
In 1997, Princeton University Press 
published a volume, What’s Happened to
the Humanities?, which rang with alarm.1
Even contributors such as Francis Oak-
ley, Carla Hesse, and Lynn Hunt, who
tried to warn against despair by explain-
ing how the current situation had come
about, provided only a fragile defense
against fundamental and deeply threat-
ening change, while others such as Denis
Donoghue and Gertrude Himmelfarb
wrote in palpable fear of the future. As
Frank Kermode, author of an earlier,
brilliant study of our need for literary
endings, phrased it in his essay for the
volume, “If we wanted to be truly apoc-
alyptic we should even consider the 
possibility that nothing of much pres-
ent concern either to ‘humanists’ or 
to their opponents will long survive.”

And it was clear from his essay that he
was more afraid of the end of literature
than of the demise of those who, as he
put it, “mistrust or despise” it.2

Returning ten years later–and from
the perspective of a historian–to the
scenarios feared or envisioned in 1997,
what strikes me is how wrong they 
were, but for reasons quite different
from those given in the spate of re-
cent publications alleging some sort 
of new “turn” (narrative, social, his-
torical, material, eclectic, or perfor-
mative, to name a few) “beyond” the
earlier turn (linguistic, cultural, post-
structural, postmodern, and so forth)
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1  Alvin Kernan, ed., What’s Happened to the
Humanities? (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1997). For helpful discussion of 
the issues raised in my article and for bibli-
ographical suggestions, I am grateful to Pa-
tricia Crone, Nicola di Cosmo, Jeffrey Ham-
burger, Jonathan Israel, Peter Jelavich, Joel
Kaye, Barbara Kowalzig, Glenn Peers, Joan
Scott, Heinrich von Staden, and Stephen D.
White.

2  Frank Kermode, “Changing Epochs,” in
What’s Happened to the Humanities? ed. Ker-
nan, 162–178, especially 177. On literary end-
ings, see Kermode, Sense of an Ending: Studies 
in the Theory of Fiction: With a New Epilogue
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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that supposedly caused all the trouble 
in the ½rst place. For as Keith Thomas
remarked in an astute and upbeat as-
sessment in 2006, historical scholar-
ship has become broader, more nu-
anced and more creative over the past



new topics.8 Such professional pres-
sures seem to me to constitute the real
threat we face, and some aspects of a
postmodern (in particular, deconstruc-
tive[ c-
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however, encountered unmediated) are
not. Such awareness also entails the un-
derstanding that the past is not transpar-
ent to us; all evidence (whether manu-
script or inscription, fossilized pollen or
the light from a distant star) is mediated,
perceived and analyzed from the point 
of view of a particular actor, instrument,
or interpreter. Hence the “something” a
postmodern historian encounters in re-
search–whether termed facts, data, ex-
perience, or meaning–is fragmentary,
heterogeneous, discontinuous, partial,
and always interpreted and interpret-
able. 

Where these accounts of the so-called
linguistic turn have departed from each
other is in their descriptions of what
comes “beyond” it. Describing recent
fears that the linguistic turn, somewhat
illogically, both makes “culture” deter-
ministic (the world becomes a set of
symbols that determines individuals)
and yet deprives historians of an “ob-
jective” past (there is “no there there”
beyond the symbols), they depict and
seemingly applaud a turn to something
else. But what? Some think they see a
turn to narrative, even mega-narrative;
others see rather a retreat to microhis-
tory. Some cling to unmediated “expe-
rience”; others predict a “revitalized 
and transformed . . . objectivity.”10 For
some, what we have now is a material
turn–recourse to “the primacy of the
object.” For others, the new turn is psy-
chological.11 For yet others, the turn is

historical, although at least one survey-
or of the contemporary scene treats the
linguistic turn itself, not the retreat from
it, as a sort of historical turn.12

Probably the most common descrip-
tion of the retreat characterizes it as a
return to social history; but a number
hedge their bets by seeing it as a kind 
of eclecticism of method, a “bricolage,”
or what Gabrielle Spiegel, in a recent
volume devoted to the turn from the
turn, calls “practice theory” (about
which designation she is noticeably un-
enthusiastic).13 It thus seems clear that,
for all the unease the theorists of theo-
ry articulate concerning certain under-
standings of where history was a de-
cade ago, there is in fact no new theory
of theory that has swept the ½eld–or
even commanded much attention from
professional historians. And this leads
me to a second point.

