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peter novick that noble dream 2 explores the critical examination and legacy
of Peter Novick’s influential work, *That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity
Question” and the American Historical Profession*. This article delves into
the core arguments presented by Novick, particularly focusing on the themes
of objectivity, historical truth, and the evolution of historiography in
America. The discussion highlights how Novick challenges traditional notions
of unbiased historical writing and the complexities historians face in their
pursuit of factual accuracy. Additionally, this analysis addresses the
broader implications of Novick’s critique for contemporary historians and the
field’s future directions. Readers will gain insight into the nuanced
dialogue surrounding historical objectivity and the importance of recognizing
subjective influences in historiography. The article is structured to provide
a comprehensive overview, followed by detailed sections that dissect key
elements of Novick’s thesis and its reception.
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Overview of Peter Novick and "That Noble Dream"

Peter Novick, a prominent American historian, authored That Noble Dream: The
“Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession in 1988. This
seminal work critically examines the pursuit of objectivity within the
American historical profession from the late 19th century through the 20th
century. Novick'’s study interrogates the optimistic belief among historians
that objective truth is attainable and should be the ultimate goal of
historical inquiry. Through meticulous research, he traces the development of
historiographical debates and the shifting perceptions of what constitutes
“truth” in historical writing. Novick'’s analysis situates the American
historical profession within broader intellectual and cultural contexts,
revealing the tensions between idealism and realism in the discipline.



Core Themes in "That Noble Dream"

At the heart of Peter Novick’s That Noble Dream lies a critical exploration
of several interrelated themes that challenge conventional understandings of
historiography. These themes include the concept of objectivity, the role of
bias, and the evolving standards of evidence and interpretation in historical
practice.

The Quest for Objectivity

Novick examines the historical profession’s long-standing aspiration to
achieve objectivity, which he terms “that noble dream.” He highlights how
this ideal has shaped historians’ methodologies and ethical commitments,
emphasizing impartiality and factual accuracy. However, Novick also
underscores the inherent difficulties and contradictions involved in this
pursuit, noting that complete objectivity may be an elusive, if not
impossible, goal.

Bias and Subjectivity in History

A significant portion of Novick’s argument focuses on the recognition that
historians’ perspectives are influenced by their cultural, political, and
personal contexts. He argues that acknowledging bias does not diminish the
value of historical scholarship but rather enriches it by promoting critical
self-awareness and reflexivity. This theme challenges the simplistic notion
that history can be purely objective or detached from human experience.

Changing Standards and Historical Truth

Novick traces how the criteria for evaluating historical truth have evolved
over time, reflecting broader intellectual trends and societal changes. He
discusses the shift from a positivist emphasis on empirical facts to more
interpretive and critical approaches that consider narrative construction,
ideology, and power dynamics. These changes complicate the understanding of
what it means to “know” the past and how historians communicate that
knowledge.

Critical Reception and Impact

Since its publication, Peter Novick’s That Noble Dream has become a
foundational text in historiographical studies, sparking extensive debate and
analysis. Scholars have both praised and critiqued Novick'’s insights,
contributing to an ongoing dialogue about the nature of historical knowledge
and the historian’s role.



Academic Praise

Many historians appreciate Novick’s rigorous scholarship and his candid
assessment of the profession’s challenges. His work is credited with opening
new avenues for understanding the complexities of historical inquiry and
encouraging a more nuanced approach to objectivity. Novick’'s balanced
perspective has been influential in shaping graduate curricula and scholarly
discourse on historiography.

Critiques and Controversies

Conversely, some critics argue that Novick’s skepticism toward objectivity
may lead to relativism or undermine the discipline’s credibility. Others
contend that his depiction of the historical profession overlooks certain
positive developments or underestimates historians’ efforts to maintain
ethical standards. These critiques have further enriched the discussion
surrounding Novick’s thesis and its implications.

Influence on Subsequent Scholarship

The impact of That Noble Dream extends beyond historiography into related
fields such as philosophy of history, cultural studies, and memory studies.
Novick’'s exploration of objectivity and bias has informed debates on
historical representation, collective memory, and the politics of history
writing. His work continues to be cited and debated in contemporary academic
research.

Objectivity and the Historical Profession

Peter Novick’s analysis in That Noble Dream places objectivity at the center
of the historical profession’s self-understanding and ethical commitments.
This section examines how the concept of objectivity has been constructed,
contested, and redefined within the discipline.

Historical Context of Objectivity

Novick situates the ideal of objectivity within the professionalization of
history in the United States during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
American historians, influenced by German scholarly models and scientific
positivism, embraced objectivity as a hallmark of legitimacy and rigor. This
ideal was linked to the pursuit of truth as an attainable, universal
standard.



Challenges to Objectivity

Throughout the 20th century, challenges to objectivity emerged from various
intellectual movements, including postmodernism, Marxism, and cultural
critique. Novick documents how these critiques exposed the limitations of
claiming neutral, detached historical narratives and highlighted the
influence of power, ideology, and narrative framing in historical writing.

Ethical Implications for Historians

Novick explores the ethical dimensions of objectivity, emphasizing that
striving for impartiality remains a vital professional norm despite its
challenges. He advocates for a reflective approach where historians
acknowledge their biases and engage critically with sources and
interpretations to approximate fairness and reliability.

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

The enduring significance of Peter Novick's That Noble Dream lies in its
profound influence on how historians conceptualize their craft in the modern
era. The book’s insights continue to resonate in discussions about historical
methodology, truth, and the responsibilities of historians.

