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MAKING AN EARLY MEDIEVAL ETHNIE: THE CASE OF THE EARLY
SLAVS (SIXTH TO SEVENTH CENTURY A.D.)
Florin Curta, Ph.D.

Western Michigan University, 1998

This study approaches the problem of the early Slavs
from the perspective of current anthropological theories
on ethnicity. The relationship between material culture
and ethnicity is also examined, with particular emphasis
on the notion of style. The historiography of the subject
is vast and its survey shows why and how a particular
approach to the history of the early Slavs was favored by
linguistically minded historians and archaeologists. The
historiography of the early Slavs is also the story of
how academic discourse was used for the construction of
national identity.

The study of the written sources indicates that the
history of the Sclavenes and the Antes only begins with
the early 500s. The archaeological evidence shows that
the implementation of the sixth-century Danube limes
under Emperor Justinian played a much more important role
in the changes eventually leading to the withdrawal of
the Roman armies in the early 600s than did Slavic raids.
The same is true for sixth- and seventh-century hoards of

Roman coins in Eastern Europe, which were often used to
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map the migration of the Slavs. A high rate of non-re-
trieval can be better explained in terms of inflation.

On the other hand, the archaeological evidence from
sites north of the Danube river suggests that specific
artifacts, such as bow fibulae, may have been used for
the construction of group identity. Assemblages found in
the region where sixth- and seventh-century sources
locate the Sclavenes and the Antes also indicate the rise
of elites, which may have been responsible both for
building ethnic boundaries and for the increase of Slavic
raids in the last gquarter of the sixth century. Many
chiefs were mentioned in written sources, some of whom
were called 'kings'. Because of these military and polit-
ical developments Byzantine authors acknowledged the
existence of groups to which they applied the names
'Sclavenes' and 'Antes'. Since no group called itself by
either name, it is possible that a 'Slavic' ethnicity was
invented by Byzantine authors, in order to make sense of
the process of group identification which was taking

place north of the Danube frontier.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

"Mein Freund, das ist Asien! Es sollte mich wundern,
es sollte mich héchlichst wundern, wenn da nicht
Wendisch-Slawisch-Sarmatisches im Spiele gewesen
widre..." (Thomas Mann, Der Zauberberq).

To many, Eastern Europe is nearly synonymous with
Slavic Europe. The equation is certainly not new. To
Hegel, the "East of Europe" was the house of the "great
Sclavonic nation," a body of peoples which "has not
appeared as an independent element in the series of
phases that Reason has assumed in the World".1 If neces-
sary, Europe may be divided into western and eastern
zones along a number of lines, according to numerous
criteria. Historians, however, often work with more than
one set of criteria. The debate about the nature of
Eastern Europe sprang up in western historiography in the
days of the Cold War, but despite Oskar Halecki's efforts
to explicitly address the question of a specific chronol-
ogy and history of Eastern Europe (Halecki 1950; cf.
Sedlar 1993), many preferred to write the history of
Slavic Europe, rather than that of Eastern Europe

(Dvornik 1956; cf. Dvornik 1949).2 Today, scholarly in-

terest for Eastern Europe focuses especially on the
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the period of nation-
alism. The medieval history of the area is given compara-
tively less attention, which often amounts to slightly
more than total neglect. For most students in medieval
studies, Eastern Europe is marginal and East European
topics simply exotica. One reason for this historiograph-
ical reticence may be the uneasiness to treat the medi-
eval history of the Slavs as (Western) European history.
Like Settembrini, the Italian humanist of Thomas Mann's

Magic Mountain, many still point to the ambiguity of

those Slavs, whom the eighteenth-century philosophes
already viewed as 'Oriental' barbarians (Wolff 1994:290).
When Slavs come up in works on the medieval history of
Europe, they are usually the marginalized, the victims,
or the stubborn pagans. In a most recent and brilliant
book on the 'making of Europe' (Bartlett 1993), the
Slavs, like the Irish, appear only as the object of the
conquest and colonization, which shaped medieval Europe.3
Like many others in more recent times, the episodic role
of the Slavs in the history of Europe is restricted to
that of victims of the 'occidentation,' the shift towards
the ways and norms of Romano-Germanic civilization
(Bartlett 1993:295). The conceptual division of Europe
leaves the Slavs out of the main 'core' of European
history, though not too far from its advancing frontiers

of 'progress' and 'civilization'.
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Who were those enigmatic Slavs? What made them so
difficult to represent by the traditional means of
Western historiography? If Europe itself was 'made' by
its conquerors and settlers, who made the Slavs? What
were the historical conditions in which this ethnic name
was first used and for what purpose? How was a Slavic
ethnicity formed and under what circumstances did the
Slavs come into being? Above all, this dissertation aims
to answer some of these questions. What binds together
its many individual arguments is an attempt to explore
the nature and construction of the Slavic ethnic identity
in the light of the current anthropological research on
ethnicity. Two kinds of sources are considered for this
approach: written and archaeological. This dissertation
is in fact a combined product of archaeological experi-
ence, mostly gained during field work in Romania,
Moldova, Hungary, and Germany, and work with written
sources, particularly with those in Greek. I have con-
ducted exhaustive research on most of the topics surveyed
in those chapters, which deal with the archaeological
evidence. Field work at Sighisoara (1985-1991) and
Targsor (1986-1988) greatly contributed to the stance
taken in this dissertation. I have already published a
study on the Romanian archaeological literature on the
subject (Curta 1994b) and two studies of 'Slavic' bow

fibulae (Curta 1994c; Curta and Dupoi 1994-1995). A third
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line of research, that represented in Chapter VII, grew
out of a project developed for the American Numismatic
Society Summer Seminar in New York (1995). With this
variety of sources, I was able to observe the history of
the area during the sixth and seventh centuries from a
diversity of viewpoints. Defining this area proved,
however, more difficult. Instead of the traditional
approach, that of opposing the barbarian Slavs to the
civilization of the early Byzantine empire, I preferred
to look at the Danube limes as a complex interface.
Understanding transformation on the Danube frontier
required understanding of almost everything happening
both north and south of that frontier. Geographically,
the scope of inquiry is limited to the area comprised
between the Carpathian basin, to the west, and the Middle
Dnieper region, to the east. To the south, the entire
Balkan peninsula is taken into consideration in the
discussion of the sixth-century Danube limes and of the
Slavic migration. The northern limit was the most diffi-
cult to establish, because of both the lack of written
sources and a very complicated network of dissemination
of 'Slavic' brooch patterns, which required familiarity
with the archaeological material of sixth- and
seventh-century cemeteries in Mazuria. The lens of my
research was, however, set both south and east of the

Carpathian mountains, in the Lower Danube region, an area
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now divided between Romania, Moldova, and Ukraine.

My intention with this dissertation is to fashion a
plausible synthesis out of quite heterogeneous materials.
The conclusion I have reached is in sharp contradiction
with most other works on this topic and may appear there-
fore as argumentative, if not outright revisionist.
Instead of a great flood of Slavs coming of the Pripet
marshes, I envisage a form of group identity, which could
arguably be called ethnicity and emerged in response to
Justinian's implementation of a building project on the
Danube frontier and in the Balkans. The Slavs, in other
words, did not come from the north, but became Slavs only
in contact with the Roman frontier. Contemporary sources
mentioning Sclavenes and Antes, probably in an attempt to
make sense of the process of group identification taking
place north of the Danube limes, stressed the role of
'kings' and chiefs, which may have played an important
role in this process.

