























PREFACE

The least philosophically minded historians can hardly avoid general
reflections about their subject. Even when they can, they may not be
encouraged to do so, for the demand for lectures and symposia, which
tends to increase as a historian gets older, is more easily met by
generalities than by actual research. In any case the contemporary
slant of interest is towards conceptual and methodological questions
of history. Theoreticians of all kinds circle round the peaceful herds
of historians as they graze on the rich pastures of their primary
sources or chew the cud of each other’s publications. Sometimes even
the least combative feel impelled to face their attackers. Not that
historians, the present author among them, are uncombative, at least
when dealing with each other’s writings. Some of the most spectacular
academic controversies have been fought on their fields of battle. So
it is not surprising that someone who has been in the business for
fifty years should in the course of time have produced the reflections
on his subject which are now brought together in this collection of
papers.

Short and unsystematic though several of them are — in most of
them the limits of what can be said in a fifty-minute lecture show
through — they are nevertheless an attempt to grapple with a coherent
set of problems. These are of three overlapping kinds. First, I am
concerned with the uses, and abuses, of history in both society and
politics, and with the understanding and, [ hope, reshaping of the
world. More specifically I discuss its value for other disciplines,
especially in the social sciences. To this extent these papers are, if
you like, advertisements for my trade. Second, they are about what
has been happening among historians and other scholarly enquirers
into the past. They include both surveys and critical assessments of
various historical trends and fashions and interventions in debates,
for instance, about postmodernism and cliometrics. Third, they are
about my own kind of history, that is to say about the central
problems which all serious historians ought to confront, about the
historical interpretation I have found most useful when doing so, and
also about the ways in which the history I have written bears the
marks of a man of my age, background, beliefs and life-experience.



ON HISTORY

Readers will probably find that every paper is in one way or another
relevant to all of them.

My views on all these matters should be clear from the text.
Nevertheless, I want to add a word or two of clarification on two
themes of this book.

First, about telling the truth about history, to use the title of a book
by friends and colleagues of the author.' 1 strongly defend the
view that what historians investigate is real. The point from which
historians must start, however far from it they may end, is the
fundamental and, for them, absolutely central distinction between
establishable fact and fiction, between historical statements based on
evidence and subject to evidence and those which are not.

It has become fashionable in recent decades, not least among
people who think of themselves as on the left, to deny that objective
reality is accessible, since what we call ‘facts’ exist only as a function
of prior concepts and problems formulated in terms of these. The past
we study is only a construct of our minds. One such construct is in
principle as valid as another, whether it can be backed by logic and
evidence or not. So long as it forms part of an emotionally strong
system of beliefs, there is, as it were, no way in principle of deciding
that the biblical account of the creation of the earth is inferior to the
one proposed by the natural sciences: they are just different. Any
tendency to doubt this is ‘positivism’, and no term indicates a more
comprehensive dismissal than this, unless it is empiricism.

In short, I believe that without the distinction between what is
and what is not so, there can be no history. Rome defeated and
destroyed Carthage in the Punic Wars, not the other way round.
How we assemble and interpret our chosen sample of verifiable data
(which may include not only what happened but what people thought
about it) is another matter.

Actually, few relativists have the full courage of their convictions,
at least when it comes to deciding such questions as whether Hitler's
Holocaust took place or not. However, in any case, relativism will
not do in history any more than in law courts. Whether the accused
in a murder trial is or is not guilty depends on the assessment of old-
fashioned positivist evidence. if such evidence is available. Any
innocent readers who find themselves in the dock will do well to
appeal to it. It is the lawyers for the guilty ones who fall back on
postmodern lines of defence.

Second, about the Marxist approach to history with which I am
associated. Though it is imprecise, I do not disclaim the label. Without
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PREFACE

Marx I would not have developed any special interest in history,
which, as taught in the first half of the 1930s in a conservative
German Gymnasium and by an admirable Liberal master in a London
grammar school, was not an inspiring subject. I would almost
certainly not have come to earn my living as a professional academic
historian. Marx, and the fields of activity of young Marxist radicals,
gave me my subjects of research and inspired the way I wrote about
them. Even if I thought large parts of Marx’s approach to history
needed junking, I would still continue to pay my respects, profound
though not uncritical, to what the Japanese call a sensei, an intel-
lectual master to whom one owes a debt that cannot be repaid. As it
happens, I continue (with qualifications to be found in these papers)
to find Marx's ‘materialist conception of history’ the best guide by far
to history, as the great fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Khaldun
described it, namely as:

the record of human society, or world civilization; of the changes that
take place in the nature of that society .. .; of revolutions and uprisings
by one set of people against another, with the resulting kingdoms and
states with their various ranks; of the different activities and occupations
of men, whether for gaining their livelihood or in various sciences and
crafts; and in general, of all the transformations that society undergoes
by its very nature.’

It is certainly the best guide to those like myself whose field has been
the rise of modern capitalism and the transformations of the world
since the end of the European Middle Ages.

But what exactly is a ‘Marxist historian’ as distinct from a non-
Marxist historian? Ideologists on both sides of the secular wars of
religion through which we have lived for much of this century have
attempted to establish neat dividing lines and incompatibilities. On
the one hand the authorities of the late USSR could not bring
themselves to translate any of my books into Russian, even though
their author was actually known to be a member of a Communist
Party, and an editor of the English edition of the Collected Works of
Marx and Engels. By the criteria of their orthodoxy they were not
‘Marxist’. On the other hand, more recently, no ‘respectable’ French
publisher has so far been found willing to translate my Age of
Extremes, presumably on the grounds that it is ideologically too
shocking for Parisian readers, or, more likely, for those expected to
review the book if it were translated. Yet, as my papers try to show,
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the history of the discipline which investigates the past has, from the
end of the nineteenth century, at least until intellectual nebulosity
began to settle over the historiographical landscape in the 1970s,
been one of convergence and not separation. The parallelism between
the Annales school in France and the Marxist historians in Britain
has often been noted. Each side saw the other engaged on a similar
historical project, though with a different intellectual genealogy, and
though, presumably, the politics of their most prominent exponents
were far from the same. Interpretations once identified exclusively
with Marxism. even with what [ have called ‘vulgar-Marxism’ (see
below, pp. 145-7) have penetrated conventional history to an extra-
ordinary degree. Half a century ago. it is safe to say, at least in
Britain, only a Marxist historian would have suggested that the
emergence of the theological concept of purgatory in the European
Middle Ages was best explained by the shift in the economic base of
the Church from reliance on the gifts of a small number of rich and
powerful nobles to a broader financial base. Yet who could possibly
classify either the eminent Oxford medievalist Sir Richard Southern,
or Jacques Le Goff, whose book he reviewed along these lines in the
1980s, as an ideological, still less a political, follower or sympathizer
of Marx?

I think this convergence is welcome evidence for one of the central
theses of these essays, namely that history is engaged on a coherent
intellectual project, and has made progress in understanding how the
world came to be the way it is today. Naturally I would not want to
suggest that one cannot or should not distinguish between Marxist
and non-Marxist history, miscellaneous and ill-defined though the
cargo of both these containers is. Historians in Marx's tradition — and
this does not include all who call themselves by that name — have a
significant contribution to make to this collective endeavour. But
they are not alone. Nor should their, or anyone’s, work be judged by
the political labels they or others attach to their lapels.

The essays collected here have been written at different times
over the past thirty years, mainly as lectures and contributions to
conferences or symposia, sometimes as book reviews or contributions
to those peculiar academic cemeteries, the Festschriften or collections
of studies presented to an academic colleague on some occasion
calling for celebration or appreciation. The public for which I have
written ranges from general audiences, mainly at universities, to
specialized groups of professional historians or economists. Chapters
3,5, 7,8, 17 and 19 are published for the first time, although a
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CHAPTER 1

Outside and Inside History

This paper was given as a lecture opening the academic year 1993—4 at the
Central European University in Budapest, that is to say it was addressed to
a body of students essentially drawn from the formerly communist countries
in Europe and the former USSR. It was subsequently published as ‘The New
Threat to History’ in the New York Review of Books, 16 December 1992,
pp. 62-5, and, in translation, in a number of other countries.

It is an honour to be asked to open this academic year of the Central
European University. It is also a curious sensation to do so, since,
though I am a second-generation English-born British citizen, I am
also a central European. Indeed, as a Jew I am one of the characteristic
members of the central European diaspora of peoples. My grandfather
came to London from Warsaw. My mother was Viennese, and so is
my wife, though she now speaks better Italian than German. My
wife’s mother still spoke Hungarian as a little girl and her parents,
at one stage of their lives in the old monarchy, had a store in
Hercegovina. My wife and I once went to Mostar to trace it, in the
days when there was still peace in that unhappy part of the Balkans.
I have had some connections with Hungarian historians myself in
the old days. So I come to you as an outsider who is also, in an
oblique way, an insider. What can I say to you?

I want to say three things to you.

The first concerns central and eastern Europe. If you come from
there, and I assume that almost all of you do, you are citizens of
countries whose status is doubly uncertain. I am not claiming that
uncertainty is a monopoly of central and east Europeans. It is probably
more universal today than ever. Nevertheless, your horizon is par-
ticularly cloudy. In my own lifetime every country in your part of
Europe has been overrun by war, conquered, occupied, liberated and
reoccupied. Every state in it has a different shape from the one it had
when I was born. Only six of the twenty-three states which now fill
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the map between Trieste and the Urals were in existence at the time
of my birth, or would have been if they had not been occupied by
some army: Russia, Rumania, Bulgaria, Albania, Greece and Turkey,
for neither post-1918 Austria nor post-1918 Hungary is really
comparable to Habsburg Hungary and Cisleithania. Several came
into existence after the First World War, even more since 1989. They
include several countries which had never in history had the status
of independent statehood in the modern sense, or which had it
briefly — for a year or two, for a decade or two — and then lost it,
though some have since regained it: the three little Baltic states,
Belarus, Ukraine, Slovakia, Moldova, Slovenia, Croatia, Macedonia,
not to go further eastwards. Some were born and died in my lifetime,
like Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia. It is perfectly common for the
elderly inhabitant of some central European city to have had, suc-
cessively, the identity documents of three states. A person of my age
from Lemberg or Czernowitz has lived under four states, not counting
wartime occupations; a man from Munkacs may well have lived
under five, if we count the momentary autonomy of Podkarpatska
Rus in 1938. In more civilized times, as in 1919, he or she might
have been given the option which new citizenship to choose, but
since the Second World War he or she has been more likely to be
either forcibly expelled or forcibly integrated into the new state.
Where does a central and eastern European belong? Who is he or
she? The question has been a real one for great numbers of them,
and it still is. In some countries it is a question of life and death, in
almost all it affects and sometimes determines their legal status and
life-chances.

However, there is another and more collective uncertainty. The
bulk of central and eastern Europe belongs to that part of the world
for which diplomats and United Nations experts since 1945 have
tried to devise polite euphemisms: ‘under-developed’ or ‘developing’,
that is to say, relatively or absolutely poor and backward. In some
respects there is no sharp line between the two Europes, but rather
a slope to the east and to the west of what we might call the
main mountain-range or crest of European economic and cultural
dynamism. which ran from north Italy across the Alps to northern
France and the Low Countries, and was prolonged across the Channel
into England. It can be traced in the medieval trade routes and the
distribution map of gothic architecture, as well as in the figures for
the regional ¢op within the European Community. In fact, today this
region is still the backbone of the European Community However,
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insofar as there is a historical line separating ‘advanced’ from ‘back-
ward’ Europe it ran, roughly, through the middle of the Habsburg
Empire. I know that people are sensitive in these matters. Ljubljana
thinks of itself as a great deal nearer the centre of civilization than,
say, Skopje, and Budapest than Belgrade, and the present government
in Prague does not even wish to be called ‘central-European’ for fear
of being contaminated by contact with the East. It insists that it
belongs exclusively to the West. However, my point is that no country
or region in central and eastern Europe thought of itself as being at
that centre. All looked somewhere else for a model of how really to
be advanced and modern, even, I suspect, the educated middle class
of Vienna, Budapest and Prague. They looked to Paris and London,
just as the intellectuals of Belgrade and Ruse looked to Vienna — even
though by most accepted standards the present Czech Republic and
parts of the present Austria formed part of the advanced industrial
part of Europe, and culturally Vienna, Budapest and Prague had no
reason at all to feel inferior to anyone else.

The history of backward countries in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries is the history of trying to catch up with the more advanced
world by imitating it. The nineteenth-century Japanese took Europe
as their model, the west Europeans after the Second World War
imitated the American economy. The story of central and eastern
Europe in the twentieth century is, broadly, that of trying to catch
up by following several models one after the other and failing. After
1918, when most of the successor countries were new, the model
was Western democracy and economic liberalism. President Wilson -
is the main station in Prague named after him again? — was the
region’s patron saint, except for the Bolsheviks who went their own
way. (Actually, they too had foreign models: Rathenau and Henry
Ford.) This did not work. The model broke down politically and
economically in the 1920s and 1930s. The Great Depression eventu-
ally broke multinational democracy even in Czechoslovakia. A
number of these countries then briefly tried or flirted with the fascist
model, which looked like the economic and political success story of
the 1930s. (We are inclined to forget that Nazi Germany was
remarkably successful in overcoming the Great Depression.) Inte-
gration in a Great German economic system did not work either.
Germany was defeated.

After 1945 most of these countries chose, or found themselves
being made to choose, the Bolshevik model, which was essentially a
model for modernizing backward agrarian economies by planned
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industrial revolution. It was therefore never relevant to what is
now the Czech Republic and to what was until 1989 the German
Democratic Republic, but it was relevant to most of the region,
including the USSR. I do not have to tell you about the economic
deficiencies and flaws of the system. which eventually led to its
breakdown, and still less about the intolerable, the increasingly
intolerable political systems it imposed on central and eastern Europe.
Still less do I have to remind you of the incredible sufferings it imposed
on the peoples of the former USSR, particularly in the iron age of
Joseph Stalin. And vet I must say. although many of you will not
welcome my saving so. that up to a point it worked better than
anything since the break-up of the monarchies in 1918. For the
common citizens of the more backward countries in the region — say
Slovakia and much of the Balkan peninsula ~ it was probably the
best period in their history. It broke down because economically the
system became increasingly rigid and unworkable, and especially
because it proved virtually incapable of generating or making econ-
omic use of innovation, quite apart from stifling intellectual orig-
inality. Moreover, it became impossible to hide the fact from the local
populations that other countries had made far more material progress
than the socialist ones. If you prefer putting it another way, it broke
down because ordinary citizens were indifferent or hostile, and
because the regimes themselves had lost faith in what they were
pretending to do. Still, however you look at it, it failed in the most
spectacular manner in 1989-91.

And now? There is another model which evervone rushes to follow,
parliamentary democracy in politics and the extremes of free-market
capitalism in economics. In the present form it is not really a model,
but chiefly a reaction against what has gone before. It may settle
down to become something more workable — if it is allowed to settle
down. However. even if it were to do so. in the light of history since
1918 there is not much likelihood that this region, possibly with
marginal exceptions, will succeed in joining the club of the ‘really’
advanced and up-to-date countries. The results of imitating President
Reagan and Mrs Thatcher have proved disappointing even in coun-
tries which have not been laid waste in civil war, chaos and anarchy.
I should add that the results of following the Reagan-Thatcher model
in the countries of its origin have not been brilliantly successful
either, if you will permit a British understatement.

So. on the whole, the people of central and eastern Europe will go
on living in countries disappointed in their past, probably largely
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disappointed with their present, and uncertain about their future.
This is a very dangerous situation. People will look for someone to
blame for their failures and insecurities. The movements and ideol-
ogies most likely to benefit from this mood are not, at least in this
generation, those which want a return to some version of the days
before 1989. They are more likely to be movements inspired by
xenophobic nationalism and intolerance. The easiest thing is always
to blame the strangers.

