
2020 Course in Theory and Methods 
The Norwegian Research School in History 

 

Every PhD thesis needs to explicitly grapple with issues of theory and methods. This 

PhD course grabs the bull by the horns and challenges participants to seriously engage with 

foundational problems in history. The aim of the course is to facilitate thorough discussions 

on a broad range of theoretical and methodological problems, including scientific theory and 

ethical issues. Topics will change from year to year, and the course will introduce current 

debates in international historiography in relation to them. This year the candidates are 

challenged to grapple with digital humanities through workshop and discussions.  

The course has a core syllabus that all participants are expected to have read and reflected 

upon before the course begins. There will be additional recommended reading lists on issues 

related to and beyond those dealt with in the course. 

The course will be conducted in English or Scandinavian, depending on the language skills of 

the participating PhD students. The students are expected to contribute actively in all parts of 

the course.  

 

Program on the next page. 

  



Program 

 Monday 2th 

March 

Tuesday 3th 

March 

Wednesday 4th 

March 

Thursday 5th 

March 

Friday 6th 

March 

9:15-

10 

Welcome, 

presentations 

and 

information 

Essay seminar  ALL DAY AT THE 

Norwegian 

National Library 

Seminar 4: «Making 

space: 

maps as a source in 

historical research» 

by Erling Sandmo 

of the Norwegian 

National Library 

Essay seminar Seminar 6: 

«Numbers 

in 

history. 

History in 

Numbers» 

Camilla 

Brautaset, 

UiB.  

 

10:15-

11 

Seminar 1: 

«How I 

Learned to 

Stop Worrying 

and Love 

Theory» by 

Toufoul Abou-

Hodeib, UiO. 

Seminar 3:  

"The 

Strength of 

Tradition" 
Erik Opsahl, 

NTNU 

 

Cont.  “Writing a 

PhD-thesis 

using digital 

history tools: 

practical, 

methodological 

and ethical 

reflections’ 

by Alexandre 

Simon-

Ekeland, UiO  

Cont. 

11:15-

12 

Cont. Cont. Digital humanities 

for historians,  

Jens-Morten 

Hanssen - 

velkommen/kort 

introduksjon om 

Nasjonalbibliotekets 

DH-arbeid // 

Eivind Røssaak - 

Digital 

historieforskning? 

Hvordan havnet vi 

der? 

Cont. Essay 

seminar  

12:00-

13:15 

Lunch with 

‘Walk and 

talk’ 

Lunch  12:00: Ruth 

Hemstad - 

"Nordiske Riger" og 

"Skandinaviske 

Symphatier": 

Begrepsendring og 

adjektivhistorie 

belyst gjennom 

digital fjern- og 

nærlesing 

12:30 Lunch  

Lunch with 

‘Walk and 

talk’ 

Concluding 

session 

13:15-

14 

Essay seminar Essay seminar 13:30 Workshop 

ved Lars Johnsen og 

Yngvil Beyer 

Seminar 5: 

«The 

Epistemology 

Lunch 

https://www.hf.uio.no/iakh/personer/vit/historie/fast/erlingss/
https://www.uib.no/personer/Camilla.Brautaset
https://www.uib.no/personer/Camilla.Brautaset
https://www.ntnu.no/ansatte/erik.opsahl
https://www.hf.uio.no/iakh/personer/vit/historie/midlertidig/adsimon/
https://www.hf.uio.no/iakh/personer/vit/historie/midlertidig/adsimon/
https://www.hf.uio.no/iakh/personer/vit/historie/midlertidig/adsimon/


of History» by 

Svein 

Atle Skålevåg, 

UiB 

14:15-

15 

Lecture: 

Carolyn 

Biltoft, 

«Medusa’s 

eternal 

recurrence: 

history, myth 

and the world 

horizon» 

Seminar 2: 

«Writing 

Methodology» 

by Carolyn 

Biltoft, 

Graduate 

Institute 

Geneva 

Cont.  Cont.  

