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HEN YOU THINK ABOUT learning history, do you imagine sitting in a class-
room and reading a textbook? The book you now hold introduces a different
approach to history that focuses on engagement. Insroduction to Public History:
Interpreting the Past, Engaging Audiences addresses history that people encounter outside
the classroom and beyond the traditional history text. Its chapters guide you, the student,
through an initial encounter with the field of public history, introducing you to underlying
issues, theories, and core principles that ground the field. This book focuses on the big ques-
tions that underpin the how and, most importantly, the why of public history.

What Is Public History?

Public history is so diverse that even practitioners struggle to define it succinctly. In 1978,
historian Robert Kelley, who founded one of the carly graduate programs in public history,
wrote, “Public history refers to the employment of historians and the historical method




outside of academia.”® If we agice that academia is a term used to describe institutions of
higher learning like colleges and universities, then what is “outside of academia” You can
find public history at a museum, in a historic house, on a walking tour of a historic dis-
trict, or on YouTube. Public historians can produce documentaries, historical markers, and
smartphone apps. The field is broad enough to include more ephemeral venues as well: a
community event, a theatrical performance, a folk-art demonstration. There are more forms
of public history than we can name here, and new ones appear all the time, which is one of
the things that makes the field vibrant and exciting.

But the question of venue—"inside the academy” vs. “everywhere else”—does not cap-
fure all of the differences between public history and traditional academic history. Before
we look at those differences, however, we must recognize what all historians share with
one another. This is what Kelley called, in his definition, the “historical method.” All forms
of history begin in the same place: with solid historical research based on a rigorous ex-
amination of available sources. All historians, regardless of where they work or who makes
up their audience, rely on the systematic and critical examination of sources within their
historical contexts to reveal stories of the past, to explain change and continuity over time,
to consider contingency, and to reconcile competing versions of past events as preserved
in a varicty of historical sources. Through this process, we assign meaning to the past,
taking a wide range of materials and using them to form a coherent argument about the
meaning and significance of past events. These practices make up the historical method.
Historians place their work within the context of what we already know and make efforts
to contribute to that knowledge by using sources that have not been used before, by asking
new questions of familiar sources, or by using sources in novel ways. The centrality of the
historical method to public history is the reason you will find “Thinking Historically” as
the next chapter in this textbook.

If public history and academic history share similar research methods and interpretive
standards, what distinguishes them from one another? Some key concepts stand out for

public history:

1. Audience. The audience is public, not academic. Public historians think differently
about audience than they would when sharing their research in academic circles.
The general public does not think about their own pasts or their relationship with
the past the same way historians think about history. Understanding the audience
means understanding what different publics expect and value when it comes to
engaging in historical exploration. This textbook will introduce you to several
different theoretical perspectives that help us work more effectively and ethically
with public audiences.

5. Collaboration. Public historians practice two types of collaboration. First, they col-
laborate with the public. Public historians need to think beyond how they will best
serve the public’s needs as audiences or consumers of history, and to think carefully
about how they will work with stakeholders—those who have a specific interest
or a stake in the topics we study, the communities about which we write, or the
institutions or places where we work. Stakeholders might include the people whose
story a public history project will tell, board members at a public history institution,
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Tables 1.1 and 1.2 are from Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in
a . .

American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998) and are reproduced (with edited captions) with permis- |

sion of the publisher from http://chnm.gmu.edu/survey/tables.html.

Experts in the science of learning have found that all humans learn within the contexts of their
own experiences, just as the survey respondents from 75e Presence of the Past tevealed. In their research
on museum visitation, John Falk and Lynn Dierking found, “People make meaning through a constant
process of relating past experiences to the present,” connecting what is happening in the present to
what has happened in the past.2 It follows, then, that for public historians to engage their audiences in
a meaningful experience, they must make history relevant to their lives. Understanding your audience
should always come first, particularly if one primary goal is to facilitate this contextualized learning.

