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Many recent books deal with the identities of
Europe, European ethnologies and the possibil-
ities and conditions for a real ethnology of
Europe, with Europe treated as a unit (God-
dard,Lloberaand Shore 1994; MacDonald 1993;
Vermeulen and Rolddn 1995). Different stories
of European ethnologies are only starting to be
told, the consequences of which can be found in
the variety of topics studied and their various
theoretical orientations: local-regional versus
national, structure versus culture etc. (Schip-
pers 1995). Among these discrepant features,
one must set first and foremost the relation-
ships between history and ethnology which
explain in particular some of the difficulties of
aninternational dialogue, carryinginconscious-
ly the weight of different traditions and institu-
tional positions. This latter dimension has to be
taken seriously to understand the ambiguous
relationships between the discipline of history
and that of ethnology whose main interests rest
here and now.

For a history of the relationships be-
tween history and ethnology

History against ethnology’

History is at once the unrolling of time and the
science of this unrolling. Before it even began as
ascientificdiscipline, history had a major influ-
ence in the constitution of our nationstate, as
the historian was the scribe of the political
power. It emerged as an established discipline
officially taught in schools and at universities
at the start of the XVIIIth century. In compar-
ison, of course, European ethnology (mainly
meaning French ethnology) seems to be a new
born ; there never were Folklore chairsin France
before the Second World War and if social an-
thropology chairs were opened in the university
chairsinthesixtiesXwhere professorsaremostly
specialists of some distant tribes), professors in
European ethnology can be counted on the
fingers of one hand, when they don’t belong to
Sociology departments. We must be constantly
aware of this crucial institutional lack of bal-
ance when evaluating the cross impact of disci-
plines. This situation has not been corrected
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nowadays as historians are probably today ten
times more numerous than cthnologists. This
explains in part why ethnology in gencral, and
European cthnology, in particular, in its efforts
to cstablish itself as a scientific discipline,
claimed il was a-historical.

Let us set bricfly the situation of European
ethnology within the larger frame of Social
anthropology. Founding fathers of modern so-
cial anthropology were a-historicists as the so-
cietics they studied seecmed to be motionless,
comparcd withtherapid changes ofthe western
world. For instance, African socictlies, which
were the research laboratory of English social
anthropology and the French school of African-
ism lacked historical sources, and gave an im-
age of a-temporality.

At the end of the 19th century and during the
1930s, folklorists, for their part, often adopted
a regressive position, looking for traces of a
(glorious) Celtic past in customs and monu-
ments. In his effort to establish folklore as a
scientific discipline, Van Gennep rejected these
historical quests for the origins. Besides the
historical method of those times consisted often
of a search for consecutive facts. Van Gennep,
throughout his works and mainly the Manuel
de folklore francais contemporain, constantly
opposed ethnology (folklore then) and history
as two opposed methods, one dealing with live
and contemporary social facts, the other with
dead facts. If in the 1930s, Van Gennep did
admit that ethnology needs some historical
dimension, it is only because it helps to shed
light on contemporary social facts. In opposi-
tionwithhistory and indialoguewiththeschool
of human geography, Van Gennep developed
the method of localized facts which led him to
the specific concept of “pays” substituting an
anchoring in space to an anchoring of facts in
history. However, at the same time, in the
1930s, historical approaches and methods great-
ly changed with Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre and
Fernand Braudel and the development of I'Ecole
des Annales.

Later in the century, Lévi-Strauss, studying
amazonian societies, emphasized the a-histori-
cal arguments of his English colleagues. A sec-
ond period of distancing between history and
ethnologythen took place inthe 1970s, with the
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cphemerous quarrel opposing structure and
history. [t would be more accurate to say here
“social anthropology” as these arguments, re-
volving mainly around Claude Lévi-Strauss’
works, dealt with non-Europcan ways and
myths. His views of treating “cold” and “warm”
socicties as opposite arc well-known. Structure
is a-historical inasmuch as it is inspired by the
methods of Linguistics. The structurc the so-
cial anthropologist will discover is a configura-
tion revealed by analysis and serving mainly as
an intellectual tool. Paradoxically, if structural
analysis has had little effect on French ethnol-
ogy as dealing with French society, il was im-
ported by history, mainly medieval history. The
Middle Ages was a major field for French struc-
tural history, as this period offered a model of
society comparable to primitive ones, where
time unrolled slowly, and under the influence of
religious beliefs. The other field was the study
of Ancient worlds.

