—)

Trends in Western Civilization Project, No. &4
THE STATE OF MACRO-HISTORY TODAY

Reflections after interviews with fifteen

West-European historians

by

Erik Rudeng
Chair in Conflict and Peace Research
University of Oslo

Table of Contents

1. What we wanted to know: the state of
macro-history today

2. What we all know

3. Macro-history and the cult of original sources

4, 'A new kind of history': the Annales school

5. The national limitations of historical research

6. The local organization of historical research

7. The need for thecry

8. The Trends in Western Civilization Project

9. References

0. Appendix A: History and the social sciences.

Some U.S. indications of the economic backward-
ness of history

Appendix B: Fifteen historians



1. What we wanted to know: Tne stazte of macro-nistory today.

The Trenas irn Westers Jlvilization Project was outlined
by Professor Johan Galtung in 1972, and it is financially

apported by the Bischof Stiftung (Germany), the Nordic Com-

!

1

mittee for Kesearch in Internaticnal Reiationéﬁand the Univer-
sity of Osio.

penind this project thnerc was a strong impression that,
somehow, the comprehensive study oI Western Civilization had
fallen into disrepute and disregard among professional his-
torians.

We have seen a 10T 0f traditional narrative histories
{(nistoire evenementielle, of Europe or Western Civilization,

L}

there is no iacx of grand theory [Marx, Weber, Sorokin,
Toynbee...) and, in the last decades, we have got an enormous
number of modern ‘'structural' studies of strategic, but
nevertheless highly restricted probliems in Western history.

s this state oI researcnh which I, on behalf of our
project, set oul o investigate auring my visits to several

West-REuropean universities in July, 1974.

The same guestions were putv to all oi the fifteen
nistorians I met:

{1) On which problems are vou presently working or

intending to work?

(ii) Do vou know of any perscn, project or group doing

research on macro-nistorical problems like Trends

in Westery Civiliization?

(iii) Can vou recommend any book treating European or

Western Civilization as a whole?

-

In addition to these, 1 asked guestion of resources and
organization and the role of history today.

The following chapters are a series of reflections on
the basis of our discussions.

The Jjourney on which this report is based was generously

supported by the Nordic Committee,



2. What we all know.

The Trends in Western Civilization Project would not have
been undertaken if this kind of enterprise had been a common
one among historians. As we all know, it is not. But it
might be that somewhere in Denmark, somewhere in England or
other places some new initiative had been taken in the direction
of Western macro-history. At least this was what Johan Galtung,
Tore Heiestad and I assumed.

However, the more I travelled, the clearer one basic
conclusion emerged: There are many new and important advances
in historical research, but exceedingly few have to do with
broad-scale studies and interpretations of the course of
Western history. During my Jjourney I heard of one or two
historians who were reported to be working on more or less
traditional event-histories of the World, but no one seemed
to know of any work in progress comparable to, say, the books
of the probably leading world-historian today, William McNeill,
the editor of The Journal of Modern History, Chicago.

1

This is not to say that interest in 'the larger questions
of history' is minimal among modern historians; in their
teaching and discussions certainly most historians touch upon
the greater issues of World history or at least Western history.
Nor is there any doubt that socially perceptive historians
witness with growing uneasiness this gap between teaching and
research, and between the historical profession and its public
('society'). But in spite of this uneasiness and such signs
of the times as the re-emergence of German Universalgeschichtez,
the central well-known fact, which too many seem to take for
granted, remains: At least in Western Europe there is no such
thing as an organized, systematic enterprise to collect and
investigate data and theories relevant to several 'main trends'
of Western Civilization. This is an historical fact which, in
the very civilization that first produced critical and pro-
fessional historiography, no longer ought to be seen as a
normal, necessary, and self-evident state of affairs.

There is a growing need to scrutinize those arguments and
those structures which until now have impeded the development

of macro-history.
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3. Macro~historyv and The cult of original sources.

i1 studies have taken
be continued insofar
s embodying thorough
se, there does exist the
The u“¢vercaig of the type
2sires, ' (Leopoid von Ranke)

Thorough researcn and precise xnowiedge connected with

first-hand archiva. study of original sources - those were
the marks ¢f acadenic scnglarsnlis by which Ranke and his
ished history as & prestigeous profession in

the last century.

in this way tThe professicnaiized GQuellenkritik of the new

nistory satisfied &t the same Tiie the hegemonic currrent of

'5)

positivism and the naticnaiistic need for a confidence-inspiring
geneaiogy on the basis of tue natisnsl archives and the pre-
vailing concepts of “Ihorousza®, Giiigent, respectable bourgeois

wOork.

