CHAPTER 7

History in a New Millennium

others in pondering the significance of the end of a millennium

and the imminent beginning of another. There was a flurry of con-
ferences and publications about what the world had been like in the year
1000 and a good deal of discussion about why human beings attach so
much meaning to the ends and beginnings of centuries, considering that
the calendar is basically an arbitrary human device for marking the pas-
sage of time. The fact that this debate spanned the globe reflected one pro-
found historical change that made the world of 2000 very different from
that of the year 1000: as a result of the spread of European civilization, a
calendar originally rooted in the beliefs of the Christian religion had
become the common framework for the dating of events for almost all of
humanity. In the year 1000, and for many centuries thereafter, this would
not have been the case: at that time, the Mayans and Aztecs in Central
America, the inhabitants of the Muslim world, and the populations of the
Chinese Empire all counted the years according to entirely different sys-
tems. The kind of universal calendar posited by the philosopher Paul
Ricoeur as one of the necessary conditions for the recognition of historical
narratives as distinct from other kinds of stories did not yet exist.

! s the year 2000 approached, historians joined journalists and

A Historical Controversy to End the Millennium

From the point of view of historians in the Western world, the year
2000 was marked particularly by an unusual public courtroom case in
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which the issue of whether the methods of professional historical
scholarship are in fact adequate to establish the truth about the past
became a central issue. Judges are rarely called upon to decide contro-
versies about historical claims, but this was an exception. The trial cen-
tered around the question of the historical evidence for the occurrence
of the Holocaust. Even as documented evidence of the magnitude of
the effort to exterminate the Jews of Europe has mounted over the de-
cades, a determined band of neo-Nazi sympathizers has persistently
tried to minimize or deny altogether the crimes committed by Hitler
and his followers. To justify their efforts, Holocaust negationists have
revived skeptical arguments about the unreliability of eyewitnesses
that were used in the nineteenth century by the author of Historic
Doubts Relative to Napoleon Buonaparte, and they have sometimes
seized on the assertions about the impossibility of achieving absolute
truth in history put forward by postmodernist historical theorists such
as Hayden White. The coded language used by the Nazis themselves in
documents concerning “the Final Solution” has served the negation-
ists’ purposes as well: few of these sources explicitly describe what hap-
pened at Auschwitz. In effect, one characteristic of genocidal episodes
is that their perpetrators, if they are successful, are in a position to
cover up or deny their actions, as the Turkish government has done for
nearly a century with regard to the massacre of its Armenian popula-
tion in 1915. As one scholar has pointed out, what is unusual about the
Nazi Holocaust is not that some people try to deny that it happened,
but that so many acknowledge that it did take place.’

Even before the David Irving trial in 2000, the debate about the
status of historical knowledge launched by Hayden White in the early
1970s and the highly politicized “history wars” controversies of the ear-
lier part of the 1990s had lost much of their energy. During the 1990s, a
number of historians proposed middle positions between a sweeping
postmodern rejection of the whole notion of historical truth and an
indefensible positivist assumption that the facts about the past, if
properly regarded, would speak for themselves. In a jointly written
volume, Telling the Truth about History (1994), Joyce Appleby, Lynn
Hunt, and Margaret Jacob outlined a position that they called “prac-
tical realism” and “qualified objectivity,” meant to counter what they
saw as the exaggerated skepticism about the possibility of achieving
genuine knowledge of the past. Absolutely valid conclusions might be
beyond the reach of the historian, they conceded, but this did not mean
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that any story about the past was as good as any other. Documents and
other forms of evidence “constrain those who seek to find out what
once took place,” they insisted, as did the necessity for historians to
follow rules of interpretation shared by their professional community.
They did not deny that historians have to reconstruct the past through
language, but they argued that language itself is a human invention
generated by “contact with the world.™

In 1997, Richard J. Evans made a stronger defense of the notion
that historical research can produce demonstrably true conclusions.
“Objective history in the last analysis is history that is researched and
written within the limits placed on the historical imagination by the
facts of history and the sources which reveal them, and by the histori-
an’s desire to produce a true, fair, and adequate account of the subject
under consideration,” he wrote in the conclusion to his 1997 book,
In Defense of History. Evans, writing before the Irving trial, at which
he appeared as an expert witness for the defense, already cited the
Holocaust as one issue on which historians could not afford to accept
postmodernist positions about the impossibility of arriving at objec-
tive conclusions about the past. He undoubtedly spoke for most prac-
ticing academic historians when he wrote that “history is an empirical
discipline, and it is concerned with the content of knowledge rather
than its nature.” In 1998, perhaps sensing that the tide was turning
against postmodernist positions, Keith Jenkins, one of Hayden White’s
leading disciples, responded by proposing to simply “wave goodbye to
history.” “There is no reason why . . . postmodernism need drag moder-
nity’s very particular and peculiar habits of historicizing time with it,” he
contended.*

The 2000 trial reaffirmed most historians’ conviction that the
search for historical truth was too important to be abandoned, as
Jenkins proposed. The trial resulted from a lawsuit brought by a British
author, David Irving, who had built up a certain reputation as a popu-
lar historian of the Hitler era, against an American university profes-
sor, Deborah Lipstadt. Irving claimed that Lipstadt had libeled him
by labeling him a Holocaust denier in her 1993 book, Denying the
Holocaust: The Growing Assault on Truth and Memory. In her book,
Lipstadt had argued that postmodernists, by making it “difficult to talk
about the objective truth of a text, legal concept, or even an event,” were
opening the way to distortions of the past’ Lipstadt had also specifi-
cally identified Irving as an author who pretended to be an objective
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scholar while in fact putting forward timeworn negationist arguments.
In response to Irving’s libel suit, Lipstadt and her publisher assembled
a defense team that included many of the leading experts on the history
of the Holocaust. On the witness stand and in the lengthy written doc-
uments they submitted, these historians showed exactly how scholars
interpret historical evidence and demonstrated that it proved the truth
of claims Irving had disputed. The trial, which brought out Irving’s
long-standing association with unsavory neo-Nazi groups, ended with
a resounding judgment in favor of Lipstadt: the court came down
firmly in support of the proposition that the procedures of historical
scholarship could establish dependable knowledge about the past.®
After decades of dispute among themselves and in various public forums,
academic historians breathed a sigh of relief at knowing that they had
successfully convinced a respected judge to rule that their professional
methods could produce convincing accounts of past events.