But it should be noted also that the a-histor-
icism of social anthropology, whetherit belinked
to functionalism or structuralism always went
together with an interest in past societies. Ev-
olutionism was an attempt to organize the di-
versity of societies on a historical scale, and
Morgan, and Maine discussed for instance the
Roman social organization as comparative ma-
terials.

Ethnology inspires history

What was new in the 1960s was that historians
abandoned their traditional fields of interest
for the very themes ethnology seemed to spe-
cialize in: many concepts and tools used by the
ethnologist have greatly influenced the branch
of the Annales school known as Histoire des
mentalités.

The Annales school opens the way for a
history caught by bulimia: all facets ofthe social
become historical. Turningaway from the study
of major national events (battles, political re-
gimes), of the State and its rulers, history,
through statistical analysis, discovered the com-
mon people, everyday life, material culture, but
also cultural and cognitive categories. When
Lévy-Bruhl dealt with “la mentalité primitive
dans les sociétés inférieures”, “mentalités” then
meant something like “worldviews”, and was



always attached to primitive people, whereas,
we,as developed nations, enjoyed a civilization.
When Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre used this
word, il carried quitc a different meaning: it
referred to the bulk of cultural meanings that
participate in the complex and moving network
of social facts, in constant interaction. Bloch’s
goal was cvidently to reconstruct a social proc-
ess from the emic perspective and to add a
sociological twist as he was interested in the
various social strata of a group. Besides “men-
talité”, Lucien Fcbvre will use the term “outil-
lage mental” of a certain time period, meaning
the bulk of cognitive categories that shape indi-
vidual and collective experiences. Both schol-
ars have thus paved the way for a historical
anthropology or rather an anthropological his-
tory that attempts to unite the individual and
the collective, a history bringing together vari-
ous fields of interests, social, cultural, economic
etc., around a group or a period of time.

From these revolutionary views evolved the
great works of Marc Bloch dealing with the
variety of French agrarian systems (in dialogue
with the well-famed French school of human
geography between the two World Wars) which
he links with social factors: for instance the
opposition between Northern communal men-
tality associated with collective crop rotation
and the Southern open and irregular fields
associated with a more individualistic view of
life. Marc Bloch’s other major work, devoted to
the healing power of kings, sweeps history into
the realms of rituals, magic, beliefs and super-
stitions, where he makes wide use of Sir James
Frazer’s works. Not only are the themes an-
thropological, but so are the materials used, as
MarcBloch hasrecoursetothefolklorists’sourc-
es, popular legends and beliefs related to popu-
lar saints.

In the 1970s and 80s, a triumphant “histoire
des mentalités” developed whose success resid-
ed precisely in its vagueness. Discovering new
archival sources, historians built new research
objects: religion, death, fear, violence, cognitive
attitudes etc. But French historians have en-
deavoured less to reconstruct theinterrelations
in a social, regional, local community than to
deal with a particular theme in a specific area.

The cross fertilization between history and

cthnology has been most effective and well
balanced in the ficld of rituals and kinship. Let
us recall the important conferences that took
place in the 70s on the charivari, on kinship
etc..where confrontations between historians
and anthropologists allowed the changes of
forms and mcanings to be followed over vast
territories and long periods of time.

Ethnology and history: the field proof?

In his 1961 Manchester lecture, Evans-Pritch
ard asserted that the fact that the social anthro-
pologist brings first-hand facts from his field
work, while the historian gathers his material
through his archival sources, is a technical, not
a methodological difference.

