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During the twentieth century, historians in Europe and 

the United States have repeatedly revised their histprical 

programs to make greater use of social theory. Beginning 

early in the century with the American Progressives'-€hew 

History" and the French Annales, there has been a succession 

of "new histories" based on alliance with the social sciences. 

Instead of writing narrative accounts of political events, the 

new historians used social theory to analyze the social and 

economic forces within and structures beneath the course of 

national politics. Using the Annales as his prime example, 

Georg Iggers links the rise of new history and its more 

structural understanding of historical process to the decline 

of belief in progress around the time of the First World War. 

"Exactly because the societies and cultures of the past are no 

longer seen as stages in a linear progression, they are now 

viewed not merely diachronically but also synchronically as 

structures possessing a degree of integrity and stability in 

time." As such, they invited analysis rather than narrative, 

and attention to collectivities and their material, social, 

and cultural conditions rather than individual actions.‘ 

These new histories of the twentieth century thus stand 

at the intersection of two larger histories. One is the 

history of historicism, defined broadly as that "historical- 

mindedness" which began in the eighteenth century: a 

recognition of the qualitative difference, the "otherness," of 

the past, which in turn mandated that human affairs be 

understood historicallyfiZ While abandoning or attenuating the 



conception of linear progress and the focus on political ¿: 

events that gave shape to nineteenth—century historicism, the 

new histories of the twentieth century retained their 

grounding in temporality.3 

The new histories also belong to the history of the 

social sciences, studies that grew out of the Enlightenment 

effort to understand modernity. In their belief that the West 

had embarked on a novel course of historical development that 

was still unfolding, these social thinkers shared the 

historicism of the eighteenth century. But unlike the 

historians, their focus was on the social and economic 

dimensions of civil society that modernity disclosed; using 

analogs of scientific method, they produced social theories 

rather than political narratives.4 During the nineteenth 

century history and the social sciences diverged and 

intertwined in a number of ways, although it was not until the 

twentieth century that a succession of new historians made a 

concerted effort to use social theory in their practice. 

At first glance, the relation between historiography and 

social theory in the United States seems to follow a different 

path from that Iggers laid out. The New History that was 

announced in the United States in 1912 did not abandon, but 

emphasized the liberal narrative of Western progress. When 

American historians finally turned to analytic, structural 

history and a full alliance with the social sciences in the 

decadeéafter World War II, it was during a moment of American 
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triumphalism. On closer examination, however, the United 

States proves to be a variant, rather than an exception-- Both 

historicism and social science have had somewhat different 

histories in the United States, producing differences in the 

character and timing of anxieties about the course of history 

and the uses of social theory. In the American case, too, new 

historians used social theory to stabilize and clarify an 

increasingly uncertain narrative of Western history. The 

newer histories that make use of postmodern theories both 

extend and alter that story. 

What accounts for the American variation on this Western 

theme is historical consciousness, shaped in the United 

States, as it was in the other countries of Europe, by the 

understanding of national history. The writers, politicians, 

and clergymen who constructed that national self-understanding 

in the decades after the American Revolution located the 

United States within the story of Western progress, a liberal 

story of growing commercial development, representative 

political institutions based on democratic consent, and the 

advance and diffusion of knowledge, processes that were 

projected to remake the entire world. But they seated world 

progress not in Eurºpe, where a class-ridden feudal past and 

industrial future distorted history, but in the American 



nation. The special place of the United States in this story 

was attributed in part to favorable historical conditions that 

allowed it to form a New World antithetical to the Old: the 

heritage of Anglo-Saxon institutions, the republican frame of 

government, the continent of uncultivated land, the 

opportunity offered by a free market of small producers. But 

specialness derived fundamentally from divine favor, a favor 

that began with the Puritan mission to New England and was 

sealed in the Revolution and Constitution. The country’s 

unique foundation located it in millennial as well as 

historical time, freeing it from the ills of Europe and 

guaranteeing it an ideal future, exemplary for the world. In 

this view, American progress would be a quantitative 

multiplication and elaboration of the country’s founding 

institutions, not a process of qualitative change. George 

Bancroft gave this exceptionalist historical consciousness its 

most popular form in the nineteenth century, while his 

contemporaries J.L.Mot1ey and William H. Prescott set the 

pattern for American historians of Europe, who found there 

histories of decline that proved the rule of American 

progress.s 

During the Gilded Age, roughly from the late 1870s to 

late 18905, the weakening of religious belief and the 

industrial transformation of society called American 

exceptionalism into question. The Gilded Age was also the 

period in which history and the new social sciences 



established disciplinary identities in the universities. The 

historians wanted to separate history from its divine ¡. 

background and turn it into an historical science on the 

Rankean model. The central.figures in the movement to. 

professionalize history, however, like Andrew Dixon White, 

John W. Burgess, and Herbert Baxter Adams, also believed that 

history and political science were part of the same large 

field. The double enterprise was linked by a common task: 

amidst rapid industrial development, fierce social conflict, 

and widespread political corruption, they wanted to strengthen 

established historical principles so as to guide political 

action in a conservative direction. They sought this 

structural support in political principles and institutions: 

Adams’ tracing of Teutonic "germs" from old to New England 

communities was one contribution to this program, as was the 

importation of Germanic conceptions of the "State." 

