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Some Trends in Regional Ethnology 1n o8

[ BriTAIN THE EUROPEAN (OR REGIONAL) ETHNOLOGY which the late Sigurd
Erixon defined as 3 compara;ive c.ultural rese_arch on a regional b:}SlS th a
sociological and historical orientation and “.uth certain psychological 11_nph-
cations’ has hitherto received much less attention than it deserves as a un_iﬁel 3
of investigation. Indeed, ethnology in general has had a rather chequered history
in Britain in the present century. Latterly, however, there has been a discernible
and welcome tendency-to rehabilitate the term as a smt.abl-e label for an historically
orientated study of cultural phenomena. In part this is due to an attempt to
bring such a study in line with develo_pments in other countries, s well as, to a
cortain dissatisfaction with the carlier term ’folk life’ and the conceptual

problems which it presents'.

"Folk life’ and its near equivalent *folk culture’ were introduced into Britain
under the influence of Scandinavian, especially Swedish, scholarship in the
period before the second world war. Although Erixon himself pointed out that
the adjective “folk’ meant 'social’ and nothing more, he himself at times equated
“folk culture’ with living craditional culture as opposed to mobile culture®. In
fact, it appears to the outside observer that it was ’culture’ rather than ’folk’
which was the central organising idea of Swedish ethnology in this significant
period. Under the influence of Fritz Graebner, whose important work on ethno-
logical method was published in 1911, the modified diffusionist approach charac-
tesistic of much of the German Volkskunde scholarship of the day came to
dominate Swedish ethnology. Culture was seen as a cluster of miscellaneous
individual elements — objects of all kinds, customs, songs, tales — which had
been brought (one might almost say jumbled) together over a period of centuries
by the spread of ideas and techniques throughout the continent. It was this
amorphous mass of cultural elements which the ethnologist was to study by
recording material objects in the field or bringing selected exam ples to the muse-
ums, and by collecting folklore items, dialect features and information about
artefacts, to be stored in archives. The twin institutions of museum and archive
h‘ad a decidedly positive function in this strategy, namely to collect systema-
Flcallyl an‘d selectively such material as was directly relevant to ethnological
investigation. In particular the completed questionnaire, an effective means of
COll_ect}n_g fairly factual information about the presence or absence or local form
of mdmd.ual culture traits, provided a sound basis for a historical-geographical
study. This, in turn, involved the identification of culture areas and the drawing
of culture boundaries as well as the investigation of origins and diffusion. The
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painstaking compilation of national ethnological atlases, which was another
important feature of this approach, showed the rich geographical variety of
culture interpreted in this fractionated atomistic sense. This thumb-nail sketch,
of course, does less than justice to the wide-ranging studies carried out with
impressive scholarship along these lines and ignores many significant later
developments in Scandinavian ethnology, notably the influence of British and
American social anthropology. Nevertheless it may be said to represent the
essential features of the paradigm which was so influential in the introduction of
folk culture as an idea into Britain.

The term *folk culture’ seems to have been first used in Britain by Dr. Iorwerth
C. Peate in a paper entitled "Welsh Folk Culture’ read at the British Association
meeting in York in 1932, in which it refers to a predominantly peasant culture
characterised by the historically important role of the craftsman. Later, in 1937,
Dr. Peate defined folk culture as the culture or way of life of the whole nation
and not that of a particular class. This viewpoint, since reiterated in various
articles and books?, regards folk culture as a descriptive rather than an analytical
:dea and in this respect is essentially that of Swedish regional ethnology. The
introduction of this concept to this country came partly through the visits of
prominent Swedish scholars, notably the folklorist C. W. von Sydow of Lund
and the ethnologist Ake Campbell from Uppsala, who came to Ireland and Wales
i 1934. But it was also due to the appearance in 1937 of the journal Folk-liv,
edited by Sigurd Erixon and aimed at an international readership. A review
article by Dr. Peate which appeared in Antiquity in 1938 gave a warm welcome
to the new journal and particularly to Erixon’s important paper on "Regional
European Ethnology’ containing his definition of the subject referred to at the
beginning of this article.

