
Early European History and 
African Anthropology 

AFTER many years of heart and brain-searching analysis I have come to 
the conclusion that the historian of early medieval Europe must have 
recourse to social anthropology. The reports on which our knowledge of 
the beginnings of European history or the beginnings of the period we 
describe as the middle ages is based, are dismally poor. The inhabitants of 
central Europe from the Atlantic to the Elbe were confusedly and in-
accurately referred to by Roman writers as Celts and Germans1 and until 
the days of Tacitus at the end of the first century A.D. we have no intelligible 
description of their social and political organization, or their religious 
rituals and customs. Tacitus is agonisingly imprecise, if not silent, on 
subjects of major importance. And then we hear next to nothing until the 
end of the fifth century, by which time the inhabitants of central Europe 
appear to have changed in every possible respect. They have different 
names; they are herded together under warrior chiefs; they have become 
Christians; they have class differences and, above all, they keep moving 
around central and southern Europe and some are making their ways into 
Spain and Africa and others into Britain. What is one to make of all this? 
How do we fill the gap between Tacitus's reports and the stories of 
Cassiodorus and Gregory of Tours ? 

The gap itself is bad enough for the historian when he seeks to tell the 
story of the transformation of the simple, illiterate and primitive people 
he encounters in Tacitus and Caesar into the warrior hordes that ravaged 
the territories of the Roman Empire in the fifth and sixth centuries. But 
what is worse is the fact that one cannot take either Tacitus or Gregory 
of Tours and Cassiodorus at their face value. Tacitus was writing to preach 
a sermon to the excessively metropolitan, over-urban decadence of Rome. 
Gregory of Tours was writing to tell how these marvellous Franks had 
come to the rescue of Christianity in Roman Gaul and Cassiodorus wanted 
to sell the Goths he admired to the natives of sixth-century Italy in the hope 
they would mistake them for benign emissaries of the distant Byzantine 
authorities in the second Rome. None of these writers were anthropologists. 

When historians began to understand that on top of the gap itself they 
were labouring also under the imprecisions of Tacitus at one side of the 
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gap and those of Gregory of Tours and Cassiodorus at the other side, 
they fell back upon a very simplistic paradigm which in one way or another 
has informed the writing of the history of the early middle ages ever since. 
They cottoned on to one very well-attested event, the invasion of Gaul and 
Italy by the Cimbri and Teutons in 113-101 B.C. These hordes were finally 
wiped out by Roman legions. But they set an example if not for other 
Teutons then at least for historians. If these peoples invaded the Roman 
regions at the end of the second century B.C. and were repulsed, historians 
assumed that as the centuries went by more and more similar peoples 
invaded the Roman Empire and that the Roman Empire became pro-
gressively less able to resist and wipe them out until, finally, it fell altogether 
during the fifth and sixth centuries A.D.2 There remained only one un-
explained problem. Why did peoples from the north or centre of Europe 
start to move and come south? To answer this question, historians have 
used another paradigm. It is known beyond a shadow of doubt that in 
the fourth century A.D. the Huns arrived from Asia and that these savage, 
nomadic horsemen over-ran everybody in their path and thus caused not 
only Roman armies but also many natives of central Europe to shift their 
places of domicile. Putting the Teuton and the Hun paradigm together 
one can, if one is gifted with imagination, reconstruct what happened 
between Tacitus and Gregory of Tours. Like the Cimbri and Teutons, 
countless other peoples started to invade the Roman Empire because they 
were pushed by Huns and other, hypothetical3 nomads from Asia to do so. 
Those historians who lack the necessary imagination have tried to make 
the most of the absence of information about the gap between Tacitus and 
Gregory of Tours by simply giving us lists of the archaeological finds from 
those centuries. The brooches and swords, helmets and chalices are plentiful 
and one can fill tomes by doing no more than listing them according to size 
and alphabetical order. But this sort of thing, although it requires a great 
deal of erudition, is what Stuart Piggott calls 'text-free'4 archaeology and 
can be no substitute for history.5 