At the same time, however, they were cognizant of the 

economic and social upheavals around them and of the new 

social science disciplines competing for academic space; they 

opened their field outward and laid the ground work for the 

New History. They often spoke of the historical and political 

sciences in the plural and took under their wings historical 

jurisprudence, economics, and sociology. Adams' students, 

among them Frederick Jackson Turner, quickly developed social 

and economic dimensions in their work. At Columbia, the 

interdisciplinary environment Burgess established was the 



seedbed for James Harvey Robinson’s announcement of a New 

History in 1912 and for Charles Beard's economic 

interpretation of history.6 

Taking over from historico-politics the desire to link 

historical knowledge to present politics and to widen 

attention to economic and social history, this younger 

generation also had a deeper appreciation of historicism. The 

Gilded Age crisis had opened the way to a full recognition of 

the difference of the American past and the country’s 

dependence on the contingent forces of history. To secure the 

ideal American future, they fully attached American history to 

Western liberal history and its progressive motors of 

capitalism, democracy, and science. The New History turned to 

the social sciences because those studies show us not 

accidental events, Robinson said, but "the general trend of 

development and progress."7 IEuropean history was no longer 

seen as a realm of failure that proved American success, but 

as a realm of progress continuous with that of the United 

States and moving toward a common goal.8 Exceptionalism was 

retained by placing the United States at the forefront of the 

movement and by casting progress in American shapes. 

Turner was a transitional figure in this New History. 

Deeply committed to the old exceptionalist ideal, he located 

the source of American democracy in the vanishing frontier 

rather than in the new industrial process. He then tried to 

translate the frontier thesis into sectional analysis, in the 



vain hope that the continued diversity of sections and the 

democratic character of the American West would provide a 

continuing basis for American democracy. Geography and 

comparative geography were tools in this project and had some 

influence on the school of Western history founded on his work 

but never became a major source of social-theoretical interest 

in American historiography.9 Geography, as Annales history 

confirms, is best suited to provide continuity and in American 

historiography, political principles continued to serve that 

purpose until after World War II. 

In contrast, Robinson and Beard were driven by their 

liberal reformist politics to look forward: the ideal American 

democracy had yet to be achieved and they were impatient with 

the slow pace of reform. Their models were the progressive 

European evolutionary theories of the nineteenth century and 

the adaptations of them American social scientists had already 

begun to make in the 18905. In The New History Robinson 

borrowed Thorstein Veblen’s evolutionary concept of 

institutions as "habits of thought," but his major focus was 

on social psychology. An intellectual historian and latter 

day philosophe, he believed that advances in science and 

knowledge were the chief factor in progress. The social 

psychologies of James Mark Baldwin, Gabriel Tarde, and Sigmund 

Freud explained the irrationality of the masses of men, the 

inertial force that progress must overcome. Robinson never 

inserted such social psychological analysis into his textbooks 



or articles but elaborated it only in his popular book lºg 

Mind in the Making (1921), where it remained programmatic.I0 

Beard's economic interpretation of history was by far the 

most influential form of the New History. He learned it from 

his exposure to socialism in England and from his Columbia 

colleague, the historical economist E.R.A. Seligman, who had 

transformed Marx’s historical materialism into a liberal 

theory of capitalist progress. Beard's focus was on the 

economic basis of politics and the construction of American 

democracy. But Seligman's theory did not offer much guidance 

on the specific links between economic conditions, politics, 

and ideas. Beard chronicled the conflict between social- 

economic classes, but dealt with them most often as economic 

interest groups rather than structural classes.” Politics and 

ideas were generally treated as derivative of economic and 

social "forces" and perpetually lagging behind technological 

and industrial advance. This view of historical change, 

formalized by the sociologist William 0gburn in the 19205 as 

"cultural lag," ran all through Progressive social science and 

historiography. It configured social conflict not as 

structural contradiction, but as a partiality in historical 

advance that progress would resolve.12 

Still, lagging progress exposed the dependence of the 

American ideal on the contingencies of history. After World 

War Ifiand the conservative reaction of the 19205, the New 

Hístoríans' anxiety was palpable. It was reflected in 



Robinson's stress on irrationality in The Mind in the Making 

and in the textbook he titled The Ordeal of Civilizatibn 

(1926). In the companion volume by Charles and Mary heard, 

The Rise of American Civilization, progress operated as the 

regulative principle of the narrative, but it was now a 

question that had to be explicitly asked and answered. The 

uncertainties of history also drove a wedge between the New 

History and the social sciences. During the Progressive era, 

Robinson and Beard had based the historical alliance with the 

social sciences on their common genetic vieWpoint and a 

younger generation of historians continued their project 

during the interwar decades. Social scientists’ commitment to 

forging instrumental sciences, however, led them to break with 

historical and evolutionary theory and adopt a harder-edged 

scientism.13 

It was not until the decades after World War II that 

American social science and historiography joined again, this 

time around a more structural, analytic model of 

historiography. During this period the social sciences were 

in command of growing resources and intellectual authority in 

academia, government and popular culture. Over the course of 

the 1930s and 19405 they absorbed new influences from European 

social theory. Talcott Parsons brought into American social 

theory a Durkheimian sense of the reality of social norms. 

