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Of Wholes and Pats: Local History and the
American Experience

Terry A. Barnhart

Therelationships between thewhol es and parts of American
history arevital to our understandingof ourselvesasanation and
apeople. Many of the central paradoxes and ambiguities of our
national existence cannot be adequately understood without
exploring the interplay between localism and nationalism that
runslikealietmotivthroughout Ameri can history. Theinfluence
of thewestward movemert in our nation’s past, the give and take
of federal-state relations, the internecine sectionalism of the
nineteenth century, and the more benign regionalism of the
twentieth century raiseimportant questi ons about therelationship
between local history and nationa heritage, and why they
sometimes seem antithetical. As one historian has ably put it,

Essentially American history is the account of local

communities strung together to form a composite

nation.... The course of history, local or national, has
never advanced within avacuum or without the adhesive
element of continuity. So many times past decisions,
national and international, resulted from grass roots
pressures and demands. In fact the broad spectrum of
sectionalism in national history has ever reflected this
cause and effect. So many timeslocal hi storians' books
deal with microcosmswhich are but parts of the broader
national scene.
It has even been asserted that pivotal eventsin Americanhistory
are best understood when studied as a series of local responsesto
issues and problems that cut across state boundaries, yet were
significantly influenced by local condtions.?

ThomasD. Clark, “Locd History: A Manspring for National History,” in
Local History Today, ed. Richard Jensen and others (Indianapolis: Indiana
Historical Society, 1979), 47.

2A good exampleof the micro approach to the national past is The Sates
and the Nation series, administered by the American Association for State and
Local History under the general editorship of JamesMorton Smith. These state
historieswere amongthe more useful productions of the American bicentennial
in 1976—an incredible boon to thewriting of American local history. On the
impact of the bicentennial and therebirth of Americanlocal history see Michael
Kammen, “The American Revolution Bicentennial and the Writing of Local
History,” History News 30 (Aug. 1975): 179-90.
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Indeed, the nature of the American experience (if one may
speak in the singular) cautions against the artificial segregation
of local and national issues. As a student of lllinois early
political history once observed, “[t]he character of the Federal
Constitution, and the large place occupied by national policiesin
the lives of people, make it impossible to divorce local and
national issues.”®* What is true of the national experience
politically is also true socially and culturally. The market
revolution occasioned by canals and railroads in the early and
mid-nineeenth century, theadvent of industrial capitalismandits
economies of scale and rational patterns of consumption in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the rise of a
truly national culture via the communication and transportation
revolutions of the last half century have had a homogenizing
influence on the patternsof our lives. Y et local historiansshould
avoidassumptionsof national homogeneity asdiligently asthose
of local exceptionalism, for one mayfind concurrent examplesof
both. Local, regional, interregional, naional, and global
influences connect the partsto the whole in individual lives and
their local communities. It is the job of the locd historian to
reconstruct the symbiotic relationship between thenational and
local settings of our social and cultural selves.*

There are many reciprocal relationships between local and
national history, yet recognition of this fact should not olbscure
the very real differences and intellectual distance that often
separate those who identify themselves as “local” and
“professional” historians. The rift has a history behind it. It
stems from differencesin the training, interests, and approaches
of professional and amateur historians, to say nothing of the
underlying assumptions which motivates themto investigate the
local past in the first instance. Amateur and professional
hi storians departed at wide angleswhenthe historical profession
emerged asaself-consciousand credential ed academic discipline
in the 1880s. Gone was the great commons of history, where
avocational historians of various backgrounds and attainments

Charles Manfred Thompson, The Illinois Whigs Before 1846 (Urbana:
University of Illinois, 1915), 113.

“See David Kyvig and Myron A. Marty, “Nearby History: Connecting
Particularsand Universals,” Teaching History: AJournal of Methods8 (Spring
1983): 3-10.
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wrote local and national histories for a general readership. The
concerns of academically trained historians centered around the
history of national political issues, parties, and presidential
administrations, while local history remained a stepchild to the
profession—a pursuit open to amateurs but largely anathema to
the history professional at large. There have been many efforts
to mitigate that estrangement, but the burden of the past
continues to loom large.

