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Summary 

 

The academic field of what we regard as social history today has emerged in the second 

half of the 19
th

 century and underwent a remarkable expansion in the 20
th

 century. 

Although the gradual accumulation of knowledge in the field is not to be underrated, the 

foundation of the journal Annales in France in 1929 clearly initiated far-reaching 

changes with respect to the long-run development of social history. The diffusion of 

social history accelerated in the 1960s. In the United States and Western Europe social 

history became a major and completely institutionalized branch of historical sciences by 

the 1980s. As a by-product of the expansion, the discipline increasingly embraced 

divisions that had only loose relations with each other and which often applied 

diverging, and hardly reconcilable theoretical perspectives. Therefore, social history 

was characterized by a higher level of differentiation and even fragmentation than 

several other disciplines of history at the end of 20
th

 century. Social history enlarged the 

spectrum of phenomena covered by historical research to a great extent; however, it is 

more than a simple thematic extension of historical studies, since it adheres to specific 

methods, or at the very least to a particular analytical style as well. Typologies, 

generalization and comparison occupy prominent places in the scholarly toolbar of 

social history, which in turn imply a more systematic treatment of methodological 

issues than what are required in the case of traditional historical works focusing on 

political events. All of these particularities bear consequences on the style and manner 

of presentation as well. While traditional historical works primarily rely on narration, 

social histories rather utilize analytical discourse, and quantification is often performed 

by social historians as well. The openness towards the results and methods of other 

branches of social sciences and humanities is also a major characteristic, which has 

recently been the strongest towards cultural history. However, at the same time the 

relations with sociology have faded somewhat. Social history has indeed furthered the 
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renewal of historical research to the greatest extent by its doubtless inclination for 

interdisciplinarity. 

 

Social history is a branch of the historical sciences which assigns a major role to social 

phenomena when studying the past, since it either examines a specific aspect of social 

life, or focuses on society at large claiming that social change instead of politics, 

economy or other spheres should be at the centre of historical interpretation and 

synthesis. The discipline of social history is quite recent; it emerged in the second half 

of the 19
th

 century, and underwent a remarkable expansion in the second half of the 20
th

 

century. In the following, the article provides a short overview of the formation and 

advance of the field, then it investigates its most significant thematic and 

methodological characteristics, and finally it dwells on the relationship between social 

history and other disciplines in the humanities and social sciences. 

 

1. Eras of Social History: Formation, Expansion and Fragmentation 

 

1.1. The Beginnings and Institutionalization of Social History 

 

The research field of the originally mostly interconnected economic and social history 

began its differentiation within history in the second half of the 19
th

 century. Social 

history tended to distinguish itself, on the one hand, from traditional modes of 

historiography which were primarily interested in emperors, diplomacy, wars and 

political ideas, and, on the other hand, from economics as well that increasingly 

abandoned historical analysis at that time. 

 

The emergence of social history had numerous preconditions. First, as a result of the 

diffusion of enlightenment philosophy, the notion of society as a distinct sphere 

appeared in Europe in the 18
th

 century. Prior to that, political and social phenomena 

were generally not clearly distinguished. On the contrary, all members of the 

community were assumed to fuse into a “political body” that was stratified and 

hierarchical, still unified nonetheless. Secondly, again due to the influence of 

enlightenment political thinking, society itself was more and more conceived as an 

organic unity which takes form as a consequence of the actions of human beings and at 

the same time follows principles which can be subjected to empirical scrutiny. This 

does not mean, however, that passages could not be cited from earlier historical works 

which would be labeled today as social history. Herodotus and other later authors had 

already described customs and morals of the peoples, but rather as interesting detours 

without the already mentioned concept of society prevailing. Thus the idea that society 

is a domain consisting of groups with different interests and being distinct from politics 

and other spheres of life is clearly a modern development. 

 

Such well-known 18
th

 century thinkers, such as the French Charles de Montesquieu, the 

Scottish Adam Ferguson, John Millar, or Adam Smith, are usually regarded as the 

forerunners of modern social scientific thinking. All of them were interested in the 

general principles of social change, in the “philosophy of society”. Faith in rationality 

and the possibility of a cognition based on empiricism were characteristics of the age. 