The work of Max Weber also had a major impact on the 

structural understanding of society. Although Marx was 
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largely proscribed in American universities, his work 

nonetheless influenced social thinkers in and out of academia.. 

American social science thus greatly expanded its conceptual 

repertoire. 

At the same time, it shifted from a focus on socializing 

individuals to a concern for integrated social systems. 

Society was still presumed to consist of aggregated 

individuals, but the statistical analysis of collective 

behaviors and the functional constituents of society that 

ruled behavior became the focus of analysis. System norms 

were assumed to achieve social cohesion and equilibrium. In 

politics, too, American democracy was configured as a 

pluralist system of competing interest groups that tended 

toward an equilibrium of justice and order. These 

functionalist theories took over the description of modernity 

found in earlier evolutionary theories, but functionalism 

assumed a static society, removed from history. It often 

identified the social systems actually at work in contemporary 

American society with the exceptionalist ideal. Older 

theories of liberal progress, recast as modernization theory, 

were applied to the world outside the United States and 

measured the distance still to be traversed to achieve the 

American norm.l4 

the social sciences thus participated in the construction 

of a'newly static historical consciousness. During the decade 

after World War II, the country was experiencing the "American 
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Moment" of the "American Century," when the United States 

seemed already to stand at the summit of world power and 

already to embody the values its exceptionalist history 

promised.ls At the same time, however, Cold War abroad and 

McCarthyism at home created a new sense of anxiety about the 

exceptionalist triumph. To some critical intellectuals, the 

dominant position of the United States in the world quickly 

raised questions about the limits of American power and 

example. The possibility that America's unique consensus had 

disabled the country from effectively playing its leading role 

in the world—-a possibility soon reinforced by widespread 

criticism of the United States--threatened the universal 

consummation of exceptionalist history.16 It was in this 

context that the historians Richard Hofstadter, H. Stuart 

Hughes, David Potter, and Edward N. Saveth, among others, 

called for a new alliance with the social sciences.l7 The 

static structuralism of the postwar/Cold War social sciences, 

with their sense of liberal progress achieved, promised to 

stabilize the disorientation in time of a less than perfect 

triumph. 

The social sciences at the same time promised relief from 

historians’ epistemological problems. In the 19305 Beard and 

Carl Becker led historians into a debate on whether the 

historian could ever reach objective knowledge of history. 

Much of the profession eventually took a compromise position, 

concluding that certainty was possible with regard to facts, 
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but that interpretation was necessarily subjective.13 

Recognizing that history was at bottom an imaginative 

"representation of the human situation," Hofstadter turned to 

social science concepts as a way of deepening the historical 

imagination. Potter, on the other hand, believed social 

science theory would remedy "the historian's lack of 

systematic procedure in the practice of generalization," 

making history more scientific.19 

One consequence of both disorientation in time and the 

turn to social science was the demotion of narrative. The 

books written by these postwar/Cold War historians were what 

Hofstadter called "the new genre of analytical history 

part narrative, part personal essay, part systematic empirical 

inquiry, part speculative philosophy."20 Analytical history is 

framed by the historian’s argument; the chronological time of 

its story can be interrupted or obscured to fit the purposes 

of argument. 

Another consequence was the construction of an ironic 

version of exceptionalist history that reflected contemporary 

postwar/Cold War concerns.21 Social theory helped to 

conceptualize American failings as inevitable aspects of 

success. Ironic historians argued that the achievement of 

egalitarian democracy led to a harmonious pluralist order, but 

this very success and the consequent absence of real 

ideological conflict and debate led to inflated expectations 

'and a conformist, absolutist mentality. Drawing on Marxist 
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influences of the 19305 that had criticized the monolithic 

liberalism of American society,22 this analysis centered after 

the War in Tocqueville's consensual understanding of American 

society. As Wilfred McClay has shown, a host of social 

scientists in the 1950s from Erich Fromm to David Riesman were 

finding a "soft" totalitarianism in the United States parallel 

to the "hard" totalitarianism attributed to Nazi Germany and 

the Soviet Union, an idea rooted in the critique of atomized 

mass society that had originated with conservative thinkers 

after the French Revolution, including Tocqueville. The 

theory was revived by the Frankfurt critics of modern society 

and culture, many of whom had emigrated to the United States, 

and then taken up by American social theorists.23 This 

theoretical apparatus allowed American historians to configure 

American vices as the unfortunate product of consensual 

virtues. 

The social sciences were also used extensively in 

historical analysis. Historians paid particular attention to 

concepts like status, role, culture, and personality--theories 

of the middle range that could specify the social, economic, 

and psychological relations left inchoate by the New History. 

These concepts were understood by many American historians to 

operate within a liberal functionalist theoretical framework.24 

Status anxiety, deviance, relative deprivation, and a host of 

psychological disorders defined the tensions emerging from 

society understood in a functionalist way. Static "social 
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strains" replaced progressive "cultural lag" as a focus of 

historical/social scientific explanation.” The irrational, 

dysfunctional processes of history were also important for 

American historians of Europe, who looked to European 

theorists like Freud and Pareto. As Leonard Krieger has 

pointed out, postwar historians of Europe, continuing on a 

well-worn American path, were attracted to the lost causes, 

the failed rationality, and the reactionary episodes that 

marked a counterpoint to the larger story of Western and 

American progress.26 

The postwar/Cold War alliance of historiography and the 

social sciences around an ironic revision of American 

exceptionalism and its middle-range conceptual apparatus 

turned out to be unstable. It became the opening wedge in a 

proliferating series of historiographical programs making use 

of social science and social theory. 

