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  so what is history anyway?




  

    

      You keep using that word. I do not think
it means what you think it means.


      INIGO MONTOYA, THE PRINCESS BRIDE1
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     OFTEN THE FAMILIAR WORDS mislead us most. When we come across a word that’s entirely foreign to us, we hesitate to use it until we’re sure what it means. But when it comes to words that we’ve known since childhood, we get reckless. Why stop to define terms that we’ve known since third grade? And so we muddle along, using words that we think we understand but haven’t thought much about. Sometimes this works, and sometimes it gets us in trouble. History is a case in point.


    It’s not that history signifies such a complicated concept. The problem is that it signifies multiple distinct concepts. The editors of the Oxford English Dictionary have come up with twelve, believe it or not. We don’t have to bother with all the nuanced shades of difference that the OED sets out, but we do have to be alert to one critical distinction that is absolutely foundational to everything that follows in this book.


    In popular parlance, when we refer to history outside of an academic setting, we almost always mean “the past itself.” We debate the best sports teams in history, question the checkered history of a political candidate, or celebrate John and Martha’s long history together. No problem or confusion here; we all know what we mean. The danger comes when we carry that habit into the systematic, academic study of history. With apologies to popular culture, academic historians insist that history is not the past. They’re not even close to the same. Coming to grips with the magnitude of the difference is the first essential step to thinking historically.


    We’re not just splitting hairs. The difference between the past and our knowledge of the past is so immense that it should stagger and humble us. The best illustration of the difference that I’ve come across is from one of the lesser known essays of C. S. Lewis. Lewis was a master at making esoteric truths understandable, and in his essay “Historicism” he crafted a marvelous metaphor for the past. Imagine that every single moment of “lived time” is like a drop of water, Lewis writes. If that were true, then it follows that “the past . . . in its reality, was a roaring cataract of billions upon billions of such moments: any one of them too complex to grasp in its entirety, and the aggregate beyond all imagination.”


    

      

        If that wall of water plummeting downward is analogous to “the past,” then the drops that you capture in your paper cup represent history.


      


    


    What a word picture! By inviting us to imagine ourselves near the base of a deafening waterfall, Lewis helps us to glimpse the nearly limitless scope of the past. As you read his words, imagine standing by the water’s edge with your arm outstretched, a Dixie cup in hand. If that wall of water plummeting downward is analogous to “the past” in its near-infinite totality, then the drops that you capture in your paper cup represent history, i.e., all that we can claim to recall and comprehend of those “billions upon billions” of moments. As Lewis recognized, the difference between history and the past “is not a question of [our] failing to know everything: it is a question (at least as regards quantity) of knowing next door to nothing.” Try as we may, we can catch but a fraction of that crashing cataract; the rest “falls off the world into total oblivion.”2


    If reminding ourselves of the disparity between history and the past is the first step to thinking historically, it is also a crucial part of thinking Christianly while thinking historically. After three decades in the academy, I’m still wrestling with what it means to think Christianly as a historian, but here are two things I think it has to include: awe and humility. When it comes to history, thinking Christianly should inspire us with awe when we recall God’s omniscient comprehension of the near-infinite past. Our Lord “has numbered the hairs of our heads as well as the days of princes and kings.”3


    But thinking Christianly should also lead us to humility when we remind ourselves, following Lewis, that in our human finiteness, our knowledge of the past is, by comparison, “next door to nothing.” When we equate history with the past, we exaggerate our capacity to know, minimize the wonder of divine omniscience, and unwittingly attempt to rob God of a measure of his glory. For the Christian historian, calling to mind the vast difference between history and the past can be a kind of spiritual discipline, a way of promoting humility and awe by reminding ourselves that God is God and we are not.


    So history is not the entirety of the past and there are important reasons to remember that. Fair enough. But how then are we to define it? (That Dixie cup analogy is a bit unwieldy.) The truth is that academic historians don’t agree on a single, “official” definition, but whatever definition they embrace, it always preserves this fundamental distinction between history and the past. You’ll find some who define history as “the recreation of the past,” others who speak of it as “the analysis or interpretation of the past,” or even as “a never-ending argument about the past.” Actually, it’s all of these things. The definition I think is best—and the one we’ll build on in the rest of this chapter—is that history is “the remembered past,” a phrase that I borrow from Christian historian John Lukacs.4


    The power of this pithy definition is remarkable. Once we begin to think consciously of historical knowledge as a form of memory, the analogy unlocks all manner of truths about what history is and what historians do.