Chapter II is intended to familiarize the reader
with both the anthropological model of ethnicity used in
this dissertation and technical terms used throughout the
dissertation, such as ethnie or emblemic styles. The
relation between material culture and ethnicity is also
examined in this chapter, with particular emphasis on the
notion of style. Chapter III presents the Forschungs-

stand. The historiography of the subject is vast and its
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survey shows why and how a particular approach to the
history of the early Slavs was favored by linguistically
minded historians and archaeologists. This chapter also
explores the impact on the historical research of the
"politics of culture," in particular of those used for
the construction of nations as "imagined communities."
The historiography of the early Slavs is also the story
of how the academic discourse used the past to shape the
national present. Chapter IV and Chapter V deal with
written sources. Chapter IV examines issues of chronology
and origin of the data transmitted by these sources,
while Chapter V focuses on the chronology of Slavic
raids. Chapter VI considers the archaeological evidence
pertaining to the sixth-century Danube limes as well as
to its Balkan hinterland. Special attention is paid to
the implementation of Justinian's building program and to
its role in the subsequent history of the Balkans, par-
ticularly the withdrawal of the Roman armies in the
seventh century. Chapter VII deals with the evidence of
sixth- and seventh-century hoards of Byzantine coins in
Eastern Europe, which were often used to map the migra-
tion of the Slavs. A new interpretation is advanced,
which is based on the examination of the age-structure of
hoards. Chapter VIII presents the archaeological evidence
pertaining to the presence of Gepids, Lombards, Avars,

and Cutrigurs in the region north of the Danube river.
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Special emphasis is laid on the role of specific arti-
facts, such as bow fibulae, in the construction of group
identity and the signification of social differentiation.
The archaeological evidence examined in Chapter IX re-
fers, by contrast, to assemblages found in the region
where sixth- and seventh-century sources locate the
Sclavenes and the Antes. Issues of dating and use of
material culture for marking ethnic boundaries are
stressed in this chapter. The forms of political power
present in the contemporary Slavic society and described
by contemporary sources are discussed in Chapter X.
Various strands of evidence emphasized in individual
chapters are then brought into a final conclusion in the
last chapter.

As apparent from this brief presentation of the
contents, there is more than one meaning associated with
the word 'Slav'. Most often, it denotes two, arguably
separate groups mentioned in sixth-century sources, the
Sclavenes and the Antes. At the origin of the English
ethnic name 'Slav' is an abbreviated form of 'Sclavene'’,
Latin Sclavus. When Slavs appear instead of Sclavenes and
Antes, it is usually, but not always, in reference to the
traditional historiographical interpretation, which
tended to lump these two groups under one single denomi-
nation, on the often implicit assumption that the Slavs

were the initial root from which sprung all Slavic-
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speaking nations of later times. Single quotation marks
are employed to set off a specific, technical, or, some-
times, specious use of ethnic names (e.g., Slavs,
Sclavenes, or Antes) or of their derivatives, either by
medieval authors or by modern scholars. Where necessary,
the particular use of these names is followed by the
original Greek or Latin. With the exception of cases in
which the common English spelling was preferred, the
transliteration of personal and place names follows a
modified version of the Library of Congress system. The
geographical terminology, particularly in the case of
archaeological sites, closely follows the language in use
today in a given area. Again, commonly accepted English
equivalents are excepted from this rule. For example,
"Chernivtsi” and "Chisin¥u" are always favored over
"Cernduti”" or "Kishinew," but "Kiev" and "Bucharest" are
preferred to "Kyiv" and "Bucuresti." In order to avoid
excessive end-noting, full reference for various classes
of artifacts referred to in the text is given in appendi-
ces. Since most dates are from the medieval period,
"A.D." is not used unless necessary in context. In cases
where assigned dates are imprecise, as with the numismat-
ic evidence examined in Chapter VII, they are given in
the form 545/6 to indicate either one year or the other.
The statistical analyses presented in Chapters VII,

VIII, and IX were produced using three different soft-

Reproduced with permission of the E:opyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



wares. For the simple 'descriptive' statistics used in
Chapter VII, I employed graphed tables written in Borland
Paradox, version 7 for Windows 3.1. More complex anal-
yses, such as cluster, correspondence analysis, or seria-
tion were tested on a multivariate analysis package
called MV-NUTSHELL, which was developed by Richard
Wright, Emeritus Professor at the University of Sydney
(Australia). The actual scattergrams and histograms in
this dissertation were however produced using the Bonn
Archaeological Statistics package (BASP), version 5.2 for
Windows, written in Borland Object Pascal 7 for Windows
by Irwin Scollar from the Unkelbach Valley Software Works
in Remagen (Germany). Although the final results were
eventually not included in the dissertation for various
technical reasons, the study of pottery shape described
in Chapter IX enormously benefitted from estimations of
vessel volume from profile illustrations using the
Senior-Birnie Pot Volume Program developed by Louise M.
Senior and Dunbar P. Birnie from the University of
Arizona, Tucson (for description, see Senior and Birnie

1995).
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CHAPTER II
ETHNICITY AND ETHNIE: CONCEPTS AND APPROACHES
What is Ethnicity?

No other term in the whole field of social studies
is more ambiguous, yet more potent, than ethnicity. The
term 'ethnic' has long been used in English in its New
Testament sense, as a synonym for 'gentile', denoting
'pagan' or 'non-Christian' and it retained this sense
until well into the nineteenth century. The current usage
of 'ethnicity' dates back to 1953, as it was first used
to refer to 'ethnic character or peculiarity' (Fortier
1994). Today, we speak of ethnicity as a mode of action
and of representation, but some twenty years ago, no
definition seemed acceptable, for ethnicity was "neither
culture, nor society, but a specific mixture, in a more
or less stable equilibrium, of both culture and society"
(Nicolas 1973: 107).4 As a consequence, few even bothered
to define it (Isajiw 1974:111).

In an attempt to define ethnic groups in terms of
subjective beliefs in common descent, Max Weber argued in
the early twentieth century that ethnic membership is a

presumed, rather than a 'real' identity (cf. Isajiw

10
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1974:116-117). Almost a half century later, Soviet an-
thropologists still maintained that common culture is "a
vital condition for the performance of ethnic functions
by culture, for if the culture of an individual is not
characteristic of the entire ethnos, it cannot be re-
garded as a distinctive feature" (Bromley 1974:64). Mean-
while, a Norwegian anthropologist, Fredrik Barth, made an
attempt to define ethnicity as a way to organize interac-
tion between groups (Olsen and Kobylifiski 1991:11). But
unlike Weber, Barth viewed ethnicity as a superordinate
identity, one which transcends gender or status (Banks
1996:13).

Today, ethnicity is used to refer to a decision
people make to depict themselves or others symbolically
as bearers of a certain cultural identity. It has become
the politicization of culture (Cohen 1993:197; cf.
Verdery 1994:42). Ethnicity is not innate, but individu-
als are born with it; it is not biologically reproduced,
but individuals are linked to it through cultural con-
structions of biology; it is not simply cultural differ-
ences, but ethnicity cannot be sustained without refer-
ence to an inventory of 'cultural traits' (Williams
1992). It is the "collective enaction of socially differ-
entiating signs" (Eriksen 1991:141). Some, more prone to
a historically structured analysis, even view ethnicities

as entirely recent phenomena, resulting from dramatic
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historical experiences, notably escape from or resistance
to slavery. They argque that ethnicities grow out of "bits
and pieces, human and cultural, that nestle in the inter-
stices" between established societies (Chappell 1993:
272). Diasporas of exiles in borderlands coalesce around
charismatic entrepreneurs, who gather adherents by using
familiar amalgamative metaphors (kinship, clientelism,
etc.), and also spiritual symbolism, such as ancestral
aboriginality or other legitimizing events. Ethnicity may
therefore be seen as an essential orientation to the
past, to collective origin, a "social construction of
primordiality" (Alverson 1979:15; Yelvington 1991:165).°
By contrast, some argue that ethnicity as such is a
modern construct, not a contemporary category, and that
examinations of 'ethnic identity' risk anachronism when
the origins of contemporary concerns and antagonisms are
sought in the past (Geary 1983:16). Others claim that
ethnicity is only the analytical tool academics devise
and utilize in order to make sense of or explain the
actions and feelings of the people studied (Banks 1996:
186). But ethnicity is just as likely to have been embed-
ded in socio-political relations in the past as in the
present. What have changed are the historical conditions
and the idiomatic concepts in which ethnicity is embedded
(Jones 1994:79). It is precisely this historical charac-

ter that is lacking in many definitions of ethnicity.
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To Soviet ethnographers, such as Julian Bromley,
ethnicity is based on a stable core, called ethnos or
ethnikos, which persists through all social formations,
though it may also be affected by the prevailing economic
and political environment of any formation (the 'ethno-
social organism' or ESO)(Bromley and Kozlov 1989:431-432;
cf. Banks 1996:18-19). Language, therefore, is the "pre-
condition for the rise of many kinds of social organisms,
including ethnic communities," for only "the mother
tongue, received and developed in early childhood, is
capable of expressing the finest shades of the inner life
of people, and enables them to understand each other"
(Kozlov 1974: 79). To be sure, all ethnic identity
claimed by people is associated with the use of a partic-
ular language. But language itself is only one of the
elements by which access to an ethnic identity is legiti-
mized in a culturally specific way. It is by means of an
'associated language'’ that language and ethnicity are
related to each other (Eastman and Reese 1981:115).6

