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1
Introduction



History without doubt brightens and enriches our contemporary world. It enables us to see and discover both physical and psychological aspects of ourselves located in another place – the past. Beyond the familiar, that past can also seem enticing, distant, and exotic. Frequently it is this blend of the familiar and the exotic that has been the central reason for making history popular with people at large.


History is a sometimes daunting and overwhelming subject that has many different shapes for many different people. At the grandest scale it can explain the changes that have occurred to vast empires, countries, and continents over centuries or even millennia. At the other end of the scale it can also chart the experience of individual people, sometimes over a few days or even hours. Yet history also deals with cultures on these twin levels of magnitude. It can chart the history of a race or a people over a similar timespan, or trace what has happened to individual cultural beliefs over a few short years. It can tell stories about the concrete artefacts of our past (objects, works of literature, buildings) or follow the evolution and change of the most intangible of emotions. History spreads itself over a vast canvas of our existence to shape and make sense somehow of all that has happened to this planet and its inhabitants. But it is also a search for the truth about the past, something the nineteenth-century English constitutional historian William Stubbs considered to be one of history’s great charms and perhaps its very greatest temptation. As such it is difficult to escape from history’s reach and its touch. History, in some way, is a part of every living thing on this planet and its impact is impossible to evade.


However, exploring this dimension is in danger of making history sound as though it is purely something that happens to us without our consent, or even sometimes our knowledge – as though it were some unseen force at work within the universe. Yet it is possible to be actively empowered by history if we choose to understand its processes and to make it coherent as people have done since the very earliest times. History can also be enthralling, engaging, and fun – all that is required to start experiencing it in this manner is curiosity and a willingness to follow our thoughts and explorations to their natural conclusions.


If you, the reader, have this curiosity, you certainly want to know more, but perhaps you are unsure about how to dip your toe into the potentially dark and deep waters of historical studies. This book aims to make this process easy without the risk of the reader ever feeling out of their depth. This, then, is a gentle introduction, but one that nonetheless has a robust and serious intention: to enable the individual to embark on their own discovery of the past. This is because, for many of us, a passing interest in history is simply not enough. We crave a greater depth of knowledge and the opportunity to understand what makes history tick, and to ensure the experience of history is as valuable and enriching as possible for all of us.


Craving a depth of knowledge and insight into what makes history tick explains why historical narratives are so regularly fictionalized in novels, on the cinema screen and on television. These ambitiously hope to make history cross over from knowledge and investigation into the world of entertainment. Although it is interesting to plunge into what such narratives can tell us, really this is the creation of a ‘history lite’ species that only gives us a mere flavour of the past. This past is a portrayal and spectacle. However, building real knowledge and explanations is a different enterprise and this is what we actively call history.


The popular writing of history regularly stimulates the imagination and each year new magazines are launched which cover ever-widening aspects of the subject. The last twenty years has also seen a dramatic upsurge in television coverage and investigation of history and the reasons for this are not really very hard to find. The past can be an intensely visual subject and many documentaries have concentrated on the physical and visual residue of the past. Documentaries on the eighteenth-century English country house, for example, have been able to show lavish interiors and furnishings, and to speculate about the manner of life that went on in these surroundings. The preoccupation with this has also been stimulated by a wave of costume dramas that focus on the past as a place where universal human actions are played out. Other factual television programmes try and bring the past to life by juxtaposing individual stories with a look at locations as they appear today. This particular tendency has been a feature of television coverage of the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. Television has also developed the genre of the personal journey, in which an individual investigates the past through their own ancestors and their own life stories. A once-again-fashionable way in which people encounter popular history has been through the historical ‘scoop’ story, or the attempt to find a solution or resolution to a long-running historical puzzle or mystery. The most recent examples of this include the apparent discovery of Richard III’s body buried beneath a Leicester council car park and the supposed unmasking of Jack the Ripper through the use of forensic evidence.


