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peter novick that noble dream is a pivotal work in the field of historiography that critically examines the idea
of objectivity and truth in the writing of history. Novick’s analysis challenges traditional assumptions about
the historian’s ability to achieve an unbiased and scientific approach to history, which he terms "that noble
dream." This concept has significantly influenced debates on the nature of historical knowledge, the role of
historians, and the limits of historical objectivity. The book delves into the evolution of historical thought,
scrutinizing the aspirations and disappointments of historians over the twentieth century. By exploring the
intellectual history behind the pursuit of factual accuracy and neutrality in historical narratives, Novick's
work remains a cornerstone for understanding the complexities of historical methodology. This article will
provide a comprehensive overview of Peter Novick’s "That Noble Dream," its main arguments, historical
context, and its impact on the discipline of history.
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Overview of Peter Novick and "That Noble Dream"

Peter Novick was a distinguished historian and scholar whose work profoundly shaped the discourse on
historical objectivity and methodology. His book, "That Noble Dream: The ‘Objectivity Question’ and the
American Historical Profession," published in 1988, is considered a landmark study in the philosophy of history.
The book meticulously traces the American historical profession’s evolving relationship with the ideal of
objectivity, analyzing how historians have grappled with the possibility and desirability of unbiased historical
writing. Novick’s investigation spans from the late nineteenth century to the late twentieth century, providing
a detailed intellectual history of the profession’s struggles and transformations. "That Noble Dream" is
widely regarded for its thorough research, critical insight, and its challenge to the assumption that history
can be a purely objective science.

The Concept of Objectivity in History

The central theme of Peter Novick’s "That Noble Dream" is the concept of objectivity within the historical
discipline. Objectivity refers to the notion that historians can and should strive to present an accurate,
unbiased, and truthful account of past events, free from personal or ideological influences. Novick explores
how this ideal has been a driving force behind the professionalization of history and the aspiration to establish
history as a rigorous academic discipline.

Defining Objectivity

Novick highlights that objectivity in history is more than mere factual accuracy; it involves a commitment to
impartiality, neutrality, and the avoidance of value judgments. The pursuit of objectivity entails critical self-
awareness among historians about their own biases and the limitations of their sources. However, Novick also



emphasizes that the definition and feasibility of objectivity have been hotly debated within the historical
profession.

Historical Objectivity vs. Historical Truth

One of the key distinctions Novick draws is between objectivity and historical truth. While objectivity is an
epistemological ideal involving neutrality, historical truth refers to the actual events and realities of the
past. Novick argues that historians’ quest for objectivity has often been complicated by differing
interpretations of what constitutes historical truth and how it can be accessed or represented.

Historical Context and Intellectual Background

Understanding the intellectual and historical context in which "That Noble Dream" was written is essential to
appreciating its significance. Novick situates his analysis within the broader development of the American
historical profession from the late nineteenth century onward.

The Professionalization of History

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the emergence of history as a professional academic
discipline in the United States, marked by the establishment of historical societies, journals, and university
departments. This period was characterized by a strong belief in science and empiricism, which influenced
historians to adopt methods aimed at achieving objectivity.

Influence of Positivism and Scientific Method

Novick discusses how the philosophical movement of positivism and the adoption of the scientific method shaped
historians’ aspirations. The belief that history could be studied like the natural sciences, with objective facts
and verifiable data, became prevalent. However, this approach was later challenged by various intellectual
movements that questioned the possibility of pure objectivity.

Major Themes and Arguments in "That Noble Dream"

"That Noble Dream" is structured around several critical themes and arguments that illuminate the
complexities surrounding historical objectivity.

The Ideal vs. The Reality of Objectivity

Novick argues that while objectivity has been an ideal goal, the reality of historical practice often falls
short due to inherent biases, ideological influences, and the subjective nature of interpretation. The tension
between the noble dream of unbiased history and the practical constraints of historiography is a recurring
motif.

The Role of Bias and Interpretation

One of Novick’s significant contributions is highlighting the inevitability of bias in historical writing. He asserts
that historians’ perspectives, cultural contexts, and personal beliefs inevitably shape their interpretations,
which complicates the ideal of objective history.



The Changing Notion of Objectivity Over Time

Novick traces how the meaning and significance of objectivity have evolved within the historical profession.
Early historians emphasized factual accuracy and neutrality, while later generations increasingly
acknowledged the interpretive and constructed nature of historical narratives.

Key Arguments Summarized

Objectivity is an aspirational but problematic ideal in history.

Historians’ biases and contexts influence their work.

The professionalization of history was closely tied to the pursuit of objectivity.

The concept of objectivity has undergone significant transformation over time.

Historical truth is complex and often contested.

Critiques and Scholarly Reception

Since its publication, "That Noble Dream" has garnered considerable attention and sparked extensive debate
among historians and scholars of historiography.

Positive Reception

Many scholars have praised Novick’s rigorous research, balanced analysis, and the depth of his intellectual
history. The book is frequently cited for its nuanced understanding of the American historical profession and
its critical examination of objectivity. It has become a foundational text in courses on historical theory and
methodology.

