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Social History and Agricultural History* 
By A L U N  H O W K I N S  

S OCIa~ history, as David Cannadine pointed 
out in a review of these volumes in the TLS, 
has come a long way since Trevelyan or the 

old saw that it is 'history with the politics left 
out'. We have a Social History Society, two 
internationally-recognized journals devoted to the 
area and several other publications, pre-eminently 
Past and Present and History Workshop Journal, 
whose subject matter is frequently seen to be 
'social history'. Yet in all this, there is a remarkable 
lack of an agreed sense as to what social history 
actuhlly is. To many, particularly those outside the 
academy, it is still what was called in the 195os 
'the history of everyday things', and that has many 
virtues as a definition. Most however would fol- 
low, conciously or unconciously, a notion derivcd 
from its more recent origins and conclude that 
social history is somehow a kind of historical social 
science - after all much of our funding comes 
from the ESRC! In this view social history is a 
question of methodology as well as subject matter. 
Put simply it is concerned not only with everyday 
things but with particular ways of looking at 
them. In his editorial preface to these volmnes 
Thompson is well aware of  this when he writes 
'social historians draw widely on concepts from 
historical demography, social anthropology, soci- 
ology, social geography and political science, as 
well as from economics'. ~ This is of considerable 
importance for how social history is written in 
that it determines the way in which questions are 
asked and what materials and problems arc the 
subject of  inquiry. Yet tiffs creates a different set 
of  difficulties. Sociology or anthropology have set 
rules and theoretical structures which appear morc 
or less coherent. When transferred to history this 
apparent coherencc is seldom qucstioncd by his- 
torians. More often, as Tony Judt has argued with 
great vigour, they are accepted as giving a 'scicn- 
tific' value to language, and structures, and 
methods which are at best weak and at worst 
downright misleading. The uncritical use of  con- 
cepts like 'modernization' or 'urbanization' or thc 
wholesale adoption of  'systems' of explanation 
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derived from the social sciences not only make for 
'bad history' but mark, for Judt, 'a complete loss 
of faith in History'? Similarly, many social his- 
torians seem oblivious to the critiques by sociol- 
ogists, like Ken Hummer, of the limitations of 
quantitative methods as applied to sociology, "~ and 
continue to search with computer and data for the 
philosopher's stone of the ultimate 'series' which 
will provide a scientific proof. Yet, as Lawrence 
Stone wrote nearly twelve years ago, 'cconomic 
and demographic determinism has collapsed in the 
face of the evidence...Structuralism and func- 
tionalism have not turned out much better. Quan- 
titative methodology has proved a fairly weak 
reed which can only answer a limited set of 
problems'. 4 

But social history in some of its forms clearly 
has enormous strengths. Plummer advocates a 
'humanist' and qualitative social science, not the 
abandonment of the social sciences. In a d~fferent 
way Stone points to its enormous appeal, espccially 
outside the 'profcssion', because of its subjcct 
nqatter which is 'concerned with the masscs rather 
than the elite. [It is] more "relevant" to our own 
lives than the doings of  dead kings, prcsidcnts and 
generals'? It is this facet of the subjcct which has 
also 'politicizcd' social history. Feminist history, 
radical and socialist historics arc often centred on 
social history prcciscly becausc of thcir intercst in 
those who had no voice in the normal historical 
texts. Nor would all historians accept the strictures 
of  Judt or Cannadine. Keith Snell, in a characteris- 
tically robust review of  the Agrarian History of 
England and Wales, Volume VI, 175o-185o, berates 
many of  its contributors for ignoring prcciscly the 
kinds of  work, both in quantification and in other 
aspects of  the social sciences, which Judt or Stone 
criticize, c' 

This point is particularly important for agrarian 
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history. Agrarian history has lived for many a 
long year under the umbrella of economic history. 
This obviously has many strengths, which are 
shown time and again in the pages of  the Review. 
Not the least of these is rejection of the seductive 
power of nostalgia which is all too present in 
much 'country writing' which often passes for 
social history. Yet is also has many weaknesses. It 
has an intellectual arrogance which denies the 
qualitative and the non-schematic any place in 
historical explanation. There is seldom a human 
face seen in a subject which often describes the 
complex and varied experience of  farm labour as 
a 'factor of production' or, all too often, equates 
wage rates with the standard of living. 

