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The debates among historians regarding the "crisis in

history" have been directed to various problems. The

fragmentation of historical scholarship and writing embodied

in the "new history," the alleged overspecialization of

historical scholarship, and recent challenges to the

objectivity of historical fact and interpretation receive

attention.

Successive chapters attend to a general background

study and description of postmodernism, the association

between postmodernistic trends and historical scholarship as

seen in poststructuralism and deconstruction, and the

implications of postmodernistic criticism for post-secondary

history instruction. Deconstruction, or the hermeneutical

challenge of poetics, is a criticism of historical

epistemological presuppositions and practices.

Deconstruction yields insights that are useful to judge

historical knowing. However, deconstruction does not



present a compelling alternative to accepted standards of

historical scholarship and practice.

724 11[192'-01 Gill'Ul" ill;"liri-ilmrim'MM19r-in-2-sem'Emin|-T-mWrai'ai-aines'runnisoir:py-- -i-sar 1--rull-all:-prs...mrn:lle:s.-e,-c:grami-came--ela. u-i.1 .n..-.a.-r-..c...rr-s-.:1--.prm..:==-mine,-- -,--....,..c.w-.,.:.-,,.--,-----....------.e.- - --..-. . .-- ....-.-.........- w.-er.w.. .-... ......-.... ,.......,.......... ,.,.... . ...... ,.., ,,. ..

.I'_.UN.".d'igiljli!!NIA iEld'Il idSINdignifMielfifft-:TM'-ja'kN' "-2'-IN''2"J''--'N'es'"6' M -jii!!g4iil:Elf'|Jaistiillt]Ejy|[pj!!!|LJj..ja| .2 il.l.lliidsp!!_Kj9]!'ahj{|L-ag!d:lt-J-j!gpjg.gig|MM;displaggelg, |440:... .gge v -.--,- . - -.-- -- - ,,-- -------- ,- - .. -.-s ...s ,..,. _ - - --'--.---'.-'1-- . j-, s..blLILjl.[i. .4[.. .J|d.1 .1.[I.14 ]jl [11 J. Jt(I|LL11_LJQ.ILIsll-tL-,.U.J K [jilis|ll'0INI.lj4|LJR[J.[ILull.hkJ.LbJ,.|]'.II..|iltji-s gj. 414je.j.g.1Laa-4.. 1. -||41g]](



Copyright by

Jerry L. Summers

1990

1i



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The author wishes to thank the following scholars who

have given generously of their time, opinions and guidance:

Frank R. Ankersmit of the University of Groningen, The

Netherlands; Robert F. Berkhofer, University of Michigan;

Arlie J. Hoover, Abilene Christian University; John Mears,

Southern Methodist University; Linda Orr, Duke University;

and Robert Swieringa, Kent State University.

Rebecca Brooks Massey and Deborah Vess deserve an

expression of gratitude for their helpful comments regarding

the dissertation drafts. Finally, for their continual and

appropriate expressions of encouragement, the author offers

appreciative thanks to Ben W. and Mary Dean, and Debra

Summers.

iv



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements ........ ...............

Chapter

I. INTRODUCTION . . ".a .. . . .

II. POSTMODERNISM... ....... . . . .

III. HISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP AND POSTMODERNISM .

IV. POSTMODERNISM AND TEACHING COLLEGE HISTORY

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY. . . . . . . . . . .

Page

. iv

1

. . . 24

. . 112

. . 189

. . 273

V

.................



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Historians have been voicing their concerns about an

apparent decline in importance and credibility of the

profession of history during the 1970s and 1980s.1 The

presumed decline frequently has been characterized as a

crisis that calls into question the future of the profession

of history, especially in the college and university.2 At

stake are the standards and presuppositions of historical

research, writing, and teaching. Historical scholarship has

been considered potentially irrelevant. Historians have

maintained their optimism despite the apparent apathy of

students for history and for careers related to, or

benefitting from, historical scholarship. That observation,

when considered with the apathy of students for the

humanities, has intensified concerns among historians.

'Theodore S. Hamerow, Reflections on History and
Historians (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987),
27-30.

2Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, "The Crisis of Our Culture
and the Teaching of History," The History Teacher 13
(November 1979): 89-101; Oscar Handlin, "History:
A Discipline in Crisis?" The American Scholar 40
(Summer 1971) : 450-65.
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History is a social science with incontrovertible affinities

with the humanities.

Other historians have argued whether there has been a

decline in the quality of historical research and writing.

Nevertheless, the discipline of history, which includes

historical research, writing, and teaching by college and

university scholars, remains a valid academic field, with

its own departments, associations, scholarly journals, and

visibility within either the social sciences or the

humanities, depending on who makes that judgment.

History became associated with institutions and came to

be a profession in the late nineteenth century. Since then,

professional historians have attempted to develop the

discipline of history as a social science. Their objectives

in turn encouraged specialization in historical studies, in

part because the scientific process, beyond its objective to

formulate broad theories, requires structured research and

detailed analysis in the investigation of hypotheses. The

heuristic and explanatory methods that historians have used

traditionally involve the retrieval, analysis and evaluative

presentation of historical facts. During the twentieth

century, much historical scholarship has become more

specialized, and the research subjects have become more

narrowly defined, in the interest of objectivity and

_
+ . :
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accuracy. Unfortunately, greater accuracy in the recovery

and manipulation of historical data does not always provide

meaningful interpretation of the broad sweep of human

history.

"History," as the term has been used here, is to many

persons an excessively professionalist, overspecialized

discipline, too restrictively associated with academia.

Proponents of the idea of a crisis in historical scholarship

blame the development of professional history from the late

nineteenth century to the present for the stigma of

irrelevance and the overspecialization found in historical

reseach and writing. 3 Dissatisfaction with the academic

nature of history might also have originated from perceived

changes in the culture and society in which historians work.

The phenomena of change associated with "postmodernism"

are of present interest. Postmodernism can be considered

derivative of modernism or of modern western society. At

the same time, however, it may be considered a reaction to,

or renunciation of, some of the characteristics of modern

western society. The problem of postmodernism, that is,

whether or not there are indeed trends in western society

'See for example, Hamerow, 27-37.

-4i f- -
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that could be considered postmodern, involves the definition

of what is modern. Simply, that which is modern pertains to

that which is entirely up-to-date, or contemporary, in the

sense that it exceeds in novelty or development whatever

came before it. One might say that whatever is modern must

first be postmodern. Consequently, postmodernism could

pertain simultaneously to that which is pro-modern as well

as anti-modern. While that which is modern is questioned,

it is also supported, even vindicated.

Postmodernism has been a major focus of attention in

literary and fine-arts circles, the implication seeming to

be that such focused attention, particularly in literary

history, indicates some genuine changes in western society

and culture. One viewpoint is that the tendencies of the

culture flow into the literature and the other arts and not

from literature and the arts into the culture. 4

Epistemology and communications theory in postmodernism

suggest that there have been changes in the ways that

individuals in a given society formulate concepts and

communicate. The implication of this for the study of

tIhab Hassan, "The Question of Postmodernism,"
in Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism, ed. Harry R.
Garvin (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1980),
119-22.

.,
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history is that with changes involving not only thinking,

but the way people think about themselves, the more

important the sense of history becomes. The processes of

social change may alter the historical consciousness of the

group and thus the presuppositions and methodologies used in

the teaching of history.

Postmodernism as a philosophical feature of the

twentieth century evaluates contemporary western culture in

ways that challenge historians to review their assumptions

about historical research, writing, and teaching. Indeed

the challenge seems to derive from changes in the ways that

historians must conceptualize not only the supposed subject

matter of history, the facts of history, but the theory and

philosophy of what it is to "do" history in social context.

Specifically, historians work within an academic context,

and they employ the tools and standards of historical

research and writing to present their findings

professionally and credibly. How will they present those

findings publicly? The present hypothesis is that

historians as scholars and teachers meet with a specialized

set of the public, their students. The attitudes of

teachers toward the endeavor of history would affect public

perceptions of history just as it would the students's
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perceptions of history. The problem of postmodernism

relative to twentieth-century historical scholarship seems

to pose questions about the understanding required of

teachers who wish not only to present the human past

sensibly and meaningfully in the present. The attitudes of

historians may be influenced implicitly or explicitly by

factors of cultural change. The question at hand is whether

or not history is presented both to the student public and

to the wider public in a meaningful, worthwhile way. Aside

from the intrinsic value of history, how will students

benefit from the study of history with teachers who

recognize how the changing cultural and social milieu

challenges historical study and understanding?

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The problem of this study was the association between

postmodernistic trends and historical research and the

implications of that association for the college-level

teaching of history.

PURPOSES OF THE STUDY

The purposes of the study were to examine the status of

historical scholarship, writing, and teaching in association

-. 'k. , -- a L. .R. ~pia. ,: 5 !!d+"- ; ;, .: ,., .M1: " /RrJ. rye :::..:;:.., st Ylir.-% .y+ ,. - _...h1 ,,..
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with postmodernistic trends in western culture during the

twentieth century and to discuss the implications of the

findings of the study for the postsecondary teaching of

history.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The significance of this study lies in the insight

gained from a better understanding of the challenges placed

on the study and understanding of history because of

changing conditions in the general culture. The teacher of

history will benefit from greater awareness of the nature of

the transformation of historical scholarship made necessary

by changes in society and culture, by the changing roles of

institutions of higher learning, and in the new theoretical

approaches to history. The history teacher might be able to

reconcile changes in expectations regarding the teaching and

study of history with traditional approaches and attitudes

toward history. Although the profession or discipline of

history has developed numerous specialties and appropriated

new methodologies and technologies in order to enhance

research, history remains a traditional endeavor that deals

ultimately with human heritage. Historians are those

members of the culture who by their scholarly efforts seek

rbC+ GA4F +W., ,..:.-- #a ;. J,:a .. -, , - .. -"- }A 4%# kGaa ' tif5. i a
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to convey the sense and substance of history from generation

to generation.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The discussion about a crisis in historical scholarship

has included a vocal participant, Oscar Handlin, who

expressed dismay at the apparent decline of the sense of

community among historians. He attributed that decline to

specialization and disruptive intellectual pressures from

within the historical community. Despite the contributions

of historical science, the loss of the sense of history as a

discipline within the humanities was also a problem. New

methodologies served the historical profession improperly

because historians overutilized them, often to the exclusion

of older but still worthwhile methods. Meanwhile,

specialization became too idiosyncratic, with a resultant

"discontinuity of research" whereby research had only

personal interest and failed to interest other scholars.

Handlin's remarks on history as a discipline indicated his

doubts about the quality of historical work in the past few

decades, particularly relative to research, writing, and

high standards of professionalism.5

5Handlin, 450-65. See also Oscar Handlin, Truth in
History (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1979), vii-ix,
3-9, 412-13.
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Similar, if more moderate, viewpoints exist. Theodore

S. Hamerow iterated the theme that professional history has

moved toward institutionalization and professionalization

while the pursuit of history by amateurs has declined.

History has suffered fragmentation and the loss of broader

perspectives. The historical profession lost status as a

part of the humanities and as literature. The growth of the

professional discipline of history has not assured its

strength because it has been associated with the humanities,

the ranks of which were seen to decline as well during the

1970s, due to changing social and economic agenda. Hamerow

declared that the public has been rejecting precisely that

over-specialized, apparently irrelevant form of history for

which they have no interest. History would benefit from

more popular involvement.6

Another historian cited the influence of the Vietnam

War for the loss of consensus among historians. American

historians have never before been more inconsequential, with

their scholarship a "melange of isolated, unconnected

truths." Historians have become "almost indifferent to the

promotion of larger truths" that formerly invigorated

6Hamerow, 27-30, 34-7, 39-53.

:G+tiq 36 1 r_-5:.,. .. o. -+&tirifi. war.T y Gr.'&. 1.7 u3(C#'A3S ef. 's"Sa'Rr '4;: .n: .r, asc:. .:: --- - : :RYy .,.l...-.v
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American historiography. The perceived lack of consensus no

doubt implies a newness in history that is discomfiting to

many historians.'

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese has written regarding the crisis

in history teaching, connecting it with the broad cultural

and political crisis of the recent past. History teaching

must be changed to favor a narrative mode that includes

consideration of cultural and social changes, and that

provides an alternative to the traditional "bourgeois"

history of the "purposeful, white, male individual." Beyond

that, there remains the gap between scholarship and teaching

which must be overcome.'

However, the narrative mode of presenting history has

its pitfalls. Allan Smith wrote regarding the difficulties

deriving from the sequential deployment of the stuff of

history in the narrative form. He cautioned against the

usage of simplistic linear-causational thinking. Historians

must consider also the "overall framework of circumstance"

within which historical actions are found. Spatial,

temporal, synchronic, and diachronic relationships condition

'Michael Zuckerman, "Myth and Method: The Current
Crisis in American Historical Writing," The History Teacher
17 (February 1984): 221.

8Fox-Genovese, 89-101.
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historical interpretation. The milieu or conditions

surrounding the individual historical occurrence or fact may

be considered essential to proper historical knowledge and

interpretation. The salient, objective historical fact may

diminish the view of surrounding circumstances in such a way

as to diminish its own significance. Smith has urged a

reconsideration of the so-called spatial aspects of history

as a means of adding "immeasurably to our understanding of

what the past in fact is."9

The problem of postmodernism relative to historical

scholarship allows no facile solution, but many intriguing

possibilities for interpretation emerge from the

consideration of the issue. The international literature

regarding postmodernism suggests varying definitions of the

term "postmodernism." Often associated with conflicting

ideas and trends in western culture, it corresponds to the

conditions of "postcivilization" and the "postindustrial"

era, "postculture," and the developments presupposed by

other similarly prefixed terms. "Postmodernism" as a term

eludes precise definition and is semantically unstable; the

9Allan Smith, "Once More with Feeling: The State of
History and the Teaching of History," The History and Social
Science Teacher 18 (March 1983): 156-8.

. dH; «..,1s ! A &t5. .,; ,- _ .. Er: E c i4L. k:ti.':-i:.=:., Y'.iE t!..l i- -+r.
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supposed trends suggested by postmodernism are fully

inseparable from modernism. Ihab Hassan and others have

described these and other difficulties in defining and

delimiting a trend that defies periodization and full

conceptualization. Perhaps contemporary thinkers are too

close to it, a circumstance that makes cultural and

historical circumspection hazardous.

Nevertheless, Hassan has composed a list of bipolar

terms in an attempt to describe some oppositions or

dichotomies in western culture. Thus he attempted to

characterize postmodernism. The following polarities or

dichotomies, for example, pertain to the discussion:

Modernism versus Postmodernism, Form (conjunctive, closed)

in contrast to Antiform (disjunctive, open), Design versus

Chance, Hierarchy versus Anarchy, Centering as compared with

Dispersal, Genital/Phallic in contrast to

Polymorphous/Androgynous, and Determinacy versus

Indeterminacy, among others.'1

Postmodernism has touched the arena of philosophy, with

postmodernistic philosophy regarded as a "soft" philosophy

generated in protest to the vagaries of "hard" or analytic

"Hassan, 117-26.

"Ibid., 123.

_xtc .'F!.r .M, x,: . z.yyc . :: <<5!' %31 ki 'G''= .a' . fir',. 
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philosophy.'2  However, the issue of postmodernism arises in

other fields as well. Major discussion on the idea of

postmodernism has occurred in the humanities and the fine

arts. For example, twentieth century architectural concepts

and designs manifest postmodernistic qualities appropriate

to the supposed postmodern condition of post-industrial

societies. Architecture in the information age has become

an "architecture of communication," although one may

challenge the supposition that such a trend is new in

architecture.

Postmodernism touches on political, economic, personal

and technological matters. Involving the claims of

poststructuralism, a modernistic political tradition with

its roots in the philosophies of Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche,

postmodernism also

addresses a whole range of material conditions
that are no longer consonant with the dominant
rationality of modernism and its technological
commitment to finding solutions in every sphere of
social and cultural life. What we think of as the
"postmodern condition" speaks to a complex
conjuncture of conditions. For example, it

'2Wayne Hudson, "The Question of Postmodern Philo-
sophy?" in Wayne Hudson, and Willem van Reijen, eds.,
Modernen Versus Postmodernen (Utrecht, The Netherlands: HES
Uitgevers, 1986), 51-7.

'3Paolo Portoghesi, Postmodern: The Architecture of
the Postindustrial Society, trans. Ellen Shapiro (New York:
Rizzoli International Publications, 1983), 7-13.

- - - '1 -; OWNWAIMP '' I w-MA00 WON
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encompasses the vestigial personal revolutions in

self-liberation and communal participation
initiated by the countercultural movements of the

sixties just as it entails the dramatic, postwar

restructuring of capitalism in the West and in the

multinational global economy; it involves the

everyday effects of the new media and
communication technology as well as the great
redistribution of power, population, and wealth

that has accompanied the new structures of

commodity production.14

Postmodernist philosophy has also been linked with a

philosophical narcissism borne out of subjectivism in

philosophy. To hold that view is to recognize the challenge

to philosophy, and to acknowledge that modernity is still

predominant. The postmodern is not yet a reality.'5

Perhaps more compelling in terms of the assumptions he

questions regarding the nature of rational investigation and

thought are the views of Michael Polanyi in his "post-

critical" philosophy, a philosophy that presupposes the end

of the critical, scientific mindset that has prevailed in

the West since the Renaissance. Indeed, the modern critical

framework has been exhausted and, Polanyi writes, a post-

critical philosophical stance like that of St. Augustine is

'4Andrew Ross, ed. Universal Abandon? The Politics of

Postmodernism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1988), x.

'5Lawrence E. Cahoone, The Dilemma of Modernity:

Philosophy, Culture, and Anti-Culture (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1988), 228-32.
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now in order: "We must now recognize belief once more as

the source of all knowledge."'6

The dilemma of postmodernism has appeared in

sociological studies, some of them quite broad, theoretical,

and comprehensive. In these studies, the political and

social changes of the post-World War II era, and of the

Vietnam era, have been seen to suggest both personal and

cultural changes as a result of new technologies and revised

values. Science also has been affected, as witness new

theoretical and descriptive discussions concerning the

nature of scientific inquiry and the critical examination of

prior scientific assumptions. Such discussions also have

included new conceptualizations of scientific

interpretation; for example, the paradigm of aesthetic

symmetry in the study of subatomic or fundamental

physics.

16Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-
Critical Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1958), 265-8.

'7Vytautas Kavolis, "Post-Modern Man: Psychosocial
Responses to Social Trends," Social Problems 17 (Spring
1970): 435-48; Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial
Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting (New York: Basic
Books, 1973), 3-9. The present reference is to the general
discussions in the following two books: Karl R. Popper,
The Open Universe: An Argument for Indeterminism (Totowa,
NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982); Ilya Prigogyne and
Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of Chaos (New York: Bantam

(continued...)
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Perhaps among the most important of the theoretical

discussions of postmodernism has been that of Jean-Francois

Lyotard. Describing the "postmodern condition" and its

implications, Lyotard presented a working hypothesis that

"the status of knowledge is altered as societies enter what

is known as the postindustrial age and cultures enter what

is known as the postmodern age." Lyotard chose to limit his

discussion to the issue of scientific knowledge as "a kind

of discourse"; that is, much of scientific and technological

development since the late 1950s has been related in some

way to language:

" . . . phonology and theories of linguistics,
problems of communication and cybernetics, modern
theories of algebra and informatics, computers and
their languages, problems of translation and the
search for areas of compatibility among computer
languages, problems of information storage and
data banks, telematics and the perfection of
intelligent terminals, paradoxology."18

These developments have had their influence and they will

continue to control the acquisition and transmission of

knowledge, of acquired learning. Consequently, the very

(....continued)
Books, 1984); Anthony Zee, Fearful Symmetry: The Search for
Beauty in Modern Physics (New York: Macmillan, 1986), 3-14.

'8Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition:
A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984),
3-4.
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nature of knowledge is transformed as it is forced through

translation to be "quantities of information" amenable to

the computer. The transformation of information

manipulation has tended to place knowledge outside of and

apart from the knower. Knowledge may exist apart from the

trained mind -- it becomes valuable as the object of

manipulation by suppliers and users in the private sphere as

opposed to exclusively the sphere of the State. The large

private business powers, the multinational corporations,

have tended to supplant the dominance of governments in the

control and usage of knowledge."

Lyotard's position on knowledge also becomes important

relative to the role of science in the transformation of

knowledge, but not science alone. He affirmed the role of

narrative in the growth and transformation of knowledge.

"Narrative" is another way of knowing that has been

predominant "in the formulation of traditional knowledge."

Narrative takes the form of narration, "the quintessential

form of customary knowledge" through popular stories,

language games, the rules of defining the pragmatics of

transmission of narratives, the role of rhythm or respect of

' 9Ibid., 5-6.

::.+r. +a:'
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time, and the inherent value of the narrative in a

culture.20

Lyotard also discussed the role of the narrative

function and the legitimation of knowledge, education and

its legitimation through "performativity" for the benefit of

the state and society, and the idea of legitimation by

"paralogy," or the act or process of working without or

beyond preestablished rules. In his essay, "What is

Postmodernism?", Lyotard gave as an example the artist or

writer who creates apart from preestablished rules, and

whose work may not be judged in familiar ways:

The artist and the writer, then, are working
without rules in order to formulate the rules of
what will have been done. Hence the fact that
work and text have the character of an event;
hence also, they always come too late for their
author, or, what amounts to the same thing, their
being put to work, their realization (mise en
oeuvre) always begin too soon. Post modern would
have to be understood according to the paradox of
the future (post) anterior (modo).21

Surely Lyotard's comments apply to the realm of art and

literature. However, as will be seen in others'

suggestions, the process of "doing" history inevitably

20Ibid., 4-7, 19-23.

21Ibid., 27-37, 47-53, 60-61, 81.

- - --
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involves the presentation of the past, or the interpretation

of the past, in ways suggestive of a postmodern approach.

The immediate occasion for the pursuit of the subject

of the relationship between postmodernism and historical

scholarship is an article by F. R. Ankersmit,

"Historiography and Postmodernism." He began from what he

considered the "present-day overproduction in our

discipline," historiography, and the possibility that the

excess production in the writing of history has its

counterpart in the information surplus of the modern world.

The ascientistic (not anti-scientistic) nature of

postmodernism has implied possible changes for

historiography in the context of postmodern culture.

Ankersmit stated that historiography always has had an

inherent tendency to postmodernism, because of its aesthetic

and stylistic tendencies; that is, historiography is

essentially contemporaneous and interpretive. Historical

sources may only be revealed in present context; thus

history itself becomes part of the present through the work

of the historical researcher and writer. Conversely, all is

also history. Historians work with the retained partial

memory of the past, and, Ankersmit writes, the goal of

w - i _ 
-- _
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historians is to find the meaning of events and trends and

conflicts in the past.22

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

The assumption of this study is that the issue of

postmodernism has been receiving enough attention to warrant

further investigation of its possible influences on

historical scholarship, which would include the research,

writing, and teaching of history. Although postmodernism is

difficult to define and restrict, the presence and influence

of so-called postmodernistic trends in our culture and

society would seem to have implications for the approaches

taken to history by scholars, by students, and the public.

The historian-scholar-teacher may do well to be more aware

of the cultural and social trends expressive of

postmodernism, in order to achieve a balance between

freshness and an essential historical perspective in

scholarship and teaching.

22F.R. Ankersmit, "Historiography and Postmodernism,"

History and Theory 28 (1989): 137-53. See also William J.

Bouwsma, "From History of Ideas to History of Meaning,"

Journal of Interdisciplinary History 12 (Autumn 1981):
279-91.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What is the association between historical

scholarship and postmodernistic trends in western culture?

2. What are the implications of the relationship

between historical scholarship and postmodernistic trends

for teaching college-level history, and how may the history

teacher respond considering those implications?

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

The study is a historical-descriptive and heuristic

study about postmodernistic trends, historical scholarship,

teaching. The study includes the basic presentation and

analysis of the contributions of prominent scholars of

history to the discussion of the problem of this study.

PROCEDURES FOR COLLECTION OF DATA

The collection of data consisted of the identification

and examination of published documents relevant to the

topic.23 A voluminous and comprehensive domestic and

2Among the basic literature for this research are the
following: F.R. Ankersmit, "Historiography and Postmodern-
ism," 153; Ihab Hassan, "POSTmodernISM: A Paracritical
Bibliography," New Literary History 3 (Autumn 1971): 5-30;
selected essays in Matei Calinescu, and Douwe Fokkema, eds.,
Exploring Postmodernism (Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John

(continued... )
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international literature contains discussions of the

transformations occurring in the perceptions and practices

of professional historians. The subject of postmodernism

also is found in a broad literature that discusses from

interdisciplinary perspectives the trends perceived to be

important in the late twentieth century. Data collection

also involved interviews with prominent historians regarding

the problem of the study and the implications of the study

findings for the teaching of post-secondary level history.

Interviews were conducted on a person-to-person basis when

and where possible. Otherwise correspondence and telephone

interviews were employed.

Bibliographies used in data collection included Warren

F. Kuehl, ed., Dissertations in History, 1970 - June 1980:

An Index to Dissertations Completed in History Departments

of the United States and Canadian Universities (1985), Helen

J. Poulton, ed., The Historian's Handbook: A Descriptive

Guide to Reference Works (1972); Susan K. Kinnell, ed.,

23( . .continued)
Benjamins, 1987); selected essays in Douwe Fokkema, and Hans
Bertens, eds., Approaching Postmodernism (Amsterdam &
Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1986); selected essays in
Harry R. Garvin, ed., Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism
(Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1980); and Jean-
Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition. The actual
working bibliography is of course much more extensive.
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Historiography: An Annotated Bibliography of Journal

Articles, Books, and Dissertations (1987); Lewis D.

Wurghaft, et al., compilers, Bibliography of Works in the

Philosophy of History, 1966-68;- 1965 Addenda, in History and

Theory Studies in the Philosophy of History, Beiheft 10

(1971). Additional compilations in the same series were

used for the years 1962 - 1965, and 1969 - 1972.

Basic source bibliographies and indexes used included

the Dissertation Abstracts International, the Comprehensive

Dissertation Index Supplement, American Doctoral

Dissertations, Current Index to Journals in Education,

Resources in Education, and Historical Abstracts.

MOM , Ma



CHAPTER II

POSTMODERNI SM

The layman confronted with the term "postmodernism"

typically responds blankly; the generalist fares little

better with an unruly term that seems to have no range

limits, for postmodernism seems not to be one movement but

multiple trends within contemporary culture.

The international literature about postmodernism yields

diverse definitions and descriptions. Postmodernism as a

topic of study poses problems and allows no facile answers

about its definition and characteristics. However the topic

presents intriguing possibilities for interpretation.

Postmodernism touches on numerous social and cultural

contexts.

Judging by the use of the term, it has pervasive

influence, and its association with a wide variety of

scholars lends acceptance to its usage and applicability.

The term is of great interest to critics of art and

literature, to philosophers, sociologists, philosophers of

science, architects, and some historians. If there is a

movement of opinion and sensibility that can be called

24
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postmodernism, it differs fundamentally from modernism and

avantgardism. It includes the interrogation of cultural

values and traditions from sometimes radical aesthetic and

political standpoints. More so, these new viewpoints

originate from new, unexpected sources such as art and

literary criticism.'

The terms related to modernism and postmodernism may

cause confusion if no crucial distinctions are drawn among

them. Therefore, the following definitions may clarify

their usage here. Although the present paper is not a

philosophical investigation, a careful explanation of the

terms from a philosopher's perspective would be useful.

Wayne Hudson, writing about the possibility of postmodern

philosophy, distinguished between postmodernist theorists

who have written about postmodernism as a period and those

who have written about it thematically; between those who

have seen postmodernism as an extension of modernism, and

those who have believed it to supersede modernism. Hudson

also distinguished between modern and postmodern, modernism

and postmodernism, and modernity and postmodernity. The

Matei Calinescu, "Introductory Remarks: Postmodernism,
the Mimetic and Theatrical Fallacies," in Matei Calinescu
and Douwe Fokkema, eds., Exploring Postmodernism (Amsterdam
& Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1987), 3-4.
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distinction between modern and postmodern referred to both

terms as "time periodization[sl, varying with contexts,

whether applied to historical epochs, artifacts, or ideas."

The distinction between modernism and postmodernism referred

to the terms as developments in the arts and the "contentual

identification in terms of codes, stylistics and

periodizations constructed from them." Modernism denoted

the period from approximately 1880 to 1945. Postmodernism

referred to artistic developments since World War II. The

distinction between modernity and postmodernity indicated

the differences between them respectively "as a condition or

situation identifiable by specific organizational and

attitudinal criteria (sociological, economic, cultural,

cognitive). "2

To summarize briefly, then, the usage of these terms,

the words "modern" and "postmodern" serve obviously as

modifiers for describing the particular era or predicament.

Modernism and postmodernism refer to the manner of

expression, whether written, spoken, artistic, architectural

or technological, and the conceptions or ideologies behind

2Wayne Hudson, "The Question of Postmodern Philosophy?"
in Wayne Hudson and Willem van Reijen, Modernen Versus
Postmodernen (Utrecht, The Netherlands: HES Uitgevers,
1986), 52-3.
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those expressions. Modernity and postmodernity refer,

finally, to the general social and cultural situation or

condition.

Often associated with conflicting ideas and trends in

western culture, postmodernism has been said to correspond

to the conditions of "postcivilization" and the

"postindustrial era," "postculture," and the developments

presupposed by other similarly prefixed terms. Furthermore,

the trends ostensibly associated with postmodernism are

regarded both as fully inseparable from modernism and as

some form of rejection of or reaction to modernism. There

are difficulties in defining and delimiting a trend that

defies periodization and full conceptualization.'

The definition of postmodernism should consider what is

the definition of modernism. The "Modern" pertains to what

is contemporary in the sense that it exceeds in novelty or

development whatever preceded it. That concept applies to

modernism in the arts and literature. As a definite,

historical set of trends in the arts, modernism dates from

the mid-nineteenth century.

3lhab Hassan, "The Question of Postmodernism," in
Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism, ed. Harry R. Garvin
(Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1980), 117-26.
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Modernity is the western cultural program of the past

several centuries. One may deduce that whatever is modern

must first be postmodern. The postmodern (postmodernity)

suggests literally a reality superseding the present, but

that sounds like nonsense because the present is always a

new moment; it is contemporary. Therefore, in a conceptual

sense postmodernity may simultaneously promote modernity

while it surpasses it. These considerations are more

familiar to scholars and critics in literary and fine arts

circles who pursue postmodernistic images and themes in

their work. The implications of their work may be that

western culture has begun to surpass the modern period

within whose assumptions and framework everyone has lived

and worked.

The post-modern in relation to the modern should have

self-evident meaning if postmodernity is regarded as

modernity surpassed and we can accept the concept "beyond

modernity." How then could the postmodern be regarded as a

continuation of the modern? The postmodern as either a

break away from modernity or a continuation of it suggests a

paradox; some clear indication of the true direction of the

postmodern is preferable. But the paradox of modernism and

postmodernism as it refers to artistic, architectural and

: a i #. urea , .:.-s, _ h , ::, , ; . , ., ; _.
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literary movements provides a simpler, albeit narrower

conception. The presence in culture of something other than

modernism and avantgardism appears definite, whether

labelled postmodernism or otherwise. One term may not

suffice. What remains to be considered is whether or not

the dichotomy of the modern and the postmodern characterizes

all of western culture.

Postmodernistic thinkers, present a challenge to the

so-called project of the Enlightenment, that designation of

a historical period during which advances in science,

philosophy, law, and art gave shape to the modern period. A

major criticism of the progress of Enlightenment ideals is

that, since the eighteenth century, the concept of

Enlightenment progress has become institutionalized to the

point that it has no necessary relationship to the everyday

experiences of average persons. Instead, science, art,

religion, and other domains belong to the experts and

specialists. Such excessive specialization and division

runs against the original intentions of the Enlightenment

philosophers.'

'Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Poststructur-
alism and Postmodernism (Athens: University of
Georgia Press,1989), 130; citing J. Habermas, "Modernity
Versus Postmodernity," New German Critique 22 (Winter 1981).
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Definitions of postmodernism have taken the form of

descriptions of what postmodernism is not, how it may or may

not differ from modernism and the approval of modernity (the

modern project), and how postmodernism is a term referring

to divergent trends and ideologies. Postmodernism is in

some ways a repudiation of the empirical and positivistic

epistemology of modernity, including of course the

epistemological foundations of modern science. The

definition then is a non-definition of sorts, grounded in

the view that much of the contemporary is indeterminate and

relative. For example, the writings of Ihab Hassan on

postmodernism represent perhaps the most highly creative and

controversial views about the nature and extent of

postmodernism in culture and consciousness.5

Most challenging and no doubt providing much fodder for

the discussion on postmodernism are its associations with

different disciplines and movements. One writer has already

given to postmodernism a broad characterization, contrasting

it with the holistic trend in contemporary society.' The

5See for example Ihab Hassan, The Postmodern Turn
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1987).

Ronald H. McKinney, "Towards the Resolution of
Paradigm Conflict: Holism versus Postmodernism," Philosophy
Today 32 (Winter 1988): 299-311.
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trend to holism incorporates such ideas as Alfred North

Whitehead's process philosophy and organicism,'

Bertalanffy's general systems theory,' the theory of

dissipative structures (Ilya Prigogyne),9 the holographic

paradigm (David Bohm)," Western physics integrated with

Eastern mysticism (Fritjof Capra), 1 the Gaia hypothesis

(James Lovelock),1" and emerging evolutionary theories

'Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality: An Essay
on Cosmology, corrected ed., D.R. Griffin and D.W.
Sherburne, eds. (New York: Free Press, 1978).

8Ludwig von Bertalanffy, General Systems Theory:
Foundations, Development, Applications (New York:
G. Braziller, 1969); Organismic Psychology and Systems
Theory (Worcester, MA: Clark University Press, 1968); A
Systems View of Man, ed. Paul A. LaViolette (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, 1981).

9Ilya Prigogyne and Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of
Chaos (New York: Bantam Books, 1984).

'0David Bohm, Wholeness and the Implicate Order (London
& Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981).

"Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of
the Parallels between Modern Physics and Eastern Mysticism
(New York: Random House, 1975).

'2John Groom/WGBH Boston, Goddess of the Earth
(Deerfield, IL: Coronet Films, 1986), videorecording. In
this Nova episode, James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis discuss
the Gaia hypothesis, that, stated simply, is that living
organisms act on the environment in order to assure their
own survival.
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(Ervin Laszlo and Erich Jautsch).13 Also included are a

diverse group of studies in futurism," the science of

chaos,1 and many New Age political and social movements;

for example American feminism.

Conversely, postmodern trends running contrary to

holism incorporate "pluralism,.fragmentation, heterogeneity,

indeterminacy, skepticism, deconstruction, difference,

ambiguity, and uncertainty." 6 They include deconstruction

(Jacques Derrida primarily), " dialogistic vision (Mikhail

'3Ervin Laszlo, Introduction to Systems Philosophy:
Towards a New Paradigm of Contemporary Thought (New York:
Gordon & Breach, 1972).

'4Warren W. Wagar, A Short History of the Future
(Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
Wagar gives a comprehensive bibliography of studies on
futurism.

5But a few of many works in this category are: Robert
L. Devaney, An Introduction to Chaotic Dynamical Systems
(Menlo Park, CA: Benjamin & Cummings, 1986); James Gleick,
Chaos: Making a New Science (New York: Viking, 1987); W.H.
Steeb and J.A. Louw, Chaos and Quantum Chaos (Singapore &
Philadelphia: World Scientific, 1986); and Jeremy
Taylor/WGBH Boston, The Strange New Science of Chaos
(Northbrook, IL: Coronet Film and Video, 1989),
videorecording, Nova episode.

