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PREFACE

THE FIRST WEEKS OF JANUARY 2001 WERE BUSY ones for our nation’s top historians. Jan Lewis, professor of early American history at Rutgers, and Pauline Maier, who taught colonial history at MIT, faced the daunting task of ranking hundreds of books submitted for the Bancroft Prizes and the Pulitzer Prize. Their input as members of the prize committees would be very influential on two books on early America, their own specialty. One was Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture, Michael Bellesiles’s thickly footnoted and highly controversial study of gun ownership in America; the other was Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation, Joseph Ellis’s slickly written and imaginatively framed account of the Founders of the republic. The two books had behind them the oomph of a leading trade book publisher, Alfred A. Knopf. Bellesiles, a history professor at Emory University, and Ellis, at Mount Holyoke, were themselves busy teaching, giving interviews to the media, and planning their next writing ventures.

Doris Kearns Goodwin, whose books on Lyndon Johnson (Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream), the Kennedy women (The Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys), and the Roosevelts (No Ordinary Time: Eleanor and Franklin—The Home Front in World War II) had brought her a Pulitzer Prize in 1995 and membership on the Pulitzer Prize Board, was writing her next book, a major biography of Abraham Lincoln, for another leading trade publisher, Simon & Schuster. She was a regular  on PBS’s News Hour, a veteran of the lecture circuit, and one of the most respected and recognizable of the “talking heads” on the educational cable TV channels. Stephen Ambrose, who had retired from university teaching but had busied himself giving lectures on history, had two books near the top of the all-time best-seller list: Undaunted Courage: Meriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson, and Opening of the American West and Band of Brothers: E Company, 506th Regiment, 101st Airborne, from Normandy to Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest. His gruff voice, kindly manner, and the enormous rapport he had with his readers had made him America’s best-loved historian.

Unlike the ancient Romans, we Americans have not created the office of state historian, but if we had, all four of these historians might easily have had a claim to hold it. Ellis would win the Pulitzer Prize, Bellesiles one of the Bancrofts. Ambrose’s Band of Brothers would become a much-viewed cable miniseries. Wait Till Next Year, Goodwin’s memoir of her father and the Brooklyn Dodgers, just rereleased in paperback, touched Americans’ hearts. The rest of the historical profession might well have gloried in the success of all four of these scholars, for they had done something that many of us dreamed of doing—they had bridged the chasm between the professional practice of history and the popular exposition of it. Trained as academics, with doctorates from top-ranked universities and possessing classroom teaching experience, they had carried history to mass audiences and convinced those audiences that what all of us did was worth reading. They had earned the trust of general readers while winning the highest accolades that the profession could bestow on its own. They had their critics, but it seemed to many of us in the historyteaching profession that they had the right kind of enemies. It is not everyone who has Charlton Heston, then the president of the National Rifle Association, condemning their history books in public.

Then the sky fell in on all four of them. By the closing months of 2002 Ambrose and Goodwin had been accused of plagiarism; Bellesiles, of misrepresenting and perhaps even falsifying his research findings; and Ellis, of fabricating episodes in his own life. Ambrose, admitting no substantial misconduct, would die at the end of the 2002 with a cloud over his entire career. Goodwin conceded that mistakes  had been made in the writing of her books, and stepped down from some of her distinguished posts. Ellis also confessed to error, was deprived of his chair in the history department at Mount Holyoke College, and went a year without teaching. Bellesiles resigned under fire from Emory University’s history department.

A bewildered reading public was left with a series of sad, perplexing questions: What had the four actually done that set off the firestorm of criticism? Were the alleged offenses, if substantiated, really so terrible? And if guilty as charged, why had four highly honored individuals engaged in such misconduct? Then again, perhaps there was a sinister conspiracy behind the accusations, motivated as much by politics as by concern for scholarly standards or intellectual honesty.

Professional historians were just as shocked, for we knew these four as colleagues and coworkers, but our questions were different from the general public’s. We needed to know whether we were somehow complicit in their fall from grace. Was the way we do history itself on trial in the alleged misconduct of the four? Did the cases tell us something we should know about the writing of history over the past decades, and what warning did they give us about the writing of history in the years to come?
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I am not the first to address myself to these questions. Reporters and commentators, including a number of historians, have already tried to assess the meaning of the episodes and determine the motives of the principals in them. Indeed, in some quarters of the academic world, hand-wringing about these cases has become a minor industry.

This book goes beyond these convenient and sometimes self-serving displays of dismay. First, it places the four cases in the context of the often troubled and always contested evolution of historical writing in America—for in truth, what seemed to many at the time to be grave and almost inexplicable departures from the ethical canon of scholarship were in fact predictable, perhaps even inevitable.

Second, the book examines the four cases in far more detail than  anyone has yet done. As the architect Mies van der Rohe once said, God is in the details. By assembling the evidence on both sides and assessing it from the perspective of a working historian, I am able to offer informed, contextualized judgments. In this, my aim is not to expose, indict, or titillate, but to explain to people who love to read history how the history profession has fallen into disarray and controversy.

Although I am a professional historian—I teach history at the University of Georgia, in Athens, and oversee the work of doctoral candidates—I have not written this book for my colleagues. They know most of it already. It is a book about history for nonhistorians. Thus I hope that my colleagues will forgive me if I do not cite many estimable scholars; I know full well that the vast majority of today’s college and university history instructors belong on an honor roll of hard-working, decent, and honorable men and women. I have not forgotten them. But the purpose of this book is to traverse a broad landscape and map its contours; I have not time to stop and admire each striking bit of scenery.

My perspective on these cases is quite specific and may differ from that of some of my colleagues in the historical profession because of my service on the American Historical Association’s Professional Division. At the end of the nineteenth century, the United States Congress gave to the newly formed American Historical Association a charter and told its founders to take good care of the writing of American history. Thirty years ago, to further that goal, the AHA created a Professional Division. To this division the AHA gave the authority to inquire into suspected wrongdoing by all historians, popular and academic. I sat on this body from 2002 to 2004. Among our duties was to hear and decide complaints about a wide variety of alleged misconduct, including plagiarism, misrepresentation of credentials, and falsification of research findings. None of the four cases above were referred to our committee—if they had been I would have been barred from writing about them by our confidentiality rules—but in this book I have applied to them the standards that we used when we heard complaints.

