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William Appleman Williams

Preface: History as a Way of Learning

To study history is always to seek in some degree to get beyond the limitations and preoccupations of the present;  it demands for success an effort of self-transcendence.

                                                                                              Arthur O. Lovejoy, 1939

Relieved and exhilarated by their triumph over the Axis Powers in 1945.  Americans seemed to have assumed that their traditional dream of becoming a world unto themselves was about to be realized.  Far from having become disillusioned (or isolationists), they appeared casually confident that their earlier visions of Manifest Destiny were materializing as the reality of the present.  Though vaguely uneasy about the full extent of its powers, most Americans looked upon the atom bomb as a self-starting magic lamp; even without being rubbed it would produce their long-sought City on the Hill in the form of a de facto American Century embracing the globe.

It was generally taken for granted that such benevolent Americanization of the world would bring peace and plenty without the moral embarrassments and administrative distractions of old-fashioned empires.  And so, having created the most irrational weapon known to man, Americans proceed with startling rationality to abandon the mass army as their principal strategic weapon.  Armed only with their bomb, they then generously offered to help everyone become more like themselves.  “We are willing to help people who believe the way we do,” explained Secretary of State Dean Acheson, “to continue to live the way they want to live.”

Had Americans applied their intelligence, humanitarianism, and powers to the paradox of plenty without purpose within their own society and to the needs and aspirations of their fellow humans throughout the world, it is possible that their self-centered dream would have been transformed into a vision of brotherhood among men. Instead, they calmly asserted that they had disarmed, a confusion of the truth so complete as to even befuddle their opponents.  On the other hand, American leaders explained that:  The Bomb kept the barbarians at bay while he was collapsing under the economic and political pressures exerted by the United States.  On the other hand, they righteously condemned his failure to disarm while they kept a monopoly of nuclear weapons.  Their promises of self-restraint served only to add a touch of arrogance to the double standard of their morality, a morality as dangerous and destructive as their weapon.

Some years later, after the Russians accepted the American logic of disarmament-by-nuclear-fusion and produced their own hydrogen bomb, the United States was forced to confront its own dilemmas with more candor and concern.  But even earlier, throughout an era which might be called The Years of Babbitt’s Confidence, Americans had become increasingly perplexed, anxious, and frustrated.  Not even McCarthyism, a particular virulent epidemic of anti-intel-lectualism of the frontier could cope with the harsh realities of a world in revolution.  In attempting to exorcise their fears, overcome their spiritual and intellectual malaise,m and resolve their dilemmas, Americans in surprising numbers next turned more formally and directly to history for an explanation of their predicament and a program (if not panacea) for the future.

As a result, and despite the natural charms and cultivated coquetry of psychology, sociology, and economics, Clio became involved in another of her many affairs with a society in search of reassurance and security.  American foreign service officers retired to write memoranda for today’s diplomacy in the form of history books while historians took leave of absence to become acting foreign service officers,  Many businessmen underwrote the reconstruction of selected portions of the past, while some historians made a thriving business of carefully culled segments of the heritage of America.  And convinced of the validity of the underlying assumptions of such activities, numerous communities legislated history into the curriculums of their schools.

Many observers interpreted this enthusiasm as a sign that America was solidly afoot on the road to salvation.  Without denying the virtues and values of history, there was nevertheless considerable reason to doubt whether the evidence is that persuasive.  Even the most casual review of this particular renaissance reveals the persistence of two phases, “history” and “history proves,” used to establish ex post facto the validity of a policy or attitude already entertained by the writer.  Instead of being treated as the study of the past and present in which thinking, reasoning, and reflection might lead to insights and perception, history appeared more often to be viewed as a grab bag from which to snatch footnotes for an a priori opinion.

But History is one of the most misleading—and hence dangerous—approaches to knowledge if viewed, or practiced, as a process of reaching back into the past for answers sufficient unto the present and the future.  For although historical consciousness can be as powerful tool with which to improve our lives and our world, it is little more than a demonic sorcerer’s apprentice unless the history of which we become conscious is something more than a brief in defense of some particular proposal.  The purpose of history is not to explain our situation so that we settle down as what C. Wright Millis has called Cheerful Robots in This Best Possible of All Worlds.  Neither is its function to propel us into orbit around some distant Utopia.  Indeed not. History’s great tradition is to help us understand ourselves and our world so that each of us, individually  and in conjunction with our fellow men, can formulate relevant and reasoned alternatives and become meaningful actors in making history.

Considered in this light, History is a way of learning. As such, it begins by leaving the present; by going back into the heretofore, by beginning again.  Only by grasping what we were is it possible to see how we changed, to understand the process and the nature of the modifications, and to gain some perspective on what we are.  The historical experience is not one of saying in the present and looking back.  Rather is it one of going back into the past and returning to the present with a wider and more intense consciousness of the restrictions of our former outlook.  We return with a broader awareness of the alternatives open to us and armed with a sharper perceptiveness with which to make our choices.  In this manner it is possible to loosen the clutch of the dead hand of the past and transform it into a living tool for the present and the future.
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