6Ronald H. McKinney, "Towards the Resolution of
Paradigm Conflict," 299.

" JonathanCuller, On Deconstruction: Theory and
Criticism After Structuralism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1982).

s:..i': - a ": ,,;.:, y:wa~ ... :" r+;s.w- , a. ?. .: ,, r , r a:: - emu., .. as~ . ;=a :i {...

low



33

Bakhtin),'8 the radical criticism of the Yale critics

(Bloom, de Man, Miller, Hartman, and Johnson),'9

poststructuralism (Barthes and Foucault) ,20 historiography

(Hayden White), 2 Reader Response Criticism, 22 and any of a

number of theories for interpretation influenced by

Nietzsche and Heidegger.

18Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four
Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981).

'9See, for example, Harold Bloom, Paul de Man, Jacques
Derrida, Geoffrey H. Hartman, and J. Hillis Miller,
Deconstruction and Criticism (New York: Seabury/Continuum,
1979); Jonathan Arac, Wlad Godzich, Wallace Martin, The Yale
Critics: Deconstruction in America (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1983).

20Roland Barthes, Criticism and Truth, trans. Katrine
Pilcher Keuneman (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1987); Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, trans.
Alan Sheridan-Smith (New York: Pantheon, 1970).

21HaydenWhite, Metahistory: The Historical
Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore &
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973); Tropics of
Discourse (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1978); "The Politics of Historical Interpretation:
Discipline and De-Sublimation," Critical Inquiry 9 (1982):
124-8.

22Victor H. Brombert, The Hidden Reader (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1988); Jean-Pierre Mileur, The
Critical Romance: The Critic as Reader, Writer, Hero
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1990); and Jane P.
Tompkins, ed., Reader Response Criticism: From Formalism to
Post-Structuralism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1980).
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The characteristics of postmodernism are sometimes at

odds with those of holism. These two movements originated

differently, one from science and the other from literary

criticism; thus they have constituted a paradigmatic

conflict in contemporary culture. The paradigm conflict has

fundamental implications for our understanding of the

universe as primarily pluralistic, or primarily unified.

However, the ambiguity of postmodernism is that it may be

regarded holistic as much as it may be regarded as opposed

to holism. 2 3

History of the Postmodernist discussion.

Postmodernism has been likened to a "terminological

labyrinth." Indeed postmodernism, far from being monolithic,

may actually incorporate a number of different views. The

Weltanschauung of the postmodern is essentially

23Ronald McKinney, "Towards the Resolution of Paradigm
Conflict: Holism versus Postmodernism," Philosophy Today 32
(Winter 1988): 299. McKinney contended that holism holds in
common with modernism the objectives of coherence and unity.
Conversely, postmodernism rejects the possibility of those
objectives. Despite the differences between holism and
postmodernism, there are several similarities that, when
delineated, describe the two as "complementary facets of one
reality." (309-10)
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pluralistic.24 usages of postmodernism as a term before the

1950s and 1960s may no longer be tenable: Federico de Oniz

wrote of "el postmodernismo" in 1934, Dudley Fitts spoke of

the "post-Modern" in 1942, and Arnold Toynbee's A Study of

History referred to the "Post-Modern" era that began in the

late nineteenth century.25 The ill-defined use of the term

by Charles Olson in the 1950s seems similar to the use of

the term in 1946 by Randall Jarrell, a poet who reviewed

Robert Lowell's Lord Weary's Castle and referred to the

postmodern movement to which the work belonged.26 The views

on postmodernism of the literary critics Irving Howe and

Harry Levin are at least partially outdated, although Howe's

description of social and attitudinal changes remains

24Hans Bertens, "The Postmodern Weltanschauung and Its
Relation with Modernism: An Introductory Survey," in Douwe
Fokkema and Hans Bertens, eds. Approaching Postmodernism
(Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1986), 9-10.

25Arnold J. Toynbee, A Study of History vol. IX
(London: Oxford University Press, 1954), 182-6, 234-6.
Toynbee outlined the Early Modern, Modern, Late Modern and
Post-Modern ages, the last characterized by anarchy and
cycles of war and peace (234). See also Matei Calinescu,
"Introductory Remarks: Postmodernism, the Mimetic and
Theatrical Fallacies," in Exploring Postmodernism, ed. Matei
Calinescu and Douwe Fokkema (Amsterdam and Philadelphia:
John Benjamins, 1987), 3. Calinescu credited Toynbee with
coining the term which subsequently Charles Olson and the
Black Mountain Poets and other literary critics appropriated
into their idiom.

26Bertens, "The Postmodern Weltanschauung," 11-12.
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valuable. Postmodernism as a phenomenon of the 1950s broke

from modernism as a formal movement, and, in Howe's view,

postwar American society experienced the loss of traditional

authorities, ceremonies, and beliefs.27

In 1961, Octavio Corvalan published his El

Postmodernismo, a study of hispanic American literature

between the world wars. Combining what Federico de Oniz had

separated into "post-" and "ultra-" modernism, Corvalan

wrote of the hispanic American literature that exemplified a

sense of discontent prior to 1940. That postmodern

literature rejected the refined forms of modernism,

expressed a sense of hopelessness, of decline, and of

disillusionment about the world. This included a sense of

irrationality in poetry, and a feeling about the tendency to

disintegration as a consequence of the past.28

Associated with postmodernism and the counter-culture

of the 1960s, two critics assumed an anti-Modernist

position. Leslie Fiedler regarded postmodernism as a break

from Modernist elitism. His postmodernism was future-

oriented and optimistic about new beginnings. Susan Sontag

27Ibid., 13.

2 Octavio Corvalan, El Postmodernismo: La literatura
hispanoamericana entre dos querras mundiales (New York: Las
Americas, 1961), 7-8, 13, 20-22.
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announced a "new sensibility" found in postmodernism and

identified with the 1960s counter-culture. Sontag also

wanted an approach to art that was sensuous and free of

concern for meaning: The intention was simply to experience

art, not to understand it. Hans Bertens wrote:

We have in Sontag and, although more implicitly,
also in Fiedler, a shift toward a far more
phenomenal approach of the work of art than the
Modernist code, with its insistence on layering
and hidden meanings, permitted. The attitude that
they identify with Postmodernism is perhaps best
described as celebratory -- a celebration of
immediate, not intellectualized experience."

Sontag and Fiedler associated postmodernism with the

incipient counterculture and the "Beat" poets who preceded

it. The intention was to mock modernism, to resist

interpretation and to present an anti-intellectual stance.

Art could be erotic and devoid of elitist distinctions.

Other writers began to consider global issues and mystical

concerns. While they intended consciously to have their

works break from modernism, later critics still identified

enduring associations with modernism and with

avantgardism."

"Bertens, "The Postmodern Weltanschauung," 13-16. See
Leslie Fiedler, "The New Mutants," Partisan Review 32
(1965): 505-25; and Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation and
Other Essays (New York: Delta, 1966).

30Ibid., 18.
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Postmodernism by the 1970s was becoming a more

inclusive term for most everything literary and cultural

that did not fit into realist or modernist categories.

Hassan described postmodernism as inclusive and pervasive.

Bertens, in his survey and discussion of Hassan's work,

confirmed the observations of others: Hassan's view of

postmodernism has taken on the status of an episteme, that

is, a field of knowledge unto itself. Thus the study moves

now to Hassan's work in order to demonstrate a fundamental

point about the character of postmodernistic statements, and

to learn how he broadened the concept of postmodernism."

Ihab Hassan and Postmodernism

Hassan in his early writings regarded postmodernism as

a movement with qualities characteristic of the European

avantgarde: The postmodern impulse found its expression,

for example, in de Sade, Blake, in Dada and Surrealism.

Hassan in his early work, The Dismemberment of Orpheus,

recognized in postmodernism components both of the

avantgarde and of existentialism, the former of which was

likely more important at the time.32 He conceived of an

"Ibid., 25-6.

32Ibid., 26.
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international postmodernism, but his postmodernism was not

then as inclusive as it would be later. A major influence

on the growth of his postmodernism was the thought of

Nietzsche, particularly as introduced through the French

poststructuralists. Hassan has considered the work of

structuralists and poststructuralists in formulating a view

of postmodernism, and their reliance on various thinkers has

produced varying views. For example, Michel Foucault wrote

about "Will" and "Desire", two recurrent themes in

Nietzsche's writings. Foucault's unique interpretations may

not be the definitive interpretation of Nietzsche's

writings, but his theses are no less valid that those of

others who seek to understand and implement Nietzschean

insights .

Hassan's postmodernism has relied heavily on the

deconstructionists's concept of a "decentered world," and

"radical epistemological and ontological doubt." He wrote

that

whereas Modernism -- excepting Dada and Surrealism
-- created its own forms of artistic Authority,
precisely because the center no longer held,
Postmodernism has tended toward artistic Anarchy

33Ibid., 26-7. Richard Harland, Superstructuralism:
The Philosophy of Structuralism and Post-Structuralism
(London & New York: Methuen, 1987), 157.
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in deeper complicity with things falling apart --
or has tended toward Pop. 34

To his international concept of postmodernism Hassan

added wider chronological boundaries reaching back to an

underground literary stream of the eighteenth century but

with subsidiary flows in the twentieth-century movements of

Futurism, Dadaism, and Surrealism. These characteristics

made difficult the distinction between what Hassan has

termed postmodernism and what has been regarded as the

European avant garde .35

Hassan discussed the conceptual problems of postmod-

ernism; first, that postmodernism cannot be conceived apart

from modernism; thus it depends on modernism. While it

suggests temporal progression the concept actually does not

contain that. Furthermore, who has agreed on the meaning

and usage of the term? Agreement may also exist in the

acknowledgement of variations within postmodernism; then we

34Ibid., 28; citing Ihab Hassan, Paracriticisms: Seven
Speculations of the Times (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1975), 59.

3sWallace Martin, "Postmodernism: Ultima Thule or Seim
Anew?" in Harry R. Garvin, ed., Bucknell Review:
Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism (Lewisburg, PA:
Bucknell University Press, 1980), 144; citing Matei
Calinescu, Faces of Modernity: Avant-Garde, Decadence,
Kitsch (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1977),
132-44.
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may accept it. The term may not remain useful, however,

when it does not identify a concept and a set of trends

separate from modernism. Postmodernism may frustrate

students and critics because it involves much "both/and,"

back-and-forth consideration; it is conceptually continuous

yet discontinuous. May postmodernism be strictly bounded

chronologically, or does it require some greater freedom

from boundaries because of conceptual affinities to it found

at other times? What about the unity of postmodernist

thinking? Can there be a unified movement called

postmodernism, or must it necessarily be centrifugal, fully

divisive? Hassan concedes that postmodernism may have some

conceptual unity.36

Hassan's description of postmodernism included the

concept of disjunctivity. Postmodernism incorporates

numerous bi-polarities or dichotomies, differences from

modernism; for example, using his terms, Modernism versus

Postmodernism, Form (conjunctive, closed) in contrast to

Antiform (disjunctive, open), Design versus Chance,

Hierarchy versus Anarchy, Centering as compared to

36Ihab Hassan, The Postmodern Turn: Essays in
Postmodern Theory and Culture (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1987), 87-92.
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Dispersal, Genital/Phallic in contrast to

Polymorphous/Androgynous, and Determinacy versus

:ndeterminacy, among others.37

Hassan's free-form description fell short of a neat and

satisfactory definition of postmodernism. Part of the

problem lay in the question of whether Hassan's descriptions

actually differentiated postmodernism and modernism. Helmut

Lethen argued that, while Hassan properly spoke of the

diffusion of postmodernism, the bipolarities such as those

mentioned above actually are "inherent in Modernism. "

Postmodernists have been guilty of generating the "legend of

discontinuity that originated first in modernism.33

Another aspect of the problem emerged in relation to

the idea of postmodern philosophy. Postmodernism in the

arena of philosophy has been regarded as a "soft" philosophy

generated in protest to the vagaries of "hard" or analytic

philosophy.39 Postmodern philosophy also has been linked

with a philosophical narcissism borne out of subjectivism in

37Ibid., 91-2.

38Helmut Lethen, "Modernism Cut in Half: The Exclusion
of the Avant--garde and the Debate on Postmodernism," in
Douwe Fokkema and Hans Bertens, Approaching Postmodernism
(Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1986), 232-8.

39Wayne Hudson, "The Question of Postmodern
Philosophy?", 51-7.
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philosophy. This view has recognized the philosophical

challenge, but asserted that modernity still prevails. The

postmodern is not yet a reality.40

Citing the strong association between contemporary

pluralism and postmodernism, Hassan declared that American

pluralists (he named Meyer Abrams, Wayne Booth, Kenneth

Burke, Matei Calinescu, Ronald Crane, Nelson Goodman, and

others) had been expressing postmodern themes both tacitly

and unknowingly. The social, aesthetic, and intellectual

qualities of postmodernism appear in contemporary

pluralistic culture. Yet Hassan in touting postmodernism

hesitated to define it narrowly because of the term's

association with so many areas of the fine arts, social

sciences and humanities, technology and the sciences.

Rather than theorize postmodernism, Hassan presented a

"Catena of postmodern features." This seems to be his

characteristic approach; thus, he has left to other thinkers

such as J.F. Lyotard the systematic, philosophical

exploration of the postmodern.41

4Lawrence E. Cahoone, The Dilemma of Modernity:
Philosophy, Culture, and Anti-Culture (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1988), 228-32.

41Ihab Hassan, "Pluralism in Postmodern Perspective,"
in Matei Calinescu and Douwe Fokkema, eds., Exploring
Postmodernism (Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins,
1987), 17-18.

MINIM mw



44

Hassan's catena may be read as follows: First is

Indeterminacy, or indeterminacies, referring to the

"ambiguities, ruptures, displacements, affecting knowledge

and society." Brought to mind are the Heisenberg principle

of uncertainty, G~del's proof of incompleteness, Kuhnian

paradigms and the dadaism of science that Feyerabend

proposed.42 Beyond these general theoretical statements,

more specific statements relative to literary theory are

found in the dialogic imagination (Bakhtin), the literary

Unbestimmtheiten (Iser), the misprisions (Bloom), the

allegorical readings of Paul de Man, affective stylistics

(Fish), transactive analysis (Holland), and subjective

criticism (Bleich). Hassan has concluded that

"Indeterminacies pervade our actions, ideas,

interpretations, they constitute our world. "43

Fragmentation is the choice of the postmodernist over

totalization and any form of synthesis that it might

42Dadaism refers to the artistic movement that
championed irrationality and sought to usurp aesthetic and
organizational laws. See Helmut Lethen, "Modernism Cut in
Half," 234-5. Lethen discusses the problem of including or
excluding the DADA movement in postmodernism, and decides to
exclude it.

43Hassan, "Pluralism in Postmodern Perspective," 18-19.
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involve. The intention, as Lyotard put it, is to "wage war

on totality." Hassan notes the postmodernist's

preference for montage, collage, the found or cut-
up literary object, for paratactical over
hypotactical forms, metonymy over metaphor,
schizophrenia over paranoia. Hence, too, his
recourse to paradox, paralogy, parabasis,
paracriticism, the openness of brokenness,
unjustified margins.44

Decanonization refers to the "delegitimation" of canons

and traditional authority; for example, through the

ascendancy of "les. petites histoires" and the decline of the

metanarratives, the "mastercodes in society.T" Examples of

decanonization are mixed: the death of god, the death of

the father on the negative side and, on the positive side,

the rise of minority movements and the "feminization of

culture." Decanonization may have detrimental as well as

beneficial effects. 45

Deriving from the Nietzschean doctrine of the non-

existent ego, the postmodernist characteristic of Self-less-

44Ibid., 19; quoting J.-F. Lyotard, "Answering the
Question: What is Postmodernism?" in Ihab Hassan and Sally
Hassan, eds., Innovation/Renovation: New Perspectives on
the Humanities (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1983), 341.

45Ibid. Metanarratives are the basic ground rules for
the function of society, science, religion, and so on, and
they have that connotation in Lyotard's writings. The
concept of cultural values belongs to the idea of
metanarratives.
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ness or Depth-less-ness connotes self-effacement. It may

account for the "loss of self " that seems evident in some

modern literature.46

The Unpresentable and Unrepresentable refer to the

"irrealist, aniconic" qualities of postmodern art and

correspond to the "exhaustion" and "silence" of postmodern

literature. Hassan wrote that "It became liminary,

contesting the modes of its own representation." The

function of the postmodern in its deconstructive sense

becomes a total challenge to the former representation of

modern literature and art. 47 Hassan conveyed the extreme

nature of the liminal characteristics of postmodernism:

Like the Kantian Sublime, which thrives on the
formlessness, the emptiness, of the Absolute --
"Thou shalt not make graven images" -- "the
postmodern would be," in Lyotard's (1983:340)
audacious analogue, "that which, in the modern,
puts forward the unpresentable in presentation
itself . . . . " But the challenge to
representation may also lead a writer to other
liminal states: the Abject, for instance, rather
than the sublime, or Death itself -- more
precisely, "the exchange between signs and death,"
as Julia Kristeva put it. "What is
unrepresentability?" Kristeva (1980:141) asks.
"That which, through language, is part of no
particular language . . . . That which, through

"Ibid., 19; citing Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to
Power, ed. Walter Kaufmann, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J.
Hollingdale (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1967), 199.

4'Ibid., 20.
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meaning, is intolerable, unthinkable: the
horrible, the abject." 48

Other characteristics of postmodernism incorporate both

deconstructive and reconstructive qualities. These are

Irony, Hybridization, Carnivalization, Performance and

Participation, Constructionism, and Immanence. Irony, or

perspectivism, is the product of the mind's search for truth

when truth is elusive. Hybridization, the "mutant

replication of genres," includes "parody, travesty,

pastiche." Recognized cultural genres are replaced by any

number of pseudo-genres that may not discriminate between

past and present. Historical elements may all stand on

equal footing. Carnivalization is analogous to

postmodernism itself in all of its characteristics that

suggest a world disordered and inverted but ripe for change

and renewal. Performance and Participation refer to the

postmodernistic desire and tendency to perform without

concern for a literary or an artistic genre, and the

participation that accompanies performance. Constructionism

connotes the tendency to postmodernist fictions of various

48Ibid. See also J.F. Lyotard, "Answering the
Question: What is Postmodernism?", and Julia Kristeva,
"Postmodernism?" in Harry R. Garvin, ed., Bucknell Review:
Romanticism, Modernism, Postmodernism (Lewisburg, PA:
Bucknell University Press, 1980), 340 and 141, respectively.
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sorts. Postmodernism as a "radically tropic, figurative,

irrealist" movement "constructs reality in post-Kantian,

indeed post-Nietzschean "fictions."" This relates to what

Hassan has termed the "new gnosticism" pervading

contemporary culture. Finally, Immanence refers to the

growing capacity of mind to generalize itself through

symbols .4

These assembled characteristics add up to no

definition, as Hassan has readily admitted. It is not

enough that Hassan has declined to set a limited definition

on postmodernism, but he has cautioned that there is no

necessary distinction between modernism and postmodernism.

This would seem to suggest at least some continuities

between modernism and postmodernism. However, two

assertions stand; the first that postmodernism in our

culture, however enigmatic, constitutes a critical

pluralism; and, second, that "limited critical pluralism"

could not exist apart from the challenges of the postmodern

condition in our culture."

Hassan's writings also have incorporated a mixture of

the old, mythological images with the new. The Dismember-

4 9Ibid., 20-22.

"Ibid., 22-3.
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ment of Orpheus was about "certain authors who gave

themselves to silence." 5' One version of the myth of

Orpheus inspired the title of the book. In that myth, the

Maenads dismembered Orpheus and threw his body parts into

the River Hebrus. From the Hebrus his head continued to

sing. In another version of the story given by Ovid, the

details suggested to Sigmund Freud what he referred to as a

sort of "primal sin. "52

Hassan presented The Dismemberment of Orpheus as a

fulfillment of the avantgarde. However, he chose to write

beyond that about a "dialogue of silence" intended to find

the modern age with the postmodern at its center. 53

Hassan's viewpoint likely should be considered a personal

philosophical view; otherwise, how would he make such

51Ihab Hassan, The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a
Postmodern Literature (New York: Oxford University Press,
1971) , ix.

52Ibid., 5; citing Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo (New
York: Vintage Books, 1946), 198. According to one of
several traditions, Orpheus, the singer and lyrist of Greek
mythology, abandoned the worship of Dionysius for that of
Apollo, thus the Maenads tore him to pieces. Orpheus is
associated also with the dismembered god Dionysius whose
head went down the River Lesbos, and the dismembered
Egyptian god Osiris whose head annually descended the Nile.

53Ibid., x. Cf. "The Dismemberment of Orpheus,"
The American Scholar, which is a different work from the one
cited. It was Hassan's earliest writing on the "arts of
silence."
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stunning assertions in a quasi-philosophical, speculative

work? He has written, "Men manage reality by their

constructions, and literary history provides the most

familiar construction by which scholars manage

literature."",54

Hassan introduced decisively into literary discussions

the possibility or the goal of a "postmodern" literature.

He described it this way, after recounting briefly the

genesis and the development of modern literature (Val6ry,

Eliot, Proust, Joyce, and Gertrude Stein are examples):

But it is time, perhaps, to make a new
construction of literary history. A different
line has emerged with the tradition of the modern.
It leads more directly, through the present, to a
literature to come. Its authors sing on a lyre
with no strings. To them, Axel's credo, echoing
in darker chambers of the mind, whispers prophetic
truths. The Avant-Gardists at the turn of the
century and the Absurdists of the sixties place
these authors within a shadowy frame. Across that
frame pass reflections of a changed consciousness,
a radical crisis of art, language, and culture.",15

He conceded that there is an ambivalent quality to the

relationship between art and life. Does it come from the

desire to avoid complicating art with life, or is life so

valuable that it may be demeaned by art?

54Ibid., 3.

55Ibid., 4.
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Postmodern literature is for Hassan a literature of

silence:

silence is my metaphor of a language that
expresses, with harsh and subtle cadences, the
stress in art, culture, and consciousness. The
crisis is modern and postmodern, current and
continuous, though discontinuity and apocalypse
are also images of it. Thus the language of
silence conjoins the need both of autodestruction
and self-transcendence."

The linguistic metaphor of silence is a cardinal idea.

Silence belongs to an avantgarde literary (antitliterary?)

tradition, beginning with the Marquis de Sade and

superseding Samuel Beckett. Reason, society, and history

have no place with silence, for human society and community

alienate silence. Silence bespeaks alienation from nature,

from processes of life and basic desire. Silence includes

art, which, repudiating itself, aspires to be anti-art, but

never presents reality. Silence demands that forms be

subverted to anti-forms; pretentious antiforms "oppose

control, closure, stasis, telos, and historic pattern."

Silence includes no room for normal language; thus it

challenges the very meanings of what people say. When

ordinary discourse cannot carry extreme emotions and

thoughts, silence alone is sufficient to fill the need for

5 6 Ibid., 12.
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expression. Silence questions the world, appearances and

reality, consciousness and awareness, and cultural values.

Silence presupposes, at times, apocalypse, the
dissolution of the known world, its history and
persistence, and sustains a millennial vision of
non-human perfection. Thus the total accusation
of life may yield to its opposite, and the
affluence of being flood the abyss. . . . The
crucial cluster in this outline of negativity
refers to an autistic consciousness, imperial in
its isolation, avid for the void; a corresponding
language, cunning in the arts of self-abolition;
and an erotic retreat from existence, from the
flesh of reality, a dark prayer of transcendence
under. The words that roll off the tongue include
anti-art, anti-language, anti-consciousness. This
is perhaps unfortunate. Obviously, we should not
depend upon a prefix, "anti," to bring forth a
metaphor or even a concept. Nor should we expect
the discrete definitions of silence to extend our
knowledge of every author we read. The interest
of the metaphor rather lies in its synergy: its
power to find in disparate elements of the modern
consciousness a vital pattern. "57

Hassan has averred that the contemporary intellectual

climate has made room for silence, the silence that comes

from the negative as it appears in art, language and

consciousness. Silence is a subjective assumption in the

works of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre. Indeed, he has

proposed silence as an influence on many thinkers, including

Wittgenstein and Levi-Strauss, but as a barely liminal

5 7 Ibid. 14.
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influence, somehow barely perceived and largely

unexperienced. 58

He described the effect of the "force of silence" in

the run of literature from the modern to the postmodern. In

order to do this, he devoted considerable attention to

analyzing various representative writers. The Marquis de

Sade as a modern exemplified absolute freedom, "subjective

creation," and complete withdrawal from reality. Ernest

Hemingway seemed conventional, yet he approached silence,

nothingness and madness. Only the works of Hemingway, above

all others of his day, particularly those of Faulkner,

Eliot, or O'Neill, have come "closest to our consciousness,

our blankness and rage." 59 Franz Kafka sought meaning

although, as his ambiguities attest, no particular meaning

was necessary. Jean-Paul Sartre, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Jean

Genet and Samuel Beckett question reason, life and death,

and the very words one writes. "Postmodern literature

moves, in nihilist play or mystic transcendence, toward the

vanishing point. "

58Ibid., 14-15.

5 9 Ibid., 80.

60Ibid., 23.
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James Joyce's Finnegan's Wake was the object of

Hassan's speculations about the postmodern imagination. He

called the book "a monstrous prophecy of our postmodernity".

Finnegan's Wake was possibly Joyce's attempt to speak to

universal consciousness, perhaps to arrive at some form of

gnostic truth.6'

For Hassan, such discussions have been the stuff of a

literature that ponders human destiny. The experimental

avantgarde looks to the future, and it finds some

fulfillment in postmodern literature incorporating two

"accents of silence:" "(a) the negative echo of language,

autodestructive, demonic, nihilist; (b) its positive

stillness, self-transcendent, sacramental, plenary. "

6Hassan, Paracriticisms, 77-96. See also Finnegan's
Wake in Ihab Hassan, The Postmodern Turn: Essays in
Postmodern Theory and Culture (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1987), 99-117.

"Ibid., 248. For an interesting perspective on
silence, see the articles in Maria Grazia Ciani, ed., The
Regions of Silence: Studies on the Difficulty of
Communicating (Amsterdam: J.C. Grieben, 1987). In
particular see Alberto Schon, "Silence in the Myth:
Psychoanalytical Observations;" and Paolo Scarpi, "The
Eloquence of Silence: Aspects of a Power without Words."
Mythology provides the basis of studies on the eloquence and
power of silence. See also a study on silence as an art, as
a type of deferred action, "a potential and unfathomable
decision or action," (191) in Gregory Nwoye, "Eloquent
Silence among the Igbo of Nigeria," in Deborah Tannen and
Muriel Saville-Troike, ed., Perspectives on Silence
(Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1985).
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At an early stage of considering postmodernist themes

(1971), Hassan did not attempt a survey of what he regarded

to be postmodern literature. Instead he mentioned briefly

some American postmodernist writers. Nathaniel West (The

Dream Life of Balso Snell) included in his writing in the

1930s themes of violence, excrement, and "repugnance to

life." 63 William Burroughs (Nova Express, 1964)

incorporated excremental themes into mechanistic,

apocalyptic science fiction.

Obscene idealist, satiric and visionary, lacing
scientific jargon with poetic hallucinations,
William Burroughs finally denies not only the Word
but also the Flesh. His true aim is to free man
by making him bodiless and silencing his
language."

Hassan described John Barth as another "radical skeptic

who finds the phenomenal world gratuitous, and reality

merely a 'nice place to visit.'" His novels incorporate

parodies of novels, or parodies of the author, an imitation

of the novel "by an author imitating the role of Author.

Among other American literary figures who represent the

"sacramental language of silence," Hassan included J.D.

Salinger, Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsburg (representing the

"Beats"), Norman Mailer and a host of others."

"Ibid., 249.

"4Ibid., 250-56.
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Hassan has playfully, however pointedly, asked,

When will the Modern Period end? Has ever a
period waited so long? Renaissance, Baroque, Neo-
Classical? Romantic? Victorian? Perhaps only
the Dark Middle Ages. When will Modernism cease
and what comes thereafter?65

He summarized seven themes of modernism: urbanism,

technologism, dehumanization, primitivism, eroticism,

antinomianism, and experimentalism. These themes continue

into postmodernism, yet there seems to have developed a

qualitative difference. For example, whereas urbanism in

the modern period represents the hegemony of the city over

nature, in postmodernity urbanism may be characterized as

follows:

- - The City and also the Global Village (McLuhan)
and Spaceship Earth (Fuller). The City as
Cosmos. Therefore, Science Fiction.

- - Meanwhile, the world breaks up into untold
blocs, nations, tribes, clans, parties, languages,
sects. Anarchy and fragmentation everywhere. New
diversity or prelude to world totalitarianism? Or
to world unification?

65Ihab Hassan, Paracriticisms: Seven Speculations of
the Times (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975), 40.
Paracriticism denotes the criticism of criticism, a
reflexive and self-reflective activity. It is an attempt to
surpass literary criticism and to address its problems, as
well as those of culture and human consciousness. Hassan's
themes of human destiny and expanding human consciousness
are proposed to replace the declining, diminishing, humanist
culture.

?'
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- - Nature recovered partly in ecological
activism, the green revolution, urban renewal,
health foods, etc.

- - Meanwhile, Dionysius has entered the City:
prison riots, urban crime, pornography, etc.
Worse, the City as holocaust or death camp:
Hiroshima, Dresden, Auschwitz."

Hassan's New Gnosticism

Hassan has defended the usage of the plethora of terms

allied with consciousness, terms having to do with the

alteration, expansion, raising, and bracketing of

consciousness. These terms and others related to them are

understandable given the contemporary "dematerialization" of

culture, exemplified in Arnold Toynbee's "etherialization"

of culture, Buckminster Fuller's "'ephemeralization' of

substance, " and Harold Rosenberg's "'de-definition' of

art. "n67

Hassan has pondered the metamorphosis of disciplines,

institutions, and values in recent society and culture.

Perhaps he is to be criticized for his reliance on diverse

views and opinions in the formulation of his postmodernistic

system. For that matter, then, his thinking and writing

66Ibid., 48-9, 54.

67Ibid., 122-3.

_ .. .. ;; 5?; ,h ,..w N kWrk - -v-,;.aenNYou ? t8A .,.z,.,- ;ikz -. ; _ 
.. _ .



58

have served somewhat as a synthesis of late-twentieth-

century popular and scholarly cultural consciousness. But

his is by no means a comprehensive synthesis, and it has not

been limited to the twentieth century. Taken with his

consideration of the role of silence, the further limits

extend back some two hundred years to include de Sade, for

example. However, he seems to have been most concerned with

the present and the future, with its more definite

consideration of the postmodern. This applies in particular

to literature, for that is his specialty, and broadly to

Western culture.

Hassan has speculated about the analogy of the growth

of pure mind, one exceeding that of the development from

hardware to software in the computer revolution. The

analogue of computer and mind cannot be rigid. But as

computerization results in ever greater potential for

networking, conceptually and theoretically for a global

computerized communications system, the analogue of the

convergence of mind offers startling possibilities. This

proposal is of course psychologically and socially

debatable; however, Hassan's apparently metaphysical plea is

that a "syntropic force of consciousness" is reshaping the

world. Again, in what seems a metaphysical assertion,
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Hassan argues that somehow "The codification of theoretical

knowledge unifies consciousness even as it enlarges it."

That hypothesis is not to be confused with a traditional

scientific hypothesis.68

The New Gnosticism appears to agree with the idea of

unified consciousness, the "result of various synergies"

such as "Myth" and "Technology," despite the larger

oppositional and divisive nature of contemporary culture.

The stereotypical representatives of this opposition are the

Arcadians and the Technophiles; the children of the earth

versus the children of the technetronic era. 69

68Ibid., 122-4. Hassan noted Daniel Bell's
observations about the unprecedented growth and variegation
of science, about the rise of "intellectual technology, and
the possibility that all theoretical knowledge could be
codified within such a system." Cf. Daniel Bell, The Coming
of the Post-Industrial Society (New York: Basic Books,
1972).

69Ibid., 124-5: "The Arcadians look for the unspoiled
life in nature. They tend to be mythically-minded and
edenic. Hostile to technology, they like communes, ecology,
health foods, folk music, occult and visionary literature.
They are children of the Earth, mother-oriented, ruled by
the great archetypes. See Charles Reich's The Greening of
America, Theodore Roszak's Where the Wasteland Ends, or
George B. Leonard's The Transformation. The Technophiles
favor the active life of the cities. They tend to be
technically-minded and utopian. They like gadgets, science
fiction, electronic music, space programs, futuristic
designs of their environment. The are children of the Sky,
father-oriented, struggling to create neo-types. See
Zbigniew Brzinsky's Between Two Ages: America's Role in the
Technetronic Era, F.M. Esfandiary's Optimism One: The
Emerging Radicalism, or Victor Ferkiss's Technological Man."
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Concerning the New Gnosticism, Hassan wrote that with

the increase of consciousness there would come a convergence

of "Fact and Fancy," "Is and Can, " and "Sensation and

Thought." This sounds metaphysical:

Quite probably the great chain of being, extending
from hell to heaven, running through all the
intermediate forms of creation, is broken. Or
more precisely: the great chain of being is
reconstituting itself in one great link or loop of
consciousness, not linear but multiform. Men and
Women no longer stand between Earth and Sky; they
are becoming both and either.70

The role of myth in the New Gnosticism comes about as

old myths serve as a source of new myths. The biblical

narrative of the Tower of Babel, for example, recounts the

divine subversion of one worldwide language.7' The people,

formerly with a unitary language and mind, found themselves

deeply divided. The restoration of such an original state

would involve a transition from unconsciousness to

consciousness. But these two states may also be coexistent

givens. Hassan offered no answer, only questions. His

speculations have been not only creative. The hypotheses

and comments consign his thought, it seems, paradoxically to

70Ibid., 146-7; chapter reprinted from "The New
Gnosticism," Boundary 2 1 (Spring 1973).

7'Genesis 11:1-9. Hassan bypassed the implication of
human hubris in the vaunting of the name of humanity
above God.
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a holistic vision of reality and the world as well as to a

more fragmented vision of the world as presented in

postmodernism.

The origins of Hassan's discussion of the uroboros,

however, lie in Erich Neumann's discussions of the

mythologies of creation, of the Great Mother, and of

transformation, all of these contributing to an

understanding of the collective unconscious of mankind, as

also described by Carl Jung. Hassan has made a curious

application of depth psychology and primeval mythology to

the prospects for a future New Gnosticism that would

ostensibly unify human consciousness. Following the

implications of that in Neumann's discussion, the intention

seems to be to limit or reconsider the role of human

7Hassan, Paracriticisms, 132-3. "According to Erich
Neumann, the ancient pleromatic and uroboric condition of
existence is less conscious than unconscious, a state ruled
by the Great Mother, a state, therefore, of participation
mystique. Gnosticism, however, insists on spiritualizing
this condition. "Consequently, in Gnosticism," Neumann
says, "the way of salvation lies in heightening
consciousness and returning to the transcendent spirit, with
loss of the unconscious side; whereas uroboric salvation
through the Great Mother demands the abandonment of the
conscious principle and a homecoming to the unconscious."
Erich Neumann, The Origins and History of Consciousness,
trans. R.F.C. Hull (New York: Pantheon, 1954).
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intellect (Geist) in order to achieve full emotionality and

creativity as it is free to emerge from the unconscious.."

