





CHAPTER SIX

past are inevitably shaped by the historian’s political, aesthetic, or other
predilections, however, there remains a vast amount of room for debate.

And debate there has been, especially around the end of the last century,
when the trend known as “postmodernism™ hit the academy, engulfing
many disciplines in various forms of radical skepticism and touching off
especially bitter disputes among historians. But the crisis around postmod-
ernism was merely the final stage in a longer evolution away from an earlier
belief that a stance of complete objectivity toward their material was, for
historians, both possible and the ultimate professional goal. While post-
modernism is no longer the hot-button issue it was twenty years ago, its
legacy endures, both as an intellectual trend that has shaped certain aspects
of historical writing and as a theoretical challenge that brought up impor-
tant issues about the practice of historians and their refation to the “past”
they track in the archives. It raised in their most acute forms questions that
perennially surround the practice of historical research and writing: How
can we reconstruct the past accurately and responsibly, even as we acknowl-
edge that we come to our material with specific identities and experiences,
and with various intellectual, emotional, and political agendas? How much
invention does and should go into connecting the dots between our docu-
ments? To what extent is writing history a literary enterprise? And how can
historians square skepticism about ultimate truth and objectivity with the
goal of writing politically engaged history?

As we have seen (chapter 4), the newly formed historical professions in
Europe and the United States in the late nineteenth century modeled them-
selves on the scientific disciplines, which were then at the peak of their pres-
tige: for academic historians in the decades after 1880, gaining credibility
and status for their work depended on establishing truths as unquestion-
able as those wielded by their colleagues in physics, chemistry, and biology.
Firmly rejecting history as “literature” or “art,” American historians of the
later nineteenth century defined their project as the rigorous and exhaustive
mastery of facts. Historian Edward Potts Cheyney, for instance, declared in
a 1901 report to the American Historical Association that the task of the his-
torian was “to collect facts, view them objectively, and arrange them as the
facts themselves demanded.” Just as a revered scientist like Isaac Newton

2. Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the Ameri-
can Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 21~40,
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was said to have “held a mirror to nature,” historians were enjoined to hold
a mirror to the past. Their goal should be to line up all the facts through
the critical study of original documents; scholars assumed that a scientifi-
cally examined source could yield only one meaning, and they sometimes
spelled out the implicit corollary that history was an exhaustible discipline.
As a leading French guide to historical studies published in 1898 bluntly
put it, “History has at its disposal a limited stock of documents; this very
circumstance limits the possible progress of historical science. When all the
documents are known, and have gone through the operations which fit
them for use, the work of critical scholarship will be finished.”

Underlying this scientific ideal of the professional study of the past was
the ideal of “historical objectivity,” which Peter Novick defines as “a com-
mitment to the reality of the past, and to truth as correspondence to that
reality; a sharp separation between knower and known, between fact and
value, and, above all, between history and fiction.”* From the 1880s until
the mid-twentieth century, many, perhaps most, Euro-American histori-
ans were convinced that the study of the past wholly free of the distortions
of personal bias or belief was both desirable and possible. It was easy to
subscribe to that ideal at a time when nobody was around to challenge it
plausibly. For decades, the near consensus about historical objectivity was
linked to the fact that history departments were extremely homogeneous
workplaces peopled by white male Protestant scholars from upper-class
backgrounds.

In the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
most history professors came from the upper-middle and upper classes.
When the profession began to open up between the wars to young men
from a slightly wider range of backgrounds, including non-Protestants,
this caused concern within the WASP establishment. It was acceptable
at the time for Jews, for instance, to enter the sciences or even the newer
social sciences, but not a discipline like history, which, despite its scientific
ideals, was assumed to require a humanistic background, a certain sort of

quote 38-39; Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, Telling the Truth
abour History (New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), chapter 2.

3. Charles-Victor Langlois and Charles Seignobos, Introduction awx études his-
toriques (1898), as cited in Novick, That Noble Dream, 39.

4. Novick, That Noble Dream, 1—2.
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“culture”—leaders of the profession fretted about a potential decline in
“taste” or “aesthetic sense.” Confidential letters of recommendation writ-
ten in the 1920s and 1930s for brilliant young Jewish scholars like Oscar
Handlin, Daniel Boorstin, or Richard Leopold, who went on to become
major historians, include a stream of defensive reassurances that the can-
didate “has none of the offensive traits which some people associate with
his race,” “is a Jew, though not the kind to which one takes exception,”
or, because a Princeton graduate, “is not of the offensive type [of Jew].”
Catholic historians most frequently taught at institutions specific to their
faith or in seminaries, and the few women who got doctorates were usu-
ally sent on to positions at all-female colleges.® The ideal of a value-free,
dispassionate approach to the past flourished in part because historians at
leading institutions in the United States belonged to a largely uniform so-