    

      

        Once we begin to think consciously of historical knowledge as a form of memory, the analogy unlocks all manner of truths about what history is and what historians do.


      


    


    Think for a few moments about memory. What function does it serve in our lives? What traits do you associate with it? When I posed these questions to my students last semester, their answers were spot on. On the one hand, they recognized the critical role that memory plays for all of us. “Memory is crucial to our sense of personal identity,” one student commented. “Without it we would be unable to function,” observed another.


    But if the function of memory is vital, the traits of memory give us pause. My students observed that we forget most of what happens to us. What we do remember we often remember inaccurately, frequently selectively, sometimes self-servingly. Our memories regularly change over time, furthermore, and it is next to impossible to find two people who remember the same event in precisely the same way.


    If history is the remembered past, how might these attributes of memory help us in thinking about history? I can think of at least four related conclusions that follow. First, history is foundational to our sense of identity. It’s a truism that our personal memories are vital to our sense of self. In like manner, history can speak both to the question “Who am I?” as well as to the broader question “Who are we?” We are historical beings and we cannot survive without historical knowledge.


    Second, just as we all have memories, it’s equally true that we all know some history, even if we think otherwise. We tend to equate historical knowledge with the dates and names in history books—the kind of information that we happily forget once we’ve taken the final exam. But when we think of history as the remembered past, we see how silly it is to claim that we don’t know any. We all have a sense of our personal history, for starters. What Lukacs describes as “the inevitable presence of the past in our lives” is one of the defining attributes of our humanity.5


    Third, we are all already historians, and that’s true whether we’ve ever darkened the door of an archive or worn a tweed jacket with elbow patches. The title of this book suggests that it is pitched for “new historians,” but that doesn’t really describe you unless you’ve only just begun to have memories. At the heart of the historian’s pursuit is drawing on knowledge of the past in order to understand the present and act effectively in the future. None of us can survive without doing this daily. This means that “history is something we all do,” as historian Margaret MacMillan observes, “even if, like the man who discovered he was writing prose, we do not always realize it.”6


    This understanding of history as the remembered past contradicts the common perception of history as an esoteric branch of knowledge belonging exclusively to academic specialists. (That’s a perception that we academic historians have too often fostered, by the way.) But if we are all already historians who know some history, it doesn’t follow that we are automatically equipped to remember the past accurately and wisely. The analogy between history and memory points us toward this final conclusion as well. Remember how faulty memory can be?


    

      

        The astute historian uses every kind of evidence available to remember the past as accurately as possible.


      


    


    There is an old Asian proverb to the effect that the palest ink is more reliable than the strongest memory.7 Academic historians insist that the best history is memory corroborated by evidence, and that the astute historian uses every kind of evidence available to remember the past as accurately as possible. There is something of a paradox here, if you’ll notice it. History may be “something we all do,” but sound historical thinking is something we have to work at. As one influential work puts it, thinking historically is an “unnatural act.”8


    This is why academic historians often use the term history to refer not only to a branch of knowledge but also to an intellectual discipline in which the mind is trained to analyze historical evidence and build sound historical arguments. Much of the second half of this book will explore the habits of mind that sharpen our historical thinking and enhance our capacity to remember the past rightly. But before we get there, we need to remind ourselves why remembering rightly is so important.
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  our “present-tense culture”
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    SO WHY SHOULD WE CARE about the past in the first place? The rest of part one of this book is devoted to just that question, but before we go down that road, I want to warn you: I am going to be encouraging you to engage in a pursuit that, for Americans in the twenty-first century, is a highly countercultural, even radical act.