The amount of theorizing about theo-
ry–that is, descriptions of the linguis-
tic turn and what lies beyond it–is actu-
ally quite limited. A good deal of it has
been done by a small group of essayists,
many of whom are not practicing histo-
rians. In the volume Beyond the Cultural
Turn (1999), edited by a historian and 
a sociologist, almost half of the essays
were written by sociologists, political
scientists, or those with joint appoint-
ments in several of the social sciences.

10  Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Marga-
ret Jacobs, Telling the Truth about History
(New York: Norton, 1994), 237.

11  See Patrick Joyce, ed., The Social in Ques-
tion: New Bearings in History and the Social Sci-
ences (New York: Routledge, 2002), 14, as well
as note 27 below. For what some might call a
psychological turn, see Rebecca Spang, “Para-

digms and Paranoia: How Modern Is the
French Revolution?” review essay, The 
American Historical Review 108 (1) (2003):
119–147, especially 127–129.

12  Ronald Grigor Suny, “Back and Beyond:
Reversing the Cultural Turn?” in “Review
Essays: Beyond the Cultural Turn,” The 
American Historical Review 107 (5) (2002):
1476–1499, especially 1482.

13  Gabrielle M. Spiegel, “Introduction,” 
in Practicing History, ed. Spiegel, 22–26.
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When the American Historical Review de-
voted a Forum essay in 2002 to a review
of the volume, it commissioned pieces
from, respectively, an anthropologist, a
political scientist, and a literary critic.
Practicing History: New Directions in Histor-
ical Writing after the Linguistic Turn (2005),
edited by Gabrielle Spiegel, is composed
of essays by four sociologists, four his-
torians, two anthropologists, and a pro-
fessor of English. (Several of the au-
thors, admirably, wear more than one
hat.) There is nothing particularly wor-
risome about those who are not profes-
sional historians theorizing history, of
course. As postmodernism would have
it, a kaleidoscope of views can only help.
But one notes in reading these essays
that they often generalize about what
historians are doing, without giving 
any examples of historical writing. It 
is hard to avoid the conclusion that arti-
cles about the turning and re-turning in
which historians are said currently to be
engaged may not be the best place to go
to see what’s happening in history.

I have thus decided to turn for evidence
to the last ten years of the American His-
torical Review (ahr), not only its articles,
review articles, and Forum discussions,
but also, to the extent possible, a sam-
ple of the books reviewed. One might 
of course argue that the ahr, especially
under the leadership of Michael Gross-
berg, its editor from 1995–2005, was not
typical of the historical profession in the
United States, since the journal strove to
foster work the Association thought of
as broad-ranging, comparative, and in-
terdisciplinary, and also endeavored to
broaden its base of contributors in terms
of gender, ethnicity, ½eld studied, and
type of institution represented. If one 
is trying to discern what the new direc-
tions in scholarship are, this is not, how-
ever, a disadvantage. 

A survey of recent work in the ahr

and elsewhere14
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cause of disregard of ecological condi-
tions, one is in the presence of theorized
historical analysis in which lives, in their
suffering and their fullness, are glimpsed
through the always-fragmentary and in-



individual action and responsibility.18

A recent tendency to talk of transitions
rather than epistemes or paradigm shifts
reflects a determination to pay more at-
tention to how cultures move from one
set of dominant symbols to another–in
other words, to what is always for a his-
torian the fundamental challenge: ex-
plaining change. Moreover, recent his-
torical writing is clearly going in some
directions that seem to be reactions to,
even implicit rejections of, a cultural or
linguistic turn. I now consider some of
them–without, however, suggesting
that any is truly “beyond” the cultural. 