By the late 1950s a number of political and economic 

historians began to argue that it was scientific method that 

produced novel findings and reliable generalizations, not 

borrowed concepts. Although they made use of theory, they 

chiefly urged that historians adopt scientific methods, 

particularly quantitative methods. They launched a new social 

history "from the bottom up" that aimed to correct the 

|
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impressionistic, overgeneralized stories previous historians 

told by using large data sets and statistical correlations.27 

That history was no sooner begun, however, when the 

political conflict of the 19605 created new historiographical 

energies and directions. The concatenation of the Civil 

Rights movement, the war in Vietnam, youth rebellion, and the 

women’s movement decisively ended the "American Moment" and 

its consensual explanation of American virtues and vices. 

What has been called the "New Left" drew into political debate 

and then into the historical profession a range of radical 

views, based in liberal democratic, populist, Marxist, and 

feminist traditions as well as in contemporary radical 

movements. It produced a social-cultural history that focused 

on the "inarticulate," the working class, racial minorities, 

and women, those who had been marginalized in American history 

and left out of its historiography.28 Both these new social 

histories "from the bottom up" were heavily influenced by the 

achievements of European historiography, particularly the 

social-cultural history of the Annales in France and the 

English historians around Past and Present and the History 

Workshop, themselves influenced by Marxism and the Annales?9 

And fueling all these political and historiographical trends 

was the changing composition of the profession, as the postwar 

democratization of higher education opened a historical 

vocation to men and--after the mid-196OS--women from a wider 

spectrum of American society."0 
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Many varieties of historiography flowed from these 

influences. I would like to look at three variants of new 

history that developed in these post-sixties decades: the 

social science history that formed in the mid—1970s around the 

Social Science History Association (SSHA), the historiography 

that has made use of modernization theory, and the social- 

cultural history of marginalized groups that was influenced by 

the activism of the 19605. All three categories overlap and I 

can only touch on them here, but I will try to suggest some of 

the characteristic ways these American new histories used 

social theory and how those uses have changed in recent years. 

All three set out to remake American historiography on terms 

suggested by social theory; all have enriched historiography, 

but none has succeeded in its imperialist ambition. 

The movement for social science history was spearheaded 

by a group of historians in the late 1950s who responded to 

the instability of historical interpretation and the heated 

ideological climate of the Cold War by trying to make history 

into a science. The ambitions of these pioneers varied from 

William Aydelotte's modest desire to improve the way 

historians generalize to Lee Benson's effort to turn history 

into a science that generates general laws of human behavior.” 

They were joined by pioneer economic historians like Robert 

Fogel and Stanley Engermann, and in the late 1960s and 19705, 

by younger historians who were drawn into social science 

methods through their work on new social history topics, such 



17 

as studies of voting behavior and demography. Their model of 

science was most often the empirical, behaviorist, ?. 

quantitative social science practiced in the United states.32 

Some of the social scientists who joined the SSHA in the 

mid-19705 shared the historians' scientific aspirations, but 

most had a very different agenda: while retaining the goal of 

a generalizing science, they wanted to move beyond a narrow 

positivism in social science and import some of the 

hermeneutic understanding and contextual richness of 

historiography. Charles Tilly, influenced by the Annales, and 

Theda Skocpol, influenced by Barrington Moore, along with 

their students and allies were early participants, as were 

scholars of historical demography and the sociology of the 

family. The social science participants were chiefly 

sociologists, and to a lesser extent political scientists and 

economists; very few anthropologists appeared and virtually no 

psychologists.” 

The social science history that resulted thus represented 

a number of theoretical strains, but quantitative American 

social science predominated. One of its most characteristic 

products were the voting-behavior studies that developed an 

ethnocultural interpretation of American politics. Like the 

Annales "serial history," these studies used numerical series 

to find continuous or changing patterns over time. However, 

the Annalistes took their patterns as clues to a qualitative 

analysis of underlying social structural conditions, while the 
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behaviorist historians of voting submitted their numbers to 

statistical analysis in the hope of producing a causal account 

of political behavior; they largely ignored the structural 

features of American politics and society that shaped both 

political behavior and ethnocultural identity.34 

During the 1980s, the scientific fervor of the social 

science history program receded, the victim of powerful 

critiques of the results of quantitative history and the broad 

attack on positivism.” At the SSHA, the balance between 

historians and social scientists has shifted: social 

scientists now comprise sixty percent of the program 

participants.36 Among social scientists the interest in 

history has grown, but those committed to historicism are 

still marginilized in their own disciplines, making the SSHA a 

welcome venue. The reverse is true among historians: 

committed scientism has declined, while an eclectic interest 

in social theory is welcomed throughout the discipline.” 