I have come to the conclusion that one ought to have recourse to a less 
mechanical and more fertile paradigm and I found it in the transformation 
of many parts of Africa by British, German and French imperialism. This 
process which has taken place in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
has been well observed and documented and has been studied to the point 
of surfeit by social anthropologists. The process of transformation involved 
is indeed comparable in almost every respect. In many parts of Africa 
there were countless primitive tribes, illiterate, culturally homogeneous 
and each united in the practice of a religious ritual. The intrusion of the 
imperial power brought missionaries, merchants and political adminis-
trators who combined to erode the original primitive state. They brought 
education, Christianity, wealth, mobility and class differences until new 
groups formed themselves to claim independence from the tutelage of the 
imperial power. And finally the imperial powers — some with good grace 
and some with bad — withdrew under the pressure, all of which had been 
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created by their presence. Here, then, we have a workable model. First a 
stage of primitive life; then the intrusion of an imperial power and a 
corresponding erosion of the social and religious bonds of primitive life; 
then a re-assembly under new leaders of new groups powerful enough to 
constitute a genuine threat to the imperial powers without whose presence 
they would never have come into being. 

If one uses this model to write the history of the gap between Tacitus 
and Gregory of Tours, the whole story begins to make sense. The primitive 
state on which Tacitus enlarges so lovingly, was gradually eroded through 
the presence or proximity of Roman soldiers and merchants and finally 
by Christian missionaries.6 The beginnings of the process of erosion 
through the emergence of a warrior class and the appearance of private 
property have been carefully described by E. A. Thompson. Where an 
attempt has been made to interpret the archaeological remains socio-
logically rather than alphabetically, they are consistent with Thompson's 
picture. It appears that the primitive state was very old by the time the 
Romans arrived and reaches back in many respects to the neolithic age.7 

The excavations of the graveyards of Gross Romstedt and Rondsden show 
that there seems to have been no aristocracy in the first century B.C., but 
that an upper class or aristocracy who buried their dead in a special place 
had begun to emerge during the first and second centuries after Christ.8 

Given this process of dissolution it is legitimate to extrapolate and assume 
that it not only continued but increased in speed and encompassed an even 
larger number of people so that the opportunity for the formation of new 
and larger groups grew and that the chances were that eventually the few 
remaining primitive groups were absorbed by or attached themselves to 
the larger ones. These new and larger groups formed themselves under 
military leaders. They are foot-loose and no longer anchored to their 
domiciles and sacred trees and create a pressure which the Roman Empire 
cannot withstand indefinitely. 

If one bears this model in mind, one can explain the most striking 
transformation of primitive central Europe into the Europe of the early 
middle ages. In primitive central Europe land was held communally both 
by Celts and Germans. In early medieval Europe it was not so held. In 
primitive central Europe each ethnic group occupied a definite territory. 
In early medieval Europe there were fewer distinguishable ethnic groups 
and larger groups swarmed over a vast territory and identified themselves 
in terms of nationhood rather than in terms of territory. In primitive 
central Europe there existed forms of ritual kingship; but in early medieval 
central Europe the new nations were being ruled by warriors of fierce 
brutality who kept their nations together by terror mixed with a modicum 
of charisma derived from the recent conversion to Christianity which, 
incidentally, also mollified the pure terror obedience by providing a 
rudimentary religious ideology. The catalyst for the change was the 
Roman presence in central Europe. 
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In the last analysis, one can see that only the sketchiest kind of anthro-
pology is necessary to build this model and there can be no question of a 
systematic application of an anthropological corpus of knowledge — for 
the best of all possible reasons: there is none. The social anthropology 
involved is fragmentary and eclectic. I have learnt a great deal from the 
late Max Gluckman9 and from Robert Redfield10 and have used both 
Frazer and Gertrude Rachel Levy" for my understanding of stone age 
kingship; and the writings of Lucy Mair for my understanding of both 
primitive government and government in conjunction with an imperial 
power.12 The famous volume on African Political Systems has been useful13 

and so has the volume on African families.14 And, naturally, I have drawn 
upon Malinowski's functionalism in order to gain a better understanding 
of the nature and workings of primitive, pre-Roman societies.15 More 
generally, I have often used Gluckman's theory about the peace in the 
feud;16 the idea that there is an inverse proportion between the need for 
charismatic or terroristic political power and the strength of kinship and 
clanship;17 and African experience of acephalous tribes.18 Last but not 
least I always bear in mind L. Dumont's contention that homo hierarchicus 
is as 'natural ' as homo aequalis and that the latter, contrary to European 
commonsense, stands as much in need of explanation as the former.19 

