplines in fact, in the present
state of the theories, have very little to discuss,
even if they perhaps draw their inspiration
from one and the same scholarly tradition.
Adams goes so far as to say that if historians
borrow from anthropology, it should be with
the intention of developing the concepts bor-
rowed and of making, in return, a contribution
to the development of the discipline (Adams
1981: 265).

On this point Davis takes an almost com-
pletely opposite view, which deserves to be
quoted at full length, as it probably covers the
points of view of many others. She writes:

“There are, of course, hazards in the historian’s
drawing upon anthropology. One is sometimes
raised by anthropologists themselves: histo-
rians are eclectic in their choice of mentors;
they mix together indifferently ideas from pro-
fessional opponents, from demographic and
economic determinists and symbolic analysts,
from those stressing meaning and language
and those stressing function and power, from
those who believe in evolutionary stages in
culture and from those who do not. This does
not seem to be a major problem. Historians will
surely want to be aware of the different schools
of anthropological interpretation (and of an-
thropological eclecticism) and integrate them
effectively into their own vision of social organ-
ization. Surely we must read ethnographical
material with enough care to understand the

argument and the evidence for it. But need we
import all the special reservations that an-
throplogists have about each other’s work or
all their infighting, any more than they need to
import ours?” (Davis 1981: 273).

In a well-known interview Davis has also for-
mulated the same theme clearly as follows:

“As for the theories I bring, say, about how the
parts of a society fit together or about the
sources of change, some of them are inevitably
in very great tension with the perceptions of
the people of the time. But when I can, I use
language that has a resonance for both
periods. For example, in my ‘Body Social’
paper, I introduced some ideas from network
theory, but as soon as I could I began talking
about Catholic arteries and umbilical cords
and Protestant nerves and muscles. Also I
guess I am eclectic in the theories I accept. I
use the ones that give me the best leverage in a
given situation. This means I don’t have to
worry about stuffing my people into a single
scheme.” (Davis 1980: 132f).

In the light of the internal debates in the disci-
plines the two scholars’ views must inevitably
provide food for thought. Personally I find it
hard to follow Davis when she claims that
there is no great problem in integrating the
views and conceptual apparatuses of different
schools of thought, and that historians (and
others too, for that matter) are aware of what
they are doing in such situations. In practice
we see almost the exact opposite. All sorts of
things are often jumbled together (this is also
true of the borrowing in recent ethnology) and
this is one of the reasons why it is impossible to
develop the conceptual apparatus Adams calls
for. When Davis speaks of integrating the
viewpoints of various anthropological schools
into the individual historian’s own vision of a
given social organization, it is a clear example
of how research in this case is not aimed at the
development of the science, but that one vision
is as good as another. It is the taste of the indi-
vidual researcher that decides this, not the
inner logic of the concepts. One culls ideas from
conceptual bouquets and creates one’s own vi-
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sion. The concepts are used in this type of re-
search to juxtapose elements from the em-
pirical material in a new way, and to admit for-
merly intractable material so that it can be
subsumed within the empirical field of the dis-
cipline. This is what has happened with the
study of the so-called unofficial groups, in re-
search on mentalités, in narrative history, etc.
Certainly, we have been presented in this way
with many so-called ‘stimulating’ and ‘imagi-
native’ studies, and many seem to be satisfied
with that. But in reality we must surely ask
ourselves if we really think that scholarship in
general or our respective disciplines are
moving forward by simply piling up new exotic
material or by the serving up of old data by re-
searchers in a new piquant dressing.

Academic pursuits like these can in fact be
regarded as a form of misuse of conceptual
tools, and really also help to sow confusion in
the surrounding world. Everything has been
reversed, as it now seems to be the empirical
material that controls the influx of (more or
less arbitrary) concepts, not the theory in
which the concepts are grounded that orders
the empirical material so that we can specify
new problem areas, which in their turn require
us to develop new concepts. It is on the latter
aspect that Adams invites historians and
others to join in concentrating attention. We
cannot begrudge Adams that his own con-
ceptual apparatus is closest to his thoughts;
and it is for that matter irrelevant as far as the
more fundamental argument is concerned.