Moreover, the array of interests represented in the 

Association has broadened. Gender has become an important 

area of interest, as has culture, and even narrative--the 

enemy against which the Association originally formed-—has 

established a beachhead.38 

As a result, those involved in SSHA’s original aims tend 

to be disappointed, whether historians devoted to the original 

‘quantitative scientific program or social scientists who 

wanted to transform the social sciences into genuinely 



19 

historicist disciplines.” The SSHA nonetheless remains one of 

the few forums where historians, sociologists, political 

scientists, and historical economists can listen to one 

another on topics of overlapping--if not quite mutual-; 

interest. The joint venue also attracts European scholars. 

Social Science History now prints articles that self- 

consciously test the power of social theories in historical 

contexts, often concluding that the theories do not adequately 

capture the complexity of history. That exercise can be 

illuminating, but it is a long way from the original effort to 

reconstitute American historiography. 

Another kind of new history emerged from efforts to use 

modernization theory as the narrative and analytical spine of 

American historiography. Modernization theory is a reworking 

by 19505 American social scientists of ideas of liberal 

progress that have been powerful since the 18th century. 

Modernization was understood as synonymous with westernization 

and particularly in the United States, Americanization; it was 

designed to provide a counter-ideology to Marxism that would 

enlist the "Third World." It cast economic development as the 

prime motor of progress, to which were linked changes in 

"modal personality" and politics. Inscribing the structural— 

functionalist assumptions of 19505 sociology, it tended to 

view modernization as an integrated, deterministic process but 

allowed for failure, particularly through the semi-autonomous 

sphere of politics.40 
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Modernization theory provided a social-theoretical 

replacement for discredited ideas of progress, but its 

ideological tone, reductionism, and historical determinism 

made historians wary of it from the start. Few historical 

studies have in fact openly claimed modernization as the 

theoretical basis of their work.4| Perhaps the most 

influential instance of modernization theory in American 

historiography was Robert Wiebe’s 2h§_§ggggh_£gr_9;dgg,_l§11; 

lggg, published in 1967. It analyzed the transformation of a 

decentralized, agrarian-commercial society constructed around 

"island communities" into a nationalized, industrial 

capitalist, urban, bureaucratic society.42 While Wiebe's prose 

sometimes hinted at distress over the impersonality of this 

process, what he wanted was a smoothly running, integrated 

bureaucratic order of the kind theorists imagined to exist in 

the postwar United States. Wiebe's emphasis was on the 

disorder of the transitional process: by 1920 the decisive 

turn had been taken, but there were still only "separate 

bureaucracies, barely joined in some areas, openly in conflict 

elsewhere."43 What almost all readers of Wiebe failed to 

notice was that after the upheavals of the late 19605, he lost 

faith in the ability of the modernization process to achieve 

unassisted a harmonious bureaucratic order in modern America. 

Instead he attempted to construct a uniquely American order 

that was only partially modernized, but that had, in 

exceptionalist fashion, turned persisting conflict into 
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harmony.44 

The Search for Order was nonetheless a major starting 

point for the attempt to formulate an "organizational. 

synthesis" of modern American history around the formation of 

large-scale bureaucratic organizations. Drawing on Weber, the 

new political science of the American state, and Alfred 

Chandler's pioneer work in business history, it has attempted 

to draw together the expanding historiography of professions, 

business corporations, and the intersection of state and 

private institutions in United States political economy. It 

is not clear that these historiographies, written by both 

liberal modernists and left critics of "corporate liberalism," 

constitute a "synthesis." One of its principal architects, 

Louis Galambos, notes that it often ignores crucial issues of 

conflict, power, and the distribution of resources. He also 

carefully disconnects his discussion of modern organizations 

from modernization as a necessary process. The "organizational 

synthesis" nonetheless assumes such a single, interconnected 

process, while historicizing the different forms that it takes 

in different locales.” 

If organizations have not provided a new master narrative 

of American history, modernization continues to reappear, in 

part as a foil against which more complex historical accounts 

are written, in part as the narrative line around which 

stories are silently told. One important use derives from the 

fact that although modernization theory was resolutely 
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progressive, it incorporated the theory of traditional society 

as Gemeinschaft and thus could be turned to express 

ambivalence aboutmodernity.“6 Numerous studies in American 

history, often elegaic in tone, show the movement from 

Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, starting with the early social 

histories of New England communities and stretching through 

the twentieth century. New Left historians of working-class 

communities and popular culture who lament the loss of 

community have found this framework particularly congenial.“ 

In part as a reaction to the historiography of community, 

there has been a substantial effort to reexamine the early 

development of the capitalist market and to reaffirm the 

progressive course of capitalism, a line of analysis with 

ideological as well as analytical links to modernization 

theory and which may take on new life with the resurgence of 

market economics.48 

Finally I want to discuss the social-cultural historians 

who were energized by the activism of the 19605 and have hoped 

to rewrite history on the basis of race, gender, class, and 

ethnicity. Rebelling against the consensus historiography of 

the postwar/Cold War era, they argued that workers, 

immigrants, racial minorities, and women had resisted 

domination and maintained their own group identities. Among 

the leaders of this compound movement, a number came from 

backgrounds that had exposed them to the orthodox Marxism that 

had survived in the United States and to Marxist theory. 
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Rejecting orthodox Marxism, but remaining attuned to Marxist 

theory, they and others from different backgrounds were°then 

influenced by the broader anti-authoritarian, anti-racist, and 

feminist currents of the 1960s.49 As a result, Marxist theory 

was modified by an eclectic and culturally-oriented mix of 

social theory: revisionist Marxism, particularly Gramsci and 

the English historians Raymond Williams and E . P .  Thompson; the 

symbolic anthropology of Clifford Geertz, Victor Turner and 

others; and most recently, poststructural literary theories. 

