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Chapter 1: The Nature of History 
Historians are left forever chasing shadows, painfully aware of their inability ever to reconstruct a dead world . . .  We are doomed to be forever hailing someone who has just gone around the corner and out of earshot. ~ Simon Schama, Dead Certainties, 1991
History can, we must admit, sometimes seem very much like Pieter Geyl’s description of it as “an argument without end.” The British military historian, Sir Michael Howard, put it even more bluntly: “The past is infinitely various, an inexhaustible storehouse of events from which we can prove anything or its contrary.”
 And if one is merely given to a generally pessimistic turn of mind, we might even want sometimes to agree with W. S. Holt’s observation: “History is a damn dim candle over a damn dark abyss.” Even those cheery folks who harbor nary a trace of cynicism in their souls would at least agree with the characterization of history offered by a well-known pair of pseudonymously conjoined scholars in their book on public administration: “Since the case I want to make is essentially historical, it should be clear that arguing it conclusively is, for all intents and purposes, impossible. History is the most plastic of arts.”

If we prefer a less downbeat definition of history I suggest this one: History is people acting in time and circumstance in conditions of uncertainty. All the terms in the definition are indispensable—especially the reference to uncertainty. Probably the greatest folly in historiography over the centuries has been the futile search for fixed and predictable patterns in the course of history. In one way or another, all the theories that posit a definite course of history—whether that course be one determined by “God’s Plan” or by a cosmic dialectic or by whatever other principle of necessity a particular historian has stuck in his craw—they have all come to nothing. All cyclical theories of history and all Hegelian, Marxist and other theories positing a necessity in history’s course are implicit attempts to vitiate this last factor in the formula for defining history—they are all efforts to eliminate the uncertainty in the course of history. And they are all folly—which is one of the real lessons that we ought to learn from a study of history.

The Forests of the Past tc "An Irreducible Mystery " \l 2
One of history’s seductive charms is the sense its study yields of everything being somehow connected to everything else, in a long chain of being-in-time. As Lord Acton once wittily put it: “You have often heard it said that modern history is a subject to which neither beginning nor end can be assigned. No beginning, because the dense web of the fortunes of man is woven without a void; because, in society as in nature, the structure is continuous, and we can trace things back uninterruptedly, until we dimly descry the Declaration of Independence in the forests of Germany.”
 

Notwithstanding Acton’s ability to see the future in the forests of the past, the sense of connectedness he thought he saw was perhaps overblown, and certainly part of the growing crisis of confidence in the history profession was the dawning belief that such connections as historians might perceive were sometimes put there by the historians themselves. Connections, like historical meaning, are now often thought to be constructed not found.

In any event, there developed in the history profession in the twentieth century a “crisis of confidence” in the foundations of our discipline. In this work I am arguing the case that the origin of the crisis of confidence in history emerged from a single core error—the temptation to depart from the effort to tell the truth in history, in favor of an array of alternative agendas. This core error plays itself out in two, rarely intersecting, domains: that of the popular histories that line the bookshelves at the local Barnes and Noble; and the more recondite types of elite scholarship that flows through the corridors of academe. 

Prosaic examples of the error in the popular domain can be seen in just about any history of the John F. Kennedy assassination—or more recently, in any of the various sinister interpretations of the Vince Foster suicide. Indeed, average Americans seem especially prone to accept conspiracy theories to explain how it is that history takes turns of which they disapprove, or which mystify them. As to why people are so susceptible to belief in conspiracy theories, I think Gordon Wood has the right idea. During a panel discussion on conspiracy theories at the 2008 OAH Annual Conference, Wood suggested that conspiracy theories give a kind of moral order to the universe, which is to say, they allow us to explain things that otherwise might seem inexplicable. Wood suggested that in earlier times when people believed in angels and devils and other such entities roaming the earth, these constructs could be invoked to explain the otherwise inexplicable. But with modernity, most of our explanations are now in the abstract terms of social science or natural science concepts, which are more difficult for some people to grasp as explanatory factors to account for why things happen as they do. 
I think this is right, as far as it goes. But there is one other factor that we can see at work here as well. Some events are perfectly explicable in concrete and understandable ways, but the ready-to-hand explanations are somehow disproportionate to the things they explain. The classic example here is the assignation of John F. Kennedy. It may well be that Lee Harvey Oswald was singularly responsible for the massive trauma and dislocation caused by the President’s assassination. But people have a hard time accepting the idea that events of such monumental import can be the result of the actions of an insignificant little nut-job like Oswald. Somehow the proportions of the explanans and the explanandum are too asymmetrical. Surely, we think, there must be something more to it than that. Perhaps this is, again, a way of saying that our sense of the “moral order” of the universe is offended by such an equation. But it is not just the inexplicable or the abstruse that offends our sense of the moral order, it is also sometimes the most prosaic of explanations which does as well.
I think the far wiser insight here is that expressed by political scientist Richard Cottam of the University of Pittsburgh, who used to advise his students: “when given two competing explanations for an event, one involving conspiracy and the other incompetence, always choose incompetence.” 

Sinister-conspiracyitis may be a common disease among the non-academic classes when contemplating history, while “hegemonic fever” is its counterpart among the more academic tribes. Postmodern historians of all stripes, but especially feminists and theorists of race and gender, seem prone to see every historical issue and every public policy of which they disapprove as the outcome of someone or some group’s sinister hegemony.

Examples on the other extreme of the continuum of dark and light, can be found in the cheering texts of far too many books on the Founding Fathers, or on the exceptional grandeur of the American people and nation. Do we need any more obvious example of what happens when the obligation to proffer true narratives—above all else—takes a permissive holiday?

But there is another form of the same problem. This form appears mostly in specialized academic history, since there is very little market for it among the general reading public. Much of postmodern academic scholarship exhibits a sneering kind of intellectual condescension that is harshly critical of the traditional canons of the history discipline, and, more often than not, harshly critical as well of much of the actual course of American history. If modernist historians subjected the non-elites of history to “the enormous condescension of posterity,” postmodernists are now doing much the same thing to the elites of history’s tales. In many respects it is the same condescension with a different target, although with a variation. The old academic elites condescended by overlooking the presence of ordinary people in the historical record. The new postmodern academic elites openly and actively scorn those to whom they condescend. Even those postmodernists who are not harshly critical of elite historical actors, are inevitably deeply cynical about the possibility of recovering anything like the objective truth about them or about any other aspect of the past. 

Most historians, even most postmodernists, still concede the utility of the modernist methodology—such matters as working in the archives, checking narratives by seeing if they are reasonable descriptions of the underlying evidence, submitting our narratives to peer review, etc. It is just that many contemporary historians want to abandon the philosophical conceptions associated with this methodology.

A World Without History

We might profitably ask ourselves a somewhat odd seeming question: If one had god-like powers, and wanted to put an end to history, how would one do it? Or to put it less paradoxically: what are the forces and factors which are necessary for history to be present? 

Well, first the easy one: change. Without change there would be no history. If the universe of our experience were a colossal still photograph, no matter how rich that image, there could be no sense of the before and after, no sense of something that is in the past. But can we imagine a world in which there is change but no history? How could that come about?

How about time? We can grant that time cannot exist without change, but can change exist without time? What if the universe were not still, as in a photograph, but were in motion in a single moment? Could we take that photograph and loop it over and over again, thereby producing time without change? 

Imagine a world of change without time—rather like Edwin Abbott’s classic little book, Flatland. Abbott imagined a world of only two spatial dimensions, and described how such a world would look as one moved through it. Could we have a world of change, but without time—a “flatland” without the dimension of time? That is, what if it were, say, perpetually Wednesday at noon, forever? This is somewhat like what happened to Bill Murray in the movie Groundhog Day—he was condemned to live the same day over and over again. There was change in Murray’s groundhog world, but not much history—the only history being his own personal experience of the same day over and over. So perhaps we can conceive change without a fullness of time, although we might need more than a single moment in time to construct a filmstrip from a photograph. 
There is also of course that classic tale from the wonderfully askew mind of Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse Five. In Vonnegut’s tale his protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, comes “unstuck in time.” The result is that he experiences the major events of his life in random order. It seems clear that Billy, in addition to his other problems, was utterly unable to construct any sense of history, because he lacked any sense of sequence. “Before” and “after” lost all meaning to Vonnegut’s pilgrim, whose chaotic journeys through time robbed him of him of a past.

Death is a likely culprit here. If people never died, any sense of history we might have would certainly be very different. Indeed, we might have none at all. If no one ever died, everything would be personal memory and nothing would be history in the sense of times bygone about which we have only inferential knowledge. There might be some type of history in such a world, but not much of one.

But I think the real answer is: gain and loss. We have history because we have a sense of gain and loss. It is not really time that makes history; nor is it change, per se. It is that things change in ways that produce in us a sense of either gain or loss. History recalls to us that which is no more, that which we have lost. And even when things change for the better, our sense of gain is related to that which is no more—the bad which has been replaced by a better. We cannot even conceive of a sense of history absent a sense of loss and gain. 

There is a phenomenon among those with certain types of mental deficit where memories of even major life events is blissfully unavailable. Thus, a retarded daughter shows no anguish over the death of her mother, having no memory of her against which to construct a sense of loss. For her, there is no history of her mother and no attendant sense of loss. But there are also a handful of people with the opposite problem: too much memory. One California woman appears to have total recall of everything that she ever experienced from a certain day in 1980.
 At first blush, this might seem a boon; but the woman experiences it as an agony. Imagine, she recounts, sitting in a restaurant as an adult and suddenly re-experiencing a traumatic event from age four. “She’s constantly bombarded with fragments of memories, exposed to an automatic and uncontrollable process that behaves like an infinite loop in a computer,” reports a journalist covering the story.
 “Beautiful, horrific, important or banal scenes rush across her wildly chaotic ‘internal monitor,’ sometimes displacing the present.”
 In a sense, this woman is also a victim of a defective sense of loss/gain. For her, there is no loss—her past is still present. In a slight way, she is the archetype for what it would be like if there were in fact no past. As she puts it: “All of this is incredibly exhausting.”

So the formula for history is: Change + Time + Loss/Gain = History, with a sense of loss/gain being the key part of the formula. 
History’s Reaper
Death is the period at the end of the sentence for all living things. The documented longest-lived living thing on planet Earth is a knurled bristlecone pine tree living a solitary life on a windswept hillside of California’s White Mountains. Samples of its rings put it at 4,767 years old. To achieve this age, a bristlecone pine barely grows at all: it looks like a piece of stunted driftwood; and it manages to be living by stint of having just a handful of needles and a few pieces of living bark on its otherwise dry and withered branches. There is not, we are entitled to suppose, much excitement in the life of this creature, but the inexorable force of life pushes it onward nevertheless. But every tree has its day. This bristlecone pine (named, by humans not his fellows, Methuselah) was, it turns out, only the second most long-lived living thing on earth. Another tree, discovered in 1964, turned out to be 4,950 years old, as its excited discoverer discovered after cutting it down to measure its rings! In one way or another, such is the fate of all living things. 

Absent an abrupt stop from disease, misadventure, or the various forms of murder, the usual pattern is decline, decay, death. And even the inanimate objects among us are subject to the first two. Indeed, all of material existence is subject to the depredations of the passing of time.

 “The only reason for time,” Einstein is reputed to have said, “is so that everything doesn’t happen at once.” Perhaps so, but enough things happen in the sequence of moments that is people acting in time and circumstance, that it might as well all be happening at once. But the string that holds all the moments together—that sequence of time—is devilishly both obvious and elusive. 

Einstein was wrong of course. To prevent a traffic-jam of events is not the only purpose of time. Its other purpose—the one more relevant to historians—is to usher events and actors from the stage when they have fulfilled their allotted roles. That is, the other purpose of time is to make sure that all things pass away. Time is the murderer of the present.

