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Cultural History: Themes, Approaches, and Concerns 

 

Historical inquiry can take many forms. In fact, there are many subfields of the genre, 

such as social, economic, and political history. One subfield that stems from the social 

movements of the 1960s and 1970s and which, arguably, is very similar to social history, is 

cultural history. Although cultural history builds on the history of the event, micohistory, and 

other aspects of social history, it is still unique and greatly enhances the historical field. Cultural 

historians draw heavily on the ideas and approaches of anthropologists to investigate every 

aspect of a society in order to understand that culture and its role in historical change. For 

instance, cultural historians look at all material from a historical society, such as emotions, art, 

statistics, folklore and myth, ceremonies and ritual, and not solely literature as other historians 

tend to do. By looking at the works of three cultural historians, Lynn Hunt, William Reddy, and 

Robert Darnton, one gets a clear definition of cultural history and its main themes, 

methodologies, and concerns. Cultural historians, therefore, mainly study eighteenth century 

Europe, more specifically the French Revolution (1789-1799), attempt to give a voice to non-

elites, argue against a Marxist and solely economic view of that era, and look heavily at all 

primary material used to represent the period to demonstrate that culture, politics, and society are 

closely intertwined.  

 Lynn Hunt’s Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (1984) is indicative of 

many of the main themes and approaches of cultural history. To begin with, Hunt looks at one of 
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the central historical events of cultural history, the French Revolution, and attempts to show how 

the culture of that period affected both politics and society. More specifically, Hunt describes 

how political representation and symbolism in the years of the French Revolution echoed the 

cultural climate. In her chapter, “Imagery of Radicalism,” Hunt argues that not only do the 

events of the French Revolution confirm that “politics is shaped by culture” but also that “the 

members of society could invent culture and politics.”1 Hunt demonstrates this by tracing the 

shift in the use and depiction of the Marianne, or the female personification of liberty, in the 

early days of the Revolution to the use and representation of the colossus Hercules, during the 

more radical end stages. In typical cultural history fashion, Hunt looks at a very diverse range of 

primary cultural material, such as coins, seals, statues, cartoons, parades, and festivals, to 

conclude that the politicos of the new republic invented new symbols based on old ones to 

restructure politics, as well as affirm their political authority and invent a new identity. 

 Cultural historians rely heavily on the work of both anthropologists and sociologists, not 

only in approach but also in theoretical foundations, and Hunt’s Politics is no different. She 

begins her work by mentioning Clifford Geertz (1926-2006), a forerunner in modern 

anthropology, and his ideas about how every culture has a ‘sacred center’ that “makes possible a 

kind of social and political mapping” and “gives members of society their sense of place.”2 Hunt 

utilizes this framework when approaching the French Revolution and attempts to find that center 

through looking at political representations. When the New Republic first overthrew the 

monarchy in 1791, the old cultural frame had to be jettisoned and a new one created; however, 

from 1791-1794, the deputies of the regime struggled to manifest a real, durable sacred center. 

                                                           
1 Lynn Hunt, “The Imagery of Radicalism,” in Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1984), 88. 
2 Ibid, 87. 
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Hunt looks at how the elite went from one political representation to the next, and concludes that 

“the seal was never definitely fixed, because the revolution itself was always in flux.”3 Hunt 

demonstrates a clear connection between culture, politics, and society, and since the culture of 

the French Revolution was in transition, so was its politics. Hunt, as well as adopting 

anthropological ideas, also takes an anthropological approach by looking at all material of 

everyday life of the French Revolution to attempt to truly get a sense of that culture—a great 

example of the methodologies of cultural history. 

 William Reddy’s 2000 article, “Sentimentalism and its Erasure: The Role of Emotions in 

the Era of the French Revolution,” is another example of a work of cultural history. Reddy looks 

at the history of emotions to get a better understanding of eighteenth century Europe. He argues 

that there was a ‘cult of sentimentality’ during the Enlightenment period and that even 

throughout the French Revolution, politics was heavily tied to passionate emotions and reflective 

of the culture. However, there was “a remarkable change” in late seventeenth century and 

eighteenth century when European emotions were suspect, restricted, and restrained and, 

ultimately, sentimentality was erased from politics and relegated to the female, domestic realm.4 

