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WILLIAM PARTLETT

PUTIN’S PAST
The Return of Ideological History and the Strongman

Vladimir Putin’s ideology has put new force into an old conflict between Enlightenment and Romanctic notions of history.
The Kremlin/CC BY 4.0
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FROM RUSSIAN CONSTITUTIONAL Court chairman 

Valery Zorkin, to former Russian culture minister 

Vladimir Medinsky, to presidential adviser Yuri Kovlachuk, 

amateur history is everywhere in the Russian government 

today. This is not an accident but a deliberate way to build  

official state ideology in Russia. For instance, in a recent inter-

view discussing Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the deputy secre-

tary of the Russian Security Council, Oleg Khramov, said that 

the West is trying “to stop the course of history” by “blinding” 

many Ukrainians to the historical truth of their shared civili-

zational identity with Russia.

Nowhere is this ideology more prominent than in the speeches 

of president Vladimir Putin. Russia’s amateur historian- 

in-chief frequently says that history was his favorite subject, 

and his spokesman has boasted that Putin possesses an “abso-

lutely phenomenal knowledge of history.” Putin regularly  

describes the invasion of Ukraine as a technical decision  

required by history. In his telling, history proves that, from 

“time immemorial,” Russia and Ukraine were one. A separate 

Ukrainian identity from Russia, therefore, must be a project 

of external manipulation and an existential threat to Russia. 

The decision to invade, annex, and reeducate Ukrainians is 

not a political decision driven by contestable political values 

or beliefs. It is instead an objective decision that was unavoida-

ble. To Putin, anyone opposing the invasion of Ukraine either 

does not understand this fundamental historical truth or is a 

traitor. History is now so important to official Russian dis-

course because Putin and many of his supporters genuinely 

believe that history provides objective, historical truths that 

govern the present. Their understanding of these historical 

truths, therefore, determines policy. This form of “ideological 

history” has become Russia’s official state ideology.

Ideological history has its own past, with roots in 19th-century 

German intellectuals. Reacting against an Enlightenment 

program that held that each generation should use reason to 

remake the world, these conservative thinkers argued that 

each generation must accept the world given to it. For instance, 

Friedrich Karl von Savigny, a leading Prussian historian, argued 

that the present naturally reflects the historically grounded 

and eternal Volksgeist (spirit of the people). This form of his-

torical thinking developed into a critical reaction to revolu-

tionary claims of a historical moment—often, the specific 

Enlightenment claims of the French Revolution. This approach 

was not without merit; history does indeed help us to under-

stand why the revolutionary reconstruction of society can have 

unintended and deeply problematic consequences.

But in post–World War I Germany, this conservative under-

standing of history developed into something else: ideological 

history. Adolf Hitler—another strongman who declared his-

tory to be his favorite subject—placed it at the center of Nazi 

Germany’s ideological program. In particular, a central Nazi 

goal was the desire to “restore” a racially pure German nation 

to its rightful place in the world. This historical mission was 

then used to justify Germany’s territorial expansionism and 

genocide.

As an approach to the past, this kind of ideological history has 

two key problems. First, its adherents do not seek to under-

stand history by critically engaging with the existing source 

material. Instead, they create a selective historical narrative 

that fits a preexisting political ideology. For the Nazis, their po-

litical commitments helped to generate an invented narrative 

about the racial purity of the German people in the past and its 

“pollution” in recent centuries. This ideological use of history 

therefore cloaks a political agenda in the language of history.

Second, adherents of ideological history view history as a  

repository of immutable truths that must be preserved or  

restored today. History is therefore something that determines 

the present and requires certain types of action today. A critical 

approach to history, of course, shows that opposite: even if we 

adhere as closely as possible to the source material, the ques-

tions we ask of history invariably change over time. As E. H. 

Carr wrote, history is “a continuous process of interaction  

between the historian and his facts, an unending dialogue  

between the present and the past.” Historians must seek to 

critically understand how the present drives our historical  

understanding and how that history shapes our actions today. 

Denying this critical process risks creating an authoritarian 

ideology cloaked in the language and narratives of history.

Both of these criticisms can be leveled against Putin’s histori-

cal narrative about the invasion of Ukraine. First, his account 

of the historical unity of Russia and Ukraine selectively draws 

on historical facts to construct the story of an immutable, 

Russian civilization that naturally includes Ukraine. This 

story of unity is not new: it was developed by Russian officials 

and intelligentsia in the imperial era to justify Russian power 

over its lands. The second criticism, however, is equally  

important. Even if we accept Putin’s historical narrative of 

civilizational unity, why must this unity continue into the 

present? Why deny the Ukrainian people today the ability to 

Putin and many of his supporters 

genuinely believe that history 

provides objective, historical truths 

that govern the present.
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build an independent identity that breaks with a form of  

historical unity that itself stems from Russian imperialism?

These critiques not only show why the invasion of Ukraine 

was not required by history. They also uncover the funda-

mental tenets of Russia’s post-Soviet form of ideological his-

tory. This ideology is about defending a historical story about 

Russia’s natural civilizational and imperial identity and posi-

tion in the world. In contrast with the Soviet period, today’s 

ideology does not make universal claims about remaking the 

world; it instead makes identity claims about Russia’s natural 

and eternal place within it. Further, unlike in the Soviet era, 

this new ideology does not rely on conceptual categories 

such as the superstructure or class but instead reflects an 

emotional fantasy of restoring an imperial past in which the 

Russian world and its unique civilization (including Ukraine) 

balance against a decaying West. Russia’s new state ideology 

is not a forward-looking commitment to a coming commu-

nist society but a backward-looking one to defend an imperial 

version of Russian civilizational identity found in history.