15:15-

16 

Cont. Cont. Cont.  Essay seminar  

16:15-

17 

Essay seminar  Dinner at restaurant 

16:15 

  

 Dinner at 

restaurant 

18:00 

    

 

 

Mandatory writing:  

 

Essay: The essay of 6-8 pages should discuss a methodological and/or theoretical problem. 

The specific problem shall be clearly identified and be the center of the discussion. The essay 

should be analytically advanced and situated in the relevant literature, with full references. 

Please note that it should be shaped as a standalone piece, and that a draft introduction for 

your PhD will not be acceptable. The draft essay will be discussed as part of the course, and 

each participant will serve as a main commentator for one essay as will one of the teachers. 

The essay should be uploaded to the learning platform three weeks before the workshop. 

After the course, the essay is to be revised and resubmitted. Revised essays must be 

resubmitted by April 1st. The grading will be pass/fail.  

 

Reading responses: appr. ½-1 page reading response for each of the seminars. The response 

should be uploaded to the relevant seminar folder at the latest 1 week prior to the workshop. 

You are expected to make one or a set of observations that you think are worth taking 

particularly note of, building on the readings provided for that particular seminar. If relevant, 

include one paragraph where you this observation in the context of your own project. The 

teachers may refer to and show submitted reading responses in full or in part during their 

seminar. 

 

 

On the modules: 

 

 

« How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love Theory» by Toufoul Abou-Hodeib, UiO  

 

What is historical theory? How is it different from a theory or philosophy of history? And 

who needs theory when the facts can speak for themselves? Focusing specifically on social 

theory, this lecture looks at what role theory plays in history writing and research. Looking 

beyond what is regarded in the discipline as the empiricism/theory dichotomy, the lecture 

http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft
http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft
http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft
http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft


refamiliarizes the idea of theory by looking at some of the theories and concepts commonly 

taken for granted by historians. It further looks at how such assumptions influence both the 

selection and interpretation of facts. On the other side of this issue, several questions then 

arise: how does one link facts to theory without subordinating the former to the latter? What 

constitutes the starting point for thinking theoretically about one’s own work? And what 

relationship do sources, concepts, and theories have to each other? The lecture addresses these 

questions by looking at a text that crosses the disciplinary boundaries of history and the social 

sciences (Mitchell). The lecture concludes by looking at some of the methodological 

implications historical theory has for understanding the formation of an archive and for 

archival research.  

 

Required reading:  

Sewell Jr., William H. “Theory, History, and Social Science.” In Logics of History: Social 

Theory and Social Transformation, 1-21. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2005.  

Mitchell, Timothy. “Can the Mosquito Speak?” In Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, 

Modernity, 19-53. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 2002.  

Bailkin, Jordanna. “Where Did the Empire Go? Archives and Decolonization in Britain.” The 

American Historical Review 120 (2015): 884-899. 

https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/120/3/884/19860  

 

Suggested readings:  

Burke, Peter. History and Social Theory. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992. 

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. “Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change.” New 

Literary History 43 (2012): 1-18.  

Clark, Elizabeth A. History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004.  

Fulbrook, Mary. Historical Theory. London: Routledge, 2002.   

Gunn, Simon. History and Cultural Theory. London: Routledge, 2006.   

Jordanova, Ludmilla. “What’s In a Name? Historians and Theory.” Review article in English 

Historical Review 126 (2011): 1456-1477.  

Klein, Kerwin Lee. From History to Theory. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 

2011.  

Mahmood, Saba. “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some Reflection on 

the Egyptian Islamic Revival.” Cultural Anthropology 16 (2001): 202-236.  

Mitchell, Timothy. “Carbon Democracy.” Economy and Society 38 (2009): 399-432.  P 

artner, Nancy and Sarah Foot, eds. The SAGE Handbook of Historical Theory. Los Angeles: 

SAGE, 2013.  

Petersen, Richard A. “Why 1955? Explaining the Advent of Rock Music.” Popular Music 9 

(1990): 97-116.  