I have constructed from published and unpublished materials a  record for the four cases similar to that the Professional Division would have received had the cases come to us. To this record I have added the results of interviews, but only for background purposes—that is, to make the case easier for readers to understand. It is true that I have played all of the roles in the drama—complainant, defender, trier of fact, judge of law—it’s a one-man show. But that is what historians routinely do when they are researching and writing history. They examine documents and listen to oral testimony. They alternately attack and defend in their minds the veracity and validity of their sources, and then decide how much weight to put on them in the final analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

Two-Faced History


AMERICAN HISTORY IS TWO-FACED, LIKE THE ANCIENT Roman god Janus. One face proudly bears the accomplishments of heroes and heroines and reflects the rise of a handful of isolated European enclaves in a vast wilderness to the greatest democratic and industrial power in the world. On this face of our history are chiseled the essential facts that everyone is expected to know about our past, along with a series of useful fictions that celebrate our achievements. This celebratory version of our history has a very old pedigree, going back to the first Fourth of July orations at the end of the eighteenth century. The other face bears a different, less appealing, aspect. On its facets one sees the sad tales of the displacement of native peoples, the wickedness of slavery, the exploitation of workers and nature, and the many failed promises of equality and justice that have marked American history from its inception. I have called this the “new history,” following a usage made popular in the turbulent 1960s.

These are the two countenances of American history, both exhibiting  substantial truths, but neither, like the faces of Janus, able to regard the other. Because American history is two-faced, everyone who undertakes to write about or teach American history in a thorough manner has an almost intolerable burden: to balance a critical approach and a rightful pride. The effort to carry that burden began with the creation of the American nation, continued through two centuries of historical scholarship, and provides the context for the achievements and the failings of Ambrose, Bellesiles, Ellis, and Goodwin. For in different ways they tried to shoulder that burden, and in different ways it proved too heavy for them.

All of the four knew that Americans want and need a history that reassures us that we can manage our democracy, find a way to work through our cultural conflicts, make use of our diversity, and give every American the opportunity to fulfill his or her dreams. Americans certainly want and perhaps need heroes, and this presses us to see the strengths and achievements of past generations. Thus, perhaps too often we ask for simple, straightforward historical answers to highly complex questions. Historians should not be insensitive to the needs and wants of their countrymen, but neither can we ignore the way that they may lead historians to bend facts and dictate interpretations—demanding fabrications, rewarding falsehoods, and promoting repetition of soothing phrases and inspirational slogans. For we also need a history that is critical of the past and critical of itself, a history that is always trying to instruct us by bitter example and by selfexamination.

On July, 5, 2003, my nineteen-year-old son and I visited the newly opened National Constitution Center in Philadelphia, two blocks from Independence Hall. We joined eager crowds surging through the exhibits. I asked a few people what they were looking for, and they answered that they had come to celebrate the founding of the greatest nation the world had ever seen. They were proud to be Americans, and assumed that the objects and the demonstrations in the center would foster that pride. None told me that they had come to find evidence of oppression, even though the newspapers that week had been full of the efforts of civil rights groups to create some kind of memorial to the slaves brought to the city by the very men who framed the  new Constitution. The sites of the slave quarters, unmarked, were no more than a block away from the new center.1


My favorite room was the hall of signers, containing a tableauvivant of life-size posed bronze statues of the delegates to the Constitutional Convention of 1787. As I stood next to the figure of James Madison, I imagined conversing with him about his views. I knew that we did not have much in common other than our love of history. He was a Virginia planter, a member of a land-owning, ruling elite, and a slaveholder highly suspicious of democracy, equality, and the masses. I do not share any of these characteristics with him, but have written many pages about him. The intellectual assumption that we historians, so different from the people we write about, can leap over the years and enter into their minds and hearts, the fragile but enduring faith in a scholar’s imagination and learning, is the foundation on which all historical scholarship is built.

My son interrupted my reverie and asked me to join him at the multimedia presentation on the history of the Constitution. Averse to what I anticipated would be a mindless celebration of 216 years of unalloyed liberty and progress, I reluctantly consented. We found seats in a steeply banked theater in the round, enjoyed an introduction of stirring images and sound effects, then for 15 minutes listened to an actor reciting the lines in a script. As he began to speak, I recalled another occasion, nearly a quarter century before, when I heard a National Park Service guide’s recitation during a tour of Independence Hall. His account did not mention people of color, slaves, or women at all. Indeed, it sounded as though there was nothing particularly revolutionary about the Revolution. How different was the actor’s narrative; it was not uncritically patriotic and self-congratulatory. His script conceded how the Constitution bowed to slave owners and how it left out the rights of women, minorities, and Indians.

It seemed that our story—the story we tell ourselves about ourselves, in a word, our history—had mutated. Instead of one people, with one great dream that we fulfilled, we had become many people, with many dreams, some not yet fulfilled. Instead of unalloyed progress, we had a mixture of achievement and turmoil. Those who were marginal in earlier accounts had become central; once powerless victims now  exercised agency; and the dispossessed and enslaved gained a history worth knowing. The exhibits and the multimedia show at the National Constitution Center certainly celebrated the achievement of the Founders, but also they raised questions about inclusiveness, diversity, and contested values. The distinguished professional historians on the advisory board of the council of the center—the University of Pennsylvania’s Richard Beeman, among others—insisted on going beyond mere celebration, but stopped short of depicting “the American experience in liberty and constitutional justice as a fraud and a sham.”2


But how could our past itself change? Surely the events of 1776 and 1787 happened as they happened. How could the history we teach and write change so much when the past could not change at all? Were we simply inventing a new past to suit current needs and ideals—a past more welcoming to diversity, dissent, and minority rights? Was everything in history a matter of interpretation and perspective, or were there basic facts and great truths that should not be made the subject of contemporary fads?

