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The field of agricultural history could benefit from interdisciplinary engagement 
with theoretical work. Rather than chiding agricultural historians for avoiding 
theory, this essay suggests specific ways in which many agricultural historians are 
already engaging with theory. In particular the practice of “colligation” may be an 
especially productive mode for agricultural historians to broaden the audience for 
their research and enrich their teaching. The essay concludes with a brief set of possi-
bilities for building on theories in economics, geography, sociology and anthropology, 
and political science.

SHANE HAMILTON

Theory and Theorizing in Agricultural History

Is there a place for theory in agricultural history? At first glance it 
might seem that the field is nearly atheoretical. A Web of Science search 

for any variant of “theory” appearing in an article in Agricultural History since 
1977, for instance, returns only 10 out of 995 articles (1.01 percent).1 One 
of those ten articles is a sardonic piece by an economist chiding the field for 
being atheoretical.2 Seven are histories of theories in natural science or social 
science, ranging from agrarianism to ecology.3 Only one research article uses 
historical methods to contribute directly to an ongoing theoretical debate.4 
The tenth result is an essay suggesting that rural and agricultural historians 
might find value in engaging with theories from social and natural scienc-
es. That piece, by Robert P. Swierenga—a co-founder of the Social Science 
History Association and prolific contributor to the new social history of the 
1970s and 1980s—was published in 1982, and according to Web of Science 
has been cited only nine times.5 A more recent roundtable, not yet indexed 
by Web of Science, includes several suggestions for integrating theoretical 
insights from science and technology studies into agricultural history.6
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I have no desire to chide agricultural historians for avoiding theory and 
theorization. Indeed, I hope to show below that agricultural history is already 
quite far from being inherently atheoretical. Yet, echoing Robert P. Swie-
renga’s 1982 proposals, I suggest that there are opportunities for agricultural 
historians to pursue interdisciplinary approaches that could build bridges with 
other scholars and expand the audience for our research. I bring new insights 
to bear on this issue, however, drawing on recent work on the relationship be-
tween theory and social inquiry, to offer what I hope are productive modes for 
agricultural historians—perhaps especially those who do not see themselves 
as “theoretical”—to engage more directly with theory. To advance the case, I 
first sketch out some thoughts on the nature of theory and theorization that 
are relevant to researching and teaching agricultural history. Then I consider 
some ways in which theory and theorizing already informs research in agri-
cultural history, before concluding with a few brief suggestions for furthering 
the dialogue. 

There is a consciously reflexive element to this essay. I recently found my-
self in an interdisciplinary social science department where both my teaching 
and research are necessarily framed by intense engagements with theory. The 
analysis and suggestions I offer here are thus influenced by my own experience 
in confronting the challenge of integrating theoretical perspectives from other 
disciplines into historical research and teaching, and, even more challenging, 
seeking to contribute to social science theory by drawing on my own historical 
research.7 Complicating matters is the tendency for theorists to seek simpli-
fication and abstraction, while historians seek complexity and contingency. 
This tension has a generative side, however, for as I often tell my students, 
“all theory is wrong; but some theories are useful.”8 The limitations of theory, 
I suggest below, provide an opportunity for developing useful insights in ag-
ricultural history, rather than a reason to be suspicious or overly skeptical of 
its possibilities.

This essay is not intended to be a Grand Call for transforming agricul-
tural history into a “scientific” discipline. I side firmly with Hayden White’s 
position that any attempt to build an impenetrable barrier between “factual” 
science and interpretive history is unproductive at best, and that in any case 
there is value in producing empirically robust narratives that do not try to 
make universally applicable claims across time or space.9 Nor is this an essay 
on the methodology or philosophy of history. There are numerous important 
works that do this and do it well—albeit rarely with reference to agricultural 
history per se, with the significant exception of the Annales School work of 
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Marc Bloch and Fernand Braudel.10 Instead, I offer here a much more limited 
set of suggestions, intended solely to spark a conversation about possibilities 
for extending the reach and impact of agricultural history in the twenty-first 
century.

