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An Empiricist Theory of Tradition: H. H. Stahl 

Where does reality stand? Empiricism versus 
realism. 

Gusti wanted to build a science of the social 
reality in order to be able to act upon it in full 
knowledge, for the profit of his country. The 
purpose of this scientific foundation would be to 
make possible and organize the scientific social 
reform of the very young Romanian nation. 'A 
Science that would lead to an ind estructible 
union between knowledge and action, and to a 
complete harmony of the social, political, ethical 
aspirations of the nation and, through this, to a 
harmony of the humanity, function of the real 
which is impregnated with the present and, ac-
cording to Leibniz' formula, pregnant with the 
future. ( ... ) It is high time to compose ourselves. 
From now on we must replace shallow solutions 
and hasty decisions with elaborate researches of 
the social reality. From this perspective, every-
thing has to be revised, rectified, coordinated, 
weeded' (Gusti, 1941). His theoretical system is 
rich and coherent but at the same time open and 
pragmatic in its application by the school he 
founded, admitting variations and innovations 
provided that they respected the essence of the 
action. 

From this point of view, the two imperatives 
of this 'science of the social reality' which Gusti 
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chose to call sociology are: a) approaching the 
'concrete' social reality in a 'direct', 'experimen-
tal' way and b) providing its integral analysis. 
Gusti always claimed this return to the fi eld-
work, to the direct knowledge and close observa-
tion of the concrete realities of the country. 
Moreover, on every opportunity he had, he in-
sisted on the fact that these realities exist and 
can be perceived as 'social units', governed by 
the 'law of sociological parallelism'. Inspired by 
Spencer's organicism updated in a functionalist 
approach, Gusti shared with his professor, Paul 
Barth, the dislike of the einseitigen Soziologien: 
'Should we attempt to do partial research on the 
economic, juridical, political life and then try to 
put them together and build an image of the 
whole, we would end again with an arbitrary con-
struction. Particular social sciences highlight, by 
abstraction, the various aspects that interest 
them, but reality as such always escapes them' 
(Gusti, 1941). 

In "order to legitimate this indestructible 
unity of the social life, Gusti added to his socio-
logical system a philosophical explanatory con-
cept: social will. Similarly to Durkheim's con-
cept of social conscience, it rules over any social 
unit. This led him to a sui generis holism, where 
the social will of every unit ensures the rationa-
lity of collective, not individual, choices. 'The 
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unity of manifestations (observable in the social 
unit of a village - o.n.) could thus be explained 
in terms of the unity of a social will ' (Stahl, 
1980). On a different scale, thi s concept did not 
allow the substitution of the various local social 
wills with a single national or State will which 
could only be a conscious and cumulative con-
struction. 

These statements obviously have a polemical 
character. Gusti was in search of the 'concrete' 
reality in order to act on it in a concrete manner; 
so he couldn' t use either the speculative labora-
tory knowledge or the partial ones, arbitrarily 
isolated from the 'vivid concrete unity' of the so-
cial reality. Thus, he refused to believe in the 
'Romanian village', in the romantic or patriotic 
fashions, because reality does not res ide in the 
village, but in the villages. This difference was 
captured by Gusti's slogan which he put forth at 
the beginning of his career, around the year 
1910, and which he abided by throughout his ca-
reer: 'sociology will be monographic, or it will 
not exist at all'. 

In the introduction of his book on Culture 
and Communication, Edmund Leach (1976) 
observes the ' tension between two contrasted 
attitudes, empiricist and rationalist ' which is 
characte ristic of all anthropological research. 
'Empiricists assume that the basic task of the an-
thropologist in the fi eld is to record directly-ob-
served, face-to-face behaviour of members of a 
local community interacting with one another in 
their day-to-day activities ( ... ). In this case, what 
is described as tl1e •social structure» of the sys-
tem is a derivation from sets of such directly ob-
served transactions. Empiricist anthropologists 
steer clear of argument about «the structures of 
ideas current within a societr which most of 
them would consider to be a second order, un-
observable, an abstraction invented by theoreti-
cians' . On the contrary, 'because of their interest 
in ideas as opposed to objective facts, rationalist 
anthropologists tend to be more concerned with 
what is said than what is done. In fi eld research 
they attach particular importance to mythology 

and to the informants' statements about what 
ought to be the case. Where there is discrepancy 
betwee n verbal statements and observed be-
haviour, rationalists tend to maintain that social 
reality •exists» in the verbal statements rather 
than in what actually happens. ( ... ) ... committed 
rationalists tend to write of cultural systems 
being composed by a kind of collectivity - •the 
human mind,, .' (Leach, 1976). 