The acceptance of the Scandinavian interpretation of ethnology was made
difficult at the time by its association with diffusionism which was anathema to
British anthropologists of the day. The extreme views of Elliot Smith and W. J.
Perry — the so-called *pan-Egyptian hyper-diffusion theory’ which Dr. Glyn
Daniel dismisses as “academic rubbish® — had discredited diffusionism generally.
The two most influential figures in British anthropology during this period had
little sympathy for ethnology. A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, in an address given in
1923, which has been described as the charter of modern social anthropology,
argued that ’there are two quite different methods of dealing with the facts of
culture, and since they are different both in the results they seek and in the
logical methods by which they strive to attain those results, it is advisable to
regard them as separate though doubtless connected, and to give them different
names’. Ethnology he defined as the study of culture, and social anthropology
(or ’the new anthropology’ as he called it) should seek to formulate the general
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laws that underlie the phenomena of culture?. Malinowski’s opposition was more °
outspoken and was directed at the influence of scholars, whom he dispal‘agingl
described as ‘museum moles’, who had linked up diffusionism with ’the iﬂSpiratioi
of ill-assorted and i1l-defined objects lumped together in the vitrines and cellars
of an old building. !i».pcci.‘.llﬂ,\: under Malinowski’s influence, intensive and
prolonged fieldwork, totally different in kind from the questionnaire surveys of
both sociologists and ethnologists, became the familiar hallmark of British social
anthropology. This broadly functionalist ahistorical emphasis also came to domi-
nate the teaching of anthropology in British universities to the almost total
exclusion of ethnology from the syllabus. Radcliffe-Brown had been equally
concerned to mark off social anthropology from psychology, which he equated
with the study of mental processes, but the effect on psychology as a subject was
far less damaging. Ethnology, on the other hand, never really recovered from
being left out in the cold as incompatible with — if not irrelevant to — the new
Durkheimian anthropology.

Fortunately the reception given by archaeology to the new ideas was rather
more favourable. Radcliffe-Brown had, in fact, suggested that ethnology and
prehistoric archaelogy could well be regarded as one historical science. Looked
at in this way, what Scandinavian scholars had done had been to bring the pre-
industrial countryside, as well as the prehistoric, within the purview of the
archacologist, emphasising all the time the continuity between the two, and
using the familiar methods of field archaeology. In the words of O. G.S. Craw-
ford, an influential figure in this period, archaeology was the past tense of
anthropology, and continental ethnology was clearly relevant. Crawford’s
journal Antiquity published from time to time in the thirties articles of a broadly
folk-life character (such as Sir Cyril Fox’s paper on ‘Sleds, carts and wagons’
which appeared in 1931) as well as the review article on ’Folk-liv’ referred to
previously. The attraction which folk culture came to have for archaeologists in
this period is not difficult to understand, and is illustrated very clearly in an
article by Cecil Curwen on "The Hebrides as a cultural backwater’ which ap-
peared in Antiguity in 1938. In a rather patronising way, Curwen argued that
the culture of the Hebrides, because of its remoteness, had not emerged from the
Tron Age until the middle of the last century, and therefore its black hauses,'be&
hive-shape huts, querns and other primitive elements could all be effectively
used to illuminate the pre-Roman Iron Age in southern Britain. This is, of course,
an extreme case, but other archaeologists, notably Sir Cyril Fox, J. G. D. Clark
and more recently Charles Thomas, have felt this fascination. Professor Thomas
has gone so far as to suggest that the archaeologist »who deliberately neglects the
evidence available to him from folk-life study is cutting himself off from about
one quarter of the possible evidence, if not indeed more®. This view of Ethn?bgy
as a sort of lntlcr-da}' ard1.1culogy, mking its relevance from prehistory, 15, O
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course, only superficially flattering. However, there can be no doubt that such
an attitude did, in fact, make the idea of folk culture more acceptable to archae-
ologists than to anthropologists in this period.

