Historically Speaking

January 2009

HISTORICALLY SPEAKING

Problems and Possibilities?
Theodore K. Rabb

Evangelicals, the End Times, and Islam
Thomas S. Kidd

Trying Leviathan: A Forum

The Great Whale Trial:
Science and Society in the Early Republic

D. Graham Burnett

“a principle of authority. . .

must always occur”
Thomas Bender

Whalesong and Chants Democratic
Joyce E. Chaplin

What Makes a Difference?
Science and Epistemic Authority

in the Early American Republic
Benjamin Cohen

Two Questions about Moby-Dick
Cyrus R.K. Patell

The Whale Trial on Trial: A Reply

D. Graham Burnett

Faith and the Modern Presidency:
An Interview with Randall Balmer
Conducted by Randall J. Stephens

C. Vann Woodward, Dissenter
Sheldon Hackney

Witch-hunting in the Western World:
An Interview with John Demos
Conducted by Donald A. Yerxa

Cabeza de Vaca and the Problem of

First Encounters
Andrés Reséndez

Descartes’ Bones:
An Interview with Russell Shorto
Conducted by Donald A. Yerxa

Displaced from Zion: Mormons and
Indians in the 19th Century

Jared Farmer

Letters

January 2009 Vol. X No. 1
CONTENTS

The Purpose of the Past: 2
Reflections on the Uses of History
Gordon S. Wood
Time and the Romans 7
Denis Feeney
Sage of the Small Screen: 9
HBO'’s John Adams
Brendan McConville
Teaching American 11
Abolitionism and Religion
Bertram Wyatt-Brown
Teaching World History: 13

16

19

20

22

23

25

26

29

31

35

36

39

40

43

JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY PRESS
PuUBLISHES HISTORICALLY SPEAKING

¢ are proud to announce that with this issue

Historically Speaking joins the distin-

guished family of journals published by The
Johns Hopfkins University Press. This and all subsequent
issues will be accessible on-line via [HUPYs Project Muse:
http:/ | muse.jhu.edu) .

Starting with 1 olume X, Historically Speaking will ap-
pear five times per year: January, April, June, September,
and Noveniber.

the Editors

THE PURPOSE OF THE PAST:
REFLECTIONS ON THE Uses oF HISTORY*
Gordon S. Wood

uring the past several decades we have expe-

rienced the culmination of whatbegan over

forty years ago—what one historian has
called “ahistoriographical revolution.” Since the 1960s
new people have entered the profession and new sub-
jects have been opened up for research. Instead of
writing about states-
men, generals, diplo-
mats, and elite
institutions, historians
began concentrating

By the late 1980s most histo-

beliefs and attitudes of the masses of ordinary men
and women who left no written record. Others used
social science to compile quantitative data on eco-
nomic development, population growth, and rates of
marriage and death. The profession turned out more
and more complex, technical, and specialized rendi-
tions of the past that
fewerand fewer people
were reading.

Several indices re-
vealed that the Ameri-

on ordinary folk and
marginal people: the
poor, the oppressed,
and the silent. By the

rians in the United States . . .
had begun concentrating al-
most exclusively on cultural

can  people  were
becoming less and less
interestedin the kind of
social history academ-

Cover image: Frederick Remington, Cabeza de 1Vaca in the

Desert. Yale Collection of Western Americana, Beinecke Rare

Book and Manuscript Library.

1970s this new social
history of hitherto for-
gotten people had
come to dominate aca-
demic history writing,
Although some histo-
rians continued to write political and institutional his-
tories, most began writing about everything else but
politics. In fact, there is scarcely an aspect of human
behavior that historians over the past generation have
not written about—from divorce to dying, from the
consumption of goods to child rearing. Historians
began delving into the most private, subjective, and
leastaccessibleaspects of the past,including marriage,
sexual relations, and child abuse. Social science, espe-
cially anthropology and ethnography, enabled some
historians to reconstruct from riots, rituals, and other
kinds of popular nonverbal behavior in the past the

“Introduction,” copyright © 2008 by Gordon S. Wood, from The Pur-
pose of the Past by Gordon S. Wood. Used by permission of The Pen-
guin Press, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc. and The Wylie
Agency, Inc.