But the association between language and ethnicity,
so tightly bound in the Soviet concept of ethnicity, is
no accident. For a long period, the literature concerning
ethnic phenomena was completely dominated by Stalin's
definition of "nation" and by N. Ia. Marr's ideas. Marr
(1864-1934) was a well trained Orientalist who had made

valuable contributicns to Armenian and Georgian philolo-
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gy, and became interested in comparative linguistics and
prehistory (Bruche-Schulz 1993:460; Slezkine 1996:831-
841). As early as 1915, he adopted the view that language
was part of the ideological superstructure depending upon
the socioeconomic basis and therefore developing in
stages like Marx's socio-economic formations.! Marr trea-
ted ethnicity as something of a non-permanent nature, as
ephemeral, and discounted 'homelands' and 'proto-lan-
guages'. Instead, he argued that cultural and linguistic
changes were brought by socio~-economic shifts. Though
denying the permanency of ethnicity, he viewed class as a
structure inherent to human nature, an idea well attuned
to the Bolshevist ideology of the 1920s and to the poli-
cies of the Comintern (Taylor 1993:725; Shnirel'man
1995:122).8 Marr's theories were a reaction to the nine-
teenth-century approach of the culture-historical school
based on Herderian ideas that specific ways of thought
were implanted in people as result of being descended
from an ancestral stock, the Vblksgeist} Despite being
viewed as 'revolutionary', Marrism was however gradually
abandoned, as Stalin introduced his new policies
stressing "Slavicness" and the "Roots of the Russian
nationality" (Taylor 1993:726; Szynkiewicz 1990:3). After
1934, as he adopted policies to foster assimilation of
non-Russians into a supranational, 'Soviet nation', whose

cultural makeup was to be Russian, Stalin called for a
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'national history' that would minimize, obfuscate, and
even omit reference to conflict, differences, oppression,
and rebellion in relations between Russians and non-
Russians (Velychenko 1993:20). Instead, historians were
urged to combat actively the fascist falsifications of
history, to unmask predatory politics toward the Slavs,
and to demonstrate the 'real' nature of Germans and their
culture (Shnirel'man 1995:130). Soon after Marr's death
in 1934, large portions of his theory of language thus
disappeared from scholarly discourse. As early as the
late 1930s, but increasingly after the war, Soviet an-
thropologists abandoned the stadial theory, as Stalin
himself was now inflicting the final blow when denouncing
Marrism as 'vulgar Marxism' (Klejn 1977:13; Dolukhanov
1996:5; Slezkine 1996:852-853).

In the late 1960s, a 'small revolution' (as Ernest
Gellner called it) was taking place in Soviet anthropolo-
gy. The tendency was now to treat ethnic identity as a
self-evident aspect of ethnicity, though, like all other
forms of consciousness, ethnic identity was still viewed
as a derivative of objective factors (Bromley and Kozlov
1989:427; cf. Gellner 1988:135). Soviet anthropologists
now endeavored to find a place for ethnicity among spe-
cifically cultural phenomena, as cpposed to social struc-
ture. To them, ethnic specificity was the objective

justification for a subjective awareness of affiliation
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to a given 'ethnos' (Dragadze 1980:164). Despite consid-
erable divergence as to what exactly constituted the
'objective factors' of ethnicity (language and culture
for P. E. Kushner; territory for N. N. Cheboksarov;
common origin and language for S. A. Tokarev), Soviet
anthropologists viewed ethnicity as neither eternal, nor
genetic, but as socially real and not as mystified ex-
pression of something else. Most Soviet scholars of the
1960s and 1970s more or less embraced, therefore, Otto
Bauer's 'Austro-Marxist' interpretation of ethnicity as a
culturally self-reproducing set of behavioral patterns
linked to collective self-identity, which continues
through different modes of production (Shanin 1989:413).
Issues of continuity and discontinuity among ethnic
entities and of their transformation were thus given
theoretical and empirical attention as ethnic-related
patterns of collective behavior (cf. Klejn 1981:13).
Ethnohistory became a major field of study and ethno-
genesis, the process of formation of ethnic identity,
replaced social formation as the main focus (cf.
Willenberg 1990:22). An enormous amount of intellectual
energy went into the study of ethnogenesis and ethnic
history of the Soviet Union's peoples. This new concept
of ethnicity was closely tied into the official ideology
of ethno-nationalism dominating the Soviet state, a

politics in which ethnic groups legitimated their borders
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and statuses by forming administrative units or repub-
lics. The classification of 'ethnic types' (tribe,
narodnost’, and nation)(cf. Sellnow 1990:202-212), in-
volving such conceptual categorizations as Bromley's
'ethnosocial organism' (ESO) or ethnikos justified the
administrative statehood granted to 'titular natio-
nalities', those which gave titles to republics (Tishkov
1994:444). Paradoxically, the Soviet approach to ethnici-
ty could be best defined as primordialistic, despite its
admixture of Marxist-Leninist theory. By claiming that
ethnicities, once formed through ethnogeneses, remained
essentially unchanged through history, Soviet anthropolo-
gists suggested that ethnic groups were formulated in a
social and political vacuum. According to them, ethnicity
was thus a given, requiring description, not explanation
(Banks 1996:186). To contemporary eyes, the academic
discourse of ethno-nationalism in Eastern Europe in
general and in the former Soviet Union, in particular,
appears as strikingly tied to political rather than
intellectual considerations. This may well be a conse-
quence of the romanticization and mystification of ethnic
identity, which is viewed as rooted in the ineffable
coerciveness of primordial attachments (cf. Jones 1994:
48).

The communis opinio is that the emergence of an

instrumentalist approach to ethnicity is largely due to
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Fredrik Barth's influential book (Barth 1969), which
ironically coincides in time with Bromley's 'small revo-
lution' in the Soviet Union. Ethnicity, however, emerged
as a key problem with Edmund Leach's idea that social
units are produced by subjective processes of categorical
ascription that have no necessary relationship to obser-
vers' perceptions of cultural discontinuities (Bentley
1987:24; Cohen 1994:59). But it is also true that Barth's
approach represents a major shift towards new concerns in
anthropology. Previously, Western anthropologists had
limited their investigation to processes taking place
within groups, rather than between groups. All anthropo-
logical reasoning has been based on the premise that
cultural variation is discontinuous and that there were
aggregates of people who essentially shared a common
culture, and interconnected differences that distinguish
each such discrete culture from all other. Barth shed a
new light on subjective criteria (ethnic boundaries)
around which the feeling of ethnic identity of the member
of a group is framed (Olsen and Kobylifiski 1991:8). Barth
emphasized the transactional nature of ethnicity, for in
the practical accomplishment of identity, two mutually
interdependent social processes were at work, that of
internal and that of external definition (categoriza-
tion)(Jenkins 1994:198-199).11 By focusing on inter-eth-

nic, rather than intra-group social relations, Barth laid
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a stronger emphasis on social and psychological, rather
than cultural-ideological and material factors. His
approach embraced a predominantly social interactionist
perspective, derived from Erving Goffman's work. Objec-
tive cultural difference was now viewed as epiphenominal,
subordinate to, and largely to be explained with refer-
ence to, social interaction. Barth's followers thus built
on concepts of the self and social role behavior typified
by a dyadic transactional (the "we vs. them" perspective)
or social exchange theory (Buchignani 1987:16).

