
Structure and Event in Anthropology 
and History 

THE relation between history and anthropology has often been discussed, 
but mostly by anthropologists: historians have lagged behind in their 
enthusiasm for dialogue with other disciplines. My purpose in this article 
is to suggest that we could learn a great deal about our own discipline if 
we examined more carefully the methods and discoveries of anthropology. 
A sense of distance between the two subjects, and a consequent lack of 
understanding, is not inevitable. Anthropological method, in particular, 
is something the historian can use. Certainly there are dangers in col-
laboration; but they are not always the dangers we imagine, nor are they 
impossible to overcome. 

In an article of this kind, written by someone not a professional anthro-
pologist, it is impossible to be exhaustive. Attention has been focussed 
on Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown and Evans-Pritchard, and then on 
Levi-Strauss, allowing a survey, at least, of functionalist, social and 
structural anthropology. This is not to suggest that these men formed an 
unbroken tradition; nor has anthropology ceased to develop since the 
major works of Levi-Strauss. Such a survey, nevertheless, does allow an 
historian to identify some of the problems and advantages involved in 
relating his own work to that of scholars in another field. As for Levi-
Strauss, he is the most recent anthropologist with whom non-specialists, 
outside the United States at any rate, are likely to be extensively familiar. 
More important, his work lends itself in many valuable ways to a fresh 
inquiry on the nature and purpose of history. 

There is one final warning: little reference will be made to the detailed 
research, the field-work and specific analyses, of the anthropologists cited. 
This may give the impression that they have written entirely at a theoretical 
level — particularly in the case of Levi-Strauss. That is not so, of course: 
reference will be found, in the notes, to Malinowski's studies of Pacific 
peoples, to the work of Radcliffe-Brown and Evans-Pritchard in Africa, 
and to Levi-Strauss's inquiries among American Indians; and much 
further insight and pleasure will be gained by pursuing those references. 
The task here is only to provoke interest, and, in the light of what these 
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scholars have distilled from years of research, to raise one or two basic 
questions about the future of our own endeavours. 

How distant, one from the other, are anthropology and history ? Judging 
by the development of anthropology in this century, estrangement from 
history was never really necessary, and has certainly become increasingly 
difficult to maintain. There was divergence, it is true: it began with a re-
action to a certain type of history, 'the cloying historicism of the nineteenth 
century and its obsessive search for "origins" ', which led some historians 
to seek 'the hypothetical reconstruction of the earliest history of mankind 
in general and of their institutions in particular'.1 If this historicism caused 
a widespread misgiving among sociologists and anthropologists of the last 
century, it is one that many historians today would share. The concept of 
progress involved, from a primitive to a civilized state, has become in many 
ways discredited; and one can repudiate this particular type of evolution-
ism without repudiating history completely.2 It is true that some historians 
seem still content to search for roots and origins. Perhaps they cling to 
what sociological antagonists have allowed them: Radcliffe-Brown, famous 
for his dismissal of evolutionist conjecture, admitted the existence of what 
he called 'authentic history', which could 'trace the development of social 
institutions over several centuries'.3 This merely provides warning of the 
ease with which social scientists of many types assume that history, purged 
of its errors by their own rebellion and critique, is now content with a 
narrative role. Nothing should be further from the truth. 

Having rejected a now outmoded type of history, anthropology deter-
mined to move from the study of documents (the typical pursuit of the 
historian) to observation — field-work: the contrast being between the 
armchair anthropology of Frazer's Golden Bough and the first-hand 
experience behind the monographs of Malinowski. Yet how far from 
history does observation carry the man in the field ? That which is observed 
is in its own way a document. Margaret Mead has pointed to a link in this 
regard between historians and anthropologists — their concern with 
'concrete materials': 'whether they be the single copy of an obscure 
document from a remote historical period or the single record of the only 
initiation ceremony ever witnessed and recorded in a tribe which has since 
given up initiation, or whether they be one of a set of documents which 
differ among themselves or one of twenty records of initiation from the 
same tribe'.4 It is possible to go further. To distinguish between informant 
and document,5 making the latter unconscious of the scholar's curiosity, 
is to lose half the fun of history. The most rewarding documents are often 
those more biased, pleading a case. Anthropologists also have admitted 
this: Malinowski unashamedly preferred a contemporary interpretation 
of past events (what he called 'the psychological reality of today') to any 
'objectively true past, . . . an order of events dead and buried'.6 This may 
look like anti-history. Yet many historical sources are equally removed 



2 4 PHILIP ROUSSEAU 

from the events they describe, as much by reflective judgement on the part 
of their authors as by the passage of time. They can play to the gallery, 
keeping more than half an eye on the opinion of the future — as in diaries, 
for example, or political memoirs. This is a factor that anthropologists 
have continuously to take into account: what Levi-Strauss called 'the 
rationalized interpretations of the native'.7 Even more important is the 
question of bias in the observer, a problem with which historians, notori-
ously selective of their data, have long been familiar. In the case of anthro-
pologists, the very act of inquiry is an intervention that modifies what is 
observed.8 Temperament itself affects the field-work; and experience of an 
alien society can be (in the reverse direction, so to speak) little short of 
traumatic, so that the anthropologist himself is changed by contact with 
those whom he studies or consults.9 

It is difficult to trust, in other words, either datum or observer: this is an 
affliction for both disciplines. It should be no surprise, therefore, to find 
that both appeal to similar criteria, when trying to solve the problem.10 