Since then, a double movement has been
observed; one acknowledges that beyond West-
ern societies, social anthropology also deals
withcomplexsocietiesstructured around State,
with centralized and hierarchical institutions,
sometlimes displaying a very elaborate written
culture, carrying the weight of a rich past.
History, for its part, as we have seen, has
departed from the chronological study of King-
doms and political power to turn to mentalities
and symbols. Instead of the biography of a
sovereign, or the study of elites, historical re-
search encompasses masses, popular cultures
and aspects of collective life. First, research
themes are now bringing history and ethnology
together, whereas they used to separate them.
Second, interpretative models do not differ sig-
nificantly: history now imports comparative or
structural approaches, whereas ethnologists
now have recourse to a synchronic dimension.
On the other hand, no social anthropologist or
ethnologist would deprive himself of the histor-
ical dimension which helps shed light on the
contemporary situation.

Thebasicdifferencewouldthusseemtoliein
the differences in the sources, — archival sour-
ces for the historian, field-work for the anthro-
pologist. On the one hand we would have writ-
ten sources against oral ones, a closed series of
documents as against an infinite possibility of
observation, a mediated approach to beliefs and
behaviours, always read through the prism of
the source’s nature and origin as opposed to the
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illusion of the direct contact with theinformant
and dircct access Lo the social things.

At the times of the Evans-Pritchard’s state-
ment, Lévi-Strauss was also attenuating the
strong division between disciplines as he re-
marked that “the social anthropologist is espe-
cially interested in what is nol writlen, not
because the people he studics are unable to
write, but, because what he is intercsted in
differs {from all that men usually think to record
on stone or paper” (1958).

Following Evans-Pritchard’s position, Gérard
Lenclud (1994) also questions the different na-
turc of historical and ethnological data. What is
the epistemological difference between infor-
mation retrieved from archival data, which is
an image produced by a society of the past, and
the image, captured by our observation or en-
quirics, of a present-day society. In the latter
case, we have long forsaken the illusion of
objectivity and totalily. In the same way, archi-
val data come Lolife and take on a meaning only
after we address them with the right questions.
Ethnographers, for their part, know that they
see only what they choose to see, and even then,
do not always achieve their goal. One must
therefore abandon the idea thatarchivesscreen
reality, whereas fieldwork opens an immediate
access to the other.

If history and ethnology are one and the
same, then what should be the place assigned to
“oral history”? The idea is that those surveys
would help build the memory of facts that have
not been registered in official documents, —
such as revolts and resistances —, the memory of
persecuted groups who left no written traces;
that it is a way to give people deprived of this
right an opportunity to speak. Yet, the oral
history movement is rather ambiguous, and no
better does it attain some kind of truth; it leads
to scrutinizing the conditions under which the
written document stemming from the oral pro-
cedure has been produced.

Whatever their convergence, a historical work
always differs from an ethnological one. Even
though historians are anxious to borrow their
theoretical references from social anthropology,
not only do spatial and temporal dimensions
differ widely, but also the way questions are
addressed. Let us take some characteristic ex-
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amples of what appears Lo be rather irred ucti-
ble domains, in spite of the interdisciplinary
dialogue they must entertain. In the 1980s a
host of works on social aspects of death was
published. This is where the theme of “mental-
ités” was put to use by Philippe Ari¢s (1977)
when he observed that attitudes towards death
werce marked by very slow changes; aficr toying
withallkinds of explanations, he ascribed them
to “something situated in the collective uncon-
scious”, and referred to “sensibility changes”,
when discussing the transition from closcness
with decath (carly centuries) to distance with
and horror of death (18th, 19th, 20th centurics).
Michel Vovelle, another eminent specialist of
these questions, will criticize the use of the
concept of collective unconscious, which, he
argues, is used by Ariés neither in a psycho-
analytic sense, nor as an anthropologist would,
precisely because of the nature of the sources
Aries uses, and because he takes into consider-
ation neither the social and demographical as-
pects of death nor the ideological discourse,
stemming from religious prescriptions (1983).
Thus the historical concept of collective uncon-
scious seems to be detached, imaginary and
floating, autonomous. Vovelle — in a more an-
thropological way — seeks connections between
changes both in the imaginary and in the mate-
rial conditions, scrutinizes how world views are
rooted in wars, plagues, socio-economic chang-
esin society etc., endeavours to understand the
interconnections of various elements producing
attitudes and beliefs towards death, and differ-
entiating these attitudes and beliefs according
to social groups.

