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To begin with, consider history itself 

 Before we study media history, let’s be 

aware of history and historical issues  

 For example:  

◦ What is history? What is it supposed to be?  

◦ Types and schools of history 

◦ Famous historians & their motives 

◦ Historical issues (objectivity, determinism) 

◦ Theories of history (utopianism, declension) 

◦ Biases (whig history, presentism)



What is history? 

The memory of 

civilization 

Systematic 

investigation 

of people & events 

from the past 

From the Greek,  

ἱστορία - historia, 

meaning "inquiry, 

knowledge acquired by 

investigation.”



History is one of the humanities

 Humanities are the study of human culture 

 They include language,  literature, 

philosophy, religion, law and similar 

academic disciplines 

 History is critical – Historians ask broad 

questions – who and when and where, but 

also why and how …  

 History is (or should be) factual – It relies 

on accurate transmission of information 

  



But history is NOT … 

 A science or a social science 

 A permanent repository of facts

 Useless memorization of dates 

 Only concerned with “great men” 

and “great machines” 

 Only concerned with Europe & USA

 A way to defend one culture   



Longstanding controversies 
 In the 2020s, longstanding controversies over historical 

narratives erupted  

 The New York Times 1619 Project and the depiction of 
slavery in standard historical textbooks;

 Forget the Alamo say some Texas historians, as many 
elements of the “Anglo myth” turn out to be biased 

 Native American and First Nations residential 
schools housed children forcibly taken from their parents 
and held by the US and Canadian governments.  Unmarked 
mass graves were discovered on residential school sites in 
the US and Canada in 2021.

 “History Wars”  over treatment of Indigenous 
Australians  and how to interpret the European 
colonization.

 Role of US newspapers in attacking (but also sometimes 
defending) African Americans in the post-Civil War era, as 
discussed in this site on media history  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_1619_Project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_1619_Project
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/alamo-renovation-slavery/2021/05/07/ec8fe402-ae83-11eb-b476-c3b287e52a01_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/alamo-renovation-slavery/2021/05/07/ec8fe402-ae83-11eb-b476-c3b287e52a01_story.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Indian_boarding_schools
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Indian_boarding_schools
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Indian_residential_school_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Indian_residential_school_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_wars
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_wars
https://revolutionsincommunication.com/features/civilrights/


"Virginia: 

History, 

Government, 

Geography,"

a 1957, a state-commissioned 

textbook for 7th graders.  

NY Times 1619 project 

focused on this kind of  

historical myth 





The press played 

a big part in this



Richmond 

Planet was 

the sole 

voice of 

reason and 

conscience 

in 1898  



Trump commission report 

“Educators must convey 

a sense of enlightened 

patriotism that equips 

each generation with a 

knowledge of America’s 

founding principles, a 

deep reverence for their 

liberties, and a profound 

love of their country.” 

p17. 



Reacting to the 1776 report 

 The American Historical Association (AHA), in a 
statement cosigned by 33 other historical 
societies, stated that the report was completed 
"without any consultation with professional 
historians of the United States."

 On January 19, 2021, the Association of University 
Presses released a statement: "While we leave it 
to historians to offer a detailed rebuttal of the 
document’s inaccuracies... we note that it is 
plagued by procedural deficiencies that would 
render it unpublishable as a serious work of 
scholarship.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Historical_Association
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Association_of_University_Presses
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Association_of_University_Presses




HB 781 

 Would have prohibited teaching “divisive 
concepts” 

 Re-affirms the 5Cs:  critical thinking, 
creative thinking, communication, 
collaboration, and citizenship skills. 

 Encourages teaching “the founding 
documents of the US, including the 
Declaration of Independence … the first 
debate between Abraham Lincoln and 
Frederick Douglass…” 



2025 again, Trump as historian 
 Aug 28 – List of Smithsonian’s 

objectionable exhibits released
A building with trees and grass

AI-generated content may be incorrect.

https://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/white-house-releases-list-of-smithsonian-exhibits-it-objects-to/3981186/


Should history stay the same? 

Is history more than collections of established facts?  Is 

there only one version of history?   