Whilst these often provide fascinating entertainment, and glimpses of real insight, some people watching them often wish for a still greater level of understanding of the history these phenomena represent. Does this display and outline of history ask enough deep and penetrating questions? Are these displays taking into account different approaches and aspects of the history they try to explain and portray? Lastly, whether it is a presentation of the eighteenth-century country house or the solution to a historical whodunnit, many ask whether these are telling the whole story, or indeed the truth, and how far we should allow these representations to claim that they are definitive. The eighteenth-century country house and the lavish wealth needed to fill, furnish and support it was arguably accumulated through applying increasingly tough farming and market practices. These marginalized and removed rights from poor members of the population living on subsistence land and lifestyles based on grazing and foraging. Likewise the rapid haste with which the solution to the Jack the Ripper case was trumpeted by the Daily Mail in September 2014 reflected a journalistic urge to provide a solution to the murders, rather than think deeply about the supposed facts being presented. Not only was DNA taken from a discredited source, but it was also mistakenly traced to the descendants of the wrong man with the same name! Besides, actually finding the identity of Jack the Ripper would not answer some of the wider and more important questions about Victorian England thrown up by the case. Why did these murders attract publicity when others did not? Indeed, the continuing fascination with this particular case, stretching well over a century, actually has its own history. Once we begin to think more deeply for ourselves about the questions generated by history, we become less satisfied with its presentation in magazines and on television and the easy answers they offer. In short, we wish to know more, to be capable of analysing and thinking more deeply about the material and answers history gives us. Ultimately it is not surprising that we ask more sophisticated questions because, unless we do, history portrayed as spectacle becomes merely superficial mood music.


So what is this ‘history’ we are all so interested in? Many generations of scholars have wrestled with precisely this question, not always profitably. This would suggest it is an extremely difficult and problematic question to answer with the clarity and brevity required by this book. Thus rather than tie us up unnecessarily with preliminary material about the subject’s origins or dry discussions about its definition, this book has attempted to tackle these questions with a self-conscious ‘learning by doing’ approach. What this really means is that most of the central aspects of history are tackled through the use of illustrative examples and stories. By following and understanding the stories outlined below, the reader will engage with, think through, and pick up many of the essential technical elements that every good historian needs to make sense of the past.


This book has opted to divide its approaches to history, and the examples used to illustrate this, into chapters about people and events, and those about everyday objects. This is a method of both exploring different approaches to history and illustrating aspects of the great variety of history. Both of these serve to demonstrate that everything has a history, and by tuning your mind to the types of sources and explanations associated with almost anything, you can think about or trace its history.


This division also has another purpose, since the study of people in the past and the events that have involved them is clearly fundamentally important to understanding the growth and development of human society. The thoughts and actions of people have left a vitally important imprint on the historical record of all societies throughout time. Most of this imprint seems deliberately calculated – that the conscious thoughts and actions of individuals play themselves out in the records they have left behind and the events of which they tell. However, considering the history of objects opens up the opportunity to consider phenomena where the conscious imprint of humankind is less obvious. Whilst an object may be created by an individual, its subsequent use and purpose may not exhibit the intention of its creator, even within the lifetime of that creator. Likewise our own thoughts about objects themselves change from age to age, and it is often the case that the history of objects can tell us as much about a period of history as the conscious created histories and the intentions of that age deliberately expressed in the historical record.


The examples in this book stand on their own merit as good stories (always a fundamentally valuable and important start). However, they should also prove sufficiently interesting and intriguing that the reader scarcely notices she or he is learning these approaches and mechanisms as we proceed. By the end of the book the reader will have acquired a basic toolkit of techniques, ideas, and approaches that will enable them to embark on a deeper and more sophisticated study, and appreciation, of history. These realized concrete examples will also function as a reference point of explanation when thinking about further pieces and episodes of history beyond the coverage of this book.


