History refers to the past, but not a completely recoverable past.  That is to say, our objective connection to what came before us consists of remnants—records of human thought, identity, and activity—that exist in the present and that do not by themselves convey meaning.  Rather, historians derive meaning from them.
  History consists, then, neither solely of the past nor of its remnants but inheres in the interpretation of these things.  Ultimately, historians inquire about the human condition, and history turns on questions about the ways in which thought translates into action; the diverse activities by which people form identities, organize themselves into societies, and interact with other people; the processes by which identities and behaviors change over time; and the related changes that political and cultural practices undergo.  But historians inquire as much into their own consciousness as about the consciousness and behaviors of their subjects.  For although the conversation targets the past, the conversationist manages it in the present.  The position from which historians confront the past—their cultural and political environments, their engagements with other versions of history, and their intended uses of history—shapes the story that gets told.  Historians embody the encounter between past and present.  We can say, then, that history is a conversation both about and with the past. 

Both types of conversation are integral to the study of history; each reinforces and informs the other.  The distinction between the two resides in the emphasis on the historian’s consciousness of her position in connection to her topic when conversing with the past.  A conversation with the past involves considerations of how history gets interpreted and thus necessarily asks about the relationship between the present and the past—between the historian and history.  It enables the historian to consider his definitions of truth and knowledge; to engage, critique, and modify predecessors’ versions of the past; and to combine historical scholarship with political thought and action.  The methods used to confront these problems, as well as the transparency of the historian’s approach, have changed over time, and the problems gained wider attention during the twentieth century, particularly since World War II and the rise of postmodernism.  Many of the dimensions of the postmodernist challenge no doubt remain unexplored, and postmodernist thinking promises to continue its assault on dominant approaches to knowledge for some time.  Despite its radical challenge to historical understanding, the postmodernist critique nonetheless prescribes careful, conscious intellectual engagement that can illuminate the ways in which scholars form and answer questions about the past.         

In conversing about the past, historians in the West take part in a long tradition. An important topic for this conversation concerns the directionality of the past.  Historians ask about the nature of time and the idea of progress as well as the factors that drive change.  They inquire, for example, into the processes by which human agency translates into group identity—class, race, gender, and nationality—and transforms social and political institutions.  Structural limitations to agency also figure prominently in this debate.  Moreover, by studying the ways that human identities and relations to the world develop, historians take up questions of the stability and variability of the human condition.  

Directionality and Interpreting the Past 


Donald Kelley’s The Faces of History exemplifies the description of history as a conversation, both with and about the past.  It characterizes the historiography of the West from antiquity to the modern period as a continuous tradition of inquiry in which competing views of history have taken on the traits of a duality portrayed by Herodotus and Thucydides.  Herodotus represents concern for the remote past and a unified view that laid the groundwork for cultural history; Thucydides stands for a presentist orientation and the motivations of powerful individuals that prefigured political and military history.  Through such contrasts, Kelley shows that change in the understanding of history comes from the constant practice of confronting, emulating, and building upon interpretations of the past.    



Conceptions of directionality and causality changed with assumptions about truth, with the uses to which people put history, and with the particular circumstances experienced by the historian.  The Greeks and Romans conceived of a world subject to cycles: birth, growth, destruction, and rebirth.  Early Christians, such as Eusebius, viewed Christianity as the primordial religion and history as the progression of Christianity in a linear model of time.  By the seventeenth century, this model combined with the Galilean and Cartesian concept of a mechanistic, mathematically-based universe to yield a decidedly secular and empirical type of historical thinking that prefigured the Enlightenment concept of rational progress.
   


Hegel worked within the Enlightenment paradigm.  He lived during the American and French Revolutions, the Napoleonic Wars, and a period of increasing nationalism, and he posited a teleological, rational course for history that works itself out largely through irrational violence and death.  For Hegel, Spirit—the antithesis of matter—is “the substance of history” and the means through which the Idea of freedom becomes realized in the world.
  Like Hegel, Marx viewed history as unfolding in stages and progressing toward greater consciousness and freedom.  But Marx tempered Hegel’s abstract philosophy with an economic view of history that targeted the “actual existing world.”
 Filled with economic instability, technological change, nationalistic fervor, and political and social upheaval, nineteenth-century Europe was the world Marx aimed to explain.   Positing an economic base, consisting of productive forces and social and technical relations of production, and a superstructure of laws, politics, and culture which arises out of it, Marx placed the material and the mind (Hegel’s Spirit) together in a historical process, making it possible to describe the development of one in terms of the other as well as to either verify or falsify theoretical claims about historical processes.  His famous statement that “[i]t is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” set up the task of explaining historical change—including the origins of capitalism and the modes of thinking and social interaction—in terms of material factors.
   