There are two very different ways in
which historical work of the last decade
may be seen as a retreat from the tex-
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Although such arguments need not
–and sometimes do not–draw on deep-
ly embedded psychological, evolution-
ary, cognitive, or sociobiological struc-
tures, they tend to, in part because their
accounts frequently rely on repeated 
historical patterns or have recourse to
claims about perduring “human nature.”
One sees this in a book such as Robert
McElvaine’s Eve’s Seed or even the recent
work of Jared Diamond.22 Art historians
have been particularly interested in such
explanations, whether in the more psy-
chologically reductive work of John Oni-
ans, which applies neurobiology to art-
making and viewing, or in the more an-
thropological work of Hans Belting and
David Freedberg, which is attempting to
tease out non-reductive ways of under-
standing cross-cultural human respons-
es to the “power of images.”23 Scholars
at work in the relatively new ½eld of the
history of the emotions–although they
tend to reject theories of universal psy-
chobiological processes which emotion-
words reflect–are nonetheless drawn 
to cognitive science and brain studies,

arguing that there is something bodily 
as well as verbal in more than one cul-
ture to which the word anger, for exam-
ple, applies.24

Searching for deep structures and large
patterns seems located at the opposite
pole from the postmodern sense of his-
tory-writing as fragmentary, fragile, and,
so to speak, under perpetual construc-
tion. Nonetheless, in the hands of most
professional historians, even cognitive
science and parallels from the older ½eld
of ethology (animal behavior) tend to 
be used analogously rather than reduc-
tively. When Rachel Fulton, for exam-
ple, understands premodern prayer prac-
tice through theories of psychological
response and employs parallels between
present-day sports and medieval meta-
phors of spiritual combat, she does not
reduce the rituals and experiences we
½nd described in texts to physiological
patterns in the brain, just as she does not
argue that we have any access to the de-
votee’s inner feelings. Cognitive struc-
tures lie deep below and hence are ac-
cessed only through behaviors that dif-
fer culturally; analogies are exactly that:
analogies not equations.25 Even “deep
history” at its best involves understand-
ing that physical or physiological struc-
tures are always mediated through our
ways of knowing them, and hence
through culture. 

A far more pervasive trend–the in-
terest in objects–might also be under-

22  Robert S. McElvaine, Eve’s Seed: Biology, 
the Sexes, and the Course of History (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 2001); Jared M. Diamond, Guns,
Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies
(New York: Norton, 2005). For an argument
against the invasion of literary studies by cog-



stood as a flight from postmodern tex-
tuality. Material culture, understood as
archaeology, has of course been a major
element in historical scholarship for al-
most two centuries, especially for ar-
eas of history such as the classics, the
ancient Near East, early China, or 
meso-America, for all of which textual
evidence is scanty or lacking. Since the
1970s, however, it has not only become
more important in ½elds such as the
European Middle Ages, for which it 
was formerly less used, but has also
expanded signi½cantly beyond the ex-
cavation and dating of human-made
objects to the use of new techniques 
and the posing of more wide-ranging
cultural questions.26 Dendrochronol-
ogy, for example, is now used to date
architecture and devotional objects 
as well as settlement locations; zooar-
chaeological evidence sheds new light
on diet (animal and human) and hence
on the movement of peoples; analysis 
of glacial ice to determine mineralogi-
cal emissions at far distant sites reveals
new facts about mining techniques and
hence radically new conclusions about
the technological sophistication of cul-
tures whose texts talk little about tech-
nology. 

Material culture has also come to in-
clude museum studies, as it does in Ran-
dolph Starn’s ahr review essay of 2005,
or areas such as the history of fashion or
domestic interiors, often previously un-
derstood as social history. See, for exam-
ple, Leora Auslander’s 2005 article, “Be-
yond Words.” To both Auslander and
Starn, objects are understood as having

their own “agency,” so to speak; an iron
or a typewriter, for example, shapes the
roles and experiences of the woman who
uses it even as her needs and desires
(and the needs and desires of others
thrust upon her) shape its creation and
use.27 Indeed both authors tend to op-
pose the material to the cultural. Starn
writes, “It is quite possible to imagine
some future version of this Brief Guide
suggesting that museum studies had
turned–or returned–from the primacy
of discourse to the priority of object.”28

Nonetheless, it is hard not to notice that
the extended example of material cul-
ture Auslander gives–a discussion of the
reconstitution of domestic interiors by
Jewish survivors after the Holocaust–is
based on inventories, that is, on texts. 