“Incorporating multiple schools of 

history and hitherto underrepresented 

points of view is critical to ensuring the 

integrity of our scholarship and historical 

practice.” --- American Historical 

Association, “Standards and Professional 

Conduct,” 2019 



Clio
Muse of history

One of the nine muses of 

Greek mythology 

Often represented with 

book, scroll or tablets. 

The name is from the 

root κλέω, "recount" or 

"make famous”. 



Visualizing history 

History, by Frederick Dielman, 1896, US Library of Congress, Washington DC 

Ch0.History-Dielman-Highsmith.sm.jpg

HISTORY holds a pen and tablet in the center, with names of 

then-famous historians behind her.   MYTHOLOGY is left, 

holding a globe, next to the Sphinx, representing the  riddles 

of history;  TRADITION is to the right telling old wives tales.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:History-Dielman-Highsmith.jpeg


Types of history 

 Political, diplomatic, & national:  Leaders, gov’t  
institutions, diplomacy, military, 

 Social & cultural history:  Mass media, customs, 
education, populations, religion, language, art,  
literature, sports,  entertainment 

 Economic,  business & labor history: Systems 
of production and consumption, capital formation, 
markets, businesses, workers and wages 
◦  History of technology:  Invention and development 

 Intellectual history: ideology, epistemology (how 
do we know what we know?), influence of ideas 
◦ Environmental history:  How the human relationship 

to the natural world is seen over time  



Schools of history 

 A school is an underlying theory / worldview

 Often overlap with types & subject areas  

 Several dozen schools, among them:  

◦ Consensus –  US exceptionalism, institutions 

strong enough to adapt without disruption; 

◦ Progressive – US focus on reform, marginalized 

peoples, long term arc of justice  

◦ Annales – French approach emphasizing social 

rather than political or diplomatic themes 

◦ Marxist – Emphasis on economic conflict and 

class struggle   



Ethics of history 

 Of course, historians have obligations of 
truthfulness and objectivity… But there is also a 
broader ethical obligation:

 The facts of genocide and other crimes against 
humanity make it clear that there are moral reasons 
for believing that all of humanity has a moral 
responsibility to attempt to discover our past with 
honesty and exactness. In particular, the facts of past 
horrific actions (genocide, mass repression, slavery, 
suppression of ethnic minorities, dictatorship) create a 
moral responsibility for historians and the public alike 
to uncover the details, causes, and consequences of 
those actions



Motives of great historians: 

 Herodotus (484–420 BCE) 

preserve the memory of 

great heroes 

 Thucydides (460–400 BCE) 

learn the lessons of the 

past as a guide to the 

future 
Heroditus and Thucydides



Early modern history 

David Hume (1711-1776)

 History of Britain from the invasion of Julius 

Caesar to the Revolution of 1688. (written 

1754–62) Saw commerce – not royalty – as  

the great engine of history 

Edward Gibbon (1737 -1794)   

History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire  (written 1776 – 1788). One of the most 

famous early modern works of history, used 

primary sources and worked for accuracy.  Main 

motive was to understand the fall of an empire 

so that the fall of the British empire could be 

averted.       



Why is history important? 

◦ George Santayana 

(1863–1952) 

◦ “Those who cannot 

remember the past are 

condemned to repeat it.”



Why is history important? 

◦H.G. Wells 
(1866–1946), historian, 

science fiction writer 

◦ “History is a race 

between education and 

catastrophe”   



Issues in history 

 Objectivity – Is it possible?  

 Determinism – Can history be changed? 

 Chronological snobbery – Were things 
really better (or worse) in the past?    

 Historical fallacies  
◦ Presentism projecting the present on the past 

◦ not recognizing fog of history  

◦ Whig history  

 Revisionism 
◦ Re-consideration of orthodox views 

◦ Sometimes negative, not always 



History as Myth 

Parson Weems (1759-1825)

 Life of George Washington and other 

American “hagiographies”  

(biographies of saints)  

Invented the “cherry tree” story to 

illustrate Washington’s honesty

Thomas Carlyle (1791 -1881)   

The French Revolution  (written 1837).  

   Inspired “Tale of Two Cities” by Charles Dickens  

   Quirky,  idiosyncratic history.  

“History is nothing but the biography of the great man.”  