IfI now refertothe study ofdeathinanarea
which has been identified by its specific atti-
tudes towards death, Lower Brittany, the an-
thropological historian will reveal the system of
death, with the Church at the parish center,
and at the heart of social practices: belonging to
a specific parish structures the identity pro-
cess, the “pays”landscape is marked by signs of
religious affiliations, such as chapels and cross-
es, the sonorous space is also structured by the
ringing of church bells. Priests speak Breton
and preach in Breton. Death is quite familiar,
constantly present with the devil and the ghost
souls. Religious monuments, reliquaries and



ossuarics lestify to this rich culture of death
which mixes pre-Christian and Christian be-
liefs and attitudes (Alain Croix, 1981).

The cthnologist nowadays studying death in
Brittany must first question the construction of
the imagc of Lower Brittany as the land wherc
a specific culture of death is supposed to pre-
vail. Ellen Badonce (1989) shows that this image
participates, — together with the “petit breton”
of Quimper crockeries —, in the process of elab-
oration by local elites, in the 1880s, of a specific
identity, at the very same time Brittany was
opening to the outside world, through industry
and tourism. Contrary to Ari¢s who offers an
evolutionist scheme, she claims that various
attitudes can nowadays be encountered vis-a-
vis death, and that these differences stand as
answers to various social and cultural changes
in Brittany; for instance she evaluates to what
extent supernatural and secular practices are
separated by a form of disenchantment of the
world. The ethnological query is to understand
death herc and now, by confronting it with past
practices and pastrepresentations, and totryto
build the local system of practices and repre-
sentations. Ethnologists often depart from the
themes historians are obsessed with (changes
occuring over such or such period of time which
are assessed to a vague changein sensibilities),
butrather explore specific topics like the role of
fluids in death: in Brittany, for instance the
corpse is considered dry, as opposed to alcohol
which unites the living, and the holy water
which is a reminder of death and baptism.

To summarize our argument, the fundamen-
tal contrast between historical and anthropo-
logical analysis rests in the queries addressed
to the material gathered (but of course, entails
the collecting of the “proper” material to answer
them). For instance Jack Goody and Cesare
Poppi (1994) start from an obvious, minute
observation: why so many fresh flowers in Ital-
iancemeteries, whyso few in Anglo-Saxon ones,
and their analysis lead them to shun the grand
historical categories of secularization, mental-
ities or cultures. Interpreting the differences in
flowering practices induces the analysis of a
number of inter-related factors, ideology, mate-
rialconstraints andlegal regulations regarding
cemeteries, vaults, burying practices etc.

Between history and ethnology

Symbologic anthropology!

Since Van Gennep’s grand scheme ofthe rites of
passage, cthnologists have tried to understand,
next to large, complex and spcctacular rituals,
a mass ol minorrituals in vary many aspects of
life. The anthropologist will begin with an ob-
servation of this kind — why is it said that ifthe
bells don’t ring at baptism the Christened child
will remain dumb? (Giordana Charuty, 1985)
and then explore all the objects, gestures, be-
lief's, rituals, myths and legends ctc. that reclate
either to baptism, bell ringing, tongue, lan-
guage. In this research process, the ethnologist
makes use of historical data in a very specific
way, selected in various spatial and time di-
mensions, his goal being to help the meaning
emerge.

Yvonne Verdier (1979) paved the way to-
wards this new dirccltion, when she remarked
the semantic proximity of the word “marquer”
that designates both the first needle-work ap-
prenticeship and the way women refer to their
monthly period; she also remarked that the
“marquette” (sampler) was the name given to
the canvas very subtly embroidered by young
girls as they matured and became more expert
attheir needle-work. The lexical proximity that
might sound preposterous is explained by the
sociological fact that young girls were sent to
the dress-maker where together with embroi-
dery and needle-work, they would learn about
sexuality and marriage. Thus the time spent in
the burgh or the near-by small town stands for
some kind of popular finishing school for rural
young girls, the process of maturation ending
when the young bride is dressed by the “coutur-
iere” on the morning of her wedding.

