636

American history, on the whole Tyrrell finds
specifically New Left history “ineffectual” and
“an intellectual failure” (p. 123). Various
factors contributed to this, but the most
important in Tyrrell’s view is that most of the
major figures of the New Left remained
empiricists trapped within a liberal problematic,
continuing with “traditional topics and meth-
ods” (p. 124). On the other hand, the new
social history that in some sense is a product of
the New Left, “the work of some historians of
oppressed groups and minorities such as women,
slaves, and working-class people has had
important radical implications” (p. 145). More
recently still, American Marxist historiography
has at last begun to escape its empiricist past, to
incorporate important new theoretical work from
other areas of Marxism.

Tyrrell provides a good overview of much of
the work on United States history written in the
last hundred years. For those interested in the
political orientation and impact of American
historians, this may be the best overview
available. But the book is flawed in several
ways.

An explanation in terms of a single academic
discipline seems too narrow. Is it reasonable to
believe that the reasons Marxism has had so
little impact are specific to the historical
profession? Tyrrell devotes about ninety percent
of his attention to the field of history, claiming
that Marxism has had less impact within
American history than in other American social
sciences. This is a dubious claim. At present
history and sociology seem about equivalent in
the degree to which Marxist perspectives have
been integrated into the discourse of the field;
political science, on the other hand, has a
minimal Marxist presence while economics has
a few well-known names but a limited base. The
fact that the fate of Marxism within a number of
disciplines has followed a similar trajectory
suggests that the answer should be sought more
in the larger society and less in a particular
discipline. Tyrrell discusses some external
factors, especially the role of McCarthyism, but
the emphasis is clearly on a dynamic internal to
the discipline. For example, he considers the
absence of a strong workers’ movement rela-
tively unimportant.

Which writers are selected for analysis is
always a matter of judgment, but some of
Tyrrell’s choices seem to me questionable. In
asserting that there is essentially no Marxist
history before the 1960s, Tyrrell almost com-
pletely ignores what is arguably the single best
work of Marxist American history, W. E. B.
DuBois’ Black Reconstruction in America.
Published in 1935, it provided a theoretical
reinterpretation of the most important period in
United States history, a reinterpretation that
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masterfully synthesized economic and political
analysis. Nor is it clear why an analysis of the
place of Marxism in the writing of United States
history should devote about four times as much
attention to Herbert Gutman, a great social
historian but explicitly not a Marxist, as to
David Montgomery, an equally fine historian
who is a Marxist. The relative neglect of
Montgomery is puzzling since his work exem-
plifies many of the characteristics which Tyrrell
seeks, in particular an analysis which combines
cultural, economic, and political factors.

Finally, I would be happier with the book if
Tyrrell found more to praise. On the one hand,
The Absent Marx offers many useful and
insightful critiques. On the other hand, Tyrrell
leaves the reader feeling that none of these
works is quite good enough, that each of them
has been judged and found wanting. While all
works should be subjected to scrutiny, Tyrrell
could make his critiques more powerful and
persuasive by placing them within the context of
a more clearly stated appreciation for their
contributions.

Social Change in the United States 1945-1983,
by WILLIAM IsseL. New York: Schocken, 1985.
228 pp. $24.00 cloth.

MARGIT MAYER
University of California, Santa Cruz

Nowhere in the advanced industrial societies
of the post-World War II period has capital
enjoyed as much freedom to experiment with
new accumulation strategies as in the United
States. With the possible exception of Japan,
nowhere else has capital been freer to shift
investment between sectors and regions regard-
less of social costs, and with a concomitant
reduction in trade union power. And nowhere
else have we witnessed such far-reaching
redistribution of national income to the benefit
of diverse middle classes and societal polariza-
tion in such pronounced form.

A study addressing social change in the
United States from 1945 to 1983 would
therefore seem both necessary and ambitious,
especially given a parallel divergence in critical
perspectives in the social sciences. Readers
opening this new book by William Issel will
find their expectations intensified with the
promise of a synthesis of recent research in such
wide-ranging areas as the changing nature of
work; regional, urban, and suburban transforma-
tions; metropolitan politics; wealth and poverty;
race and ethnicity; and social movements
ranging from civil rights to the feminist and gay
movements.