'The anthropologist must spend sufficient time on the study, he must 
throughout be in close contact with the people among whom he is working, 
he must communicate with them solely through their own language, and 
he must study their entire culture and social life.'11 The idea of close 
contact might need adjustment for the historian; but, apart from that, the 
study of documents needs to be marked by the same care — time, a 
knowledge of languages, a breadth of reference. Historians will acknow-
ledge also the need for 'persistence, discipline, sympathy and objectivity' ;12 

and objectivity as it is understood by the best anthropologists: not the 
scornful holding of another society at arm's length, congratulating our-
selves by comparison on supposed improvement, but the casting aside of 
our own cultural assumptions, in order to share and understand more 
readily the lives of other men. The skilful historian, therefore, like the 
anthropologist, becomes the pupil of his sources, and also their witness.13 

Both disciplines preserve, in a sense, the past — not with the motives 
merely of the antiquarian, but because they wish to make people 'accessible 
. . . to men of another country or another epoch'.14 

In this regard, then, (to give the most important example) anthropology 
was supposed to have diverged drastically from the path of historians 
by emphasizing observation, not documentation; and yet we find that, 
even while they made this distinction, anthropologists formulated prob-
lems and suggested solutions that were not alien to history. This was partly 
because history itself had changed; but if we admit that change, then we 
must also admit that history has been carried forward, to some extent, by 
anxieties and criticisms similar to those expressed in social science. It is for 
this reason, if for no other, that a more detailed survey of the development 
and diversity of anthropology can help us to greater self-understanding 
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as historians, and suggest ways in which our own discipline might develop 
further still. 

Anthropologists have, since the early years of this century, regarded 
ethnographic inquiry, the collection of data, as the basis of every study, 
and of their subject as a whole. Few would see it, on the other hand, as 
more than the beginning of their task. Yet they are very ready, not only to 
trace the parallels between this preliminary ethnography and historical 
inquiry, but also to restrict the historian to that type of activity. 'History 
is narrative primarily, with optional halts for "topical" description'; 
historians 'trace trains of events over time in terms of chains of cause and 
effect'; 'what does the historian do when he studies documents if not to 
surround himself with the testimony of amateur ethnographers?'15 Such 
assumptions are made by anthropologists with widely differing attitudes 
to their own subject. Many, perhaps most, historians today, on the other 
hand, would reject those assumptions with vigour: they would condemn 
the conjectural history that certain types of ethnography inclined to, and 
suggest that merely descriptive or narrative history is no longer enough. 

In some ways, therefore, it should have seemed quite natural for 
historians to move forward in the company of anthropologists, both 
outgrowing the restrictions of the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, the 
way forward brought them face to face with the functionalist school of 
anthropology, flourishing in the 1920s and 1930s, with its distinction that 
what concerns the anthropologist is not how society came to be what it is, 
but rather how it now works. 'We have to marshal the facts', wrote Mali-
nowski, 'under categories, all of which coexist in the present, . . introduc-
ing . . . some order into the chaos of change and transformation'.16 This 
new style of interpretation reinforced the anthropologist's suspicions of 
history. Yet here again historians themselves could have found grounds 
for agreement, and a more acceptable programme for their own interpreta-
tion. It was possible for Kroeber, for example, to raise functionalist 
objections against the historicism of an anthropologist like Boas, and yet 
to suggest at the same time that the systematic comparison of functioning 
societies 'sooner or later leads to perspectives of time'. He thought of 
history, certainly, as 'non-theoretical, unwilling or unable to abstract 
process from out of its phenomena'; but his own concern with 'patterns 
and their interrelations', and more particularly with 'the regular and the 
expectable', is one that historians could share.17 

Radcliffe-Brown, who became the leading functionalist in England, was 
even more critical of history; but he never imagined that anthropology and 
history were in any way opposed to each other: they were simply to remain 
apart, linked somewhat in the manner of physiology and palaeontology.18 

His own attitude to change showed, in any case, that history had not been 
totally excluded. An organically functioning society was able to impose, 
he said, a certain coherence upon accidentally imported or emergent 
cultural traits.19 Shortcomings in this approach we shall have to note later; 
but a willingness to accommodate change within social structures is 



2 6 PHILIP ROUSSEAU 

obviously important. 'Social structure is not to be thought of as static, but 
as a condition of equilibrium that only persists by being continually 
renewed, like the chemical-physiological homostasis of a living organism. 
Events occur which disturb the equilibrium in some way, and a social 
reaction follows which tends to restore it. . . . With a serious disturbance 
the process of readjustment may take a long time'.20 

Levi-Strauss (despite his wish to discuss what an object is, before 
examining 'the process of its coming into being'21) has carried this openness 
to history a stage further. He criticized Radcliffe-Brown specifically for 
making kinship too synchronic; for failing to take account of the tensions 
and changes between generations.22 On a more general level he wrote, 
'Only the study of historical development permits the weighing and 
evaluation of the interrelationships among the components of the present-
day society'.23 This is particularly true when one is trying to assess the 
retarding, unquestioning effect of custom and habit in society. Levi-
Strauss was specially anxious that the structuralist, of whatever sort, 
should make every effort to accommodate within his analysis those 
components that appear at first sight not to function, or to conflict with 
the structure as a whole: 'for to say that a society functions is a truism; 
but to say that everything in a society functions is an absurdity'.24 