Because it was a variant of the general social
psychological theory of self and social interaction,
Barth's approach led to a high degree of predictability
and extensibility to new contexts and situations, which,
no doubt, was a primary determinant of its popularity. To
be sure, the subjective approach to ethnicity, which is
so often and almost exclusively attributed to Barth, long
precedes him. Both Weber and Leach were aware of its
significance. Another important, but notably ignored,
scholar is the German historian Reinhard Wenskus. Eight
years prior to Barth's book's publication, Wenskus pub-
lished a study of ethnic identity in the early Middle
Ages, which would become the crucial breakthrough for
studies of ethnicities in historiography. Wenskus' ap-
proach was based on the ideas of the Austrian anthropolo-

gist Wilhelm Mihlmann, himself inspired by the Russian
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ethnographer S. M. Shirogorov, the first to have used the
concept of 'subjective ethnicity'(Pohl 1994:11). In a
Weberian stance, Wenskus claimed that early medieval
Stdmme were not based on a biologically common origin,
but on a strong belief in a biologically common origin.
His approach, much like Barth's, focused on the subjec-
tive side of ethnic belonging and he specifically at-
tacked the concept of ethnogenesis (as understood at that
time by Soviet anthropologists) and the model of the
family-tree in ethnohistory. He pointed out that 'kernels
of tradition' were much more important factors in making
early medieval ethnic groups, for tradition also played
an important political role, as suggested by the concep-
tual pair lex and origo gentis, so dear to medieval
chroniclers (Wenskus 1961:14-18, 75-76, 140, 323, 378-
379, etc.).12 Wenskus' approach is congenial with Anthony
Smith's more recent studies (Smith 1984; Smith 1986;
Smith 1995) and was followed by some major contemporary
medievalists (Wolfram 1988; Pohl 1988; cf. Pohl 1985:93-
101). Though never clearly delineating its theoretical
positions in regards to anthropology (though Wenskus
himself has been more open to contemporary debates in the
field), this current trend in medieval history quickly
incorporated concepts readily available in sociological
and anthropological literature. Patrick Geary, for in-

stance, used the concept of 'situational ethnicity'
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coined by Jonathan Okamura (Okamura 1981). He might have
found it extremely useful that the structural dimension
of situational ethnicity pointed to the essentially
variable significance of ethnicity as an organizing
principle of social relations (Geary 1983). More recent-
ly, Walter Pohl cited Smith's concept of mythomoteur as
equivalent to Wenskus' 'kernel of tradition' (Pohl 1991:
41) .1

Both Barth and Wenskus tried to show that ethnic
groups are socially constructed. According to both, it is
not so much the group which endures as the idea of group.
They both argued that ethnic groups cannot exist in
isolation, but only in contrast to other such groups.
Unlike Wenskus, however, Barth does not seem to have paid
too much attention to self-consciousness and the symbolic
expression of ethnic identity (Cohen 1993:198). Enthusi-
asm for a transactional model of social life and for
viewing ethnicity as process was accompanied in both
cases by an interpretation of social relations as rooted
in reciprocation, exchange and relatively equitable
negotiation (Jenkins 1994:201). In most cases, activation
of ethnic identity is used to explain contextual ethnic
phenomena, but this very ethnic identity, since it is not
directly observable, has to be derived from the actor's
'ethnic behavior' (Buchignani 1987:18). Barth's model of

social interaction is so general that there is virtually
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nothing theoretically unique about ethnic phenomena
explained through reference to it, for the model could be
as well applied to other forms of social identity, such
as gender. Despite its strong emphasis on ethnic boundary
processes, Barth's approach does not, in fact, address
issues concerning objective cultural difference (subsis-
tence patterns, language, political structure or kin-
ship). Moreover, claiming that ethnic identity activation
and salience are situationally specific poses great
methodological problems, for distinguishing contextual
salience can never be completely proved on the basis of
material cultural evidence alone, which makes Geary's
'situational ethnicity' more of a 'black box' than an
explanation.

There is no doubt that the instrumentalist approach
received its new impetus from Abner Cohen, rather than
Barth. Cohen, one of the important figures of the

Manchester School, published his Custom and Politics in

Urban Africa in 1969, that same year in which Barth

published his revolutionary essay and, back in the USSR,
Julian Bromley was carrying his 'small revolution'.
Unlike both of them, Cohen's approach was more pragmatic.
His main point was that political ethnicity (such as
defined by Wenskus' students) is goal-directed ethnicity,
formed by internal organization and stimulated by exter-

nal pressures, and held not for its own sake but to
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defend an economic or political interest. To him, such
ethnicity needs to be built upon some pre-existing form
of cultural identity rather than be conjured up out of
thin air. Cohen's approach thus comes very close to
Wenskus' idea of ethnicity as constructed on the basis of
a 'kernel of tradition', or to Smith's concept of mytho-
moteur. Unlike them, however, Cohen concentrates on
changes in corporate identification (not individual
identification) and on the politicization of cultural
differences in the context of social action. He pays
attention to ethnicity as a social liability and opens
the path for modern studies of ethnicity as a function of
power relations (McGuire 1982:171 and 173; Roosens 1989:
158; Eriksen 1991:129). Many students of ethnicity now
concentrate on ethnicity as an artifact, created by
individuals or groups to bring together a group of people
for some common purpose (Banks 1996:39). They are in-
creasingly concerned with the implications of ethnic
boundary construction and the meaning of boundary perme-
ability for when, how, and, especially, why groups selec-
tively fashion 'distinctive trait inventories,' symbolize
group unity and mobilize members to act for economic or
political gain, and 'invent' traditions. Scholars now
struggle with the counterfactual qualities of cultural
logics that have made ethnic the label of self- and

other-ascription in modern nation-states (Williams 1992:609).
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The emphasis of the post-Barthian anthropology of
ethnicity has tended to fall on processes of group iden-
tification rather than social categorization. But if
defined as the ascription of basic group identity on the
basis of cognitive categories of cultural differentia-
tion, ethnicity is very difficult to separate from other
forms of group identity, such as gender or class. More-
over, both primordialist and instrumentalist perspectives
tend to be based on conflicting notions of human agency
manifested in an unproductive opposition between ratio-
nality and irrationality, between economic and symbolic
dimensions of social practice (Jones 1994:42 and 61). It
has been noted that cultural traits by which an ethnic
group defines itself never comprise the totality of the

observable culture but are only a combination of some

characteristics that the actors ascribe to themselves and
consider relevant (Roosens 1989:12). People identifying
themselves as an ethnic group may in fact identify their
group in a primarily prototygic manner. Recognizable

members may thus share some but not all traits, and those

traits may not be equally weighted in people's minds
(Mahmood and Armstrong 1992:8). How is this specific
configuration constructed and what mechanisms are respon-
sible for its reproduction?

G. Carter Bentley's recent attempt to answer to this

question resurrects the idea that ethnic groups are

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



25
bounded social entities internally generated with refer-
ence to commonality rather than difference (Bentley
1987). Bentley dismisses instrumentality by arguing that
people live out an unconscious pattern of life, not
acting in a rational, goal-oriented fashion. His approach
draws heavily from Pierre Bourdieu's theory of habitus.
Habitus is produced by the structures constitutive of a
particular type of environment. It is a system of du-
rable, transposable dispositions, "structured structures
predisposed to function as structuring structures"”
(Pierre Bourdieu, cited by Bentley 1987:28) Those durable
dispositions are inculcated into an individual's sense of
self at an early age and can be transposed from one
context to another. Habitus involves a form of socializa-
tion whereby the dominant modes of behavior and represen-
tation are internalized, resulting in certain disposi-
tions which operate largely at a pre-conscious level.
Ethnicity is constituted at the intersection of habitual
dispositions of the agents concerned and the social
conditions existing in a particular social and historical
context.!! For Bentley, the content of an ethnic identity
is as important as the boundary around it. Though essen-
tially a behavioristic conditioning model (Yelvington
1991:160), Bentley's approach raises an important issue,
that of the reproduction of identity on the level of

interaction. However, the precise nature of the relation-
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ship between ethnicity and culture remains unexplored.
The praxis of ethnicity results in multiple transient
realizations of ethnic difference in particular contexts.
These realizations of ethnicity are both structured and
structuring, involving, in many instances, the repeated
production and consumption of distinctive styles of
material culture (Jones 1996:72). The very process of
ethnic formation is coextensive with and shaped by the
manipulation of material culture. It cannot be identified
with, nor separated from its cultural dimension, but the
relationship between them needs more studying. Bentley
however deserves credit for having shown that the vector
uniting culture and ethnicity runs through daily social
practice. He emphasized the cultural character of the
process of ethnic identity creation, which provides a key
reason for the emotional power associated with it. On
this basis, the creation of ethnic identities should have
repercussions in terms of the self-conscious use of
specific cultural features as diacritical markers, a
process which might well be recorded in material culture
(Shennan 1989:16~17). It may not be an accident that
Bentley's thrust almost coincides in time with an inde-
pendent line of research inspired by Edmund Husserl and
stressing ethnicity as a phenomenon of everyday's life
(Alltagsleben)(Greverus 1978:97-98; Rasdnen 1994:18).