A4 ressectaonility of academic
g particular aspect
ci the researcn procssi3: The aiscovery and critique of originail
ources., This was Ciearliy vperceived and stated in the pros-
pvectuses of the leading nistorica.r periodicals of the 419th

century {(Historische Zeitschrift ¢899, Hevue Hisvorigue 1876,
The Zngiisen Historical Review

it goes without saying that this traditional identification

of historical metaod with first-nand Quellenkritik tends to
define projects of universai arstory outside the centrality

Even today, this limited conception of method still seems
to be prevalent among "radical" and "conservative" historians
alike. Indeed, it is typical that the application of new
insights from sociology and poiitical science and the re-
opening of social and local history have in many ways only
extended the scens of microscopic, originale-sources . activity,
whereas the problem 0f transnational universal history - with
the exception of economic macro-nistory - have benefitted to a



much lesser extent from these developments.

Thus, the traditional ethos of historians and the national
structure of historical archives still have a dominating effect
on historical studies.

Any "way out" of this situation will have to be based on
the legitimization of non-original sources as sufficient
material for the study of universal history.

Such a legitimization would imply new kinds of scholarship
with a heavy emphasis on bibliographical information and methods
of data processing on the basis of already published and
organized historical material. Of course, a more concentrated
work to refine these methods is completely dependent on the
basic research done by the original-sources historians. And
the errors made by these will inescapably be prolonged and
blown up in the works of the comparative and synthesizing
historians. This is a dilemma, but the probability of such
errors can hardly constitute an absolute argument against
comparison and synthesis.

Today, synthesis of world-historical problems are very
often by-products of mature original-sources historians' work
on more specialized subjects. Again Ranke represents the
model historian who in himself combines the roles of a spesialist
and a generalist. But it seems that Ranke's warning about 'the
danger of losing sight of the universal' has not been taken
as seriously by his successors as by himself. We have to
admit that the "production" of techniques and data directly
connected to original sources has increased infinitely more

than the supposedly complementary output in macro-history.

This phenomenon is only too evident even in the great
works of world history. Usually, they are multi-volume
anthologies in which several specialists write chapters about
their own speciality. The result of this kind of division of
labor is generally a very fragmented view of history.

This lack of any explicit, professional analysis of theories
of world history in the great multi-volume works points to the
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fact Tnat suth insignis are regarced as more or less casual

Dy-nrodaucts of orainary nistory or as matters of other sub-

In order ©o DriGge the gap setween the narrow and theo-
retically inexolialit studies ol WosT nistorians and the un-
empirical “philosopaies i nistory™, it seems necessary to
open a new area ol speclalized stuties in history and to

congtitute thsories OF world nisUarica. probiems as a speciailty

ser se, That would mean o extend the professionalizaticon of

Nistory To an area waich untii aow nas  been cultivated by a
rich fauna of aging, rmmensely iearned historians, dispairing

]
propnets, gifted Journ&iists ana Subtie tneologians.

For smaller couniries Lixe tne Scandinavian ones, whose
world historical role since tThne time ¢f the Vikings has been
r t is particuiarliy necessary to leave the
original-sources scholarship as the one
e

Otherwise wg 34& 5% Ln our seif-imposed provincialism
on the seemingliv respectarle ant Jragmatic ground that our
Fe s i;LL@g Lonee L3 Lo Ge s0.  Suchn a view ignores
o’ Tl Zinaz sources and the
vas<T p?o&ucti@n 0L 808Cla. aTulléd, many o walcnh are more

& urce. 3ut above all it
Wwres the need Zor a thorougsn systematization aand processing

r

4
L EX
cof the fiow of data from the specialist studies.

A new etnos oI historians would recognize both the
necessity of criginal-sources studies and the need for more
refined methods of synitnesis. Tnis wouid at the same time
mean to recognize the commitment to both the local and the
urniversal perspective on nistory.

But it is on.y a debat.able ‘impression' that the balance
of historical research seems to be seriously destroyed - at
the sacrifice of "thne universai, of Ttae Type of knowledge
everyone desires"?

This problem of imbalance was highlighted by the History
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Panel of the U.S. Behavioral and Social Sciences Survey3:~

"Along with this striving for exhaustiveness has gone an
inordinate respect for what is called original research - which
is not so much research based on original ideas as first-hand
research based on personal investigation of the original (that
is, primary) sources. Here history seems to be different from
other disciplines, whose members are not only pleased to rely
on the evidence assembled by others but also base much of
their technique of inquiry on the assumption that processed
data are available and usable.

The historian who is confronted with official statistics,
for example, worries a great deal about how the statistics were
collected. The economist (not the economic historian) takes
them for what they are worth and tries to manipulate them in
such a way as to compensate for error.

