
September:
•President Dye discusses long
range planning with the College,
Conservatory, and General facul-
ties.

•An alumni panel discussion,
“Think One Person Can Change
the World? So Do We,” begins
campuswide dialogue on what
planning for Oberlin has meant
in the past and what it means in
the present.

•The Advisory Committee meets
for the first time.

•The entire campus is invited to
sign up for small-group discus-
sions.

•President Dye meets with
Student Senate and A&PS
Council.

•Small group discussions begin
with faculty, staff, students and
trustees.

October:
•President Dye gives update at
College, Conservatory, and Gen-
eral faculty meetings.

•Small group discussions continue.
•Advisory Committee meets with
consultants.

November:
•Small group discussions continue.

•President Dye updates General
Faculty.

December:
•Consultants write a report
summarizing themes arising
from small group discussions.
Possible all-campus gathering
to follow.

•Trustees are given a progress
report on planning process.

January:
•Advisory Committee meets with
the president.

•Issue Teams are formed and
begin to meet.

February/March:
•Issue Teams make prelimi-
nary recommendations to
President Dye and Advisory
Committee for review.

•Trustees are given a progress
report.

April/May:
•President Dye sends recom-
mendations to faculty and
other governance structures
as appropriate.

June:
•Final report issued.

Long-Range Planning
Tentative Schedule of Events
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By Debra Chermonte
and Michael Manderen ’75

Both the College of Arts and Sciences
(A&S) and the Conservatory of Music
had sucessful admissions results for stu-
dents entering Oberlin this year, the
Class of 2000.

A&S began the 1996 admissions
cycle with three primary goals:

•to increase the applicant pool from
the year before

•to reduce the selection rate among
candidates for admission

•to enroll or yield a greater portion
of the students we admitted.
We are pleased to report that all

three of these goals have not only been
met, but that our results have exceeded
our expectations.Applications to the col-

lege rose by 3.6 percent from the previ-
ous year. The increase in applications
permitted the Admissions Committee to
be more selective this year, and the
result was an admit rate of 64.9 percent,
compared to 72 percent in 1995 and 71.8
percent in 1994.

During the planning stages for the
new class we projected that yield would
either be held constant or increase by
one percentage point. To maintain our
yield among admitted students we
implemented several strategies, includ-
ing an overall improvement in financial-
aid awards,a redesigned All Roads Lead
to Oberlin program, and other intensi-
fied-yield activities involving the entire
Oberlin community. The final yield fig-
ure for the entering class is 27 percent.
This two-point increase from last year
surpassed our expectations.

Who Are the New A&S
Students?
About half of the entering class was
involved in community service during
high school; more than 200 students
participated in theater; 300 sang in a
choir or played an instrument in a band
or orchestra. Thirteen percent of the
class were editors of school publications,
and 60 students were captains of an ath-
letic team.

One student was a field manager for
the Ohio Public Interest Research
Group.Several students founded AIDS-
awareness groups in their schools, and
one student worked many hours for the
Hug-a-Baby organization, rocking and
holding AIDS and handicapped babies.
A student from the Pacific Northwest
wrote an antiviolence grant for her city.
Another student has a strong interest
and commitment to the historic preser-
vation of buildings and landmarks. A
student from New York completed an
internship in psychology at Cooper
Union and held a leadership role in five
student organizations.

New students in the A&S college
number 675 (632 first-years and 43
transfers). Forty more have enrolled as
double-degree students in both divisions
of the College. The new-student enroll-
ment target for the whole institution—
college and conservatory—was exceed-
ed by 19 students for a total of 819 new
undergraduates.

The median grade point average of
the new class is 3.44 on a 4.0 scale, and
aggregate SAT scores are up slightly
from a year ago for a total of 1303. All
new-student SAT test scores represent
recentered scores, regardless of when
the test was taken.

