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Backhouse, R. and P. Fontaine, eds.: The History
of the Social Sciences since 1945

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, x + 256 pp.

This groundbreaking book is a collection of
histories of the main social sciences, which
have exerted numerous, far-reaching, and
myriad effects on policy and practices in the
modern world since the Second World War.
From a historical perspective, it broadly cov-
ers the field definitions, paradigms, and
boundaries as well as the conceptual, social,
and institutional contexts of psychology,
economics, political science, sociology, so-
cial anthropology, and human geography.
Although individual chapters on these sub-
jects, written by respected scholars, consider
each of the social sciences distinctly, they
share common characteristics of cross-disci-
plinary activities, pressure to adopt Ameri-
canization, cultural turns and ideological de-
velopments, and so on. Some famous re-
searchers, such as Kenneth E. Boulding,
Tarcott Parsons, Anatol Rapoport, and Her-
bert Simon, seek to combine theories of vari-
ous social sciences into a coherent whole,
which is a brilliant and interesting way to
propose a blueprint for a comprehensive his-
tory of the social sciences. This book is
worth reading for consideration of the histo-
ry of cross-disciplinary activities in the so-
cial sciences, the ventures intended for the
integration of various social sciences, and the
Americanization of social sciences. This
book comprises the following chapters.

The first chapter provides an introduction

written by editors Roger E. Backhouse and
Philippe Fontaine. After referring to each of
the histories of the core social sciences, they
introduce their professional methods and dis-
ciplinary identities in each area, suggesting
that the first step is to require a multidiscipli-
nary approach that combines various per-
spectives to produce a comprehensive histo-
ry of the social sciences.

The second chapter, “Psychology,” is
written by Mitchell G. Ash. It briefly surveys
the institutional developments, particularly
addressing two key trends: intra-disciplinary
fragmentation and internationalization in the
form of Americanization. The peculiar logi-
cal position of psychology is suspended be-
tween methodological orientations derived
from the physical and biological sciences.
Next, the subject matter is extended to the
social and human sciences through reflexivi-
ty, which is both a cognitive science and a
social psychological process that developed
after the Second World War. It is particularly
interesting that, at the same time, economists
embraced the model of natural sciences with
enthusiasm.

The third chapter, “Economics,” is writ-
ten by Roger E. Backhouse. Arguments are
presented about the development of econom-
ics through postwar economics: technical
economics, Keynesian economics, general
competitive economics, radicalism and reac-
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tion in the 1970s, and reinventing markets
after the 1980s. Since the Second World
War, economists, together with mathemati-
cians, statisticians, and engineers, have faced
consequences related to how the discipline
was conceived. The increasingly scientific
ambitions of economists have served to cre-
ate a strong disciplinary identity based on an
apolitical discipline. However, economists
have been extremely influential in changing
our society. It is therefore impossible to be-
lieve that economists have remained isolated
from political events.

The fourth chapter, “Political Science,” is
offered by Robert Adcock and Mark Bevir. It
presents arguments about the United States’
institutions of political science, new empiri-
cal topics, quantitative techniques, and posi-
tive theories. Americanization is prominent
in political science because American schol-
ars have remained in leading positions of the
behavioral revolution, which evolved from
normative problems to the study of how po-
litical processes have functioned in modern
societies. However, interestingly, although
the postwar history of American political
science is dominated by new theories, from
the positive theories of behavioralism to ra-
tional choice theory, it has had notably little
impact on British political science. The
field's differences and the late establishment
of political science have contributed to con-
sideration of the questions of Americaniza-
tion.

The fifth chapter, authored by Jennifer
Platt, is “Sociology.” Sociology has become
fully American-institutionalized internation-
ally as an academic discipline from the view-
point of its historical background, associa-
tions and journals, topics and specialisms,

theories and canons, and research methods
since the Second World War, even though
the fragmentation of the discipline might be
less than that of political science. Recently,
sub-disciplines have emerged at the bounda-
ries between sociology and other fields of
practical work, and new links in theory and
methods have been made with other fields.
Therefore, sociology is expected to retain the
intellectual and social structure of a network
of overlapping networks.

The sixth chapter, “Social Anthropology,”
is written by Adam Kuper. The author origi-
nally defines social anthropology in a colo-
nial setting because it was a discipline pur-
sued in elite academic institutions within the
world’s leading colonial power. After the
Second World War, the United States dis-
placed Britain as the predominant world
power, and changed the focus of study to dif-
ferent cultures and the relativism of Western
cultural principles among individual coun-
tries. The relative institutional slowing of so-
cial anthropology and concomitant recogni-
tion of sociology in Britain from the mid-
1960s facilitated the development of cultural
anthropology in the United States.

The seventh chapter, “Human Geogra-
phy” is written by Ron Johnston. Its sections
include The Institutional Context, Five Tu-
multuous Decades, The First “New Geogra-
phy,” The “Radicals” Arrive, and The “Cul-
tural Turn.” Until the 1960s, the change in
geographical practices was slow and gradual
because, for many years, human geography
lacked the elite academic institutions and re-
search base that would justify it as discipline
extending its horizons beyond learning about
maps and training geography teachers. How-
ever, a theoretical and quantitative revolution



occurred as the new geography was launched
in the late 1950s by Harvey and others; then,
the “radicals” such as Marxists arrived. From
the late 1980s, this was followed by a cultur-
al turn. Geographers have practiced as social
scientists by adapting social sciences’ con-
cepts to human geography.

The final chapter, contributed by the two
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editors, explains our collective movement
through a history of social sciences. It in-
cludes a comprehensive and substantial dis-
cussion of cross-disciplinary activities, which
has been neglected in disciplinary histories,
and discusses cross-disciplinary ventures in
the history of social sciences.

(Yuichi Kimura: Saitama University)
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