Levi-Strauss himself illustrated these principles in a fine study of change 
and supposed change in certain South American tribal societies.25 But the 
same convictions are now being expressed within a framework more 
familiarto historians. They lie behind Keith Thomas's studies of witchcraft, 
for example, in sixteenth and seventeenth century England.26 Witchcraft 
he describes as marking a change in English society, particularly in village 
society; a change from neighbourliness to a state-administered poor law. 
It becomes more common, as a consequence, to turn indigent old women 
away from one's door; but this breach with the customs of neighbourhood 
still induces in some people a sense of guilt, which manifests itself, by way 
of compensation, in various defensive accusations levelled against such 
paupers (now branded as witches). The point, for our purpose, is that what 
appears idiosyncratic and repressive on the surface is shown to be a func-
tional method of social adjustment. 'In England, as in Africa, therefore, 
the belief in witchcraft could help to dissolve "social relations which 
become redundant" \2 7 Similar points have been made by Peter Brown, 
writing on 'the rise and function of the holy man in late antiquity'.28 

Like witches in England, famous ascetics of fifth-century Syria, the stylites 
or pillar-saints in particular, can appear to some historians bizarre. Peter 
Brown asks, nevertheless, 'Why did the holy man come to play such an 
important role in the society of the fifth and sixth centuries? What light 
do his activities throw on the values and functions of a society that was 
prepared to concede him such importance?' The conclusion is that the 
holy man is a 'product' of society, reflecting needs no longer adequately 
met by other persons or institutions — the need for patronage, for 
mediation, for the power to allay anxiety. Once again, by concentrating 
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on the oddity, the historian catches a society at the moment of adaptation. 
Levi-Strauss himself has developed his own considerations on the matter 

in more recent stages of his research, focussed more on myth than on 
kinship. Once again, he opposes the tendency to dismiss the inconvenient. 
'Scorning the historical dimension on the pretext that we have insufficient 
means to evaluate it, except approximately, will result in our being 
satisfied with an impoverished sociology, in which phenomena are set 
loose, as it were, from their foundations.' Even the cultural history 
rejected by many functionalists provides, in his opinion, clues to the 
understanding of society. 'Techniques taken in isolation may appear as 
raw fact, historical heritage, or the result of a compromise between human 
needs and the constraints of environment. They re-emerge in a new light, 
however, when one puts them back into that general inventory of societies 
which anthropology is trying to construct, for then we imagine them as 
the equivalents of choices which each society seems to make'. This 
emphasis on choices evokes a time scale, a sense of development: it is a 
factor to which we shall have to return. Levi-Strauss goes further: anthro-
pology must now be guided, not only by what he calls 'deference towards 
objects and techniques', but (most important) by 'the conviction that we 
must work on meanings'. These two developments in anthropology — 
the image of social growth through choice, and a recognition of the 
symbolism of society — involve the discovery, therefore, that function is 
more deeply hidden than Radcliffe-Brown supposed.29 

Before discussing the implications of Levi-Strauss himself, it is necessary 
to place the older distinction between culture and function in a wider 
context, namely the growing emphasis among anthropologists on the study 
of society as such. A process of abstraction was thereby involved; a 
decision 'not to describe in full every social situation in which magic, 
oracles, and witchcraft [for example] are found, but to study the relations 
of these practices and beliefs with one another, to show how they form an 
ideational system, and to inquire how this system is expressed in social 
behaviour'.30 Now this, no less than the more formally functionalist 
approach, may look like a move away from history. In studying the past, 
one cannot always afford to compare abstracted relations and structures: 
comparison, whether scientific or otherwise, tends to overlook the 
diversities that interest historians.31 Nevertheless, they do study societies; 
and they must be able to make some abstractions, at least in the sense of 
being able to hold in view more than one level of a situation at a time. 
This is not just a question of appreciating the difference between the 
collective and the individual. It is more that historians have become 
rightly suspicious of 'bastions of the unique' (which is how some in the 
past have regarded, for example, religious activity and experience).32 

This was precisely the suspicion of the functionalist school. 'If we are to 
study political institutions', wrote Radcliffe-Brown, 'in abstraction from 
other features of social system we need to make sure that our definition 
of "political" is such as to mark off a class of phenomena which can 
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profitably be made the subject of separate theoretical treatment'; but 
nothing must allow us to forget that 'in any social system the political 
institutions, the economic institutions, the kinship organization, and the 
ritual life are intimately related and interdependent'.33 

The implication is, therefore, that one must study society as a whole, 
and have 'as principle and as g o a l . . . to perceive the entire group and the 
entire range of its behaviour' — an emphasis with which historians need 
to sympathize.34 This was the greatest contribution made by Malinowski. 
'One of the first conditions of acceptable Ethnographic work certainly is 
that it should deal with the totality of all social, cultural and psychological 
aspects of the community, for they are so interwoven that not one can be 
understood without taking into consideration all the others.'35 Malinowski 
was not restricting himself to the empiricism of a mere observer: he 
concentrated no less on the manner in which men subjectively hold society 
together in their own minds, a point developed by Mauss. In the words of 
Levi-Strauss, 'they [Mauss and Malinowski] were the first to understand 
clearly that it was not enough to break down and dissect. Social facts do 
not reduce themselves to scattered fragments'.36 It is important not to 
misunderstand the point being made: attention is to be concentrated, not 
on the hopes and motives of individuals, but more on social roles and the 
understanding of roles.37 The distinction is fine but essential — witness 
Frazer's introduction to Malinowski's Argonauts of the Western Pacific 
(how ageing patrons love to see themselves in the work of their pupils!): 
'An act has no meaning for an observer unless he knows or infers the 
thoughts and emotions of the agent; hence to describe a series of acts, 
without any reference to the state of mind of the agent, would not answer 
the purpose of sociology, the aim of which is not merely to register but to 
understand the actions of men in society'.38 This one could accept, if the 
reference is to what we saw described above as 'the rationalized interpreta-
tions of the native', or to 'the psychological reality of today'; but it would 
be much more dangerous to speculate about aspiration or forethought in 
society, unless securely documented. 