The implications of this last influence--poststructura1 

literary theory--are complex and I will return to them 

shortly, but on one level, the view of language as hegemonic, 

yet broken, contradictory, and open to reconstruction by its 

speakers reinforced both the Gramscian critique and pluralist 

reconfiguration of American culture already underway in 

social-cultural historiography. 

Moved by populist, socialist, and/or feminist political 

sympathies, social cultural historians often valorized their 

subjects' resistance to oppression and sturdy survival, or 

conversely, their victimization by oppressors.50 Using a 

symbolic anthropology that depicted culture as the primary 

realm of integration and meaning in peoples’ lives, culture 

became the site of indigenous strength.SI This romantic 

tendency has been both accentuated and made more difficult 

with the increase in historical sophistication, democratic 

sensitivity to each historical subject, and the 
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poststructuralist valorization not simply of differences, but 

of difference, with its fear of essentializing any category. 

Because racial, ethnic, class, and gender identities cross-cut 

each other, sometimes supporting and sometimes contradicting 

other identities, historians are pushed to an increasingly 

atomized level of analysis. At the same time they strive to 

maintain the conceptual and moral integrity of social-cultural 

groups.52 

These historians nonetheless expressed the ambition to 

reconfigure all of American or Western history on the basis of 

the social-cultural history of the dispossessed. They brought 

with them progressive narratives of history that might effect 

such integration, derived from Marxism, feminist theories of 

patriarchy, and liberal/social democratic hybrids. While the 

revolutions of the 19605 had regenerated the progressive 

historical hopes embodied in these theories, the political 

weakness of Marxism in the United States made them elusive, 

and the recent retreat of socialism and collapse of communism 

around the world has made them difficult to sustain. At the 

same time, the romantic current in the social-cultural 

enterprise, the determination that those who have, by some 

standards, lost in life will not lose in historiography, makes 

it difficult to plot a narrative that leaves the subjects of 

social history undiminished. Herbert Gutman, for example, in 

1981 Quoted T.S. Eliot's Christian imagery of redemption, and 

thereby the mythic basis of both Marxist and American history, 
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when he called for "a new synthesis...that incorporates and 

then transcends the new history" of Blacks, the working class, 

and women.” In his own work on labor history, however, unlike 

his model E.P. Thompson, Gutman was unable to achieve a 

Marxist-like synthesis that would sustain a progressive 

history of the American working class.54 

Increasing disillusion with liberal politics and the 

liberal state has taken a heavy toll on liberal preposals for 

reintegration as well. Thus Thomas Bender has suggested that 

a synthetic history of the United States could be written 

around the idea of the civic sphere, developed by Jurgen 

Habermas and others, "as an arena for the play of cultures and 

interests in society and the product of that play." But his 

proposal was immediately met with criticism of the structural 

constraints on that civic "arena" and of the hierarchical 

premise of civic culture as "core" and social-cultural life as 

“periphery.”ss 

So the progressive narratives of American and Western 

history promised by social theory have remained elusive. 

Nonetheless, the social-cultural history of the dispossessed 

has had a major impact on the practice of historiography in 

the United States, more so than that of social science history 

or modernization theory. The relatively decentralized 

university system and the conjunction of 19605 politics with 

the opening of academic careers to women, African-Americans, 

and the the children of immigrants swept this new history 



26 

rapidly through the discipline. Grounding their work in the 

accepted scholarly standards of the profession and showing 

that agency-~and with it, politics--operates at all levels of 

society and culture, the social-cultural historians succeeded 

in multiplying the subjects of historiography and revising 

traditional topics.” 

If we step back for a moment to compare the new histories 

of the last three decades with Annales historiography, we can 

see that in many ways they have followed similar paths.57 Like 

Annales historiography, American new histories entered into a 

"dialogue between history and the social sciences" that looked 

for the social-cultural structures and processes at work 

beneath the level of political events. Especially among the 

social science historians and modernizationists, that dialogue 

included the adoption of formal social scientific theories and 

methodologies. Most often, however, both American historians 

and Annalistes have borrowed questions, approaches, and 

techniques less formally. Working eclectically to suit the 

needs of their empirical data, they have brought multiple 

dimensions of analysis to bear on their studies. That loose 

and eclectic mode of operation often reflects historians' 

superficial engagement with social theory, but it also follows 

from their preference for empirical richness and complexity.58 

On both sides of the Atlantic, the new histories are now less 

driven by their original programmatic intentions, and-~as 

historiography has multiplied—-1ess by theory than 
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historiography.” 

There are also distinct differences between Annales 

historiography and the American new histories. The Annales 

emphasis on the longue duree has suited the French national 

temper far better than the American.60 The longue duree 

focuses on the structural conditions that constrain human 

action, while American social thought, even in the truncated 

form of behaviorism, has tended to assume voluntarism. 