In the course of a timely and welcome article on the problem of structure 
and events in anthropology and history, Dr. Philip Rousseau has expressed 
some fundamental criticism of this approach to early medieval history.20 

Rousseau makes three distinct criticisms. First, he says that my comparison 
is untenable because though the 'British Empire may have destroyed many 
African tribes . . . there is . . . truth in the traditional supposition that it 
was the barbarian tribes that destroyed . . . the Roman Empire' (p. 32). 
I fear I have to point out that my critic is crossing his wires. Both parts of 
his statement are separately perfectly correct; but they should not be joined 
as they stand. The British Empire destroyed many African tribes; but the 
nations that won their freedom and independence from Britain were very 
different both in size and form from those tribes. And the same is true for 
central Europe. The Roman intrusion which started in the middle of the 
first century B.C. destroyed most of the original tribes and the tribes or 
nations which in turn invaded and destroyed the Roman Empire several 
centuries later were newly-formed warrior hordes which had nothing in 
common with the socio-political organization of the tribes that had been 
dissolved by the Roman presence except, one must presume, the genes. 
That is, they were the descendants of the people whose societies were 
eroded by the Roman intrusion in nothing but a purely biological sense. 
For Rousseau's sentence to make sense it ought to be amended as follows: 
'The British Empire may have destroyed many African tribes . . . (and the 
descendants of these tribesmen eventually formed new societies and groups 
which demanded their independence from Britain. The Roman Empire 
destroyed most of the tribes of central Europe and the descendants of 
these tribesmen formed new hordes which then invaded and destroyed the 
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Roman Empire). There is truth in the traditional supposition that it was 
the barbarian tribes that destroyed . . . the Roman Empire'. 

Second, there is his criticism that I commit the 'ultimate anthropological 
sin' by transferring 'data' from one modern area to another, medieval, 
area. I do nothing of the sort. To begin with, the sad truth is that this kind 
of sin cannot be committed for the simple reason that there is nothing much 
in anthropological knowledge that could be thus transferred, even if one 
wanted to be sinful. Usually people have plenty of temptation but little 
wish or courage to sin. I find myself here in the reverse position. I dearly 
would like to sin, but there is nothing much to tempt me. The knowledge 
purveyed by social anthropologists, try as one might, is simply not transfer-
able. Once we learn from anthropologists that the Tallensi marry their 
sister's grand-mother's nephews while the Interlacustine Bantus marry 
their sons' nephews' grand-mothers' sisters, we know all they have to tell 
us and I cannot see how anybody could be guilty of transferring this kind 
of wisdom, hard as we may try, to anything else. The truth of the matter 
is that I do not transfer data, as Rousseau contends; but that I have learnt 
from social anthropologists that the transformation of one kind of society 
into another is not a random process. If, for example, a small group 
consisting of a federation of clans and presided over by a ritual king is 
subject to such pressure that its bonds dissolve, the individuals will tend 
to re-assemble, given an economically limited situation, in one or two 
different ways and that it is therefore possible to predict, within limits, 
what form the re-assembly will take. Basing myself on the denial of random 
permutation, I conclude that one of the prevailing forms of re-assembly 
was the warrior horde, led by a powerful chief who keeps the horde 
together by a combination of loot and terror. There is no transfer of 'data' 
but an assumption that at any one time and in any one economic situation 
the possible transformations of social orders are not random. At most 
one could say that I am transferring processes. People who doubt the 
legitimacy of transferring processes might end up by arguing that one 
cannot safely assume that since modern people digest their food, medieval 
people did and that if one wishes to establish that they did eat food and 
digest it one would have to have separate and independent evidence. 
I grant that one cannot assume what they ate; but I will stick to my guns 
and continue to assume that they ate without looking for specific proof. 