This brings me to my second and main point, which is much
more directly relevant to the work of a university, or at least to
that part of the work which concerns me as a historian and
university teacher. For history is the raw material for nationalist
or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw
material for heroin addiction. The past is an essential element,
perhaps the essential element, in these ideologies. If there is no
suitable past, it can always be invented. Indeed, in the nature of
things there is usually no entirely suitable past, because the
phenomenon these ideologies claim to justify is not ancient or
eternal but historically novel. This applies both to religious
fundamentalism in its current versions — the Ayatollah Khomeini's
version of an Islamic state is no older than the early 1970s —
and to contemporary nationalism. The past legitimizes. The past
gives a more glorious background to a present that doesn’t have
much to celebrate. I recall seeing somewhere a study of the
ancient civilization of the cities of the Indus valley with the title
Five Thousand Years of Pakistan. Pakistan was not even thought of
before 1932-3, when the name was invented by some student
militants. It did not become a serious political demand until 1940.
As a state it has existed only since 1947. There is no evidence of
any more connection between the civilization of Mohenjo Daro
and the current rulers of Islamabad than there is of a connection
between the Trojan War and the government in Ankara, which
is at present claiming the return, if only for the first public
exhibition, of Schliemann’s treasure of King Priam of Troy. But
5,000 years of Pakistan somehow sounds better than forty-six
years of Pakistan.

In this situation historians find themselves in the unexpected role
of political actors. I used to think that the profession of history, unlike
that of, say, nuclear physics, could at least do no harm. Now I know
it can. Our studies can turn into bomb factories like the workshops
in which the 1ra has learned to transform chemical fertilizer into an
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explosive. This state of affairs affects us in two ways. We have a
responsibility to historical facts in general, and for criticizing the
politico-ideological abuse of history in particular.

I need say little about the first of these responsibilities. I would not
have to say anything, but for two developments. One is the current
fashion for novelists to base their plots on recorded reality rather
than inventing them, thus fudging the border between historical fact
and fiction. The other is the rise of ‘postmodernist’ intellectual fashions
in Western universities, particularly in departments of literature and
anthropology, which imply that all ‘facts’ claiming objective existence
are simply intellectual constructions — in short, that there is no clear
difference between fact and fiction. But there is, and for historians,
even for the most militantly anti-positivist ones among us, the ability
to distinguish between the two is absolutely fundamental. We cannot
invent our facts. Either Elvis Presley is dead or he isn’t. The question
can be answered unambiguously on the basis of evidence, insofar as
reliable evidence is available, which is sometimes the case. Either the
present Turkish government, which denies the attempted genocide of
the Armenians in 1915, is right or it is not. Most of us would dismiss
any denial of this massacre from serious historical discourse, although
there is no equally unambiguous way to choose between different
ways of interpreting the phenomenon or fitting it into the wider
context of history. Recently Hindu zealots destroyed a mosque in
Aodhya, ostensibly on the grounds that the mosque had been imposed
by the Muslim Moghul conqueror Babur on the Hindus in a par-
ticularly sacred location which marked the birthplace of the god
Rama. My colleagues and friends in the Indian universities published
a study showing (a) that nobedy until the nineteenth century had
suggested that Aodhya was the birthplace of Rama and (b) that the
mosque was almost certainly not built in the time of Babur. I wish I
could say that this has had much effect on the rise of the Hindu
party which provoked the incident, but at least they did their duty
as historians, for the benefit of those who can read and are exposed
to the propaganda of intolerance now and in the future. Let us do
ours.

Few of the ideologies of intolerance are based on simple lies or
fictions for which no evidence exists. After all, there was a battle of
Kosovo in 1389, the Serb warriors and their allies were defeated by
the Turks, and this did leave deep scars on the popular memory of
the Serbs, although it does not follow that this justifies the oppression
of the Albanians, who now form 90 per cent of the region’s population,
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or the Serb claim that the land is essentially theirs. Denmark does
not claim the large part of eastern England which was settled and
ruled by Danes before the eleventh century, which continued to be
known as the Danelaw and whose village names are still philologically
Danish.

The most usual ideological abuse of history is based on anachronism
rather than lies. Greek nationalism refuses Macedonia even the right
to its name on the grounds that all Macedonia is essentially Greek
and part of a Greek nation-state, presumably ever since the father of
Alexander the Great, King of Macedonia, become the ruler of the Greek
lands on the Balkan peninsula. Like everything about Macedonia, this
is a far from a purely academic matter, but it takes a lot of courage
for a Greek intellectual to say that, historically speaking, it is nonsense.
There was no Greek nation-state or any other single political entity
for the Greeks in the fourth century Bc, the Macedonian Empire was
nothing like a Greek or any other modern nation-state, and in any
case it is highly probable that the ancient Greeks regarded the
Macedonian rulers, as they did their later Roman rulers, as barbarians
and not as Greeks, though they were doubtless too polite or cautious
to say so. Moreover, Macedonia is historically such an inextricable
mixture of ethnicities — not for nothing has it given its name to
French mixed-fruit salads (macédoine) — that any attempt to identify
it with a single nationality cannot be correct. In fairness, the extremes
of emigrant Macedonian nationalism should also be dismissed for the
same reason, as should all the publications in Croatia which somehow
try to turn Zvonimir the Great into the ancestor of President Tudjman.
But it is difficult to stand up against the inventors of a national
schoolbook history, although there are historians in Zagreb University,
whom I am proud to count as friends, who have the courage to do
s0.

These and many other attempts to replace history by myth and
invention are not merely bad intellectual jokes. After all, they can
determine what goes into schoolbooks, as the Japanese authorities
knew, when they insisted on a sanitized version of the Japanese war
in China for use in Japanese classrooms. Myth and invention are
essential to the politics of identity by which groups of people today,
defining themselves by ethnicity, religion or the past or present
borders of states, try to find some certainty in an uncertain and
shaking world by saying, ‘We are different from and better than the
Others.” They are our concern in the universities because the people
who formulate those myths and inventions are educated people:
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schoolteachers lay and clerical. professors (not many. I hope). journal-
ists. television and radio producers. Today most of them will have
gone to some university. Make no mistake about it. History is not
ancestral memory or collective tradition. It is what people learned
from priests. schoolmasters, the writers of history books and the
compilers of magazine articles and television programmes. It is very
important for historians to remember their responsibility. which is.
above all. to stand aside from the passions of identity politics — even
if we feel them also. After all. we are human beings too.

How serious an affair this may be is shown in a recent article by
the Israeli writer Amos Elon about the way in which the genocide of
the Jews by Hitler has been turned into a legitimizing myth for the
existence of the state of Israel. More than this: in the years of right-
wing government it was turned into a sort of national ritual assertion
of Israeli state identity and superiority and a central item of the
official system of national beliefs, alongside God. Elon. who traces the
evolution of this transformation of the concept of the "Holocaust’
argues. following the recent Minister of Education of the new Israeli
Labour government, that history must now be separated from national
myth. ritual and politics. As a non-Israeli. though a Jew. I express
no views about this. However. as a historian [ sadly note one
observaticn by Elon. It is that the leading contributions to the
scholarly historiography of the genocide. whether by Jews or non-
Jews. were either not translated into Hebrew. like Hilberg's great
work. or were translated only with considerable delay. and then
sometimes with editorial disclaimers. The serious historiography of
the genocide has not made it any less of an unspeakable tragedy. It
was merely at variance with the legitimizing myth.

Yet this very story gives us ground for hope. For here we have
mythological or nationalist history being criticized from within. I note
that the history of the establishment of Israel ceased to be written in
Israel essentially as national propaganda or Zionist polemic about
forty years after the state came into being. I have noticed the same
in Irish history. About half a century after most of Ireland won its
independence. Irish historians no longer wrote the history of their
island in terms of the mythology of the national liberation movement.
Irish history. both in the Republic and in the North. is passing
through a period of great brilliance because it has succeeded in so
liberating itself. This is still a matter which has political implications
and risks. The history that is written today breaks with the old
tradition which stretches from the Fenians to the 1ra. still fighting in
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the name of the old myths with guns and bombs. But the fact that a
new generation has grown up which can stand back from the
passions of the great traumatic and formative moments of their
countries’ history is a sign of hope for historians.

However, we cannot wait for the generations to pass. We must
resist the formation of national, ethnic and other myths, as they are
being formed. It will not make us popular. Thomas Masaryk, founder
of the Czechoslovak Republic, was not popular when he entered
politics as the man who proved, with regret but without hesitation,
that the medieval manuscripts on which much of the Czech national
myth was based were fakes. But it has to be done, and I hope those
of you who are historians will do it.

That is all I wanted to say to you about the duty of historians.
However, before I close, I want to remind you of one other thing.
You, as students of this university, are privileged people. The odds
are that, as alumni of a distinguished and prestigious institute you
will, if you choose, have a good status in society, have better careers
and earn more than other people, though not so much as successful
businessmen. What I want to remind you of is something I was told
when I began to teach in a university. ‘The people for whom you are
there’, said my own teacher, ‘are not the brilliant students like
yourself. They are the average students with boring minds who get
uninteresting degrees in the lower range of the second class, and
whose examination scripts all read the same. The first-class people
will look after themselves, though you will enjoy teaching them. The
others are the ones who need you.’

That applies not only to the university but to the world. Govern-
ments, the economy, schools, everything in society, is not for the
benefit of the privileged minorities. We can look after ourselves. It is
for the benefit of the ordinary run of people, who are not particularly
clever or interesting (unless, of course, we fall in love with one of
them), not highly educated, not successful or destined for success —
in fact, are nothing very special. It is for the people who, throughout
history, have entered history outside their neighbourhoods as indi-
viduals only in the records of their births, marriages and deaths. Any
society worth living in is one designed for them, not for the rich, the
clever, the exceptional, although any society worth living in must
provide room and scope for such minorities. But the world is not
made for our personal benefit, nor are we in the world for our
personal benefit. A world that claims that this is its purpose is not a
good, and ought not to be a lasting, world.
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CHAPTER 2

The Sense of the Past

The following chapters try to sketch the relations of past, present and future,
all of which are the historian’s concern. The present chapter is based on my
introductory paper to the 1970 conference on ‘The Sense of the Past and
History’ of the journal Past and Present. It was published in number 55 of
that journal (May 1972) under the title ‘The Social Function of the Past:
Some Questions’.

All human being are conscious of the past (defined as the period
before the events directly recorded in any individual’'s memory) by
virtue of living with people older than themselves. All societies likely
to concern the historian have a past, for even the most innovatory
colonies are populated by people who come from some society with
an already long history. To be a member of any human community
is to situate oneself with regard to one's (its) past, if only by rejecting
it. The past is therefore a permanent dimension of the human
consciousness, an inevitable component of the institutions, values
and other patterns of human society. The problem for historians is
to analyse the nature of this ‘sense of the past’ in society and to trace
its changes and transformations.

For the greater part of history we deal with societies and communities
for which the past is essentially the pattern for the present. Ideally
each generation copies and reproduces its predecessor so far as is
possible, and considers itself as falling short of it, so far as it fails in
this endeavour. Of course a total domination of the past would
exclude all legitimate changes and innovations, and it is improbable
that there is any human society which recognizes no such innovation.
It can take place in two ways. First, what is officially defined as the
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‘past’ clearly is and must be a particular selection from the infinity
of what is remembered or capable of being remembered. How great
the scope of this formalized social past is in any society naturally
depends on circumstances. But it will always have interstices, that is
matters which form no part of the system of conscious history into
which men incorporate, in one way or another, what they consider
important about their society. Innovation can occur in these inters-
tices, since it does not automatically affect the system, and therefore
does not automatically come up against the barrier: ‘This is not how
things have always been done.’ It would be interesting to enquire
what kinds of activities tend to be thus left relatively flexible, apart
from those which appear to be negligible at one time, but may turn
out not to be so at a later date. One may suggest that, other things
being equal, technology in the widest sense belongs to the flexible
sector, social organization and the ideology or the value system to
the inflexible. However, in the absence of comparative historical
studies the question must be left open. Certainly there are numerous
extremely tradition-bound and ritualized societies which have in the
past accepted the relatively sudden introduction of new crops, new
means of locomotion (such as horses among North American Indians)
and new weapons, without any sense of disturbing the pattern set by
their past. On the other hand there are probably others, insufficiently
investigated, which have resisted even such innovation.

The ‘formalized social past’ is clearly more rigid, since it sets the
pattern for the present. It tends to be the court of appeal for present
disputes and uncertainties: law equals custom, age wisdom in illiterate
societies; the documents enshrining this past, and which thereby
acquire a certain spiritual authority, do the same in literate or partly
literate ones. A community of American Indians may base its claim
to communal lands on possession from time immemorial, or on the
memory of possession in the past (very likely systematically passed
on from one generation to the next), or on charters or legal decisions
from the colonial era, these being preserved with enormous care:
both have value as records of a past which is considered the norm
for the present.

This does not exclude a certain flexibility or even de facto innovation,
insofar as the new wine can be poured into what are at least in form
the old containers. Dealing in second-hand cars appears to be a quite
acceptable extension of dealing in horses to gypsies, who still maintain
nomadism at least in theory as the only proper mode of life. Students
of the process of ‘modernization’ in twentieth-century India have
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investigated the ways in which powerful and rigid traditional systems
can be stretched or modified, either consciously or in practice,
without being officially disrupted, that is in which innovation can be
reformulated as non-innovation.

In such societies conscious and radical innovation is also possible,
but it may be suggested that it can be legitimized in only a few ways.
It may be disguised as a return to or rediscovery of, some part of the
past which has been mistakenly forgotten or abandoned, or by
the invention of an anti-historical principle of superior moral force
enjoining the destruction of the present/past, for example a religious
revelation or prophecy. It is not clear whether in such conditions
even anti-historical principles can lack all appeal to the past, that is
whether the ‘new’ principles are normally — or always? — the reasser-
tion of ‘old’ prophecies, or of an ‘old’” genre of prophecy. The historians’
and anthropologists’ difficulty is that all recorded or observed cases
of such primitive legitimization of major social innovations occur,
almost be definition, when traditional societies are thrown into a
context of more or less drastic social change, that is when the rigid
normative framework of the past is strained to breaking-point and
may therefore be unable to function ‘properly’. Though change and
innovation which comes by imposition and importation from outside,
apparently unconnected with internal social forces, need not in itself
affect the system of ideas about novelty held within a community —
since the problem whether it is legitimate is solved by force majeure —
at such times even the extreme traditionalist society must come to
some sort of terms with the surrounding and encroaching innovation.
It may of course decide to reject it in toto, and withdraw from it, but
this solution is rarely viable for lengthy periods.

The belief that the present should reproduce the past normally
implies a fairly slow rate of historic change, for otherwise it would
neither be nor seem to be realistic, except at the cost of immense
social effort and the sort of isolation just referred to (as with the
Amish and similar sectarians in the modern USA). So long as
change - demographic, technological or otherwise — is sufficiently
gradual to be absorbed, as it were, by increments, it can be absorbed
into the formalized social past in the form of a mythologized and
perhaps ritualized history, by a tacit modification of the system of
beliefs, be ‘stretching’ the framework, or in other ways. Even very
drastic single steps of change may be so absorbed, though perhaps at
great psycho-social costs, as with the forced conversion of Indians to
Catholicism after the Spanish conquest. If this were not so it would
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be impossible for the very substantial amount of cumuiative historical
change which every recorded society has undergone to have taken
place, without destroying the force of this sort of normative tra-
ditionalism. Yet is still dominated much of rural society in the
nineteenth and even twentieth centuries, though ‘what we have
always done’ must plainly have been very different, even among
Bulgarian peasants in 1850 from what it had been in 1150. The
belief that ‘traditional society’ is static and unchanging is a myth of
vulgar social science. Nevertheless, up to a certain point of change,
it can remain ‘traditional’: the mould of the past continues to shape
the present, or is supposed to.

Admittedly to fix one’s eyes upon the traditional peasantry, however
great its numerical importance, is somewhat to bias the argument.
In most respects such peasantries are often merely one part of a more
comprehensive socio-economic or even political system within which
somewhere changes take place uninhibited by the peasant version of
tradition, or within the framework of traditions allowing for greater
flexibility, for example urban ones. So long as rapid change somewhere
within the system does not change the internal institutions and
relations in ways for which the past provides no guide, localized
changes can take place rapidly. They may even be absorbed back
into a stable system of beliefs. Peasants will shake their heads over
city-dwellers, notoriously and proverbially ‘always seeking something
new’, the respectable city-dwellers over the nobility at court, dizzily
pursuing an ever changing and immoral fashion. The dominance of
the past does not imply an image of social immobility. It is compatible
with cyclical views of historic change, and certainly with regression
and catastrophe (that is failure to reproduce the past). What it is
incompatible with is the idea of continuous progress.