From this point of view, one could claim that 
Gusti's school was, for reaso ns that we have 
tou ched upon in the previous paragraphs, a 
strong empirical reaction against rationalism , 
which was the dominant trend in social thought at 
the time. Stahl's dispute with Blaga and Eliade is 
the most eloquent illustration of this opposition. 

In the volume entitled Critical Essays , pu-
blished in 1983, H.H. Stahl gathered various 
texts, published or unpublished, all of which 
deal with 'one of the essential themes of our cul-
ture, namely the rural, folkloric life which many 
consider the only carrier of our traditional cul-
ture' (Stahl, 1983). Although the main target of 
his polemical attacks were the philosopher Lu-
cian Blaga and the historian of religions Mircea 
Eliade, the Romanian sociology as a whole is 
subtly criticized in his work. 

The main line of thought of his critical work 
is his declared and argumentative empirici st 
commitment. Starting from the imperative of the 
direct knowledge of the field established by his 
master, D.Gusti, Stahl claimed that 'every direct 
resea rcher of folklore find s, to his regret, tha t 
there is no standard text, nor a model of faith , 
habits, rites or ceremonies known by everybody 
and repeated ad literam ( .. . )' (idem). All, or al-
most all perpetuated mistakes in the different ap-
proaches to folkloric culture derive, in Stahl's 
opinion, from the naivete or speculative will of 
the researchers which persist in attempting to 
find such an original text or model, whose rei-
teration in the present would be, in one way or 
another, the essence of the traditional life. And 
almost eve rybody proceeds in this way. 

The folklorists, for instance, 'cannot help be-
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li eving that they (the texts, o.n.) existed and 
never lose the hope of reconstructing them . 
When such «texts• do not seem possible, as in the 
case of «Ceremonies• , they persist in believing in 
a «ritual schema• which must have existed in 
some clear and perfect form s, deteriorated today' 
(idem). Thus they continue to appeal to the hy-
pothesis of a social 'amnesia' ( ... ) to which they 
oppose the reverse process of 'social anamnesis'. 

This belief in an original and auth entic 
schema or model is tightly linked, in the folk-
loric thought or practice, to the postulation of 
one collective entity, from the family of Volk-
geist, called ' the people's spirit', or otherwise, 
conceived as a kind of subject of these original 
productions. Then being part of the people be-
co mes sufficient for knowing the people, be-
cause then one would share its unique and uni-
tary 'spirit'. Being born in the village would 
make anybody a competent witness of the rural 
society - that was a claim which exasperated 
Stahl. 

Following the same line of thought, the folk-
lorists thought that they could understand the 
whole judging by the parts. 'All they need to do 
is study one ballad, or one single proverb, or a 
single ritual to be convinced that they have dis-
covered something which stands for the whole 
Romanian life( ... ) In the end, this error is based 
on the same ancient belief according to which 
folklore is the direct expression of a «People's 
spirit•, so that catching a good example and 
studying it can account for the whole production 
of the same- genre, as if the «ethnic characteris-
tics• of a people were continously and constant-
ly present in any of its manifestations' (idem). 
On this, Stahl's standpoint is categorical: ' there 
is no unique Romanian folklore, there are se-
veral Romanian folklores' (idem). 

Stahl made essentially the same reproaches 
to the philosopher Lucian Blaga, author of a 
very elaborate theory of cultural styles which re-
side, in his opinion, in the ' unconscious spirit' 
or the 'nosologic unconscious', which he con-
ce ived more or less in Jung's manner. The pur-

pose of Blaga 's system was perhaps best ex-
pressed in an obscure article publi shed rather 
late (Blaga, 1943) where he proclaimed that it is 
possible to make up for the lack of archeological 
information on the Thracian culture by means 
of the 'stylistic topology' which he created. As he 
explicitly states, cultural styles are distributed in 
a sort of Mendeleev Table, which would allow 
the inference of the characteristics of a style 
from its very position in the whole organization 
of cultural styles. In other words, he created a 
sort of 'ecological structuralism' out of the diffi-
cult and complex articulation of the morphology 
of culture and of psychoanalysis. 