If historical anthropology is to be anything
more than a passing phenomenon it cannot
live on borrowings that often lack consistency,
or in a situation where concepts may be im-
ported from several (incompatible) theoretical
schools. It must create its own object of re-
search and develop a more or less independent
conceptual apparatus to deal with it. Oth-
erwise it will become a new fictive construct
built up on old ideological ones such as history,
anthropology, ethnology and others. We call
them disciplines, but over the years we have
experienced greater and greater difficulty in
explaining the differences between them. To
my mind there are no differences, considering
them as sciences, but there are great diffe-
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rences in the historical traditions of the disci-
plines. And it is these differences that help to
muddy the picture and enable us to identify
ideologically with one or the other sub-disci-
pline.

If a practitioner of one subject borrows con-
cepts which may in the source discipline be the
products of many years of discussion, with all
the reservations, limitations on fields of appli-
cation and codices of use that often grow out of
this type of concept-developing work, the bor-
rower’ must take these reflections seriously. If
one attempts to cut corners, without under-
standing the presuppositions and contexts of
the imported material, then one is surely prac-
ticing a form of disciplinary ethnocentrism.
And how can one join in the developing of
something whose preconditions one at bottom
does not understand? Even though I have
great admiration for Davis’ intentions, some of
her views will have incalculable consequences
for the scientific rigour of research — if one is
really to believe what she writes!

Everyday life and the study of life-
modes

Cohn concludes his abovementioned article by
drawing attention to the fact that it is not dif-
ficult to find areas of research of common in-
terest to historians and anthropologists®,
whereas it is considerably harder to delimit an
epistemological space for a true historical an-
thropology. Historians wish to use anthro-
pology to round out their history, and anthro-
pologists to use history to see their ‘timeless’
(primitive) cultures in terms of change. Here
he tries to find a common platform by advo-
cating a (structural?) delineation of cultures
and their location in historical time through
the study of events which affect and transform
structures and the explanation of the con-
sequences of these transformations (Cohn
1981: 251f). This is quite a mouthful®. In fact it
is also a rather vague suggestion, since he ap-
parently considers both events and structures
as empirical phenomena, where the former in-
fluence (and change) the latter. This is by and
large the same hermeneutic-functional con-



struction some of the Annales school argued
for thirty years ago.

Adams predicts that coming years will see a
type of research where the disciplines of his-
tory and anthropology will themselves become
the objects of critical investigation. Intentions
like these have already begun to manifest
themselves in several countries, and there can
hardly be any doubt that a clarification of the
peculiarities of development within one’s own
discipline, its ideological ballast, and its broad-
ly political shortcomings can be both necessary
and liberating for future work. Thereafter
Adams visualizes an emerging ethnology that
will subject the ordinary and what he calls
folklife to an analysis aimed at establishing
basic principles. This ethnology should not, like
the old disciplines, seek out the exotic, the
primitive, the extraordinary or the untypical
events. It should describe the common sense of
culture and show how and when it was institu-
tionalized. Adams sees this as an extension of
Foucault’s more particularized studies. As far
as I understand his further predictions, an-
thropologists will be especially interested in a
kind of basic history of structures (history
without people) and processual history’ — how-
ever that is to be understood precisely. Social
historians are summarily given the choice be-
tween becoming anthropologists (in time) or
being nothing (Adams 1981: 261, 265).

When Adams speaks of ordinary folklife as a
unifying empirical field of research, I imagine
that he thus seeks to unite several existing dis-
ciplines in the study of one of the most central
social and cultural factors, and one which
scholars in our Western society have in fact
rarely attempted to operationalize coherently
either in the social sciences or in the human-
ities. It is this field of study, integrated at all
levels of society, that younger researchers in
Germany, England and Denmark, for ex-
ample, have begun to take an interest in under
the general heading of everyday life in the
history of society.

