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In the past few years, public accounts of misconduct by historians have suggested that
we may have an ethical crisis in our profession. For those readers who missed the mul-
tiple allegations of lies told, passages plagiarized, and evidence misrepresented, the
bare-bones outlines of the most prominent cases are as follows. In spring 2001, the
press reported that the historian Joseph J. Ellis had fabricated stories during classroom
lectures at Mount Holyoke College. The stories involved his own activities in the
1960s, most notably false accounts of military service in Vietnam. Ellis issued a writ-
ten apology, and Mount Holyoke suspended him without pay for a year. Early in 2002
journalists trained their investigative skills on the historians Stephen E. Ambrose and
Doris Kearns Goodwin, both of whom had replicated numerous passages from other
authors' books but failed to place the appropriated words in quotation marks.
Ambrose and Goodwin acknowledged the borrowings but claimed they had occurred
through inattention rather than from intent.1 Meanwhile, the historian Michael A.
Bellesiles s Arming America invited attention with a controversial argument disputing
the prevalence of gun ownership in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
The book won high-profile reviews in general publications, initial praise from various
historians, and a major prize but aroused the ire of advocates of gun ownership,
including the National Rifle Association. Soon it also attracted the microscopic
inspection of scholars who dissected the evidence that supported its argument. In the
summer of 2002, a committee appointed by Emory University, Bellesiles's employer,
concluded an in-depth investigation, which found "sloppy scholarship," "unprofes-
sional and misleading work," and "evidence of falsification." Bellesiles subsequently
resigned from the Emory faculty. He granted that he had made errors in his work, but
he denied that he had fabricated or willfully misrepresented evidence.2

1 On Ellis, see, for example, Walter V. Robinson, "Professor's Past in Doubt, Discrepancies Surface in Claim of
Vietnam Duty," Boston Globe, June 18, 2001, p. Al; Patrick Healy and Walter V. Robinson, "Professor Apologizes
for Fabrications," ibid., June 19, 2001, p. Al; and David Abel, "College Suspends History Professor," ibid., Aug.
18, 2001, p. Al. On Ambrose, see, for example, Fred Barnes, "Stephen Ambrose, Copycat; The Latest Work of a
Bestselling Historian Isn't All His," Weekly Standard, Jan. 14, 2002; David D. Kirkpatrick, "Author Admits He
Lifted Lines for '95 Book," New York Times, Jan. 6, 2002, p. 22; and David D. Kirkpatrick, "As Historian's Fame
Grows, So Do Questions on Methods," ibid., Jan. 11, 2002, p. Al . On Goodwin, see, for example, David D.
Kirkpatrick, "Historian Says Publisher Quickly Settled Dispute," ibid., Jan. 23, 2002, p. A10; and David D. Kirk-
patrick, "Historian Says Borrowing Was Wider Than Known," ibid., Feb. 23, 2002, p. A10. All of the articles were
read online via LexisNexis (Nov. 2003).

2 Michael A. Bellesiles, Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (New York, 2000); Stanley N.
Katz, Hanna H. Gray, and Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, "Report of the Investigative Committee in the Matter of Pro-
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In the unfolding drama of the recent cases, the Journal of American History had its
own small part. In 1996 we published an essay by Bellesiles, "The Origins of Gun
Culture in the United States, 1760-1865," which laid out the arguments later devel-
oped in his book. As the book came under scrutiny, scholars returned to the article
and found flaws in its table 1. One author went so far as to claim: "This entire scan-
dal might have been avoided in 1996 with more conventional editing at the JAH."3

The article had gone through our usual peer review and editing process, but we had
not, of course, sent our editorial assistants to the various archives to check the
author's primary research. For that, we had relied, as all journals do, on trust. None-
theless, our editors, peer reviewers, and staff could and should have noticed the flaws
in table 1, such as the failure to include the sample size in each of the table's cells, to
indicate which counties were used to construct each regional category, and to note
the exact locations of the county records used. In our office, the Bellesiles controversy
led to reassessment of our vetting and editing processes and refresher instructions on
how to read and edit quantitative materials.