There are also those inescapable lines from Yeats, in which he writes of a peculiarly dissolute Second Coming: 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world . . . Surely some revelation is at hand; Surely the Second Coming is at hand. . . . And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

The “rough beast” of history is tomorrow, that slayer of today. Every tomorrow brings with it the death of many of the denizens of today. Every speck of creation has its appropriate beast, the one who rubs it in just the right way to make it vanish forever. And every beast has its day; every speck will be rubbed out in the end. Eventually, the diagnosis is always terminal. Eventually we all fail to greet the rising sun of a new day. Whether this is merely a personal tragedy or a holocaust depends on a coincidence of timing. When the news is simultaneously bad for a whole bunch of us, this is a holocaust. When it is only a matter of matters proceeding at the usual rate, this is the solitary tragedy of life itself. Human agency is sometimes a factor in the timing here, sometimes not. Vesuvius produced a holocaust too. But eventually, the news is always bad for all of us. In some respects, this is the central story-line of human history—with those coincidences of timing lending variety to the tale. Every product of human ingenuity, and every human who produced them, will disappear from the universe. The fact that this tends to happen in slow motion in cosmic time, gives historians something to talk about in the meantime. 
So historians strive to tell the stories of the vanished. For historians, time is also the string on which we place the beads of our craft—the events and places and people of our narratives. An historical narrative is a necklace of historians’ trinkets held together by the thread of time. 

Whatever time is, it is certainly a potent, if subtle, force in our world. We can see it in operation only by noticing its cumulative effects. As when one meets a World War II veteran and in his reminisces he shows us a photograph from the 1940s of himself as a young man in uniform: tall, strong, vibrant and proud. And then we look at the frail, stooped, fading person before us, and we notice that time has passed through his life with considerable force. 

The force of time is almost erosive. In the way that water and wind wear down outcroppings of rock, time wears down human beings, grinding us to dust and disappearance. Time treats all objects and events that come within its reach in the same way, it wears away at them until they fade into oblivion. Time makes victims of us all.  

Time is such an erosive force in its essential activity in the world that time may even be, in some inexplicable way, the energetic force behind the Second Law of Thermodynamics—which reminds us that the destiny of everything in the universe is to crumble and dissipate away. The Second Law holds that, on the whole, any sufficiently large energy system tends toward ever increasing states of disorganization and decay, requiring a constant input of energy and effort to temporarily forestall the inevitable. 

Organization or structure can also be thought of as information. The fact that a clump of energy is organized means it contains information. The tendency of everything to unwind is then also the tendency of information to dissipate—of entropy to increase. The universe beginning to un-know.

The comedian Bill Cosby had several hit comedy records in the 1960s. The title routine for his 1965 Grammy-winning album was “Why Is There Air?” Cosby was mocking college philosophy courses. The routine went something like this: “Philosophers wonder such things as why is there air? Every PE major knows that. There is air to blow up volley balls and basketballs with.”

No doubt. But there is an abundance of oxygen in our atmosphere for a less buoyant reason. Oxygen oxidizes everything on our planet. That is to say, it burns things up. The minute you unwrap a loaf of bread, it starts to go stale. The moment you take the lid off a jar of olives, they start to lose their savor. Everything left exposed to the air grows stale and limp and rusts and rots.
Of course humans need to breathe the air fairly regularly, which might give us a certain bias in its favor—a certain tendency to look at the air as a benign presence in the world. But if we examine the process closely what we notice is that oxygen is a fuel for various biological processes—that is, its job is to burn up the raw materials we consume so that we might live another day. Breathing, like eating, is also a process of chemically burning up the raw stuff of the planet so as to temporarily sustain us. 

That is why there is air: to slowly cause everything on the planet to deteriorate. You see, the entire universe is designed to dissolve. That is the grand plan. 

Cosmologists tell us that the universe is winding down. The high degree of organization we see on the earth is strictly a neighborhood affair. The universe is in gradual decline. To stop it is impossible. The universe will eventually diffuse to a fine, uniform energy mist. Perhaps, when it reaches the end of its tether, this diffuse universe will snap back and begin to reverse the process as the gravitational force recalls the mist into renewing clumps of the stuff of future histories. The universe may be cyclical in the end. But whether it dies only once—as in a Judeo-Christian theology—or whether it dies again and again as in the reincarnation theology of the Buddhists, it must inevitably grow old. This aging of all things is the sour result of God’s loosening of time upon our universe.

So the universe is slowly evolving toward a leveling uniformity. Our tiny little eddy of order being just a local disturbance, a momentary aberration in the scheme of things. A kind of congealed lump in the otherwise bland pudding of cosmic space/time. If you look at the big picture (the really big picture), you will see that everything tends to run downhill. All the straining, heaving, sighing efforts we make will someday soon just be so much dust on the earth. And the earth itself will become just so much dust in the heavens. And the very heavens themselves will grind to a halt and collapse into a featureless mist. All of this is a testament to the corrupting power of time.

This harsh truth about men and women swimming through time’s thick stream, was perhaps captured never better than by Percy Bysshe Shelley in his poem “Ozymandias.” In the poem, the broken fragments of a once vast statue lie half-buried in the sand and forgotten. On the pedestal on which the statue once stood, the original sculptor had carved these words: “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” And indeed, we should look at the fragments of Ozymandias’ once mighty works, and despair. Although not quite for the reason Ozymandias had in mind.

Daily life is an effort to make something, to achieve something, to improve something, which will persist for at least a few moments against the erosive force of time. Everything from dusting the furniture, to washing the dishes, to taking out the trash, to making the bed, to writing the Great American Novel, is an effort to build some small and temporary edifice of order as a bulwark against the massive, crushing power of entropy. The universe is a colossal wall of dissipation, moving through space-time and reducing everything in its path to a meaningless, disorganized, obliterating, uniformity. Everything we dream and do will, in the long run, come to nothing. And yet, we keep doing and dreaming—it seems we cannot do otherwise. This is the human predicament—the vast joke that God has played on humanity. Our individual lives, indeed all of human history, are just the story of Sisyphus, repeated over and over again—because in the end, the Second Law always wins. But in the meantime, people continue making history, and historians continue recording it. We cannot, it seems, do otherwise.
Time relentlessly pushes us forward from one moment to the next with never a single pause. The past is rushed from the present, and we are pushed forward to the future—moment to moment, without mercy or relent. Of course, it is this very quality of callous dispatch—this insistence of time that all things must pass away—that gives the study of history its particular poignancy. It seems trite to say it, but it expresses a profound truth: the past fascinates us precisely because it is past. History is precious because we no longer have that which it recalls to our memory. I suppose if life were eternal, it might lose some of its zest, if not become an intolerable burden. Indeed, although the scriptures offer us eternal life in the next world as one of the central rewards of Heaven, this might well seem, upon deeper reflection, one of the defining traits of Hell itself. And if there was no time—no pulse of appearance and disappearance—the world would have a kind of flat sameness, and, among other things, historians would not be needed. So we—all of us, but perhaps historians especially—owe a debt of grudging gratitude to time for its sheer ruthlessness. 

In the terms of the Hindu trinity, human beings are the Brahma and the Vishnu, the creator and the preserver, and Time is Shiva, the destroyer, the eraser of all we do. Brahma and Vishnu create and sustain the world, and Shiva performs a dance of destruction, rendering all that has been created back into the raw stuff of primordial existence. Among pious Hindus, there are those who worship Shiva, in his manifold forms, a principal one of which depicts Shiva as Nataraja, a four-armed deity, dancing on the prostrate corpse of the world. Historians are, in this model, the chroniclers of the battles of the gods. But for most historians, the worship of Shiva is a truly alien instinct. Most of us lament the damage done by Time in its destructive dance.

Biologically, this passage of time through an individual life is what we call “aging.” Aging is the process by which nature causes us to sour on life so that we may die without too much regret. After a time, dragging ourselves around in this decaying meat carcass becomes more trouble than it is worth and we resign ourselves to “giving up the ghost.” (Actually, the ghost gives up the carcass—but that is another story.) The death of a younger person—through illness or accident or misadventure—is a compounded tragedy in part because they have not yet had time to grow ripe with age, ripe with the sourness of corporeal existence. 
As we age, time seems to speed up. But of course it doesn’t. The earth still ambles ‘round the sun in the same time it always did; and the moon still wobbles on its axis at the same rate; and the solar system orbits the center of the Milky Way with its same leisurely indifference to our sensibilities. The heavens still sigh with infinite patience as a billion galaxies retreat from one another with almost imperceptible slowness. The seasons recur and day becomes night at whatever rate they please, without the slightest regard for our subjective sense of how fast time is moving. Time does not speed up as we age, but certain infirmities of our aging brains make us feel like it does. But this is an illusion, not a reality. Thinking and talking and writing about history as if we can create whatever past we choose, is an error on the same order as thinking that time moves faster as we get older. 
So, time causes the decline, decay and disappearance of all things—including us. That is its singular service to the universe. Time does not march on so much as it pillages. Time wrecks its havoc on the stuff of life, leaving behind the merest remnants of what once was so substantial. It is the job of historians to recover those remnants—we are the custodians of the wastage from the pillage. 

So it is the contemplation of the local ravages of time that is the forlorn business of historians. Noticing all this has a tendency to make one too mindful of time’s ravages, too aware—like physicians—of the nearness of decay, decline, and death. If an historian is at all awake to the deeper metaphysical currents of the profession’s subject matter, the contemplation of history tends to produce a certain world-weariness. Indeed, it seems to me that a certain measure of melancholy is the minimum obligation we owe to reality, considering the profound region of the unknown at the core of human existence, and the general mess of things that we humans so regularly make. This natural melancholy from the study of history is the reason, I have always thought, that so much of historical narrative has tended to be so whiggish and triumphal—these being intellectual coping mechanisms to offset a gathering gloom in one’s work. 

In any case, the past lies fallen, its time now gone. Its surfaces are flat, its colors faded. It is the job of the historian to swell its contours, to once more splash its landscape with fresh colors. We bring the past to life by filling it with the revivifying element of time. We make the past come alive again, imaginatively, by treating it as if its events were vibrant and dynamic and were occurring in a live present. Not our present, however, but the present of the past. A present true to that past. To insert present time into the landscape of the past is to infect it with a foreign and deadly virus. 

Another amazing aspect of time’s potency is its ability to trick human beings into reifying merely conventional or entirely fictitious elements of time into things freighted with seeming metaphysical substance. Days are real enough, in that they have a diurnal reality. But surely the division of the endless string of days into weeks and months is mere convention parading as substance. We might just as well have adumbrated the flow of days by numbering them consecutively from, say, the birth of Herodotus. Today, as I write these words, rather than being Saturday, January 1, 2005, then would be something like day number 910,675, and the goofy idea that the forthcoming day 910,682, has something in common with today (that they are both “Saturdays”) would be one illusion from which we might be freed. Or we might count the passage of years as Polybius did, in four-year clumps demarcated by the Olympiads (which is the way it was done in the western world for nearly 800 years). The Romans counted time forward from the founding of the city of Rome, which we would say happened in 753 B.C.E., but they would insist occurred in Year One. The liberated citizens of the French Revolution instituted one of their more ephemeral cultural reforms when they remade the French calendar to make it into the Republican Calendar, by renumbering history from the founding of the First Republic in 1792. This vanity lasted a mere twelve years, before Napoleon thought better of it. But however we count it, we understand that our conventions of measurement are just conventions, with no objective reality. Indeed, the whole idea that at midnight last night—when I kissed my wife and told her “Happy New Year!”—it was really in any sense a new year, is nonsense. Yet we peg all sorts of social and psychological realities onto this fictive point in the flow of time—like formulating “New Year’s resolutions” and piously hoping the “new” year will be somehow unlike and hence better than the year just “ended.”