But whereas Yvonne Verdier kept her analy-
sis within the limits of 19th century Burgundy,
some daring researchers do not hesitate, in
their pursuit of meaning, to place side by side
folklorical facts, beliefs, customs or words that
took place or were used in different times and
spaces, thus rendering more fragile their con-
struction. One could say that their use of histo-
ryruns againstall the rules ofhistory, the basic
one being the consecutive character of facts.
The analysis put forth by Claudine Fabre-Vas-
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sas (1994), a brilliant representative of this
theoretical strand, takes us through time and
space, from one ritual Lo another; for instance
decaling with the testicle hernia treatment
among young boys which call upon the black-
smith to procced to a symbolical hammering,
Fabre-Vassas ecmbarks on a voyage towards
other rituals (passing the ailing child througha
cloven tree whose branches are tied together
afterwards: when the tree is cured, so is the
child), historical evidence of testicle surgery in
the 17th and 18th centuries, ete. The picces of
this puzzle arc brought together under the
hypothesis of the symbolical proximity between
young children and piglets, and is consonant
with Lévi-Strauss’ statement, that when deal-
ing with rituals, “formalism annihilates the
object”™ much greater attention should be de-
voled to ritual contents in their concrete as-
pects (1994, p. 71-72).

Kinship between history and ethnology

Inthe French tradition, because of Claude Lévi-
Strauss’ dominance, kinship studies have been
the passport to establishing oneself as an eth-
nologist. This is strange enough if we refer to
the lack of interest of the French school of
ethnology before the Second World War, as
compared to the English school of social anthro-
pology whose structuro-functionalist positions
focussed mainly on the study of (African) kin-
ship systems. It was the everlasting influence of
“Systeémes élementaires de la parenté”, — hint-
ing however briefly at the possibility of discov-
ering some regularities in European marriage
patterns — that oriented researchers towards
this topic.

This interest cohered and met with the de-
velopment of historical demography. Seeking
the causes for the babyboom of the 1950s and
60s, demographers realized they knew little
about the vital patterns of the past, and looking
for fertility, nuptiality and mortality trends,
they discovered the family and the household.
This brought them to investigate popular atti-
tudes and beliefs related to sexuality, breast-
feeding, genderroles, infant breeding and child-
care etc., topics which were often dealt with in
non-European societies.

Linked to marriage, a second major theme
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emerged, initiated by thegreatdividedrawn by
John Hajnal regarding the difference between
age at marriage and frecedom in the choice of a
mate in various socicetics of the world: roughly,
it was only in Europcan rural socictics that
people married late (as far as data could be
provided, from the 16th or 17th centuries) and
where the choice of a mate was, officially at
least, frce. In all other socicties, males and
females were married at very young ages, and
marriced by their parents, clans, lincages ctc.
according to rules Lévi-Strauss had delincated.
This is the “late Europcan marriage pattern”
which was investigated through the invention
of new sources: religious and civil records, in-
ventories, marriagecontractsetc., butl also new
archival sources related to the Catholic church
which, for centuries, regulated marriage prac-
tices' and forbade intermarriage between cous-
ins, within various degrees of kin proximity.

A third interrclated theme appeared with
the discussion of {families versus houscholds,
and the diversity of property devolution sys-
tems throughout rural Europe. The most fruit-
ful and inspiring international discussion in-
volving social historians like Peter Laslett, a
historian of the Annales school like Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie and social anthropologists like
Jack Goody paved the way for new researches
at the cross-roads between history and ethnol-
ogy. Under these cross-influences, the tradi-
tional village monograph, in which all topics of
the “community” were dealt with (habitat, tech-
niques, social life, festivals and beliefs etc.)
disappeared, and a host of studies, in a compar-
ative framework, was produced.