history, focusing especially
on issues of race and gender.

ics were teaching and
writing. From 1970-71
to 1985-80, years when
there was a boom in
student enrollments,
the number of history
degrees granted by all American colleges and univer-
sities declined almost by two-thirds, from 44,663 to
16,413. A drop in membership of the American His-
torical Associationin the 1970s and 1980s was itself a
sign of this weakeninginterestin history. The evidence
compiled by Peter Novick in his That Noble Dreans, pub-
lished in 1988, reinforced the impression of a decline
in academic history writing. Novick argued that the
historical profession during the 1970s and 1980s
seemed to have lost a unified sense of purpose; with-
outaclearsenseanylongerof America’s rolein history,
the discipline seemed to be comingapart. “Inno other
field was there such a widespread sense of disarray;in
no other discipline did so manyleading figures express
dismay and discouragement at the current state of
their realm.” Many historians tended to see themselves
as simply congeries of specialists solving technical
problems and talking mostly to one another.



At the same time Novick was reaching his pes-
simistic conclusions, some historians began react-
ing against the disarray and calling for a return to
narrative, to the kind of storytelling that, presum-
ably, history was always noted for. Still others, how-
ever,wanted no partof areturntoatraditional grand
narrative, which they associated with the sort of his-
tory writing thathad kept women and minorities out
of the national story. They wanted instead to pro-
mote multicultural diversity, and discovered they
could best do so by transforming social history into
cultural history. Social history tended to be struc-
turally descriptive and notideally suited to the histo-
rians’ desire to see people in all their variety and
distinctiveness. By contrast, cultural history offered
a way of penetrating through the large-scale eco-
nomicand social structures of societyinto the many
differentidentities and cultures of peoplein the so-
ciety. Although the new cultural history tended toin-
crease the fragmentation and disarray, it soon came
to dominate the profession.

By the late 1980s most historians in the United
States had stopped compiling computer printouts
and invoking Pearson correlation coefficients and
had begun concentrating almost exclusively on cul-
tural history, focusing especially on issues of race
and gender. By now little else seems to matter. In
2006 the Organization of American Historians
sponsored the publication of The Best American His-
tory Essays 2006. This was a collection of the tenbest
articles in American history as selected by a group
of nine historians (of whom I was one) from over
300 learned and popular historical journals pub-
lished between the summers of 2004 and 2005.
Seven of the ten best articles that were chosen dealt
with issues of either race or gender; the only article
1 picked, one on Washington’s presidency, managed
to slip in. History departments appear to have
stopped hiringanyone but cultural historians, the as-
sumption being that cultural history is the only kind
of history worth doing,

This new cultural historyis undergirded by the-
ory, and theory has become increasingly important
to historians. Perhaps theoryhas always been partof
historical reconstruction; certainly many of the new
social historians have sought to apply theories from
sociology, economics, and psychology with varying
degrees of rigor. Marx and Freud, of course, had al-
ways been importantin this respect. But the shift to
cultural history seemed to require even more elabo-
rate theories; and following the lead of literary schol-
ars, historians in the 1980s began importing into
their cultural history new theories, especially those of
French intellectuals, such as Jacques Derrida and
Michel Foucault. Implicitin many of these theories,
which tended to emphasize the textual construction
of reality, was an epistemological skepticism that
worked to erode established and conventional ways
of doing things. Literary scholars first began using
these French theories to break down orthodox
canons of literature in order to bring in new writers,
new works, and new perspectives.

Butthe epistemological skepticism and blurring
of genres thatseem to have made sense for somelit-
erary scholars had devastating implications for his-

torians. If historians began doubting that there was
an objective past reality that they were trying to re-
coverand began thinking that what they did was sim-

January 2009 - Historically Speaking 3
THE
I_I ISTORICAL
OCIETY

ply make up the past and write something that was
akin to fiction, then they were not just clearing the
ground for new kinds of approaches and subjects
but were actually undermining the ground for any
sort of historical reconstruction at all. Suddenly, it
seemed as if Hayden White’s contention that histo-
rians were actually writing forms of fiction, which
he had been making for many years, was atlast being
vindicated. Although few historians were willing to
go as far as White, many were eager to make explicit
the use of theory in their history writing. Some pro-
fessorsactually began criticizing the dissertations of
their students for being “undertheorized.”