Putin is not alone in developing this kind of ideological his

tory. Similar forms of history are being developed in Xi  

Jinping’s China and Narendra Modi’s India. For instance, Xi 

recently told US president Joe Biden that both countries 

should use history as a “mirror” and let it guide the future. 

This broad use makes it tempting to see this return of ideo-

logical history as simply self-interested justifications of per-

sonal power. But these arguments ref lect more than that. 

They draw force from a legitimate critique of the post–Cold 

War order and its own claims about the “end of history.” Led 

by the United States, post–Cold War triumphalism includes a 

confidence that certain best practices—often derived from 

the United States—should be transferred universally around 

the world. For instance, the Washington Consensus of the 

1990s advocated a standardized set of rapid, free market  

reforms for the entire former communist world.

In many places—most notably, Russia—the implementation 

of these best practices had unintended consequences, includ-

ing the creation of vast economic inequality. A historical cri-

tique is an important response, holding that national history 

and context should have been taken into account in shaping 

these reforms. Such a critique therefore echoes the 19th- 

century German criticism of the Enlightenment-era claims of 

the French Revolution. Taken critically, historical ideology is 

an important corrective to an idea that history no longer mat-

ters in the face of rational, universal best practices.

But, as in 1930s Germany, history in the minds of strongmen 

in Russia, India, and China today is not used critically. The 

return of ideological history threatens to rob new generations 

of their agency. And authoritarian governments enforce this 

view of history through law, including it in government- 

mandated history curricula. In Russia, this official history is 

also officially enforced by laws forbidding the “falsification” 

of history, what has been called “rehabilitating Nazism.” In 

part, these laws criminalize any challenge to the historical 

myth that Ukrainian independence from Russia is purely the 

cynical creation of Nazi Germany during World War II. Since 

2014, dozens of professional Russian historians have been  

imprisoned or fined under these laws.

This ideological history is not only authoritarian. It can de-

tach its adherents from reality. Once they find their truths in 

history, strongmen will then filter the outside world through 

these perceived truths. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was  

exactly that: a response to the perception that an increasingly 

independent Ukrainian identity must be the result of exter-

nal manipulation. This failure to perceive the deep roots of 

Ukraine’s independent identity led to the Russian fantasy of a 

three-day march to Kiev with Ukrainians greeting Russian 

tanks with f lowers. More broadly, it leaves one worrying 

about the policy consequences of China’s historical claims to 

Taiwan or Modi’s restoration of India as a Hindu state.

The historical critique of post–Cold War universalism, 

though necessary, need not lead to a return of ideological  

history. Critical history can inform intelligent present-day 

policymaking without becoming a backward-looking dis-

course of historical nostalgia. In this understanding, history 

can be a place of critical departure and change. Constructive 

engagement with history can be a powerful way of reforming 

in a way that respects important traditions within a particu-

lar country. Although this kind of critical history is currently 

illegal in Russia, nongovernmental historical organizations 

like Memorial and a generation of professional historians 

(some of whom are in jail) await a new Russia where they can 

restart their projects. In this work, Russian history is not a 

place of nostalgic return but an important resource for 

change.  P

William Partlett is an associate professor at the University of 

Melbourne. He tweets @WPartlett.

This failure to perceive the deep 

roots of Ukraine’s independent 

identity led to the Russian fantasy 

of a three-day march to Kiev.
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On Saturday, January 7, 2023, Edward Muir, the Clarence L. 

Ver Steeg Professor in the Arts and Sciences, professor of his-

tory and Italian, and a Charles Deering McCormick Professor 

of Teaching Excellence at Northwestern University, becomes 

the 139th president of the American Historical Association. 

He begins his yearlong term during a period of considerable 

challenges for the AHA and the historical discipline. From  

divisive concepts legislation targeting both K–12 and higher 

education to undergraduate enrollments, from academic job 

availability to ongoing COVID-19 recovery efforts, a variety of 

important issues confront the Association as he begins his 

term.

A scholar of Italian cultural and social history, Ed focuses on 

the history of ritual and violence during the later Middle 

Ages and into the 16th century. He has previously served as 

president of both the Sixteenth Century Society and Confer-

ence and the Renaissance Society of America. Among his 

many awards and fellowships, Ed has been a fellow at the 

Harvard University Center for Italian Renaissance Studies at 

Villa I Tatti, the Institute for Advanced Study, the National 

Humanities Center, the Center for Advanced Study in the  

Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University, and the Newberry 

Library. The author of multiple books and articles, his first 

book, Civic Ritual in Renaissance Venice (Princeton Univ. Press, 

1981), won the AHA’s Herbert Baxter Adams Prize. His cur-

rent project is tentatively titled The Delicate Sinews of Trust: The 

Italian Renaissance, 1350–1650. As a teacher, Ed offers under-

graduate courses in Renaissance and Reformation history, 

with a freshman seminar on the great legal trials of Western 

history. He also teaches courses on microhistory, which he 

enjoys because it offers an opportunity to show students how 

to identify and explore marginal or minority figures, and 

modern Italian history, a subject that he loves simply because 

it is, in his words, “so weird.”

