Project Proposal
Comparing the Incomparable: A Reassessment of Katherine Cross’s
England-Normandy Comparison in Heirs of the Vikings
Introduction / Motivation
Katherine Cross’s Heirs of the Vikings (York Medieval Press, 2018) is a carefully argued and impressive book, but it has a structural problem at its centre. Cross sets out to explain why Viking Age Scandinavian identity developed so differently in England and Normandy: why Normandy produced a coherent Norman ethnic consciousness while the Danish-settled north and east of England produced a very different environment. Her answer is that this divergence was engineered from above by ruling elites using ethnic narratives as instruments of political power. Drawing on Rogers Brubaker’s concept of ‘ethnicity without groups’, she frames both the Norman dukes and the West Saxon kings as ‘ethno-political entrepreneurs’, and the identities of their subjects as products of that entrepreneurship.
The comparison between England and Normandy drives the whole argument. The two regions look like corresponding cases, as both experienced Scandinavian settlement, both were unified under a single ruling dynasty by the mid-tenth century, and both produced written sources engaging with the Viking past, and it is precisely the divergence between them that Cross’s top-down model is designed to explain.
This essay argues that the basis of this analogy does not hold. Normandy and the Danelaw were not comparable situations with different outcomes; they were different situations that naturally produced different outcomes. Normandy was a newly created territory with a single continuous Viking dynasty and no pre-existing institutional identity; the Norman dukes needed an ethnic narrative directed outward, to define their people against the Franks. The Danelaw, by contrast, was a collection of Scandinavian-settled regions absorbed into an ancient kingdom with its own deep legal and ecclesiastical structures. If the Danelaw produced no literary ethnic identity of the Norman kind, that may simply be because its communities expressed their distinctiveness through different media: through law, custom, and territorial designation. Cross is looking for hagiographies and genealogies and finds nothing, however that absence is not the absence of identity. It is the absence of one form of identity.
The argument here go beyond Cross’s book and have a wider impact on the reading of the entire period. How Viking Age ethnic identities formed and found expression is contested ground in early medieval studies, touching on the legacies of Scandinavian settlement, the relationship between political power and cultural identity, and whether our written sources can tell us anything reliable about what ordinary people believed about themselves. Cross’s framework, if accepted, dissolves all identity claims into political strategy. That may be solving the wrong problem.
Data Section
The sources for this investigation are largely the same as Cross uses. For Normandy, these centre on Dudo of Saint-Quentin’s De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum, the foundational Norman dynastic history. For England, the key material includes the Historia de Sancto Cuthberto, a cluster of hagiographies and saints’ lives, and the legal writings associated with Archbishop Wulfstan II of York. These are well-edited texts with good modern translations and commentary.
The significant addition is the legal record of the Danelaw itself: the terminology of Dena laga (Danish law), the institutional structures of the Five Boroughs, and the charters that record regional distinctions within England. Cross discusses Wulfstan’s law codes in Chapter 5 but treats their ethnic content as largely derivative of West Saxon political priorities (a reading this project will push back on). Those texts document a functioning legal tradition with Scandinavian roots, not a West Saxon narrative about Scandinavian heritage, and I believe that difference is key.
Secondary sources include the established scholarship Cross draws on directly including David Bates on Normandy Before 1066, Lesley Abrams on early Normandy, and Dawn Hadley on the Vikings in England, alongside works she engages with more briefly such as Patrick Wormald on the making of English law, Clare Downham on Viking kingship in Britain and Ireland, and Eleanor Searle on Norman predatory kinship. Chris Wickham’s reflections on comparative historical method will provide the framework for the core methodological critique.
Methodology
The method is immanent critique: working through Cross’s own argument and evidence to find where the comparison breaks down, rather than importing a different theoretical framework. The essay will not claim her sources are wrong or her use of Brubaker is incorrect. It will argue that the comparison she builds on them is doing more work than the evidence supports.
The argument starts with the structural differences between Normandy and the Danelaw that Cross acknowledges but treats as incidental variations, which I disagree with. The Norman dukes were building an ethnic identity outward, against the Franks, as a way of asserting independence from the French crown. The West Saxon kings were managing identity inward; trying to absorb Scandinavian-settled regions into a unified realm whose legitimacy rested on its Anglo-Saxon past. These are different political problems, producing different kinds of texts, for different audiences. The comparison Cross draws between them is suggestive but fragile.
The second part of the argument looks at how Danelaw identity was actually expressed. The evidence from Wormald, Stenton, and the legal record suggests that the terminology of Danish law and the institutional structures of the Five Boroughs were genuine markers of Scandinavian-derived identity in such that they were not administrative shorthand but a distinct legal inheritance that real communities maintained and defended. Cross’s framework struggles to account for this, because she is looking for identity in the genre of texts where the Normans expressed it, not in the forms that made sense to Danelaw communities.
From there, the implications follow. If Danelaw communities did maintain an ethnic identity, albeit expressed through legal custom rather than Latin hagiography, then the divergence between England and Normandy is less dramatic than Cross claims, and her top-down elite-manipulation model explains correspondingly less. The investigation draws on existing editions and secondary scholarship; no original archival work is undertaken.
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