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Preface

THE Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures, held at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Arlington on March 15, 1984, form the basis of this
volume. For nineteen years, the Arlington history department has
sponsored an annual lecture series dedicated to the memory of Tex-
as’s most celebrated historian, Walter Prescott Webb. The theme of
the 1984 lectures, “Walter Prescott Webb and the Teaching of His-
tory,” highlights the impact Walter Webb had on the historical
profession both as a teacher and as a writer. On only one other
occasion since its establishment has this lecture series been de-
voted to an examination of Webb himself. The Department of His-
tory hopes that focusing attention once again on the man it has
honored for nineteen years will make the contributions of this im-
portant scholar better understood and appreciated.

All the essays in this volume consider some aspect of Webb’s
legacy as a teacher. Jacques Barzun, professor emeritus at Colum-
bia University, emphasizes Webb’s philosophical and methodologi-
cal contribution to the study of history. In his essay, Professor Bar-
zun discusses in detail the direction historical studies have taken
since Webb wrote. He argues that many of the so-called new his-
tories could benefit from a return to the methods of historical in-
quiry practiced by Webb.

Elliott West, professor of history at the University of Arkansas,
is concerned more directly with the historiographical issues raised
by Webb’s work and with the relationship of these issues to class-
room instruction. His article carefully traces three dominant ap-
proaches to the teaching of western history, demonstrating clearly
the significant impact Webb’s ideas have had on the course of edu-
cation in this field.

Anne Butler, assistant professor of History at Gallaudet Col-
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lege, and Richard Baker, historian of the United States Senate, of-
fer an appreciation of Walter Webb—the man, the historian, and
the teacher. Their unique style attempts to evoke a sense of Webb’s
commitment to the teaching of history.

The authors of this contribution are presently engaged in com-
pleting a biography of Webb begun by their mentor, Walter Run-
dell, Jr. Professor Rundell died suddenly in 1982, and it is to him
that this volume is dedicated. Walter Rundell devoted much of his
career to analyzing Walter Webb’s contribution to the historical
profession, so it is fitting that this volume, which pays tribute to
Webb the teacher, should be published in memory of Professor
Rundell.

Two contributors to this volume are from the Arlington cam-
pus. George Wolfskill, professor emeritus at Arlington, was a stu-
dent of Walter Webb’s and is a recognized authority on the New
Deal era. In his introduction, Professor Wolfskill combines his per-
sonal knowledge of Webb with his understanding of the issues
raised by the contributors to this volume. Dennis Reinhartz, asso-
ciate professor at Arlington, discusses the use of maps in the class-
room. Throughout his career Walter Webb was committed to the
use of maps in education, so Professor Reinhartz’s essay is espe-
cially appropriate.

Finally, as a postscript, Llerena Friend offers a personal tribute
to her mentor and colleague, Walter Webb. A recognized scholar
in her own right and author of a highly regarded biography of Sam
Houston, Dr. Friend brings together the words of Webb with those
of his eulogists to capture the essence of the man we honor with
this volume.

As editors our task was a simple one. We have merely as-
sembled the lectures; the credit for what you read belongs to the
authors alone. Credit for the lecture series itself belongs to C. B.
Smith of Austin, Texas, a student of Webb, whose kind generosity
has made this lecture series possible. As we approach the twentieth
anniversary of the series, our appreciation for Mr. Smith’s devotion
to this event grows and deepens.

Sandra Myres, professor at Arlington and chair of the UTA his-
tory department’s Webb Lecture Committee, deserves a special
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thanks. For years it has been her commitment to the Walter Pres-
cott Webb Memorial Lectures that has made them a success. Her
creative energies have been an invaluable asset and we are all in

her debt.

DENNIS REINHARTZ
STEPHEN E. MAIZLISH
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GEORGE WOLFSKILL

Introduction

I was a visiting professor at the University of Texas during the
spring semester of 1963. One morning in early March, Professor
Walter Prescott Webb came by, and together we went over to the
Radio/Television Department studio to preview a lecture in the
“American Civilization by the Interpreters” series that Webb was
producing with funds from the Ford Foundation. Later that morn-
ing, he and Terrell, his wife, left for San Antonio.