Nonetheless, we cannot escape definitions entirely and should still say that the most useful definition of history is that it is an attempt to understand and make coherent sense of the past. This statement might seem obvious but it is difficult to overestimate its importance. It is sometimes jokingly suggested that history is ‘just one damned thing after another’ but within this exasperation is a simple humorous message that is nevertheless still important. If we simply view events and the past as some sort of hurricane, which blows past us, we are failing to understand our world and what has made it the way it is. So the investigation, study, and communication of history take upon themselves the task of explaining the past. Through these activities we catalogue the past and create a narrative about what happened. Sometimes this is a chronology and sometimes it is the examination of the past as an artefact, such as the study of mentalities or of material culture, which adopt different starting points.


A chronology is essentially a timeline of the sequence in which events happened or occurred. However, once this sequence has been established it is a starting point for finding an explanation of why things happen. Raising questions about this and answering these is what gives us our explanation of what happened in the past and why. So we must be careful that the central questions about the past we create are important and do their job. It is the nature of these questions that helps us realize the difference between history and the past. The past is a list of events and it can often be extremely important to know this sequence, because this is often the central building block upon which history is built. History itself is frequently the explanation for these events, and sometimes the sequence in which they occur. However, we should also remember that some historical investigations (of customs, of practices, and of past institutions) involve the recreation of a system, or a state of mind, where chronology may not actually seem important at all.


Creating such a chronological sequence relies on the concept of causality – namely what factor caused a particular event in history to happen. For example, tracing causes can offer an explanation unknown to contemporaries in the past. In the early nineteenth century Western Europe was visited by a wave of Asiatic cholera which killed many thousands in cities from Russia through to Great Britain. Cholera had never spread this far west before and historians went in search of explanations for this phenomenon. They were able to trace the origin (or cause) of this to recent changes in irrigation practices, which had been encouraged by the British Raj in northern India. These had left abundant quantities of stagnant water in which the disease could flourish – the connectedness of imperial trade routes did the rest!


Before the investigation of causes, our initial and obvious questions concern issues about when things happened and who was involved in them. Whilst it may seem important to know the date when a battle occurred, when a piece of important social legislation was passed, or when an individual died, this is only because we need to establish when this event occurred in relation to other events. Similarly we will most often find that the lives and actions of individuals are only important in relation to how they interacted with other people. As we gain more and greater understanding, we will find that our central questions move away from the issues around dates and individuals to look at wider questions that explain ideas, systems, and processes. We may well know the precise dates of the First World War but it becomes of greater significance to ask what caused it. Whilst instinct might suggest that life is made easier by searching for one single cause to which we can attribute the event, we rapidly learn from historians that the matter is considerably more complex. Political historians might talk about Great Power rivalries, whilst military historians would perhaps cite a hopelessly out-of-control arms race. Meanwhile economic historians might suggest the war was perhaps an episode in a longer struggle for economic dominance in the West. Thus, with nearly all history, we can find ourselves trying to evaluate the relative merits of multiple possible causes.


We should also be aware that constructing a chronology is not a neutral exercise and can equally be influenced by the precise subject the historian wishes to investigate. This can also be a place where bias, methodological preference, ideology, and the particular approach adopted by a historian influences the chronology they might construct. Historians investigating the reasons for the rise of Nazi Germany might want to focus on Hitler’s rise to power. However, others might go further back and seek to include the failure of the League of Nations to deal adequately with Germany as instrumental in this development. Others might go further back to the problems associated with the Treaty of Versailles and its treatment of Germany after its defeat in the First World War. However, some, like the social historian Richard Grunberger, look further back into the nineteenth century and see the rise of Nazism as caused by the failure of Germany to develop a middle class in the manner of other Western countries.


History is sometimes said to have particular wider aims. Although these were slightly more fashionable in the earlier part of the twentieth century, it is worth noting these so that readers can decide their value for themselves. One possible aim is to consider how much an investigation of history provides us all with valuable knowledge of human experience. Thus history serves as the accumulated human experience of past ages – a vast cultural resource from which we can all draw insights and lessons. Some historians also argue that this accumulation of experience needs to be labelled, categorized, and identified to allow some of its uniqueness to speak to the present. This has given birth to the history of minority groups which includes everything from the history of individual nations, through the history of classes, races, and ethnicities, the indigenous and the alien, to the different genders and sexual orientations.