One may be appreciative of local history without being
uncritical, for there are many problems associated with its
practice. It isundenably true that the province of local history
is too often reduced to an enumeration of “firsts,” anniversary
celebrations, pageants, and re-creationsthat rarely rise above the
level of chamber-of-commerce-boosterism and expressions of
local pride. There has been an inordinate preoccupation with
pioneersand first families—what might best be described asthe
“what-the-pioneers-hah-wrought” school of historiography,
where the community-building enterprises of the first Euro-
Americansettlersinalocality aredescribedin Prometheanterms,
and further embellished with filiopiety. To recognize the
problems inherent in this genre of historical writing should not,
however, minimize the contributions of the more diligent and
talented among the early chroniclers of the local past. Indeed,
notwithstanding the great historiographical and culture distance
that separates the historical profession from its antiquarian
origins, our intellectual debt to the amateur historians of the
nineteenth century is large. There is much of value in their
original contributions to historical documentation, which
continue to be information sources for analytical scholars who
revisit the copious materialsthey compiled. Theliterary eforts
of the antiquarians and the historical societies they helped
established is a legacy upon which professionally trained
historians have often built. All those who labor in thevineyard
of local history remain conspicuously intheir debt.

°See David J. Russo, Keepers of Our Past: Local Historical Writing in the
United States, 1820s-1930s (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1988); and
David D. Van Tassel, Recording America’s Past: An Interpretation of the
Development of Historical Studies in American, 1607-1884 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960).
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It has been argued, in fact, that professional historiansin the
United States for too long left the writing of local history to
antiquariansand amateurs® criticizing or rejecting their work but
making no offerings to the fidd of their own. It was left to
scholarsin Europe andto American social scientids to redirect
the attention of American historians to the local past. Socia
scientistsin France and England beganapplying anthropol ogical
concepts of structuralism and the quantitative techniques of
demography to the study of pre-industrial communities. The
AnnalesgroupinFrance, the Cambridge Groupfor the History of
Population and Social Structure,” and the “L eicester School” of
English local history were exploring the deep structures of local
societies.” European ideas and techniquesfor exploringthelocal
past were incarporated into the new social history that emerged
in the United States from the various socia and political
movements of the late 1960s and ‘ 70s. A new popuist history
emerged from that historiographical revolution, which included
a renewed interest in local higory. American scholars utilized
“the techniques of ‘place-oriented’ research,” o “community
study” as some social historianspreferred to cdl it, to raise new
guestions and test familiar generdizations about the national
experience through a series of truly groundbreaking studies.
Community studies as a subfield of historical inquiry had truly

®Frank Freidel, ed., Harvard Guide to American History, rev. ed.
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univasity Press, 1974), 1. 291.

"W.G. Hoskins, Local History in England, 2™ ed. (London: Longman,
1972); idem, Fieldwork in Local History (London: Faber and Faber, 1967);
H.P.R. Finberg and V.H.T. Skipp, Local History: Objedive and Pursuit
(NewtonAbbot: David & Charles, 1967); and RobertDouch, Local History and
the Teacher (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1967).
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arrived,® although certain definitional and analytical problems
persist.

Not the least of the problems assodated with local higory
has been to adequately define its nature, scope, and purpose.
Much of this discussion has centered onthe need for integrating
state and local history into larger frames of meaning, as an
antidoteto the provincialiam that has been endemic to the field.
Historians have long valued the study of localities as a means of
testing the validity of more general and theoretical studies of
regions or the nation at lage. Such case studies attempt to
determine the extent to which a community is representative of
othersin its region and to what degreeloca experiences have
paralleled national trends. Thus one of the many benefits of
regiona and local history is the capacity for validating,
modifying, or refuting many of the grand themes of our national
history. Loca historians, Clifford L. Lord once respectfully
observed, possess an ingrained suspicion or “healthy skepticism
about the glibgeneralization” and an abiding appreciation for the
diversity of the American scene’ That localized view of the
American experience does not preclude synthesis and
generalization, it only circumscribesitwithinproper boundaries.
“Although the diversity of American life inits many separate
communities may preclude generalization about social
organi zation throughout America, the historical development of
any single community bears a coherence that readily lendsitself
to aholistic interpretation.”*® Localized history isan invaluable
meansof interpreting the complex inner workings of the national