A fondness for weirdness may be what made Ed a historian in 

the first place. Born and raised in Utah, Ed had a fascination 

with history that shaped him from an early age. In third 

grade, he began reading about Paleolithic Switzerland and 

then Venice, discovering for the first time different cultures 

and new places beyond those he already knew. By the time he 

was in junior high in 1959, he was sure what his career would 

be—that year, when the Salt Lake City Tribune asked where he 

saw himself in the year 2000, he told the paper he would be a 

university history professor.

In addition to informing his general trajectory, Ed’s upbring-

ing in the local religious community was formative for the 

particular course of his academic career. It was there, among 

the faithful recounting their visions as the Spirit moved 

them, that Ed first became suspicious of professions of belief. 

The Spirit would, he noticed, move the same people in the 

same way to say the same things time and time again. These 

professions of faith seemed to be more about behaving in a 

certain way in front of certain people than they were about 

the specific words said or their meaning. Ed observed that 

this ritual created the community he was part of, and that 

what was important was not what people said but what they 

did. Ed’s scholarly work has focused on such ritual acts rather 

than professed statements.

Despite these early interests, Ed’s path to becoming a profes-

sor and to the academic subject that has defined his career 

was not entirely straightforward. His father, he remembers, 

was not particularly fond of the idea of him becoming a his

tory professor, preferring that his son follow his own 

long-abandoned ambitions and pursue a career in law. And 

although Ed did not have to struggle particularly hard to get 

his own way, his father never really understood his career 

choice. Even when Ed won the AHA’s prestigious Adams 

Prize, his father responded that it was still not too late to 

L. RENATO GRIGOLI

COMMUNAL RITUALS
Meet Edward Muir, the 2023 AHA President

Modern Italian history is a subject 

he loves simply because it is,  

in his words, “so weird.”
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pursue law. Nevertheless, his father did get his way, after a 

fashion: the primary sources on which Ed’s work most relies 

are legal documents and case records.

Ed did not start out as a cultural historian, nor did he arrive 

immediately at microhistory as his chosen methodology. He 

began his graduate study as an economic historian. Thanks in 

part to his childhood experiences with ritual and the ques-

tionable truth offered by statements of belief, Ed forsook his-

tories of ideas and looked instead at histories of behaviors 

and actions. He was thus among the many historians of Italy 

trained in the 1960s and ’70s who began as quantitative histo-

rians of economic history before turning to cultural, qualita-

tive study. Ed sees behavioralist history as an especially  

revealing approach, one that cuts across the social and eco-

nomic divisions that usually confine historical study. Further, 

he is fascinated by the question of how to translate historical 

behaviors into something intelligible to modern readers, a 

question whose answer has strong ties to the history of emo-

tions. It is therefore unsurprising that, when asked the 

standard Perspectives interview question of which three histo-

rians he would invite to dinner, he chose two cultural histor

ians of early modern Europe, Natalie Zemon Davis and Chris-

tiane Klapisch-Zuber, and French medievalist Marc Bloch.

As with many premodernists, Ed’s teaching and research are 

temporally wide, but within his specialization, he finds the 

first two decades of the 16th century particularly fascinat-

ing. In his telling, they were a pivotal moment for change 

when “everything was up for grabs.” The papacy was suffer-

ing a legitimacy crisis, the legacy of the previous two centu-

ries of institutional excess (he is not, for the record, a fan of 

Showtime’s The Borgias, despite the presence of the inestima-

ble Jeremy Irons), and almost every kingdom, state, and 

principality was similarly in the midst of political turmoil. 

In this ferment, there was a “moment of soul-searching by 

articulate and well-educated people” struggling to find solu-

tions. It was a moment that sparked the beginnings of mod-

ern political thought, and one that is all too relatable to the 

present day.

AHA president Ed Muir enjoying an outdoor market in Italy.
Courtesy Edward Muir

24 January  2023

AHA-January-2023.indd   24AHA-January-2023.indd   24 12/20/22   6:11 PM12/20/22   6:11 PM



AHA ACTIVITIES

But what makes a good history for the AHA’s new president? 

Magisterial breadth of knowledge and exacting precision.  

Remembering what he still considers the pinnacle of the his-

torian’s craft, Ed recounts a dinner party held at Princeton 

University sometime in the early 1980s, shortly after British 

historian Hugh Trevor-Roper incorrectly authenticated Kon-

rad Kujau’s forged Hitler Diaries. Felix Gilbert, a historian of 

Europe who was part of the Office of Strategic Services during 

World War II and who had seen Hitler’s bunker with his own 

eyes, was in attendance. When the Diaries came up in conver-

sation, Felix took over the room. In a straightforward, metho

dical manner and with no notes, he began a point-by-point 

demolition of the Diaries’ legitimacy. Forty years later, Ed still 

considers it the most stunning display of the historian and 

their art that he has ever seen.