At last, this was a domain where European
ethnologists were on par with social anthropol-
ogists. They could use the Rivers genealogical
method, and with much better sources, since,
beyond the oral genealogies that could be col-
lected, they also had access to vital sources
drawn, —at the price of strenuous efforts —, from
archives. These genealogies could be informed
by notarial records allowing the inheritance
and devolution practices tobescrutinized. Cross-
cutting very grossly Hajnal’s geography, Jack
Goody offers a dual pattern of devolution modes,
one linked to non European societies where
lineal devolution is the rule, another pertaining



to Europcan rural socictics which is called di-
verging devolution. But within thislarge frame-
work, the variety of patterns (egalitarian/part-
ible or inegalitarian/impartible) obscrved in
rural Europe is quite striking.

Here is a ficld where history and ethnology
have most successfully influenced one another.
Should he belong to a history or anthropology
department, the researcher produces a locally
entrenched study, encompassing two or three
centurics at the most, since he is limited by the
range of vital and notarial records. Thus, con-
trary to symbolical anthropology, he makes
legitimatc use ofhistorical data and produces a
systematic description of kinship, property,
agrarian systems, giving morc or less space to
socio-demographic constraints according to his
specificinterests and formation. Next to history
and ethnology, other disciplines also joined on
the topic of property devolution, such as social
and historical demography (had they not ap-
peared already much earlier, such as the jurid-
ical sciences). Most of them endeavour to organ-
ize the diversity of European decvolution prac-
tices, by taking ground on the host of publica-
tions reconstructing the past cultures of kin-
ship and family. On the one hand, historians
and demographers such as Bernard Derouet
(1989) or Pier Paolo Viazzo (1988) have empha-
sized the importance of the diachronic dimen-
sion in understanding the possible changes in
inheritance patterns (for instance from multi-
devolution to uni-devolution in Southern areas
of France, from the 16th century to the 18th,
from partible to impartible etc.), and consider
the importance of exogenous factors such as
migration in the continuation of impartible
regimes (Martine Segalen and Georges Ravis-
Giordani, 1994).

Onthe other hand and by contrast the work
of an ethnologist like Georges Augustins (1990)
is synchronic; he chooses his examples through
time and space and dismisses the possible chang-
es implied by technical innovation, or agrarian
changes. His goal is to establish the few ever-
lasting principles of devolutionary practices
and he opposes the “house” principle to the
“kindred” principle.

Whatever the kind of synthesis emerging
from the diversity of these patterns, it is clear

that nowadays this is a firmly established topic,
perhaps because, better than any other, it
bridges anthropology and history. It is har-
nessed with such a legitimily that the younger
ethnologics of Southern European countrics
which have developed vigorously over the past
twenty years have often used thispath to enter
the field.

The achieved example of inter-disciplinary
mutual benefit is provided here again by Jack
Goody (1983) in his work on the evolution of
marriage and family in Europc. The ficld is
deliberately historical since it deals with the
first centuries of our European past, but the
questionsarcanthropological:howdid the Chris-
tian church manage to change the kinship rules
of populations it came to convert? And what
were the consequences of such a dramatic
change?

Reconstructing the past: ethnology and “patri-
moine” servicing local identities

Aslong as “patrimoine” can be defined as goods
and assets, transmitted through generations,
we are on the secure ground of family and
kinship, in this legitimate field of research
which has been very successful in French eth-
nology. But over the past fifteen years, another
meaning of “patrimoine” has been prevailing,
married with “ethnologique”. This is part of a
complex institutional power game between var-
ious ministries (a story which will not be told
here), but it is clear that both French history
and ethnology are now maintaining a complex
and ambiguous relationship with the idea of
“patrimoine ethnologique”. Patrimony or bet-
ter yet heritage was a qualificative used only to
designate the monuments of our civilisation,
testifying to the grandeur of the Nation, cathe-
drals, palaces and castles. In the 1980s, it
extended toencompassalltracesofsocial groups,
whether material (vernacular architecture) or
immaterial (beliefs, know-how etc.) (Isac Chi-
va, 1990). The course of its success is associated
with that of museums and eco-museums (or so-
called eco-museums) which opened by the hun-
dreds all over France, and threatened to open
wherever a workshop, a mine, a plant was
closing down. The great novelty is that research
is not the incentive for the work carried around
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the closing site whose existence rather stems
from a local will to keep alive, if not through
economic activity, through something consid-
ered as pertaining Lo its identity as a testimony
of the past. Thus those “patrimoine” objects
stand first and foremost as symbols; thosc relics
have been clevated to the honorable position of
embodying past times, of showing the specific
identity of such or such group, and of using the
past they are laden with as a sign of continuity.
This is the French version of the German devel-
opment called by Wolfgang Kaschuba (this is-
sue) the “historicization of the present” or the
“processes of ethnification”.