The difference in attitudes shows up clearly in the
response to some of the new bibliographical services now becoming
available. Whereas most social scientists have accepted with
alacrity the opportunity to rely on abstracts for information
about current publications, historians have remained suspicious.
They look upon this kind of second-hand information as poten-
tially misleading and reliance thereon as a kind of abdication
of responsibility.

Thus in a report on Bibliography and the Historian, Dagmar
Perman cites some of the replies to a questionnaire sent by the
Joint Committee on Bibliographical Services to History to a
random sample of three hundred members of the American Historical
Association (only fifty replies were received).

The responses were as interesting for what was not wanted
as for what was: very few requested further annotation of
bibliographical entries and almost none wanted evaluations of
these entries; on the contrary, many explicitly stated that
they did not consider such evaluations as desirable or useful.
This was the respondents' attitude toward publications in their
own field. Very few had any interest in bibliographical infor-
mation on other fields, but paradoxically, in so far as they
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dia want it, they wanted carefuiiy selected, highly annotated

i8t8...00Tning comes free, and the insistence
1 price. No other dis-

mempers of no other
5 nistorians to stand on the

Clp.ine &g 50 rgaaceant a

a3

ms oI colleagues and
students on the grount Thnat their work was tco derivative at
one point or anothner, tnat it reilied toc heavily on seccadary
sources. In one such discussion & man's job hung in the

e rved: ‘Wny not? I always

balilance.,.untili one scnoliar ocus

e
thought I was writing These monograpns so that someone else

iy

could use them.®
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4L, 'A new kind of history': the Annales school.

It nas become a commonplace within the historical milieu
that, to put it crudely, the model historians of the world
are those more or less directly associated with the periodical
Annales (Economies, Societés, Civilisations) and the Sixidme
Section of the Ecole pratique des hautes études in Paris. The
character of this 'school' and the nature of its world-wide
influence have been evaluated by i.a. John Hexterﬁ

It was therefore not surprising to hear that almost every
historian I met said that he admired the works of the Annales
historians as being the most representative examples of good
historical scholarship today. With certain qualifications,
this was also the view of Geoffrey Barraclough, whose great
world-historiographical survey for UNESCO (to be published)
makes him a very reliable guide in these matters.

The essential merit of the Annales 'school' has been to
open history to themes and methods which previously belonged
to geography, the social sceinces, and even the natural
sciences. This has been an invaluable contribution; it has
given history greater depth and it has sharpened the historians'
sense of complex, interdependent structures of society.

But this deepening of history into new transdisciplinary
fields of knowledge has happened in a rather one-sided way -
in two respects:

(i) In spite of the impressive examples5

set by Lucien Febvre
and in spite of the favourite Annales concept of mentalités,
the Annales historians have contributed singularly little to
cultural and intellectual history.6 Unintentionally they may
rather have contributed to the apparently prevailing attitude
of disdain for Kulturgeschichte among many of the exponents of
social and economic history. In any comprehensive gtudy of

civilization such an attitude would of course be completely

inadequate.

(ii) In spite of the omnivorous, gargantuan spirit of the doyen
of Annales, Fernand Brawudel, whose large-scale perspective
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5. The national limitations of historical research.

To anyone familiar witin the historical milieu the general
prestige of the Annales 'school' is a trivial matter of fact.
Nor is it a surprise to perceive the almost total lack of any
regular and concrete cooperation between the Annales historians
and their foreign admirers. Top-level historians meet, know
each other, exchange papers etc., but they are very seldom
engaged in common research programmes crossing national
borders.

Seen from the outside the whole Annales culture looks
unavoidably very French, and in spite of its influence it has
not been able to take a lead in the process of breaking the
national limitations of historical scholarship and to
inaugurate a new era of transnational, cooperative and com-
parative research programmes.

This is not to say that such programmes do not exist at
all, but that they are of minimal importance compared to the
bulk of historical research and, especially, compared to the
role such programmes play in the social and natural sciences.

Again and again the national structure of archives is
invoked as an argument against transnational research. Surely
it is an important impediment, and one of the ways to deal with
it would be precisely to reorganize greater parts of historical
research along non-national lines. The comparative failure
to build up UNESCO10 as one of the possible centers ror such
a reorganization may have discouraged people who have seen
the need for combined efforts in this field.

There is little doubt, however, that the 19th century
advantage for Western historical research - the public function
of historians being acknowledged for their contributions to
national consciousness and nation building - now has turned
into a disadvantage: the national ties of history tend to
impede more advanced forms of transnationally organized research
programmes, of the kind and extent which today seem to give
the social and natural sciences much greater impetus - and
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6. The local organization of historical research.