I want, therefore, to address these volumes 
primarily from the point of view of a social 
historian of the rural areas. From this viewpoint 
it has to be said imnxediately that as a whole these 
volumes are much weaker here than they are for 
the urban areas. It could be argued that this 
approach is unfair, since much social history has 
been urban in direction, and agrarian history has 
not been 'social'. Yet, at the most basic level for 
at least half the period covered, Britain was a rural 
nation. In terms of localities even the 'classic' areas 
of  industrialization like Lancashire, Yorkshire or 
the north-east contained substantial and complex 
rural societies. One would expect, therefore, that 
the social history of the countryside would figure 
large even if it did not dominate the texts. 

Much of the obviously 'rural material' is concen- 
trated in Volume I, Regions and Conlmllnities in 
the regional surveys, and in Alan Armstrong's 
sixty-eight page chapter, 'The Countryside'. The 
regional surveys are, with the exception of those 
on Wales and Scotland, very weak indeed, looked 
at from the point of view of rural social history. 
For a start, much of  rural England is simply not 
covered. The West Country, the Midlands or East 
Anglia are not covered in separate chapters, and 
as a result great areas simply vanish, I assume 
because they fell between the areas of interests of 
particular writers. Yorkshire is not in the index of 
Volume x at all, nor is Lincolnshire or Cum- 
berland. Norfolk occurs under 'Towns and Cities' 
via its duke who lived in Sussex, and one reference 
to its population which is anyway in the section 
on the countryside. Even where counties are 
looked at, as with Northumberland, they are often 
discussed with practically no reference to rural 
social history. Indeed, through the whole of the 
volume economic history seems to control the text 
in a very familiar way. Thus, we get pages of 
discussion of 'growth ' ,  of 'output ' ,  of'machinery', 
o f  'trade cycles', but practically nothing on rural 
social structure, the family farm, hiring practices, 
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regional variations in farming structures, dis- 
cussions of settlement patterns in relation to social 
structures, or most of the questions which would 
be basic to a social history of rural areas. In the 
three 'English' regional chapters totalling about 
19o pages there are less than twenty on the rural 
aspects of those regions. 

In contrast, the chapters on Wales and especially 
Scotland are excellent. The Welsh chapter by D W 
Howell and C Baber begins with a sixteen-page 
survey of the social history of rural Wales up to 
the I93os which stresses the diversity and com- 
plexity of Welsh rural society. Although much of  
the material and the general interpretation is fami- 
far from Howell's earlier work, it is nevertheless 
a very useful introduction which is what, in a 
way, one looks for in this kind of book. Equally 
important, key social institutions for Wales, like 
nonconformity and the Welsh language, are dealt 
with in both urban and rural contexts. Scotland 
gets two chapters, the first covering the period up 
to ~85o by Rosalind Mitchison, the second by T C 
Smout taking the story up to ~95o. Both are aware 
of social history's debt to other subject disciplines 
in a way none of the other regional chapters are. 
Discussions of economic growth are here, as they 
have to be, but so are discussions of 'clanship', 
crofting, and the social structural difference 
between highland and lowland, especially in Mit- 
chison's chapter. Smout gives more weight to the 
urban experience, which is not surprising given 
his period, but never loses sight of the central 
importance of the rural to the Scottish experience. 
These three chapters come near to what I would 
expect such a book to contain. They survey the 
literature and arguments carefully and impartially; 
they stress social structure and social relations at 
the expense of the economic and political, but 
never degenerate into simple listing of quaint social 
facts. I would give them to any undergraduate 
student or beginner in these areas to introduce 
them to the subject without any fear that the 
reader would come away with a simplistic sense 
of history. 