Routine action, rather than dramatic historical experi-
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ences, foodways rather than political action, are now
under scrutiny (Tebbetts 1984:83 and 87; Tvengsberg
1991:17; Keefe 1992). As the idea of ethnicity turns into
a mode of action in the modern world, it becomes more
relevant to study the very process by which the ethnic
boundary is created in a specific social and political

configuration.
What is Ethnie?

‘Ethnicity' derives from the Greek word &6vog¢, which
survives as a fairly common intellectual word in French,
as ethnie, with its correlate adjective ethnique. The
possible noun expressing what it is you have to have in
order to be ethnique is not common in modern French. In
English, the adjective exists as 'ethnic' with a suffix
recently added to give 'ethnicity'. But the concrete noun
from which 'ethnicity' is apparently derived does not
exist. There is no equivalent to the Greek &6vo¢, to the
Latin gens, or to the French ethnie. Until recently, such
a term was not needed, for it was replaced in the intel-
lectual discourse by 'race', a concept which did not
distinguish very clearly, as we do today, between social,
cultural, linguistic, and biological classifications of
people, and tended to make a unity of all these (Chapman,
McDonald, and Tonkin 1989:12; Jones 1997:40-51; cf.

Johnson 1995:12). 'Ethnicity', therefore, is an abstract
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noun, derived by non-vernacular morphological processes
from a substantive that does not exist. It makes sense
only in a context of relativities, of processes of iden-
tification, though it also aspires, in modern studies, to
concrete and positive status, as an attribute and an
analytical ‘concept' (Chapman, McDonald, and Tonkin
1989:16). Ethnicity is conceptualized as something that
inheres in every group that is self-identifying as
'ethnic', but there is no specific word for the end
product of the process of identification. When it comes
to designate the human group created on the basis of
ethnicity, 'ethnic group' is the only phrase at hand.

More recently, in an attempt to find the origins of
modern nations, the British sociologist Anthony Smith
introduced into the scholarly discourse the French term
ethnie, in order to provide an equivalent to 'nation' for
a period of history in which nations, arguably, did not
vyet exist. Smith argues that ethnicity, being a matter of
myths and symbols, memories and values (Smith 1986:16),
is carried by "forms and genres of artifacts and activi-
ties." The end product is what he calls an ethnie. The
ethnie is a human group, a concrete reality generated by
the meaning conferred by the members of that group over
some generations, on certain cultural, spatial, and
temporal properties of their interaction and shared

experiences (Smith 1986:22). Smith identifies six compo-
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nents of any ethnie: a collective name; a common myth of
descent; a shared history; a distinctive shared culture;
an association with a specific territory; and a sense of
solidarity (Smith 1986:32; Smith 1995:29). He argues that
in some cases, the sense of ethnic solidarity is shared
only by the elite of a given ethnie, which he therefore
calls a 'lateral' or aristocratic ethnie. In other cases,
the communal sense may be more widely diffused in the
membership, such an ethnie being 'vertical' or demotic
(Smith 1986:76-77; Smith 1995:28). One can hardly fail to
notice that to Smith, the ethnie is just the
'traditional' form of the modern nation.!’ His list of
traits to be checked against the evidence is also an
indication that, just as with Bromley's 'ethnosocial
organism', there is a tendency to reify ethnic groups and
to treat ethnicity as an 'it', a 'thing' out there to be
objectively measured and studied, albeit by means of
ancestry myths rather than by language.

To my knowledge, Smith's attempt to find a concrete
noun to be associated with the more abstract 'ethnicity'
has not been followed by anybody. Terminology, however,
does matter; it shapes our perceptions, especially of
controversial issues. My reason for using Smith's ethnie
is thus to avoid confusion between the ethnic group and
the phenomenon it supposedly instantiates (ethnicity). I

could have as well employed gens or &8Bvo¢, but the French
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word is more convenient for a variety of reasons. More
important, if viewed as a result of a process of differ-
entiation and identity formation, the use of ethnie

suggests that ethnic groups are not 'born', but made.
Ethnicity, Material Culture and Archaeology

It has become common knowledge that the foundations
of the culture-historical school of archaeology were 1laid
by Gustaf Kossinna. Today, it is fashionable to attack
Kossinna's tenets and, whenever possible, to emphasize
his association with Nazism and the political use of
archaeology. No book on nationalism, politics and the
practice of archaeology could avoid talking about
Kossinna as the archetypal incarnation of all vices
associated with the culture-historical school. Very few
would actually bother to cite Kossinna's own work other
than for his famous statement: "Sharply defined archaeo-
logical culture areas correspond unquestionably with the
areas of particular peoples or tribes."16 Kossinna linked
this guiding principle to the retrospective method, by
which he aimed at using the (ethnic) conditions of the
present (or the historically documented past) to infer
the situation in prehistory. The two together makeup what
he called the 'settlement archaeological method'
(Siedlungsarchdologie). It has only recently been noted

that in doing so, Kossinna was simply using Montelius'
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typological method, which enabled him to establish time
horizons for the chronological ordering of the material
remains of the past (Klejn 1974:16; Veit 1989:39). To
Kossinna, however, the concept of closed-find, which had
been so important to Montelius (Trigger 1989: 157),17 as
well as the stratigraphic principle, were less important
than mere typology. The other element, which Kossinna
introduced, was the extensive use of maps to distinguish
between distribution patterns, which he typically viewed
as highly homogeneous and sharply bounded cultural prov-
inces. Nor was this method new. Before Kossinna, the
Russian archaeologist A. A. Spicyn had used the map to
plot different types of earrings found in early medieval
burial mounds in order to identify tribes mentioned in

the Russian Primary Chronicle (Formozov 1993:71). Like

Spicyn, Kossinna simply equated culture provinces with
ethnic groups and further equated those groups with
historically documented peoples or tribes. Attempts to
identify ethnic groups in material culture date back to
Romanticism, and represent correlates of linguistic
concerns with finding Ursprachen and associating them to
known ethnic groups (Brachmann 1979:102). Before
Kossinna, both Virchow and Tischler used the concept of
culture province (Klejn 1974:13). Though not the first to
attempt identifying archaeological cultures with ethnic

groups, Kossinna was nevertheless the first to focus
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exclusively on this idea, which became his Glaubenssatz
(Eggers 1950:49). He was directly inspired by the
Romantic idea of culture as reflecting the national soul
(Volksgeist) in every one of its elements.

The Berlin school of archaeology established by
Kossinna emerged in an intellectual climate dominated by
the Austrian Kulturkreis school. The roots of biologizing
human culture lie indeed not in Kossinna's original
thought, but in the theory of migration developed by Fr.
Ratzel and F. Graebner. According to Graebner, there are
four means for determining whether migration (Vélker-
wanderung) caused the spread of cultural elements. First,
one should look for somatic similarities possibly ccin-
ciding with cultural parallels. Second, one should check
whether cultural and linguistic relationships coincide.
Third, one should examine whether certain cultural ele-
ments are schwerentlehnbar, i.e., whether there are any
obstacles to their transfer, in accord to Vierkandt's
idea of readiness and need. If positive, the result may
indicate that those cultural elements were carried by
migrating groups. And finally, one should investigate
whether two cultures occur entire (not fragmented or
simplified) at two widely separated locations. This
latter argument gains strength with distance and also to
the extent that the set of culture elements occurs in

closed form (Lucas 1978:35). Wilhelm Schmidt, the founder
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of the famous journal Antropos, tended to speak of a
Kulturkreis even when only one element was present, for
this was to him a clue of the earlier presence of other
elements (Lucas 1978:36).

The concept of a philosophically derived nation-
alism, acquired in an intellectual context molded by
Herder's and Fichte's ideas (Hides 1996:41) applies
therefore to Graebner, as well as to Kossinna. It is,
however, a mistake to speak of Kossinna's blatant nation-

alism as causing his Herkunft der Germanen, for the first

signs of his nationalistic views postdate his famous work
(Smolla 1979-1980:5). Though often viewed as Kossinna's
main opponent, Carl Schuchhardt shared many of his ideas,
including that of identifying ethnic groups by means of
archaeological cultures.!® Wwenskus was certainly right in
pointing out that Kossinna's mistake was not so much that
he aimed at an ethnic interpretation of culture, than
that he used a dubious concept of ethnicity, rooted in
Romantic views of the Volk (Wenskus 1961:137). It is not
the overhasty equation between archaeological cultures
and ethnic groups that explains the extraordinary popu-
larity the culture-historical paradigm enjoyed even among
Marxist historians (Brachmann 1979:114). Of much greater
importance is the concept of Volk and its political
potential. It is therefore no accident that after World

War II, despite the grotesque abuses of Kossinna's theo-
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ries under the Nazi regime, this concept remained
untouched. It was Otto Menghin, one of the main represen-
tatives of the prehistoric branch of the Kulturkreis-
lehre, who began replacing the term Volk by the
presumably more neutral and less dubious term 'culture'.
Kossinna's post-war followers passed over in silence the
fundamental issue of equating Vélker and cultures (Veit
1989:41).

