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. Hierarchy, History, and Human Nature: The sociar
origins - of Histortcar consciousness utr.*pr, to answer
a. seemilgly 

1im.nl9 question: -  Why has 
' the 

study ofhistory f lourished in lome cultures and nor in others?
To answer  that  -  quest ion,  anthropolog is t  Donald E.Brown examined 

-  
soc ie ta l  factors  u l ' ,ong se le  c tedliterate cultures of the past to determine *t' i.r, factors,

i{  an.y, -  predict the qual iry, quanti ty, and narure ofhistor ical wri t ing withln thos"- cultures.

-Early in his research, Brown rejected a traditional
explanat ion for  the lack of  round h is tor iogrupht
Smong cerra in  past  cu l tures:  that  h igh ly  

"pru i , . l

l e a d e r s  d i s c o u r a g e d  c a n d i d  h i s t o r i c a l '  a c c o u n t s .
ult imately, he dismissed other cultural determinants of"ahistorici ty" 

that have been proposed by scholars:

an  ag r i cu l t u ra l  emphas is , ' de fec t i ve  means  o f
measur ing  t ime ,  f o resho r tened  t ime  sca les ,
cyc l ic  concepts of  t ime,  otherwor ld ly  re l ig ions,
c iv i l izat ionar  decr ine,  poor  economic condi t ions,
i l l i t e racy ,  l ack  o f  u rban iza t i on ,  *u i ,  

-  
p "u . . ,

po l i t ica l  decentrar izat ion,  borrowing I f rom'other
cultures], "dark ages,' ,  and ,,hol ism., '  (p. 307)
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I n  p l a c e  o f  t h e s e  p r o p o s e d  e x p r a n a t i o n s ,  B r o w n
hypothesized that "no hereditar i ly str i t i f ied society
deve loped  sound  h i s to r iog raphy"  (p .5 ) .  H is  hypo thes is
was conf i rmed when he found among t t r i^  many
cul tures invest igated a pos i t ive corre la i ion between
two var iab les:  the "open"  or  "c losed"  nature of  a
culture's social strat i f icat ion system and the qual i ty of
i ts  h is tor iography.

The ear ly  Hebrews,  anc ient  Assyr ians,  anc ient
chinese, Kashmir is, Sri  Lankans, Medievar Byzantines,
classical Musl ims, Ionian Greeks, late Republ ican "na
early Imperial  Romans, and RenaissancJ Florentines
are deemed by Brown to have produced relat ively
sound historical rvr i t ing. In contiast,  histor iography
among the late Egyptians, Homeric Greeks, cl issicai
spar tans,  la te  western Imper ia l  Romans,  sassanid
Persians, Hindu Indians, Medieval western Europeans,
and Renaissance venet ians is  judged unsound.  In
every case, Brown found at least some correlat ion
between the ideology (and, in some cases, the actual
degree)  o f  soc ia l  c lass mobi l i ty  as determined by
heredity and the quality of historical writing

Brown re l ied heavi ly  upon h is tor ians and other
scholars- for judgments about the relat ive qual i ty of"par t icu lar  h is tor iographic  t rad i t ions.  "  He uses the
term historiography "to denote the general pr inciples-
-sound  o r  unsound ,  consc ious  o r  uncons i i ous - - tha t
underl ie any account of the past" (p. l0).  Although he
suggests that myth and history "are two ends of a
cont inuum, wi th  no sharp boundary between them"
(pp .  l 0 -  I  I  ) ,  he  never the less  d i s t i ngu ishes  be tween" th ings a l leged to  have taken p lace in  the pASt"  (myths,



50

place in  ,h :  pasr" .  (myths,  fab les,  and the l ike)  and"real history" (p. I  ) .  He notes that modern histor ians,
yho large ly  base the i r  "s tandards 

of  ob ject iv i ty ' ,  on
Jhr  w.r i  t ings of  the n inereen th  -cen ru iy  h  i i tor ian
Leopold von -Ranke, judge historicar works on the basis
of  how wel l  the wotks communicare what  u . tuo i iy
happened in t-hr past- He further argues that modern
historians tend to agree on the gene?al soundness orunsoundness  o f  t he  h i s ro r iog r iphy  o f  pa r t i cu ra i
c u l t u r e s .