Not only is Reddy looking at the same time period as most cultural historians, but he too utilizes 

approaches and notions from anthropologists, as well as sociologists and psychologists, to truly 

get into the heads and hearts of his subjects. He argues that emotions have a history, and that “it 

is not enough to examine economic, social, and cultural structure either in isolation or in 

combination.”5 Reddy is arguing that in order for historians to get a complete view of historical 

                                                           
3 Ibid, 92. 
4 William Reddy, “Sentimentalism and its Erasure: The Role of Emotions in the Era of the French Revolution,” 
Journal of Modern History 72:1 (March 2000), http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/315931, 109. 
5 Ibid, 119. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/315931
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time periods, and especially cultures, all aspects of a historical society must be taken into 

account—including feelings. This is clearly a cultural historical approach to understanding 

historical events and change over time. 

Robert Darnton is another cultural historian, and his work The Great Cat Massacre and 

Other Episodes in French Cultural History (1985), mirrors the same subject matter and 

approaches as both Hunt and Reddy. Darnton, as with the other cultural historians, focuses on 

French society in the eighteenth century; however, he specifically details a single event—a cat 

massacre in the 1730s by printing-shop apprentices—to demonstrate that this cultural act was 

part of a larger societal narrative of worker unrest. Darnton states that the cat massacre is an ideal 

moment to better understand this culture, “for anthropologists have found the best point of entry 

in an attempt to penetrate an alien culture can be those where it may seem most opaque.”6 

Similarly to Hunt and Reddy, Darnton borrows not only anthropological notions but also 

approaches, and supplements his main source, the journal of Nicholas Contat, with a diverse 

group of material—rituals, festivals, ceremonies, symbolism, folklore, letters, and work logs. By 

studying the symbolism of cats, ceremonies and mock trial involving cats, as well as 

mistreatment of workers within the printing house system, Darnton concludes that cat massacre 

was not an aberration, but was in fact a commentary on society in which the workers condemned 

the whole system and found the bourgeoisie guilty of abuse.  

 It is evident that one of the concerns and aims in Darnton’s, as well as in the works of 

Hunt and Reddy, is a clarification of historical events in eighteenth century France, especially in 

contrast to Marxist theory. Darnton writes that historians typically describe the cultural climate 

                                                           
6 Robert Darnton, “Workers Revolt: The Great Cat Massacres of Rue Saint-Severin,” in The Great Cat Massacre and 
Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Vintage, 1985), 78. 



5 
 

of artisan workers “as an idyllic period before the onset of industrialization,” however, his 

explanation of the cat massacre in the 1730s clearly shows that this was not so.7 Darnton is 

arguing against the Marxist theory which idealizes peasant lives before the onset of 

industrialization in the 1760s. He is also showing that the same class struggle between the 

proletariat and bourgeoisie, which Marx states stems from the Industrial Revolution, actually 

existed before. Lynn Hunt is also concerned with a more complete depiction of the French 

Revolution, and argues against its description as solely an economic struggle between the classes 

in Marxist theory. In Politics, Hunt successfully showcases that much more was going on during 

the period than just economics, and in fact cultural and political representation figured larger in 

the explanation of the deputies’ actions than economics. Reddy as well, argues against earlier 

historical narratives of eighteenth century Europe and the Enlightenment as scientific and 

rational stating that it was in fact emotional and quite sentimental. In regards to Marxist theory, 

Reddy believes that emotions played a significant role in the French Revolution, and believes 

that feelings, as well as other cultural constructs, must be taken into account alongside 

economics, when exploring historical causation of the French Revolution. 

 Cultural historians opened the door to a new way of narrating historical events. Born out 

of the 1960s and 1970s, and in some ways parallel to social history, cultural historians are 

concerned with clarifying previous historical paradigms, namely about the French Revolution 

and Marxist theory. By adopting anthropological ideas and methodologies, cultural historians 

show that any piece of historical material is valid for study, and, in fact, produces a more 

complete picture of historical causation. Cultural historians especially like primary sources that 

cultures use to represent themselves, such as art, parades, symbols, and even feelings, for they 

                                                           
7 Ibid, 79. 
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believe this adds more body and breadth to historical research and produces a more complete 

depiction of history. By demonstrating that society, politics, and culture are truly inseparable and 

intertwined, cultural historians introduced not only some new ideas and new methodologies to 

history, but were also forerunners in a multi-disciplinary approach to academic research and 

study.  

  