The general emphasis on a need to acquire a total picture of society is 
maintained in the work of Levi-Strauss, with its shift of attention from 
function to structure. This brings us closer still to history. The particular 
view of totality encouraged by Levi-Strauss (following Mauss) pays full 
respect to particular phenomena; and thus a bridge is built back towards 
history (as also towards biology and psychology). It implies also (here very 
much in his own terminology) 'a totality of significant choices', which, 
as we have seen, retains a reference to time, to development, without 
demanding the discredited conjectures of evolutionary diffusionists.39 

This respect for time explains why Levi-Strauss is so aware of the danger 
in studying societies as systems. The totality is not just a system. To begin 
with, as mentioned above, it must be honest enough to accommodate the 
most awkward data. This is a point made by others. It lies behind the 
emphasis of Evans-Pritchard on a need for the correct 'integrative principle' 
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— that viewpoint of society which, once taken aright by the anthropologist, 
enables him to perceive the full pattern of relationships that holds the 
society together.40 A related point is made by Margaret Mead: 'the more 
we try to work with wholes . . . the more important it will be to find some 
way of deciding what whole should be taken into account in considering 
a given problem'.41 Levi-Strauss himself gives a splendid example of the 
honesty required, in his most important essay on method, Totemism.*2-
'Instead of letting theory go in order to respect the facts better, Elkin [in 
his study of aboriginal totemism in Australia] dissociates the facts so that 
the theory shall be saved. But in order to preserve the reality of totemism 
at any price, he risks reducing Australian ethnography to a collection of 
heterogeneous facts between which it becomes impossible to re-establish 
any continuity'. What is the solution? It is, writes Levi-Strauss, 'to be 
inspired by sufficient confidence in the outlines of order already discerned 
to broaden one's perspective, seeking a more general point of view' — 
analogous to the 'whole' and the 'integrative principle' mentioned above. 
What is needed, therefore, is 'the formulation of a general interpretation 
which takes account simultaneously of systems which had already been 
analyzed and of others still regarded as irregular or aberrant'. 

This recalls remarks already made about witches and stylites; but the 
structuralist has much more to say on the relationship between the totality 
and more contingent factors. The totality with which he deals is un-
reflective. 'History organizes its data in relation to conscious expressions 
of social life, while anthropology proceeds by examining its unconscious 
foundations'.43 Some historians may feel restricted by this sentiment, 
others threatened (especially by reference to the unconscious); and we 
shall have to assuage these anxieties below, if possible. But there is more 
to the matter; and here we might find less to baulk at. The unconscious 
attitudes revealed in social structures are not, according to Levi-Strauss, 
synchronic in the sense of merely static. The anthropologist is observing 
something like a still from a film, where only the movement implied enables 
him to make full sense of the frozen scene.44 He makes the same point in 
his later studies on myth or, more broadly, on 'the theoretical activities 
of the people we call primitive'. Having demonstrated what he calls a 
'concern with differentiating features' — that is to say, the ability of 
primitive people to describe and classify nature with much greater precision 
and variety than more civilized observers — he comments that the 'formal 
nature [of the savage mind] and the "hold" it has over every kind of 
content explains how it is that native institutions, though borne along on 
the flux of time, manage to steer a course between the contingencies of 
history and the immutability of design and remain, as it were, within the 
stream of intelligibility'.45 

We begin to touch here upon issues that are better left until the later 
stages of this inquiry. Before proceeding further, historians might be 
reassured, or at least aroused, by another example from their own disci-
pline. We were able to use the work of Keith Thomas and Peter Brown to 
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illustrate the importance and mutual relation of social function and 
eccentric behaviour. Similarly historians have begun to think in terms of 
totality and related factors: Evelyne Patlagean, for example, who openly 
confesses to the influence of Levi-Strauss. In her work on Byzantine 
hagiography, she stresses that this literary genre was addressed to the 
whole of society.46 She is opposed, in other words, to the popular (and 
once academic) suggestion that lives of the saints, indeed sanctity itself, 
represented a decline, the intrusion of the demotic into a cultured world — 
a view rejected, not only by many historians, but also by anthropologists, 
who demand that religious experience should be placed firmly within the 
total social context. 

She also points to the role of the holy man as mediator, in radically 
symbolic and structural terms. She writes of 'the relationship between man 
and the world, the sense of being under attack, against which man defends 
himself through the power of an intermediary endowed with superhuman 
qualities'. Both in this and in her former point, she seems to echo Levi-
Strauss, where he writes of 'the utilization of religious feeling to establish 
a viable, if not always harmonious synthesis of individual aspirations and 
the social order'.47 By reference to his own distinctions, between conscious 
event and unconscious structure, we can see how religion itself is not an 
example of the unreflective in society, but a reaction, or a response, to 
aspects of social life that have not been reflected upon hitherto. 

