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“Ethnogenesis”: 
What Does It Mean?

T he woRd “ethnogenesis” has
several meanings in relation to
the subject of the present arti-

cle. According to Julian Bromley, the
founder of the influential theory of eth-
nos, which has been dominant for a long
time in Russian ethnological studies,
ethnogenesis is a process of making an
ethnos. The most important indication
of the process is the emergence of eth-
nic self-consciousness. According to
Bromley’s theory, which presupposes
the existence of three different stages of

When comparing
Anonymus’ ethnic discourse
in Gesta Hungarorum
and the world of early
medieval gentes, the special
features of the post-Avar
‘ethnogenesis’ should be
taken into consideration. 

Denis Alimov
Candidate of historical sciences, senior
lecturer at the Department of Slavic and
Balkan Studies of the Faculty of History
of Saint Petersburg State University,
Russia.

The study was conducted within the 
framework of the research project suppor-
ted by the grant of the President of the
Russian Federation for state support of
young scientists—candidates of sciences
(mk—950.2012.6 “Political formations
in the Slavic world from the seventh to the
tenth centuries: the evolution of power
structures and ethno-social processes”).



ethnic development called tribe, narodnost’, and nation, it is the process of the
making of the narodnost’ that is the most characteristic when dealing with ethno-
genesis in the barbarian polities of early medieval europe.1

It is clear that such an interpretation of ethnogenesis can make sense only with-
in the framework of the primordialist approach to the phenomenon of ethnici-
ty, which implies that ethnogenesis is the initial phase of any ethnic group’s
history can be investigated as a complex process involving the formation of
both the objective features of ethnos, such as language and culture, and its self-
consciousness.2 within the framework of the instrumentalist approach to eth-
nicity, which emphasizes situational conditionality, fluidity and variability of
criteria of ethnic identity, ethnicity acts as a form of social organization depend-
ing exclusively on subjective factors, such as self-identification and categorization
from the outside.3 It is clear that in this case the term “ethnogenesis” should
be considered absolutely incorrect because ethnicity, according to the given
approach, becomes apparent only in situations of social interaction between groups
when the need for its social registration gives rise to what can be called ethnic
borders. however, even in the works of instrumentalist authors it is sometimes
possible to find the word “ethnogenesis” between inverted commas. obviously,
they refer here to the emergence of ethnic identity as a result of self-identifica-
tion and external ascription. 

The other meaning of the term “ethnogenesis,” also directly related to the sub-
ject of this article, is much more contextual than that described above. The
question is about the model of the making of the early medieval “tribes” (gentes)
elaborated in the works of scholars belonging to the so-called “Viennese school,”
mainly in those of Reinhard wenskus, herwig wolfram, and walter Pohl. As
R. wenskus has shown, early medieval Germanic “tribes” (Stammes in German),
known from contemporary Latin sources as gentes, were heterogeneous com-
munities, politically, socially and ideologically constructed on the basis of mili-
tary groups.4 In this connection the term “ethnogenesis” is used for the process
involving the crystallization of a broad community, caused by socio-political
factors, first of all, by the rise of a military elite group consolidated by a charis-
matic leader. Their ethnic character manifested itself, first of all, in ideology,
the most important element of which was the myth of a common origin.5 The
predominance of political factors in the process of Stammesbildung within the
Germanic world makes some researchers abandon the use of the attribute “eth-
nic” in reference to such groups, preferring instead the terminology borrowed
from early medieval texts. Though the belief in a common origin was an impor-
tant element of social cohesion for the gentes, it should be remembered that
their social, political and “ethnic” (i.e. based on the belief in a common origin)
identity were practically inseparable from each other. Such communities exist-
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ed simultaneously both as political and as ethnic units. Therefore we prefer to
name them ethno-political communities, thus using the term well established
in Russian historiography. 

meanwhile, ethno-political communities (gentes) were not the only type of
quasi-ethnic groups of the barbarians. Besides kin groups and small residential
communities, there undoubtedly existed other types of what walter Pohl des-
ignated as “face-to-face groups.”6 The correlation of those groups with what
we put now in the concept of ethnicity remains in many cases unclear. debatable
is also the question of to what degree gentile identities interpreted as ethnic iden-
tities of the early middle Ages were a product of the development of barbarian
society, or a consequence of the structuring of fluid barbarian group identities
within the bookish ethnic discourse going back to Antiquity.7 Finally, it is also
still unclear whether or not the gentes were the universal form of “ethnic” devel-
opment in early medieval europe. There is no doubt that, like with the Germanic
gentes, a great part of the so-called “tribes” within the Slavic world, as well as
among other language communities of east-Central europe, can also be ranked
among the ethno-political entities.8 The question, however, regards the basic
bonds of their social cohesion that provided their stability.