The new students include residents
from 45 states, with New York,

California, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Mass-
achusetts, and Ohio topping the list for
the most enrollees (see “States Sending
10 or More First-Year Students in 1996”
on page 2). Twenty-one international
students have come to Oberlin from 21
countries to enroll in Arts and Sciences.
The total number of new international
students rises to 36 when the Conser-
vatory of Music enrollees are included.
Twenty-one members of the class come
from families where at least one parent
is a graduate of Oberlin, and 11 percent
of the class are the first person in their
family to attend college.

Over 19 percent of the entering Arts
and Sciences class are students of color:
41 African Americans,24 Latinos,seven
Native Americans, and 60 Asian
Americans. Adding students of color in
the conservatory, the figures become 46
African Americans, 33 Latinos, eight
Native Americans, and 75 Asian
Americans.

The distribution of students’ intend-
ed field of study is revealed in the chart
“Incoming Students’ Fields of Study in
September 1995 and September 1996,”
on page 2,which also contains the chart
“High Schools Represented by Four or
More First-Year Students.”

The one disappointing aspect of this
admissions cycle is the outcome of our
efforts to attract African-American and
Latino students. The figure for Asian-
American students enrolled is equal to
that of a year ago, but the number of
African-American students in both divi-
sions of the College fell from 72 in 1995
to 46, and the number of Latinos
declined from 36 a year ago to 33.
During the past five years an average of
63 African Americans and 31 Latinos
have enrolled at Oberlin. Our disap-
pointment rests primarily with the
decline in the numbers and the impact
on our ever-present and strong commit-
ment to Oberlin’s tradition of diversity
and differences.

Of the students of color in the Class
of 2000, one was named “mayor” of his
high school, 16 were either president or
vice president of an ethnic club such as
the Black Student Alliance or Asian
Culture Club, several were named
National Achievement or National
Hispanic Scholars, and another was
president of the Drug Free Youth orga-
nization in her high school.

The Conservatory Picture
The 151 new students entering the con-
servatory this fall were selected from the
largest pool of applicants in Oberlin’s
history. Judging by the audition ratings
made by our own conservatory faculty,

Oberlin’s Class of 2000 Comes In Strong

Continued on page  2

By Anita Buckmaster ’95

As the calendar year draws to a close,
the campus community begins planning
a new year for Oberlin. That year is
2020.

Oberlin 2020: Building Our Future,
the official name of the nine-month long-

r a n g e
planning
period,
b e g i n s

with all-campus discussions and dia-
logue this month (see the August 30
Observer).The overall theme of the plan-
ning, says President Nancy S. Dye,“will
be concerned with getting us from
where we are now to where we ought to
be in the future. Our focus is on the
future,not the present,and not the past.”

Small group discussions begin this
month. Everyone on campus will have
the opportunity to volunteer to join a dis-

Building Oberlin’s Future:
First Steps Begin

Continued on page 3
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Barry McGill, professor emeritus of his-
tory, died at home September 7 after a
long illness.He was 72 years old.

He was born July 10, 1924, in New
Rochelle, New York. He served in the

Army during
World War II.
In 1947 he gra-
duated from
Williams Col-
lege,where he
was inducted
into Phi Beta
Kappa. He re-
ceived theM.A.
degree from
Exeter College,

Oxford University, and Ph.D. from
Harvard University in 1953.

In 1952 McGill moved to Oberlin
where he taught European history at
the College for 38 years, until his retire-
ment in 1990. He married Barbara
Bunce in 1954.

McGill had the second-longest
tenure in the history department; only
Frederick Artz served longer (41
years). His research specialty was
British 19th- and 20th-century parlia-
mentary and legal history. He chaired
the history department from 1966 to
1969. After his retirement, he volun-
teered in the Special Collections of the
Oberlin College Library, indexing the
Oberlin town newspapers from 1879 to
1895.

He was preceded in death by his wife,
Barbara Bunce McGill, in 1991.His sur-
vivors include a brother, Donald; two
daughters,Margaret and Mary;and two
grandchildren.

A memorial service will be held
Sunday, September 22, at 4:00 p.m. at
Oberlin’s Christ Episcopal Church,
where he was a member.Memorial con-
tributions may be made to the Barry
McGill Memorial Book Fund of the
Oberlin College Library.