Hagiography can therefore be interpreted as a bid for freedom from 
certain viewpoints of the past, whereby writers (in the situation she 
analyzes) had stressed what Mme Patlagean calls 'l'espace urbain', and the 
chronology of political events. Lives of the saints enabled the cultivated 
classes to look more steadily upon what had previously been ignored: upon 
the urban poor, the rural alien, and their own interior history. They also 
enable us, the historical observers, to maintain a certain distance and 
surprise: to acknowledge how strange, how other, the early Byzantine 
world should seem. In these religious documents, we gain access to 'the 
mechanism of thought', and at the same time preserve the objectivity of the 
anthropologist, remaining conscious strangers, aware of the danger of 
presupposition and selectivity.48 

So far we have examined the concerns that can bring anthropologists 
and historians together; and we have described, by way of example, a few 
historical inquiries that acknowledge and make use of that potential 
sympathy. Now it is time to survey some of the pitfalls in this enterprise 
of collaboration, and in particular, again by way of example, the less happy 
attempts that some historians have made to ally themselves with anthro-
pology. 

There is, first, a temptation for the historian to translate his research 
into anthropological language, without any further adaptation. This seems 
to be, in part, the failing of E. R. Cregeen's essay in History and Social 
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Anthropology — an important example, because it was a conscious show-
piece of interdisciplinary cooperation (although it is the only paper in the 
book on modern European history, most of the others being concerned 
with Africa, and particularly West Africa).49 A flaw is betrayed from the 
beginning. 'The approach remains fundamentally that of an historian, but 
the subject is one familiar to social anthropologists — a traditional society 
involved in rapid change'. This apparent similarity is not an automatic 
justification for approaching the subject in a supposedly anthropological 
fashion. Cregeen begins, however, in a manner normal to history, by 
describing the activities of Scottish noblemen over a long period. In the 
sixteenth century they extend the authority of the king over highland clans, 
while acquiring for themselves more land and more authority of their own. 
By the eighteenth century they are playing the Whig aristocrat, opening 
themselves to the influence of English politics and culture, while introduc-
ing into the highlands more efficient techniques in cottage industry, and 
better communications. Throughout the intervening period they watch 
the people of the area change from a collection of vassal bands to a society 
of farmers on rented land. 

It is at this point that Cregeen begins to adopt an anthropological 
guise, wishing to present this history of the aristocracy in terms of a change 
of role. 'The earls and, later, dukes of Argyll appear in many roles. But 
all are in fact aspects of one constant role, that of drawing into the main-
stream of modern life an area still in the sixteenth century politically and 
culturally autonomous'. Yet this seems to describe much more the 
ultimate effect of the history in question, or (perhaps less likely) the 
ambition of the earls and dukes of Argyll. One could not say, for example, 
that Cregeen has described the function of these aristocrats, in any anthro-
pological sense of the word. 

One of the reasons for this concentration on role appears to be a desire 
for continuity. 'This role, it will be argued, had a basic consistency over 
the centuries, yet it evolved, presenting different aspects in successive 
periods'. But the change described, from a feudal entourage to a rent-
paying tenancy, coupled with a new enthusiasm for English ideas about 
industry and roads, looks much more like the substitution of one social 
structure for another, enforcing upon the dukes a change of function. 
Cregeen admits as much (although without altering his argument): he 
refers to 'the changes in social structure which entry into a world of 
competition brought about'. Hence he falls into the kind of trap which, 
according to later functionalists, misled Malinowski. He is unable to 
decide which, from a sociological point of view, is more important at the 
level of structure or function: the changing behaviour of the dukes; the 
changing pattern of dependence among those on their estates; the shifts 
in the relationship of lord to clan. He has missed, in other words, his 
'integrative principle', and the essay degenerates into chronology.50 

Another danger, closely related to the last, is illustrated in some 
stimulating articles by Peter Munz.51 It arises when an historian allows 
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himself to be over-excited by the apparent tribal or primitive character of 
some past people — in this case the barbarians of the early middle ages. 
Surely, the historian says, anthropological study of primitive tribes in our 
own day will help us to understand the primitive tribes of remoter periods. 
Unfortunately, one can fail to recognize that the fields studied by anthro-
pologists are only roughly comparable to those with which historians are 
concerned. Peter Munz has presented in the past this general thesis: 
'medieval history is essentially the history of the gradual dissolution of 
tribes'.52 His meaning may be open to misunderstanding; but he seems to 
imply that, just as the British Empire inaugurated a process of dissolution 
in African tribal society (which is an assumption, in fact, made by Mali-
nowski and later practitioners of so-called 'applied' anthropology), so in 
the same way the Roman Empire dissolved the tribalism of the Goths and 
Franks. There would seem to be major historical difficulties in the way of 
this comparison, not least in that the relation of empire to tribe appears 
to be very different in the two cases, if not actually reversed: the British 
Empire may have destroyed many African tribes, but there is still some 
truth in the traditional supposition that it was the barbarian tribes that 
destroyed, or at least transformed, the Roman Empire. But rather more 
important, is there enough evidence about the tribalism of barbarians — 
about those characteristics, in other words, which contact with Rome is 
thought to have modified — to make valid any transference of data 
from tribal societies of our own day ? 