Do Agricultural Historians Need Theory?
Theory can be off-putting for historians, particularly when it is characterized 
by strange jargon or unconventional uses of parentheses. Even more disturb-
ing for historians is the apparent willingness of some social theorists to de-
velop elaborate models and sophisticated concepts using only the thinnest 
shards of evidence. Yet at its core, theory is simply a set of abstractions that 
enable us to understand and explain something particular about the social or 
natural world. Theory helps us to confront what is unknown—while crys-
tallizing what is already known—about the social and natural world. It thus 
enables the building of a coherent body of knowledge. In this sense, we all 
need theory.11

Milton Friedman offered a helpful way of thinking about theory with his 
1953 declaration that it should operate as “an engine” for analysis of a social 
phenomenon, rather than a “photographic reproduction of it.”12 Theory, like a 
highway map, is necessarily an abstraction that leaves out empirical details—
the messiness and complexity of the real world, its “ground truth”—in order 
to generate knowledge. Friedman’s perspective, as historical sociologist Don-
ald Mackenzie has shown, was built on problematic and highly controversial 
assumptions about the purpose of theory and its relationship to empirical 
evidence. For Friedman, the predictive power of a theory outweighed its em-
pirical basis; what made a theory valuable was its explanatory elegance, not 
its camera-like accuracy in representing the world as it appears.13 Historians 
who devote their professional lives to sifting through archives and verifying 
the veracity of sources through triangulation and close scrutiny of thousands 
of documents and artifacts, would (and should) reject such a willingness to 
ignore empirical evidence. Yet Friedman’s notion that theory operates more 
like an engine than a camera is important, because it helps us to focus on what 
makes theory useful for our disciplinary purposes. Theory need not capture a 
universal truth in photographic detail in order to be productive.

Theory is useful for agricultural historians when it enables us to understand 
and explain some aspect of the social or natural world. To derive explanations 
and deepen our understanding, we must make assumptions. Assumptions can 
be wrong, and as historians we know that assumptions depend on context, 
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and that context changes over time and space. Yet assumptions help to drive 
the creation of new knowledge, rather than simply restate existing knowledge, 
and are therefore a “key part of the skeleton of theorizing.”14 Theory becomes 
especially useful to historians when we are able to test it—e.g., to challenge or 
support its assumptions, or consider the contexts in which a given theory is or 
is not applicable. If a particular theory does not help us understand or explain 
something about the past, it is not useful.15 But if—like an engine—it does 
drive new insights, understandings, or explanations, the theory can enable 
other researchers to make sense of our findings and build upon them.

What I am driving at here is that agricultural historians, whether they 
know it or not, are already theorizing. We could perhaps do a better job of 
explicitly signaling what we are doing, and thereby building bridges to oth-
er fields of history and to other disciplines, but we already “construct con-
cepts, use analogies, build models” in our efforts to understand and explain 
the events of the past.16 None of the agricultural historians that I know would 
subscribe to the notion that history is simply “one damned thing after anoth-
er.” Rather than produce chronologically ordered lists of events from the past, 
we seek to interpret the past, create order from it, and draw out the contem-
porary significance of either change or continuity over time. In this we know 
that the past is not the same as history; history must be actively made, in the 
present, not through the mere retrieval of past events but through deliberate 
interpretation.17 Critiques of history as an atheoretical discipline tend to rely 
on the assumption that there is a strict opposition between causal explana-
tion and contextual understanding (with history supposedly prioritizing the 
latter over the former), but this assumption has been thoroughly rejected by 
Reinhart Koselleck and Paul Ricoeur.18 Furthermore, as William Sewell has 
articulated, historians have a particularly sophisticated—albeit usually im-
plicit—mode of theorizing, in that we always take temporality into account, 
in multifaceted ways, in our efforts to understand and explain aspects of the 
social or natural world. Like Sewell, I am often struck by the simplistic no-
tions of time and temporality that many non-historian social scientists hold. 
So are many social scientists; it is remarkably common for social scientists to 
criticize their own fields for lacking sophisticated approaches to temporality 
or even ignoring time completely.19