In one particular case the recourse to anthropology has been demon-
strably rewarding. According to a tenth century report, the ancient 
Saxons, who were a tribe that flourished from the sixth to the eighth 
centuries in what is nowadays Westphalia and the German state of Lower 
Saxony, had a very unusual constitution. They were divided into three 
different classes and into a number of provinces and sub-provinces. They 
had no rulers and in spite of these horizontal and vertical divisions, proved 
politically resilient, stubborn and cohesive and retained their paganism 
longer than anybody else in western Europe. Faced by this report, 
historians used to brush it aside. They argued that it was written almost a 
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century after the last vestiges of this strange tribal constitution had dis-
appeared and deserved no credence in view of the fact that the story it 
tells is so implausible and incompatible with everything we know about 
the formation of the early Germanic tribes, the role of the nobility and the 
power of their rulers, not to mention the persistence of paganism. But in 
1909 a Dutch scholar discovered the source from which the tenth century 
report was derived and showed that that source originated in the early 
ninth century when the tribal constitution of the Saxons was still a living 
memory.21 Since then the credibility of both the source and the report have 
been scrutinized in the most exhaustive manner possible22 and it is now 
agreed that the information must be accepted as authentic. But even now, 
in view of the fact that the information in the report does not tally with our 
ordinary experience of the Germans during those centuries, doubts about 
the authenticity of the source are raised from time to time.23 

But now the argument takes a different form. At first there was legitimate 
scepticism because the report was a late one. Now that it has been estab-
lished beyond reasonable doubt that the report drew on a well-nigh con-
temporary source of information, the report is considered untrustworthy 
because the story it tells is intrinsically incredible — that sort of thing, 
the argument goes, cannot have happened. Tribes that are divided both 
horizontally and vertically, and have no central authority to keep them 
together, would fall apart. At least this is the sum of our experience. Here 
we are finally face to face with a strange piece of what is ultimately textual 
criticism. We are invited to reject information in spite of the fact that it is 
by all reasonable standards authentic, because it does not conform to what 
we regard as ordinary experience. 

It is proper, then, to ask 'whose ordinary experience'? The answer is 
that it is the ordinary experience of the average practising historian that 
is here being held up as the touchstone of truth. Now it so happens that if 
one widens one's experience and allows it to include African experience, 
the report about the Saxons becomes perfectly plausible. The late Max 
Gluckman's most important contribution to social anthropology was the 
demonstration that there are many tribes in Africa that are kept together 
not by rulers or central authority or homogeneous kins or clans but by the 
overlapping and cross-cutting of group and personal ties among the same 
people. In this way he showed that societies can be kept together by 
tensions and diversity as much as by unity and homogeneity, provided 
the members of the several segments owe loyalty to different members of 
other segments for different reasons. In this way in any one region there 
may be class differences, but since the members of any one class intermarry 
with members of the corresponding class in a different province, it is 
possible to understand cohesion of the whole tribe not in spite of but 
because of the tensions that are set up both between classes and between 
provinces. As the loyalties do not overlap, one kind of tension cancels out 
the other kind.24 This sketch is a simplification of both Gluckman's theory 
and the way in which it worked out among the ancient Saxons,25 but it 
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shows that African experience can broaden our horizon and force us to 
alter our view of what is credible and what is plausible. This is not a case 
in which 'data ' are transferred; but a case in which we allow our horizon 
to be extended by knowledge of social experience in another continent. 
If this be the ultimate anthropological sin, it is one the commission of 
which had the blessing of Max Gluckman, one of social anthropology's 
modern Popes.26 