I drove to Arlington to spend the weekend with my family and
was at dinner when a colleague called to tell me the news. Professor
Webb, on his way back to Austin, had been killed in a one-car ac-
cident twelve miles south of Austin on Interstate Highway 35. Ter-
rell had been critically injured but survived. The date was March
8, 1963.

I wept unashamedly.

In the fall of 1948, I enrolled in the doctoral program at the
University of Texas specifically to work with Webb. Our association
quickly became more a friendship than a student-teacher relation-
ship, and I have often thought that what brought us together in the
beginning was Webb’s curiosity about my childhood background
and what it had been like growing up in a tough, blue-collar neigh-
borhood of a big city. In any event, Webb, as teacher and friend,
influenced my career more than any other person, and even in
death has remained an intellectual and moral force in my life. His
picture hangs in my study; one of my sons, Andrew Webb Wolfskill,
is named for him; my first book is dedicated to him.

In physical appearance Webb was hardly impressive. He was
of average height, lean and slightly stooped, and he walked as if
following a furrow in a plowed field. His ruddy complexion and
bald head accentuated the watery blue eyes behind steel-rimmed
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glasses. It did not seem out of place that he smoked cigarettes.

He wore a Stetson hat the year around, and his suits, nonde-
script at best, always appeared rumpled. For years he wore a dread-
ful-looking overcoat. The weather was quite cool and blustery the
morning that we went over to preview the film. As we left Garrison
Hall, I asked, “What happened to the overcoat?” Webb blushed,
looked somewhat sheepish, and with that crooked grin said, “Ter-
rell made me get rid of it.”

People who did not know Webb might have described him as
aloof, maybe taciturn. Actually he was shy and ill at ease with stran-
gers. Around women his manner became almost courtly. But when
surrounded by friends, Webb was witty, a good conversationalist
and story-teller, and his laughter, a brittle cackle, came easily and
was a joy to hear. He was gentle and patient with students, prob-
ably to a fault. He was considered an easy touch in doctoral oral
examinations. But he could flash anger and indignation at times,
and when he did his language could make a sailor blush.

Webb, unlike some other stars in the historical profession, was
both accessible and approachable. Celebrity status had come late
in his life, and he had no illusions about it all. Whenever he was
tempted to be impressed with himself, he would tell his seminars,
he thought of what would happen if he stood outside the Gunter
Hotel in San Antonio and asked people passing on the street if they
had ever heard of Walter Prescott Webb. He did much of his writ-
ing in his office in Garrison Hall, and it was not uncommon to hear
his old upright typewriter going late into the night. Over the years
he developed a signal system. If the office door was closed, stay
away; if it was slightly ajar, come in.

Webb was certainly not a historian and academician in the con-
ventional sense. He did not much like to talk shop. Although he
was elected president of both major historical associations, he did
not like to go to professional meetings. He employed unorthodox
research methods, and much of the criticism of Webb resulted from
his practice of first developing a hypothesis and then gathering data
to support it. To do this, his critics argued, was to do violence to
the whole nature of historical research. Or, to put it in the neat
aphorism of J. Frank Dobie, “Webb never lets facts stand in the
way of truth.”
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Webb was an unconventional academician in yet another
sense. He began his educational career as a public high school
teacher, went on to be a principal, and, for a short time, was even
a tennis coach. But he knew how to teach, and his reputation as a
good teacher led to a position on the faculty at the University of
Texas. In 1918, in a most unlikely turn of events, Webb was offered
a post on the Austin campus teaching a course on how to teach
history to high school students.

Much of his reputation as a classroom teacher was based on a
technique he developed while at Cuero High School in Cuero,
Texas. The technique was historical problem-solving by the use of
both primary and secondary materials. The class thus became, in a
sense, a community of scholars researching a topic and using the
methodology of the historian. Webb summarized the details of this
technique in a paper for the history section of the Texas State
Teachers” Association meeting in Corpus Christi in November,
1915. The paper was published the next year in the Texas History
Teachers’ Bulletin. That same year, 1916, Webb moved on to the
Main Avenue High School in San Antonio. The United States en-
tered World War I in 1917, and that development prompted Webb
to write an article entitled, “How the War Has Influenced History
Teaching in San Antonio High Schools.” In the spring of 1918, when
the Department of History at the University of Texas decided to
hire someone to train history teachers, Webb was a logical choice.