This heading refers to the fact that ‘the ev-
eryday’ does not just consist of random hap-
penings, of the general actions of profit-maxi-
mizing individuals or of the sum of the day’s
events. The central focus is the structured and

thereby integrated way of life pursued by cer-
tain categories of people, often from birth to
death and perhaps through generations. And
this way of life, whether in the present or the
past, can not be viewed from particular angles
such as those which have formed genres like
economic, social and cultural history or cultu-
ral sociology. This integrated life is a struc-
tured totality — not as a self-sufficient morpho-
logical entity, but in the society that conditions
it and which it also helps to condition. This is
what is meant by the term ‘history of society’.
One might just as well, if one so wished, call it
social ethnology.

Yet when one speaks of such a loosely de-
fined entity as ‘everyday life’ one would do well
to recall N. Davis’ warnings against ethnocen-
trism. For we are not confronted, as many
modern politicians and social workers would
have us believe, with ‘the everyday life of the
population’ or the like. There are many ways of
living and many contemporaneous ideologies,
and neither today nor during the Renaissance
can these be reduced to the new (but in reality
old) conception of a popular versus an élite cul-
ture. These studies of the Zeitgeist or mentalité
of various periods have not demonstrated
much explanatory power when it comes to ac-
counting for clashes of interest and antag-
onisms within society (especially within the so-
called élite culture). First we have to specify
clearly what we mean by ‘people’ and account
for the position of the various groups as re-
gards the division of labour, for their con-
ditions of existence and the goals of their en-
deavours, before we can understand the cul-
tural models by means of which they under-
stand themselves and their society. By so doing
we shall see how the hegemonic term ‘popular
culture’ falls to pieces in our hands. It is not
what everyone does that is interesting if we
seek to understand the totality of a society and
its complexity. What we must focus on are
those things which distinguish sharply (ide-
ologically and culturally) between different
social categories — the specific in the multifa-
rious ways of living. But if we do not wish, as
has so often been the case, to turn the statis-
tically less representative modes of everyday
life into subcultures (i.e. the untypical) we are
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obliged to show how the individual modes are
synchronically dependent on other modes; i.e.
to explain the background of their existence,
both historically and in their own time, and
how they can be conditioned by one another. It
is studies like these that Copenhagen ethnol-
ogists, albeit employing a variety of theoretical
approaches, have begun to work with in recent
years in the new life-mode analyses (Chris-
tiansen 1982; Groth & Mgllgaard 1982;
Mpgllgaard 1984; Hgjrup 1983a & b). What is
characteristic of these studies, among other
things, is that they deal with several contem-
poraneous life-modes by showing that we can
only analyse them as structural forms, not as
need-psychological individual forms; and by
challenging the evolutionistic view, repre-
sented by older research and current social
policy, that some of these life-modes are more
archaic or non-contemporary than others’.

All researchers are familiar with the expe-
rience of finding, in archive material or in the
field, ways of living that are divergent and per-
haps even remarkable at first glance. Some
choose perhaps to turn a blind eye to them as
so-called ‘atypical’ modes of life; others perhaps
seek them out deliberately. However this may
be, there seems to exist an ever-greater schism
between the intent to produce conflict-con-
scious societal descriptions and the current
community-study oriented documentation of
various subcultures which are analysed ‘an-
thropologically’. How can a link be established
between them? In this case it is as far as I can
see fruitless to believe that the link lies buried
in collections of material that we have as yet to
discover. Links are not things that simply ‘ex-
ist’, but things that we construct on the basis of
our conceptual approach. After so doing we can
then exemplify the relations using our factual
material.

If ethnologists in recent years have moved
beyond their traditional fields of work, it is not
because they have abandoned their former in-
terests, but because the theoretical issue of co-
herence has forced them to do so. In his monu-
mental work Det glemte folk (The Forgotten
People) for example, T. Hgjrup begins his de-
tailed account of three life-modes with an ana-
lysis of why and how there can be different but
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equally logical ways of living in the same so-
ciety (Hgjrup 1983). Internal coherence is thus
established conceptually and explicitly inter-
preted.