 Even when theory is “wrong” in failing to fully capture the contingencies 
and complexities of social and natural change over time, it can nonetheless 
be productive for generating new knowledge. And for agricultural historians, 
perhaps most useful of all is the process of theorizing, which, to draw on the 
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work of sociologist Richard Swedberg, I would suggest can make our work 
“more interesting” to a wider audience. For Swedberg, “theory” implies “some-
thing that is finished once and for all and typically exists in a printed form,” 
whereas “theorization” is a process that all social researchers go through even 
if they do not ultimately derive a “finished” theory. Swedberg lays out a series 
of steps in the process of theorizing that will likely resonate with what most 
agricultural historians understand themselves to be doing in their research: 
First, observe, and in doing so, “make an effort to tap an unusually broad range 
of sources.” Second, rather than attempting to reproduce existing knowledge, 
seek to develop new “social facts.” And third, if in doing so some new or sur-
prising observation has been made, give it a name.20 

In the field of agricultural history, one example of this part of the process of 
theorizing would be the development of the concept of the “agricultural lad-
der.” Developed by economists Richard T. Ely, Henry C. Taylor, and William 
J. Spillman in the early twentieth century, the concept of the agricultural lad-
der has been deployed, critiqued, redeployed, and reconsidered by agricultural 
historians ever since. Clearly the agricultural ladder has been a productive 
concept, an engine of critical analysis, even if it remains to this day unsatis-
fying as a “finished” theory.21 Other more recent examples of concepts devel-
oped in agricultural history that fall short of full theory would include Sigrid 
Schmalzer’s use of the Chinese binary yu/tang to explore socialist agricultur-
al science; Courtney Fullilove’s characterization of crop seeds as “deep-time 
technologies”; or my own conceptualization of a “Cold War farms race.”22

Swedberg’s fourth step in the process of theorizing—colligation—is worth 
dwelling upon, for although this is likely an unfamiliar word for agricultural 
historians, the practice it describes will be recognizable.23 “Colligation,” origi-
nally meaning a material or figurative “binding together” or “conjunction,” was 
appropriated by philosopher William Whewell in 1847 to describe the pro-
cess of mentally binding together multiple empirical facts and “superinducing” 
on them a conceptual unity. Like a thread drawing together pearls into a 
necklace, Whewell argued, these superimposed concepts draw together facts.24 
Thus although colligation entails the imposition of abstraction onto empirical 
evidence, it nonetheless allows the specific facts to also stand on their own, as 
distinctive elements that could be tied together with alternative threads. Here 
we might see a crucial difference between colligation and synthesis, for syn-
thesis entails the creation of a unitary whole that becomes effectively distinct 
from its individual parts; in synthesis the pearls become a necklace.25 

In agricultural history, colligation seems most prevalent in our efforts to pe-
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riodize the events of the past (our pearls). Periodization is the process where-
by we intentionally distort chronological or calendrical time by “compressing” 
numerous events into a given period of time and “inflating” the artificial men-
tal space between these artificially conceived segments of time.26 Rather than 
narrating one linear string of pearl-events, we tie off some sections as periods 
and give those periods names. In agricultural history we develop, debate, and 
reconsider the beginnings, endpoints, and significance of colligated temporal 
concepts such as “the agricultural revolution,” “New Deal farm policy,” “the 
Green Revolution,” and “the Anthropocene,” among many others.27 Not only 
do we already do this, and do it productively, but it is often in the process of 
periodization that our work becomes most “interesting” (in Swedberg’s sense) 
to scholars in other fields of history and even in other disciplines. Indeed, 
in the previous footnote I list works that demonstrate how the periodizing 
work of agricultural historians has been taken up by environmental histori-
ans, accounting historians, political scientists, economists, and sociologists to 
generate new insights in adjacent disciplines. In turn, agricultural historians 
can draw upon the research of those fields and disciplines to generate new 
knowledge or approaches in our own field.