IT

When social change accelerates or transforms the society beyond a
certain point, the past must cease to be the pattern of the present,
and can at best become the model for it. ‘We ought to return to the
ways of our forefathers’ when we no longer tread them automatically,
or can be expected to. This implies a fundamental transformation of
the past itself. It now becomes, and must become, a mask for
innovation, for it no longer expresses the repetition of what has gone
before, but actions which are by definition different from those that
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have gone before. Even if the literal attempt to turn the clock back is
made, it does not really restore the old days, but merely certain parts
of the formal system of the conscious past, which are now functionally
different. The most ambitious attempt to restore the peasant society
of Morelos (Mexico) under Zapata to what it had been forty years
earlier — to expunge the era of Porfirio Diaz and return to the status
quo ante — demonstrates this. In the first place it could not restore the
past literally, since this involved some reconstruction of what could
not be accurately or objectively remembered (for example the precise
boundaries of common lands in dispute between different
communities), not to mention the construction of ‘what ought to
have been’ and was therefore believed, or at least imagined, to have
actually existed. In the second place, the hated innovation was not
a mere alien body which had somehow penetrated the social organism
like some bullet lodged in the flesh and which could be surgically
removed, leaving the organism substantially as it was. It represented
one aspect of a social change which could not be isolated from others,
and consequently could be eliminated only at the cost of changing
far more than the operation envisaged. In the third place, the sheer
social effort of turning the clock back almost inevitably mobilized
forces which had more far-reaching effects: the armed peasants of
Morelos became a revolutionary power outside their state, though
their horizons were local or at best regional. Restoration under the
circumstances turned into social revolution. Within the borders of
the state (at least so long as the power of the peasants lasted) it
probably turned the hands of the clock back further than they had
actually stood in the 1870s, cutting links with a wider market
economy which had existed even then. Seen in the national per-
spective of the Mexican revolution, its effect was to produce a
historically unprecedented new Mexico.!

Granted that the attempt to restore a lost past cannot literally
succeed, except in trivial forms (such as the restoration of ruined
buildings), attempts to do so will still be made and will normally be
selective. (The case of some backward peasant region attempting to
restore all of what still existed in living memory is analytically
comparatively uninteresting.) What aspects of the past will be singled
out for the effort of restoration? Historians are likely to note the
frequency of certain calls for restoration — in favour of the old law,
the old morality, the oldtime religion and so on, and might well be
tempted to generalize from this. But before they do so they ought
perhaps to systematize their own observations and seek guidance
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from social anthropologists and others whose theories might be
relevant. Moreover, before taking too super-structural a view of the
matter, they might recall that attempts to restore an actual dying or
dead economic structure are by no means unknown. The hope of a
return to an economy of petty peasant proprietorship, though it
might be little more than a big-city pastoral in nineteenth-century
Britain (it was not, at least initially, shared by the actual landless
rural labourers), was nevertheless an important element in radical
propaganda, and occasionally more actively pursued.

A distinction ought nevertheless to be made, even in the absence
of a useful general model of such selective restoration, between
symbolic and effective attempts of this kind. The call for a restoration
of old morality or religion is intended to be effective. If successful,
then ideally no girl will have, say, premarital sexual intercourse or
everyone will attend church. On the other hand the desire to restore,
literally, the bombed fabric of Warsaw after the Second World War,
or conversely to pull down particular records of innovation such as
the Stalin monument in Prague, is symbolic, even allowing for a
certain aesthetic element in it. One might suspect that this is so
because what people actually wish to restore is too vast and vague
for specific acts of restoration, for example past ‘greatness’ or past
‘freedom’. The relationship between effective and symbolic restoration
may indeed be complex, and both elements may always be present.
The literal restoration of the fabric of parliament on which Winston
Churchill insisted could be justified on effective grounds, that is the
preservation of an architectural scheme which favoured a particular
pattern of parliamentary politics, debate and ambience essential to
the functioning of the British political system. Nevertheless, like the
earlier choice of the neo-gothic style for the buildings, it also suggests
a strong symbolic element, perhaps even a form of magic which, by
restoring a small but emotionally charged part of a lost past, somehow
restores the whole.

Sooner or later, however, it is likely that a point will be reached
when the past can no longer be literally reproduced or even restored.
At this point the past becomes so remote from actual or even
remembered reality that it may finally turn into little more than a
language for defining certain not necessarily conservative aspirations
of today in historical terms. The Free Anglo-Saxons before the
Norman Yoke, or Merrie England before the Reformation, are familiar
examples. So, to take a contemporary illustration, is the ‘Charlemagne’
metaphor, which has been used, ever since Napoleon 1, to propagate
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various forms of partial European unity, whether by conquest from
the French or German side or by federation, and which patently is
not intended to re-create anything even remotely like the Europe of
the eighth and ninth centuries. Here (whether its proponents actually
believe in it or not), the demand to restore or re-create a past so
remote as to have little relevance to the present may equal total
innovation, and the past thus invoked may become an artefact or, in
less flattering terms, a fabrication. The name ‘Ghana’ transfers the
history of one part of Africa to another, geographically remote and
historically quite different. The Zionist claim to return to the pre-
diaspora past in the land of Israel was in practice the negation of the
actual history of the Jewish people for more than 2,000 years.?

Fabricated history is familiar enough, yet we ought to distinguish
between those uses of it which are rhetorical or analytic and those
which imply some genuine concrete ‘restoration’. The English radicals
of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries hardly intended to return
to pre-conquest society; the ‘Norman Yoke' for them was primarily
an explanatory device, the ‘Free Anglo-Saxons’ at best an analogy or
the search for a genealogy, such as will be considered below. On the
other hand modern nationalist movements, which can almost be
defined, in Renan’s words, as movements which forget history or
rather get it wrong, because their objectives are historically unpre-
cedented, nevertheless insist on defining them to a greater or lesser
extent in historical terms and actually attempt to realize parts of this
fictitious history. This applies most obviously to the definition of the
national territory, or rather to territorial claims, but various forms of
deliberate archaism are familiar enough, from the Welsh neo-Druids
to the adoption of Hebrew as a spoken secular language and the
Ordensburgen of National Socialist Germany. All these, it must be
repeated, are not in any sense ‘restorations’ or even ‘revivals’. They
are innovations using or purporting to use elements of a historic
past, real or imaginary.

What kinds of innovation proceed in this manner, and under what
conditions? Nationalist movements are the most obvious, since history
is the most easily worked raw material for the process of manu-
facturing the historically novel ‘nations’ in which they are engaged.
What other movements operate in this way? Can we say that certain
types of aspiration are more likely than others to adopt this mode of
definition, for example those concerning the social cohesion of human

groups, those embodying the ‘sense of the community’? The question
must be left open.
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II

The problem of systematically rejecting the past arises only when
innovation is recognized both as inescapable and as socially desirable:
when it represents ‘progress’. This raises two distinct questions, how
innovation as such is recognized and legitimized, and how the
situation arising from it is to be specified (that is how a model of
society is to be formulated when the past can no longer provide it).
The former is more easily answered.

We know very little about the process which has turned the words
‘new’ and ‘revolutionary’ (as used in the language of advertising)
into synonyms for ‘better’ and ‘more desirable’, and research is badly
needed here. However, it would seem that novelty or even constant
innovation is more readily accepted as far as it concerns the human
control over non-human nature, for example science and technology,
since so much of it is obviously advantageous even to the most
tradition-bound. Has there ever been a serious example of Luddism
directed against bicycles or transistor radios? On the other hand,
while certain socio-political innovations may appear attractive to
some groups of human beings, at least prospectively, the social and
human implications of innovation (including technical innovation)
tend to meet with greater resistance, for equally obvious reasons.
Rapid and constant change in material technology may be hailed by
the very people who are profoundly upset by the experience of rapid
change in human (for example sexual and family) relations, and who
might actually find it hard to conceive of constant change in such
relations. Where even palpably ‘useful’ material innovation is rejected,
it is generally, perhaps always, because of the fear of the social
innovation, that is disruption, it entails.

Innovation which is so obviously useful and socially neutral that
it is accepted almost automatically, at all events by people to whom
technological change is familiar, raises virtually no problem of legi-
timation. One would guess (but has the subject actually been
investigated?) that even so essentially traditionalist an activity as
popular institutional religion has found little difficulty in accepting it.
We know of violent resistance to any change in the ancient holy
texts, but there appears to have been no equivalent resistance to,
say, the cheapening of holy images and icons by means of modern
technological processes, such as prints and oleographs. On the other
hand certain innovations require legitimation, and in periods when
the past ceases to provide any precedent for them, this raises very
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grave difficulties. A single dose of innovation, however great, is not
so troublesome. It can be presented as the victory of some permanent
positive principle over its opposite, or as a process of ‘correction’
or ‘rectification’, reason prevailing over unreason, knowledge over
ignorance, ‘nature’ over the ‘unnatural’, good over evil. But the basic
experience of the past two centuries has been constant and continued
change, which cannot be so dealt with except sometimes, at the cost
of considerable casuistry, as the constantly necessary application of
permanent principles to circumstances ever changing in ways which
remain rather mysterious, or by exaggerating the strength of the
surviving forces of evil.?

Paradoxically, the past remains the most useful analytical tool for
coping with constant change, but in a novel form. It turns into the
discovery of history as a process of directional change, of development
or evolution. Change thus becomes its own legitimation, but it is
thereby anchored to a transformed ‘sense of the past’. Bagehot's
Physics and Politics (1872) is a good nineteenth-century example of
this; current concepts of ‘modernization’ illustrate more simple-
minded versions of the same approach. In brief, what legitimates the
present and explains it is not now the past as a set of reference points
(for example Magna Carta), or even as duration (for example the age
of parliamentary institutions) but the past as a process of becoming the
present. Faced with the overriding reality of change, even conservative
thought becomes historicist. Perhaps, because hindsight is the most
persuasive form of the historian’s wisdom, it suits them better than
most.

But what of these who also require foresight, to specify a future
which is unlike anything in the past? To do so without some sort of
example is unusually difficult, and we find those most dedicated to
innovation often tempted to look for one, however implausible,
including in the past itself, or in what amounts to the same thing,
‘primitive society’ considered as a form of man'’s past coexisting with
his present. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century socialists doubtless
used ‘primitive communism’ merely as an analytical prop, but the
fact that they used it at all indicates the advantage of being able to
have a concrete precedent even for the unprecedented, or at least an
example of ways of solving new problems, however inapplicable the
actual solutions of the analogous problems in the past. There is, of
course, no theoretical necessity for specifying the future, but in
practice the demand to predict or to set up a model for it is too strong
to be shrugged off.
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Some sort of historicism, that is the more or less sophisticated and
complex extrapolation of past tendencies into the future, has been
the most convenient and popular method of prediction. At all events
the shape of the future is discerned by searching the process of past
development for clues, so that paradoxically, the more we expect
innovation, the more history becomes essential to discover what it
will be like. This procedure may range from the very naive — the
view of the future as a bigger and better present, or a bigger and
worse present so characteristic of technological extrapolations or
pessimistic social anti-utopias — to the intellectually very complex
and high-powered; but essentially history remains the basis of both.
However, at this point a contradiction arises, whose nature is sug-
gested by Karl Marx's simultaneous conviction of the inevitable
supersession of capitalism by socialism, and extreme reluctance to
make more than a few very general statements about what socialist
and communist society would actually be like. This not merely
common sense: the capacity to discern general tendencies does not
imply the capacity to forecast their precise outcome in complex and
in many respects unknown circumstances of the future. It also
indicates a conflict between an essentially historicist mode of ana-
lysing how the future will come about, which assumes a continuing
process of historical change, and what has so far been the universal
requirement of programmatic models of society, namely a certain
stability. Utopia is by nature a stable or self-reproducing state and its
implicit a-historicism can be avoided only by those who refuse to
describe it. Even less utopian models of the ‘good society’ or the
desirable political system, however designed to meet changing cir-
cumstances, tend also to be designed to do so by means of a relatively
stable and predictable framework of institutions and values, which
will not be disrupted by such changes. There is no theoretical difficulty
in defining social systems in terms of continuous change, but in
practice there seems littie demand for this, perhaps because an
excessive degree of instability and unpredictability in social relations
is particularly disorienting. In Comtean terms ‘order’ goes with
‘progress’, but the analysis of the one tells us little about the desirable
design of the other. History ceases to be of use at the very moment
when we need it most.*

We may therefore still be forced back upon the past, in a way
analogous to the traditional use of it as a repository of precedents,
though now making our selection in the light of analytical models
or programmes which have nothing to do with it. This is particularly
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likely in the design of the ‘good society’, since most of what we
know about the successful functioning of societies is what has been
empirically learned in the course of some thousands of years of living
together in human groups in a variety of ways, supplemented perhaps
by the recently fashionable study of the social behaviour of animals.
The value of historical enquiry into ‘what actually happened’ for the
solution of this or that specific problem of present and future is
undoubted, and has given a new lease of life to some rather old-
fashioned historical activities, provided they are teamed with rather
new-fangled problems. Thus what happened to the poor displaced by
the massive railway building or the nineteenth century in the hearts
of great cities can and ought to throw light on the possible conse-
quences of massive urban motorway building in the late twentieth
century, and the various experiences of ‘student power’ in medieval
universities® are not without bearing on projects to change the
constitutional structure of modern universities. Yet the nature of this
often arbitrary process of dipping into the past for assistance in
forecasting the future requires more analysis than it has so far
received. By itself it does not replace the construction of adequate
social models, with or without historical enquiry. It merely reflects
and perhaps in some instances palliates their present inadequacy.

IV

These casual remarks are far from exhausting the social uses of the
past. However, though no attempt to discuss all other aspects can be
made here, two special problems may be mentioned briefly: those of
the past as genealogy and as chronology.

The sense of the past as a collective continuity of experience
remains surprisingly important, even to those most dedicated to
innovation and the belief that novelty equals improvement: as witness
the universal inclusion of ‘history’ in the syllabus of every modern
educational system, or the search for ancestors (Spartacus, More,
Winstanley) by modern revolutionaries whose theory, if they are
Marxists, assumes their irrelevance. What precisely did or do modern
Marxists gain from the knowledge that there were slave rebellions in
ancient Rome which, even supposing their aims to have been com-
munist, were by their own analysis doomed to failure or to produce
results which could have little bearing on the aspirations of modern
communists? Clearly the sense of belonging to an age-old tradition of
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rebellion provides emotional satisfaction, but how and why? Is it
analogous to the sense of continuity which infuses history syllabuses
and makes it apparently desirable for schoolchildren to learn of the
existence of Boadicea or Vercingetorix, King Alfred or Joan of Arc as
part of that body of information which (for reasons which are assumed
to be valid but are rarely investigated) they are ‘supposed to know
about’ as Englishmen or Frenchmen? The pull of the past as continuity
and tradition, as ‘our ancestors’, is strong. Even the pattern of tourism
bears witness to it. OQur instinctive sympathy with the sentiment
should not, however, lead us to overlook the difficulty cf discovering
why this should be so.

This difficulty is naturally much smaller in the case of a more
familiar form of genealogy, that which seeks to buttress an uncertain
self-esteem. Bourgeois parvenus seek pedigrees, new nations or move-
ments annex examples of past greatness and achievement to their
history in proportion as they feel their actual past to have been
lacking in these things — whether this feeling is justified or not.® The
most interesting question concerning such genealogical exercises is
whether or when they become dispensable. The experience of modern
capitalist society suggests that they may be both permanent and
transitional. On the one hand late-twentieth-century nouveaux riches
still aspire to the characteristics of the life of an aristocracy which,
in spite of its political and economic irrelevance, continues to represent
the highest social status (the country chéateau, the Rhineland man-
aging director hunting elk and boar in the implausible surroundings
of socialist republics, and so on). On the other, the neo-medieval,
neo-Renaissance and Louis xv buildings and décor of nineteenth-
century bourgeois society gave way at a certain stage to a deliberately
‘modern’ style, which not only refused to appeal to the past, but
developed a doubtful aesthetic analogy between artistic and technical
innovation. Unfortunately the only society in history which so far
gives us adequate material for studying the comparative pull of
ancestors and novelty is Western capitalist society in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. It would be unwise to generalize on the
strength of a sample of one.

Finally, the problem of chronology, which takes us to the opposite
extreme of possible generalization, since it is hard to think of any
known society which does not for certain purposes find it convenient
to record the duration of time and the succession of events. There is,
of course, as Moses Finley has pointed out, a fundamental difference
between a chronological and a non-chronological past: between
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Homer's Odysseus and Samuel Butler's, who is naturally and quite
unHomerically conceived of as a middle-aged man returning to an
ageing wife after twenty years’ absence. Chronology is, of course,
essential to the modern, historical sense of the past, since history is
directional change. Anachronism is an immediate alarm-bell for the
historian, and its emotional shock-value in a thoroughly chrono-
logical society is such as to lend itself to easy exploitation in the arts:
Macbeth in modern dress today benefits from this in a way in which
a Jacobean Macbeth obviously did not.