Webb not only had considerable success with his methods
course, but over the years he also influenced the teaching of history
through the publications of the Inter-Scholastic League, the Texas
State Historical Association, and the Junior Historian. He had a
section in the Inter-Scholastic Leaguer entitled, “Talks on Texas
Books,” which he used to emphasize the importance of state and
regional history and the techniques for teaching both. For a time,
in the 1920s, Webb collaborated with William E. Dodd, Eugene C.
Barker, and others in the very successful Our Nation history text
series. Throughout his career, Webb was concerned about history
teaching in the public schools. As late as 1958, he was responsible
for getting Ford Foundation funding to study the problems of
teaching history in Texas public schools.

In the classroom, especially with the enormous increase in
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class enrollments after World War II, Webb used the standard lec-
ture method at which, quite frankly, he was not very good. He did
not have a very good voice for public speaking and did not like to
speak before large groups; he had a deliberate, dogged, matter-of-
fact delivery which never strayed very far from his typed notes.
Undergraduates who sometimes took Webb’s classes because of his
reputation were likely as not to come away disappointed.

But if Webb was unimpressive in the lecture hall, he was su-
perb in a seminar, where he could use basically the same tech-
niques that he had developed at Cuero. In his 1955 presidential
address to the Mississippi Valley Historical Association in Saint
Louis, he explained why his seminars were so successful:

I speak now of my own experience with the seminar. In my entire
life I have had only two ideas which I consider to have any originality.
I am here tonight because I followed those ideas, without much re-
gard for method, using that which would facilitate the pursuit. Each
idea has resulted in a book. A new seminar was organized around
each idea shortly after its arrival, maintained until the book was pub-
lished, and then abandoned. No idea, no seminar.

A reputation in academe does not come about, however, be-
cause of skills in the classroom, and Webb was no exception to that
rule. His reputation came from his writings, from four major books.
The Texas Rangers was a local history; Divided We Stand was an
intersectional study; The Great Plains, while regional in focus, had
enormous national implications; and The Great Frontier was inter-
national in scope.

The Great Plains, published in 1931, was, of course, the most
influential of Webb’s books. In 1939, the Social Science Research
Council selected it as the outstanding contribution to American his-
tory by an American historian since World War 1. The Great Plains
won him the Loubat Prize from Columbia University, was a finalist
for the Pulitzer Prize, and was twice a Book-of-the Month Club
selection. In 1952, it was selected by the Mississippi Valley Histor-
ical Association, forerunner to the present Organization of Ameri-
can Historians, as the most significant book in the first half of the
twentieth century by a living American historian.

As his reputation grew, Webb became a visiting professor at a
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number of American universities as well as a Harkness Lecturer at
the University of London and a Harmsworth Professor at Oxford.
He was honored by his profession with the presidency of both the
Mississippi Valley Historical Association and the American Histori-
cal Association. At the University of Texas he was given the title of
distinguished professor and, in 1958, was chosen one of its four
most distinguished living alumni. Since his death in 1963, Webb
has been honored with an endowed chair at the University of Texas
at Austin and the Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lecture series
which is now in its nineteenth year at the University of Texas at
Arlington.

All of these honors were solely the result of Webb’s writings.
Yet here was another instance in which Webb was the unconven-
tional academician, because his attitude toward writing was signifi-
cantly different from most in his profession. In the first place, Webb
insisted that a research project should be a major undertaking,
should be a real challenge, should be, in short, worth doing. “I
really want students who will write books,” he once told an inter-
viewer, “not those who are willing to stop with themes, theses, and
dissertations.” “A good book,” he would tell his graduate students
by way of explanation, “is worth a bale of articles.” One result of
this view was that Webb wrote comparatively few short pieces for
the professional journals.

He also argued that history was a branch of literature and
should therefore be written with imagination and feeling. He de-
plored the way most historians wrote, attributing much of the prob-
lem to their early training in graduate school. In 1955, Webb was
asked by the editor of American Heritage to do an essay on how
historians write. The essay was not published, because Webb’s
views were considered much too strong on the subject, and he was
unwilling to tone them down:

In graduate school the student is taught to select a subject of such
small dimensions that it offers no challenge to the intellect, does not
develop the mind, and has little or no significance when developed.
He is encouraged to write without benefit of imagination, to avoid
any statement based on perception and insight unless he can prove
by the documents that his idea is not original. He is trained to be

objective, and the best way to be objective is to be so colorless as to
give the reader something akin to snow blindness.
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Webb had such depth of feeling about writing at least in part
because he considered historical writing another teaching tool, a
means to learning and understanding, which should be addressed
to the widest possible audience, not just to other historians. To
write for other specialists in the field was simply “to whisper in each
other’s ear,” as Webb put it. “What I wanted to be was a writer,” he
once confessed, “and I wanted to write not for the few but for the
many, never for the specialist who doesn’t read much anyway.”

