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ABSTRACT

Soci al scientists have suggested two contrasted nodel s of human societies,
those based on the 'group’ and those on the 'individual'. Peasant and triba
societies are exanples of the forner, Hunter-Gatherers and nodern post-
industrial societies of the latter. In the former, the inportant boundaries are
between large units-clans, castes, villages etc. In the latter, the boundaries
are between the individual self and the outside world. The major theories of
soci ol ogy suggest a change fromgroup to individual (De Tocqueville, Ri esman).
The change is expressed and caused by many ot her changes: fromstatus to
contract (Maine), fromcomunity to Society (Tonnies), from peasant/feudal to
capitalist (Marx, Weber), fromhierarchy to equality (Durmont). In nmany of these
theories the turning point has been either the industrial /urban revolution of
the C18-19, or the earlier Protestant/Capitalist revolution of the Cl6-Cl7. But
all the theories see societies nmoving along an evolutionary trail froma. to b
This paper will consider the proposition that this is an oversinplification and
that while sonme societies nove in this way, others remain predom nantly of the
‘group' or 'individual' based kind for all of recorded tine. Since England has,
above all, been taken as an exanple of the transition fromgroup to individua
in the witings of Maine, Marx, Weber, Tonnies, De Tocqueville and others, the
paper will provide a very brief exam nation of the history of England fromthe
thirteenth to eighteenth centuries. It will suggest that there has been no such
transition and that England has renmined essentially individualistic inits
social structure as nanifested in econonics and kinship through the Bl ack Death,
Civil War and Industrial Revolution. Consequently the boundaries between the
i ndi vi dual and ot her i ndividuals has been overenphasized and there has been a
si ngul ar absence of any permanent groupi ngs based on social or geographic
criteria. This has inplications for the explanation of the origins of
Protestantism |Industrialisation, Colonialismetc.

At a very general |evel indeed we may distingui sh between two major types of
soci al /econom c/political /religious structure. That is between those societies
where the group, a wider set of individuals recruited on kinship or other
criteria, donminates the individual,, and those where the individual stands
alone. In the anthropological literature these two extrenes are represented by
the follow ng instances. The nmjor class of societies where the group
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dom nates the individual are those ternmed '"tribal'. Often these are corporate,
property-owni ng groups defined in ternms of kinship, for exanple those described
by Africanists. The 'group is the tribe or |lineage. Another class is peasant
societies. Here the individual is part of a State system but largely
subordinated to a donestic group, which acts as a production, consunption and
ownership unit. The individual also belongs to a territorial group, a village
community. The obvi ous exanples are traditional India and China, though there
are many ot hers.

The second mmjor type is where the individual is |argely autononous and
"free'; the society is conposed of |oose atons, nmuch as in Hobbes' vision of the
original state of nature, but later, through the social contract, individuals



come to accept certain limtations inposed on themby the 'State' or society.
The two nmmj or exanples of this are, strangely, at the two poles of human

soci eties: certain Hunting-Gathering bands in Africa, (Hadza, Mouti, Ik) are one
exanpl e; the industrial denocracies of the West are the other. In this situation
the rights of the individual are stressed.

Peopl e are not content nerely to el aborate these as ends of a continuumin
space; the history of nankind is often witten as a nmovenent in tine from group
to individual. This is perceived by the major thinkers in nany different ways
but they are unaninobus in seeing an evolution particularly in western
civilization, fromgroup to individual based systems. W need only to renenber a
few of the nost fampus formulations. Alexis De Tocqueville in both Denpcracy in
Anerica and Ancien Reginme argued that the fluid social structure based on
i ndi vidual rights and the collapse of hierarchy and caste was a new phenonenon
in western Europe, occurring at sone time between the fifteenth and ei ghteenth
centuries in England and spreading through the world fromthere. Sir Henry Mine
in his many works saw the gradual progression of all hunan societies from
comunal , tribal units based on inpersonal ‘contract', "Ancient Law ... knows
next to nothing of Individuals. It is concerned not with Individuals, but with
Fam lies, not with single human beings, but groups".(1l) Karl Marx massively
docunented in Capital and el sewhere the transition in western Europe froma
feudal / peasant civilization, in which the individual lived enbedded in a |oca
comunity, where resources were communal |y owned by the household, where private
property had not devel oped and individuals had not been ‘set free’ fromthe
land, to the nodern capitalistic system where each nman was al one, a free-
floating atom subject to the pressures of the market. The transition, he argued,
occurred in the later fifteenth century and early sixteenth century. (2) Mx
Weber accepted much the same chronol ogy and description as Marx, but
investigated nore closely the religious and intellectual roots of acquisitive
i ndividualism particularly in ascetic protestantism F.Tonnies in his fanous
work on Conmunity and Soci ety described the change froma civilisation based on
"Community’, that is bonds of Blood (kinship), of Place (neighbourhood) of M nd
(friendship) to the nodern 'Society' where individuals were set |oose and only
linked in associations connected in the market by nopney and contracts. This
occurred fromthe seventeenth century onwards. Marc Bl och in his studies of
rural France and the feudal system argued that, earliest in England, the
i ndi vi dual gradually separated hinself fromlarger kin groupings and conmunal
ties; "Early societies were made up of groups rather than individuals. A nman on
hi s own counted
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for very little".(3) He agreed with the Marx/Weber chronol ogy; the main
change occurred with the introduction of private property in |land which
devel oped in England in the sixteenth century.