Moreover, as both historians recog-
nize, objects are hardly objective. Nei-
ther the statue revered as living by a
fourteenth-century peasant, nor the
table polished by a nineteenth-centu-
ry housewife, exists before the viewer 
as raw material from the past. Not on-
ly do we tend to understand that they 
are signi½cant and why they are sig-
ni½cant from texts, but, whether or not
they are textually framed, they are not
the same stuff they were centuries be-
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26  For examples of innovative work in ar-
chaeology, see the many works of Colin Ren-
frew, as well as Stanley H. Ambrose and M.
Anne Katzenberg, eds., Biogeochemical Ap-
proaches to Paleodietary Analysis (New York:
Academic Kluwer/Plenum Press, 2000).

27  Randolph Starn, “A Historian’s Brief Guide
to New Museum Studies,” The American Histori-
cal Review 110 (1) (2005): 68–96; Leora Auslan-
der, “Beyond Words,” The American Historical
Review 110 (4) (2005): 1015–1045. On the agen-
cy of objects, see Daniel Miller, “Materiality:
An Introduction,” in Materiality, ed. Daniel
Miller (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005),
1–50; Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropo-
logical Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998);
Lorraine Daston, ed., Things That Talk: Object
Lessons from Art and Science (New York: Zone
Books, 2004); and the many works of Bruno
Latour. 

28  Starn, “A Historian’s Brief Guide to New
Museum Studies,” 84.
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mies, such as Occident (in this case Rus-
sia) versus Orient. As Matthew Connelly
comments, “[B]inaries are on the run,”
a trend all the more surprising (yet per-

haps, for academic culture, predictable)
given the stark dichotomies in the polit-
ical and polemical world since 9/11.38

For all its broad sweep, its rejection of
abrupt shifts, and its stress on economic
and geographical factors–which might
seem anti- or non-postmodern–the 
new “entangled” history is inconceiv-
able without a postmodern understand-
ing that all units (whether geographical
or cultural), like all exchanges (whether
of values, social structures, objects, or
dna), are mediated by categories consti-
tuted by the historians who study them,
as well as by the people who create them
in their ever-changing variety. Thus, 
in the new emphases I have chronicled
here–on connectivity, transitions, ma-
terial culture, objects, even in the best 
of the work that employs and queries
“deep structures”–there seems to be 
a recognition that, pace the theorists 
of “turns,” for the historian there can 
be no “beyond” culture.39

Hence, as I said at the beginning of
this essay, the apocalyptic tone of the
mid-1990s seems to have been mis-
placed. The writing of history is stron-
ger and far more sophisticated than in
1995 and, as I have tried to show, this
owes more to the absorption than to 
the rejecting of the so-called linguistic 
or cultural turn. Yet those of us who
teach in American universities know
that there is a crisis today. It is a crisis

not of the substance of historical and
humanistic study, but rather of profes-
sional practice and formation, a crisis
that goes to the heart of what we value
as scholars at least as much as did the
“culture wars” of the 1990s. It affects 
all practicing historians, but especial-
ly the young, and tends to be expressed
in language similar to the cries of anxi-
ety, even fear, that characterized the es-
says in the 1997 volume What’s Happened
to the Humanities?







archival research. But awareness that 
we all write from a particular perspec-
tive and with the aid of speci½c meth-
ods and interpretations does not mean
that there is no difference between good
and bad arguments; opposing the trans-
parency of evidence–whether objects 
or texts–does not mean opposing evi-
dence. Indeed, exactly the opposite is
true. More attention to the complex 
and indirect ways in which evidence 
renders up the past leads to more at-
tention to the cogency and accuracy of
argument. But paying more attention
means taking more time. What I sug-
gest is that an enthusiastic acceptance
(instead of a grim fear) that each of us
writes from a partial perspective might
free us from the pressures of speed-
up and over-production. Hence an ac-
ceptance of our postmodern partiality
might accord us more time to make our
partial arguments well.

If I am right in this seemingly odd vi-
sion that connects the postmodern to
the modest, then a recognition that we
are not beyond the cultural turn might
lead us not only to embrace fully the
achievements of the past decade but also
free new generations from pressures that
may inhibit the achievements of the de-
cades to come.
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