Peter Munz's method also causes a certain misgiving. He writes of the 
historian's need of a hypothesis; but what he refers to initially as hypoth-
eses seem to become assumptions, a change excused on the grounds that 
anthropologists also make assumptions, which is not always the case. The 
hypothesis here, of course, is the 'gradual dissolution of tribes' model 
already referred to. What seems to have happened is that the conclusions 
of anthropologists, about structure and function in particular tribes today, 
have been made into a priori assumptions about barbarian society in the 
early middle ages; and transference of data in this style is the ultimate 
anthropological sin. 

A later lecture repeats much of this analysis;63 but it also reveals a 
motive even more disturbing. Peter Munz feels, certainly with justice, that 
the concept 'medieval' can no longer be explained or defended in terms 
traditional during the Renaissance or Enlightenment — as referring to an 
age of dark superstition, a hiatus between two periods of classical civiliza-
tion. Instead of therefore killing off the concept, as it probably deserves, 
he tries to excuse it by calling it 'sociological'. The middle ages are to 
become a defined period of disorder, because of the tribal disintegration 
already referred to. This fresh definition seems hardly necessary, and may 
not be easy to justify. Quite apart from the purely factual reasons one can 
think of for doubting disorder in quite those terms, this mooted transition, 
during the middle ages, from tribalism to nationhood continues to be 
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artificially marked off from supposed periods of order in the Roman and 
modern ages. 

These may be relatively unimportant shortcomings, dangers easy to 
recognize and avoid. In any case, both the essays mentioned here are 
marked by flair and courage, and arouse new interest and debate in the 
study of early modern Scotland and the Volkerwanderung. Historians are 
much more alarmed by the inclination among some anthropologists to 
espouse a determinism that attributes, at the historical level, too much to 
the underlying structure, and certainly underestimates the importance of 
initiative and change. The roots of this danger now require more dis-
cussion, although by discussion we may find it less difficult to avoid than 
we might have supposed. 

Many historians fear that, by talking too readily of structure and 
function, they may indulge overmuch an 'obstinate craving for unity and 
symmetry at the expense of experience'.54 They approach with reluctance 
'the inarticulate, the unrecognized, the unformulated'.55 They fear even 
more the anthropologist's belief in 'those psychological, biologically 
determined characteristics which are common to all cultures and appear 
in a multitude of forms according to the particular culture in which they 
manifest themselves'.56 

Nevertheless, according to Levi-Strauss, it is one of the functions of 
anthropology to teach the social sciences (and in his context we must 
include history) 'to aspire to generality'.57 This involves more than the 
inductive method of Radcliffe-Brown, whose general principles were very 
often no more than a flight in the face of historical ignorance.58 The 
anthropologist has to make a disciplined transition from the particular to 
the universal; and in the same way the historian must make a transition 
from the explicit to the implicit: Levi-Strauss stressed 'l'identite de la 
demarche fondamentale'. This is linked with his conviction that the 
universal is related to the unconscious, which seemed in 1949 a large 
assumption, but appears less alarming in the light of his subsequent work 
on mythology.59 

Much of this will continue to disconcert the historian; but Levi-Strauss 
qualified his basic propositions with careful comment. Take, for example, 
the ideal expressed in 1951: 'We shall have the hope of overcoming the 
opposition between the collective nature of culture and its manifestations 
in the individual, since the so-called 'collective consciousness' would, in 
the final analysis, be no more than the expression, on the level of individual 
thought and behavior, of certain time [and space] modalities of the 
universal laws which make up the unconscious activity of the mind'.60 

Debate between historians and anthropologists would centre, therefore, 
on the elasticity and variety of these time modalities, for it is there, on the 
level of individual thought and behaviour, that the arbitrary and the 
particular, so reassuring to the historian, would be allowed their place. 
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History is granted a place in this analysis in two particular ways. First, 
Levi-Strauss admitted to a wish 'to derive constants which are found at 
various times and in various places'; but he knew that they must be drawn 
'from an empirical richness and diversity that will always transcend our 
efforts at observation and description'.61 The second admission is more 
complex. Having tried to eliminate everything that social phenomena 
owe to the historical process, and to conscious thought, and having tried 
to grasp 'the complete range of unconscious possibilities', Levi-Strauss 
hoped to provide what he called 'a logical framework for historical 
developments'.62 This might look inimical still to the predilections of the 
historian; but the rigidity of this 'framework' becomes much less marked 
when its effect is likened by Levi-Strauss to the changing patterns of a 
kaleidoscope. The number of possible patterns may be in theory limited. 
Even so, 'each recombination of identical elements yields new results; but 
it is because the history of the historians is present — in the succession of 
flicks of the finger, as it were, which bring about the reorganization of the 
structure — and because the chances are practically nil that the same 
configuration will appear twice'.63 It is not, in any case, events that are 
determined. Only structures are necessary: events are contingent. More-
over, although there may be an overall system, that does not rule out a 
' "local" logic', existing in its own right, governing particular links, for 
example, in a chain of social adaptation. 'The position is somewhat 
comparable to that of inexperienced players in a game of dominoes who 
consider only the value of the adjacent halves in joining the pieces but 
manage to continue the game none the less for their lack of previous 
knowledge of its composition'.64 

It seems possible, therefore, to make use of the concept of structure, 
even as formulated by Levi-Strauss, without suffering too much from the 
strictures of determinism. The totally determinist assumptions may be 
there in theory; but at a practical level both anthropologists and historians 
can accept with confidence (even if for different reasons) that matters are 
more complicated, and therefore less predictable. The structural anthro-
pologist may continue to seek for greater definition. The historian will be 
content to use structural models, in order to sharpen his awareness of how 
societies form and function, without expecting every loose end to tidy 
itself away in the web of supposed relationships. 