ciocultural universe.$

The dominant ideal of historical objectivity did not, however, go un-

challenged in the first half of the twentieth century, even from within this
homogeneous group. Even before World War I, American “Progressive”

historians launched an assault on the ideal of impartial and consensual his-

tory. Most famously, Charles Beard’s provocative An Economic History of
the U.S. Constitution (1913) courted controversy by interpreting the na-

tion’s founding document as a protocapitalist tract whose authors were
seeking to protect their interests as property owners. World War I deliv-

ered conceptual shocks as well, as historians witnessed governments and

the scholars who supported them shaping historical evidence to suit the

agendas of wartime propaganda; that this occurred most egregiously in

Germany dealt a serious blow to the traditional reverence for Teutonic

scholarly standards. Finally, a range of intellectual developments between

the wars, from the advent of the a new area of studies, the sociology of
knowledge, to the “legal realism” of writers like Oliver Wendell Holmes,

to the cumulative impact and growing prestige since the 1880s of cultural

anthropology, all contributed to the growth of a relativistic ethos in the

social sciences and to burgeoning skepticism about the possibility of value-

neutral scholarship.”

5. Ibid., 63-68, 169-75, 491; quotes 172—73.
6. Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling the Truth, 129-30.
7- Ibid., chapter 4; Novick, That Noble Dream, chapters 4~6.
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A more fundamental challenge to the ideal of historical objectivity in
the American profession was brought on by the massive transformation of
academia in the decades after World War I1. The GI Bill, which provided
education benefits for over two million war veterans—its effects ampli-
fied a generation later by the postwar baby boom—created an unprec-
edented demand for higher education and many new jobs for professors.
In the 1930s about 150 history doctorates were awarded annually; by the
late 1960s that number was over a thousand. Meanwhile, membership
in the American Historical Association grew by over 6o percent in the
1950s, then by 9o percent in the 1960s. The ranks of history professors
now included young men (and a few young women) from a much wider
range of social, ethnic and religious backgrounds. In 1957 the chairman
of Yale’s history department fretted that while “the subject of English still
draws [graduate students] from the cultivated, professional, and well-to-do
classes . . . the subject of history seems to appeal on the whole to a lower
social stratum.” The sons of janitors, salesmen, clerks, and mechanics were
applying to study history at the Ivy League, using the profession, he wor-
ried, as a social “elevator.”® Such students made up the midcentury genera-
tions, alert to the experiences of the non-elite, who would revolutionize the
discipline by pioneering such topics and approaches as labor history and
“history from below” (see chapter 1).

While the younger generations of the 1950s through 1970s introduced
perspectives and agendas sharply different from those of their elders, how-
ever, they did not usually question the presumed scientific and objective
nature of historical inquiry. Their work featured different actors and dif-
ferent stories but did not challenge the status of historical facts. While the
more patrician senior faculty pursued the “truths” of political, military, or
diplomatic history, the younger generation countered with another set of
“truths” about labor movements, working-class life, or slavery. As the Cold
War, McCarthyism, the Vietnam War, and the Watergate scandal engulfed
campuses in political turmoil, each side accused the other imposing an
ideological agenda on the past, but each side also believed staunchly in the
reality of its version of what mattered. The conflicts of the 1960s, in sum,
productively destabilized the discipline by introducing sharply differing

8. Novick, That Noble Dream, 362-66, quote p. 366.
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perspectives, but stopped short of mounting a philosophical challenge to
the truth-claims of historical narratives.®

Far more disruptive to the epistemology of the discipline was the arrival
in history departments, starting in the 1970s, of small but vocal minorities
of women and African-American scholars. These groups introduced new
approaches to the past that for the first time demanded that the histo-
rian’s identity be an openly acknowledged component of scholarship. The
number of women in the historical profession had actually declined in the
socially conservative postwar years—from about 20 percent of new doctor-
ates in the 1940s to 12 percent in the r1960s—but “second-wave” femi-
nism, starting in the 1970s, brought them back in even greater numbers;
by the 1980s women accounted for about a third of history dissertations
(in 2008 that proportion stood at 42 percent).!® Unlike left-wing male
colleagues of their generation whose Jewish, Italian, or Irish ethnic identi-
ties bore only implicitly, if at all, on their scholarship—Jewish scholars, for
instance, did not typically work on Jewish history—many female scholars
explicitly connected who they were to what they studied and how they
studied it. Following the lead of feminist social scientists like J. D. Winni-
cott, Eleanor Maccoby, and Carol Gilligan, who portrayed women’s affec-
tive and cogpnitive styles as radically different from those of men, women
scholars who espoused feminism (not all of them did, of course) began to
argue that because of their differing experiences, women could and should
write history differently than their male colleagues. This led some female
historians to acknowledge explicitly their “subjectivity” as women, and
eventually to explore radical new methodologies, including gender theory,
psychoanalysis, and postmodernism.!!