Diversity of Public Experiences

“Ihe public” includes many different people with very different personal experiences. Diversity may
come in the form of age, educational background, economic standing and class, religious diversity,
different abilities, diversities of language, as well as cultural, racial, and ethnic diversities. Sometimes
we can understand diversity of experience in terms of privilege or marginalization. For example,
nondisabled people experience privilege every day whether they recognize it or not. A person with a
disability might never see someone like themselves depicted in a public history venue. In fact, disabil-

ity-rights advocates had to wage protests to add a statue of President Franklin D. Roosevelt sitting in

a wheelchair to the FDR Memorial in Washington, DC, although his paralysis during his presidency
is now widely known. The Presence of the Past revealed that Americans who had historically been

marginalized, specifically African Americans, American Indians, Mexican Americans, and LGBTQ_
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer) individuals, often understood themselves to be partofa

specific “collective past.” African Americans, for example, used their understanding of the black past

to distance themselves from an “official” version of the past organized around a dominant narrative

that erased the experiences of their families and communities (table 1.2).% Potential stakeholders and

consumers of public history projects will approach the work through the lens of their own experiences;

public history practitioners need to understand that phenomenon.

Because different segments of the public will approach history differently based on their own his-
torically situated experiences, understanding your audiences is complex. You must look deeper when
examining which publics you serve as a public historian in order to consider multiple layers of expe-
rience. For example, understanding basic demographic details of your audience may be a good start,
but there are variations beyond typical profiles, such as age, cconomic levels, gender, race, ability, and
ethnicity. It is easy to become complacent if we believe we have sufficiently considered more than one
point of view. Our communities are always changing, and the needs and experiences of the public are
always evolving. We must reexamine who our publics are and their historical and contemporary ex-
periences in order to find ways for them to see themselves in the histories we interpret and represent.

Who Does the Public Trust?

Rosenzweig and 'Thelen found that the public trusts the history they learn about in museums more
than any other source, for two very different reasons. First, people in the study concluded “museums
arrived at their interpretations only after experts pooled their independent research.” In other words,
historians and professionals in other fields had worked with one another to develop interpretations;
one interpretation had not been able to control the museum’s agenda. Second, museum exhibits allow
members of the public to interact directly with “real” objects from the past, devoid of interpretative
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Phofograbh 11 Sar‘lﬂ(ri)rlr Hanébrink poses by the wheelchair statue advocates added to the
Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial in Washington, DC. Visitors .Want to see themselves re-
flected in public history interpretation. Courtesy of Sandy Hanebrink.

layers. This direct access provides an opportunity for the audience to test an exhibit against
their previous knowledge about the subject matter and to make meaning of the past in terms
of their own experiences and understanding, The public does not rely on, nor do they neces-
sarily trust, academic historians to teach them history. They prefer to place their trust in the
interpretations of the past that teams of experts present outside of classrooms, where they
have unmediated access to the objects and pieces of the past to analyze and view for them-
selves. They prefer histories that can fit within their existing understanding of the past, and
enjoy learning history in ways that inform their present and reaffirm their own identities.

Banking Education versus Problem-Posing Education

Another clear takeaway from Rosenzweig and Thelen’s study is that rather than being told
what to think, Americans prefer to participate in the intellectual process, asking ques-
tions and considering the possible answers in relation to their own experiences and new
evidence. Rosenzweig and ‘Thelen’s findings can be understood further by applying Paulo
Freire’s problem-posing model of education.’ Freire is the theorist who helped education
specialists think about banking versus problem posing as educational models. Banking is a
model where knowledge, or in our case history, is delivered as facts prepared by the experts
to be accepted by the learner and regurgitated later as proof that learning happened. This
model could easily be represented by a multiple-choice test that you might have taken in a
high-school history class. That kind of history—the kind the public often associates with
the formal classroom—is of little use to them and was ranked well below other more trusted
ways to encounter the past. In contrast, people actively absorb information about the past if
they can use it to shape their own identities in the present and for the future. Freire observed
this process as he developed a critical pedagogy for adult literacy education. This approach
invited the public to grapple with questions and engage in the process of historical inquiry
based on problems to be solved rather than content to be memorized. Problem-posing ed-
ucation has a liberating effect on people.