According to Stahl, Blaga's concept of style 
is simply an invention of Freudian inspiration, 
meant to replace the outdated Volkgeist. 

He goes on with criticizing Mircea Eliade's 
'theological' conception. 'How did Mircea Eliade 
arrive at this vision of history which defi es 
chronological time, aiming towards mythology? 
The method is simple and similar to that used by 
Blaga in a similar situation. As we have already 
shown, in order to build a «style• world, Blaga re-
placed the «real village• with the delusive picture 
of an · idea-village•. In the same way, Eliade re-
placed the real world with an ad hoe world, from 
which he eliminated the profane, retaining only 
•the sacred•, whi ch he described as the only 
•real»' (idem). The choice Eliade made is con-
nected to a quest for meaning which made him 
consider real only 'significant' phenomena and 
believe that the origin of this signification can-
not be conceived outsid e the realm of ' the 
sacred'. How could the human spirit function 
without the conviction that there is something 
indomitably real in the world? - wonders Eliade. 
The answer he gave establishes the connection 
between 'signification' and ' the sacred' : this 
necessary conviction is not imaginable without 
the introduction of a signification and ' the 
awareness of a signifying real world is intimately 
connected with th e di scove ry of the sacred' 
(Eliade, quote in Stahl, op.cit.) Hence Stahl's 
conclusion: 'we are dealing with a series of state-
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ments, none of which proved, but all taken as 
«self-evident», all copnected in a tautological vi-
cious circle: only the significant realities are real, 
all significations are sacred, therefore, eve ry-
thing which is sacred is real' (idem). 

Stahl opposes to this co nstruction at least two 
catego ries of arguments. On the one hand, ma-
terialist arguments which he shares with 
Marxism to a large extent: 'Nobody is trying to 
dispute the truth that men are beings endowed 
with reason, who philosophize, in other words 
they attempt to understand and explain what is 
going on in the world. But the problem is to 
specify whether the «modifications» (historical, 
o.n.) give birth to religious thoughts or the other 
way round, whether the religious thoughts en-
gender the modifications? Or, more clearly: was 
the passage from the period of the harvest to a 
sedentary agriculture, in other words the Ne-
olithic revolution, accompanied by an agrarian 
mythology or provoked by it?' (idem). Long quo-
tations from Eliade are given to illustrate his 
preference for the latter hypothesis, which leads 
Stahl to accuse him of 'theological idealism'. 

Without wanting, or being able to intervene 
in this vast problem, we must keep in mind 
Stahl's position on this point, in order to under-
stand better his reasoning on the second ques-
tion, directly linked to the problem of tradition. 
Here, the 'only essential fact is that (for Eliade, 
o.n.) the religious actions imitate a mental 
model, which, he imagines, has its origins in the 
immemorial times of the Genesis, and which 
came down to us from the previous generations, 
according to the rules of the «social memory» of 
a «profane nature». The folkloric tradition is con-
sequently a perpetual reiteration of prototypes 
elaborated in illud tempore and can be explained 
by this «etemel retour,,'. 

Stahl's critique is organized on two levels: 
one more general, defined by the refusal to ac-
cept the possibility of 'a world of thoughts iso-
lated from the social history', the other more 
specific, which deni es th e possibility for this 
hermeneutic approach to cove r the whole reli-

gious phenomenon, in particular to be applied 
to the world of oral folkloric religions as the Ro-
manian one. 'One must then underline the pro-
cess of «imitation ,, connected to the so-called «So-
cial memory'" which is in fact a personification 
of the simple social processes of •cultural tradi-
tion ». This way, all the discussions in the man-
ner of Goethe, related to the «archetypes• ( ... ) to 
which Liviu Rusu and Blaga were alluding - as 
did, in a different sense, Eliade - cannot be jus-
tified any longer, and they turn from an obscure 
metaphysical problem into a clear problem of 
sociology' (idem). 