Barry McGill,
Emeritus Professor of History

McGill

Field of Study 1995 1996

College of Arts & Sciences

African-American Studies    1 3
Anthropology 15 25
Archeology                     5 3
Art/Art History               27 37
Astronomy                     2 2
Biology                          73 75
Biopsychology                 3 3
Botany                            -   1
Business                          2  1
Chemistry (includes 

Biochemistry)         24  26
Classics                           5   -
Communications               3 2
Comparative Literature       7 3
Computer Science             8 9
Creative Writing             40 40
East Asian Studies           6 6
Economics                     13 11
Engineering                    6 8
English                       116 93
Environmental Studies     27 27
French                            8  7
Geology                          1 3
German                           1  1
Government                  27 6
Greek                            -  1
History                         34 39
Humanities/Liberal Arts     9 5
International Relations       6 8
Judaic/Near Eastern Studies 1  1
Languages                        3 5
Latin American Studies       2 4
Law and Society                7 6
Mathematics                   22 16
Music                            13 9
Natural Sciences                6 4
Neuroscience                    9 9
Philosophy                    22 19
Physics                         22 18
Pre-Med                         12   12
Psychology                    43  45
Religion                          5   1
Russian                           3  -
Social Sciences                4  3
Sociology                       12 8

Field of Study 1995 1996

Spanish 7 4
Theater/Dance 26 20
Third World Studies 2   1
Urban Studies 1 1
Women’s Studies 6 7

Undecided 54 68

Conservatory Of Music

Baroque Cello 2 -
Baroque Violin 1 -
Bassoon 1 5
Cello 9 4
Clarinet 6 2
Classical Guitar  - 5
Composition 19 15
Double Bass 6 1
Flute 3 8
French Horn 1 10
Harp 2 2
Harpsichord 2 -
Jazz Bass - -
Jazz Composition                 2 -
Jazz Guitar                           1 2
Jazz Percussion                    2 -    
Jazz Piano                            1 1
Jazz Sax                               2 1
Jazz Trombone                      1 -
Jazz Trumpet                       3 1
Music Education                 4 -
Oboe                                   8 3
Organ 5 2
Percussion 2 3
Piano 26 32
Recorder 1 -
Saxophone 1 2
TIMARA 9 7
Trombone 4 3
Trumpet 5 3
Tuba                                     - -
Viola 7 6
Viola da gamba                      2 1
Violin 23 16
Voice 27 17
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Incoming Students’ Fields of Study
in September 1995 and September 1996

Interlochen Arts Academy Interlochen,Michigan 8
Berkeley High School Berkeley,California 7
New Trier Township High School Winnetka, Illinois 7
George School Newtown,Pennsylvania 5
Kimberton Waldorf School Kimberton,Pennsylvania 5
Kenwood Academy Chicago, Illinois 4
Whitney M.Young Magnet High School Chicago, Illinois 4
Amherst Regional High School Amherst,Massachusetts 4
Phillips Academy Andover,Massachusetts 4
Brookline High School Brookline,Massachusetts 4
Lincoln-Sudbury Regional High School Sudbury,Massachusetts 4
St.Ann’s School Brooklyn,New York 4
James A.Garfield High School Seattle,Washington 4

High Schools Represented by 
Four or More First-Year Students

New York 103
California 61
Pennsylvania 60
Illinois 54
Massachusetts 54
Ohio 51

Virginia 33
Maryland 30
New Jersey 27
Connecticut 25
Washington 22
Michigan 20

Vermont 12
Florida 11
Indiana 11
Oregon 11
Missouri 10

States Sending 10 or More First-Year Students in 1996

Admissions . . .
Continued from page 1

as well as our new students’ success in
gaining admission to virtually every
other highly selective conservatory and
school of music in the country, this class
is outstanding by any measure. Not
only is the quality of this group very
high,but it is well distributed by instru-
ment,major,and program.