But the Journal's role in one recent case is less important than the larger issues
raised. Taking the cases together, the constellation of alleged misdeed suggests we
should think seriously about the neglected field of historical ethics. Is unprofessional
or unethical conduct on the rise, and, if so, why? Are historians' ethics under height-
ened scrutiny, and, if so, why? How might we use the scrutiny—heightened or not—
to improve the practice of history? What are the central ethical concerns facing pro-
fessional historians? Does the American Historical Association's Statement on Stan-
dards of Professional Conduct provide an adequate code of ethics for historical
practice?4 Do we need to publicize it, enforce it, or revise it? Are there different ethi-
cal standards in different genres of history? And how might we teach historical ethics
to our students? To begin the conversation, we invited a few scholars and editors to
write short essays. We did not ask our contributors to research or rehash the specifics
of recent cases. Instead, we asked them to ponder the larger issues and address the
following question: "How does (or should) the current ethical crisis change or chal-
lenge the way we think about, teach, read, write, and publish history?"

fessor Michael Bellesiles, 10 July 2002," pp. 17, 18, 19, available online at <http://www.emory.edu/central/
NEWS/Releases/Final_Report.pdf> (Nov. 2003). For Bellesiles's response, see <http://www.emory.edu/central/
NEWS/Releases/B_statement.pdf> (Nov. 2003). On Bellesiles, see also David Mehegan, "New Doubts about Gun
Historian Research to Receive Hard Critique Today," Boston Globe, Sept. 11, 2001, p. Al; Robert F. Worth, "His-
torian's Prizewinning Book on Guns Is Embroiled in a Scandal," New York Times, Dec. 8, 2001, p. A13; and the
articles in the forum "Historians and Guns," William and Mary Quarterly, 59 (Jan. 2002), 203—68. The newspa-
per articles were read online via LexisNexis (Nov. 2003).

3 Michael A. Bellesiles, "The Origins of Gun Culture in the United States, 1760-1865," Journal of American
History, 83 (Sept. 1996), 425—55; James Lindgren, "Fall from Grace: Arming America and the Bellesiles Scandal,"
Yale Law Journal, April 26, 2002, p. 2198, available online at <http://www.law.northwestern.edu/faculty/fulltime/
Lindgren/LindgrenFINAL.pdf> (Nov. 2003).

4 American Historical Association, Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct, 2003 edition, available
online at <http://www.theaha.org/pubs/standard.htm> (Nov. 2003).



The Historians' Dilemma

Elliott J. Gorn

Against a backdrop of routine dishonesty from America's leaders, it seems like aca-
demic navel gazing to discuss "the ethical crisis in history." Recent corporate corrup-
tion—Enron and the rest—certainly dwarfs our poor power to add or detract.
Indeed, the scandals in the Catholic Church over sexually abusive priests make us
seem by comparison like, well, choirboys and -girls. Then there was the last presiden-
tial election, an ethical breakdown that would have made Richard Daley (the elder)
blush. And of course since the election we have been subjected not just to lies—the
phantom weapons of mass destruction, the absurd linking of Saddam Hussein with
Al-Qaeda—but to an ongoing degradation of democratic political discourse.

And these are the easy ones. We have not gotten to the ethics of corporate execu-
tives' salaries, new tax laws that will surely bankrupt the nation, money-soaked elec-
tions that drown democracy, a prison system that makes China look like the human
rights poster child, a so-called Patriot Act that shreds our Bill of Rights, etc., etc., etc.
Historians' ethical dilemmas are small by comparison. But they are not unrelated to
these larger crises.

A recent New York Times article described a study conducted by psychologists
exploring the values and ethics of selected young professionals. The researchers
bemoaned the lack of good mentoring for scientists, journalists, and actors, by which
was meant, I think, that no one ever laid a fatherly hand on youthful shoulders and
said do not tell lies, my son; cheat not, my daughter. But read a little deeper. The
young subjects of the study were well aware of ethical issues. In fact, their so-called
mentors were the problem. Senior scientists and managers in highly competitive (and
lucrative) fields such as genetic engineering pushed their charges to publish findings
prematurely, and sometimes young scientists interpreted the pressure to produce as
an invitation to bend the protocols of good research. Similarly, youthful journalists
spoke eloquently about fairness, objectivity, and their profession's mission to keep the
public informed, but they saw themselves as not living up to these ideals. This was
not merely a matter of personal failure: "They feel under the thumb of powerful edi-
tors, whose concern to best the competition all too often seems to dominate tradi-
tional journalistic values of fairness, objectivity and serving readers."1

Elliott J. Gorn is professor of history at Brown University.
Readers may contact Gorn at <EUiott_Gorn@Brown.edu>.