Around the same time, radical African-American scholars started to
make a similar case that the content of historical scholarship could not, and
should not, be separated from the identities and experiences of those who
produced it. The most radical among them challenged the ability of white

9. Ibid., chapter 13.

0. Ibid., 366-67, 491-93. Robert B. Townsend, “The Status of Women and
Minorities in the History Profession, 2008,” Perspectives on History, September
2008. From 1961 to 1980 women made up around 20 percent of faculty hired in
history departments, in subsequent decades 30 tO 35 percent, and from 2000 to
2008, 47 percent.

11. Novick, That Noble Dream, 49 193,
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historians to speak to the experiences of African-American staves and other
historically subjugated people of color. In the early, more militant days of
Black Power movements in the academy, in the 1960s and early 1970s, such
concerns sometimes led to white scholars at conferences on slavery being
booed and shouted down, to black scholars ostentatiously walking out of
white colleagues’ talks, or to demands that black studies programs accept
no nonblack instructors. While much of the tension around the identity
politics of African-American and other minority history eventually abated,
questions about who could credibly and legitimately convey the historical
experience of ethnic and racial minorities left their mark on the profession
and the practice of history.!2

Through the end of the twenticth century, then, the ideal of historical
objectivity in the United States was undermined from within the historical
community: scholars practicing “history from below” insisted that the sto-
ries of the poor mattered as much as, or more than, those of the powerful,
while some historians of women and nonwhites argued that the experience
of marginalized groups was so different as to be incompatible with the
“master narrative.” Only the most radical argued for embracing “subjec-
tivity,” but the more different perspectives on history accumulated, the
harder it became to believe that any historian, however honest and well-
intentioned, could tell the story of the past from a position of Olympian
detachment, untainted by class, gender, racial, national, and other biases.

Current global perspectives have dealt a final blow to the ideals of ear-
lier generations where objectivity is concerned. The very form in which we
write history today, whether from above, below, or the margins, is itself,
we are increasingly aware, the outcome of a historical process that resulted
in Western conventions for recording the past overpowering other tradi-
tions. It is almost impossible nowadays to escape imagining “history” as a
single giant time line into which all of the world’s events, as documented
by written records, can be fitted. But as Daniel Woolf and others have
shown, what is now universally deemed “history” really amounts to a set of
Western codes and practices for remembering and narrating the past, which

12. August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, Black History and the Historical Profes-
sion, 1915-1980 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986), 289-93; Novick, That
Noble Dream, 472—79. From the 1960s to the 2000s the proportion of minority
faculty hired in history departments has stagnated around 1§ percent; Townsend,
“Status of Women and Minorities.”
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Islamic scholar Ibn Khaldiin as a forerunner of sociological history in the
tradition of Giambattista Vico or Charles de Montesquicu.'® While early
modern Europeans acknowledged the written historical traditions of Asian
and Islamic cultures, however, they begrudged a past to societies where his-
tory took other forms. The sixteenth-century historian Garcilaso de la Vega
was unique in that his mestizo heritage allowed him to weave the oral tra-
ditions of his Inca ancestors into his Spanish-language histories of Peru;
most of his predecessors and contemporaries dismissed indigenous accounts
of the past as untrustworthy and “barbarian” because based on oral tradi-
tions.!” Africa, a continent where the written word was much scarcer, was
simply considered a place without history, a view that many clung to well
into the twenteth century. As late as 1963 the eminent British historian
Hugh Trevor-Roper notoriously declared, “Perhaps, in the future, there
will be some African history to teach. But at present there is none, or very
little: there is only the history of the Europeans in Africa. The rest is largely
darkness, like the history of pre-European, pre-Columbian America. And
darkness is not a subject for history.”'® Absent the specific materials for
writing Western-style history, a whole continent’s past could be summarily
dismissed.