Charles A. Beard, ca. 1917. Library of Congress, Prints
and Photographs Division [reproduction number, LC-
USZ62-36755].

Many feminist historians in particular were keen
to import theory into cultural history. I recall listen-
ing to a feminist historian in the 1980s talking about
using theideas of Foucaultto getrid of all the male-
dominated history and clear the way for a new fem-
inist history. When I observed that this seemed
tantamount to using a nuclear weapon that could be
subsequently used against the new feminist history
itself, she replied, “We’ll worry about that later.”

Most historians have been much less self-con-
scious about their use of theory. They are not
philosophers, and few of them have bothered to
read Derrida or Foucault. Most are meat-and-pota-
toes practitioners of a craft,and, consequently, they
have paid no more attention to the epistemological
skepticism of the theorists today than their prede-
cessors in the 1930s paid to the calls for an appreci-
ation of European theories of relativism made by
Charles Beard and Carl Becker in their addresses to
the American Historical Association. Many histori-
ans have absorbed from the theories no more than
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the desire to write aboutissues of raceand gender. And
this desire hasled to many stimulating and worthwhile
contributions to our understanding of the past. Our
knowledge of slavery in America, for example, has
beengreatlyamplified over the past forty years;and no
one candeny thatourappreciation of women’s history
has been similarly enhanced. Butperhaps oneless ben-
eficial effect of the new cultural history has been to
widen the gap between academic and popular history.
Perhaps the two kinds of history
have never coincided, butin the 1950s
academic historians such as Richard
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falsehoods, and to make it more accurate. Critical his-
torians want the public to know that George Washing-
ton did not cut down his father’s cherry tree, that
Sojourner Truth did notutter the famous words “A'n’t
ITawoman?” These were myths that people wanted to
believe, and presumablyitwas the responsibility of his-
totians to destroy these myths and to establish the truth
of the pastas much as possible.

In 1969 the distinguished English historian J. H.

true mission is to suppress and destroy it.” But of
course it cannot; memory, or what David Lowenthal
has called “heritage,” is necessary forany society. Her-
itage may be a worthless sham, its credos fallacious,
even perverse; but, writes Lowenthal, “heritage, noless
than history, is essential to knowingand acting.” It fos-
ters community, identity, and continuity, and in the end
makes possible history itself. “By means of it we tell
ourselves who we are, where we came from, and to
what we belong” We thus tamper
with our heritage, our memory, at our
peril.

Hofstadter, Allan Nevins, Eric Gold-
man, Daniel Boorstin, and C. Vann
Woodward certainly wrote history that
appealed to both academic and general
readers. That is much less true today.
Consequently, popular historians who
have no academic appointment, such
as David McCullough, Walter Isaac-
son, Ron Chernow, Thomas Fleming,
and Stacy Schiff, have successfully
moved in to fill the void left by the ac-
ademic historians preoccupied by is-
sues of race, gender, and
multiculturalism.

The result of all this postmodern
history, with its talk of “deconstruc-

textuality,” and

29 <¢

tion,” “decentering,

“essentialism,” has been to make aca-

This confrontation between his-
tory and memory may be less direct
and less serious than Plumb, Nora, or
Lowenthal suggests. Many of the new
cultural historians seem not to want
to destroy memory as much as re-
shapeitand makeituseful to their par-
ticular cause, whatever it may be.
Many of them have an instrumental-
istview of historyand see themselves
essentiallyas cultural critics who wish
to manipulate the past for the sake of
the present. Rather than trying to un-
derstand the past on its own terms,
these historians want the past to be
immediately relevantand useful; they
want to use history to empowet peo-
ple in the present, to help them de-

demic history writing almost as eso-
tericand inward-directed as the writing
of literary scholars. This is too bad,
since history is an endeavor that needs a wide reader-
ship to justify itself.