It is with Webb as a writer and with historical writing since
Webb—that is, historical writing in roughly the last half century—
that Professor Jacques Barzun’s essay in this volume is concerned.
The Great Plains, Barzun explains, marked a special date in histo-
riography because in it Webb used new forms of evidence to ex-
plain a region and a large movement of population. Webb assumed
that history must proceed from an original idea. Based on this as-
sumption, he evolved his theory of history as the consequence of
climate and institutional circumstances. He rejected the idea that
history could be scientific; it is tentative, incomplete, and unscien-
tific.

The key to understanding Webb the writer, as Barzun correctly
points out, is the “original idea” that provided order and continuity
to any amount of evidence and related “the patterns of forces,
causes and effects that research discloses.” Unlike the premise of
the “Great Man” theory, history was not the conscious actions of
individuals but their reaction to a common condition. From his
“original idea” Webb was able to explain, in The Great Frontier,
the development of a whole civilization in Western Europe.

What Webb wrote fits Barzun’s definitions. History, according
to Barzun, is “a narrative that sets forth a chain of motive, action,
result, a tale of interaction between man and his environment at a
particular time and place.” The end product, good history, has spe-
cial significance in that it helps to shape the mind of the reader “by
providing it with vicarious experience . . . because in any slice of
the past the experience is broader than any one person could
master.”

Barzun deplores the course of historical writing in more recent
years just as Webb did. He concludes that many historians have
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given up writing history in favor of something else to which the
name of history is falsely attached; it should be called “historical
sociology” or “retrospective anthropology” or, in other cases, “psy-
chiatry of the past.” In other words, as Barzun so neatly puts it,
what has been happening to the drama of history is that “the actors
have been sent home and the scenery has taken over their parts.”

Elliott West, in a delightful essay, analyzes a subject on which
Webb had a profound effect, the teaching of western history. Ac-
cording to West, teachers usually approach the subject from one of
three perspectives. One approach is to consider western history as
a part of westward expansion, to treat it as part of an ongoing fron-
tier process with heavy emphasis on the thesis of Frederick Jackson
Turner. A second approach, the approach that is inherent in The
Great Plains, is to treat western history as a geographical and his-
torical account of a distinct region. A third approach is to consider
Western history as myth. The Western myth which originally drew
pioneers to the West and which continues to produce an almost
endless stream of literary and artistic themes, has had a profound
effect on how Americans see themselves and how the rest of the
world sees America and Americans. While the third approach, the
Western myth, has become increasingly popular in recent years, a
check of United States history survey texts would indicate that, as
an introduction to the West, the regional approach is probably the
most common.

In their moving tribute, Professors Butler and Baker discuss a
special dimension of the Webb legacy, his students. Their conclu-
sion is that despite all else—his prize-winning books, his distin-
guished teaching posts, his many honors—it was Webb’s “profound
and lasting impact on his students that earns for him his deserved
reputation as an educator of excellence.”

Also included in this volume is a piece by Dennis Reinhartz.
In his discussion of maps, Reinhartz highlights the Garrett map
collection in the University of Texas at Arlington Library. Jenkins
Garrett, a prominent Fort Worth attorney and donor of the Garrett
Library and Map Collection, was a student of Professor Webb’s.
During the years that Webb worked on the Our Nation history se-
ries, part of his responsibility was to prepare the outline maps and
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map exercises that accompanied the texts. Webb’s interest in car-
tography as a teaching tool is also quite evident in his works, partic-
ularly The Great Plains and in writings on water for Texas.