Criticism and Controversies

Some critics argue that Novick’s skepticism about objectivity may lead to relativism or cynicism about the
possibility of historical knowledge. Others contend that he underestimates the practical benefits of striving
for objectivity in maintaining scholarly standards. Nevertheless, these critiques have contributed to ongoing
lively discussions about the nature and limits of historical inquiry.

Impact on Historiography and Contemporary Historical Practice

Peter Novick’s "That Noble Dream" has had a lasting impact on historiography, influencing how historians think
about the goals and methods of their discipline.

Reevaluating Historical Objectivity

The book prompted historians to rethink the feasibility and meaning of objectivity, leading to more reflective and
self-critical approaches. It encouraged a more sophisticated awareness of the interpretive dimensions of history
and the importance of transparency about biases.



Influence on Postmodern and Critical Approaches

Novick’s critical stance toward the ideal of objectivity aligned with and influenced postmodern and critical
historiographical approaches that emphasize the constructed nature of history and the role of power and
ideology in shaping narratives.

Practical Implications for Historians

Contemporary historians often balance the aspiration for objectivity with an acknowledgment of subjectivity,
employing rigorous methodologies while remaining conscious of their positionality. Novick’s work continues to
serve as a touchstone for debates about historical ethics, evidence, and interpretation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Peter Novick, the author of 'That Noble Dream'?

Peter Novick was an American historian and professor known for his work on the philosophy and practice of
history, particularly his book 'That Noble Dream,' which critically examines the ideal of objectivity in
historical scholarship.

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

'That Noble Dream' explores the concept of objectivity in historical writing, questioning whether historians
can ever truly be unbiased and how the pursuit of objectivity has shaped the profession.

Why is 'That Noble Dream' considered influential in the field of history?

The book is influential because it challenges the traditional assumption that historians can achieve complete
objectivity, prompting scholars to reflect on the subjective elements inherent in historical interpretation and
methodology.

When was 'That Noble Dream' by Peter Novick published?

'That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American Historical Profession' was published in 1988.

What impact did 'That Noble Dream' have on American historiography?

Novick's work sparked significant debate about the role of objectivity in American historiography, influencing
historians to reconsider the balance between factual accuracy and interpretive analysis in their work.

How does Peter Novick define objectivity in 'That Noble Dream'?

Novick defines objectivity as an ideal striving for impartiality and truthfulness in historical writing, but he
argues that this ideal is complicated by historians' personal biases, cultural contexts, and the nature of
historical sources.

Additional Resources
1. The Holocaust in American Life by Peter Novick
This book explores how the memory of the Holocaust has evolved in the United States since World War II.



Novick examines the changing political, social, and cultural factors that shaped American perceptions of the
Holocaust. He critically analyzes the ways in which Holocaust remembrance has been used to serve various
national agendas, highlighting the complexities of collective memory.

2. The Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession by Peter Novick
Novick’s seminal work investigates the concept of objectivity in the American historical profession. The book
traces the development of historical scholarship in the 20th century and how historians have grappled with
the ideal of being objective. It offers a critical analysis of the tensions between fact, interpretation, and bias in
historical writing.

3. History and Memory in the American Experience by Peter Novick
This collection of essays delves into the relationship between history as an academic discipline and the broader
cultural memory in the United States. Novick discusses how historical narratives are constructed and the
impact of memory on public understanding of the past. The work emphasizes the dynamic interplay between
historians and society.

4. The Past is Never Dead: Essays on History and Memory by Peter Novick
This compilation gathers Novick’s reflections on various issues related to historiography and collective
memory. The essays cover topics such as the role of historians, memory politics, and the challenges of
representing traumatic events. It provides insight into Novick’s broader intellectual concerns beyond his major
monographs.

5. Historians and the Culture Wars edited by Peter Novick and Joyce Appleby
This volume addresses the debates among historians about the role of history in contemporary cultural and
political conflicts. It includes essays that discuss how historical narratives influence identity, politics, and
education. Novick’s involvement underscores his interest in the intersection of history and public discourse.

6. Memory and Modernity: Histories of the Present by Peter Novick
In this book, Novick examines how modern societies remember and interpret their pasts in the context of rapid
social change. The focus is on the formation of collective memory and its implications for identity and politics.
The work situates historical memory within broader debates about modernity and cultural transformation.

7. Reconsidering Objectivity: Debates in Historical Scholarship by Peter Novick
This text revisits the theme of objectivity in history, expanding on ideas presented in The Noble Dream. Novick
explores contemporary challenges to the notion of objective history and the implications for historical
methodology. The book engages with critiques from postmodern and revisionist perspectives.

8. Trauma and Testimony: The Historian’s Dilemma by Peter Novick
Novick investigates how historians approach traumatic events and the ethical complexities involved in
representing victims’ testimonies. The book discusses the tension between scholarly detachment and emotional
engagement in historical writing. It offers a nuanced perspective on the responsibilities of historians dealing with
sensitive subjects.

9. The Historian’s Craft in Question by Peter Novick
This work critically examines the tools and techniques historians use to study and write about the past.
Novick discusses issues such as source criticism, narrative construction, and the influence of ideology. The
book provides a thoughtful reflection on the evolving nature of historical practice in light of contemporary
challenges.
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