For most of the last millennium another dominant approach which emphasized the value of history and historical study was to equate it with the idea of progress. This is sometimes referred to as Whig history, which argued that we live in the ‘best of all possible worlds’. The eighteenth-century German historian Leopold von Ranke suggested that this ‘best of all possible worlds’ idea was so often repeated that the writing of history was likely to continue reflecting it far beyond his own time. This idea, which is of some antiquity, argued that life for mankind was getting better with each successive age. It looked backwards frequently to see the past as a series of older, often archaic practices and lifestyles which modern human ingenuity had either outgrown or replaced with better, improved practices or lifestyles. Thus the evolution of parliamentary democracy in most Western states could be shown, by this approach to history, to be an apparent improvement upon early modern despotism or the social and economic problems of feudal society. Such apparently modern democratic societies could also readily point to their track record of prosperity alongside a quite impressive history of social and political peace.


The medieval world had its own idea of progress since it considered history as capable of demonstrating the Christian God’s plan for mankind, unfolding before the eyes of successive generations. From the seventeenth century onwards the Enlightenment gave birth to a different idea of progress, in which human discoveries and ingenuity were capable of changing the world for the better, as von Ranke also suggested. Discoveries, such as Newton’s assertion that the universe was in balance and self-regulating, argued that divine intervention was no longer a central part of existence. Progress was also demonstrated through technological advancement (such as the invention and application of steam power) and increasing the productivity of agriculture through innovations in arable farming, and the advent of selective breeding of livestock. There was also a greater level of sophistication and achievement in the world of the arts and an apparently endless capability to improve the material well-being of the whole species through the growth of commerce.


Progress, as we have discovered, is the ability to measure the achievements of a historical period against those of the past. Those who subscribe to the idea of progress hold the unwavering belief that the present conditions of life for men and women are an improvement upon previous periods of history. Certainly, if we look at things like life expectancy, everyday health, and general levels of prosperity, we might justifiably conclude things are better for us than they were in the average nineteenth-century city. In many respects this comparison is also confirmed by our historical investigations of the nineteenth-century city. This will invariably turn up a story of poor sanitation, overcrowding, and aspects of the infrastructure that were either undeveloped or dysfunctional. Against such a background, the achievements of the average twenty-first-century city would admirably fit the definition of progress. However, it is worth thinking about how far such definitions are Westernized and biased towards the northern hemisphere. Whilst material prosperity and the extension of this has been the West’s story, we might look at other areas of the world that have slid from prosperity in the past into relative poverty in the present. Indeed some individuals might argue the true measure of the West’s progress is to be found in its ability to address the problems of Third World poverty – this would be a real measure of both civilization and progress simultaneously.


Many who believed in the idea of progress almost invariably saw it as an unchanging, all-embracing phenomenon. For these people a belief in progress meant that improvement was happening in every area of society and life. Von Ranke also noted this folly, writing that it was a fundamental mistake to believe ‘that all the branches of human experience and knowledge have developed throughout the centuries at the same rate’. The study of history very frequently alters this picture and shows progress is, at the very least, uneven, and at its worst messy and contradictory. Moreover the assumption that all developments are automatically an improvement can sometimes be mistaken. If we were to look at medical developments that have improved our ability to treat once dangerous life-threatening illnesses, even these sometimes do not easily fit into a definition of progress because subsequent events can outflank this idea. When antibiotics became widely available they were rightly hailed as a real step forward in treating infection. However, we have now discovered that within a few generations their over-prescription and overuse has rendered them markedly less effective. As a result, some of the infectious illnesses they used to treat are making something of a resurgence. History would scarcely have argued that their invention was a mistake. Nonetheless what history does tell us is that the actual story of their invention, introduction, and widespread use is far more complex than simply noting their intended purpose as a type of progress. Likewise, whilst housing conditions improved markedly for most people in the West, rising populations make overcrowding an even harsher reality in other parts of the planet. Here again the story of housing improvement is not as simple as the idea of progress might lead us to believe.