We accepted 33 percent of the 1044
applicants (last year’s admission rate
was 35 percent) to the conservatory,and
enrolled 45 percent (last year’s yield was
virtually the same) of the students we
admitted. Of the 151 new students
entering the conservatory this fall, 129
students are first-year, degree candi-
dates.The group also includes 11 trans-
fer students from other institutions, six
performance-diploma students, four
artist-diploma students,and two gradu-
ate students in the Historical Perfor-
mance Program.

Seventy (46 percent) of the entering
students received superior-level compos-
ite audition ratings (4+ to 5+) as judged by
the faculty in the entrance auditions.

Our new conservatory students
come from all over the United States,

with the largest shares from New York,
Illinois, California, Pennsylvania, and
Ohio. The entering group includes 26
Asian or Asian Americans, five African
Americans, one Native American, and
10 Latino,and is among the most inter-
national of any entering class. Our 17
new international students have homes
in Australia, Bulgaria, Canada, Great
Britain, Israel, Japan, Korea, People’s
Republic of China, Russia, Taiwan,
Singapore,South Africa,and Venezuela.

Meeting Our Competition
Our attractiveness to the students we
admit continues to be strong relative to
our major competitors. This year’s sur-
vey results show that in our competition
with 16 institutions—those with which
we most overlapped 12 or more of our
admitted applicants—we equaled or
outdrew 13. In order of descending fre-
quency of overlap those institutions are
Indiana University, Northwestern
University, the University of Michigan,
the Cleveland Institute of Music, New
England Conservatory, Manhattan
School of Music, Boston University, the
University of Cincinnati,Hartt School of
Music, Ithaca University, University of
Southern California,DePaul University,

and Lawrence University. The three
institutions in this top overlap group
outdrawing Oberlin this year were
Eastman,Peabody,and Juilliard.

The 1996-97 conservatory admis-
sions year is already well under way.At
the moment we have over 9000
prospects,whom we are cultivating in a
variety of ways. We have planned six
audition weekends between November
and early March for the next school
year. We also plan to video and audio
tape-record auditions for later faculty
review at 26 regional audition sites
across the United States and Asia dur-
ing January and February.

Debra Chermonte is director of college
admissions, and Michael Manderen is
director of conservatory admissions.

Correction:
Two More Years
Associate Professor of History Carol
Lasser served the last four years as
associate dean of the College of Arts and
Sciences,not the last two as reported in
the August 30 Observer. Lasser and
Associate Professor of History Gary
Kornblith moved back into the Rice
Building,not King.



Livemagazine Award
of Achievement. He
is one of seven peo-
ple nominated for
their work on a
year-long celebra-
tion of Jewish Arts
and Culture called
To Life, coordinated by the Great Lakes
Theater Festival (GLTF) and the
Jewish Community Federation and
sponsored by over 100 other organiza-
tions, including Oberlin College. Tom’s
contribution was to work with the
GLTF in their production of The
Dybbuk, in the workshops for high
school teachers, as keynote speaker for
a symposium March 3 at Cleveland
State University, and as a writer for
several projects:essays for the newslet-
ter of GLTF, a teacher preparation
handbook, and the playbill of The
World of Sholem Aleichem, which
was performed many times between
January and March. The awards din-
ner, September 9, was broadcast live
over WCLV. • Professor of

M a t h e m a t i c s
Jeffrey Witmer
has been appointed
an associate editor
of the American
Statisticianfor three
years, starting in
August 1996.
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Planning . . .
Continued from page 1

Faculty and Staff Notes

Associate Professor of Music Theory
Brian Alegant will deliver a paper at
the annual Society for Music Theory
national conference in Baton Rouge in
November. The paper is titled “When
Even Becomes Odd: A Partitional Ap-
proach to Inversion.” Alegant will have
an article published in Music Theory
Spectrum this fall and another of his
articles is forthcoming in Computers for
Music Research. • Professor of Psychol-
ogy William Friedman has received a

grant of $28,508
from the National
Science Foundation
for his work titled
RUI:Arrows of Time
in Infancy. The con-
tinuing grant will
cover the first year

of a three-year pro-
ject. • Professor of
Afro-American Music
Wendell Logan has
received another a-
ward from the Amer-
ican Society of Com-
posers,Authors,and