Decades later, Max Weber set out to oppose what he viewed as Marx’s materialist reductionism.  Placing a tighter focus on the modern Western economic system than Marx and echoing Hegelian concepts, Weber approached his topics with a sociological lens and studied the Protestant ethic in search of the “Spirit of capitalism.”  For Weber (to use Marxian terms), not only did the forces of production and the social relations of production shape the superstructure, but ideology also influenced the modes of production; multiple causes have driven change in a reciprocal relationship.  Yet Weber’s social analysis ultimately focused on his surroundings:  a maturing capitalist society in the midst of the Great War.  The beginnings of capitalism may have been rooted in—if not completely determined by—rational freedom, but such freedom had been removed from the later stages of capitalism.  People may have behaved rationally in the past, but they acted without ultimate knowledge of the outcome; for Weber, the outcome—the modern world—was the stahlhartes Gehäuse, the steel casing of rationalized society in which people are obliged to work and think.  The great promise of science faltered because it could not answer the question of how to live in such a world.
  

Each of these thinkers referred to his predecessors in discussing topics of causality and the direction of history.  They asked questions about the past by consciously engaging in questions with the past from their positions in the present.  The past stood as a record of processes and behaviors that could illuminate the causes of present social and political conditions, and intellectuals believed they could ascertain the direction of historical processes and understand how the present might relate to the future.  This was true especially in the case of Marx, who wrote that “[t]he point of history is to change it.”  Marx also wrote that “[m]en 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.”
  Although Marx intended these words to describe collective agency as subject to historical processes, we can view them also as a statement on the historian’s work:  the present is involved with perspectives on the past.  Marx, as well as Hegel and Weber, demonstrated that the ways in which we interpret the past depend to a great degree on present “circumstances directly encountered.” 

Conversations with Marx   

The Annales school arose after World War I as an alternative to Marxist interpretations of history, and its appearance furthered the conversation between old and emerging paradigms about the past.  Disenchanted by the destructiveness and violence of the war, Annales scholars sought a comprehensive, organic understanding of the past; they distrusted theories of progress and questioned the linear model of the Marxists as limited and dogmatic.  Traian Stoianovich describes the Annales paradigm as “an inquiry into how one of the systems of a society functions or how a whole collectivity functions in terms of its multiple temporal, spatial, human, social, economic, cultural and eventmental dimensions.”  Fernand Braudel, a second-generation Annales historian, described his brand of scholarship as “common ground” for all the disciplines.
  Indeed, the project of writing “total history” distinguished the Annales school from its predecessors and greatly influenced subsequent generations of scholars.  Yet late in the twentieth century, the Annales and Marxists endured similar attacks on their totalizing tendencies.  They shared, after all, a tiered structural approach that gave primacy to material factors as determinants of the political and cultural.  

Braudel’s levels consisted of a base (structure), which correlated with the longue durée of economics, climate, biology, and demography and which served as the primary historical determinant; a medium range of time (conjoncture) that paralleled lifetimes and included social relations and economic factors; and the event-oriented short term (eventement) that included cultural and political components and that constituted civilizations or mentalités, the mental landscape of an historical period.  It is not difficult to detect similarities between Braudel’s levels and Marx’s base and superstructure.  Yet the uses to which scholars have put these structures differ significantly.  Lynn Hunt writes that within its long-term structures “the Annales school did not include an analysis of change, conflict, and rupture” to the degree that Marxists have.
  This helps to explain its application to pre-1789 history, while Marxists typically take up explanations of the rapid changes of the Age of Revolutions.