The seasons are real enough, being grounded in the sidereal waltz of our planet ‘round its sun. But months are fictions, and so are centuries and millennia, they all being merely conventional demarcations of the essentially cyclical warming and cooling of the planet that we mark out as seasons. The winter and summer solstices have an objective reality, as does noon, sunrise and nightfall. But the idea that it is actually 9:39 a.m. as I type these very words, is, of course, very nonsense. And when we flip-flop back and forth around the fiction of Daylight Savings Time, the underlying flow of diurnal time remains utterly unperturbed.

The cycle of the seasons—by the way—are another forlorn indicator of the relentless passing of time. If one lives in a place with marked seasons, the sense that the years are rushing rapidly by—like the flipping calendar pages in an old movie scene depicting the passage of time—is all too palpable. While hopes may spring eternal with the bloomings of Spring, the Autumn reminds us that life withers, and Winter is a too-tangible metaphor of death, and the whole cycle, repeating with increased rapidity year after year, is a too-tangible reminder of time’s passing. Which may be one unconscious reason that as we get older so many of us migrate to warmer climates where the seasons seem to be erased by the sameness of one day to the next. In San Diego—where the mean temperature year-round is a balmy 70 degrees and the sun shines 70% of the time—in what atmospheric way is one month different from the next, and thus in what palpable sense can time be felt to be passing?

One puzzle over which we might linger for a moment is the question of how long is a moment? That is, what is the duration of the present? We speak about the present as if it were some brief chunk of time, like a minute, or a second, or, perhaps, a millisecond. But minutes and seconds and even milliseconds are all complete and utter fictions. We make up these concepts for our own convenience. Nature knows nothing of minutes and seconds. These are fictions. So too, I might suggest, are moments. Or to put it bluntly: the present is an utter and complete fiction. There is no present moment, as if moments were individual beads on a string. Rather, time is a flowing stream. The flow has a direction, but it does not have parts. We are in that stream and all the events of history are, from this perspective, dissolved in that stream. What we do when we talk of moments is to focus our attention on some small region of that flowing stream and call it the present; and we call things happening in that specious present, “events.” And we call a collection of these events “history.” But history is not in any ontological sense composed of individual events. History is the flow of creation in time. While this flow of creation is real, our histories are mere dipping cup samples of this real flow, and hence, are, in a fundamental way, arbitrarily constructed. Which does not mean, I hasten to add, that they are non-objective or that they cannot be meaningfully said to be true or false. These last conclusions simply do not follow from this description of our circumstance. 

Notwithstanding all of this, human beings fetishsize time into blocks and lines and markers that are utterly unreal, and then behave toward their fictional creations as if they had the same substance as noon or nightfall. Thus historians can document a phenomenon known as “millenarianism” in which whole societies go collectively mad in various ways around the entirely fictional event of the turning of an imaginary thousand on time’s odometer. Even historians are taken in by these magical units of conventional measure, suggesting they can discern special fin de siècle patterns in history. Perhaps such historians are documenting outbursts of superstitious behavior among various societies who have mistakenly reified their conventions about time. Although perhaps the historians themselves may have been taken in by their own fetish worship, seeing patterns in the course of history where none exist. This seeing of patterns in time where none exist is of course one of the oldest and most persistent delusions of the history profession—it is one of our major occupational hazards. 
The mysteries of time and fate are part of what gives to the study of history its special pungency. The contemplation of historical sequence gives rise almost irresistibly to anxieties about how one moment in that sequence is connected to the next. The philosopher’s dilemma of free-will vs. fate exerts its fevered force on our minds because of the existence of history—it is the contemplation of the snapshots of moments past and their contrast with later moments also past which kindles the thought: “I wonder if we could have know then what was in store later on?” Despite the claims of the seers, for most of us, the future is blissfully hidden from our view. The course of our personal history is as profoundly unknowable as that of the stranger standing next to us in the subway car. This is probably for the best. Only a reckless fool would take the devil’s bargain of a grant of the power to foresee the course of one’s own history. Our inability to foretell our fate—to read history forward—is probably an expression of God’s grace. Consider the example of Alistair Cooke. 

Cooke came to America from England in 1937, fleeing the oncoming war (and British conscription). His weekly “Letter from America” was broadcast over the BBC starting in March 1946 and ending—2,689 installments later—with his death in March 2004. He was a stalwart in that long line of foreign commentators on America and its people—the best since Tocqueville himself, in some estimations. Cooke was best known for his role as the urbane host of the Public Broadcasting System’s Masterpiece Theatre, where the faint remains of his English accent, his erudition, his affection for American audiences, and his starchy English reserve, lent a gravitas to that production that no one has since been able to successfully mimic. His 13-part television series and accompanying book, Alistair Cooke’s America, earned him a place in America’s bicentennial celebrations and the opportunity to stand in the same well in the House of Representatives where 35 years before Winston Churchill had stood, as they each took their turns addressing a joint session of the Congress. 

In 2006, we were treated to a posthumously published book (his 13th) entitled The American Home Front, 1941-1942. During these years Cooke, like Tocqueville, had made a trip across America, recording his impressions of the land and its people. Cooke launched his trip in the days following Pearl Harbor, but he finished the book only following the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—by which time his publisher thought the public had lost their taste for descriptions of wartime America. Thus the book remained only a manuscript until after his death, when that peculiar combination of commerce-seeking and fascination with the work of the recently deceased gave it a renewed cache. 

On the cover of the book is a haunting photograph of Cooke standing beside his Lincoln Zephyr, with its recapped but still bald tires, which is parked next to a pair of Shell gas-pumps at a service station somewhere in 1940s America. Cooke is dressed in a three-piece suit, with starched white collar, as he stands in the dirt of the service station, posed with his hand on the door handle of the passenger side of the car. One wonders, looking at that photo, how much of the subsequent course of his personal history was pregnantly present? Could one positioned as if God read in that unknowing physiognomy all that was to come? Can we detect in that smooth and untroubled face the white-haired avuncular presence who would, 30 years hence, enter our living rooms through the portal of our television sets? How much of Cooke’s history was ordained history already in 1941? One thinks, in particular, about his end. 

The causes of his death were heart disease and a lung-cancer which had spread to his bones, and the wear and tear of living on the Earth for 95 years. Following his death his body went to the morgue in Manhattan, as he had lived in that city for many decades in a rent-controlled apartment. On its way to the mortuary, his body was snatched by body-snatchers, who filleted his flesh from his bones. Casting the shapeless skin-bag of flesh aside, they sold his bones piecemeal on the body-parts black market, to be used in dental implants and the like. Such reclamation of used body parts can seem benign in the abstract, but unbearably gruesome when we know the person involved. A piece of Alistair Cooke is somehow different than a piece of anonymous bone. The body-snatchers—displaying the ethics of their trade—falsified the documentation for the proffered bones, indicating they were from a man age 85 and in general good health. Thus the additional gruesome thought of bits of Alistair Cooke’s cancer-riddled bones walking around in the mouths of numerous unsuspecting residents of New York and New Jersey.
 

This too, alas, is the stuff of which history is made. It is not all ruffles and flourishes. Some of it is the grimy business of wicked men harvesting the bones of our elders. 

But it is all history. And all of it is a puzzle and a conundrum. It makes such sense as it makes only in retrospect. We give to history its coherence by wending our way along the sequence of events which we place one-by-one on our narrative threads. How much of this is the sassy arrogance of knowing how the story turned out (the historians’ boon) and how much of it the tracing of a course which could not be otherwise, is an enigma which historians are not given to penetrate. For us, at the core of our enterprise lies a profound region of darkness, an unknowable land of fate mixed with caprice in uncertain proportions, a mystery which gives to our craft no small part of its endless fascination. 

An Irreducible Mystery tc "An Irreducible Mystery " \l 2
At the heart of human existence lies a vast existential dilemma. It is the void out of which most philosophy and all religion springs. This dilemma involves the irreducible mystery of our present existence and the uncertainty surrounding our future. All we know for sure is that each of us suddenly appears on this planet as out of nowhere, we persist for a blink of time, then we disappear just as absolutely as we appeared. In between, we have no idea what will happen from one moment to the next—what particular cruel torments or joyful repasts Fate holds in store for us. We seem to have little choice but to submit or resist, but in either case, as Seneca observed, “Fate leads the willing and drags the unwilling.” 

Faced honestly and fully, we would have to say this is all a profoundly mysterious business. And it is this essential human existential mystery which gives to history its special seductive charm. History plays with our sense of the mystery of our present and the uncertainty of our future by offering some degree of knowledge of our past. History moves us precisely because it touches upon this deep region of the whirlpool of the known as it descends into the unknown. History is a kind of life-line for creatures lost in an existential sea. That explains its fundamental and enduring appeal. It speaks to something elemental in our natures.

At the core of this metaphysical mystery is the fundamental unknowability of the future. It is this uncertainty which raises the stakes so much in the game of life. Human beings strive, in all sorts of ways, to reduce the uncertainty of the future. This terrible unknowability of the future can only be ameliorated in two-and-a-half real ways, one utterly hopeless way, and one possibly efficacious but potentially corrupt way. 

The first real way is to surrender one’s anxieties and uncertainties to fatalism—to the idea that what will be will be and so there is no use worrying about it. This approach does not resolve any of the uncertainty of the future, but it does allow us to loosen our grip on our fears about it. Not everyone—alas—is temperamentally equipped to adopt this strategy. 

The second real strategy is to posit the existence of some divine plan, according to which the universe is unfolding more or less as it should. This is a happy solution for those blessed souls who are sufficiently credulous to not worry too much about the join between belief and evidence. 

Then there is the half-solution of believing in farsighted seers who can discern our fate and give us plenty of advance warning of its twists and turns. This is only half a solution since an honest seer will foresee quite unpleasant futures as easily as rosy ones. (It might not fully scratch our metaphysical itch here if we could predict the future but that future contained terrors greater than those we suffer at present.) 

Then there is the way that offers only a false hope. This is an approach that is common among the historian class (although many have also been fans of divine plans). This is the hopeless idea that we can anticipate the future by an assiduous study of the past. For all sorts of reasons, this is sheer folly, as I describe and detail at various places in this work. 

Finally, there is the resort to effort. When we have abandoned hope in all the other approaches, we can try to manifest a better future by the sustained effort of building it in the present. This is, in general, the breakfast of optimists, and it is probably a fine way to expend one’s time and energies. But when historians try their hand at it, there is a problem. 

When historians come to think of it as their job to be contractors for the construction of a better future world (“now we do history that empowers women”) they are inevitably hampered by the nature of their tools and their craft. All historians can do is retell the stories of the past. These stories may not—in their natural state—yield precisely the kind of lessons that are needed in building very particular kinds of better futures. For example, if our aim is to build a future world in which women are politically empowered, there is no guarantee that an objective report on all aspects of the past will necessarily be conducive to this goal. Hence the temptation to cheat. Historians who are engaged in the business of building better futures are going to be tempted to tell useful stories, even if they have to distort the past by telling stories that lack complete veracity or any sense of accurate balance. So if, for example, our aims as historians are in large part to elevate the historical reputations of persons of color, or post-colonial peoples, or poor stockingers and Luddite croppers, or the political reputation of Ronald Reagan—or whatever our political agendas have as their ambitions—we will be tempted to spin tales that accomplish these goals, and truth and objectivity may be left standing on the side of a dusty road vainly trying to hitch a ride on our passing narratives.  