THE EMERGENCE OF A TRUE ETHNOLOGY from the common interest in culture
traits and their distributions, which would have parallelled the continental ethnol-
ogy of the day, did not occur, despite the distinct possibilities which existed.
Fox’s influential book *The Personality of Britain® (1932), with its pronounced
diffusionistic interpretation of prehistoric culture distributions and its argument
that the Highland and Lowland zones of Britain showed markedly different
cultural propensities, could well have laid the foundation for an orthodox
ethnology of the British Isles complete with the compilation of an atlas of folk
culture. That this did not materialize was, in-part, due to the absence of any
means of collecting detailed local information from correspondents. No attempt
was made to established a network of informants on the basis of which significant
data could be assembled. Fox himself had relied on the knowledge gained from
random finds and unco-ordinated excavations, and the same approach could not
profitably be used in ethnology. The only direction in which this development did
take place — and Fox was also involved in this — was in the study of vernacular
architecture which blossomed in the post-war period. The lines on which vernac-
ular architecture is studied today could probably be quite correctly described as
ethnological in the classical continental sense, but it is clear that Fox and Raglan,
who pioneered the detailed regional recording and study of buildings in Britain
with their volumes on Monmouthshire Houses, were far more conscious of
extending and developing an archaeological tradition of scholarship than of
importing or establishing a new one. Yet it is arguable that the study of vernac-
ular architecture is probably the only major form of regional ethnology — and
a purely home-grown variety — which has really taken root in England in
recent years. The reasons for this are not hard to find, for the house is one of the
few distinctive artefacts belonging to pre-industrial England which has survived
the enclosure of the open fields and the early introduction of commercial and
scientific farming — not to mention the ravages of the Industrial Revolution —
i situ and in sufficiently large numbers and variety to be studied today as
historical evidence. In fact, the study of vernacular architecture, and to some
extent, of industrial archacology (for which abundant material survives in
Britain), may be said to have filled the vacuum left by the underdevelopment of
cthnology in this country.

In a rather similar manner the study of British (and Irish) rural li.fe has
stemmed not from any conscious ethnological tradition but from the application
of approaches and methods of field-work developed by social antl_lropolognsts in
the analysis of primitive society. The works of Arensberg and Kimball, Alwyn
D. Rees, W. M.- Williams, Ronald Frankenberg, Isabel Emmett, James Ln:tlc.]ohn
and others, represent an incursion on to the traditional (but neglected) territory
of the ethnologist, using the microsociological methods of the anthropologist and a
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different conceptual apparatus’. In the- process, the i.nadequacies of the purely
synchronic approach have been. rec.ogmzed in_some, if not most, of the Worl‘{s
! od. and the historical perspective 1s more ewden; in recent stugiles such as David
o “The Agricultural Community in South-West Wales at the
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%'e;::n;f ‘tr;eu?;)e?zrierh Century”, and Alan Macfarlane’s work on “Witchcraft

in Tudor and Stuart England”. Furthermore, not only is the'new variety of
anthropology which these studies represent far more sympathetic to the general
Jiachronic approach of ethnology, but. history itself, as a dxsmphnc,,has shov»,tn
increasing interest in such related sub;gcts as the contents of people’s homes in
the past, the constitution of various SOCI.al classes ar_ld their cultural and economic
environment, and in the use of oral evidence relating to the recent past. In par-
vicular, the ease with which the tape recorder can be used has helped to direct
the historian’s attention to a neglected source of information, the sheer abundance
of which threatens to overwhelm him. In this sphere the interests of the oral
historian and the ethnologist clearly overlap. While the recollections of first-hand
participants are obviously vital to the historian’s reconstruction of the recent
past, there is a shadowy area where evidence obtained at second or even third
hand can be recorded and evaluated, and where oral history merges with oral
tradition. The nature of the evidence perceptibly changes, and the investigator
has to contend with different problems such as the validity of hearsay testimony,
the fallibility (and malleability) of human memory, and the accuracy of the
composite reconstruction of past cultural conditions pieced together in this way.
These problems are obviously relevant to the ethnologist.

Perhaps the most interesting development in this respect has been the recent
emergence of peasant studies as an interdisciplinary field in a country, such as
B_ritain, which has hitherto had very little to say to the peasant, or, indeed, about
him. Generally speaking, the concept of peasantry has been very little used by
Br.msh slociaI anthropologists. It is essentially macrosociological rather than
n’uf:r.osomological in emphasis, and it is arguably only relevant to the study of the
British scene in an historical approach. Certainly one cannot speak as Tamas
{'Iofer does., with reference to continental Europe, of the contrast between the
vi’;%‘g;?:;«“ﬁgi;iﬁkgli St}:l'dyl (])f traditional, especially peasant, culture from
study of the peasantr gfap IC:;’I Tnes, ansd th? neT_V]y-dmcovered an.thropologmal
have argued that theYE r0?1 ht e outside®. Historians sqch as Barrington Moore
nineteenth century with Shgelzu peasa?thhad T by disappez.red by Jie e
o R e e ::Efs of t e_enclosure movement®. Rlchar'd Dorson,