Jean-Francois Lyotard and Postmodernism

Jean-Francois Lyotard has to his credit numerous

publications, but the one work most recognized in the

literature relevant to this discussion, The Postmodern

Condition, contains perhaps the strongest and best

systematized view of postmodernity. Lyotard turned his

attention to "the condition of knowledge in the most highly

developed societies," that is, the postmodern condition of

knowledge. The postmodern condition "designates the state

"Neumann, 386-7. The uroboros is the "circular snake,
the primal dragon of the beginning that bites its own tail."
Neumann saw the uroboros present in numerous cultures and
religious myths, but found it moreover present in the
twentieth century, still represented in the circle: "And so
long as man shall exist, perfection will continue to appear
as the circle, the sphere, and the round; and the Primal
Deity who is sufficient unto himself, and the self who has
gone beyond the opposites, will reappear in the image of the
round, the mandala. This round and this existence in the
round, existence in the uroboros, is the symbolic self-
representation of the dawn state, showing the infancy both
of mankind and of the child. The validity and reality of
the uroboros symbol rest on a collective basis. It
corresponds to an evolutionary stage which can be
"recollected" in the psychic structure of every human
being." (10-12) Neumann cited the perfect state of being
as described by Plato: Cf. Plato's Cosmology: The Timaeus
of Plato, trans. W.F. Cornford (New York & London:
Harcourt, Brace, & K. Paul, Trench, and Trubner, 1937), 34.
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of our culture following the transformations which, since

the end of the nineteenth century, have altered the game

rules for science, literature, and the arts." Lyotard chose

to write of the transformations mentioned here in relation

to the crisis of narratives, in particular the Enlightenment

narrative that includes rational consensus. He wrote, "I

define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives." 74

More formally philosophical in his approach than

Hassan, Lyotard has used the term postmodern "to describe

the condition of knowledge in the most highly developed

societies." Western culture experiences the postmodern

condition because of the changes in the "game rules for

science, literature, and the arts" during the twentieth

century. The metanarratives, another name for the game

rules, refer to the fundamental assumptions and operating

principles that have dominated the modern era:

For example, the rule of consensus between the
sender and addressee of a statement with truth-
value is deemed acceptable if it is cast in terms
of a possible unanimity between rational minds:
this is the Enlightenment narrative, in which the
hero of knowledge works toward a good ethico-
political end -- universal peace. As can be seen
from this example, if a metanarrative implying a

Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A
Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984),
xxiii-xxiv.
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philosophy of history is used to legitimate
knowledge, questions are raised concerning the
validity of the institutions governing the social
bond: these must be legitimated as well. Thus
justice is consigned to the grand narrative in the
same way as truth. 7 5

The postmodernist questions the prevalent meta-

narratives, viewing them as outmoded along with metaphysical

philosophy. In place of these fundamental modern principles

is an increasingly complex and diffuse practical system of

communications. The practicality of the system does not

necessitate effectiveness, or that the communications convey

meaning. Instead, the communication of knowledge as

knowledge, even separate from the knower, is the hallmark of

that system. The system works and thus it dominates. Its

practicality, or better, its "performance" and "efficiency"

constitute the desired "legitimation" of it. 76

Lyotard presented a working hypothesis "that the status

of knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as

the postindustrial age and cultures enter what is known as

the postmodern age." 77  The postmodern condition cannot be

fully fathomed, but the realm of the transformation of

75Ibid.

76Ibid., xxiv-xxv.

77Ibid., 3.
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scientific knowledge as a feature of postmodernity may be

described at least partially by, and in reference to,

language:

Scientific knowledge is a kind of discourse. And
it is fair to say that for the last forty years
the "leading" sciences and technologies have had
to do with language: phonology and theories of
linguistics, problems of communication and
cybernetics, modern theories of algebra and
informatics, computers and their languages,
problems of translation and the search for areas
of compatibility among computer languages,
problems of information storage and data banks,
telematics and the perfection of intelligent
terminals, paradoxology. The facts speak for
themselves (and this list is not exhaustive) ."

Lyotard cannot envision knowledge unchanged by such

transformations, even to the point that knowledge, to remain

knowledge useful in the postmodern era, must be

quantifiable, capable of expression in computer language.

It would follow that, if Lyotard's vision can be taken to

its full implications, knowledge could be delimited by that

which the computer recognizes as knowledge. Although the

implication seems suspect, that possibility still warrants

concern. A more challenging premise is that the knowledge

might be completely separate from, and outside of, the

knower.

7 8Ibid., 3-4.
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The old principle that the acquisition of
knowledge is indissociable from the training
(Bildung) of minds, or even of individuals, is
becoming obsolete and will become ever more so.

Rather, knowledge progressively is becoming a market

commodity, valuable in its communicated form, and bought and

sold as a commodity. 79

Lyotard has viewed the scenario relative to knowledge

as a present and coming phenomenon with implications for

every aspect of social, economic and political life.

However, although the transformation of knowledge has been

observed, particularly with regard to scientific knowledge,

another competing form of knowledge raises greater problems

for the acceptance and "legitimation" of scientific

knowledge. Lyotard defined legitimation in science as

analogous to the promulgation of a law as a norm:

Now take the example of a scientific statement:
it is subject to the rule that a statement must
fulfill a given set of conditions in order to be
accepted as scientific. In this case,
legitimation is the process by which a
"legislator" dealing with scientific discourse is
authorized to prescribe the stated conditions (in
general, conditions of internal consistency and
experimental verification) determining whether a
statement is to be included in that discourse for
consideration by the scientific community.80

7 9Ibid., 4.

"Ibid., 6-8.

u6..' aw-,, s. f3 e p - .'-,: t :9;47 ' '. A «, at F :r.&,'3t sjsv:a tiiY:.Y lit - a r. s-..at. _



67

The point is, in Lyotard's view, that a valid parallel

exists between the establishment of scientific laws and, for

example, civil law. Perhaps Lyotard was too zealous when he

indicated the parallel, given that it would not be unusual

for people of a given society to create their institutions

with some similarities. But Lyotard has chosen to make an

even greater point about the

strict interlinkage between the kind of language
called science and the kind called ethics and
politics: they both stem from the same
perspective, the same "choice" if you will -- the
choice called the Occident.8 '

The methodology by which Lyotard has approached the

question of the postmodern condition suggests implications

for the role of linguistics, literary criticism,

deconstruction and poststructuralism in the contemporary

milieu. He has employed language games as a philosopher,

with some certain influence from Wittgenstein who wrote

about language games. The language games employ explicit or

implicit contractual rules necessary to the game. The rules

are necessary and unalterable or else the game does not

exist, or it changes. One's utterances constitute the moves

in such games. In games, as in war, one may be said to

81Ibid.
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fight, although not necessarily aggressively; thus one may

speak of an "agonistics of language." That agonistics of

language in turn complements the language "moves" that

constitute the social bond. At that point, Lyotard has

prepared to consider social bonds, both modern and

postmodern.8

In another context, Lyotard was stating that the social

bond comes about through a "multiplicity of language games."

The social bond, comprised of several types of discourse, of

games, means in a practical sense that the multiplicity of

games imposes differences in society. Social roles are

distributed by the language games. According to Lyotard,

Let us simplify; let us say that there is a
distribution of roles that is effected by the
narrative game; there is a distribution of roles
(which has nothing to do with the one of the
narrative) that is effected by the prescriptive
(even if there are prescriptions implied in the
narration). Actually there is, I would not even
say a weaving, because a weaving requires a unity
of thread, but a patchwork of language pragmatics
that vibrate at all times. And that means that
the partners, the people who are assigned their
roles by the language games in which they are
caught, occupy positions that are incommensurable
to each other. Not only is there an
incommensurability within a game between the
position of recipient and that of utterer, for
example (it is not always pronounced, but it is
extreme in the case of obligation), but, from game
to game, for the "same" position, there is

8 2Ibid., 9-11.
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incommensurability: it is not the same thing to
be the recipient of a narrative, and to be the
recipient of a denotative discourse with a
function of truthfulness, or to be the recipient
of a command. 3

Lyotard asserted the bearing of language games on politics,

that decisions cannot be made in terms of totality, or

unity, but in terms of diversity and multiplicity. He

confessed the pragmatic political motivation in his writing,

certainly a reflection of one of the oldest motivations for

writing in various forms, particularly historiography.84

What of the relationship between the language games and

justice? Now, whether a game is descriptive-denotative, or

prescriptive, the idea of justice does not enter until such

a point as those games are manifested as impure,

inasmuch as these games are infiltrated by
prescriptions. If a narrative has the value of a
prescriptive, that is, if it claims to prescribe
or if it appears to legitimate prescriptions, or
if a denotative discourse presenting itself as
scientific contains or implies prescriptions as
well, something that happens frequently in the
case of "experts" in modern capitalist society,
then, in such cases, one can say that the game is

83Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and Jean-Loup Thabaud, Just
Gaming, trans. Wlad Godzich (Minneapolis: University of
Minnnesota Press, 1985), 93-4.

84Ibid., 16-17. See a discussion of this theme in
Lionel Gossman, Between History and Literature (Cambridge,
MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 1990), 83ff.
Gossman discussed Augustin Thierry, who was one among many
historians who melded liberal political activism with
historiography.
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impure, and it is clear that, at that moment, its
effects must be regulated by the Idea of justice.
Here the Idea of justice will consist in
preserving the purity of each game, that is, for
example, in insuring that the discourse of truth
be considered as a "specific" language game, that
narration be played by its "specific" rules. To
the extent that these language games are
accompanied by prescriptions of the type "repeat
me" or "carry me out" or "implement me," then the
idea of justice must regulate these obligations.85

Plurality enables justice to regulate the obligations

of language games: a person plays a knowledge game or

narrative game properly by the rules, but in exceeding the

proper pragmatics inherent to the game, such as

master/disciple, teller/listener, by adding a pragmatics of

prescription, the player abuses the language game. Justice,

however, prevents prescriptive games from being universally

obligatory."

The question of whether or not language could be

mastered evoked the statement that, apparently, language

games would be more likely to master the person than that

the reverse should occur. The plurality of language assures

that it will not be mastered, much less codified in

"universal language or generalized metalanguage," and then

extended to all fields of language. Various language games

85Ibid., 96-7.

"Ibid., 97.
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allow varying degrees of effectiveness in "talking," as, for

example, the infinite division of effectiveness between

narration and prescription, although prescription

necessarily must be expressed in narration. Nevertheless,

to do so, to attempt to enunciate the "universal

prescription," the law, is to employ narrations or language

unjustly.87

Lyotard described in stronger terms the issue of

terror, the fear of death, that threatened, or threatens,

the social bond that has been composed of language games.

The various forms of death, "imprisonment, unemployment,

repression, hunger," may gain political force within a

language game that seeks to "regulate language games that

are not the same as itself" by means of the sword. The

language game that exercises majority power through terror,

the fear of death, is unjust. "Majority does not mean large

number, it means great fear." The antidote to this is to

recognize both the multiplicity of justices and the justice

of multiplicity. The multiplicity of justices connotes

adherence to the rules for each game. Each game has its own

87Ibid., 98-9. See also Reinhart Koselleck,
"Linguistic Change and the History of Events," Journal of
Modern History 61 (December 1989): 652.
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rules which assume the nature of justice for that game.

However, observance of the rules does not satisfy the need

for some flexibility to adapt the game or even to create a

new game if that is desirable.88

The justice of multiplicity is associated with the

aforementioned purity or impurity of games, and with the

value of plurality regarding language games:

And then the justice of multiplicity: it is
assured, paradoxically enough, by a prescriptive
of universal value. It prescribes the observance
of the singular justice of each game such as it
has just been situated: formalism of the rules
and imagination in the moves. It authorizes the
"violence" that accompanies the work of the
imagination. It prohibits terror, that is, the
blackmail of death toward one's partners, the
blackmail that a prescriptive system does not fail
to make use of in order to become the majority in
most of the games and over most of their pragmatic
positions .89

In this context a thorough analysis of the implications of

these statements does not seem feasible. However, the

immediate criticism of the thesis that the language games be

kept separate yields a compelling point. Lyotard declared

the desirability of an overarching justice that would assure

the maintenance of singularity within the multiplicity of

justices. But what would such an overarching justice be

88Ibid., 99-100.

89Ibid., 100.
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like? How could such a justice assure "the nonuniversality

of singular and incommensurable games? Is it itself a game?

Is it singular?" 9b Sam Weber asked whether Lyotard's

argument for the "irreducible singularity and multiplicity

of the different language games," instead of dismantling

"the totalitarian pretensions of totalizing thought,"

actually contributed to that totalizing thought. The end

result of such protective actions would be to create that

which one wished to avoid, the domination of a game by

another game by prescriptive means. Weber, on the other

hand, insisted that the role of the prescriber in such an

instance became that of proscriber, who

must see to it that no game plays games with any
other. He guards over the multiplicity of games
as if that multiplicity could be delimited without
exclusion -- while at the same time excluding
himself from the field he thus claims to
dominate.91

The upshot is that the prescriber actually dominates the

other games that he intended not to dominate.

The concept of language games, then, implies a great

deal for cultural, social, and political functions in

society. The modern social bond that involved "nation-

90Sam Weber, "Afterword: Literature -- Just Making
It," in Lyotard and Th6baud, Just Gaming, 102-3.

91Ibid., 104-5.
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states, parties, profession, institutions, and historical

traditions" has been disintegrating. The "grand Narratives"

are now dissolute and virtually overthrown. One may

question to what extent Lyotard asserted that correctly, for

what may be true in one part of society may not apply in

another.

Lyotard's conception of knowledge, specifically of

narrative knowledge, includes various aspects of "knowing

how" to do something, how to be competent. Thus among the

most important characteristics of knowledge is its

relationship to the means that create competence (training)

and the application of competence in a specific subject or

discipline. Knowledge, as competence, belongs also to

custom and culture. The form of all such knowledge is

narrative. Narrative knowledge permits the social

definition of competence, occurs in various language games

common to the cultural milieu, is transmitted according to

certain practical considerations as in the traditional

storytelling of a people, and includes a rhythmic,

vibratory, musical quality. The "threefold competence" of

"know-how," "knowing how to speak," and "knowing how to

hear" thus inheres in the narrative tradition.92  Lyotard

92Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 18-21.



75

hypothesized that the past reference of the narrative,

although important, stands with the contemporaneous act of

reciting the narrative. The social bond comes from the

meaning of the past and the present recitation of that past,

so much so that the narrative of reference "is always

contemporaneous with recitation." Lyotard stood that

description of traditional narrative pragmatics alongside

the "language game known in the West as the question of

legitimacy; or rather, legitimacy as a referent in the game

of inquiry." The point came about as he indicated how, in

cultures in which narrative form prevails, there is no

concern to authorize or legitimate it. Furthermore, its

legitimation would not be given by some "incomprehensible

subject of narration."""

Lyotard distinguished narrative knowledge from

scientific knowledge. They exist according to incompatible

criteria of validity. Scientific knowledge plays only a

denotative language game, in which the scientist is one who

"can produce verifiable or falsifiable statements about

referents accessible to the experts." The experts are those

who, having taken the position of addressee, or student,

9"Ibid., 22-3.
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learn from the knowing sender in the "dialectical game of

research." Didactics accompanies research. Ultimately,

because narrative knowledge and scientific knowledge find

legitimation through incompatible means, Lyotard alleged,

scientists dismiss the validity of the statements of

narrative knowledge, the narrative statements.94

Lyotard marvelled that scientific knowledge only

recently appropriated chiefly, perhaps exclusively,

positivistic or empirical approaches to knowledge.

Narrative knowledge once informed scientific knowledge, yet

scientists frequently resort to narrative statements about

their discipline in order to validate it before the public.

Narrative knowledge and narrative statements in fact provide

the otherwise inaccessible means of verifying scientific

knowledge. Lyotard apparently indicated the inadequacy of

science to verify its own ultimate claims without an

external explanatory framework, that of narrative. The

capacity for proof allowed by means of purely denotative

utterances, that is, scientific statements of fact, was in

question."

9 4Ibid., 23-7.

"5Ibid., 27-8.
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Without prolonging the summation of Lyotard's

arguments, we note that, according to Lyotard,

Scientific knowledge cannot know and make known
that it is the true knowledge without resorting to
the other, narrative, kind of knowledge, which
from its point of view is no knowledge at all.
Without such recourse it would be in the position
of presupposing its own validity and would be
stooping to what it condemns: begging the
question, proceeding on prejudice.96

Modern science, having rejected ultimate, metaphysical

truth, must rely on expert consensus for validation.

Narrative knowledge has provided the means of such

validation in the West as it served to validate the new

authorities over against the old authorities (as in

feudalism), but the new authorities are, chiefly, the

scientists and their socio-political counterparts in "the

people" who shape authority by consensus. Lyotard thus

associates the question of the state and that of scientific

knowledge . "

Lyotard described both a political and a philosophical

narrative of legitimation; the political posed "humanity as

the hero of liberty"; the second proposed an interrelation

of science, nation, and state, embodied in his example of

9 6
Ibid., 29.

97Ibid., 29-30.
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Berlin between 1807 and 1810. There science and learning

were intended to serve moral and political ends. The

significance is that the Berlin model dispersed

internationally, and that it spread as a speculative

knowledge grounded philosophically in the concept of the

divine spirit or mentality of the people of a nation.

Knowledge in such a system is validated through statements

derived from the metanarrative of the "subject.11 9

In sum, Lyotard presented a view of a dominant

metanarrative that served to validate and to legitimate the

predominant scientific outlook of the modern western world

during the past several centuries. Apparently, his view

most emphasizes the dominance of a positivistic scientific

mindset that, whatever its capacity for heuristic and

descriptive endeavor, nevertheless must rely on a different

approach to knowledge in order to convey the meaning of its

findings to the public. That approach, which approaches

knowing differently, is narrative knowledge, or simply,

narrative. In the present context of the information age,

the computer revolution, or the communications revolution,

Lyotard's views seem to imply that, whatever the status of

scientific knowledge (and that status remains lofty), the

9"Ibid., 34-5.
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means by which scientists communicate and validate that

knowledge does not necessarily supersede narrative and

connotative knowing. Indeed, scientific knowledge may be

incommunicable apart from narrative.

The views just presented are not too far removed from

those of Lyotard on the identification of the postmodern,

and the sway of the pervasive "postmodern condition" on all

aspects of human endeavor. Regarding the relation of the

modern to the postmodern as time periodizations, on the side

of the argument that the postmodern is part of the modern,

there runs the assertion that postmodernism constantly

challenges the contemporary, the modern. Thus in that sense

the modern first must be postmodern, postmodernity is not

the telos but the genesis of modernity. Yet the definition

must transcend that just given. Lyotard rejected such a

mechanistic definition for a much less rigid, more amorphous

conception of postmodernism that actually originates in

modernism yet supersedes it. He wrote:

The postmodern would be that which, in the
modern, puts forward the unpresentable in
presentation itself; that which denies itself the
solace of good forms, the consensus of a taste
which would make it possible to share collectively
the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which
searches for new presentations, not in order to
enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger sense
of the unpresentable. A postmodern artist or
writer is in the position of a philosopher: the
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text he writes, the work he produces are not in
principle governed by preestablished rules, and
they cannot be judged according to a determining
judgment, by applying familiar categories to the
text or to the work. Those rules and categories
are what the work of art itself is looking for.
The artist and the writer, then, are working
without rules in order to formulate the rules of
what will have been done. Hence the fact that
work and text have the characters of an event;
hence also, they always come too late for their
author, or, what amounts to the same thing, their
being put to work, their realization misee en
oeuvre) always begin too soon. Post modern would
have to be understood according to the paradox of
the future (post) anterior (modo) ."

Lyotard ostensibly ended his essay on the postmodern

with a plea for the recognition of diversity, of pluralism,

so that the ravages of nineteenth and twentieth-century

totalism would not be repeated in our time. But whatever

understanding his essay has contributed may be supplemented

with the insights to be gleaned from the comments in The

Postmodern Condition. Perhaps the foremost form of totalism

that he identified was that of arrogant technocrats who

impose upon society a mechanized form of social improvement

in which normal life is constantly redefined. The "system

seems to be a vanguard machine dragging humanity after it,

99Jean-Francois Lyotard, "Answering the Question: What
is Postmodernism?" trans. Regis Durand, in The Postmodern
Condition, 78-9.
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dehumanizing it in order to rehumanize it at a different

level of normative capacity. "10

Postmodernism and the Disciplines

Science and Postmodernism

In a book intended to speak to people interested in the

contemporary position of science, not necessarily

scientists, Irwin Chargaff focused on a "revulsion of

science" and a "dislike of technocracy". "He criticized

the excesses of science and its practitioners and likened

the knowledge of our time to the knowledge of the tree in

Genesis' Garden of Eden -- The Tree of Knowledge. 102 He

claimed that the twentieth century has been gorged with the

Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 62-3. For an
earlier analysis with some remarkable similarities of
concern, but contrasting approach, see C.S. Lewis, The
Abolition of Man (New York: Macmillan, 1972), 84-6. Lewis
expressed the result of the repudiation of the Tao as
objective value: "What is now common to all men is a mere
abstract universal,an H.C.F. [highest common factor], and
Man's conquest of himself means simply the rule of the
Conditioners over the conditioned human material, the world
of post-humanity which, some knowingly and some unknowingly,
nearly all men in all nations are a present labouring to
produce." (86)

101Erwin Chargaff, Voices in the Labyrinth: Nature, Man
and Science (New York: Seabury, 1977), xxi.

12Genesis 2:7. The Genesis narrative uses the
expression, "The tree of the knowledge of good and evil."
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fruit of that tree, and he held out the hope, but no

solution, for a transformation of science to more purely

positive ends. He expressed concern about the development

of professional intellectuals, including scientists, as an

elite class, and spoke of the "present overproduction of

professional intellectuals". 3

Although he certainly has spoken as a member of the

scientific community, Chargaff criticized strongly the

intentions, objectives and methods of many scientists.

Wittily and sardonically he linked the sayings of two

prominent individuals, viz., Lord Acton, who said that

"Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely," and

Francis Bacon who said, "Knowledge is power." The

resulting axiom was "Science is knowledge is power

corrupts," the inescapable point being that there is the

possibility science may exercise corrupting power if it

indeed equates to power or absolute power. Chargaff

discussed the role and extent of science: To what extent is

science truly limited and to what extent does science take

'03Chargaff, Voices in the Labyrinth, xxii, 35. Comparehis point with that of F.R. Ankersmit, "Postmodernism andHistoriography," History and Theory 28 (1989): 137-9.
Ankersmit observed a contemporary overproduction in
historiography.
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on characteristics of divine thought, as, for example, when

through science man derived the general laws of nature.

Early scientists considered themselves "mediators between

man and eternity, " but only so long as more utilitarian

concerns did not dominate the thinking of later

scientists.10

Chargaff affirmed a causal relationship between

capitalism and science. Science is "a child of early

expansionist capitalism," but science also emerged from the

Renaissance and Reformation and the developments associated

with those periods of history. About that same time of

transition the focus on learning and knowledge for its own

sake came to have more utilitarian purposes; the idea that

"knowledge is power." 05

Chargaff's criticisms seem to have more of a

generalized purpose than those criticisms that are discussed

in this chapter from the postmodernist perspective. The

contributions of J.F. Lyotard to a critical understanding of

the role of modern science has been informative,

particularly as he has discussed the issue of science as a

part of the metanarrative structure of modernity. The

'0 4Ibid., 35-7.

0 5Ibid., 38-9.
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postmodernistic response to that, again, is that the

modernistic narratives, or ground rules, have been

questioned and they may never again possess the authority

imbued in them since the Enlightenment. 06

The issue of science in a postmodern world presents

also epistemological and explanatory problems. The

epistemological problem has become more complicated in the

recent context of philosophical and scientific

investigations. The "post-critical" philosophy of Michael

Polanyi, for example, presupposes the end of the analytic,

scientific mindset that has prevailed in the West since the

Renaissance. With the modern critical framework exhausted,

a post-critical philosophical stance like that of St.

Augustine is now in order. Michael Polanyi wrote, "We must

recognize belief once more as the source of all

knowledge. " 107

Other challenging arguments center in the aesthetic

nature of scientific knowledge as expressed in theories of

16lbid., 39-40.

'07Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-
Critical Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1958), 265-8. See also Polanyi's discussion of "tacit
knowing" by which "we can know more than we can tell," in
The Tacit Dimension (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and
Company, 1966, 4ff. Note the argument that the employment
of a detached, objective knowledge, apart from the role of
tacit knowing, may lead to error (20).

k4St 'iPl fkSN:"Lt 4U:C ilh"ICS+ #, ,f tUCA tiff[1 '4P'. NIG s eGV'14 +W.:".,:'na..:iP+k,

! _



85

subatomic and quantum physics, for example. The physical

universe has an aesthetic nature, and aesthetic judgment is

a key to knowledge. Judgments about scientific truth come

about as much by inspiration and insight affected by

aesthetic values as by hard objectivity. Moreover, humans

thinking heuristically are not bound to purely objective

considerations. 108

Also, aesthetic criteria need not be excluded from

mathematics and science where truth is considered most

important. Inspiration and intuition play a part.'09

'08See, for example, a discussion of the paradigm of
aesthetic symmetry in the study of subatomic or fundamental
physics in Anthony Zee, Fearful Symmetry: The Search for
Beauty in Modern Physics (New York: Macmillan, 1986), 3-14.
Others discussed new perspectives on the nature of
scientific inquiry and the critical examination of prior
scientific assumptions and interpretations: Karl R. Popper,
TheOpen Universe: An Argument for Indeterminism (Totowa,
NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982); and Ilya Prigogyne and
Isabelle Stengers, Order Out of Chaos (New York: Bantam
Books, 1984).

"Roger Penrose, The Emperor's New Mind: Concerning
Computers, Minds, and the Laws of Physics (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 421-2: "My
impression is that the strong conviction of the validity of
a flash of inspiration (not 100 per cent reliable, I should
add, but at least far more reliable than just chance) is
very closely tied up with its aesthetic qualities. A
beautiful idea has a much better chance of being a correct
idea than an ugly one.t " Penrose acknowledges that knowing
includes guessing and that, somehow, the unconscious mind
plays a role, using aesthetic convictions that are "always
constrained by logical argument and known facts."
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New quantum theories, as aspects of scientific

investigation, pose laws governing particle waves yet does

so only to a limit established by the Heisenberg uncertainty

principle. That principle established as fact the

indeterminacy of the universe in that scientists could not

actually measure the existing state of the universe: The

position, speed and mass of quantum particles could not be

established simultaneously. Heisenberg effectively replaced

a view of the universe that the Marquis Laplace had

suggested: a deterministic universe would permit

comprehensive scientific laws and the ability to predict

everything from the state of the universe over time to the

actions of human beings. The marked difference of

assumptions between the determinism of Laplace and the

present view of indeterminism is that Laplace posited God's

role in filling the gaps that science could not fill. But

now unified quantum theory infers a four-dimensional

universe with God as an option."

What may be true of science in general may be true also

for the social sciences, including history. At this point

the perennial debate on history-as-art versus history-as-

"'Stephen W. Hawking, A Brief History of Time: From
the Big Bang to Black Holes (New York: Bantam, 1988),
53-5, 172-4.
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science returns. To the extent that literary considerations

abound in historiography, the form of one's statements, the

choice of words, constitute a literary statement. Then

history may be art as much as anything else, and the

history-as-art results from the unique style of each

historian. This speaks to what Ankersmit has called the

"aesthetic nature of historiography.~""

Other considerations relate to the transformation of

scientific paradigms; indeed, the paradigm-change problem

applies to the general question of knowledge, the

epistemological question, and specifically in the present

context to historical knowledge, its apprehension and

presentation. Key to many recent discussions, the epochal

work of Thomas Kuhn has been the leading statement regarding

the importance of paradigmatic change in the West. His

position has been accorded much respect because of its bold

theoretical challenge, and because it accords well with

other expressions of the idea of change, such as that of

deconstructive philosophy and criticism regarding the

obsolescence of the discourses of modernity.112

11"Ankersmit, "Historiography and Postmodernism," 144-5.
112 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolu-

tions, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1970); The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in
Scientific Tradition and Chanre (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1977).
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Postmodernism and Psychology

Psychology as a science developed during the late

nineteenth century and continued to expand in sophistication

and research concerns during the twentieth century. It

originated as a term during the Reformation of the sixteenth

century. If, according to one view, psychology is a

discipline rooted in the modern, scientific age, then it has

questionable status in a postmodern age. Man in

postmodernity no longer stands at the center of the world.

Thus, psychology as the science of man has lost its

position. Philosophy, art, literature, and anthropology

have supplanted psychology. Psychology strove hard for

legitimation as a science during what Sigmund Koch has

called the "Age of Theory," when psychologists attempted to

establish universal laws for human behavior. Psychologists

also employed scientific methodology to derive theories that

could be statistically tested. Finally, with the goal of

commensurability, psychologists sought means of deciding

among theories and of describing behavior through

quantitative methods. Koch's 1959 critique produced no

changes, but psychologists have moved on to new vistas in

humanistic and cognitive psychology, for example. According

to Steiner Kvale, Koch's critique was an "epilogue to

'.-fit,~:tea-,. . .. ti:. .rs s:, .y: _1 hose :w .,., ... t. rs-' - in . ._i:;, '.: _r" _._ :.
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psychology as the modern science of man, " considered in the

context of the proposal for a postmodern psychology.113

Kvale effectively summarized the heart difficulties of

psychology. Modern psychology and the debate within it

between behaviorism and humanism was produced because man is

considered out of context -- "the decontextualization of man

from his specific culture, studying behavior and

consciousness abstract from its cultural roots." 1 4  A joint

consequence of the many debates between behaviorists and

humanistic psychologists has been a reinforcing of the

concept of individuals isolated from their culture.

Historically, a major accomplishment of the discipline of

psychology has been the constitution of an individual self,

dissociated from his cultural context. The earlier

religious soul developed with the advent of psychology to

isolated individual selves and an absent "psyche." The

notion of an isolated, self-contained individual, of the

unique unity of the single human life as some universal and

eternal entity, which is a culturally and historically

"'Steiner Kvale, "Postmodern Psychology: A Contra-
dictio in Adjecto?" The Humanistic Psychologist 18 (Spring
1990): 42-5; cf. S. Koch, "Epilogue," in S. Koch, ed.
Psychology : A Study of a Modern Science, vol. 3 (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1959), 729-88.

" 4 Ibid., 46.
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specific way of conceiving man, arose in Europe around the

sixteenth century. Kvale asserted that with the self

regarded out of context, it was easier to make professional

diagnoses of pathologies such as narcissistic disorders.

Such disorders were regarded as intrinsic only to the

person, without any reference to the role of culture and

history. The strongest criticism is the abstraction of

content from process behaviorism and humanism. Kvale in

fact describes a "double abstraction of modern psychology"

wherein there is

the decontextualization of a person from his
social and historical situation, and the severing
of the process of behavior, experience, and
feelings from their content. . . . The "psyche"
postulated and studied by modern psychology is
doubly abstracted, from its context as well as
from its content." 5

Kenneth Gergen proposed that psychology need not be

alienated from society within a postmodernist world.

"5Ibid., 46-7; citing E.E. Sampson, "Indigenous Psycho-
logies of the Individual and Their Role in Personal and
Social Functioning," American Psychologist 43 (1988) : 15-
22. The self-contained individualism of modern psycholog-
ical theories appears peculiar to anthropologists and
historians. E.E. Sampson has suggested an alternative
conception of "ensembled individualism" in which the
boundaries between self and nonself are more fluid as has
been common in other cultures and at other times. Current
trends that move in that direction, for example, are
feminist theory that replaces "the voice of boundaries and
separatedness [sic] with connections, relationships, and
interdependence."

_ _ - .... .. :1 t-n.::.
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Psychologists, instead of continuing to participate

uncritically in the "grand narrative of modernism," may

engage in the analysis of culture that de-objectifies social

and historical realities, indeed, participates in them." 6

Postmodernism, Philosophy, Art and Architecture

If postmodernism is to be considered a tangible study,

the philosophical foundation of it may be good to

understand. The phrase "postmodern philosophy" evokes

problems because a sector of postmodern theory consciously

rejects philosophy, analytical philosophy in particular, and

infers a nonphilosophical basis for theory. However, we

cannot accept this. Postmodernist philosophy may be

identified and described, but it is distinguished from

traditional philosophy by its character and origins from

areas other that formal philosophy. A prominent recent

discussion of postmodern philosophy is the exposition by

Wolfgang Welsch of the University of Bamberg, published

after his address to the Philosophical section of the

G~rresgesellschaft at its Beirut General Conference in 1988.

In his article, Welsch proposed the thesis that postmodern

"'Kenneth J. Gergen, "Toward a Postmodern Psychology,"
The Humanistic Psychologist 18 (1990): 23-34, passim.
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philosophy was born of the spirit of modern art. Postmodern

philosophy (or the postmodern) is not, as some have assumed,

antithetical to modernity, but has affinities with certain

specific aspects of modernism. Modern art has a

corresponding influence on modern science and society."'

The idea of postmodernism antedates widespread use of

the term. One proponent of postmodernist views despite his

antedating the recognition of the term, Jean Dubuffet, has

not been regarded a postmodernist. However, as a modernist

artist, Dubuffet enunciated themes anticipating

postmodernism when in 1951 he declared that, in art and

other disciplines, there was occurring a thorough spiritual

or intellectual change, a reorientation. He identified

cultural changes that have since become identified with

poststructuralism and postmodernism.18

Dubuffet described the transformations that challenged

modern society: The modern society has turned away from

anthropocentrism, from the primacy of logic, from the

monoculture (Monokultur) of intellect, and from the

"7Wolfgang Welsch, "Die Geburt der postmodernen Philo-
sophie aus dem Geist der modernen Kunst," Philosophisches
Jahrbuch 97 (1990): 15-16; citing Jean Dubuffet, "Positions
anticulturelles," in L'homme du commun a l'ouvrage (Paris,
1973, 68.

" 8Ibid., 15-16.
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prevalence of perception or observation (des Sehens).

Wolfgang Welsch termed these as cardinal points of

poststructuralism and hallmarks of what is called postmodern

philosophy.19  The discourse of postmodern philosophy

articulates what modern art previously expressed

artistically. The experimental endeavors of these two

disciplines were similar. Moreover, Welsch has found

confirmation of his views in the opinions of J.F. Lyotard,

in that modern art and postmodern thought have manifested

similarities, and modern art and music have indeed

anticipated postmodernist themes during the twentieth

century. Lyotard's theorizing may be understood to convey

the characteristics of modern art into philosophical terms.

For example, the deconstruction of art corresponds to the

end of the metanarratives. Lyotard has not only delineated

clearly the correspondence of postmodern thought and modern

art, he has also made coherent the inspiration of postmodern

thought in every field of art.'20

Poignant examples of the deconstruction of art abound,

and the theoretical expression of the postmodernistic

direction may be quite unnerving, assuredly unusual, and, by

9lbid., 17.

' 20Ibid., 25-6.
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confession, explicitly postmodern. Consider some comments

from the preface of a recent book on the "postmodern scene:"

The Postmodern Scene evokes, and then secretes,
the fin-de-millennium mood of contemporary
culture. It is a panic book: panic sex, panic
art, panic ideology, panic bodies, panic noise,
and panic theory.12

The present exemplar appeared as a response to the

"dialectic of Enlightenment." It constituted a general

statement regarding culture and politics, "excremental

culture," sliding signifiers, and so on. Aiming to present

a consciously postmodern text, the authors adopted a

rambling, disconnected format, although certain themes

predominate as ideological statements and as statements

designed to annoy, to provoke, and perhaps to outrage. The

book is consciously ambivalent and contradictory, a

"quantum, that is to say postmodern, sign of its times."'22

It manifests a "deep (panic) thematic," taking a look at

"the passive and suicidal nihilism" of culture from the

perspectives of popular culture, classicism,

poststructuralism and art. Kroker and Cook promoted the

"panic reading" that their book was intended to provide;

21Arthur Kroker, and David Cook, The Postmodern Scene:
Excremental Culture and Hyper-Aesthetics, 2d ed. (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1988), i.