That all of this is so, speaks to the deep metaphysical mystery of our existence and to the insatiable hunger to know about our future. Which explains why we are so often tempted to adopt intellectual strategies that seem to promise some control over that future. Thus it is understandable why so many postmodern historians have become merchants of spin and purveyors of political propaganda. Understandable, but not necessarily admirable.
Scratching A Metaphysical Itch tc "Scratching A Metaphysical Itch " \l 2
Human beings create and preserve historical documents and artifacts in archives and museums and libraries in part because we believe these relics from the past have some utility in the present. As Franklin Roosevelt said when dedicating America’s first presidential library, which he conceived and built at his own initiative and expense: “To bring together the records of the past and to house them in buildings where they will be preserved for the use of men and women in the future, a nation must believe in three things. It must believe in the past. It must believe in the future. It must, above all, believe in the capacity of its own people so to learn from the past that they can gain in judgment in creating their own future.”

Imagined in the resonant tones of FDR’s persuasive voice, these words seem heavy with wisdom. But often, this same idea is little more than hackneyed cliché. One particularly mindless version of the learning-from-history thesis is the empty-headed slogan: “how can you know where you are going if you don’t know where you have been?” In the first place, “you” is not a universal predicate that can somehow embody all of humanity’s past—and it was the many people who came before “you,” some, a long time before you—who are the stuff of the past—who are the ones who have already “been somewhere.” “You” have not been most of these places—even through the vicarious imaginings of the study of history. Even if cultures, writ-large, can learn something instructive from the stories of cultures of the past, “you” cannot so easily scale-down these insights to the level of the individual actor so as to make you a better captain of the future course of your own future, or, more grandiosely, the master of the course of the world itself. 

Even if you could, as an individual, scale down the lessons of history to the sort of choices you face day-to-day, what entitles you to assume that joining these lessons to your intentions yields in some reliable way outcomes that you can anticipate? The harsh truth is that you are not only not the captain of your own fate, but because the universe of forces shaping the future is so immense, and “you” as a person acting in time and circumstance are so pitifully small and insignificant, that whatever you do it is highly unlikely to influence the future in any discernible way whatever. Even those great figures of history who have apparently shaped the course of the future in some especially efficacious way, rarely managed to bring about precisely what they intended. 

Whether the Law of Unintended Consequences is merely a name we give to our vast ignorance of the casual forces impinging upon us, or whether it reveals some fundamental lacunae in the very fabric of our universe, the fact is, it is the law, and human beings are unlikely to ever manage to evade it. Face up to it: you cannot know “where you are going”— whether you measure your history library by its tonnage, or whether you remain blissfully ignorant of history’s charms. We cannot know what the future holds for us—except in a very crude and general way, and sometimes not even that—no matter how many stories of past events we carry around in our noggins. The future is not knowable. One can intend for many events to appear on the stage of tomorrow’s play, and one can strain to make it so, but ultimately the future will confound us all. 

Whenever I find myself being tempted by the idea that as an historian I ought to be straining to anticipate the future course of events, I pull out of my files copies of two letters. A brief review of these letters quickly  restores my sense of my own limitations. Both letters are from an M. Wilson. Wilson is writing to an official of the State of Utah who oversees refugee adoptions. The first letter, dated September 4, 1981, reads in part: “I am the coordinator for a very special sponsoring effort to help the Cambodian refugees. We have been asked to take part in resettling in Utah a large number of Cambodian families before October 1, 1981. Therefore, will you please send us about 100 of the free Manual for Sponsors . . . We are a small church group but we have faith in the Lord and our commitment to Him. Yours in Christ.” The second letter is dated six days later. It reads: “Please cancel our order for 100 of your free ‘Manual for Sponsors’ . . . An awesome change has occurred in our small religious group . . . We have received irrefutable proof that the End of the World will occur on October 2, 1981 at precisely 3:33 a.m. Our most revered Prophet received the Holy Message last night and we must all shed our worldly goods and journey to Missouri to await the End . . . Yours in Christ. P.S. Please send one (1) “Manual” to my mother, Mrs. Wilson, at my P.O. Box, as she is a disbeliever and will remain here and wishes to sponsor a Cambodian family even though it will be futile, as the End is the End for all of us.” There is no record of a third letter.

Peering Through the Fog 
Peering Through The Fog " \l 2

Although most of us are tempted to believe we know what we are doing, and that we have a good grasp of what’s happening in the world around us, the truth is less flattering. People acting in time and circumstance are usually too close to events to see them clearly, and too entangled in the various forms of self-interest to see them objectively. It is only with the unique kind of x-ray vision that comes only with hindsight—the vision which gives us the ability to see the inner connective tissues linking events—that we can understand what was in fact happening in our own past. And it is only with the detachment that comes from distance in time, that we can see that things are often other than how we want them to be. To put it simply: it is only through the services of the study of history that we form any real understanding of what we were doing. This is one of the true “lessons of history,” and it is one we forget over and over again with each new topic of our self-confident scrutiny. 

Consider the example of Charles Darwin and his great work. 

History is often made through inadvertence—or at least not quite in the linear way historians imply when they recreate that history in their narratives. The stuff of history in real time is sometimes less grand than it seems in our historical reflections—or at least, than was appreciated at the time. Today, when we think of Darwin, we immediately think mainly of his contribution to the theory of evolution. But this was not really thought to be his greatest accomplishment in his day. His crowning work, the project on which he labored for half his lifetime, was not the theory of evolution. It was something else entirely. I refer of course to his earnest study of earthworm poop.

Charles Darwin’s great voyage of discovery was—it is generally thought—to have been to the Galapagos Islands. Actually, the ones that occupied most of his time and attention were to the garden in his backyard. While Darwin made one trip to the Galapagos, in a voyage lasting five years, he spent more than 40 years on a single experimental project in his own English garden at Down House in Kent. This project involved an examination of earthworm poop, to try and figure out just what role earthworms played in the ecology of the soil. 
Over a period of decades, Darwin observed the earthworms in his garden; studying their physiology; their behavior; and, especially, their role in fertilizing the soil. Many a night Darwin would take one or more of his children out into the garden to hold a lantern whilst he probed in the soil to uncover the nocturnal activities of the resident Down House worms. He strewn cinders from the family hearth in a patch over the garden ground and waited, decades, while the earthworms buried the cinders in coat after coat of earthworm dung. Periodically, Darwin and the children would venture out with shovel in hand to dig small trenches to record the depth of the sinking cinders. This went on for over forty years. One might fairly say, Darwin was obsessed with this topic. Here is how he described the great work, in his last book, published just six months before his death:

As I was led to keep in my study during many months worms in pots filled with earth, I became interested in them, and wished to learn how far they acted consciously, and how much mental power they displayed. . . . In the year 1837, a short paper was read by me before the Geological Society of London . . . in which it was shown that . . . [a] large quantity of fine earth continually [is] brought up to the surface by worms in the form of castings. These castings are sooner or later spread out and cover up any object left on the surface. I was thus led to conclude that all the vegetable mould over the whole country has passed many times through, and will again pass many times through, the intestinal canals of worms.

This rather earthy observation was the start of Darwin’s experiments with earthworms and their impact on the ecology of the soil. Darwin also invested considerable time and effort in studying the mentality of worms, to see if, for example, they were sensible to music (no, according to Darwin). Darwin was so impressed by the ceaseless labors of his segmented neighbors that he would be moved to conclude: “It may be doubted whether there are many other animals which have played so important a part in the history of the world, as have these lowly organized creatures.”

Certainly, Darwin had some appreciation for the political and ideological upsets the idea of evolution could cause in Victorian society, which is one reason he delayed publication of Origins for twenty years after his voyage on the Beagle. His theory was first published in the Fall of 1858 in the journal of the Linnean Society. The following year the president of the Society gave his retrospective assessment of 1858 and announced his conclusion that no revolutionary discoveries had been made that year. Even after Origins was published, and it created some noticeable measure of controversy, neither Darwin nor his peers fully appreciated just what a revolutionary work it actually was. Even if Darwin had his own share of Walter Mitty fantasies, he did not fully appreciate how important his ideas really were—indeed, few if any of his contemporaries did. In short, the Darwinian Revolution did not happen during Darwin’s lifetime, even though we too often retell this narrative as if it did.
Among Darwin’s nearly 20 published books (including his posthumously published autobiography), his 1856 On the Origin of Species was not his most successful. Several of Darwin’s books outsold Origin during Darwin’s lifetime, and his contributions to marine biology, botany, zoology and geology were all thought by his contemporaries to be of more significance than his work on evolution. His books on how corals are formed and how plant phototropism works, and his books on geology, even his book on orchids, were generally thought by Darwin’s peers to be more important than his theory of evolution by natural selection. Indeed, his book on his earthworm research appeared in October 1881 and was available for barely half-a-year before Darwin’s death. Even so, it outsold On the Origin of Species (which had been in print for more than 20 years) during Darwin’s lifetime. As far as Darwin knew, his study of earthworm poop seemed to have had a bigger impact on the world than his theory of evolution. 

Such are the weird and wonderful ways of real history.

Even though we might be able to learn something true and insightful from a study of the past, it is doubtful that we can be very effective in applying those lessons to the present, for the simple reason that the present is so opaque to us. If it was easy to figure out the right course of action in the present, we would have little need of grasping hold of “the lessons of history” to fortify our efforts. But just as we cannot easily distill the lessons of the present from a contemplation of the present, so too we cannot easily apply lessons learned from a study of the past to our contemplation of the present. The same afflictions and limitations apply to figuring out the optimum strategy for facing the future, whether we use only present data or whether we toss a few historical croutons into the salad as well. 

There is, after all, what John Morton Blum—following Freeman—calls “the fog of history,” which is every bit as debilitating as the more familiar “fog of war”—and for many of the same reasons.
 It is not so much the “pastness” of history which makes it opaque to our understanding, as it is the very confusion of that past when it was present. In other words, even if we could imagine ourselves to be perfect historians in every way, we still could not render the past perfectly anymore than we can describe the present perfectly. The present is always a booming, buzzing confusion in which a million influences clamor for our attention and understanding. And when this booming and buzzing recedes to mere echoes by moving to the past, it does not in the process become any simpler.

Despite the two fogs—of the present and the past—the paradox of it all is that it may well be the case that human beings can more easily perceive the truth about the past—even the distant past—than they can discern the truth about the present. This might be so precisely because the future is not at stake when contemplating the past, freeing us, one would suppose, to offer more objective accounts of the past than of the present. History, in this regard, may be one of the most powerful of all intellectual disciplines! (Of course, if we try to join the accounts of the past to our efforts in the present, then history too becomes corrupted in just the same ways that contemporary politics are so often corrupted.)

But despite all of history’s powers, and notwithstanding all its many charms, its utility is much less than we might like. Among the many reasons this is so, we should also make mention of the sheer perversity of human nature. Even if we assume, for the sake of argument, that we could somehow manage to distill the full, complete, and perfect, lessons from a study of the past, what entitles us to assume that we would accept these lessons and use them to shape our future? We might do so, one can suppose, provided these lessons did not interfere with our self-interest; or did not threaten our self-image; or did not require too much sacrifice or too much effort on our part; or did not elevate in grandeur people of whom we disapprove; or did not impugn the virtues of any of our own tribal identities; or did not discomfort too many of our comfortable assumptions; or challenge too many of our favorite biases. To be honest about it, what on earth makes anyone assume that people are authentically interested in learning the lessons of history?

Among the many reasons that the study of history is impotent as real input into present political and policy circumstances is that the circumstances to which the history applies have already disappeared from the stage along with the events the history recounts. What we are left with is a time-shifted attempt at historical analogy, which is always easily avoided when it comes to “learning our lessons.” Even in those instances where the history comes running rapidly on the heels of the events it describes, the historical actors are still too invested in the politics of the moment to learn any lessons the history may be trying to convey. 

