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Words are not concepts and concepts are not words: between the two are the layers of theory accumulated
throughout the ages. But theories are built on words and with words. Thus it is not surprising that the ambiguity
offered by the vernacular use of the word history has caught the attention of many thinkers since at least antiquity.
What is surprising is the reluctance with which theories of history have dealt with this fundamental ambiguity.
Indeed, as history became a distinguishable profession, theorists have followed two incompatible tendencies. Some,
influenced by positivism, have emphasized the distinction between the historical world and what we say or write
about it. Others, who adopt a “constructivist” viewpoint, have stressed the overlap between the historical process
and narratives about that process. Most have treated the combination itself, the core of the ambiguity, as if it were a
mere accident of vernacular parlance to be corrected by theory. What I hope to do is to show how much room there
is to look at the production of history outside of the dichotomies that these positions suggest and reproduce.
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Professor of Anthropology and Sociology at the University of Chicago. He is considered a prominent authority on
transcultural dynamics of power and authority.
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Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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Quarterly, vol. 91, no. 4 (1988), pp. 509-531; Stephen L. Hardin, “The Félix Nunez Account and the Siege of the Alamo: A Critical Appraisal,”
Southwestern Historical Quarterly, vol. 9, no. 1 (1990), pp. 65-84 Jeft Fong, Duel of Eagles: The Mexican and the U.S. Fight for the Alamo
(New York: William Morrow, 1990).
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23 Robert William Fogel & Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (Boston: Little, Brown,
1974); B.W. Higman, Slave Populations of the British Caribbean, 1807-1834 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984); Ira Berlin
& Philip D. Morgan (eds.), Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of Life in the Americas (Charlottesville, VA: The University Press
of Virginia, 1993); Robert William Fogel, Without Consent or Contract: The Rise and Fall of American Slavery (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989).

24 W.E.B. Du Bois, Some Efforts of American Negroes for Their Own Social Betterment (Atlanta: The Atlanta University Press, 1898);
W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a History of the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to
Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York: Russell and Russell, 1962); Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished
Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988).
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