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Discussion Document

 

Might the concerns expressed here by two sophisticated Marxist historians (at least at the time they 

were writing) be justified? Sociological theory, like theories borrowed from other related disciplines, 

may be useful but raises questions about the place of theory in history as a discipline and also the 

extent to which historians should construct their own theoretical framework. 

There are in fact very good reasons why sociology should have appeared so attractive to British 

historians. Most obviously there was a complete vacuum of historical theory. Then, in the context of 

a narrowly political and constitutional historiography, it appeared as a progressive, even a 

subversive force, opening up new vistas of inquiry and directing the historian’s gaze at hitherto 

untraveled terrain. It promised to restore meaning to history – pattern and structure in place of the 

increasing fragmentation of subdisciplines. It encouraged historians in the use of comparative 

method, and instead of prohibiting reference to the present day (in the 1950s many university 

history courses still stuck fast at 1914) positively encouraged it. . . . 

 We do not want to put a stop to the dialogue between history and sociology, but we think that the 

present relationship is an unhealthy one and that its terms should both be discussed and redefined. 

It leaves the historian in a position of abject dependency, craving recognition and taking theoretical 

propositions on trust. It does not engage the historian in the development of theoretical work, but 

simply in a passive acceptance of categories derived from elsewhere. According to some sociologists, 

this is as it should be: sociologists provide the empty conceptual boxes; it is the humble task of 

historians – if their services are admitted at all – to help to fill them. It is not in question that some of 

the problems and techniques pioneered by sociologically-minded historians have been useful and 

illuminating extensions to the scope of history. More doubtful are some of the sociological 

categories or concepts which have guided and channelled their enquiries – endowing certain types 

of data with an unargued importance, while filtering out others as irrelevant. For sociological 

findings are not easily separated from the classificatory and conceptual systems of which they are 

part. It is perhaps to avoid having to take on board such unwanted freightage that many historians 

have limited themselves to a more casual relationship with sociology. But the freedoms gained from 

this stratagem are really illusory. The historian who only occasionally resorts to sociology and 

forages for serviceable concepts, will just as surely end up trapped in a thicket of uncongenial and 

unbargained-for assumptions. Trying to evade these assumptions, lifting categories without working 

through the process of reasoning which has produced them, can only result in an unhappy electicism 

[sic]. 
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