8Darrett B. Rutman and AnitaH. Rutman, Small Worlds, Large Questions:
Explorationsin Early American Social History, 1600-1850 (Charlottesville:
University Pressof Virginia, 1994),16-54 & 287-304; Cary Carson, “Front and
Center: Local History Comes of Age,” in Local History, National Heritage:
Reflections on the History of AASLH, ed. Frederick L. Rath and others
(Nashville: American Association for State and Loca History, 1991), 85; and
James B. Gardner and George Rollie Adans, eds., Ordinary People and
EverydayLife: PerspectiveontheNew Social History (Nashville: The American
Association for State and Local History, 1983). See also David A. Gerber,
“Local and Community History: Some Cautionary Remarks on An Idea Whose
Time Has Returned,” The History Teacher 13 (Nov. 1979): 124.

°CliffordL. Lord, Teaching Historywith Community Resour ces: Localized
History Series (New Y ork: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1964), 11.

“Warren R. Hofstra, “Community Studies: A Real World and the
Academic Hidorian,” History News 47 (Nov.—Dec. 1992): 21.
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experience, for many of the continuities, countervailing trends,
and crosscurrentsof that past stand in boldrelief when examined
inalocal context.™

The case-study model of local history is not, however,
without its critics. As historians use local history to test
hypotheses about the American experi ence at | arge something
important and distinctive about state and local history is lost
alongtheway. Localismand regionalism under this paradigmis
neither presented inthe round nor on its own terms, butis made
to serve other purposes. As John Alexander Williams has noted,
the academic or case-study model of local history isincomplete
because it makes the local past serve national history as defined
by the academy. Thishascreated a“ partial” or a“fragmentary”
view of the local past that is inadequate for those use seek a
broadly-based cultural hi story.* A distinguishing featureof this
historyisthat it also includesthe physical dimensionsof thelocal

“Advocates of the value of local history have articulated numerous
strategies for researching and interpreting the local past . See Carol Kanmen,
ed., The Pursuit of Local History: Reading on Theory and Practice (Walnut
Creek, Calif.: AltaMiraPress, 1996);idem, On Doing Local History: Reflections
on What Local HistoriansDo, Why, and What It Means (Nashville: American
Associationfor State and Local History, 1986); David J Russo, Clio Confused:
Troubling Aspects of Historical Study from the Perspective of U.S. History
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1995); idem, Families and Communities:
A New View of American History (Nashville: American Association for State
and Loca History, 1974); James H. Conrad, Developing Local History
Programs in Community Libraries (Chicago: Ameican Library Association,
1989); Raymond Starr, “The Role of Loca History in a Public History
Curriculum,” The Public Historian9 (Summer 1987): 80-95; David Kyvig and
Myron A. Marty, Nearby History: Exploring the Past Around You (Nashville:
American Association for State and Local History, 1982) and the subsequent
volumes of the Nearby History series; Edward K. Eckert, “Locd History:
Everyone's Hidden Treasure,” The History Teacher 13 (Nov. 1979): 31-55;
Samuel P. Hayes, “Histay and the Changing University Curriculum,” idem 8
(Nov. 1974); Thomas H. Smith, “The Renascence of Local History,” The
Historian 35 (Nov. 1972): 1-17; George Rollie Adams, “Planning for the
Future, AASLH Takesal ook at its Past,” History News 37 (Sept. 1982): 12-8;
Larry E. Tise, “State and Local History: A Future from the Past,” The Public
Historian 1 (Summer 1979), 14-22; the special issue of that journal devoted to
local history, idem, 5 (Fall 1983): 7-96; and Constance McLaughlin Greene,
“The Value of Loca History,” in The Cultural Approach to History, ed.
Caroline Ware (New Y ork: ColumbiaUniversity Press 1940), 275-86.

