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In The Combing of History, David William Cohen poses a number of provocative questions about how certain histories are written and produced, and about how other histories are silenced or destroyed.  Cohen poses these questions with respect to number of specific incidents in a wide variety of situations, including a labor strike in a Massachusetts textile mill in the 1910s, a legal battle in the Kenyan court system in the 1980s, and a cattle war in Wyoming in the 1890s.  In all these cases Cohen’s interest is not only in what occurred historically, but in how the incidents have been understood and portrayed at different times and in different media. With respect to the textile strike in Massachusetts, for example, Cohen is concerned with how the memories of the strike, and of the sufferings associated with it, were effectively silenced within the community where the strike occurred (p. 6).   Similarly, in his chapter, “The Economy of Debate,” he raises questions about the shaping of historical consciousness outside the context of academic discourse—for example, in commemorative events such as the dedication of the cemetery at Gettysburg (p. 65).  
Cohen’s inquiry into the nature of history and history-making gives us an opportunity to reflect broadly on the methodological issues we have examined so far in this course.   It can also help up us begin to pose some educational issues for discussion in your final papers and in our final class session when your papers are due.  How might Cohen analyze the histories told in the books we’ve read in this course? What does Cohen’s analysis suggest about how our understanding of history influences our future?   In other words, what does Cohen suggest is the educational significance of history and of historical understanding?