Like Kossinna, V. Gordon Childe used the concept of
culture to refer to an essence, something intrinsically
natural that preceded the very existence of the group,
provoked its creation, and defined its character (Diaz-
Andreu 1996:48).19 But he began using the phrase 'archaeo-
logical culture' as a quasi-ideology-free substitute for
'ethnic group', and the very problem of ethnic interpre-
tation was removed from explicit discussion. The standard
demand now was a strict division between the arguments
used by various disciplines studying the past, in order
to avoid 'mixed arguments'. This latter error derived,
however, from considering culture as mirroring the na-
tional soul. Since all cultural elements were imbued with
Volksgeist, this organicist concept of culture allowed
one to use information about one cultural element to
cover gaps in the knowledge of another (Klejn 1981:20).
"March separately, strike together" became the slogan of

this attempt at 'purifying' science and keeping apart the
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disciplines studying ethnicity (Veit 1989:43). But in
order to understand why and how Kossinna's ideas contin-
ued to be extremely popular in post-war Europe, it is
necessary to briefly examine the situation in a complete-
ly different intellectual environment, that of Soviet
Russia.

We have seen that a culture-historical approach was
used by Spicyn some ten years before Kossinna. Much like
in Germany, Spicyn and his colleagues' endeavors to
unearth the national past further triggered significant
changes in Russian historiography. Some of Kliuchevskii's
students (Iu. V. Got'e, S. K. Bogoiavlevskii, N. P.
Miliukov) participated in excavations of burial mounds
and Kliuchevskii's successor at the chair of Russian
history at the University of Moscow opened his course not
with Kievan Rus', but with the Palaeolithic (Formozov
1993:71) .2 After the Revolution, Iu. V. Got'e would
continue to teach Russian history at the same university
and some of his students became major figures of the
Soviet school of archaeology (A. V. Arcikhovskii, A. Ia.
Briusov, B. A. Rybakov). But Marr's theories and the
cultural revolution drastically altered this intellectual
configuration. In the early 1930s, such concepts as
‘'migration' and 'archaeological cultures' were literally
banned, being replaced by a bizarre concept of ethnic

history, in which stages of development were equated to
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certain historically attested ethnic groups (Formozov
1993:78-—79).21 Marxism in its Stalinist version was bru-
tally introduced in archaeology and the culture-histori-
cal paradigm was replaced with internationalism that
required scholars to study only global universal regular-
ities that confirmed the inevitability of socialist
revolutions outside Russia (Shnirel'man 1995:124). Close-
ly following Marr, Soviet archaeologists now stressed the
association between migrationist concepts and racism,
imperialism, and territorial expansionism. But following
the introduction of Stalinist nationalist policies of the
late 1930s, this new paradigm quickly faded away. As
Stalin had set historians the task to combat actively the
fascist falsifications of history, the main focus of
archaeological research now shifted to the prehistory of
the Slavs. Archaeologists involved in tackling this
problem have, however, been educated in the years of the
cultural revolution and were still working within a
Marrist paradigm. M. I. Artamonov was the first to at~
tempt a combination of Marrism and Kossinnism, thus
recognizing the ethnic appearance of some archaeological
assemblages, which rehabilitated the concept of 'archaeo-
logical culture' (Ganzha 1987:142; Shnirel'man 1995:132).
The attitude toward migration and diffusion also changed
from prejudice to gradual acceptance (Klejn 1977:14),

though the general philosophical principles on which
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Soviet archaeology was based remained the same: the
dialectical leap, the sharp qualitative change in cul-
ture, and the revolution of society. As a consequence of
this strange alliance, Soviet archaeologists tended to
focus on two main issues: the problem of isolating ar-
chaeological cultures and the possibility of interpreting
them in ethnic terms; the explanation of great qualita-
tive transformations in culture (Klejn 1977:14).

The culture-ethnic concept was thus rehabilitated.
A. Ta. Briusov believed that archaeological cultures
reflected groups of related tribes in their specific
historic development, while Iu. M. Zakharuk equated
archaeological cultures not simply with ethnic groups,
but also with linguistic entities. Finally, M. Iu.
Braichevskii claimed that no assemblage could be identi-
fied as culture, if it did not correspond to a definite
ethnic identity. After 1950, Soviet archaeologists com-
pletely abandoned Marrist concepts and Soviet archaeology
became of a kind that would have been easily recognizable
to Kossinna and which would have been amenable to the
kind of culture-historical Siedlungsarchdologie he devel-
oped (Briusov 1956:17-18; Shennan 1989:29; Dolukhanov
1996:5).22 M. I. Artamonov, the main artisan of this
change, claimed that ethnicity (the word he specifically
used was ethnos) remained unchanged through historical

change, which could not alter its specific qualities.
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Russians living under Peter the Great's rule were just
those of Kievan Rus' in a different historical environ-
ment (Artamonov 1971:22). One can hardly miss the
striking parallel to Bromley's idea of ethnikos. Indeed,
if we are to believe Leo Klejn, Bromley's book, Ethnos

and Ethnography, has made a great impression on Soviet

archaeologists (Klejn 1977:29).2 on the basis of this
alliance with the theory of ethnos, archaeology now
became the 'science about ethnogenesis' (Klejn 1993:43).
Indeed, continuity of material culture patterning was now
systematically interpreted as ethnic continuity (see
Tringham 1993:4).24

The culture-historical approach made extensive use
of the concept of 'culture'. This concept carried many
assumptions which were central to nineteenth-century
classifications of human groups, in particular an over-
riding concern with holism, homogeneity and boundedness
(Jones 1994:29). Traditionally, the archaeological cul-
ture was defined in monothetic terms on the basis of the
presence or absence of a list of traits or types, which
had either been derived from the assemblages or a type
site, or were intuitively considered to be most appropri-
ate attributes in the definition of the culture. In
practice, no group of cultural assemblages from a single
culture ever contains all of the cultural artifacts, a

problem first acknowledged by V. Gordon Childe (Childe
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1956:33 and 124; cf. Jones 1994:84).% childe's response
was to discard the untidy information by demoting types
with discontinuous frequency from the rank of diagnostic
types, thus preserving the ideal of an univariate
cultural block. Culture-historical archaeologists re-
garded archaeological cultures as actors on the histori-
cal stage, playing the role for prehistory that known
individuals or groups have in documentary history
(Shennan 1989:6). Archaeological cultures were thus
easily equated to ethnic groups, for they were viewed as
legitimating claims of modern groups to territory and
influence. The first criticism against the equivalence of
archaeological cultures and ethnic groups came from
within the framework of culture-history, but critiques
usually consisted of cautionary tales (see Wahle 1941)
and attributed difficulties to the complexity and incom-
pleteness of the artifactual record, without calling into
question the assumption of an intrinsic link between
artifacts and groups (Hides 1996:26; see Klejn 1974:225;
Klejn 1981:18). The general response in the face of such
problems was therefore a retreat into the study of chro-
nology and typology as ends in themselves, and the emer-
gence of debates concerning the meaning of archaeological
types, in particular whether such types represent etic
categories imposed by the archaeologist or emic catego-

ries of their producers (Jones 1994:82).
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Nor did the processualist approach associgted with
the New Archaeology seriously tackle this problem, for
instead of answering the normative question "What do
cultures relate to?", it simply took away the emphasis
from such questions, as it concentrated on the adaptive
role of the components of cultural systems (Hodder 1982:
5). According to the New Archaeology, culture is not
shared; it is participated in. However, though
criticizing the idea that all material culture distribu-
tions represent variation in the ideational norms of
different ethnic groups, processualist archaeologists
continued to accept the idea that some bounded archaeo-
logical distributions (if only in the domain of stylistic
variation) correlate with the past ethnic groups (cf.
Jones 1994:83; see Hegmon 1992:528). Nor did Barth's
ideas change this perspective too much, for the social
interaction model rests on the assumption that stylistic
characteristics will diffuse or be shared among social
entities to an extent directly proportional to the fre-
quency of interactions between these entities, such as
intermarriage, trade, or other forms of face-to-face
communication. In other words, propinquity must produce
stylistic (cultural) homogeneity, as in the case of the
so-called 'Deetz-Longacre hypothesis' (Roe 1995:51-52;
cf. Braun and Plog 1982:509).