One of the foremost academic historians of the 1950s and 1960s, Harvard University’s Oscar Handlin, titled his personal memoir Truth in History because that is what he thought historians should be seeking. He was upset by the rise of what others had called “politically correct history,” warned against faddish reinterpretations, and decried “theoretical political considerations.” As if in reply, Eric Foner, one of the most respected historians of the 1980s and 1990s, insisted that truth itself was culturally constructed in the past as it is in the present. History did not reveal truths; it revealed the struggle among people to define their beliefs as truth and their opponents’ ideas as falsehoods. Thus “history always has been and always will be regularly rewritten.” In other words, historians were always rewriting the past.3


But many Americans are uncomfortable with that process of continual renewal. They demand that certain themes not vanish from our history. The most important of these is our desire to celebrate our past. As the literary critic Norman Podhoretz insists in My Love Affair with America, the “institutional structure of American democracy ... must be defended against the people both at home and abroad who  thought that it was bad.... More than merely being defended, it deserved ... to be ‘celebrated.’” The political theorist Thomas G. West put the need for finding and celebrating heroes more plaintively in his Vindicating the Founders: “Although America has not always lived up to her own best principles, she has a great and noble heritage. It would be a shame if that heritage were to be squandered because of misunderstandings and distortions of the Founders’ principles by today’s intellectuals.” Historians who would undermine this view of history with their critical ideology become the enemy in this “culture war.” As the historian Joseph Ellis explained
A kind of electromagnetic field, therefore, surrounds this entire subject [of our founding], manifesting itself as a golden haze or halo for the vast majority of contemporary Americans, or as a contaminated radioactive cloud for a smaller but quite vocal group of critics unhappy with what America has become or how we have gotten here.4






The value of celebratory history, in theory at least, is that it brings Americans together in harmony. The other side of the story is that celebratory history hides the blemishes, the injustice, oppression, and divisiveness that marred our past. The most tangible manifestation of the celebratory ideal is the historical theme park. In the 1970s, there was a boom in what Michael Kammen, a historian of American culture, called, “the heritage phenomenon.” Historical parks, exhibitions, preservation societies, and living history museums blossomed all over America. Some were public, others commercial. All valuable and praiseworthy on their face, they were vehicles for promoting consensus, even when, like Gettysburg National Park, the historical event they commemorated was one of violent divisiveness. Thus when I visited Gettysburg, my historical guide stressed the common values, heroism, and sacrifice of the Union and Confederate troops and never mentioned the issues of slavery and sectional animosity that led to the Civil War and the carnage at battles such as Gettysburg. Kammen was concerned that many of the historical theme parks masked “an ideologically useful” task, a “self-indulgent” defense of traditional ideas that celebrated a nonexistent past.5


Over the past decade I have visited many memorial parks, historical reenactments, living museums, and historical sites relating to early American history and seen evidence of their inspirational power and their ideological bias. I have enjoyed the efforts of the reenactors and conservators, and have learned much from them. I believe that the experiences they recounted provide a deeply moving sense of the accomplishments of our forebears. I also encountered a sanitized past. Colonial Williamsburg, for example, did not present an accurate picture of the importance, or the horrors, of slave life in Virginia’s colonial capital, though the reenactors included people of color discussing slavery. None of Jamestown Festival Park’s many exhibits revealed the mortal enmity between colonists and Indians. Instead, the captions in the display cases and the talks of the reenactors suggested a harmonious, if harsher, time.6


In recent years, the conceptual gap between a comforting celebration of our past on one side and a demanding critique of our past shortcomings on the other has become a yawning political rift, conservatives standing on one side of it, ignoring the need for self-criticism, and liberals on the other, demanding reparations for the victims of past misdeeds. On September 17, 2002, President George W. Bush made clear where he stood. He announced a National Endowment for the Humanities initiative called “We the People” that would sponsor “projects designed to explore significant events and themes in our nation’s history” and an annual “Heroes in History” lecture by a scholar “on an individual whose heroism has helped to protect America.” He had as little use for criticism of his policies from historians as he did for critical historical writing. When some historical experts questioned his rationale for the Second Iraq War, President Bush furiously assailed “revisionist historians” for undermining the consensus necessary to prosecute the war. Liberal historians, led by James M. McPherson, president of the AHA, replied that “there is no single immutable ‘truth’ about past events and their meaning.... Revision is the lifeblood of historical scholarship.... Without revisions we might be stuck with the images of Reconstruction that were conferred by D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation,” a film of such transparent racism that it has become the epitome of malignly distorted consensus history.7


But the contest for control of our history is much more complex than a simple conservative celebrant versus liberal critic lineup. Early in 2003, Republican Representative Joe Wilson of South Carolina proposed a national park site to commemorate the history of Reconstruction. It would have brought federal dollars and thousands of visitors to depressed Beaufort County. Who could oppose a public history project that would also benefit the economic welfare of a local area? The Sons of Confederate Veterans is who. They wanted a veto on potentially offensive exhibits, claiming that Reconstruction was a “blight” imposed on the South by carpetbaggers and federal troops. Jefferson Mansell, director of the Historic Beaufort Foundation, replied that “history is not always pretty. It is often controversial and open to interpretation.” He continued that all South Carolinians who suffered after the war would be included in the exhibits, but the Sons of Confederate Veterans were not mollified. The split was there, all right, and where one stood depended on what one wanted from history.8


It would be reassuring to think that professional historians could find a way to bridge this gap. We are a nation that honors the professionally trained person and turns to professionals when something has gone wrong. Lawyers, doctors, and psychological counselors are all professionals. Modern professional historical study, in the hands of well-trained, supposedly objective practitioners, should save us from short-sighted, partisan, adversarial contests over the uses of our history. In the hands of the professionals, no one supposedly need fear “revisionism,” for all revision would be improvement and refinement of knowledge. As one of the most honored members of our profession, the late Daniel Boorstin, told an audience at the Library of Congress in December, 2000, “For me the task of the historian is not to chisel a personal or definitive view of the past on granite. Rather, it is to see the iridescence of the past, fully aware that it will have a new and unsuspected iridescence in the future.”9