1 Sara Rimer, "Finding That Today's Students Are Bright, Eager, and Willing to Cheat," New York Times, July
2, 2003, p. B8.
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From the mentors' point of view, what others might call ethical lapses, character
flaws, or personal weaknesses were in fact great strengths. The only real rule for them
was "don't get caught." We live in an age when the marketplace has been raised to
transcendent, almost holy, status. Winning is everything, and winning often means
cutting corners to outsell the competition. But unquestioned faith in the virtue of
markets often blinds us to their corrosive impact on ethics.

What does any of this have to do with the history profession? Historians do not
compete in the same marketplace as genetic engineers or newspaper journalists. But
our lives are enmeshed in job markets, tenure markets, course evaluation markets,
publishing markets—places where competition allocates scarce resources—which can
have deleterious effects. In point of fact, the scholarly realm is a good place to think
about ethics because, though some may like to believe that we live in ivory towers,
colleges and their employees never wholly escape the pressures and corruptions of the
larger world.

What prompts historians' collective hand-wringing are a few relatively high profile
cases that emerged in recent years. It could be argued that the charges of plagiarism,
sloppy scholarship, and fraudulent research actually reveal the health of our profes-
sion. After all, the malefactors were discovered, outed, even punished. Some of them
were not academic historians at all, but popular writers. Still, there is the haunting
feeling that more shoes might drop, even our own. Puritan-like, we look into our
hearts: "Was I really as assiduous, as careful in the archives as I should have been? Did
I fail, O God of Documents, in my slothfulness or my overweening pride, to put
everything in quotes, to cite all sources accurately, to represent the evidence fairly?"
Such uneasiness keeps us honest. We search for the blackness within because self-
scrutiny is the scholar-pilgrim's high road to salvation. What begins as neurosis ends
in a reasonable approximation of integrity. At least most of the time.

When the Joseph Ellis case broke—recall that in the classroom this gifted teacher
claimed to have been a star high school athlete, a Vietnam War veteran, and a 1960s
activist, none of which was true—the question I kept hearing from colleagues was
whether his difficulties with reality affected his scholarship. The question reveals our
gods. Ellis might have lied to a few students, people seemed to be saying, but did he
do anything really bad, like lie in print? Professors are, after all, people of the book.
Besides, in the logic of scandals, serious problems in his writing (where, to my
knowledge, no one has accused him of falsifying evidence) would have raised the
stakes. To mix some metaphors, finding a smoking gun in one of Ellis's books would
make the episode so much juicier. "Character" had become a loaded word during the
Clinton presidency; here was a scholar who wrote about the Founding Fathers in that
very idiom, only to be exposed as less than chaste.

I think we might have missed something more here. Struggling with issues of
veracity in his own life, Ellis clearly was attracted to historical subjects who could not
have been more explicit about the importance of honor, even as they often failed to
act honorably. Rather than merely pointing fingers at Ellis and his corked bat, it
would be more useful for us all to open the whole issue of the wellsprings of our top-
ics, ideas, assumptions—of why we as individuals do what we do for a living, of how
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we select the subjects we write and teach about, of the relationship of who we are as
individuals to what we do as professionals. No one ever asked me in graduate school
why I wanted to be a historian, but maybe they should have. My answer—anyone's
answer—might be a very private one, nobody's business really, but the question itself
is a critical one, for it shifts the issue from merely being careful with our footnotes to
being honest with ourselves about why we entered this calling in the first place.2

Ellis, it should be noted, remains a very successful author, at least as measured by
sales, advances, and so forth. So was Stephen Ambrose, despite the plagiarism scandal
that assailed his reputation shortly before he passed away. Ambrose managed to crank
out enormous numbers of books because he wrote quickly, employed assistants, and
worked heavily from secondary sources. He focused above all on telling stirring sto-
ries. His books were and are so successful in part because of his knack for selecting
exciting topics and his ability to give his subjects clear, dramatic expression. Whereas
Ellis embraced the sacred origins of American mythology—there was a time when a
group of gifted men {men, damn it) saw further, deeper, more profoundly than all
others and bequeathed us our nation and its freedom—Ambrose appealed to the
populist side of our national narrative. Most special about his subjects was their
unspecial origins, the fact that at first glance they were such unlikely heroes. Ambrose
never tired of reminding us that decency and valor often had humble origins.