At first sight it is less essential to the traditional sense of the past
(pattern or model for the present. storehouse and repository of
experience, wisdom and moral precept). In such a past events are
not necessarily believed to exist simultaneously, like the Romans and
Moors who fight one another in Spanish Easter processions, or even
out of time: their chronological relation to each other is merely
irrelevant. Whether Horatius of the Bridge contributed his example
to later Romans before or after Mucius Scaevola is of interest only to
pedants. Similarly (to take a modern example) the value of the
Maccabees, the defenders of Masada and Bar Kokhba, for modern
Israelis has nothing to do with their chronological distance from
them and from one another. The moment when real time is introduced
into such a past (for example, when Homer and the Bible are
analysed by the methods of modern historical scholarship) it turns
into something else. This is a socially disturbing process and a
symptom of social transformation.

Yet for certain purposes historical chronology, for example in the
form of genealogies and chronicles, is evidently important in many
(perhaps in all?) literate, or even illiterate, societies, though the ability
of literate ones to maintain permanent written records makes it
possible for them to devise uses for them which would seem to be
impracticable in those relying purely oral transmission. (However.
though the limits of oral historical memory have been investigated
from the point of view of the requirements of the modern scholar,
historians have given less attention to the question how far they are
inadequate to the social requirements of their own societies.)

In the broadest sense all societies have myths of creation and
development, which imply temporal succession: first things were thus,
then they changed thus. Conversely, a providential conception of the
universe also implies some kind of succession of events, for teleology
(even if its objects have already been achieved) is a kind of history.
Moreover, it lends itself excellently to chronology, where such exists:
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as witness the various millennial speculations or the debates about
the year 1000 ap, which pivot on the existence of a system of dating.”
In a more precise sense, the process of commenting on ancient texts
of permanent validity or of discovering the specific applications of
eternal truth implies an element of chronology (for example, the
search for precedent). It is hardly worth mentioning that even more
precise calculations of chronology may be required for a variety of
economic, legal, bureaucratic, political and ritual purposes, at least
in literate societies which can keep a record of them, including, of
course, the invention of favourable and ancient precedents for political
purposes.

In some instances the difference between such chronology and that
of modern history is clear enough. The lawyers’ and bureaucrats’
search for precedent is entirely present-oriented. Its object is to
discover the legal rights of today, the solution of modern admin-
istrative problems, whereas for the historian, however interested in
their relation to the present, it is the difference of circumstances
which is significant. On the other hand this does not seem to exhaust
the character of traditional chronology. History, the unity of past,
present and future, may be something that is universally apprehended,
however deficient the human capacity to recall and record it, and
some sort of chronology, however unrecognizable or imprecise by
our criteria, may be a necessary measure of it. But even if this should
be so, where are the demarcation lines drawn between the coexisting
non-chronological and chronological past between the coexisting
historical and non-historical chronologies? The answers are by no
means clear. Perhaps they might throw light not only on the sense
of the past of earlier societies, but on our own, in which the hegemony
of one form (historical change) does not exclude the persistence, in
different milieux and circumstances, of other forms of the sense of
the past.

It is easier to formulate questions than answers, and this paper
has taken the easier way rather than the more difficult. And yet,
perhaps to ask questions, especially about the experiences we tend to
take for granted, is not a valueless occupation. We swim in the past
as fish do in water, and cannot escape from it. But our modes of
living and moving in this medium require analysis and discussion.
My object has been to stimulate both.
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CHAPTER 3

What Can History Tell Us about
Contemporary Society?

This chapter was originally given as a lecture to the University of California,
Davis, on the occasion of its seventy-fifth anniversary in 1984. It had not
previously been published. 1 have, where necessary, changed tenses from
present to past, and eliminated some duplication with other chapters.

What can history tell us about contemporary society? In asking this
question I am not simply indulging in the usual self-defence of
academics who occupy themselves with interesting but apparently
quite useless subjects such as ancient Latin and Greek, literary
criticism or philosophy, especially when they are trying to raise funds
for them from people who can only see themselves paying out good
money for things which have an obvious practical pay-off, such as
improving nuclear weapons or making a few million dollars. I am
formulating a question which everybody is asking, and has always
asked for as long as we have human records.

For where we stand in regard to the past, what the relations are
between past, present and future are not only matters of vital interest
to all: they are quite indispensable. We cannot help situating ourselves
in the continuum of our own life, of the family and group to which
we belong. We cannot help comparing past and present: that is what
family photo albums or home movies are there for. We cannot help
learning from it, for that is what experience means. We may learn the
wrong things — and plainly we often do — but if we don’t learn, or
have had no chance of learning, or refuse to learn from whatever
past is relevant for our purpose, we are, in the extreme case, mentally
abnormal. ‘The child who burns its fingers keeps away from fire’ says
the old proverb — we rely on its learning from experience. Historians
are the memory bank of experience. In theory the past — all the past,
anything and everything that has happened to date — constitutes
history. A lot of it is not the province of historians, but a good deal
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of it is. And, insofar as they compile and constitute the collective
memory of the past, people in contemporary society have to rely on
them.

The problem is not whether they do. It is what exactly they hope
to get out of the past, and if so whether that is what historians
should give them. Take an example, a way of using the past which
is difficult to define, but patently felt to be important. An institution —
say a university — celebrates its seventy-fifth anniversary. Why
exactly? What — apart from a feeling of pride, or the occasion for
having a good time, or some other incidental benefits, do we get out
of such a celebration of an arbitrary chronological landmark in the
history of an institution? We need and use history even if we don't
know why.

But what can history tell us about contemporary society? For much
the greater part of the human past — indeed even in western Europe,
until the eighteenth century — it was assumed that it could tell us
how that society, any society, should work. The past was the model
for the present and the future. For normal purposes it represented
the key to the genetic code by which each generation reproduced its
successors and ordered their relationships. Hence the significance of
the old, who represented wisdom in terms not only of lengthy
experience, but of memory of how things were and were done, and
therefore how they ought to be done. The term ‘senate’ for the senior
branch of the US Congress and other parliaments records this
assumption. In certain respects this is still so, as witness the concept
of precedent in legal systems based on common (that is customary,
that is traditional) law. But if today ‘precedent’ is mainly something
which has to be reinterpreted or circumvented in order to fit cir-
cumstances which are obviously not like the past, it used to be, and
sometimes still is, literally binding. I know of an Indian community
in the Central Andes of Peru which has, since the late sixteenth
century, consistently been in dispute about the possession of certain
lands with the neighbouring haciendas or (since 1969) co-operatives.
Generation after generation of illiterate older men took illiterate boys
on to the disputed high pastures of the puna and showed them the
boundaries of the communal land they had then lost. History is here
literally the authority for the present.

This example takes us to another function of history. For, if the
present was in some sense unsatisfactory, the past provided the model
for reconstructing it in a satisfactory form. The old days were defined -
often still are — as the good old days, and that is where society should
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return to. This view is still very much alive: all over the world people,
and political movements, define utopia as nostalgia: a return to the
good old morality, that old-time religion, the values of small-town
America in 1900, the literal belief in Bible or Koran — which are
ancient documents — and so on. But, of course, there are today few
situations when a return to the past is, or even seems, literally
possible. The return to the past is either the return to something so
remote that it has to be reconstructed, a ‘rebirth’ or ‘renaissance’ of
classical antiquity, after many centuries of oblivion — as the intel-
lectuals of the fifteenth and sixteenth century saw it — or, more likely,
a return to something that never existed at all, but has been invented
for the purpose. Zionism, or for that matter any modern nationalism,
could not conceivably be a return to a lost past, because the sort of
territorial nation-states with the sort of organization it envisaged
simply did not exist before the nineteenth century. It had to be
revolutionary innovation masquerading as restoration. It had. in fact,
to invent the history it claimed to bring to fruition. As Ernest Renan
said a century ago: ‘Getting history wrong is an essential part of
being a nation.” It is the professional business of historians to
dismantle such mythologies, unless they are content — and I am
afraid national historians have often been — to be the servants of
ideologists. This is an important, if negative, contribution of history
to telling us about contemporary society. Historians are not usually
thanked by politicians for making it.

Now for the most part this sort of lesson from history of accumulated
and coagulated experience is no longer significant. The present is
patently not, it cannot be, a carbon-copy of the past; nor can it be
modelled on it in any operational sense. Since industrialization began,
the novelty of what every generation brings is much more striking
than its similarity to what has gone before. Yet there is still a very
large part of the world and of human affairs in which the past retains
its authority, and where therefore history or experience in the genuine
old-fashioned sense still operates as it did in the days of our ancestors.
And, before going on to more complex matters, 1 think I should
remind you of this.

Let me give you a concrete and utterly contemporary example: the
Lebanon. It isn't only the basic situation of that collection of armed
religious minorities in and around some difficult mountain territory
which hasn’t changed for 150 years, but the details of their politics.
A Jumblatt was the chieftain of the Druzes when they massacred the
Maronites in 1860. and if you give names to a photograph of the
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leading politicians of Lebanon at any time since then, you will find
they are the same names under different political labels and costumes.
A few years ago a book about Lebanon by a mid-nineteenth-century
Russian was translated into Hebrew, and an Israeli military man
said, ‘If we had been able to read that book, we would not have
made all those mistakes in the Lebanon.” What he meant was: ‘We
ought to have known what the Lebanon was like.” A bit of elementary
history would have helped to find out. But I am bound to add that
history was not the only way to find out, though one of the easier
ones. We professors are inclined to put too much down to ignorance.
My guess is that there were plenty of people in and around Jerusalem
and Washington who could and did give sound information about
Lebanon. What they said did not fit into what Begin and Sharon and
President Reagan and Secretary of State Shultz (or whoever took the
decisions) wanted to hear. It takes two to learn the lessons of history
or anything else: one to give the information, the other to listen.

The case of Lebanon is unusual, because there are after all few
countries for which books written a century ago can still serve as
guides to current politics — and even political leaders. On the other
hand, plain historical experience without much theory can always
tell us a good deal about contemporary society. This is partly because
human beings stay much the same and human situations recur from
time to time. Just as older people can often say ‘I've seen this before,’
so can historians, on the basis of the accumulated record of many
generations. And this is rather relevant.

This is because modern social science, policy-making and planning
have pursued a model of scientism and technical manipulation
which systematically, and deliberately, neglects human, and above
all historical, experience. The fashionable model of analysis and
prediction is to feed all available current data into some notional or
real supercomputer and let it come out with the answers. Plain
human experience and understanding does not — or not yet, or only
for highly specialized purposes — lend itself to this. And such a-
historical or even anti-historical calculation is often unaware of being
blind, and inferior to even the unsystematic vision of those who can
use their eyes. Let me give you two examples, which are of some
practical importance.

The first is economic. Ever since the 1920s — actually since about
1900 - some observers have been impressed by a secular pattern of
the world economy of periods of about twenty to thirty years of
economic expansion and prosperity alternating with periods of econ-
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omic difficulties of about the same length. They are best known
under the name of ‘Kondratiev long waves’. Nobody has explained
or even analysed them satisfactorily. Their existence has been
denied by statisticians and others. And yet they are among the
few historical periodicities which have allowed prediction. The
crisis of the 1970s was so predicted — I risked such a prediction
myself in 1968. And when the crisis came, historians, once again
on the basis of the Kondratiev experience, dismissed the analyses
of economists and politicians who predicted a rapid upturn every
year from 1973. And we were quite right. Moreover, and again
on the same basis, when I first gave this lecture in 1984, I was
prepared to stick out my neck and predict that a return to the
next long period of global economic boom was extremely unlikely
before the end of the 1980s or the early 1990s. I had no
theoretical justification for this: only the historical observation that
this sort of pattern appears to have operated, give or take some
distortions by major wars, since at least the 1780s. And, one
more thing. Each of the ‘Kondratievs’ of the past not only formed
a period in strictly economic terms, but also — not unnaturally —
had political characteristics which distinguished it fairly clearly
from its predecessor and its successor, in terms both of international
politics and of the domestic politics of various countries and regions
of the globe. That is also likely to continue.

My second illustration is more specific. During the Cold War there
was a moment when the sensitive instruments of the US government
recorded what looked like the launch of Russian nuclear missiles
towards America. No doubt some general got ready for immediate
action, while waiting for other sensitive instruments automatically
to check up, at lightning speed, on these readings to see whether
there had been some malfunction, or whether some harmless signals
had been misread — in fact whether the Third World War had started
or whether it hadn’t. They concluded that it was okay, for the entire
process was, inevitably, blind. The programming itself had to be based
on the assumption that the worst could happen at any moment, for
if it did there would be virtually no time for counter-measures. But,
whatever the instruments said, it was as certain as anything can be
that, in June 1980, when this incident occurred, nobody had delib-
erately pressed the nuclear button. The situation simply didn't look
like it. I. and I hope we all, would have made this judgment, not for
any theoretical reason — for a sudden surprise launch was not
theoretically inconceivable — but simply because, unlike other instru-
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ments, the computer in our heads has, or can have, historical
experience built into it.

So much for what one might call the old-fashioned, experiential
use of history — the kind which Thucydides and Machiavelli would
have recognized and practised. Now let me say a word about the
much more difficult problem of what history can tell us about
contemporary societies, insofar as they are quite unlike the past;
insofar as they are without precedents. I don't mean just different.
History, even when it generalizes most effectively — and in my view
it is worth nothing much if it doesn’t generalize — is always aware of
unlikeness. The first lesson a professional historian learns is to watch
out for anachronism, or differences in what at first sight seems to be
the same, such as the British monarchy in 1797 and 1997. In any
case history writing has traditionally grown out of the recording of
specific and unrepeatable lives and events. No, what [ mean is
historical transformations which plainly make the past a fun-
damentally inadequate guide to the present. Though the history of
Tokugawa Japan is relevant to Japan today, and the T'ang dynasty
to China in 1997, it is no use pretending that either can be understood
simply as modified prolongations of their past. And such rapid,
profound, dramatic and continuing transformations are characteristic
of the world since the late eighteenth century, and especially since
the mid-twentieth.

Such innovation is now so general and evident that it is assumed
to be the basic rule, particularly in societies like that of the USA,
most of whose history falls into the era of constant revolutionary
transformations, and by the young in such societies, for whom — at
various moments of their development — everything in fact is a new
discovery. In this sense we all grow up as Columbuses. One of the
lesser functions of historians is to point out that innovation is not
and cannot be absolutely universal. No historian will give a moment's
credence to the claim that someone today has somehow discovered
an absolutely new way of enjoying sex, a so-called ‘G-spot’ which
was unknown to humanity before. Given the finite number of things
that can be done between sexual partners of whatever kind, the
length of time and the number of people who have been doing it all
over the globe, and the persistent interest of human beings in
exploring the subject, it can safely be assumed that absolute novelty
is out of the question. Sexual practices and attitudes to them certainly
change, as do the costumes and décor of what is often a form of
private bedroom theatre of social and biographical symbolism. For
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obvious reasons S/M in motorcycle gear could not be part of it in the
days of Queen Victoria. Probably the sexual fashion-cycle changes
more rapidly today than in the past, like all other fashion-cycles. But
history is a useful warning against confusing fashion with progress.

Still, what else can history say about the unprecedented? At bottom
this is a question about the direction and the mechanism of human
evolution. For, like it or not — and there are plenty of historians who
don't like it — there is one central question in history which cannot
be avoided, if only because we all want to know the answer to it.
Namely: how did humanity get from caveman to space-traveller, from
a time when we were scared by sabre-toothed tigers to a time when
we are scared by nuclear explosions — that is scared not by the
hazards of nature but by those we have created ourselves? What
makes this an essentially historical question is that human beings,
though recently rather taller and heavier than ever before, are
biologically much the same as at the beginning of the historical
record, which is not actually very long: perhaps 12,000 years since
the first city, perhaps a bit longer since the invention of farming. We
are almost certainly not more intelligent than the ancient Meso-
potamians or Chinese. And yet the way human societies live and
operate has been utterly transformed. Hence, incidentally, the irrel-
evance of socio-biology for this particular purpose. Hence also, I
would add with a little more hesitation, the irrelevance of a certain
type of social anthropology, which concentrates on what various
types of human societies have in common: both Eskimos and the
Japanese. For, if we fix our attention on what is permanent, we
cannot explain what has obviously been transformed, unless we
believe that there can be no historical change but only combination
and variation.