Testimony at the Irving trial showed that Irving hardly deserved to
be considered a historian. Several other widely publicized scandals in
the early 2000s showed that even well-regarded members of the profes-
sion had violated its ethical rules. Among the cases that received such
publicity in recent decades was that of Michael Bellesiles, accused of
inaccurately describing or possibly inventing data to support his argu-
ment about the historical origins of the Second Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution. Bellesiles’s book was withdrawn by its publisher and he
lost his academic position. Two prominent popular historians, Stephen
Ambrose and Doris Kearns Goodwin, were blamed for plagiarism—
copying passages from other historians’ work without giving them
proper credit. Another popular historian, Joseph Ellis, who also holds
an academic position, ran into trouble for telling invented stories about
his personal past to his students: he falsely claimed, for example, to
have served in the U.S. military during the Vietnam War. To outsiders,
such outrage among historians about what may seem like minor sins—
the presence or absence of quotation marks around a sentence, for
instance—may seem excessive. To most professional historians, how-
ever, misrepresentation of sources and plagiarism are grave matters.
Despite the peer review system, the edifice of scholarly research de-
pends heavily on the integrity of its practitioners. If violators are not
severely chastised, our discipline’s claim to produce reliable knowledge
about the past will be undermined, and all historians will be affected.
The strong response among historians to these ethical lapses was an
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affirmation of their shared belief that members of the profession have
an obligation to follow its guidelines.

The verdict in the Irving trial reassured historians that postmod-
ern critiques had not in fact undermined their discipline’s ability to
establish certain truths about the past, and methodological disputes
shifted to other areas. The idea that humankind might have reached
“the end of history,” as Francis Fukuyama had predicted after 1989,
soon gave way to questions about how history should be written in the
face of the new conflicts and crises that beset the world after the turn of
the millennium. The spectacular terrorist attack on the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, the steady rise of China
as an economic and military power, the world economic crisis of 2008,
and the “Arab Spring” of 2011 and its violent aftermath all demon-
strated that there was still no worldwide consensus on Western-style
democracy and capitalism. The election of an African American presi-
dent in the United States in 2008 and the rapidly developing movement
for gay rights, on the other hand, showed that democracy itself was still
capable of producing historical surprises. Increasing concern about the
global effects of climate change led some historians, such as Dipesh
Chakrabarty, to argue that, far from having reached a stable state,
humanity had plunged the planet into an entirely new and dangerous
“Anthropocene Epoch,” in which human activity has come to be the
dominant influence on the environment, and that historians needed to
react by focusing on this problem, even if it means turning away from
issues such as the legacy of colonialism. Chakrabarty has called for
scholarship that would “put global histories of capital in conversation
with the species history of humans.™

History in the Internet Era

The most significant historiographical developments in the years since
2000 have not been shifts in the balance between the various forms
of history, but rather a new awareness of the importance of changes in
the ways in which historical knowledge is communicated. No new
methodological approach to historical research has as much impact on
history in the past two decades as the development of the Internet.
Many of the liveliest historiographical debates of recent years have had
to do not with history as it is recorded in books and scholarly articles,
but with the status of history on film, the representation of the past in
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museums, and the potentialities of other media, such as interactive
video games, for changing the way we understand the past. Together,
these developments are changing every aspect of history: methods of
research, ways of teaching, and the connection between historical
specialists and the general public.

The rapidity with which the availability of personal computers and
the growth of the Internet have transformed historians’ practices is
undoubtedly difficult to appreciate for those who have grown up, like
today’s students, surrounded by digital devices. Scholars of my own
generation, who began our careers taking notes on index cards, writing
on typewriters, and communicating via letters, are more conscious of
having lived through a continuous process of change, one that shows
no sign of slowing down. The possibility of communication from one
computer to another began to change historians’ worlds toward the
end of the 1980s, with the development of email. Suddenly, it was pos-
sible to exchange ideas with distant colleagues in “real time,” instead of
relying on the postal service. The possibility of sending the same mes-
sage instantly to many people led to the creation of discussion lists for
scholars with common interests. Today, H-Net, based at Michigan
State University, maintains over a hundred such lists for historians in
different fields, some of which have thousands of subscribers. On them,
participants can share new ideas with colleagues, announce publica-
tions, organize conferences, and post questions in the hope that some-
one else on the list will know the answer. (www.h-net.org/) Many
historians’ lists post and archive book reviews; H-France, the list for
French historians, goes further by organizing “forums” with multiple
reviews of particularly important new publications, reviewing films of
historical interest, and even posting podcasts of sessions at professional
conferences (www.h-france.net/).?

Over the course of the 1990s, the Internet became steadily more
versatile and more and more important in the lives of historians. In
1993, the World Wide Web, previously accessible only to a small number
of scientists, was opened to the general public. Scholars soon realized
that it was now possible to post source documents online, where they
could be accessed by anyone else with a computer connection. By
bringing together documents from different locations, websites can
even create “archives” that do not exist outside of cyberspace. One ex-
ample is the “Papers of the War Department” virtual archive: as its
creators explain, the files of the U.S. War Department for its early years
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were destroyed in a fire in 1800. By bringing together 55,000 documents
scattered in libraries and archives all over the country, this website
strives to recreate an equivalent for this lost body of sources (http://
wardepartmentpapers.org/). Early websites could only store text files,
not images, and it took the development of web browsers to make it
possible to find information easily. Other developments have followed
in a steady cascade, so that today it is easily possible to access not only
textual documents and images but also sound recordings and video
clips, integrate them into a single presentation, and share the results
with an audience all over the world. It is also now possible, thanks to
the development of the “smartphone,” to access information anywhere
and at any time. Increased access to online information raises prob-
lems and also creates new possibilities. Plagiarism, for example, can
now be accomplished by simply copying and pasting text found on
line, although sophisticated search programs also make it easier for
teachers to detect. Teachers giving examinations now have to ask them-
selves whether they can really be sure that students are not able to
access information from outside.

Computers and the Internet have already changed every aspect of
how historians do their work, and there is no doubt that even more
changes lie ahead of us. Compiling a bibliography on a research topic
used to mean hours of paging through printed subject indexes; now it
means plugging a few keywords into a search engine. Many of the rare
books that historians could only find in major research libraries can
now be accessed online and read in the convenience of one’s favorite
armchair. Historians used to take notes on small index cards. Cards
could be easily sorted by subject when one was ready to start writing,
but they were hard to carry around and difficult to duplicate. Now, the
smart historical researcher uses a note-taking program and stores the
results in the “cloud,” where they can be accessed on multiple devices.
Research notes and drafts of writing can easily be shared with collabo-
rators, making joint projects much more feasible than they used to be.
Some older historians still find it easier to write first drafts by hand, but
with the arrival of a new generation of students who did not learn cur-
sive handwriting as children, almost all historical writing is now done
directly on computers.