So, for example, only three years after the start of the Iraq War, the outline of some of the history lessons of America’s missteps were clear. When Bush Administration decisionmakers were contemplating the possibility of Iraq possessing weapons of mass destruction, the decisionmakers selectively cherry-picked the evidence so as to affirm this thesis, and systematically avoided, spun, denied, or ruled out of court potential falsifying evidence. When the planners for the war contemplated the future of American intervention, they envisioned a tough war and an easy occupation—expecting to scale down to 25,000 troops by the summer of 2003 and to be entirely out of Iraq militarily in 2004.
 When the occupation began going sour, Bush Administration officials passed into classic states of denial. Attempts to point out problems with the occupation, or question its prospects, were defended against by accusing the questioners of insufficient patriotism, thus preventing feedback about the state of the intervention from penetrating the mental defenses of those responsible for American policy. And on and on it goes. The historians of the future will have a field-day documenting the many mistakes of the Bush Administration in its pursuit of its Iraq policy.

But none of these mistakes are sui generis (with the possible exception of the American use of the doctrine of preventive war). They are general decisionmaking blunders, that will repeat themselves in future decisionmaking, just as these same blunders have been repeated many times in the past. When similar blunders are in motion in future policy formation, the actors of that time will deny the relevance of these lessons by insisting that their present policies are not analogous to the situation involving Iraq. And even when they grant the analogy, they will be unable to see that they are repeating the same blunders—that they are seeing what they want to see in the evidence and hiding from an awareness of falsifying data, etc. After all, these kinds of mistakes in decisionmaking are not new, they did not suddenly blossom into the world in 2003. Indeed, one the things we learn from the study of history is that these sorts of decisionmaking blunders happen over and over again almost without end. Contemplate this simple thought: if people really do learn from history, how on earth could it be that the Bush Administration made these same basic mistakes all over again in 2003?

It was the contemplation of this very question that lead John Patrick Diggins to his own disillusioned take on the idea of learning from history. In his farewell message to us, Diggins found himself musing—after a lifetime spent as a practicing historian—on the uselessness of history. As he passed through the final veil, he tossed his thoughts on the matter back to us, so that we might learn in a flash of insight what it had taken him a lifetime to discover.
 In this respect, Diggins ended up much like Henry Adams, whose final conclusion was, “Experience ceases to educate.” It is not so much that history was useless, Diggins concluded, as it is that we have no real use for it. Especially in the realm of politics (and its extension into foreign policy), we pay lip-service to history, without much evidence that we have the slightest idea what it means to be open to the lessons of history.
Diggins’ valedictory was a collection of sour ruminations on the spectacle of the Iraq War. His plaint was that we repeatedly overlooked the real lessons that history had to teach us, and, at the same time, our ignorance and folly was repeatedly certified by appeals to history.
 Thus, history was subject to a double betrayal. 

“Did it not occur to America that the world cannot be made safe for democracy until humankind is made safe from itself?” he asked. “Instead we dismissed the skeptical wisdom of our own Federalist founders in indentifying increasing freedom with increasing virtue and assuming that democracy could be the remedy for evil when it actually releases it. . . . In doing so, we exposed our own ignorance of historical experience in believing that democracy could tame power, as though the French Revolution turned out the way Jefferson expected and not the way Adams predicted.”

In the end, Diggins did not quite give up on history; but he skated close to the edge. His key insight was that it is human nature which led to the American debacle in Iraq, and—although he did not quite put two and two together here—it is that same human nature that in general renders our claimed fidelity to history to be a boast rather than a virtue. 
The truth is human beings are very good at applying what they think to be history’s lessons to the mistakes other people are in the process of making, but never seem to be able to do the same thing for the mistakes in which they themselves are presently entangled. People do not want to learn the lessons of history, especially if those lessons counsel something contrary to their present desires. This is how human beings work, and historians are never likely to overcome this aspect of human nature. “Learning the lessons of history” is a colossally false vanity. Hardly anyone ever does any such thing. Rather, we use history as ex post facto rationalization for things we have already decided to do, for entirely present-centered reasons. History is perhaps the most impotent of disciplines, in this regard. Which is not to say it has no value. It is just that its value has more to do with the values associated with the humanities than it does with those associated with the sciences. History cannot really help us predict and control the world. At best, it might help us understand it. Which is no mean feat. 

Nevertheless, the idea of learning how to craft better futures from a study of the past is just too irresistible to human thought. This idea of the study of history as a vicarious training-ground for present responsibilities is perhaps nowhere stronger than in military history, and in the education that military personnel receive in the various war colleges and military academies. Warriors face a dilemma in times of peace: they have no real way to practice their craft. So the intellectual study of military history—the detailed recreation of battles and military campaigns—has been justified to generations of reluctant cadets by suggesting that the study of military history is a way to learn from war without being at war. Presumably, this training in the “lessons of the past” will then better protect these future warriors when they find themselves amidst the perils of real battles. This kind of “learning from the past” imposes rather earnest responsibilities on this theory of history. 

The opposite instinct—that too much by way of utility for history may be too much to claim—has also been widely and amply expressed. To take just one example, Henry Steele Commager once put it this way: “History, we can confidently assert, is useful in the sense that art and music, poetry and flowers, religion and philosophy are useful. Without it—as with these—life would be poorer and meaner; without it we should be denied some of those intellectual and moral experiences which give meaning and richness to life.”
 And while Bacon may have been convinced that history makes us wise, it was the nineteenth-century Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt who came closer to the mark when he observed that history makes us “Wise for always; not clever for another time.”
 By which he meant, as Geyl explicated it, “that history is not to be searched for practical lessons, the applicability of which will always be doubtful . . . but just this, that the mind will acquire a sensitiveness, an imaginative range.”
 Explaining himself, Geyl went on to expand on his point by observing, “A mind that has established contact with forms of life remote and unfamiliar . . . is likely to see more deeply into contemporary phenomena and movements, be it of culture or of politics.”

Of course, we must admit that this business of quoting eminent historians on the utility of history can cut both ways. Ample quotations can be found on both sides of this debate. Indeed, examples can even be found of single historians who are imminently quotable on both sides of the issue! It was, after all, the same Santayana who gave us that most-famous quote about the perils of repeating the past, who said this about history: “History is a pack of lies about events that never happened told by people who weren’t there.” It is hard to see much potential for utility in Santayana’s alternative view of history, just as it is hard to escape the oppressive sense of utility in his more famous quote.

Maybe there is a more penetrating insight here than that given simply by a catalog of dueling quotations. Maybe Carr was pointing the way when he said, “To enable man to understand the society of the past and to increase his mastery over the society of the present is the dual function of history.” Perhaps it is so. Perhaps the purpose of history is two-fold, both to understand the past for its own sake and to enhance our effectiveness in the present. Perhaps the only real question is one of balance—a question of where we are on the continuum between these two poles at any given time. The dueling quotations seem to suggest this. If so, the pertinent question is then itself two-fold: where are we today in that balance along the continuum?; and what is the danger of getting too far over in one direction or the other?

If history is too politicized—as I suggest it is in the present age—then this leads to all sorts pernicious damage: to truth, to objectivity, and to the particulars of the history we recount. This seems to me to be clearly calamitous, for all the reasons I discuss in this work. On the other hand, what might be the practical danger of moving the balance point too far in the other direction? What would be the real hazard in having a prevailing historiographical paradigm that was a little too airy, a little too disinterested in the political struggles of the day, a little too contemplative? Would we be missing any real opportunities to “learn the lessons of the past?” Not if my analysis of that hoary topic is persuasive. Would historians be barred—as citizens—from participating in the politics of their time? I see no reason why this would be the case. What we would really have to give up would be the opportunity to pretend to a bogus knowledge we do not have, and to an authority we cannot rightly claim. Such abstention might be good for our souls. Moreover, a balance point too far to the contemplative end of the spectrum might just serve as a guarding ballast against the inevitable tugs from the politically-interested who will always try to enslave history as plow-ox to political cause. All things considered, my efforts to pull the balance point away from the political end of the continuum of our concerns seems to promise much more than it threatens.

Facing Backwards tc "Facing Backwards " \l 2
The great advantage historians enjoy over everyone else is they know more about what went on in the past. Using this expert knowledge they can wax wise about the human comedy and the human tragedy. But what historians ought never to do is to presume that their knowledge of the past enables them to predict the future. That way lies ignominy, or perhaps merely foolishness. 

The former Chair of the History Department at UMBC is a wise and knowledgeable fellow. Yet on the eve of the 2000 U.S. Presidential elections he participated in a university faculty panel on the elections in which the learned scholars of the university held forth on those aspects of the election that fell in some loose way into their academic purviews. My professor described some of the past contested presidential elections—including the election of 1876 which was decided by a special panel that included five of the Justices on the Supreme Court. He then began to speculate about the likely course events would take in the upcoming election. One thing was certain, he told his peers, however close the election results might be, the courts would certainly never get involved in any disputes about who had won. In particular, it was clear that the U.S. Supreme Court would never get involved, because, after all, the judicial ideology of the conservative majority of the Court was a strict adherence to the principles of federalism, so the Supreme Court would certainly refuse to become entangled in any state election disputes brought to its steps.

It seems beloved professor had forgotten one of the true lessons we can learn from history (that politics often trumps principles). But, most of all, he squandered the only advantage historians have—the safety that comes from only facing backwards in time when pontificating. In the 2004 presidential election, he wisely offered his academic reflections on the day after the election.

One of history’s charms is that it allows us to take the long view of things. Not just in the sense of the chronological layer-cake of the longue durée of the Annalists, but also in the sense of not being so quick to think we can announce our discovery of the particular and specific lessons of the past. Sometime after the Peoples Republic of China was founded in 1949 following a successful communist-inspired revolution, Chinese premier Zhou Enlai was asked what he thought about the French Revolution of 1789. “It is too soon to say,” was Zhou’s very sage response. Certainly this is a saner view of history than using it to predict the actions of the Supreme Court on the eve of a presidential election.

There is a huge temptation to read the past and try to discern the future by putting two-and-two together. It is a tempting thought to suppose that the historian can drop an intellectual plumb-line back down through the past, and, sighting along it, trace out something like a straight line between the events of the past and the circumstances of the present. The saga of people acting in time and circumstance in conditions of uncertainty is invariably much more twisted than that, and the notion that straight lines can be seen is usually a commentary not on the actual past, but on the spectacles worn by historians. These spectacles are especially distorting when the historian in question is straining to see the past in the service of his/her present political agendas. That the story of past is usually a twisted one, is an insight that soon impresses those who strive to recount the past “as it actually was,” and seems often to elude those scholars for whom present politics is their overriding concern. 

As professional historians we ought to limit ourselves to providing the first half of the intellectual equation (a true description of the past) and allow our customers the freedom to put the second half (expectations about the course of the future and the right present politics) in for themselves. But many historians simply cannot resist the urge to make sure that the consumers of our craft see in the mists of the past the same outlines of the future we discern there. When we descend from Olympus in this way we become just another group of carnival barkers trying to sell our fellow citizens trinkets from our wisdom-collection.
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The real effect of the study of history is to whittle down our own sense of self-importance, our sense of our specialness. We have seen so much history, so many people acting out so many stories, that we begin to see ourselves as pitifully small in the historical scheme of things. A sense of history brings us a realization of our minuscule presence in the flow of time. So many moments, so many human beings, so many events, tumbling through time, and we are ourselves just another pebble being rushed along the stream.