But professionalization of its members has not brought harmony to the historical academy. Although the American Historical Association’s Statement on Standards of Professional Historians urges all historians to show “an awareness of [our] own bias and a readiness to follow sound method and analysis wherever they may lead,” in fact, as the  historian Lawrence Levine recently wrote, “Academic history in the United States ... has not been a long happy voyage in a stable vessel characterized by blissful consensus about which subject should form the indisputable curriculum; it has been marked by prolonged and often acrimonious struggle and debate.” Professional historians valued the mastery of facts but vigorously challenged one another’s interpretations of those facts.10


Until our own day, professional historians’ quarrels with one another have not had the same visibility as their publications. Disputes within the profession generally stayed there. Indeed, relative invisibility had brought a kind of oracular authority to the historical profession, especially for historians at elite universities. Such scholars were held in a special esteem, occupying a pedestal they had built for themselves with all their talk of special training, long apprenticeships, peer (collegial) review, and blind refereeing of book and article manuscripts (the reviewer not knowing the author) prior to their acceptance for publication.

In our age of talking historians’ heads—on the History Channel, in documentaries like Ken Burns’s Civil War, and on C-Span’s Booknotes—for the first time many Americans have the opportunity to see and hear elite professional historians. Professional historians who also or primarily write for general audiences now “do the circuit” at the huge bookstore chains like Barnes & Noble and Borders, giving spiels and signing copies of their latest books. Leading trade publishers schedule their historians’ appearances on television and radio as part of advertising campaigns for books. The impact of the marketing of popular history has been immense. Near-celebrity status for these historians has meant a magnification of both their importance and their flaws.

There is a lot more institutional support for history now than ever before, too. It is big business. The only historians who got rich in the 1940s and 1950s were the ones with successful textbooks. Today, the salaries of the star professors, the royalties from best-selling books, and the honoraria of doing the lecture circuit have moved the top tier of the profession out of genteel poverty into the upper middle class. One colleague much in demand on the military and diplomatic  history lecture circuit explained to me that he would not give any more invited talks unless he was paid a minimum of $1,500. And that is chicken feed compared to the fees commanded by some of the best paid historians, including two of the individuals discussed at length in this book.

Leading professional historians can also rely for support on wellendowed universities and private foundations. In one recent biography of the architect Frank Lloyd Wright, the author Meryle Secrest thanked “four main foundations and research centers” and then listed another 91 institutions and organizations. In the opening pages of his recent exploration of the idea behind the new history, The Opening of the American Mind: Canons, Culture, and History, Lawrence Levine revealed that the book began life as his presidential address to the Organization of American Historians in 1993. Before and after, he had “tried out the ideas” on “a wide variety of academic audiences from Colby College in Maine on one side of the country to the Stanford Humanities Center on the other.” The individual chapters began to take form as lectures at George Mason University, to which Levine had migrated after long service at the University of California at Berkeley. Before another year had passed revised versions of the chapters became the Carl Becker Lectures at Cornell. A John Simon Guggenheim Foundation fellowship and a short stay at the Rockefeller Foundation Study and Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy, permitted Levine to put the finishing touches on the work. He did not work alone: “Once again I have been privileged to work with research assistants who aided me with consummate skill and unfailing thoughtfulness.” 11


Wherever one stood in this quarrel over the value and use of history, whatever one’s politics, it was clear that the divide between celebratory history and critical history had grown wider. But those on both sides did not recognize that the contest for control of America’s past started in the first years of the nation. Historical writing then was just as politically potent, just as partisan, as it was at the end of the twentieth century. Moreover, the framing of historical writing in the formative years of our republic set the stage for the current controversy—and the crisis in historical confidence that it has spawned.
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This book is in two parts. Part I offers a brisk and pointed background description of the first 200 years of historical writing in America. Part II presents a thorough examination of the cases of Bellesiles, Ambrose, Goodwin, and Ellis, in that order. The two parts are linked, for these cases, and the profession’s response to them, could not have happened at a time other than when they did. History—the history of our profession—gave the four controversies their shape just as it dictated their outcome.






PART I

Facts and Fictions


THE FOUNDERS OF OUR NATION BELIEVED THAT HISTORY was not just a subject of study, it was a treasure trove of political lessons and a means of social and intellectual self-justification. One could, and the founders did, use history to debate present goals. Unlike some other new nations, where the state imposes an official history, Americans in the first century of the republic disputed the meaning of the country’s past. Some argued that the American Revolution reflected our deep distrust of traditional authority and our yearning for equality, and was truly revolutionary in that it changed politics and the law profoundly. Others found in the same events proof of continuity: our rights were inseparable from and grew out of traditional religious and social usages.

By end of the nineteenth century, however, one view of our history had gained a dominant place. According to this view, we were one people, forming one nation, with one history. Those whose stories did not fit this master narrative were shunted to the side. It was a self-congratulatory tale, told by a white, Protestant elite, and it proved that members of this elite were entitled to their paramount political and economic position in the United States. It also concerned itself little with the dangers of fabrication, falsification, and plagiarism. Indeed, insofar as it labored to exclude people of color, women, servants, and slaves, it embraced profound fictions. In 1959, the historian John Higham gave this view of history a name: “consensus history.”1


The nineteenth-century historians were amateurs—gifted amateurs, to be sure, but still amateurs, not because they were inept or inattentive to their research or writing but because they did not earn a living teaching or writing history. (They had family money or they had other paying jobs.) By the beginning of the twentieth century, university-trained “professional” historians had arrived on the scene. Dismissing and sometimes condemning the work of their amateur  predecessors, they promised a new, scientifically verifiable account of our past. Fact would replace fiction. Though they touted their professional canon (as much to separate themselves from and elevate themselves above their amateur rivals as to improve the accuracy of historical scholarship), the new professionals did not abandon the essentials of consensus history. Instead, in profound and disturbing fashion, they clove to it with as much passion as the amateurs. The professionals simply changed consensus history from a branch of nationalistic literature to an academic science.