Problem-posing education empowers participants to see themselves as actors in con-
structing history, and it emboldens the public to participate as citizens in the shaping of the
futures of their communities, cities, and nations. Problem posing, according to Freire, is at
the heart of critical pedagogical praxis, which he defines as “reflection and action upon the
world in order to transform it.” By posing a problem to an audience and asking them to use
their own experience and new knowledge to develop a solution, the teacher can encourage
deep learning. When ordinary people are no longer the objects of education, but, Freire
observed, are humanized through problem-posing education, they understand their own
position in history. They can also see themselves as actors in the process of transformation,
Freire wrote, “The banking method emphasizes permanence and becomes reactionary; prob-
lem-posing education—which accepts neither a ‘well-behaved’ present nor a predetermined
future—roots itself in the dynamic present and becomes revolutionary.”” Freire cautioned
the expert “not to consider himself or herself the proprietor of history” or to become “the
prisoner of a ‘circle of certainty,” in which he or she claims to know all of the answers for
everyone.® Historians take pride in doing the reading, knowing the details, and support-
ing an argument with specific pieces of evidence. But public historians must welcome the
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that Freire wrote about was compounded when the museum conducted a series of commu-
nity conversations where the public could discuss current immigration issues, demonstrating
the power of actual dialogue in a museum setting to address issues that a community was
grappling with in the present, as well as the past.!!

‘Tchen discovered that it was not enough to invite the community to an exhibition open-
ing or a gala and expect that they would then become regular attenders and donors; one
exhibition on a subject dear to a visitor will not lead her to become invested in the museum
long term. Tchen learned that audience development is about more than effective commu-
nication of a single message or one historical investigation. The goal for many institutions is

to create lasting ties with the community by involving them in every step of the collection
and interpretation process.

Free-Choice Learning

When the public either consumes history or engages in public history experiences, they do
so by choice in informal educational settings. Free-choice learning (also known as informal

learning) is a term used to identify modes of learning that take place outside a standard
classroom setting, such as museums, zoos, and historic sites,

as well as television or film.
Unlike in a standard classroom setting,

there are no exams to pass and no pressure to engage
with and retain the material. Rather, adults and children alike might engage with what is

being presented or ignore it entirely. The public is free to choose what they will spend more
of their time on, and what they will skip altogether. In fact, one director of a small regional
museum once noted that many visitors entered the museum just to use the toilets!
Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig incorporated this idea of informal learning into
a practice that became a Danish tradition in the mid-nineteenth century. Realizing that
formal education was not meeting the needs of the poor, and inspired by Enlightenment
thinking, Grundtvig believed that education must relate to people’s lives. Instead of plac-
ing expert teachers in front of a formal classroom where they would present knowledge to
students—particularly adult learners who could not complete formal school, or graduates
for whom a university education was not the next logical step—Grundtvig imagined an
educational setting where students and teachers learned together in an environment based
on communal living and shared inquiry. Without the need for tests or grades, in a place
where class differences could be overcome, an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect would
develop. The Grundtvig folk school model has inspired educational reform and even com-
munity organizing strategies far beyond the national boundaries of Denmark, well into the
twentieth century. More recently, museum researcher John Falk has documented that most
adults acquire new information through free-choice learning, an increasingly important
way for young people to learn as well. If sparked by their own curiosity, adults who exercise
control over their learning often continue their own exploration even after they leave the
museum or walk away from the exhibition.”? The original impetus for requiring history in
public schools was to create good citizens for a strong democracy. Presumably the same
goal holds for public history, even though the components may have changed. Still it is less
important that visitors can remember the specific details of any one historical topic than
that they engage in public history as a free choice, and as a result become lifelong learners.
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and understandings. When a stakeholder or audience member disagrees with a historical
narrative, public historians should see that moment as an opportunity to engage in further
dialogue and reflection rather than as a roadblock. There are also significant ways to share
authority with public history consumers, for example, through evaluation of museum exhib-
its and civic engagement, which will be discussed in chapters 5 and 6.