122Ibid.
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perhaps the reader will have to endure the "detritus" of the

work itself in order to comprehend the "excremental" nature

of culture within the postmodern condition. 23

Thus Kroker and Cook focused not only on art but on the

culture that produces it. Perhaps the book should be judged

a piece of postmodern art itself; pessimistic along with

art, cynical, apocalyptic. The design and focus of the book

seem only instrumental, metaphysical and suggestive,

allowing no representation of traditional philosophical or

humanistic discourse. It is an attempt to be strictly

postmodern in its repudiation of the modern.'2 4

The artists and art historians seem to have the surest

perspective on what they call postmodernism, and they are

closely joined by a diverse group of literary critics.

Together, they formulate criticisms of culture through art

and literature. The postmodern, the "most passion-stirring

event to occur in the world of culture in the past several

years," has roots in Europe but has grown dramatically in

America. Postmodernism as a renunciation of the "antiquated

modern" is also a rebellion against modernity in a

23Ibid., ii-iii.

'24Paolo Portoghesi, Postmodern: The Architecture of
the Postindustrial Society, trans. Ellen Shapiro (New York:
Rizzoli International Publications, 1983), 7.
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radically-transformed world. Modernity and its laws are

passe in a postindustrial society characterized by a

"postmodern condition".125

Portoghesi claimed that architecture already has

responded to the demands of the postmodern culture. No

longer can architects abide the modern architectural morass

of similarity and squalor and mediocrity. The prominent

European example is the city formed by bureaucracy and

totalitarianism, as described in an architectural document

presented by the Polish labor union Solidarity. For the

world of architecture, Portoghesi asserted, postmodernism is

not a passing fashion, but "a great movement of collective

consciousness."

Taking a lead from what Jonathan Culler has described

as an unfathomable morass of diversity in literary

criticism, something similar could be said of various

expressions and burgeoning new applications of the

"theories" of postmodernism. Postmodernism in the arts has

been said to surpass modernism and the avant-garde, yet

postmodernism is not necessarily regarded as a development

'25Paolo Portoghesi, Postmodern: The Architecture of
the Postindustrial Society, trans. Ellen Shapiro (New York:
Rizzoli International Publications, 1983), 7.

126Ibid., 8.
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of modernism. Although postmodernism is said to represent a

crisis of modernism, it indicates a revision rather than a

repudiation of it. However, postmodernism in a

revisionistic mode should resist the modern teleological

program that is to culminate in a complete society, the

product of scientific and technological progress.127

In art, the emergence and practices of the avant-garde

have spoken to this issue. The avantgarde theories state

certain assumptions about twentieth-century culture. Such

theories may be antithetical, as in the debate between Georg

Lukics and Theodor Adorno. Lukics regarded as decadent

works of art from the avantgarde and championed realism --

127Andreas Huyssen, "Mapping the Postmodern." New
German Criticque 33 (1984): 47-52. Huyssen wrote that
"postmodernism at its deepest level represents not just
another crisis within the perpetual cycle of boom and bust,
exhaustion and renewal, which has characterized the
trajectory of modernist culture. It rather represents a new
type of crisis of that modernist culture itself . . . . The
growing sense that we are not bound to complete the project
of modernity (Habermas' phrase) and still do not necessarily
have to lapse into irrationality or into apocalyptic frenzy,
the sense that art is not exclusively pursuing some telos of
abstraction, non-representation and sublimity -- all of this
has opened up a host of possibilities for creative endeavors
today. . . . Postmodernism is far from making modernism
obsolete. On the contrary, it casts a new light on it and
appropriates many of its aesthetic strategies and techniques
inserting them and making them work in new constellations.
What has become obsolete, however, are those codifications
of modernism in critical discourse which, however, sublimin-
ally, are based on a teleological view of progress and
modernization." (48-9)
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organic, or non-fragmented, works of art -- as an aesthetic

norm. Adorno regarded avantgarde art with its non-organic,

fragmentary nature as historically normal; there can be no

realistic art in the twentieth century because twentieth

century society itself is fragmented, characterized by

alienation."'

Postmodernism not only transcends or supersedes the

avantgarde, it produces, in postmodern art, an artefactual

(or artifactual) caricature of the integration of art and

society of which the avantgardists dreamed. It is as if one

were to say that postmodernism is influential, but that

influence is not real. In a sense, postmodernism is not

real in its effect but is illusory:

The depthless, styleless, dehistoricized,
decathected surfaces of postmodernistic culture
are not meant to signify an alienation, for the
very concept of alienation must secretly posit a
dream of authenticity which postmodernism finds
quite unintelligible. 29

Postmodernism produces a depthless, non-alienating

(alienates from alienation), inauthentic product that

128Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post-Structur-
alism and Postmodernism (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1989), 136-7.

"2Terry Eagleton, "Capitalism, Modernism, and
Post-Modernism." New Left Review (1985): 61.
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parodies socialist utopia. The utopia actually is the

present. Postmodernism, by

raising alienation to the second power, alienating
us even from our own alienation, . . . persuades
us to recognize that utopia not as some remote
telos but, amazingly, as nothing less than the
present itself, replete as it is in its own brute
positivity and scarred through with not the
slightest trace of lack.130

Eagleton's argument in sum on that point is that the end-

time is now, but that the denizens of the present do not see

it, so intent is their focus on the future and past. The

focus of that line of discussion regarding modernist and

postmodernist art is the postmodern aesthetic, the emphasis

on productivity, a "productivist aesthetics." Such an

aesthetic looks at society, the world as it is and reflects

only what is there. If, as Lyotard has written, the society

is commodified, if the criterion of performance (the

"performativity principle") is achieved through packaging

and presentation, then the postmodern aesthetic cannot

represent anything other than what is already represented.

The commodity is less an image in the sense of a
"reflection" that an image of itself, its entire
material being devoted to its own self-
presentation; and in such a condition the most
authentically representational are becomes,
paradoxically, the anti-representational artefact
whose contingency and facticity figures the fate
of all late-capitalist objects. If the unreality

130Ibid., 61.
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of the artistic image mirrors the unreality of its
society as a whole, then this is to say that it
mirrors nothing real and so does not really mirror
at all. Beneath this paradox lies the historical
truth that the very autonomy and brute self-
identity of the postmodernist artefact is the
effect of its through integration into an economic
system where such autonomy, in the form of the
commodity fetish, is the order of the day.13'

Charles Jencks has interpreted postmodern art and

architecture since the late 1970s as a combination of

Modernism and elements of the classical tradition to yield a

"Free-Style Classicism." His position differs from that of

some theorists in that Late-Modernism must still account for

much artistic and architectural activity and that not all

such activity need be characterized as postmodernistic.

That approach allows continuing consideration of the

extension of the avantgarde tendencies in contemporary art,

while it recognizes that changes identified as postmodern

may be valid.' 3 2

Poststructuralism and Deconstruction

If postmodernism can be said to exist, one of the

prominent facets of it is poststructuralism. Originating in

' 3 Ibid., 62.

32Charles Jencks, Postmodernism: The New Classicism
in Art and Architecture (New York: Rizzoli International,
1987), 7-13, 33-8.
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France in the 1960s and 1970s, poststructuralism was rooted

in the intellectual tension between structuralism and

phenomenology. Prominent in the development of

poststructuralism and its concomitant act of deconstruction

was Michel Foucault, who enunciated central

poststructuralist themes. Chief among those themes were,

first, that due to the development of the personal and

social identity of the individual, influenced by types of

social and political domination, suprapersonal authority

tended to subjugate the individual. Second, the will to

knowledge is inseparable from the will to power. Knowledge

is a tool for domination in the West. Third, authors not

only have acquired a place of dominance over readers, they

have a role in the battle for knowledge and power.'33

The movement of poststructuralism has been proposed as

a revolution in the ways to read and interpret social,

historical, or cultural texts. Postmodernism is so infused

with that approach that Ross has called it the

poststructuralist revolution. Although it was at first a

part of late modernism, it has increasingly become

associated with the broader cultural condition of

33Thomas C. Patterson, "Post-structuralism, Post-
modernism: Implications for Historians,r" Social History 14
(January 1989): 83-7.

',i' !S'1bdts z .kdY tiUiSbb,, . .z ::' 4.a5 ti .t ,L .,", ,.. .. ,:-., _, .;.,... :_ s ..
i _M,,

i



102

postmodernism. Ironically, the proponents of postmodernism

are active intellectuals in a time when intellectual

activism is not welcome. The theoretical bases of

poststructuralism lie in the writings of Marx, Freud,

Nietzsche, and Saussure, whose influence in the radical

movements of the 1960s lends to their theories a radical

flavor. Most prominent among the proponents and theorists

of the postmodern are those who have roots in, or former

associations with, Marxism; the three most prominent

examples being Jurgen Habermas, Jean-Francois Lyotard, and

Fredric Jameson. Thus with these individuals the political

nature of the debate on postmodernism becomes more pointed.

However, we must not necessarily construe from this that the

postmodernist debate is confined to Marxist and post-Marxist

circles. While it is properly viewed as an interrogation,

evaluation, and possible abandonment of the universal

propositions of the Enlightenment, it should also be

recognized as associated with the problematic of Marxism as

a part of the program and tradition of the Enlightenment."'4

'34Andrew Ross, ed., Universal Abandon? The Politics
of Postmodernism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), vii-xiii. Ross wrote that "postmodernism has
become a convenient rallying point around which Western
intellectuals have gathered to debate the continuing worth
or the wholesale abandonment of the universal propositions
that provide the ground for the Enlightenment idea of
politics and social transformation." (xiii)

NOW-
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Jacques Derrida advocated a method of deconstruction

whereby one may challenge the long-standing authority of

literary texts. The literary is not only literature, but

any text that embodies authority in philosophy, science,

theology, history, or other areas of thought. The meanings

of texts are indeterminate, and often the interpretations of

texts range far wide of the intentions of the authors. That

poststructuralist stance toward texts has influenced the

English and the Americans, among others, although the agenda

and productions of Americans, for example, vary from those

of the French poststructuralists. The poststructuralists by

no means approach their work in the same ways; uniqueness of

approach is more characteristic. 35

The development of a broadly-recognized system called

structuralism had meant something challenging traditional

literary criticism. Using linguistics, structuralists

assembled so-called grammars, "systematic inventories of

elements and their possibilities of combination -- that

would account for the form and meaning of literary works."136

Poststructuralists, observing the systematic efforts of

35Ibid., 84-5.

'3 6Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and
Criticism After Structuralism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1985), 22.
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structuralists, claimed that because of the nature of texts,

all such efforts ultimately were futile. They claimed only

that such systematic knowledge was impossible. One must

accept cautiously that description of the differences

between the two groups; the theorists of structuralism and

poststructuralism are not easily distinguished.

Nevertheless, elements of criticism now recognized as

poststructuralist ostensibly have been present all along

among the structuralists, some prominent examples being the

works of Roland Barthes and Jacques Lacan.137

Conversely, there are some dangers of misinterpretation

and misrepresentation that occur when one contrasts

poststructuralism too strongly with structuralist "science. "

To do so is to represent poststructuralism as purely

irrational and unsystematic. Furthermore, to place later

literary critics in the poststructuralist camp may be

unjustified, given that they are a diverse group, frequently

with few or no common theoretical interests. In that case,

some poststructuralists may be labelled thus because they do

not fit into structuralist patterns. Beyond that, Culler

has asserted, some latter-day critics do not belong in the

'37Ibid., 22-7.
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poststructuralist camp at all; specifically, some feminist

critics whose agenda may not include the forms of opposition

to structuralism inherent in poststructuralism.38

Some tenets of poststructuralism emanated from

Ferdinand de Saussure whose Course in General Linguistics

gained him renown because of its contributions to

structuralist, semiotic, and poststructuralist thought.'"

His cardinal views were that texts and their referents had

no discoverable relationship, and that one may not discern

the meanings of texts. Furthermore, words themselves had no

"inherent" connection with the concepts they represent; the

connection between words and concepts is culturally produced

and established. This described the "arbitrary" or the

"conventional" (Gaggi's term) character of the linguistic

sign. The signifier (in simplest terms, the word) relates

to the signified (in this context, the concept) to form the

semiotic bond. Because words or signifiers relate only to

one another, regardless of their referents, language then is

basically a structural and self-referential system. What

3 8Ibid., 27-30.

139Semiotics, the philosophical theory of signs relative
to language, includes syntactical and semantical studies.

a .. ;



106

was radical about Saussure's ideas was that language

facilitated thought, that the word precedes the concept.'

Generally, poststructuralists assume the "enclosed,

self-referential nature of language, " and so they, with

Saussure, may question the validity of linguistic references

(or referents). Also, they question the very validity of

the reference itself. One cannot unequivocally determine

what one really is saying at any given time. Moreover, if

one is seeking to criticize a text, one must be aware that

the criticism itself is subject to criticism; thus,

"Rigorous skepticism doubts that language can have access to

an unmediated reality," therefore rigorous skepticism must

"doubt that criticism can have access to an unambiguous

interpretation of any text."'4'

Deconstruction is a particular process or method of

reading and interpretation if one speaks of literature. But

as a "strategy within philosophy and a strategy for dealing

with philosophy," deconstruction aims for "both rigorous

"4 Silvio Gaggi, Modern/Postmodern: A Study in Twenti-
eth-Century Arts and Ideas (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 160-62. See Ferdinand de
Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Charles Bally
and Albert Sechehaye, in collaboration with Albert
Riedlinger; trans. Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1966).

' 4"Ibid., 163.
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argument within philosophy and displacement of philosophical

categories or philosophical attempts at mastery." 4 2  From

yet another viewpoint, deconstruction attacks and subverts

textual premises:

. . . to deconstruct a discourse is to show how it
undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the
hierarchical oppositions on which it relies, by
identifying in the text the rhetorical operations
that produce the supposed ground of argument, the
key concept or premise. 1 4 3

Culler illustrated such deconstructive practice by

considering its application to the "Nietzschean

deconstruction of causality." On the premise that causality

is a fundamental, universal principle, one may assert that

cause precedes effect logically and temporally. Culler

wrote, however, that Nietzsche argued in The Will to Power

that the concept of cause and effect actually results from a

"precise tropological or rhetorical operation" called a

"chronologische Umdrehung or chronological reversal." For

example, one feels a sharp pain, sees a pin and associates

from the phenomenal event a causal order. The phenomenal

order, or that of one's experience of the outside world, is

that of pain . . . pin; the causal sequence gained by

142Culler, On Deconstruction, 85. See Jacques Derrida,
Positions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).

43Ibid., 86.
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reversing the phenomenal order is pin . . . pain. From this

example, Culler declared that the causality principle was

not rendered void; rather, without the causal sequence,

deconstruction could not occur. Thus,

the experience of pain, it is claimed, causes us
to discover the pin and thus causes the production
of a cause. To deconstruct causality one must
operate with the notion of cause and apply it to
causation itself. The deconstruction appeals to
no higher logical principle or superior reason but
uses the very principle it deconstructs.144

Culler contrasted and distinguished the deconstruction

of causality from the skeptical argument in the Treatise of

Human Nature by David Hume, the primary difference being

that the idea of cause remains useful in deconstruction,

while it remains non-demonstrable in the skeptical argument.

Deconstruction may retain as the cause that which one

experienced first, in the present example, the pain. The

use of a concept or a premise in the process of undermining

it seems inconsistent, even arbitrary, and appears not to

commend deconstruction to anyone seeking to understand it.

Culler noted further the deconstructive function of

reversing the "hierarchical opposition of the causal

scheme. " The causal hierarchy includes the familiar cause

44Ibid. , 86-7.
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and effect relationship. But deconstruction reverses that

hierarchy so that the effect, having determined the cause,

actually may be considered the cause, the "logically and

temporally prior" origin:

By showing that the argument which elevates cause
can be used to favor effect, one uncovers and
undoes the rhetorical operation responsible for
the hierarchization and one produces a significant
displacement. If either cause or effect can
occupy the position of origin, then origin is no
longer originary; it loses its metaphysical
privilege: a nonoriginary origin is a "concept"
that cannot be comprehended by the former system
and thus disrupts it.145

Culler's example demonstrated simply the deconstructive

procedures prominently displayed in the work of Jacques

Derrida. Briefly stated, Derridean deconstruction

emphasizes the devaluation of writing over against speech,

specifically in philosophical writings. Philosophers, in

dealing with philosophy as writing have eschewed that idea

in favor of the stance that philosophy must remain divorced

from writing in order to represent truth apart from it.

Philosophical discourse "defines itself" against writing" in

order to emphasize the role of "logic, reason, truth,"

instead of the linguistic rhetoric used to express those

roles. There is the fear that writing "might affect or

1451bid., 87-8.
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infect the meaning it is supposed to represent." One may

"do" philosophy for example, but the thought inherent in

philosophy must be communicated via mediating systems. In

contrast to the mediation of speech that may be clarified by

the speaker, writing presents other problems:

In speech there is already mediation but the
signifiers disappear as soon as they are uttered;
they do not obtrude, and the speaker can explain
any ambiguities to insure that the thought has
been conveyed. It is in writing that the
unfortunate aspects of mediation become apparent.
Writing presents language as a series of physical
marks that operate in the absence of the speaker.
They may be highly ambiguous or organized in
artful rhetorical patterns.146

The philosopher's preference is to "contemplate thought

directly" rather than to allow the possibility that

philosophical thinking might be impeded by "the

contingencies of language and expression," by the "forms of

the signifiers of a language." Therefore, in order to avoid

the logocentrism of writing and its attendant problems for

communicating truth, philosophy has rejected the signifier,

has rejected writing."'7

The present summary begins to describe a lengthy

discussion that Culler continued in On Deconstruction.

4 Ibid., 90-91.

147Ibid., 92.
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While philosophy appears always to have exercised a

circumspect attitude about writing versus speech, the

logocentrism of which Culler spoke has remained an

inescapable problem. However, it seems to be a necessary

problem, unless one decides to communicate purely in oral

modes, without using written communication.

Perhaps more pertinent to the present purpose,

deconstructive practices and poststructuralist theory in

literary criticism also confront issues of writing and

meaning.1 ' The deconstructionist, poststructuralist,

movement in philosophy, particularly in literary criticism,

has a broad association within the broader movement of

postmodernism. Thus it has implications for the question of

the association between postmodernism and historical

scholarship. The succeeding chapter on postmodernism and

historical scholarship will address that topic.

"4 Ibid., 91-2.
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CHAPTER III

HISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP AND POSTMODERNISM

In the western world, the continuing concern of

humankind for history derives from the concern people have

about time itself. Therefore, from the uncertain origins of

historiography in the Greek and Hebrew traditions to the

attempt to develop history as a scientific discipline in the

past century, historians have not escaped from some

consideration of the past and the present, perhaps even of

the future. Yet the historical investigation of the flow of

time, and the events associated with that flow, does not

exhaust the attention of historians, whether amateurs or

professionals. A crucial form of investigation lies in the

interpretation of historical facts, events and personages;

the attraction of historical learning resides most strongly

in that interpretive function of the historian. But in the

late-twentieth century the concept of historical

interpretation stands alongside numerous other consider-

ations that pose questions about the development, role, and

purpose of historical scholarship. The answers to such

questions must come partly from our knowledge of the

112
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development of history during the past century, and from the

present debates about the nature of historical scholarship.

Numerous other disciplines exert influence on

historical practice. Also, historians have encountered

challenges to their work from intellectual, critical

movements that claim epistemological foundations divergent

from that with which we have been familiar in the modern

era.'

Persons interested in continuing debates on historical

scholarship and the historical profession may read numerous

accounts of the origins of institutional and professional

history in the late-nineteenth century. The concept of

history as a science is allied with those origins as well.

The professional and scientific model has its roots and

original proponents in the German universities of the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Gottingen and Berlin,

respectively. The scientific model asserted the procedure

of the critical examination of source documents in the name

of objectivity, that is, from a value-neutral standpoint.

'Ernst Breisach, Historiography: Ancient, Medieval,
and Modern (Chicago & London: University of Chicago
Press, 1983), 1-4. Breisach provides a comprehensive
overview of western historiography from Hellenic times to
the 1980s.

.
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Accordingly, historical sources that conveyed philosophical

and political values received intense scrutiny regarding

their authenticity and credibility. From those roots

historical scholarship and professionalism, having

appropriated scientific methodologies, extended worldwide,

including to the United States.2

A derivative of that kind of historical analysis was

the method that hypothesized the central role of the State

as an autonomous factor in history, but without scrutinizing

to what extent the conduct of the State would be regulated

relative to nonpolitical factors, be they economic, social

or cultural. With the philological criticism of source

documents historians also related the reconstruction of the

decisions of prominent personalities; they could comprehend

the meaning of events. But that method did not suffice to

locate events in their social and cultural contexts.

Nevertheless, in that way it facilitated fully the formation

of a history that allowed insight into the lives of all

classes of people. 3

2Georg G. Iggers, "Zur Geschichte der neueren
Geschichtswissenschaft," Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift
37 (1988): 421.

3lbid.
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Of course that new scientific historiography was in no

way objective in the sense of being free of values; it was

thoroughly politicized. The new scientific historical

scholarship, including that of von Ranke, did not show

history "wie es eigentlich gewesen," but as the legitimation

of a conception of the State and society. German

historiography was closely associated with the "Prussian

school," which, under the purview of von Ranke, departed

from liberal principles, taking up that which was offered in

the compromise between the middle class and the

authoritarian State. Professional historians such as Karl

Lamprecht and Eckart Kehr found that their attempt to

supplant the narrow documentary orientation of

historiography was opposed as a threat to the national cause

and the middle-class order. Lamprecht pursued a

positivistic, that is, empirical, style of historical

investigation and explanation. He defined the basis of

history as deriving from collective psychological factors in

each nation or group of people. German history would be

properly explained through a description of transformations

in the German collective psyche through time. Thus

Lamprecht found opposition not only for the political

_"
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implications of his historical approach but for the

philosophical presuppositions in it.4

This subordination of professional historical

scholarship to the national State in Germany encountered

opposition from Marxist theoreticians and historians around

the turn of the century, but a broader-ranging methodo-

logical controversy arose during that time. Associated

primarily with Lamprecht, the controversy extended

elsewhere, particularly to France and the United States.

The limits of the controversy extended to the concern for a

historiography not of the ruling class, but of the broad

class of the people, a historiography that would admit a

4Ibid., 421-2; Breisach, Historiography, 279-80.
Perhaps the most flamboyant representative of the Prussian
School was Heinrich von Treitschke who, although he probably
should not be numbered among the typical followers of von
Ranke, embodied the ideal of German nationalism through his
blind glorification of German unification under the supreme
Prussian state. Most influential through his writing in the
Preussische Jahrbucher and his career as a lecturer, von
Treitschke completed five popular volumes of a history of
nineteenth-century Germany, leaving a sixth unfinished. See
Andreas Dorpalen, Heinrich von Treitschke (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1957); Hans Kohn, "Treitschke: National
Prophet," Review of Politics 7 (October 1945) : 418-40; idem,
The Mind of Germany: The Education of a Nation (New York:
Harper and Row, 1960). Regarding the professionalization of
history under the influence of political values, see Hayden
White, "The Politics of Historical Interpretation:
Discipline and Desublimation, " Critical Inquiry 9 (1982)
122-3.
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history of the people alongside high politics and culture.

Simultaneously, the new historical scholarship of the early

1900s sought foundations on higher scientific and

theoretical claims and a closer association between history

and the various social sciences. No longer would

examination of the documentary sources suffice; the

historian must ask more explicit questions of them.'

The developments in German historical scholarship of

course are more extensive than the description given here.

Beyond the controversies of the turn of the century, German

historiography assumed diverse new forms under the influence

of such renowned figures as Wilhelm Dilthey and Marc Bloch,

representatives of two different approaches. Historical

theory even included the contributions of Wilhelm

Windelband, a philosopher, who sought to confirm the

possibility of historical truth through the pursuit of

axiological categories. Max Weber, skeptical that

historical truth could be anchored around a fixed reference

point, dismissed the acceptability and plausibility of grand

theory for history; the past could be studied only in

fragments. Thus Weber expressed a view of the limited

5Ibid., 422.
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powers of research and study through the social sciences,

among them, history.'

The present study assumes some general awareness of

international historiographical developments; however, the

development of historical scholarship in the United States

seems more relevant to the discussion at hand, particularly

to the associations with postmodernism that are discussed

below. While there was a New History in Germany during the

early nineteenth century, with influences around the world,

the consideration of American historical scholarship

includes both its development with major influences from

Germany, and its expansion through World War II and beyond.

The New History of the 1960s and following was a different

set of historiographical trends and methodological and

ideological developments.

Most pertinent to the American scene was the

establishment and development of institutional and

professional historical scholarship in the colleges and

universities, primarily under the leadership of historians

trained either in Germany or according to German methods.

Herbert Baxter Adams was one such historian who was a

6Breisach, Historiography, 281-4.
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charter member of the American Historical Association (1884)

and who, with others, championed the potential contributions

of scientific history. Professionalization helped academic

historians to gain influence, but amateur, nonacademic

historians lost both their influence and their sense of

belonging. In writing, research, and the training of new

historians, the academicians experienced successes that

threatened to obscure their appreciation of the public role

of history and the civic responsibilities of historians.

Moreover, American historians of the early 1900s adopted an

eclectic, pragmatic approach to their historical scholarship

as opposed to a grand unifying theory for history. They

could do so in the progressive spirit of the times.'

History, then, was scientific history, and it embraced

elements of the other social sciences, insights as well as

presuppositions and methods. That foundation in

professional terms continued to characterize the historical

profession in the United States throughout the first six

decades of the nineteenth century. The significance of that

assessment stood not in recognizing that truth, but in the

7Ibid., 286-8, 290. On the new history of the late
1800s and the early 1900s, see Gertrude Himmelfarb, The New
History and the Old (Cambridge & London: Belknap Press,
1987), 1-3.
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recognition that historical scholarship had begun to change

in some apparently drastic ways by the 1960s.

There were, in a published address given previously at

the 1970 meeting of the American Historical Association, the

comments of a historian whose educational and professional

experience extended to the 1930s. Oscar Handlin's address

recounted his lament when he recognized that the historical

community in the United States had lost its former

cohesiveness. Writing about a gathering of academic

historians in 1936, Handlin recalled the spirit of unity,

the "common standards and convictions, " that characterized

the meeting. The "common standard of scholarship" was

embodied in the persons who were Handlin's teachers. He

maintained that throughout his career he had worked with the

assumption that historians held common goals and purposes.

But, he wrote,

A change has occurred, and I may have been slow to
perceive it. I can recall the blank
incomprehension just a few years ago with which I
learned that we were expected to think not of
historians, but of schools or types or parties
among historians, cut apart from one another in
criteria of judgment and objectives by ideology or
other sectarian factors. I was surprised in 1968
at the request that I recommend teachers not
according to ability but according to race and
political orientation. The dissolution of the
sense of community proceeded so rapidly that I was
not surprised in 1970 to find the American
Historical Association Council suggest that

.t .:x.A .. , _. . f 6:zsd1 ,}.;' t iik" .. FTU-;ietim. ..
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nominations take into account "age, sex, ethnic
background and employing institution." Hence the
crisis, which comes not by assault from without
but by decay from within. The need to reexamine
objectives may be cathartic and salutary; or it
may reveal a deep-seated malady. But the
consequences of pretending it does not exist will
certainly be fatal.'

Handlin attributed to "intellectual pressures emanating

from within" the fragmentation and loss of a common purpose

in the historical discipline. No longer would the concept

of historical scholarship both as a social science and as a

literary art suffice to overcome the feeling of malaise in

the discipline. On the one hand, historians have had more

research tools at their disposal, but they have not used

them to profit; and on the other hand, such research as has

been accomplished has no necessary relationship to any other

research. The "discontinuity of research" wherein

individual scholars research and publish on specialized

topics has meant that research is at times significant only

for the researcher. Handlin was concerned also that

standards of historical scholarship had eroded in the recent

past, and that historians had somehow relinquished to others

their responsibilities as guardians of the past.9

'Oscar Handlin, "History: A Discipline in Crisis?"
American Scholar 40 (Summer 1971): 448-50.

9Ibid., 459-64.
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Perhaps nothing so powerfully provokes debate among

professionals as the allegation that the foundation of their

professionalism is the repressive program of a ruling

society, or worse, that their professionalism is a relic of

the past. Of course, in reference to contemporary

historical scholarship, any such viewpoints as these just

mentioned would be mere gratuitous caricatures of the

profession. Nevertheless, the past three decades have

witnessed recurrent assaults on the professional purpose,

the social legitimacy, the political implications, and the

popularity of professional historical scholarship.

The debates on the crisis of history have included

contrasting viewpoints, many basic concerns of historians

about their professional roles, about the justification of

academic history, and about the public role of the

historian. The present purpose is of course to deal with

that general set of issues, but also to examine them with

reference to what will be an assault on the presuppositions

of contemporary historical scholarship and historiography;

viz., poststructuralism and deconstruction, the central

attitudes and practices of a new poetics. The

manifestations and significance of the new history get

attention. But beyond that, the intention is to identify
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the problem of an association between historical scholarship

and the broad movement known as postmodernism. The previous

chapter described and summarized the characteristics of

postmodernism, and identified what is discussed here as the

salient challenges to historical scholarship. Poststructur-

alism and the methodologies of deconstruction, linguistic

and literary analysis, will necessarily receive considerable

attention because of the fundamental, that is, radical,

assault on the presuppositions of historical knowing and

practice in the many forms by which historians have

recognized or practiced them.

Here the assessment is hazarded that, regardless of the

new perspectives on historical scholarship, there seems to

be no absolute revocation of the tenets of sound, objective

scholarship as it is practiced today. However, to the

extent that some historians may pursue their scholarly

activities according to some patterns identified as

postmodern, one may investigate in order to judge whether

that assertion is or is not true, and what those who assert

thus mean by their assertions. The interplay of

historiography and literature in particular warrants

relevant attention here.
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The sense of crisis in history; that is, professional

historical scholarship, academic history, emerged during the

1960s when social and political events gave pause to

historians who had become familiar with post-World War II

consensus history. Instead, the sense of history embraced

by many educated young people was formed by what John Higham

termed "an apocalyptic sense of a rupture in time." To that

generation, only the present seemed relevant, and the past

seemed irrevocably lost. No longer did the conservative

habits and attitudes of American society, as history

presented them, meet the needs of a apparently explosive

era. Worse still, student disinterest and economic

contractions began to restrict academic history during the

late 1960s. By the mid-1970s, with academic history in a

crisis of ferment, the historical profession could not

employ its doctoral graduates. That fact was a crisis in

itself apart from other considerations.'0

This is not to say that history after the 1960s lost

all its vitality, for subsequent experience has suggested

otherwise. Although postwar consensus history was no longer

'0John Higham, History: Professional Scholarship in
America (Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1983), 233-5.



125

appropriate, historians grasped opportunities to reject

comprehensive historiography for particularistic, even

partisan, views that reflected the conflicts and divergences

in society. Accompanying that approach was the new

consideration and illumination of a pluralism more

characteristic of America."

What about the idea that there is no actual crisis in

history; rather, that the historical profession has been

undergoing a positive transformation that nevertheless

involves some pain? The attention paid to more and more

topics in historical scholarship have evoked positive

response. The development of historical subdisciplines and

new, hitherto undeveloped, areas of research promoted

revitalization to historical scholarship. Discussing the

retreat from consensus history to new and divergent topics,

Theodore Hamerow considered the comments of Michael Kammen

regarding historical scholarship in flux:

Previous generations of historians, whether or not
they avowed the familiar dictum that history is
past politics, tended to deal with the structures
of power -- administrative, economic,
ecclesiastical, social, or intellectual -- in
times past. The new modes of historical inquiry

"Ibid., 236-41.
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are likely to describe the human responses to

those structures.12

Hamerow judged that Kammen and the other contributors to the

volume cited took an intentionally positive view of

historical scholarship in the United States. Hamerow was

not sure their estimation of the situation would stand. He

characterized history as a discipline "in retreat,"

regardless of where one looked and what were the political

and economic conditions. The blight of unemployment among

degreed historians represented a most tangible aspect of

that crisis. He declared as of far greater significance the

apparent devaluation of historical scholarship among the

public. Not only, then, was consensus history rejected, the

educational and civic value of historical studies became

questionable. Perhaps, as Hamerow has suggested, the role

of the historian as sage and seer for a progressive society

was impertinent and brash. The social utility of history

apparently was unclear, such that other rising disciplines,

particularly the social sciences, got the attention of

"Theodore S. Hamerow, Reflections on History and
Historians (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987),
4-5; citing Michael Kammen, "Introduction: The Historian's
Vocation and the State of the Discipline in the United
States," in The Past Before Us: Contemporary Historical
Writing in the United States, ed. Michael Kammen (Ithaca, NY
& London: 1980), 45-6.
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individuals seeking answers to problems in the postwar

modern world. These social sciences, economics, psychology,

sociology, anthropology, and political science, underwent

enviable theoretical and experimental development. By

contrast, the relative unscientific nature of historical

scholarship accorded it subsidiary ranking and significance.

the lessons of history did not seem compelling to many

people.1

But that ostensible supplanting of the place of

historical scholarship began to influence a new kind of

approach to history. Historians began to look to the

insights and methods of the social science disciplines in

order to revitalize and refocus what many no doubt

considered to be a weakened discipline. Hamerow declared

that historians would try new types of analysis in order to

"transcend the limitations and ambiguities of historical

knowledge;" scientific and quasi-scientific techniques would

transform historical research. He wrote,

The result has been a revolution in historical
scholarship greater than any since its beginning

"Ibid., 6-13. An assessment of the situation from the
early 1970s began with the statement, "Historians may end up
in the ashcan of history." See George Q. Flynn, "History
and the Social Sciences," The History Teacher 7 (May 1974):
434, 445-7, passim. Flynn discussed the virtues and
pitfalls of history in alliance with the social sciences.

...
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more than two thousand years ago. Historians have
increasingly turned away from the traditional
narrative form describing political, diplomatic,
military, economic, constitutional, and cultural
events and processes toward problems which in the
past were the preserve of the social scientists.14

He did not say whether any definite results of that trend

could be identified. Some new historians might claim the

utility of their approaches, but most have been concerned to

expand the domain of historical scholarship into hitherto

unexplored areas. This they might do, and have done, armed

with the tools of the social science disciplines. The

result has been the development of new frontiers for

historical research. No wonder, too, that the distinction

between history as science and history as, for example, art,

has become blurred. Moreover, the historian's appropriation

of social scientific methodology and insight has produced a

self-gratifying result. According to Lawrence Stone, the

New Historians, with their social, political, economic and

other foci, have applied contemporary concerns to past

events, trends and problems. How that historical approach

accords with the concern for the contemporary meaning of

history remains to be seen.15

4lbid., 14.

'5Ibid., 15-18. Cf. Lawrence Stone, "The Revival of
Narrative: Reflections on a New Old History," Past and
Present 85 (1979): 15.

ri



129

Despite the optimism of other historians, Hamerow's

assessment ran toward the pessimistic, given that some

historians maintained that their work in history was

irrelevant to society, and that historical learning had

doubtful value unless the professional historians were

willing to initiate complete changes in curricular,

didactic, structural, and goal-oriented aspects of academic

history. This implied that traditional historical

scholarship had lost its value, and that history would

continue to occupy a degraded position in academia and

society. Such pronouncements, however, ignored the salient

contributions of traditional historical scholarship as well

as the coming and potential contributions of new approaches

to history, the new history."