Leopold von Ranke also noted how the idea of progress could encourage people to take an artificial and unjustifiably poor view of the past. He argued that the obsession with progress would invariably see past generations as the embarrassingly poor relations of those living in the present. The idea that ‘every generation is more perfect than the preceding one’ von Ranke deemed ‘a divine injustice’ that would also render the past as having ‘no significance in and for itself. It would become meaningful only insofar as it became the steppingstone [sic] to the next generation’. Concentrating on this uneven and messy nature of progress sometimes leads historians to see other patterns and destinations by no means linked with the idea of progress – these are often referred to as teleologies. Some wonder what the shape of these connections is likely to resemble. Many see teleologies as straight lines, although von Ranke considered them ‘more like a stream, whose course winds about in its own way’. One such pattern, which has been a preoccupation of Western societies for some years now, has been the supposed implications of global warming and climate change. Those who believe climate change to be a reality argue that greenhouse gases have been increasingly produced by human activity since the Industrial Revolution. This has intensified during the course of the twentieth century and, based on their knowledge of past data, they feel confident enough to predict a rise in global temperature and an alteration in weather patterns. These changes will themselves also serve to alter existing patterns of life on the planet.


However, following from the previous example, not all teleologies result in eventual pessimism. In 1968 a group of scientists, industrialists, and economists formed an organization called the Club of Rome. This group stated its aim was to think about issues and problems facing the planet in the medium-term future. In 1972 this group published a bombshell report entitled The Limits to Growth. This was a wide-ranging and deeply pessimistic view that human activity was going to run out of raw materials and resources, meaning that civilization would effectively fall off a cliff. One important part of this analysis was its investigation of previous patterns of human consumption, and from this they proposed theories about the rate at which natural resources had been used up by human activity in the past. The Club went on to argue that such reckless consumption was unsustainable beyond the following decade. This was teleology, not unlike environmentalism, which predicted the collapse of human society and eventual extinction. Very quickly this teleology was criticized by a conflicting one. This argued that the scarcity of resources would inspire human ingenuity to find and exploit hitherto untapped ones, to exploit better the ones that it already had available, or indeed to do without them altogether. As it has turned out, the rapid extinction predicted by the Club of Rome has been countered by such adaptability and innovation. However, the Club of Rome might plausibly offer the counterargument that the situation has merely been slowed down or temporarily postponed. Certainly one implication of this example is that the production of teleologies can help with finding patterns in the past and thinking about how the future might actually follow these, even if it becomes almost impossible actually to predict this with certainty.



History: the ultimate social science or an art form?


Human society has constantly grappled with the idea of history fulfilling two functions. Firstly, it is frequently seen as, above all other things, a narrative – in other words, a story outlining events, generally ordered to suggest some particular message or to make some particular factor important. However, another school of thought suggests that history is one of the social sciences and so is able to provide us with an empirical and quantified fact-based explanation of the truth, even if this truth could sometimes be uncomfortable. Von Ranke suggested this ‘strict presentation of the facts, contingent and unattractive though they may be, is the highest law’. In some respects these views, that history was both fact and narrative, were for many years compatible. Those who embraced one of these two particular schools of thought brought their preferences to bear upon the type of history they chose to study and chose to write about. This also tended to influence the branch of history individuals found themselves researching.


There are many spheres of human activity in modern civilization so it is not surprising to find there are many branches of history, many consciously constructed to reflect precisely this diversity of human activity. Thus economic history looks at the history of human economic activity. This can look at everything from an individual’s economic situation to that of an individual business, or industry, right up to the economic state of a whole nation. Much of economic history, but crucially not all of it, involves elements of counting and comparison. Thus economic history very frequently uses methods of determining levels of price, income, consumption, and prosperity. However, economic history also looks at the development of financial and trading systems as well as systems of consumption. Very clearly a part of this is also assessing what individuals and past societies thought of all of these systems and chose to operate within them.