This can still leave one anxious about change. The functionalist school 
was a particular villain in this regard. For Radcliffe-Brown, viewing 
societies as organisms, change was a disease, chiefly because the com-
plementary state of health was thought of as depending on the continuity 
of 'structural type' within a society.65 Structural anthropology seems to 
have been able to reconcile, with less anxiety, continuity of structure and 
the reality of change. 'If, for the sake of argument, we suppose [and note 
that it is a supposition] an initial point at which the set of systems was 
precisely adjusted, then this network of systems will react to any change 
affecting one of its parts like a motor with a feed-back device: governed 
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(in both senses of the word) by its previous harmony, it will direct the 
discordant mechanism towards an equilibrium which will be at any rate 
a compromise between the old state of affairs and the confusion brought 
in from outside [not, let it be noted, a strict and inevitable reversion'.]66 

Here we see combined the assertion of Radcliffe-Brown, that a function-
ing society will impose coherence on imported traits, and Levi-Strauss's 
own concept of 'a logical framework for historical developments'. Follow-
ing this passage in the Savage Mind, Levi-Strauss illustrates change, 
understood in this way, by reference to Indian clan systems; but he 
provides the even more striking example, later in the book, of certain 
aboriginal groups in Australia, drawn from different areas (and therefore 
from different clan and totem systems) and thrown together by historical 
accident in a government settlement scheme. They were able to sort out, 
according to 'the logical dynamism, which is a property of the system', a 
new set of clan and totem terms that were recognizably traditional, yet 
capable of including and placing every member of this new and artificial 
group.67 

Change, therefore, and the arbitrary event can still find their place 
within the context of structure. The position is made clear in the analogy 
of growth in a tree (which Levi-Strauss uses immediately after the reference 
to aboriginal resettlement). 'A tree is, as it were, strongly motivated so 
far as its lower parts are concerned: it must have a trunk and the trunk 
must be nearly vertical'. As one moves upwards, 'the part played by 
motivation, however, diminishes, and that of arbitrariness increases'. By 
the time one reaches the extremities, 'the structure, intelligible at the start, 
. . . reaches a sort of inertia or logical indifference'.68 

It remains true that the anthropologist is more interested in the structure 
than he is in the arbitrary event. Yet when we ask why this is so, we find 
further reason why historians should open themselves to the same concern, 
and employ, at least sometimes, similar methods of analysis. We must 
begin with Lêvi-Strauss's interpretation of myth, and with his associated 
analogy of bricolage. 'Mythical thought, that "bricoleur", builds up 
structures by fitting together events, or rather the remains of events, . . . 
fossilized evidence of the history of an individual or a society'.69 This 
process — whereby events are, as it were, recycled in men's minds, having 
lost their merely chronological function — is later linked with history in a 
more proper sense. Levi-Strauss likens the influence of structure to a game 
of cards. The game itself is 'a datum of history and civilization'. The 
distribution of the cards, on the other hand, is (within certain limits) 
arbitrary. The progress of the individual hand, therefore, following upon 
the dealing of the cards, is governed by several structural systems, some 
of them connected with the rules of the game, some of them with permiss-
ible individual tactics. The importance of this analogy for the historian 
becomes clearer at a later stage, where Levi-Strauss writes, 'the develop-
ment of the study of infrastructures proper [such as those in the card game 
analogy] is a task which must be left to history': history will concern itself, 
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in other words, both with the data of civilization (the card games) and with 
the arbitrary, or almost arbitrary, patterns of events (the distribution of 
the cards). The link with earlier remarks about 'a framework of possi-
bilities', and the changing patterns in the kaleidoscope, should be clear 
enough.70 When we proceed further, and combine this kind of opportunity 
with the activities of the mythologizer, the bricoleur, we find that structural-
ism is bestowing upon historians a contemporary role. 'History is sur-
reptitiously introduced into the structure in a modest, almost negative 
way: it does not account for the present, but it makes a selection between 
its elements, according only some of them the privilege of having a past'.71 

The role of the historian, as of the mythologizer, is to reveal a perspective 
of social structure that will enable the society concerned to acquire a new 
sense of direction, or a new interpretation of its own identity. 