But for Braudel, the longue durée enabled a perspective that the Marxist model did not. “[T]he main problem,” he wrote, “lies in discerning the longue durée in the sphere in which historical research has just achieved its most notable success—that is, the economic sphere.  All the cycles and intercycles and structural crises tend to mask the regularities, the permanence of particular systems that some have gone so far as to call civilizations.”  The broad perspective of the Annales promised to explain more about the past than the Marxists.  For Braudel, Marx’s idea that “Men make history, but they do not know that they are making it” was useful in that it pinpointed the problem; however, it failed to explain the problem.
 

The Annales scholars responded to their historical moment to form questions about directionality and causality in the past, and their approach both deviated and borrowed from their predecessors.  Although the Annales used a multi-disciplinary approach to reject the notion of progress espoused by their predecessors, who focused on political and economic concerns, they nonetheless pictured a broad continuity in the (mostly pre-modern) past, rather than disjunction.  And although a number of their approaches to history differed from those of Marxists, the Annales nonetheless borrowed from Marxian concepts and structures.  Thus the give and take of an old conversation applies to this historiography.

E.P. Thompson likewise responded to Marx, but in a way that consciously extended the Marxist perspective.  That is to say, Thompson involved himself in the work of Marx, in particular by augmenting it with a description of process in the formation of the working class.  The publication of The Making of the English Working Class in 1963 followed years of political engagement for Thompson, and his work reflected his deep interest in activism on the left.  He held membership in the Communist Party into the 1950s and became a socialist critic of the British government and an important figure in the British New Left.  Thompson’s politics, then, are essential to understanding his approach to history; his experience of the present conditioned his version of the past—particularly his discussion of agency in the bottom tier of society as a force in history.     

Prior to The Making of the English Working Class, social historians (particularly those in Britain) portrayed the working class only from the perspective of their main interests, the middle class, gentry, and intellectuals; few if any acknowledged the working class.  Thompson dramatically changed this.  In turning scholarly focus toward the history of everyday life, he challenged the dominance of political documents and other conventional sources.  Thompson drew attention, for example, to the power of working-class print culture as a force in contesting the state.  Now folk songs, diaries of labor organizers, poems, and publicly-disseminated prints allowed readers to view the culture of the working class as it formed.  In this way, individual agency came into view, and working-class actors had their voices restored to them.  Class-consciousness, wrote Thompson, is a process—a “relationship and not a thing.”  Experience became a central concern in the study of the relationship.  A true student of Marx, Thompson identified class experience as “largely determined by the productive relations into which men are born.”
 He demonstrated that in order to understand class-consciousness and its formation, one needed to view the cultural means by which class experiences got processed in the relations of production.

Marx placed class conflict at the center of his theory, as evidenced in The Communist Manifesto.  “The history of all hitherto existing society,” he wrote, “is the history of class struggles.”  The importance of identity formation within the lower tier of society likewise concerned Marx:  “The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority.”
  Thompson’s work consists largely in offering answers to the question of how such a movement comes into being and how such an interest becomes articulated.

The importance of the shift in social history marked by Thompson’s work cannot be overstated.  The new social history that arose in the 1960s combined a number of approaches to history “from the bottom up” and heralded a movement toward scholarship concerned with the marginalized and voiceless of society; and history became linked, particularly in the United States, with a broad project of social justice rooted in the Civil Rights Movement and other activism on the left.  Thompson’s contribution of cultural analysis merged with various approaches, most notably quantitative analyses used in economics and political science, which employed a wide array of documents such as electoral returns, censuses, and city directories.  The combination of methods produced new ways of envisioning and interpreting the marginalized and their communities. 

Nation, Race, and Gender

Numerous outgrowths of those methods resemble Thompson’s descriptions of social and political identity.  In identifying ways in which identities get constructed, many historians continue conversations about the direction of the past as well as the uses to which history can be put.  Two notable works on nationalism, Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities and Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism, represent the extension of a conversation between Marxist and Weberian views on the nature of the state, and they resemble the cultural interpretation of group identity used by Thompson.  Each offers a modernist view that treats nations as modern constructs.  Anderson employs a Marxist theoretical approach that links his definition of nationalism with his determination to understand how nationalist tensions led to war between communist states in late twentieth-century Southeast Asia.  He focuses on a number of factors, most notably print capitalism, that enabled people to imagine national communities.  Gellner argues that nationalism depends on access to cultural power, regulated largely through mass education, which fuels industrial society; indeed, he modifies Weber’s definition of the state to claim that the state’s control over education supercedes the monopoly of legitimate violence as its “main tool and symbol” of power.
  Although studies of nations typically fall under the category of political history, the theoretical positions taken by these studies demonstrate the importance of the intellectual climate from which historical works emerge.  Even the traditional topic of the state—and indeed, political history as an area of historical inquiry—became subject to the lenses of cultural interpretation.  Similarly, the use of Marxist and Weberian models represents an extension of competing frameworks for explaining change and the historical development of present conditions.      