Even as Europeans “discovered” and laid claim to far-flung lands, they
devised, by the cighteenth century, the concept of a single, “universal,”
linear history as an umbrella for the previously plural histories of regions,
dynasties, and religions: the concept of capital-H History encouraged a vi-
sion of the past in which societies were more or less advanced on a single
highway to civilization. At the same time, confronted with other modes
of historicity, Western historians sought to codify their own scholarship
more rigorously by contrasting their ways of recovering and describing the
past to the lesser practices of other societies. Thus, while the French histo-
rian Joseph de Guignes (1721-1800) showed a commendable interest in
Middle Eastern and Asian history, he disparaged Chinese historiography
as arid and boring, and “the Arab” as “no more than a chronicler.” Major
figures of the European Enlightenment dismissed pictorial and oral sources
as fatally flawed—conveniently forgetting the reliance of some of their own

16. Woolf, Global History, 127—29, 211-25.

17. Ibid., chapter s.

18. Cited ibid., 16; see also Frederick Cooper, “Africa’s Pasts and Africa’s His-
torians,” Canadian Journal of African Studies 34 (2000): 298-336.
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not in search of evidence of crime and punishment but as an institutional
setting that generates words, and especially narratives. Prosecutors, defen-
dants, and lawyers have always crafted the details of what happened into
a story that will (they hope) prove persuasive to the jury, judge, or other
authorities because it connects with stories and cultural categories with
which the listener is familiar or fits into widespread stereotypes and popu-
lar narratives.

Natalie Davis’s Fiction in the Archives (1987), for instance, a study of
judicial petitions addressed to the king in early modern France by petition-
ers who had committed serious crimes, argues that defendants who sought
royal mercy shaped their accounts of their crimes so that they conformed
with familiar contemporary narratives. In the opening pages of her book,
Davis explains her methodological premise. When she was a student, she
writes, “we were ordinarily taught as scientific historians to peel away the
fictive elements in our documents so as to get at the real facts.”” In her
study, she proposes to do just the opposite, to show how the “fictional”
dimensions of pardon tales, the ways in which they were molded into sto-
ries that echoed other stories, made them effective within their culture.
Petitioners’ tales fell into specific types, including plots and details keyed
to different social classes and settings. A frequent “peasant’s tale,” for in-
stance, takes place at a wedding in which young men from another village
intrude. They bother the women, and one of them defies and maybe slaps
the petitioner, who in a fit of “hot anger” (chaude colle) kills the intruder.
Such stories were effective (a large majority of petitioners were pardoned),
Davis suggests, because the situations and motivations they portrayed cor-
responded to familiar tales of justified anger.2s

Whether in the courtroom or in the press, crime stories have provided
fodder for many classic works of cultural history influenced by postmod-
ernism. Judith Walkowitz’s City of Dreadful Delight, for instance, revolves
around “narratives of sexual danger” in 1880s London.” One such set
of stories has remained famous, the gruesome newspaper accounts of the
crimes of the serial prostitute-killer known as Jack the Ripper. Less well

25. Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers
in Sixteenth-Century France (Stanford, CA: Polity Press, 1987), 3.

26.Ibid., 36—43, sI.

27. Judith Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in
Late-Victorian London (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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known now but equally electrifying at the time were the exposés of child
prostitution penned in 1885 by W. T. Stead, the editor of the popular
Pall Mall Gazette, under the melodramatic title “The Maiden Tribute of
Modern Babylon” (Stead’s accounts frequently alluded to the legend of
the Minotaur, with the journalist as the modern Theseus rescuing young
girls from the monster); the first installment described in lurid detail how
Stead, posing as a customer, negotiated for five pounds the purchase
from her mother of the virginity of a thirteen-year-old working-class girl.
Walkowitz shows how, in order to make the “Maiden Tribute” stories
resonate with his readers, Stead drew upon familiar contemporary genres
such as stage melodrama, gothic romance, pornography, and the writings of
urban social reformers. The book situates Stead’s voyeuristic journalism—
his paper also prominently covered Jack the Ripper—in many overlapping
social contexts: traditions of upper-class male spectatorship, the new ac-
tivities and occupations of women in urban space, the role of feminists in
abetting and addressing these sexual alarms, and much else. At the heart of
the inquiry, however, is this question: why did this particular setting pro-
duce, and respond so strongly to, horrifying accounts of defiled children
and murdered prostitutes? City of Dreadful Delight belongs to a genre
of historical inquiry that is fact-based but organized around fictions, and
whose purpose it is to show why certain stories resonated, and to what ef-
fect, in a given place and time.

Most historical sources, of course, do not come in narrative form: the
storylike nature of a political or judicial speech is a lot easier to grasp than
that of a tax roll, a commercial invoice, or a parish register. But stories
can also lurk behind ostensibly nonnarrative sources: the constitutions of
modern democracies, for instance, all hark back to the story of the “social
contract,” a dramatic tale of how men (but not women) in a hypothetical
state of nature came close to killing each other before deciding that it was
a better idea to survive by inventing laws and government.?® A rigorously
postmodern approach entails the assumption that all documents, even the
most abstract—sets of numbers, for instance—are not windows onto a past
reality but expressions of the mental categories and cultural conventions
of the world that produced them. Prior to the postmodern “moment,”

28. Carole Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1988). Pateman’s classic in feminist political theory “denaturalizes” contrac-
tual theory by highlighting its storied components.
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historians examining a census would use it to establish a country’s popu-
lation, or critique it to show how and why it under- or overrepresented
the numbers, looking to reconstruct the past “reality” beyond the docu-
ments. A postrnodern approach, by contrast, would focus on the census as
a “rext” that reveals assumptions about such things as social categories and
hierarchies, or how people carved up social space, and would consider its
relation to some past demographic reality either irrelevant or unknowable.

