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The authors of Telling the Truth About History write in response to the problem of identifying historical truth at the end of the twentieth century.  The problem appears on two fronts.  First, skepticism about the attainability of objectivity—culminating in the postmodernist critique of the entire Enlightenment project—threatens the notion that the past can be known.  Second, traditionalists’ harsh rebukes of such skepticism strengthen a skeptical position by reinforcing the image of privilege, power, and exclusivity that position often ascribes to practitioners of truth-finding methods.  Appleby and her colleagues claim to forge a middle path:  “truths about the past are possible, even if they are not absolute, and hence are worth struggling for” (p. 7).  This stance, which incorporates the concerns of doubters and relativists, reinforces the value of democratic practices (the modern growth and diversification of which has enabled postmodernist thinking to stake claims in a variety of Western institutions), and points toward new terrain in search of a resolution to the crisis of relativism, is my reason for reviewing only one book this week.  The authors’ efforts represent a bold and worthy, if problematic, enterprise that has captured my full attention.        

The authors trace the development of present ways of doubting orthodoxies to the early days of the Enlightenment.  The seventeenth-century rise of scientific inquiry gave Enlightenment thinkers a way of looking at the world that was supposed to be rational and objective and that sought to identify natural laws and to uncover absolute truth.  The “heroic model of science” placed humans at the center of knowing; and, as the light of science appeared before modern thinkers, it cast a shadow on Christian truths, encouraged a critical reading of the Bible, and thereby pushed knowledge into the secular realm.  The project of building a modern society included ending superstition and Biblical dogma and eliminating confinement to absolutist political regimes; the goal became one of rational progress and tolerance for the results of objective thinking.  

History’s growth as a profession reinforced those tenets of modern thinking.  In the nineteenth century, increasing numbers of historians emerged from universities with training that adapted the Newtonian search for natural laws to questions about society (p. 53).  The new profession drew on a modern concept of linear, universal, secular time (p. 55) that emphasized the cumulative effects of process—the experience of moving forward into some unknown but presumably improved place and away from dimmer stages of thinking about the world.  Although the emergent profession enabled each period of the past to function as part of a progressive whole and thereby reinforced a teleological perception of time, it was less dismissive than its Enlightenment forbears of the intrinsic value of learning about past periods—thanks to Romantic historians, particularly Johan Gottfried Herder, who studied the Middle Ages and lent legitimacy to historical inquiry.    


Thus challenges to concepts such as progress and truth formed as the practice of history developed.  One reads from this history of history a close relationship in modernity between the opening up of institutions—“the insistent democratization of the West” (p. 3)—and the emergence of those who contested the orthodoxies that preceded them.      

Perhaps the most important vehicle for both encouraging and challenging Enlightenment principles was the modern idea of the nation.  For Herder, who introduced the term “nationalism,” history progressed through the medium of the nation.  A function of language and ethnicity, nationalism grew as a mode of both group and individual identity.  In the hyper-nationalistic venue of nineteenth-century Europe, such identities relied upon the maintenance and legitimation of “elaborate ethnic heritages” (p. 65), which historical thinking could supply. 

National identity thus emerged from a participatory, self-conscious process.  Nowhere is  this process more apparent to the authors than in nineteenth-century America.  In the years following the French Revolution, which had kindled a youthful, democratic zeal in the United States, the American Revolution received sustained attention as a symbol of America’s destiny to embody the spirit of social improvement.  Public participation bonded individuals in citizenship and patriotism; historians interpreted the American past as a predictor of a noble destiny; and the myth of the “imagined community” was born (p. 103).  Based in the notion that (American) democracy represented perfect congruence with universal, scientific laws of society, membership in the community depended largely upon both individual adherence to the doctrine of natural rights set out in the founding documents—“by exhibiting the autonomy implicit” in that doctrine (p. 104)—and the collective act of forgetting those instances (in the case of slaves or Indians) to which the doctrine did not, in practice, apply (Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis stands out as an example of such historical omission).  

The authors show that by the mid-nineteenth-century the major assumptions of the Enlightenment—progress, the importance of national identity, and the truthfulness of science—had become deeply entrenched in the modern mind but that the seeds of doubt germinated at an accelerated pace.  The effects of industrialization, including increased social stratification, coupled with Darwinian theory, cast a cloud over the concept of America as a beacon of democracy and progress.  In the early twentieth century, works by Charles Beard and Perry Miller discredited the nineteenth-century myth about the noble, democratic motivations of the Founders and the Puritans.  The growth of social history during the higher education boom after 1945 encouraged the study of society from the bottom up and called into question the naturalness of social characteristics, replacing that idea with one of social construction.  In the 1960s, social history moved into the history of science and investigated the practice of scientific inquiry as part of a social process.  This avenue of history “dethroned” many absolutisms and certainties about the sciences and about the American nation.   

Among the factors that brought science down from its epistemological pedestal in the twentieth century, the authors cite the severe limitations on notions of rational, scientific progress in the wake of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as well as revelations about the all-too-human characteristics upholding the understanding of natural laws.  Frequently operating more out of material and political concerns than out of allegiance to objectivity and truth, postwar scientists took employment that served military and state interests.  In the 1960s, Thomas Kuhn demonstrated that the culture surrounding scientific research functioned as a regulator of projects and public disclosures in ways that ensured that scientists conformed to accepted paradigms.  Appleby and her colleagues acknowledge the ideological component of scientific work but do not dismiss the work outright:  “Science can be historically and socially framed and still be true” [p. 171].  The authors stand with philosophers of science in opposition to social constructivists who argued that science could be accurately described as “socially determined or constructed” at its foundation.  They drive at the notion that “objective truth can be produced by deeply subjective people” (p. 185).  Disillusionment with Big Science in the twentieth century must be expressed, they believe, in terms of the principles that govern access to the enterprise of searching for truth—not in terms of an absolute incapacity to identify truth. 