Third, there is Rousseau's contention that I am wrong in continuing to 
describe the period of the transformation from a primitive state to the 
feudal monarchies as 'medieval'. It looks at first as if the disagreement 
were a purely semantic one, in which case I might concede his point. But 
on closer examination there is something more vital at stake than a semantic 
habit. The word 'medieval' came into use when the Italian humanists took 
their distance from their immediate predecessors, the schoolmen of the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries and, in deciding to return to the culture 
of the classical world, referred to their immediate predecessors as the 
medieval interlude. I think that the humanistic viewpoint is quite accept-
able; but I agree with Rousseau that, since it has come to be widened and 
extended to politics and economics and religion, it has ceased to have any 
special or important meaning and perhaps had better be abandoned. 
However, I am proposing to retain it because I think that my view of the 
transformation of the primitive tribesmen into the warrior hordes and of 
the warrior hordes into feudal kingdoms delimits a period that ought to 
have a name. I like to think of that period as 'medieval' because, like the 
humanists, albeit for different reasons, I consider it an interlude and a 
disagreeable one to boot. It is an interlude because the primitive tribesmen 
had lived by ritual and traditional custom. So did the feudal monarchies. 
But in between there was along period of several centuries masked by the 
dissolution of the primitive bonds and the haphazard formation of largish 
warrior hordes under the terror leadership of brutal warlords to whom 
nothing was sacred even if they made use of Christian ritual to put a 
charismatic wig on the brigand's dagger. In fact, the study of that wig 
in its liturgical and literary aspects becomes all the more interesting the 
more one realizes that it was a wig. Older historians like Christopher 
Dawson27 have only too often allowed themselves to be fooled. 

If Dawson had sentimental Christian reasons for allowing himself to be 
fooled by the wig, Pirenne regarded the wig with more interest than it 
perhaps deserved because he was interested in showing that the period of 
barbarism to which the term 'medieval' ought rightly to be applied began 
somewhat later, during the late seventh century. I would like to think that 
my own proposal to retain the word 'medieval' in this sense is compatible 
and complementary to the Pirenne thesis, for Pirenne wanted to explain 
the barbarism of the middle ages as an economic phenomenon brought 
about by the closing of the Mediterranean through the advance of Islam, 
whereas I am seeking to understand the barbarism of the middle ages as a 
sociological phenomenon brought about by the erosion of European 
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primitivism by the intrusion of the Romans. Whether one looks at it in 
economic perspective as Pirenne does; or in sociological perspective, as I 
am trying to do, the retention of the term 'medieval' is necessary and I 
cannot agree with Fernand Braudel (anymore than I can with Rousseau) 
when Braudel writes that the term 'barbarian' is merely a figure of speech 
and that 'the classic case of the Teutons confronting the Roman Empire 
in the fifth century proves' that whenever the barbarian won he was 
'deeply imbued with the adjacent civilisation'.28 I think that Braudel's 
view, like Dawson's, is quite untenable, unless one is prepared to interpret 
his ' imbued with' to mean 'eroded by'. But such an interpretation distorts 
the meaning of words beyond reason and would make nonsense of 
Braudel's belief that the term 'barbarism' is nothing more than a figure 
of speech. 

My retention of the word 'medieval' is justified because I see the period 
in question as an interlude between one phase of tradition and ritual 
(primitive tribalism) and another phase of traditional law, custom and 
ritual (feudal monarchies).29 The interlude was an interlude of all the 
savagery that is concomitant upon dissolution of traditional societies and 
the formation of hordes under the pressure of violence and terror. Contrary 
to Rousseau I contend that the fresh definition of 'medieval' is both 
necessary and easy to justify. On one occasion30 I even referred to it as a 
sociological category because it is something we can observe all over the 
world at all times. The street corner societies of Boston31 and the disturb-
ances in Auckland which, according to both our political parties, call for 
a special Police Task Force, are typical instances. They are due to people 
who have become detached from their traditional societies and have not 
yet been able to settle down in a new social order dominated by a rule of 
law and custom. Medievalism in this sense is a ubiquitous and well-known 
phenomenon. Furthermore, 1 would invoke Vico in the defence of the 
concept if not the word. Vico distinguished between periods of barbarism 
of sense and periods of barbarism of reflection. History, he said, invariably 
began with barbarism of sense and the people of this initial period displayed 
a 'gentle savagery'. But then followed a period of 'base savagery' in which 
people plot 'against the life and fortune of friends and in t imates . . . because 
they 'have reached this point of premeditated malice'.32 An invocation of 
Vico does not constitute proof; but it does bestow some sort of intellectual 
charisma. 