The New History

The new history is a designation that encompasses

broadly divergent views toward history and methods of

"doing" history. Previous references to the recent

development of the new history have referred generally to

its advent out of the alliance of historians with the social

1 6Ibid., 20-24.
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scientists whose insights and methods promised to lend

support to new historical insights. That alliance broke

from the previous pattern of alienation between history and

the social sciences between roughly 1870 and 1930, what

Lawrence Stone described as "the breakup of the study of man

in the past and the present into small fragments defined,

and heavily defended, by professional departmental

boundaries."17

Conflicts raged in academic circles after 1930 between

historians of the old school and the new school, the new

historians. The old school had manifested two general

patterns: first, the groups influenced by philological and

empirical methods, the heirs of von Ranke; and second, a few

historians who wrote macrotheoretical treatises, "either

visionaries with global models of human evolution, like

Spengler or Toynbee, or men working at a lower level of

theoretical generalization, like Turner or Beard." The rift

among historians had its corresponding split among the

social scientists who divided generally into an

experimentally oriented group and a group that worked to

build theoretical models. Conversely, the new historians,

1Lawrence Stone, The Past and the Present (Boston &
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), 11.
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first in France, then in England and America, embarked on a

scholarly voyage equipped with the chandlery of the social

sciences. In the three countries mentioned here, historical

research and writing wrought new influence through journals

that reflected the insights of the social sciences on

historical research and understanding.18

By the early 1980s, clear evidence of the significant

influence of the new history came about as the most

prominent journals (American Historical Review and Revue

Historique) regularly published research articles

demonstrating the new orientation. Also, the prominent and

innovative "Annales school" of French historians had the

attention of historians elsewhere, particularly in America.

The evidences of the influence of the new history extend

from publication to professional meetings to the collegiate

history classroom." 9

Lawrence Stone assessed the contributions of the social

sciences to historical scholarship. The social scientists

had insisted that historians reveal and acknowledge the

assumptions and presuppositions of their work, and that they

more precisely define and explain the terms they use. They

"Ibid., 7-12.

"Ibid., 13-16.
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brought to historians ways of improving research processes

and of identifying problems to be researched. Methodologies

such as quantification, where feasible, could contribute to

historical verification and non-verification, by placing

certain historical data and the findings to be drawn from

them on a logical and scientific foundation. Finally,

social scientific methodology allowed historians to

hypothesize about the past and to test hypotheses against

the evidences of the past.20

Here a summary of the general characteristics and

contributions of the new history may be useful. Again,

Lawrence Stone has provided a synopsis of the new history

from which these comments come. The historiography of the

new history tended to take analytical, not narrative, form

which was is more common to traditional historiography. New

historians ask about the causes and consequences of

historical events more often than did traditional historians

whose narratives majored on what and how something happened.

New historical investigations focused on hitherto ignored

problems, such as how people are influenced by their

environment, by social institutions and processes, and by

2 0Ibid., 16-19.

,



133

the social effects of cultural changes. The new history

also has focused on the broader mass of people rather than

exclusively on the elites, the powerful leaders. This last

is perhaps the most challenging but engaging form of new

historical research. In summary, Stone suggested, a number

of new fields of research have emerged within the new

history: the history of science, demographic history, the

history of social change, the history of mass culture

(French historians use the term mentalites), urban history,

the history of the family, new approaches to political

history, psychohistory, and the new economic history. To

these might be added other recent developments in history

that have high contemporary value for minority groups; for

example, feminist, gay, and ethnic histories.2'

The development of the new history has done nothing to

dispel the sense of crisis that some historians perceive as

present in academic history. A hint at the reason for that

resides in the impossibility of confining the new history

into one or a narrow set of trends in historical

scholarship. For some, that observation has confirmed the

sense of the discipline of history as fragmented and without

2 1 Ibid., 21-6.
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a unified sense of direction. Perhaps the most compelling

witness to this is the quantity of published materials

relating to one or another aspect of the new history.

Furthermore, not only are historians debating over the

problems associated with the new history, some of them are

associating certain subdivisions of the new history with

other, more challenging, perhaps subversive disciplines.

That association is of course a primary focus of the present

research, and it is discussed below in the exposition of the

linguistic turn, literary criticism, and the applications of

semiological theory in the act of deconstruction. That

exposition relates to the idea of the association between

postmodernism and historical scholarship. Thus the new

history both contains and does not quite contain all that

postmodernism suggests for the fundamental reevaluation of

historical scholarship.

What then of the new history and its reception among

historians? While some have remained ambivalent or

detached, others have become fully involved in the practices

of new history, or committed to its criticism. Perhaps it

is characteristic of the times, and of the pace of

developments in historical scholarship, that a distinguished

historian such as Gertrude Himmelfarb could suggest that now
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historians might better refer only to the "new new history."

No sooner than a new historian publishes on a given topic,

the focus, range, and approach to historical practice

changes. Himmelfarb cited the example of the historian

Emmanuel LeRoy Ladurie, who in 1979 urged historians to make

use of the computer in quantitative studies, but several

years later published what may be the apotheosis of

mentality history, Montaillou. Perhaps then the new

historians do not necessarily feel compelled to restrict the

kinds of methods they use in historical scholarship.22

Something of the impression inherent in the apparent

fragmentation of history in the United States was contained

in Carl N. Degler's pronouncement, "Over the last twenty

years, American history has splintered." In his

presidential address to the American Historical Association

in 1986, he noted the common discussions of fragmentation in

American historical scholarship. His response in that

address, though, was more important. While he acknowledged

that the splintering of historical concerns was a positive

and natural part of history, the proliferation of new

knowledge could not easily be integrated into the history of

22Gertrude Himmelfarb, "Some Reflections on the New
History," American Historical Review 94 (June 1989): 661.

.
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the United States. He urged the pursuit of coherence, and

proposed that American history be organized around the

question, "What does it mean [historically] to be an

American, that is, a citizen of the United States?" 23

Degler presented a comparative approach; American society

would be "compared historically with other societies. " The

comparisons might be relative to historical events and

developments such as the frontier, the Civil Rights

Movement, and the ethnic diversity of the United States. He

asserted the potential of that comparative approach for

providing a comprehensive and flexible framework for the

pluralistic history of the United States. He wrote, "Until

we look outside ourselves, we neither know who we are nor

what we need to account for in our becoming Americans."

Degler in effect seems to have offered an affirmation of the

pluralism that affected the fragmentation of historical

scholarship. But he also proposed to use positively and

productively that pluralism.24

Disagreement exists now about the relative detriment or

benefit of the various types of historical scholarship that

23Carl N. Degler, "In Pursuit of an American History,"
American Historical Review 92 (February 1987): 1-2.

2 4Ibid., 2-12.
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appears under the description of new history. The most

prominent manifestation of the debate in published form

appeared with the June 1989 issue of the American Historical

Review, in which discussions of the old history and the new

were kept separate from articles dealing with the "return of

literature." That format doubtless was wise as an antidote

to the confusion that may arise from the consideration of

too many disparate subjects simultaneously. The AHR Forum

on the old history and the new directed our attention to

balancing aspects of the debate over the history crisis.2

Taken together, those articles summarized the salient

themes of the debate. Theodore Hamerow echoed his other

published opinions when he discussed the "bureaucratization"

of history, whereby the impressive development of the

historical profession entailed also the estrangement of

historical scholarship from other learned disciplines. One

joined the bureaucracy only by dint of proper credential-

ling. Academic history became specialized and fragmented,

so that historians, all the while guarding their territorial

boundaries, interacted only with others in their own

2sAmericanHistorical Review 94 (June 1989), 654-98,

passim. The articles originated as addresses to the
American Historical Association annual meeting, December
1988.
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restricted field of research. The movement to refined

specialization carried historical scholarship away from the

educated public. Specialized history typically had no

appeal as popular history; still worse, the contributions of

the self-taught amateur historians frequently caught only

the scorn of academic historians. Hamerow decried the end

of a "long millennial tradition of amateur history" after

World War II when scientific historians supposedly held the

discipline in a pedant's grasp, and amateur historians

received little or no respectability as scholars, despite

their publishing successes. History, though profession-

alist, did not hold the interest and support of the reading

public. Hamerow cited the institutionalization of history

as the reason that historians could lose the kind of support

formerly accorded them by the public. He admitted that much

of these developments has been part of cultural change, that

they accord with similar developments in other disciplines.

But he cautioned that

we should not ignore the adverse effects of
institutionalization and professionalization, of
specialization and fragmentation. Not all the
results of the growing expertness of historical
learning have been beneficial.26

26Theodore S. Hamerow, "The Bureaucratization of
History," American Historical Review 94 (June 1989):
654-60. See also Reflections on History and Historians
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 39-75.
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Gertrude Himmelfarb, previously noted here, also

produced a critical paper about the new history. One reads

with interest her skeptical comments regarding the newest

phenomenon, deconstruction, about quasi-narrative history,

about the need for more history in social history. She

reserved most of her comments for the new problem of

deconstruction. But her final comment on the new history

constituted a denunciation and a challenge:

I take this to be the essential distinction
between the new history and the old. The new
history stands outside the received opinion -- the
opinion of contemporaries as well as traditional
historians -- and is prepared to pronounce it
simply false. The old history stands within the
received opinion, trying to understand it as
contemporaries did, to find out why they believed
what they did, why those beliefs seemed to them
"credible," a "faithful interpretation of their
experiences." The new history has much to teach
the old. But this is one lesson the old may teach
the new. 27

Himmelfarb inferred that the old, traditional history could

provide the new history balance and restraint against the

extreme claims of those who would destroy interpretations of

older historians and the epistemological and philosophical

presuppositions that they used. They then could achieve a

proper contemporary history. Some of Himmelfarb's comments

2Himmelfarb, "Some Reflections on the New History,"
669-70.

-
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will be included in the discussion of deconstruction that

follows in this chapter.28

Lawrence W. Levine presented reasons to expand our

conceptions of history, declaring that much of the current

debate among historians has originated in "historical

unpredictability." No longer may historians speak of

consensus or of grand integrating themes; rather, historians

are perplexed with the problem of just what and whom they

should study. Noting that the careful investigation of

cultural groups often reveals unexpected diversity, Levine

affirmed the discovery of historical intricacies as a sign

of maturity in historical research. Historians must

increase their tolerance for historical ambiguities and

complexities. Only then may they communicate history to a

public that already apprehends "ambiguity and paradox" as

normal to life. Levine himself has written on folk history

and has acknowledged that it is far more valuable than

traditional historiography would allow. What some

historians lament as professional fragmentation, others

recognize as a democratization of history:

Although the current debate is usually billed as
political versus social and cultural history, or
narrative history versus analytic history, or
fragmentary history versus synthetic history, it
makes complete sense only when it is seen as what,

28Ibid. , 661-70.
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at its root, it really is: a debate about the

extent to which we should widen our historical net

to include the powerless as well as the powerful,
the followers as well as the leaders, the margins
as well as the center, popular and folk culture as

well as high culture. The primary criticism of
contemporary historiography has little to do with
what kind of history we practice and almost
everything to do with the subjects of that
history.29

Joan Wallach Scott commented about the "crisis" of

history as a threat to traditional, elitist historical

scholarship. Not only did the contemporary outcry reveal

the conservative assumptions of some historians, orthodoxy

in historical scholarship has never been an accomplished

fact. Frederick Jackson Turner had written of particularism

in American history, and Carl Becker asserted that the

present, giving meaning to the past, defined history.30 In

29Lawrence W. Levine, "The Unpredictable Past:
Reflections on Recent American Historiography," American
Historical Review 94 (June 1989) : 675, 671-9, passim. See
Michael Zuckerman, "Myth and Method: The Current Crises in
American Historical Writing," History Teacher 17
(February 1984): 225, 219-45 passim. Zuckerman challenged
orthodox historiography, wherein "the historical
identification of the legitimate course of the country with
the successive assumptions and aspirations of the
cosmopolitan class entombed the American people ever more
profoundly in the vast "iron cage" of modernity." (238) He
urged historians to "create America once more, this time in
images of inclusiveness and complexity." (236)

3 Joan Wallach Scott, "History in Crisis? The Others'
Side of the Story," American Historical Review 94 (June
1989): 686-7; citing Frederick Jackson Turner, "Social
Forces in American History," American Historical Review 16
(January 1911): 226, 230; and Carl Becker, "Everyman His Own

(continued... )
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times past, historians perceived as mavericks also received

obloquy for their unorthodox views.

Scott chided Gertrude Himmelfarb for her summary

handling of deconstruction, for combining too many disparate

historical approaches under that term. While some

historians might agree that Himmelfarb may have overstated

the absolute pervasiveness of deconstruction in the new

history, Himmelfarb probably did not actually present the

caricature of "deconstruction as anarchy," as Scott has

alleged. Himmelfarb's description seemed apt enough. Scott

made much of the "orthodox notions of objective mastery"

characteristic of Himmelfarb, Oscar Handlin and other

"conservatives." She championed the laudable aim of

"engagement in a democratized historical practice" over

against the conservatives's preference for a "single central

narrative" that would legitimate "their quest for

dominance." She wrote of the conservatives:

Their defense of their subject -- elites in the
past, their own hegemony in the present -- is a
repudiation of the possibility of contest and
conflicting interpretation, a refusal of change,
and a rejection of the possibility for what I
would call democratic history.

(0( ..continued)
Historian," American Historical Review 37 (January 1932):
231.

"Ibid., 687-91.
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These differing perspectives on the new history provide

the possibility for understanding the presuppositions of

different viewpoints in what was surely a polemical forum.

Surely also, Gertrude Himmelfarb presented an able

conservative view. However, the consensus of the debate was

that the conservative, traditional approach falls short of

using to advantage the ostensibly myriad new possibilities

for historical learning. Theodore Hamerow presented a

critique of the bureaucratization of historical scholarship

an ideal of the prophetic, public function of the historian,

ideas that John E. Toews questioned on the basis of their

narrow conception and obsolescence, respectively. Toews

indicated that historians in government agencies and private

businesses are likely as much or more bureaucratized as the

academic historians. The "prophet/bard" is an antiquated

figure.3

Toews summarized the differences between the papers

discussed here in terms of two conceptions of the

relationship between power ("politics") and historical

understanding: There is, first, the position that

32John E. Toews, "Perspectives on "The Old History and
the New": A Comment," American Historical Review 94
(January 1989): 694-5.
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"conceives power and knowledge in terms of domination,

control or mastery of the object, in this case, the "past""

(Scott, Hamerow). The second position (Himmelfarb and

Levine) "emphasizes the inter-subjective dimension of both

power and knowledge."33 His evaluation of the overall

debate seemed to suggest that the locus of debate must be

the issue whether or not, amid changing cultural, political

and social circumstances, historians will dare to permit the

expression of revised perspectives and approaches to

history. Toews aptly summarized the function of the debate

in a way that might facilitate a fuller perspective of both

the alleged crisis in history and the promise of that crisis

for historical understanding:

The point is that the presentations we have heard
do not articulate incommensurable perspectives but
arguable positions in a meaningful dialogue. They
are part of a historical discourse about the
nature of the past and its relationship to the
present that possesses significant elements of
continuity with the often conflicting but

sometimes complementary relationship between two
traditional master narratives connecting memory
and hope that can be traced back at least as far
as the eighteenth century: the story of the
struggle for social integration and cultural
unity. The expansion of these stories to include
those previously defined as strangers in our midst
or "others" beyond our borders will undoubtedly
entail the production of more complex interactive
and open-ended narratives, but to equate such

33Ibid., 693.
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expansive revisionism of the stories of liberation

and inclusion with the collapse of historical

coherence is simply to assume the universality of

the perspective of those for whom liberation is

grounded in domination and citizenship entails
pledge and exclusion.34

Toews not only dismissed the necessity or desirability of

the old consensus, traditional history, he offered the

proposal that our views of history no longer be determined

by a hierarchical, homogeneous and universal historical

consensus, nor should that be attempted. Instead, a

"potentially democratic and global history" might develop as

divergent experiential, historical views converge, even with

an awareness of the existing unified approaches to

history.35

Poststructuralism, Deconstruction and History

Few are the historians who in the recent past have not

at least heard in passing about the "return of literature,"

"the linguistic turn, " "the return of narrative," or some

similar terms associated with linguistic theories and

literary criticism, specifically with poststructuralism and

the act of deconstruction of literary texts. What is most

"4Ibid., 697-8.

35Ibid., 698.
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alarming is that these references are associated with that

cardinal manifestation of historical scholarship,

historiography.

In a recent monograph, Richard Harland noted the

presence of a broad "underlying framework of approach and

assumption,"' an episteme, either associated with, or at odds

with, the movement known as structuralism. That framework

the author presented as "a larger intellectual phenomenon

over and above Structuralism" on the one hand, and on the

other as a characteristic consideration of superstructures

held in common by "Structuralists, Semioticians,

Althusserian Marxists, Foucaultians and Post-

Structuralists." The structuralists differ most obviously

with the post-structuralists. Harland described the

structuralists as a group generally interested to know and

to understand the world of humanity, using objective

scientific methods and having for their goal truth. The

poststructuralists, however, he divided three ways,

describing them as "fractious in the extreme," possessing a

novel philosophical approach inimical to traditional science

and objectivity.36

"Richard Harland, Superstructuralism: The Philosophy
of Structuralism and Post-Struc uralism (London & New York:
Methuen, 1987), 1-3.
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The details of that difference being put aside for now,

the general fact of the difference may serve to form a

distinction between the historical approach of the past one

hundred years and the suggested approaches commended by some

historians in the present. There is no uniform

correspondence in historical scholarship to that difference;

however, the corresponding influences require investigation.

What follows is an attempt to associate the practices of

literary deconstruction with certain new trends in

historical scholarship. Perhaps, although the associations

may not be universally applicable, the postmodernistic

practice of deconstruction or its assumptions, or both, may

be at work in certain recognized trends in historical

scholarship. The findings presented in this do not

constitute a final evaluation of these trends.

Another problem to be considered here is the extent to

which the issues cited are, or are not, best confined to the

discussions of intellectual historians. Hopefully the

issues presented appear to relate more broadly to general

historical scholarship, rather than only to intellectual

history. Surely that approach would render more manageable

the discussion of the association between postmodernism and

historical scholarship. If anything, what constitutes a

challenge to intellectual history can hardly fail to

powwowNOW 
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challenge other areas of historical learning. Perhaps there

is a sense among historians, despite the differences among

them, that the fundamental relationship of general

historical practice puts all historians in the same place,

subject to one and all influences from within or without the

profession.37 Ultimately both of these designations refer

to broad trends or disciplines. Nevertheless, the

discussions that intellectual historians have pursued on

topics such as poststructuralism and deconstruction have

most informed us about postmodernism and the

deconstructionist subversion of historical scholarship and

practice.

Thomas C. Patterson has described the assumed essential

association between postmodernistic trends and historical

scholarship. The language of poststructur- alism contains

considerations of narrativity, textuality, the encoding and

decoding of meanings in language, and so on. History, like

literature, uses language in narrative form. Deconstruction

is possible because language may be deconstructed.38

37Cf. David A. Hollinger, "The Return of the Prodigal:
The Persistence of Historical Knowing," American Historical
Review 94 (June 1989): 611.

38Thomas C. Patterson, "Post-structuralism, Post-
modernism: Implications for Historians," Social History 14
(January 1989): 83.
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Patterson identified two areas of concern most likely

to constitute linkages of postmodernism with history:

history as narrative and the historical interest in culture.

Asserting that historians actively participate in the world,

he recounted the claim that knowledge is constituted from

human intentionality under subjective influences "like the

social and cultural milieu, audience, and power."

This means that historians can no longer separate
their practices from the shifting objectives and
values of the wider society; they can no longer
support the separation with claims about the
necessity of maintaining objectivity and value-
neutrality, as many conservative and neo-liberal
proponents of American post-structuralism
advocate .

Historians cannot profess the objectivity of detachment.

Furthermore, historians must consider seriously the fluid

context of society and politics, whose aims and values shape

historical practices as much or more than objective

historical science. Such a perspective accords well with

intensified recent concerns that historians shed the

traditional garb of historiography or historical

"Ibid., 86; citing Arif Dirlik, "Culturalism as
Hegemonic Ideology and Liberating Practice," Cultural

Critique 6 (1987): 13-50; Geoff Eley and Keith Nield, "Why
Does Social History Ignore Politics?" Social History 5
(1980): 249-71.
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scholarship, and locate historical learning more properly in

the contemporary context of culture, of civilization.40

The manner by which that might be accomplished is as

suspect as its goal for many historians. What if the

positive aspects of modern historical scholarship become

undesirable, are rejected? Again, the debate on the problem

of the new history seems to reflect that concern.

Specifically, the challenge of deconstruction within the

broader pattern of poststructuralist methodology and

literary theory implies much for the reconstruction and

understanding of history. From a traditional, objective

perspective, the historian reaches back into the past and,

taking what historical materials are available, works to

reconstruct the original, historical circumstances in such

detail as the facts permit. Conversely, the

poststructuralist's approach may demand that historians

acknowledge as real their prejudices and presuppositions

that influence their understanding of the historical

traditions to which they belong. Perhaps the most

4 Ibid.; F.R. Ankersmit, "Historiography and
Postmodernism," History and Theory 28 (1989): 139.
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significant result of the deconstructive approach would be

that of the lost intended meaning of the historical text. 41

The idea of the evolution of discourse must carry

considerable weight here. Over time, in society and its

institutions, language and its usage have changed so much

that the discourse itself of society has been changed; the

"entire conceptual world" changes. The immediate

implication is that, for the writer or author, discourse

becomes undependable: the writer himself or herself cannot

dependably express either thought or self. 42

In broad terms, the idea of the evolution of discourse

relates to the ideas of J.F. Lyotard about the decline and

advent of metanarratives and what some writers more recently

have called paradigmatic change, or paradigm shift. By no

means should these terms be equated, although broad

41David Harlan, "Intellectual History and the Return of
Literature, "' American Historical Review 94 (June 1989):
587-8. Harlan summarized the debate between Quentin Skinner
as a representative of a nineteenth-century Romantic
hermeneutical approach and Hans Georg Gadamer as its critic.

42Ibid., 590-91. Harlan quoted Michel Foucault:
"Discourse is not the majestically unfolding manifestation
of a thinking, knowing, speaking subject, but, on the
contrary, a totality, in which the dispersion of the
subject, and his discontinuity with himself may be
determined." Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge
and the Discourse of Language, trans. A.M. Sheridan-Smith
(New York, 1972), 55.
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commonality between them seems important. Of course the

prominent metanarrative or paradigm at stake here is that of

the modern, western, scientific ideal and all that coalesces

within it.

The idea of fundamental linguistic shift also inheres.

One notes with interest and skepticism the proposal to move

historical scholarship in more aesthetic and metaphorical

directions, because it seems to correspond to a similar

shift in such a field as literary criticism. That shift has

demonstrated itself in poststructuralist and postmodernist

terms, the practice of deconstruction being close to its

center. Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer wrote of "the

appearance of books that we can call signal texts" that

designate

a fundamental linguistic and rhetorical shift, a
reformulated sense of how we read, what a text is,
how texts relate to the "world" -- a new sense,
ultimately, of "we," "world" and the relatedness
of the two.43

Davis and Schleifer suggested that certain literary or

philosophical or critical texts were so significant that

43Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer, eds., Oklahoma
Project for Discourse and Theory, No. 3, in Framing the
Sign: Criticism and Its Institutions (Norman and London:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), vii-viii.
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they transformed cultural conceptions and their social and

intellectual connections.

The inference here is, of course, that certain

theoretical and philosophical statements, literary and/or

philosophical, have wrought significant changes in ideas

about history and one's approach to historical scholarship.

Insofar as these influential statements also relate to

postmodernistic theories and trends, they establish some

tentative association, at least, between postmodernism and

historical scholarship.

For purposes of discussion the term "deconstruction" is

employed because it refers specifically to deconstructive

activity, while poststructuralism denotes an attitude, a set

of principles, and a body of theory. The previous chapter

described deconstruction as the activity of interrogating

the authority of literary texts, as a method of criticizing

texts, and as a challenge to the mastery of philosophical

concepts. Deconstruction may be regarded as an attempt to

dismantle the rhetoric of written discourse. Writing as the

object of deconstruction is important; spoken discourse

supposedly is not subject to the same conventions that would

allow its deconstruction. That distinction may seem

curious, but the deconstruction of literature of necessity

involves written discourse or narrative.
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If history appears as written discourse and narrative,

then the presuppositions and practices of historians also

may be deconstructed. Some insight into the operations of

that point has been given in the discussion of how

historical practice and literary theory and criticism relate

to one another. Writing about "normal" history (previously

referred to as traditional, orthodox history) and the

challenge of poetics, Robert F. Berkhofer described poetics,

or literary theory and criticism, as a challenge to "the

very intellectual foundations of current professional

historical practice." Poetics denies "the factuality that

grounds the authority of history itself."44

Berkhofer situated his discussion in the region of

contrast between the actual past and history as historians

know it. Traditional historical practice assumes the

orderly assembly of remnants of the past into historical

narrative, the synthesis of history. The simplistic

assumption is that the achievements of historical

scholarship constitute, or better, represent accurately the

past. But this is not so. Because historians at best have

been able to garner only a partial record from the past, how

44Robert F. Berkhofer, "The Challenge of Poetics to
(Normal) Historical Practice," Poetics Today 9 (1988): 435.
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can they be certain that enough of the past is available to

reconstruct history? This problem historians solve by

assuming the "full complexity or plenitude" of the past

which, through "thick description," they convey in the work

of history. Historical contextualism assumes awareness of

the context of the past and the ability of the historian to

describe it, utilizing possibly myriad details available

from the past. While the historians gather diverse facts,

they also situate them in context, interpreting them and

evaluating their significance. But the historical

interpretation assumes a unified historical context, not a

partial picture composed of discrete elements. 45

Beyond the concept of "context as plenitude,"

historians use narrative, "postulating the past as a complex

but unified flow of events organized narratively." But the

narrative logic by which historians relate the past as a

continuous flow of events corresponds to their conception of

the actual past: "The exposition as story and the flow of

45Ibid., 436-9. See also F.R. Ankersmit, The Reality
Effect in the Writing of History; the Dynamics of Historio-
qraphical Topology (Amsterdam: Koninklijke Nederlandse
Akademie Van Wetenschappen, 1989), 5-8; C. Behan McCullagh,
"The Truth of Historical Narratives," History and Theory
Beiheft 26 (1987): 30-47.
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once actual events are presumed map-like or at least

homologous."46

Berkhofer's comments also seem to agree with F.R.

Ankersmit's exposition of the concept of narrative realism,

what he described as the correspondence between the

"narratio" and the past as homologous to a "picture of the

past." Ankersmit claimed that the narrative realist

operates assuming certain "translation rules" that permit

historians to transmit the "essence of the past" "to the

linguistic representation of the past." He dismissed the

validity of the narrative realist picture theory because it

confused the identification of actuality, scientific inquiry

and the use of social-scientific models in that inquiry.

The concept of a picture or photograph of the past is

fallacious because the past is inaccessible; rather,

historians construct or constitute the past in narrative

form. Narrative structure is not characteristic of the

past, but only to the historical narrative. Ankersmit

discussed the implications of surrendering such a position

and with it what some think would be a measure of "certainty

inhistory." He argued that the sciences have long since

4 Ibid., 440.
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abandoned the stipulation of exact description in nature,and

likened the foundation of science to piles driven deep

enough into a swamp, but not to bedrock, to support the

structure above:

A similar situation obtains in historiography:
there is no past that could serve as bedrock for
our narratios and there are no translation rules
that could serve as the indestructible piles to
buttress the narratio. Yet [Karl] Popper never
concluded -- and was never compelled to conclude
-- that the study of nature and the discovery of
scientific theories should be regarded as purely
arbitrary. If, then, we give up our intuitive
confidence in a machine-like or mappable past that
is linked to the narratio by translation rules,
this does not in the least compel us to decide
that historiography expresses nothing but the whim
or the moral and aesthetic values of individual
historians. If philosophers of history and of
science nevertheless tend to draw that kind of
conclusions (unfortunately there is a tendency in
that direction in much writing in history) this
shows that not history itself, but the philosophy
of history is on the wrong track. Much historical
skepticism and relativism is due to the confusion
between an awareness of narrative idealism --
inspired by being acquainted with actual
historiographical practice -- and narrow narrative
realist convictions. The fluidity of historical
interpretations is contrasted with the fixity of
the historical past -- and the result is
skepticism.

Berkhofer explained that "normal history practice"

assumes that a "third person, omniscient narrator"

47F.R. Ankersmit, Narrative Logic: A Semantic
Analysis of the Historian's Language (The Hague/Boston/
London: Martinus Nijhof, 1983), 79-84, 93. By narrative
idealism Ankersmit means "a narrative logic which structures
our knowledge of the past." (94)
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comprehends the "plenitude and context" of the past. He

postulated two paradigms, the "Great Story," which is "a

postulation of the paradigm of normal historical practice,"

and the "Great Past," which "narrativizes the source

material for all the past as history."48

The crux of the matter lies in the issues of

representation and referentiality as historians have used

them: narrative representation of the past and the factual

basis of the past. Historians have assumed in their writing

that readers will recognize their interpretations as

dependent on historical facts, the actual past or the

"structure of factuality." "Normal" historians rely on that

factual reality; this is the referential mode of historical

interpretation. Berkhofer summarized the point thus:

According to my argument thus far, history is
distinguished from the past in normal disciplinary
practice because historians need to divide
representation from referentiality to make
factuality the supposed test as well as the
supposed basis of synthetic exposition in their
profession."

48Ibid., 441-2. Cf. Hayden White, "The Politics of
Interpretation," 123. Peter Novick drew attention to
Stanley Fish's description of literary "communities of
interpretation" that sound similar to Thomas Kuhn's "normal
scientists." See Peter Novick, That Noble Dream, 529, n. 5,
544, citing Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in this Class?
(Cambridge, MA: 1980), 16, 180, 174, 367; "Short People Got
No Reason to Live: Reading Irony," Daedalus 112 (1983):
190.

49Ibid., 442-3.
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Berkhofer held that in traditional historical scholarship

representation and referentiality connect only as historians

derive facts from the available evidence and synthesize the

facts into a narrative discourse. Thus, the resulting

history is a reconstruction and a construction, empirical

and factual, but also literary in that it is a synthetic

representation

The challenge of poetics or literary theory comes as

the critics collapse the distinction between fact and

fiction, reconstruction and construction, representation and

referentiality. The result is demystification of history so

that it is delegitimized as a discipline because it

ostensibly lacks the "factual authority" it has held

previously. Put in deconstructive terms,

Normal, that is, traditional, history is shown to
be but a conventional, hence arbitrary, mode of
coding communication as factuality by presenting
the representation as if it were entirely
referential and realistic. The transmutation of
so much -- some would say all -- of the
referential side of history into the
representational and narrative side destroys the

5 Ibid., 444-5. For a brief discussion of the
historian's role in synthesizing historical facts into a
significant, integrated historical structure, see Al
Tanase, "The Cultural Condition of the Historical Fact,"
Revue Roumaine d'Histoire 14 (1975): 241-50.



160

effect of overall factual authority claimed for
historical production.5'

Deconstructionist critics laud the liberating virtues

of demystification and support as well the subversion of

authorial power or authority over the reader. The

omniscient historian writing in the third person dominates

the reader "in the name of REALITY." Also, the practice of

historians of the left or right in representing history

according to a single, overarching "metastory" suggests

domination. Berkhofer presented the critique and

possibilities of poetics, contemporary literary theory and

criticism, as a means of forsaking normal history for other,

more liberating possibilities." The caveat to this is that

the analysis Berkhofer gave provides a restricted exposition

of historical practice. No doubt many historians recognize

the representational, even aesthetic, qualities of their

work where such are found, and are not hidebound to the

presuppositions of what Berkhofer described as "normal"

history. However, Berkhofer has rendered a compelling

argument for understanding the basic challenge of literary

criticism, that is, deconstruction, to historical

5 1Ibid., 448.

52Ibid., 448-50.
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scholarship and writing. Of course, his exposition was not

intended to pursue exceptions. Historians do well to

recognize the theoretical presuppositions for their

scholarship which is based on the confidence that the past

can be known, studied and understood with some degree of

objectivity. But objectivity need not be a claim for

absolute truth or inflexibility of interpretation. What on

one level seems to be an attack on objectivity may on

another level be seen as a reconsideration of the actual

role of historians in relation to what they consider to be

history. History, as Linda Hutcheon phrased it, can be

considered a "human construct," viable, yet vulnerable to

analysis because of the assumptions historians place on it,

and because of its essential relationship to language. Also

interesting and attractive is the implication that

historians can find new vistas for their work because they

recognize that it approaches artistic or literary

representation. However, the objective foundations for

history need not be abandoned as yet.53

Berkhofer's description of the presuppositions of

normal, traditional history suggests the conviction of

s3Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History,
Theory, Fiction (New York & London: Routledge, 1988), 16.
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historians that the past was real, that the past is

knowable, and that historical discourse furnishes an

adequate representation of the past. No wonder then that,

given that set of assumptions that most historians share,

the deconstructionist critique of history has commanded

attention. Although the deconstruction of history appears

not to have been recognized as an overwhelming threat, its

implications for intellectual historians are real. Then

again, not deconstruction alone, but the presuppositions of

poststructuralism and the influence of postmodern trends

constitute challenges that traditional historians recognize

explicitly and feel implicitly.

Historians have responded no more strongly than when

Gertrude Himmelfarb decried the fragmentation and

deconstruction of history. The deconstruction of history is

analogous to the literary critic's deconstruction that

liberates the text from the presumed illicit authority of

the author, from contextual tyranny, and from authoritative

interpretation. Both the text and its interpretation are

regarded as indeterminate because language itself has been

deemed indeterminate. That method, applied to historical

scholarship, suggests that the historical past cannot be

regarded as real. The discussion of deconstruction does not
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restrict itself to the ranks of intellectual historians.

Himmelfarb's concern was that deconstructive terminology and

practices have been introduced to the various divisions of

the new history, specifically into social history. The

decoding, recoding, deprivileging and deconstructing of

history has amounted to a reconstitution of history so

complete that historical personages would not recognize it.

Himmelfarb asserted that in place of the alleged

condescension of traditional history to the forgotten people

of the past, there might be a new

condescension toward those contemporaries who left
few records of their "consciousness" and are at
the mercy of the historian who can "invent,"
"imagine," "create," or "construct" a
consciousness that is suspiciously in accord with
the historian's own consciousness."

Himmelfarb may seem to have turned the tables at this

point on those who would claim the interrelationship of

power and historical scholarship, for one of the primary

poststructuralist criticisms holds that history as a

construction of historians legitimized through factual

authority, has no necessary validity.55 But her argument,

5Himmelfarb, "Some Reflections on the New History,"
664-8.

5Berkhofer, "The Challenge of Poetics to (Normal)
Historical Practice," 442-3; Hayden White, "The Politics of
Interpretation," 122-5, 133-7.
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while true in specific instances, likely cannot be generally

true. She does well to point out what may be considered the

ideological, possibly political, ramifications of some

divisions of the new history. However, it is unfair to

attribute to a broad range of historical scholarship, the

new history, the views of but a few of the new historians.

On the other hand, while Himmelfarb's concern about the

subversive characteristics of new history over against

traditional history appears to echo general concerns about

changes in the presuppositions and practices of historical

scholarship, there can be no firm claim that most historians

share her misgivings about those changes.