Impact on Historical Methodology

Novick’s work has encouraged historians to adopt more self-critical and
transparent approaches to research and writing. Contemporary historians often
integrate considerations of subjectivity, narrative construction, and context
while maintaining rigorous standards of evidence and argumentation. This
balanced methodology reflects the ongoing negotiation between idealism and
pragmatism that Novick describes.

Relevance to Current Debates

In an age marked by contested narratives and “post-truth” challenges,
Novick’s critique of objectivity remains particularly pertinent. His
arguments inform debates about historical memory, public history, and the
role of historians in society. Recognizing the complexities of historical
truth helps safeqguard the discipline’s credibility and fosters informed
public discourse.

Key Takeaways from "That Noble Dream"

e The pursuit of objectivity is essential yet inherently complex in



historiography.

Historians must acknowledge and critically engage with their own biases.

Historical truth is not absolute but negotiated through evidence,
interpretation, and context.

Ethical responsibility remains central to the historian’s profession.

Novick’s work bridges traditional and contemporary approaches to
historical scholarship.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Peter Novick's 'That Noble
Dream 2'?

The main theme of Peter Novick's 'That Noble Dream 2' is the exploration of
objectivity and bias in historical scholarship, analyzing how historians
strive for truth while grappling with subjective influences.

How does 'That Noble Dream 2' build upon the
original 'That Noble Dream'?

‘That Noble Dream 2' expands on the original by further examining the
challenges historians face in maintaining objectivity, incorporating more
recent debates and examples from contemporary historical practice.

What criticisms does Peter Novick address in 'That
Noble Dream 2'?

Novick addresses criticisms related to the feasibility of complete
objectivity in history, discussing how historians' perspectives and societal
influences can impact their interpretations.

Why is 'That Noble Dream 2' considered important in
historiography studies?

It is important because it provides a critical analysis of the concept of
objectivity in history, encouraging scholars to reflect on their
methodologies and the ethical dimensions of historical writing.



Does Peter Novick propose a solution to the problem
of bias in history in 'That Noble Dream 2'?

While Novick acknowledges the difficulty of eliminating bias, he advocates
for transparency, critical self-awareness, and rigorous methodology as ways
to approach objectivity in historical work.

How has 'That Noble Dream 2' influenced contemporary
historians?

The book has influenced contemporary historians by prompting deeper
discussions about the limits of objectivity and the importance of
acknowledging subjectivity in historical narratives.

What examples does Novick use in 'That Noble Dream
2' to illustrate his points?

Novick uses various case studies from 20th-century historical scholarship,
including debates over Holocaust historiography and interpretations of
American history, to illustrate challenges to the ideal of objectivity.

Is 'That Noble Dream 2' suitable for undergraduate
history students?

Yes, 'That Noble Dream 2' is suitable for advanced undergraduate students as
it provides insightful analysis into historiographical debates, though some
sections may require prior knowledge of historical theory.

Additional Resources

1. The Holocaust in American Life by Peter Novick

This book explores how the memory of the Holocaust has been shaped and
utilized in American culture and politics. Novick examines the evolving
public discourse around the Holocaust from the post-war years to the late
20th century. He argues that the way Americans remember the Holocaust is
deeply intertwined with their own historical and social experiences.

2. The Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical
Profession by Peter Novick

In this seminal work, Novick investigates the concept of objectivity in the
historical profession in America. He traces the development of historical
scholarship and debates over professional standards from the late 19th
century through the 20th century. The book critiques the ideal of impartial
history and explores how historians' biases and social contexts influence
their work.

3. That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American Historical



Profession, Revised Edition by Peter Novick

An updated edition of Novick’s classic study, this book revisits the
challenges historians face in pursuing objectivity. It includes reflections
on more recent historiographical trends and debates. Novick continues to
address how historical truth is negotiated within the professional community.

4. Historians on History edited by John H. Arnold (includes discussions
relevant to Novick'’s themes)

This collection features essays by various historians discussing the nature
of historical knowledge and the historian’s craft. Many contributors engage
with issues of objectivity and memory, themes central to Novick’s work. The
book provides diverse perspectives on how history is written and understood.

5. Memory and History: Essays on Recalling and Interpreting Experience edited
by Jacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora

This volume addresses the relationship between collective memory and
historical scholarship. It complements Novick’'s exploration of how societies
remember traumatic events like the Holocaust. The essays delve into the
tensions between remembering and recording history.

6. The Past is a Foreign Country by David Lowenthal

Lowenthal’s influential book examines how people perceive and interpret the
past, highlighting the subjective nature of historical understanding. It
resonates with Novick’'s critiques of objectivity by emphasizing the emotional
and cultural dimensions of history. The work challenges readers to reconsider
assumptions about historical truth.

7. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History by Michel-Rolph
Trouillot

This book explores how power dynamics shape historical narratives and which
voices are included or excluded. Trouillot'’s analysis complements Novick’s
focus on the social construction of historical knowledge. It reveals the
political stakes involved in the writing of history.

8. Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma by Dominick LaCapra
LaCapra investigates the challenges of representing traumatic events like the
Holocaust in historical scholarship and cultural memory. His work intersects
with Novick’s critique of Holocaust memory in American life. The book
combines historiographical analysis with reflections on trauma theory.

9. History and Memory by Jacques Le Goff

Le Goff’s book discusses how historical narratives are shaped by collective
memory and cultural contexts. It complements Novick’s examination of the
interplay between history and memory, especially concerning traumatic events.
The text offers insight into the ways societies construct and reconstruct
their pasts.
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