Publishers (ASCAP). Logan has re-
ceived the ASCAP award for about a
dozen years since 1980. ASCAP makes
the cash awards to reflect its commit-
ment to “assist and encourage writers of
serious music,” according to the society.
The awards are given based on “the
unique prestige value of each writer’s
catalog of original compositions as well
as recent performances of those works.”
• Thomas Van Nortwick has been
nominated for another Northern Ohio

“I happen to think one of the most
important ways a liberal arts college of
quality differentiates itself from a uni-
versity or a liberal arts college of lesser
quality is the direct collaboration in
research between faculty and students,”
says Ronald Kahn, professor of politics.
“It is an expensive thing and it requires
support, but it cuts across the nature of
what a lot of learning at Oberlin is all
about.”

That needed support is about to
receive a boost, thanks to a recent
restructuring of the Oberlin College
annual fund. This year donors to the
fund are allowed to specify that their gift
be used to fund collaborative projects
among students and faculty.

The fund, now called the Oberlin
Fund, was restructured to provide
donors more choice. In addition to the
teaching and learning category, donors
may choose to fund student life,scholar-
ship support, and the area of greatest
need as determined by the administra-
tion.Gifts will be spent during the fiscal
year in which they are received.

The decision to restructure the annu-
al fund was made as a result of many
discussions with alumni across the
country, says Vice President for Devel-
opment and Alumni Affairs Young
Dawkins.

cussion group.The groups will be made
up of mixed constituencies, single
groups (students or members of the
Administrative and Professional Staff,
for example), or of standing groups (like
the Student Life Committee).A facilita-

tor may pose to each group a set of broad
questions to guide discussion, but will
not ask participants to solve an existing
problem or focus on a specific area or
division. Discussion, says Dye, will not
be conducted on a problem-by-problem
basis, but with an eye on the coming
decades. “There is no reason to be past
oriented,” she said.

The small-group discussions will
lead to the formation of a series of sug-
gested guidelines for the College’s
future. Presently, the College answers
questions and makes decisions on a
year to year basis, says Dye. “We’ve got
a lot of decision making entities,” she
says. “Guidlines [for those groups] are
what we need.”The planning process will
lead, she says, “to a far better under-
standing of ourselves and our priorities;of
our future and how we want to get there.”

Anita Buckmaster is a staff writer for
the Office of Communications’ News
Services.

ering critique of what history has been.
But they have been much more reticent
about demonstrating what it should
become. If there is no morally
autonomous individual to shape history,
postmodern historians run the risk of
writing victimology, the history of stew-
ing and seething within the cauldrons of
discourse.

Consequently, some historians have
tried to stake out a middle path between
the smug self-satisfaction of modernism
and the tendency toward despair or
nihilism of postmodernism. Historians
of the middle path continue to seek
objectivity even though they recognize
that it will never really be found. In
their search they create a lively market-
place of ideas in which fragments of the
truth rooted in all manner of categories
of identity compete for acceptance.

The problem with the middle path,
however, is that it doesn’t really exist.
Ranke and Derrida can no more be rec-
onciled than scotch and milk. In the
attempted reconciliation,truth becomes
a matter of belief rather than proof or
disproof. And “the truth,” even if it
exists in fragments (as it does for his-
torians of the middle path), is still “the
truth,” and is thus unacceptable to
postmodernists.

We have moved from a world in
which a single set of philosophical

History . . .
Continued from page 4

assumptions underpinned the study of
history. Yet the epistemological plural-
ism of today seems troubling not just for
the Old Guard but also, in a more sub-
tle way, for postmodernists, who cannot
accept even the possibility of partial
truth. The achievement of historians of
the middle path, perhaps, is their will-
ingness to live with contradiction.

