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6HUM1060 Thinking With History 

Workshop one handout 

 

Why do people look to history today? 

“history for comfort” – (MacMillan, Uses and Abuses of History, ch.2) 

- Search for answers = grand narrative 

- Search for heroes = because of own leaders’ shortcomings 

- Search for identity = personal (genealogy), national (commemoration) 

 

History and politics 

- Nationalism and other ‘isms’ = construct a political identity through cherry-

picking history 

 

 

Key questions of the module: 

 

The idea that lessons can be learnt from the past is commonplace in political, media, 

government, artistic, economic and academic contexts. But what exactly does it 

mean?  

 

 Can lessons be learnt from the past, and what sort of lessons are they?  

 

= the past shapes the present 

= but we need to understand how the past shapes the present – e.g. in what is 

remembered (and conversely, and often more importantly, what is forgotten). 

 

= moreover, a search for lessons from the past can create difficulties too: 

- Hindsight can be misleading = we don’t have the benefit of hindsight when 

making decisions. 

- Present day assumptions can limit our understanding of the past and how it 

might be relevant now (= anachronism, teleology, a belief in progress, that the 

present is modern, unique, outside the ties of the past).  

 

 

 

 How do we go about finding and applying historical insights to 

present-day situations?  
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- By asking questions. Be careful of the word ‘critique’ – it can lead you simply 

to find fault, which is a limited approach. 

- Comparing situations – what is the same or different in two situations? 

- Putting ideas into context and appreciating the broader settings in which 

decisions were made, actions were taken, etc. 

- Exploring the range of choices available in the past and the present. (decision 

theory, political opportunities theory – but be careful of assuming rational 

choices). 

 

Again, there are challenges: 

 

- Mis-remembering 

- Refusing precedents (= un-learning) 

- Too narrow an understanding of context, policy choices, etc 

- Present-day pressures that create priorities 

 

 

 

 

 Is it always appropriate to do this, or are some situations too far 

removed from the reach of history?  

 

 

 

 Is it possible to go beyond a simplistic search for historical parallels?  

 

 

 

 And if we think that (in some circumstances) better decisions are 

made when they are historically informed, what are the crucial 

components: historical detail, general historical context or the 

historian’s skills in sifting and interpreting evidence? 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop tasks 
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Please bear in mind that effective preparation for and participation in workshops is 

grounded in careful reading. In practice this means: 

1. a thorough scrutiny of precisely what an author is arguing (saying and 

claiming)about the relevance of historical knowledge in present-day settings; 

2. attention to the evidence and sources used to support an argument (e.g. have a 

look at what’s in the notes),  

3. some reflection on where these ideas fit in relation to the key questions of the 

module. 

 

Discussion of Margaret MacMillan, The Uses and Abuses of History (2009), 

ch.8: 

 

Pull out the key ideas of the chapter so you can find the structure of her argument.  

 

How does she answer the questions listed above? 

 

 

 

 

Discussion of policy papers on History and Policy website. 

 

Highlight the policy issue and the history used to discuss the contemporary issue. 

What is the historian trying to do? How effectively do they argue for the use of 

history to shed light on the contemporary issue? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case studies 

 

When working on the case studies, you will also find it useful to: 

1. examine examples, language or images and their significance in claiming lessons 

from the past;  

2. evaluate the broader contexts in which an appeal is made (or not made) to 

historical precedents(was this part of a debate, a trend?) 
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3. consider the extent to which these examples support arguments found in general 

reflections on taking ‘a long view’. 

 

The case studies will be organised loosely as follows: 

 

First week: 

1. Establish the extent to which ‘lessons from the past’ are sought or refused in 

contemporary debate on this topic (and hazard some reasons why); explore how the 

past is used or invoked in this context. 

2. Investigate the relevance of historical precedents and contexts – which ones might 

be relevant and why. 

 

Second Week: 

3. Articulate/model-through-practice the exact processes of applying historical 

insight. What sort of historical insight is it? Is it the historians’ skill of analysis for 

example, is it about finding similarities/differences in situations, is it about 

perspective ....? 

4. Assess the validity of taking a historical view in this case, and precisely what it 

contributes (or not). 

 

Key questions to answer in your case study commentaries: 

 

1. TO WHAT EXTENT DOES CURRENT DEBATE TRY TO USE LESSONS FROM THE 

PAST?  

Establish the extent to which ‘lessons from the past’ are sought or 

refused in contemporary debate on this topic (and suggest some reasons why); 

explore how the past is used or invoked in this context. 

 

2. WHY? 

Investigate the relevance of historical precedents and contexts – which 

ones might be relevant and why. Can history be a guide? What sort of guide? 

 

3. HOW?  

Articulate the exact processes of applying historical insight in this case 

study. What sort of historical insight is it? Is it the historian's skill of analysis for 

example, is it about finding similarities/differences in situations, is it about 

perspective (taking the 'long view') or does it relate to context....? Can non-historians 

(e.g. politicians, policy makers) offer different insights using history? How? 
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4. USEFUL? 

Assess the validity of taking a historical view in this case, and precisely what it 

contributes (or not). 

  

While you will draw on your observations of the topic, this commentary will 

NOT be concerned with your personal responses to the issue. What you are doing is 

showing an awareness of how history is invoked in present-day debates and policies, 

and the uses to which history is put. 

A good case study commentary will demonstrate ability to link analysis of a 

specific case study to wider issues of methodology raised by MacMillan, Tosh and 

Neustadt and May. 

 