in Britain, has argued that ’the genius of the
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English folklore movement lay in daring systems and ingenious speculation
conceived at the writing desk and in the library; none of the Great Team
ever \_fentured in the field’®. With the important exception of a dozen or
so active “county collectors’ of folklore in the late nineteenth century, haphaz-
ardly located, little contemporary attention was given specifically to the vanishing
peasant. Nevertheless it can still be useful to think in terms of residual elements
of ‘peasantness’ in both an economic and a cultural sense, in undertaking ethno-
logical research. The economic interpretation of peasantry, which some anthropol-
ogists, notably Raymond Firth and, to a certain extent, Eric Wolf, have regarded
as crucial, sees the peasant as a small-scale farmer or craftsman concerned only
to produce enough to keep himself and his family and to pay his dues in the form
of taxes and rents. Peasant society viewed in this way is one dominated by such
smallholders, isolated, as Karl Marx emphasised in discussing the nineteenth-
century French peasantry, by their mode of production, and displaying marked
regional differences in cultural and social organisation. Much of the contempo-
rary interest in peasant studies has lain in the application of this approach to the
objective study of political behaviour, but there are obvious implications t00 for
regional ethnology. It is clear that a society can be more (or less) peasant-like
in character according to the proportion of small-scale producers who operate a
subsistence-orientated peasant economy. It can also include other elements which
are possibly peasantin a cultural, though not in an economic, sense — agricultural
labourers, farmers producing mainly for the market, small entrepreneurs, worker-
peasants, fishermen and so on. In fact, there may well be, as in many parts of
Wales and in the Hebrides in the past, a smallholder or crofter group enjoying 2
symbiotic relationship with farmers operating on commercial lines. Certainly
rural Wales, and probably many other parts of Britain, had a *mixed® economy
in this sense at the turn of the century; indeed, it is in the changing nature of the
mix that much of the sociological interest of the nineteenth century lies — the
contracting peasant sector, and the expanding commercial sector which, by today,
dominates rural life. The point which needs to be stressed is that what 1s loosely
described as folk culture, the traditional field of ethnological investigation, be-
longs mainly to this peasant sector —= tools and implements made of local mate-
rial, used with orally transmitted skill and knowledge to exploit the resources
of the local environment to the uttermost in a number of regional variations. A
consideration of this economic dimension of peasantry, even in retrospect, can
obviously help the ethnologist to make sense of his material. The associated
values, such as the emphasis on thrift, the distrust of money and the desire not to
get involved in a market economy more than is absolutely necessary, are, of
course, also relevant. Working on such lines of approach it is possible to analyse
traditional crafts as socio-technical systems involving the interplay of man and
implement in a given social and physical environment, as well as in terms of the
artefacts themselves, their distribution, typology and morphology.
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THE AIM OF THIS PAPER has been.to dt?al-only l‘ariefly witg so?e o;f t'hehmm-e
significant influences on ethnology in Britain during receglt .ecanes. tils i_oped
that enough has been said to suggest the more favourable intellectual climate
which exists today, in both anthropology_ and history, so far as regional ethnology
as that subject was defined by Erixon 1s conFerned. The_ points of contact and
stimulus are many and transcend the bm_mdanes of estabhshed d1sc1p!1nes.' In the
absence of any extensive formal teaching of _ethno!ogy in the universities in
Britain, and in the unlikelihood that this situation wﬂl.change very Irnuch in the
foreseeable future, it is realistic to think of ethnolo_glcal studl'es,. hk('e peasant
studies, remaining a composite and even discrete collection 'of specialitiesinvolving
the use of a variety of methods of investigation shared with (or borrowed from)

other disciplines. This diversity, reflecting as it does the changing intellectual

scene in this country, does not militate against the development of what Sigurd

Erixon would have understood by regional ethnology any more than it impedes
the development of peasant studies. Instead of seeking a single systematic and
comprehensive approach which ignores this diversity, it would seem more prudent
to draw upon current developments in adjacent fields to fertilize our ideas and
research. We may then eventually arrive at a synthesis which will articulate with
an European regional ethnology which is advocated under another name by
Arensberg, practised under another name by F. G. Bailey and his research stu-
dents in their of the mechanics of social life in west European communities, and
so richly developed over the last few decades at the national or regional level in
the orthodox continental and Scandinavian traditions'!.
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