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which are set the simulacra of meats, pastries, and fruits. They wish to gaze at
the good life, and they eagetly buy expensive reproductions or facsimilies of
what they see displayed in the town’s restored houses. Ultimately these visi-
tors come, so nearly every onc of them will tell you, to learn about “the past,”
“their past”—the collective truth about the way life “really was” back at the
founding of the great Amecrican nation.

At Colonial Williamshurg, manure on otherwise clean strects significs
something about the way Americans generally think of life in “their past.”
Life was at once less pleasant and more organic—closer to nature. But the
recent purposcful leaving of horse droppings on the streets also signifies
something about a change in the way Colonial Williamsburg wishes to por-
tray the past. The manure represents the coming of the new social history.'

Social history came to Colonial Williamshurg in the 1970s. Tt had devel-
oped, so say its acolytes, out of the turmoil of the previous decade as a new
way of telling the American story. And it was brought to Colonial Williams-
burg at a time of dedining visitation. According to social history’s propo-
neats in the museum, the entrenched version of the American story focused
too narrowly on “great men” and clites, and ignored the works and lives
of the vast majority of the American population. Morcover, it was too ex-
clusively celebratory. Tt privileged national consensus and ignored social
conflict, thereby cleansing American history of oppression, cxploitation,
injustice, and struggle. That fewer Americans were coming to Colontal Wil-
Hamsburg indicated that after Vietnam, Watergate, and the turmoil of the
Civil Rights movement, the public was no longer willing to buy the old
history of consensus and celebration. The new social history was meant to
redress the halance and reclaim Colonial Williamsburg’s market share. "The
museum would continue to celebrate American identity and American com-
munity, but it would no longer he silent about past injustices and their
ramifications in the present. In short, the past that social history introduced
into the museum was to be a dirtier past, both literally and metaphorically.”

T'he new soctal history challenged established history making in another,
perhaps more profound way It was more explicitly “constructionist” or
“relativistic” than the histories it sought to supplant. Its proponents argued
thzt historical truths are socially produced by particular people with particu-
lar interests and biases. The truths cmbodied in historical stories are thus not
absolute or universal, bur relative to the caltural context in which they are
made. Other people, elsewhere, might use the same cvents and facts to tell
different histories or, prompted by the desire to well different storics, might
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work to discover previously overlooked facts. The new social historians
wanted to acquaint the public with these constructionist arguments. They
wanted to encourage their audiences to think critically sbout the relationship
of present-day politics and culture to the histories they were hearing, reading,
ot seeing Lf history, anybody’s history, had an agenda, how was one to
recognize it? From this critical perspective the authoritarian objectivism of
history museums had to be challenged, and the museum had to be made to
teach a different theory of history?

When they were brought onboard in the mid-1g70s, the new generation of
sacial historians and administrators knew that changing Colonial Williams-
burg would notbe an easy task. Blocking the way, first, were the interests and
actitudes of those who sponsored the patriotic ideology the institution had
always purveyed. Critics of museums in gencral, and of Colonial Williams-
butg in particular, have long pointed out that these venerable instirations
represent hegemonic valucs, values congenial to the clites who cstablish,
fund, and administer them. At Colonial Williamsburg, the American story
had been a stoty celebrating the success of the colonial upper crust, and, by
extension, of wealthy individuals ke the Rockefellers who used philan-
thropy o link their genealogies to the American founding fathers. Not enly
did this version of the Williamsburg story celebrate these great men, 1t also
cclebrated America’s greatness, asserting that every American citizen has a
fair chance of achieving similar success becausc the American social order,
hased on universal democraric values, is fundamentally just. The entrenched
Witliamsburg story, then, affirmed the status quo. Thus it was (and is) reason-
able to supposc that those who profited from the status quo—those who
controlled the museurn—would resist changing that story.?