What is the justification of history writing? Why
should we study or read history? Some think history
teaches lessons, butas I have tried to pointoutinare-
view of Barbara Tuchman’s The March of Folly (1984),
Idon’tbelieve thathistory teachesalotof littlelessons
to guide us in the present and future. It is not, as the
18th century thought, “philosophy teaching by exam-
ple.” Yetby disparaging the capacity of history to teach
lessons, I don’t mean to suggest that studying the past
can’tteach us anything. If history has nothing to say to
us, then it wouldn’t make much sense to study or teach
itor read aboutitatall. History is important to us, and
knowledge of the past can have a profound effect on
our consciousness, onour sense of ourselves. History
is a supremely humanistic discipline: it may not teach
us particular lessons, but it does tell us how we might
live in the world.

Some have said that history for a society is like
memory for an individual. Without memory the indi-
vidualis isolated, cut off from where he has been and
who heis. But creatingmemory forasocietyis a tricky
business; it can have very perverse effects, as some
scholars have discovered over the past several decades.

Perhaps there has always been a tension between
critical history and memory, between what historians
write and what the society chooses to remember. But
that tension has become much more conspicuous in
recent years. Since the beginning of professional his-
tory writing a little over a century ago, critical histori-
ans have tried to transform memory, to eliminate its

Sir John Harold Plumb

Plumb wrote a book titled The Death of the Past, which
has recently been reissued in a new edition. By “the
past,” Plumb essentially meant memory or heritage,
whathe called the “createdideology”’—the “mythical,
religious, and political interpretations”—with which
humans have sought to sanctify their societies, buttress
their institutions, and invest their lives and their na-
tions withasense of destiny. Such memory, suchimag-
ined pasts, said Plumb, should neverbeidentified with
critical history. “True history,” he wrote, was basically
“destructive”; “for by its very nature it dissolves those
simple, structural generalizations by which our fore-
fathers interpreted the purpose of life in historical
terms.” Its role was to eliminate those simple general-
izations and “to cleanse the story of mankind from
those deceiving visions of a purposeful past.”” During
the past generation historical scholarship apparently
has fulfilled its destructive role only too well, and not
justin America. As the historian Carl Schorske pointed
out, “History, conceived as a continuous nourishing
tradition,” no longer had the same meaning for society,
or at least not for that part of the society that read ac-
ademic history.

Modern critical history writing in the Western
world, says the French historian Pierre Nora, has bro-
ken the “ancient bond of identity” with what he calls
“memory,” which is what Plumb meant by the “past.”
This “critical history,” says Nora, has destroyed what
hitherto “we had experienced as self-evident—the
equation of memory and history.” History has now
clearly become the enemy of memory. “History,” says
Nora, “is perpetually suspicious of memory, and its

velop self-identity, or to enable them
to break free of that past.

In their well-intentioned but
often crude efforts to make the past immediately us-
able, these scholars undermine the integrity and the
pastness of the past. So we have some anthropologists
claiming that the Iroquois confederation was an im-
portantinfluence on the framing of the Constitution
in 1787. Although there is nota shred of historical ev-
idence for this claim, the fact thatit mightraise the self-
esteem of Native American students is sufficient
justification for some scholars thatit be taught. Even
the distinguished sociologist Nathan Glazer suggests
that the myth might be taught to elementary school
students, though not to students in junior and senior
high schools.

Perhaps we can agree with Glazer thattruthis not
the only criterion for judging what might be taught in
the social sciences, but surely falsehood oughtnotto be
allowed onany grounds. Maybe this sort of usefuland
presentist approach to the past is inherent in being
American. As the perceptive English historian J. R.
Pole says, “What one misses [in America] is that sense,
inescapablein Hurope, of the total, crumbledirrecov-
erability of the past, of its differentness, of the fact
thatitis dead.”