Rural social history is the central concern of  
Alan Armstrong's chapter on the countryside. The 
general tenor of  Armstrong's account will be 
familiar to many readers of this journal through 
his work on farmworkers and his contribution to 
the Agrarian History of England and Wales, Volume 
VI, 175o-185o, as indeed will the criticism of this 
position. As a result it is difficult to come to this 
cold. The questions of  enclosure and of  social 
conflict in the eighteenth century get short shrift, 
and these, along with the crisis of the I82os and 
I83os, are discussed in terms that will do little to 
placate Armstrong's critics. In all these discussions 
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there is little sense of  the growing complexitiy of  
the nature of  rural disorder which some historians 
have seen in this period. The millenarianism of  
Bossenden Wood; the belief in lost rights which 
fuelled support for Cobbett as well as gave legi- 
timation to wood stealers; the residual power of  
the cutomary economy; the persistence of ideas of  
the right to relief or work long after the end of  
the Old Poor Law; and the black-faced rioter who 
looks more like a folk-lore performer than a revol- 
utionary find little space here. Swing is written 
about largely from the economistic and therefore 
easily-criticized work of  Hobsbawn and Rud6, 
which will soon celebrate its silver jubilee, the Old 
Poor Law from the standard essays of the I96OS 
and 197os, enclosure largely from Chambers and 
Mingay. That these books and articles are old is 
not necessarily a criticism - but there is newer 
material which at least casts doubt on some of  
these arguments. 

As a general survey the material on the mid- 
and late nineteenth century is difficult to comment 
on. It is woefully short of  regionality, but if that 
was supposed to be elsewhere in the book one can 
hardly blame Armstrong for its neglect. At times 
the account is breathless in its coverage and in the 
linkages made from one area to another but, as 
someone who has also tried to write a 'general 
account', he has my sympathy here. Yet again, 
there are extremely odd moments. Arch's Union 
is given the same space as the dockers' attempts 
to unionize the farm labourers of  the Home 
Counties in the 189os, and both are seen as some- 
how outside and 'disrupting' influences, whereas 
recent work shows that many of  the unions of  the 
I87os were deeply local, even if they were aware 
that they were breaking what the elite saw as 
sacred bonds. Later trade unionism, especially dur- 
ing and just after the Great War, gets better 
coverage; indeed, much of  the material on the 
I93os and I94os is extremely useful as it is not 
easily available elsewhere. As always, and how 
often do we need to say it, there is very little here 
on women as workers, be they servants, labourcrs, 
members of the productive unit of the small farm, 
or, given that this is social history not a history 
of  labour, half the human race. An aside on gangs 
and a few lines on dairying are simply not adequate 
to the huge amount of material produced in the 
last ten years, eve, on the rural areas. 

The second volume, People and their Enuiromnent, 
is based around topics or themes like demography, 
the family, religion, work, and looking at them 
over the period and the country as a whole. For 
the rural social historian these chapters are a bit 
of  a curate's egg. As one would expect, the 
chapters on demographic change by Michael And- 
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erson, the family by Leonore Davidoff, food, 
drink, and nutrition by D J Oddy, and leisure and 
culture by Hugh Cunningham are models of  their 
kind, presenting their material clearly and well, 
while also stimulating a wish to follow up ideas 
and arguments. Yet all show how detailed work 
is shaping general perceptions in an almost random 
way. Davidoff's chapter, for instance, shows just 
how little we really know about the social history 
of the family once we move beyond broad gener- 
alities. This is especially true of  the middling ranks 
of artisans, tradeslnen, and for the rural areas 
farmers and even, rather surprisingly perhaps, the 
gentry. This is no reflection on Davidoff; rather 
it shows the way in which the subject has been 
studied until now. Putting on the hat of  a rural 
historian I am less happy with tile chapters on 
housing by M J Daunton, and work by Patrick 
Joyce. Daunton, like many contributors, effectively 
ends the rural with the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. Again, this maybe defensible in some 
ways, but it is very disappointing in a 'general' 
history. Tiffs is even more true of Joyce's chapter. 
Like all his work, it is tense, sophisticated and 
always intellectually challenging. He presents in 
his 'introduction' a fine picturc of thc complcxitics 
of  the labour market which was produced by the 
'divcrsc and irregular development of  industrial 
capitalism ovcr the period'. 7 Yet its vcry bricf 
discussion of agricultural work, whilc morc 
revealing in two pages than many a survey at ten 
times the length, is really not adequate to the 
subject. 