The comments of Joan Wallach Scott on the issue of

deconstruction and traditional historical scholarship add

further insight to the debate. An earlier discussion in

this chapter viewed Scott's dismissal of a fixed view of

historical orthodoxy, and her assertion that there always

have been challengers to the received historical opinion.

Deconstructionists, or historians who employ deconstructive

language and procedures, have been engaging in a

"democratized historical practice"' that "calls into question

orthodox notions of objective mastery by fragmenting

historical vision into conflicting accounts of what happened
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in the past." Scott charged that traditional historians

("conservatives") could not tolerate the pluralistic,

democratic forms of history that repudiate elitist notions

of history and of the "single central narrative" so

necessary to the "legitimation of their quest for

dominance.,S6

Surely Scott has used deconstructionist rhetoric in her

side of the polemic with Himmelfarb, and with the intention

of exposing what she considered to be the conservative

sociopolitical agenda of traditional historiography. Her

appropriation of a Foucaultian perspective, the question of

the relationship between power and knowledge, serves to

challenge the notion of what is objective or real history

and how it comes about. Dominant, traditional historical

scholarship has come about as members of the dominant

political group have claimed for their historical

perspective objectivity and factuality. That dominance

alone has permitted the ostensible universality and

immutability of the orthodox historical viewpoint.

Divergent views of history come about only through

democratization.5 7

56Scott, "History in Crisis?," 691.

7John E. Toews, "Perspectives on "The Old History and
the New": A Comment," 695. See again Hayden White, "The
Politics of Interpretation," 124-6, 137-9.
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Thus, the argument for recognizing postmodernistic

associations with historical scholarship, specifically

historiography, gains support in so far as deconstructionist

approaches to history presume to subvert the assumptions of

the normal, traditional approach of historians. The belief

that historical research and writing represent actual

historical fact undergirds traditional history. If there

can be no firm distinction between fact and fiction,

reconstruction and construction in history, then traditional

history would seem to be unjustified in its claims to

objectivity. That is the heart issue of the recent debate

about the validity of contextual interpretations in history.

The point may be underscored, that philosophical and

ideological misgivings about the validity of considering

historical context do not automatically disqualify that

approach in historical study. Nor should considerations of

context in history necessarily be considered narrow and

overly restrictive."

That form of argument seems to be excessive given the

likelihood that historians are not so boldly politically

conscious and activistic in their work as Scott inferred

58Ho11inger, "The Return of the Prodigal," 614-16.

atlaitteiRia.. ti. x. w



167

that they are. Perhaps a bit of whimsy is in order, thus to

note the possibility that such a scholarly polemic

approaches the Freudian category of projection, wherein one

projects onto another one's own deep-seated concerns.

Scott's concern is political. Furthermore, there remains no

proof that the problem of power and knowledge provides

adequate etiological force to deconstruct an objective

historical perspective and practice.

The definition of the objective approach that

historians employ need not disqualify or invalidate

traditional history. By even the dubious criterion of

common sense, one might judge that the challenge of literary

theory to historical scholarship is not achieved apart from

the perspective of history, anyway. History, whether

traditional or some form of new history, plays host to

ambiguities and the presuppositions of historians. Why

should history not be any more ambiguous at times than the

historian themselves? The contradictions of history emanate

not only from the process and flow of what is called

history, but from the predicaments, prejudices and

presuppositions of historians who are knowing subjects.

Perhaps, then, no matter the direction or directions

that history may be going, there is the same potential for

- .. 9u?{. G K .. - . _.. ... .. , .i i1--w yxiGirm,.r A,.... , .<a , : - ".. -F. i4Y++.. V #f _ _ _ _



168

ambiguity, for misrepresentation, for ironic representation.

The proponents of any specific discipline in the new history

will be subject to their own presuppositions, assumptions,

and interests, as much as any traditional historians. The

proponents of a deconstructive and critical view toward

historical scholarship itself will manifest their own forms

of subjectivity. The irony of this discussion is, however,

that there is nothing that can be considered the monolith of

traditional history. Strictly speaking, there is no such

thing. Admittedly, however, the practices and the

epistemological stance of historical scholarship for the

past century have fallen predominantly into that region of

traditional, or normal, history that Berkhofer discussed.

Is it possible to maintain a stable conception of

history and historical scholarship while considering the

challenges of poststructuralism, that is, deconstructive

criticism? The case is well put, that historical research

and writing serves the purpose of examining human life and

experience over an extended span of time, and in a way

available to no other field of learning, whether science or

art, for example. History, no matter the approach, likely

retains its own uniqueness and validity apart from any other

discipline or practice that someone might use to bolster its
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validity. Thus, there is reason not to become reactionary

or distressed about new theoretical perspective about

historical scholarship. The recent trend of theoretical

investigation is not the first challenge ever to history.59

From a perspective of the critical philosophy of

history, F.R. Ankersmit discussed the implications of

traditional historical assumptions over against the claims

of a "new historiography which draws much of its inspiration

from developments in literary criticism and theory," which

thus is a historiography strongly oriented to the text.

Already discussed is the fundamental aspect of the new

historiographical approach relative to Berkhofer's

presentation of the challenge of poetics, the difference

between referentiality and representation. Ankersmit

pondered the "reality effect" of history alongside some

insights of Roland Barthes, the French literary theorist.

Barthes, according to Ankersmit's discussion, identified a

mythological quality of texts whereby they are the "vehicle

of a morality, ideology, or view of reality unsuspected by

writer and reader alike," and the "rhetorical aim of the

text is to present that mythology as a quasi-natural

phenomenon." The reality effect (effet de reel) comes from

59F.R. Ankersmit, The Reality Effect in the Writing
of History, 37.
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the "irrelevant details mentioned in the historical text."

Barthes's claims of course relate primarily to literary

studies, but their implications for history he sought to

make explicit. Those irrelevant details he termed

"notations" differentiable from the "predictive" qualities

of the main story outline. The reality of the past, that

which is considered to be history, is associated with

notation, not prediction:

The predictive is for us a meaning conceived or
created by the historian; in notation, ekphrasis
or hypotyposis, on the other hand, the past
reveals itself as it really was. "La
representation pure et simple du reel, la relation
nue de 'ce qui est' (ou a 6t6) apparait ainsi
comme un resistance au sens." But we need to
consider here that notation is only capable of
doing so by its contrast with prediction and
meaning."

60Ibid., 17-19; citing and quoting Roland Barthes,
"L'effet de reel," in idem, Le bruissement de la
lanque, (Paris: 1984), 167-9, 172. Ankersmit referred to
the terms "ekphrasis" and "hypotyposis" as Alexandrian
"rhetorical compositions describing ways of life, periods,
and places (read: historical themes) as elegantly as
possible and purely for the sake of description itself."
(18) For a recent and revealing exposition of history that
seems to have employed a concept of historical notation, see
Linda Orr, Headless History (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1990). Note in particular the "situation
of the logographer's box" where the French king and his
family viewed the proceedings of the Legislative Assembly in
August 1792. (117-44, passim.)
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Ankersmit was not certain whether the reality effect

should not be called the reality illusion. That kind of

concept would allow for the ambiguous relation of historical

truth as found in historical texts and the truth of the

realistic novel. More pertinent to the discussion, Barthes

also claimed that the historical text can create a past

reality, a concept that would subvert the traditional

realist approach to the past, what McCullagh called a "fair

representation of the past."" Barthes suggested the role

of historians in constructing the past, not in representing

a past assumed to be an objective, discernible past.

Ankersmit did not discard the valid roles of historians'

tools, "rules and codes," as "misleading" or "unreliable" or

"arbitrary," but claimed that philological or statistical

methods, for example, are valid and reliable methods for

answering particular questions.62 He wrote,

The point is that these rules and codes also
suggest this special kind of question and thus
unconsciously and unintentionally construct the
historical object and the reality of the past.
They do not analyze a previously given historical
reality, but define it first. "Historical

61Ibid., quoting C. Behan McCullagh, "The Truth of
Historical Narratives," 30-47.

6 2
Ibid., 20-22.
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reality" is not a datum but a convention created
by the reality effect. 3

Ankersmit noted the argument that in history, as in

art, the concept of a "realistic" representation falls short

when the issue of correspondence is introduced. For

example, a painting, no matter how fine a likeness or

representation of a painter's subject, is more like any

other painting than it is to the subject. The painting

still is mere canvas and paint, however configured, and does

not correspond to the flesh and blood subject.

Nevertheless, it seems that people are able to recognize the

subject in the painting because they are accustomed to the

convention of representation. Similarly, according to

Ankersmit, people recognize history because it is presented

as such, according to customary rules and conventions. This

should tie in to the discussion of narrative in history that

follows.64

Ankersmit pondered also the problem of Barthes's

assertion that, in effect, notation ("what is ") and

prediction ("what is shown") become indistinguishable in the

reality effect, thus notation and meaning are the same. But

6 3 Ibid., 22.

"4Ibid., 23-4.

_NA4& t.A 
'd4 i? HUgRiA .

- momploompow-



173

he proceeded to consider the "frame" of historical

perspective, that border between past and present that

actually is not the object of historical investigation. The

inference is that every historian, like every artist, has a

bounded perspective. Historiography is susceptible to the

"analogue of the frame: for like a painting a historical

text represents a part of the world within a space defined

by the representation." At the risk of oversimplifying one

might restate that in concrete terms: the frame around a

portrait and the actual form of historiography, a book for

instance, are analogues to the frame of representation. 65

Ankersmit has presented an intriguing description of

the evolution of historiography, thus historical

scholarship, during the past two centuries. Historians have

appropriated "newer and newer categories of notations" in a

movement "toward us," that is, to the present. Thus the

frame, or the boundary between past and present, has become

blurred and indistinct. This seems to concur with the

concept of presentism in historical scholarship that has

emerged in areas of the new history, and has been recognized

in the history of mentalities. Closely associated with this

65Ibid., 24-7.
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trend is the attempt in art to abolish the gulf between

representation and reality, between art and life. Latter-

day "microhistories" so manifest a contemporary viewpoint on

the local or small scale as to lack a perspective both on

past and present time and on contemporary context. The past

is contemporized; the present is historized. Here perhaps

is the claim that the postmodern quality of history has been

identified. The conventions of historical representation of

the past authorized by traditional historiography hitherto

are invalidated in some, but not all, historical practice.

Historians who practice a close, narrow, historical

scholarship, whether in alliance with the social sciences or

in any specialized area, may focus on their subject so

closely as to break from historical context.66

That discussion relates to another problem, as some

would have it, of the fragmentation, splintering, or over-

specialization of history. The phenomenon is recognizable

as a concomitant of the characteristics of our western

society relative to diversification in science, business,

politics, and the manifold subgroups in society. Especially

in a democratic, pluralistic society such as that of the

66Ibid., 29-32. See also Ankersmit, "Historiography
and Postmodernism," 144-53.
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United States, to the extent that pluralistic values and

conventions have been supplanting recognized traditional

values and conventions, the objects and implications of

historical scholarship might reflect those trends. Some

perspective on the problem comes by recognizing that what in

the past may have been recognized as traditional history,

for example, usually did dominate the concerns of many

practicing historians. But even at that time or those

times, traditional history was in a sense an overgeneral-

ization achieved from a predominantly academic viewpoint;

that is, from the perspective of a majority of professional

historians.

Simultaneously, however, historical learning has broken

down some psychological and conceptual boundaries. Emerging

social subgroups, cultural or ethnic or racial, have built a

renewed interest in the history not only of their groups,

but on the interpretation of that history by members of

their own groups. Surely that involved some new problems of

territoriality, but the achievement of new, albeit

unsettling, interpretations should be regarded as a plus for

historical learning.67 That kind of development also

67Something of the potentially extreme flavor of that
issue came out in Peter Novick's discussion ("Every group

(continued...)
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connotes for historical scholarship a renewed, often

troubling, emphasis on political, economic, ethical, and

other considerations. Again, such concerns are not new to

history; what is unsettling and challenging are the new

viewpoints, points of reference from which such history

emerges. The divergent views of history thus make difficult

the sense of unity in professional history that some have

considered important. The question remains, however,

whether a majority of historians truly care about that

question; perhaps it is an old question. What remains,

perhaps, is to reconceptualize what kind of professional

unity historians need for new times, and what those

reconceptions can imply for historical research, writing and

teaching. The teaching historian may value the received

tradition of historical verification and presentation, for

that is a valuable tradition that should be conveyed to the

college classroom. But the contemporary relevance of

history for collegians also should be a concern, and one

6(...continued)

its own historian") of non-Blacks doing black history in
recent decades, and the hostile "new separatist
consciousness" of black historians. Peter Novick, That
Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American
Historical Profession (Cambridge, England, and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 472-91, passim.
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that may perhaps be best addressed through the progressive

yet digressive character of contemporary historical

perspectives. In our following chapter, the value of such

perspectives for the teaching of college history will get

further attention.

Aesthetics and Historical Scholarship

For the present, another realm of historical theory and

practice is the subject for discussion. Considerations of

the nature of history in its Greek origins reveal its

ambiguous or varied qualities: science, in the sense of its

being a means of knowing, and not the same as poetic

narration. But also, or by contrast, a literary effort,

mixing poetry and truth, as in the works of Herodotus, and

in Thucydides, who supposedly used a more scientific

approach. Friedrich Buchsel, writing under the influence of

late nineteenth-century German empiricism, firmly

distinguished Greek historiography from modern

historiography. The presupposition that context, cultural

or otherwise, affected history, meant that contextual

considerations must inform the interpretation of historical

traditions; the Greeks lacked that perspective, assuming the
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uniformity of human nature over time.68 The Greek

achievements and contributions to history were above all

given narratively. The rhetoric of history was the telling

of a story, from a particular viewpoint, that of the story

teller, and with an aim in mind, that of supporting a case

that the story teller valued. Pre-Rankean, pre-scientific

history melded with literature as it had for two millennia

or more in the western world. But in the postmodern

context, following a century or more of the dominance of

scientific history, the postmodernists have been claiming

that the ancient arrangement of history as literature, and

of the mutual dependence of history and literature, bodes

far more for the proper conception of history in our time

than that which a postmodern poetics seeks to replace. Of

course the postmodernist poetics has operated out of a

postmodernism that is a "contradictory cultural enterprise,

one that is heavily implicated in that which it seeks to

"Friedrich Bichsel, "historeo, (historia),"
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3,
Geoffrey D. Bromiley, trans. and ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1965), 391-4. On the question of the uniformity
of human nature, cf. Trygve R. Tholfsen, Historical
Thinking: An Introduction (New York: Harper & Row, 1967),
36. Note, however, the seminal value of Thucydides' work in
his appropriation of Greek humanism and rationalism, as
opposed to mythopoeism, in the fifth century B.C. (18-19)
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contest." The postmodernist poetics challenges that which

it seeks to subvert, as in the case of "historiographic

metafiction" that questions the possibility of historical

knowledge, while it gives due consideration to the

incompatibility of historical representation and context.

The postmodernist poetics, as deconstructive practice,

therefore stands dependent on that which it would subvert.69

Is it reasonable to assume that deconstruction could

be possible without some kind of construct, and why cannot

that construct represent something real? Standing as it

does against contextual or constructionist historical

scholarship, a postmodernistic, poststructuralistic poetics

might even be regarded as continuous with traditional

historical views, although as a theoretical view it seems

ultimately only able to contradict what it opposes or

criticizes without resolving any questions. It seems that

the insoluble problem derives from a basic paradox, that of

the differences and similarities between history and art.

One may easily discern that such a question lends itself to

the discussion of aesthetics as it pertains to history.70

69Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, 106.

7 Ibid.
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Historians reconstructing the past as they always have

done will not be concerned by the poststructuralists's

attempts to undermine the possibility of historical

knowledge. However, some points of the challenge may prove

useful, either because they may be associated with new and

potentially fruitful approaches to history, or because they

insist on re-evaluating even the tried and proven,

traditional approaches to history. Although the

poststructuralists must use much polarizing language to make

their points, so that their arguments are weakened, the

process of debate on the issue of postmodernism hopefully

will be productive for current and future historical

scholarship.

Poststructuralism, Rhetoric and the Aesthetics of History

Perhaps some comments regarding the communicative and

interpretive characteristics of history are in order. The

hermeneutics of historical expression are crucial for

understanding the role of the historian as a scholar and

teacher. The arguments about the deconstruction of

historical texts, that is, through the critical analysis of

their language using the methodology of poetics, raise

questions about the reliability of historiography and of the

scholarship that undergirds it.
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Allied with that challenge, the suggestion that the

essentialist tradition in western historiography is dead as

the prevailing paradigm for historical scholarship, leads us

to question just what is inadequate about conventional views

in history. If, for some historians and philosophers of

history, the traditional approach to history fails to

satisfy, then what do they propose to replace it? Has

historical scholarship become intolerably specialized, so

pervaded with micro-historical works that any view of the

whole is lost? Perhaps the idea of historical context has

been lost in the onslaught of microhistories, the

"historical scraps" so often the objects of historical

scholarship today. Those are the historical objects so much

associated with the new history. Perhaps also our

historical consciousness has been reversed from

consideration of the grand themes of the past to focusing on

unlimited, unique, past events, and assigning to them some

meaning from the perspective of the present.71

That kind of viewpoint emphasizes a new suspicion of

historical essentialism that relies too heavily on the

scientific viewpoint for its justification. Indeed, the

71F.R. Ankersmit, "Historiography and Postmodernism,"
147-50.
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objective in present historical scholarship becomes more an

activity unique unto itself, not in conformity to any

scientific or positivistic rules or methodologies.

Historical learning and expression is viable in and of

itself, and needs not to be judged by external

epistemologies or philosophies.72

The attitude just expressed involves, however, a

responsiveness to the rhetorical and aesthetic qualities of

historical practice, now and in the past. Something of the

flavor of that attitude lies in the claim that historical

scholarship, as it developed during the nineteenth century,

departed from what were at the time traditional, aesthetic

and literary, even poetic, characteristics of

historiography. It was as if positivistic, empirical

historical scholarship departed hastily from the fictional

qualities of historiography. Allegedly, the new history of

the time was anti-Romantic. Furthermore, what of the

alleged paradox that as historical scholarship became more

scientific, it attained even more the characteristics of

literature? The inference is that scientific historical

scholarship has sought a view of the past unobscured by

fictional, interpretive characteristics, but the quest has

72F.F. Ankersmit, The Reality Effect in the Writing
of History, 36-7.
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failed. The quest to proceed without benefit or obstruction

of narrative and its metaphorical character has been

frustrated. But literary and metaphorical characteristics

may serve alongside the quest for certainty of historical

truth. Thus, not only the traditional historical

scholarship of the twentieth century, but the new history of

recent decades, may use the metaphorical elements of

reliable historical narrative.73

Such implications for hermeneutics have thus not been

far from mind in the challenge of poetics or

poststructuralism. Although historians work to recount or

reconstruct the past, answering the question what happened,

and work also to explain the past, they work also to

interpret the past, and invariably do so from the

perspective of the present. But the interpretive

perspective encompasses the acts of recount:i.ng and

explanation, and is in turn informed by those historical

activities. This seems to imply that the legitimate and

scholarly interpretation of the historical past may be a

flexible activity, but that it may best be informed through

3Linda Orr, "The Revenge of Literature: A History
of History," New Literary History 18 (Autumn 1986):
10, 16, 20-21.
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the responsible use of recognized historical research

methods. What may prevent historians from free expression,

using metaphor and other literary conventions, if the

fundamental scholarship is sound? This seems to be a moot

problem, but that has not prevented its being argued

relative to the legitimacy of historical narrative.74

The challenge of postmodernistic poetics, or

poststructuralism or deconstruction, whatever term one may

choose, thus reduces to a hermeneutical problem. The

problem is not simply a matter of interpreting the past, but

of interpreting it from the perspective of a particular

hermeneutic stance. Conventional historical scholarship

involved essentialist presuppositions about the describable,

explicable past that the historian should undertake to

interpret meaningfully. But the recent introduction to

historical scholarship of hermeneutical or interpretive

approaches from literary theory is best recognized in the

challenge of poststructuralism and the practice of

deconstruction. Literary critics have embraced that

"Allan Megill, "Recounting the Past: 'Description,'
Explanation, and Narrative in Historiography," The American
Historical Review 94 (June 1989): 647, 652--3.
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hermeneutical language while comparatively few historians

have done so .

The questions of interpretation and representation in

historical research and writing have engendered some

responses that evince classical approaches to history, or at

least to approaches that were poorly regarded by some

historians after the end of the eighteenth century.

However, the unity of the Rankean tradition on the aesthetic

nature of history seems not to have been as strong as

historians typically have seen it. True, the elements of

empirical research must be considered in nineteenth and

twentieth-century historical scholarship. But the aesthetic

qualities of history, particularly as it begins to read like

literature, frequently are discernible. Concerning Leopold

von Ranke and his historical practice, there is the

assertion that his work as a historian conformed not only to

scientific historical methods, but to aesthetic standards

that made possible a new kind of literary writing of

history. Jcrn Risen, in drawing out that thesis, noted that

Ranke simply assumed the artistic quality of historiography

that was present in the writing of history itself. For

7F.R. Ankersmit, "Historical Representation," History
and Theory 27 (1988): 205-6.
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Ranke, there was no "dichotomy between scientific and

aesthetic features of history." 76

Rusen observed that with the advent of a new, modern

approach to history the classical function of rhetoric for

persuasion and argument was subsumed by methodology, but the

remainder, or the "residue of rhetoric," was the aesthetics

of historiography. That result was expressed in Ranke's

historical writings, those works that "belong to the great

prose literature of realism." 77

The aesthetic qualities of the works of Ranke and other

nineteenth-century historians contributed an element of

freedom otherwise overlooked by empirical methods of

research. Also, the narrative presentation of history

served aesthetic purposes without detracting from the

substance of the history. Ranke wrote history with

aesthetic characteristics due to "his conception of temporal

wholes and its narrative presentation in the form of

temporal sequences of occurrences (mainly events)." Ranke

believed that the "integrative temporal whole," far from

being a "subjective construct of the historian," was "a real

76Jorn Rusen, "Rhetoric and Aesthetics of History:
Leopold von Ranke," History and Theory 29 (1990): 192-3.

7 7 Ibid., 195.
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temporal chain of human affairs" that originated in the

source materials and had to be presented by historians

through their research. What thus did away with rhetoric

was Ranke's conception of the indivisible unity of past and

present that required only that historians, although in the

present, apply scientific research to the past. That was

possible because of "an objectively pregiven internal

connection between past and present.""7 That was,

therefore, an idealistic philosophy of history that

permitted the operation of reasoning on history. Rosen's

discussion ranged beyond that point, but he expressed it as

a reminder that historical reason and aesthetics are not

necessarily incompatible. Postmodern theorists, while they

have focused on the rhetorical or hermeneutical aspects of

historical scholarship, have not given the aesthetics of

historiography a fair treatment.79

That evaluation of the aesthetic qualities of history

seems, therefore, to suggest that historical scholarship,

even in the essentialist tradition, is not necessarily

restricted by anti-aesthetic tendencies. Indeed, the

tendency to present history in a skillful and pleasing

7 Ibid., 199-200.

79Ibid., 201-4.
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manner should be encouraged. This would allow for an

appreciation of the more literary potential of

historiography, and it should facilitate more creativity in

historical learning and teaching.
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CHAPTER IV

POSTMODERNISM AND TEACHING COLLEGE HISTORY

The problem of postmodernism should have been

established as real by now. Clearly it has been the object

of much discussion, debate and writing, and it is a problem

defying any easy categorization. The concept of

postmodernism has gained acceptance because many people have

given it attention. That attention and the attendant

analysis and criticism of the problem of postmodernism has

constituted postmodernism as a point of scholarly and

interdisciplinary contention. Furthermore, what surely may

be regarded as a focus of intellectual debate extends to, or

rather, has originated out of, the common culture. Given

these observations, perhaps postmodernism may be viewed

better as an attitude than as an era or a time period.

Postmodernism as a time period, that is, postmodernity,

stands too close to the base definition of the modern to be

distinguishable from it conceptually. However, the themes

of repudiation or reaction to modernism would seem to allow

the definition of postmodernism as a movement of protest or

resistance, borne out in attitudes and practices.

189
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The attitude may be expressed theoretically as

poststructuralism, the gathering of theories both dependent

on modern theories and critical of them. Poststructuralism

has been considered the ideology of postmodernism, expressed

in methodologies of criticism of the dominant narratives in

any field of study, including educational theories and

practices. Cleo H. Cherryholmes has presented what is

perhaps the best single volume on the subject of education

and postmodernism with the intention of exposing educational

theories and practices to poststructural criticism, what he

actually termed a beneficial, "critical pragmatism." The

general approach of his book was to present a

reconsideration of educational "discourses-practices" by

exposing them to poststructural analysis and criticism. He

accomplished that aim by presenting brief and helpful

expositions of poststructural thought, focusing on

contributors such as Jacques Derrida, J.F. Lyotard, and

Michel Foucault. The result was a comprehensive, although

general, survey of the chinks in traditional (structural)

presuppositions in education. 1

'Cleo H. Cherryholmes, Power and Criticism:
Poststructural Investigations in Education (New York &
London: Teachers College Press, 1988), 1-6, 47-8.

-,
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Cherryholmes presented various chapters that addressed

issues familiar to educators and educational theorists.

Subjects ranged from Bloom's taxonomy to textbooks, to the

asssociation of theory and practice, and to educational

research presuppositions and methodologies, the question of

construct validity as a dominant example of validation

preceding "chronologically and epistemologically, other

validity issues, inferences, and interpretations of research

findings."2

The fundamental approach that Cherryholmes used was to

submit education to the analysis of critical pragmatism.

Basing the argument on a comparison of familiar foundations

for education with poststructural foundations, Cherryholmes

noted the dominance of "structuralist and positivist modes

of thought" over "texts and discourses-practices of

contemporary education." But poststructuralism "attacks

structuralist assumptions and the arguments built upon

them." 3 He commented on the role of deconstruction:

Deconstruction, which is one form of
poststructural criticism, questions whether
proposed first principles that purportedly ground
structuralist programs and meanings ever transcend
our texts and discourses-practices. If no
transcendent first principles exist, then our

2 Ibid., 105.

'Ibid., 13.
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structures are not as fixed and "structured" as
they might appear, because every term or element
is always defining every other term or element and
vice versa and back and for with no clear-cut
beginning or ending.'

Cherryholmes examined also the other component of

poststructural criticism, the analysis of the influences of

"history and power" on our epistemologies and our accepted

ways of thinking and doing. The analysis of power and

politics, as it is also called, maintains that our

"discourses-practices" control us and not contrariwise.

Deconstruction and the power question within poststructural

thought and criticism pose a challenge to "the liberal faith

in rationality, control, and progress that is repeatedly

expressed in educational texts and discourses-practices."5

Perhaps an example of Cherryholmes's critique would be

useful. In "Thinking about Education Poststructurally," the

third chapter of his book, he asserted that structuralism in

education warrants criticism for its anti-individualism and

its neglect of cultural traditions and values. The

poststructural opportunity comes, however, as structuralism

contains untenable, self-subverting claims. Educational

theory and practice are no less susceptible to

Ibid.

5Ibid., 14.
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deconstruction than literary discourses. Cherryholmes

introduced Michel Foucault to the discussion, who asked

about the production of "specialized discursive practices"

in social and political institutions, how discourses are

constituted and how they "constitute institutions" and vice

versa. Foucault associated discursive practices strictly

with historical developments and settings. The discursive

practices refer to rules that come about anonymously in time

and place, that serve social, economic, geographical, and

linguistic purposes, that define what may and may not be

expressed, and what may be said or not said by whom and to

whom.'

This implied for educators that their "discourse-

practices" correspond to truth, and that they, as trained

professionals, "control what they say and do." The

Foucaultian critique, however, insisted that statements of

truth are associated with authority and power, but that

authority and power come from the dominant discourse of a

time and a certain place in history. The dominant discourse

makes certain specific demands on persons who would be

'Ibid., 33-4; citing Michel Foucault, The Archaeology
of Knowledge (New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1972), 117;
Language, Counter-Memory, Practice (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1980), 200.
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competent and recognized as such. For example, "Good

teachers desire to master "appropriate" discourses-practices

of teaching." Put briefly, because of the nature of power,

according to Foucault, people become the objects of power:

In Foucault's analysis, discursive and
nondiscursive practices of schools, teacher
education programs, school board elections, state
certification requirements, and textbook adoption
procedures create and recreate asymmetries as
individuals desire to become the best they can be
as teacher, administrator, counselor, or
supervisor. Power shapes and informs our psyche.
The result is that we are objects of social
institutions and processes while we intentionally
engage in meaningful behavior. Foucault studies
the political production of truth and argues that
it is produced by individuals caught up and
proficient in discursive and non-discursive
practices of their time who participate in
discourses without origins or authors and over
which they have little control.7

Cherryholmes also summarized the criticism of written

texts by the poststructural criticism of Jacques Derrida.

In simple terms, the structural assumptions regarding

textual meaning is subverted when one attempts to define

what is said. Definitions include further terms that must

be defined also, thus the "play of references" in any

definition renders meaning indeterminate. The example used

in reference to educational discourses-practices was

7Ibid., 35-6.
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"educational excellence," a term exemplifying what Derrida

might have called a transcendental signified. But

educational excellence resists definition due to the lack of

consensus about what it actually is, how it might be

recognized, and how it might be evaluated. Cherryholmes

seems to have pinpointed, with Derrida's help, a sore spot

regarding the recurrent crusades for educational reform at

all levels in the United States.'

More crucial to the current purpose was Cherryholmes's

analysis of how current educational theories and practices

stood up to poststructural criticism. The objects of

'Ibid., 35-7. A more direct criticism of the pursuit
of educational reform comes in the examination of education
and power in society, what has been referred to as education
within the "context of power," according to D.W. Rossides,
"Knee-jerk Formalism: The Higher Education Reports,"
Journal of Higher Education 58 (1987): 404-29. Rossides,
referring to various education reports, considered their
goals too idealized and irrelevant to contemporary problems
(408-9), and declared that they intended tacitly to maintain
"class differences Quite independently of stated educational
or social purposes." (406-7) His trenchant critique was
directed to reports such as the following: "To Reclaim a
Legacy: Text of Report on Humanities in Education,"
Chronicle of Higher Education 28 November 1984, 16-21;
"Integrity in the College Curriculum," Chronicle of Higher
Education 13 February 1985, 12-30; "To Secure the
Blessings of Liberty: Text of Report on State Colleges'
Role," Chronicle of Higher Education 12 November 1986, 29-
36. See also an analysis of the debates on the reports: C.
Adelman, "War and Peace Among the Words: Rhetoric,
Style, and Propaganda in Response to National Reports,"
Journal of Higher Education 58 (1987): 371-403.
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attention were Tyler's rationale for curriculum design,

Schwab's "The Practical 4," and Bloom, et al.'s taxonomy.9

Tyler's rationale for curriculum design, though well

organized and rational, was judged a rhetorical success but

a failure in terms of change. It merely reinforced extant

discourses-practices. Schwab's "The Practical 4" achieved

similar results because it was impractical for achieving

change; it succeeded as "politically neutral expertise" that

affirmed the status quo. Bloom's Taxonomy was an

unfulfilled taxonomy. It failed to cover all conceivable

demands and situations. While the taxonomy was purported to

be value-neutral, it affirmed current practices, and in fact

subverted its own organization by suggesting that processes

of evaluation might precede more basic levels in the

taxonomy. What is more interesting, Bloom's taxonomy

contained some poststructural arguments that, as peripheral

9lbid., 40-48; citing Ralph W. Tyler, Basic Principles
of Curriculum and Instruction (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1949); "Personal Reflections on the Practical
4," Curriculum Inquiry 14 (Spring 1984): 97-102; Joseph
Schwab, "The Practical 4: Something for Curriculum
Professors to Do," Curriculum Inquiry 13 (Fall 1983): 239-
66; Benjamin S. Bloom, et al., Taxonomy of Educational
Objectives: Cognitive Domain (New York: David McKay,
1956).
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to its main, structural development, were ignored, their

implications left virtually unnoted by educators.'0

It would not serve the present purpose to pursue a

summary of Cherryholmes's work beyond that already

accomplished. But there is an association between the

application of the poststructural approach that Cherryholmes

employed and a poststructural approach applied to the

college-level teaching of history, or teaching history at

any educational level, for that matter. The previous

chapter indicated the general poststructural challenge to

historical scholarship; that is, the traditional, normal

approach to historical scholarship and historiography since

the 1800s has affirmed the objective reality of the past.

That reality, assuming the historian had the proper tools

and methodology, could be reconstructed in the present. But

the poststructuralist poetics, or literary criticism,

questioned the assumptions of such historical practice.

Poststructural hermeneutical theory challenged the

conventional claims of historical scholarship. By

extension, history teaching would seem to follow from the

scholarly practice of historical research and writing. The

'Ibid.
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implication of course is that the historian who teaches

brings into the classroom a set of assumptions about the

historical past in relation to the present; that is, how the

past may be perceived, known, reconstructed and represented.

The value of Cherryholmes's criticism of educational

curriculum and practice is that the teacher's assumptions

about the activity of teaching and learning come to bear on

history teaching. Thus we have a bifurcated question,

assuming that Cherryholmes has said something worthy of

further investigation.

Again, Cherryholmes's analysis is probably the best

synthesis of poststructural theory and contemporary

educational theory and practice. The thrust of the

poststructural, or postmodernist, argument is that

poststructural theory and criticism, while it poses a

challenge, presents a view of positive potential change in

education. The intention is not to side with anyone who

might condemn the educational program and process; rather,

it seems reasonable to identify the relations or

associations of critical theory with some possible changes

in education.

Some indication of the lack of interest in this general

subject is given in that most historians who teach have not
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addressed specifically the issue of postmodernism or

poststructuralism and teaching. Even now the recurrent

crises that indicate changes in historical scholarship and

the profession of history continue to command attention.

Historians have been more interested in techniques and

approaches to teaching, and in evaluating the proliferating

approaches to history, as in the new history disciplines.

However, some attempts at theory and analysis have come

out in recent years concerning the topics of curriculum

reform in a postmodern context, and regarding the

significance of postmodernist or poststructuralist theory

for various facets of education. These studies may be

classified into two broad areas, both of them indicating

interest in educational transformation. Most of this work

has to do with education at the primary and secondary

levels. Little is available that addresses the issue in

higher education in particular. Within some of this

literature there seems to be no explicit postmodernist or

poststructural claim, but the implications seem to remain.

The work of Cherryholmes, already noted, represents a

body of literature indicating dissatisfaction with

structuralist or positivist or empiricist domination of

educational research and practice. But other writers have

.: MINIM
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proposed new foundations and frameworks for a postmodern

curriculum. The new curriculum theorists aspire to a

revolutionary view of curriculum. According to that view,

educational curriculum design has relied on the world view

of the Enlightenment, of Isaac Newton, and of others. The

old, scientific world view amounted to a longstanding

paradigm by which the world system has been understood, and

by which not only the sciences, but social sciences and

education, have operated. However, the passing of the

Newtonian mechanical model of the universe and the

ascendancy of the quantum mechanical view have suggested a

new paradigm for understanding the universe."