Webb viewed the writing, study, and teaching of history as not
just an academic exercise, but as a solution for the problems of
society. For Webb, history was not only an essential ingredient in
the training of citizens and the education of people; it was also an
instrument for social change that could, when properly prepared
and used, improve society and better mankind’s lot. The late Ray
Billington once remarked upon Webb’s “faith in the function of his-
tory as an irresistible persuader.” Webb had the gift of being able to
convey to his students, both in his classes and in his writings, that
crucial significance of history. The essays in this volume are a testi-
mony to that gift.



JACQUES BARZUN

Walter Prescott Webb and the Fate of
History

I am conscious of the high honor it is to deliver this memorial lec-
ture in honor of Walter Prescott Webb, and conscious also of my
inadequacy to the task as it might be ideally performed. For I am
not an American historian, much less an historian of the West, the
West that nurtured him and that he celebrated in the most perfect
way, which is, by making it better understood. A colleague of mine,
who knew Webb, has told me an anecdote that is in point here.
They were discussing books on American history and Webb said,
“Fred Paxson wrote a History of the Frontier—but he never really
left Philadelphia.”* Well, I have left New York, as you can see, but
I'm very much afraid that if I talked of the frontier or the desert,
Webb would say I was still at Rockefeller Center.

That is the reason why I have chosen to discuss an aspect of
history that is not explicit but implicit in The Great Plains and The
Texas Rangers. That subject was of concern to Webb—increasingly
so toward the end of his life, as he reviewed his own achievement.
It is a subject on which he expressed himself more than once at
length and in detail. I refer to the nature of history itself: what is
history, how should it be conceived and written? The subject is
even wider—if I may say so—than the Great Plains; it is no one’s
predestined stamping ground; rather it is everybody’s common
ground, including—let me assure you—the nonhistorian, the or-
dinary citizen and reader of books.

To discuss the nature of history in one hour is of course impos-
sible. I shall therefore confine myself to those questions that Webb
raised or that are implied in his work; we are here first and last to
think about him. He made his name with The Great Plains, which
marks a date in historiography. Why? Because the book uses new
kinds of evidence to explain a vast movement of population. Webb
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tells us that he had his great idea one night while he was still at
work writing on traditional lines the history of the Texas Rangers.2

The great idea was this: two new things made possible the de-
velopment of the semi-arid region he called the Great Plains. One
was the Colt revolver; the other was barbed wire. The men who
came out of the East passed from a forest region where the long
gun, rail fences, and going about on foot sufficed to secure the
means of livelihood. On the Great Plains, the size of the infertile
territory required the horse, which in turn called for devices per-
mitting self-defense and the handling of cattle without dismount-
ing—the six-shooter, the lariat, and (for marking limits and raising
pure-bred stock) barbed wire.

Armed with this idea, Webb spent a year in research, both to
demonstrate that it fitted the facts and to discover what else had
happened, what other changes in human life followed for Austin’s
colonists when, in Webb’s words, they “crossed the environmental
border” between the Eastern terrain and the plains where there is
no wood and never enough water. Webb’s first point about writing
history is that it must proceed from an original idea. He congratu-
lated himself on the fact that he had failed to get a Ph.D. at the
University of Chicago and had never taken a course in the history
of the West, so that he was saved from “parroting someone else’s
dogma” about the region he was studying. He was writing history,
he said, “as I saw it from Texas,” not from some center of learning.3

In that regard, he was certainly in one of the great traditions.
From Herodotus and Thucydides to Macaulay, Parkman, and Law-
rence of Arabia, notable histories have come from those intimate
with the ground itself and the life upon it. Webb was sure that his
preparation had begun at the age of four, when he heard tales of
Indian raids and massacres and observed, albeit unconsciously, the
climate and ways of life.

For his method of conscious study, Webb credited a maverick
Canadian professor at the University of Texas, Lindley Miller Keas-
bey—the only instructor for whom Webb had any regard, and one
whose later dismissal by the university confirmed Webb’s lifelong
contempt for the ways and purposes of academic institutions. Keas-
bey’s formula for understanding society was to start from the envi-
ronment as a base and build upon it, layer by layer, the elements
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and activities of civilization, all the way up to literature, which is its
finest flower (I am again using Webb’s own words, in condensed
form).# During his search for evidence about the Great Plains,
Webb regretted his lack of education, which forced him to study
geology, geography, botany, and other subjects from scratch. But
when he was done, with help from seminar students gratefully ac-
knowledged, he considered the work much too fine to be used as a
ready-made dissertation for the Ph.D. that his colleagues wanted
him to have.?