In their chapter on postmodernism, the authors extend the work of Cold War social historians on scientists to the search for truth in the discipline of history itself:  “the work of social historians fostered the argument that history could never be objective” (p. 200).  Postmodernists, they claim, have since taken this argument to extremes.  Postmodernism, a term that defies precise definition, refers broadly to the practice of questioning conceptions of truth seeking in the modern social sciences; indeed, it challenges the entire Enlightenment system of beliefs in progress, the possibility of unbiased inquiry, and the superiority of rational thought.  Building on the work of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, postmodernists seek to de-center the subject as one who can acquire certain knowledge.  In this view, truth is contingent upon the time and place of the society in which it arises as an idea; if truth exists at all, it is, at bottom, ideological and functions in the service of power.  Moreover, postmodernists portray the concept of truth as wrapped up in language, an unstable convention in which meaning changes over time and that therefore can never be fully decoded or understood.  

For all of these reasons, the authors argue that postmodernism stands as a threat to the practice of history.  Since the historian writes from a particular place and time, her contemplation and discussion of a non-existent, inaccessible past can scarcely amount to more than a work of fiction.  Hence, postmodernism calls into question ways of writing history, particularly the narrative form.  Other effects of postmodernist thinking on the discipline include the discrediting of the meta-narrative model of history, as well as the acquiescence of many historians to fates as writers of fragmentary “microhistories” (p. 228).  

In the final chapters, Appleby and her colleagues propose an approach to writing history that envelopes the broad arguments of postmodernists while arguing against the notion that truth seeking is delusional; the search for truth, they maintain, is a worthy enterprise.  They forward the “democratic practice of history,” a coming together of pragmatism and “practical realism” that acknowledges the historical nature of historians’ knowledge while it asserts “that people’s perceptions of the world have some correspondence with that world” (p. 283).  Such a practice, they argue, can thrive only in robust democratic communities, which are inclusive and pluralistic.  
Although the authors strive to maintain a middle path between what they view as the absolutism of traditionalists, who reject postmodernism outright, and the extreme relativism of postmodernists, they step into some of the fallacies they critique in each group.  In one sense, they fall into relativism, overlooking a transcendent bit of knowledge and enduring truth of history, namely that from the beginning of the Western historical tradition, historians have challenged truth claims and questioned methods of knowing.
  Although their central argument that “skepticism and relativism about truth . . . have grown out of the insistent democratization of the West” (p. 3) appears to include this thinking, the scope of their book, which traces mostly modern historiography, suggests otherwise.  A broader view might open up the discussion of the nature of historical thinking in such a way that postmodernism seems less intrusive or potentially less destructive.    
In another sense, the authors take on traditionalist traits.  I refer here to the treatment of postmodernist concepts and progenitors as morally reprehensible, rather than primarily logically untenable.  First, their use of a quote by Hilary Putnam to counter postmodernist views on meta-narratives—“deconstruction without reconstruction is irresponsibility” (p. 234)— rings hollow unless one applies it to a discussion of particular projects, such as the authors’ proposed “revitalized public arena” (p. 282).  Such a discussion would at least parallel the context in which Derrida himself has used the words “deconstruction” and “reconstruction” together and may clarify his meaning of the former and his reluctance to use the latter.  We might find, for example, that Derrida avoided talk of reconstruction because the term held too many of the illiberal connotations of Western liberal societies and that the goal is to change the state of things.  “Deconstruction is not destruction,” he said, but the notion of building a truly democratic society requires the notion of the “democracy to come, not democracy as we know it.”
  

Second, their question as to whether or not postmodernists can be taken seriously in light of the uncertain political attitudes of some of their intellectual forbears amounts to little more than an offensive against an intellectual challenger suspected of moral depravity.  They imply that Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger were anti-Semites and that “doubts remain about the ease with which one can separate the strands” of thought that connect these thinkers and present-day postmodernists (p. 206).  To be sure, Heidegger joined the Nazi party, and Nietzsche made a variety of remarks that lent themselves to a variety of interpretations.  But the unexaminedness of such an offensive makes it ineffective.  Is it not the responsibility of the historian to ask about and seek to understand the connections between the remarks and affiliations of such minds and the foundational doubt and skepticism associated with them?  And would it not be more challenging, rewarding, and perhaps truthful to avoid settling on the notion that postmodernists remain largely unaware of the dangerous moral and political terrain they tread when they invoke such figures as Nietzsche and Heidegger?        

This presumption of unawareness undercuts the authors’ project of defending inclusive, democratic public space that avoids ironic discourse—discourse that assumes at least two audiences, one aware and the other unaware of the importance of the conversation.  It is not enough to merely synthesize contrasting approaches to truth as a way of mapping out a stronger kind of democracy.  Pluralism requires the presence and participation of dissenters, of those who offer alterity in the form of doubt.  Of the historian, it also requires empathy, the practice of viewing others’ ways of thinking about the search for truth not as pathology but as legitimate and deserving of a fair hearing.         
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