2John Alexander Williams, “Public History and Local History: An
Introduction,” The Public Historian5 (Fall 1983): 8-16.
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past—the things of history.”® It ishard to imagine, in fact, how
state and local history could retain its sense of immediacy and
intrinsic appeal withthe material past left out. Public audiences
in particular often prefer the particular, the personal, and the real
over the theoreticd paradigms of the scholar, and have their
interests most fully engaged by the physical redlities of local
history. Their attention more readily turns to the commercial,
high-style, and vernacular architecture found in American towns
and cities. They delight in travelingalong the historicand scenic
routes that radiate off our interstate highways, where they seek
out the last vestiges of prehistoric Indian mounds, roadside gas
stations and groceries, and the town squares, courthouses, and
places of worship that have merdfully escaped the leveling hand
of “improvement.” These are the physical redlities of the local
past that define a sense of place wherever people have gathered
themselves into community. These arethe vistas of higtory in
situ—thesocial and material environmentsthatrivet our attention
aslocal historians.

Y et broader vistasare also required of local historians. The
comparative study of states and regions offer them yet another
angle from which to view the interplay between national and
subnational events, trends, andlong-term processes. AsJamesH.
Madison observes in Heartland: Comparative Histories of
Midwestern States (1988), the comparative approach to state
history “with its nested, three-layered approach of state, region,
and nation, mitigates the provincialism of much state history.”
It further allows us to recognize, he argues, the importance of
understanding the local and regional diversity that still exists
within the United States.

Assumptions of homogeneity are ommipresent in

twentieth-century America, particularly in the popular

culture of music, dress, and food and in the national
sweep of television news and entertainment. The
commonassumptionof foreignersthat Americansareall

*The literaure on material culture studies and its relationship to local
history is too extensive to cite here. A good place to start is Thomas J.
Schlereth, Cultural History and Mateial Culture: Everyday Life, Landscapes,
[and] Museums (Ann Arbor, Michigan: U.M.l.. Research Press, 1990); and
idem, “Above Ground Archaeology: Discovering a Community’s History
Through Local Artifacts,” in Local History Today, ed. Richard Jensen and
others (Indianapolis: The Indiana Historical Society, 1979).
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alikeisnot surprising. Many Americansthemselvesonly
think in national and international contexts and to avoid
strong attachmentsto place as they strive for career and
geographical mobility.*
Local historians, therefore, should neither seek distinctiveness
nor sameness as ends unto themselves, but inquire into the
presence of both. Y et unquestionably they manifest apreference
for the particular to thegeneral, and seek to know the nuances of
localities and the shared sense of community.

A further antidote to provincialism in loca history is the
concept of regionalism. Infact, much of what isgenerally called
stateand local history isactually regional and eveninter-regional
initsscope and content.™ When historians speak of regionalism,
they usually mean something more than the common political
origins of contiguous states, and something less than absolute
uniformity in characteristics. A region need not be uniquein al
itscharacteristics, say initsdemographic profile, in orderto have
an historically and culturally defined character and shared
identity. Differences within a region and similarities between
regions of the United States are often the rule and not the
exception. But rather regionalism makesthe people, institutions,
politics, literature, and culture of an historically defined region
the categories of historical analysis. New England, the South, the
Midwest, the Great Plainsand Rocky Mountains, the Southwest,
Cdliforniaand the Northwest Coast are rel atively homogeneous.
They do have distinct historical patterns of development and
distinguishing characteristics, including distinct regional
identities. AsLouisWorth has noted, regionalism also embraces
the province of perceptual geography—placeasa“ state of mind”

1 JamesM adison, Heartland: Compar ative Histories of Midwestern States
(Bloomington and Indiangpolis: Indiana Univerdgty Press, 1988).