Ethnologists stand here in an ambiguous
position, since, as professionnals on the onc
hand, they are required to provide help toinves-
tigate the new monuments of thisselected past,
and on the other hand, to study the patrimony
movement, scrutinize these specific views re-
garding the past, and the things ofthe past. As
Appadurai (1981) has shown, some societies
live in a world where there is no place for the
past, where the present carries the past, where-
as our contemporary (a better word than mod-
ern or post-modern) societies elaborate a com-
plex discourse vis-a-vis the past: this pastis not
a whole, but a space for selection and competi-
tion, according to rules fixed as the outcome of
political fights. As a result what bears the
honour ofbeing defined as “patrimoine” (whether
it is a house, fountain, mine, object, song, even
a landscape) is, so to speak, torn out of its
context, detached from it, and constructed as an
object that will embody the identity of a group.
We definitely are conservative societies, but
what changes is the historical references we are
attached to. Instead of building our identities
on the idea of nation or of fatherland (“patrie”),
we prefer to use morelocal references rooted in
the invented identity of a region.®

This is where the ethnologist, provided he is
institutionnally free to do it, has to understand
the construction of the image of the past put
forward by local authorities, from museums to
politicians. For instance, Bernadette Bucher
(1995) has recently shown that the Vendée area
works hard at putting forth the image of a
traditional backward country, catholic, right
wing, for ever marked by its denial and fierce
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rebellion against the Revolutionary Republic.
This historical past is at best sketchy, if not
totally inaccurate, the Vendée appearing as a
versalile arca which, prior to catholicism, em-
braced the reformed religion. The present, how-
cver, testifies to its dynamism where agricul-
ture has been modernized and where the per-
centage ofblue collar workersis supcrior to the
number of hands engaged in farming. Yect the
Vendéc plays on its fake image of the past as it
carrieswithit a specificity within Europe where
the local is confronting the global.

This seems to be one of the relevant tasks of
present day ethnology in France, where the
“here and now” remain the key words through
participant observation. One can only be in
accordance with Kaschuba’s conventions —
though I would not claim it to be “history” — that
we have shifted our focus from groups Lo indi-
viduals as builders of their culture, that these
researches have to be sel in a comparative
perspective, and that we must use our imagina-
tion when dealing with our topics, not limiting
oursclves to single sources or datas, and putting
the inter-disciplinary approach within our re-
search. At the end of the 20th century, French
ethnologyappears as a verydynamicdiscipline,
dealing with a wide range of different topics.

As European ethnology asserts itself, histo-
ry which was triumphantly declaring itself an-
thropological only twenty years ago, is again
shifting its interests beyond the typical ethno-
logical themes. So much with anthropological
history, masses and mentalities. In the same
way that ethnologists have moved from the
group to the individual (Anthony Cohen, 1993),
historians have moved towards single cases
finely observed, notably through micro-history.
The 18th congress of historical sciences held in
Montreal® in 1995 shows the renewed impor-
tance of political history, cultural studies and
minority studies, the two latter fields being of
course topics to be discussed between disci-
plines, on a rather equal par. If European eth-
nology and history now seem more separated
thantheyhave been over the past twenty years,
at the risk of seeing one being engulfed by the
other, the new themes of interest will necessar-
ily re-unite them. Historians discuss the con-
cepts of state and nation, a topic which they had



largely abandoned until the unfortunate con-
temporary cventls brought them back to the
fore. They now seem to more or less shun the
ethnological interpretation put forth by Eric
Hobsbawm (1992) that the Nation belongs to
the catalog of invented traditions and think
that its study has to be reset within the frame
of each specific ... history: nations building
themsclves as federations (Switzerland or Bel-
gium), building themselves on a par with the
natives (French monarchy in former Canada
andnativeAmerican Indians)together with the
more centralized British or French versions.