In order to verify this assumption, Ian Hodder chose
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East Africa as a suitable place to investigate through an
ethnoarchaeological study the spatial patterning of
artifacts in relation to ethnic boundaries. In his study
of ethnic boundaries in the Baringo district of Kenya,
Hodder found that, despite interaction across tribal
boundaries, clear material culture distinctions were
maintained in a wide range of artifact categories. He
argued that distinct material culture boundaries are foci
of interaction, not barriers (Hodder 1982:35; Jones
1994:90; Watson 1995:687). Hodder showed that material
culture distinctions were in part maintained in order to
justify between-group competition and negative reciproci-
ty, and that such patterning may increase in time of
economic stress (Hodder 1982:27 and 31; Jones 1994:90).
However, not all cultural traits may be involved in such
differentiation, since, typically, interaction continues
between competing groups. Boundaries do not restrict
movement of all traits and the between-group interaction
and the diffusion of cultural styles may be used to
disrupt the ethnic distinctions (Hodder 1982:187). Hodder
thus suggested that the use of material culture in dis-
tinguishing between self-conscious ethnic groups will
lead to discontinuities in material culture distributions
which may enable the archaeologist to identify such
groups. The form of inter-group relations is usually

related to the internal organization of social relation-
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ships within the group. In the case of the Baringo,
between-group differentiation and hostility is linked to
the internal differentiation of age sets and the domina-
tion of women and young men by old men (Hodder 1982:85
and 205; Jones 1994:91). Roy Larick's ethnoarchaeological
research among the Loikop in Kenya also supports this
argument, as spears, which play an important role in the
construction of ethnicity, are constantly appropriated in
the signification of age differentiation among the male
population (Larick 1986; Larick 1991:317-318; Jones
1994:91).

Hodder provides another example of the way in which
individuals may manipulate ethnic identity for their own
goals. The Maasai may 'become' Dorobo in order to escape
drought, raiding or government persecution. But, though
the Dorobo have a real separate existence in the con-
scious thoughts of those who call themselves by this
name, there is no symbolic expression of any differences
between Dorobo and Maasai. Different groups may manipu-
late material culture boundaries in different ways de-
pending upon the social context, the economic strategies
chosen, the particular history of the socio-economic
relations, and the particular history of the cultural
traits which are actively articulated within the changing
system (Hodder 1982:104).26

Hodder thus suggests that the symbolic status and
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cultural meaning of material items determine the morphol-
ogy and distribution of those items within and beyond a
single society. Though ethnicity may involve certain
aspects of culture, the 'choice' of distinctive cultural
styles is not arbitrary, for the signification of
self-conscious identity is linked to the generative
structures which infuse all aspects of cultural practice
and social relations characterizing a particular way of
life (Hodder 1982:161; Jones 1994:98). Hodder observes,
for instance, that though there are no zooarchaeological
indications of ethnicity per se, meat-eating, the divi-
sion of the carcass or the dispersal of bones must always
have a symbolic content behind which there is a conceptu-
al order (Hodder 1982:161; see also Crabtree 1990:181;
cf. Hesse 1990:198). This seems to come very close to
Bentley's point that the cultural practices and represen-
tations which become objectified as symbols of ethnicity
are derived from, and resonate with, the habitual prac-
tices and experiences of the agents involved, as well as
reflect the instrumental contingencies of a particular
situation (Jones 1994:104). Similarly, Stuart Baldwin
argues that the roomsize pattern may be related to the
proxemic values of the ethnic group that produced the
spaces. On an individual level, this proxemic system is
shaped to a great extent during enculturation as a child.

Conformity to external social constraints brings in the
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role of the dwelling as a symbol (Baldwin 1987:163 and
169; cf. Kobylinski 1989:309). Thus, the ethnic differ-
ences are constituted in the mundane as well as in the
decorative, for the 'tribal' distinctions and negative
reciprocity become acceptable and are 'naturalized' by
their continual repetition in both public and private
(Hodder 1982:56).

There is a problematic circularity in Hodder's
definition of culture, as artifacts actively manipulated
in the negotiation of identities based on age, gender, or
ethnicity. The meaning of the artifact is derived from
its context, and its context is defined by those associ-
ated artifacts which give it meaning (Hides 1996:27).
Moreover, material culture is not primarily semiotic in
character. Its structure is not essentially syntactical,
but rather consists of 'constellations' of knowledge,
which inhere in the immanent relation between actor and
material. The 'meaning' of artifacts is not primarily
semantic, in that artifacts do not communicate about
anything. Their 'meaning' inheres in and through their
use and their design for use. Material objects instantia-
te cognition in that they embody practices. They record a
now-extinct relationship between an actor and the materi-
al world. Material culture is therefore fundamentally
social: an artifact embodies a transaction, its manufac-

ture represents the transfer of action from its maker to
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its users or, in the case of the exchange of artifacts,
the transfer of use between actors. Artifacts are thus
rendered 'appropriate' for use only in social context
(Graves 1995:165). Decisions about the use of artifacts
are, however, embodied in artifacts themselves in terms
of the conventions of culture (Graves-Brown 1996:90).
Artifacts are not properties of a society, but part of
the life of that society. They cannot and should not be
treated as 'phenotypic' expressions of a preformed iden-
tity. Ethnic identity, therefore, represents a kind of
polythesis. What should concern archaeologists is not so
much what people do, what kind of pots they make, what
shape of houses they build, but the "way they go about

it" (Graves-Brown 1996:91).
Ethnicity and Style

The common notion that style is primarily expressive
assumes that the primary use of material culture is to
reinforce ethnic boundaries. Style may indeed be used to
express ethnic identity, but convention is effectively
the vocabulary from which expressive style is drawn
(Graves-Brown 1996:90). This is why most archaeologists
expect material correlates of ethnically specific behav-
iors to be better and more frequently represented in the
archaeological record than the material symbols of ethnic

identification (McGuire 1982:163; cf. Giardino 1985:17
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and 22).%

The basic point of contention in recent debates
about style is the question whether style symbolizes
ethnicity, because it is intended by artisans to do just
that or because it just happens to do so for other,
perhaps less purposeful reasons. Another controversial
issue is whether style resides in particular sorts of
artifacts which have a social rather than a practical
function or in all sorts of artifacts, from ceramics to
tools, along with other qualities such as function
(Franklin 1989:278).

The traditional approach borrowed from art history
held that each group had its own style, which it has
preserved through history, for it was assumed that cul-
tures were extremely conservative (Pasztory 1989:17). In
their criticism of this culture-historical approach,
processualist archaeologists argued that style is a
‘residue', properties of material culture not accounted
for in prima facie functional terms. They also argued
that material mediation is primarily practical and only
secondary expressive. As a consequence, style must be
treated as a form of social status communication, which
reduces style to a particular form of practical media-
tion, since no matter what meaning style may have 'said’
or had for its producers, its 'real' cause is founded on

the adaptive advantage it granted to its users (Byers
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1991:3). Moreover, this function of style is realized
over a long period of time, beyond the life experience of
any particular generation. Thus, its consequences are
outside the awareness of the actors and always work
'behind their backs' (David, Sterner, and Gavua 1988:365
and 378-379; Morgan and Whitelaw 1991:93; cf. Roe 1995:
45; Byers 1991:3).