of course, as Patrick Amory pertinently noted, “there is a question of how
to define ‘full’ ethnogenesis. If ethnic groups are always in flux, if their mem-
bership and definitions of membership are always changing, then they are con-
stantly undergoing ethnogenesis.”9 we must necessarily admit that the ques-
tion concerns an extremely conventional term that is an element of the modern
ethnic (both scientific, and ordinary) discourse rather than a reflection of reali-
ty. It is impossible to ignore the fact that ethnic processes, as walter Pohl reminds
us using Fernand Braudel’s expression, are processes of “longue durée,”10 and
ethnic identity—for all its subjectivity and conditionality—can be rather stable.
Until we give up operating with such terms as “ethnic group,” “ethno-political
community,” etc., which are somewhat problematic, it is impossible to get absolute-
ly free from the essentialist approach.

methodological difficulties connected with the study of ethnogenesis in the
early middle Ages are certainly not exhausted by the confrontation of the two
basic approaches to the phenomenon of ethnicity. It is hardly possible to set aside
the question of whether it is correct to treat early medieval group identities as
ethnic ones. over the last several decades historians repeatedly emphasized the
role played in the formation of the ethnic discourse in early medieval europe
by educated intellectual, who included barbarian group identities in the notion
of gentes inherited by them from ancient ethnography.11 The influence of ancient
ethnography and of the Bible on the formation of ethnic discourse in early medieval
europe is really great. does it mean, however, that the barbarians—at least, those
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who had not yet come under the influence of the ancient heritage and had not
yet converted to Christianity—had no notion of ethnic division? Like the ethno-
graphers of the 19th century, who started to describe numerous “tribes” of Africa,
America, Australia, and oceania, modern medievalists face a great number of
group identities bearing a strong resemblance to what is usually meant by eth-
nicity. meanwhile, those identities could correspond to kin groups, residential
entities, linguistic, social and professional communities, political formations, etc.
how is it possible in this case to distinguish ethnic identity from the non-eth-
nic one? It should be remembered in this regard that an important feature of
the barbarians’ self-consciousness was its syncretism and semantic undifferen-
tiality.12 As for the belief in a common origin usually considered to be the basic
feature of ethnic identity, we should be aware of the fact that its existence can
be hardly confirmed in reference to many early medieval groups. It is quite under-
standable that against this background the use of the term “ethnic” becomes
extremely conventional. 

The Carpathian Basin in Anonymus’ Gesta Hungarorum: 
The Ethno-Political Situation

A NoNymUS’ GESTA Hungarorum, a well-known medieval narrative con-
sidered by many to have been written in the late 12th or in the early
13th century, and supposedly based on an 11th century hungarian chron-

icle, contains detailed information on several polities that allegedly existed in
the territories between the Tisza River and the Carpathian mountains by the time
of the magyars’ migration to Pannonia at the end of the 9th century. These are the
land of Menumorout, the descendant of Morout, on the territory of Criºana, the
land of Glad on the territory of Banat, and the land of Gelou on the territory of
Transylvania, in the narrow sense of the term.13 Two polities situated in the neigh-
boring area of the middle danube region are also mentioned in Anonymus’
narrative. These are the land of Salanus, situated between the danube and the
Tisza, including a local administrative unit with its center in the stronghold of
Hung, that is, in present-day Uzhgorod (Ungvár), in the Upper Tisza region,14

and that of Zubur, with its centre at Nitra in southwest Slovakia. There is no need
to emphasize that the information of the Gesta Hungarorum relating to the ethno-
political situation of the late 9th and early 10th centuries is treated with a great
degree of skepticism in current historiography. Such a treatment of Anonymus’
information does not seem surprising, when taking into consideration the dat-
ing of the text and its generic features.15 however, recent research by Romanian
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scholars has demonstrated that the picture drawn by Anonymus as a whole fits
well with the archaeological data. The existence of local political units suppos-
edly corresponding to those described by the Anonymus can be proved, first
of all, by the spatial distribution of early medieval settlements excavated by
Romanian archaeologists in the territories of present-day Banat, Criºana, and
Transylvania.16

