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Preface and acknowledgements

This volume traces its roots to a conference held in 2005 at the University
ofManchester, ‘The Peace in the Feud: History and Anthropology 1955–
2005’. We met to celebrate a fiftieth anniversary. In the spring of 1955,
the Professor of Social Anthropology at Manchester, Max Gluckman,
delivered a series of lectures on BBC Radio’s Third Programme, entitled
‘Custom and Conflict in Africa’, exploring how the tensions endemic in a
number of African traditional societies were held in check by the power of
tradition. Gluckman’s book by the same name came out later in the year.
His aim, he averred, was to study ‘how men quarrel in terms of certain
customary allegiances but are restrained from violence through other
conflicting allegiances which are also enjoined on them by custom. The
result is that conflicts in one set of relationships, over a wider range of
society or through a longer period of time, lead to the reestablishment of
social cohesion.’1 There was a paradoxical ‘peace in the feud’, Gluckman
argued: while the forces of vengeance and violence were perhaps intrinsi-
cally destructive, they could be harnessed to socially constructive
purpose.

Gluckman explicitly sought to attract the attention of historians of
medieval Europe, and his challenge was met with a ready response from
his Manchester colleague, Michael Wallace-Hadrill. In 1959, the Bulletin
of the John Rylands Library carried an article by Wallace-Hadrill, ‘The
Blood-Feud of the Franks’, which offered a re-interpretation of revenge
violence in Merovingian Gaul precisely along the lines suggested by
Gluckman. The nature of Wallace-Hadrill’s collegial contact with
Gluckman has not been documented, and it has yet to be established
whether we are to imagine sustained face-to-face conversations in a
Manchester common room or a more intermittent exchange conducted
largely via print and broadcast.

Whatever its medium or extent, the Gluckman/Wallace-Hadrill
encounter at Manchester remains one of the more influential moments

1 M. Gluckman, Custom and Conflict in Africa (Oxford, 1955), p. 2.
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of mid-twentieth-century intellectual history, for it gave new life to the
close relationship that had persisted between anthropologists and medie-
val historians in the English-speaking world in the early days of anthro-
pology as a free-standing discipline. Many pioneering anthropologists,
such as E. E. Evans-Pritchard, had taken their first degrees in History at a
time when the study of medieval charters was seen as the foundation of
any historian’s training.

As a result of the 2005 conference, an increasingly hardy band of
colleagues began to meet and to exchange drafts. Our attention was
drawn back to Gluckman’s central questions: how does a social order
hold together when centralized structures of authority are weak, or absent
altogether?How do societies harness conflict to reinforce social order?We
hope our readers will agree that the conversation between historians and
anthropologists is still very much alive.

We remain grateful to the several sponsors of the original Conference,
‘The Peace in the Feud’, held under the auspices of the Manchester
Centre for Late Antiquity. At the University of Manchester, these were:
the Centre for Inter-disciplinary Research in the Arts, the School of Arts,
Languages, andCultures, the Faculty of Humanities, the School of Social
Sciences, theWellcome Trust Unit, and theManchesterMuseum, which
hosted the Conference Dinner in the shadow of a large dinosaur skeleton.
Sponsorship came also from Jean Monnet Centre, and from Blackwells,
who published Gluckman’s Custom and Conflict. Our abiding thanks to
the conference speakers whose contributions are not represented in the
pages which follow: Philippe Buc, Stuart Carroll, Guy Halsall, John
Hudson, Maia Green, the late J. D. Y. Peel, David Pratten, the late
Terence Ranger, Richard Rathbone, Lyn Schumaker, Chris Wickham,
and IanWood. Further thanks are due to Philippe Buc, Maia Green, and
to Stephen D. White, who led postgraduate workshops, as did Richard
Rathbone, whose conversations with the editors at Cumberland Lodge in
the mid-1990s were a lasting source of inspiration.

In the making of the volume, we have had support from the John Fell
Fund at Oxford University and the Lightbody Fund at Worcester
College, which enabled us to meet to discuss drafts. We are beholden to
Hannah Williams, for unstinting and indispensable editorial support,
extending over many years. Our thanks also to successive editorial
teams at Cambridge University Press, latterly under the genial guidance
of Elizabeth Friend-Smith. Finally, we wish to thank the volume’s con-
tributors for exceeding our most ambitious hopes of scholarly collabora-
tion, and for having the patience, grace, and sheer staying power to
wrestle the intensity and excitement of face-to-face discussion into print.
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All of those who were present at the Conference will remember the
closing remarks of Mary Douglas. Her own contribution to the conversa-
tion betweenHistory andAnthropology needs no introduction. It is to her
memory that we dedicate this volume.

kate cooper and conrad leyser
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