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In his Historians in Trouble: Plagiarism, Fraud, and Politics in the Ivory Tower (2005), Jon Wiener, a history 

professor at the University of California Irvine, explores twelve recent controversies surrounding his fellow historians. 
This case study, for example, addresses examples of sexual abuse and harassment, plagiarism, dishonesty, and bribery on 
the part of academic historians. Their accusers range from peer historians and media outlets to the general public. Using 
these examples as representative of academic or moral dishonesty, Wiener argues a dichotomy generally exists between 
what academics are accused of doing and in many cases, what they are actually guilty of doing and how the government, 
academic institutions, and/or professional organizations punish these behaviors. Issues of power and influence, therefore, 
not academic integrity are given importance, and parallel crimes do not receive parallel punishments.   

First, Wiener argues that some historians received Presidential nominations even though their conduct should 
have disqualified them. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Allen Weinstein, for example, both received prestigious nominations 
from the United States’s President even though both had suspicious résumés. Fox-Genovese participated in what 
Industrial/Organizational Psychologists call Counterproductive Work Behavior or CWB. She made female graduate 
students sponsor parties for her and do her laundry, for example. In April 2004, the Whitehouse nominated Weinstein to 
be the archivist of the United States. With his own scholarship, Weinstein bought exclusive access to archives and did not 
speak the languages necessary for his research. These lapses in academic integrity did not always matter, however, 
because these individuals were on the “correct” side of larger social issues.  

Second, the political “right” unfairly attacks other historians who make relatively small (and inevitable) mistakes 
if their position is not politically correct, Wiener argues. (Wiener, however, does not define “left” or “right.”) Michael 
Bellesiles ultimately resigned his position at Emory University because he challenged the conventional wisdom about gun 
ownership by arguing that it is a post-Civil War (1861-65) phenomena in the United States. Because his arguments do not 
align with what people believed and want to believe, society attacked him unnecessarily and more than others who, for 
example, plagiarized.   

Third, in other cases, researchers, for example, John Lott can make serious blunders such as lying about the 
existence of a survey and receive virtually no attention. Nexis, reportedly, only has three articles about Lott’s fraud. 
Wiener explains the media’s neglect to run stories about Lott on his not having a professorship.  

Fourth, Wiener focuses on scholars who have plagiarized such as Stephen Ambrose. Ambrose received media 
attention, changed his story several times, but ultimately he seems to have only plagiarized a tiny percent (less than one 
percent) of everything he wrote. Joseph Ellis lied to students about having fought in Vietnam. More seriously, Dino Cinel 
received the Distinguished Professor of Italian-American Immigration History appointment at City University, but it 
quickly learned of his questionable past. Cinel lost his job as a Catholic priest for sexual conduct involving male minors. 
Cinel and others argued that private life and professional life are separate. Ultimately, however, Cinel lost his position 
after years of legal and ethical debates.  

While a very interesting and enlightening monograph, Historians in Trouble’s scope is limited, too. First, except 
for a brief mention in his “Conclusion,” where Wiener declares the late twentieth and twenty-first century a “cheating 
culture,” this book does not directly contextualize these issues with broader cultural, economical, political, and social 
concerns (210). Plagiarism, for example, is an on-going struggle. According to the University of California-Berkley, 
plagiarism increased 744% from 1993 to 1997 alone.  

Likewise, with a few exceptions, Wiener focuses his attention exclusively on twelve individuals, mainly 
associated with “prestigious” institutions. Why these twelve? Probably every academic department at every university has 
faculty, staff, or graduate students who abuse their position. Similarly, these problems are not necessarily new as implied 
both by the presentation of events and by the use of the term “cheating culture.” 

Finally, while not necessarily a weakness and possibly beyond its scope, Historians in Trouble does not make a 
call for higher standards. Additionally, it is more concerned with the punishment than the crime. Regardless of the official 
sanction, sexual abuse and plagiarism, for example, remain serious legal transgressions. More than anything, this book 
reports (as if by a journalist), rather than analyzing and placing these events within a larger trajectory. In the end, an 
evaluation of whether Wiener is fair to these “historians in trouble” cannot be made as he deals with so many different 
specialties. Scholarship truly does assume that authors are as fair and honest as possible.  

Despite these minor points, Historians in Trouble should remain useful and unique, as it is not the typical 
academic history book. Wiener’s monograph reminds us that even individuals who earn doctorates and have the freedom 
to research virtually anything they desire are capable of breaching professional standards of behavior. When issues of 
questionable behavior arise they should be treated fairly, honestly, and most importantly, apolitically and equally in all 
situations. What a person does should not be separate from what he/she is accused of and how he/she are punished.  