An Empirical Theory of Tradition 

The bias of the resea rchers faithful to the 
'texts', be they real or 'mental', prevented them 
from understanding and explaining the 'concrete 
reality' of cultures in general and of folkloric cul-
tures in particular. In Leach's words, the original 
sin of these 'rationalists' is that of 'separating the 
•text• from the social complex in which it appears, 
which determines it and which it influences'. Con-
sequently, tl1ey believe tlrnt ' tllere is one single folk-
lore for every social group, in particular one single 
Romanian folklore which represents tl1e entire Ro-
manian people' (Stahl, idem). They favor a hyposta-
tized unity, going as far as attributing tile 'reality' to 
tllis single unity. But folkloric culture in particular 
does not allow such an approach, essentially be-
cause of its nature of 'public opinion', not in the 
sense of Rousseau's 'general will', but in tile mo-
dern sense with which sociology operates. 'The foll<-
lorists have sometl1ing to learn from this new socio-
logical discipline, that is the fact that folklori c 
beliefs as well as knowledge are distributed, just like 
public opinions, according to a large variety of ter-

. ritorial and social categories; we discover today tlrnt 
it is wrong to evaluate any folkloric phenomenon 
as having a representative value for the whole etl1-
nic group or even for tile small social group studied. 
( ... )Which means that any collection of isolate folk-
loric phenomena is insufficient in itself, and ca n 
lead us to a false track' (idem). 
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This public opinion nature of folklore is tightly 
linked to its anonymous character, which Stahl op-
poses to the false alternative 'collective or individual 
nature' of folkloric culture. From this point of view, 
the paradigmatic model would be tl1e language. 

By adding to this the illiterate oral character 
of foll<loric cultures, we get a summary picture of 
what Stahl considered their nature . What re-
mains to be done is integrating the tradition in 
this particular context. 

'Although the bulk of anthropological lite ra-
ture is about traditions and traditional societies, 
there is no such thing as a theory of tradition in 
social anthropology', states Pascal Boyer in his 
book dedicated precisely to the subject (Boyer, 
1990). But what is the empirical object of such 
an interrogation? According to Boyer, 'the phe-
nomenon a theory of tradition must explain is 
why and how it seems so natural to people, in 
certain circumstances, to take last year's or last 
decade's vers ion of so me myth or ritual as the 
only relevant way of performing these actions' 
(idem). The usual conception which would lead 
to different answers - mostly implicit or/ and in-
direct ones - to this questions is that ' traditional 
phenomena are linked to, and explained by a set 
of underlying ideas or representations' . 'General 
theories of tradition ( ... ) focus on intellectual 
constructions («world-views•, «concep tion s•" 
«models", •theories•, etc.). In stead of dealing 
with the repetition of actual interaction , they 
focus on the conservation of underlying cultural 
models' (idem). And equating the 'repetition of 
events' with 'the conservation of a model' is a 
fatal error. Because it leads to another error, 
which is the presupposition of a general cohe-
rence of traditional manifestations, derived from 
the model that they are believed to share. 

It is against these common prejudices related 
to ' traditions' that Boyer organizes his analysis; 
and he goes through almost the same steps as 
Stahl does in his ' theo ry of the community 1 

founded on a diffuse tradition'. 
In opposition to the ' theological' approaches 

of Blaga or Eliade, Stahl declared that ' in socio-

logy, «tradition• is co nsidered to be a pheno-
menon of stability and long duration of the so-
cial , material, spiritual structures as well as of the 
•repetition• of the human action, partly through 
the mechanism of imitation ... ' (Stahl, 1983). The 
essence of this 'tradition ' is, for Stahl, the repeti-
tion of certain human actions in groups that re-
compose themselves on the occasion of such ac-
tion and which he calls 'traditional groups'. In 
order to define them, he brings up the famous 
example of the Vatican choir, which has been 
singing continuously and in the same fashion for 
one thousa nd yea rs, although it naturall y 
changed the members. The example had been 
used by Simmel in order to illustrate ' the way the 
social forms are maintained' . The traditional 
groups are such 'social forms', which rep roduce 
themselves as such on every occasion when a cer-
tain collective activity requires thei r perfor-
mance. In such groups as the ritual groups of 
marriages, fun erals, etc., 'all the participants, 
each rep resenting only a fragment of the global 
culture', reenact together the gestures assigned 
to this occasion and transmitted by the previous 
participants to th e same action. 'The phe-
nomenon of folkloric contamination through the 
participation to a social group has a major theo-
retical significance, as it highlights the fact that 
foll<loric cultures are not transmitted from father 
to son, from generation to generation, but they 
are continuous, at the core of the same social 
group, lasting as long as the group continues to 
exist. ( ... ) ... the foll<loric tradition is, first of all, 
a phenomenon of transmission of cultural goods 
between the members of social groups with stable 
formal structures, «tradition• being therefore an 
aspect of «Stagnation• and not a passage from one 
generation to the next' (idem). Given the exis-
tence of groups with a stable structure and the 
unequal distribution of knowledge inside th e 
group, the diffusion of knowledge and the cohe-
rence of the performance are achieved by an imi-
tation of the people who have already taken part 
in similar performa nces of the same 'formal' 
group . Thi s explains, accordi ng to Stahl , the 
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essence of this process of continuation, more or 
less identical with the knowledge and practices of 
' traditional' groups. 