The scholarly journals in which academic historians publish their
specialized research still exist, but many of the smaller ones have al-
ready stopped publishing on paper and appear only in online form. This
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has made the experience of reading articles different from what it used
to be. Nowadays, most readers go directly to specific items that interest
them,; they no longer flip through a whole issue or volume of a journal,
perhaps stopping to read something they hadn’t originally been looking
for. Computerized indexing makes it easier to find scattered articles on
one’s specific topic in many different journals, but when they are read
piecemeal in this fashion, periodicals no longer function to create schol-
arly communities of readers with shared interests. Monographs, too, are
increasingly available as “e-books” rather than in physical form.
Although the Internet has the potential to make research more accessi-
ble, these changes raise serious questions about how the costly processes
of peer review and editing can be financed if journals can no longer
depend on income from subscriptions and publishers can no longer
count on selling substantial numbers of their titles.

Computers and the Internet are transforming history teaching just
as rapidly as they are changing research and publication. It is the rare
history teacher who heads to class nowadays without a PowerPoint pre-
sentation; the old days of putting up a lecture outline on a chalkboard
are gone, along with the chalk. With the development of online courses
and “flipped” classrooms, even the notion of “heading to class” is being
transformed. Students expect class information, assignments, and
grades to be posted online, and when they are given research exercises,
they automatically look for information on the Web rather than in the
library. In classrooms equipped with screens, instructors can tap into a
vast range of materials and integrate them directly into discussions.
Like instructors in other disciplines, historians are experimenting with
various kinds of online teaching methods. Lectures may be recorded as
podcasts, so that students can listen to them at their own convenience,
and in-person discussion classes may be augmented with or even re-
placed by online “chat” sessions. Faculty anxiously speculate about
whether their courses will be replaced by MOOCs, “massive open
online courses” transmitted over the Internet. Such courses might
allow students from many campuses to learn about subjects not offered
at their own schools, but they also raise the prospect of a world in
which one star professor becomes the only authority on subjects
such as the French Revolution or the Meiji Restoration, with students
turning in essays to be graded by poorly paid adjuncts or even by com-
puters. Like colleagues in other humanities fields, most historians con-
tinue to believe that there is something irreplaceable about the direct
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contact between teacher and students that occurs in the traditional
classroom. In a world in which students can easily surf the Web during
classes, however, instructors must find creative ways to keep them
actively engaged.

Although history instructors do worry about losing students’ at-
tention in class, the teaching resources available on the Internet are too
valuable to be ignored. The ubiquitous, “crowd-sourced” Wikipedia
has largely replaced printed reference works; professors have come to
rely on it as heavily as students, and comparisons with traditional en-
cyclopedias show that it is generally at least as reliable, although its bias
in favor of “the conventional and accepted wisdom on a topic” means
that it often fails to reflect new research findings.”® Students can be as-
signed to use the sources posted online on sites such as “Valley of the
Shadow,” a trove of information on the Civil War created by Edward
Ayers and his collaborators that includes letters and diaries, newspaper
articles, data from census and tax records, maps, and images, as well as
avariety of tools for manipulating the data (www.valley.lib.virginia.edu).
The Center for History and New Media at George Mason University in
Virginia has been a pioneer in exploring the possibilities of Web-based
teaching and research. Founded in 1994, its purpose is to use “digital
media and computer technology to democratize history—to incorpo-
rate multiple voices, reach diverse audiences, and encourage popular
participation in presenting and preserving the past.” The Center, whose
website receives 20 million visitors a year, has created online resources
of its own and also gives users links to other sites and online resources
(www.chnm.gmu.edu). Major research libraries and history museums
have created their own online libraries and archives. Among those fre-
quently used by students, teachers, and scholars are the Library of
Congress’s “American Memory” website, which offers direct access to
such resources as the George Washington papers and “Voices from the
Days of Slavery,” audio interviews with former slaves conducted in the
twentieth century (memory.loc.gov), and the site of the U.S. Holocaust
Memorial Museum (www.ushmm.org).

In Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, and Presenting
the Past on the Web (2005), Daniel ]J. Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, two
of the creators of the Center for History and New Media, list the advan-
tages of the Web as “accessibility, flexibility, diversity, manipulability,
interactivity, and hypertextuality (or nonlinearity).” Capacity is the
ability to store enormous amounts of data cheaply. By flexibility, the
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authors mean possibilities such as linking together various kinds of
information about documents posted online. The Web has made it pos-
sible for many more people to contribute to historical discussions; as
they note, “the number of authors of history web pages is likely greater
than the number of authors of history books,” and no special creden-
tials are required to create a webpage. The Web facilitates new ways of
using or manipulating historical data, such as word searches, and
hypertextuality, the capability of “moving through narratives or data
in undirected and multiple ways” and providing links that allow users
to explore alternative possibilities, theoretically enabling historians to
approach the past in entirely new ways."

History has benefitted greatly from the new capabilities created by
computers and the Internet. More people have more access to more
historical information than ever before. Nevertheless, there are also
some costs associated with the discipline’s entry into this brave new
world. At the same time as the Web facilitates the work of professional
historians, it also has the potential to undermine the elaborate system
of assessment and peer review on which academic historical scholar-
ship has depended since the time of Ranke. Identifying herself as a
“neo-Luddite,” a critic of radical change, Gertrude Himmelfarb warned
in 1996 that “the Internet does not distinguish between the true and the
false, the important and the trivial, the enduring and the ephemeral . ..
Every source appearing on the screen has the same weight and credibil-
ity as every other; no authority is ‘privileged’ over any other.”™ Another
scholar who compared her own work with sources about her subject
available on the Web noted that “professional historians . . . write his-
tory that contributes to a larger body of knowledge. Each article and
monograph must clarify how it adds to the developing narrative pat-
terns. By contrast, amateur historians write about isolated topics” and
do not feel obliged to acknowledge other perspectives on their subject.?
Sometimes, materials posted on the Web as historical are not only
lacking in context but also completely false or misleading. Negationist
groups that deny the reality of the Holocaust, for example, have created
numerous webpages, and historians teaching the subject must warn
students against making uncritical use of such materials, which may
not be immediately recognizable as neo-Nazi propaganda.

