Why History?

Reflections for freshmen--
and others, by Francis L. Loewenheim

In an age increasingly dominated
by the progress of nuclear science,
the achievements of space tech-
nology, and the marvels of automa-
tion of all kinds, entering univer-
sity students—and others also—
might well ask why they should be
expected to devote themselves with
much care or concern to a subject
which, to all intents and purposes,
seems to have little use or rele-
vance for the world in which they
expect to live. It is a good and per-
tinent question. It deserves to be
answered, and I should like to sug-
gest some possible answers here.

Let me say at the outset that

There is really no need for him
to do so. Perhaps the second thing
for him to do, therefore, is to stress
the things that history cannot do
—and cannot be expected to do.
For instance : History will not save
the world. A knowledge of the past
will not make people richer or
happier (it may, indeed, have a
very depressing effect). It will not
make them social successes. In
short, it has really none of the
obvious advantages of, say, the
natural and biological sciences.
More important yet, history is a
cumulative, not a predictive, sub-
ject. History never repeats itself:
only historians do. Moreover, his-
torians cannot recreate the past;
they can only reconstruct it—
something very different. Finally,
as in the case of the sciences
(though for somewhat different
reasons), some of its most import-
ant problems remain unanswered
ﬁentions, even centuries, after
event. Why, for instance, the
decline of the mighty Roman Em-










