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Social History Renewed?

In the spring of 1968, the learned jo_urnal Daedalus cog-
vened a‘Covey of historians. The group included some es;a -
lished sages, such as Felix Gilbert. It also brought in p;op e—
for exatlffile, Frank Manuel, Eugene Genovese:, Lee ensollll,
and David Rothman—who had'been ‘explormg ne_w te_c i
niques and materials, or attempting to employ in hlston(.:a1
analysis ideas and procedures that had grown up in the socia
sciences. A number of them were coming to b'e kn.own 2,1,8
practitioners of something called the “New Soc1a} History™.

Several of the participants prepared memoranda in adv?xnce,
and some of the memoranda dealt with such esoteric topics as
“cliometrics” and “prosopography”. The _words tnp,ped the
tongue, but stirred the imagination, For, in the. 1960.s, many
historians felt that historical theory and practice alike were
undergoing great changes. Some felt the changes threatened

*This article is a much-revised version of the keyx}ote address to the Confe;?nlce
on New Directions in History, State University of New York at B\.x alo,
October 1980. An intermediate version circulated under .the same .tltle. as .
Working Paper No. 218, Center for Research on So.mal Organ;zatnc'):;;
University of Michigan. 1 am grateful to Dawn~ Hendricks fo.r h’;{)l w1n j
bibliography, and to a University of Michigan semmér led by Louise Bx y 3 ‘
Emamanuel Le Roy Ladurie for criticism of the section on Fernand Braudel.
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the proper performance of the historian’s function: Jag
Barzun (1974), for one, fulminated against avmworo-Eﬁp
and “quanto-history” as pseudo-history. Others felt ¢
history finally stood on the threshold of Science: Lee Beng
forexample, spoke of the likelihood that “[T]he conditions
exist in the not distant future for American political historj
to achieve the scientific estate predicted by Buckle, or, m
precisely, that such conditions will exist for thos
individuals able and willing to pay the psychological cog;
required to break free from old routines” (1966: 16). Mo:
alert historians, whether with fear or hope, sensed that thi
profession faced imminent choices whose consequences coy]
profoundly transform the history, and the Emﬁolomnww:% th
they had learned.

Participants in that 1968 meeting disagreed about the future

of the past. Yet they agreed on the desirability of discussion, So

Daedalus flew to another conclave, this one in Rome. Then:

came a pair of journal issues, and finally a whole book. The

book, published in 1972, appeared under the title Historicql

Studies Today. Its topics covered a wide range: quantitative
history, the New Urban History, oral history, an epitaph for
the old political history, a mixed assessment of recent applica-
tions of psychology to historical analysis, and—as promised—
a thoughtful treatment of prosopography.

Convened today, how would a similar set of historians
pronounce on the future of history? What has come of the
1960’s promises? What changes in historical practice have
occurred since then? What lessons have we learned? Concen-
trating on social history, broadly defined, let us wander among
these questions, without making too strenuous an effort to lock
their answers in place. Let us pay particular attention to the
E.mﬁolom_ endeavors which in the 1960’s began to display the
stigmata of social science: self-conscious explication of con-
cepts and models; deliberate comparison of individuals, groups,
places, or events (often many of them) placed within a common
framework; and fixation on reliable forms of measurement,
frequently involving numerical treatment of evidence. Eco-

Id* Social History .,uaw

archeology, demographic history, urban history,
ds of political, labor, agricultural, and family
fy. Diplomatic history, intellectual history, the

n..‘uwn history, and other branches of agricul-
and political history, in contrast, generally
from the New Social History and its entangle-
social sciences. Important changes were and are
se fields as well, but I shall neglect them here, in
1ds I know best: the various enterprises known
ial history.

Stone, Prosopographer and Prophet

ields, prosopography became more than a catch-
came a crucial practice. Through all the Daedalian
5, the chief prosopographer present was Lawrence
the distinguished historian of England. Stone had
| a massive collective biography of the English
cy, and was then engaged in a vast analysis of the
changing character of England’s landed classes. The center-
piece “that analysis was, in fact, an ambitious venture in
prosopography: a large catalogue of four “samples” of country
houses.and their owners down through the centuries. Lawrence
and Jeanne C. Fawtier Stone once described that study as

designed to apply statistical methods of analysis to data of varying
quality, in order to test some subjective impressions and traditional
assumptions about English social structure and social mobility in the
Early Modern and Modern periods. [A footnote at this point credits
grants from the Mathematical Social Science Board and the National
Science Foundation.] It is generally agreed that England was histor-
ically the first of the modernizing societies of the world, and in
particular that she was the first to industrialize and the first to evolve a
stable and broad based constitutional structure. For over a century it
has been part of conventional wisdom that these phenomena can be
partly explained in terms firstly of the slow growth of the middle class
of business and professional men, and secondly of the ease with which
this middle class could move upward through the social and political
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