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Peter Novick's "That Noble Dream" is a seminal work that delves into the intricate interplay
between history, memory, and the politics of representation. Published in 1988, this
profound book examines the ways in which historical narratives are constructed,
challenged, and negotiated within the context of American society. Novick, a distinguished
historian and a critical thinker, invites readers to reconsider the nature of historical
scholarship, the role of historians, and the implications of their work in shaping collective
memory.



Understanding the Core Themes of "That Noble
Dream"”

Peter Novick's "That Noble Dream" is not just a critique of historical practices; it is an
exploration of the broader implications of how history is understood and utilized in the
public sphere. The book addresses several key themes that are crucial for unpacking its
significance.

The Construction of Historical Narratives

1. Subjectivity in History: Novick argues that history is not an objective recounting of facts
but rather a subjective interpretation influenced by the historian's perspective, biases, and
the societal context in which they operate. He posits that every historical account is shaped
by the historian's choices regarding what to include, what to exclude, and how to interpret
events.

2. The Role of Memory: Memory plays a critical role in shaping historical narratives. Novick
discusses how collective memory influences the way societies remember and interpret their
past. This collective memory is often selective, highlighting certain events while
downplaying or ignoring others, leading to a skewed understanding of history.

3. The Politics of History: "That Noble Dream" emphasizes the political dimensions of
historical writing. Novick suggests that history is often used as a tool for political ends,
influencing public opinion and national identity. He highlights how different groups may
seek to reclaim or reshape historical narratives to serve their interests.

Historians and Their Responsibilities

Novick also explores the ethical responsibilities of historians in the construction of historical
narratives. He raises important questions about the role of historians as both scholars and
public intellectuals.

- Objectivity vs. Advocacy: One of the central debates within historiography is the tension
between striving for objectivity and the desire to advocate for particular interpretations of
history. Novick challenges historians to be aware of their biases while also recognizing the
potential for their work to influence societal understanding.

- Engagement with the Public: Novick argues that historians have a responsibility to engage
with the public and contribute to the broader discourse about history. This engagement is
crucial for fostering a more nuanced understanding of the past and its relevance to
contemporary issues.



The Impact of "That Noble Dream" on Historical
Scholarship

Since its publication, Novick's work has had a profound impact on the field of history and
has sparked significant debate among historians.

Recognition of Historical Context

Novick's insistence on understanding historical narratives within their broader context has
led to:

- Increased Interdisciplinary Approaches: Historians are increasingly drawing on insights
from fields such as sociology, anthropology, and cultural studies to better understand the
complexities of historical narratives.

- Critical Examination of Sources: There is a growing emphasis on critically examining the
sources used in historical research, as well as the contexts in which they were produced.
This includes recognizing the limitations and biases inherent in historical documents and
accounts.

Challenging Traditional Narratives

Novick's work has encouraged historians to challenge traditional narratives and engage
with marginalized voices. This has resulted in:

- Reexamining Canonical Histories: Historians are now more likely to question established
narratives and consider alternative perspectives, particularly those of historically
underrepresented groups.

- Incorporating Diverse Perspectives: There is a greater awareness of the need to include a
variety of perspectives in historical scholarship, acknowledging the complexity and
multiplicity of experiences that shape our understanding of the past.

Critiques and Controversies Surrounding "That
Noble Dream"”

While "That Noble Dream" has been influential, it has also faced criticism from various
quarters.



Criticism of Relativism

One of the primary critiques of Novick's work is its perceived relativity. Critics argue that
Novick's emphasis on subjectivity may undermine the search for objective truths in history.
They contend that if all historical narratives are equally valid, it could lead to a form of
historical relativism that diminishes the significance of rigorous scholarship.

Concerns About the Role of Historians

Some historians have expressed concern about Novick's view of the historian's role in
society. Critics argue that while engagement with the public is important, it should not
come at the expense of scholarly rigor. They worry that historians may become too
advocacy-oriented, potentially compromising the integrity of their work.

The Legacy of "That Noble Dream”

Despite the critiques, the legacy of Peter Novick's "That Noble Dream" endures. It has
served as a catalyst for ongoing discussions about the nature of history and historiography.

Influencing Education and Pedagogy

The themes and arguments presented in "That Noble Dream" have permeated educational
practices in history. Educators are increasingly incorporating discussions of historical
memory, narrative construction, and the responsibilities of historians into their curricula.
This has encouraged students to critically engage with historical texts and to consider the
broader implications of historical narratives.

Continued Relevance in Contemporary Discourse

In today's political climate, where historical narratives often clash, Novick's work remains
particularly relevant. His insights into the politics of memory and representation resonate
deeply as societies grapple with issues of identity, nationalism, and historical reparation.
The book serves as a reminder of the importance of critically examining the narratives that
shape our understanding of the past.

Conclusion

Peter Novick's "That Noble Dream" is a foundational text that challenges readers to
reconsider the nature of history and the role of historians. Through its exploration of the
construction of historical narratives, the significance of memory, and the ethical



responsibilities of historians, the book invites a deeper understanding of how history is not
merely a record of the past but an active and often contested discourse. As society
continues to navigate the complexities of historical representation, Novick's work remains a
vital resource for historians, educators, and anyone interested in the intricate dance
between memory, history, and identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'That Noble Dream' is the evolution of historical scholarship and the
challenges historians face in balancing objectivity with the subjective nature of interpreting
history.

How does Novick address the concept of objectivity in
history in his book?

Novick critically examines the idea of objectivity in historical writing, arguing that it is often
an unattainable goal due to the influence of personal biases, cultural context, and the
historian's own narrative.

What are some critiques that Novick raises about the
profession of history?

Novick critiques the profession for its sometimes rigid methodologies, the pressure to
conform to established narratives, and the tendency to overlook the impact of broader
societal forces on historical interpretation.

How does 'That Noble Dream' relate to the culture wars
in the United States?

Novick's work connects to the culture wars by examining how historical narratives are
shaped by contemporary political and social debates, particularly in education and public
memory.

What methodology does Novick use to analyze
historical writing?

Novick employs a historical and critical analysis methodology, drawing on a wide range of
examples from historiography to illustrate how historians construct narratives and the
implications of their choices.

In what ways does Novick's book contribute to the field



of historiography?

Novick's book contributes to historiography by providing a comprehensive overview of the
development of historical thought, encouraging historians to reflect on their practices and
the implications of their narratives.

What is the significance of the title 'That Noble Dream'?

The title 'That Noble Dream' reflects the idealistic aspiration of historians to seek truth and
understanding through their work, while simultaneously critiquing the notion that this
dream can be fully realized in practice.
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