Leonard V. Smith is associate professor
of history.This article is a shortened ver-
sion of a lecture he gave to Oberlin alum-
ni in San Francisco in March.

In her welcoming remarks to the
General Faculty at its first meeting of
the school year September 3, President
Nancy S. Dye mentioned two articles
about Oberlin in recent magazines:
Ohio (as reported in the Observer
August 30) and Sports Illustrated (the
August 26 issue). While pleased with
both articles, she clarified one point in
Sports Illustrated’s “Lost Glory”: the
$400,000 for “upgrading ...football facil-
ities” was a scheduled allocation for
deferred maintenance on the stadium
and not extra money for the football pro-
gram.

Dye announced that the structural
deficit was eliminated. There are now
40 fewer people on payroll.Student Life
and Services was especially hard hit;
she asked for patience while the office
reorganizes.

The president reported that this year
Oberlin’s tuition, room, and board had
the second lowest increase of any of the
31 schools in the Consortium on
Financing Higher Education (COFHE).
Concerning financial aid, Dye said that
Oberlin students’ standard self-help
component (loans and work) is still larg-
er than the College wants it to be
because it is still higher than the
COFHE median.While the College did-
n’t lower its standard self-help expecta-
tions this year as much as it would have
liked, Oberlin is the only COFHE col-
lege that did reduce them,and substan-
tially.

After Dye’s report, Clayton Koppes
and Kathryn Stuart,acting deans of the
college and conservatory, respectively,
introduced new members of their facul-
ties, and Dye introduced John Bucher,
the new director of computing. Marcia
Colish, Frederick B. Artz Professor of
History, urged the faculty to encourage
students to apply for Mellon fellow-
ships, and Carl Peterson, emeritus pro-
fessor of English,did the same for other
fellowships.

At the first College Faculty meeting
of the year Dye spoke about long-range
planning and other matters. Professor
of Geology Steven Wojtal, chair of the
College Faculty Council, updated the
faculty on council actions since May.
And Debra Chermonte, director of col-
lege admissions, briefly described this

Faculty Meetings
General and College Faculties
Hear Reports from the President, Others

year’s admissions outcomes. Following
her remarks the faculty members
expressed concern about African-
American and Latino enrollment (see
the article about admissions, coau-
thored by Chermonte, that begins on
page 1). Director of Financial Aid
Howard Thomas then gave a report on
the current financial-aid picture, after
which Colish, chair of the Dean Search
Committee, spoke about committee
actions and the likely timetable of
search-committee events for the
semester. Professor of Geology Bruce
Simonson was the last to speak, urging
faculty members to participate in greet-
ing program at the the College of Arts
and Sciences admissions office.

Transitions
New Employee
Barbara Blodgett (Wesleyan Univer-
sity B.A., Yale Divinity School M.Div.,

Ph.D. 1996) is visit-
ing instructor of
religion,specializing
in Christian femi-
nist ethics. She was
visiting instructor of
religion at Mount
Holyoke in 1994.An

ordained minister of the United Church
of Christ since 1987, she organized the
graduate employees and students at
Yale.She has contributed to the Journal
of Religion in Disability & Rehabilita-
tion, and has written entries for the
Dictionary of Feminist Theologies. She

attended Oberlin in 1981 and 1982 and
looks forward to being back.

Change in Appointment
Barbara Finnegan starts as administra-
tive technician II with the Women’s Studies
Program Monday,moving from the English
department,where she worked 22 years —
after working in the library for four.

Departures
Mark Wagner left the college yesterday.
He had been office/project manager for
Facilities Planning and Construction since
1994.September 15 will Carol Kern’s last
day.She began in 1990 as rental-proper-
ties service coordinator and was promot-
ed to rental properties manager in 1993.

Annual Fund to
Support Teaching
and Learning



What historians do for a living has changed
profoundly over the last century.The revolu-
tion that has hit the historical profession

especially hard in the last 15 years or so is a paradigm
shift as important to historians as the Copernican rev-
olution was to astronomists and the discovery of quan-
tum mechanics was to physicists.At stake are the most
basic issues of what history is about and what it looks
for.