Let me be quite clear. The purpose of tracing the historical evolution
of humanity is not to foresee what will happen in future, even though
historical knowledge and understanding are essential to anyone who
wants to base their actions and plans on something better than
clairvoyance, astrology or just plain voluntarism. The only result of
a horse-race which historians can tell us with absolute confidence is
one that has already been run. Still less is it to discover or devise
legitimations for our hopes — or fears — for human destiny. History is
not a secular eschatology, whether we conceive its objective as
unending universal progress or a communist society or whatever.
These are things we read into it, but cannot derive from it. What it
can do is to discover the patterns and mechanisms of historical
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change in general, and more particularly of the transformations of
human societies during the past few centuries of dramatically accel-
erated and widened change. This, rather than forecasts or hopes, is
what is directly relevant to contemporary society and its prospects.
Now such a project requires an analytical framework for the
analysis of history. Such a framework must be based on the one
element of directional change in human affairs which is observable
and objective, irrespective of our subjective or contemporary wishes
and value-judgments, namely the persistent and increasing capacity
of the human species to control the forces of nature by means of
manual and mental labour, technology and the organization of
production. Its reality is demonstrated by the growth of the human
population of the globe throughout history, without significant set-
backs, and the growth — particularly in the past few centuries — of
production and productive capacity. Personally, I don’t mind calling
this progress, both in the literal sense of a directional process and
because few of us will not regard it as a potential or actual improve-
ment. But, never mind what we call it, any genuine attempt to make
sense of human history must take this trend as its starting-point.
Here lies the crucial importance of Karl Marx for historians, for he
built his conception and analysis of history on this basis — and so far
no one else has. I don't mean Marx is right, or even that he is
adequate, but that his approach is indispensable, as Ernest Gellner
put it (and nobody was less of a Marxist than this notable scholar):

Whether or not people positively believe in the Marxist scheme, no
coherent, well-articulated rival pattern has emerged, West or East, and
as people must need think against some kind of grid, even (or perhaps
especially) those who do not accept the Marxist theory of history tend
to lean upon its ideas when they wish to say what they do positively
believe.!

In other words, no serious discussion of history is possible which
doesn’t refer back to Marx or, more exactly, which does not start
where he starts. And that means, basically — as Gellner accepts — a
materialist conception of history.

Now an analysis of the process of history raises a number of
questions which are directly relevant to us. To take one obvious one.
For most of recorded history most human beings were engaged in
basic food production: say 80-90 per cent of the population. Today,
as North America demonstrates, a farming population of the order of
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3 per cent of the inhabitants of one country can produce enough
food to feed not only the other 97 per cent but a large slice of the
rest of the world population. Again, for most of the industrial era the
production of manufactured goods and services, even when it was
not labour-intensive, required a vast and growing labour force, but
at present this is rapidly ceasing to be the case. For the first time in
history it is no longer necessary that the bulk of humanity must, in
the biblical phrase, ‘eat thy bread in the sweat of thy face’. This
happens to be a development of very recent history. The decline of
the peasantry in the Western world, though long predicted, did not
become dramatic until the 1950s and 1960s, and the decline of the
socially necessary productive labour force outside farming — though,
interestingly enough, envisaged by, of all people, Marx — is even more
recent, and is still masked, or more than offset, by the rise of tertiary
employment. And, of course, both are still regional rather than
global phenomena. Now such a basic transformation in the secular
occupational structure of humanity cannot but have far-reaching
consequences, since the entire value-system of most men and women,
at least since the end of Marshall Sahlins’ era of ‘stone-age affluence’,
has been geared to the need to labour as an inescapable fact, the
bottom line of human existence.

History has no simple formula for discovering the exact conse-
quences of this change, or solutions for the problems it is likely to
create, or has already created. But it can pinpoint one urgent dimen-
sion of the problem, namely the need for social redistribution. For
most of history the basic mechanism for economic growth has been
the appropriation of the social surplus generated by man’s capacity
to produce by minorities of one kind or another for purposes of
investment in further improvement, though it has not always been
so used. Growth operated through inequality. Now hitherto this has
been to some extent offset by the enormous growth in total wealth
which, as Adam Smith pointed out, made even the labourer in
developed economies materially better off than the Red Indian chief-
tain, and which, by and large, made each generation better off than
its predecessors. But they have shared in these benefits, in however
modest a way, through participation in the productive process — that
is through having jobs, or as peasants and craftsmen being able to
earn incomes by selling their output on the market. For peasant self-
sufficiency has dramatically declined in the developed world.

Now suppose a majority of the population is no longer needed for
production. What do they live on? And - equally important in a
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business economy — what happens to the mass market based on their
purchases, on which that economy has increasingly come to depend,
first in the USA, later in other countries? In one way or another they
have to live by public transfer payments, such as pensions, and other
forms of social security and welfare — that is by a political and
administrative mechanism of social redistribution. In the past thirty
years this welfare mechanism has expanded enormously and, on the
strength of the greatest economic boom in history, on a remarkably
generous scale in a number of countries. The enormous growth of
the state sector, in other words public employment, much of which
is also a form of hand-out — in both West and East has also had
analogous effects. On the one hand welfare expenditure for income
maintenance, health and social care and education now - or anyway
in 1977 — forms between half and two-thirds of total public expen-
diture in the leading oecp countries, and on the other in these
countries anything between 25 per cent and about 40 per cent of
the total of household incomes comes from public employment and
social security.

To this extent a mechanism of redistribution has already come into
existence, and, where it has, it is safe to say that the chances that it
will be dismantled are negligible. So much for the Reaganite dream
of returning to the economics of President McKinley. But note two
things. First, as we can see, this mechanism, through the tax burdens
it imposes, creates genuine pressures on what is in the West still the
major engine of economic growth, namely entrepreneurial profits,
especially during a period of economic difficulties. Hence the current
pressures to dismantle it. But, second, this mechanism was not
designed for an economy in which the majority might be surplus to
productive requirements. On the contrary, it was constructed for, and
supported by, a period of unexampled full employment. And, third, it
is designed, like any poor law, to provide a minimum income, though
this is today more generous than was ever thought conceivable even
in the 1930s.

So, even if we suppose that it works well and is extended, the
mechanism is likely, in the conditions [ have envisaged, to increase
and intensify economic and every other kind of inequality, as between
the superfluous majority and the rest. So what happens then? The
traditional assumption, that economic growth, though destroying
some employment, generates even more somewhere else, can no
longer be relied on.

In some ways this internal inequality is analogous to the familiar,
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and growing, inequality between the minority of rich and developed
or developing countries and the poor and backward world. In both
cases the gap is growing, and looks like growing wider. In both cases
economic growth through a market economy, however impressive,
has plainly not been an automatically effective mechanism for dim-
inishing internal or international inequalities, even though it has
tended to increase the industrialized sector of the globe, and may be
in the process of redistributing wealth and power within it — for
example, from the USA to Japan.

Now leaving morality and ethics and social justice to one side, this
situation creates, or intensifies, serious problems — economic and
political. Since the inequalities built into these historical developments
are inequalities of power as well as welfare, it is possible to dismiss
them in the short run. This is in fact what most of the powerful
states and classes are tempted to do today. Poor people and poor
countries are weak, and disorganized. and technically incompetent:
relatively more so today than in the past. Inside our countries we
can leave them to stew in ghettos, or as an unhappy underclass. We
can protect the lives and environments of the rich behind electrified
fortifications protected by private — and public — security forces. We
can, to use a phrase of a British minister about Northern Ireland, try
to settle for ‘an acceptable level of violence'. Internationally, we can
bomb them and beat them. As the poet wrote of the period of early
twentieth-century imperialism:

We have got
The Maxim gun and they have not.

The only non-Western power that the West was scared of was the
only one that could hit them at home: the USSR, and that has ceased
to exist.

In short, it is assumed that the economy will somehow sort itself
out once the present crisis gives way to another phase of global
boom. because it always has in the past; and that the poor and
discontented. at home and abroad, can be permanently contained.
Perhaps the first is a reasonable assumption: but only if we also
recognize that it is practically certain that the world economy, and
the state structures and policies, and the international pattern of the
developed world, which will emerge from the present ‘Kondratiev'
phase, will be profoundly, and dramatically, different from those of
the 1950s-1970s, as was the case after the last general secular crisis
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period between the two world wars. That is one thing which history
can tell us, on both theoretical and empirical grounds. The second is
not a reasonable assumption at all, except in the short term. it may be
reasonable to assume that the poor will no longer be mobilized for
protest, pressure, social change and revolution nationally or inter-
nationally, in the ways they were between the 1880s and the 1950s,
but not that they will remain permanently ineffective as political, or
even military, forces — especially when they cannot be bought off by
prosperity. That is another thing that history can tell us. What it can’t
tell us is what will happen: only what problems we will have to solve.

Let me conclude. In practice, I will admit, most of what history
can tell us about contemporary societies is based on a combination
of historical experience and historical perspective. It is the business
of historians to know a lot more about the past than other people,
and they cannot be good historians unless they have learned, with
or without theory, to recognize similarities and differences. For
instance, while most politicians in the past forty years read the
international danger of war in terms of the 1930s — a replay of Hitler,
Munich and the rest — most historians concerned with international
politics, while naturally accepting that it was sui generis, were gloomily
impressed with its similarities to the period before 1914. As long ago
as 1965 one of them wrote a study of the pre-1914 armaments
race under the title ‘Yesterday’s Deterrent’. Unfortunately one thing
historical experience has also taught historians is that nobody ever
seems to learn from it. Still, we must go on trying.

But more generally, and this is one reason why the lessons of
history are so seldom learned or heeded, the world is up against two
forces which obscure vision. One I have already mentioned. It is
the a-historical, engineering, problem-solving approach by means of
mechanical models and devices. This has produced marvellous results
in a number of fields, but it has no perspective, and it cannot take
account of anything not fed into the model or the device from the
start. And one thing historians know is that we haven't fed all the
variables into the model, and the other things outside are never
equal. (This is one thing the history of the USSR and its fall should
have taught us all.) The other I have also mentioned. It is the
systematic distortion of history for irrational purposes. Why, to return
to a point I made earlier, do all regimes make their young study some
history in school? Not to understand their society and how it changes,
but to approve of it, to be proud of it, to be or become good citizens
of the USA or Spain or Honduras or Iraq. And the same is true of
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CHAPTER 4

Looking Forward:
History and the Future

This paper was delivered at the London School of Economics as the first
David Glass Memorial Lecture, and published separately by the LSE and in
the New Left Review 125 (February 1981), pp. 3—19. It has been slightly
shortened.

The lectures of which this is the first are intended to commemorate
David Glass. He was one of the most distinguished scholars to teach
at the Lse, with which he was so long associated and whose reputation
owes much to his presence there. I might add that he represented its
finest traditions at a time when not everyone there did so: the
traditions of understanding society in order to make it better, of an
instinctive radicalism, of an institution whose students, like himself,
were not born with silver spoons in their mouths. It is typical that
he concluded his very first book on demography - of which he was
in his lifetime the most eminent practitioner in Britain — with the call
to ‘provide conditions in which the working class is able to bring up
children without thereby suffering from economic and social hard-
ship’. He was proud to be the first social scientist to be elected to the
Royal Society since the great Dr William Farr in 1855, because he
saw himself (like Farr) as a social scientist in and for society, and not
just about society.

So it is natural that the lectures devoted to his memory should be
about ‘social trends’, which I understand to mean in the broad sense
the enquiry into the direction of social development and what we
can do about it. That implies looking into the future, so far as this is
possible. This is a risky, frequently a disappointing, but also a
necessary activity. And all prediction about the real world rests to a
great extent on some sort of inferences about the future from what
has happened in the past, that is to say from history. The historian
ought therefore to have something relevant to say about the subject.
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Conversely, history cannot get away from the future, if only because
there is no line which divides the two. What I have just said now
belongs to the past. What I am about to say belongs to the future.
Somewhere between the two there is a notional but constantly
moving point which, if you like, you can call the ‘present’. There
may be technical reasons for considering past and future differently,
as any bookmaker knows. There may also be technical reasons for
distinguishing present from past. We cannot ask the past for direct
answers to any questions which have not already been put to it,
though we can use our ingenuity as historians to read indirect
answers into what it has left behind. Conversely, as every pollster
knows, we can ask the present any answerable question, though by
the time it is answered and recorded it will also, strictly speaking,
belong to the past. albeit the recent past. Nevertheless past, present
and future form a continuum.

Moreover, even when historians and philosophers want to make a
sharp distinction between past and future, as some do. nobody else
will follow them. All human beings and societies are rooted in the
past — that of their families, communities, nations or other reference
groups, or even of personal memory — and all define their position in
relation to it, positively or negatively. Today as much as ever: one
is almost tempted to say ‘'more than ever’. What is more, the
overwhelmingly large part of conscious human action which is based
on learning, memory and experience constitutes a vast mechanism
for constantly confronting past, present and future. People cannot
help trying to forecast the future by some form of reading the past.
They have to. The ordinary processes of conscious human life, not to
mention public policy, require it. And of course they do so on the
justified assumption that, by and large, the future is systematically
connected with the past, which in turn is not an arbitrary con-
catenation of circumstances and events. The structures of human
societies, their processes and mechanisms of reproduction, change
and transformation, are such as to restrict the number of things that
can happen. determine some of the things that will happen, and
make it possible to assign greater or lesser probabilities to much of
the rest. This implies a certain (admittedly limited) range of pre-
dictability — but, as we all know, this is by no means the same
as successful forecasting. Still, it is worth bearing in mind that
unpredictability looms so large mainly because arguments about
prediction tend to concentrate, for obvious reasons, on those parts of
the future where uncertainty appears to be greatest, and not on those
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where it is least. Meteorologists are not needed to tell us that spring
will follow winter.

My own view is that it is desirable, possible and even necessary to
forecast the future to some extent. This implies neither that the future
is determined nor, even if it were, that it is knowable. It does not
imply that there are no alternative choices or outcomes, and even
less that forecasters are right. The questions I have in mind are
rather: How much prediction? Of what kind? How can it be improved?
And where do historians fit into this? Even if anyone can answer
these questions, there will still be much of the future about which
we can know nothing, for theoretical or practical reasons, but at
least we may concentrate our efforts more effectively.

However, before I consider these questions, let me reflect for a
moment on the reasons not only why the function of prognosis is so
unpopular among many historians, but also why so little intellectual
effort has gone into improving it, or considering its problems, even
among those historians firmly committed to its desirability and
practicability, such as Marxists. The answer, you may say, is obvious.
The track-record of historical prediction is, to put it moderately,
patchy. Every one of us who has made predictions has frequently
fallen flat on his or her face. The safest thing is to avoid prophecy by
claiming that our professional activities stop at yesterday, or to
confine ourselves to the studied ambiguities which used to be the
speciality of ancient oracles and are still the stock-in-trade of news-
paper astrologers. But in fact, a poor predictive record has not stopped
other people, disciplines or pseudo-disciplines from forecasting. There
is a large industry devoted to it today, undeterred by its failures and
uncertainties. The Rand Corporation has even in despair re-estab-
lished an updated version of the Oracle of Delphi (I am not joking;
the name of this peculiar game is the ‘Delphi technique’) by asking
selected groups of experts to consult their chicken’s entrails and then
drawing conclusions from such consensus as may or may not ermnerge.
Moreover, there are plenty of examples of good predictions among
historians, social scientists and academically unclassifiable observers.
If you do not wish to have Marx quoted at you, let me refer you to
de Tocqueville and Burckhardt. Unless we assume, what is unlikely,
that these are purely random hits, we must accept that they are
based on methods which are worth enquiring into if we are to
concentrate our fire on targets we can expect to hit and improve our
ratio of bull's-eyes to misses. And, conversely, the reasons for notori-
ous flops are worth enquiring into with the same object.
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One such set of reasons is, unfortunately, the force of human
desire. Both human and meteorological prediction are unreliable and
uncertain enterprises, though they cannot be dispensed with. On the
other hand those who use meteorology know that they cannot — or,
if you prefer, cannot yet — change the weather. They aim to plan
their actions in such a way as to make the best use of what they
cannot change. Individual human beings probably use forecasts in
much the same way in the comparatively rare cases where they take
effective action upon them. My late father-in-law, having concluded
correctly that Austria could not avoid Hitler, transferred his business
from Vienna to Manchester in 1937 — but not many other Viennese
Jews were as logical as he. However, collectively human beings are
inclined to look to historical forecasts for knowledge which will enable
them to alter the future; not only, as it were, when to stock up with
suntan lotion but when to create sunshine. Since some human
decisions, large or small, clearly do make a difference to the future,
this expectation is not to be entirely dismissed. However, it affects the
process of forecasting, generally adversely. Thus, unlike meteorology,
historical forecasts are accompanied by a running commentary from
those who think they are impossible or undesirable on various
grounds, usually because we don't like what they tell us. Historians
also suffer the disadvantage of lacking solid bodies of customers
who, whatever their ideology, need weather forecasts regularly and
urgently: sailors, farmers and the rest.