And this move further insulated consensus history from charges of falsification, plagiarism, and fabrication—for that is exactly what consensus history permitted. Although the new professionals condemned unethical scholarship, the history they produced was still built on a series of comforting falsehoods: that certain people were more equal than others when it came to inclusion in the story; that oppression or exploitation was never central to any part of that story; that Americans had little to be ashamed of and no reparations were owed because of our past. It relied on plagiarism—repeating, without citation and without criticism, the old self-sustaining truisms, as though they were not the precise language of past writers but a kind of secular Scripture. And fabrication, the passing on of unsupportably racist opinions as historical facts, was not just common, it was necessary to maintain the whole. In this polluted climate of opinion, no one could charge consensus historians with unethical behavior or unprofessionalism for doing what their predecessors had done, even when history writing and some leading historians came to serve repressive political forces in the Gilded Age (1880–1900), during the first Red Scare (1919–22), and in the height of the Cold War era (1946–76).

But by the 1960s, a time of turmoil for all Americans and particularly for younger scholars, the themes of consensus history not only appeared intellectually unsupportable, they came to seem morally censurable. The gates of the academy had opened to different kinds of professional historians—Jews, women, blacks, ethnic minorities—with much less of a personal stake in the great success story that propelled the old consensus narratives. These younger professional historians fashioned a new concept for the way that history should be  presented. They called it “new history,” and within two decades it had established itself as orthodoxy in the major universities and had largely supplanted consensus history as the approach used in the training of the next generation of scholars. It also transformed the way history was taught to undergraduates, and the way that the profession presented itself to the public.

The new history did not celebrate uniformity, progress, and conquest. Instead, it argued for critical thinking, diversity, and moral selfassessment. It brought new figures into the master narrative, people who had been marginal or invisible in the consensus account. Those who adhered to the new doctrine admitted history would change as historians’ interests and backgrounds changed, but insisted that the multiple and multiplying perspectives did not so much undermine the goal of objective historical knowledge as broaden it.

The new history was not armored against charges of falsification, fabrication, and plagiarism, however, and the members of the increasingly ethnically and racially diverse profession did not have the same motivation as their predecessors for shielding established historical writers or conventional historical writing from criticism. Quite the reverse was true: the new history and its promoters took a perverse delight in bashing one another, sometimes in public. In fact, when highly controversial works like Time on the Cross, a study of antebellum southern slavery by the economists Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman, appeared in 1974, the authors and their critics appeared on panels at national conventions to debate the book, then wrote more books to continue the debate in print.2


In its candor, and its apparent delight in disputation, the new history opened itself to a kind of external criticism that the consensus historians never faced. Indeed, unintentionally, the new history controversialists undermined the authority of the profession in the eyes of the public. And when the promoters of the new history became combatants in the culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s, they found a conservative backlash of frightening proportions lying in wait. In a series of highly publicized encounters, advocates of the new history found themselves fighting not only for it, but for the authority of the entire history profession against an army of conservative educators,  pundits, and politicians. The result of these combats was a profession that had become politicized and highly sensitive to threats to its own authority.

The new history had also distanced itself from popular history written for general readers in a way that even the first consensus professionals could not have anticipated. The new history embraced methodological sophistication, borrowing from European literary criticism, social science statistical measures, and all manner of other academic novelties that general readers could not understand. The best and brightest of the new historians were soon writing only for one another. The result was that the general public could easily be persuaded that the academic historians did not see history as it should be seen—something to be shared with all Americans, and something that would make all Americans proud.

At the same time, the market for popular history was growing and there were millions of dollars to be made if one could tap that market. The politicization of history, the growing gap between the professors and the popularizers, and the temptations of the marketplace would set the stage for the Bellesiles, Ambrose, Goodwin, and Ellis dramas.





CHAPTER 1

The Rise of Consensus History


ONCE UPON A TIME, HISTORY MEANT EVERYTHING to Americans and historians were revered and trusted. For everyone knew that history’s lessons were immutable and inescapable. Those who did not know history were fated to suffer its judgment for their ignorance.

From the first days of our nation’s existence, American thinkers and political leaders were exceptionally sensitive to the lessons of history. Although our version of republicanism was without precedent or parallel, Americans scanned the historical record for clues and omens to the prospects of their revolutionary experiment. The new United States of America was vast in space and potential but weak militarily and surrounded by old enemies. Its state and federal constitutions were marvels of ingenuity, but untested, and many feared that the geographical distances that separated North from South and East from West would foster anarchy. The founders worried about disorder at the bottom of society and corruption at the top—causes of the  decline and fall of prior republics. Thus there was both anxiety and exaggeration in the historical claims of men like Noah Webster when he wrote of the federal Constitution, in 1788: “This Western world now beholds an era important beyond conception.... The names of those men who have digested a system of constitutions for the American empire, will be enrolled with those ... collected by posterity.”1


To the foremost men of the Revolutionary generation the verdict of history was especially prized and poignant, for the creation of the new nation was their life’s work. They feared as much posterity’s judgment of them as of their creation. Shortly before he died, Jefferson wrote to his longtime friend James Madison, “It has also been a great solace to me to believe that you are engaged in vindicating to posterity the course we have pursued.... Take care of me when [I am] dead.” There was danger in too critical a reading of American history, as Madison himself, some years later, wrote to a correspondent, “Our history, short as it is, has already disclosed great errors sanctioned by great names.” He was alluding to the division of the country along sectional lines, into pro- and antislavery factions. Madison was a realist in politics but he knew that such realism in history could be fatal to national unity. Only the right kind of history could save the new republic from itself.2





Useful Facts


Here, at the dawn of what Jefferson called the “great experiment” in republican self-government, was the same dilemma that the council of the National Constitution Center would later face in planning its exhibits. How should history best be used? For the generation that succeeded Jefferson and Madison, the problems of national unity seemed dire. Bitterly divisive political parties, unanticipated by the Founders, had arisen to contest state and national elections. Behind these parties lay a festering controversy over the spread of slavery into the western lands.

