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Doing Recent History lives up to the promise of
its sprawling, ebullient subtitle. Claire Bond
Potter and Renee C. Romano have gathered
intelligent, deeply researched, and well-written
essays; organized them into engaging thematic
groups; and capped them with an outstanding
introduction. This thoughtful and thorough
essay can stand alone as an introduction to
recent history and should be widely assigned
to undergraduate majors, while the volume as
a whole will raise important issues for discus-
sion in graduate methodology seminars. Tre-
mendously teachable, the book will also speak
to established scholars in many subfields.

The volume opens with two essays framing
basic issues. Romano notes that the methodo-
logical problems confronting practitioners of
contemporary history—access to sources, rela-
tion to extant historiography, narrative struc-
ture, and objectivity/critical perspective—are
basic to the discipline. What distinguishes his-
torians of the recent past is primarily that they
must confront these familiar methodological
challenges fromunfamiliar directions.Thus, one
of the strengths of contemporary historical
practice is its inherent push toward conscious
methodological reflection. ShelleySang-HeeLee’s
discussion of teaching recent history brings these
issues to the classroom; she describes her efforts to
help students become aware of the need to strike
a balance between dynamic engagement and cri-
tical distance in relation to events they can recall.

The rest of the volume develops the themes
that Romano outlines through groups of the-
matically linked essays addressing access to
archives, working with living subjects, tech-
nology, and the challenges of crafting narra-
tives when we are still living in the story being
told. While every essay offers something valu-
able, two stand out for the originality of their
research and their elegant presentation. Gail
Drakes’s “Who Owns Your Archive?” offers an
enthralling depiction of conflict over access to

and ownership of papers generated by Malcolm
X and Martin Luther King Jr. Her thought-
provoking essay strikes an especially satisfying
balance between careful exposition of particu-
lar incidents and big-picture reflections on
what her evidence about the privatization of
source material means for historians. Potter’s
contribution, “When Radical Feminism Talks
Back,” describes her oral history research on the
1980s antipornography movement and how she
has learned to draw on ethnographic tools to
maintain a relation to politically charged subject
matter that is both respectful of her narrators’
perspectives and independent of them. Potter’s
account of her deepening understanding of her
interview subjects is a narration of shifts in her
thinking about activism and academic praxis,
and, as such, testifies to the transformational
power of constructing history in conversation
with living subjects. This piece, especially when
paired with Martin Meeker’s thorough discus-
sion of oral history’s relation to institutional
review board definitions of research, should be
required reading for scholars considering research
on living subjects.

The only notable absence here is sustained
historiographic discussion situating this emerg-
ing field in relation to older approaches. A
number of contributors note connections
between their work and radical social history,
which suggests that explicit reflection on the
commitment to socially engaged scholarship
would be useful. In a similar vein, several
essays refer obliquely to the insularity of grad-
uate history departments and the value of
more sophisticated interdisciplinary and theo-
retical training; as a handbook this volume
would be even stronger had it included explicit
investigation of the history of historical educa-
tion and advice about how to create change in
graduate training. No anthology can do every-
thing, however, and graduate seminars assigned
this text should have a field day working on
these few omissions. This book deserves a wide
and enthusiastic audience.
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