Such an interpretation can afford us in the
first instance an overview of the social scope
for the existence of fundamentally different
(major) life-modes. It can then tell us which
life-modes (classes, categories) the social
structure in question is predicated on in order
to exist in the form in which we find it. Only in
this way can terms like aristocracy, workers,
peasants, travellers, or aspects such as the
family, work, wages or tabus be given precise
meaning, inasmuch as they do not represent
universals, but categories and aspects that
exist in quite definite structural situations and
which can have different -culture-specific
content for different life-modes.

Yet from this one cannot deduce how each of
the various life-modes is organized internally.
We are then obliged to analyse how the indi-
vidual life-modes themselves structure certain
activities and ideological and cultural con-
ceptions in quite specific ways. Only then do
those features which seem strange to people
who live in other ways become comprehensible.
And it is only against such a background that
we can begin to understand those conflicts, pol-
itical or ideological in nature, of which every
society — past or present — provides such clear
examples. These conflicts manifest themselves
in many ways: as power struggles, revolts,
demonstrations; in contempt, indulgence,
passive resistance, administrative dominance,
propaganda, ‘public information campaigns’;
through linguistic codes, the semiotics of dress,
etc. But if we operate with simplistic dicho-
tomies like ‘people’ and ‘élite’ or with mono-
cultural concepts like ‘living conditions’ many
of these activities and signs will simply be in-
comprehensible.

This type of study of the many varieties of
daily life is not a revolt against the so-called
‘sterile theoretical studies’ of the 1970s, which
bring into profile the interest within some of
our sister disciplines in the everyday life of or-
dinary people. In a difficult situation where ex-
isting theories are not initially able to capture
the multiplicity of cultural forms, the answer is



not to abandon the theoretical task, but to de-
velop the theory. Otherwise the result is some
form of chaos, or mere empiricism or phenome-
nology. The analysis of society and the study of
culture are not two distinct academic fields.
They are one and the same thing, as long as
one remembers that society is in culture and
culture exists within society. They are, so to
speak, two angles from which we can analyse
the same factors. Life-mode analyses are cha-
racterized precisely by the fact that the re-
searchers proceed from quite definite assump-
tions (which are rooted in definite theoretical
presuppositions) about the nature of the social
interrelations that form the matrices for our
life-modes. Here, then, it is the life-modes
themselves which ‘come out different’, so to
speak, from the same analysis; not, as with
Davis, the theories that vary according to how
‘fruitful’ they are when applied to varying em-
pirical forms. If anyone is in any doubt about
the hazards of ill-considered and theoretically
eclectic interpretations of everyday life, the
history of ethnology itself probably supplies
the most voluminous corpus of examples. Here
it can be clearly seen what happens when the
empirical material is given primacy over
theory instead of the opposite.

There is no reason to feel ashamed that eth-
nology has been through almost every kind of
problem related to the borrowing of concepts
and parts of theories which seemed promising
at first, only to prove in the end fateful rather
than fruitful. Now, when researchers from
many disciplines are interested in closely re-
lated fields of study, it should be unnecessary
for others to have to experience the same prob-
lems. If I speak of these things as problems we
have in common, it is still because our re-
spective disciplines are not different sciences.
Yet this does not necessarily mean that fac-
ulties or departments should be merged or that
everyone should be doing the same things.
There is every reason to preserve good institu-
tional disciplinary settings, even though their
present form may seem arbitrary in some re-
spects. But now that it looks as if our studies
will oblige us to cross traditional disciplinary
boundaries, we shall be faced with the chal-
lenge of having to explain ourselves to a much

greater extent in this inter-institutional con-
text, in which case we cannot expect to under-
stand one another on the basis of a purely
factual presentation of the material, where the
implicit theoretical content is only detectable
by the closed circle of our disciplinary col-
leagues, or through the use of concepts whose
content is defined very differently by each of
us. If we really are serious about wanting to es-
tablish communication with people from other
disciplines, we must be much more ready to ac-
count for — and perhaps to rethink — the con-
ceptual grounding that structures our mate-
rial. Only against this background can terms
like mentality, daily life and popular culture
have any real content.