A second obstacle to change was built into the very structure of the
institution. Colonial Willizmsburg was sct up, in the late 19z0s, as a hybrid
organizaton, a nonprofit foundation with one “side” devoted ro the general
husiness of running the place and the other devoted to the museum’s cultural
and cducaticnal work. When the museum became a mass tourist destination
after World War I, it developed increasingly complex organizational struc-
tures and routines for dealing with a large, paying public. Like many other
large museurns, it increasingly found itsclf operating on the border between
mass entertainment and mass education.® The Colenial Williamsburg Foun-
dations mission statement spoke of high educational principles, but the
museum catered to an audience thatwas not captive, 2nd one, morcover, that
was often “on vacation.” If the social historians were to change the history
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Thomas jefferson, George Washington, Patrick Henry, Peyton Wm:&&ﬁ?
George Wythe—about whom visitors were (it was presumed) most curious.
They wondered whether audiences are willing to be exposed to the harsh
conditions of slavery, or whether a pleasant past is the only history that is
marketable. [n shott, the Colonial Williamsburg we came to know was per-
raded by a pervasive institutional idendty crisis. Was i a :whd:ﬁmﬁ:u _urf,.:nwr
land” or a “living history muscum,” a “megaresort” ot a “serious educational
instiruzion”?—to ask the question with phrases that insiders used repeatedly.
Or, to ask it another way, but still sticking to terms used by the bmg*mmu éf.mﬁ
is the idea! balance between “education” and “enterrainment” at Colonial
Williamshurg? . .

Questions such as these are certainly not absent trom :J.n literature on
museums,? perhaps because they are closely related to questions zbout his-
torical revisionism. In any event, our research took shape in response to both
sorts of questions, We wanted to understand the relationship ﬁ.un.nénas Qmmn\a
social history and celebratory patriotic history at Colonial zé_..___mamgﬁm. /y_\m
also wanted to understand the relationship of business and education within
the foundation, 2nd the relationship between that duality, on the one hand,
and the duality of critical and celebratory history, on the other. .

The pursuit of such questions led us to engage current debates in nﬁ::m.m_
studies and museum scholarship. We believe that the analysis presented in
this book both follows and complicates the notions of hegemony and re-
sistance that dominate those discussions. As we explained at the outset, the
work of the social historians sceking to revise the Colonial Willlamsbury
story had to overcome {or at least work around) an oh:ﬁﬂ%m&. moﬂa .n:ﬂm
and a hegemonic ideclogy. They knew this as well as any of the insurution’s
critics. Flite sclf-interest, middlchrow vahues, commercial zeal, and the ex-
igencics of the mass-leisure market are all social facts &&% /.a?nﬁ H..aﬁmwcz.aﬂ
history makers had to contend as they tried to change Colonial Williamsburg,
Yet because these social facts figured in the stoties that Colonial Williams-
burg insiders told about themselves, they must be treated not simply as forces
impinging on muscum professionals from the outside, g,: as elements these
people have to a Jarge extent internatized. Or, to put it msﬂ.um._nn way, the
insiders’ habitual ralk about those social facts is a social fact in its own right,
and a crucial one, for their decisions and actions ate influenced by the way

1%&._ anticipate the impingements of class conservatism and Quﬁ%ﬁ&&?m-
ton. T'his sociological self-consciousness an the part of the natives must be

reflected in the anthropologist’s account of the fare of social history at Colo-

nial Williamsburg, Indeed, as we will argue, the significance of those soctal
facts derives as much from the natives’ belief in them as from their indepen-
dent efficacy. Those disembodied abstractions “commercialization,” “mid-
dlebrow taste,” cven “the public” itself are like the ghosts and ancestor spirits
af classical ethnographics. The anthropologist need not pronounce on the
ultimate reality of such conceps, for the natves, by believing in them and by
talking for them even when rthey are otherwisc silent, make thern socially real.

The upshot is that the workings of hegemony prove to be more compli-

cated than any simple model of cause and effect suggests, Like many critics
of museums, when we first considered the question of hegemony in the
muscum, our initial position was that Colonial Willlamsburg’s social histo-
rians had been co-opted by the combination of conservative political and
business values that scemed to dominate the musenm. Such a position was
informed as much by our place, as intellectuals, in American socicty as it was
by the results of our research: it was easy for us o reproduce, rather ua-
critically, the ideas (heard frequendy at Colonial Williamsburg) that business

corrupts education and that patriotism sells better than a dirty past. Bur as

anthropologists, our method was to listen to the natives, as David Schneider
suggests in an important book about American culture.” And as we listen:d
to the foundation’s educators and business people, we began to think that
their relationship entailed more than the mere domination of one set of
walues by another. We began to discern something like a mutual blurring of
responsibilities, wherein each of the foundation “sides” talked 2bour its
goals in the language of the other. There was, in other words, no simple way

to know whose values were dominant at Colonizl Williamsburg, or whose

interests were served by themn.