    The late social critic Christopher Hitchens nailed it when he observed that Americans inhabit a “present-tense culture.”1 We live in a society in which thinking deeply about the past is rare and becoming ever more so. In the 1970s about 5 percent of undergraduates across the country majored in history; today about 1 percent do so. We still pay lip service to the teaching of history in our public schools, but middle school and high school students across America have a less than one-in-five chance of learning history from a teacher who actually majored in history in college. Anybody can teach history, after all, since it (supposedly) involves little more than the memorization of names and dates.


    I haven’t done a scientific survey, but my sense is that the majority of Americans fall into one of two groups in their thinking about the importance of the past. The first group sees no value in history at all. Its members are the disciples of the late Henry Ford (although they don’t know enough history to realize it). The early twentieth-century automobile tycoon—and for a time, the richest man in the world—once famously lectured Americans on the irrelevance of the past. “History is more or less bunk,” Ford expostulated. “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.”2


    (Over the years I often put quotes about the value of history on my course syllabi, and believe it or not, I often include this one, though usually paired with another I like better: “You can design a decent car and still believe something utterly stupid.”— Tracy McKenzie.)


    The second group, implicitly at least, thinks of history as a source of entertainment. Not surprisingly, many in this category learn their history from the entertainment industry itself. They base their knowledge of the past on “docudramas” and feature films “based on a true story”—an advertising euphemism for “mostly, but not entirely, made up.” To cite one example, not long after the release of the movie Forrest Gump, a detailed field study of high school students found that nearly two-thirds of those surveyed based their understanding of the Vietnam War on that fanciful film. For many Americans, “Hollywood history is the only history.”3


    Members of this second group may also think of history as a vast repository of amusing anecdotes and oddities—the kind of trivia that comes in handy if you’re playing Jeopardy. (“I’ll take History for $200, Alex.”) They prefer their history to read like the National Enquirer—full of UFOs, ancient aliens, and the paranormal. This is the audience that the “History” Channel targets with documentaries on Bigfoot, zombies, and “Ghosts in the White House.” Personally, I’ll take Henry Ford over the History Channel any day. It seems less arrogant to dismiss the past entirely than to trivialize it so grotesquely.


    What’s bizarre about this is that we are creatures who live in time. By necessity, we make sense of our lives retrospectively. As Søren Kierkegaard put it, “We live forward, but we can only think backward.”4 And yet Americans are happily “stranded in the present,” as historian Margaret Bendroth points out.5


    

      We live forward, but we can only think backward.


      Søren Kierkegaard


    


    I love the word picture embedded in that phrase. By one estimate, 93 percent of all the human beings who have ever drawn breath on earth are no longer living, while we who are still breathing live cut off from them, seemingly unwilling to listen to or learn from the vast majority of the human race. By writing that we are “stranded,” Bendroth hints at the cost that comes with severing ourselves from the past. But the truth is we’re not really castaways, marooned against our will and longing to be rescued so that we can reconnect with those who have gone before us. It’s more accurate to say that we live in self-imposed exile, content with the soul-impoverishing isolation that comes with it. We’re not just ignorant of the past, in other words. We’re contemptuous of it. USA might as well stand for “United States of Amnesia.”6


    So why is this? How are we to explain it? The answer is surely complicated, but there are some likely culprits. As you consider them, note that I’m trying to understand a present-day pattern—contemporary Americans’ blinkered present mindedness—by situating it in a larger historical context. This, in a nutshell, is one of the most important reasons we must study the past: it offers a vantage point from which to see our own world with new eyes.


    So here are some possibilities. First, as numerous historians have pointed out, as Americans, we remember our nation’s birth as a radical rupture with the past. Our Founding Fathers, we like to say, turned their backs on the Old World and brought something entirely new into being: a “new order of the ages” as those strange Latin words (novus ordo seclorum) declare on the back of our dollar bills. We still refer to the United States as an “experiment,” and an awful lot of Americans are convinced that our country is “exceptional.” This doesn’t leave much room for gaining wisdom from the stories of other times and places. By this way of thinking, the past becomes primarily a catalog of errors to avoid.