Social-cultural historians in the United States have tried to 

show how even ordinary people construct their own lives. The 

longue duree in France is also an alternative to progress, 

while American new histories have at least hoped to 

reestablish a sense of progress, whether the progress of a 

genuine historical science, or the progress inscribed in the 

middle-range theories of American social science, or the 

narratives of American and Western progress provided by 

Marxist and liberal social theory. It is indicative of that 

difference that the Annales program of "total" history has 

moved in recent years away from global ambitions to emphasize 

depth within a smaller compass, while many social-cultural 

historians in the United States have moved in the other 

direction, calling for larger narrative syntheses or, in 

Charles Tilly's terms, analyses of "big structures, large 

processes, huge comparisons."61 

The hallmark of post-sixties historiography in the United 

States, however, is the social-cultural history of 
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dispossessed groups. And here, of course, is a major 

difference from Annales historiography. If French historians 

recovered the social experience and mentalite of the 

peasantry, American historians focused specifically on women, 

the working class, and the diverse racial and ethnic groups 

that compose American society. When we move from the social- 

cultural history of the dispossessed to the newer cultural 

history that has formed in its wake, the difference is even 

more striking. A principal catalyst of that new cultural 

history is poststructural literary theory that originated in 

France, but it has influenced American rather than French 

historiography. 

The newer histories of culture, gender, race, and 

postcolonialism enact an alliance with the humanities rather 

than the social sciences, a shift in alliance linked to the 

declining fortunes of positivism just as historicism and 

theories of language were gaining new philosophical stature.62 

The theories that have influenced these newer histories are-- 

roughly speaking--postmodern: anti-foundationalist 

philosophies and poststructural literary theories that examine 

the linguistic construction of reality.63 In the American 

academy, language and texts have generally come to be 

understood as products of history, but postmodern theory 
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embraces a radical historicism. It pushes the qualitative 

difference of the past to the point of discontinuity,fleading 

the historian to look for breaks and fissures that have been 

glossed over by previous historiography and to show how 

historical forms are at every moment produced and reproduced. 

Radical discontinuity also means radical contextualism. Not 

only are there no transcendental or natural kinds imbedded in 

history that persist through time, there are no "historical 

individuals," no self-acting, whollistic historical entities 

such as stages, nations, classes, intellectual disciplines, or 

selves. Like the "natural" categories of race and sex, these 

too are held to be discontinuous social-cultural constructions 

whose fissures and reproduction must be disclosed.64 

Postmodern theories found a welcome audience among 

social-cultural historians of the dispossessed who were 

already studying culture and already becoming self-critical 

about their historical categories. Through work in 

anthropology, particularly Geertz’s textualization of culture, 

they were prepared for a view of culture as a system of 

signs.65 The new theory encouraged them to go beyond the 

separate histories of groups to the social-cultural categories 

of gender, race, class, and ethnicity that define those 

groups. As a result postmodern theory has helped to catalyze 

an explosion of new historical energies. Women's history, 

already the most innovative sector of social-cultural history, 

was reenergized by the study of gender.66 Gender and race 
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became major categories of analysis, to be applied not only to 

women and people of color, but to the white race and the male 

gender.67 New topics emerged that drew on the methods and 

perspectives of postmodern theory, such as the body, time, and 

postcolonial experience. And cultural history, including the 

study of popular culture, became a fast-growing frontier of 

'historical investigation.68 

Postmodern theory also found an audience among 

intellectual historians. During the 19705, intellectual 

historians had felt challenged by the new social history to 

defend their focus on elites and on ideas that seemed to float 

free of concrete social realities.69 In a variety of efforts 

to rethink the basis of their practice, they drew on 

Collingwood, speech-act theory, and Kuhn’s historical theory 

of science to argue that actions and social formations are 

inseparable from their meanings and that meanings are produced 

by speakers and writers engaged in a social enterprise. As a 

result of this work, intellectual historians in the United 

States began to think of their subject less as "ideas" than as 

the collective enterprise that shaped them. David Hollinger 

described that enterprise as the discourse of intellectuals 

and the term discourse was adopted by others, though it could 

mean a variety of things. Hollinger urged that discourses 

centered on questions. Others applied the term to J.G.A. 

Pocock}s historical languages, paradigms, and traditions, and 

still others to looser connections of ideas and metaphors. 
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Foucault's understanding of discourse, with its emphasis on 

the linguistic construction of experience as an exercise of 

power, both reinforced and altered historians' use of the 

term."0 The interest in the social construction of meanings 

that drew American intellectual historians toward discourse 

could also draw them toward the study of culture. The new 

cultural history was formed as both social and intellectual 

historians converged on the importance of culture and began to 

explore postmodern methods of analysis.71 

Postmodern theories thus originate in different 

intellectual territory from the social theories we considered 

earlier. On one level, postmodern theories extend deeper into 

the historian's hermeneutic realm the structural elaboration 

of historicism that has been going on since early in the 

ltwentieth century. They insert into language and culture the 

structuralist concern with power: their interest is in how 

linguistic codes and systems construct subjectivity; they 

prefer spacial metaphors that make fluid linguistic and 

cultural phenomena concrete. ‚Yet on another level, these 

poststructural theories move in a profoundly different 

direction from the global theories of progress and the 

analytical theories of structure and process that previously 

have been employed to stabilize the uncertainties of modern 

history. In postmodern theories, it is precisely the 

structural element, the constructed character of all texts and 

linguistic categories, that make them unstable. In this view, 
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the social-theoretical narratives of progress and fixed 