From this first high achievement, Webb derived a theory of
history as the product of climate and circumstance, a theory he
extended later to account for the state of the nation in Divided We
Stand and then to the world in The Great Frontier. But before
going on to those extrapolations, I want to consider some of the
bearings of the “original idea” on the writing of history. Webb ex-
plicitly rejected the claim of certain earlier historians that their
work can be “scientific.” Rather, he said, it is tentative, incomplete,
unscientific.® True, the historian should be dispassionate, but he
needs that “original idea” in order to relate in various patterns the
“forces, causes, and effects” that his research discloses. And to “give
meaning to the past,” he “seeks out the one pattern for special at-
tention.” Let me reinforce this quotation with another: “I worked
hard in books,” says Webb, “to form a harmonious pattern which I
knew beforehand was there.””

I am not troubled by the apparent inconsistency of “seeking
the pattern” and “knowing beforehand it was there.” What seems
to me important is the combination of the environmental basis with
the one pattern. He calls it elsewhere “the compelling unity of the
American West.”® Compulsion means causation, and the search for
a single ultimate cause is modeled on scientific method. Science is
said to explain when it has organized a mass of disparate phenom-
ena as results of a single general force, operating uniformly in all
directions. I think the same goal inspired Webb when he called his
great idea the “key” to understanding the American West and when
he wanted history to find in the past an explanation of its meaning.®

It seems to me also indicative that for Webb the root explana-
tion was material—the soil and its climate. He attributed this pos-
tulate to Keasbey, as we saw, and later discovered that Keasbey had
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translated the work of an Italian, Achille Loria, who in 1895 had
written a Marxist analysis of Capitalism in which land and its con-
ditions play an explanatory role. Loria, curiously enough, is also
cited by Frederick Jackson Turner in his famous essay on the influ-
ence of the frontier in American history, which Webb had not read
when he wrote The Great Plains. What is even more curious is that
neither Turner nor Webb seems to have known of Montesquieu’s
elaborate theory of land and climate in Books 15-18 of The Spirit
of Laws, a best-seller of the year 1748.1°

But in Montesquieu geography is shown as one condition of
historical developments, not a sole cause.!! The assumption of a
sole cause, let me repeat, is a scientific idea—in particular, a prin-
ciple of physics—which in the nineteenth century became an ob-
session in other fields than science. That is why Karl Marx, along
with many other social theorists, looked for such a cause and all
believed they had found it; that is why Darwin was celebrated as
the discoverer of the single cause of evolution—and still is thought
to have done so, although he himself acknowledged several causes.
Darwin, it may be added, is one of the classic discoverers that
Webb says he would wish to be ranked with.2 Webb also discussed
physics in comparison with history, regretting that experiment,
which settles questions in the one, is not possible in the other.

The appeal of the single cause is linked with the conception of
history as a vast process which overwhelms any individual will. The
triumph of democracy in the last third of the nineteenth century
certainly contributed to making that view prevail. It seemed self-
evident when large anonymous masses migrated from Europe to
America and within America to the West; it seemed confirmed
when those same masses, by agitating and voting along geographi-
cal, regional, and social or economic lines, moved the nation in one
direction or another. At such a spectacle historians gave up the ear-
lier conception known as the Great Man theory of history, the idea
which Emerson, for example, discussed in his essay on self-reliance
and summed up in the dictum that “all history resolves itself very
easily into the biography of a few stout and earnest persons.”

These two preconceptions—of a single general cause and of
resulting mass behavior—supported each other and led inevitably
to the single cause being found in some material fact, such as the
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soil and its climate. The events of history could then be understood
on a broad front, not as the conscious actions of individuals but as
their reactions to a common condition. It followed that if the prin-
ciple is sound, then by its extension to a wider territory, the devel-
opment of a whole civilization could be explained; all its seemingly
separate features would fall into place as outcomes of the underly-
ing single cause. And since that cause continues to act, the future
of the civilization may be predicted. This program of study and
prediction—tantamount to science—is what Webb carried out in
his second large work, The Great Frontier.

