
 

 

History 395A - The History and Philosophy of History 
Fall Term 2014, MWF 2:30-3:20 
Office Hours:  MWF 11:30-12:30 
Prof. William Katerberg (Office - H472) 
 
 
Introduction:  
 
The study of history is an attempt to understand a culture from the viewpoint of a different time and often 
a different place. Problems of interpretation are inevitable. How do we in present make sense of the 
experiences, ideas, institutions, habits, and values, in the past? Why do we do it? To understand them? To 
learn from them? Historians set their own terms—in what they find interesting and how they approach 
the topic. But historians also must respect the terms set by others—the people they study. Historians also 
must remember to consider their audiences in the present who are being addressed. History writing thus 
is an uncertain, inter-subjective endeavor, one subject to revision without final resolution. After all, both 
audiences and historians change with the course of generations. More than that, the needs, goals and 
interests that people bring to the study of the past evolved over time. Because of that, history changes.  
 
As the “capstone” course in the major, History 395 examines the evolution of history writing, focusing on 
the Western tradition. Its general goals are to examine debates among scholars in the discipline, the place 
of historical study in public life, and critical moral and religious perspectives on doing history. The course 
emphasizes reading and discussing significant authors, topics, issues, and conflicts in modern and 
contemporary historiography. We will analyze historical trends in the discipline and current cultural, 
epistemological, methodological, and political issues. In addition, we will consider religious perspectives 
on these issues. In the end, students will articulate their own historical worldviews.  
 
After an introduction to worldviews, faith and learning, and thinking about the purpose of historical study, 
we will focus on the evolution of historical thinking and the place of knowledge from the ancient world to 
the present, especially developments in the past two centuries. Significant topics to be scrutinized include 
the modern ideal of “objectivity,” the impact of nationalism, and the “professionalizing” of the discipline. 
A major part of this story is how social-political circumstances and institutions have shaped the study of 
history and pursuit of knowledge more generally. We also will examine public history. After that, we will 
spend a couple weeks looking at the impact of worldviews on the study of history. Finally, we will turn to 
contemporary perspectives on the role of narrative and language in shaping methodological, literary, and 
epistemological aspects of history research and writing.  
 
A major question in this course is how (and whether) Christian views of history should be distinct, even 
unique, compared to the various cultures in which Christians have lived. Christianity is a historical faith, 
with the Word become flesh in a particular time and place. What differences, if any, do the Incarnation 
and redemptive history make for Christian historiography? Are feminist, Marxist, or environmentalist 
views of history, and Christian ones, mutually exclusive? Can they, should they, be integrated? How should 
Christian historians write, study, or teach history in the midst of different audiences? Related to these 
questions is how we should understand the vocation of the historian, another major course issue.  
 
We will reflect on these issues by reading about and discussing some of the works of important modern 
thinkers and their relationship to wider trends in contemporary history writing. The final exam will ask 
students to reflect on their own worldview and its impact on their historical thinking. Course readings 
will include a survey of modern Western historiography, critical essays by Christian scholars, philosophy, 
literary criticism, and work analyzing public memory. Class meetings generally will be conducted as a 
reading and discussion seminar. A writing assignment will allow students to explore their own interests. 
The midterm and final exams will require students to synthesize course material. 
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Required Texts: 
 
Ian McNeely, with Lisa Wolverton, Reinventing Knowledge: From Alexandria to the Internet 
Joyce Appleby et al, Telling the Truth About History 
Edward T. Linenthal, Preserving Memory:  The Struggle to Create America’s Holocaust Museum 
John Fea et al, eds., Confessing History:  Explorations in Christian Faith and the Historian's Vocation 
 
The required texts are supplemented by online readings. Readings must be completed before the class 
period for which they’re assigned. The number of pages of reading assigned in this course is not especially 
heavy, but the material sometimes is difficult and takes time to understand. Some readings your will be 
able to simply “read” fairly easily. Others you will need to “study.  Plan your time accordingly. 
 