The relative backwardness at the level of international
cooperation (or rather non-cccperation) in history has much
to do with the somewhat anarchical structure of research

organization at the local, departmental level. Again history
generally comes out unfavourably as compared to the social

and natural sciences: It is not difficult and not necessary

to show that common research programmes and project groups

play a much greater role in the organization of these sciences
B Some of the reasons for this difference

are obvious: Especially the natural sciences have close contacts
with the innovation process in industry and have been, to some

than in history.

extent, re-~moulded to meet the needs of industrial planning
and development, implying greater emphasis on efficient
organization. This emphasis has also been conditioned by

the organizational demands arising from the collective use of
expensive technical equipment within the natural sciences
departments themselves.

In the case of the social sciences government policies
and grants have often favoured large-scale investigations
conducted by project groups. The new data technology, far
from having fully come to history, nas strengthened the more
collective character of social science work. And it has had
the advantages of the late comer: It was established and
organized at a much more 'modern' stage of societal development
than history, which may have become organizationally ossified
just because of its century of enormous prestige.

Although the era of historians being national oracles and
geniuses has waned long since, the element of individualism
seemed to prevail in most historical departments I visited or
heard of; the historian's craft is still a basically lonely
business. (Cf. p. 7). But there are notable exceptions, such
as Peter Laslett's by now well known Cambridge Group for the
History of Population and Social Strueture or Sven T&dgil's
group for the study of national borders and border populations
in history (University of Lund, Sweden). As a matter of fact,
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7. The need for theorv,

There seems tc be an unspoken symbiotic relationship
between history and the (octher) social sciences: Historians
provide data, social scientists provide systematizing and
interpretative methods and theory, or, in the less charitable
words of Stein Rokkan: 'History is too important to be left
to the historians.'

The explosive increase of the amount of new historical
data produced by diligent, specialized historians is impressive,
but it has created a certain confusion, the confusion arising
from unstructured, unrelated knowledge: Histories rather than
history. Hence there is a constant need for overview, for
simplification, for a framework of cocmmon points of reference.

Increasingly, this framework is provided by concepts and
theories from the social sciences.

A leading exponent for close contacts between history and
the social sciences is Hans-Ulrich Wehler,12 University of
Bielefeld. He is now embarking on a long-term study of the
evolution of Germany since the 19th century, in the light
of i.a. macro-socicicgical thecories of development. The
recent revival and recasting of the old macro-socioclogical
traditions seem to a surprising extent to pass unnoticed by
most historians although these theories sometimes have a
very direct bearing on the interpretation of Western history.

This applies particuliarly to the theories of nation building.13

One of the really weak points in quantitative macro-
sociology as well as in much Annales research, is the cultural
aspect of society.

At the University of Sussex Peter Burke has started a
comparative study of European popular culture in the early
modern period. He works within an emerging British tradition
of cooperation between history and social anthropology,
originated around Evans-Pritchard and Keith Thomas1 at Oxford.
Concepts and theories of rationality, magic, popular symbolism

applied to the concrete material oi European history will
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Therefore, one way to reduce tne incongruence between
teaching and research (and the communication problem between
the historians and their public and, not to forget, between
the historians themselves) would be to initiate research in
theories and concrete empirical prooiems of macro-historical
scope. One useful exercise for suchn a recrientation could be
to take the lecture programme presented to undergraduates and
analyze how the problems and theories outlined there could
constitute a programme for new, non-microscopic research. A
greater research priority of the problems of teaching will
necessarily imply a greater emphasis on explicit theories
(or rather hypotheseg) as ciear starting points for macro-his-

torical investigations.

As Geoffrey Best pointed out, the unorthodox 'integrated'
curricula of the new polvtechnics in Great Britain will

ultimately require, and probably stimulate, more transdisciplinary
and macro-historical research. The perspectives of teaching

may again seen to be ahead of those of research. That is a
further reascn to bridge the gap between the two.

There is perhaps no history in which one can so easily
degenerate into a mere antiguarian &as the Chinese one. But

4

precisely in this fieid Mark Elvin’7 nas succeeded in elaborating

1C

a theory ('the high level equilibrium trap') which a2lready has
proved rewarding to specialists and amateurs as well., It is
the kind of book which at once stimulates counter~-research

and influences new research programmes. Most likely history
would be better off if more resources were directed into
similar pattern-research. Now Dr, Elvin is engaged in a large-

scale computer work on Chinese population history, with special
regard to regional differences. Together with American and
Norwegian studies of nation building this project marks the
beginning of the application of computers to macro-historical
work. In this field as in others the coming of the computers
will make discussions of methods and theories more urgent

than before.
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In this situation the advantages of the exceedingly
broad unit of civilization are that it allows for a truly
long-term view of history (roughiy, we start with the
decline of the West-Roman empire) and at the same time
encompasses the fuil interplay of cultural, economic, and

political aspects oI history.

