The Aims and Purposes of History
Based on Mark T. Gilderhus’ History and Historians

Several Questions Asked:
1. Why bother?

2. What connections exist between the past and the present?
3. Can stories about people and places in our remote past have any meaning in an age of advanced technology?

4. In the present perilous times, can anyone benefit from knowledge of the past?

What the Skeptics Have Said

1. “History is Bunk” Henry Ford

2. René Descartes feared that over-interest in the past would result in excessive ignorance of the present. –remember “cogito ergo sum”
3. Voltaire described history as “a pack of tricks we play on the dead.”

4. Some cynics have claimed that historians fall into one of three categories: those who lie, those who are mistaken and those who do not know.

5. Hegel feared that the only thing that we might learn from history is that we cannot learn from history.
Why Do It?

Gilderhus calls the study of history a “risky endeavor.” Why?

The study of history could be considered a path to self-knowledge.  Rational inquiry can help transcend the past through knowledge or awareness.

In regard to this Harvard Philosopher, George Santayana, claimed that those who forget about their past are condemned to repeat it.  

Origins

From the beginning of time people have told stories of their origins, their ancestors, and themselves.  Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are perfect examples.

These oral traditions were meshed with legend and fantasy that we refer to as myth today.  Perhaps we do the same today with our Hollywood versions of historical events.
Herodotus is known as the “Father of History.”  He lived in the 5th century BC and created histories through eyewitness accounts, verifiable information, and official records.

Historians try to keep us from getting lost. They help us to find ourselves in the continuum of time by finding out where we have been.

Historians try to make sense of things that seem to be unintelligible.

History is a way of studying the identity of people both individually and collectively. 

Robin Collingwood, British philosopher, claimed that human beings have no nature; they merely have a history.  They become whatever their past experiences make of them. 

Practically speaking, history helps to calculate the consequences of our own acts.  

Historians construct narratives by finding cause and effect relationships by observing historical figures and events.

Step One- Ask what happened.

Step Two- Ask why.

Step Three- Analyze the consequences and make an evaluation. Who benefited? Who suffered? Was it worth it?