Even many of those historians who concede the
pastness of the pastand investigate “the pastas a for-
eign country” do so primarily as anthropologists or so-
cial critics, seeing in the strange ideas and behavior of
pastpeoples eitheralternatives to or objectlessons for
a present they find oppressive and objectionable.
“Their vision of the past turns them toward the fu-
ture,” wrote Nietzsche of such sham historians; they
“hope that justice will yet come and happiness is be-



hind the mountain they are climbing. . . . Theydo not
know how unhistorical their thoughtand actions arein
spite of all their history.” So these sorts of unhistori-
cal historians ransack the past for examples of harmo-
nious well-knit communities that we today ought to
emulate, or they seek outabuses of patriarchal power
in the past that we in the present must avoid. Much of
the work of these present-minded historians thus does
violence to what ought to be the historian’s central con-
cern—the authenticity of the past—and commits
whatthe great French historian Marc Bloch called “the
mostunpardonable of sins”—anachronism.

I am not suggesting that history has no connec-
tion to the present; I am not advocating that history
become antiquarianism. Quite the contrary. Itis natu-
ral for historians to want to relate the
past to the needs and problems of the
present. Indeed, historical explanation
is only possible because we today have
different perspectives from those of the
historical participants we are writing
about. Most new historical investiga-
tions begin with an attempt to under-
stand the historical circumstances that
lie behind a present-day problem or sit-
uation. Itis not surprising that our best
recentwork on the origins and nature of slavery coin-
cided with the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Or
that our recent rich investigations into the history of
women grew out of the women’s movement of the
past three or four decades. This is as it should be: the
problemsandissues of the presentshould be the stim-
ulus for our forays into the past. Itis natural for us to
want to discover the sources, the origins, of our pres-
ent circumstances.

But the present should not be the criterion for
whatwe find in the past. Our perceptions and explana-
tions of the past should not be directly shaped by the
issues and problems of our own time. The best and
most serious historians have come to know that, even
when their originalimpulse to write history came from
apressing present problem. The bestand most sophis-
ticated histories of slavery and the best and most so-
phisticated histories of women soonbrokeloose from
the immediate demands of the present and have
soughtto portray the pastinits own contextwith allits
complexity.

The more we study events and situations in the
past, the more complicated and complex we find them
to be. The impulse of the best historians is always to
penetrate ever more deeply into the circumstances of
the pastand to explain the complicated contextof past
events. The pastin the hands of expert historians be-
comes a different world, a complicated world that re-
quires considerable historical imagination to recover
with any degree of accuracy. The complexity that we
tind in that different world comes with the realization
that the participants were limited by forces that they
did not understand or were even aware of—forces
such as demographic movements, economic develop-
ments, or large-scale cultural patterns. The drama, in-
deed the tragedy, of history comes from our
understanding of the tension thatexisted between the
conscious wills and intentions of the participants in
the past and the underlying conditions that con-
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strained their actions and shaped their future.

Drew Faust, in her superb book Mothers of Inven-
tion: Women of the Slavebolding South in the American Civil
War, published in 1996, nicely captures this compli-
cated character of history. Whatshe hoped to doinher
book, she says, was “to give a sense of how people are
shaped and constrained by the world into which they
areborn, of how their choices are limited by the ‘taken
for grantedness’ of their social universe.” Faust writes
that she “wanted to show how hard it is to cope with
change, to adjust to a new world, even a world that to
us seems unquestionably more morally and socially de-
sirable—and to show how people managed notjustto
accept, buttojustify social arrangements we today find
abhorrent.”

Too often postmodernists think that by
demonstrating the cultural construction
of reality, they have made it easier for men
and women to change that reality at will.

Tobeable to see the participants of the pastin this
comprehensive way, to see themin the contextof their
own time, to describe their blindness and folly with
sympathy, to recognize the extent to which they were
caught up in changing circumstances over which they
had little control, and to realize the degree to which
they created results they never intended—to know all
this about the past and to be able to relate it without
anachronistic distortion to our presentis whatis meant
by having a historical sense.

To possess a historical sense does not mean sim-
ply to possess information about the past. [t means to
have adifferent consciousness, a historical conscious-
ness, to have incorporated into our minds a mode of
understanding that profoundly influences the way we
look at the world. History adds another dimension to
our view of the world and enriches our experience.
Someone with a historical sense sees reality differently:
in four dimensions. If it is self-identity that we want,
then history deepens and complicates thatidentity by
showing us how it has developed through time. It tells
us how we got to be the way we are. And that histori-
cally developed beingis not something easily manipu-
lated or transformed.