Al t hough there have been m nor dissenters, the sequence appears so self-
evident and the weight of such nanes and the docunentation so great that the
case appears to be established. The main questions to answer are those which al
subsequent witers have asked: why the breakdown of groups, why the rise of
i ndi vidualism why did this happen first in England, and why did it happen in
the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries? Thus, whether we exam ne the work of
moder n ant hr opol ogi sts who have consi dered the history of western societies, for
exanpl e Louis Dunont in Honmo Hierarchicus, or the work of sociologists, for
i nstance David Riesman in The Lonely Crowd, or of social historians, for
i nstance the work of R H Tawney and his followers in the early nodern period,
or of political theorists such as J. G A Pocock or C. B. Macpherson in their
work on the origins of nodern political and economic individualism we find them
all based on the sane deep and often unexam ned nodel of a change from
col l ective, group, comunal, kinship dom nated, peasant society, to



i ndi vi dual i sed, private, econom c doninated, industrial society, with the key
transition in the sixteenth century. This nodel affects the views of
archaeol ogi sts and pre-historians and all those who work on a period before
1600, as well as those who work in contenporary non-industrial societies.

The classic case is England, classic because it is the best docunented
medi aeval society, and because it was taken as the central exanple of the
transition (since it was the first) by npost of the great thinkers whom we have
mentioned. Let us therefore exami ne the evidence concerning England very
briefly. W may isolate three central indices, ‘mirrors' of the supposed change
fromone systemto another. These are property in land, the degree of the use of
money, wage | abour and the use of non-famly labour. It is not unfair to al
those thinkers to whom we have referred, with the exception of Miine, to
sumari ze their position as follows. Private property in | and was absent before
the fifteenth century. In the peasant/feudal /medi aeval period in England, the
property-owning unit was not the individual but the famly and, furthernore, the
Church and the Lords had rights in land. Land could not be conceived of as in
the hands of an individual owner, to be bought and sold as a compdity. Many
people, including the village conmunity, had rights in |and, the 'bundl e of
rights' had not been brought together into a single person's hands. Thus there
was no | and market, parents could not disinherit their children, the famly
stayed on the sane plot for generation after generation, keeping 'the nane on
the land’' .

The wi despread use of cash and the presence of an integrated market was
agai n absent before the fifteenth century; England was a 'natural' or
subsi stence economnmy. Where rent paynents were made they were not in kind. People
consuned nost of what they produced and produced npst of what they consuned.
Thus there was little circulation of commodities, little buying and selling. The
rise of a noney economy would destroy this situation; the only pockets of
mar keting and cash were the towns. The countryside was a rural, non-nonetized
civilization simlar to the large agrarian civilizations of traditional Asia.
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Al nost all labour was family | abour; there were very few |l andl ess | abourers
before the late fifteenth century. Those who did work for cash only did so
occasionally, in order to supplenment their major incone fromthe |Iand. The
expropriation of the 'peasants' laid the foundations for the individualistic
capitalistic system Again it occurred in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries.
The snml| peasant proprietors were ousted and becane the work-force for the
| ater factories.

Al though this is a highly conpressed picture, it contains the core of the
general theories. On top of these features were many others; for exanple, since
| and was owned by the family, since there was little mobility of Iabour, since
there were few occupations other than agricultural ones, comunity boundaries
were strong. Villages tended to be filled with kin. The group of the fam |y and
the kin, the village community, all these dom nated the individual. Ritual and
religion confirned and reflected this group-based world. All this was to change
in the sixteenth century and onwards. Before we accept this whole nodel, let us
look a little nmore closely at the evidence.