Notes

1. The first third of the present paper is a short
summary of the article in question, which only
exists in Danish. Otherwise this article is a re-
vised version of a lecture given at the 23rd Scan-
dinavian Congress of Folklorists and Ethnologists
in 1983 with the theme ‘New roads, new horizons,
new fields of work’. For an overview of the his-
torico-anthroplogical field of study see Gaunt
1982.

2. There are many researchers who hope their for-
tunes are made if they too, like Carlo Ginzburg,
can find their own Menocchio, or like Le Roy La-
durie can produce an archive like the one on
which Montaillou is based. As I see it, there are
no scientific grounds for such expectations. To
take Ladurie’s impressive works as an example, it
is less Montaillou than The Peasants of Langue-
doc (written at the beginning of the 1960s) that
has helped to further the course of research. The
Languedoc study was a pioneering work in its ap-
proach, which attempted to integrate a regional
history of ecology, demography, social groups and
cultural forms while also wanting to account for
(cyclical) change over a period of great transfor-
mations. The problem was to study function and
change at the same time. Compared with this,
Montaillou is a rather loosely synchronic, func-
tionalist ethnographic study (partly inspired by
the anthropology of the 50s) of a small medieval
town in the South of France, which is primarily
determined by a lively body of archive material.
One must obviously admit that the material in
each section is presented in a stimulating
manner, but the author’s aim was not to con-
tribute to any current discussion or develop any
new coherent method of analysis that his col-
leagues could use in other studies. The reader is
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only given the opportunity to concentrate on the
unique material and the style. Considered as an
academic treatise, I have difficulty in seeing how
the study can take us any further. Ladurie
himself maintains that he considers the book as a
history of ordinary people, but that is something
quite different from a history of society and cul-
ture.

. It should be noted that these studies of mentalité
—i.e. what J. Le Goff partly following Durkheim
calls the impersonal in the conceptual world of the
individual — are arousing great interest at the mo-
ment, especially among many historians of ideas,
literary scholars and psychologists. It is charac-
teristic that those researchers who are not profes-
sional historians or anthropologists often seem to
wish to deal with mentalité ‘in its own right’ —as a
form of unwritten history of ideas. As an explan-
atory tool they often use a quite problematical
psychoanalytical framework for their studies, and
some even attempt to establish a disciplinary con-
tinuity going back to L. Febvre’s early interest in
the psychological perspective on historical person-
alities’ cognitive social limits of the possible. If the
first and second generations of Annales historians
were concerned with mentalité, it was not just be-
cause they found this topic, among others, inter-
esting, but because the study of people’s ide-
ological conceptual worlds was necessary to un-
derstand the everyday economic and social pat-
terns in which French historians were among the
first to take an interest. They wanted to conceive
society as a totality which had to be described
from the inside in order to gain understanding of
the integrating nature of the environment. Orig-
inally mentalité was identical with what anthro-
pologists call culture. Later the Annales tradition
was split into several factions and the content of
the word mentalité became extremely difficult to
deal with. P. Ariés says in a very informative and
revealing article that the new studies of mentalité,
concerned with older, collective ‘popular’ ide-
ational worlds and institutions, have become as
popular as they have because of the unconscious
frustrations of historians over their failure to un-
derstand the genesis of modern society (Aries
1978). If this is true, mentalité studies serve a
purpose that is more social-therapeutic than
scientific.

. The concept of ethnohistory was first used by
American anthropologists in the 1940s. It refers
in particular to a combination of present-day eth-
nographical studies of non-European societies
with historical investigations of colonial gov-
ernment archives, local administration material,
oral tradition, written records and where nec-
essary archaeological findings (Cohn 1968: 440f;
1981: 234). For an example of a more recent ini-
tiative see Sider 1980.

. With further reference to Cohn 1980, we can
mention a number of aspects such as the sym-
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bolism of public places, the idioms of power, hon-
our, authority, exchange systems, the construc-
tion of time and space, rituals, social classification
systems, and representations in general.