We have heard a lot over the past several decades
aboutthe cultural construction of reality: the so-called
postmodem sense that the world is made by us. Histo-
rians have little quarrel with this notion of the cultural
construction of reality—as long as this is understood
as the historical construction of reality. Too often post-
modernists think that by demonstrating the cultural
construction of reality, they have made it easier for
menand women to change thatreality at will. If culture
and society are made by us, they can be remade to suit
our present needs, or so it seems. But anyone with a
historical sense knows differently, knows that things
are more complicated than that. History, experience,
custom—developments through time—give what-
ever strength and solidity the conventions and values
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by which we live our lives have. Those conventions and
values, however humanly created, are not easily ma-
nipulated or transformed. They, of course, have
changed and will continue to change, but not neces-
sarily in ways that we intend or want.

Take, for example, our debates over the meaning
of the Constitution. Some believe that the Constitu-
tion has an absolute original meaningand wantus to re-
cover that absolute original meaning in our current
interpretation of the Constitution. Others believe that
the Constitution means today whatever we want it to
mean—that’s what they mean by a “living Constitu-
tion.” Neither of these extreme positions is correct.
Historians know that the meaning of the Constitution
has changed and will continue to change through time.
But they also know that no one is free
today to give whatever meaninghe or she
wants to give to it. In our choice of inter-
pretations we are limited by history: by
the conventions, values,and meanings we
have inherited from the past. Those who
fear that abandoning a timeless absolute
standard for interpreting the Constitu-
tion will lead to moral and intellectual
chaosare wrong,. History, experience, and
custom are powerful restraints on what
we can think and do. We are not as free from the past
as we think we are. Knowing this is to have a historical
sense.

I don’t want to suggest that this historical sense,
this concern for the pastness of the past,impliesalack
of interestin the future. In fact, I agree with the histo-
rian B. H. Carr thata sense of the future is essential to
asense of the past. In his series of lectures on What is
History?, published in 1961, Carr pointed out that the
writers of classical antiquity had little sense of history
because they had little sense of a different future.
“Thucydides,” he said, “believed that nothing signifi-
canthad happened in time before the events which he
described, and that nothing significant was likely to
happen thereafter.” For the ancients “history was not
going anywhere.”

If one believes in a different past, one has to be-
lieve in a different future. Without a belief in the fu-
ture there will be no concern for the past, indeed, no
history at all. The writer P. D. James emphasized this
point vividly in her curious, dark 1992 novel The Chil-
dren of Men, one of the few deviations from her usual
Inspector Dalgliesh mysteries. She posits a time
twenty-five years in the future when all human males
have become sterile and no child can ever be born
again. Thatis, the youngest personalive is twenty-five,
and when all the twenty-five-year-olds finally die off,
there will be no more humans. James’s story is set in
England, one of the most historically minded of all
cultures. Her hero is an Oxford don, a historian, who
discovers that without a future there cannot be much
interestin the past. “History, whichinterprets the past
tounderstand the presentand confrontthe future,” he
says, “is the least rewarding discipline for a dying
species.” The historian-hero tries to imagine a world
without a living human being—*“the great cathedrals
and temples, the palaces and the castles, existing
throughout the uninhabited centuries, the British Li-
brary . . . withits carefully preserved manuscripts and
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books which no one will ever again open or read.” Of
course, in this doomed world there are still some peo-
ple who read books about the past, more out of habit
and what a colleague calls “the comfort of culture.”
Allsuch readers wantto do, his colleague tells the hero,
“is to escape temporarily into a more agreeable and
permanentworld. Weall doit,dear boy,” he says, “only
youand I call it scholarship.”

I don’t think that’s what historical scholarship is
for most historians. History is not just comfort food
forananxious present. Yetitdoes offera way of com-
ing to terms with an anxious present and an unpre-
dictable future. Realizing the extent to which people
in the past struggled with circumstances that they
scarcelyunderstoodis perhaps the mostimportantin-
sight flowing from historical study. To understand the
pastinallits complexityis to acquire historical wisdom
and humility and indeed a tragic sense of life. A tragic
sense does not mean a sad or pessimistic sense of life;
itmeansa sense of the limitations of life.