 
Course Assignments: 
 
1. Linenthal Essay – 15 percent (30 September) 
2. Midterm Exam – 20 percent (17 October) 
3.  Surprise Quizzes – 5 percent  
4. Theory/Practice Essay – 20 percent (25 November) 
5. Final Exam – 25 percent (11 December at 9am) 
6. Participation – 15 percent 
 
I take attendance daily. Students may miss three classes without penalty. After that each missed class 
will cost one percent of the final grade. Active participation is a major portion of the final grade. I expect 
you to talk and will call on you. The final exam will include a “take home” essay component and an in-the-
classroom traditional exam component. The late penalty for papers is 2.5 percent per class day (excluding 
weekends and holidays). Reading quizzes will be given in class with no opportunity to make up the quiz 
if you missed it. Students who fail to take an exam on the scheduled date will not be permitted to take it 
at an alternative time, with the exception prior arrangement with me or a health or family emergency 
documented by a doctor or Student Life. If you want to talk with me but can’t meet during regular 
office hours, feel free to stop by any time to see if I’m free or schedule an appointment with me. I will 
not change exam dates to suit end of the semester travel plans.  You must plan around the exam schedule. 
 
Other policies: Calvin will make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented disabilities. 
Students should notify the Coordinator of Services to Students with Disabilities located in Student 
Academic Services, HH 446. Students should notify their instructors within the first two weeks of class. 
Put away all electronic devices when in class, including computers. You may not submit essays written for 
others courses to complete assignments for this course.  Plagiarism will be penalized. For definitions of 
plagiarism and college policies related to it, see: http://www.calvin.edu/academic/rhetoric/integrity/ (it 
has good links to more material on academic integrity and plagiarism). For a guide to footnotes, 
bibliography and writing papers, see http://www.calvin.edu/academic/history/academics/resources/. If 
you have questions, please contact me.  The Rhetoric Center also can help you with writing papers. 
 
 
Student Learning Outcomes 
 
1. Understand the evolution of historical thinking and practice, and the pursuit of knowledge more 

generally, from the classical era to the present, focusing on the modern era and the impact of the 
Enlightenment, disciplinary science, democracy, and modern media on approaches to history. 

2. Examine the nature of historical thinking and practice from the viewpoint of other disciplines, notable 
philosophy, social theory, and literary criticism.  

http://www.calvin.edu/academic/rhetoric/integrity/
http://www.calvin.edu/academic/history/academics/resources/
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3. Become more sophisticated and self-aware about the relationship between worldview—in its multiple 
religious and cultural components—and thinking and practicing history. 

4. Understand different types of history, both topical and methodological approaches to the past (e.g., 
social history; environmental history; big history; history vs. heritage; museums, etc.) 

5. Think about historical study and vocation, in teaching, scholarship, communities, and public life. 
6. Articulate your own informed perspectives on the above questions, as a Christian in a modern 

intellectual setting, both orally (in discussion in class) and in writing (in exams and essays). 
7. Develop the critical reading, thinking, writing, and speaking skills needed to do these things well.  
 
These skills and this knowledge will all be applied specifically to historical study in this class.  But such 
skills and knowledge are readily applicable to a diverse settings in the academic and business worlds and 
civic life.  No matter what your career ends up being, what you learn in this course can serve you well; but 
it can do so only if you commit to doing the work and practicing the skills until they become habit.  You 
can’t expect to laze around in college and find sharp skills and disciplined habits waiting for you when you 
hit the workplace. 
 
 
Grading Scale and Standards 
 

A    95-100   B    80-84   C    65-69   D    53-56 
A-   90-94   B-   75-79   C-   60-64   D-   50-52 
B+   85-89   C+  70-74   D+  57-59   F     0-49 
 

It’s impossible to say why papers are strong or weak with the exactitude of why 2+2=4 is right. This rubric 
is from http://trc.ucdavis.edu/trc/papers/assessment/rubrics.pdf. It’s the best statement I’ve seen about the 
differences between grade levels. It was written for papers, and its points about mechanicals and style are 
less relevant for exams; but it provides a rough guide for how I grade exams. 
 
A  Excellent.  Detailed understanding of the material; sound organization; few or no mechanical errors; 
clear sentences, perhaps with a touch of elegance. In A papers, a lively and intelligent voice speaks; it says 
something interesting to an appropriate audience and supports it fully. The thesis of the paper and the 
relevance of the topic as a whole are explicit. Put a different way, meeting all the expectations of an 
assignment earns you a B+ or an A-, while an A paper goes beyond those expectations. 
 