. I do not know whether Cohn is trying here to ac-

comodate offshoots of the centre/periphery con-
troversy, or whether the argument should be seen
as more isolated. To my mind the three following
tendencies are the most striking:

i) Very generally, it can be said that the interest
of the anthropological disciplines in a new his-
torical anthropology is grounded in a new ‘awa-
reness’ that all present-day (or contemporaneous)
local conditions cannot be explained on the basis
of other present-day (or contemporaneous) cir-
cumstances. This is why the wish has arisen to
study these factors again in time or through time,
yet in a much more total (societally integrated)
way than before. The boundaries of the static
community-oriented approach are broken down
and a specific local culture is analysed, for ex-
ample in relation to the historical (or global) domi-
nation — and the response to it — which the locality
in question has been subjected to by a powerful
colonial state. Such studies can lead to a radical
rethinking of evolutionary processes in primitive
societies, the genesis of civilization and the re-
gional structures of global cultural systems. But
often we are presented more with external his-
tory’s effect on a given society than with the so-
ciety’s own (integrated) history.

Here many anthropologists often refer to the
Schneider family’s analysis of mafia and cultural
codes in Sicily (Schneider and Schneider 19786).
Throughout an exposition covering over 500 years
they try to show the development of local social
and cultural forms and their adaptation to Sicily’s
marginal position in the perspective of a world
system, as a complete parallel to Wallerslein’s re-
search. Here history is introduced by means of a
theoretical perspective, but in a very simple and
often rather inflexible form. The specification of
the theory according to Sicilian conditions is not
very explicit, so the use of rather dubious sec-
ondary historical accounts of local conditions is
not particularly convincing. An alternative use of
this type of empirical material would require an
extraordinarily specific theoretical analysis for
the reader to be convinced of the consistency of
the arguments. The authors’ intention with the
study is clear and fully acceptable, but both the-
oretically and empirically the reasoning and dem-
onstrations are not very exemplary for a new
history or anthropology.

ii) Concurrently with intentions like these we
also note an interest in an integrated historical di-
mension in locally or regionally based investiga-
tions in literate societies. It is once again the ap-
preciation of present-day problem-complexes that
has obliged anthropologists to resort to ‘historical
explanations’ and thus also to diachronic studies



of the history of these localities themselves. The
central methodical focus here is the awareness
that, if one really has to explain a phenomenon di-
achronically, the explanatory vocabulary (i.e. the
theory and its conceptual apparatus) must be the
same in the historical account as in the present-
day study. Practice proves, however, that it is so-
ciologically very difficult to analyse, for example,
a locality diachronically using the same concepts
as anthropology employs in its present-day field-
work. And it is absolutely necessary, if the study
is to be methodically coherent. Otherwise the
result will simply be a book that falls into sep-
arate sections: a local-historical and a synchronic
ethnographical one. For a fruitful attempt at a
historical explanation of a present-day lifestyle
and collective consciousness (civiltd) in an Italian
town see Silverman 1975. Silverman has also ex-
cellently demonstrated elsewhere the funda-
mental role of history for the understanding of
present-day social phenomena. However it is diffi-
cult to follow her when she claims that the an-
thropologist should neither cite obsolete historical
accounts nor attempt to be a historian in his/her
own right. If one is unwilling to use others’ (poor)
explanations and wishes to work for oneself with
historical material in a professionally competent
way, one must in my opinion simply learn the
trade (Silverman 1979: 423).

iii) Finally there are quite a few researchers

who simply think that anthropological history is
identical with the history of mentalités. Burguiere
defines it as ‘the logic of everyday life and of the
history of collective representations’ (Burguiére
1982: 434). As far as I can see, the main emphasis
is laid on the representational systems, not on the
logic of the interpretational models applied to this
everyday life.
. With the partial exception of Mgllgaard 1984,
none of the hitherto published studies are based
on primary historical material, but the approach
itself is eminently suitable for applying to his-
torical circumstances. J. Mgllgaard is thus
working at the moment with conditions from the
17th century onwards; P. Christiansen with the
18th century until the present day; and K.
Schousboe with the transition from the Middle
Ages to the Renaissance.
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