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In its simplest meaning, Public History refers to the employment of
historians and the historical method outside of academia: in government,
private corporations, the media, historical societies and museums, even in
private practice. Public Historians are at work whenever, in their profes­
sional capacity, they are part of the public process. An issue needs to be
resolved, a policy must be formed, the use of a resource or the direction
of an activity must be more effectively planned-and an historian is called
upon to bring in the dimension of time: this is Public History.

THE HISTORIAN'S PERSPECTIVE

The historian has a special way of looking at human affairs, and a special
way of explaining them. He or she instinctively asks the question, how did
they evolve over time into their present arrangement? This is an essentially
genetic cast of mind; that is, one which assumes that we do not understand
something until we dig out its origins, its subsequent development, and
its causal antecedents. Each scholarly discipline, in fact, consists of people
who look at the world differently, who have a shared sensibility. We live
in one world, but to glance at the way scholars from the separate disciplines
distill it on paper is to be reminded how diversely our minds filter what
we perceive and reflect upon. The distinctions are perhaps most graphically
apparent in painting. On a colorist's canvas, a Greek village will appear
as blocks primary colors. An artist who is sensitive primarily to form and
line will paint the same scene as a structural interlinking of planes and
geometrical figures. Among a group of social scientists seeking to explain
the Vietnam war, the political scientist will talk about the decisionmaking
process; the sociologist will see the dynamics of military elites and WASP
racism as the significant factors; the economist will point instead to the
search for resources and markets. Within its own assumptions, each view
is valid; each aids us in working toward an overall understanding.

Because the historical mode of thinking has been professionally located
almost solely within the academic community, where it has been put to
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