We see also the empty vanities of so many generations of people who were so full of themselves. We can no longer believe of ourselves those flattering myths of our own importance. This was not always true, even in historical times. Consider, for example, Julius Caesar. Caesar was born into a circumstance in life in which it was more or less inevitable that he would become an egomaniac and see himself as a colossus bestriding history. Here is how Caesar biographer Adrian Goldsworthy explains Caesar’s view of his own place in history:

Caesar is a man who comes from a very ancient aristocratic family in Rome. So he is born into this small elite, this group of families that dominates the Roman Republic. . . . he is brought up in a family that tells him he is really special, and that he is a descendant of a goddess. And that he has the blood of the kings one of the Italian cities running through his veins. So from the beginning he is raised to expect to have a prominent, dramatic, glorious career—to be one of the men who shapes the destiny of the Roman Republic. So he is fed these stories right from a very young age. Because children of these sort of families are educated at home. So you are brought up, you are told about your family, you are told about Roman history, but it is always the part played by your own ancestors.

Caesar could plausibly believe himself to be a demigod. He could believe himself to be a creature full of a special vastness of character, which rendered him an historical figure in his innate nature. He could believe himself to be a man resplendent with a special destiny—a destiny which coursed through his veins from the moment he was born into this world. We can no longer believe any such thing of ourselves, no matter how great our impact on the world. Bill Gates is not a demigod, and even Gates himself probably realizes this. Historical modernity has deflated all possibility of such swollen vanities. People with a sense of history cannot believe of themselves what pre-modern men like Caesar believed. History has made us modest.  

Which is not to suggest there are no fools or madmen—no egomaniacs—in the modern era. The twentieth century alone gave us many unfortunate examples. This is only to say that those of us who have acquired a modern historical sensibility find it difficult to be foolish and mad in this particular way.

History—understood rightly—makes us feel small. It makes us see, in other words, the truth of our existential circumstance. Which is one of the real lessons that history can teach us. 

On the other hand, the contemplation of history can have the opposite effect: it can inspire, ennoble and enrich us. It can, indeed, enlarge us. Provided we do not let our spirits get too worn away by the acids of postmodern cynicism.

In his masterful, yet discouraging, collection of ruminations on the topic of the past—The Past is a Foreign Country
—David Lowenthal deployed the acids of skepticism—in every imaginable apothecary formulation—so as to undermine any simple confidence in history. He forced us to face the many ways in which we not only get history wrong, but in which we actively participate in its fabrication. Historical sites are often more bunk than heritage, it seems. Plymouth Rock, alas, is pretty much just another blarney stone. Lowenthal reminded us—without mercy—that human beings display a depressing tendency to fool themselves about the past, for all sorts of reasons, mostly having to do with basic traits of our human nature. He told us that historical awareness is all too often a form of “false consciousness.” Things in history very often are not what they seem. All of which augurs not well for our ability to ever fully transcend these many sources of historical error. Lowenthal’s book reminds us how difficult it really is to get history right, in large part because we are our own worst enemies. 

But Lowenthal was—as most conventional historians are—far too impressed with the many varieties of error into which historians might fall. He recounts with learned detail, and more quotations than one can count, the various ways in which human beings may fall into epistemic error when thinking about the past. But the real issue is not whether human knowledge suffers from multiple imperfections; the pertinent question is whether the study of history is in some way uniquely afflicted. I am suggesting that it is not. Which is not to say the study of history fails to be unique—its subject matter guarantees some degree of uniqueness—but it is not epistemologically unique. So one could—with equal ease even if with less grace—rewrite Lowenthal’s book to demonstrate that “physics is a foreign country,” as is geography, as is political science, as is anthropology, as is sociology, as is psychology, as is every form of human knowledge. It is all imperfect and subject to many doubts and much legitimate skepticism. Which is just to say that no domain of human knowledge can attain certainty. All our theories—whether they be about the past, the present, or the future, and whether they be about people or rocks, whether they are about history or geology—are just conjectures. All of human knowledge is one vast web of theory and conjecture. History has its little corner in the web, and is a seamless part of the whole, with no unique flaws in its section of the weave.

No doubt, history has both its unique strengths (say its potentially immense perspective) and its unique frailties (say the tendency of historical figures to lie to us about their actions). But this does not justify a kind of atmospheric cynicism about historical knowledge. Sweeping statements about history’s real and imagined afflictions—like the mindless slogan that “history is written by the winners,” or any of a dozen similar ideas—do in fact create just such an unfocused sense of the general debility of history. The creation of this kind of generalized sense of history’s falseness is itself both false and hazardous.

The cultivation of a knowing sense of the falseness of historical representation was all the rage in the discipline in the 1980s when Lowenthal’s book appeared, and the rage still reverberates in our day. While such a sensibility is useful and necessary in limited doses—especially as an antidote to a certain type of false history which leans too far in the opposite direction—it is, in and of itself, potentially toxic. In particular, it tends to numb us to the opposite sensibility: the sense of the sacredness of the past. One can become too sophisticated, too knowing, too much of a cynic about history. When that happens, not only does history lose its real charm, it loses something of its essence as well. 

A real sense of history involves an almost mystical sensibility. One can walk the hallways of a great public building like, say, the U.S. Capitol, and almost sense the subtle presence of some of those famous people who have walked along that same corridor. One can recall the great debates held in the House and Senate chambers and imagine that the very Senate chamber which one overspies now from the Visitor’s Gallery once was the site of Lyndon Johnson’s triumphs as Majority Leader. One can look down at Maryland’s Barbara Mikulski sitting at her richly-red mahogany desk and realize that a generation earlier that same desk was disgraced by the presence of Joseph McCarthy, Wisconsin demagogue; and that a generation before that, California populist Hiram Johnson rested his bulk in that same seat. Or that over there in that very desk where John McCain now sits, Louisiana’s Huey Long (populist and demagogue) once sat, and it was in this very chamber where he conducted his last political act on this earth when he filibustered the budget bill which was to fund the newly created Social Security system. And in that highly-polished desk over there, near the front on the Republican side, under the lid, are carved the initials of the great Robert M. La Follette Sr., who also once graced this chamber, and the faint echoes of whose rhetoric one can almost hear bouncing still off the elegant muffled walls. 

Even those of us lowly placed in life—who do not of a typical day find ourselves overlooking the Senate Chamber—can still feel our own connections to our own historical heritages. Sometimes—especially late in the day when few others are around—as I walk through the halls of the Social Security Administration’s Altmeyer Building in suburban Baltimore, I find myself realizing with a start that catches my breath, that sometime in the past my predecessors in this vast civic enterprise walked these same halls. The great men and women I so admire, the pioneers who built the Social Security system, are connected to me and my present moment by a chain of historical links reaching back into their time from mine. I am connected to this lineage; I am a participant in its history. I fall into a mood of reflection and feel an upwelling of something deep and pleasing: a mixture of pride, a sense of connection, a sense of being part of something larger and more significant than myself. I feel a sense of my own historical being, a sense of my own present moment in the world, which is in part formed by what has gone before me. I carry within me something of that past in my present. 

These deeper stirrings are some of the joys of the study of history—some of its intoxications. It is not all intoxication of course; much of it is mere intellectual discourse and large parts of it are just plain hard work. But if one is not open to at least the occasional spirit of intoxication, then the enterprise of historical scholarship loses its soulfulness.

But if you are sitting in that famous Senate chamber, your elbows splayed out along the top of the marble wall separating the spectator’s gallery from the Senate floor, peering down your nose at the elites below, your cranial vault ringing with the ricochets of the standard postmodern clichés, it is doubtful you will be able to drink very deeply of the nourishment that comes from a contemplation of the past. If all you can see, sitting there, is that white, male, European-descended elites dominate the scene; if all you can think is cant about hegemonies; if all you feel is indignation at the injustices in America’s past, then the grace of history will elude you. It is that joy—the joy of communing with thoughts, ideas and images of the past and its places and people—that you kill within yourself by your knowing postmodernism.

But it is also important to understand that the nourishment one derives from a contemplation of the past depends crucially on one’s appreciation of that past as being at least potentially true. One might be mistaken—indeed, hugely so. But one has to have at least the potential of actually being in contemplation of something real and true, or the whole thing loses all meaning. The one posture which we cannot admit—if we are lovers of history—is that of the postmodernist who insists that our notions about the past must be necessarily false. Our narratives are thought to be necessarily false because the idea of truth in historical narrative is thought to be vacuous.
 Necessarily false is incompatible with meaningful contemplation. Honest error can still be nourishing—because it may still contain some budget of truth and because we can in principle move closer to its correction—but if we concede that we cannot know anything truthful about the past, then the contemplations of historical knowledge are mocking performances from the theater of the absurd.
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When we treat the real, substantive past as chimerical or irrelevant or as utterly inaccessible, we demean it in a profound way. One does not have to indulge in the practice of ancestor worship to appreciate the sense of respect that we owe the past. One of the ugliest implications of the postmodern skepticism and cynicism about the past is that it causes us to disrespect the past. Often now historians look to the past mainly to find the origins of those things of which they disapprove. Historians investigate the past to indict it. We seek in the past the origins of our racism our sexism our imperialism and our arrogant hegemonies, in order to point an accusing finger. “There, there!” we say, “is the stain, the sin.” “There is the wickedness of the past,” we decry. There is a place for some of this, no doubt. But we should be able, dare I say, to love and cherish that which we indict. That is, when we contemplate the mysteries of the past, we ought to be alive to the mystery of it and not just to its utility as exemplars for our current intellectual torts.

To fail to respect the past in its substantiveness, and its continuing force as a constraint on our present, is to fail to honor its efforts to bring into being that which it manifested. And when we fail in this way, we fail to grasp how precious and important our knowledge of the past really is. After all, what we are trying to do as historians is to convey something true and significant about a time and a place that once was as real and substantial and full of the qualities of the present as the moments in which we ourselves now dwell. That sun that warms our flesh and brings colors to our surroundings just now, is the same sun that brought similar moments of present awareness to others now gone and to moments no longer present. The thoughts that tickled the neurons in their craniums were, in many cases, the self-same ones we flatter ourselves with here and now; and sometimes, those thoughts were altogether different—both of which is equally amazing. Their world was as real in its time as ours is in ours. This is an important truth about the past. And it is essential to grasp this, instinctively and deeply, before one can truly appreciate all the ways that the past we study was in fact so very different than the present we know. We have to respect the past before we can engage its difference. 

Those of us born after WWII, for example, have a difficult time imaging the realities of that period—imaging the way it shakes one when the foundations of one’s world come unstuck in the raging chaos of a world war. Imagine, for example, sitting in a vast stone cathedral at worship—as I am while scribbling down these words in the margins of the day’s liturgical leaflet. The world as you know and understand it, including its potentially transcendent qualities, are all in place and all seems right with your world. Then imagine the ominous drone of a fleet of bombers cruising overhead in neat formations. Then the horrible thud and the vast concussive force of bombs going off nearby, as the pattern of falling bombs walks like a giant Golem in a line of destruction advancing toward you. You cannot see the exploding line of bombs, but the pitch and volume of the explosions tells you they are coming your way. Then one bomb inexplicably makes its wobbling way—its blunt nose down its tail wiggle-waggling—mindlessly through the acrid air and it comes crashing, obliviously, through the ceiling of the cathedral. Fire and heat and noise and pain and death suddenly explode in your midst, as if the door to Hell itself has suddenly opened in the roof of God’s house. Your world is turned inside out in an instant. The experience burning its way into your being, searing its patterns into your nervous system, and even going deep enough to tinge the edges of your soul. This was the world in which the millions of Europe and Asia found themselves during WWII.