When not crafting his own meticulous scholarly works or 

teaching, Ed can be found in the wilderness. A self-described 

“mountain guy,” he loves to travel and hike. His favorite  

activity, however, is downhill skiing (snowboarding is for 

teens, he says). Although Ed is, by his own admission, getting 

a bit old for the sport, he considers dying of a heart attack 

midrun as the ideal way to go out. And while he doesn’t have 

a favorite ski slope, here too Ed displays a fondness for 

strangeness: the weirdest ski spots he’s ever been to are in the 

Swiss Alps. There, even at the swankiest resorts, the slopes 

are still old fashioned and lift service is spotty. Skiers often 

have to interrupt their run, take off their skis, and hike up 

the next ridge in order to get down the mountain. Though 

discordant to those used to the long, fast runs of the Ameri-

can West (or even the short, icy slopes of the Northeast), the 

older way of doing things has its own cadence and charm.

In the world of historical scholarship, however, Ed has an 

abiding enthusiasm for listening to new and exciting voices, 

which he credits as a means of keeping his own thoughts and 

interests fresh. Perspectives readers can look forward to read-

ing the thoughts his conversations have inspired within these 

pages. He is particularly interested in highlighting historians 

engaged in fields that he believes have received inadequate 

attention in AHA events and publications. For, above all else, 

Ed sees the AHA presidency as an opportunity to amplify the 

voices of others.  P

L. Renato Grigoli is editor of Perspectives on History. He tweets 

@mapper_mundi.
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MARK PHILIP BRADLEY

LOOKING BACK
In the December Issue of the American Historical Review

The articles in the December issue of the American Historical 

Review draw out new approaches to the history of ideas, trans-

national history, and the histories of memory and emotion. 

The issue also includes a critical exploration of the 1619  

Project and a long-form review of W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black  

Reconstruction in America (1935); the latter has never been  

reviewed in the pages of the journal.

Two articles in the December issue use the history of ideas to 

examine crucial dimensions of the early modern world. In 

“Compassion as an Agent of Historical Change,” Katie 

Barclay (Univ. of Adelaide) reexamines the place of pain and 

compassion in early modern European judicial punishment. 

She combines a close reading of religious and secular ac-

counts of the body in pain and of public executions to argue 

that the decline of corporal punishment and the rise of 

human rights in 18th-century Europe are better explained by 

changing biological and social attitudes, rather than broad 

assumptions historians have previously put forward that 

center changing attitudes toward compassion. Carl Wenner-

lind’s (Barnard Coll.) “Atlantis Restored: Natural Knowledge 

and Political Economy in Early Modern Sweden” looks at 

how elites strove to establish a new economic base to sup-

port Sweden’s growing geopolitical prominence after the 

Thirty Years’ War. He traces the impact on Swedish thinkers 

such as Carl Linnaeus of an emergent pan-European dis-

course that sought to use scientific knowledge to transform 

nature into usable wealth. These self-styled improvers, Wen-

nerlind argues, forged a vision through which they hoped 

Sweden could embark on a new trajectory of economic 

growth and political power.

Three other articles discuss how new approaches in interna-

tional history are bringing into focus histories both smaller 

and larger than the nation. David Carey’s (Loyola Univ. Mary-

land) “Medicine and Health ‘in the Least Civilized Regions’” 

examines how racial thought and public health influenced 

each other in Guatemala and Ecuador at a time when the 

Rockefeller Foundation sought to improve public health in 

both countries. Combining transnational and comparative 

historical analysis, Carey focuses on Indigenous voices to  

reveal interconnected and varied forms of racism that shaped 

Indigenous encounters with public health initiatives and sci-

entific medicine. In “The Political Geography of International 

Advocacy: Indian and American Cold War Civil Society for 

Tibet,” Lydia Walker (Ohio State Univ.) maps the advocacy  

efforts of Indian and American civil society on behalf of  

Tibet in the immediate aftermath of the Dalai Lama’s 1959 

flight to India. While Tibetan nationalists worked across the 

geographic and political spectrum to generate international 

support, Walker reveals, anticommunism, empire, and dis-

cussions of religious freedom and civilizational solidarity 

shaped interactions that eventually constrained Tibetan auto

nomy. Nico Slate’s (Carnegie Mellon Univ.) “The Geography 

of Nonviolence: The United Nations, the Highlander Folk 

School, and the Borders of the Civil Rights Movement” also 

complicates understandings of the post–World War II era. 

Using rare audio recordings of workshops held in the sum-

mer of 1954 by the Highlander Folk School in rural Tennes-

see, which aimed to connect the United Nations to local  

action on behalf of racial integration, Slate suggests that the 

Highlander’s “radical integrationism” challenged the borders 

of race and opened a space for other kinds of border crossings 

around nonviolent civil disobedience.

Two final articles explore questions of memory and affect 

through the lens of cultural history. In “The Well That Wept 

Blood: Ghostlore, Haunted Waterscapes, and the Politics of 

The December issue includes a 

critical exploration of the 1619 

Project and a long-form review of 

W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black 

Reconstruction in America (1935).
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Quilombo Blackness in Amazonia (Brazil),” Oscar de la Torre 

(Univ. of North Carolina at Charlotte) examines the oral myth 

of a blood-weeping well from a small city in the mouth of the 

Amazon River. He then uses the myth to discuss the origins 

and the significance of haunted waterscapes in Black Ama-

zonia, tracking the history of the myth, including its arrival 

in the 19th century through Bantu-speaking enslaved Afri-

cans and its 21st-century iterations in the context of Black 

rural mobilization after the military dictatorship. Ofer 

Ashkenazi’s (Hebrew Univ. of Jerusalem) “Reading Private 

Photography: Pathos, Irony, and Jewish Experience in the 

Face of Nazism” argues that private photography is among 

the most readily available visual sources for historians of the 

20th century but too rarely used by scholars. Ashkenazi 

shows that Jewish photography’s recurrent use of pathos and 

irony reveals a set of understudied Jewish reactions to their 

own growing exclusion from German society and to major 

trends in the German Jewish identity discourse of the era.

