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As Benedict Anderson famously notes, the museum, like the map and the census, is an 

instrument of power for the colonial state.  Indeed, the public humanities are products of 

hegemony.  The history of the museum is the story of the classification and display of the Other, 

the legitimation of dominance, and the creation of systems of racial knowledge.  Historian 

Patricia Mooney-Melvin, on the other hand, chooses to narrate the history of this amorphous 

field by centralizing a very different historical moment.  Rather than charting the emergence of 

the museum, she focuses on the late nineteenth century separation of professional and public 

history.  Mooney-Melvin explains that public history arose in necessity because of professional 

historians’ growing insularity and arrogance.  The discipline, through this lens, exists in 

opposition to the academy’s project of asserting itself as the official arbitrator of history and 

memory.  The public humanities, as exemplified by work of John Kuo Wei Tchen and Dolores 

Hayden, can become instruments of counterhegemony: a forum for marginalized communities, a 

medium for the articulation of counter memories and histories, and an acknowledgement that the 

purpose of history lies in its praxis.  What unites Anderson and Mooney-Melvin – and guides 

this list – is an acknowledgement of the social power and cultural importance of the public 

humanities.  Consequently, this field, directed by Professor Steven Lubar, is designed to both 

interrogate the major debates in the discipline and to consider how its insights may inform both 

the academic analysis and public practice of American public history and culture.   

This list is divided into three subfields.  The first, “The Politics of Public Humanities” 

addresses the discipline’s diverging theoretical and historical legacies and focuses on the 

political implications of museums, memorials, exhibitions, and monuments.  While this subfield 

includes an array of foundational texts, its emphasis lies in race, gender, and representation.  

Taking up Mooney-Melvin’s directive that professional scholars ought learn from the discipline, 
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the remaining two subfields explore the premise that public humanitiesÕ theoretical parameters 

offer important interventions in American Studies.  Within ÒHistory and Memory,Ó public 

humanities texts are incorporated with scholarship that addresses the memories and narratives of 

various themes in U.S. history.  The third subfield, ÒSpace and Place,Ó similarly incorporates 

works of theory, public history, and U.S. history.  By incorporating public history texts with 

those traditionally located in social or cultural history, these sections explore how the public 

humanitiesÕ various insights may inform scholarsÕ treatment of American history and culture.   

The inclusion of the third subfield, ÒSpace and Place,Ó is part of my effort to expand the 

boundaries the public humanities, and while many equate the public humanities with museum 

studies or public history, scholars are increasingly drawing from cultural geography.  They 

consider the centrality of place within the formation and contestation of historical memories and 

explore how connections to places are implicated in community struggles to create identities, 

claim rights, and demand representation.  Museums, monuments, and memorials are enmeshed in 

such struggles for power, and my focus in this subfield, like the others, is the historical and 

political battles around these issues. 

As a whole, this list will enable me to teach an entry level course in public humanities or 

to integrate discussions of both its themes (praxis, representation, historical memory, and space 

and place) and subjects (museums, monuments, and memorials) into an American or Ethnic 

Studies survey.  Ultimately, then, I hope to both interrogate AndersonÕs concerns and to follow 

Mooney-MelvinÕs directive that the academy learn from both the successes and failures of the 

endeavor. 
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