As folh..  se.c_ond part of his hypothesis, theauthor states that "r was prepared to - i t .  my ownassessments of  s t ra t i f icat ion"  (p .5) .  That  r tu i . rn"nt
n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ,  B r o w n  f r e q u e n t l y  c i t e s  o t h e r
authorities on _ the subject of soiiul stiatificarion. For
lh. purpose of this -study he defines a crosed so.irty- a,"one in which rank is a fundamental i .ature and inwhich rank is  ̂ -  essentiai ly acquired by birth alone,,(p. l4).  He defines an open society ur '  , ,on. in which
there is rank," but in which rank

is more achieved rhan ascribed at birth. The
greater  ins is tence there is  on the pr ior i ry  of
mer i t  over  b i r thr ight ,  and the rnor"  actual
vert ical mobil i ty there is, the more open is the
sociery. (p. l4)

Brown classif ies as hereditar i ly closed those societ ies
with. a majority of persons whose rank was determined
by heredity. To facir i rate meaningfur comparisons ofstrat i f icat ion between cultures, he 

-disregards 
both the"universa l  

or  very  near ly  un iversa l  i isau i l i t ies  o f
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women and ch i ldren"  (p .  l4) ,  and the presence (or
absence)  o f  a  smal l  heredi tary  nobi l i ty .

The author compares the two variables that form
the basis for his hypothesis--histor iography and social
s t ra t i f icat ion--between s imi lar  cu l tures on ly ,  avo id ing
compar isons between vast ly  d iss imi lar  cu l tures.  He
devo tes  a  l eng thy  and  de ta i l ed  chapre r  to  the
h is to r iog raphy  and  s t ra t i f i ca t i on  among  se lec ted
s u b g r o u p s  w i t h i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  r e l a t i v e l y
homogeneous  cu l tu res :  Sou th  As ia  and  Ch ina ;
Southeast Asia; the Ancient Near East, Greece, and
Rome;  Medieval  Europe and the Near  East ;  and
Renaissance Europe.

An example of  cont rast ing subgroups wi th in  a
re la t i ve l y  homogeneous  cu l tu re - - the  Anc ien t  Near
East, Greece, and Rome--is the great di f ference in
historiographic qual i ty and quanti ty berween Egypr on
the one hand, and the Mesopotamians and Hebrews on
the other .  The author  po in ts  out  that  a l though
Egypt ian ru lers  kept  vo luminous arch iva l  records,
their histor ical wri t ing occurred much later than in
the other  s imi lar  subgroups,  and when the f i rs t
history of Egypt did appear i t  was wrinen in Greek.
The fact that the Egyptian society was considerably
more hereditar i ly strat i f ied than the Mesopotamian
and Hebrew societ ies supports the author's hypothesis.

Once Brown identi f ied the existence of these and
other  corre la t ions,  he searched for  causes,  because"wi thout  in te l l ig ib le  l inkages any corre la t ions
would be mere curiosit ies" (p. 6).  This search led to the
ident i f icat ion of  cer ta in  o ther  "concomi tants"  o f  open
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st ra t i f ic  a t ion:  s t ron g concern for  d iv inat ion ( throu gh
astrology, omenry, and the l ike), general education (or
ed ucat i  onal  th  eory  as a "maj  or  l  i  terary  genre "  

) ,
b iography,  rea l is t ic  por t ra i ture,  natura l  and soc ia l
(espec ia l l y  po l i t i ca l )  sc ience ,  and  human is t i c  and
secular ideals. The closed societ ies studied, on the
other hand, exhibited a dif ferent set of concomitants:

a racial ist conception of human nature, reduced
i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  h a g i o g r a p h y  i n  p l a c e  o f
b iography,  iconography in  p lace of  rea l isr ic
po r t ra i t u re ,  non -un i fo rm educa t i on ,  hype r -
t rophied re l ig ious and r i tua l  concerns,  l i t t le
poli t ical or social science, less fanatic divination,
and perhaps a le  sser  concern wi th  natura l
sciencc. (p. 9)