The third volume is entitled Social Agencies and 
Institutions. As a collection I found this more useful, 
perhaps because its subject matter is more clearly 
defined. Institutions, however described, do have 
more or less clear boundaries. Again familiar names 
produced excellent surveys. Pat Thane and Jos6 
Harris cover the state and society in two chapters, 
Thane up to x914 and Harris after. Gillian Suther- 
land does thc same for education and Virginia 
Bcrridge for health and medicine. James Obelkev- 
ich provides an excellent chapter on religion, 
though again those intcrestcd in the rural world 
should also go to his earlier work on Lincolnshire. 
More than that though, parts of this volume show 
social history at its creative and prickly best. V A C 
Gatrell produces a provocative account called 
'Crime, Authority and the Policeman-State', 
which transcends the urban nature of much of its 
source material by offering a powerful and general 
argmnent about the changing nature of  crime, 
criminality and the forces of  law and order. 

In a different way the chapters by F K Prochaska 
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and R J Morris also demonstrate the real strength 
of  social history. Prochaska creates in his contri- 
bution on 'philanthropy'  a new way of  looking 
at very diverse social 'acts'. Bringing together the 
bonding o f  neighbourhood with the powerful 
structures of  deference on the one hand and chari- 
table societies on the other, he shows how a notion 
of  social form and structure can illuminate histori- 
cal materials by simply bringing them into a 
relationship. This is also true of  R J Morris's piece 
on 'Clubs, Societies and Associations'. Morris 
shows how 'as society became more  complex 's 
different groups created a huge range o f  organiza- 
tions separate from the family, neighbourhood, 
household, firm, and work group. Again this 
approach of  taking a social form and looking at 
its different manifestations shows the real strengtl,s 
o f  social history. It is also worth noting of  this 
volume, and to a lesser extent o f  Volume 2, that 
the amount  of  space given to women  and women 's  
activities is much greater than in Volume I. This 
may have something to do with the subject matter, 
though I cannot see why, but it is perhaps cynical 
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to note that four out o f  the eight contributors to 
Volume 3 are women  while all the contributors 
to Volume i are men. 

It has been suggested that these volumes mark 
social history's ' coming of  age', or at least its 
acceptance as a 'proper '  subject. If  that is so then 
I am a bit worried. It seems to be male, urban 
and still reliant on its economic history father for 
much of  its support.  It also lacks, in many essays 
in these volumes at least, a cutting edge. Social 
history in its youth was a rebel, enraged, and 
angry at the history it uncovered, a history largely 
of  poverty and waste. With one or two exceptions, 
particularly Gatrell 's chapter, that is not true of  
these volumes at all. Indeed several contributors 
go out of  their way to remove class and conflict 
f rom their accounts altogether. Yet there are good 
things here. I have already used some o f  the articles 
in my  own writ ing and my students have ben- 
efitted from more.  No doubt many  others will 
find the same. But, to return to my  original point, 
it is still a loss that with agrarian history so firmly 
wedded to the economic these volumes offer 
relatively little to balance the books. We still have 
to wait for a full social history o f  rural Britain. 


