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T H E V A R I E T I E S O F H I S T O R Y

Because educated people believe that history provides a sense of perspective to
understand the present and how society arrived at a particular point in time,
there are many different types of history. Traditionally, the dominant area of his-
torical inquiry has been political history. Believing that important questions
in a society were ultimately determined in the political arena, political histor-
ians tended to examine the great statesmen and their impact in shaping events
or to look at the rise of political parties or ideologies. Political history practiced
in such a way relied on readily available forms of evidence such as state papers,
autobiographies, memoirs, and newspapers chronicling the leading figures of a
particular period. Military history, diplomatic history, and the history of
empire and colonialism were in many ways derived from political history,
with a focus shifted from great political leaders to generals, foreign policy lead-
ers, or colonial officials. Another traditional approach employed by historians
was to examine the great ideas that influenced a culture or nation. Intellectual
history examined the great philosophers to understand the ideas that they con-
tributed. In some ways, the early study of religious history fused these
approaches in the examination of leading clerical figures, religious institutions,
and beliefs.

Each of these approaches offered important insights into the topics they
examined, but they suffered from what some would later refer to as a ‘‘top rail
bias.’’ The problem with focusing on leading figures of society is that often
many groups are left out of the story. Historians eager to understand the condi-
tions that shaped past lives often looked to economic history. This approach
not only shed light on past economic trends and conditions, but borrowing
methodology from economists offered a higher threshold of certainty in the
claims one could make about the past. In some ways, economic history opened
the door to social history. Although initially written as a narrative to describe
the everyday lives of people, in the last forty years social historians have sought to
understand history from the bottom up, as well as trying to understand the
demography, social structures, and mentalités within a society. Social history even-
tually wrote many groups into history, including racial and ethnic minorities,
immigrants, African Americans, women, the family, workers, and more recently,
gays and lesbians. Many of these oppositional histories had, as their opponents
often claimed, a political agenda that sought to use history to advance a
present-day issue but similar claims could easily be made of the elite-centered his-
tory practiced by earlier generations of historians. Simply put, if history helps to
provide perspective, then the types of questions raised will always have political
overtones. Social historians have made immense contributions to fleshing out
the historical record and in offering a deeper and richer context to what is
known of the past. They have helped answer the question, ‘‘Whose history?’’

While the emergence of social history has greatly enriched the understanding
of past societies, its main contribution may have been methodological. In order to
uncover the history of the inarticulate, social historians turned to nontraditional
forms of evidence such as demographic data (census and tax records), wills, and
oral history, and employed methodologies from the social sciences to reconstruct
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the past lives of these groups. The emphasis of many of these monographs has
been on group or collective biography. While more traditional branches of his-
tory may have criticized the use of such forms of evidence, it was not long before
political historians were looking at voting records to determine mass political
behavior, military historians were examining the cultural aspects of a nation’s
approach to war, intellectual historians were carefully setting important thinkers
in their social and cultural milieu, historians of colonialism were examining the
response of the colonized, and religious historians were trying to discern the
faith of the common people. Cultural history, as practiced by followers of
the Annales school and more recently by proponents of postmodernism, has
emerged as an important approach to understanding the past. Their interpretation
of cultural artifacts carefully placed within a historical context has offered pro-
found new insights into the historical past. The implications of social and cultural
history are perhaps most evident in the proliferation of living history museums
and historical buildings that carefully reconstruct past lives for present consump-
tion and have contributed to the emergence of public history as yet another
field of historical inquiry.

Finally, the areas that historians focus on are virtually unlimited in scope.
Some historians carefully examine an event or a specific cultural setting in an
effort to better understand the past. Such studies tend to focus intently on the
local and the particular, and extrapolate from there. Other historians may focus
on a narrow subject, but look at change or persistence over an extended period
of time. Yet other historians look broadly at trends within a society that are part of
a larger regional or even global perspective.

T H E W O R L D O F H I S T O R Y

The approaches employed by historians and the types of questions that historians
ask about the past are numerous and varied. Most historians’ inquiry into the past
focuses on some combination of place (such as a region, nation, or subcontinent),
time period, or theme. Most historical writing began by focusing on the nation-
state. Although national history may not be as popular as it once was, in many
areas, particularly the United States, it remains a staple of the profession.
Regional and local history is in many ways a subgenre of national history.
Some historians have moved past the boundaries of the nation-state to examine
historical events from a continental or global perspective. World or global his-
tory has increasingly displaced the traditional study of Western civilization as
an undergraduate staple, while simultaneously redefining how historians of all
types think about their area of study. Focus on global regions such as the Atlantic
world or the Islamic world offers historians the opportunity to see a larger pic-
ture. The practice of using a particular theme to discern a larger picture has con-
tributed to the growing popularity of comparative history.

Historians often categorize themselves by their periods of expertise. Tradi-
tionally, historical periodization was pegged to political movements or dynasties,
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or in the case of premodern periods, broad expanses of time characterized by
similar institutions that reflected the idiosyncrasies of a particular place. In the
United States, historians claimed to be experts on the Colonial Period or the
Gilded Age; in Britain, there are Tudor-Stuart specialists, and in both could be
found ancient and medieval scholars. Increasingly, social and cultural histori-
ans—with their interest in looking at change over time—have stretched, rede-
fined, and in some cases shattered traditional periodization. Thus, the Age of
Jackson has increasingly given way to the Market Revolution, and the Victorian
Era has been supplanted by the Industrial Revolution. Many historians refuse
identification with a time period. Instead, their primary approach is thematic,
leading them to identify themselves as scholars of gender history, economic his-
tory, or religious history. Regardless of field or approach, all historians are united
in their efforts to add to knowledge of the past through a rigorous approach to
historical research, analysis, and writing.
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