Sewell Jr., William H. Logics of History: Social Theory and Social Transformation. Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 2005.  

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. Boston: 

Beacon Press, 1995.  

 

 

«Medusa’s eternal recurrence: history, myth and the world horizon» by Carolyn Biltoft, 

 

Every historical narrative is by its nature an act of re-telling, an interpretive reiteration of that 

which had already been uttered or recorded. Moving away from the mere idea of history as 

myth in the sense so often associated with the concept of “invented traditions,” this paper 

https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/120/3/884/19860
http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft


attempts to think more broadly about the parallels between the meaning-making role of 

mythology and the narrative work of especially world or global history. First, the paper 

unfolds as a critical survey of the appearance of the figure of Medusa in a range of nineteenth 

and twentieth century texts and images—from the works of Sigmund Freud, to the Sicilian 

flag, to the Versace logo. In exploring the historical conditions surrounding the “Medusa’s” 

recurrence in diverse and indeed global contexts, the paper suggests that we might find a 

fertile parallel for rethinking how historians first excavate and then re-narrate the past. What 

do we learn from the many ways that the figure of Medusa has returned as a sign of eroticism, 

excite, fear or disdain? This is a particularly useful exercise precisely if we are to fully 

interrogate how and to what extent contemporary political narrative arcs, tropes, and 

metaphors influence historians’ relationship to the “ sources" and the stories that they set out 

to retell. Finally, the paper concludes by suggesting that the recurrence and reinterpretation of 

specifically mythological metaphors provides a non-linear and much longer-term modality for 

reconsidering world historians desire to make sense of the “whole” of human history. 

 

Required reading:  

Jerry H. Bentley, ”Myths, Wagers, and Some Moral Implications of World History,” the 

Journal of World History, Volume 16, Number 1, 2005, pp.51-82 

Peter Heeh, “Myth, History, and Theory” History and Theory  

Vol. 33, No. 1 (Feb., 1994), pp. 1-19  

William H. McNeill, “Mythistory, or Truth, Myth, History, and Historians,” The American 

Historical Review,Vol. 91, No. 1 (Feb., 1986), pp. 1-10 

 
Suggested readings:  

Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York, Harper and Row, 1962) 

 

 

"The Strength of Tradition", by Erik Opsahl, NTNU  

 

"Within every scholarly discipline there is a solid system of knowledge which has been 

inherited from earlier research and which, after several generations of scholars have passed, 

has come to consist of self-evident truths whose premises are no longer debated or doubted. 

This basis of knowledge is disseminated, elaborated and cemented through teaching, books, 

scholarly journals and conferences; and it gradually becomes the property of a scholarly 

community and eventually becomes a scholarly tradition". These words are relevant in 

relation to research into Norwegian agrarian premodern history, it has been argued. Together 

we will discuss how accurate this description is for the actual historiographic tradition, and 

then whether you are able to uncover features of similar traditions in your field of research.  

 

Required reading:  

Helge Salvesen: "The Strength of Tradition. A historiographical analysis of research into 

Norwegian agrarian history during the late middle ages and the early modern period", 

Scandinavian Journal of History 7, 1982, pp.75-133  

 

Suggested readings:  

John Aberth, Contesting the Middle Ages. Debates that are changing our Narrative of 

Medieval History, Routledge, London 2019, Chapter 8 "Ashes to Ashes, we all fall down, pp. 

243-315. 

https://www.ntnu.no/ansatte/erik.opsahl


 

 

«Writing Methodology» by Carolyn Biltoft, Graduate Institute Geneva  

 

Together we will both discuss common blocks to and solutions for writing often, effectively 

and even sometimes beautifully as scholars. In the first half of the session we will discuss the 

anatomy of “writers block” and create solutions for tackling it when it happens. In the second 

section we will learn how to map and emulate scholarly writing that we admire.  

 

Part I What is Writer’s Block ? 