Lest historians, more accustomed to documents than to thought, 
dismiss this revision of the history of the early middle ages as fanciful 
theory, I would like to conclude by indicating that, far from being specu-
lation, it is solidly based upon a sensitive re-reading of Julius Caesar. 
Caesar was the man who led the Romans into Gaul in 59 B.C. and who 
thus laid the foundation of the middle ages. He wrote his famous account 
of his expedition in order to strike a pose in Rome. Nevertheless, a careful 
reader of De Bello Gallico, cannot help noticing that Caesar had a certain 
inkling of what was happening. 
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To begin with, Caesar makes a very explicit distinction between the 
inhabitants of Gaul and Germans. Although it has long since been 
established that his distinction has no ethnic significance,33 sociologically 
he distinguished very accurately between two types of people. The inhabi-
tants of Gaul, that is, the peoples who live in a certain proximity to the 
Roman frontier, have class distinctions. There are two classes of account 
and dignity, druids and knights. The common folk, on the other hand, 
are treated almost as slaves. Most of them are oppressed by debt or the 
weight of tribute or by the wrongdoing of the more powerful men. They 
show a tendency to commit themselves into slavery to the nobles (VI, 13). 
The inhabitants of the lands on the other side of the Rhine, that is the 
peoples who are still beyond the reach of Rome, are totally different. 
They have no druids and no nobles. They hunt and have little zeal for 
agriculture. Such land as they cultivate, they hold in common. They are 
distinguished by chastity and equality and among them the common 
people are kept in contentment (I, 21-22). While the inhabitants of Gaul 
have progressed beyond the completely primitive stage by having a class 
of professional men (druids) as well as nobles or powerful people who 
exploit the rest of the population, the people who live further away f rom 
the Roman frontier are still genuinely primitive; and one might amend 
Caesar's description of these people with the help of Robert Redfield's 
famous characterization of mankind in its 'primary condition'. Primitive 
people, Redfield says, live in small and isolated communities. They have 
a strong sense of group solidarity. They share all essential knowledge, and 
the basic classifications are provided by the forms and groupings of kin-
ship, not by usefulness. Their economy is determined by status and not 
the other way round, and the whole community is held together 'essentially 
by common understandings as to the ultimate nature and purpose of life'.34 

Redfield's description is famous enough, but it is salutary to remind 
ourselves that at least in part it may well have been derived f rom Caesar's 
description of the differences between the genuinely primitive 'Germans ' 
and the much less primitive inhabitants of Gaul who had ceased to share 
knowledge and to practise equality. 

Caesar tells us that some of the Celtic tribes he encountered in Gaul had 
no kings. They used to have kings; but owing to socio-economic ferment, 
an aristocracy had arisen and as a result these tribes were governed by 
chief magistrates called vergobreti.3S The most important of these tribes, 
the Averni, Aedui and Helvetii, all lived in the zone most exposed to the 
influences from the Provincia Narbonensis, that is, the coastal strip on the 
Mediterranean which had been a Roman province for a long time and was 
used as the passage from Italy to Spain and Africa. Obviously, on the 
Roman Frontier to Gaul, important social ferment had led to the destruc-
tion of ancient kingship.36 These people gave trouble to the Romans, and 
Caesar, whatever his personal motives for wishing to pose as a military 
conqueror, rationalized his plan to invade Gaul by saying that these 
people were too turbulent to be safe neighbours. He did not know or did 



46 PETER MUNZ 

not wish to know that this turbulence he was setting out to quell had been 
caused by the Roman presence in Gaul. Predictably, as he pursued his 
invasion, he caused more turbulence. He had to face Ariovistus and 
eventually Vercingetorix. These were military leaders, not vergobreti, and 
certainly not traditional kings. In other words, as his intrusion into primitive 
Gaul proceeded, he caused more and more social upheaval and increased 
the very turbulence he had set out to stop. 