Full development of theory, according to Swedberg, requires several more 
steps—such as analogizing, typologizing, and/or building a framework or 
model—before arriving at a satisfactory explanation. “It is hard to come up 
with a good explanation,” insists Swedberg, for this requires creativity and 
insight and intellectual playfulness, and furthermore it must be widely ac-
cepted in the field in order to be considered good theory.28 But the beauty of 
the process of theorizing is that it is not always necessary to complete all the 
steps in order to deepen our understanding of social or natural phenomena. 
Observing, inquiring, naming, and colligating can in themselves make signif-
icant contributions to the development of knowledge, even though they fall 
short of “finishing” the process of theorizing.

One reason this point seems especially useful for agricultural historians 
is that it offers an important mode for linking our research to our teaching 
objectives. As historians we are increasingly familiar with the supposed notion 
that undergraduate history degrees are of no “use” in “the real world,” to which 
we commonly retort that we develop essential critical thinking and com-
munications skills in our students. While this is undoubtedly true, it seems 
relatively easy for any other discipline—including STEM fields, business and 
management studies, or even technical writing programs—to argue the same, 
and to do so from a privileged position of not watching their enrollments 
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steadily declining. If, however, historians can be more explicit about how the 
process of theorizing in history develops unique modes of producing deeper 
and more sophisticated understanding of relevant social and natural phenom-
ena, we have a much more compelling case. Historical approaches to theo-
ry and theorizing, from this perspective, could be articulated as exceptionally 
“useful” in “the real world.”

In the interdisciplinary management school where I currently teach, de-
veloping students’ capacity to comprehend and apply theory is considered 
fundamental. We generally start from theory not to “substitute abstraction” for 
“reality,” but instead to develop students’ “capacity to cope with complexity,” 
particularly “under conditions of uncertainty and imperfect information.”29 
This seems remarkably similar to what agricultural historians seek to do in the 
classroom when we assign historical monographs that advance multicausal 
arguments for change over time, or when we send students into the archives 
to make sense of uncertain, contradictory, often fragmentary information. Yet 
importantly, nearly all theory-based teaching in business and management 
schools focuses on developing analytical skills. That is, students are taught 
to distill complex information into simpler, more basic, constituent parts in 
order to facilitate efficient decision-making.30 While analysis is undoubtedly 
a useful skill, as well as an important aspect of the process of theorizing, it 
is not the same as colligation or synthesis—both of which, I am suggest-
ing, are processes of theorizing that historians are especially adept at doing 
and teaching. Analysis is generally taught via the case study method, which 
despite being enormously popular in law and business schools around the 
world, has also been repeatedly criticized for failing to develop the ethical, 
empathic, sensemaking, and creative abilities that students are expected to 
take with them into a “real world” that is characterized not by simplicity but 
by complexity and uncertainty. Agricultural historians have an opportunity, 
by explicitly promoting aspects of the process of theorizing such as colligation 
and synthesis in their research and teaching, to make a convincing argument 
for the inherent usefulness of what we do.31

Another way to understand the importance of theory, then, is to consid-
er it a necessary response to the unsettling events of the ever-changing hu-
man condition. The most ambitious social theorists of the early twentieth 
century—DuBois, Durkheim, Goldman, Weber—produced their insights in 
the context of enormous upheavals, witnessing mass global migrations, rapid 
technological change, colonization and decolonization, and devastating total 
warfare. Crisis, then, may provide the context for “ambitious bouts of new 
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theorizing.”32 And arguably we currently occupy a time of unprecedented 
global crisis in agriculture: climate change, herbicide-resistant superweeds, 
bee colony collapse, global monocultures … the list could go on. Agricul-
tural historians, by engaging more explicitly and ambitiously in the process 
of theorizing, could contribute important insights into how to confront the 
agricultural challenges of our time. Especially important, I would suggest, 
is the ability of many agricultural historians to take transdisciplinary (and 
not just interdisciplinary) approaches to issues such as sustainability that cut 
across multiple realms of both social and natural systems.33 Much existing 
social science theory—especially in the disciplines of economics, sociology, 
and psychology—focuses almost entirely on socially constructed phenome-
na and does not seek to “explain the interaction between the social and the 
biophysical worlds.”34 Agricultural and environmental historians, by contrast, 
often engage most directly with precisely those theoretical perspectives that 
do apply to the interaction between the social and the natural. Indeed, among 
the most generative of frameworks in our field in recent decades has been 
the integration, thanks to William Cronon and Neil Smith, of the Hegelian 
and Marxian concepts of “first nature” and “second nature” to help move be-
yond a simplistic dichotomy between the “social” and the “natural.”35 And, as 
I noted in the introductory paragraph of this essay, one of the most common 
ways that agricultural historians publishing in this journal have worked with 
theory in recent years is to historicize theoretical perspectives that cross the 
boundaries between social and natural sciences, such as ecology. A particularly 
ambitious project currently underway—the “Moving Crops and the Scales 
of History” working group, spearheaded by Francesca Bray, Barbara Hahn, 
John-Bosco Lourdusamy, Tiago Saraiva, and Dagmar Schäfer—is an example 
of precisely this sort of transdisciplinary theorizing in action.36