And it is not just the fear of pain and death and destruction. It is something worse even than all of that. It is the terror of the world as we know it coming apart. It is being at worship in peace in a cathedral and Hell coming down through the ceiling. It is your sense of what the world is, and how it works and what each day can hold, which is undone by such grotesque intrusions. It is the reason why earthquakes are even more frightening than many other forms of natural disaster. Because when a quake hits it is, first of all, unexpected—something that seems to come out of nowhere. You cannot anticipate it, as in a hurricane. It comes from that netherworld of the unseen; it does not exist one moment, and then in the very next moment it is so terrifyingly present. And the sensation of being in an earthquake is that of the world suddenly losing its very foundation, its very solidity. A powerful earthquake unnerves us in an especially deep place—the place where we have constructed our mental model of what it is to be alive on this planet Earth. Living through the terrors of civilian bombings of WWII were, I imagine, something like being subjected to endless unexpected earthquakes, day after day after day.  

But to understand and appreciate any of this, we have to treat the past with respect—with something like the sense of devotion summoned by the practitioners of ancestor worship. Ancestor worship of the past would be to go too far in the other direction, of course, but of the two sorts of errors—according the past too much respect or too little—this would be far the preferable.
That Ignoble Dream
One perennial issue for historiography is always the nature of the relationship between history and the sciences. The historian Peter Gay once summed up the relationship this way: “they share a long, meandering frontier which scholarly and literary traffic crosses with little impediment and few formalities.”
 

Perhaps. But there may be a few features of that meandering frontier which are worth noting.

One reason that this association is tempting to so many historians is because it promises to lend to history some of the practical cache that generally accrues to the sciences. That is, it suggests history might well be useful in the ways that the sciences are useful. 

Physics is assessed in part by its ability to generate testable predictions; mathematics by its ability to ensnare new theorems in the nets cast by its premises. Economists seek to explain past economic behavior, but only, one suspects, to find ways to better manipulate present economies for future gain. Psychology seeks to understand so as to heal. Literature aspires to broaden and deepen our appreciation for the richer tones and subtler shades of life. Sociology helps us to understand our role as social beings, in order, ultimately, to play these roles more effectively. Political science often seems the handmaiden of political cause. 

History is different than all of these. Not totally different, but sufficiently so. The difference is, however, somewhat elusive. Historians have tried many ways to put a finger on it. History is about the past, certainly. But not in, say, the way that political scientists might study the results from some past election. Nor is it about the past in the way that a Freudian analyst might inquire into the past of a patient. 

One place we are tempted to look for the distinguishing factor separating history from the mere undifferentiated past, is in some notion of the utility of the study of history. This is, pace Peter Novick, the real “Noble Dream” of historians.
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There are four types of characters associated with most historic events: the important principals who make the history; their usually unseen support staff; the media who report on the events; and the historians, who follow along sweeping up the confetti left by the passing parade. These last are least, and last to arrive on the scene. But they do provide a helpful clean-up service, it would seem. Although just what the nature of that service is, is not so easy to say.

Probably the only historiographical idea that most non-historians know was a line coined not by an historian but by a philosopher—by that displaced and discontented Spaniard, George Santayana, as he labored in frustration at a task he viewed as hopeless: trying to teach philosophy to Harvard undergraduates. It was while at Harvard in 1905 that Santayana made his now-famous observation that “Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” It was almost a throw-away line, buried innocuously near the end of volume 1 of his five-volume meditation on The Life of Reason, and disconnected from any particular thesis, other than the rather pedestrian idea that one needs retained memories in order to rise above infancy or the presumably intellectually-empty life of savages. Subsequent rote recitation of Santayana’s epigram has somehow managed to fill it with more significance than it had when Santayana wrote it. 

Santayana was of course not the first to assert this notion of history. It is among the stock notions of the greeting card industry. Even movie actors are familiar with the sentiment. It was John Wayne, after all, who observed: “Tomorrow hopes we have learned something from yesterday.” This may well be the most durable single idea in all of historiography. We can trace its repeating echo century after century as historian after historian announced its perennial rediscovery. 

Thomas Fuller, in his 1639 book The Historie of the Holy Warre, put the same point this way: “What a pity it is to see a proper gentleman to have such a crick in his neck that he cannot look backward! Yet no better is he who cannot see behind him the actions which long since were performed. . . . [history] not only maketh things past, present; but enableth one to make a rational conjecture of things to come. For this world affordeth no new accidents, but in the same sense wherein we call it a new moon, which is the old one in another shape, and yet no other than what hath been formerly. Old actions return again, furbished over with some new and different circumstances.”
 

The historian, statesman, and future Prime Minister of France, François Guizot, writing in 1829, would sound the echo for his age when he wrote: “If we regard philosophy as that wisdom which opens us to the future . . . then it must be admitted that history makes the true philosopher, the one whose knowledge is most practically useful. The success of some and the failure of others, are landmarks and beacons for our direction. We have the field notes of those who have gone before us . . . The past is the archetype of the future; an imperfect edition, which is to serve as the basis for an improved one thereafter. . . . Thus we become gifted with second sight . . . we are seers, entitled to the appellation of wise. . .”

Decanting the idea down to its essence, Schopenhauer observed that history shows that the same things happen again and again, only differently. In fact, he would go so far as to say, “Once one has read Herodotus, one has studied enough history, philosophically speaking.” 

Francis Bacon, like so many others, thought students of history were especially thoughtful; as he put it: “Histories make men wise.” Just how men become wise through history’s services was the topic of one of Publilius Syrus’ maxims: “Learn to see in another’s calamity the ills which you should avoid.” 

Even Thucydides thought generals and statesmen should study history since it would better equip them to cope with future challenges because history repeats itself in a circular pattern, and so the same life-quizzes are bound to come around again, for which the historian can offer the cribbed answers in advance.
That modern master of the apt metaphor, John Lewis Gaddis, inverts the question and tries to capture history’s utility by a reverse move. He asks us to imagine what might happen if we drive our car with our eyes fixed on the rear-view mirror. We are likely to end up in the ditch, he observes. So we need to both look ahead and look behind to make our way into the future. Thus, implicitly, history has utility. Although it is surely churlish to press too hard on metaphors, it is perhaps necessary in this instance to note that this particular metaphor is beside the point. Yes, nobody should drive forward while only looking backwards. But that is hardly the problem. The question is: can driving forward somehow be enhanced by looking backward occasionally? With that problem, even Gaddis’ charming metaphors fail us.
If anything like these notions of history are true, then it seems almost axiomatic that one central purpose of the study of history is to learn something which has a rich utility for the present. If the flow of time and circumstance is nothing more than the same things over again, only differently, then we ought to be able to rather easily learn how to more effectively cope with that flow. (Were that human beings were that uncomplicated!)

This idea predates even the earliest historians. We can find it in the Old Testament. If Solomon was as wise as his reputation, then perhaps this observation of his has some real bite: “The thing that has been is the thing that shall be; and the thing that is done is that which shall be done: There is nothing new under the sun.” The rub, of course, is that while pretty much everything that happens has happened before, it has not all happened to me, or to my nation or in my era. So plenty of new calamities can fall on our heads—new to us at least.

There is also the matter of History’s clever disguises. It is not always easy to see that something which has happened more recently is the same sort of thing that happened longer ago. Probably there are a limited number of generic types of events that affect people acting in time and circumstance in conditions of uncertainty. No historian I know has yet attempted a catalog of such a typology, but in principle we might imagine one. Perhaps if we had the Complete Guidebook to the Types of Historical Events, then we might do better at the business of building the present. But then, perhaps not. Human beings, being what they are, often show a remarkable imperviousness to lessons they do not really wish to learn.

If we believe that people learn from history and apply these lessons to the present, it might be difficult to reconcile the results of a survey of attitudes taken on the eve of the 2008 Fourth of July celebrations. This CNN poll found that 69% of adult Americans said the Founding Fathers would be disappointed by the way the nation has turned out; at the same time, 89% of the respondents said they were “extremely proud” or “very proud” to be Americans.
 I suggest these polling results are not in the least bit paradoxical: they are a perfect expression of the way that we cleave our knowledge of the lessons of history from our present interests and concerns.

The truth is, hardly anyone has anything like a real historical sensibility in the sense of living in our world with history as an authentic concern. In fact, most of us hardly pay any real attention to the past at all—except perhaps as a form of intellectual entertainment. It is almost impossible to do so since the present is such a tyrant. It endlessly imposes its clamorous and insistent demands on our attention. We cannot really contemplate the past and learn its lessons because the present refuses to let us do so. The present is the ultimate jealous suitor. It demands all our energy and real concern. And when we fancy that we are studying the past, we are usually doing so with one eye on the present, anxiously seeking its approval, making certain our study of the past is somehow useful to the purposes of the present. 

When people go about the business of applying the lessons of history there seems invariably to be a remarkable congruence between those lessons and the applicant’s own political world-view. One can see this everywhere, but one especially stark example is the various lessons we are told one must take from the history of the Founders. Fundamentalist tub-thumpers find the Founders to be proclaiming the formation of America as a “Christian nation.” Liberals hear the Founders proclaiming the dangers of the State to their personal privacy; while libertarians too find an anti-State message in the Founders lives—although one with a different spin from that of the liberals. Social conservatives point to the Founders as proof of the moral superiority of their own sentiments. International interventionists find the Founders standing firmly behind them; as do the most strident of isolationists. It is a marvel how flexible the Founders turn out to be.

Even serious scholars are not immune from the stupor induced by a too-close study of history’s lessons. In Richard Brookhiser’s silly little trifle of a book, What Would the Founders Do?: Our Questions Their Answers, Brookhiser explains just what the Founders would think about such burning eternal questions of democratic theory as: “Would the Founders Allow Indians to Build Casinos?” The book is filled with little vignettes of selected anecdotes and at the end of each section Brookhiser tells us what the Founders would have thought of: Gay Rights (against it); Guns (for them); Death Penalty (for it); War on Drugs (against it); Public Welfare (against); Drilling in ANWR (for); Social Security Reform (for it); English-Only Movement (would favor it); Campaign Finance Reform (against it).
 One might wonder just how it came to be that the lessons Brookhiser conveys to us make the Founders come off sounding like nothing so much as members of the editorial board of the National Review.

This is usually how the appliers of history’s lessons do their work. If anything, professional historians ought to be the debunkers of the appliers. It ought to be part of our job to tell all these hasty appliers to slow down; that history’s lessons are not nearly so clear; that such lessons as there may be in history are broad and general and have more to do with aspects of human nature and less to do with the pressing problems of Indian casinos. It ought also to be our duty to be on guard against this temptation in our own work. Wanting to apply the lessons of history to contemporary political concerns is intellectual fly-paper, sticky with folly to entrap those whose interests in the study of history are too close to matters of present concern. It is best to let the Founders rest comfortably in their eternal slumbers.

When we speak of learning “the lessons of history” what we typically mean by this is that we can find some story from the past which justifies and supports the policies and politics we wish to pursue in the present. We might pretend that we are discerning the right present politics and policies from our study of history, but this is usually either a lie or a self-deception. We already know what we want to do, we just want history to provide some intellectual cover for our agendas. Whenever someone speaks or writes of the “lessons of history” they are not usually treating history as a muse—as the whisperings of Clio—so much as they are using history as a harlot—as the seductive persuasions of Peitho. Indeed, this idea of informing our present politics with “the lessons of history” has proven itself to be about as loyal and reliable an intellectual companion as a brothel whore. Pretty much any policy can and has been justified in the name of history’s lessons. 

If an object lesson is needed on this score, we need look no deeper in history than the presidency of George W. Bush. As the Bush presidency began to crumble around him, Bush turned his attention increasingly to the potential solace that comes from contemplating one’s place in the histories of the future. Never mind that his contemporaries overwhelming thought him a failed president, history, he confidently told aides and friends, would vindicate his Iraq policy in particular and his presidency in general. “Amid the tumult,” the Washington Post reported, “the president has sought refuge in history.”
 “Not generally known for intellectual curiosity, Bush is seeking out those who are, engaging in a philosophical exploration of the currents of history that have swept up his administration,” the Post reported.