Our interpretation of Ariovistus is crucial. According to a conventional 
reading of Caesar, Ariovistus was the king of the Suevi, a Germanic tribe 
which had invaded Gaul and which Caesar, posing as the protector of Gaul, 
had to repulse. We can resist him, Caesar wrote (I, 40), as we have resisted 
the Cimbri and Teutons. But when we probe deeper, the picture of Ario-
vistus changes. To begin with, it has now been clearly established that the 
term 'Suevi' does not refer to an established tribe but was a generic word 
used to refer to all sorts of people who came from the other side of the Rhine. 
It had no ethnic meaning. Next we know that Ariovistus was referred to by 
Livy as the leader of the Germans; by Pliny as the king of the Suevi; and by 
Caesar as the king of the Germans.37 In other words, far from having a 
recognized status or title, he was variously referred to by different writers 
and it is obvious from this that all these writers knew was that he was a 
powerful man. Caesar, moreover, made it amply clear that his power was 
not based on tradition. He was, on the contrary, a tyrant, full of cruelty, 
arrogance and superciliousness (I, 31). If we put this information together 
with the fact that the Suevi were not a tribe but a motley crowd of people, 
we can gain a clear picture of Ariovistus as a war leader who had assembled 
a lot of foot-loose people in order to share in the turmoil which had been 
created in Gaul by Romans. Indeed, Caesar says so himself. Quoting 
Ariovistus, Caesar reports that Ariovistus suggested to Caesar that they 
carve up Gaul between them (I, 43). Caesar did not really believe that 
Ariovistus and his Suevi were merely one more unruly tribe whom he should 
repulse as the Cimbri and Teutons had been repulsed, for he states that he 
replied to Ariovistus' suggestion that they carve up Gaul between them that 
the Romans had a prior claim because they had interfered with and subdued 
the Arverni as far back as 121 B.C., that is long before the Arverni ever asked 
Ariovistus for help (I, 45). This means that he considered Ariovistus and 
his 'Suevi' as the result of the Roman intrusion into Gaul. It follows then 
if we take all these testimonies seriously, that Ariovistus had come to 
benefit from the troubled situation which had been created in Gaul and that, 
far from being the traditional leader of an ethnic group, he had assembled a 
motley crowd of adventurers of the most various ethnic origins by the 
prospect of gain, and that the nature of his ascendancy over that crowd did 
not depend on traditional loyalties and legitimacy but on a combination 
of arrogance, pride and tyranny with the promise of loot. He was a man 
who was hoping to benefit from the turmoil in Gaul and who was the 
creature of the opportunity afforded by this turmoil. If the Romans had not 
interfered in Gaul, there would never have been an Ariovistus. This con-
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elusion is very different from the conventional view that Ariovistus was a 
traditional Germanic tribal leader who had come to Gaul because the 
Arverni had summoned him. It is true that in at least two places this con-
ventional view owes its origins to Caesar himself (I, 31; VI, 12); but we 
have seen that the rest of Caesar's own testimony obliges us to believe that 
Ariovistus was very much a 'new man', that is a creature of new and unusual 
circumstances, and that his Suevi had first come into existence in response 
to these circumstances. 

Next, let us a take a look at Caesar's other great opponent, Vercingetorix. 
Caesar's account of Vercingetorix' background is most illuminating. In 
Book VII, 4, he writes: 'There in like fashion Vercingetorix, son of Celtillus, 
an Avernian youth of supreme influence [whose father had held the chief-
tainship of all Gaul and consequently, because he aimed at the kingship, 
had been put to death by his state], summoned his own dependents and 
easily fired their spirit.' We know of the confrontation, of the final battle, 
and of Caesar's victory. We also know from the excavation of the final battle 
site that Vercingetorix was not a leader of a single tribe but that he had 
assembled warriors from at least twenty different tribes.38 In other words, 
the dissolution of ancient and traditional social groups was progressing fast 
and individuals were flocking around any vigorous military leader who 
presented himself. And we have it on Caesar's own authority that Vercinge-
torix' father had already been a man who had been put to death because he 
had aimed beyond tradition to establish himself as a war leader. The father 
had failed. But given time and a little more of dissolution and erosion 
caused by the Roman presence in Gaul, his son succeeded. 