The linguistic turn invited historians to think of all of their sources not
as unproblematic reflections of a past reality but as culturally configured
texts: a sixteenth-century map, in this perspective, does not tell you about
the geography of a physical place but about the mental universe of the
cartographers. But the premium that postmodernists placed upon “texts”
and “fictions” (again, in the broad sense) also extended to the writings
of historians themselves: at the same time that they drew attention to the
fictional nature of historical sources, scholars began to attend to the ways
in which historical writing, past and present, is shaped by literary conven-
tions. The most famous proponent of this agenda has been the literary
theorist Hayden White, who gained fame with the 1973 publication of
Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe, and
remained influential through a large corpus of writings about the theory
of history.?

All historical writing, White argues, is a form of fiction-making. He
does not thereby suggest that historians invent documents or sources, but
that at least in the modern Western mode, historical writing invariably
adheres to one of several types of narrative plots drawn from, in the broad-
est sense, literary culture. White does not deny the existence of historical
evidence in the form of facts, but he maintains that for a historical account
to be intelligible those facts have to be organized around a recognizable
plot. (A historian could theoretically choose just to line up information in
chronological order, but that would amount to a “chronicle,” a form that
in contemporary culture is devoid of meaning. }*® Evidence about the past
does not come to us in the form of a story: we impose narrative upon it.
The “facts” of history do not themselves contain interpretive elements;

29. Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-
Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).

30. Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical
Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 42—43.
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they are not like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle waiting to be fitted together.
Rather, the facts are available in what Alun Munslow calls a “pre-jigsawed”
state, and historians shape them so that they can fit a pattern: “Historical
facts do not ordain interpretations,” writes Munslow, “only plot structures
do that.”3!

In Metabistory, White identifies Western culture’s four basic modes of
emplotment as romance, comedy, tragedy, and satire.3? While it is not
usually a conscious choice, historians organize their stories to fit these plot
types: E. P. Thompson, for instance, tells the story of the British Industrial
Revolution as a tragedy in which beleaguered artisans are doomed to ex-
ploitation and poverty; another historian might cast it in the classical mode
of comedy, in which, despite setbacks and misunderstandings, reconcilia-
tion prevails in the end (the standard of living rises for everyone!). Marx-
ist and nationalist historians often write in the mode of romance, which
tells of heroes prevailing in the face of adversity.®® White does not claim
universal valence for these plots: they work for Western historians because
they draw on their culture’s most familiar literary forms.

White argues that this “fictional” dimension of historical writing is the
historian’s most powerful tool, since historians do not share a common
technical language: “The historian’s characteristic instrument of encoda-
tion, communication and exchange is ordinary educated speech.” As a
result, historians must draw on widely accepted forms of figurative lan-
guage to accomplish their goal “of rendering the strange familiar and, of
rendering the mysterious past comprehensible.”* To point to the ways
in which historians fictionalize the past does not mean, White insists, that
we cannot distinguish between good and bad history based on thorough-
ness of research, logical consistency, responsible use of evidence, and the
like. Nor, it bears repeating, does saying that historical writing adheres to

31. Alun Munslow, Deconstructing History (London: Routledge, 1997), 149. See
also Keith Jenkins, On “What Is History?” (London: Routledge, 1995), 134-35.

32. White, Metahistory, 7-30.

33. White does believe that two or more of these plot types can coexist in ten-
sion within the works of historians and, indeed, that this is characteristic of the
greatest among them. White, Trapics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 94.

34. Ibid., 58.

35. Ibid., 94.
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about the physicality of race. If blackness and whiteness are skin colors,
why so many exceptions? Why did nineteenth-century Europeans always
describe light-skinned North Africans as black? Why have there always
been American “blacks” who looked white? Why the one-drop rule? Why
was it a staple of American racial thought that a white woman could give
birth to a black child, but a black woman could not give birth to a white
child? The answers to all of these questions are not biological, of course,
but political, and Fields called for an inquiry into those politics starting
from the premise that “the view that race is a biological fact, a physical
attribute of individuals, is no longer tenable.”