Possibilities for Theory and Theorizing in Agricultural History
In the preceding section I have proposed that agricultural historians are al-
ready more theoretically engaged than they might think. Indeed, many of the 
readers of this essay are likely better equipped than myself to propose possible 
avenues for strengthening the theoretical engagement in agricultural history. 
But in the spirit of provoking and welcoming further discussion on this top-
ic, I offer below a brief (and by no means exhaustive) set of possibilities for 
drawing on, and contributing to, theories in economics, geography, sociology 
and anthropology, and political science. This relatively limited range of theo-
retical perspectives is necessarily bounded by the limits to my own knowledge, 
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which does not reach far into, for instance, poststructural literary theory or 
evolutionary biology.

Agricultural historians have for many decades drawn on economic the-
ories in their research, including theories of innovation, imperfect markets, 
and economic development.37 It is no mere accident, after all, that among the 
founders of the Agricultural History Society were several individuals who 
believed that the conjunction of history and economics would produce in-
sights into better farm policy. Since the society’s founding, as Claire Strom 
and Doug Hurt have shown, economic concepts and theories have been very 
important to the field.38 There are, however, theoretical perspectives in eco-
nomics—including heterodox perspectives—that agricultural historians may 
be less familiar with but might nonetheless find helpful for their research. 
Transaction cost economics, associated with Ronald Coase and Oliver Wil-
liamson, has been highly influential in much social science research in recent 
decades, and bears significant potential for explaining important aspects of 
the economic behavior of farmers, farm organizations, agricultural businesses, 
and farm policymakers.39 Among other insights, transaction cost econom-
ics offers a mode for understanding and explaining the boundaries between 
markets, firms, and states—clearly a matter of interest in agricultural history, 
particularly in relation to farm policy. Heterodox approaches to economics, 
including evolutionary economics and behavioral economics, could deepen 
our historical understanding of farmers’ embeddedness in complicated and 
dynamic organizations and markets.40 

Even more heterodox perspectives on economic theory, such as new theo-
ries of financialization—which refers to the growing influence of the practices 
and mentalities of banking and insurance firms in the overall economy—
are already being adopted by rural sociologists and economic geographers of 
agriculture. Although recent works on financialization sometimes include a 
historical perspective, there is clearly an opportunity for agricultural histo-
rians to contribute substantively to this work, not least because so much of 
the literature that adopts a historical perspective generally ignores agriculture 
entirely.41 And importantly, in any engagement with economic theory, agri-
cultural historians would do well to remember that we can bring important 
insights to bear on economic theory, not only through our ability to discover 
robust empirical evidence, but also through our processes of colligation and 
synthesis. We need not approach economic theory solely from the perspective 
of applying it to our historical data; we can also use our research to test and 
critique the assumptions that are embedded in economic theory. Financial-



511Theory and Theorizing in Agricultural History

ization, a theoretical concept still in the process of being developed, seems 
especially ripe for contributions from our field.