*Philip D. Jordon, The Nature and Practice of Sate and Local History
(Washington, D.C.: American Historical Association, Service Center for
Teacher of History, 1958), 12-3. Jordon well stated the interrelationships
between the wholes and partsof American history. As thenation integrated
itself politically, economically, and culturdly the partsfit moresecurely intothe
whole, but the parts still remained as distinct and self-conscious entities.
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and “asense of common belonging”*® Researchinthisfieldis
well advanced."’

State historical societies have long valuedthe kind of broad-
based cultural history that iscustomarily known asregional ism,
athough itisusually pursued under thefamiliar label of stateand
local history. Regional themes are implicit in their founding
missions, institutional histories, and ecialized cdlections.
Historical societies kegp faith with founding missions and
established practices dating back to thelocal history movement
of the nineteenth century. It was then that local history in the
United States emerged as a distinct intellectual tradition and
genre of historical writing, and that histori cal soci eties became
the first purveyors of public history. Through the maintenance
of archives, libraries, museums, and historic sites, state historical
societies (and several urban ones too) have gathered systematic
collections of manuscripts, documents, rarebooks, and artifacts
that have greatly enriched our understanding of the American
past. Preservation activities at these agencies save

8_ouis Wirth, “The Limitations of Regionalism” in Regionalism in
America, ed. Merrill Jensen (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1951),
381-93, esp. 392, where Wirth has appropriately cautioned that “The
regionalism as a dogma can easily degenerateinto a cult.” On the concept of
perceptual geography and “perception studies,” se Michael Steiner and
ClarenceMondal e, Region and Regionalismin the United States: A Sourcebook
for the Humanitiesand Social Sciences(New Y ork: Garland Publishers, 1988),
256-64.

A considerable part of American history focuses upon specific regions
and regional themes, and the nature of regionalism has been atopic of special
interest and sustai ned debate among hi storians, geographers, political scientists,
and students of American literature. See Edward L. Ayersand others, All Over
the Map: Rethinking American Regions (Baltimore: John Hopkins Universty
Press, 1996); Robert L. Dorman, Revolt of the Provinces. The Regionalist
Movement in American, 1920-1945 (Chapel Hill: North CaolinaPress, 1992);
Barbara Allen and Thomas J. Schlereth, eds., Sense of Place: American
Regional Cultures (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1990); Michael
Steiner and Clarence Mondale, Region and Regionalism in the United Sates:
A Sourcebook for the Humanities and Social Sciences (New York: Garland
Publishers, 1988); Ira Sharkansky, Regionalism in American Palitics
(Indianapolisand New Y ork: BobbsMerrill Co., Inc,, 1970); Richard E. Engler,
Jr., The Challenge of Diversity (New Y ork: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1964);
Merrill Jensen, Regionalism in America (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1951); and Howard W. Odum and Harry Estill Moore, American
Regionalism: A Cultural-Historical Approach to National Integration (New
Y ork: Henry Holtand Co., 1938).
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architecturally and historically significant buildings and entire
neighborhoods, while their scholarly journals and popular
magazinesserve historiansand public audiencesalike. Historical
societies may take pardonable pride in their long tradition of
public service, scholarship, and profound sense of purpose.'®
While local history has long been the meat and drink of
historical societies, the view from the academy has been
somewhat more ambivalent. Academic historians who research
and write local history sometimes seem defensive about its
purposes and claims to atention. In some instances, they even
abandoned the conventional state and local history labds in
preference for the presumably more comprehensive and useful
shibbol ethsof regional studies, community studies, urban history,
ethnic studies, case-studiesof nationa history, “nearby” history,
or eventheall encompassing “public history.” Butit may besaid
that state and local history needs no repackag ng, embd lishment,
or apologies. Thethemes, topics, concepts, methods, and sources
of state and local history are broad enough to include all
catchwords and angles of vision, asismanifestly apparent from
the richness of the existing literature. As Myron Marty has
observed, “local history done under other rubrics...is till local
history.”** Nonetheless, the “community study” model has