Now our concern with the nature of history requires that we
leave Webb for a moment to glance at the debate about history-
writing that was going on during the time of Webb’s formative years
and preparatory work. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the
cultural currents I have mentioned—science, democracy, and the
rapid transformation of nations and continents—were influencing
the minds of historians everywhere, and notably in France and
Germany. Dissatisfaction with earlier forms and methods was wide-
spread, and new goals were proposed. Lamprecht in Germany (and
also in Saint Louis, where he came as delegate to the Centennial of
the Louisiana Purchase) preached the fusion of history with psy-
chology and social science. Others, such as Max Weber, wanted to
find the historical constants of a period or movement—physics
again—and Weber started on its long journey the notion that Cap-
italism comes out of Protestantism. In his careful work, the Calvin-
ist ethic is only one of seven conditions, but the later distortion by
omitting the other six is characteristic of the desire to find the
single cause. In Werner Sombart, the genesis of Capitalism be-
comes the identification of a single social type.

At the same time in France, a similar controversy raged for
some twenty-five years, leading at last, in 1929, to the founding of
a journal called Annales d’'Histoire Economique et Sociale and to
the publishing of a series of books under the general title of The
Evolution of Humanity. The issue in the controversy was whether
history should deal at all with persons and events or solely with
material conditions and general states of mind. In these last two the
concern is obviously—once again—with physical causes and with
democratic or popular feeling. This group of French historians have
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been for half a century the models and inspiration for the majority
of historians in every language;!® their only competitors, fewer in
number, have been the so-called psychohistorians, who have tried
to be scientific in their own way, by digging below states of mind
and material conditions to find in the unconscious the single cause
at work in history.

What strikes one at the outset about the work of the French
historians and their followers is that it banishes the individual from
history. One man writes about “The Crowd from 1789 to 1848”;
another gives us a “History of Prices and Incomes” during a certain
period; a third describes in two volumes the feudal system of West-
ern Europe without one vivid detail, one account of events, one
living character—everything is abstract, deliberately so, in order
to make possible comparison with other feudal systems. The result
is surely like science in its complete lack of interest in particulars.

That feature tells us something more about the shift of history
away from persons and events. The direction it moved in came
from the pressure of sociology and psychology, as Lamprecht had
wished. Here in the nineties were brand-new social sciences, using
historical methods and gaining respectful attention to their find-
ings. They and not history seemed to hold the key to what the
public wanted, namely, explanations. These explanations had to do
with the present; they told us about suicide, divorce, literacy, so-
cialism, or crime. Historians, too, would have to discover explana-
tions of important situations in the past. What did the Black Death
accomplish? Well, it wiped out the Vikings in Iceland. Did it or did
it not delay the discovery of America? The exact number of days’
delay is unfortunately not ascertainable. We saw a moment ago how
strongly Webb felt the pressure of this demand for explanations,
“patterns of truth in the kaleidoscope.”!4

Another important element in creating the new history was
one generally overlooked when people explain changes of ideas. I
mean boredom, fatigue. The nineteenth century was the great age
of history-writing; from the days of Scott and Ranke, the general
public had been feeding on history insatiably, and by 1goo the
young were tired of its contents—wars, politics, diplomacy, and the
great figures dominating the great events. Research brought out
more and more details about those same old things; it was time to
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look at something else. As early as 1895 in England, the influential
historian Lord Acton advised: “Study a problem, not a period.”’5
The intention was to undermine the dry-as-dust school of historiog-
raphy which devoted itself to recording facts, large or small, and
which considered a life well-spent if the scholar produced a mono-
graph covering two years in eleventh-century Britain.!6 Those facts,
moreover, were mainly political. Acton’s suggestion to study prob-
lems would make room for ideas and attitudes and take the histo-
rian into the wider stream of life.

It was soon found that many kinds of documents existed, so far
untouched and worth exploiting—county archives, private con-
tracts, children’s books, records of matriculation at colleges and
universities, the police blotter in big cities, gravestones in ceme-
teries—a whole world of commonplace papers and relics to be or-
ganized into meanings. Such documents, moreover, told nothing
important individually; they had to be classified and counted,
which brought one nearer to science—theirs was a mass meaning,
so to speak—and it brought one nearer to the life of the people; it
satisfied the democratic feelings.

