Excerpts from History and Historians (2000)

by Mark T. Gilderhus

Why bother with the study of history?  What possible connections exist between an increasingly remote past and our own predicaments in the present?  Can stories about other peoples in other places and other times have any meaning . . . ?  Is it reasonable to think that anyone can benefit from the experiences of others . . . ?  These questions hold more than rhetorical importance and require serious answers . . .

Skeptics have often argued that a knowledge of history will not provide much help.  American industrialist Henry Ford characterized history as "bunk." . . . Voltaire, a philosopher and historian, described history as "a pack of tricks we play on the dead."  Although he intended his comment as an appeal for more accurately written history, if misunderstood it could support the skeptics who put down historians by dividing them into three camps: those who lie, those who are mistaken, and those who do not know.  Even so powerful a thinker as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel . . . feared that the only thing we can learn from history is that no one learns anything from history.

Recently, more optimistic commentators have expressed great faith . . . Pointing specifically to the debate in the U. S. Congress over the question of whether to wage war against Iraq in the Persian Gulf, [Albert] Shanker noted that the speakers filled their arguments and counterarguments with references to history:

Members talked about Socrates and Abraham Lincoln; the Mexican-American War and the Peloponnesian War . . . They cited St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, James Madison and Winston Churchill.  Some talked about the appeasement of Hitler at Munich and Mussolini in Ethiopia; others about the Tonkin Gulf resolution that led to our deep entanglement in the Vietnam War.

According to Shanker, they did so not simply as "a way of fancying up their speeches . . . in a Congressional version of Trivial Pursuit" but rather "to help them think about and explain the decision they were making--to each other and to the American people."  Different delegates drew different conclusions, but they all used history as "a tool . . . to reason and think about the crisis . . . to frame the debate . . . to make clear exactly where they stood."  Shanker observed that, "No one could have followed the debates or had an intelligent opinion about the wisest course of action . . .without as least a basic knowledge of history."  For this reason, he assigned a large measure of public significance to the discipline.  A plausible line of speculation suggests that United States General H. Norman Schwarzkopf in his conduct of the war benefited considerably from his study of military history.  Without it he might not have been able to think of ways to defeat his enemy at minimum cost through the use of a vast flanking movement, referred to in some circles as "Schlieffen Plan Left," a successful approximation of the German move against France in 1914.

Undoubtedly the study and writing of history can be a risky endeavor.  While faced with large and daunting responsibilities in their work, historians must confront their intellectual shortcomings, their incomprehension of the workings of the world, and their limited capacity to interpret their evidence, almost always messy, incomplete, and susceptible to different forms of understanding.  As humble practitioners, they should look upon their findings as tentative, subject in most cases to revision or rejection in the future.  At the same time, they should take joy in the quest, confident that on occasion they fulfill useful and important functions.

Most historians regard the study of history as way for human beings to acquire self-knowledge.  Edward Gibbon, the great English historian of the Roman Empire, sadly described the historical record as consisting of "the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of mankind."  Though certainly indicative of a wretched and dismal state of affairs, his remark also held forth the possibility of escaping from such conditions through rational inquiry.  Transcendence over the past could come about only through knowledge.

Other historians have invoked their discipline as a kind of ethical sanction.  Lord Acton, a Victorian Englishman and devout Roman Catholic, insisted on maintaining "morality as the sole impartial criterion of men and things."  He called upon historians to act as arbiters, defending proper standards, out of an expectation perhaps that the threat of disapproval in the future might discourage incorrect behavior in the present . . .

Sometimes historians have presumed the existence of links between the past and the future, suggesting that comprehension of what has taken place might well prepare people for what will come about.  How to get ready for the unknown has always been a problem.  George Santayana, a Harvard philosopher, asserted early in the twentieth century that people who forget about the past are condemned to repeat it . . . Santayana's belief affirmed that lessons learned from experience could aid in the avoidance of mistakes, pitfalls, and catastrophes in the future . . . .