Is history objective? 

Leopold Von Ranke 
(German 1795–1886) 

Historians should take a 

fact-based empirical 

approach and report  “the 

way things really were.”  

“The ultimate aim of 

historical writing is the 

bringing before us the 

whole truth.” 



Is history objective? 

Arnold J. Toynbee 
(Br. econ. Historian 1889 – 1975) 

A Study of History 
(written 1934–61)  

“Universal history”  

Patterns of 26 civilizations 
are similar, predictable 

Creative elites lead change   

Broad-gauge history was a 
major influence on media 
historian Harold Innis 



Is history objective? 

 Allan Nevins (1890 – 1971) 

 Progressive school historian 

 American journalist, worked 

with Walter Lippmann at 

Joseph Pulitzer’s New York 

World newspaper

“History is never above the melee. 

 It is not allowed to be neutral, but forced 

to enlist in every army…”  



Is history objective? 

 Eugen Weber (1925 – 2007) 

 Annales School 

 Known for “The Western 

Tradition” PBS  historical 

series 
 

 “History is  the dressing 

room of politics…”   



Is history objective? 

 Lord John Acton  

(1834 – 1902) 

◦ Highly influenced by 

Macaulay   

◦ Historians must apply 

moral judgments  

◦ “Power corrupts, 

absolute power corrupts 

absolutely.” 



Is history 

objective? 

Benedetto Croce  
(Italian - 1866–1952)  

History should be "philosophy in motion.” 

Reacting to Von Ranke and Toynbee, Croce said there is no 

great "cosmic design" or ultimate plan in history.  

The "science of history" is a farce, he thought.   



Is history objective? 

Barbara Tuchman (1912–1989)   

Guns of August, Proud Tower, First Salute, Stilwell 

and the American Experience in China, 

Tuchman’s Law:  

"Disaster is rarely as pervasive 

as it seems from recorded 

accounts. The fact of being on 

the record makes it appear
continuous  and ubiquitous whereas it is more likely 

to have been sporadic both in time and place. … The 

fact of being reported multiplies the apparent extent 

of any deplorable development…”  



Is history objective? 

“History is furious debate informed by evidence 

and reason, not just answers to be learned. 

Textbooks encourage students to believe that 

history is just  learning facts…  No wonder 

(it) turns students off!”

Lies My Teacher Told Me: 

Everything Your American 

History Textbook Got Wrong

 -- James W. Loewen 



Determinism 

Science Finds, 

Industry Applies, 

Man Conforms.  



Social construction of technology

Many believe it is the 

other way around.

Vannevar Bush, president 

of MIT and science 

advisor to President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, 

expressed that opinion in 

1948

“In a free country, in a democracy … [the technical path we take] is the path 

that public opinion wishes to have pursued,  whether it leads to new cures for 

man’s ills, or new sources of a raised standard of living … In a dictatorship the 

path is the one that is dictated, whether the dictator be an individual or part of a 

self- perpetuating group” (Bush, 1949).



Historical method 1 

 Comparative & critical method 

◦Not experimental like sciences 

◦ Research in archives, interviews with 

subjects, cross checking 

◦ “query” data & verify facts 

◦ Critical approach to when, where, by 

whom, who else, what medium,

◦ Concern with source integrity & 

credibility   



Historical method 2 

 Duty to truth and accuracy  

◦ Preference for eyewitness accounts, 

original documents,   

◦ Journalism is “first rough draft” of 

history; but history is more than the 

second draft of journalism     

 Precise answers are elusive 

 Looking for insights & explanations 

 Producing narrative & analysis  



‘Whig’ history 

Thomas Macaulay 
(British 1800 – 1859) 

History of England  A  political Whig 

(reformer), Macaulay put liberalism, 

reform and public service at the center 

of British history. The “Progressive 

History” approach was widely adopted in 

UK and US    

Herbert Butterfield  
The Whig Interpretation of History 

(1931) pointed to  Macaulay as an 

example of Whig history. Butterfield was 

skeptical of “presentism,” that is, seeing 

the past through the lens of the present.     

Macaulay hoped to 

present the British 

people with 

“… A true picture 

of the life of their 

ancestors.”  