18Seg, for instance, the manifesto of Edward P. Alexander, JanesC. Olson,
and Frederick L. Reth, Jr., " State Historical Societies: A Different View,” OAH
Newsletter (Nov. 1990): 16. On theresearch interestsand programsof historical
societies and museums, see Gary B. Nash, “Behind the Velvet Curtain:
Academic Hidory, Historical Societies, and the Presentation of the Past,” The
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography CX1V (Jan. 1990): 3-35;
Warren Leon and Roy Rosenzweig, eds., History Museumsin the United Sates:
A Critical Assessirent (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989); Jo Bldti,
Past Meets Present: Essays About Historicl nter pretationand Public Audiences
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1987); Gerald George,
“Learning from Lester: Some Reflections on Historical Societies,” The Public
Historian 7 (Fall 1985): 65-70; Harvey Green, “ The Role of Research in Public
Historical Agencies,” The Public Historian 5 (Fall 1983): 71-6; Walte Muir
Whitehill, Independent Historical Sodeties: AnlnquiryInto Their Researchand
Publication Functions and Their Financial Future (Boston: The Boston
Athenaeum, Distributed by Harvard University Press, 1962); Julian P. Boyd,
“State and Local Historical Societies in the United States,” The American
Historical Review XL (Oct. 1934-July 1935): 10-37.

®Myron A. Marty, “The Place of Local History in the Training of Public
Historians,” The Public Historian5 (Fall 1983): 77-8.
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produced the most detailed and deeply textured accounts of
American localities. It claimsto attention are considerable.

Community studies as a type of local history has been a
particularly fruitful ground. Historical studiesof thismold have
great affinity with thekind of “thick description” of local lifeand
attention to detail that was a hallmark of the cultural history
written by Clifford Geertz.* Thisbroad-based cultural history is
sometimes referred to as the *community-social interaction
model.” This model falls well outside the familiar narrative
modeof history. Itislessconcernedwithtracingthelocal course
of national events and more with getting at the kinds of formal
and informal networksthat defineindividuals, groups, andentire
communities on their own terms. It examines the processes of
community building tha have historically defined a given
locality, such as social mobility, immigraion, urbanization,
industrialization, and interactions between these various long-
term processes. History as process gives context to the daily
rhythms of work, leisure, and family that punctuate individual
lives. Events, bath local and distant, impact individual livestoo,
but social and cultural historians look primarily at the deep
structure of communities. They seek to identify hierarchical
relationships within a community, a manifested in the
distribution of power and goodsand in the educational, religious,
ethnic, demographic, and political identification of itsresidents.
Withinthis conception of locality, research canstill examinethe
unique or not so unique ways that specific communities have
responded to outside forces at work in American society at
large.”*

These, then, are some of the key ideas, fundamental themes,
and interdisciplinary approaches involved in the study of
localities. Localized historical studies are informed by the tools
and concepts of historians, historical geographers, and
anthropol ogi sts, and embrace not only documentary evidence but
also the materid past. Whether one conceives local history as

2SeeClifford Geertz, Thelnterpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New
Y ork: Basic Books, 1973).

“Mark Friedberger and Janice H. Webster, “Social Structureand Staeand
Local History,” WesternHistorical Quarterly9 (July 1978): 297-8. Theauthors
arguethat the “social structure” model should formthe basis of studying state
and local history.
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localized case studies of national history, regional studies, or
community studies, it is a broad and rich field of historical
inquiry with many practitionersinside and outside the academy.
These devel opments might lead to what Kathleen Neils Conzen
has called “the beasis for a true local history of the United
States—a local history resting on coherent interpretation of the
changing nature of life at the local level and the changing role of
thelocal community in American development.”# Such remains
adesideratum, but the concepts, methods, and materialsfor such
histories are clearly at hand. It is hoped that this discussion has
brought the field of local history into clear view, along with it
needs and opportunities.

2K athleen Neils Conzen, “Community Studies, Urban History, and
American Local History” in The Past Before Us. Contemporary Historical
Writing in the United Sates, ed. Michagl Kammen (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1980), 270.
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