Of course the plagiarism charge sullied Ambrose's reputation among professional
historians, but it was not as if he was already a hero to the professoriate. While many
of Ambrose's works offered absorbing introductions to topics (he wrote on so many
subjects), among academic historians he was seen mostly as a popularizer. His works
tended to be quite whiggish; one turned to Ambrose for reassurance about the good-
ness of America and Americans, not for an edgy sense of irony, let alone a tragic view
of history. When the plagiarism scandal broke, all of the attention to Ambrose's theft
of words missed an important point about his relationship to the historical profes-
sion. He was not a gadfly, as the intellectual's vocation has been conceived since
Socrates. Quite the contrary; Ambrose wrote reassuring works, though sometimes
about disturbing subjects. He still sells very well in the big chain bookstores, not
because he wrote brilliantly (actually, his prose usually feels a draft away from pol-
ished and several shy of elegant), but because he told large numbers of people what
they wanted to believe about history—that America was not perfect but fundamen-
tally good, that Americans were not always triumphant but successful when it mat-
tered most. Above all, his work was patriotic.

What unites Ellis and Ambrose is that both were—are—well-established authors
in the history marketplace. Neither wrote what might be called cutting-edge history.
On the contrary, they became name-brand authors to large publishing houses
because they reliably delivered narrative history on topics (politics, war, leaders) for
which there is a substantial target audience. Their work has had the great virtue of
educating hundreds of thousands of readers, far more than most professional histori-

2 Introspective work melding scholarship with memoir frequently appears in other humanities and social sci-
ences, but not so often, it seems, among historians. For a very interesting set of brief essays, see the round table
"Self and Subject,"'Journal of'American History, 89 (June 2002), 17-53.
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ans ever dream of reaching. But they did that at the cost of sticking closely to a pretty
narrow range of topics, sources, and interpretations.

I would not for a minute imply that doing history that appeals to a wide audience
necessitates less than honest methods and practices. But commercial publishing can
entice writers to work quick and dirty and to choose subjects and approaches for
their popularity. And the desire to appeal to students can tempt teachers to adopt
more exciting classroom personae. But there are shoals on the other side too, whether
we note them or not. Whom should we write for? How should we teach? What com-
promises should we make to reach an audience? Bolder still, how can we as a profes-
sion take initiatives to become more active—in museums, radio, the Web, film, as
well as books, newspapers, and magazines—in the cultural life of the nation and in
engaging important public issues? Like it or not, most monographs could be rewrit-
ten by William Shakespeare then edited by Mark Twain and they still would not sell.
Nor should they. And most sound history lectures would not rouse the masses of our
students. Our work is not necessarily so difficult or arcane, but it is highly special-
ized, and the questions we ask often make sense as part of larger debates that the
uninitiated do not know or care much about. Academic historians spend most of
their time engaged in internal conflicts; we go into battle with the heavy artillery of
primary sources and protect ourselves with the armor of theory. All of this means that
much of our work—in journals, at conferences, in monographs, and in the class-
room—has a who-is-the-smartest-in-the-class ring to it, which is driven, in part, by
an academic marketplace that rewards us with tenure and promotion, status and sal-
ary. And it is a marketplace, with its own prejudices and distortions, no less than the
marketplace represented by Borders or Simon and Schuster.

Which brings us to Michael Bellesiles's Arming America} His truly was an aca-
demic book, with plenty of footnotes and tables, much number-crunching, and lots
of references to arcane academic sources. Arming America did not sell nearly as well as
any of Ambrose's or Ellis's offerings, but it did surprisingly well. No doubt this was
because Bellesiles told a story that many people wanted to hear, though a complex
and controversial one. The consensus of historians who know the field well seems to
be that at crucial moments Bellesiles was cavalier at best—some say downright dis-
honest—with his use of sources. At the same time, much good scholarship remains in
the book. When it first came out, I certainly did not read Arming America as critically
as I should have, at least in part because I was sympathetic to its argument. And it
took a while to sort out the facts because the debate over the book grew so vitriolic
and partisan. But once again, when we get past the initial frenzy and the ensuing
acrimony, another point emerges: Here, it seemed, was an example of a respected
professional historian asking the sorts of questions that are valuable for illuminating
not just the dead past but the living present. The irony is that, far more than most of
us, Bellesiles was doing something very worthy: Engaging an important public issue
and bringing a historian's perspective to bear on it. Now that the controversy has set-
tled down, it will be interesting to see how colonial and early national historians

3 Michael A. Bellesiles, Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (New York, 2000).
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weigh the damage. How much of Arming Americas argument—most of it, none at
all—is salvageable? Will historians' voices ever be so prominent again in public
debate on issues surrounding Americans and their guns?