These topics are consistent with the Europe-
an ethnological quest of the “other” among
ourselves, which has been dcalt with very dif-
ferently within our different countries, France
being represented with a tradition of human-
ism and universalism which has difficulties
dealing with the question of assimilation, the
right to be different as opposed to the national-
ization of the “other”.

Conclusion

However schematic, this exploration of the
French relationships between history and eth-
nology appear to contrast sharply with a simi-
lar diachronic German presentation (Bock 1995,
Kaschuba, this issue). It is clear that, beyond
the question of language, since German and
French often speak to one another through the
mediation of English, the chronology of these
relationships and the interpretations of their
contents differ widely. To summarize, one can
say that at the time when Germany was trying
to build a historically coherent culture and put
Volkskunde to use for this aim, French folklore
developed in a very centralized country where
regionalist movements were directed against
French jacobinism; instead of searching for a
French soul, folklorists were at pains to invent
local or regional identities. When, in Germany,
folklore was called upon as a science of legitima-
tion of conservative values, in France, it was the
“popular” aspect of culture that was set forth
with the movement and the establishment of
the Musée des “arts et traditions populaires” —
founded under the Front populaire in 1937.
Again the Abschied von Volksleben starts at the

onsct of the Annales school, which is so present
by contrast at the beginnings of a scientific
ethnology in France andinitiates an ever-going
dialoguc with ethnology. By contrast, in Germa-
ny, since historical anthropology is understood
as a subjectivist or irrational approach, it was
rc¢jecled as reminiscent of the misuse of Volks-
kundc — constantly referring to the irrational
soul of the people — by National Socialism.
Thus, there was a lack of interest in cultural
anthropology among both ethnologists and so-
cial historians until ten years ago, when it was
then booming in France (Bock: 202-205). And
now that historical anthropology seems to re-
cedc in France, with a return to politics and
narratives and that ethnology is — willy nilly
involved in the “patrimoine” movement, it seems
to be growing in importance in Germany. Swe-
den presents another history of these complex
relationships where influent scholars like Si-
gurd Erixon set the tone at the European level
duringdecades, after which, ethnologists aban-
doned the study of material culture, and be-
came intcrested in the culturalchanges of their
society, and produced influent works pertain-
ing both to history and ethnology (Léfgren and
Frykman 1987).

Nowadays, among French ethnologists, the
use of historical data and the incorporation of
historical perspectives do not raise any ques-
tion, but the focus is still on the “here and now”
of an ever-changing present; hence some of the
misunderstandings in our European dialogue
when the past seems to be the core of the
material. The building of a European ethnology
rests on the necessity of knowing one another
better.

Notes

1. Ifeveryone agrees on the definition of history, it is
useful to remark that such is not the case for
ethnology. It suffices to glance at the list of the
participants’ affiliations to the Pécs conference
and more generally to the authors of Ethnologia
Europaea tobe convinced of the diversities or even
discrepancies housed by the word “Ethnology”.
Conversely the same discipline or research tech-
niques can be referred to as Study of folk culture,
social anthropology etc.

2. Except for Marcel Griaule’s chair in 1943.
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3. "Anthropologic symbolique” is currently used to

refer o this specific strand of research, though of

course, there are few topics that would be deprived
of any symbolic dimension (as well as a technolog
ical one).

4. TForinstance, the “fonds d’officialités” or diocesain
ceclesiastical courts which could regulate the re-
quest for marriage dispensations. In those ar-
chives, the rescarcher can find the reasons evoked
by the fiancés considering a kin-tied marriage, the
official reasons put forth (absence of dowry, small-
ness of the place) and sometimes guess the unoffi-
cial ones.

5. Atleastthesetrendsare widely debated in France,
where critics of the “patrimoine” movement are
very vocal.

6. Nicolas Weill, “L’histoire s’est arrétée a Mont-
réal”, Le Monde, 8 scptembre 1995.
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