In the view of William E. Doll, Jr., given that the

scientific foundations have been shaken, the educational

structures based on them no longer can stand. He posed as

critical for curriculum three fundamentals of postmodern

thought that have been associated with, or derived from,

basic changes in the understanding of the universe: what

"William E. Doll, Jr., "Foundations for a Post-Modern
Curriculum," (Washington, DC: ERIC Documents Reproduction
Service, 20-24 April 1987), pp. 5-6. Reprinted in "Founda-
tions for a Post-Modern Curriculum," Journal of Curriculum
Studies 21 (1989): 242-4. See also William E. Doll, Jr.,
"Prigogyne: A New Sense of Order, A New Curriculum," Theory
into Practice 25 (Winter 1986): 10-16.
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open systems are like compared to closed systems, how

complexity is structured as opposed to simplicity, and what

is the nature of transformative as opposed to accumulative

change.1

The crux of the difference delineated was the nature of

the Newtonian mechanistic universe as opposed to the kind of

universe described by Ilya Prigogyne, who considered the

universe more unpredictable and in a "state of far-from-

equilibrium becoming." The majority of structures in the

universe are in a "formative" or "chaotic" state, whence

then a potential, preferable model for education is

suggested as opposed to the former stable, structural model

that Newton inspired.'3

Within that model, educational change would be

considered transformative instead of incremental, operating

out of a theory of chaos rather than of order. The

transformation of education itself would involve a

curriculum founded on indecision and indeterminacy. Most

indicative of the postmodern mindset, perhaps Gestalt, is

the emphasis on a postmodern curriculum incorporating

'2Ibid., 8.

3 lbid., 8-9.
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cosmological and teleological characteristics of wholeness

and purposiveness, respectively."14

Doll is not alone in his views, for in what appear to

be scholarly derivatives of a broader, holistic, new age

consciousness, such terminology is becoming increasingly

common, and its implications seem to be radical. But such

views should not be regarded a radical repudiation of the

contributions either of modernity or of the ancients.

Stephen Toulmin, writing of the change from modern to

postmodern science, claimed that we must recognize ourselves

as inhabitants of a postmodern, not modern, world; a world

that can "define itself . . . only in terms of what it has

just-now-ceased to be." The ramifications of that view,

however doubtful may be such claims, nonetheless command

attention.' Toulmin identified the distinctive claim

indicating a movement to holistic views in postmodernism.

Postmodern science is restoring some elements of natural

religion to the scientific world view, that is, the

viewpoint of late classical antiquity that taught the

harmony of the human being with nature, human harmony with

4Ibid., 8-9, 20-24.

15Stephen E. Toulmin, The Return to Cosmology:
Postmodern Science and the Theology of Nature (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1982), 254.

b1? : - f,- i51 ' :! },. .. AY S ;+# .64k .;e +Wk '6 F'ie: 'pfiNF<fis'$Ft" '..



203

the fundamental logos of nature. Human harmony incorporates

self-harmony, knowledge of the self and self-control, as

well as harmony with the cosmos, an ecological sensibility

and lifestyle. According to that perspective, a return to

the cosmos and to cosmology is the attempt to restore what

modern science confiscated from the world. Science remains,

but in a new synthesis.'6

The new, postmodern paradigm, as it has been called,

suggests other definite problems for education. A varied

view from a postmodern perspective recognized that paradigms

are foundational, but mythical paradigms may actually hold

more sway over education, although such may actually not be

the case. Noel Gough named the quest for new paradigms the

result of a "quasi-religious zealotry," as much the product

of a millennarian counsciousness as anything else. But what

if a curriculum paradigm were to incorporate an ecological

approach to perception? What if information or knowledge

actually originates in "personal, social and physical

environments" better than in the "storehouses of knowledge"

kept by the scholars and scientists? Such a view stresses

6 lbid., 261-4.
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perception, attention and searching rather than research

into accumulated knowledge.1 7

Gough evaluated the apparent shift in education that

would come from ecological theories of perception as a

"shift away from an "epistemological paradigm." An

ecological theory would depart from the assemblage of

educational theories derived from set ideas about where

knowledge originates, how people employ it, how people in

the western world pursue knowledge, and what kinds of

knowledge they prefer. The epistemological shift indicates

a new episteme; that is, a new set of theories about

knowledge differentiated from western, positivist,

empiricist theories. Gough reasoned that despite any newly

perceived deficiencies of the epistemological paradigm,

social, political and scientific communities could hardly be

expected to abandon it because it is thoroughly entrenched

Noel Gough, "From Epistemology to Ecopolitics:
Renewing a Paradigm for Curriculum," Journal of Curriculum
Studies 21 (1989): 225-8. Gough cited also E. DeBono,
Learning to Think (London: Penguin, 1979), 77; and
F. Emery, "Educational Paradigms," Human Futures (Spring
1981) : 7. Gough wrote, "Ecological theories of perception
liberate teachers from being, as it were, tour-guides in theaccumulated pile of so-called social knowledge." The
"education of attention" means guiding learners in the manyand various ways of enhancing their capabilities for
extracting information from their environments. (Emery,
1981:15)."
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in society, institutions and practice. However, the pursuit

of a new framework for knowledge does not demand the

repudiation or disassembly of the "storehouses of theoretic

knowledge." Past achievements provide useful content for a

broader perspective founded on ecological theories of

perception.8

Therefore, Gough has proposed ecopolitical

considerations as the basis for a renewed educational

paradigm. The new paradigm incorporates new and re-emergent

values and continuities. Values based on scientific

materialism are being replaced by new, inward-looking values

directed to ecology, humanity and spirituality, a shift to

"inner, subjective experience," and a refocusing on the

values and beliefs of indigenous cultures worldwide. In the

West, Gough maintained, what appears new may be the

recurrence of old values such as those of the medieval

scholastics who studied literature, religion and natural and

social history for practical rather than theoretical

purposes. The roots of such objectives lie in neo-

Aristotelian notions of praxiology, or practical judgment,

rather than only in the epistemological and technological

"'Ibid., 229-30.
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competencies emphasized in modern science and education.

The allure of an ecopolitical view derives from the generic

similarity of practical and political knowledge, both

relating to the idea of expedience and wise judgment. That

viewpoint may be linked to a tradition spanning two

millennia previous to the past two centuries that have

embraced the reigning epistemological paradigm. But

Aristotelian insights, if used, must be transcended because

they are too restrictive in their applications to man and

the ancient Greek city-state. Gough reassigned and expanded

the principle to humanity, both male and female, and to the

entire biosphere."

Ecopolitics involves for education, in Gough's view, a

more holistic and practical agreement with a postmodern

world view, a view that he alleged was largely absent from

"conventional" schools. Despite Gough's specific

identification as an Australian speaking of Australian

education, his insights should be applicable throughout the

West, and at any level of education. The aim is to describe

the potential of educators to respond to the demands of a

changing world view through curriculum policies and design;

'
9
lbid., 230-31.
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what D.N. Michael and W.T. Anderson characterized as

follows:

The most striking feature of the postmodern world
is its systemic character, its astounding
proliferation of linkages among once-separate
cultures, governments, economies and ecosystems
. . . everything is connected to everything.20

But holistic education is not entirely absent. Certain

curricula such as media studies and environmental studies

aspire to holism, even if implicitly, within the old

atomistic curricular framework. Gough also noted some well-

developed programs congruent with the ecopolitical paradigm

such as DeBono's "structural arithmetic," and some other new

reading and writing approaches.21

American "Earth Education" focuses teaching on the

"learner-environment relationship." Students purportedly

begin to employ "metaperception" rather than

"metacognit ion. ,22

20Ibid., 232-3; quoting D.N. Michael, and W.T.
Anderson, "Norms in Conflict and Confusion," in H. Didsbury,
ed., Challenges and Opportunities: From Now to 2001
(Washington, DC: World Future Society, 1986), 114-24.

21Ibid., 234; citing E. DeBono, Learning to Think;
E. Gibson, and H. Levin, The Psychology of Reading
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1975); F. Hughes, Reading and
Writing before School (London: Pan, 1971).

22Ibid., citing S. VanMatre, Sunship Earth
(Martinsville, IN: American Camping Association,
1979), 5-7.
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Noel Gough thus recommended in the ecopolitical

approach to education a paradigm emphasizing perception

overcognition, but still open to the contributions of

conventional epistemology. Out of such a creative tension

have come some pleasant surprises and achievements.23

The attitude that Gough exemplified has been found

among others who have associated a new epistemological

paradigm with renovations in education. Cleo Cherryholmes

suggested a major trend as discussed above. In the same

issue as Gough's article, Richard A. Slaughter discussed

four "hierarchical frameworks" that might inform

metaphorically a process of renewing the world. His

synthetic presentation was intended to re-establish "a

qualitative dimension of human experience" through

"participating consciousness, a global systemic view,

temporal balance and reflexive awareness." 24

The global systemic view insists on a "global view" as

"the smallest frame within which to view human affairs," in

contrast to "the pain and anguish of mental/egoic life."

Temporal balance involves transcending the "minimal present"

with the "futures dimension," extending the "perceptual

23Ibid., 239.

24Ibid., 255-6, 261, 255-70, passim.
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field . . . such that we do not need to experience

catastrophe before we act to prevent it." Reflexive

awareness entails a radical break from naturalistic

(objective, descriptive) awareness. It is a perspective

that recognizes reality as embedded in, and conditioned by,

contexts. Participating consciousness assumes human

consciousness "is a process with a past and future,"

unpredictable, but potentially transformational and with

possibilities for transcendence beyond what Slaughter

characterized as the "static" view of human consciousness

presupposed in contemporary "curriculum discourse. "25

Other theorists taking up the postmodern perspective

have filled out the concept of postmodern education, or

postpedagogy, with similar ideas. Recall that William E.

Doll, Jr. suggested that curricular and educational changes

must transpire as the result of reconceptions of the world

and the universe based on quantum mechanical studies.

Reconceptions of the cosmos suggest the potential of a

transformative curriculum modelled after the patterns of

dissipative structures at the subatomic level. Doll aimed

to elaborate such possibilities for educational theory.

25Ibid., 263-6.
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Taking as a pattern the salient characteristics of

dissipative structures, he contrasted closed systems of

education with a living, open sytem of education, wherein

flux itself becomes the source of rejuvenation, and wherein

"fluxes, perturbations, anomalies, errors" provoke

reorganization. Curriculum as a literally open system

should be "autoregulatory" and "autocatalyt:ic"; that is,

self-regulating and self-transforming within the open system

curriculum. He contrasted the simple view of the universe

with the complex, as he did the view of Isaac Newton with

that of Ilya Prigogyne. Reality is complex and multiform,

and objectivity in such a setting gains subjective

qualities. Following the views of Stephen Toulmin, he

claimed there is room for the inclusion of modern scientific

methodologies within "a new cosmological perspective" having

an "interactive and holistic framework." This suggests a

new kind of participatory, holistic curriculum that demands

personal involvement and eschews reductionism and

nonparticipation. Students cannot be mere spectators. The

conventional, incremental pattern of educational change is

replaced by a transformative pattern, more akin to the

unpredictable and irregular behavior of quantum particles.

"Transformative change is a change in view, in perspective,

,.iK { l * L .i:^' i fiia YiGlek tib . .n.:ll. bE C{ 1 . i .1\'- tii:i4f

210



211

in methodology. It permanently alters one's relationship to

nature, to life, to the environment, to learning. 21

Transformative learning is an inconstant, non-

incremental process. Achieved in spurts or in sudden

breakthroughs, transformative learning comes about with the

right kinds of subconscious preparation in addition to

external preparation. Doll spoke and wrote specifically

regarding elementary and secondary education, but the

pedagogical concerns should have no less applicability to

college and university undergraduates. The principle of

transformative learning would seem applicable to any

learning problem and any learner, regardless of age or

experience, assuming it is a valid principle at all.

Students may appear to make little or no progress in

learning at times, but at other junctures they will have

attained a new plateau of competence and understanding.

Indeed, something may have been occurring in the learning

process anyway, although it remained undetected by the

student or anyone else until a particular juncture. 27

26Doll, "Foundations for a Post-Modern Curriculum,"
13-21.

2 7
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Another theorist suggests curricular changes that would

benefit a college honors program. Tim McCracken noted

inconsistencies of philosophy and expectations among

institutions, professors and students. Traditional

curricula were deemed ill-suited to predominantly postmodern

students. He described postmodern students as valuing

personal opinion over authority, supporting "value free

experience," placing experience over knowledge, and holding

an "indeterminate, relativistic view of knowing."

Postmodern students prefer surface experience to depth of

meaning, and they seek "deliberate relaxation or avoidance

of angst-driven meaning making." They derive their view of

reality from the constructions that they and their peers

give to it. Their response to the "serious" and the elitist

hierarchicality that it implies is "ironic distancing" from

it; as for example in their appreciation of the comedy of

David Letterman and Bill Murray. Postmodern students,

taking an ironic stance to everything, may be shocked by

nothing. A "minimal aesthetic" of "less is enough" and "a

deliberate reconstruction of all interpretations or their

multiplicity" allows the postmodern student to remain "cool"

on the surface, and to prefer, for example, a formulaic and

repetitious style of postmodern music that obviates the
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hearer of personal choice. Postmodern students are

presentists, dubious of infinite progress, and, in all

things, consumers. 28

The students that McCracken described would share in

the culture and society of postmodernism. If that is true,

then, a "social construction model" may allow curriculum

changes based on the judicious blending of postmodern

responses with modern responses to changes in our culture.

The intention is not to discard the valuable characteristics

of modernism; those would be integrated into a new

educational synthesis. The social construction model is

integrative, developmental and transformative. Learning

within such a model would be a "part of the endless

conversation of humanity."29

In a subsequent paper, McCracken focused on the nature

of the postmodern individual, with implications for those

postmodern students previously identified. The postmodern

age, in personal terms, is a transpersonal age. Here is

2Tim McCracken, "Double Coding: Some Characteristic
Differences between Modernism and Postmodernism and the
Implications for Honors Education," (Washington, DC: ERIC
Documents Reproduction Service, 18 May 1987), 4-5,
microfiche.

29Ibid., 5-6.
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what McCracken offered to describe "the paradigm of the

transpersonal":

Truth is established between, among, and with
others. Under the postmodern I place all those
activities which accentuate the social
construction of truth against a transcendental
truth available only to those who have been
initiated into the elite. Among those activities
I include poststructuralism, deconstruction,
post(e)pedagogy, and many diverse postmodern
perspectives. . . . The postmodern-transpersonal
takes its model of knowing not from the angst and
drama-drenched sonata-romantic linear paradigm,
but from the pastiche-collage-fugal model of
knowing. We are, this structure says, multiple
selves, creating ourselves with others in
constantly changing contexts. We are constantly
interacting and acting upon the environment, its
languages, its being; we are not alienated from,
but are penetrated by the world.30

The teaching of postmodern individuals requires a

deliberate awareness that one is teaching within the context

of postmodern culture, thus McCracken's term,

"postpedagogy." A variation of the term by Gregory Ulmer,

"post(e)pedagogy," has been used to emphasize "that it is a

pedagogy designed for the age of video and computers (poste

as "set")." That aspect of the significance of

30Tim McCracken, "Between Language and Silence: Post-
pedagogy's Middle Way: Part I The Text," (Washington, DC:ERIC Documents Reproduction Service, 16 May 1989), 12-13,
microfiche.
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postmodernity as incorporating the information age is the

topic of discussion below.31

Statements such as those made by Slaughter, Doll and

McCracken recall other descriptions of postmodernism. The

similarities and dissimilarities attest to the futility of

seeking to locate postmodernistic statements fully in one

category or another. For example, Slaughter (following

Wilber) presented a transpersonal view of human development

from prepersonal (subconscious) to personal (self-conscious)

to transpersonal (superconscious). At the level of gross

similarities, the affinities of the view with eastern

mysticism seems obvious. Also, the recent interest in

transpersonal psychology is reflected in his comments. But

this information he applied to his argument for "curriculum

discourse as consciousness in transformation. " The

similarity of that discussion to another previously

discussed, that of Ihab Hassan and the "new gnosticism, "

also applies. The new gnosticism implied a return to a

uroboric state, that is, a state in harmony with the

31Ibid., 25-6; quoting Gregory Ulmer, "Textshop for
Post(e)pedagogy," in C. Douglas Atkins, and Michael L.
Johnson, eds., Writing and Differently (Lawrence: Uni-
versity Press of Kansas, 1985), 62.
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original cycles and patterns of nature, but also a state

transcending that. Wilber's chart as reproduced by

Slaughter indeed incorporated the progression from pre-

personal to transpersonal under the title, "'The Great Chain

of Being," that subsumes human consciousness.32

Slaughter's assessment of the difficulties of western

culture assigned blame on "inadequate ways of knowing and

the consequent confusions between different integrative

levels of existence," a problem that might be solved by

appropriating, in societies, the human potential for higher

consciousness. Slaughter posited what sounds like a new

world order in opposition to the present order that has been

based in "narrowness" and "epistemological crassness." A

32Slaughter, 265-6; citing and quoting K. Wilber, Up_from Eden: A Transpersonal View of Human Evolution (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983). See again Hassan's
discussion of the "syntropic force of consciousness" and the"great chain of being" in Chapter I of the present work.
The definitive standard source for the topic, however, isArthur 0. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, MA:Harvard University Press, 1936). Lovejoy dismissed the
historical progression of interest in the "great chain ofbeing" (an infinite progression of all things in hierarchi-
cal order, and, a model for the universe) as "one of themost grandiose enterprises of the human intellect," and onethat failed. (329) Lovejoy wrote about the necessity ofunderstanding the concept of the great chain of being inorder to understand the foundations of occidental thought
over the centuries. (23)
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broader, more comprehensive epistemological attitude might

serve actually to open up an entirely new world of human

possibilities, what Slaughter said "may literally create new

realities. "33

Again, such thinking is not unique, as witness those

publications focusing on holistic and universal themes.

Education and educational curricula cannot expect to go

unchallenged by a postmodern frame of mind. Also, what

seems to be the more frequent topic of discussion in primary

and secondary education cannot fail to imply challenges also

for teaching in higher education.

The postmodern challenge to education includes a view

of "cosmology as curriculum," that is, a view presupposing

that cosmology in the broadest, most preferable sense,

includes all domains of the universe and recognizes the

inter-connectedness of those domains, be they at the

macrocosmic or subatomic levels. Cosmology

refers not only to various facets of knowing -- to
the existential moment of the present, to the
scientifically determined repeatable events in
nature, to the conclusions of metaphysical logic,
and the sense of groundedness of religious
intuition; it refers also to the fact that these
various ways of knowing and kinds of knowledge are
all different aspects of a common reality. None

33Ibid., 266-7.
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is supreme; none is exclusive; none is
discounted.34

Cosmological thinking in the sense that Oliver has described

and applied it is an alternative to the values, metaphors,

symbols and institutions of modernity. Our modern

apprehensions and perceptions of the world are being

supplanted by a postmodern cosmology in a "paradigmatic

rupture. "35

The paradigmatic rupture then entails reassessment of

fragmented, modern technological society with its

ideological and social system dominated by "functional

specialization." Functional specialization comes from a

progressive, evolutionary view of global life, a view that

has been instituted into modern society and culture. That

view also colors the modern view of knowledge, but Oliver

proposes instead a balance between grounded, or ontological

"Donald W. Oliver, with the assistance of Kathleen W.Gershman, Education, Modernity, and Fractured Meaning:
Toward a Process Theory of Teaching and Learning (Albany:State University of New York Press, 1989), 55-7. Oliver
relies primarily for the foundation of his proposal on theprocess philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. See AlfredNorth Whitehead, Process and Reality, corrected ed., DavidRay Griffin and Donald W. Sherburne, eds. (New York: TheFree Press, 1978), xii, 15-16.

3sIbid., 2-9.
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knowing, and the technical knowing that so characterizes

modernity and serves both to the benefit and detriment of

humanity. Technical knowing, perhaps akin to Lyotard's

"know-how," may be beneficially balanced with ontological

knowing. Oliver described them briefly:

Ontological knowing is often expressed through
mystical experience, metaphor, poetry, drama,
liturgy, dreams or music. Technical knowing is
expressed in the analytic/linear explicit language
and diagram required to delineate the environment
within which one copes and survives.36

People can control nature, but the desire to dominate

contributes to a predominantly technological perspective,

with attendant tendencies toward the technical fallacy.

Oliver disputed the value of "a technical taxonomy-building

strategy." Instead, "the central creative force for

maintaining or building positive culture" must come from

ontological knowing. Modern, technical curriculum "schemes"

do not accomplish "community-building," and "deep and

significant mutual understanding.""

Metaphor is required to imagine and express the truth

of ontological knowing. The foundation for a healthy

culture derives from "a sense of universe/nature/culture

that embraces a range and balance of metaphors, metaphors

36Ibid., 11-15.

37Ibid., 15-18.
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which extend our ontological feelings toward reflective

conscious meaning."

Beyond a general understanding of cosmology, Oliver was

concerned to see how a balanced cosmological viewpoint could

be both applied to and derived from education. His is a

trenchant thesis implying a radical revision of curriculum

theory, expectations and practices. Contemporary curricula

may amount to miseducation insofar as they are typically

unbalanced, being predominantly or exclusively technical.

He wrote,

From this point of view, most universities are, in
considerable degree, miseducative institutions,
and it is the universities that largely generate
and legitimate the content and meaning systems
passed through to the lower schools.39

But the turn away from that allegedly miseducative approach

will involve some courageous, intentional, visionary

attention to the process. Oliver accordingly presented

process cosmology as the theoretical foundation for a new

curriculum, and as the basis of a new pedagogy. He

cautioned, though, that old cosmologies would not be

discarded; they held value still within the process, and in

38Ibid. , 20.

3 Ibid., 65-6.
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that sense they comprised valuable connections between the

modern and the postmodern.40

The particulars of that connection were: First, that

we "restate concepts of the perennial religions and

philosophies . . . to make them more compatible with our

notions of modern science." Second, the "more mystical or

poetic qualities in science and technology" might be

recognized and resolved with "our theological

sensibilities." Third, engagement in Whiteheadian

speculative philosophy would entail

the systematic construction of imaginative new
cosmologies and explicit statements of their
underlying metaphysical assumptions, as well as
their application to our common sense experience
in science, morality, art, and religion.41

The migration from modern to postmodern involves the

conceptions of the universe in a scientific, modernistic

sense in comparison to a process universe. Instead of a

radical division between the traditional, modern cosmos and

human beings, and the independence of time, space, and

natural events from human beings, the process cosmos

40Ibid., 94-7.

41Ibid., 95-6.
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involves all aspects of nature and humanity in interaction

and interdependence.42

The process cosmology of Whitehead assumes the present,

material world as a "transitory phase of that process which

is existence in the universe."43  Regarding process

education and its moral basis, Oliver described the need to

surpass the hierarchy of modernity and the Judeo-Christian

tradition, with its emphasis on discrete entities, as he

described it. Holarchy would replace hierarchy. Human

beings in the process system "have no obvious ultimate value

as personalities and objects qualitatively separate from the

rest of nature." They gain identity and definition as

persons only within the web of relationships in nature.44

However, there is the concept of participation, or of

an "intimacy of context" between knowing and occasions in

life. Participation in the process in turn facilitates, or

complements, the kind of ontological knowing that

contributes to an authentic culture. The fundamental

metaphors of authentic culture permit the experience and

42Ibid., 99-101.

43Ibid., 115.

44Ibid., 142.
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understanding of "deep meaning." Meaning may be

contradictory and complementary.45

Process cosmology has specific implications for

teaching. These Oliver discussed regarding concepts such as

being, self, learning, language, power, and change. To

exemplify the process approach as Oliver employed it, his

conclusions may be noted about the models of communication

given by Michael J. Reddy:

If one sees teaching as transferring physical
packages of information, as in conduit thinking,
then the major problem is simply one of making the
information as clear and unambiguous as possible,
and of finding a reasonably efficient setting in
which to make the transfer. . . . Such a view of
communication makes outrageous assumptions about
the relative ease with which communication takes
place. The toolmakers metaphor, on the other
hand, assumes that every communication is a
challenging and highly creative task of
constructing new meaning. From a process point of
view, everytime meaning is constructed, there is a
novel occasion.46

Process denies the fixity of accumulated knowledge and

champions the idea of constructing knowledge and culture

through participation, improvisation, and the commitment to

novel perspectives."'

45Ibid., 139-53.

46Ibid., 175-6.

47Ibid., 176.
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Oliver was not, of course, writing in a vacuum, for his

ideas have come out of earlier contributions to process

thought. Others in various areas of endeavor have been

applying the process doctrine, whether in process theology

and philosophy, or in transformative or New Age education.

He cited the movements within holistic education and the

Human Potential Movement and noted their enthusiasm, but

placed them within the "contemporary cosmology of

modernity." Those movements emphasize personal perfection,

or fail to appropriate fully the process principle of

participation for all people. Nevertheless, there is some

overlap in areas of artistic creativity and "continuously

creative becoming.""

Oliver also noted the work of Rudolph Steiner and its

holistic propositions from process education.49 However,

the work of Patricia Carini embraces a process framework,

although it is not as comprehensive as that of Oliver, and

it overemphasizes the personal. Liberation education in its

focus on liberation from nature and culture, and in its

ideal of a future culture, is an ideal foreign to process.

48Ibid., 206-12.

49Ibid., 212-15; citing Robert A McDermott, ed., TheEssential Steiner (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984),
22, 316, 327, 354.

J: ''. : S:t (mu:a._ r Q 41' ift'l :I 1 A'L'".:.:M i ....



225

Ecology and earth preservation, radical feminism and the

peace movement have some affinities to process. A general

practical movement with subgroups amenable to process

education are those of group process or cooperative

learning, including group dynamics, group process, and

cooperative education. The salient quality in these

developments related to process is, of course, the group.50

Oliver concluded with the observation that a basic

facet of modernity is the separation of home and workplace,

that amounts to a fundamental, structural schism. The

"communal village or neighborhood setting" is much to be

preferred, and should be a goal even alongside the future

urban environment, the city. The vision for a postmodern

society includes a "multi-village-urban society," a

permanent home yet characterized as a part of emerging

process, secure but transformative.51

Thus Oliver has attempted to conceptualize a postmodern

society found in process and having the potential for

"creative participation" through "friendly occasions."5

50Ibid., 215-35.

51Ibid., 235-40.

52Ibid., 240.
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His theoretical work must be considered in process, no pun

intended. Its significance lies in the unabashed

proposition that process cosmology is one key to the

realization of a postmodern world. The intention is to

assure that process education is a distinctive part of

postmodernity, which it must be in contrast to hierarchical

and specialized modern education. The value of the

discussion lies also in the energetic integration of

perceived educational crisis with a prominent and

comprehensive philosophical system, that of process. That

in itself would have little value unless process concepts

were perceived to be applicable in other philosophical,

religious and cultural areas. Taken with other

contributions toward what may be considered a

postmodernistic educational perspective, the minimal

suggestion is that educators must recognize and evaluate an

apparently new educational paradigm, one that seeks not to

usurp the extant paradigm, but to engulf it. But concerning

the current problem of postmodernistic trends and the

teaching of history, it seems again that, insofar as a

process paradigm, or the other insights discussed in this

section, contribute to a concept of postmodernity, history,

historical scholarship, and history teaching must be

reconsidered within a challenging, emerging world view.
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Teaching and Curriculum in an Information Age

The preceding discussion focused on some proposals for

a new, comprehensive and integrative approach to curriculum

and education. The process cosmological approach was

holistic and heuristic, and purportedly better suited to

educate students who live in a postmodern world. Indeed,

some would associate the emerging characteristics of the

late-twentieth century with a "postmodern turn" away from

conventional science, away from conventional rationality.

Instead of the conventional emphasis on rationality, a

postmodernist perspectivism challenges the foundations of

rational assertions.53

Yet from another viewpoint, what seems to be a

challenge to conventional rationality may seem to be an

"expansion of rationality" surpassing the domain of

cognitive and scientific knowing, and considering the place

of ethics and aesthetics in life, "a rehabilitation of the

ethical and aesthetical domains." It follows that the

postmodernist recognizes artistic and architectural

expressions, for example, as ways of knowing. 54

53Kenneth J. Gergen, "Toward a Postmodern Psychology,"
The Humanistic Psychologist 18 (1990) : 26.

54Steinar Kvale, "Postmodern Psychology: A Contra-dictio in Adjecto?" The Humanistic Psychologist 18 (1990):38-9.
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Yet again, however, the thrust of postmodernistic

thinking about new ways of knowing admits to the plurality

of influences on human knowing and learning. Perhaps no

other phenomenon of the late-twentieth century may influence

the postmodern epistemological stance more than the

information explosion and computer revolution. The

proliferation of information has contributed to and derives

from progressively powerful and efficient means of

information handling. Computerization affects the speed,

quality, quantity and nature of human communications. While

these characteristics are recognized as applicable to the

United States, they apply equally and progressively not only

to other computerized societies but ultimately to societies

around the globe. Moreover, the evolution from an

industrial society to an "information" society suggests

social transformation along the lines of that produced when

Johan Gutenberg deployed his printing press, but on an

exponentially vaster scale. New technologies produce

virtually "instantaneous impact.""

55Wilson P. Dizard, Jr., The Coming Information Age:An Overview of Technology, Economics, and Politics, 3rd ed.(New York & London: Longman, 1989), 1-6.

228



229

Nowhere, perhaps, is the importance of new information

technology more evident than in contemporary corporate

business practices. The concept of "zero-based time"

pertains to the time lag between production and consumption,

the ideal assumption being that the customer should have

instantaneous service. In any kind of production, then,

zero-based time is a concept not only conceivable, it is a

practicable goal in many contexts. In the information

technology context, the speed of processing most closely

approximates the goal of zero-based time. The invocation

and delivery of information may be instantaneous, or nearly

so. "In the no lag-time world, ideas are acts." When

information technologies are applied to design and

production, the time lag between conception and production

and consumption decreases. Furthermore, the new

applications of information technology tend to obviate

considerations of space and place in business and industry.

Instantaneous communication means freedom to work, to manage

and to direct from almost any location to another. Also,

information technology applied to new methods of manufacture

and distribution makes possible the mass customization of

products. This may be achieved, for example, in the wedding

of computers with various applications of laser holography,
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such as holographic interferometry, useful for accurate

micromeasurement, display holography, used in advertising,

entertainment, meteorology, medicine, and information

retrieval and storage, and holographic optics. That last

application is recognized in the supermarket scanner that

reads the Universal Product Codes. 56

Stanley M. Davis has described a new framework within

which business and industry must adjust to changed realities

or fail. The future perfect idea is that the future is now.

Moreover, the future can be accomplished in the present as

the gap between anticipation and accomplishment is closed.

The ascendancy of holistic models for understanding the

cosmos relates to the holistic, integrative tendencies of

global society. What applies psychologically at the present

must apply to business organization and management by the

turn of the millennium. "Holistic orientations will slowly

gain credibility in management, first as metaphor and then

literally. "57

But the applications for high-speed computer technology

have projected limitations that only humans themselves can

56Stanley M. Davis, Future Perfect (Reading, MA:
Addison-Wesley, 1989), 21-2, 140-1, 140-90, passim.

5 7
Ibid., 201-3.



overcome. For that reason, some businessmen are looking,

and will be looking, for people educated to think and work

creatively and holistically. In summary, it seems that

leaders in business and communications share a concern about

the ability of their enterprises not only to adapt to

changing needs and situations, but to anticipate them. The

holistic, integrative viewpoint bears in mind not only past

and present, but the indivisible association of present and

future. 58 Even the uncharted capacities of computers for

"creative simulation" in artificial intelligence (AI)

applications will not be able to replace human creativity,

nevertheless, it may be a potent tool if allied with the

human mind.59

The implications of research into computer applications

and artificial intelligence have not been lost on

historians, many of whom wish to expand their tools in

research methodologies. To what extent computer

applications in historical scholarship depend on the trend

to such applications in other disciplines is uncertain.

Lyotard tied the emphasis to telematics, that is, computer

and telecommunications technologies and mathematics, to the

58Ibid., 201-3, 223.

59Dizard, 233.
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aims of the university to compete efficiently in society and

to gain recognition for handling education, that is,

knowledge, efficiently, and to the benefit of society.

Lyotard has urged in that view that knowledge and its

acquisition and handling are not to be understood naively,

but with an awareness of the socio-political implications

involved."6  But his comments, while they have invited

reflection about the interrelations of power and knowledge,

still await evaluation as his critique is assessed against

the accomplishments of specific disciplines.6'

A computer paradigm for learning continues to hold

interest for college and university educators, but there

exists no complete evaluation of the virtues and drawbacks

of computer-based learning. The positive motivational and

instructional qualities of computer-based learning must be

60John W . Murphy, "Computerization, Postmodern
Epistemology, and Reading in the Postmodern Era,"Educational Theory 38 (Spring 1988): 181.

61Michael Peters, "Techno-Science, Rationality, and theUniversity: Lyotard on the 'Postmodern Condition,'"
Educational Theory 39 (Spring 1989): 103; citing Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report onKnowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 48.
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balanced with the costs and required commitment of

instructional and administrative leaders.62

The interest in computer-based learning for historians

has included attempts to base research on quantitative

computer analysis, particularly when the data from a study

allow quantification. Historians have hoped that the usage

of computer methods might provide new insights in social and

political history. During the 1970s such research received

its greatest impetus from the alliance of social science

methodologies with historical scholarship. Thus historians

tested the potential of computer-aided research.63

The more recent evaluations of quantification in

historical research have acknowledged more temperate and

6Jerome Johnston, "The Computer Revolution in
Teaching, " Accent on Improving College Teaching and
Learning (Ann Arbor, MI: NCRIPTAL, 1989) : 1-3.

63See examples of reports on this work: Joel H. Silby,
"Clio and Computers: Moving into Phase II, 1970 - 1972,"
Computers and the Humanities 7 (1972): 67-79; Robert P.
Swieringa, "Computers and Comparative History, " Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 5 (1974) : 267-86; Robert G.
Shafer, "Computer in the (History) Classroom, " American
Historical Association Newsletter 15 (1977) : 9-10; Emmanuel
LeRoy Ladurie, The Territory of the Historian, trans. Ben
Reynolds and Sian Reynolds (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1979). More recent studies include Richard W.
Slatta, "Teaching Historical Research with the Microcom-
puter, " History Teacher 18 (November 1984) : 45-56; Willis
D. Copeland, "Teaching Students to "Do" History: The
Teacher and the Computer in Partnership," History Teacher 18
(February 1985): 189-98.
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refined views of the potential of such research.

Quantitative history involves not only the manipulation of

data, but the application of new statistical methods to

specific studies in social, economic and political history.

These categories of history, often lumped together under the

term social history, are mainstays of the new history. But

quantitative history, despite the promise and fact of new

insights and methodologies, still has limited usage beyond

specific applications. However, quantitative history holds

enormous potential because of anticipated developments in

computer technology and statistical analysis of historical

data in the 1990s and beyond. Historians with a limited set

of methodologies due to cumbersome technology and

statistical methods in the 1960s and 1970s are ready in the

1990s to take advantage of advanced microcomputer hardware

and software technology, especially relative to statistical

program designs and functions. Moreover, historians trained

in advanced quantitative methods have an advantage over

their comparatively naive, technologically deprived,

counterparts of the 1970s. 64

64Paul K. Conkin, and Roland N. Stromberg, Heritage and
Challenge: The History and Theory of History (Arlington
Heights, IL: Forum Press, 1989), 117-19; Nancy Fitch, "The
Crisis in History: Its Pedagogical Implications,"
Historical Methods 21 (Summer 1988): 104-5.
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The resurrection of quantitative history in a more

sophisticated form implies promise for historical

scholarship. However, the benefits that computerization

have provided for quantitative history have not gone

unnoticed by those who regard computers as a boon for

education. An early study and course design for the

philosophy and methodology of history attempted to outline

strategies for handling historical data empirically, but

with the assistance of a pre-prepared computer program. The

students's interaction with the program would follow the

traditional pattern of historical practice.65

A recent, more sophisticated overview of artificial

intelligence (AI) applications in historical research placed

primary value on logic and logic programming as a

progressive form of notation useful in solving problems of

historical analysis. The manipulation and evaluation of

historical knowledge carries direct application to the

teaching of history. If the historian using advanced

microcomputer technology, such as "Intelligent Knowledge-

65John H. Timmis, III, "Syllabus for Inco 7: Histori-
ography--The Philosophy and Methodology of History and the
Place of Historical Methods in Communication Research,"
(Washington, DC: ERIC Documents Reproduction Service,
1975), 1, 4, 5, 10, 19-21.
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Based Systems,T " uses those systems as genuine adjuncts to

historical analysis and evaluation, then their value will

tend to justify the commitments of time and cost involved.