 

Required reading:  

Rosanne Bane, Around the Writer's Block: Using Brain Science to Solve Writer's Resistance 

Paperback (New York: TarcherPerigee, 2012) chapters 1 and 2 

Part II: “Mapping” Practices 

 

This section will not have reading but rather asks that the students bring a piece of scholarly 

writing (article, book chapter) that they admire. Together we will learn how to “map” other 

scholars’ work as a kind of writing practice. We will also discuss concrete techniques for 

organizing one’s research, creating rough drafts, and working on the structure and flow of an 

argument.  

 

 

“Making space: maps as a source in historical research” by Erling Sandmo of the 

Norwegian National Library and UiO  
 

Maps are immediately recognized as representations of the real, but they are also obviously 

contested sites, where world views, imperial gazes and assemblages of local knowledges are 

merged and hidden. The study of maps may therefore open interesting perspectives on 

histories of power, knowledge, and science. They may also serve as intakes to a discussion of 

historical ontology: mapping has always been about the representation of the real – but reality 

is historical, and the ontology of space is closely intertwined with the ontology of time, our 

domain as historians. Using examples from the history of cartography, this seminar will zoom 

in on specific maps and their possible interpretations and importance as intakes to basic 

categories of knowledge. It will also bring up a series of recent historiographical “turns”: 

material, visual and spatial.  

 

Mandatory reading:  

J.B. Harley, Maps, Knowledge, and Power, in Harley, The New Nature of Maps: Essays in 

the History of Cartography (Baltimore, 2001), pp. 51-81  

Michel Foucault, Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias (1967/1984) 

http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf  

  

Recommended reading:  

David Turnbull, Cartography and Science in Early Modern Europe: Mapping the Construction 

of Knowledge Spaces, Imago Mundi 48 (1996), pp. 5-24 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1151257.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ab52d789b5318b7ba28f9 

91e58158778a  

http://graduateinstitute.ch/directory/_/people/biltoft


  

  

Digital history proficiency workshop, Norwegian National Library 

 

What does the digital shift mean for historians? This workshop explores some of the key 

questions historians encounter when we start using digital tools to answer historical 

questions. It will also provide training in using digital source materials. Participants are 

welcomed to join a workshop led by the National Library in Oslo who will provide a look into 

their own digital collection that holds archival material from the medieval until today. 

Introductory lectures will discuss some of the ethical, historical and methodological key 

issues in Digital Humanities (DH). 

 What opportunities and problems arise with the digitalization of sources? How do 

tools and programs affect the questions historians ask? Is there anything in the 

algorithms that make some knowledge or some analyses unintelligible or opaque? 

 We will also historicize the phenomenon. What is the history of Digital Humanities? 

Who were the actors that brought us here? Could it have been different? Should it? 

 Furthermore, are there any particular ethical issues that arise or become more acute 

when historical materials are digitized? 

 

In addition, on the following day at Blindern, PhD-candidate Alexandre Simon-Ekeland will 

give a seminar with examples of how he uses OCR in his own project.  

 

Required reading:  

- Eivind Røssaak: "Når nasjonens hukommelse digitaliseres: Kulturens ubevisste vender 

tilbake", Mediehistorisk tidsskrift, nr. 2, 2018, s. 22-41: 

http://www.pressetidsskrift.no/content/uploads/pub/2018/12/NMF-tidsskrift-30_2018.pdf 

- Frode Boasson og Anders Skare Malvik: "Digital humaniora, mediehistorie og litterære 

subjektivitetsuttrykk: Om forholdet mellom norsk litteratur og utviklingen av den 

kommersielle pressen 1855-1900 i et DH-perspektiv", Norsk litteraturvitenskapelig tidsskrift, 

2, 2019 (årg. 22), s. 146-167: 

https://www.idunn.no/nlvt/2019/02/digital_humaniora_mediehistorie_og_litteraere_subjektivi

tet 

- Matthew Wilkens, "Digital Humanities and Its Application in the Study of Literature and 

Culture", Comparative Literature 67:1, s. 11-20 (vedlagt) 

- Timothy R.Tangherlini og Peter Leonard, " Trawling in the Sea of the Great Unread: Sub-

corpus topic modeling and Humanities research", Poetics, Vol. 41, Issue 5, December 2013, s. 