During the last fourteen years | have been engaged on a very detailed
i nvestigation of two parishes in the past. Using conputer as well as hand
i ndexi ng systens, ny colleagues, Charles Jardine, Sarah Harrison, Tim King and
Jessica Styles and | have been piecing together the econom c and social history
of the parish of Earls Colne in Essex and Kirkby Lonsdale in Westnorl and
bet ween 1500 and 1750. The research suggests that the general npdel which has
been used to descri be what happened in England during the period 1200-1750 is
probably incorrect. In conjunction with a nunber of detail ed npbnographs which



have only appeared in the last twelve years - as well as other work on sixteenth
century social structure and denmography by Peter Laslett and Tony Wigley, it

| ooks as if we will have to revise our picture of the supposed transition from
one systemto another. Let me end by briefly indicating why this is so.

A re-exani nation of nediaeval English Commpn Law suggests that from at | east
the tinme of Bracton in the niddle of the thirteenth century, English
freehold tenure, which covered perhaps a third of the country, was a form of
absol ute, individual, property. There was no wi der group than the individual
except in the case of entailed property (and entails could fairly easily be
broken in any case). People could buy and sell | and as individuals, and the
| arge |l and market shows that it was treated as such. Another third of the |and,
the lord's demesne, was also his own. The last third, where one would expect to
find communal as opposed to individual rights, was the customary, |ater
‘copyhol d', land. Many nedi aevalists, including G C. Honmans in his work in the
English Villagers of the Thirteenth Century argue that such | and bel onged to the
famly, and not to the individual. A re-examnination of nediaeval court transfers
and | egal texts suggest that this was not so. It appears that a | andhol der, male
or female, though holding of the lord, had strong, fully alienable, right in the
land. During his or her life, he or she could sell the | and and there was
not hing an heir could do about it. In other words, the tenurial revolution
whi ch historians believe happened in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries and
ushered in nodern capitalism never took place. The destruction of the
‘feudal systenmi in relation to land lawis largely a nyth, - a fact which
contenporaries such as the great Common Lawyer Sir Edward Coke realised. (6)
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In relation to cash and markets, it has been known for sonme tine that
the idea of a 'natural econony’ in nediaeval England is largely a nyth.
Kosm nsky and | ater Postan have shown that fromat |least the twelfth century a
| arge proportion of the rents in kind were commuted to noney. An exam nation of
account rolls and nanorial rolls shows that cash played a very large part in the
econony. At the village level there was w despread buying and selling, borrow ng
and |l ending; all property was marketable and had a price well before the Bl ack
Death. Again, this was the case two centuries earlier than should have been the
case.

Turning to the question of |abour, detailed studies are confirmng
Kosm nsky's early findings that servants and wage-| abourers were not nerely a
mar gi nal category in the thirteenth century. Postan's work on estate | abourers,
the fanmuli, as well as recent analyses of the later fourteenth century Poll Tax
suggest that the hiring of |abour for cash was wi despread, non famly servants
were common. |t looks as if by the later fourteenth century, in many parts of
Engl and, over half the adult mal e popul ation were servants or |abourers. It is
arguabl e that there was as much wage | abour for cash in 1300 as there was in
1600.

Recent studies have also indicated that there was very consi derabl e
geographical nobility; that the idea of the closed nedieval conmunity is largely
a nmyth. Furthernore, it is clear that famlies noved and died out, so that
villages were not filled with kin groups. Any anal ogi es we might be tenpted to
draw with peasant societies el sewhere need to be viewed with considerable
scepticism

The 'classic' case turns out to be doubtful; many of our deepest and basic
premni ses concerning the transition fromgroup to individual need to be re-
exan ned. Perhaps | nmay end ny warning against the '"idol of the mind which
tends to nmake us think of a general and universal evolution fromone type to
anot her by repeating the words of the great nediaeval historian, F. W Mitl and:



"To suppose that the famly | aw of every nation nmust needs traverse the sane
route, this is an unwarrantable hypothesis. To construct sone fated schene of
successi ve stages which shall conprise every arrangenment that my yet be

di scovered anpbng backward peoples, this is a hopeless task.” (7)

Sone societies do move fromgroup to individual, others, no doubt nmove from
i ndi vidual to group. England fromthe thirteenth century onwards, it is argued,
nmoved from individual to individual
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