    By the middle of the nineteenth century, the conviction that all but the most recent past was irrelevant had become an American dogma. “We are the great nation of futurity,” trumpeted the prominent journalist John O’Sullivan, popularizer of the catch phrase “manifest destiny.” “Our national birth was the beginning of a new history . . . which separates us from the past and connects us with the future only,” O’Sullivan informed readers of the Democratic Review. “We have no interest in the scenes of antiquity, only as lessons of avoidance of nearly all their examples. The expansive future is our arena.” As assertions go, it was arrogant, ignorant, anti-intellectual—and wildly popular.7


    Second, there is reason to believe that the same forces that have promoted democracy and individualism in American culture have also helped to sever our ties to the past. Shortly before O’Sullivan proclaimed history’s irrelevance to the United States, Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville posited that one of the general consequences of the rise of democracy would be an increasing present mindedness. In his classic Democracy in America, Tocqueville theorized that as a society becomes more democratic, “the bond that ties generation to generation is loosened or broken. People easily lose track of the ideas of their ancestors or cease to care about them.” Generalizing further, Tocqueville postulated that “democratic peoples . . . care little about what happened in Rome or Athens. . . . What they ask to be shown is a picture of the present.”8 This sounds a lot like Henry Ford.


    

      Democratic peoples . . . care little about what happened in Rome or Athens. . . . What they ask to be shown is a picture of the present.


      Alexis de Tocqueville


    


    A third factor, I suspect, is technological. Two centuries ago, most Americans, like most humans generally, lived lives not that different from their parents’ and grandparents.’ They would have earned their bread in more or less the same fashion, and their life expectancy, diet, income, and overall material standard of wellbeing would have been more or less comparable as well. Beginning near the turn of the nineteenth century, however, rapid technological change began to explode these patterns of continuity across much of the United States and western Europe. Because relentless technological change is now like the air we breathe, we’re often blind to the ways that it conditions us to see the world.


    Certainly one of its effects has been to teach us to view anything from the past as inferior. Equating technological change with progress, we conclude that all previous generations have been backward, which in turn undermines any argument for taking the past seriously. As Bendroth notes, one of the easiest ways to dismiss historical figures is simply to imagine how lost they would be in the present. As I write this, a popular cable TV company pitches its services by likening consumers without the latest technology to quaint nineteenth-century settlers who churn their own butter and spin their own yarn. Looking for a symbol to represent ignorance and backwardness? No problem. The past is full of them.


    The relentless movement that has characterized Americans for much of the past two centuries surely also reinforces our present mindedness. This was driven home to me during a recent visit with my father-in-law in his home in the rural South. Living in the same small farming community where he was born, Hunter sees reminders of his past in every direction. The church where his family worshipped as he was growing up (established in the 1830s) is a mile away. The school that his friends and neighbors attended and where his mother taught is just down the road. His best friend from childhood lives across the highway. As we drive to dinner, he tells me who is buried in the cemetery off the road, explains who used to own the abandoned store we just passed, points out the house where the president of the senior class of 1956 still lives.


    

      

        We have lost the sense of physical connection with a personal past. The generations that have gone before us become abstractions.


      


    


    In Hunter’s world, so different from my own, the past is a tangible frame of reference for the present. In contrast, most of us live in communities with revolving doors—ever shifting conglomerations of strangers—with the result that we have lost the sense of physical connection with a personal past. The generations that have gone before us become abstractions. It becomes easier to ridicule them and, eventually, to ignore them.


    Finally, it is likely that the influence of Protestant Christianity on American culture has also strengthened our present mindedness. If you’re a Protestant, as I am, you’ve been trained to be skeptical of most of church history. As heirs of the Protestant Reformation, we’re suspicious of tradition and tend to think of the millennium and a half between the time of the apostles and the arrival of Martin Luther as an enormous black hole. But even that’s probably too generous. American evangelicals often think of church history as really starting with Billy Graham (or even Rick Warren or Joel Osteen). The growth of nondenominational churches in recent decades has only heightened this sense of disjuncture with the past. These congregations have no ties to larger denominations and a brief lifespan of their own, and the Christians who affiliate with such churches, like Americans more generally, find it hard to think of themselves as part of a story that began long before they arrived on the scene.


    Yes, we live in a present-tense culture. But so what? Henry Ford was fine with that, and he was a bazillionaire. What’s the argument for thinking he was wrong?
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