Collaborating with Other Disciplines

Public historians collaborate frequently with non-historians across disciplines. Academic
historical research typically gives preference to textual sources, like legal documents, letters,
diaries, and maps. Academic historians, trained to use these kinds of sources, typically work
alone. But public historians often consult a wide range of textual and non-textual sources,
some of which may require interdisciplinary research techniques or collaboration with in-
dividuals trained as archaeologists, anthropologists, historical and landscape architects, art
historians, and curators, just to name a few. Public historians also work with professionals
who have the expertise to create public history installations, including designers, artists,
installation experts, lighting professionals, web developers, and institutional directors. The
collaborative nature of public history points to one way in which it functions as its own field
of study and its own professional endeavor, requiring that public historians understand the
needs and expectations of the other professionals they work with and that they more clearly
and self-consciously explain their work and their standards to non-specialists. Therefore,
public historians become masters of mediation and interpretation both of their professional
standards and of history itself.
Sunnylands, the winter estate of Walter and Leonore Annenberg in Rancho Mirage,
California, is an example of a site where public historians successfully collaborate across
disciplines every day. The house is a mid-century modern landmark, containing an extensive
art collection, and the grounds boast a professional golf course. The Annenberg Foundation
Trust at Sunnylands offers guided tours of the historic estate and grounds. Through research
on US and international political history, Sunnylands staff developed a script that universi-
ty-student guides use to provide tours to the public fifteen times a day. This script tells the
story of Walter and Leonore Annenberg and of their estatc as a meeting place for current
and past US presidents and world leaders. Now functioning as a high-end retreat center for
world leaders, the complexity of the site requires more than a historical knowledge of the
significance of the Annenbergs and their property. Sunnylands staff has collaborated with
environmental resource specialists to model best practices in energy and water conservation
in a desert environment, and with experts on hospitality to ensure the estate does not dis-
appoint as a rarefied getaway for world leaders and high-profile guests. Experts in exhibit
installation work with curators to display objects of interest in rotating exhibitions. FEduca-
tion specialists incorporate local high school students in scientific studies of the desert flora
and fauna. The interdisciplinary efforts of the staff at Sunnylands and special contractors

allow a diverse group of visitors to the estate, public center, and gardens to grasp the entire
experience of Sunnylands, both its past and its present.
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Public historians, like others, engage in reflective practice, drawing on what worked and
what did not work from past experiences to “frame the problematic situation” to better un-
derstand how to approach the complexity and unpredictability of a new project.

Public historians cannot bring a team together effectively until they can identify the
problems that will guide the team’s work. Tn the real world of multiple experts and stake-
holders working together, the process it takes to identify the problems that will guide
everyone’s work is messy. As Schén puts it, setting problems is the step before problem
solving, in which a professional must “zame the things to which we will attend and Jrame
the context in which we will attend to them.” The problem-setting phase includes, for exam-
ple, the process of determining who the stakeholders are in any given project, determining
what they believe the outcomes of the project should be, and the process of bringing all of
the stakeholders to the table to bring their disparate visions together into a single set of
clearly identified problems.!®

As public historians begin their careers, many are still learning how to collaborate

or to appreciate the value of collaboration. Developing an exhibition on the history of
a historically oppressed group or preserving a nineteenth-century slaveholder’s house
on land understood as sacred to indigenous people without consulting those groups of
stakeholders will likely result in an exhibition that leaves out these integral perspectives.
According to Schén, the problems arise because inexperienced professionals pay more
attention to problem solving than they do to problem setting. In other words, turning
back to the example of the exhibition on the history of a historically oppressed group, a
new public historian might immediately turn to what seems to her to be the problem at
hand—primary and secondary source research about that historically oppressed group, so
that she can begin developing that exhibition—instead of engaging in problem setting:
bringing together stakeholders in the project to engage in dialogue with them to discover
what they believe the key components of an interpretive exhibition might be. Consulting
with stakeholders not only helps public historians maintain good community relations,
but also, as you will read in chapter 3 in the case study of the Baltimore ’68 Project, it
helps us discover which questions we should be asking. Knowing how to gain access to
the people and to earn their trust in order to understand and identify the goals that var-
fous stakeholders may have for any given project can be difficult and may develop only
over time. Learning from those who have done this work in the past is vital, but so is
evaluating the steps you undertook—or the steps that you should have taken—to identify
or set the problems of the project and to solve them. Reflective practice requires that the
practitioner not only set and solve the problem then at hand but, throughout the work,
also reflect on what is working and not working as lessons for future projects. The chart
on the next page suggests how this process might work.

Ethics are not determined by consulting a master book of rules. Quite often you select
the most ethical response from a list of imperfect choices. If you develop the ability to think
through ethical dilemmas in the safety of a classroom setting when the stakes are really
quite low, you will be much better equipped to carry on similar discussions with colleagues
in the future when together you face decisions in situations that you or your organization
did not anticipate. We hope that this book will jumpstart conversations and debates focus-
ing on common themes that bring public historians together in order to better understand
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Public history practitioner sets problems,l
assesses goals, and reaches out to‘
stakeholders as a new project begins.

Public history practitioner
pays close attention to the
barriers and opportunities
as the project develops.

In future situations, the public
history practitioner applies
what has been learned from
these developing patterns.