Behind what appears to be at first sight a limitation of the historical 
craft, one finds attributed to history, or to the historical outlook, a function 
within the social structure. Discussing a possible contrast between history 
and dialectic (as used by Sartre, whom he criticizes), Levi-Strauss writes, 
'in my view dialectical reason is always constitutive: it is the bridge, 
forever extended and improved, which analytical reason throws out over 
an abyss: it is unable to see the further shore but it knows that it is there, 
even should it be constantly receding'.72 The implication is that, while 
structure is related to what is called in this context dialectic, historical 
awareness and debate are linked with what Levi-Strauss describes as 
the analytical process. He himself is inclined to suppose that many 
historians will refuse to see their subject in this light; and he proceeds to 
level familiar accusations against them: facts, once looked at closely, tend 
to dissolve; and only agents and the chroniclers of action impose group-
ings, so to speak, upon the stream of phenomena. But this leads to more 
interesting, and possibly more acceptable, suggestions that recall the 
reference above to the selective quality of historians' activities. 'In so far 
as history aspires to meaning, it is doomed to select regions, periods, 
groups of men and individuals in these groups and to make them stand out, 
as discontinuous figures, against a continuity barely good enough to be 
used as a backdrop'.73 In other words, his argument includes the restrictive 
assertions about history typical of so many anthropologists — 'history's 
entire originality and distinctive nature lie in apprehending the relation 
between before and after'; but there is also this valuable reminder that 
history is not just concerned with 'a simple linear series': events are 
clustered together by historians, and in many different ways. Some will 
concern themselves with a particularly 'dense' collection of events, 
enclosed within a decade or half-century; others will attend to general 
trends, spread out over whole millenia. Events themselves will be related 
one with another, according to the variety of interests among historians, 
in different patterns. This happens not merely because more is known 
about certain periods of history than about others, or because some periods 
are more fashionable. When they review the past in these different ways 
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(espousing different 'densities' of events, and different relationships 
between events), historians are using classificatory systems (and this is 
Levi-Strauss's major point) — indulging, in other words, in something 
akin to the mythologizing and totemic activities of the supposedly primitive 
mind.74 

It will have become clear at this stage that the remarks made so far about 
history and myth have been wrenched, in a possibly confusing manner, 
from Levi-Strauss's broader study on the working of the 'savage mind'. 
They have to be seen, in particular, against the background of a distinction 
already hinted at, between societies which 'explain themselves by history' 
and those in which myth and totem play a prominent role. These latter 
societies concentrate on the task of 'classifying things and beings (natural 
and social) by means of finite groups'; groups which, in a totemic society, 
are either 'original', containing 'zoological and botanical species in their 
supernatural aspect', or 'derivative', containing 'human groups in their 
cultural aspect'. Within the mythology of a totemic system, the function 
of history is to refer to the original series (portraying natural objects and 
events), in order to interpret or rectify changes in the derivative series 
(the organization and activity of society), both of which series 'exist in 
time but under an atemporal regime, since, both being real, they sail 
through time together'. If, on the other hand, a society (such as our own) 
explains itself by history (in Levi-Strauss's sense), the derivative series 
merges with the natural series, to form a continuum 'in which each term 
is derivative in relation to the one preceding it and original in relation to 
the one coming after it'. In other words, history in these societies is 
compelled to the chronological. It makes the human order a 'prolonga-
tion', rather than a 'projection', of the natural order.75 

This contrast between two attitudes to history is the core of the matter. 
In one case, history is concerned with the relationship between two orders 
of perception, the natural and the social (the original and the derivative) — 
both perceptions already modified by the habits and demands of culture. 
In the other case, history is concerned with sequence, with the way in which 
society egresses from nature. It is society itself that imposes this distinction, 
and the choice between one attitude to history and another. Hence the 
importance of an earlier distinction made by Levi-Strauss, between 'cold' 
and 'hot' societies, those like clocks and those like steam-engines; between 
people who appear static (and therefore primitive) and people who appear 
to progress (and become civilized). 'Whereas so-called primitive societies 
are surrounded by the substance of history and try to remain impervious 
to it, modern societies interiorize history, as it were, and turn it into the 
motive power of their development'.76 The difference, in some ways, is 
between living out history and wanting to make it (and hence explain it 
and justify it). The whole aim of the savage mind is to resist history in this 
second sense; to react against 'the avid need for change characteristic of 
our own civilization'.77 

Now if historians today were to adopt this savage, primitive attitude, 
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the general effect would be to reject those hallowed concepts, relevance and 
causality — the idea that the past matters to us today because we can prove 
it part, so to speak, of our pedigree. If we allow ourselves to sympathize 
in any way with the anthropology of Levi-Strauss, then the basic question 
we have to face is, would a loss of interest in relevance and causality 
undermine to any serious extent our integrity as historians. The answer 
will depend in part, of course, on the degree to which our fears have been 
allayed concerning the problems discussed in this article — particularly 
those associated with structural determinism and change. It may be, how-
ever, that society itself is beginning to impose on historians a savage rather 
than a civilized vocation. If we are not careful, the general mood of our 
contemporaries may outstrip our doubts and caution. People are beginning 
once more to see the relationship between society and nature in synchronic 
rather than in diachronic terms: it is a question of relationship, rather than 
of sequence. Fewer today are concerned to escape from a natural past, but 
wish rather to reaccommodate themselves to nature, conceived of as their 
present-day environment. They react also against any insistence on 
continuous growth in society, economic or otherwise. We seem to have 
reached a plateau of social development, where the old desire for progress 
has lost its historical optimism, and has become in consequence hazy, if 
not fearful, about the future. We no longer feel the thrust of the past, in 
terms of inevitable implications, stretching back in a linear chronology. 
Indeed, for many, the past has become oppressive, something almost 
shameful to be exorcised; and the demand is at least for reinterpretation, 
if not for a different use of history. It may be that myth, in the highly 
technical sense of Levi-Strauss, is being called for once again, and that 
historians must turn their hands to bricolage. 
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