W
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W
h
at

’s
 a

 W
h
ig

?  Whigs were a political party in Britain 

(1670s – 1860s)  that favored 

Parliament over the monarchy, free 

trade, religious tolerance, abolition of 

slavery and expansion of voting rights.

 Whigs became Labor party 1860s.  

 Opposition was Tories, who favor 

monarchy and tradition.   

 Whig history is about history that 

favors the idea of progress.  
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American Progress, John Gast, 1872   
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A ‘whig’ public relations history involves 
this sequence:  

 P.T. Barnum & ballyhoo  PR 

◦ Mid-19th century, evolved into ->  

 Ivy Lee & press agency PR 

◦ Early 20th century, became -> 

 Edward Bernais & scientific public info 
◦ Mid-20th century, ascended towards ->  

 James Grunig & 2-way symmetrical flow  

◦ Late 20th century 



People’s history 

Howard Zinn 
(1922 – 2010) 

People’s History 
of the United States  

“History is invoked because nobody 
can say what history really has 
ordained for you, just as nobody 
can say what God has ordained for 
you…” 
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African American history

 People who have been 

ignored until recent 

generations 

 Major contributions 

 Struggle for equality 

reflects America at its 

best and worst 

 Influences (Gandhi, 

Tolstoy)  

 Has influenced 

(Mandella, Tum, Aung 

San Suu Kyi, others)  

Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. at the Lincoln Memorial, 

Aug. 28, 1963. 
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Women’s history

Emmeline Pankhurst, leader of British movement 

for women’s suffrage, 1913. 

 Early non-violent 

movement 

 Major contributions 

that had been ignored  

 Struggle for equality 

reflects the world at its 

best and worst 

S
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Environmental history

US President  Teddy Roosevelt  

& Sierra Club founder John Muir 

at Yosemite National Park, May, 1903 

 Conservation 

 Public health 

 Technology regulation 

 “Wise use” – TR 

 “Preservation” – JM

 Not “new” but 

new as an historical 

discipline S
o
ci

al
 H

is
to

ry



Historical fakes and frauds 
 Some are benign, like the ‘great moon 

hoax’ of 1835 in the NY Sun newspaper 



Others have far reaching effects 

 like the “Donation” of Constantine 



Or the Genocidal historical forgery of 

the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion”

 



Some forgeries are just for fun: 

“The home computer of the year 

2004 as predicted in 1954”  



Scientists from RAND Corporation have created this 

model to illustrate how a "home computer" could look in 

the year 2004. However the needed technology will not be 

economically feasible for the average home.  Also the 

scientists readily admit that the computer will require not 

yet invented technology to actually work, but 50 years 

from now scientific progress is expected to solve these 

problems. With teletype interface and the Fortran language, 

the computer will be easy to use.



2016 Clinton ballot fraud … ? 



Here is a 

more  

modern 

forgery

Summer 

2019 





End of history ? 

 Francis Fukuyama 

(1952–present) / also 

Jean Baudrillard (1929–

2007)  

 End of the idea of 

progress 

 Abandonment of 

utopian visions from 

right- and left-wing 

political ideologies    



Review: Questions
 Who is Clio?  

 Who says history is important?  

 Who says history is objective?  

 Who says history is NOT objective? 

 What are some historical myths?  

 What are some historical problems?  

 What is ‘Whig history’ ?   

 What are some new cultural approaches to 
history? 

 What historical fakes and frauds have 
historians confronted? 

 Why is history “ending”?    



Review: People 

 Heroditus & Thucydides  
 Edward Gibbon 

 George Santayana 
 Leopold Von Ranke 
 H.G. Wells 

 Barbara Tuchman 
 Arnold Toynbee 

 Lord John Acton 
 Herbert Butterfield 
 Howard Zinn 

 Francis Fukuyama 





Example of a diachronic map



Time – related historical terms 

 Chronological – In order of occurrence  

 Anachronic  -- against flow of time

◦ (Ex: Mad Men Anachronisms)        

 Synchronic – at same time 

◦ (Ex: synchronize clocks)   

 Diachronic – through time 

◦ (Ex: diachronic linguistics is the study of 

language change over time) 
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