We are surrounded by people, notably in politics, who proclaim
the need to learn the lessons of the past when they do not already
proclaim that they have already discovered them, but since virtually
all of them are chiefly interested in using history to justify what they
would have wanted to do anyway, unfortunately this provides little
incentive to improve the predictive capacities of historians.

However, we cannot only blame the customers. The prophets too
must take their share of the blame. Marx himself was committed to
a specific goal of human history, communism, and a specific role for
the proletariat before he developed the historical analysis which, as
he believed, demonstrated its ineluctability — indeed before he knew
very much about the proletariat. Insofar as his predictions preceded
his historical analysis, they cannot be said to rest on it, though this
does not necessarily make them wrong. We must at the very least be
careful to distinguish predictions based on analysis from those based
on desire. Thus in the famous passage on the historical tendency of
capitalist accumulation, Marx's forecast of the expropriation of the
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individual capitalist through ‘the immanent laws of capitalist pro-
duction itself’ (that is through the concentration of capital and the
necessity for an increasingly social form of the labour process, the
conscious use of technology and the planned exploitation of the
resources of the globe) rests on a different and more significant
historical-theoretical analysis than the forecast that the proletariat
itself will as a class be the ‘expropriator of the expropriators’. The
two forecasts, though linked. are not identical, and indeed we may
accept the first without accepting the second.

All of us who have made predictions — and who has not? — know
these psychological, or if you prefer ideological, temptations. Nor
have we avoided them. If historical predicters were as neutral about
the social depressions and anticyclones they forecast as meteorologists,
historical prognosis would be more advanced than it is. Together
with sheer ignorance, this is, I believe, the major obstacle in the
forecaster’'s way. It is a much more serious one than the fact that
predictions can be falsified by the conscious actions of people who
are aware of them. There is little empirical evidence that such action
has so far been taken often or effectively. The safest empirical
generalization about history is still that nobody heeds even its obvious
lessons much — as any student of the agrarian policies of socialist
regimes or of Mrs Thatcher’s economic policies will confirm. Oedipus
unfortunately remains a parable of humanity confronted with the
future, but, alas, with one major difference: Oedipus genuinely wanted
to avoid killing his father and marrying his mother (as the Oracle
correctly foretold), but could not. Most prophets and their customers
are apt to argue that unpleasant forecasts are in some ways avoidable
because they are unpleasant, that they do not mean what they say,
or that something will turn up to invalidate them.

As I have suggested, there is already a large forecasting industry.
Most of it is concerned with the effect of future developments on
fairly specific activities, mainly in the fields of economics and civil
and military technology. It therefore asks a fairly specific and restricted
set of questions which can be to some extent isolated, even though
of course they may be affected by a vast range of variables. There is
also an enormous amount of prediction which, whether or not it
bears on public or private practice, is not intended to foretell the
actual future but to confirm or falsify. Hence it is normally made in
conditional form. In principle it does not matter whether verification
occurs in the real future or in a specially constructed future such as
a laboratory situation from which all elements extrinsic to the matter
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in hand have been eliminated. There are also propositions, mostly of
the logico-mathematical type, which establish consequences. If a real
situation happens to correspond to these, they may be said to predict
such consequences.

Historical prediction differs from all other forms of forecasting in
two ways. In the first place, historians are concerned with the real
world in which other things are never equal or negligible. To this
extent they know that there is no ideal global laboratory in which
we could, as is theoretically conceivable, construct a situation where
market prices would have a predictable relation to the monetary
supply. Historians are by definition concerned with complex and
changing ensembles and even their most specific and narrowly defined
questions make sense only within this context. Unlike, say, the
forecasters of large travel agencies, historians are interested in future
trends in holiday-making not because they are our primary concern -
though we may do specialist research in the field — but in relation to
the rest of changing British society and culture in a changing world.
In this respect history resembles disciplines like ecology, though it is
wider and more complex. While we can and must single out particular
strands from the seamless web of interactions, if we were not interested
primarily in the web itself we should not be doing ecology or history.
Historical forecasting is therefore, in principle, designed to provide
the general structure and texture which, at least potentially, includes
the means of answering all the specific forecasting questions which
people with special interests may wish to make — of course insofar as
they are answerable at all.

In the second place, as theorists historians are not concerned with
forecasting as confirmation. Many of their predictions could not in
any case be tested within the lifetime of this or the next generations,
any more than the predictions of historical disciplines in the natural
sciences can be — for example, those of climatologists about future
ice ages. We may trust the climatologists more than the historians,
but we still cannot verify them. To say that analyses of the tendencies
of social change must ‘be formulated as verifiable predictive prop-
ositions’ shows kindness to our children and grandchildren but
unkindness to poor old Vico, Marx, Max Weber and incidentally
Darwin, because it constricts the scope of social analysis and mis-
understands history, whose essence is to study complex trans-
formations over time. It is, one might say, a matter of convenience
that history concentrates on the data already available, and not on
those which the future has not yet made available. Prediction may
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or may not be desirable to test it, but it emerges automatically from
making statements about the continuum between past, present and
future, because this implies references to the future; even if many
historians may prefer to avoid actually extending their statements
forward. To adapt Auguste Comte’s phrase, savoir is not pour prévoir
but prévoir is part of savoir, foreseeing is part of knowing.

And historians are constantly foreseeing, if only retrospectively.
Their future happens to be the present or a more recent past compared
to a more remote past. The most conventional and ‘anti-scientific’
historians are perpetually analysing the consequences of situations
and events, or alternative counterfactual possibilities, the emergence
of one era out of its predecessor. Some who do so most assiduously,
like Lord Dacre (Hugh Trevor-Roper) in his Oxford valedictory, use it
to argue against predictability, but they use techniques of prediction
to do so. Now the methods elaborated to analyse historical causes,
consequences and alternatives with the benefit of the futurologists’
ultimate but inaccessible weapon, namely hindsight, are relevant to
forecasters, since they are in principle similar. Their value rests not
only on the enormous accumulation of actual historical experiences
of all kinds which may serve to guide the present; not only on the
record of past predictions which may be tested against actual out-
comes in order to determine why there were right or wrong; and not
only on the very considerable practical experience and judgment
which historians have acquired over the generations in pursuing
their activities. It rests chiefly on two things. First, historians’ forecasts,
retrospective though they be, are precisely about the complex and
all-embracing reality of human life, about the other things which are
never equal, and which are in fact not ‘other things’, but the system
of relationships from which statements about human life in society
can never be entirely abstracted. And second, any historica! discipline
worthy of the name attempts to discover precisely those patterns of
interaction in society, those mechanisms and tendencies of change
and transformation, and those directions of the transformation in
society, which alone provide an adequate framework for forecasting
that is more than what has been called ‘statistical projections based
on compilations of empirical data within categories of perhaps little
theoretical significance’. More even than the sort of imaginative
presentiment or Ahnung, to use Burckhardt's term, which is the
historian’s equivalent of flying by the seat of one’s pants. I do not
undervalue it: but it is not enough. And here, if you will excuse a
brief commercial, lies the unique value of Marx and those who.
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whether Marxists or not, adopt a similar approach to historical
development.

These predictions by means of history use two methods, generally
in combination: the prediction of tendencies by means of gen-
eralization, or modelling; and the prediction of actual events or
outcomes by means of a sort of path analysis. Predicting the continued
decline of the British economy is an example of the first, predicting
the future of Mrs Thatcher’s government is an example of the second.
Predicting something like the Russian or Iranian Revolutions (which
we happen to know in one case, but not yet in the other) combines
the two methods. Both are required, if only because actual events do
make a difference to at least some tendencies, as the division of
Germany in 1945 has to the analysis of social trends in what are
now two very different countries [as became evident after they were
reunited in 1990]. Now the present margin of uncertainty about
future events is so large — even when they can subsequently be
shown to have been far from uncertain, like a ‘fixed’ boxing-match —
that we can only narrow it to a set of alternative scenarios. We can
also neglect some unpredictables as trivial, but this usually implies a
judgment of significance in the light of our questions. Still, many
such unpredictables are accepted as insignificant today: we may not
know whether an American president will be assassinated, but
analysis and experience suggest that it is unlikely to make much
difference. Others are commonly accepted as trivial and may be left
to the sort of politician for whom a week is a long time in politics
and the sort of historian who thirsts to know exactly what Sir Stafford
Northcote wrote to R. A. Cross on 8 October 1875. Others plainly
can't. Nevertheless, we can do more than merely present the customer
with an array of equally probable scenarios, preferably broken down
into a series of binary choices, as in the Jewish jokes in which every
situation contains two possibilities. This is where the historian’s
exercises in retrospective prediction can provide guidance.

It may be useful at this point to look at a particular exercise in
retrospective forecasting in this light: the Russian Revolution, an
episode where hindsight may actually be checked against con-
temporary foresight. Since this inevitably involves some consideration
of might-have-beens, such retrospective prediction could be regarded
as a form of counterfactual history (that is history as it might have
happened but did not). So it is, but it ought nevertheless to be
distinguished from the commonest and most publicized form of
counterfactual speculation in this field, that of the ‘cliometricians’. It
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is not my object to deny the interest of such cost-benefit analyses of
the past — for that is what they amount to — or to discuss their
validity. I merely observe that in the form made fashionable in
quantitative economic history, they usually have nothing to do with
assessing historical probabilities. A slave economy may have been
economically viable, efficient and a good business proposition — I am
not entering that debate — but the question whether it was likely to
last is not affected by these propositions, only the arguments about
its capacity to last. In fact it disappeared everywhere in the nineteenth
century, and its decline and fall were confidently and correctly
forecast. Forecasting, retrospective or not, is about assessing prob-
abilities, or it is about nothing.

A Russian revolution was widely expected, irrespective of the
particular and unpredictable circumstances of its actual outbreak in
1905 and 1917. Why? Clearly because a structural analysis of
Russian society and its institutions led to the belief that Tsarism was
unlikely to overcome its internal weaknesses and contradictions. If
correct, such an analysis would in principle override minor might-
have-beens — as indeed it did. Even if we grant that in theory good
policy and able rulers might have done the trick, they could only do
so, as it were, by pushing Sisyphus’ stone all the way uphill in order
to make it roll down in the right direction. In fact, Tsarism had
effective policies and good statesmen from time to time and an
astonishing record of economic growth, which has misled some
liberals into the belief that all might have come right but for accidents
such as the war and Lenin. [t was not enough. The odds were against
Tsarism, even if Lenin as a politician was wise to leave open the
possibility that, for example, Stolypin’s agrarian policy might have
proven successful.

Why did a number of people, against most Western aspirations
and expectations (including those of Russian Marxists, Lenin among
them) come to doubt that a Russian revolution would result in a
bourgeois-democratic government of the Western type? Because it
soon became clear that the liberals or any other middle-class groups
were too weak to achieve this solution. Indeed the weakness of the
Russian middle class was revealed between 1905 and 1917 at a time
when the Russian bourgeoisie were growing much stronger and more
self-confident than they had been before 1900. Too confident in
1917, it has been argued by at least one good historian, who believes
that the radicalization of the urban workers in 1917 was precipitated
by an attempt to reimpose control in the factories which it was no
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longer able to do. Today such forward prediction would be easier, if
only because we have learned since 1914 how historically specific
the conditions for stable liberal-democratic regimes are, how con-
ditional the commitment of bourgeoisie and middle strata to such
regimes, and how precarious they may be. In the light of these lessons
of history — not by an means unpredictable if we remember Burckhardt
and other conservative forecasters — we might have considered the
possibility of a non-democratic but capitalist alternative to Bolshevism:
perhaps a military—bureaucratic regime. But given the collapse of the
armed forces in 1917 we can see that this was not at all probable.
On the other hand, the actual outcome in October 1917 certainly
seemed among the least likely options in 1905 and hardly more likely
in February 1917: a Russia committed to install socialism under
Bolshevik leadership. Even Marxists unanimously held that the con-
ditions for proletarian revolution in Russia alone were simply not
present. Kautsky and the Mensheviks argued, logically enough, that
the attempt was bound to fail. In any case the Bolsheviks were a
minority. So improbable was this outcome that it is still fashionable
to ascribe the October Revolution entirely to Lenin’s decision to make
a sort of putsch in the brief period when it had a chance of success.
There were of course structural reasons why such an outcome was
not as totally implausible as it seemed. We know that Marxist
governments have come to power by revolution precisely in the
sort of countries Marxists didn’t expect them to. (We also know,
incidentally, that such revolutions can have quite different outcomes.)
Lenin himself had already in 1908 drawn attention to this kind of
‘inflammable material in world politics’ and anticipated what was
later to be called the ‘weakest link’ theory of revolutionary prospects.
However, there was no way of predicting, as distinct from hoping
for, a Bolshevik victory, and still less lasting success. Nevertheless,
predictive analysis was far from impossible. It was indeed the basis
of Lenin’s policy. It is utterly absurd to see Lenin as a voluntarist.
Action was a function of what was possible, and nobody mapped the
changing territory on the march more carefully than he did nor with
a more ruthless sense of what was impossible. Indeed the Soviet
regime survived — and in doing so turned itself into something far
from his original expectations — just because, time and again, he
recognized what had to be done, like it or not. Even had he wanted
to be a voluntarist like Mao, he was in no position to be one in 1917,
since he could not make anything whatever happen by taking
decisions: he did not automatically control even his party and that
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party did not control much. It is only after revolutionaries have
become governments that they can make people do things — within
limits which even strong governments do not always recognize.

We need not follow Lenin’'s analysis, since he was interested in
only one outcome, but we can make a parallel analysis. To put it
briefly, the basic question in 1917 was not who would take over in
Russia, but whether anyone would establish an effective regime. The
reasons why the provisional government couldn’t succeed, failing
immediate peace — which raised problems in any case — are clear.
The Bolsheviks won: (a) because unlike almost everybody else on the
left they were ready to take over; (b) because they were consistently
more ready to recognize and take account of what was happening at
the grassroots; (c) because — largely for this reason — they gained
control of the situation in Petrograd and Moscow; and, only lastly,
(d) because at the crucial moment they were ready to seize power.
The only alternative to Bolshevism in October was de facto anarchy.
Various possible scenarios might be constructed for that situation,
the most plausible of which would be a more extreme version of
what in fact happened — namely the eventual secession of the
marginal regions of the empire, civil war and the establishment of
various regional and uncoordinated counter-revolutionary warlord
regimes, one of which might eventually have gained control of the
capital and attempted the long task of establishing itself as a central
government. In short, the choice was between a Bolshevik govern-
ment and no government.

It is at this point that the fog which conceals the landscape of the
future cannot be more than thinned. As Lenin himself saw clearly,
the survival of the regime was much more uncertain than its initial
establishment. It no longer depended on a form of political ‘surfing’ —
finding the big wave and riding it — but on a conjuncture of domestic
and international variables which could not be foreseen. Moreover,
insofar as future developments now depended on policy — that is on
conscious, possibly erroneous and certainly variable decisions — the
course of the future itself was skewed by their intervention. Thus the
Bolshevik decision to set up a new International, but refuse entry to
all but those conforming to Bolshevik criteria, might have appeared
sensible when other European revolutions seemed imminent or poss-
ible in 1919-20; but the split between social democrats and com-
munists and their mutual hostility has remained, creating unforeseen
problems for both ever since, in varying and quite different cir-
cumstances. Here the difference between foresight and hindsight
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becomes crucial. At all events prediction is interrupted by passages
of darkness which can only be lit up retrospectively, when we know
what ‘had to happen' simply because nothing else actually happened.
To the extent that the survival of the Bolshevik Revolution depended
upon international circumstances, one might have put one's money
on it from late 1918, although for some months after October 1917
its future was not effectively predictable. On the other hand, given
its survival and permanence, prediction came into its own again.
Unfortunately I can think of no realistic forecast which ought to have
envisaged the long-term future of the USSR as very different from
what it has actually become. It is possible to envisage alternative
scenarios which would have been very much less cruel and intel-
lectually disastrous, but none which would not have disappointed
many of the high hopes of 1917.

