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This paper is intended to advocate rather than convey scholarly research.  Simply put, I want to encourage academics to write articles for state and local history journals.  But, I also hope that my advocacy may contribute to a larger discussion of how professorial scholars approach their craft.  For, if they are to write for the audience which reads such journals, I do believe that the process must include consideration of how they–as academically-trained “professionals”–view the philosophical and theoretical foundations of their discipline.  Only then, will they be able to share their understanding of the historical past, that which they find so fascinating and valuable that they make it their lives’ work, with a larger audience.  This paper seeks to address how and why that can be done.


Four years ago, as I flew home from the Historical Society meeting in Baltimore, I passed the time by reading the latest copy of Historically Speaking (unfortunately, now long ago recycled). As I perused  several essays by historians far more erudite than I, each lamenting in some matter the disconnect between historical writing and the general public, I could not help but notice their narrow focus; all of them centered their discussion on books.  Not one of the contributors pondered how academic historians could use any other forum to reach non-academic audiences.  Given my own record of having written a half-dozen articles for state and local historical-society publications, I could not help but wonder, with some dismay, why their discussion had not included contributions to these types of publications.


State and local history journals do offer academics excellent opportunities to publish their research in a scholarly venue.   Many of the periodicals have been in print for decades, if not longer, and they fulfill an essential requirement for academic writing; most are peer reviewed.  As legitimate vita entries, they will contribute to a professor’s quest for tenure–or in some cases a tenure-track job–and promotion.  Because the research can be done locally, it will not involve great expense, but once published, it will help the scholar to secure grants and other funding to pursue more ambitious, and far-flung research.  In following this course, nascent scholars will be following in the footsteps of myriad historians who have defined the discipline.  But, the potential author must keep in mind the composition of their intended audiences.


The sponsoring-organizations typically include periodical-subscriptions as part of membership, which results in a readership comprised of varied individuals who simply enjoy learning about historical topics.  They associate themselves with the publishing institutions due to a true fascination with aspects of the historical past connected to familiar locations, and they welcome engaging articles which bring that past to life.  They also want stories which deepen their understanding, which helps them to interpret the histories of the people and places about whom they read.  Academic historians possess the wherewithal to satisfy this public’s want of good historical literature, but as authors, they must be prepared to meet editors’ and readers’ expectations.


The task begins with that most basic of academic endeavors, archival research.  Readers want episodic history, original stories of everts or individuals with a local connection, and they want to know the pertinent details.  Primary sources–be they local newspapers, diaries, letters, or institutional records–provide this information.  Accessing them often necessitates spending days reading dusty congregational-meeting records in a local church basement or local booster club minutes at a county historical society; lucky is the scholar who gets to spend her or his days at some location as “prestigious” as a state historical society.  Yet, this essential research allows academic historians to engage in the activities by and for which they were trained.  They have the opportunity to do original research, but in a way which connects their work to readers often far removed from the academy.


Historian William Cronon, president of the American Historical Association, offers interesting commentary on this point.  “Close reading of primary documents acquired through original archival research,” he notes long has been the staple of the graduate training in history.  Those pursuing advanced degrees demonstrate proficiency in completing their theses and dissertations, and for some eventually monographs, but interestingly, Cronon suggests that academic historians have become too engrossed in “analytical rigor and deep research” at the expense of more synthetic work, the pursuit of “Big Questions” which members of the public “most want historians to discuss.”1   


Addressing big questions implies writing books, but Cronon parenthetically adds: “They also love seemingly small stories with profound implications–which are just as dependent on synthesis to achieve their effect.”  Synthesis, here, means relying on previously published research.  Yet, if the “small stories” include journal articles, specifically those written for state and local journals, academic historians have the opportunity to employee the skills and methods so emphasized in their graduate training and produce works directly related to their “analytical ‘specialities.’”2 (I would add that the editors with whom I have worked enthusiastically welcome such projects and show a willingness to work with the author, helping to find pertinent sources and otherwise see the project to completion.)


My research on Norwegian immigrant Johanes Johansen provides a case in point.  The popularity of Ellis and Angle Island attests to the public’s interest in foreigners who have come to the United States, and stories of local women or men personalize the phenomena.   In the case of Johansen, he came to the United States in 1869, making his way to the lumber camps of northern Wisconsin.  He intended to stay only long enough to accrue sufficient monetary gain, before returning to his family in Norway, but that was not to be the case.  Four decades would pass before he again set foot in his native land.  By then, he had undergone an often arduous assimilation, changed his name to John Holt, and learned that the rest of his family had gone to New Zealand.  Appearing in Wisconsin Magazine of History, “An Immigrant’s Anguish” attracted not only interest but also correspondence from local readers and those as far away as New Zealand.3

The article’s preparation followed a traditional academic methodologies. Research centered Holt’s diary and brief autobiography, supplemented by newspaper articles, historical maps, and selected photographs.  Oscar Handlin’s The Uprooted provided an analytical and interpretive foundation.  The final product offered all of the qualities expected in academic writing: original research, presented in historiographical context, and published in a respected–dare I say scholarly–journal.  But, interested men and women decidedly outside of the academy were–and ultimately proved to be–its intended audience.  Their expectations influenced what and how I wrote.


The use of Handlin’s seminal interpretation to put Johansen’s story into a larger context, an understanding American immigration, provides a salient example of how academics must tailor the use of their expertise.  Local and state journal readers want to learn.  They want to gain an understanding of how local or regional events relate to larger themes; they relish such insights and appreciate explanations of what makes those events significant.  But, they have no little interest–or perhaps tolerance would be a better word–in arcane analysis of macro-interpretations.  An article which does little more than explore the veracity of Oscar Handlin’s “uprooted” interpretation of American immigration, in and of itself, has little appeal to non-academics.4   Conversely, using Handlin’s concepts, or those of other premier historians, can give greater meaning to the history in which these readers are passionately interested.


