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Comments on “An assessment of twentieth century historiography”

Speaking from a kind of intercultural vantage point I would like to focus in these all too brief
comments on three issues: the units of comparison, perspectives on global professionalization and
its (unintended) consequences.

 I. Units of comparison

The way the panel was constituted has its ostensible logic and plausibility, but it also sets in
motion a train of thought and deliberation which has its in-built limitations in so far as it tempts
to equate the discipline of history in one country with that of the historians concerned with the
history of that country or region. Needless to say that the achievements of the discipline of history
in one country comprise more than the achievements of the historians of that country or region
though -- one might admit -- no one person might be able to assess the variety of achievements
that have been made over the last century in a particular (national) community of scholars. Vann’s
figures are thought provoking as he states that about a third only of American historians are in
fact concerned with and specialized on American history. Yet it is the concerns of this third his
paper outlines so vividly.

A similar case could be made for Australia. While the development of Australian history
is an interesting case in itself, as McIntyre eloquently shows, one ought not forget the important
contributions made by Australian historians to the history of Europe, American and Pacific
history, as well as Chinese and Cambodian history, etc. In most countries surveyed here the role
of exiles and immigrants in shaping the discipline or the views of respective ‘national’ histories
ought not be neglected or underestimated.

The ‘units of comparison’ thus pose a particular problem, no more so than in the case of
Africa and of Eastern Europe where the simile of a ‘plate of sphagetti’ once used to characterize a
zone of western Europe might just as well be applied.

II. Perspectives on global professionalization

What sort of categorial framework would be appropriate for comparing the global development
which has been sampled here in impressive spread? What are the trajectories of  (global)
professionalization? Which models could be applied to describe and analyze this process? Should
we operate with a ‘center - periphery’ model? A diffusion model according to which European
standards often referenced back to Ranke were adopted all over the world via exchanges and
overseas training? What about the counter-currents to the spread of universalistic professional
norms by the re-assertion of national traditions -- as in China and Japan -- or the recourse to novel
methods and techniques, like oral history and archaeology -- as in the case of those who in the
eyes of Europeans were ‘the people without history’? Odhiambo makes it clear that an assessment
of historical scholarship in a region is quite unfeasible without at the same time sketching a
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framework of its ‘history’. He focuses on Europe and ‘underdevelopment.’ In short, the account
of the process of importation of the protocols of methodical research, their adaptations and
independent developments and the interactions between research cultures making for
internationalization and cross-nationally compatible standards is the most interesting aspect of
this “Assessment of 20th c. historiography.” Whether its end-product is aptly called globalism
(Torstendahl) may be debatable though the term with its commercial overtones captures one
important feature of the state of the profession world-wide -- its much increased mobility.

Much has been proclaimed and some progress has been made in the direction of
interdisciplinary cooperation of historians with members of other disciplines. The relationships
between history and its neighbours has been a vexed problem. Institutional solutions were
sometimes tried; mostly such arrangements worked best on the level of personal cooperation
between congenial members of different disciplines. In short, a schedule of  “professional norms”
(Torstendahl) and their spread is a blue print for empirical investigations.

During the last decades, some historians in all countries have felt beleaguered by what a
perceived threat to their exacting methods and the integrity of their discipline by ‘cultural studies’
or more generally speaking by ‘postmodernism’. Yet, the question remains whether this spectre is
real or imagined, whether it refers to cognitive and intellectual issues or institutional competition,
student numbers, and funding. More could be said on these issues than space allows here.

III. The unintended consequences and paradoxes of professionalization

One complex issue appears in all papers. Professionalization and its norms setting a high
premium on novelty and originality of research drives a process of specialisation and professional
fragmentation which seems neither to serve a wider public’s demand for grand historical
narratives and ‘syntheses’ of  national history nor the yearning of the discipline for a sense of
collective identity. The issue of ‘overproduction’ (cf. Vann) seems to have its roots here, too, as
may have the rapid succession of fashions in research.

Norms inculcated as tacit knowledge in a much smaller community of scholars towards
the end of the last and the beginning of this century appear to have created their own professional
anxieties, intensified competition and a disjuncture between popular -- served by new media in
which professionally trained historians play new roles -- and the professional history. This tension
between the re-production of collective memory and the stringencies of positive and critical
knowledge with its attendant professional fragmentation appears to be a perennial one. It is most
vividly described by Odhiambo.