The advantages of the easy location and retrieval of

historical data from extensive databases are attractive

enough. But the possibilites inherent in computer

technologies that permit complex modelling and simulation

for research and learning generate even more interest.66

Artificial intelligence applications in the teaching of

history, as in other disciplines, often arise from

dissatisfaction with other conventional procedures. Also,

computer simulations have been applied to problems of

decision making and analysis of historical persons and

events, especially in the context of studies in new history.

But artificial intelligence applications seem to accord

with, and build upon, the conventional psychological and

curricular theories, that is, their possible application to

holistic educational strategies is not to be inferred.

Nevertheless, the application of these powerful information

handling techniques suggests something more broadly

66Richard Ennals, Artificial Intelligence:
Applications to Logical Reasoning and Historical Research
(Chichester & New York: John Wiley & Sons, Halstead Press,
1985), 13-19.
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significant for the problem of postmodernism. Ennals

discussed how logic might be applied to historical narrative

and description, and emphasized that teachers who use

artificial intelligence tools will wisely retain their own

"expert view of the subject" while working to improve AI

tools for instruction.67

Nancy Fitch elaborated on the value of numeracy and of

the wise use of information technology in the teaching of

history. Computer word processing and statistical

techniques have opened up new approaches to "doing" and

understanding history, approaches that can be made available

to students without threatening the humanistic elements of

historical studies. The value of manipulating and analyzing

vast amounts of data in written and graphic forms places a

premium on information technology for historical learning

and research. Historiography also benefits.6

Writers such as Ennals and Fitch likely know the danger

of overreliance on microcomputer technology. Despite the

benefits, human wisdom and judgment factor into the

67Ibid., 47, 56-7, 118-19, 155-6. See one more recent
example: Willis D. Copeland, "Teaching Students to 'Do'
History: The Teacher and the Computer in Partnership,"
History Teacher 18 (February 1985): 189-198.

6"Fitch, "The Crisis in History, " 106-10.
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responsible usage of knowledge. This accentuates the

dynamic, social and political character of knowledge that

Lyotard has described. The beneficiaries of artificial

intelligence techniques must still evaluate information

gained from the computerized manipulation of data. Truth

and computerized knowledge may also be incongruent if

persons are removed from the association.69

An example of what this suggests is the allegation

that, to the extent that contemporary society and the

universities emphasize training in "telematics," that is

computer technologies and all that they facilitate, their

educational goals tend to focus on and be legitimized by

their efficiency in such training. Remember that the

social, economic and political importance of the university

seems to necessitate the kinds of efficiency that promote

high performance in the social context. In such a scenario,

utility and efficiency might denigrate or supersede truth

considerations. That possibility is central to the conflict

69John W. Murphy, "Computerization, Postmodern
Epistemology, and Reading in the Postmodern Era,"
Educational Theory 38 (Spring 1988): 178-9, 181.
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between the presuppositions and goals of the modern

university in the postmodern age. 70

The point of concern about artificial intelligence

application and microcomputer assisted learning is thus that

it does not remedy the problems for teaching and learning

alleged by a postmodernist critique. The comments of

Lyotard seem paradoxical, for while he has described a

postmodern condition dominated by complex structures of

commodified information exchange, he also has elaborated the

dangers of such a phenomenon. That phenomenon is

simultaneously modern and postmodern; it is a product of the

modern information explosion, but it also has contributed to

a suspicion of epistemological authority even as knowledge

is supposedly objectified, ordered and commodified. The key

to the next section, however, comes from this scenario of

information or knowledge proliferation not only on the

national or western levels, but on the international level.

The international proliferation and exchange of knowledge

suggests new challenges for historical scholarship. Not

only has social history presented the challenge of

70Michael Peters, "Techno-Science, Rationality, and the
University: Lyotard on the 'Postmodern Condition,'" Educa-
tional Theory 39 (Spring 1989): 103-4, citing Lyotard, The
Postmodern Condition, 43-51.
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pluralism, but the vision of a transformative or postmodern

culture has presented an emphasis on world culture demanding

that historians reconsider world history.

Postmodernism, Pluralism and World History

Prominent among the entreaties of the new historians

for respect of their manifold disciplines has been the claim

that traditional historians have accorded them too little

recognition and respect. For example, the claims discussed

in a previous chapter suggested that historians should have

a greater vision for the scope of historical scholarship,

particularly as they consider who and what shall be the

subjects of historical study. Why not study folk culture as

well as high culture?" Also, why should the democratizing,

antihegemonic qualities of the new history not be seen as a

positive value to historians, rather than as the foundation

for a so-called crisis in historical scholarship?72 Such

questions suggest that the problems confronting professional

"Lawrence W. Levine, "The Unpredictable Past:
Reflections on Recent American Historiography,"
American Historical Review 94 (June 1989): 675.

72Joan Wallach Scott, "History in Crisis? The Others'
Side of the Story," American Historical Review 94
(June 1989): 681-2.
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historians do not come merely out of professionalism, nor

from issues of knowledge and power in academia and society,

nor even from the specialization that has been alleged as

the dominant pattern in the recent practice of historical

scholarship.

Furthermore, the challenge of postmodernistic

deconstructors with their suspicion of coherence and

objectivity in history, does not constitute the greater

challenge. Granted, these perspectives all do contribute to

the contemporary challenge of historical scholarship, but

they do not exhaust the possibilities for inquiry and change

in what may well be a postmodern society.

Instead, if postmodernism is to be regarded as a

development of attitudes and discourse, then the larger

challenge to historical scholarship should be regarded as

coming from a society that is increasingly conscious of

global relations and interrelationships. To the extent that

new historians have indicated the need to consider global

history, their contributions are apparent. But a global, or

world, history has not been the exclusive interest of the

new historians; the growth of that emphasis is not new, and

it has had affinities with other concerns about improving

the historical outlook during the past twenty years.
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The current problem is not what the broader historical

profession is to do with the new history and all of its

specialized subfields. Historical specialization yields

real and potential contributions, and probably historians

would like to retain the right to a special field of study.

Part of the problem has been whether or not historical

scholars yielded up the uniqueness of their endeavors by

allying their methods with the social sciences. For some,

the social science focus of historical scholarship

constituted an unwarranted evasion of political history,

with the accompanying loss of the unifying themes that such

history has provided. The implementation of social science

methodologies such as quantification in the context of the

new history simply neglects, or worse, distorts the grander

schemes of history according to that view. 73 Clearly, there

remains the need for a sense of balance and coherence

regardless of how many fields of specialization may be found

in historical scholarship.

Yet there exists ample evidence that historians, being

aware of deficiencies in scope and comprehensiveness in

73Allan Bullock, "Is History Becoming a Social Science?
The Case of Contemporary History," History Teacher 10
(1977) : 552-3.
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historical knowledge, have engaged the issues of pluralism

and globalization. The study of American ethnic history has

been recognized as the core of much of American history

itself, and no amount of rationalizing should be necessary

to convince someone of that. Ethnicity is quintessentially

a part of the American experience, and students who are

confronted with questions of ethnicity stand to improve

their comprehension of American history, realistically and

objectively."

In addition to ethnicity there stands the challenge of

what until the 1970s had been comparatively neglected groups

in American history: blacks and women. Of course, the

emphases of the new history in the 1980s have seen the

subjects of cultural group history proliferate. There is no

lack of subjects in a continuously pluralizing society. But

historians who recognize this pluralization cannot be

excused if they fail to include into traditional narrative

histories of the nation those newfound accounts that signify

much for blacks, women, and other minority groups.

Historians have been urged to maintain the integrity of

7Patricia K. Brown, "The 1980's: Decade for
Ethnic Studies?", History Teacher 12 (May 1979):
368-70.
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their discipline by achieving a critical distance from it,

perhaps thus to enrich it through inclusive studies.

Perhaps an attitude of inclusiveness would be useful to

historians who choose to study for a time some restricted

field or topic. However, historians who wish to present a

comprehensive view in their teaching have the opportunity to

construct such a view for their students by appropriating

the fruits of the pluralistically focused profession of

historical scholarship.75

Comprehensiveness in historical scholarship in turn

raises the question of coherence. How can historians and

students of history consider diverse histories without

confusion? Theodore K. Rabb, writing about this problem,

particularly relative to an overemphasis on context in the

study of small groups, asserted that general historical

learning is not advanced when the single context is

overemphasized. Instead, intensive reconstructions of, for

example, a village history may be so unique as to prevent

useful generalizations. What is meaningful in one place and

time may have no discernible direct bearing on another place

75Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, "The Crisis of our
Culture and the Teaching of History, " The History
Teacher 13 (November 1979): 97, 100-101.
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and time. Instead of coherence, there may be frustration.

Another issue lies with the divergences of technical

knowledge relative to history, again, the question of

historical scholarship relative to the social sciences, but

now also with regard to even farther-ranging scientific

fields. The contributions of such fields to quantification

and consequently to "precision and rigor" in knowledge has

led, strangely, to a skepticism toward empirical truth.

That trend does not aid the historian's cause, either.

However, Rabb extended the possibility for coherence through

engagement and quality in historical scholarship. In doing

so, he focused on the "ability to illuminate a specific

situation or process in the past, however it is achieved.76

This required an emphasis on illumination over method, on

understanding and explanation apart from method, on re-

evaluating the old questions of history, on retaining

contextuality by considering cause and effect, and by being

flexible with the boundaries, practices, and specialties of

historical disciplines. Therefore, his view stands as an

open view, designed to sidestep the effects of professional

76Theodore K. Rabb, "Coherence, Synthesis, and Quality
in History," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 12
(Autumn 1981): 329.
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debate and incoherence of specialties in historical

scholarship.77

Perhaps Rabb's suggested approach, apart from the

common sense impression it makes, is practicable. It most

closely approximates realities within the profession,

despite the facts of territoriality, favored methodologies

and pet ideologies. Some historians probably would not

relish the advent of coherence in the terms that Rabb

enunciated; if so, then they must be willing to forgo

whatever coherence it might bring to historical shcolarship.

The perspective just discussed seems amenable, however,

to an equally reasonable approach that recognizes the former

development of interdisciplinary consciousness and procedure

in historical scholarship. Interdisciplinary history of

course ranges far beyond the discipline of history, and it

has been presented as a possible antidote to the dangers of

overspecialization. Interdisciplinary history would be

historical endeavor that "builds on and integrates the

specializations of the discrete disciplines. "78  The concept

is not new, and it affords an attractive alternative, for

77Ibid., 315-32, passim.

78T.C.R. Horn, and Harry Ritter, "Interdisciplin-
ary History: A Historiographical Review, " History Teacher
19 (1986) : 429.
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example, to the worrisome process of distinguishing whether

or not history is a part of the social sciences or of the

humanities. An interdisciplinary definition obviates the

need for that distinction and any debate concerning it.

Moreover, there remains the question whether or not "good"

history may be written apart from some interdisciplinary

work. The assertion in favor of a continued and

strengthening role for interdisciplinary history bears the

mark of openness and flexibility that enhance historical

scholarship and allow historians also to adapt to evolving

demands for historical understanding. Finally, an

interdisciplinary approach is to be commended for the

pursuit of historical knowledge in broader contexts than

local and national history.79

The attention of historians to global, or world,

history also is not new, although recent events and the

evidences of pluralism have engendered a concern to focus

anew on world history. Even in a field heavily enmeshed

with American history, American Studies, a recent call for

cross-cultural investigations has been proposed as an

antidote to parochial interpretations and "excessive

7 9Ibid., 427-8.
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introspection." Cross-cultural awareness would allow even

the recognition of themes of serious political commitment,

for example, in Latin American postmodernist literature.0

Also, the value of interdisciplinary historical

scholarship would seem implicit in the call for a renewed

emphasis on the humanities in order to understand better the

new world order. Ideas, language, and civilization seem

very basic, but if they are misunderstood they serve to

undermine American attempts to comprehend, let alone

negotiate, with foreign neighbors. Surely historians as

interpreters of historical events must rely heavily at times

on their knowledge of languages and cultures.8'

Interdisciplinary history thus would appear to offer

benefits of comprehensiveness, perhaps some coherence, and

hopefully some defense against accusations of parochialism

or elitism in historical practice. But there is yet another

field touted as a pluralistically oriented new history, a

form of macrohistory, that is, a specifically and

intentionally formulated discipline of world history.

"Leslie Fishbein, "The Field of American Studies is
Too Parochial: It Needs More Cross-Cultural Perspectives,"
Chronicle of Higher Education, 15 August 1990, A36.

8W. Robert Connor, "The Importance of the Humanities
as the World Order Changes," Chronicle of Higher Education,
27 June 1990, A44.
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World history as a part of the curriculum in the

schools and colleges has been presented as a way to prepare

students for life "in an intensely interactive global

society." William H. McNeill, writing recently on a renewed

trend, deplored the problems of teaching world history in

the high schools when teachers have not been prepared

adequately in the colleges and universities. Historians in

higher education must resolve the disparities contributing

to that problem. Part of the solution, McNeill wrote, must

be a focus on macrohistorical research and writing that

permits new historical insights based on new information.

Historians and college and university administrators must

consider macrohistorical questions of primary value in the

near future, lest teachers remain underprepared and the

understanding of world history remain poor.82

The significance of interdisciplinary history and world

history lies in the new flexibility and freedom that would

accrue to historians who pursue such approaches. Moreover,

there is no shortage of material for the new study, or for

the reconsideration of historical subjects. It seems a

"William H. McNeill, "Colleges Must Revitalize the
Teaching and Study of World History," Chronicle of Higher
Education, 8 August 1990, A36.
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reasonable assertion that historians who insist on running

in the old traces will continue to miss some exciting

perspectives in history. But college teachers of history

can ill afford the luxury of historical solipsism when

students will benefit from, and need to benefit from, a

broader historical perspective demanded of them within a

progressively pluralistic and global society. The

historical profession needs to be able to explain and

interpret changes, but historians need also to be able to

reconsider the nature of their profession amid continuing

changes. As one historian stated,

History's future, in short, continues to rest
where it always has: not simply on its capacity
to render change intelligible but also on its
ability to experience change itself.."

Deconstruction and the Teaching of College-Level History

Throughout the present study three terms have been used

that evoke the general postmodernist attitude to historical

scholarship, and the terms belie that attitude toward other

areas of art, architecture, and life. Poststructuralism is

the broad movement of criticism, the proponents of which

83Allan Smith, "Once More with Feeling: The State of
History and the Teaching of History," The History and
Social Science Teacher 18 (March 1983): 162.
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deploy deconstructive methodologies against texts and

totalizing systems, or the metanarratives, for example. The

postmodernist poetics discussed in Chapter III equates to

deconstruction. The terminology seems to be flexible among

practitioners of different disciplines. In this section the

intention is to investigate the influence of postmodernistic

thinking on college teachers of history, and what might be

the effect of such thinking as it is worked out in the

history classroom. The intention has been to discover the

particular significance of postmodernistic influences on

historical learning for the undergraduate teaching of

history. However, these tentative conclusions should be

valid for any reconsideration of the teaching of history at

any level of education.

Another objective is to provide some balance regarding

the claims of postmodernist deconstruction, or poetics,

relative to historical scholarship and teaching. The

conclusion for now is that the postmodernistic approach

yields some insights on the assumptions of historians

relative to historical practice without actually subverting

the reality and accessibility of historical knowledge. What

seems obvious is nevertheless to be defended, and

successfully, against what have been, in certain cases, some

rather extreme claims.

:.. M..:.



252

Deconstruction has had some influence in academia.

Some teachers of history, as well as of literature and the

arts, have intentionally applied to their study and teaching

a postmodernist poetics, which is essentially a type of

hermeneutical approach. The subjects of such "postmodernist

discourse" in Linda Hutcheon's study on postmodernist

poetics (or problematics) were "historical knowledge,

subjectivity, narrativity, reference, textuality, discursive

content." She offered no firm answer to the problematics of

postmodernism; it offers only further questions.4

For the present study, the issue of historical

knowledge relative to postmodernism is most important.

While some commentators have noted a postmodern (or even

modern) hostility to historical knowledge, Hutcheon wrote,

other indications from postmodern art, architecture, novels

and films betray a keen interest in historical knowing.

Undoubtedly the approaches to history may seem peculiar, but

postmodernism does not actually have any prior claims to

questioning the validity of historical knowing, or of

historical facts. The postmodernist claim instead focuses

on the nature of historical discourse, with its affinities

84Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History,
Theory, Fiction (New York & London: Routledge, 1988), xi.
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to the discourse of literature. "Both constitute systems of

signification by which we make sense of the past." The

emphasis is on systems, not events:

In other words, the meaning and shape are not in
the events, but in the systems which make those
past "events" into present historical "facts."
This is not a "dishonest refuge from truth," but
and acknowledgement of the meaning making function
of human constructs.85

Hutcheon emphasized that a postmodernist poetics does not

have to declare the death or non-existence of the historical

past. However, the means of knowing the past must be

considered. Postmodernism "merely questions how we can know

real past events today, except through their traces, their

texts, the facts we construct and to which we grant

meaning."86

That particular understanding of deconstruction

commends itself as an intelligent, not iconoclastic, way of

interpreting and understanding history. Sometime ago Carl

Becker enunciated a rather controversial attitude and manner

of practice when he noted that "Mr. Everyman" does history

by blending "fact and fancy." So, too, does the historian

who writes history as "a convenient blend of fact and

"Ibid., 88-9.

8 6Ibid., 225.
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fancy.'" Fred Weinstein noted that Carl Becker himself

resorted to fanciful interpretations of historical events.

Indeed, Becker could not have verified with evidence many of

the arguments he produced in The Heavenly City of the

Eighteenth-Century Philosophers. Carl Becker's practice is

ostensibly a strong case for the skepticism that historical

critics make about the interpretive qualities of historical

scholarship. However, the significance again of

postmodernist deconstruction is the critique even of

objective, empirical historical practice. 7

The historical practice to which Carl Becker applied

artistic invention nevertheless corresponds generally to the

interpretive qualities of objective history, particularly

when there must be some aesthetic quality to historical

rhetoric that communicates well and convincingly. However,

this need not be regarded as an uncritical acceptance of

historical relativism, or of an excessive presentism.

87Fred Weinstein, History and Theory After the
Fall: An Essay on Interpretation (Chicago & London:
University of Chicago Press, 1990), 3-5; quoting and citing
Carl L. Becker, "Everyman His Own Historian," in Everyman
His Own Historian (Chicago, 1966), 252, 245, 248, 252-3;
The Eve of the Revolution: A Chronicle of the Breach with
England (New Haven, CT: 1921), vii-viii; The Heavenly
City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (New Haven,
CT: 1961).
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Historians recognize themselves as inhabitants of the

contemporary milieu, subject to its influences, but they

still may retain a sense of objectivity in their historical

awareness. Much the same could be said, has been said,

regarding certain French historians of the sixteenth century

who evinced a historicism influenced by their culture and

personal backgrounds, yet their historical work could be

considered something novel and enlightening."

Thus the role of historical interpretation and the

contributions, biases and methods of historians are

important to historical insight. The claim to be made here

is that, for college-level students of history, the

analytical and interpretive potential of that assertion

could contribute not only to historical learning, but to a

critical capacity for historical understanding infrequently

encountered today. For example, Robert J. Berkhofer has

allowed for the implementation of deconstructive analysis,

albeit with qualification. He doubts whether the

traditional mold of history has been so far breached by

postmodernistic historiographical claims and writings. This

"George Huppert, The Idea of a Perfect History:
Historical Erudition and Historical Philosophy in
Renaissance France (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1970), 161-9.



256

is likely true, given the breadth and diversity of

historical scholarship in its subjects and methods.

Nonetheless, the crucial focus for college-level students

and teachers of history must be on the evaluation of

history, according to Berkhofer. This critical evaluation

can apply to textbooks in particular. Textbooks are no less

susceptible to ideology than other works of history; in

fact, are more so. Moreover, the selectivity of textbooks,

their formatting and presentation, actually create the

possibility that students get inadequate or distorted

historical insights from them.89

Berkhofer, in implementing and controlling a course

that emphasizes a deconstructive approach, has been careful

to supplement the attempts of students to deconstruct texts

in history with ample class or seminar time for discussion,

clarification and evaluation. While this balancing feature

helps, it has not guaranteed answers to all questions. Such

historical investigations seem inherently to leave

ambiguities and more questions. There is no harm in such an

89Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., Interview by author, 18
August 1990, telephone. See also Barry Kingman, "Students,
History Textbooks, and the Hidden Dimension," (Washington,
DC: ERIC Documents Reproduction Service, 1 July 1976),
4-14, microfiche.
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approach to historical understanding. Furthermore, it seems

in form to be a close variation of the activities that

belong to standard seminar practice."

Berkhofer's method apparently works well in a small

class context, so what then about large classes? Obviously

the opportunities for discussion in the large lecture class

will be limited. However, to the extent that the lecturer

includes analyses of historical perspectives and biases in

lecture or discussion, students become accustomed to

interrogating not only the content but the form of what they

read. The tentative efforts of the author to help students

to become aware of the limitations and delimitations of

their history textbooks seems to have increased their

critical awareness to a degree. At least they are familiar

with the idea of having a critical awareness of their

textbooks. Students in lecture classes were directed to

prepare a one-page critique of their textbook, and the

results were mixed. Some students caught the idea that the

textbook could only be a limited tool to their understanding

90Ibid.
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of history, no matter what the physical, contentual, or

presentation qualities of the text. 91

The concern for deconstruction, applied to the college-

level teaching of history thus seems to have some potential

to provoke students to greater historical awareness. Of

course this is not something to attempt aside from the

conscientious work of establishing factual foundations in

history instruction. However, the two objectives may be

attempted, if not accomplished, together.

Another conversation revealed the importance of

avoiding a sort of professional insularity in historical

scholarship. Most of the postmodernist poetical, or

deconstructive, analysis has come from scholars who are

literary critics or linguists. However, their professional

orientations have made them no less historians, because they

have been intensely concerned with historical

interpretations in literature, and the overlapping

characteristics of history and literature. An example cited

in a previous chapter was Linda Orr's recent work on

nineteenth-century French historiography. She is not a

91That the deconstructive method employed by Berkhofer
holds potential for instruction is evident in his article,
"Demystifying Historical Authority: Critical Textual
Analysis in the Classroom, " Perspectives (American Histor-
ical Association Newsletter) 26 (February 1988): 13-14, 16.
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professional historian, but historical matters figure

strongly in her primary scholarly interests. Her academic

home is the Romance Department at Duke University. The

value of her book, and the kind of work it exemplifies, lies

in her compelling analysis of the social pressures on

historians after the French Revolution and how that pressure

affected their histories.92

Linda Orr has sought to integrate historical

considerations into her instruction, with an emphasis on

new, creative ways of interpreting and writing literature

and history. The textbook approach is abandoned for more

diversified viewpoints, even from pop culture, for example,

as appropriate. Accordingly, student writing exercises need

not be of the traditional, empirical, term paper type;

creativity and nuanced views may be more instructive.

Underlying the approach is an intentional sense of process;

that is, that the inquiry into history is never a completed

project, and that it is a matter of interpretation. A

primary insight relates to the historians as the "historical

subjects," who look at history out of their own needs and

desires. Orr encourages students to filter historical

92LindaOrr, Headless History: Nineteenth-Century
French Historiography of the Revolution (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1990).
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inquiries through the lenses of their own experiences.93

One point in Orr's comments was particularly compelling

because it seemed to present the possibility for motivating

students to mature as learners while they develop critical

skills in historical understanding. Among the favorite

topics of deconstruction is the relationship of power,

authority and knowledge. Students, once encouraged to

examine the structures of power, authority and knowledge in

the classroom, may be motivated to reconsider their role in

that structure. Do they participate or not? Are students

passive or actively engaged in their education? Granted,

the boundaries between teacher and student, or institution

and student are real and must be acknowledged. However, the

capacity of students to move from a scheme of pedagogy (as

in childhood and adolescent education) to andragogy (as in

adult learning) may grow as a result of encouragement to

take more responsibility for their own intellectual growth.

Moreover, Orr indicated that defining the boundaries of

power and authority may liberate and thus motivate

students."

93Linda Orr, Interview with author, 15 August 1990,
telephone.

94Ibid.
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Therefore teachers deconstructing texts as a means of

instruction may consider the practice valuable, especially

in the context of careful, balanced discussion of the issues

involved. There is no certainty that the critical results

of such activity exceed those of traditional critical

analysis and evaluation. However, the intentions of the

deconstructors would appear to make the difference,

particularly if they pursue primarily political goals. The

case for a political orientation of postmodernism, and, by

implication, deconstruction, is amply established. Indeed,

it has been a dominant argument.95

The characteristic of deconstruction that has most

concerned historians, its claim to subvert the foundations

of historical knowledge, has already been discussed. The

debate concerning that claim continues, but most historians

are not likely to invest much energy in the debate. They

probably will continue to leave the controversy to the

intellectual historians. They doubtless perceive, and

properly, that criticisms comming from postmodernism and

deconstruction are not persuasive enough to deter

95See for example Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of
Postmodernism, and Andrew Ross, ed., Universal Abandon?:
The Politics of Postmodernism (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1988).
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traditional historians, or even the new historians, from the

activities and methodologies that they pursue in historical

learning. Nevertheless, some historians have been speaking

out about what might be changed for the good in the

historical profession.

The challenge of postmodernism and deconstruction

regarding coherence in knowledge and in history has been

visible over the past two decades. Simultaneously, the

changes in historical scholarship as a result of expressions

of the new history seem to have contributed to a

fragmentation of the sense of unity in the historical

profession. While the diversification and fragmentation are

real, these developments do not necessarily constitute a

real challenge to the historical profession unless

historians place a premium on solidarity of intention and

action within the profession. The obvious pluralistic

nature of the historical profession suggests that historians

not only feel free to value diversified and specialized

activities, they pursue them frequently without regard to

the activities of others. This diversity is the greatest

strength of contemporary historical scholarship because it

does start to address issues relevant to contemporary

society.
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However, the value of a unified historical perspective

must also be considered. The proponents of a world history

perspective may contribute valuable direction and insight in

order to overcome some of the fragmentation and lack of

theoretical focus in historical scholarship. One goal would

be to reconsider, perhaps to reshape, the frameworks by

which historians address history. That goal would include

what seems to be a necessary adjustment in focus:

historians should be able to study and write with not only a

local, national, or western society in mind, but a global

society. American historians, for example, will need to

expand their purview of the global circumstances and past

events that impinge even now on the history of the United

States. This would involve considerable adjustment away

from the positivistic, western-dominated framework of

historical inquiry. Simultaneously, historians would have

to consider hitherto unused or underused ways of looking at

historical events, persons, and trends. For example,

studies focusing on metaphorical aspects of human activities

in cultures around the world might provide insights

unavailable to positivistic or empirical methodology."

96John Mears, Interview with author, 28 August 1990,
Dallas, Texas.
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Perhaps a unified or cohesive historical perspective

is, on the other hand, virtually necessary in order to

accomplish historical understanding, whether among

historians as scholars and teachers, or among their

students. Is it reasonable that an overemphasis on narrow

historical studies will provide the breadth of comprehension

that contributes to mature understanding in history? While

historians as generalists may be no more qualified to make

historical judgments and to conduct historical research than

historians as specialists, the interpretive significance of

historical learning may indeed require the active,

continuing ability to view history with a sense of the

broader trends that affect its intricacies. Otherwise, the

allegation that historical understanding has ceased to be

the goal of much of the new history may be true 97

It is at that point that the question of the objective

existence of the past arises again. While deconstruction,

according to Linda Hutcheon, does not necessarily question

the objectivity of the past, the effect of much

poststructuralistic or deconstructive criticism of texts has

been tantamount to a denial of the objective reality of the

past, in the sense that there is no way objectively to

97F.R. Ankersmit, letter to author, 4 August 1990.
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reconstruct the past. Ankersmit referred to this as the

"ontological status" of the past, "the most essential

condition for the possibility of 'understanding', even more

so, of 'better understanding', the past." 98

Ankersmit's analysis, in which he offered freely some

tentative conclusions, associated the narrow and specialized

characteristics of the "New History", particularly as it

embraces postmodernistic, specifically, deconstructive

themes, mitigates against the kind of historical

understanding that has been the traditional goal of

historians for about two centuries. The new history,

moreover, does not exist independently of traditional

historical scholarship, because it requires familiarity with

traditional history. This is especially so with students,

who may not be able to understand the full implications of a

"parasitic" form of history. Students need some foundations

in historical learning before they confront the intricacies

and nuances of the new history. Students also need exposure

to the insights of the new history into contemporary or

recent cultures. The question has become whether and how

historians who teach may blend traditional, "old fashioned"

history with some type or types of new history."

98Ibid.

99Ibid.
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Ankersmit's comment on the "parasitic" quality of the

new history was interesting in light of certain criticisms

of deconstruction as a form of criticism that cannot exist

apart from the object of its criticism. To make the ensuing

points, the present aim is to differentiate generally

between the so-called new history that is manifested in

diversification, and the new history as it is intended by

its practitioners as a deconstructive activity. The

attention here is on the example of Joan Wallach Scott,

whose political intentions seem prominent in her arguments,

and whose ideological position seems to rely on a

deconstructionist perspective. This argument was discussed

in Chapter Three.1 0  The usage of deconstruction as a means

of interpreting history, or of criticizing alternative

histories, yields little as an oppositional activity.

Certainly deconstructive argument foments often acrimonious

debate, and the results may not be easily justified.

The deconstructive practice that majors on opposition

and subversion itself is susceptible to criticism, and

admittedly, to deconstruction. But the criticism of

100See Joan Wallach Scott, "History in Crisis? The
Others' Side of the Story," American Historical Review 94
(June 1989): 680-692.
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deconstruction does not need to be done through

deconstruction; a traditional critical stance may suffice.

In a recent rejoinder to deconstruction, John M. Ellis

alleged that the most important weakness of deconstruction

as a critical practice is its reliance on the old,

established views: Deconstruction, as a practice of

"debunking the old," fails to generate any really new

criticism. It is a conservative program of criticism in

that it keeps the old views sequestered so that they may be

presented and debunked repeatedly:

Old views are not to be allowed to die and be
replaced; they are to retain stage center in order
to be debunked for all time. It is as if they are
to be left in eternal purgatory instead of being
laid to rest to make way for the next generation
of ideas. Obsessive denigration of the old is
really a poor substitute for finding something
new: it will satisfy the emotional needs of the
deconstructive program but not any need for
intellectual progress.

The deconstructionists' claims to subtlety and

sophistication of their position do not hold up, according

to Ellis. The claims of deconstruction are typically empty

claims.1 2

01John M. Ellis, Against Deconstruction (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 80-82.

102Ibid., 82. Perhaps supportive of Ellis's assertions,
yet from a slightly different perspective, is the suggestion
that radical criticisms such as deconstruction actually are

(continued... )
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Ellis asserted that the program of deconstruction has

arisen in America out of restlessness in literary studies,

and that the extended influence of deconstruction has

resulted from the practice of deconstructive critics as they

have made conservative views paradoxically the focus of

their program. He asserted also that much of the

oppositional quality of deconstruction in America seems

inappropriate to the American scene, and is actually

historically and developmentally more appropriate to the

reaction of deconstructionists to rigidity in French

institutions in earlier decades. He cited the actual

"single authoritative traditional opinion on literary texts"

that existed in France. Aligned with that ostensibly

repressive form of conservatism was an attitude of

oppositionality between French intellectuals and the "dull-

witted bourgeoisie," and an "obsessive denigration of the

bourgeois and all his manifestations" by the intellectuals.

Ellis named that attitude as the source of the

1o(...continued)

symptoms of the death of an old literary order, rather than
indications of the birth of a new one. Deconstruction does
not bring on "a new more free and open literature." Might
the same assertion apply for deconstruction and historical
scholarship? See Alvin Kernan, "Radical Literary Criticism
May Represent the Last Phases of an Old Order Collapsing,"
Chronicle of Higher Education, 19 September 1990, BI, B2.
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deconstructionist's penchant for "denigrating the

traditional reading for its own sake and the need to keep it

alive in order to mock it and run dazzling intellectual

rings around it."'"3

The effect of the importation of deconstruction to

America turns out to be embarrassment for deconstructionists

because of the pluralistic nature of American society.

Deconstructive criticism in America thus by implication must

attack some other forms of monolithic power, or hegemony.

To the extent that any critics have tried to identify the

object of such an attack suggests that, if nothing else, the

critics work out of a position of dissatisfaction. Again,

note Joan Wallach Scott's assertions in favor of

democratization in historical scholarship over against

traditional or conventional approaches to history. Her

claims are interesting also because of the possibility that

they can be made as a result of the opportunity to speak up

in an American democracy. However, the paradox seems to be

that while her critique identified the monolithic, elitist

stream in the historical profession, that stream may not

necessarily be regarded as descriptive of the historical

'ooIbid., 83-4.
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profession. Furthermore, the claim for the democratization

of history seems to gain credence as the result of its

opposition to a real or imagined, complete or partial,

hegemony of the historical profession. However, the

benefits of an oppositional approach seem dubious as well as

inflammatory .14

Inflammatory or not, Scott's contribution to the debate

about history is informative, even compelling because of her

obvious commitment to provoke change. Because that kind of

debate involves the presentation not only of opposing views

but a plurality of views, it enriches historical inquiry and

understanding. It is the kind of debate that can be

valuable in the classroom because it advances the realities

of disagreement about the nature of historical practice and

interpretation. It affirms the importance to historical

learning of individuals who as historians interpret history

and then dispute the interpretations of others. That kind

of activity typically may fall short of the truth, but it

will never fall short on breadth of perspective. What could

be better for students of history than to become aware of

such debates?

' 04Scott, "History in Crisis?", 691-2.
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One of the functions of historical scholarship has been

to reconsider historical views or interpretations of the

past. That kind of historical investigation can be

fruitful, and, when made available to undergraduate

students, can be enlightening not just by virtue of the

basic information it provides, but because students gain

some awareness of the possibilities for nuance and evolution

in historical interpretations. A case in point is a well-

written article by a well-regarded American historian on the

subject of post-Civil War Reconstruction in the South and

the changing interpretations of that era in American

historiography. 0"' After they have read the article,

students typically express amazement not only that civil

rights were on the agenda of post-bellum freedmen, but that

those freedmen were not always helpless pawns in the

political frenzy of the time. The point here is that the

students have been exposed to a well-constructed analysis of

changing interpretations relative to a time in history, and

that the analysis employed traditional methods of historical

investigation, verification, reasoning and expression. The

105Eric Foner, "The New View of Reconstruction," in
Robert S. Laforte, and E. Dale Odom, eds., Our National
Heritage: Essays in American History Since 1865, vol. 2
(Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt, 1989), 1-12.
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article was written in a pleasing, popular narrative style,

and it communicated the mature view of an issue having

intense personal as well as political ramifications. A

deconstructive approach could hardly have done better.
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