The works of the thinkers referred to above had a profound impact on the emergence of 

several modern disciplines – history, sociology, economics. As for social history, Smith 
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studied the socio-economic conditions of earlier historical periods in detail, while 

Montesquieu wrote a book on the prosperity and fall of the Roman Empire, and Malthus 

theorized on population growth. Nevertheless, these 18
th

 century thinkers could be 

rather considered as “philosopher-historians” than representatives of some social 

scientific discipline in the sense we think of it today. 

 

Another, hereby relevant and significant stage in the history of sciences was the 

professionalization of academic life in the latter half of the 19
th

 century which included 

the separation of history from economics, sociology and political science. This created 

favorable conditions, in the long run at the very least, for the formation of different sub-

disciplines, such as social history. But this process was less conspicuous in the short 

run, and indeed, at the end of the 19
th

 century historiography diverged again from the 

analysis of social phenomena in a strict sense. 

 

At that time history was primarily conceived within the paradigm of the nation state, 

and dealt with the formation and functioning of states, with armies and wars, with 

diplomacy and the lives of eminent statesmen, with laws and other themes related to 

state activity. Therefore, social history had been marginalized in all respect for quite 

some time for which numerous factors accounted. On the one hand, in its initial phase 

the above mentioned professionalization of history meant the exploitation of archival 

sources that subsequently went under an extensive and meticulous source criticism. This 

method however, which was most influentially represented by Leopold von Ranke 

(1795-1886) with its expressed scientific standards, at the same time narrowed the scope 

of history, since archival sources contained information almost exclusively pertaining to 

governmental activity. The returning preoccupation with nation and state had a further 

important origin: in the second half of the 19
th

 century governments increasingly 

realized the potential of historiography, namely its capability of being instrumental in 

forging national identity. For this reason the state endeavored to influence the 

thematization of historiography so that it would study the nation and investigate the 

activities of governments and great rulers. 

 

The national peculiarities of history writing had already been conspicuous in this early 

formative period nonetheless. So in Germany, for instance, the creation of the unified 

nation state inspired historians particularly in the last decades of the 19
th

 century to deal 

with the state. However, at the very same time the so-called historical school of 

economics studied the factors of economic and social development as well. Thus the 

research of these latter themes belonged then rather to economics, and indeed to 

sociology, than to history. Therefore the highly influential works of Karl Marx (1818-

1883), Gustav Schmoller (1838-1917), one of the eminent members of the historical 

school of political economics, or Max Weber (1864-1920), a most prominent sociologist 

of his age, were written outside the palisades of professional historianship, but applied 

historical approaches nonetheless. Towards the end of the century, however, there 

appeared several historians who clearly expressed their dissatisfaction with the neo-

Rankean concept of history and criticised it for its deficiencies, for example, with regard 

to its thematization. For instance, one of them, Karl Lamprecht (1856-1915) can be 

considered as a forerunner of social history, since he made efforts to integrate the results 

of art history, psychology, cultural history and other social sciences, which thereby 

became a catalyst of the so-called Methodenstreit debate. In addition, rendering 
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disciplinary independence was also expressed by the fact that the journal for social and 

economic history with the title of Vierteljahrschrift für Sozial- und 

Wirtschaftsgeschichte was founded in 1893 which was the first of its kind not only in 

Germany, but was unparalleled globally as well. Nevertheless, political history 

continued its sway over German historiography. 

 

Initiatives similar to those of Lamprecht were more favorably received in the late 19
th

 

century United States. As Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) argued “all the spheres 

of man‟s activity must be considered”, since „no one department of social life can be 

understood in isolation from the others”. James Harvey Robinson (1863-1936) assigned 

similar tasks to “New History”. 