Another concern about online historical materials is that of access.
Electronic versions of scholarly journals and many invaluable data
bases, such as the Readex “Early American Newspapers” collection,
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require expensive subscriptions. In practice, many of these materials
are only available to users affiliated with major research universities,
creating a two-class system in which some students and scholars have
research opportunities from which others are shut out.

Whatever the pros and cons of the move to the Internet may be,
however, there is no doubt that its existence has already changed
historical practices in fundamental ways. Historians are notoriously
bad at predicting the future, and it is difficult to guess which of the in-
novations of the past two decades will turn out to be the most signifi-
cant. It is certain, however, that the historians of the future will
research, communicate their findings, and teach in very different ways
from their predecessors and that these changes in practices are bound
to have an influence on the ways we understand the past.

History beyond the Printed Page

The development of the Internet has changed history in many ways.
Nevertheless, the majority of the material about history available on
the Web is still presented in the form of text, and it is by no means cer-
tain that Internet users looking for historical information have really
abandoned the habit of reading in a linear fashion for the eager pursuit
of hyperlinks. One of the major developments in history at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, however, is the increasing prominence
of nontextual representations of the past. Historical museums, histori-
cal films, graphic art, and even video games with historical settings are
now being taken seriously as ways of communicating knowledge about
the past and not merely as forms of amusement. As the historiographi-
cal debates that dominated discussions of written history from the
1970s to the 1990s have petered out, some of the energy that fueled them
has migrated to thinking about nontextual forms of history.

Robert Rosenstone’s exploration of the theoretical issues raised by
the presentation of history through film are often relevant to these
other media as well. What Rosenstone says about visual representa-
tions of history, in film and on television, namely that “to leave them
out of the equation when we think of the meaning of the past is to
condemn ourselves to ignore the way a huge segment of the population
has come to understand the events and people that comprise history,”
certainly applies as well to museums and video games. So does his
insistence that other media cannot be evaluated in the same way as
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traditional printed texts. History on film, he argues, must be judged on
its own terms. “This visual form of historical thinking should not and
cannot be judged by the criteria we apply to the history that is pro-
duced on the page™ Taking film versions of history seriously,
Rosenstone recognizes, represents a major change in thinking for aca-
demic historians. He likes to quote a letter written in 1935 by a distin-
guished university professor of history to the president of the
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer film company, complaining about the histori-
cal inaccuracies in its productions and urging that “no picture of a his-
torical nature ought to be offered to the public until a reputable
historian has had a chance to criticize and revise it.”

In Rosenstone’s view, this type of criticism, still common among
scholars, is misguided, and literal accuracy cannot be the principal cri-
terion for evaluating historical films. “The camera’s need to fill out the
specifics of a particular historical scene, or to create a coherent (and
moving) visual sequence, will always ensure large doses of invention in
the historical film,” he writes. “All films will include fictional people or
invented elements of character.” Incidents also have to be invented, “to
keep the story moving, to maintain intensity of feeling, to simplify
complexity of events into plausible dramatic structure that will fit
within filmic time constraints.” Summing up his argument, he con-
cludes that “on the screen, history must be fictional in order to be
true!™® Nevertheless, he insists, not only can history be represented on
film, but also film can communicate some aspects of the past in ways
that prose cannot. “This new historical past on film is potentially much
more complex than any written text, for on the screen, several things
can occur simultaneously—image, sound, language, even text—
elements that support and work against each other to render a realm of
meaning as different from written history as written was from oral his-
tory,” Rosenstone argues. History on film is “so different that it allows
us to speculate that the visual media may represent a major shift in
consciousness about how we think about the past.”” Not surprisingly,
Rosenstone identifies himself as a postmodernist historian, often citing
the arguments of Hayden White. Indeed, in the context of discussions
of film, White’s emphasis on the underlying narrative structures in his-
torical accounts has a plausibility that is not always so evident with
respect to written texts.

Rosenstone’s essays have done much to make historians take film
seriously as a medium for the communication of knowledge about
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the past, but his eagerness to embrace even movies that flagrantly
contradict established facts as “historical” bothers many scholars.
Directors of recent blockbuster films such as Steven Spielberg’s
“Lincoln” (2012) and Ava Duvernay’s “Selma” (2014), both of which
won major awards, have defended their decisions to alter certain his-
torical episodes to heighten their stories’ intensity or to emphasize
what they regard as the essence of the past. Natalie Davis, who served
as historical advisor in the making of a highly regarded film about life
in sixteenth-century France, “The Return of Martin Guerre,” has
argued that filmmakers should help viewers understand the difficulties
of depicting the truth about the past, rather than simply creating nar-
ratives that seem to be beyond contestation. “Films can do much more
to pose questions to their viewers about history-making and history-
knowing” she writes. She suggests several ways in which filmmakers
can let their audiences understand what sources they have drawn on,
what liberties they may have taken with them, and what alternative
ways of interpreting the stories they tell exist, without interrupting the
flow of their story or putting a solemn “talking head” on screen to
bestow an official seal of historical approval.*

Presentations of history on television share some characteristics
with historical films, but there are significant differences between the
two media as well. Documentary television miniseries, shown in epi-
sodes, can be much longer and comprehensive than films meant to be
shown in theaters, and there are some techniques, such as the zeroing
in on details of still photographs and the presentation of commentaries
by scholars, that are frequent on television but rarely used in films.
Film scholar Pierre Sorlin has written that the “fixedness” of photo-
graphs “and the time necessary to fully explore them are at odds with
the permanent mobility characteristic of moving pictures.™ Few pro-
fessional historians have had anything positive to say about the ubiqui-
tous History Channel, sometimes derided as the “Hitler Channel”
because of its endless reruns of old documentaries on World War IL
Nevertheless, its programs are undoubtedly one of the main ways in
which general audiences and especially young Americans now encoun-
ter stories about the past.