Geography has had a long and often close relationship with agricultural 
history. Central place theory, once a foundational theoretical perspective in 
geography, has been influential for some agricultural historians.42 More re-
cently developed concepts and frameworks from geography offer possibilities 
for continuing the dialogue. Global commodity chains and global value chains 
theory, for instance, seems directly relevant to the increasingly transnational 
work that many young agricultural historians are currently engaging in.43 The 
frameworks from commodity chains and value chains analyses have become 
very widely adopted by business actors and policymakers in the world agri-
food system, so for agricultural historians seeking to engage with contempo-
rary governance issues engaging with the concepts might be especially pro-
ductive.44 The theory of “metabolic rift,” derived from John Bellamy Foster’s 
reading of Karl Marx and recently adopted by environmental geographers 
and historians, also seems promising for agricultural history as a means of 
developing systematic understandings of the social and environmental pro-
cesses of capitalist agriculture.45 Geographers have also been among the most 
sophisticated theorists of neoliberalism; the work of Julie Guthman on the 
contemporary politics of organic agriculture seems particularly relevant to 
the interests of agricultural historians seeking to bring historical perspectives 
to bear on the assumptions underlying contemporary food and agricultural 
policy.46 Geographers are actively incorporating insights and methods from 
history into their work on agriculture and food, suggesting there are multiple 
opportunities for more bidirectional engagement.47

Sociology and agricultural history have traditionally overlapped intellectu-
ally in many ways, not least through the active involvement of some influen-
tial rural sociologists in publishing in the field of agricultural history.48 From 
Charles Galpin’s wheel-rut analysis of rural communities to more recent work 
in rural women’s history, the influence of rural sociology on agricultural his-
tory has been quite significant.49 Beyond rural sociology, however, there are 
many sociological theories and concepts that might be useful for agricultural 
historians. We have in recent years, for instance, witnessed quite a few uses of 
“power” in titles of works in agricultural history, but rarely do we see theoret-
ical unpacking of the term.50 Sociologists and anthropologists have devoted 
quite a bit of theoretical attention to the nature of social power, however. 
The works of Pierre Bourdieu, Judith Butler, Steven Lukes, and C. Wright 
Mills all potentially offer useful insights for agricultural historians concerned 
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with the sources and applications of power in social life.51 Or, from a more 
interdisciplinary perspective, the concept of “biopolitics” could produce fruit-
ful insights for agricultural historians, as the work of Gabriel Rosenberg has 
demonstrated.52

Political science, finally, opens up many theoretical possibilities for agricul-
tural historians. Long-standing theoretical traditions in political science, such 
as interest group theory and state capacity and administrative state-building, 
have undoubtedly influenced work in the political history of agriculture.53 
Other core theoretical concepts from political science, such as regulatory cap-
ture or co-regulation, seem fruitful given the broad regulatory powers that 
historically have been entrusted to state and federal departments of agricul-
ture in the United States and Europe.54 Governance in agrifood systems often 
entails complex arrangements between private and public organizations, rais-
ing questions of accountability, legitimacy, transparency, and sovereignty—all 
issues for which there are robust theoretical literatures that agricultural histo-
rians could draw upon and extend.55

There are of course many more possible theoretical approaches that might 
be of use to agricultural historians. The physical sciences, the humanities, and 
other realms of the social sciences not mentioned here offer many opportu-
nities for engaging with theory and theorizing. A Web of Science search for 
any variant of “theory” and “agriculture,” unrestricted by discipline or journal, 
reveals at least 11,928 articles that might help us understand and explain 
something surprising that we have discovered in our historical research.56 We 
might also, once we begin working more directly with theory and theorizing, 
find ourselves questioning the assumptions upon which existing theories are 
built. Such questions and approaches could enable agricultural historians to 
refine and test theory and generate new concepts, frameworks, and theories 
that other disciplines find useful. Not all agricultural historians will see a need 
to engage with theory or theorization. But for those who do, rewards await 
in gaining wider audiences for our contributions, building new insights for 
our students, and recognizing that most of us are already more theoretically 
inclined than we might realize.
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