Such was the course of circumstance that led to the kind of
study I regard as typical of our time: Murdering Mothers: Infanti-
cide in England and New England 1558-1803; Poverty and Welfare
in Habsburg Spain, American Collegiate Populations, Madness,
Anxiety, and Healing in 17th Century England; Fluctuations in the
Prosperity of a Cloth-Making Town in Languedoc 1633-1789; A
Prison of Expectations: The Family in Victorian Culture. To com-
plete the display and prepare the conclusions I want to draw, let
me add a work of the second kind: White Racism: A Psychohis-
tory.'”

The first observation that occurs when one looks closer is that
all these studies rely on the sampling method—poverty in Habs-
burg Spain has the subtitle: “The Example of Toledo.” The prison
which is marriage (or marriage which is prison) is depicted through
the lives of five Victorian novelists. The madness and anxiety study
is an analysis of the work of one astrologer-physician with a large
practice. The next point to note is the limitation in Time. The ac-
counts of infanticide and the cloth-making prosperity end, the one
in 1803, the other in 178g. There is nothing inherently wrong with
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those spans and those sample cases except that each raises in the
innocent reader the important question, What of it? Why should I
read it?

Let us return to Webb for a possible answer. When he wrote a
foreword to the Texas County Histories—a collection of 814 books
and articles by different authors—he said: “The general historian
who can synthesize them and tell the story of Texas with the same
fidelity will have written the book that Texas is waiting for.”8 That
is entirely sensible, for I would have you notice that he said the
story of Texas. Now a story has a beginning, a middle, and an end,;
it has people with names, who act from recognizable motives to-
ward an intelligible goal; and on the way to it, things happen: there
are events: conflicts, disasters, triumphs, reverses, failures, crea-
tions, rejoicings, deaths, and rebirths.

Now think back to our collection of modern studies and ask
yourselves, first, who or where Webb’s “general historian” may be
who will synthesize those fragments into the story of anything; and,
supposing there is such a person, what chance there is that anybody
will take him seriously when he disregards the prevailing concep-
tion of history and produces a story. In one of the current cata-
logues from which I took the titles of books just quoted, there is
only one work with a title suggesting a story. It is A Political and
Diplomatic History of the United States; it is by a Japanese, pub-
lished by the University of Tokyo Press, and merely distributed by
the American publisher.

From these several kinds of evidence I draw the conclusion
that the twentieth century has given up the writing of history in
favor of something else to which the name of history is falsely at-
tached. The right name would be something like “historical sociol-
ogy” or “retrospective anthropology” or in other cases “psychiatry
of the past.” The dominant concern is that of the social sciences, all
of which, of course, can study only the past. When the past is re-
cent, a mere couple of years back, nobody doubts that the work is
sociology—for example, the Lynds’ study of Middletown or the
Kinsey Report on sexuality. Why should it be anything else when
the subject is that cloth-making town in Languedoc or those mar-
riages in Victorian times? A lecturer in history at the University of
York has written Crime in the 17th Century by delving into the
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court archives of the County of Essex. Thirty years ago Senator
Kefauver, as chairman of a committee investigating gangsterism,
produced a report entitled Crime in America; did anyone consider
him “an American historian”?1® I submit that both men are sociol-
ogists. Neither has written a story combining men and events in
the foreground of a narrative, to which the “conditions” so impor-
tant to Webb and our modern researchers are the background. In
other words, what has been happening to the drama of history is
that the actors have been sent home and the scenery has taken over
their parts.

At this point certain doubts or objections probably occur to
you. One is: What does it matter whether a piece of work is called
history or sociology or something else? If it discusses an important
piece of reality in the past, surely it has value. That is true, with
some reservations. First, how reliable is the sampling—or more
exactly put, how trustworthy is the title? Describing Victorian mar-
riage as a prison on the strength of the lives of five novelists seems
very risky. One of the five in the study is Samuel Butler, about
whom I know enough to be sure that his testimony about his par-
ents is honest but strongly satirical, and fictional besides. More
generally, is it intellectually sound to take a handful of uncommon
characters and offer conclusions about a social institution over a
span of sixty-five years? As to other subjects, we should want to
know whether crime in one English county represents all the rest,
whether one town in Spain can tell us about poverty and welfare
throughout the peninsula.

Just as important is the substance of these reports on narrow
local conditions. Can one imagine reading, remembering, and or-
ganizing in one’s head these scattered data? One of the essential
features of history proper is that it is memorable—able to be re-
membered. Sociology, by its very nature, is not written to be re-
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