This is to say that such crucial phenomena as the Indus-
trialization of the West must be understood in its extreme
siowness and in its singularity as compared to developments
in other civilizations. But we shalil not be over-emphatic
as to the importance of industiriaiization as a Western trade-
mark. Long before the emergence of industry concepts of the
character of the West was firmiy estabvlished in the minds of
wWesterners and non-Westerners alike, - concepts stressing
such factors as e.g. aggressiveness and universalism on the

one hand and an extraordinary viend of unity and diversity

on the other.zo

In future papers we shall try to analyze in
depth this early awareness of particularly Western structures
and to trace the apparentliy remarkable continuity of these

structures in Western nistory, before and after the Industrial
Revolution.

We strongly believe that the present problems (or crises)
of Western Civilization, which to a largs extent have been
imposed on the rest of the worid, are fundamental also in the
sense that they represent historicai habits of thought and
action. We have to understand how ¢.d and how entrenched
and how unconscious those habits really are in order to change
them, if they ought to be changed.

One of the necessary questions will be: What are the

'holy cows' of Western Civilizations? One of them is undoubtedly

the division of labour in the form of narrow role specialization.
Since this has brought our civilization to the point where
nobody is educated or employed to see the whole (be it ecology
or history, not to speak of history of ecology), one obvious
remedy will be in history, to trace the tradition of holistic
thinking, of broad-scale analysis and interpretation of

Western development.
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soclology enjoyed & cpaitai stock of $13,820 and $31,050
respectively, nistory could draw on a modest pool of typewriters

and ditto machines, plus an occasional adding machine, valued at
an average of $2,3%50 per PaD-gzranting department.

m gy departments averaged 1,263 square feet
oI space per facu.iy member; the mean Jor the social sciences
was 555 square Ieet; history, as usual at Tne bottom of the list,

227 square Ieet.

. \J‘

ernijoye

What is more, these cdepartmental Tigures are only a partial

o]

néd the other

o

indication of the discrepancy beiween nistoery
o

s%
A
0]
Y3
U

disciplines; fcr irn the social sciences, far more than in
nistory, much oif tne research 1s undertaken in institutes and
centers independent ¢f university departments. These have their
own plants, their own oudgets, their own offices: in 1966 they
accounted Ifor 35 percent ¢i research expenditures in the social
and behavioral sciences ias against 34 percent for departments
and 31 percent for professional schools)}. Most of these insti-
tutes, t¢ be sure, are interdiscipiinary in character and a

number have Ifound piaces Ior historians on Taelir stalif; but

}J

these are a small priviieged Eroup &nt acCcount for a small

.l e - r - Sy g o ey e e g - -l - < T e - -
fraction of these research outlays and facilities.

Spelled out in reas Terms, Tnis means that the historian -
even tne elder statesman oI estaviisned scholarly reputation -
rarely receives summer Support Or nas an assistant or secretary
of nis own; that his department is drastically undereguipped
with microfilm readers, dupliication and photc reproduction
equipment, recording eguipment,; and Ithe other tools of his
trade; that he lacks The office space and spaiial arrangements
most conducive to effective teaching and research; and that he
cannot afford the travel and telephonic communications that
have made 1t possible in other disciplines, particularly the
natural sciences, to talk of an international community of
scholars.

The one really costly installation used and considered
indispensable by historians - for the modesty of their circum-
stances 1s matched by the modesty of their expectations - is
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Appendix B:

Fifteen I

Jerker HRosén

Sven T&gaii
Esben Albrectsen

o #1 o 5 o oo
Reiner acning

Hdans-JUrgen Schroder,

Claus Schalf
Hans-Ulrich Wehier,
Sidney Pollard (p.t.
Fernand Braudel,

Louis Dumont \comp.s

iy

Geoffrey Best,
Peter Burke

GeoIZrey Barraclough

G74, I had the pleasure

Gczol. )

[V

-~

meeting

University

University

Jniversity

InstiTut fUr Europidische Geschichte,

Bielefeld;

Mainz

Tlom g o ~«
vnaversity
Wes amn Moo
M&istn des

University

During my visits to various West-European universities,
:‘L W

these historians:

of Lund

o~

of Ceperhagen

of dHamburg

of Bielefeld

Sciences de 1'homme

of Sussex

Formeriy University of Oxford

of Cambridge
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