Although simple curiosity is a sound reason for embarking upon historical studies, professional scholars usually bring additional incentives to their 

work . . . Scholars want to bring some measure of order and predictability to the world.  They dislike order and unpredictability because random and haphazard events defy comprehension and entail danger . . . Scholars want to know what is likely to happen under various sets of circumstances.  Most academic disciplines strive to make accurate predictions about probable outcomes.  Such is the case in physics, chemistry, sociology, and political science.  It is also true in history . . . On the basis of fragmentary and imperfect evidence, historians make retroactive predictions . . . about what probably happened in the past and, in doing so, seek to define cause-and-effect relationships to make the flow of events understandable . . . Things happen for reasons, and inquiring minds can grasp them.

Such assumptions are deeply ingrained in the traditions of Western civilization . . .

For historians, the identification of cause-and-effect relationships establishes meaning and comprehensibility but can never be proven as literally true.  They have to be taken on a large measure of faith.  As an example of an alternate view, Kurt Vonnegut's novel Slaughterhouse Five contains an intriguing vignette.  The central character, the remarkable Billy Pilgrim, has the capacity to move around in time and space.  He can travel into the past, into the future, and also beyond the confines of Earth.  In one episode, he is kidnapped by extraterrestrial beings from the planet Tralfamador.  They put Billy Pilgrim on public display, locked up in a transparent geodesic dome with another captive, Montana Wildhack, a voluptuous movie starlet.  The Tralfamodorans enjoy watching the two cavort about and also engage them in philosophical discussions.  Billy Pilgrim amuses and awes his captors by affirming his belief that cause-and-effect relationships govern the course of events.  Things happen because other things make them happen.  The Tralfamodorans have a different notion.  For them, things happen merely because they happen—randomly, haphazardly, inexplicably, chaotically.  The adoption of any such worldview would make the work of historians next to impossible.

History also provides a way to study the identity of people, both individually and collectively . . . historians try to arrive at a fuller understanding of the actions of people by examining their history.  Robin G. Collingwood, a British philosopher and historian, liked to suggest that human beings possess no nature; they have merely history.  As malleable creatures, they become whatever their experiences make of them.

Even allowing for some exaggeration, Collingwood has a compelling point.  Historical experience shapes and molds the identity of people in important 

ways . . . Just as a single person might explore the question "Who am I?" by thinking through life experiences, historians tell the life stories of peoples and groups.  When we ask, "Who are the Kurds?" or "the Germans?" or "the Taiwanese?" or "Who are we?" the narratives of history provide one place to begin.

Another reason for studying history is utilitarian and practical.  According to this rationale, history has a useful application because it helps us better to calculate the anticipated consequences of our own acts.  George Santayana probably had this idea in mind when he said that people will repeat the past if they forget it.  His words should not be taken too literally.  The Second World War will not happen again, even if we neglect to read and write about it.  Santayana meant something deeper.  He knew that history is the collective memory of humankind and that the onset of a mass amnesia would have bad effects.  For one thing, it would prevent the young from learning from the old.  Each generation would have to find fire and invent the wheel over and over again.  Without memory, we would have trouble functioning and making do in the world . . . .

Philosopher Karl R. Popper pointed out another facet of the problem.  He believed that, above all, social scientists and historians should contemplate the unintended consequences of deliberate human acts.  Sometimes things go wrong.  Historical actors set out to accomplish a set of goals and actually bring about unanticipated or contrary results.  Popper wanted students of human affairs to investigate the linkages between intentions and outcomes.  Napoleon's attempt to dominate Europe destroyed feudal structures and cleared the way for modernization . . . Such ironies, sometimes tragic, sometimes comic, abound in human experience . . . We need to be careful in pursuing grandiose purposes because so often they go awry . . . [pp. 1-8]

1) In your own words, summarize the main points made in these excerpts.  Briefly explain whether you agree or disagree with the author.  Explain. 

2) What are the greatest difficulties in studying history?  Why can't history be reduced to easy answers (multiple-choice, true-false, etc.)?  

3) What are the most compelling reason or reasons for studying history? Explain AT LEAST THREE different examples illustrating varying uses of history.  Be specific.  DO NOT repeat the examples given by the author. 