Perhaps the most productive way to view this
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book, however, is as something of a sourcebook
of facts, chronologies, and figures for those
desiring a quick overview of literature on a
discrete subject (i.e., minorities, suburbs, cities,
business). But readers in need of a more
synthetic approach will be disappointed, for they
will not find here a coherent interpretation of the
political, social, and cultural processes of
postwar America in relation to underlying
economic restructuring and social and class
conflicts.

The first two chapters on business and labor
give a dispassionate account of the ways in
which business has influenced politics, without
ever raising questions or providing explanations
for the changing relations between state and
market. Instead, readers become smothered by a
seemingly endless list of business associations
and legislative actions. To be sure, these lists
are usually accompanied by references to
literatures that might be more engaging and
helpful. But here the author’s fascination with
numbers leads to sentences that, without a
well-reasoned interpretive framework, appear to
hide as much as they promise to reveal.

Similarly, the third chapter on the changing
nature of work “follows” trends by simply
tracing the changes in figures (decreasing
numbers in agriculture, increasing numbers in
services). It reads like statistical abstracts on the
occupational structure of U.S. jobs put into
words by a dutiful, yet boring, civil servant.
The grim numbers about “Race and the
Workforce” are quickly told (in less than one
page), without a single reference, and are not
even related to the later chapters on race and
ethnicity or civil rights. What would be useful to
the reader is an interpretive framework that
relates these figures to underlying structural
developments.

Other writers analyzing this postwar stage of
accumulation have elaborated more complex
and useful arguments. Michel Aglietta (examin-
ing the stages of the accumulation process in the
U.S.), Portes and Walton (tracing the effects of
the new international division of labor), Manuel
Castells (analyzing the spatial and urban impacts
of the internationalization of the economy),
Trachte and Ross (creating connections between
global capitalism and deindustrialization pro-
cesses), Michael Smith (plotting the political
effects of this restructuring on cities), or
Michael Davis (relating general political devel-
opments and realignments of the U.S. under
Reagan to these processes) are just a few
examples of work using much broader concep-
tual frameworks than Issel does.

Issel does not focus on U.S. social change as
a particular manifestation of internationalization
and regionalization of the economy. He does not
use the materials he collected to construct
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relationships between the changes in the social
structure and the emergence of new and shifting
alignments. Nor does he, in the next four
chapters on regional and sub/urban develop-
ment, make those connections. The rise of the
sunbelt just gives him further opportunity to list
impressive numbers and random indicators for
growth here and decline there. The “vitality of
the West and South” and the “decrepitude
appearing in the older industrial heartland” are
extensively documented but hardly explained,
unless we are satisfied with an explanation that
merely points to “western and southern business
leaders” who “used government as a tool or
inducing regional growth during the post-war
years” —whereas the less enlightened business
and labor leaders up north asked government “to
ease the effects of competition and unemploy-
ment” (p. 75).

The chapters on cities and metropolitan
politics provide useful information and figures
on the widening gap, in spite of rising per capita
income, between rich and poor in sunbelt cities
by the late 1970s, and on different grassroots
groups challenging growth-oriented coalitions in
the South and fighting for neighborhood quality
of life in the North. Uncontextualized within a
coherent framework, however, these data re-
main eclectic excerpts from the recent urban
literature.

The extent to which U.S. society has been
class-stratified (or more egalitarian than any
other?) and the strategies and programs dealing
with the obviously existing inequality might
better have been discussed earlier on, as the
double treatment of the Great Society programs
of the 1960s now creates confusion and
contradictions. There are several minor incon-
gruities, probably in line with the author’s
taking great pains never to identify too closely
with any interpretation or position taken by
other social scientists whom he offhandedly
quotes. That, probably, counts as “balanced”
interpretation. Further illuminating evidence of
“balance” is in Issel’s treatment of the ’60s
social movements. He characterizes the mass
protests of the ’60s as “part political revival
meeting, part circus, part Rock concert, part
psychedelic ‘happening’ ” (p. 198), and the
“Youth revolt and counterculture” as a minority
who “demanded the right to indulge in instinc-
tual gratification through drugs and sexual
experimentation” (p. 197). While he attacks the
media for having “lavished attention on the
counterculture, the New Left, the feminist
movement and the homosexual rights cam-
paigns” and for collapsing the differences
between “Hippies and the New Left,” he
himself suspends a far more eritical distinction
between Weathermen and the rest of the antiwar
and student movement.
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A host of careful analytical studies of the *60s
social movements have been undertaken. Had
he, for example, looked at the work of Doug
McAdam or Aldon Morris, Jo Freeman or
Stanley Aronowitz (instead of exclusively at “A
Jaundiced Glance back at the Movement of the
’60s”"), Issel might at least have mentioned SDS
or the Port Huron Statement, the 1968 Demo-
cratic Convention in Chicago or Kent State—if
not used them to arrive at a more adequate
interpretation of the origins, goals and composi-
tion, and impacts of the movements. (The
striking absence, in a book which claims to
include the early 1980s, of the environmental
and antinuclear movements, also makes the
reader wonder about implied messages of this
type of selectivity.)