Race, Fields posited, is a form of belief, an ideology that people hold,
often in the face of massive contrary evidence, like those antebellum plant-
ers certain that their slaves were physically incapable of surviving without
their white masters even as they saw many free blacks doing just that.
Fields urges historians to stop looking at race in American history as a
transcendent, metaphysical problem, and attend instead to the specific his-
torical circumstances in which divisions and prejudices took root or were
abetted—most notably the tragic sociopolitical dynamic of Reconstruction.
Although Fields was not drawing on postmodern thinkers, her conclusion
about race is strikingly similar to Scott’s about gender: “Race became the
ideological medium through which people posed and apprehended basic
questions of power and dominance, sovereignty and citizenship, justice and
right.” Race is an ideology, Ficlds argues, but that does not make its con-
sequences any less tragically real: “Once acted upon, a delusion can be as
murderous as a fact.”*?

In historical perspective, then, blackness is in the eye of the beholder;
but so, historians have shown, is whiteness. Untl not long ago it was
common to view whiteness either as a nonrace or as the “default” race
from which others constituted abnormal departures, and to assume that
most white people have always inhabited a single category. Far more com-
plicated stories have emerged from recent research; the experience of the
United States, with its waves of successive European immigrants encoun-
tering African and Native American minorities, has allowed historians to

39. Barbara Fields, “Ideology and Race in American History,” in J. Morgan Kous-
ser and James McPherson, eds., Region, Race and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor
of C. Vann Woodward (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 149.

40. Ibid., 162, 159.
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show that “whiteness” is no more a straightforward physical characteristic
than any other racial label. Two centuries ago Irish workers in Britain and
the United States were represented with dark skin and simian features, and
the whiteness of other immigrant groups in America—TItalians or Jews, for
instance-—was not always taken for granted.*

Workers in industrializing America, as David Roediger argued in an in-
fluential book, invoked their own whiteness as a way of warding off their
fears of dependency. As more and more of them lost their actual indepen-
dence to wage labor in the early nineteenth century, losing their workshops
and entering factories, they constructed an idealized identity as autono-
mous white workers in contrast to the degraded status of black slaves; they
insisted on being called “hired men” instead of “servants,” and adopted for
their employers the term “boss” instead of “master.” Whiteness became
crucial to the identity of carly industrial workers as a way of saying “I am
not a slave,” a psychic compensation for their actual loss of control over
their labor: to be white in the early nineteenth century, Roediger suggests,
was to be “not black,” and for that matter, “not Indian,” in the same way
gender historians posit that men throughout history have been in different
ways “not women.”®? In America, as in any multiethnic society, white-
ness was never a simple or stable category: in the era of mass arrivals from
Europe from the 1840s to the 1920s, the Anglo-Saxon elite viewed them-
selves as at the top of a hierarchy of whitish races that included Teutons,
Celts, Slavs, Hebrews, and others. Only after the spigot of immigration was
turned off in the 1920s did race in America jell into primarily a dichotomy
of “Caucasian” and black.** Qutside of the Western world race has never
taken the form of simple biological binaries either: recent work by African
historians, for instance, has uncovered the complexity of racial categories,
prejudices, and struggles in places like nineteenth-century Egypt and Zan-
zibar, inviting us to move away from the—literally and metaphorically—
black and white categories of Western societies.*

41. Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995).

42. David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the Ameri-
can Working Class, 2nd ed. (1991; New York: Verso, 1999).

43. Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immi-
grants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).

44. See, for instance, Jonathon Glassman, “Slower Than a Massacre: The Mul-
tiple Sources of Racial Thought in Colonial Africa,” American Historical Review
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the base number of cases, the percentage computations seemed to be
faulty, and there was troubling vagueness in the identification of actual
counties where records were consulted.®® On the defensive, Bellesiles piled
up excuses: he had not kept a log of his travels to archives, the yellow le-
gal pads where he noted his findings were destroyed in an office flood,
and in any case, he protested, his argument rested on far more than those
tables. In the end, an outside committee hired by Bellesiles’s own depart-
ment found, after a three-month investigation, evidence of serious profes-
sional violations in the conduct of his research, including outright falsifi-
cation. Within a year Bellesiles resigned his tenured position, his prize was
rescinded, and his publisher discontinued printing the book.