Social history is the history of societies in the past and the activities within society’s social spaces in which individuals were involved. This can include everything from shared experiences of the workplace, of leisure and consumption patterns, right through to the shared experiences of life (birth, marriage, divorce, and death). Thus social historians are much more likely to use sources such as diaries, newspapers, and personal testimony. However, it should be noted that social history itself scarcely rules out the potential use of quantitative methods to count the social and cultural meaning of consumption or such things as leisure patterns and other aspects of the life cycle. Because social history obviously deals with the social, it is also more likely to use some of the tools associated with the social sciences. Thus elements of sociology (or anthropology) that classify groups of people are of considerable use to the social historian characterizing the shared attitudes and behaviours of groups in past society. Likewise historians of crime may well find themselves interested in the ideas of criminologists and psychologists about criminal behaviour and its patterns. Political history, whilst it often investigates the actions of politicians and their effects, will also potentially use methodology from political science and international relations.


However, there are also branches of history that draw on older intellectual traditions and the formulation of how we discover and analyse the world. One such branch of history, which is also of considerable antiquity, is the history of how ideas, thoughts, and the process of thinking have altered. This is sometimes called intellectual history or the history of ideas. This looks at the work of thinkers whose ideas influenced or changed the society of their times or sometimes just after. Equally part of this history is the examination of how some ideas come to be rendered obsolete by events or changes in thinking. In the post-war world, for example, South Africa implemented the ideology of apartheid. This rigid and enforced racial segregation was supposedly for the benefit of all races. It was not simply a political ideology, since it also had intellectuals who were prepared to borrow ideas about the supremacy of some races over others from Nazi Germany. This set of ideas had its roots in the study of eugenics – the quest to improve the quality of the human population. This idea of eugenics had originated in the nineteenth century and it passed through many hands after this point. It was seriously considered by everyone from British government ministers, to socialists, nationalists, Nazis and other fascists, and democracies throughout the twentieth century. It is worth remembering that such ideas could inspire utopian dreams of breeding out poverty and removing disability and debilitating illness, as well as the nightmares of selective breeding, racial purity, and ideas of a master race. Very often such ideas would fall out of favour and be superseded by others, only to reappear somewhere else in another guise. In the case of South Africa, apartheid became discredited as a political system and was overtaken and smothered by newer, conflicting ideas of racial equality, self-determination, and multiculturalism.


Likewise intellectual history often looks at how even apparently simple ideas are both unconsciously and consciously made to inspire subsequent generations. One example of this is provided by the ideas associated with the eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith. He noted in a widely read and much reprinted book, The Wealth of Nations, that subdividing labour in factories could greatly increase output and trade. The importance of this idea fuelled the development of factories and production lines right through to Henry Ford in the twentieth century and beyond. The very latest manifestation of this simple idea appears on the current English £20 note. This has a profile portrait of Adam Smith, with his dates underneath (1723–90), beside a picture of the first production line that Smith had encountered which embodied the division of labour he so greatly admired. Beneath this is an explanation of the picture as a depiction of ‘the division of labour in pin manufacturing: (and the great increase in the quantity of work that results)’. This remains an obviously simple idea easily communicated to subsequent generations. Putting it on the £20 note seems somehow deliberate since it conveys the idea of economic success enabled by simple but effective innovation – arguably the recipe for success and economic growth within any developing economy.