Vercingetorix and his father Celtillus were by no means the only novi 
homines, 'new men', revolutionaries. At the very time when Vercingetorix' 
father had been reaching beyond his station, Diviciacus had been trying to 
do the same (II, 4). Sober historians have cemmented that one cannot take 
Caesar's report that both Celtillus and Diviciacus were the 'most powerful 
men' in Gaul seriously because it is logically impossible that two men can 
have power over 'the whole of Gaul ' at the same time.39 As Kafka observed, 
logic is inexorable but it cannot resist life. Indeed, if one takes Caesar 
seriously, one is forced to conclude that Celtillus and Diviciacus were fishing 
in troubled waters for a very high and unprecedented price which had been 
created by the Roman presence. Nor were they the only ones. There was 
also Dumnorix of whom Caesar says that he had 'more power in [his] . . . 
private capacity than the actual magistrates' (I, 18). Caesar knew that 
Dumnorix was 'bent on revolution, bent on sovereignty' and that he had 
announced that 'Caesar meant to offer him the kingship of the State'. I think 
there is some legitimate doubt about Caesar's precise intentions; but there 
can be no legitimate doubt that Dumnorix was yet another adventurer who 
was seeking either with or without Caesar's help to assemble a large number 
of armed men and to establish himself at their head in a position of power 
that transcended all traditional limits and restraints. And so the story 
continues. We can watch the extension of the Roman Frontier. In 59 B.C., 
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trouble on the frontier of theProvincia Narbonensis. By 57 B.C., more serious 
trouble in the very centre of Gaul. By the year 1 A.D., similar trouble on the 
Rhine when Maroboduus assembled a group called Marcomanni; and ten 
years later more aggravated trouble in what is now central Westphalia, 
when Arminius defeated the Roman general Varus. And so it went on until 
the whole of central Europe was in a state of social turmoil and military 
leaders of the Vercingetorix type arose by the dozen. As the Roman armies 
advanced they were becoming the cause of the dissolution and the re-
assembly which ultimately proved their downfall. The pattern of events has 
since those days repeated itself in many parts of the world and I cannot see 
anything particularly fanciful in using our knowledge of this pattern in 
order to fill in the gap which extends from the reports of Caesar to the story 
of Gregory of Tours. 

It is true that historians have been unwilling to make the necessary 
comparisons because they have always endeavoured to see the early history 
of Europe as something special. The Romans were colonizers — but not 
decolonizers. Decolonization, we assume, is something that happens to 
coloured races and cannot be something which white Europeans inflicted or 
bestowed (depending on one's persective) on other white Europeans. I 
suspect that there is a trace of racism in our belief that Europe alone is 
exempt from the historical laws that govern the process of colonization and 
decolonization. Humanists have instead preferred to see the fall of Rome 
as a calamity; and nationalists, as a well deserved retribution. Both are 
agreed that it was suigeneris. The historians who have been able to persuade 
themselves that it was not a calamity were the nationalists of the nineteenth 
century. They were enabled by their national enthusiasm to understand the 
ferocity of the resistance and their works have inspired the monuments that 
were erected to Vercingetorix and Arminius at Alesia and above Dettmold. 
But they did so at a price. In their national enthusiasm they overlooked the 
dissolution of traditional society and equated Vercingetorix and Arminius, 
Clovis and Theodoric with the traditional kings and vergobreti,40 so that 
the new warrior chiefs were seen as the defenders of native culture against 
the Roman invader. The absurdity of such a view was not immediately 
obvious in the nineteenth century but becomes strikingly clear if one tries 
a modern comparison. Would it make sense to claim that Dr. Nkrumah is 
continuing the tradition of a primitive Ghanaian chief?41 

We have to make a special effort to understand that Europe was not 
exceptional and that what is happening now in Africa is only a repetition 
of what happened in Europe fifteen hundred years ago. Just as the history of 
modern Africa began, in an important sense, as a decolonization so the 
history of Europe began during the first centuries of the Christian era as a 
decolonization. I know there is great emotional resistance to the admission 
that we are all alike. The white man thinks he is different and, when all else 
fails, seeks to uphold the profession of this difference by contending that 
while it is perfectly proper for the social anthropologist to study the inhabi-
tants of Africa, the study of the inhabitants of Europe must be reserved for 
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the historian with a humanist orientation.42 I cannot go along with this 
profession of differences and see more than one similarity between 'King' 
Clovis of the Franks and Shaka Zulu,43 between Vercingetorix and President 
Amin of Uganda, between Theodoric the Great and Dr. Nkrumah. 

PETER MUNZ 
Victoria University of Wellington 
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