The Bellesiles case caused huge embarrassment—all manner of presses,
reviewers, and academic committees emerged with egg on their faces—and
most professors were chagrined that the outcome played into the hands
of the gun lobby. But once Bellesiles’s guilt in playing fast and loose with
his sources had been established, the case was not especially divisive as
he found no prominent defenders.5! Even less divisive is what many con-
sider the ultimate instance of the dishonestly tendentious manipulation of
sources, Holocaust denial. Historians of modern Germany and others refuse
as a rule to engage in debates with Holocaust deniers both on the moral
grounds that doing so would publicize the deniers’ positions and grant
them spurious legitimacy, and on the intellectual grounds that it would be
a waste of time and energy to go after propositions so far outside the pale
of sound scholarly knowledge: would scientists spend time, they ask, ar-
guing with someone who claims that the earth is flat? A debate of sorts
was forced upon the public in the late 1990s, however, when a prominent
Holocaust denier named David Irving took historian Deborah Lipstadt to
court in London, charging that she had defamed him in a book she wrote
chronicling the history of those who dispute the Final Solution. Irving in
the end lost his suit, but one of the experts called upon for the trial was
Richard Evans, who subsequently wrote a book systematically demolish-
ing Irving’s work. Evans overcame his field’s reluctance to engage with an

60. HofYer, Past Imperfect, 146-51.

61. Jon Wiener, however, argues that Bellesiles was unfairly targeted for “errors
in a tiny portion of the documentation,” and writes that several prominent histo-
rians whom he names agreed with this assessment in phone conversations. Wiener,
Historians in Trouble, 91~93.
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abhorrent thesis to do the hard and dispiriting work of demonstrating that
Irving’s claims were based on research rife with tendentious selections,
misrepresentations of documents, and deliberate omissions.?

It is easy for professional historians and others to unite in their rejection
of the clearly fraudulent manipulation or invention of sources, especially
in the case of Holocaust denial, when dishonesty is put in the service of a
widely reviled agenda. But the lines between tendentiousness, carelessness,
and dishonesty can be a lot harder to draw, as the controversial and wrench-
ing case of a young academic named David Abraham demonstrated in the
mid-1980s.% Abraham, a junior faculty member at Princeton, published a
book in 1981 about the relation between the German business community
and the rise of the Nazis, The Collapse of the Weimar Republic. This special-
ized study presented a rather abstract Marxian argument about systemic
strains on the political economy of Germany in the 1920s and 1930s, but
it was published by a major press and favorably reviewed. The higher ad-
ministration at Princeton declined to award Abraham tenure, despite his
department’s support, but his future on the job market looked good.

Around the time of his tenure denial, however, Abraham became the
target of attacks by two senior historians in his fieid, Henry Turner at Yale
and Gerald Feldman at Berkeley. Abraham had posited the cxistence of
an objective convergence of interests between German big business and
the Nazis; Turner had been laboring for years at his own research, which
argued, roughly speaking, the opposite. Scrutinizing Abraham’s book,
Turner embarked on a campaign of letter-writing to the American Histori-
cal Review and to every major historian in the field in America and Europe,
claiming that Abraham’s arguments were based on fraudulent research, in-
cluding the outright fabrication of nonexistent documents. When Abraham
went on the job market and was invited to interview at leading universities,
Turner’s ally Feldman contacted department heads and deans to warn them
against hiring a scholar who had distorted and invented sources. Many peo-
ple found Turner and Feldman’s tactics objectionable—why not critique
the author in a published review instead of going after him in private let-
ters and calls>—but the campaign worked, as universities wary of courting

62. Richard J. Evans, Lying about Hitler: History, the Holocaust, and the David
Irving Trial (New York: Basic Books, zo01).

63. My account of the Abraham affair is based on Novick, That Noble Dream,
612-21, and Wiener, Historians in Trouble, chapter 5.
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scandal declined to offer Abraham a position. The unfolding saga of alleged
scholarly fraud and nasty academic politics involving some of the nation’s
most prominent universities was widely reported in the national press.

The problem for Abraham was that, as he himself admitted, he had in-
deed been guilty of some rather egregious carelessness; a return visit to the
archives in the wake of the critiques revealed that he had misdated at least
one document, misidentified the author and recipient of a report, and,
most seriously, on several occasions presented as direct quotes from the
sources what were actually his paraphrases, restatements that happened to
support his argument. He called his own errors “inexcusable” but denied
that he had deliberately invented any documents, and offered to correct
the mistakes in a future edition. Abraham’s many defenders agreed that
he had been sloppy in his research but maintained that his errors did not
invalidate his overall argument; some made the point that no historian’s
footnotes would survive the sort of hostile scrutiny Abraham’s had been
subjected to, in his case apparently motivated by a combination of profes-
sional rivairy and ideological animus. In the end Abraham’s foes prevailed:
unable to find a position in history, he changed careers, eventually achiev-
ing success as a law professor. Causing considerable soul-searching and
bitterness, the Abraham case brought up for historians a host of difficult
issues: who should blow the whistle on what they deem to be unacceptable
research, and how should they do it? How many mistakes does it take to
invalidate a body of research? Above all, the case made all but the most
dogmatic believers in the “sovereignty of the sources” ponder what hap-
pens in the process of selecting historical material to construct an original
argument. Short of actual fraud, how can any historian know where and
how to draw the line between interpretation and distortion? What counts
as a legitimate, admirable feat of historical imagination, and at what point
does a historian cross the line?