 

Similarly, for a long time great men, then state and politics provided the material for 

historical enquiry in Great Britain, though John Richard Green (1837-1883) was 

relatively early on the opinion that one should depart from the “drum and trumpet 

history” and instead ought to learn to tell the story of ordinary people. After the First 

World War it was economic history that first set this view at variance. The 

institutionalization of this was represented by the foundation of the professional 

association under the name of Economic History Society (1926) with its journal, the 

Economic History Review (1927). These developments could be paralleled to the 

activity and achievements of the pre-war German Historical School. Contemporary 

British economic history pre-eminently focused on the research into the industrial 

revolution in England and the formation of national economies, and in turn had already 

begun quite early to investigate the social impacts of the industrial revolution, such as 

the formation and political mobilization of the working class or urbanization. Thus these 

various endeavors also inspired research into social history in several respects. Early 

British social history gained strong impulses from labor movement as well. The 

Christian socialist Richard Henry Tawney‟s (1880-1962) concern was rural history, the 

Fabian Beatrice Webb (1858-1943) and Sidney Webb (1859-1947) studied English 

trade unionism, while the guild socialist George Douglas Howard Cole (1889-1959) 

analyzed early labor movement in his works. These topics foreshadowed the social 

history of the second half of the 20
th

 century in many respects. 

 

Both in Germany and Great Britain political impulses had an additional significant 

impact on the craft of social history in the first half of the 20
th

 century. In the latter 

country suffrage movement invigorated an interest in women‟s history and thereby 

social history from the beginning of the century. The Weimar period witnessed a rapid 

development of sociology in Germany that created favorable perspectives to social 

history as well, but the Nazi takeover forced numerous representatives of the underage 

profession of social history into exile, including among others Hans Rosenberg (1904-

1988), whose works were thus received with considerable delay in Germany. 

 

Traditional historiography began to yield in other European countries as well, and 

sprouts of economic and social history appeared. In East Central Europe Poland is to be 

mentioned first, where the establishment of economic history can be mostly attributed to 

Franciszek Bujak (1875-1953), and the first works of social history in Poland focused 

on the early modern age (rural history). A journal, entitled Magyar Gazdaságtörténeti 

Szemle (Hungarian Review of Economic History, 1894), appeared very early in 
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Hungary, but after little more than ten years it ceased to exist. In interwar Hungary 

István Hajnal (1892-1956) pioneered the systematic implementation of the methods of 

sociology in historical studies. In Scandinavia – especially in Sweden – the social and 

political climate became particularly favorable to social history in the interwar period, 

since extensive social reforms demanded scholarly knowledge on various fields of 

social life, such as population and family policy, public health and social policy in 

general. 

 

Although the slow accumulation of knowledge by German as well as British historians 

and those of belonging to other nations is not to be underrated at all, still the most far-

reaching changes took place in France with respect to the long-run development of 

social history, when early modern historian, Lucien Febvre (1878-1956) and 

medievalist Marc Bloch (1886-1944) founded the journal Annales d’histoire 

économique et sociale also known in the short form as Annales. The two founders were 

characterised by many common features even during their earlier career: both of them 

found it important to study history not through the traditional modes of narration 

focusing on events, but by concentrating on “structural history” – as opposed to political 

history or the history of events – for which they frequently chose the comparative 

method. The history of mentalities also achieved a prominent position within their 

research. The program of the new journal had room for all these novel approaches. The 

two historians lay special emphasis on the long-run analysis of social and economic 

structures. Moreover, they paid attention to interdisciplinarity, namely to dismantle 

barriers between history on the one hand, and sociology, linguistics, geography, 

demography and other related disciplines on the other hand, and to apply the results and 

methods of the latter ones. In addition, places were also secured in the editorial board of 

the Annales for the representatives of these branches of social sciences. They also 

endeavored to erase the differentiation between the research of contemporary 

phenomena and that of history, as they maintained that the methods used to investigate 

the past and the present was not incongruous. They claimed as well that the knowledge 

about the past is indispensable to understand the present, and when researching the past 

our perspective originates from problems in the present and from the knowledge 

accumulated in the meantime. The journal, which was first published in Strasbourg, 

quickly became widely known and showed a particular preference for economic, urban 

and family history as well as the comparative study of nobilities in the 1930s. 

 

- 

- 

- 
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