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In its simplest meaning, Public History refers to the employment of
historians and the historical method outside of academia: in government,
private corporations, the media, historical societies and museums, even in
private practice. Public Historians are at work whenever, in their profes-
sional capacity, they are part of the public process. An issue needs to be
resolved, a policy must be formed, the use of a resource or the direction
of an activity must be more effectively planned—and an historian is called
upon to bring in the dimension of time: this is Public History.

THE HISTORIAN’S PERSPECTIVE

The historian has a special way of looking at human affairs, and a special
way of explaining them. He or she instinctively asks the question, how did
they evolve over time into their present arrangement? This is an essentially
genetic cast of mind; that is, one which assumes that we do not understand
something until we dig out its origins, its subsequent development, and
its causal antecedents. Each scholarly discipline, in fact, consists of people
who look at the world differently, who have a shared sensibility. We live
in one world, but to glance at the way scholars from the separate disciplines
distill it on paper is to be reminded how diversely our minds filter what
we perceive and reflect upon. The distinctions are perhaps most graphically
apparent in painting. On a colorist’s canvas, a Greek village will appear
as blocks primary colors. An artist who is sensitive primarily to form and
line will paint the same scene as a structural interlinking of planes and
geometrical figures. Among a group of social scientists seeking to explain
the Vietnam war, the political scientist will talk about the decisionmaking
process; the sociologist will see the dynamics of military elites and WASP
racism as the significant factors; the economist will point instead to the
search for resources and markets. Within its own assumptions, each view
is valid; each aids us in working toward an overall understanding.

Because the historical mode of thinking has been professionally located
almost solely within the academic community, where it has been put to
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use on matters far distant in time, history has been thought to be like the
arts and the humanities. That is, it is thought to produce things which are
interesting, which are essential to the human spirit, but which are not
immediately useful. The cultivated mind should have a knowledge of his-
tory; that is an accepted truism. History’s connection with the real world,
however, has been thought to be limited to such sophisticated fields as
foreign policy or the conduct of government within the White House.

THE PRACTICAL VALUE OF HISTORY

This is the fundamental misconception which must be swept away. The
historical method of analysis is not simply relevant to the fate of nations,
or to issues of war and peace. It is essential in every kind of immediate,
practical situation. A jury asked to consider the disputed alignment of a
system of flood control levees remains doubtful and unconvinced when
told only of flowage figures and engineering theory. When helped to see
the system as the end product of generations of cumulative decisions, flood
by flood, worked out by trial and error and actual experience as well as
in the light of engineering principles, the jury’s uncertainties disappear
and the correct judgment becomes clear. A city council which knows a
part of its community primarily as a problem for safety engineers, since
the buildings are old, and for the police, since the drunks must be cleared
out regularly, and for the assessor, since its tax revenues are declining,
thinks in terms of bulldozers and wrecking balls. When brought to see it
as a neighborhood with deep roots in time and an historical character
which, if preserved or restored, will enrich the city’s sense of itself, that
same city council will shift its planning and start thinking of an *‘old town,”
facade easements, and revitalization.

A state legislature bent on overhauling a civil service system will proceed
confidently with major innovations in mind until it learns, by means of an
historical study, that in earlier times lost to memory these innovations had
been tried and found wanting. A corporation which is growing rapidly and
is staffed increasingly by new executives needs an historian to explain the
origin and purpose of existing policies. Since the corporate community
must now pay close attention to its social surroundings, it needs historians
in public affairs offices to explain why Georgia is the way it is, or how
Californians have responded to particular issues in the past and are likely
to in the future. A city heading toward litigation with a surrounding ir-
rigation district over water rights must ask an essentially historical, not
legal, question: how did its water rights originate and evolve?

In these examples, there lies another definition of Public History. The
significant question, in discriminating between the kind of history we have
been accustomed to and Public History, is the following: who is posing
the question to which the historian is seeking to give an answer? In aca-
demic history, we minister to humanity’s generalized need to comprehend
its past and to diffuse that comprehension, by means of formal schooling,
within each generation. Researchers, stimulated by their particular intel-

lectual interests and by their sense of where the profession’s knowledge -
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of the past is incomplete or inaccurate, pursue individually chosen lines
of inquiry. Granting agencies may give or withhold support funds in aid
of the project, but the initial choice of topic lies with the researcher.

In Public History, the historian answers questions posed by others. He
or she serves as a consultant, a professional, a member of the staff. There
are times when an academic historian’s intellectual interests and the needs
of the public flow together naturally. In such situations, the historian is
called upon to provide information out of an already-acquired expertise.
Congress develops a renewed interest in national planning, and it summons
the historian most expert in the history of this process to its committee
hearings. Or, faced suddenly with the prospect of initiating impeachment
proceedings, it forms a consulting group of historians and asks them to
explain the process. The Defense Department initiates a long study of
basic policies, and brings in as consultants the academic historians who
have become authorities in the field. Environmental consciousness
emerges, and historians are retained to give advice, and to serve as expert
witnesses in litigation. John Hope Franklin has recently described to us
the way in which attorneys formed a team with historians expert in the
history of race relations during the presentation of testimony leading up
to the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954.!

When academic historians perform professionally in this way, they are
practicing the role of public historians. However, we shall not see historians
moving into the public process in a major way—that is, in hundreds, and
eventually thousands, of setiings located not just in Washington, but
throughout American society—until their potentiality is widely recognized
and they are permanently employed as practicing public historians and
not simply as academic historians carrying out an occasional task of public
service.

NEW DIRECTIONS

In the spring of 1975, my colleague G. Wesley Johnson and I sat in my
office talking of all these matters and exploring the question: how could
this breakthrough be made? We concluded that the best method was to
begin training small groups of graduate students in public history skills,
imbuing them with the idea of a public rather than an academic career, and
sending them out, one by one, to demonstrate their value by their work.
Everything has small beginnings, as each scholarly discipline has learned
as it began to go public. Economists had to demonstrate their usefulness
before they were taken seriously, and the same would have to be true, we
believed, with historians. We would not be able to swing the entire United
States, en masse, into the hiring of historians, but we might be able to
persuade a few government offices or business corporations to do so—and
move on from there. If by our efforts we could show that the idea of
public history worked, then other institutions across the country might
launch similar programs. In time Americans would grow used to the sight
of historians at work in the decisionmaking process as historians, bringing
their particular method of analysis and explanation to bear upon points