Mind you, when I took my first history course as a
new student at Oberlin exactly 20 years ago,there was
no doubt about what history looked for. We all knew
why we studied history, and what we expected to find
when we studied it.We studied history to learn “what
happened” or, more precisely, to learn the truth about
what happened. We took this truth to be knowable in
an exact manner, like the boiling point of water or the
movements of the planets around the sun.Its precision
made history a social science rather than a branch of
the humanities.

But history as a social science dates only from the
second half of the 19th century.Previously,history had
been invoked mostly to tell a morality tale. Certainly
history claimed to tell the truth then, but that truth
was generally moral, meaning religious or explicitly
ideological.In the Middle Ages history told a tale whose
end point would be the end of the world and the end of
human time. Well into the 19th century history was
influenced by the moral tangles of romanticism. This
was particularly the case with histories of the French
Revolution, tales dominated either by oppressed virtu-
ous people yearning to breathe free or (more often) grim,
conservative,apocalyptic tales of revolutionary terror.

Moralistic history tended to adopt a laissez-faire
approach to research. Rare was the moralistic histori-
an who bothered much with the archives. It is not that
moralistic historians were irresponsible—quite the
contrary—but gathering and presenting information
was not really the point. Rather, the point was to drive
home—elegantly and poetically—the moral message.

Toward the end of the 19th century this kind of his-
tory began to wane as history became an organized
profession, marked in this country by the founding of
the American Historical Association in 1884.The intel-
lectual father of this change in the study of history in
the western world was the German academic Leopold
von Ranke, who died in 1884. Ranke was the most
important proponent of the notion that wissenschaf-
tliche Objektivitätshould guide the study of history.The
term translates literally as scientific objectivity,but,like
many German terms, it has quite a few meanings.
Wissenschaftliche meant a quest for absolute knowl-
edge,knowledge as pure as it could get.Objektivität con-
veyed the idea that historians could detach themselves
from superstition and prejudice, anything that clouded
their understanding of “what happened.”

From Modernity to Postmodernism
Over time,wissenschaftliche Objektivitätevolved into a
paradigm of history as the story of modernity.
Modernity became the “big truth,” what we have
become and what we are. In Europe and the United
States history concerned itself with the development of
western liberal political institutions and a capitalist
economy. Studying the origins of western society’s pre-
sent structure was, in a nutshell, what history was all
about until the 1980s.

The paradigm of wissenschaftliche Objektivität lead-
ing to modernity proved resilient, in part because it
could accommodate a wide array of political and ideo-
logical perspectives. Conservatives and liberals gener-
ally agreed about the pleasing outcome of modernity,
even if they disagreed about what needed to be tin-
kered with around the edges. Modernity appealed no
less to Marxists. One didn’t, after all, have to like
modernity to believe in it.To be sure,Marxists believed

that modernity had produced all kinds of oppression
and nasty inequalities. But they also believed moder-
nity would lead to the revolution in which capitalism
and western democracy would blow themselves sky
high. So they made different value judgments about
the historical narrative of modernity but did not ques-
tion the narrative itself.

Underpinning the idea that historians can discover
objectively the history of modernity is the idea of a
rational, morally autonomous, individual self.This self
was the essentially free individual born in classical
antiquity,reborn in the Renaissance,and reaffirmed in
the Enlightenment. It was, after all, this morally
autonomous self that made workable the two most
basic institutions of modernity in the West—the mar-
ket and the ballot box.Marxists believed in this version
of the self as well, though they conceded that in most
individuals the self was clouded temporarily by the
inequities of capitalism.

The model of the rational, morally
autonomous self drove the his-
torian as well as history.
Historians embarked
upon highly professional-
ized training to perfect rea-
son and moral autonomy in
themselves. They then went
forth to find reflections of that self
in history.