The AHR History Lab for December includes a forum on the 

1619 Project, which, as most readers know, has become a very 

public flash point in academic and public debates about the 

work history does in the world. We invited 19 historians of 

slavery and race in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, and 

the Americas to critically engage with the project in an effort 

to build a transnational conversation about its reach and  

reception. The issue also continues the lab’s Engaged History 

project in a conversation led by Timothy Snyder (Yale Univ.) 

with curators and historians on the problems of contempo-

rary Polish history museums. History Unclassified completes 

this edition of the lab. In “Sad Historian,” Carolyn Steedman 

(Univ. of Warwick) uses the works of 19th-century philoso-

pher William Godwin and poet Oliver Goldsmith to explore 

the visual turn in history writing.

Reviews of more than 100 books round out the issue, among 

them a featured review by Elizabeth Hinton (Yale Univ.) of  

W. E. B. DuBois’s Black Reconstruction in America. Throughout 

most of its first 100 years of publication, the AHR largely  

ignored scholarship by Black historians. Hinton’s review is 

the first of what will be a continuing series of commissioned 

reviews of books by Black and other underrepresented schol-

ars that should have been, but never were, reviewed in the 

journal at the time of their publication.

History in Focus, the AHR’s podcast hosted by Daniel Story 

(Univ. of California, Santa Cruz), offers four new episodes to 

complement the December issue of the journal at https://

www.historians.org/history-in-focus.

The December issue marks the end of Volume 127 and the 

first year of the AHR History Lab. In 2023, readers can look 

forward to lab features on deglobalization, rethinking  

historical agency, using artificial intelligence in historical 

practice, digital histories of imperial wars, and writing 

transnational history, as well as a bit more on historical 

smells. We will also launch the #AHRSyllabusProject, which 

will mark the first sustained engagement in the journal 

with the teaching of history. I invite readers to be in touch at 

ahrassistant@historians.org about what they would like to 

see in future editions of the lab.  P

Mark Philip Bradley is editor of the American Historical Review.

One of more than 60 data visualizations prepared by W. E. B. Du Bois for the Exposition des Nègres 

d’Amerique at the 1900 Paris Exposition to illustrate the progress made by Black Americans since 

emancipation. This infographic shows the increasing “assessed value of household and kitchen 

furniture owned by Georgia Negros.” For the first 100 years of its history, the AHR remained largely 

closed to the work of Black scholars. This issue includes a featured review of Du Bois’s Black 

Reconstruction in America, which, like many works by Black historians before the 1980s, was not 

reviewed in the journal at the time of its publication. Image courtesy of the Library of Congress 

Prints and Photographs Department, Washington, DC.
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IN MEMORIAM

Julian Nava
1927–2022

Historian, Politician, 
and Ambassador

followed, together with stints as board president. He strug-

gled to pull the board toward the causes dearest to him—an 

equal education for every child regardless of ethnicity; deseg-

regation; and multicultural, bilingual education. He also 

strove to integrate the history of Mexican Americans into the 

educational canon. His contemporaneous publications served 

that end, including the pathbreaking Mexican Americans: Past, 

Present, and Future (American Book Co., 1969).

Meanwhile, the Chicano movement erupted, taking Mexican 

American activism well beyond that of Nava’s generation. 

Nava played a high-profile role in establishing a Chicano stud-

ies program at CSU Northridge. He also backed a Chicano 

moratorium against the Vietnam War. Contrary to the move-

ment’s streak of separatism, though, he remained an integra-

tionist willing to compromise. While conservatives assailed 

him as a radical, radicals clamored for him to go further. In 

the end, he became a transitional figure who bridged the 

postwar and Chicano movements while helping many others 

bridge them too.

Nava’s personal manner reflected his instinctive moderation, 

a term he embraced. He exuded pragmatic common sense. He 

tended toward a warm yet dignified reserve. Though passion-

ate over principles, his was seldom if ever the loudest voice in 

the room. If anything, he inclined toward understatement. 

He often spoke with a smile and a twinkle.

In May 1980, President Jimmy Carter appointed Nava the US 

ambassador to Mexico. Nava served just under a year. Energy 

and immigration issues predominated at the time, but Nava’s 

most important legacy lay in the symbolism of a Mexican 

American representing his country in Mexico, a first.

Nava’s later years kept him fully engaged. In 1992, he ran unsuc-

cessfully for mayor of Los Angeles. He then focused on creating 

two documentaries, Song of the Basque and Voices of Cuba. Follow-

ing his retirement from CSU Northridge in 2000, he published 

an autobiography, My Mexican-American Journey (Arte Público 

Press, 2002). He continued to volunteer with community organi-

zations. Two Los Angeles public schools today bear his name.