As an alternate category of social history, race history explores the conjunction of race and class and re-envisions the question of how class identities form, particularly in societies as culturally diverse as the United States.  “Race,” R. Jeffrey Lustig writes, “is a political and economic, and not just a cultural and psychological, phenomenon.”
 bell hooks points out that although race and class do not fit neatly together, we cannot separate them.  “It is impossible,” she writes, “to talk meaningfully about ending racism without talking about class.”
  


Race history has also challenged prevailing definitions of political activity.  As Robin D.G. Kelley shows, resistance to the inequality that resulted from class and racial difference is well documented in the historical record.  In the absence of opportunities for organized resistance, the record reveals a link between working-class African American identity and a culture of individual acts of subversion.  During World War II, for example, African Americans contested white control of public space in the South by struggling for respect and inclusion on public streetcars.  In highlighting such details in the record, historians depict political action that operates under the radar, as it were, of conventional political activity.
  Moreover, they take part in a conversation about the past by providing a valuable modification of history “from the bottom up.”


More than the other scholars considered here, Joan Scott discusses the work of the historian as a form of political engagement.  Yet Scott forwards a scholarly-based political practice undertaken by E.P. Thompson and even Marx.  Her Gender and the Politics of History evidences a political stance that aims to identify and alter “inequalities between women and men.”  By ordering and interpreting information, she argues, historians develop ways of knowing about the past and hence shape knowledge for people in the present.  If knowledge refers to people’s relationships to institutions and social structures, including the ways they get contested, then gender constitutes one form of organization that is sensitive to the production and contestation of knowledge.
 


Scott contests knowledge in a number of ways.  She responds to E.P. Thompson by critiquing his depiction of the English working class as gendered male.  And moving beyond what she views as the essentialism and reductionism of previous studies of patriarchy, psychoanalysis, and Marxist scholarship, she describes gender as a historical, cultural construct—the cultural aspect of sexual difference that determines conceptions of masculine and feminine.  Because it is historically constructed and because it constitutes an important way that society organizes itself, gender is a political issue.
  As such, gender becomes a vital aspect of knowing about all social organizations and institutions.  By deconstructing gender, then, feminists can expose power relationships, dismantle oppressive hierarchies, and arrive at something new.  In analyzing the “equality-versus-difference” debate of concern to feminists both inside and outside of academia, and in arguing against the binary opposition that debate imposes on feminist thinking, Scott demonstrates the relevance of recognizing the constructed nature of knowledge.  She finds that the system of knowledge that frames the understanding of people’s options for entering relationships with one another and with institutions oppresses and restricts choice, largely through reliance on binary opposition.
  Exposing such constructs—deconstructing them—becomes a vital aspect of feminist analysis.  Such work reveals the capacity of language to ensnare actors in particular ways of thinking and knowing in which there appears to be not only no escape, but no sense of being trapped.  Feminist historians like Scott direct their work toward realizing more democratic ways of knowing.    

Language and History

Scott’s engagement with the past draws from postmodernist and post-structuralist methods that emphasize the constructed nature of knowledge and the problems posed by language in making truth claims.  These approaches have antecedents partly in the work of historians of ideas.  Arthur Lovejoy sought to broaden the scope of the history of philosophy by taking an interdisciplinary approach that looked for continuity in mental habits and assumptions over time.  Quentin Skinner likewise inquires into the intentions of writers—particularly political thinkers—and his concern for the particular contexts in which ideas appeared differentiates him from Lovejoy.  Although he shares with Lovejoy a belief in the possibility of understanding authors’ intentions by reading their works, he insists that those works be read as products of particular authors in particular historical settings, each with their own repertoire of assumptions, conventions, and intentions.  He warns historians against imposing their own sets of ideas upon the ideas under study.  This calls into question Lovejoy’s concept of continuity.  Even within the body of work of a single writer, argues Skinner, one cannot discount the possibility that a writer is “not altogether consistent, or that he fails altogether to give any systematic account of his beliefs.”
  Hans-Georg Gadamer argued that people are products of their periods and places—that everyone views the world from their horizon—“the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen from a particular vantage point”; one must be aware, in other words, of the situatedness of both the interpreter and the mind of the interpreted.
 