The purpose of my brief exercise (to which Chapter 19 returns) is
not to show that the course of history was inevitable, but to consider
the scope and limits of prediction. Such an exercise allows us to
identify long-odds outcomes such as that Tsarism could have saved
itself, and odds-on outcomes such as a Russian revolution, a non-
liberal post-revolutionary regime and, in broad outline, much of
subsequent Soviet development. It allows us to disentangle Lenin’s
personal contribution from much of the obfuscation which surrounds
it. It allows us to identify yes—no situations such as the choice between
Bolshevism and no government, and situations with a wide range of
options. It explains the reasons for Lenin’s confidence about seizing
power in October and his uncertainty about maintaining it. It allows
us to specify the conditions of survival and their calculability or
incalculability. It also allows us to distinguish between the relative
analytical predictability of processes which nobody controls — such
as most of Russian history in 1917 — and those where the exercise
of effective command and planning confuse the issue. I do not share
the naive belief of an American sociologist that, because ‘social
change [is] increasingly both organized and institutionalized ... the
future is partly predictable because it will resemble in part what it is
now intended to be’. In fact, the tendencies of Soviet development
were and are predictable only to the degree that Soviet policy (given
its aims) recognized what had to be done. Alas, what makes human
planning, however powerful, so frustrating for prophets as well as
politicians, is the contrast between its limited capacity and the limited
consequences of ‘getting it right’, and the potentially enormous
consequences of getting it wrong. As Napoleon knew well, one battle

48

R R R R R R RO RO RRE S REm



LOOKING FORWARD: HISTORY AND THE FUTURE

lost can sometimes change the situation more than ten battles won.
And finally, such an exercise enables us to assess the numerous
forecasters in this much predicted field. It is a curious reflection on
the vast literature that, so far as I know, it has never been surveyed
systematically in order to assess historic predictability, even though
it was and is full of past and present forecasts.

Predicting social trends is in one respect easier than predicting
events, since it rests precisely on the discovery which is the basis of
all social sciences: that it is possible to generalize about populations
and over periods of time without bothering about the shifting tangle
of decisions, events, accidents and possibilities — on the ability to say
something about the wood without knowing each tree. So far as
trends are concerned, this requires a certain minimal span of time.
To this extent it can be called long-run as distinct from short-term
prediction, though the particular ‘long run’ may be comparatively
short even by the time-span of human long-term predictions which
is limited to a century or so at most. At least I can think of no
prediction which is not millennial — in both senses of the word —
beyond this. But one familiar drawback of such long-term predictions
is that it is almost impossible to assign a proper time-scale to them.
We may know what is likely to happen, but not when. That the USA
and the USSR would become the giants among the world’s powers
was correctly predicted by the 1840s, on the grounds of their size
and resources, but only a fool would have committed himself to an
exact date of, say, 1900.

Some such predictions happen more slowly than most observers
expected. For instance the failure of the peasantry to disappear in
developed countries could be used as an argument against the mid-
nineteenth-century prediction that it would. On the other hand, some
happen faster than expected. That the division of a vast sector of the
world into colonies administered by a handful of states would not
last, could be and was predicted. Yet it is doubtful whether many
people in the days of Joe Chamberlain could have expected almost
the entire rise and disappearance of this variant of imperialism to
take place within the lifetime of a single man — I am thinking of
Winston Churchill, who lived from 1874 to 1965. Some are both
faster and slower than is predictable. The speed with which the
peasantry began to disappear after its lengthy and successful survival
is astonishing. In Colombia, where in 1960 the rural population was
estimated at some 67 per cent of the total, it had halved or more
than halved by the late 1970s. Such predictions are significant even
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if we don't know when they will come true. If we believe that the
chances of the Jews establishing themselves permanently by conquest
in a Middle Eastern enclave are not much greater in the long run
than the chances of the Crusaders were, then this has obvious policy
implications for those who care about their survival, whether we can
set dates or not. However, the point I wish to make is simply that
the question ‘what will happen’ is methodologically quite different
from the question ‘when it will happen’.

The only chronological predictions I know which command some
confidence are those based on some regular periodicity behind which
we suspect an explicable mechanism, even when we don't understand
it. Economists are the greatest searchers for such periodicities,
although demography also implies some (if only through the suc-
cession and maturation of generations and age-cohorts). Other social
sciences have also claimed to have discovered periodicities, but few
of them are of much help except in very specialized forecasting. For
example, if the anthropologist Kroeber is correct, the dimensions of
women's dresses ‘alternate with fair regularity between maxima and
minima which in most cases average about fifty years apart’. (I
express no opinion about this claim, whatever its salience to the rag
trade.) However, as already noted (pp. 27-8 above), at least one
species of periodicity has shown a wider, if largely enigmatic relevance,
even though I know of no explanation of these so-called ‘Kondratiev
long waves’ which is widely accepted, and even though their existence
has been doubted by sceptics. But they do enable us to make
predictions not only about the economy, but also, in a more general
form, about the social, political and cultural scenes which accompany
the alternating cycles. The periodization of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century history which historians of Europe find most useful does,
in fact, coincide largely with Kondratiev waves. Unfortunately for
forecasters, such predictive aids are rare.

Leaving chronology aside, the historian is in fact recognized as
essential even to the most common and powerful form of prediction
in the social sciences, which is based on theoretical propositions or
models (basically of the mathematical type) applied to any kind of
reality. This is both invaluable and inadequate. Invaluable because,
if we establish a logically compelling relationship between variables,
argument must cease. If mankind uses up limited resources at a faster
rate than they can be replaced or substituted by alternatives, then
sooner or later they will run out, and the only question, as with oil
reserves, is when. No prediction beyond the purely empirical is
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possible without constructions based on such propositions. But they
are inadequate because by themselves they are too general to throw
much light on concrete situations, and any attempt to use them
directly for forecasting is therefore doomed. That is why David Glass
pointed out that demography, which is, I suppose with economics
and linguistics, the most developed of the social sciences by the
fashionable criterion of similarity to physics, has had a terrible
predictive record. Thus the basic Malthusian proposition that popu-
lation cannot permanently rise beyond the limits imposed by the
availability of the means of subsistence is both undeniable and
valuable. However, by itself it can tell us nothing about the past,
present and future relationship between population growth and the
means of subsistence. It cannot predict or retrospectively explain a
crisis describable in malthusian terms such as the Irish famine. If we
want to explain why Ireland had such a crisis in the 1840s and
Lancashire didn’t, we cannot do so with the Malthusian model, but
must do so in terms of factors analysable without reference to it.
Conversely, if we forecast a famine in Somalia, it is not on the
tautological ground that people starve if there is not enough food for
them. In short, demographic theory can make conditional predictions
which are not forecasts, and forecasts which are not based on its
models. On what are they based?

In so far as Malthus himself forecast tendencies — wrongly — he
relied on certain historical data, on population growth and on
assigning would-be empirical magnitudes, which have proved arbi-
trary, to future increases in food productivity, which have proved
unrealistic. The demographic or economic forecaster must not only
translate his variables into real quantities, which is problematical
enough: he must also constantly go outside his own theoretical
analysis and his own specialist domain into the broad territory of
total history, past or present. Why did Western fertility cease to fall
after the 1930s, thus forcing the revision of all projections of future
population? It is the historian’s business to answer such questions,
and in doing so to throw light on possible future changes. Why do
some now believe that the rate of demographic growth in third-world
countries may slow down with industrialization and urbanization?
Not only because there is some evidence that it has done so (that is
historical data), but because of a supposed analogy with the demo-
graphic history of developed countries (that is a historical
generalization). Fortunately demographers are aware of all this; more
so than economists, if one compares the flourishing discipline of
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historical demography with the retrospective econometrics which
passes for history among them. David Glass, I need not remind you,
held a post for much of his life as a sociologist and not demographer,
and, apart from his wide interests in other fields, was a strikingly
erudite and acute historian. He was a great demographer because he
knew that ‘the competence of demographers is relevant to only part
of the field. The main burden of work will have to fall upon historians
and sociologists.’

[ am bound to say, however, that historians, like social scientists,
are fairly helpless when confronted with the future, not only because
we all are, but because they have no clear idea of what exactly the
ensemble or system they are investigating is, and — in spite of Marx's
superb pioneering — exactly how its various elements interact. What
exactly is ‘society’ (singular or plural) which is our concern? Ecologists
may claim to delimit their eco-systems, but few students of human
society, except some anthropologists dealing with small, isolated and
‘primitive’ communities, claim they can do the same; especially not
in the modern world. We grope our way. The most historians can
claim is that, unlike most social sciences, we cannot sidestep the
problems of our ignorance. Unlike them, we are not tempted into
striving fer fake precision in imitation of the more prestigious natural
sciences; and that, after all, we and the anthropologists have an
unparalleled knowledge of the varieties of human social experience.
And perhaps also that we alone in the field of human studies must
think in terms of historical change, interaction and transformation.
History alone provides orientation and anyone who faces the future
without it is not only blind but dangerous, especially in the era of
high technology.

Let me give you an extreme example. In June 1980, you may
recall, the American observational system reported that Russian
missiles were on their way and for several minutes the US nuclear
arsenal automatically moved towards action, until it all turned out
to be a computer error. If the porter were to come into this theatre
now to inform us that nuclear war had broken out, it would not take
three minutes for even pessimistic human beings to conclude that he
must be wrong, and for essentially historical reasons. It is most
unlikely that a world war would break out without some preliminary
crisis, however short, or some other premonitory signs, and our
experience of the past months, weeks or even days has simply not
shown any of this evidence. If we were in the middle of something
like the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, of course, we might be less
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confident. In short, we have a rational model in our minds on how
world wars break out or are likely to, based on a combination of
analysis and information about the past. On this basis we assess
probabilities while not necessarily excluding possibilities unless they
are so remote as not to be worth taking into account. I don’t suppose
that Canada today spends much time planning against a war with
the United States, or, in spite of appearances, Britain against a French
invasion. Failing such assessments, however, we are tempted to
assume that anything can happen at any time — an assumption which
also underlies horror movies and the expectations of uro fans. Or, if
we wish to confine ourselves to cases where practical precautions
can be taken, we follow the equally irrational procedure of formulating
a ‘worst case’ and preparing for that, especially when we shall be
blamed as functionaries if things go wrong. It is equally irrational
because the worst case is not more likely than the best case, and
there is a substantial difference between taking precautions against
the worst cases and taking steps to meet that case: for example, in
1940 when the British governinent wanted to put all German and
Austrian refugees behind barbed wire.

The psychological equivalent of ‘worst case’ thinking is paranoia
or hysteria. Indeed it is at times of tension and fear such as those
that we live in [this was written at the height of the second Cold
War], that hysteria and a-historicity combine. The worst is expected,
not only among those professionally committed to envisaging it — like
military men, secret services and the thriller-writers they so often
imitate — but also among quite sensible people who develop geo-
political fits at the thought of Afghanistan or some Cuban (as distinct
from French) troops in some parts of Africa. And, more seriously, our
failure to understand the world becomes mechanized, and we set up
automated systems geared to the worst case, which are set in motion
by signs which mistakenly read ‘attack’. Short of the intervention of
practical historians, only equally automatic technical cross-checks
showing that the signs have been mechanically misread can stop the
process of destruction. These false alarms are, in a sense, the hair-
raising reductio ad absurdum of facing the future a-historically. I don’t
actually expect that, if or when war breaks out, it will be triggered
off by a blind technical malfunction. But the fact that it could, and
just possibly might, does illustrate the indispensable role of historical
rationality in assessing the future and the human action required to
meet it.

How should I conclude? Historians are not prophets in the sense
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that they can or should try to write the headlines of next year's or
next century's ssc World Service news bulletins. Neither are we or
ought we to be in the eschatological department of the prophecy
business. I know that some thinkers, including historians, have seen
the process of history as the unfolding of human destiny to some
happy or unhappy end in the future. This kind of belief is morally
preferable to the view, so common in American social sciences of the
confident 1950s, that human destiny has already found its resting-
place in some current society right now, with Omaha as its new
Jerusalem. It is certainly not so easily falsifiable; but it is unhelpful.
True, man is, in the words of the philosopher Ernst Bloch, a hoping
animal. We dream forward. There is plenty of reason to. Historians,
like other human beings, are entitled to have their idea of a desirable
future for mankind, to fight for it and to be cheered up if they discover
that history seems to be going their way, as it sometimes does. In
any case it is not a good sign of the way the world is going when
men lose confidence in the future, and Gotterdammerung scenarios
replace utopias. However, the historian’s job of finding out where we
have come from and whither we are going ought not to be affected
as a job by whether we like the prospective results.

Let me put it in paradoxical form. It is equally unhelpful to dismiss
Marx because we dislike his demonstration that capitalism and
bourgeois society are temporary historical phenomena, and to
embrace him simply because we are for socialism, which he thought
would succeed them. I believe Marx discerned some basic tendencies
with profound insight; but we do not know actually what they will
bring. Like so much of the future predicted in the past, when it comes
it may be unrecognizable, not because the predictions were wrong
but because we were wrong to put a particular face and costume to
the interesting stranger whose arrival we were told to expect. I don't
say we should go as far as Schumpeter, who was both a conservative
and a great respecter of Marx’s extraordinary analytical vision, and
claim that ‘to say that Marx ... admits of interpretation in a
conservative sense is only saying that he can be taken seriously’. But
we should remember that hope and prediction, though inseparable,
are not the same.

This still leaves plenty that historians can contribute to our explo-
ration of the future: to discovering what human beings can and
cannot do about it; to establish the settings and consequently the
limits, potentialities and consequences of human action; to distinguish
between the foreseeable and the unforeseeable and between different
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kinds of foresight. For one thing, they can help to bring into disrepute
those absurd and dangerous exercises in constructing mechanical
automata for prediction, popular among some seekers after scientific
status: people who — I am again quoting a real sociologist — think
the way to predict revolutions is to quantify the question ‘how
extensive and rapid must early modernization be in order for it to
produce social revolution’ by means of ‘the collection of comparative
data, both cross-sectional and temporal’. It is not Marxists who do
this. They can and ought to bring into disrepute the even more
dangerous exercises in futurology which think out the unthinkable
as an alternative to thinking out the thinkable. They can keep the
statistical extrapolators in check. They can actually say something
about what is likely to happen and even more about what isn’t. They
won't be listened to much — that is of the essence of history. But just
possibly they might be listened to a bit more if they actually spent
more time in assessing and improving their capacity to say something
about the future, and in advertising it a bit better. In spite of
everything, they have something to advertise.
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CHAPTER 5
Has History Made Progress?

How has history-writing — at least in my fields of interest — developed? What
are its relations with the social sciences? These are the questions discussed
in the following group of chapters.

‘Has History Made Progress?’ (previously unpublished) was given as a
somewhat belated Inaugural Lecture at Birkbeck College in 1979.

Has history made progress? The question is natural enough for
someone approaching retirement who looks back on some forty years
of studying history as undergraduate, research student and, since
1947, teacher at Birkbeck College. It is almost another way of asking:
what have I been doing with my professional life? Almost, but not
quite. For the question assumes that the term ‘progress’ has some
application to a subject such as history. Has it?

There are academic disciplines to which it obviously applies, and
others to which one would say — or at least I would say — that it
does not. In a way the distinction today is visible in our libraries.
The natural sciences, in which progress is not seriously to be doubted
by any rational observer, can hardly any longer use books, except
for the purpose of relatively elementary teaching and the occasional
short-lived synthesis of their field, because their rate of obsolescence
is proportionate to their rate of progress, which in my — in our -
lifetime has been prodigious. There are no classics to be read, except
by those with a sense of pietas towards their great predecessors or an
interest in the history of the sciences. What survives of Newton or
Clerk Maxwell or Mendel has been absorbed into the wider and
demonstrably less inadequate understanding of the physical universe;
and, conversely, the average mediocre graduate student of physics
today has a better understanding of this universe than Newton had.
Historians and other anaiysts of the process and development of the
natural sciences know that their progress is far from linear, but its
existence cannot be doubted.
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On the other hand if we consider literary criticism, which is the
only form of the study of the creative arts habitually practised in
universities, progress is neither demonstrable nor plausible, except in
the relatively trivial forms of erudition and technical sophistication.
Twentieth-century literature is not better than seventeenth-century
literature, nor is the criticism of Dr Johnson worse than that of Dr
Leavis, or for that matter Roland Barthes, only different. No doubt
the great bulk of academic or other critical writings drop out of sight,
except that of PhD students, but if they survive it is not because they
are more recent and have therefore replaced their predecessors, but
because they are by authors who - for reasons difficult to define -
are considered to demonstrate particular perspicacity and under-
standing. Of course there is a part of literary studies which is simply
a specialized form of history, whether of literature or of literary
criticism, and my observation applies to this as little as to other
similar subjects taught not as criticism but as history, that is the
history of art. English departments read books, and perhaps for this
reason also generate books.