It should be noted that in the text of Anonymus all the listed political for-
mations are referred to only by the names of their rulers or by their geographi-
cal location. As seen from Anonymus’ narrative, none of the listed polities was
associated with any concrete gens. on the contrary, according to Anonymus,
the ethnic composition of each polity was extremely heterogeneous. As for 
the land of menumorout, it is firstly reported (in chapter XI) to be inhabited
by people called Cozar (khazars?).17 meanwhile, as follows from chapter XLI,
menumorout himself was of Bulgarian origin.18 It is also obvious from Anonymus’
further account that the “khazars” were in no way the only ethnic group to
live in menumorout’s land. In chapter XXIII the three hungarian captains, Thosu,
Zobolsu, and Tuhutum, are said to have subdued many nationes of menumorout’s
land.19 while describing in chapter LI the next fight between the magyars and
the forces of menumorout, it is directly reported that the latter consisted of
different nationes.20 A similar situation appears when dealing with the polity of
Glad situated in Banat. According to chapter XI, Glad, who was originally
based in the Bulgarian stronghold of Vidin, established himself in what is now
Banat with the help of the so-called “Cumanians” (Cumani) that can be identi-
fied with a certain nomadic ethnic group of Altaic origin.21 while describing
the magyar expedition against Glad in chapter XLIV, Anonymous tells us that
among Glad’s numerous horsemen and soldiers were “Cumanians” (Cumani),
Bulgarians (Bulgari), and wallachians (Blaci).22 Though in chapter XXVI Gelou,
a ruler of the terra ultra silvana, is defined as dux Blacorum, which apparently
points to the domination of the wallachians (Romanians) in his polity,23 while
speaking in chapter XXV of the inhabitants of the territory controlled by Gelou,
Anonymus mentions not only the wallachians (Blasii) but also the Slavs (Sclavi).24

As for Gelou himself, he is defined in chapter XXIV as a wallachian (Blacus).25

As seen from chapter XI, a similar situation occurred in the land of Salanus, includ-
ing its easternmost county, governed by Loborcy. Anonymus reports that the
Bulgar ruler Keanus, who was the grandfather of Salanus, populated the territory
between the rivers danube and Tisza with Slavs and Bulgars.26 As for the duca-
tus of Zubur, it is reported in chapter XXXV as being inhabited by Slavs and
Bohemians (Boemi).27

Such a picture is in sharp contrast with the current notion of what was one
of the most characteristic features of early medieval ethnicity. As is known, it is
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the unity of ethnic and political affiliation which was so characteristic for early
medieval europe that makes modern researchers use the term “ethno-political
community” in reference to early medieval gentes. At first glance, Anonymus’
notion of early medieval ethnicity can be considered an additional argument
against the credibility of the source. As it has been long supposed in historiog-
raphy, because Anonymus allegedly did not know the true names of the local
groups of the 9th century Carpathian Basin, he simply used the names of some
nationes contemporary to him for the description of the earlier situation. In order
to answer the question if Anonymus’ notion of early medieval ethnicity was errat-
ic in relation to the region that was the focus of his narrative, it is necessary to
examine the data of earlier and more reliable sources concerning the ethno-polit-
ical situation in the 9th century Carpathian Basin. Based on the methodological
premises described above we will focus not on the issues of culture and lan-
guage but exclusively on the contemporary representation of those communi-
ties in ethnic or quasi-ethnic terms.

q
(To be continued)
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Abstract
On the Problem of the Post-Avar “Ethnogenesis”: The 9th Century Polities of Banat,
Criºana, and Transylvania in Comparative-Historical Context

The paper examines the 9th century ethno-political situation in the territory of the former Avar
qaganate, that is, within the Carpathian Basin, in terms of the early medieval “ethnogenesis”
interpreted as the making of ethno-political units (gentes). As a result, the so-called post-Avar “ethno-
genesis” is conceptualized as a process whose main feature is the absence of fully fledged ethnic
groups that could correspond to the polities that emerged on the ruins of the Avar qaganate and
would be comparable to what was usually meant by the term gens in early medieval Latin sources.
According to the author, this feature could be interpreted as the indication that on the territory
of the former qaganate the formation of new political structures caused by the rise of post-Avar
elites (polito-genesis) outran the emergence of new group identities (ethnogenesis). Another
conclusion states that the polities of menumorout, Glad, and Gelou, as described in Anonymus’
Gesta Hungarorum, are very similar in their principal characteristics to those attested for the 9th cen-
tury post-Avar area by contemporary sources. 
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