Public history practitioner finds
patterns in what works and does
not work well.

Reflective Practice in Public History. Adapted from David A. Kolb, Experiential
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RESOURCES AND SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES
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Visit Your Local Public Library

Explore the special collections or local history collections if your library has them, or explore
any exhibitions that might be on display interpreting the history of the area. Talk to a ref-

erence librarian to learn about other resources that might be available for people interested
in local history.

Visit Your Local College Library

Colleges often have archives filled with primary and secondary materials that shed light on
local history. Often alumni, professors, and politicians donate collections to their school’s
special collections. You may also find oral histories, institutional records, and ephemera.

Visit a Historical Society in Your Area

Most historical societies host guest lectures or special events in the community. Find out
when they have an event or lecture or meeting and pay them a visit. Find out who they are,
when they became organized as a historical society, and why. Ask about their collections or
resources and about their organization. Who are their members, and who are their officers?
What is their mission and how do they raise money? What are their most treasured assets
and/or stories? Volunteer to write an article for their newsletter.

Get Creative!

Drive, bike, or take a bus around your city or town and look for monuments, statues, plaques,
murals, or other markers of historical places. Explore a historical district, or a part of town
that contains buildings and/or homes that are older than fifty years. Pay attention to movies
in theaters that are based on historical subjects. Notice television or internet series that are
based even loosely on historical subjects or in historical periods. Talk to family members,
neighbors, friends, or acquaintances about how things have changed in your city, your neigh-
bothood, or your region. What are their fondest memories of places that have changed the
most or that are still exactly as they remember them?

Need some ideas? There are many ways to find historical points of interest online or on
your mobile devices. Here are just a few ideas to get you started.

* Curatescape Projects, http://curatescape.org/projects/
* History Pin, http://www.historypin.org
* Next Exit History, http:/ nextexithistory.com
* National Trust for Historic Preservation, http://Www.preservationnation.org
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Thinking Critically about Representation and Local History

After touring your own area and visiting some sites, museums, and libraries, and thinking
about public representations of history, pause and think about how your local community,
your region, your country, or another country represents its own history through the most
public forms of representation, such as advertising and tourism, monuments or place names,
festivals or other means. Below are some ways you might frame this discussion, but there are
many ways to think critically about historical representations of history that are all around
us. Discuss historic representation in your community, on campus, and in your region. How
does it compare with the demographics of your community, campus, or region? Which
groups see themselves most heavily represented? Which groups are invisible? Discuss strat-

egies to improve representation on campus or in the community.

1. How does your town, city, or community represent itself to visitors and/or tourists? Is
that representation accurate? Does it preference one group over others? Is it idealized?
Does it use or ignore history to sell authentic experiences of place to visitors? Why or
why not? To answer this question, you might visit your town, city, or regional office of
tourism. States all have official offices of tourism and provide excellent opportunities
for analysis. For example, visit sites that cater to tourists visiting a city, state, or country.
You might have to dig a little to see what type of history this site portrays, but the
history or “heritage” of a place is always either an explicit or implicit selling point.

2. How often are people of diverse gender, cultural, racial, and ethnic groups represented
on monuments, plaques, wayside exhibitions, official histotic sites, museurns, and the
like in your town, city, or region? How does the percentage of any one group in his-
torical representations compare with the demographics of the area? One 2014 study
found, for example, that while there are fifty statues in New Yotk City’s Central Parlk,
none of them represent real women (women who are not characters in fictional pieces
of literature). Zero.* There are female fictional characters represented, including Alice
in Wonderland, Juliet Capulet, and Mother Goose, but even these statues were created
by men. By contrast, if you stroll through the park you might encounter Shakespeare,
Beethoven, Simén Bolfvar, Alexander Hamilton, or even the famous sled dog Balto.
Nationally, within the United States fewer than 8 percent of public outdoor statues
commemorating individuals are of women. Does it matter who we memorialize in
sculptures in our public places? What does it tell us about which individual contribu-
tions in history publics value and what can you learn about efforts (or the lack thereof)
to be more inclusive in public memorialization of historical figures in your country,

our region, of your own community?
)

Note

1. Chloe Angyal, “Not One Woman Gets Her Own Pedestal among Central Park’s Statues,” Sep-
tember 5,2014, http://blogs.reuters.com/ great-debate/2014/09/05/real-women-belong-in-new

-yorks-central-patk.
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