The one conclusion the book does arrive at is
that “the cultural movements that challenged
traditional morality had in no way displaced the
older Judeo-Christian cultural practices of the
nation” (p. 207). So the message seems to be
that, in the face of vast and obsessively
documented “social change,” the country’s
traditional values “stood firmly in place” (p.
206). No silent revolution in this country, happy
America.

Sugar Plantations in the Formation of Brazilian
Society: Bahia, 1550-1835, by STUART B.
ScuwarTz. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1986. 616 pp. $59.50 cloth. $22.95

paper.

Mauricio A. FoNT
Rutgers University

Well-known and still lingering controversies
about the nature of Latin American colonial
society and underlying modes of production
have helped sharpen issues about colonial
agrarian society and made clear the need for
empirical analyses of specific plantations and
regional economies. Schwartz’s book fits well
with the emergent research agenda, because it
provides a well-argued and documented account
of socioeconomic features, antecedents, and
consequences of the slave plantation system of
Brazil’s Bahia between 1550 and 1835.

Lest the title lead the reader to expect a
comprehensive analysis of the role of sugar
plantations in Brazilian society, the regional
scope of this volume needs to be stressed. In
fact, much of the material comes from the
Reconcavo, the area around Bahia’s Bay of All
Saints. This book does not provide sustained
analyses of other Brazilian plantation regions
besides that of Bahia.

Bahia was, after Pernambuco, the second
most important component of the colonial sugar
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economy of Brazil’s Northeast. No institution
was more important in shaping social relations
there than the slave plantation. To this day,
Bahia’s social structure bears the mark of this
legacy; and its capital of Salvador is the mecca
of Afro-Brazilian culture. Appropriately,
Schwartz analyzes colonial Bahian society in
terms of the social relations of production
centered on slavery. His study goes beyond the
traditional concern with master-slave relation-
ships to focus on the broader social and
economic context. While the first half of the
book concentrates on the origins and character-
istics of the sugar economy as such, the second
focuses on “sugar society.”

Schwartz stresses arguments about Bahia
which are of broad interdisciplinary interest.
These include the complexity and “industrial”
character of the division of labor in the sugar
plantations; the participation of slaves, including
Indians and females, in a relatively wide range
of differentiated roles (in contrast with the views
of Marx, Wallerstein, and others about the
limitations of slave labor); the use of noncoer-
cive incentives; the broad distribution of slave-
holdings; and the interaction of diverse classes
and groups within a very hierarchical frame-
work. The mill or “engenho” developed in the
sixteenth century is suggestively portrayed as a
precursor of the modern factory, since it
involved “industrial” forms of production.

Sociologists may also be particularly inter-
ested in the research materials used: surviving
plantation, notarial, and ecclesiastical records,
wills, census returns, and other archival materi-
als. Based on them, the book presents a
fascinating reconstruction of the evolution of
two plantations run by Jesuits during much of
the period under study. Splendidly documented
(69 pages of notes), this volume also provides
plenty of figures, tables, and maps.

Schwartz emphasizes the malleability, adap-
tiveness, and systemic coherence of Bahian
slave society. Students of societal stability and
change will be intrigued by his arguments about
the durability of slave society—including his
discussions of the failure of the slave rebellions
between the 1790s and 1830s. According to the
author, too many members of the society had a
stake in the system for it to be destroyed.

The absence of a clearly formulated central
hypothesis and explicit theoretical perspective
limit the sociological appeal of this volume.
While a major underlying theme is the role of
sugar in shaping social relations, the analysis
focuses on documentation or description of
features and processes rather than demonstration
of causal links. Some of the grand questions
about the Northeast have to do with the roots of
its underdevelopment and the failure of a
transition to more dynamic forms of capitalist
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