In this moment of incipient crisis, state historical societies, Fourth of July orators, and popular writers agreed that by celebrating our history  we might heal our political differences. Look to the Founders, these historical boosters argued; praise, exalt, and honor them. Ignore their faults and failings, for the message must be an uplifting one to which everyone can subscribe. The greatest of the Founders, George Washington, became at the hands of the itinerant bookseller and preacher Mason Weems an unblemished paragon of virtue, whose “great talents, constantly guided and guarded by religion he put at the service of his country.” In his 1823 biography of the Revolutionary lawyer James Otis, Jr., the Boston author, merchant, and diplomat William Tudor praised the “real equality of political ideas” on the eve of independence. Timothy Flint, like Weems a missionary and author, waxed even more eloquent on “the first settlement of the country ... the singular character of the first adventurers, who seem to have been a compound of the hero, the philosopher, and the farmer, and the savage.”3


Scholars and men of letters in the new nation proposed that history had a vital purpose. A contemporary review of an 1835 edition of Washington’s letters, edited by Reverend Jared Sparks, pronounced: “Nothing can be of more profit to Americans, and especially to the youth of our land, than to recur, and that frequently, to the labours and sentiments of our revolutionary leaders.” Nothing was better suited to reduce the “heats of modern party warfare” than the cool patriotism and dedication of Washington and his cohorts.

Against the vast profit perceived in this approach, what reader could object to the historians’ rearrangement of their subjects’ language, or to their selective use of facts? It did not seem to matter to readers that Sparks regularly altered Washington’s words, or sometimes pasted one piece of a document into another document entirely. After all, the entire purpose of editing the letters was moral instruction, and ministers like Sparks long had the tradition of cutting and pasting Scripture in their sermons.4


Permission to fabricate (as in manufacture) was not a license to lie, but it did give carte blanche when it came to deciding what was important, worth inclusion in the narrative, and what could be ignored or dismissed. One of the major historical projects of the 1830s was Peter Force’s collection of documents on the American Revolution. Force, a  New Yorker by birth and a Washington, D.C., politician, printer, and newspaper editor later in life, lobbied hard for and gained a subvention from Congress to compile the papers, and historians all over the country waited eagerly as he performed the work. Robert Walsh, the editor of the Philadelphia-based American Quarterly Review, kept a special watch on Force’s progress, for it subscribed to his aim, “to place history upon an immovable basis, and to make it, what all history ought to be, a record of facts, beyond cavil or doubt—a simple relation of what actually occurred, clothed in the plain and noble garb of truth.” For Force and those who reviewed his work assumed that there was a core of indisputable facts that could be uncovered by hard work and honest reporting. These facts would prove what the American historians and their readers needed the facts to prove: that the republic was safe. It would not repeat the errors that had doomed all republics before it, not if it learned the lessons of its past. Because history was based on such immutable facts, historians could never be guilty of plagiarizing. One could never steal a fact from another author, even if one used the same language, word for word. Facts could not be the property of anyone.5


Today, most professional historians would agree that historical facts are not stones one finds lying about. They are instead little arguments constructed from evidence. In insisting on the existence of a core of irreducible and essential facts, thus, the historians of the new republic arrogated to themselves the authority to decide what belonged in the corpus of our history and what did not. White, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon New Englanders were thus freed to identify themselves and their coterie as the makers of the American success story. Their forebears needed space for their farms and herds, and they took it from the native inhabitants. They needed cheap and plentiful labor, and found it in a system of chattel slavery. They needed to spawn new generations of their own superior kind, for which purpose the mothers of the race were divinely appointed and naturally suited, the historians believed. The necessary and logical consequence of their assumptions about history was that Indians, African Americans, and women could not be the center of the tale. Indeed, they must be pushed to its edges—or American history would  become a story of oppression, the very opposite of what its chroniclers wanted and needed it to be.




The Giants: George Bancroft and Francis Parkman


George Bancroft and Francis Parkman, the two giants of nineteenth-century American historical writing, understood implicitly that a serviceable American history—serviceable for their ends—must be narrowly tailored. It must convince readers of the heroism and achievement of the hardy breed of New England men; prove that those men deserved, indeed were ordained, to rule; and excuse, rationalize, or reformat the whole of the tale so that oppressed groups vanished from it. In this they were spectacularly successful, insofar as that success could be measured by their reputation and sales.

In 1834, the same year that the conservative, Whig Party–supporting American Quarterly Review was laying out the ethical canons for American historians, George Bancroft published the first volume of his monumental ten-volume History of the United States, the last volume of which appeared in 1874. Bancroft’s History was to become the standard work on American history for generations. Bancroft was the son of a minister, and he entered Harvard at age 13, in 1813. After he graduated, he went to Europe and earned degrees in German universities, then returned to found a school in Northampton, Massachusetts. Later he would engage in Democratic politics (holding, before he was done, at various times an ambassadorship and the post of Secretary of War). He did most of the research for his volumes between 1831 and 1834, though he continued to write and revise until his mental powers failed late in life. When he died in 1891, he was the most honored of our historians, and his works were widely read.6


Bancroft saw himself as a scholar and regarded his work as a major contribution to knowledge. As he wrote in his preface, 
I have endeavored to impart originality to my narrative, by deriving it from writings and sources which were the contemporaries of the events that are described.... Much error had become incorporated within American history.... The early history was often written with a carelessness which seized on rumor and vague recollection as sufficient authority for an assertion which satisfied prejudice by wanton perversions.





This was both strong and critical language. Bancroft was careful to alert his readers in his footnotes when he disagreed with another historian’s reading of the primary (original or documentary) sources. He was careful to provide the source of every quotation and to name the secondary sources (other scholars’ works) that he consulted to hold the narrative together, and was effusive in his gratitude to others. “I have been most liberally aided by the directors of our chief public libraries, especially the library at Cambridge, on American history.”

