HIS 301: The Historian’s Craft

Reading Guide: Materialist Historiography

Introductory note:  

This week we are reading two examples of “materialist” history.  As we will see this semester, there are many ways to describe the past and explain the present.  Materialist historians tend to argue that the primary causal factors for historical conditions and historical change are concrete and material, rather than “idealist” forces such as religion, politics, culture, or ideology.  The best known “materialist” historian is Karl Marx, who believed that economic forces – specifically “forces of production” and “relations of production” – were the driving forces of historical change.  In the decades since Marx a more nuanced understanding of materialist economic forces has been developed, an understanding that considers and incorporates the forces of human agency (ideas, beliefs, practices).  This week’s essay by E.P. Thompson is drawn from one of the classic works in this field.  

It is important to recognize that not all “materialist” historians are Marxists (although many are directly or indirectly influenced by Marx).  For instance, members of the tremendously influential Annales school have drawn attention to the physical geography but also to the structures of belief that sustain societies and cultures over time.  

Practitioners of “scientific” history have also drawn attention to such material factors as biology, “food suites”, and the environment in the development of human societies.  Jared Diamond’s essay, drawn from his Pulitzer Prize-winning book, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies, provides a complex  materialist explanation for why human social development (the accumulation of wealth, technological know-how, etc.) has proceeded at different rates in different places.  His argument is explicitly non-biological: he is arguing against racialist (i.e., biological) explanations of social difference.  What does he offer instead?  Although it is easy to see the influence of Marx and the Annales school in Diamond’s work, he is not a member of either of these schools.  He is, in fact, a professor of physiology at the UCLA School of Medicine.  In addition to his post at UCLA he has for many years conducted fieldwork as an evolutionary biologist in Papua New Guinea.  He is a strong advocate for interdisciplinary study and what he calls scientific history.  

As you read Diamond’s essay, try to determine how his type of materialism differs from Thompson’s.

Discussion and Reading Guide

· Please analyze Thompson’s essay, “Exploitation” (in Green & Troup, 44-58).  What is his topic?  What is his thesis?  Using appropriate citation, please quote or closely paraphrase his thesis.  [Note: You may have to search for Thompson’s thesis.  It is not readily apparent in the first few paragraphs.]    

· Analyze Diamond’s essay.  What is his thesis?  
· Why may we describe Thompson’s essay as an example of Marxist historiography but not Diamond’s essay? 

· Why might we describe both essays as examples of materialist historiography?
· What are the chief tenets of empiricist history? 

· Green & Troup argue that “Every piece of historical writing has a theoretical basis on which evidence is selected, filtered, and understood” (vii) and that “all historical writing is constructed upon a theory of knowledge” (1).  What do they mean by these statements?  Why is their point important?

· Green & Troup identify a few serious philosophical or theoretical problems with the empiricist approach.  What are the chief criticisms that have been raised against empiricist history?  In your view, which is the most serious problem?  How might you try to resolve or avoid these problems?

· Debate on agency versus structure: On page 38, Green & Troup note that a crucial debate in Marxist labor history has been “the degree to which people of the working class have been able to act as agents  in the making of their own history.”  This is often referred to as the “structure versus agency” debate (or the “process versus agency” debate).  Many materialist historians stress the power of social practices and institutions to shape and determine the fates of individuals.  Green & Troup point out (39-40) that E. P. Thompson has emphasized human agency in the development of class consciousness, and that his view has been attacked by fellow-Marxists Tom Nairn and Perry Anderson who argue that “the ability of the working class to form a counter-ideology” is minimal since the “dominant class controls ideology, laws, politics…”  In essence, Thompson stresses the capacity of humans to act as self-willed agents of change in their own lives, while Nairn and Anderson stress the power of larger social structures – labor practices, legal and penal systems, patterns of capital flow, education (i.e., indoctrination) – that limit human possibility.  

Marx himself said:  Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted from the past. 

Please discuss this debate.  Consider the philosophical and historical ramifications of each position.  Why do you think many historians consider this to be a major theoretical issue?  Which approach might you favor?  Why? 