Over the course of the 1980s
(roughly my years in graduate school)
the ground began to shift. Historical dis-
cussions began to be invaded by strange
ideas and concepts that constituted a funda-
mental critique of the modern version of the
self.The new paradigm, which is still very much
in competition with the paradigm of modernism, is
generally known as postmodernism. Many people
(including me) are uncomfortable with this term
because of its imprecision. What, after all, does post-
modern mean except after modern? But to paraphrase
Winston Churchill, postmodernism seems to be the
worst term available except for all the others. And so
the name has stuck.

Postmodernists disagree among themselves about a
great many things,but to assess their influence on the
study of history we can identify a couple of common
denominators. First, postmodernists agree that the
problem of modernism goes beyond the material
inequities of capitalism. Rather, the problem of moder-
nity is the concept itself,and what postmodernists con-
sider the fiction of the rational and morally autono-
mous, individual self underpinning it. Even beyond
this,postmodernists do not believe in history as discov-
ered truth, and believe that truth itself is a cultural
construct.

Foucault and Derrida, Postmodernists
Two French postmodern theorists have had the great-
est impact on this new writing of history. Michel
Foucault (1926-1984) was part philosopher, part histo-
rian, part social critic. He argued that the morally
autonomous individual was a fiction, the cultural cre-
ation of institutions of power in society, such as the
prison, the clinic, and the school. These institutions
were all far more alike than different, and created the
very illusions of truth that underpinned them,he said.

Jacques Derrida (b. 1930), the other French post-
modernist, is a literary theorist best known as the
father of the much-maligned technique of textual criti-
cism called deconstruction. Deconstruction is a highly
precise and rigorous technique of textual analysis
based on the assumption that language cannot accu-
rately reflect reality. Indeed,reality itself does not exist
outside the language describing it, say deconstruction-
ists. Rather, language provides the illusion of reality

based in binary oppositions, such as good/evil,
male/female,black/white,or heterosexual/homosexual.
Through constructing these oppositions,language both
represents and creates power relations in society.
Deconstruction reveals these oppositions,thereby caus-
ing them to fall apart or “deconstruct.”

Yet deconstruction cannot, of course, itself operate
outside of language.It therefore inevitably creates new
binary oppositions.Consequently,the search for knowl-
edge (historical or otherwise) becomes like trying to get
to the center of an onion. Seekers will never find the
truth,only more and more layers of binary oppositions.

What can we say about history informed by
postmodern theory? Well, history is cer-
tainly no longer about a search
for the truth, now
that truth

is laid open as a
linguistic concept that reflects and creates

power relations in society.Contrary to its self-presenta-
tion all these years,history never was about telling the
truth.Rather,it was about telling a good story. I use the
term good in a wry sense here.Good means not good in
a universal sense,but rather good for the people telling
the story—the prosperous white men who ruled the
historical profession for its first century.

The problem for historians today is that the logic of
postmodernism becomes more unsettling the more we
think about it.If truth is a linguistic construction,so are
progress and liberation. Indeed, the very possibility of
positive change becomes an illusion. If individuals are
shot through with power relations before they are even
born, they can never be free. History cannot heroically
report their efforts to become so without simply being
a dupe to power relations.

Moreover, if nothing is absolutely true, nothing is
absolutely false. And nothing is absolutely good, and
nothing absolutely bad. The historical world becomes
characterized by total relativism, a world in which
nobody is responsible for anything. Indeed, there is no
such thing as historical responsibility since such a con-
cept would have to depend on a morally responsible
individual. If you push postmodern logic far enough,
there is no individual in a moral sense to be responsi-
ble for anything.Historical judgment becomes one long
recitation of “the discourse made them do it.”

Where Is the Historical Profession?
Where, then, does the intellectual revolution of post-
modernism leave the historical profession? Mainly in
three camps. For what one could loosely call an Old
Guard, history continues to mean what Ranke said it
did: a search for a single, unitary truth. Those who
attack that truth are not just wrong, but treasonable.
For the Old Guard, to advocate indeterminacy is to
undermine history.

At the other end of the spectrum, historians most
influenced by postmodern theory have offered a with-
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self underpinning it.
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