Taking into account the fact that the '«tradi-
tional- transfer of cultu ral goods always takes 
place at the heart of the social groups' and that 
even the transfer of ideas from a different place 
and a different time presupposes a process of 
co mmunication hie et nunc, Stahl discards any 
orga nicist interpretation of tradition, more pre-
cisely any appeal to a memory, a collective am-
nesia or anamnesis. 'Ali these •transfers• do not 
occur from one isolated individual to another 
isolated individual, but between the members of 
certain social groups whose structures are peren-
nial, in other words they become permanent, 
thanks to isolated entries or exits of the mem-
bers which compose them. Consequently, it is 
not the psychological process of memorization 
that is esse ntial, but the social group in which 
the process takes place' (idem). 

Actually, Stahl has replaced the postulate of 
the mental models which represented in the or-
ganicist view the source of tradition with an em-
piricist postulate of the existence of groups with 
a stable structure, in which the totality of tradi-
tional facts is recomposed on every occasion. 
Briefly , while for the rationalists the traditional 
societies are communities where certain mental 
models are systematically reiterated, in Stahl's 
empiricist view, tradition defines societies where 
certain social groups 'with a stable structure' per-
sist. Why and how do they exist or do they even-
tually cease to ex ist are questions that Stahl 
leaves unanswered. 

Ideological and Methodological Stakes 

From this point of view one could claim that 
Stah l's theo ry is not a real one. He seems inte-
rested in a theorization of the tradition hardly 
sufficient to suggest an appropriate approach of 
th e traditional phenomena. The stakes are 
rather methodological and, just on the line, ide-
ological rather than theo retical. 

First of all, making a connection between the 
fate of tradition and the present fun ctioning of 
the formal groups characteristic of the world of 
the village obliges the researcher to be more at-
tentive to the social present of these villages 
than to their mythical past2. 

Secondly, and for the sa me reasons, the ap-
proach privileges 'what the people do', and not 
'what the people say', the 'system of behaviour' 
rather than the 'system of ideas'3. 

Finally, as there are diffe rent territorial and 
social groups, the idea of a unity of traditional 
manifestati on must be replaced by the accep-
tance of their diversity. 

'The reasons why anthropologists substitute 
conservation for repetition and models for actions 
is that they have an implicit causal hypothesis. Cul-
tural models cause actual behaviors and their con-
servation causes traditional repetition', obse1ved 
Boyer (op.cit.). Wbich implicitly sends us to tl1e 
sources of the events presented in an uncontrol-
lable past. On the contrary, an empi1·icist solution, 
like Stahl's, places tl1e roots of tl1e present reality in 
tl1e functioning of this present itself or of a recent 
and accessible past. Wouldn't iliis be tl1e most rea-
sonable methodological choice for somebody who 
designs the scientific social reform of his country? 
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Notes 

1. The Romanian word, which is more precise, is 
ob*te, which stands for a particular form of social or-
ganization of the 'traditional' village. 

2. The explanation Stahl proposed for the foundation 
legends characte ri stic of most Romanian villages is a 
case in point. To him, the eponymous hero is not the 
construction of a co ll ective memory which turns a 
long past hi stori ca l event into folklore, but its pre-
sent social utility. This is how the legends of the 
eponymous hero(s) appeared only at the moment 
when a village organization in lignages/ascending 
lines (sate umbliitoare pe mo*i) appeared. In this type 
of social organization, an ascending line was recog-
nized by the co mmunity and could enjoy the privi-
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