The most famous modern debate about historical imaginadon, inven-
tion, and their limits took place some twenty-five years ago around a book
written by Natalie Davis, a much admired staple of the historical canon
still widely read and frequently assigned in classes. The Return of Martin
Guerre (1983) is Davis’s account of a legal case that unfolded in deep rural
France in the 1 560s and has the potental to shed light on the lives of early
modemn peasants—in short, a classic microhistory. The story is of an im-
posture, a sixteenth-century identity theft that took place in the village of
Artigat in southwestern France. Martin Guerre and Bertrande de Rols, the
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distorting the record to impose a feminist agenda on the story and tug it
in the direction of a “historical romance.” Her portrait of Bertrande, he
writes, “seems to be far more a product of invention than of historical
reconstruction.”®”

Finlay’s picce was published as half of a forum, with Davis offering in the
same issuc of the journal a lengthy and spirited rebuttal, buttressed by far
more documentary evidence for her arguments than in the original book.t
Both The Return of Martin Guerre and the Finlay-Davis debate raise fasci-
nating historical questions—how, for instance, could somebody’s identity
be ascertained after a lapse of years in a society without mirrors, photo-
graphs, and other trappings of modern selfhood? Would the impostor’s
sexual behavior have given the game away to Bertrande, as Davis believes,
or as Finlay maintains, been irrelevant in an environment where people had
sex mostly clothed, surreptitiously, in dark and freezing rooms? At the core
of the matter, however, the dispute between Davis and Finlay comes down
to their very different perspectives on the role of imagination in history. “In
historical writing,” asks Finlay, “where does reconstruction stop and inven-
tion begin?” In his view, none of Davis’s central points about Bertrande’s
role and the nature of her relationship with Arnaud are in the records, and
therefore she has crossed the line into writing fiction. Yes, he admits, histo-
rians often engage in “perhapses” and “may have beens” when the sources
are missing, but in the end speculation “is supposed to give way before the
sovereignty of the sources, the tribunal of the documents.”® Davis retorts
by describing Finlay’s stance as narrow-minded traditionalism: the suppos-
edly “sovereign” documents don’t say just one thing, she insists. The main
source about the case, the judge Jean de Coras’s account of the trial, leaves
plenty of room for different readings, and hers is but one way of putting
together a complex, many-layered story. When she wrote that her version
was “in part my invention,” she explains, “I opened the gap between what
I hope to accomplish and what the sources could yield with absolute cer-
tainty; by my last page, the reader has had ample encouragement to think
about other ways of making sense of the evidence.” In sum, to Finlay,
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who accuses her of imposing her own preferred story on the sources, Davis
replies that the documents are by nature ambiguous, aliowing for an end-
less range of readings; hers is but one of the many stories the sources can
tell. One historian’s lapse into “fiction” is another one’s act of sympathetic
and responsible imagination.

The controversies surrounding postmodernism have all but disappeared
today in the historical profession. On the one hand, the innovative per-
spectives and methods of the 1980s and 1990s (cultural constructionism,
attention to texts and narratives) have become second nature to most
historians; on the other, few people nowadays want to expend time and
energy fighting over unanswerable questions about whether “the past”
can be proven to have happened. But where questions about objectivity,
invention, and the representation of the past are concerned, the debates of
the last few decades have changed the nature of the discipline. It is impos-
sible to imagine going back to a time when historians imagined that their
task involved bowing down before “the sovereignty of the sources.”
Narrative and imagination are probably more central to history as a
discipline than to any other field of inquiry since, as we have seen, “do-
ing history” consists above all in the creation of compelling, fact-based
stories. The business of researching and writing the past is a paradoxical
onc. On the one hand, historians base their professional identities on me-
ticulous, exhaustive research into the facts of the past; on the other, the
line between terrific history and superior historical fiction can often seem
vanishingly thin. Garrett Mattingly’s The Armada, first published in 1959,
and considered a classic of historical writing, contains many a passage, de-
void of footnotes, such as the following: “When her dwarf cried out from
the window that the duke of Guise was approaching, the queen told him
he was mad to say so, and when her own eyes identified the affable man
on horseback in the midst of his delirious admirers, her lips were drained
of color and her voice choked and trembled.””* How, one may wonder,
is this different from the acclaimed novels of Hilary Mantel, set at the
court of Henry VIII? In one scene from Mantel’s Bring Up the Bodies, a
messenger gives Jane Seymour a love letter and a bag of money from the
married king who is wooing her; Jane returns both to the king’s emissary,
kissing the letter but leaving it unopened. Mantel, who takes pride in her
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