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ІСТОРИЧНІ НАУКИ  

 Oksana Drohobytska,  

PhD in History, Associate Professor of Ethnology and Archaeology 

Vasyl Stefanyk Precarpathian National University 

 

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC SOURCES IN THE RECONSTRUCTING 

OF PREHISTORIC SOCIETY 
 

In the study of prehistoric history, researchers employ a wide range of sources, among which 

ethnographic sources hold a prominent place. As is known, ethnology is the science that studies 

the origin of various peoples, their ethnic history, settlement, features of everyday life and 

culture, and ethnopsychological peculiarities. 

However, ethnographic sources are not without their shortcomings. Firstly, they cannot be used 

to reconstruct social relations, everyday life, and customs that corresponded to the era of the primitive 

commune (praobshchyna), when the process of human formation and the formation of the first human 

collectives took place. Secondly, all modern syncretic societies that are at a primitive stage of 

development have experienced significant influence from the «civilized world» [1, pp. 17-18]. 

The most heated discussions regarding the use of ethnographic sources took place in the 1960s-

1980s, when ethnoarchaeology became increasingly discussed in Western science [7, p. 181]. In 

general, the scholar O. Fedorchenko conditionally identifies two stages in the development of 

the issue of using ethnoanalogies. In the first stage, covering the period from the 19th to the 

1950s, scientists tried to identify the main criteria by which ethnographic data could be used 

correctly. Such criteria were similarity in the socio-economic development of societies and the 

proximity of the natural environment. In the second stage (1960s-1990s), the involvement of 

ethnoanalogies turned into a scientific approach [7, p. 181]. 

When analyzing the aforementioned problem, it is worth considering the conclusions of the 

archaeologist L. Zaliznyak, presented in the article «Reconstruction of Primitive Societies by 

Their Economic and Cultural Type». Notably, the author asserts that ethnographic data allows 

for the reconstruction of primitive society in its most complex manifestations, although it does 

not provide the means to determine the chronological boundaries of the emergence and 

development of the model reconstructed with their help [5, pp. 3-4]. In his opinion, the 

comparison of ethnographic and archaeological societies is not only possible and permissible 

but also necessary, and the researcher consciously or unconsciously resorts to ethnographic 

models when reconstructing primitive societies [5, p. 4]. Therefore, for instance, one can apply 

ethnographic data on reindeer or bison hunters when reconstructing the lifestyle of hunters with 

a similar specialization [5, p. 4]. 

Similarly, ethnographic data is particularly valuable when studying marriage and family in 

primitive times, since, as is known, bridewealth and bride service have deep roots. Ethnographic 

sources allow for the reconstruction of many phenomena of social life, including the structure of 

governance and power, and various forms of property in primitive times. In our view, they 

should be used in the analysis of primitive ideological concepts, since even modern ethnic groups 

practice shamanism or totemism [4]. 
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Traditionally, many researchers, including S. Tokarev, believed that the beliefs of 

Australians were the most archaic religious phenomenon that has survived to the present day 

and is a classic, typical example of totemism [2, p. 60]. However, the modern scholar D. Bazik 

cautions against such a simplistic perception, as he believes that in addition to totemism, the 

religious beliefs of Australian tribes are also characterized by other forms of primitive religious 

concepts (fetishism, animism, various forms of magic), which are significantly interdependent 

and interconnected [2, p. 61]. Moreover, in the process of cultural interaction, the primitive 

beliefs of the Aboriginal societies of Australia do not remain unchanged, undergoing significant 

transformation [2, p. 68]. 

The Khoisan, especially the San, have long fascinated researchers due to their deep ancestral 

roots. Genetic studies place their divergence from other human populations at over 100,000 

years ago [3]. As skilled hunters and gatherers, the San have developed a profound 

understanding of their environment. 

At the present stage of scientific development, the importance of ethnological sources should not 

be underestimated, as they allow for a partial reconstruction of the daily life, traditions, and customs 

of primitive human communities. However, it is necessary to take into account the shortcomings of 

this type of source and the impact of contemporary globalization processes on ethnic groups. 
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