Brown suggests  that  these la t ter  " t ra i ts  are a l l
ref lect ions of the hereditary transmission of social
rank" (p. 9). He also believes that certain factors may
contribute more directly to a culture's sense of history.
These include society's conception of i ts members as
individuals and a bel ief in the universal i ty of human
nature and worth. In short, the author found that "the

qual i ty of histor iography was often only parr of a
larger pattern" (p. 3 l5),  that "the dichotomy between
o p e n  a n d  c l o s e d  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  h a d  p r o f o u n d
consequences for  the development  o f  a  ser ies of
features of modern civilization" (p. l8). He notes, for
example, that "whi le urbanizat ion may be a necessary
cause [for the development of sound historiography],.

it is far from a sufficient cause" (p. 309).

Music education histor ians might wish to read this
book for two reasons. First,  the author's f indines shed
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cons iderab le  l igh t  on  the  na ture  and impor tance o f
h is to r iography  w i th in  the  f ramework  o f  cu l tu re .  He
notes  tha t :

Al l ,  or  v i r tua l ly  a l l ,  o f  the h is tor ica l ly  minded
peoples defend h isro r i  ca l  wr i  t ing I  wi  th in  aJ
framework of pragmatic usefulness [T]he
r e c c n t  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  w r i t i n g  h i s t o r y  f o r
history's sake, as an end in i tself that needs no
fu r the r  j us t i f i ca t i on ,  i s  f a r  f rom be ing  a
universal conception even now and has virtual ly
no counterpar t  in  the h is tory  of  h is tor ica l
w r i t i ng .  W i th  mono tonous  regu la r i t y ,  t he
historians of diverse civi l izations justi fy hisrory
as a guide to l i fe, using the past to understand
and make decisions for the present and future.
(pp. 324, 335)

Brown also points to rulers who value sound historical
k n o w l e d g e :

a  s u r p r i s i n g  n u m b e r  o f  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y
success fu l  i nd i v idua ls  managed  to  comb ine
Iearn ing f rom his tory  wi th  learn ing f rom
experience. The ethnographic record is replete
with examples, and few modern statesmen are

. 
exceptions. (p. 336)

Especial ly interest ing are the author's accounts of how
his tor iography developed in  var ious cu l tures,  as are
his  summar ies of  cr i ter ia  u  sed by h is tor ians to
eva lua te  pas t  h i s to r iog raphy ,  such  as  the  use  o f
documentary  ev idence,  concern for  chronology,  the
concept of causation, and others.
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The second reason for reading the book is that i t
p resen ts  a  workab le  mode l  fo r  mu l t i -d i sc ip l i na ry
research.  The author  draws f rom h is tory ,  soc io logy,
and anthropology, using relevant features from .aJh.
only in a few instances do his admittedly sociological
and  an th ropo log ica l  pe rspec t i ves  ove rwhe lm the
historical methodology, such as when he suggests that
h i s  to r i ca l  w r i t i ng  i s  f requen t l y  read  fo r  i t s"enter ta inment  va lue,"  and that  s ince much h is tory  is
b iographica l ,  i t  is  " in terest ing because people are
interested in social mobi l i ty" (pp. 335-37).

Brown's account of the methodology he employed
is worth reading. He defines his Gtms .ar i fui ly,
presents opposing opinions among experts ci ted, ana
repor ts  on a l l  impor tant  conf l ic t ing and miss ing
ev idence,  even when i t  cont rad ic ts  or  weakens h i ;
hypothesis. He ful ly explains how he modif ied his
hypothes is  as he gathered data,  and he g ives a
complete account of several al ternate hypotheies and
why he ult imately rejected them.

The  rev ie_wer  h igh ly  recommends  H ie ra rchy ,
History, and Human Nature to historians interested in
learn ing more about  the h is tory  o f  h is tor iography
within and across different cultures, and to thosE *ttb
wish to  read about  a  fasc inat ing cross-d isc ip l inary
approach to the study of human affairs.

--Jere T.Humphreys
Arizona State Universitv