There are other disciplines to which the concept of ‘progress’ seems
equally difficult to apply at least globally: for instance, philosophy or
law. Plato was not rendered obsolete by Descartes, Descartes by Kant,
Kant by Hegel; nor can we detect a process of accumulating wisdom
which assimilates and absorbs in later work what turns out to be
permanently true in the earlier. Indeed very often we observe merely
the continuation or revival of old, often indeed of ancient, debates in
contemporary terms, rather like those productions in the mode of the
1920s or the 1970s of Shakespearean dramas with which theatrical
producers make their reputations. This is no more a criticism of such
disciplines than it would be to observe that, while modern competitive
athletics shows progress, in that people today run faster and jump
greater distances than fifty years ago and will presumably continue
to improve their records, no similar tendency can be observed in the
ever changing but essentially unchanged duels of the chess-players.

Now history has plainly something in common with this second
kind of discipline, if only because historians not only write but above
all read books, including quite old ones. On the other hand, historians
do become obsolete, though probably at a rather slower rate than
scientists. We don’t read Gibbon as we still read Kant or Rousseau,
for their relevance to our own problems. We read him, though
certainly with enormous admiration for his scholarship, not to learn
about the Roman Empire but for his literary merits; that is to say
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most practising historians don't read him at all, except in their leisure
hours. If we read the works of older historians at all, it is either
because they have provided us with some permanent corpus of
historical raw material, such as an unsuperseded edition of medieval
chronicles. or because they happen to have been interested in a topic
which has not attracted subsequent work, but which, for one reason
or another, we happen to have become interested in again: in other
words, because on this topic they are not old historians. This is the
economic basis of the historical reprint industry. But, of course, the
very fact that a book may thus surface again more than a century
after its original publication raises, at least by implication, precisely
the question I am asking myself this afternoon: can we speak of
‘progress’ in history, and if so what is its character?

It is obviously not progress in the sense that historians have become
more learned, or more intelligent. They have certainly not become
more erudite; though they have access to more knowledge. I am not
sure whether they have become more intelligent, though there is a
case to be made here. History has not, over the past century or two,
been a discipline which required great intellectual powers. I have at
one stage of my career had close contact with a discipline which does
call for considerable brain-power, or at least nimbleness, namely
economics at Cambridge, UK and USA, and I have never forgotten
this salutary but depressing experience of trying to keep up with a
much cleverer body of people. I don't say that historians fifty years
ago did not include people of equal intelligence, although it was and
still is to some extent possible for a person to make a fine contribution
and - not quite the same — a great reputation in history armed with
little more than a capacity for very hard work and some detective-
like ingenuity. It may even be argued that the very hostility to theory
and generalization which characterized so much orthodox academic
history in the long period when it was dominated by the tradition of
the great Ranke encouraged the intellectually unadventurous, who
were also often the intellectually undemanding. On the other hand
there have been countries and periods in which history attracted
the very opposite type of minds, for instance in France since the
1930s, where one particular approach to history — that generally
identified with the sc-called Annales school — actually became for
some decades the central discipline in the country's social sciences.
In any case, there has been no shortage of historians who were
also pretty bright. What could perhaps be claimed is that today,
for certain types of history — for instance, those which require the
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use of concepts and models from some other disciplines in the
social sciences, or of philosophy — a degree of braininess is required
comparable to that needed in those disciplines. Some history at
least is no longer an intellectual soft option. But that is a
comparatively trivial point.

In what significant way can one say that history has progressed?
There is no obvious answer to this question, insofar as there is no
agreement among historians about what they are trying to do, or for
that matter about what their subject-matter is. To take one example,
everything that happened in the past is history; everything that
happens now is history. While I have been pursuing my profession
it has lengthened by some forty years, incidentally turning both me
and my contemporaries — and all of you — into the subject-matter of
history as well as its students or observers. All historical study
therefore implies making a selection, a tiny selection, of some things
out of the infinity of human activities in the past, and of what affected
those activities. But there is no generally accepted criterion for making
such a selection, and to the extent that there is one at any given
time, it is likely to change. When historians thought history was
largely determined by great men, their selection was obviously differ-
ent from what it is when they don’t. This is what provides so strong
and effective a set of fortifications behind which the historical die-
hards (and those who reject history) can make their stand, and a
guarantee that it will never be quite their last stand.

Anyone who investigates the past according to recognized criteria
of scholarship is a historian, and that is about all that the members
of my profession will agree about. How can I deny the right to that
title of even the most mindless antiquarian chronicler of trivia? They
may seem trivia now, but not tomorrow. After all, a great deal of
historical demography, a subject which has been transformed in the
last twenty years, rests on material originally collected by genealogists,
either for reasons of snobbery or, as in the case of the Mormons in
Salt Lake City, for theological purposes, which non-Mormons do not
share. Historians are therefore constantly haunted by introspection
or pursued by philosophical and methodological challengers of one
kind or another.

One way to avoid such debates is to see what actually has been
happening in historical research over the past few generations and
to ask whether this indicates a systematic tendency of development
in the subject. This does not prove ‘progress’, but it may well show
that there is more to this discipline than a sort of academic canoe
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bobbing up and down on the waves of personal taste, of current
politics and ideology, or even merely of fashion.

Let us turn back to the middle 1890s, which form so important a
turning-point in the history of the modern natural sciences. History
as a respectable academic subject had been firmly established. The
archives were ordered. the standard journals which still exist had
been founded fairly recently — the English Historical Review. the Revue
Historique. the Historische Zeitschrift. the American Historical Review
are all. broadly speaking, children of the last third of the nineteenth
century — and the nature of the discipline seemed clear. The great
historians were formidable figures in public life — in Britain they
included both bishops and peers. Its principles and methods were
expounded by the French, and Lord Acton even thought the time
had come for a definitive Cambridge Modern History which would
both ratify the progress of the subject and, presumably, make the
question of its further progress otiose. Less than fifty years later even
the University of Cambridge, the home of lost causes in, at all events,
modern history, felt it was so obsolete that it had to be completely
replaced. Yet even at this moment of triumph there were sceptics.

The challenge essentially concerned the nature of the subject-
matter of history — which at that stage was overwhelmingly narrative
and descriptive, political and institutional, or what was later to be
lampooned in the English satire 1066 and All That: the challenge also
concerned the possibility of historical generalization. Essentially it
came from the social sciences and from outsiders who believed that
history should be a special form of social science. The bulk of
established historians rejected this challenge totally. The matter was
argued out with surprising bitterness in the mid-1890s in Germany
in connection with the challenge of one historical heretic who now
seems to us not very heterodox. Karl Lamprecht. History, said the
orthodox, was essentially descriptive. People, events, situations were
so different that no generalizations about society were possible. There
could therefore be no ‘historical laws'.

Now in fact two interrelated matters were at issue here. The first
was the actual selection from the past which made up the essential
subject-matter of orthodox history. It dealt primarily with politics,
and in the modern period with the politics, and especially the foreign
policies, of nation-states. It concentrated on great men. While it
recognized that other aspects of the past might be investigated, it
tended to leave these to sub-disciplines such as the history of culture
or economic history whose relations to history proper were left
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obscure, except insofar as they formed the subject-matter of policy
decisions. In short, its selection was both narrow and, as was even
then evident, politically rather biased. But, secondly, it rejected any
attempt to bring the various aspects of the past into a systematic
structural or causal relation to one another, especially any attempt
to derive politics from economic and social factors, and above all any
models of the evolutionary development of human societies (though
its own practice implied such a model), any model of stages of
historical development. Such things, as Georg von Below said, might
be popular among natural scientists, philosophers, economists, jurists
or even some theologians — but they had no place in history.

This view was in fact a mid- and late-nineteenth century reaction
against the earlier developments of history, notably in the eighteenth
century. However, that is not my concern here. And in any case the
eighteenth-century historians and historically mined economists and
sociologists, whether in Scotland or Gottingen, were technically as
yet unable to solve their problem of a genuinely comprehensive
history which should establish the general regularities of social
organization and social change, bring them into relation with the
institutions and events of politics, and also take account of the
uniqueness of events and the peculiarities of conscious human
decision. My point is that the extreme position which represented the
Rankean orthodoxy dominant in Western universities was challenged
not merely on ideological grounds, but because of its narrowness and
inadequacy; and that it was fighting a rearguard action, though an
entrenched one.

I stress the first point, because orthodoxy itself preferred to regard
the challenge as an ideological, and more specifically a socialist or
even a Marxist one. Not for nothing did the polemicists of the
Historische Zeitschrift in the mid-1890s insist that what they were
against was the ‘collectivist’ as against the ‘individualist’ conception
of history, and against a ‘materialist conception of history’; and
everybody knew what that meant. But it wasn’t ideological. Even if
we leave aside all those sciences and disciplines which, unlike the
historians, refused to see history — at least from their perspective — as
just one damned thing after another undertaken preferably by kings
and great men, the revolt against orthodoxy was not confined to any
single ideology. It included followers of both Marx and Comte as well
as people like Lamprecht, who were politically and ideologically far
from rebellion. It included the followers of Max Weber and Durkheim.
In France, for instance, the rebellion against historical orthodoxy —
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the so-called ‘history of events’ — owes very little indeed to Marxism,
for historical reasons which don't concern us here. And orthodoxy
was already in retreat well before 1914, even though effectively
protected by its institutional strongholds. The eleventh edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica (1910) already observed that, from the mid-
nineteenth century, there had been a growing attempt systematically
to substitute a materialist for an idealist framework of historical
analysis, and that this had led to the rise of ‘economic or sociological
history’.

If I say that this tendency, which has continued to progress
inexorably, was general, it is not because I wish to minimize the
specific influence of Marx and Marxism on it and in it. [ am the last
person who would want to do so, and in any case even at the end
of the nineteenth century few serious observers would have wished
to do so. What I am trying to do is rather to show that historiography
has been moving in one particular direction over a period of several
generations, irrespective of the ideologies of its practitioners, and —
what is more significant - against the enormously powerful and
institutionally entrenched resistance of the historical profession.
Before 1914, the pressure came largely from those outside history:
from economists (who in some countries had a strong historical bias);
from sociologists; in one case — France — from geographers; even from
lawyers. If we think, for instance, of the crucial and much discussed
question of the relations between society and religion, or more
specifically between Protestantism and the rise of capitalism, the
original classic texts, leaving aside the observations of Marx which
formed the starting-point of this discussion, are those of Max Weber,
a sociologist, and Troeltsch, a theologian. Later orthodoxy was
undermined from within. In France the famous Annales — originally
and characteristically called Annales d’Histoire Economique et Sociale,
attacked the fortress of Paris from the provincial base of Strasbourg; in
Britain the journal Past and Present, which established an international
position with surprising rapidity in the 1950s, was started by a
handful of Marxist outsiders. though it very soon broadened its base.
In West Germany, the first and perhaps the last bastion of tradition,
it was challenged in the 1960s by radical opponents of German
nationalism and by people who deliberately sought their inspiration
in the one or two historians of the Weimar period who could be
regarded as democrats and republicans; and the main emphasis of
this group is once again on explaining politics in terms of social and
economic developments.
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The trend, then, is not in doubt. You have merely to compare a
standard British inter-war textbook of European history like Grant
and Temperley’'s Europe in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries with
a standard contemporary work like John Roberts’ Europe 1880-1945
to see the extraordinary transformation in this type of literature since
I was a student: and I am deliberately picking a modern author who
would pride himself on being a sound middle-of-the-road man, or
even a shade on the conservative side. The old book begins with a
brief, sixteen-page chapter on Modern Europe which sketches the
state system and the balance of power and the main continental
states, adding a few remarks on the French philosophes — Voltaire,
Kousseau and so on — and Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. The new
book, first published forty years after the old, begins with what is
essentially a long chapter on the economic structure of Europe,
followed by a shorter chapter on ‘society: institutions and assump-
tions’, political patterns and religion: both these chapters — before we
even reach international relations — cover some sixty pages each.

Essentially what we have seen over the twentieth century is
precisely what the orthodox historians of the 1890s rejected com-
pletely: a rapprochement between history and the social sciences. Of
course history cannot be more than partly subsumed under the
heading of social or perhaps any science. Not that this should prevent
some historians from concentrating on problems which could be
and are also tackled by, say, historically minded demographers or
economists. Anyway, it doesn't. Of course the rapprochement is not
only from one side. If the historians have increasingly looked to
various social sciences for methods and explanatory models, social
sciences have increasingly tried to historicize themselves and in doing
so looked to historians. And the professors of the late nineteenth
century were quite right to reject the evoluticnary schemata and
explanatory models of contemporary social sciences as simple-minded
and unrealistic, and most of the ones on offer today can still be
legitimately rejected for that reason.

Yet the fact remains that history has moved away from description
and narrative to analysis and explanation; from concentrating on the
unique and individual to establishing regularities and to gen-
eralization. In a sense the traditional approach has been turned
upside down.

Does all this constitute progress? Yes, it does, in a modest sort of
way. [ don't believe that history can get anywhere as a serious
subject while it cuts itself off on various pretexts from the other
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disciplines which investigate the transformations of life on earth, or
the evolution of our ancestors up to that arbitrary point when they
began to leave behind certain sorts of records. or for that matter the
structure and function of eco-systems and groups of social animals,
of whom Homo sapiens is a special case. We are all agreed that this
does not, cannot and ought not to exhaust the scope of history, but
insofar as the tendency of historical work over the past generations
has brought these other disciplines into closer relations with history,
it has rendered possible a better understanding of what has made
man what he is today than anything Ranke and Lord Acton did. For,
after all, that is what history in the broadest sense is about: how and
why Homo sapiens got from the palaeolithic to the nuclear era.

If we do not tackle the basic problem of the transformations of
humanity, or at least if we do not see that part of its activities that
is our specialist concern in the context of this transformation, which
is still in progress, then we as historians are engaged in trivialities or
intellectual or other parlour-games. Of course it is easy to find reasons
why history should cut itself off from the other disciplines investigating
man, or directly bearing on such investigation, but none of them is
a good reason. They all amount to leaving the central job of the
historian to non-historians (who know quite well that someone has
to tackle it), and then using their failure to do this job properly as a
further argument for keeping historians out of such bad company.

I have already said that this can’t exhaust the activities of his-
torians. It should also be obvious that history cannot be subsumed
under the heading of some other discipline projected back into the
past, such as a historical sociology or social biology. It is and must
be sui generis, and in this respect the historical reactionaries are
correct. This is partly for trivial reasons. Many historians and more
of their readers happen to take a vivid interest in the fortunes of
individual members of human populations which, say, an animal
ecologist would rarely think it worth writing learned papers about,
or they are interested in precisely those micro-events and micro-
situations which are smoothed out of sight by the search for regu-
larities. If they wanted to, biologists could treat the affairs of animals
the way historians do those of humans. The novel Watership Down
corresponds exactly to what an old-fashioned historian — indeed an
ancient one, like Xenophon in his Anabasis — would write about
rabbits. (I assume the author is zoologically sound.) But there are
less trivial reasons also. For, whether or not we think the pre-
occupation with the difference between Gladstone and Disraeli trivial,
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we can’t write about animals in this way except fictionally, without
making them in some way think, talk and act like what they are not,
human beings. And human beings, as the socio-biologists need
reminding, are different as well as similar to animals.

They make their own world and their own history. This evidently
does not mean that they are free to do so as they consciously
choose (whatever ‘conscious choice’ means), or that history can be
understood by investigating men’s intentions. It clearly can’t. But it
does mean that the transformations of human society are mediated
by a number of phenomena which are specifically human (let’s call
them ‘culture’ in the widest sense of the word) and they operate
through a number of institutions and practices which are at least in
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