But style and function are not distinct, self-con-
tained, mutually exclusive realms of form in themselves,
but instead complementary dimensions or aspects of varia-
tion that co-exist within the same form. If both style
and function are simultaneously present in the artifact-
ual form, then the question is how can we tell when, and
to what extent, the observed makeup of an assemblage
reflects ethnicity and when, and to what extent, it
reflects activity? (Sackett 1990:34 and 38) James Sackett
attempted to make a radical break with the residual view
of style by invoking isochrestic variation, which he
defined as the practical or utilitarian variation in
objective properties of material culture things that
makes no functional mediation difference. As a conse-
quence, isochrestic variation grounds style and style is
an intrinsic, rather than an added-on, or adjunct, func-
tion. In Sackett's view, style is thus a 'built-in'
(Sackett 1985; Sackett 1986; Sackett 1990; cf. Byers

1991:10). Isochrestic variation permeates all aspects of
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social and cultural life and provides the means by which
members of a group express their mutual identity, coordi-
nate their actions, and bind themselves together. It
could thus be viewed as idiomatic or diagnostic of eth-
nicity (Sackett 1985:157; Sackett 1986:275; Hegmon 1994:
172).28 Such views seem to be rooted in those assumptions
of holism, homogeneity and boundedness, which, as shown
above, characterize the nineteenth-century concept of
‘culture’.

In contrast, Polly Wiessner argued that style is a
form of non-verbal communication through doing something
in a certain way that communicates about relative identi-
ty (Wiessner 1983:257; Wiessner 1985:161; Wiessner 1990:
107). Her approach is inspired by the information-ex-
change theory, which emphasizes that differences in
stylistic behavior result more from social constraints on
the choosing of alternative decorative options during the
act of decoration, than on the social context in which a
person learned his/her decorative repertoire (Braun and
Plog 1982:510). Max Wobst first proposed the idea that
style operates as an avenue of communication (Wobst
1977). Wobst was working within a functionalist, system-
theory paradigm and he argued that since style is a
relatively expensive form of communication, stylistic
information exchange will only be used in certain con-

texts so as to maximize efficiency (Hegmon 1992:521).

Reproduced with permission of the copyriéh{ owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



49

Wiessner attacked this position by rightly pointing out
that in identity displays efficiency of message is not a
major concern. On the contrary, identity displays are
often extravagant, the resources and effort expended
being an index of ability and worth. Moreover, stylistic
messages need not be clear or uniform, and in fact a
certain amount of ambiguity may help achieve the desired
effect (Wiessner 1985:162).

Wobst has raised another important problem. By
stressing the communicative role of style he implied that
not all material culture variation should be viewed as
style. Rather style is only that part of material culture
variation which conveys information about relative iden-
tity (cf. Hegmon 1992:521). Style is an intentional,
structured system of selecting certain dimensions of
form, process or principle, function, significance, and
affect from among known, alternate possibilities to
create variability within a behavioral-artifactual corpus
(Roe 1995:31). Polly Wiessner even argued that one could
differentiate between 'emblemic style', which has a
distinct referent and transmits a clear message to a
defined target population about conscious affiliation or
identity, and 'assertive style', which is personally
based and carries information supporting individual
identity. Because emblemic style carries a distinct

message, it should undergo strong selection for uniformi-
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ty and clarity, and because it marks and maintains bound-
aries, it should be distinguished archaeologically by
uniformity within its realm of function (Wiessner 1983:
257-258).

Style may be viewed as the pattern we make around a
particular event, recalling and creating similarities and
differences. It only exists in these repetitions and
contrasts (Hodder 1990:45). But variation expressed in
material items is multireferential, as Wiessner
suggested, which implies that style is likely to be
heavily invested with multiple levels of symbolic coding
(Macdonald 1990:53). When used as tool in social strate-
gies, style provides the potential for the control of the
meaning and thus for power (Hodder 1990:46; Byers 1991:
12). Recent studies demonstrate that emblemic style ap-
pears at critical junctures in the regional political
economy, when changing social relations would impel
displays of group identity (McLaughlin 1987; see also
Pasztory 1989:36). It has been argued, on the other hand,
that with the initial evolution of social stratification
and the rise of chiefdoms, considerable stylistic vari-
ability may exist between communities in clothing and
display items. At the regional level, however, icono-
graphy and elite status become important to legitimize
and 'naturalize' the inherent inequality in these sys-

tems. Extensive interchiefdom trade and shared political
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ideology serve to deliver rare and foreign objects linked

symbolically to universal forces (Earle 1990:74-75).
Conclusion

Understanding ethnicity in the past presents a
particular challenge. The sweeping survey of the most
relevant literature on ethnicity and material culture
reveals that both topics have undergone considerable re-
evaluation in recent years, with many other older assump-
tions being questioned. The increased interest in ethnic-
ity, in general, and in the use of material culture for
its construction, in particular, means that the old
questions can be now looked at in new ways. Early medi-
eval ethnicities are now one of the most lively areas of
current research (e.g., Pohl 1988; Wood 1995; Heather
1996). The large volume of new material generated analyt-
ical advances of the first importance. Clearly it is
misleading, if not impossible, to generalize over so wide
an area and so eventful a chronological span. But modern
historiography abounds in confident value-judgements
about early medieval ethnies, many of which still rest on
unacknowledged assumptions about what ethnicity is and
how it works.

As a conclusion to this chapter, therefore, it might
be helpful to state clearly the assumptions on which this

study is based. In what follows, I start from the premise
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that early medieval ethnicity was embedded in socio-
political relations just as modern ethnicity is. I also
view ethnicity as socially and culturally constructed and
as a form of social mobilization in order to reach cer-
tain political goals. Then, just as now, an ethnie was
built upon some pre-existing cultural identity, in a
prototypic manner (cf. Mahmood and Armstrong 1992). But
ethnicity is also a matter of daily social practice and,
as such, it involves manipulation of material culture.
Since material culture embodies practices, 'emblemic
style' (cf. Wiessner 1983) is a way of communicating by
non-verbal means about relative identity. Because it
carries a distinct message, it is theoretically possible
that it was used to mark and maintain boundaries, in-
cluding ethnic ones. But ethnicity is also a function of
power relations. Both 'emblemic style' and 'tradition'
become relevant particularly in contexts of changing
power relations, which impel displays of group identity.
In most cases, both symbols and 'tradition' will entail a
discussion of the power configuration in the Slavic
society, with an emphasis on the political forces which
may have been responsible for the definition of symbols,
their organization and hierarchization. In asking what
developments in material culture accompanied the making
of a Slavic ethnie, I will therefore alternate the focus

between power and style.
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CHAPTER III

THE EARLY SLAVS, THEIR ORIGIN AND HISTORY: THE HISTORY OF
A HISTORICAL PROBLEM

Our present knowledge of the origin of the Slavs is,
to a large extent, a legacy of the nineteenth century.
The history of the early Slavs remains a major, if not
the most important, topic in East European historiogra-
phy. In many cases, the search for the origins has been
and still is of particular interest to communities strug-
gling for national and cultural survival. In the absence
of a comprehensive history of Slavic studies, the survey
in this chapter is limited by default, focusing mainly on
historiography and archaeology, despite the considerable
significance of linguistic and philological studies for
the general development of the question. Today, the
history of the Slavs is written mainly by historians and
archaeologists, but fifty or sixty years ago the authori-
tative discourse was still that of scholars trained in
comparative linguistics. This chapter focuses on the
complex interaction between approaches originating in
those different disciplines. That there exists a rela-
tionship between nationalism, on one hand, and historiog-

raphy and archaeology, on the other, is not a novel idea.
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This historical overview presents the issues of Slavic
studies and archaeology within the broader context of the
"politics of culture" which characterizes all nation-
states, as "imagined communities," since the mid-nine-
teenth century. By recognizing the impact of political
factors on the interpretation of the past by historians
and archaeologists, I do not intend to minimize their
work, but to show how the image of the early Slavs was

altered by the changing social and political context.
Japheth, the Sarmatians, the Thracians, and the Slavs

The first to consider the history of the Slavs as a
whole and to tackle the problem of their origin was

Nestor, the author of the twelfth-century Russian Primary

Chronicle (Povest vremennvkh let). According to him, the

Slavs originated "beside the Danube, where the Hungarian
and Bulgarian lands now lie" (Cross and Sherbowitz-Wetzor
1953:52-53 and 55). The name of the Slavs appears in the
chronicle immediately after Illyricum (Iliurik), in a
list of territories which were given "to the lot of
Japheth" after the Flood (Cross and Sherbowitz-Wetzor
1953: 51). But Illyricum is also the region where, ac-
cording to Nestor, apostle Paul lived (Cross and
Sherbowitz-Wetzor 1953:63). The latter reference appears
at the end of a long passage borrowed from the Life of

St. Methodius, in which we are told that "prince Kotsel
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