Two dominant figures in the presentation of serious history on
television in recent decades are the American documentary-maker
Ken Burns and the transatlantic historian and media personality
Simon Schama. Burns’s ten-hour series on the Civil War, aired on
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public television in 1990, was an enormous success: the first two
episodes alone attracted 23 million viewers. His subsequent projects,
including “Baseball” and “Jazz,” led one academic scholar to call Burns
“the most famous historian in the country.” Burns has enlisted profes-
sors to help in planning his projects and has featured them, along with
prominent popular historians such as David McCullough and Shelby
Foote, on the screen, but he is not intimidated by their authority. He
told one interviewer that he was proud of his role in “breaking the
stranglehold the academicians exercised over this discipline for the last
hundred years.” The impact of his projects has been amplified by the
sale of books and DVDs of his productions, and his concern with
reaching a broad audience has led him to speak in the language of com-
mercial marketing. An academic who worked as an advisor on one of
Burns’s projects remembered being put off by “the presence of high-
velocity words like agony and horror and gargantuan and fantastic and
colossal” in the script, although he was impressed by the emotional
force of the final result.>®

Unlike Burns, Simon Schama is a professional scholar who has
held positions at Harvard and Columbia University. From an early
stage in his career, however, Schama has been interested in testing the
limits of academic history and reaching out to broader audiences.
Whereas other historians, in the wake of Hayden White’s challenge,
debated whether history shared the characteristics of fiction, in 1991
Schama produced a book, Dead Certainties (Unwarranted Specula-
tions), in which he deliberately introduced made-up dialogue and inci-
dents into his reconstruction of the past.” This particular venture was
not well received by Schama’s academic peers, but he has been more
successful as the narrator of a number of television documentaries, in-
cluding “A History of Britain” in 2000 and “The Story of the Jews,”
aired in 2014, while also authoring a number of successtul books. Like
Burns, Schama has been criticized for oversimplifying complex histor-
ical issues; like Burns also, he has unquestionably succeeded in bring-
ing the past to life for audiences of a size that ordinary scholars can
never hope to reach. Schama makes no secret of the fact that his pro-
grams convey a highly personal view of his subjects: unlike Burns, he
appears on screen in his documentaries, and in the first episode of his
series on Jewish history, he is shown presiding over his own Passover
Seder. As one critic has written, although Schama has certainly dem-
onstrated the potential of television for creating public interest in
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history, he and other program hosts have also made themselves into
“culturally- and economically-constructed human commodities” who
are “famous for their fame as much as for their profession.™* Like
David Hume in the 1700s, Schama’s success has made him “opulent,”
but it also raises questions about when considerations of marketing can
begin to overwhelm other issues in the presentation of the past.

The historical museum is another medium for the representation of
the past that has increasingly become a focus of historiographical de-
bates. If films give viewers the impression of watching past events unfold
before their eyes, museums give them the opportunity to view objects
that embody the past. In their most traditional form, historical muse-
ums may simply put these objects on display, with identifying labels,
and leave it to visitors to decide for themselves what meaning they
convey. For many years, for example, the Smithsonian Museum of
American History in Washington, D.C., exhibited gowns owned by
presidents’ wives in its First Ladies exhibit, telling viewers only the year
in which each dress had been made and who wore it. Increasingly, how-
ever, museum curators have seen it as their function to integrate their
museum’s treasures into meaningful historical narratives. In its current
arrangement, the Smithsonian First Ladies exhibition informs visitors
about the ways in which each of these women influenced public life
during her husband’s administration; it also comments on how changes
in women’s clothing have reflected changing styles of art and design.

Because they are usually public institutions, museums are often at
the center of conflicts about how controversial aspects of the past
should be represented, as the highly politicized dispute over the Air
and Space Museum’s Hiroshima exhibition in 1994 shows. Sometimes
these are arguments between museum professionals who want to
convey the findings of academic scholarship to the public and interest
groups defending their particular vision of the past, but sometimes
they are clashes between rival groups of experts. Museum curators, for
example, are divided about whether historical museums should feature
exhibits that try to reconstruct whole environments from the past,
such as pioneer cabins, even if this means mixing authentic artifacts
from the past with modern replicas, or whether they should display
only historic objects, emphasizing that the incompleteness of the
historical record is part of its “pastness” and challenging viewers to use
their imaginations to fill in the missing context. Despite controversies
such as that over the Hiroshima exhibit, museums in Western
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countries have become more willing to present visitors with alternative
interpretations of the past; indeed, one criticism of the Smithsonian’s
Museum of American History is that it offers so many conflicting
perspectives on the past that visitors have a hard time extracting any
coherent message at all from the exhibits. Elsewhere, however, museum
exhibits often insist on guiding viewers to conclusions that clearly serve
political purposes, even if those purposes have changed over time. In
China, where the main historical museums in the capital city of Beijing
have been redesigned numerous times to coincide with shifting politi-
cal winds since the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, the one constant,
according to a Western scholar, has been the insistence that each ver-
sion presents “the one and true account of China’s modern past.”™

A major milestone in the design of historical museums was the
creation of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, also located in
Washington, which opened to the public in 1993. Historians’ under-
standing of the complexities involved in museum and exhibit design
has been greatly advanced by Edward Linenthal’s Preserving Memory:
The Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust Museum (2001), a detailed
account of the many questions that had to be addressed in the institu-
tion’s creation. As Linenthal shows, every decision, from the location of
the museum just off the Washington Mall, the center of American his-
torical memory, to the design of the building and the choice of which
objects and photographs should be on display, had consequences for
the way in which visitors experience the story of the Holocaust. As Pre-
serving Memory demonstrates, the design of the museum involved
many people other than professional historians. Architects, curators,
and exhibition specialists, politicians and representatives of various in-
terest groups, and above all, Holocaust survivors, represented by Elie
Wiesel, among others, had their own points of view and concerns that
had to be taken into account. The museum exhibit that viewers see is
the result of long and involved debates that brought profound historio-
graphical issues to the surface.

The Holocaust Museum has some unique features, but the issues
raised in Linenthal’s book are also pertinent to other historical muse-
ums, many of which have also been the subject of major controversies.
Museums devoted to Native American history and culture have been
major sites of contestation in recent decades. “Museums can be very
painful sites for Native peoples, as they are intimately tied to the colo-
nization process,” one recent scholar has written.>* Sometimes created
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more than a century ago by whites who wanted to preserve the memory
of what they regarded as a “vanishing race,” such museums now seek to
play a positive role in communicating the fact that Native Americans
are very much a part of present-day American life. Older exhibits that
included human remains have disappeared, and Native American
groups have been given a much greater role in drafting text for displays.
At the same time, however, to attract visitors, these museums feel pres-
sure to offer displays that may reflect older stereotypes about Indians,
even if they try to educate viewers on their significance as seen by the
people who created them.