Academics’ penchant for analyzing so-called schools of thought may be only the most minor and innocuous of potential faults when writing for general audiences.   Gabrielle Spiegel, writing in 2009, explored “The Task of the Historian,” most notably the fundamental shift in historical thinking associated with the “linguistic turn” of the 1960s and 1970s.  To its adherents, words had purely social meaning, obliterating any notion of universal certainty.    As Spiegel noted, “[the turn] represented a massive change in the in our understanding of the nature of historical reality, and the methods of research we deploy in seeking to recover the past, and the nature of the truth claims that could be asserted about th product of our labors.”5  Narrative history, with its shared understanding of past events, had become passe; but the argument could  be made that the new approaches have effectively eviscerated history, eliminating the ability to share knowledge about the human past, because the sources on which that past was based could have no universal meaning.


Academics may find such arguments fascinating, and some may embrace the new theories as gospel truth (although that in itself would be a contradiction, since without language having common meaning, there seemingly can be no truth).  For non-academics, not only are such debates in-comprehendible, the are inimical to that which they seek from the past: factual  and accurate stories which elucidate our shared humanity.  Perhaps these readers live in ignorant bliss, not realizing the fallacy of their expectations, but that does not change their want those trained in the field to provide their preferred type of literature.  They look for engaging examples every quarter, or whatever may be the publication schedule, when they open the latest edition of the state or local journal.  Academic historians can provide for these readers’ needs, so long as they recognize their expectations.


This does not require abandoning any notions of history’s philosophical foundations, but it likely will require using those averred by an earlier generation of thinkers.  Robin G. Collingwood’s The Idea of History, which provides as sophisticated and erudite interpretations as any recent tome, defines history as merely finding “the actions of human beings that have been done in the past.”  History, then, “proceeds by the interpretation of evidence . . . ,” so as “[to teach] what man has done and thus want man is.”   (Let us accept here the shared meaning of the male pronoun to encompass all of humanity.)  Such history relies on understanding of events, each having “a place and date of its own,” and on the historian’s use of evidence–the product of his or her research–to give them significance.6  Collingwood’s interpretation challenges the historian’s sense of intellectual rigor, yet leads her or him on a path which will produce accessible narratives, precisely the type sought by non-academics.


Similarly, Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Graff, in their classic guide to historical inquiry, points the would-be researcher in a direction well suited to writing for lay readers: “we tend to learn the history of what most deeply interests us.”  This adage aptly describes readers of state and local journal.  If those are the men and women for whom the scholar would like to write, then Barzun and Graff have additional advice: “Any . . . piece of serious factual writing is intended to take effect on someone at some time.  It must consequently meet that someone’s demands.”  In this case, that someone wants an interpretive narrative, written in “plain words” and “clear sentences.”  There need be no doubt as to whether the words, grouped in sentences, convey clear meaning.  Leave heady discussions of “Clio and the Doctors” to the faculty longue.7

If historians are serious in their desire to reach a larger, state and local journals certainly should be considered as legitimate venues publishing scholarly work, but consideration of necessities for such work poses a larger question:   Do the parameters for writing that type of history offer the best paradigm for writing all history?   Do non-academic readers have something to teach those of us ensconced in our ivy towers?   A definitive answer far exceeds the scope of this paper, but if interpretive narration of historical events has broad appeal amongst an enthusiastic audience, it at least should engender serious thought.


What can be said is that writing for state and local historical journals offers academic historians a marvelous opportunity to share both their expertise and love of their discipline with appreciative audiences.  It is an opportunity which should not be overlooked.  If its realization requires academics to rethink what they do and how the do it, how they conceptualize their discipline, let the rethinking begin.






*
*
*

Addendum


As I discussed this paper with Chuck Backus, Director of the Dunn County Historical Society, he urged me to broaden my urging of academic historians to contribute to the work of state and local historical societies.  I suspect that some of the other papers in this session might address the issues which he raised, but let me briefly address them here.


Ironically, in a paper which hopes to induce interest on the part of academics by indicating the opportunities for original research, historical societies–especially county or smaller city ones–often find themselves in need of knowledgeable people to supply an overall context for work which “locals” have done.  This is especially true in the preparation of exhibits.  In Dunn County, for example, volunteers have collected vast amounts of information about and artifacts related to the local lumber companies which dominated the region in the late- 19th  century, but they lack the knowledge to connect the local history to the “biger picture.” Frequently, they also fail to ask key or probing questions, such as what do the local stories about logging tell us about class, ethnicity, or gender in Gilded Age America.  Here, the academic historian can serve in the role of consultant, providing the context which can make the exhibits truly informative and thought-provoking.


Local institutions frequently need academics for grant writing and as consultants in pursuing external funding.  Foundations and other providers–such as the Wisconsin Humanities Commission–often require such experts be part of the submission team.  As in helping with the preparation of exhibits. the academics can provide expertise, and also help writing the application.  If funded, they can continue with implementation of the project.


Finally, historical societies welcome knowledge speakers.   Dunn County has a monthly series, often centered on a particular theme.  This year, it will be offering presentations centered on the Civil War sesquicentennial, and several academic historians have volunteered their time.


Of course, participation in these activities raises another pertinent question: will they “count” for tenure and promotion.  Writing for refereed journals, especially those of long standing, has legitimacy in the academic world., and the opportunity to contribute should not be a hard sell.  Other contributions to the workings of local institutions may necessitate more broad changes in academic culture.
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