Our attempts to find a neat answer 10 questions such as these have frus-
trated us—we have not been able to reduce our account of social history at
Colonial Williamsburg to a single-stranded narrative. The chapters that fol-
low, then, are cthnographic explorations of aspects of the institution which,
we believe, impinge crucially on the making of social history in this American
muscum and nonprofit corporation. Chapter 2 examines some prevailing
images of Colonial Williamsburg and the ways the foundation’s messages are
constantly inflected by attemprs to enhance images that are considered posi-
tve and to parry those deemed ncgative.

There follow three chaprers concerning history making proper. Chapter 3
looks at theorics of history making at Colonial Williamsbure; that is, at

2
historiography. Chapter 4 concerns what we mighr call epistemological poli-



26 New [ listory in an Old Musenn:

tics; that is, the relationship between historiography and internal scruggles
over interpretive choices. Chapter 5 presents an ethnographic account of the
social history programming that was being presented 10 1990 and 1991.

The next three chapters examine other factors that affect the production
of social history at Colonial Willamsburg, Chapter 6 sketches some of the
central values of the foundation’s corporate culture. Chapter 7 is an cthno-
graphic account of the frontline, where the muscum’s history is delivered to
the public who consume it. Chapter 8 looks at labor relations at the founda-
tion, focusing on a struggle between management and the hotel and restau-
rant workers” union. Whether the conclusion, chapter g, succeeds 1n tying

these strands together i a useful way we must leave for the reader to decide.

On the Use of Quoted Material

Our analysis relics heavily on what people at Colonial Williamsburg told us,
often in formal interviews, and on what employees told the public during
guided tours, staged demonstrations, and the like. We tape-recorded most
interviews and most of the public events we attended; in all such cases, we
asked the permission of those whom we wished to tape before doing so.
Furthermore, when taping, we promised that we would not quote people by
name in any publications resulting from our wotk. "Thus, most of the quoted
material from people at Colonial Williamsburg 1s not attributed to named
individuals, cxcept when we draw on the published (and therefore publicly
available) wtitings of the foundation’s scholars and administrators.

By disciplinary convention, anthropologists quote informants or consul-
tants anonymously or pseudonomously. This is not without problems. Tor
example, as James Clifford points out, placing quotations in the mouths of
generic tribesmen implies that all members of 2 group think alike.™ Lo will be
clear from the following that all Colonial Williamsburg insiders do not think
alike—there is no genetic “Colonial Williamsburger.”” But we have stuck to
the convention of anonymity because much of what people at Colonial
Williamsburg told us concerned the politics of the place, and many people
would have been reluctant to talk if they thought their “backstage” ideas
would become publicly available in a form that identified them personally.
Furthermore, we have by and large not been concerned to relate people’s
E..mz:&:? to their personal lives and backgrounds. 1t was their place within
the corporate structure, not their individual personalities, which, we thought,

as most salient in shaping the conversations we had with them. Therefore,
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although we do not quote people by name, we consistendy identify speakers
by their positon at the foundatdon (c.g, “as one vice president told us™).

Such solutions or the use of pseudonyms are not withour problems. In
Plainvifle Fiffeen Years Later, anthropologist Art Gailaher tells of conducting a
restudy of an American small town and finding in the local library a well-
worn copy of his predecessor’s boole, Plainpille, T.51. Tn the margins people
had written in the real names of the people to whom the first anthropologist
had given pseudonyms.® Not surprisingly, ethnographies arcuse the curi-
osity (and often the irc) of their subjects. Colonial Williamsburg is = large
enough local community that the speakers we identify in this book by struc-
tural position (vice president, frontline interpreter, ete.) cannet be personally
identified with cerminty. in any case, it was not our intention to name indi-
viduals. Our ethnography is an analysis of the culture of a corporate world,
not a story about individuals within that world. ,

Quotations from people at Colonial Williamsburg are taken verbatim
cither from our notes or, in most cases, from transeripts of taped interviews
or tours. We use gquotation marks to mtroduce terms and phrases routinely
used at Colonial Williamsbutg or more generally in the museum world mrm:
“Intespretet”), but afier the first use, such terms are no longer placed wihin
quotation marks.