Native Americans are certainly not the only group for whom his-
torical museums have become an important way of preserving and
communicating their own past, both as a way of defining a group iden-
tity and as a way of claiming a place in larger national historical narra-
tives. Almost every American city has at least one “house museum,”
often located in the former home of a historically significant resident.
The Rhode Island Historical Society’s Museum of Work and Culture in
Woonsocket, Rhode Island, stands out for its presentation of the expe-
riences of the region’s factory workers, most of them French-speaking
immigrants from the Canadian province of Quebec, in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At a time when labor and
social history has been somewhat in eclipse in academic scholarship,
this museum, like the more ambitious People’s History Museum in
Manchester, England, has tried to counter this trend. Another example
of a historical museum that serves as a show-window for a group whose
experiences have received little scholarly attention is the U.S. Army
Women’s Museum in Fort Lee, Virginia, which combines a traditional
museum function—the memorialization of military service to the
country—with an innovative focus on gender as it traces the participa-
tion of women in the American military, from the cases of soldiers who
concealed their sex to serve in the Revolutionary War and the Civil
War through the history of the Army Women’s Corps in the early
twentieth century and the progressive integration of women into the
army in more recent decades. Like many historical museums dedicated
to rarely studied groups, the Army Women’s Museum has become a
depository for artifacts and documents, most of them donated by
former women soldiers, and it encourages scholars to make use of its
resources.
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Visitors come to the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum expecting
a serious educational experience, and specialized museums such as the
Museum of Work and Culture and the Army Women’s Museum make
no secret of their pedagogical intentions. Historical theme parks that
mix entertainment with information raise other questions, especially if
they are run as money-making enterprises. In the United States, one of
the most important of these theme parks is Colonial Williamsburg,
which occupies an entire district of Williamsburg, Virginia, and is
vital to the city’s economy. Originally established in the 1930s by John
D. Rockefeller Jr., a millionaire with a passion for historical preserva-
tion, Colonial Williamsburg at first openly celebrated the values of
Virginia’s eighteenth-century planter elite. Originally, the exhibits said
nothing about the slaves who had made up half of the city’s population
in that era. In the Cold War years, its supporters saw Colonial
Williamsburg as a way of teaching visitors patriotic values. In the 1970s,
“slavery was discovered at Williamsburg,” as one scholar has put it, and
the presentation of the past offered to visitors was changed, but only up
to a point: “Slave culture was one thing, slave revolts were another.” In
more recent years, Colonial Williamsburg has tried to make its treat-
ment of slavery more comprehensive, but these efforts have often en-
countered obstacles. A reenactment of a slave auction set off protests,
and scenes in which actors playing slaves are mistreated sometimes
provoke visitors to interfere. The museum has not always been able to
find black actors willing to perform the roles of slaves. “You interview
people, and they’ll say: ‘T just can’t do it. [ can’t put on that costume,”
a museum official told a reporter in 2013.2¢

Whereas historical films and historical museums have been
around for some time, video games with historical settings are a more
recent development. As in the case of film, postmodernism has made it
easier for some scholars to envisage this medium as a way of commu-
nicating certain truths about history. Just as Robert Rosenstone has
argued that filmmakers necessarily have to take certain liberties with
the past to produce representations that work as films, enthusiasts for
historical games have emphasized that games do have to be fun to play
if they are going to succeed and that the historical accuracy of their
settings and narrative structure may take second place to engaging
their users. The most important historical lesson that games can play,
according to their advocates, is “the potential to understand history as
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a process.” As one of their supporters puts it, “by constructing a virtual
past and granting the player agency within it, video games have become
the ideal medium for teaching the lesson of contingency.”™ Players of
games such as “Civilization” are able to experiment with different deci-
sions and see what the consequences of their actions are. Instead of
being passive consumers of representations of the past, like book read-
ers and film viewers, video-game players take an active role in con-
structing notions of the past.

Although most of the new ways of presenting history that have af-
fected historiographical discussion in recent years have abandoned the
printed page, comic art has shown that there are new possibilities even
in the traditional format of the book. No work in this form has had
more impact on history, as well as on several other fields, than Art
Spiegelman’s Maus, originally published in 1992. Maus uses comic-art
techniques to tell the story of Spiegelman’s father’s ordeal during the
Holocaust and simultaneously the story of how Spiegelman was af-
fected by his father’s narrative. It may seem odd to consider a book
in which the Jewish victims of the Holocaust are depicted as cartoon
mice and the Germans as cats as a serious effort at representing history.
Spiegelman’s intentions are serious, however, and he has used the
comic medium as a way of conveying a historical story in ways that
words alone cannot do, as he has explained in his own commentary on
his work, MetaMaus. His approach “allowed me to approach otherwise
unsayable things,” he writes. “What makes Maus thorny is actually
what allows it to be useful as a real ‘teaching tool.’ ™* The special power
of comic art is that its panels simultaneously communicate through
words and pictures, and the interplay between the two is often more
expressive than either one on its own. Although Spiegelman’s use of
cartoon-style animals takes his work out of the realm of realism, it has
come to be recognized as a powerful evocation of the Holocaust and is
frequently used as a reading in courses on the subject.

Larry Gonick is another comic artist who has employed that
medium for historical purposes. His Cartoon History of the Universe
and similar books about American and world history remind “serious”
historians that humor can be an effective way of communicating his-
torical ideas. Although his books are meant to be entertaining—“How
come it’s OK for a teacher to be funny, but it’s not OK for a textbook to
be funny?” he asks—they are also a serious project, which took him
some thirty years to complete. His narrative begins with the creation of
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the universe, thus connecting natural and human history, and goes to
the present. The historical volumes present a global history, deftly inte-
grating Asia, Africa, and Latin America into the narrative. Gonick sees
comic art as having some unique qualities that enable it to communi-
cate aspects of history that conventional prose cannot. “Cartoons can
put badly-needed life back into history,” he told an interviewer. “There’s
no getting around it: historical figures are mostly dead. And traditional
textbooks mostly leave them that way . . . Comics can restore our iden-
tification with past actors as living, feeling beings like ourselves.” He
has also argued that drawings can show “a wealth of historical graphic
detail such as costumes, landscape, and architecture that isn’t readily
conveyed in text or even a normal illustrated book.” Academic histor-
ians can become irritated with the many minor errors of fact that litter
Gonick’s visual narrative, but he has something to teach us about get-
ting readers interested in the drama of the past. Some academic histor-
ians are now starting to collaborate with professional graphic artists to
exploit the medium’s possibilities for engaging readers. In recent years,
three scholars—Trevor Getz, Rafe Blaufarb, and Ronald Schechter—
have worked with the artist Liz Clarke to produce “graphic histories”
that combine historical narrative, illustrations, and selections from ar-
chival documents. Getz’s Abina and the Important Men (2011), a micro-
history based on the court case brought by an African woman seeking
her freedom in 1876, has won widespread praise.