He is survived by his wife of 60 years, Patricia; their three 

children, Carmen Nava, Katie Stokes, and Julian Paul Nava; 

and six grandchildren. Carmen is professor of history at Cali-

fornia State University, San Marcos.

John Broesamle 
California State University, Northridge (emeritus)

Photo courtesy EA Photography

Julian Nava’s remarkable life showed how a historian can 

flourish professionally and make history at the same time. 

Nava, who taught on the faculty of California State University 

(CSU), Northridge, for 43 years, died at age 95 on July 29, 

2022. “I could have . . . chosen the quiet life of a tenured pro-

fessor,” he told an audience in 1970, but “I wasn’t satisfied 

with the world as it is. I want to change it.”

Nava was born in 1927 to a family who had immigrated from 

Mexico only to be devastated by the Great Depression. He 

grew up in Boyle Heights, then a polyglot but heavily Mexi-

can American section of Los Angeles. Following wartime and 

postwar service in the navy, Nava enrolled at East Los Angeles 

Junior College. He went on to earn a BA in history from 

Pomona College in 1951 and a PhD in Latin American history 

from Harvard University in 1955. Teaching and administra-

tive assignments followed, including stints in Spain on a Ful-

bright and in Colombia working to establish a new college.

In 1957, Nava joined the founding faculty of San Fernando 

Valley State College (later renamed for its Northridge setting). 

The campus was a magnet for first-generation college stu-

dents. An educator above all else, he showed a passion for 

mentoring. To students who wondered whether they be-

longed in a university, he offered a reassuring voice.

Nava’s energies were drawn as much outside the college as 

within. The postwar era witnessed a new militance among 

Mexican Americans, much of it prompted by veterans like 

Nava. His community and organizational commitments accu-

mulated wholesale. During the presidency of Lyndon B. John-

son, he served on the Inter-Agency Cabinet Committee on 

Mexican American Affairs. He also advised the Mexican 

American Legal Defense and Educational Fund and Bilingual 

Children’s Television.

In 1967, backed by a broad coalition, Nava won election to the 

Los Angeles Unified School District Board of Education—the 

first Mexican American ever to serve. Two additional terms 
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W. E. B.  
Du Bois
1868–1963

Historian, Sociologist, 
Editor, Activist

traumatic understanding in him, as he famously wrote, that 

“there was no such definite demand for the scientific work of 

the sort I was doing.” In lieu of social science, Du Bois conceived 

a unique experiment of history as literature, The Souls of Black 

Folk (1903), which remains an indispensable interpretive tem-

plate for understanding the American race problem in all its 

anomalous history of color, gender, caste, law, and otherness.

Du Bois temporarily departed from the academy’s triad of 

teaching, research, and writing books to co-found the NAACP 

and serve as founding editor of its magazine, The Crisis, in 

1910. Yet he clashed with some distinguished board members 

when he abjured the organization’s very raison d’être, de-

nouncing the ideal of racial integration as no longer economi-

cally realistic during the Great Depression. He returned to  

academia and Atlanta University in 1933.

In 1944, Du Bois was invited to return to the NAACP as the 

senior intellectual of his race. But he soon offended board 

members by petitioning the United Nations to accept An  

Appeal to the World: A Statement on the Denial of Human Rights to 

Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the United 

States. In advance of termination, Du Bois resigned from the 

NAACP in 1948. He came to believe that the Progressive Party 

alone could advance genuine domestic racial equality, and  

negotiate nuclear disarmament and pacific co-existence with 

the Soviet Union.

In the last 15 years of his life, Du Bois focused on activism for 

peace and free speech. On the final night of the Waldorf-Astoria 

Peace Conference in 1949, Du Bois’s remarks at Madison Square 

Garden eventually led to federal charges of working as an agent 

of a foreign state. To read his account of his 1951 Smith Act 

trial, In Battle for Peace, where principled ideals slip the traces  

of parochial culture and reductionist politics, should prompt  

concerns in those of us who study the long shadow of history.

DuBois died at age 95 at home in Accra, Ghana, where he and 

second wife, Shirley Graham Du Bois, had resided since 1961 as 

guests of the Republic of Ghana and in self-imposed exile after 

the American embassy stopped the renewal of his US passport. 

On the morning following Du Bois’s Ghanaian exit, the execu-

tive secretary of the NAACP told the thousands of Americans 

at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, “It is incon-

trovertible that at the dawn of the 20th century, his was the 

voice calling you to gather here today in this cause.”

David Levering Lewis 
New York University

Photo: National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution/CC0

On August 27, 1963, our discipline lost William Edward 

Burghardt Du Bois. The author of 16 books of history, poli-

tics, literature, and social criticism, and an activist for racial 

equality and peace, Du Bois had few professional peers. New 

England born, his mother’s Black Burghardt ancestry and his 

father’s Haitian birth encouraged a special sense of self in an 

only son raised in Great Barrington, Massachusetts.

Few American historians of any race rivaled his credentials  

in the late 19th century: double baccalaureates from Fisk Uni-

versity and Harvard College; graduate study at Friedrich- 

Wilhelms-Universität; and his 1896 PhD in history from Har-

vard University, an African American first. His dissertation, 

The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade to the United States (1896), 

was published as Harvard Historical Series Number 1. In 1897, 

he became a professor of history and economics at Atlanta 

University. Few 20th-century American historians would sur-

pass Du Bois in interpretive originality, as with The Philadelphia 

Negro (1899). Long read as social history, it has been appropri-

ated by our sociological kith as a founding monograph in 

urban sociology.