theoretical categories like class and culture, by their 

normative inclusive character, deny their own fictionality and 

instability and thereby distort the creative possibilities of 

the present and future.72 

There are good reasons for the special appeal of 

postmodern theory in the United States. The twentieth 

century's brutalities and the inchoate condition of the 

contemporary world have stunned without entirely banishing the 

deep reserve of liberal faith in America. The political 

tendency of postmodernism is individualistic and pluralistic, 

if not anarchistic, motivated by fear of the monolithic social 

order it locates in modernity.73 Such a fear has deep roots in 

the ambivalent American individualism analyzed by Tocqueville. 

Since the postwar/Cold War decade, an important segment of 

American social thinkers and new historians have mobilized 

against similar threats to individual freedom, first in the 

form of a "soft totalitarianism" and then on the New Left, the 

cultural hegemony exerted by capitalism.74 The fear of a 

_ monolithio social order leads postmodernists toward liberal 

and radical versions of individualistic, pluralist politics. 

It also leads toward the realm of culture, a prime 

contemporary site of contestation between individual freedom 

and social constraint. Postmodern theory can thus express 

both the uncertainties of the present and deeply ingrained 

political impulses. It is no accident that in concluding her 
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introduction to the new cultural history, Lynn Hunt asked 

playfully, "Are we headed here for a "comic" ending inf. 

literary terms? An ending that promises reconciliation of all 

contradictions and tensions in the pluralist manner most 

congenial to American historians?"75 

How postmodern theory will play itself out in American 

historiography is an open question. Decentralization and 

specialization give academic disciplines in the United States 

enormous power to absorb and disarm disruptive innovations. 

Indeed, these theories have not yet penetrated very deeply 

into the historical profession; even those areas most strongly 

affected, like women's history and cultural history, are only 

partially shaped by them.76 Unlike earlier social theories 

that provided historians with useful tools, the tools of 

postmodern theory carry with them epistemological burdens. 

Social theory attacked the epistemological doubt that had been 

an undercurrent in the discipline since the 19205, 

strengthening the historian's authoritative claim to discover 

what really happened. Postmodern theory questions that claim 

and urges the historian to signal reflexive doubt in her text. 

Social theory helped stabilize the uncertainties of twentieth 

century history and of historical interpretation. Postmodern 

theory urges that these uncertainties be acknowledged and 

creatively magnified. To date, intellectual historians are 

more cognizant of these issues than others; many in the 

discipline have been scared off by a political attack on 
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postmodern theory that caricatures its most radical 

implications. However, American historians who have made use 

of poststructural theories show no inclination to accept the 

reduction of all experience to textuality or of all narrative 

to fiction. On the contrary, most have argued that experience 

remains a viable category apart from textuality and that their 

constructed narratives produce warrantable knowledge.” 

Just as American new historians and Annalistes used 

social theory loosely and eclectically and not beyond the 

point at which historical values would be threatened, a 

similar outcome is likely for postmodern theories. Most 

historians will be more interested in reaping the empirical 

harvest of this new perspective than in facing or resolving 

its epistemological dilemnas. Nor is it likely that the focus 

on language and culture will eclipse all other approaches to 

history. Rich veins of structural analysis and social history 

are still productive and social theorists themselves are 

exploring postmodern theories, reconfiguring what has been 

sharply separated as "social" and "cultural."78 Again it is 

noteworthy that Lynn Hunt has already voiced regret at the 

absence of social theory from new works in cultural history.79 

Postmodern theory nonetheless contributes to a new kind 

of alliance between history and neighboring disciplines, a 

process foreshadowed in the transformation of the SSHA. What 

is happening in the United States is not a partnership of the 

sort forecast by the new historians of 1912 or 1950, nor the 
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Annales model of an integration of other perspectives within 

the master discipline of history. Rather it is the diffusion 

of historicism across disciplinary boundaries into the 

humanities and social sciences, producing works that are 

recognizably historicist, yet recognizably different in 

aproach. American historians are increasingly conscious of 

these historical works as well as the theory being produced in 

adjacent disciplines.so Historians' special authority may, of 

course, disperse along with the diffusion of their outlook. 

For example, in a recent survey of the historical work being 

done in the social sciences, the authors found that historical 

social scientists looked to each other rather than to 

historians for their authorities, creating subfields within 

rather than across disciplinary borders.81 Yet a common, if 

variegated, allegience to historicism could allow the human 

sciences and humanities to function more like the natural 

sciences, where the assurance of a common approach allows 

researchers to follow their problems across disciplinary 

lines. In either case, this new alliance between history and 

theory promises to again remake the writing of history in the 

United States. 
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Note: I want to thank my colleagues at the San Marino 

Conference for their stimulating comments, particulatly Roger 

Chartier and Jacques Revel. I am also grateful for the 

excellent suggestions offered by the members of the Washington 

Seminar on American History and Culture, particularly James 

Gilbert and James Banner; and for the thoughtful comments of 

John R. Hall, who responded to a brief paper on this topic 

that I presented at the SSHA meeting in 1994. 
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