725-749  

 

«The Epistemology of History» by Svein Atle Skålevåg, of the University of Bergen  
 

What kind of knowledge does history provide? Does it provide knowledge of a specific 

object, i.e. History? Or does it rather provide knowledge distinguished by being acquired in a 

specific manner, or following a specific methodology? Or does it study objects in a certain 

perspective (i.e. how object are situated in a specific time)? The historicist answer to these 

questions was that history was the scientific study of History, and that it was characterised by 

a certain method, source criticism. This constituted the epistemology of history in the late 

19th and early 20th century. The assumption that there is such thing as History was 

challenged openly in the second half of the 20th century. Though it lingers on as a regulatory 

https://www.hf.uio.no/iakh/personer/vit/historie/midlertidig/adsimon/
http://www.pressetidsskrift.no/content/uploads/pub/2018/12/NMF-tidsskrift-30_2018.pdf
https://www.idunn.no/nlvt/2019/02/digital_humaniora_mediehistorie_og_litteraere_subjektivitet
https://www.idunn.no/nlvt/2019/02/digital_humaniora_mediehistorie_og_litteraere_subjektivitet


idea, few will today defend the idea of history as an epistemic object. But it remains debatable 

what kind of discipline history is after historicism.  

 

Required reading: 

Michel Foucault “The archaeology of knowledge”, Introduction (pp3 – 17) 1969/1972. 

Kristian Erslev “Historieskrivning. Grundlinier til nogle kapitler af historiens theori» 

Kjøbenhavn 1911. 

Additional reading: 

Paul Veyne: “Foucault revolutionizes history.” In Arnold Davidson et al Foucault and his 

interlocutors (1997) 

 

 «Numbers in history. History in Numbers» by Camilla Brautaset, UiB.  

 

When, where and why did quantification and statistical thinking become a widespread 

practice? How has quantitative sources, theories and methodologies influenced history as a 

discipline in general, and economic history in particular? In this seminar we will discuss 

numbers and history. We will discuss quantification as a practice and the rise of statistical 

thinking in the 19th century, but emphasis will be placed on the deployment of statistical 

sources and approaches in history writing in general and in economic history in particular in 

the 1960s and 1970s. What has happened to quantitative history writing since? Underpinning 

this discussion is the larger question if and if so, how, sources and methodology define 

disciplines?   

 

Required reading:  

Theodore Porter: Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life 

(1995), in particular pp. 3-86, 193–232. 

François Furet, Quantitative History, Daedalus, Vol. 100, No. 1, Historical Studies Today 

(Winter, 1971), pp. 151-167. 

Donald N. McCloskey, The Achievements of the Cliometric School, The Journal of 

Economic History, Vol. 38, No. 1, The Tasks of Economic History (Mar., 1978), pp. 13-28  

 

 Recommended reading:  

Robert Whaples, A Quantitative History of the Journal of Economic History and the 

Cliometric Revolution, The Journal of Economic History, Vol. 51, No. 2 (Jun., 1991), pp. 

289-301. 

Stanley N. Katz, Do Disciplines Matter? History and the Social Sciences, Social Science 

Quarterly, Vol. 76, No. 4 (December 1995), pp. 863-877. 

Claudia Goldin, The Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Spring, 1995), pp. 191-

208. 

David B. Ryden, Perhaps We Can Talk: Discussant Comments for "Taking Stock and Moving 

Ahead: The Past, Present, and Future of Economics for History", Social Science History, Vol. 

35, No. 2 (Summer 2011), pp. 209-212. 

 

https://archive.org/details/historieskrivnin00ersl
https://archive.org/details/historieskrivnin00ersl