His revisionist insights were not always appreciated by fellow 

academics. In the presence of William A. Dunning, whose rac-

ist scholarship shaped the study of the post–Civil War South, 

Du Bois presented “Reconstruction and Its Benefits” at the 

1909 AHA annual meeting, prefiguring his now iconic Black  

Reconstruction in America (1935). This magnum opus inspired, 

enhanced, and instigated the contemporary consensus about 

the long socioracial, political, and economic aftermaths of the 

Civil War. Acknowledgments of his influence from contempo-

rary historians might be seen as posthumous professional  

consolations to a historian whose political heterodoxy in his 

final years invited the wrath of the Cold War establishment.

Yet it might not have been inevitable that Du Bois found teach-

ing a woefully inadequate antidote for his country’s dismal race 

relations. The public display of a lynched Black man’s butch-

ered remains near the Atlanta University campus induced a 

LONG OVERDUE
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Most job discrimination is illegal, and open hiring on the basis of merit depends on fair practice in recruitment, thereby ensuring that all professionally qualified persons may obtain 
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AHA CAREER CENTER

NEW YORK

HUNTER COLLEGE, CUNY
New York, NY

US Women and Gender. The Depart-
ment of History at Hunter College, 
City University of New York, invites 
applications for an open-rank (full-
time, tenure-track/tenured) position 
in US women’s and gender history, 
with an anticipated start date on or 
about September 1, 2023. Candidates 
must demonstrate excellence or 
strong promise of excellence in both 
research and publication and in the 
teaching of US women’s and gender 
history. In addition to teaching cours-
es in this specialty, the appointee 
should have a demonstrated commit-
ment to teaching the first and second 
half of the US history survey. Candi-
dates who examine the intersections 
of women’s and gender history with 
race and ethnicity and/or who explore 
women’s and gender history with re-
spect to public health, reproductive is-
sues, disease, privacy, legal/constitu-
tional history, or the history of 
science and/or medicine are especially 
welcome to apply. The position in-
cludes the opportunity, subject to 
need, to teach in the History Depart-
ment’s master’s program. Review of 
applications to begin January 16, 
2023, and will continue until position 
is filled. Applications must be submit-
ted online by accessing the CUNY 

Portal on the City University of New 
York website at http://www.cuny.edu/
employment. To search for this vacan-
cy, click SEARCH ALL POSTINGS and 
in SEARCH JOBS field, enter the Job 
Opening ID number (25771). Click on 
the “APPLY NOW” button and follow 
the application instructions. Current 
users of the site should access their es-
tablished accounts; new users should 
follow the instructions to set up an ac-
count. Please have your documents 
available to attach into the applica-
tion before you begin. The application 
package must include a letter of appli-
cation describing teaching and re-
search interests, CV, writing sample, 
and the names and email addresses of 
three references. Please combine all 
materials into one PDF and upload it 
as a single file. The search committee 
will solicit confidential letters of rec-
ommendation from references for 
candidates under consideration for 
first-round interviews. First-round in-
terviews will be conducted remotely 
over Zoom; finalists will visit the cam-
pus in person. CUNY encourages peo-
ple with disabilities, minorities, veter-
ans, and women to apply. At CUNY, 
Italian Americans are also included 
among our protected groups. Appli-
cants and employees will not be dis-
criminated against on the basis of any 
legally protected category, including 
sexual orientation and gender identity. 
AA/veteran/disability/EOE. A PhD in 
history is required at the time of ap-
pointment. We seek applicants who 
have the ability to cooperate with 

faculty, students, and staff of all back-
grounds for the good of the institution, 
and who are committed to 

encouraging and supporting our 
highly diverse student body. 

More information at
historians.org/student-membership

AHA member departments can buy
discounted memberships for

graduate and undergraduate students.

Welcome your students 
into the historical 

community— 
for just $30.
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EVERYTHING HAS A HISTORY

There are stories in the very fabric of Philadelphia’s 

Lazaretto. They speak to us from the bricks and mortar 

of the main building. They murmur in the tidal flow of 

the Delaware River next to which it stands. They whistle in 

the southerly breezes that fan the site just as they did when it 

was built in 1799, after four yellow fever epidemics in seven 

years had devastated what was then the nation’s capital. For a 

century, the Lazaretto guarded the maritime gateway to the 

city against the entry of infectious disease and treated sick 

immigrants on their way to new lives on a new continent.

Quarantine stations—often called “lazarettos” from the Ital-

ian diminutive form of Lazarus, the patron saint of lepers—

protected port cities from the early 15th century well into the 

20th century. Arriving ships anchored for inspection and 

could be detained if there were reports of a disease outbreak at 

the port of origin, if passengers were sick, or if certain kinds of 

cargo were rotting. Detention could last from just a few days 

to two months or more, and often included strict isolation and 

disinfection of vessel and cargo. Most quarantine stations fell 

into disuse in the 20th century and have left no physical traces. 

Just a few, like Philadelphia’s, were adapted to other uses and 

have survived more or less intact.