Historians adopt different views about the type of evidence they should use to investigate historical phenomena. Those who want to investigate the level of religious belief within a past society might choose to use a range of different evidence dependent upon their attitude to this evidence. Some historians have used lists of those taking communion as a measure of religious devotion at a particular time in the past. Ironically many pious members of society would simply not be included on this list. They would be missing because their deeply ingrained conception of their own sin would prevent them from taking communion, thus excluding themselves from a source eventually used to measure religious devotion. But the problems do not stop there. Of those who did take communion, many may well have embraced the sacrament for a variety of reasons which might have included maintaining the visible display of belief, to maintain social status, or simply out of sheer habit. Although historians using these records cannot know these reasons, they do cast doubt on the apparent certainty of using communion numbers as a straightforward test of the level of religious belief within a past society. Others would prefer to look at the levels of popular belief in things like superstitious habits, customs, and rites of passage. Very frequently these are offshoots of connections with official religious belief. However, the fact that these are more readily practised in the home and elsewhere suggests a more genuine attachment to religious belief than counting those who take communion might suggest. By no means are any of these historians more obviously ‘correct’ in their assumptions than their colleagues who do something different. However, what they have chosen is their best guess at what will give the most meaningful and accurate picture. In making this choice they are showing an awareness of the problems associated with the approaches they have actively chosen not to use. Sometimes this choice can be influenced by bias about the reliability of methods or by an ideological preference for one technique over another. A social historian interested in ideas associated with ‘history from below’ will more readily embrace the idea of exploring superstition and custom, since this evidence appears more readily generated from below. Similarly, communion records seem less attractive to this type of historian because they are constructed by an official organization (in this case the Church) and thus generated ‘from above’ (no pun intended). This, however, might be precisely the reason why a historian of the Church as an institution may actively want to use such records.




‘HISTORY FROM BELOW’




History from below was championed by left-wing historians who, encouraged by the expansion of university education in the 1960s, tried to rescue the history of common people who they felt had been written out of previous histories, which concentrated on great men and high politics. This challenge to conventional history would later be supported by new histories of ethnic minorities and women which likewise argued they had been marginalized in the historical record.












However, some approaches to specific forms of history are more closely tied to ideology than the methodology of other social sciences. Gender history, for example, originally sprang from feminist history which argued that the writing of history had been significantly dominated by men to the active exclusion of women, their interests, and their importance. Another ideological approach that has had a significant impact on the practice and writing of history has been Marxism. This essentially absorbed Karl Marx’s idea that at the bottom of human motivation lay economic motives. He argued that these inspired, and were the very fabric of, all human activity. He also argued that significant economic changes were fundamental to the evolving nature of human society. His ideas were also related to the idea of teleology since he argued that human development would go through a number of stages. The first of these stages would be characterized by feudal societies where agrarian activity dominated and there was almost no such thing as economic growth. This, so Marx argued, would be followed by the development of commercial and industrial capitalism which introduced mass production and the mass employment of individuals who could only make a living by selling their labour. Marx referred to this group of people as the proletariat who he believed would be, because of their lowly economic status, alienated from the society in which they lived and toiled. Ultimately this alienation would motivate them to rise up and overthrow capitalism to achieve a communist society in which all property was owned communally.


Here we can see a marriage of ideological, thematic, and methodological approaches in how a certain type of historian might choose to study a certain type of history. Marxist historians can write about more or less anything, but they are especially drawn to the history around dramatic changes such as revolutions. This is largely because, in their model of change, both the idea and reality of conflict played a very important role. A new idea, or form of society (what Marx called the thesis), would conflict with an older form (the anti-thesis), and this clash would produce a third form (the synthesis). Thus with an interest in types of conflict Marxist historians might well draw on political history to investigate new political ideologies that would mark a transition from one stage of society to the next. Likewise, they are interested in the process by which social classes are created, since this is also likely to indicate types of change coming to a society. The Marxist historian Christopher Hill put these two types of analysis together to produce a Marxist interpretation of what many historians refer to as the English Civil War (more recently named the War of the Three Kingdoms). Hill saw this significant upheaval in English, Scottish, and Irish history as having its root causes in the developing social structure of the period. He suggested that a new class (roughly corresponding to a type of middle class) was trying to emerge within British society. They wanted to overthrow the tyranny of the landed interests in favour of promoting commerce, trade, and industry for their own benefit. Such a development would have been a step on the road towards the eventual realization of a communist society. For a historian like Hill, the English Civil War happened because this new class had its opportunities to take power and change society actively blocked by the survival of older interests. An important part of this struggle for Hill (and for all Marxist historians) was that this new class realized its interest and identity in what this analysis regularly referred to as class consciousness. Marxist historians were also responsible for a similar reading of the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century, which they saw as creating what would later be described as bourgeois society in nineteenth-century France.
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