B   Good. Clear thesis, organization and continuity; probably some minor mechanical errors but no major 
ones; ideas that are reasonable and anchored in the text. Thought has obviously gone into the paper; it is 
solid but not striking. Papers with theses that are original but not well-connected to the text in question, 
or papers that are competent but remain on a surface level of analysis, tend to fall into this range. Work 
might be needed on stylistic points such as wordiness and unclear transitions. 
 
C   Minimally good enough. Acceptable standard for graduation. A weak, fuzzy thesis and perhaps some 
illogical arguments to support it; some confusion about what the material actually says; numerous minor 
mechanical errors and perhaps some major ones; examples given for their own sake or to show that the 
writer has read the text, not to prove a point; organization rambles or disappears; words are misused; 
proofreading is weak. There are some ideas here, but the writer needs help and work to make them clear. 
 
D  Not good enough. No thesis; major mechanical problems; poor organization; serious misreading of the 
evidence; mostly mere summary; no argument; doesn’t make a point; far shorter than the assigned length. 
 
F  Unacceptable. The paper is plagiarized in part or in whole, or it shows general weaknesses even graver 
than those of a D paper. 

http://trc.ucdavis.edu/trc/papers/assessment/rubrics.pdf
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Schedule of Readings and Assigments 
 
5 September J. Olthuis, “On Worldviews” (Moodle) 
 
8 September  Appleby et al, Introduction 
  McNeely, Introduction 
 
10 September   Fea et al, Introduction and chapter 3 
 
12 September   McNeely, chapter 1 
 
15 September  McNeely, chapter 2 
 
17 September  McNeely, chapter 3 
 
19 September Fea et al, chapters 4 and 6 
 
22 September Linenthal, pp. 1-108 
   
24 September   Linenthal, 109-192 
 
26 September   Linenthal, 192-272 
 
29 September  Appleby et al, chapter 1 
 

Linenthal Essay due by 5pm on Tuesday, September 30 
 

1 October  McNeely, chapter 4 
 
3 October   Appleby et al, chapter 2 
 
6 October   McNeely, chapter 5 
 
8 October   Appleby et al, chapter 3 
 
10 October   Appleby et al, chapter 4 
 
13 October   Appleby et al, chapter 5 
 
15 October No class (I’m at a conference) 
 
17 October Midterm Exam  
 
20 October McNeely, chapter 6 and Conclusion 
   
22 October   Appleby et al, chapter 6 
 
24 October    Donald Worster, “Doing Environmental History” (Moodle) 
 
27 October Donald Worster, “Hydraulic Society in California” (Moodle) 
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29 October No class (academic advising) 
 
31 October David Christian TED Talk (Moodle) 
  David Christian, “World History in Context” (Moodle) 
 
3 November Daniel Lord Smail, “Neurohistory in Action” (Moodle) 
  Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses” (Moodle) 
 
5 November P. Bush, “What Would History Look Like if Peace and Justice Really Mattered?” (Moodle) 

Eugene McCarraher, “On a Certain Blindness in Historians” (Moodle) 
 

7 November     William Katerberg, “Is There Such a Thing as Christian History?” (Moodle) 
Fea et al, chapter 7 
 

10 November Ron Wells, “Viewing America: A Christian Perspective” (Moodle)  
William Katerberg, “The Irony of Identity” (Moodle) 
 

12 November   Fea et al, chapters 8 and 10    
 
14 November Fea et al, chapter 9 
 
17 November     Sam Wineburg, “Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts” (Moodle) 
 
19 November   Fea et al, chapter 12 
 
21 November      H. White, “The Question of Narrative in Contemporary Historical Theory” (Moodle) 
 
24 November David Carr, “Narrative and the Real World” (Moodle) 
 

History and Theory Essay due by 5pm on Tuesday, November 25  
 
26 November No class (Thanksgiving Recess) 
 
28 November No class (Thanksgiving Recess) 
 
1 December William Cronon, “A Place for Stories” (Moodle) 
  Fea et al, 102-109 (from chapter 5) 
 
3 December Appleby et al, chapter 7 
 
5 December      Appleby et al, chapter 8 
 
8 December      No Assigned Readings 
 

*** Final Exam Thursday December 11 at 9:00 am *** 