Unlike sociology, political science, psychology,
and the other social sciences, which try to breed con-
tidence in managing the future, history tends to incul-
cate skepticism about our ability to manipulate and
control purposefully our destinies. Even the eminent
scholars Richard E. Neustadtand Ernest R. May, who
in their book, Thinking in Time (1986), have tried to
show how history might be used by government deci-
sion makers, have had to concede that the most that
history can teach governmental leaders is prudence
and cautiousness. In today’s world that may notbe such
abad thing.

History that reveals the utter differentness and
discontinuity of the past tends to undermine that
crude instrumental and presentist use of the past that
we Americans have been prone to. We Americans re-
sist this kind of historical consciousness. We do not
want to hear about the unusability and pastness of the
past or about the limitations within which people in
the past were obliged to act. We do not want to learn
about the blindness of peoplein the past orabout the
inescapable boundaries of our actions. Such a history
has no immediate utility and is apt to remind us of our
own powerlessness, of our own inability to control
events and predict the future.

I don’t want to suggest that this kind of historical
or tragic sense is necessarily deterministic or fatalistic.
We do not have to fall into the pathetic mood of the
French historian Fernand Braudel, who sees the indi-
vidual “imprisoned within a destiny in which he him-
self has little hand, fixed in a landscape in which the
infinite perspectives of the long term stretch into the
distances both behind himand before.” A sense of the
tragedy of the historical processis notnecessarily pes-
simistic, and it does not deny the individual’s respon-
sibility for his orheractions;indeed, by making people
aware of the circumstances impinging on and limiting
them, a historical sense makes true freedom and moral
choice—and wisdom—possible. All the great tragic
novelists of the 19th century—George Eliot, Thomas
Hardy, Henry James—wrote with this kind of deep
historical sense.

Yet this kind of historical consciousness, this em-
phasis on the complexity of human affairs, does have
its dangers for our moral life, as Richard Hofstadter
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pointed out forty years ago. “The great fear that ani-
mates the most feverishly committed historians,” Hof-
stadter wrote, “is that our continual rediscovery of the
complexity of socialinterests, the variety of roles and
motives of political leaders, the unintended conse-
quences of political actions, the valid interests that
have so often been sacrificed in the pursuit of other
equally valid interests, may give us not only a keener
sense of the structural complexity of oursocietyinthe
past,butalsoasense of the moral complexity of social
action that will lead us toward political immobility.”
Understanding the complexity of human affairs, see-
ing clearly both sides of all issues, knowing that few
things work out the way we intend, may breed in us cau-
tion and indecisiveness. Imbued with a strong histor-
ical sense, we are apt to become one of Nietzsche’s
historically minded men who could not “shake him-
self free from the delicate network of his truth and
righteousness fora downrightact of will or desire.” A
sense of history, Neustadt and May admit, can be “an
enemy of vision.”

Fortunately, however, there seems to belittle dan-

gerof ourbecoming too historically mindedin Amer-
ica today. We Americans have such a thin and meager
sense of history that we cannot get too much of it.
Whatwe need more than anythingis adeeperand fuller
sense of the historical process, a sense of where we
have come from and how we have become what we
are. This kind of historical sense will give us the best
guide we’ll ever have for groping our way into an un-
predictable future.

Gordon Wood is Alva O. Way University Professor and
professorof bistory at Brown University. He is the au-
thor of many works, including The Creation of the
American Republic, 1776-1787 (University of
North Carolina Press, 1969), which won the Bancroft
Prize and the Jobn H. Dunning Prizein 1970, and
The Radicalism of the American Revolution
(Knopf, 1992), which won the Pulitzer Prize for History
and the Ralph Waldo Emerson Prize in 1993. His The
Americanization of Benjamin Franklin (Penguin,
2004 ) was awarded the Julia Ward Howe Prize by the
Boston Authors Club in 2005.
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