New Directions in Historical Scholarship

Even in a digital age in which history now comes to us in many other
forms, it is still a dizzying experience to visit the book exhibit at a major
historical convention, such as the annual meeting of the American
Historical Association, and see the hundreds of new scholarly publica-
tions that have appeared in a single year. Just as there is much concern
about the future of traditional employment in universities, there is
much anxiety among historians about the future of the system of peer-
reviewed scholarly publication on which academic history has come to
depend, but for the moment, there is little indication that the rate at
which new history books are appearing has diminished. Historians
continue to practice all of the many varieties of scholarship we have
discussed in earlier chapters, including political, economic, social, and
cultural history. The bicentennial of the outbreak of World War I in
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2014 has revived interest in diplomatic and military history, with a
number of new monographs on the sequence of events that led to the
start of hostilities and on the many ways in which the conflict affected
the populations of the countries that were drawn into it.

The years since 2000 have not been marked by any transforma-
tions of history as profound or controversial as those that resulted from
the linguistic and cultural turns of the 1970, the rise of feminism, and
the challenge of postcolonialism, but the discipline continues to absorb
new perspectives. One important tendency has certainly been an in-
creased emphasis on history with a “world” or “global” perspective.
Patrick Manning, one of the leading American proponents of this de-
velopment, defines world history as “studies of the past working from
the postulate of connection rather than the postulate of autonomy.”
What this means continues to be debated. Is a work of history “global”
because it deals with phenomena that affect the entire planet, such as
climate change, the spread of diseases, or trade networks? Does global
history necessarily require the mastery of historical data from different
countries or continents, or can it mean focusing on the history of one
nation’s relations with other parts of the world? Is the historical era we
now live in unique because of the degree to which different parts of the
world are now linked together, or does history suggest that such link-
ages were already important in previous epochs? This is a point Man-
ning emphasizes when he says that the distinctive contribution
historians can make to the understanding of globalization is to show
that its present-day manifestations are “less . . . a radical disjuncture
than ... a set of recent nuances in a global pattern of fluctuations and
gradual transformations.™®

Global history remains a challenging field. Global historians often
have difficulty fitting themselves into the paradigm of scholarly his-
torical research, going back to Ranke’s day, that dictates that the histo-
rian should work directly with archival sources. Few historians have
the command of multiple languages or the time and energy that would
be necessary to truly do such research in more than a few countries.
Global history is thus more of a teaching field, especially at the under-
graduate level, than a domain for original research, and many of the
books published under this rubric are collections of articles by scholars
working on different parts of the world. Nevertheless, some ambitious
scholars have made efforts to treat significant aspects of the global past,
although they necessarily must rely heavily on other historians’ more
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specialized work. C. A. Bayly’s The Birth of the Modern World,
1780-1914, published in 2004, has been one influential example. Bayly
has explicitly challenged the postmodern aversion to grand narratives,
arguing that they are necessary if a historian is to make sense of so
much data and render it comprehensible to readers. Timothy Brook’s
Vermeer’s Hat (2008), on the other hand, has demonstrated that the
microhistorical approach can be adapted to global history. Tracing the
origins of objects depicted in one of Dutch artist Jan Vermeer’s detailed
paintings from the seventeenth century, Brook shows that the world in
that era was already tightly interconnected* Even historiography has
taken a global turn, with Daniel Woolf’s A Global History of History
(2011), which brings a global perspective to the subject, setting
the Greek and Roman heritage that led eventually to modern Western
history-writing in the context of other traditions of writing about
the past3?

Global history is closely related to transnational history, another
way of challenging the hegemony of national frameworks in studying
the past. Transnational historical projects stress the interaction be-
tween events in two or more countries, but do not necessarily focus on
issues that can be studied on a planetary scale. A transnational histori-
cal project may even treat events in the interior of a single nation if they
have clear links to other societies. Thus Patricia Nelson Limerick, a
leading exponent of the “new western history,” which has overturned
old assumptions about the history of the western United States, sees
her work as adding a transnational dimension to regional history by
emphasizing that the American West was not just the edge of white
settlement spreading from the east, but “one of the great meeting zones
of the planet,” where whites, Hispanics, Native Americans, and
African Americans came together to create a new society.** Her work
exemplifies another American historian’s call for “rethinking and
deprovincializing the narrative of American history” to “integrate the
stories of American history with other, larger stories from which, with
a kind of continental self-sufficiency, the United States has isolated
itself.3* Perhaps the most successful example of transnational history
in recent decades has been the field of Atlantic history, which one
scholar has defined as the study of “the creation, destruction, and re-
creation of communities as a result of the movement, across and around
the Atlantic basin, of people, commodities, cultural practices, and
values.” Bringing together the history of Europe, the Americas, and
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Africa, giving a central position to the history of slavery, and crossing
the borders between the different European empires, Atlantic history
has also been highly interdisciplinary, attracting practitioners of every
variety of scholarship, from economic history to cultural studies. Courses
on Atlantic history have become standard at most American colleges
and universities.

Although global history stresses interconnections between civili-
zations but usually accepts the notion that history begins only with the
emergence of written records, Daniel Smail and his collaborators have
challenged historians to think in terms of what he calls “deep history,”
which means extending our sense of the historical past to include
much earlier periods of human existence that are normally labeled
“prehistory.” According to Smail, when scholars broke away from a
chronology of the past based on the Bible and accepted the idea that the
world and human beings had come into existence many thousands or
millions of years ago, a development he calls the “time revolution” of
the mid-nineteenth century, historians nevertheless continued to
define their domain as covering only the six thousand or so years since
the development of the first civilizations that used writing. He sees this
tendency as a disguised survival of an essentially religious worldview,
one that still wants to deny that “humans are part of nature, and that
human systems are natural systems.™® Aspects of the deep history ap-
proach can also be found in the movement for “big history,” a label
popularized by David Christian, author of Maps of Time: An Introduc-
tion to Big History. The proponents of “big history” want to present the
human past as part of a larger “unifying narrative of life on earth,” and
even as part of the history of the cosmos. This idea has attracted
the support of the billionaire Bill Gates, who is trying to persuade
American schools to introduce the approach in their curricula.¥