Arriving sailors and passengers were greeted by two pillbox- 

like gatehouse structures at the river’s edge, symmetrically 

flanking the Lazaretto pier. Set back from the river along the 

eastern and western edges of the property, identical and sym-

metrical relative to the pier, were modestly handsome brick 

houses for the quarantine master and Lazaretto physician. 

Grandly occupying center stage, stately but not ostentatious, 

was the Federal-style main building of elegant flemish-bond 

masonry, consisting of two hospital wings and a central pavil-

ion with meeting rooms, kitchen, and staff quarters. A colon-

naded portico shaded the 180-foot front of the building, and a 

weather vane–topped cupola completed the structure. Its de-

signers boasted that the station combined “expedition, utility, 

economy, and beauty.”

Some Philadelphia quarantine stories are tragically ordinary, 

like those of the Irish famine migrants who escaped starvation 

only to die of “ship fever” (typhus) on the way to Philadelphia. 

Others are less familiar but no less poignant: 137 people  

enslaved at Bunce Island in West Africa and freed in Philadel-

phia in 1800 after a US naval vessel intercepted two slave ships 

off the coast of Cuba. A mischievous 11-year-old orphan who 

survived a bout of yellow fever only to find himself blamed for 

starting an epidemic in Philadelphia. A yellow fever outbreak 

at the Lazaretto itself, when a 50-year-old widow went there to 

nurse a sick friend, then stayed after her friend’s death to  

restore order at the station when most of the staff had either 

died or fled in panic.

The immigrant ships that arrived at the Lazaretto having lost 

nearly half their human cargo to typhus beckon us to dig 

deeper, to uncover the transatlantic commercial system of 

human trafficking that victimized vulnerable migrants, cre

ated shipboard typhus factories, and dumped the survivors on 

American shores as heavily indebted redemptioners. Then as 

now, ostensibly “voluntary” immigrants could be victims of 

profit motives beyond their control. The ways that Lazaretto 

doctors and local health authorities responded to disease 

threats can also teach us valuable lessons about courage, 

transparency, political negotiation, and caregiving under  

intense pressure. And these are just a few of the stories con-

tained in an unusual riverfront relic, the oldest intact quaran-

tine station in the Western Hemisphere.  P

David Barnes is an associate professor of history and sociology of 

science at the University of Pennsylvania and the author of 

Lazaretto: How Philadelphia Used an Unpopular Quarantine 

Based on Disputed Science to Accommodate Immigrants and 

Prevent Epidemics ( Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 2023). He tweets  

@historyof.

DAVID BARNES

THE PHILADELPHIA 
LAZARETTO
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Recently Published Online in Perspectives Daily 

Plus Member Spotlights, Grants of the Week, and more!
historians.org/PerspectivesDaily

 Ivan Aleksic/Unsplash

Searching for Lutiant
Brenda J. Child
A 1918 letter sent historian Brenda J. Child diving into the archives to learn 
more about its author. 

From Contingent to Tenure Track and Back Again
Sarah Handley-Cousins
Sometimes life gets in the way of career.

America’s Nuclear Sponge
Taylor Rose
Preventing construction of a nuclear complex on the Nevada–Utah border 
brought together an unexpected coalition.

AHA-January-2023.indd   33AHA-January-2023.indd   33 12/20/22   6:11 PM12/20/22   6:11 PM



The AHA’s annual meeting is the  
largest yearly gathering of historians 

in the United States.

All historians are welcome and encouraged to submit 
proposals. The AHA also invites historically focused 
proposals from colleagues in related disciplines and 

from AHA affiliated societies. The Program Committee 
will consider all proposals that advance the study, 

teaching, and public presentation of history.

The Association seeks submissions on the histories of 
all places, periods, people, and topics; on the uses of 
diverse sources and methods, including digital history; 
and on theory and the uses of history itself in a wide 

variety of venues.

Before applying, please review the annual meeting 

guidelines and more information at historians.org/proposals.

We invite proposals for sessions in a variety 
of formats and encourage lively interaction 
among presenters and with the audience.

Session Proposals 
Sessions last for 90 minutes. Most sessions 
will be limited to four speakers plus a chair. 
The Program Committee will accept proposals 
for complete sessions only. We encourage 
organizers to build sessions that bring 
together diverse perspectives.

Poster Proposals 
The meeting will feature a poster session to 
allow historians to share their research through 
visual materials. Proposals for single, individual 
presentations may be submitted as posters.

Electronic submission only, by midnight PST on February 15, 2023

Call for Proposals for the 137th Annual Meeting 
of the American Historical Association

The Program Committee welcomes proposals from all historians, whatever their institutional 
affiliation or status, and historians working outside the United States. With the exception of 

foreign scholars and those from other disciplines, all persons appearing on the program must be 
members of the AHA, although membership is not required to submit a proposal. All participants 
must register for the meeting when registration opens. The Association aspires to represent the 

full diversity of its membership at the annual meeting.

Questions about policies, modes of presentation, and the electronic submission process? 
Contact annualmeeting@historians.org. 

Questions about the content of proposals?  
Contact Program Committee chair Amy B. Stanley, Northwestern University (a-stanley@northwestern.edu) 

and co-chair A. K. Sandoval-Strausz, Penn State University (sandoval@psu.edu).

137th ANNUAL MEETING

SAN FRANCISCO
JANUARY 4–7, 2024
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