But Bancroft made no real distinction between primary sources and secondary sources. When a secondary source cited a passage from a primary source, Bancroft felt perfectly free to reuse the language of the secondary source in his own account without identifying it as such. He cited the secondary-source pages, but copied or closely paraphrased rather than quoted. Facts were facts, in whatever language they were reported. In effect, he turned all his sources, whether written by the actual actors or by later scholars, into primary sources. And when it suited his didactic purposes, he fabricated. He “felt free to change tenses or moods, to transpose parts of quotations, to simplify language, and to give free renditions.” If the purpose of history was to tell stories that taught lessons, such “blending” could hardly be objectionable, and for contemporary reviewers, it was not.7


Bancroft believed that his job was to write a chronicle that would make his readers proud of their country’s history. The first volume of his History of the United States was published at the height of the national battle over antislavery petitions in Congress, the beginning of the dispossession of the “civilized tribes” of Indians from their homelands in the Southeast (eventually they would be relocated to  the Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma), anti-Catholic rioting in northeastern cities, and the rise of workingmen’s political parties.

But one would never imagine any of this was going on around Bancroft when he sounded the trumpet for our “precedence in the practice and the defense of the equal rights of man. ... Prosperity follows the execution of even justice; invention is quickened by the freedom of competition; and labor rewarded with sure and unexampled returns.” Although slavery was entrenched in half the nation and fully 20 percent of Americans could not claim the fruits of their labor, much less the freedom to walk away from their masters, Bancroft (who did not defend slavery personally) insisted that in the United States, “Domestic peace is maintained without the aid of a military establishment” and “Every man may enjoy the fruits of his industry.” Although abolitionists were not welcome in the South and their writings were routinely opened at post offices and burned, Bancroft asserted that “Every mind is free to publish its convictions.” Although law in almost all of the slaveholding states forbade slaves from learning to read the Bible and in the northern states Catholic churches were burned and convents looted by mobs, Bancroft boasted, “Religion, neither persecuted nor paid by the state, is sustained by the regard for public morals and the earnestness of an enlightened faith.”

In order that the greater “truths” he beheld in American history not be obscured, in order that history uplift and inspire Americans, Bancroft decided that some Americans’ part in that history must be elided or diminished. If they were moved to the center of the tale, American history would bear a sanguinary aspect. So Bancroft selected certain facts and ignored others in order that it appear that “the principles of liberty unite all interests by the operation of equal laws, blend the discordant elements into harmonious union.” This was consensus history in the service of celebration and it was inherently fallacious. It falsified our history because it left out or dismissed the experience of more than half of America’s population: Indians, women, servants, slaves, and immigrants.

Fifty years after writing his first encomium on American liberty, thirty years after the immensely destructive Civil War, ten years after the postwar Reconstruction failed and former slaves, now freedmen  and -women, found themselves mired in sharecroppers’ poverty and held captive behind the razor wire of Jim Crow segregation, in the midst of a great war between labor and capital that brought strikes and scab labor to American industrial sites—in the midst of all this, Bancroft looked back on the judgments he had made in his first volume, and persisted in his view that
... the foregoing words, written nearly a half-century ago, are suffered to remain, because the intervening years have justified their expression of confidence in the progress of our republic. The seed of disunion has perished, and universal freedom, reciprocal benefits, and cherished traditions bind its many states in the closest union.8






The issue that agitated Americans above all others in both 1834 and in 1885 was the treatment of people of color. Bancroft knew that “the Negro race, from its introduction [into the colonies], was regarded with distrust,” but who knew that “human bondage would become so strongly riveted” in some parts of the new land? The plight of the slaves was real, but it was not important to Bancroft’s purpose, for it denied the fundamental thesis of consensus history. Slaves did not enjoy the bounties of liberty. So, too, Bancroft’s handling of Native Americans reflected his commitment to a narrow and self-serving consensus history. When the colonists came from Europe to North America, he wrote, they found “an unproductive waste ... its only inhabitants ... a few scattered tribes of feeble barbarians, destitute of commerce and of political connection.” Bancroft was wrong on all three counts, as any of the first settlers could have told him. Indians produced an abundance of crops in season—an abundance that the first Europeans noted with delight. Indians traded with one another and they formed political connections that endured for hundreds of years (longer than most European peace treaties).

Bancroft was not unsympathetic to the plight of what he saw as a few feeble redmen, but “Manifest Destiny” was his credo. He wrote in an age of ebullient imperialism, when the American eagle screeched triumphantly over the expansion of the United States. Thus, however much Bancroft might feel the pain of the mistreatment of the Indians,  that pain merited no more than a few sympathetic asides. He lamented how the Spanish conquistadors in the sixteenth century “enslaved such as offended” them among the natives, and “on slight suspicion ... cut off the hands of numbers of the natives for punishment or intimidation.” He moralized that “the happiness, the life, and the rights of the Indians were held of no account.” But he concluded that if the Indians were benighted victims, they were also too different, dispersed, and ultimately unimportant to require more than passing mention in his history.9


[image: 004]

Bancroft’s great rival as the foremost American historian of the nineteenth century was Boston-bred and Harvard-educated Francis Parkman. Like Bancroft, Parkman’s labors spanned the better part of the century and his books assayed a broad swath of our history. Parkman’s much admired multivolume narrative of the French and English struggle for the North American colonies was a classic, plain and simple. As John Fiske, the turn-of-the-century historian who edited the 1902 reissue of the volumes, wrote admiringly, the volumes “take their place in literature as permanent and secure” among the finest studies of human warfare.10