All of these cases concern the question of audience, of historians' relationship to
the public inside and outside of the academy. These three individuals went beyond
the normal boundaries of the profession—teach class, publish monograph, go home.
One might even argue that, in telling his stories in the classroom, Ellis did nothing
more than create a stage persona, much like an actor. The difference, of course, is
that everyone knows that actors adopt guises (at least they are supposed to know it),
while professors are assumed to be seekers and purveyors of truth—knowable, trans-
parent truth. For whatever reasons—money, fame, adulation, just plain careless-
ness—all three men crossed a line then had their comeuppance.

The key phrase here is "for whatever reasons." At their most banal, these stories of
notable historians gone askew can seem like bad TV soap operas in which those with
ill-gotten gain are laid low. If the ethical crisis in history is merely a handful of cases
in which individuals stepped over the line separating honest from dishonest teaching
and scholarship, then discussing it can produce sadness, smugness, feelings of
schadenfreude, but not much enlightenment. But if we think a bit more broadly
about appropriate versus inappropriate professional behavior and allow the subject to
throw some light on the larger issue of the relationship of American intellectuals to
their audiences, it becomes much more interesting.

To engage many readers with good history strikes me as highly ethical. We are not,
after all, mere antiquarians; most of us believe that history gives insight, offers a win-
dow onto meaning, has explanatory power. It is a depressing irony that some of the
very historians who reached out to a larger audience than the usual academic one vio-
lated important ethical standards. But it should not surprise us that the place where
some of the problem entered was in the transformation of history into commodity,
into goods for sale. Expanding that marketplace metaphor helps us think a little
more deeply about our troubles. Not only books that appropriated others' labor were
sold under false pretenses. Also on the market was a puffed-up personal past,
designed to win the admiration of students at an elite liberal arts school, the sort of
place where professors feel strong competitive pressures to be popular. And in the
marketplace of ideas, dubious evidence brought academic fame, prestigious awards,
and intellectual cachet, at least for a while. What is interesting is not that some indi-
viduals cheated but that, initially at least, they were rewarded, feted, respected. Com-
petitive marketplaces—for book sales, teacher reputations, scholarly prizes—liked
what they saw and delivered the goods.

Once we start thinking about our profession this way, other issues emerge. For a
generation now we have trained far more graduate students than there are jobs.
Among the reasons for this are the desire for teaching assistants, graders, and adjunct
faculty, all of whom help universities cut costs and reduce the teaching load of regular
faculty. In other words, self-interest encourages our complicity in some pretty dubi-
ous labor practices. Tenure decisions are also market-driven, and they cut to the core
of our sense of fairness, which is why they can become so toxic. Faculty at the Uni-
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versity of Michigan want to know what the University of California—Berkeley
requires for tenure these days, and administrators routinely invoke "peer" institutions
to ratchet up standards. But unless expectations are continually clarified for individu-
als coming up for tenure, it all seems like the old bait and switch of retail lore. Fur-
ther up the food chain are the "stars" (what an absurd word applied to academics) for
whom ambitious institutions compete. At worst, deans and provosts, acting out the
unexamined machismo of the academy, use such hires to make their reputations and
then move on. Of course the intellectual life of a college can be enhanced by big
hires, but the costs—forgone junior faculty appointments, financial aid packages,
and so forth—never seem to get calculated.

Despite the hazards, professional agoraphobia is not an option. Rather than retreat
to the safety of our journals and monographs, we need more than ever to examine the
relationship between good historical practice and the marketplace for jobs, for aca-
demic rank and standing, for prestige and prizes, for grants and fellowships, for stu-
dent approval, and for book contracts and sales. We belong in the public square, and
we are in it whether we like it or not. In fact, we should seek new outlets for our
wares because we believe that, at their best, they bring with them intelligence, under-
standing, even wisdom. But historical insight includes the knowledge that the mar-
ketplace can be as corrupting as it is exciting and therefore requires our vigilance.
And that is the historians' dilemma: How to stay immersed in the world yet maintain
critical distance from it; how to engage our audiences with broadly important sub-
jects yet not pander to them; how to participate actively in democratic discourse yet
not be seduced by the sounds of our own voices.