Postmodernists go further than many of their predecessors in describing the problems of language in interpreting the past.  They cite the inherent instability of language, in which meaning changes over time and therefore can never be fully decoded or understood.  If truth exists, it is, at bottom, ideological and functions in the service of power.  Relying heavily on the works of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, postmodernists seek to de-center the subject as one who can acquire certain knowledge.  The author loses authority as describer of truth because his or her use of language inherited from his or her particular historical moment imposes a system of knowledge on the past.  Joyce Appleby describes views of the more extreme postmodernist thinkers:  “They deny that story or narrative is one of the major ways in which human intelligence ascribes meaning to life.  For them, the entire historiographical tradition simply fosters” an uncritical consciousness.
   

But the postmodernist emphasis on the problem of language does not consist primarily of a diagnosis that excludes prescription.  Certainly, the postmodernist critique challenges the Enlightenment system of beliefs in progress, the possibility of unbiased inquiry, and the superiority of rational thought.  Enlightenment rationality enslaved a great number of people, excluded others from political activity, and sponsored increasingly destructive and inhumane wars, one of which produced the Holocaust.  As we see in the work of Joan Scott and many other historians who represent historically marginalized groups, the postmodernist approach offers tools that can be used to question the perpetuation of such marginality and its political and social consequences.  One example is that postmodernists seek to deconstruct language by breaking it apart and revealing its inconsistencies.  In doing so, these scholars expose power structures—dominant ways of knowing and behaving—and give voice to the unseen and unheard.            

The New Historicism represented in the work of Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt takes into account many postmodernist claims.  One such idea is that culture is a text.
  In analyzing culture as such, New Historicists borrow from a variety of disciplines, including history, literature, anthropology, and art and include groups of people traditionally excluded from history and literary canons.  Following this theme of privileging the historically marginal, they carry on Foucault’s search for the “unsaid,” and they seek traces of culture and explore the counterfactuals of history.
  For example, in Practicing New Historicism Gallagher and Greenblatt study two Renaissance paintings by putting historical actors into conversation and confrontation with the subject matter of the art.  They seemingly weave together multiple stories that convey ways in which contemporaries might have viewed the art.  Such imaginative engagement with historical subjects removes much of the authority of the author and invites the reader to participate in the play of language without definitive outcomes.  Indeed, the authors reveal the hope that the reader “will not be able to say what it all adds up to; if you could, we would have failed.”
 

Conclusion

One might argue that postmodernism stands as a threat to the practice of history.  For some, postmodernists appear to say that because the historian engages a non-existent past from a limited perspective in the present, her contemplation and discussion of the past can scarcely amount to more than a work of fiction.  In their dismissal of the purportedly damaging effects of postmodernist thinking (e.g., that it leans too far toward relativism), proponents of such a view often overlook the ways in which this approach to knowledge enhances the conversation with the past.  It reinforces a corrective to Ranke’s positivist aim to know history “as it actually was” by insisting that history can be seen from multiple perspectives and that the historian must seriously consider his or her own historically-contingent worldview when undertaking the weighty task of rendering a portrait of the past.  And it promotes critical assessment of the stories about the past that we receive from our predecessors.  Indeed, such an assessment goes to the heart of historical inquiry—it drives a perennial conversation.  In this sense, the postmodernist critique is no aberration; it reaches us through a process that contains its antecedents.

The claim that the past is unknowable serves little purpose, not least because the postmodernist who makes such a claim undermines a stance from which one contests positions of finality and certainty.  Such a claim is also inaccurate.  Historians know about the past in ways that people who do not spend their time contemplating the past do not.  Yet historians also understand that knowledge changes, in part because the circumstances out of which knowledge emerges and in which it becomes useful also change.                    
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