Parkman was as determined to be accurate and as meticulous in his use of the primary sources as Bancroft, and he was just as indifferent to issues of scholarly citation of secondary sources. As he prefaced his narrative of the French and Indian war, Montcalm and Wolfe (1884), “Besides manuscripts, the printed matter in the form of books, pamphlets, contemporary newspapers, and other published histories relating to the Americans’ part of the Seven Years War, is varied and abundant, and I believe I may safely say that nothing in it of much consequence has escaped me. ... The whole of this published and unpublished mass of evidence has been read and collated with extreme care.” In other words, the secondary sources were mixed in with the mass of primary sources and no special effort was made to avoid plagiarism. Indeed, for all his care with the primary sources, including sending emissaries to copy documents in foreign archives,  Parkman was indifferent to any requirement of putting quotation marks around language directly copied from other historians. He read them, to be sure. Large portions of Montcalm and Wolfe, for example, those describing England, France, and the colonies on the eve of the war, have no reference notes at all, though they are meticulously detailed. He got that material somewhere, but the only citations in the book are to primary sources, which is the case for all the volumes. As Fiske recalled (having known Parkman from 1872 to the day of his death), Parkman read everything but “had not the tastes of a bibliophile.”11


The excuse Fiske provided for Parkman’s way of doing history was one that appeared often in all contemporary reviews of nineteenth-century American history. Parkman, said Fiske, was a man of letters, “with his naturalist’s keen and accurate eye and his quick poetic apprehension.... Such realism is usually the prerogative of the novelist rather than the historian.” Mastery of detail was not enough; it was Parkman’s poetic gift that lifted his works to the pantheon of great history. Such borrowing as Parkman (and Bancroft) assayed from other authors was something that men of letters did all the time, without qualms—if not without controversy, as Edgar Allen Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Samuel L. Clements (Mark Twain), and other authors discovered. Certainly plagiarism was an offense against good taste, but was not seen as a matter of professional ethics.12


Parkman’s aim was an accurate account, but it was filled with what can only be regarded as misrepresentation at best and prejudice at worst. These derived not from intention to deceive, but from deepseated opinions of his own that he never bothered to explore. Nearly blind and often lame, Parkman walked the warpaths that the Indians once traveled, but he saw only the dissolute ghosts of his own imagination—as he wrote in The Jesuits in North America—the “extremes of misery and degradation” he believed to be the Indians’ assigned lot. For the Indians’ role in his history was to people “the savage prologue of the American drama ... coming to a close, [as] the civilization of Europe was advancing on the scene.”

In fact, Parkman’s near mania for accuracy in the historical details he provided served to prove what Bancroft assumed at the outset: the  Protestant, New England vision of American history was destined to prevail over all others. Parkman’s immersion in historical materials permitted him to depict Indian life with great energy, but his prejudices never enabled him to see the Indians’ world through their eyes or to give them any kind of credit for creativity or achievement. Though some Indians were of a higher “type” (a word Parkman used to mean racial characteristics), even those who cultivated the land instead of wandering over it and lived in extensive towns instead of isolated woven-reed wigwams were, in his view, inferior specimens to the European newcomers.

His account of the Canadian Huron Indians, in The Jesuits in North America, is an example of his perspective: “He who entered [a Huron Indian longhouse] on a winter night beheld a strange spectacle.” (Of course, the Hurons would not have found it strange at all—for them it was home. A more sensitive historian would have realized this.)
The bronzed groups ... eating, gambling, or amusing themselves with badinage: shriveled squaws, hideous with threescore years of hardship; grisly old warriors, scarred with Iroquois war-clubs ... damsels gay with ochre and wampum; restless children pell-mell with restless dogs. Now a tongue of resinous flame painted each wild figure in vivid light; now the fitful gleam expired, and the group vanished from sight, as their nation has vanished from history.





He thought that the Hurons were superior to other Algonquians because of “the size ... of their brains.” Parkman subscribed to the emerging pseudo-science of phrenology. But he thought they were incapable of intellectual abstraction. To him, Indian religion was “a chaos of degrading, ridiculous and incoherent superstitions.” Above all, Indian character was morally deficient: “That well known self control, which, originating in a form of pride, covered the savage nature of the man with a veil, opaque, though thin.... Though vain, arrogant, boastful, and vindictive, the Indian bore abuse and sarcasm with an astonishing patience.”13


Parkman was a Victorian moralist, which explains at least in part his fascination with the outlandish along with his unreflecting arrogance  in condemning it. But his biased moralism ensured that Parkman’s brilliant pointillist depiction of Indian life ended up as little more than an artistic exercise in falsification and fabrication. The Hurons did not vanish from history. In 1867, when Parkman wrote these passages, there were still Hurons in Canada, as there are to this day. But for him “vanished from history” meant something larger and more important than a demographic fact. The Hurons had played a horrific but subsidiary role in the great competition between England and France for empire, and now they were no longer needed in the tale.




Consensus and the History of the Ruling Race


As Bancroft selected the facts that described and established the trumph of American liberty, so Parkman favored the facts that proved the racial superiority of the Anglo-Saxon peoples. Behind the conquest of the Indian by the Anglo-American lay the latter’s supposedly superior racial traits: “The Germanic race, and especially the Anglo-Saxon branch of it, is peculiarly masculine, and, therefore, peculiarly fitted for self-government. It submits its action habitually to the guidance of reason, and has the judicial faculty of seeing both sides of a question.”14


The immense popularity of accounts like Bancroft’s and Parkman’s well into the 1880s and 1890s was not diminished by their prejudices. Indeed, Parkman’s and Bancroft’s readers, men and women of a supposedly superior type, held the historians in such high esteem precisely because they shared the historians’ view of the world. Their history proved that the world was ripe for conquest by their readers and their kind. As Henry Adams, a representative of the next generation of their set, wrote in conclusion to his magisterial history of the administrations of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison:
The continent lay before them, like an uncovered ore bed. They could see, and they could even calculate with reasonable accuracy,  the wealth it could be made to yield. With almost the certainty of a mathematical formula, knowing the rate of increase of wealth, they could read in advance their economic history.





At the end of the 1880s, young Theodore Roosevelt, another of the new generation of amateur historians, agreed that “much yet remained to be done before the West would reach its natural limits and would fill from frontier to frontier with populous commonwealths of its own citizens.” Indians, by their very nature, in the 1880s as in 1816, could not be citizens, and thus, by definition (a perfect circularity), they did not belong in the story.15
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