As the journalist David Halberstam wrote in one of his last essays, published posthumously in August 2007, “We have lately been getting so many history lessons from the White House that I have come to think of Bush, Cheney, Rice, and the late, unlamented Rumsfeld as the History Boys. They are people groping for rationales for their failed policy, and as the criticism becomes ever harsher, they cling to the idea that a true judgment will come only in the future, and history will save them. . . . the president himself, a man notoriously careless about, indeed almost indifferent to, the intellectual underpinnings of his actions, who has come to trumpet loudest his close scrutiny of the lessons of the past. . . . In one of his speaking appearances in March 2006, in Cleveland, I counted four references to history, and what it meant for today, as if he had had dinner the night before with Arnold Toynbee . . . and then gone home for a few hours to read his Gibbon.”

Although he seems to have formed his conclusion before the onset of his consultations, Bush actually began in early 2005 inviting eminent historians to the White House for intellectual communion about “the lessons of history.” Bush was anxious to discuss with the historians how history might view his presidency and what guidance it could offer him in facing his tribulations. The British historians Andrew Roberts and Alistair Horne came calling. John Lewis Gaddis and Gertrude Himmelfarb lunched with the president. His reading list included such serious scholarly works as Lynne Olson’s Troublesome Young Men, her history of the transition of British political power from Chamberlain to Churchill.
 Bush fancies himself in the mold of Churchill (keeping a bust of his idol in the Oval Office) and seeks historical analogies to prove his kinship, even though Olson herself spurned any such comparison.
 

All of this was part of a concerted and seemingly serious effort to understand his own presidency and his place in history—in advance of a verdict whose judgment he seems not to be in any serious doubt about. Certainly no change in administration policies or practices were evident in the aftermath of his historical tutoring. “Even when he convenes philosophical discussions with scholars, he avoids second-guessing his actions,” the Post concluded. “He still acts as if he were master of the universe, even if the rest of Washington no longer sees him that way.”
 Although Alistair Horne’s history of the French imperial failure in Algeria (A Savage War of Peace) was an assigned reading (the assignment having come from Henry Kissinger) Bush remained utterly unperturbed by what one might think to be some fairly damning analogies to be found in the work. After his meeting with the president to discuss his book, Horne remarked “My God, he looked well. He looked like he came off a cruise in the Caribbean. He looked like he hasn’t a care in the world. It was amazing.”
 Thus the portrait of the statesman contemplating “the lessons of history.”

The “appeal to history” is a verdict often sought by failing politicians. Indeed, forty years ago a very accomplished politician, Dean Acheson, remarked on the same tendency in the politicians of his day: “I would suggest that to have a sense of history . . . may be a dangerous weakness in a public man. [This] seems to suggest finding the test of action in the approval of a fancied future rather than in a present majority . . . in imagining oneself appearing well in a great pageant of human life . . . it is a form of concern with one’s self . . . one’s image. The great corrupter of public men is the ego . . . Wealth, sensuality, power cannot hold a candle to it. Looking into the mirror distracts one’s attention from the problem.”
 Although I think in Bush’s case there is a simpler explanation: he is looking behind the one door not already known to be empty. 
Another object lesson in the uses of history also comes courtesy of the Bush administration. In the run-up to the November 2006 mid-term elections the Bush Administration decided to make support of the Iraq War its principal campaign issue. To this end, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld made a haranguing speech to the annual convention of the American Legion in which he proclaimed that America was failing in its obligation to learn “the lessons of history.”
 The particular lessons he thought so self-evident were that America had to pursue the Iraq War just as it had pursued the war against the Nazis in World War II, and for the same reasons and because of the self-evident historical similarities between the two episodes. Rumsfeld deployed the “Munich analogy” to paint those who did not support intervention in Iraq as weak and feckless—which was, he wanted his listeners to suppose, the “lesson” of this analogy. A better example of the promiscuous nature of history’s “lessons” could hardly be found.

Proving himself an ardent student of history’s many lessons, in the summer of 2007—as the success of the Administration’s “surge” strategy in Iraq seemed to be in some doubt—Bush made a major rhetorical about-face and began filling his speeches with historical analogies to the War in Vietnam. Before this desperate hour, Bush and company had steadfastly rebuffed any suggestion of historical analogies between Iraq and Vietnam, worried that talk of “quagmires,” the futility of war without public support, the inevitable futility of involving America in a distant civil war, and similar unpleasant “lessons,” might suggest themselves to inquiring minds. But if one is careful, and reads history’s “lessons” through a narrow enough focus, it seems only positive analogies appear. Iraq, Bush began saying, was very much like Vietnam in that when we indulged in our “cut and run” policy in Vietnam great tragedy resulted. The fabled “dominoes” failed to fall (Bush failed to note), but lots of bad things happened in subsequent times and so these subsequent events can be laid at the feet of our decision to leave Vietnam. As Bush put it: “One unmistakable legacy of Vietnam is that the price of America's withdrawal was paid by millions of innocent citizens whose agonies would add to our vocabulary new terms like boat people, re-education camps and killing fields.”
 

These examples suggest the transparency of history’s lessons seem peculiarly linked to one’s politics. Perhaps the application of the lessons of history to present policies and politics might not be the most sanguine use of the study of history.

“But surely,” one might say, “you do not mean to deny that it would be desirable for history to have some present utility?” “What could possibly be wrong with that?” 

It is not my view that history has no utility; nor is it my view that it is undesirable for history to have some utility. It is not that history contains no lessons, nor that the past cannot speak to us. The problem is that we selectively listen. So much so, that history might as well be dumb and we deaf, for all the good it does to “study the lessons of history.”
I have two general points about this talk of the utility of the study of history: 1) we habitually exaggerate the degree to which we actually use history as a guide; and 2) the demand for utility in history is dangerous. This second point is by far the more important (our empty vanities being of interest but lesser importance). We habitually over-estimate the utility of history in order to justify over-politicizing it. Once we decide that the purpose of history is to somehow engineer better futures, then it is but a short walk across a mean street to the exceedingly dangerous idea that historical narrative is to be judged by the nature of its ambitions for those better futures. In other words, once we start looking at history in a utilitarian way, it becomes tempting to want to politicize our historical narratives. Which is to say, when utility is put before truth and objectivity, truth and objectivity are likely to suffer.
After all, if the purpose of historical narrative is to make for better futures, then better narratives must be those that aspire to produce better futures. So then we start thinking about narratives in terms of their political commitments—“now we do history that empowers women.” Instead of better narratives being those that capture the past more truthfully, better narratives become those that cheer for the home team. 

The reasoning works in reverse as well: if one’s aim is a certain political objective, then we want historical scholarship which points imploringly at that objective. So we need history to have present utility. The greater the urgency of our present political ambitions, the more likely we are to attribute a high quotient of utility to the study of history.

The thing about truth and utility is that they have to be put in the proper order, with truth at the head of the train and such utility as there may be ridding comfortably in the caboose. When we reverse the relationship, the type of truth and utility we end up with is that seen in the typical 30-second television commercial. In such a world, historical scholarship becomes just another form of propaganda. Which actually suits some postmodern historians perfectly well as they have the view that historical scholarship is nothing but propaganda anyway.

We certainly do not have to agree with Henry Ford’s bellicose cock-crow in 1916 when, questioned by a Chicago Tribune reporter as to his appreciation of European history, Ford replied: “It means nothing to me. History is more or less bunk. It’s tradition. We don’t want tradition. We want to live in the present and the only history that is worth a tinker’s damn is the history we make today.” But we ought to resist the efforts by every stray tub-thumper to use history as the “proof of concept” for every imaginable present political agenda. But many postmodern historians want, more than anything, for history to be politically engaged, and in the service of this political engagement they are most anxious to instruct their fellow citizens in “the lessons of history.” 
Unlearning History’s Lessons

There is one other point of interest here in all this loose talk about the “lessons of history.” At our best, we are not always studying history to learn its lessons—sometimes quite the opposite. We often study history to unburden ourselves of its influence. Our real task in becoming historically literate is often to unlearn lessons we have uncritically assumed as part of our common intellectual inheritance.

This is really not as odd and paradoxical as it sounds. In fact, it is a commonplace use of history. A nice recent example can be seen in Saul Cornell’s history of the right to bear arms under the second amendment to the Constitution. In his book A Well Regulated Militia
 Cornell points out there have long been two dueling stories of the history of the second amendment, both pegged to the assumption that their view is the one certified by history as that having been held by the Founders and thus the one intended by the ambiguous language of the Constitution. The one view is that gun ownership is a right reposing in the individual, the other view that it is a collective right involving only the potential to arm a militia. Both certify their position by appeal to the Founders, and both are mistaken. The Founders actually viewed the second amendment as the statement of an obligation, not a right. Citizens were to be armed so that they might be ready to be called to service by the state. It was the state that had the right—the right to draft armed men into militias. Moreover, the idea of the collective right to bear arms was an anti-Federalist position taken in opposition to the ideas of the Founders. Even more, the idea that individuals have a right to own guns for their own purposes did not really arise until the 19th century—and then largely in the context of political debates over Reconstruction. 

So the study of history on this topic shows that the “lessons” we have learned, and which we have used to justify our present politics, are bunk. Learning history here thus is largely an exercise in debunking false ideas about history. It is a matter of unburdening ourselves of history’s supposed lessons. But it is not at all clear that the result of getting our history right here is to somehow help resolve our present political contestations over gun control.
 As far as I can see, understanding the actual history here helps not one bit in choosing between the competing present-day political positions. It just prevents us from thinking that history has already done the choosing. This is probably the highest service the study of history is actually able to render.

History comes to us as cultural heritage: as a tangled complex of beliefs, attitudes, values, expectations and presumptions. This heritage is the conceptual baggage we have unknowingly adopted as the unexamined legacy of the past. The biggest unexamined assumption of all—the core ahistorical error to which human beings seem to so naturally succumb—is that of taking the world as we find it—in all its kaleidoscopic, particular strangeness—entirely for granted, as if it could not be otherwise. Of course not only could it be otherwise, but the world was most definitely not always as we find it in the present. Indeed, the more we learn about the past, the more contingent and unbelievable the present becomes. That the present we take so glibly for granted is so improbable, is the first and most important lesson of history. But there are many other lessons as well, many more specific and particular bits of our view of the world which we hold not by virtue of their manifest obviousness, but because our collective history has conditioned us to view matters as we do. 

It is to unburden ourselves of much of this that we try to trace its origins in historical developments. By coming to a sophisticated understanding of history, we can free ourselves from carrying the entirety of the past as an unseen load bearing down upon us, bending our backs so that our eyes are able to focus only on the ground in front of our feet.

Poets are sometimes more practical in their views of history than historians, who tend to the poetic when recounting the supposed virtues of their profession. It was Samuel Taylor Coleridge, after all, who told us this: “If men could learn from history, what lessons it might teach us! But passion and party blind our eyes, and the light which experience gives us is a lantern on the stern which shines only on the waves behind.” 

If we read those historians who bother to write meta-commentary on the craft itself, who reflect on the nature of history and the essence of its appeal, we find far too many scholars of the postmodern era voicing sentiments that speak principally to history’s role as helpmate to political cause. Too many contemporary historians have lost touch with any sense of the deeper metaphysical currents in the study of the past. For them, history is a superficial calling, involving matters no more mysterious than the kind of concerns evidenced by one’s local Chamber of Commerce, and their role as historians is little more than that of a Madison Avenue advertiser flogging a new and improved product. That there are deeper reasons to study the past, that there are mysteries in the contemplation of the past, ought at least to be noted from time to time—just to make sure we do not always sleep that pleasant sleep of the pleasingly superficial approach to our craft.
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