To practice deep history, Smail acknowledges, we will have to give
up the insistence that historical narratives must be able to give the
events they cover precise dates and that we must be able to identify
specific individuals as historical actors in the past. “The study of deep
history emphasizes trends and processes more than events and per-
sons.” Historians must also broaden their notion of what constitutes
historical evidence and be willing to rely on archeological data and
findings from some of the other natural sciences. “History can be writ-
ten from every type of trace, from the memoir to the bone fragment
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and the blood type,” he insists.® In addition to enriching our picture of
the distant human past, the advocates of deep history contend that it
gives us a broader perspective on the history of more recent periods.
Two examples in the volume Smail co-edited with Andrew Shryock in
2011 are the sections on food, which uses biological and archeological
evidence to point to the importance of meat protein in the human diet
from the origin of our species to the present, and the chapter on human
migration, which shows that a phenomenon often considered part of
modern history can in fact be traced back thousands of years. Many of
these findings reflect the use of DNA evidence, which has only become
available in the past few decades. This is allowing scholars to give a
much more detailed account of when and how the practice of agricul-
ture spread from the ancient Middle East to the continent of Europe,
for example, and has challenged the notion that this process involved
the displacement of hunter-gatherers by settlers from outside, as
opposed to the adoption of new methods by members of existing
populations.

Evidence from DNA has had an impact on the understanding of
more modern history as well; probably the most widely known exam-
ple is the use of genetic testing to establish with near certainty that
Thomas Jefferson had children with one of his slaves, Sally Hemings, a
story that circulated during Jefferson’s lifetime but that historians and
biographers had long rejected. Annette Gordon-Reed’s publications on
this subject have led to a considerable change in how historians write
about Jefferson’s relations with blacks and slavery. Among other things,
Gordon-Reed’s work is an example of a third new historiographical
development that has flourished since 2000: the “biographic turn” in
historical studies. Biography and history have coexisted since the time
of Plutarch, but academic historians have usually treated the chroni-
cling of individual lives as a lesser form of scholarship, one that they
were willing to leave to nonspecialists. Now, in the guise of the “new
biography,” historians have begun to use life stories to illuminate the
connections between individual experience and broader historical
themes. With the decline of historical grand narratives, Barbara Caine
has written, “biography can be seen as the archetypal ‘contingent nar-
rative’ and the one best able to show the great importance of particular
locations and circumstances and the multiple layers of historical
change and experience.™
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The new biography offers the possibility of combining a traditional
form of narrative with new theoretical insights. In her introduction to
a volume entitled The New Biography: Performing Femininity in
Nineteenth-Century France (2000), Jo Burr Margadant makes the
notion of self-fashioning central to the new biographical approach and
shows how it draws on ideas articulated by the literary scholar Stephen
Greenblatt and the feminist theorist Judith Butler. The new biography
posits “a method of analysis that recognizes the constructed nature of
our conscious selves and views of others,” she writes.** In his introduc-
tion to a forum devoted to “History and Biography,” published in the
American Historical Review in 2009, another scholar and biographer,
David Nasaw, expanded on the potentialities of the genre. “It allows,
even encourages, us to move beyond the strictures of identity politics
without having to abandon its every-expanding and often useful cate-
gories,” he wrote, adding that “it offers a way of transcending the theo-
retical divide between empiricist social history and linguistic-turn
cultural history.™

Historiography itself has taken on a new tone in the years since
2000. Long concerned almost exclusively with the historical work of
academic scholars, scholars of the subject now recognize, as written by
the editors of the most comprehensive treatment of the subject pub-
lished in recent years, the French two-volume collection Historiogra-
phies: Concepts et Débats (“Historiographies: Concepts and Debates”),
that “professional historians have never had a monopoly on the writing
of history” and insist on the necessity of taking into account the many
ways in which history is transmitted to the public. The polemical tone
of the historiographical debates in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury has faded; the editors of Historiographies emphasize instead his-
tory’s “pluralism” of approaches.** The 126 articles in their collection
no longer highlight only the contributions of French scholars, even
those of the influential Annales school. Instead, they mention the work
of historians from all over the world. The three-volume work of the
American historian of historiography Donald R. Kelley, Faces of
History: Historical Inquiry from Herodotus to Herder (1998), Fortunes of
History: Historical Inquiry from Herder to Huizinga (2003), and Fron-
tiers of History: Historical Inquiry in the Twentieth Century (2006), the
most detailed account of historical writing in recent decades, confines
itself to the tradition of history-writing in the Western world, but it,
too, represents a broadening of perspectives. Rather than seeing the
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rise of Rankean “scientific” history in the nineteenth century as a sharp
break with everything that came before, Kelley emphasizes continuity
and urges a greater appreciation of the achievements of the historical
writers of antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance.

As the examples of global history, deep history, and the new biog-
raphy demonstrate, historians continue to identify new approaches to
their subject. Other new directions in historical research in recent
years have included the history of the emotions and the history of ma-
terial culture, the first taking research into the domain of psychology
and the second involving historians with technology and the decora-
tive arts. Major world events since the turn of the millennium have
given historians opportunities to underline the continuing relevance of
our discipline, as policy makers and journalists have turned to scholars
to provide perspective on topics ranging from crises in the Middle East
to the “Great Recession” of 2008. The historically-minded economist
Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century, for example, uses
data spanning several centuries to argue that capitalist economies have
an inherent tendency to increase social inequality. Critics immediately
recognized that Piketty’s presentation of history is highly relevant to
current debates about public policy.*

The history of memory has turned out to have practical present-
day significance as historians from countries with long histories of
conflict have come together to try to agree on guidelines for school
textbooks that will present clashing perspectives on the past in ways
that can promote reconciliation. These initiatives, which have often
been launched by high-school teachers rather than university scholars,
have resulted in the publication of a jointly written book on French-
German relations and in the publication of document readers for
classes on Asian history taught in Korea, Japan, and China, where dis-
putes about the Second World War remain burning issues.** Historians
have taken advantage of the 150th anniversary of the American Civil
War, from 2011 to 2015, and the 100th anniversary of World War I to
share new perspectives with a broader public, stressing the role of
blacks in the American conflict and the global dimensions of the “Great
War.” Intellectually speaking, there is no question that history remains
avital and creative discipline and that historiographic analysis contin-
ues to have a vital role to play. The future of history is not only a matter
of intellectual activity, however; it also depends on there being profes-
sional employment opportunities for historians and on young people
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wanting to make careers in the history field. The next chapter looks at
what is involved in becoming a professional historian, either as a uni-
versity teacher or in some other career.
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(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011); Andrew Ross
Sorkin, “Everything Is Illuminated,” New York Times Magazine,
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