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The “return of history” can mean two very different things. It can mean the

return of history as a discipline or mode of inquiry within the broader panorama

of the human and policy sciences: or it can mean something more ominous, some-

thing rather like the Freudian “return of the repressed,” that is to say the return

of dark, primitive forces which seemed to have been overcome by the steady

onward march of progress. There is of course a connection between these two

meanings. Interest in history tends to grow with insecurity, and periods of stabil-

ity are less immediately interesting to study than periods of crisis and conflict.

The greatest of English historians, Edward Gibbon, described history as “little

more than the register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.”1 Some

historical references, it is true, have positive connotations; it is still a compliment

to call someone a “Renaissance man.” But more often the return of history in col-

loquial language means something dark and nasty or dead. I’m reminded of the

line in Pulp Fiction “I’m gonna git medieval on your ass”2 and it’s not good news

either if someone tells you “you’re history!” 

In recent times the return of history as a serious preoccupation for other

disciplines, for policy makers and opinion leaders, and the perception of its

relevance to the present, has tended to wax and wane with the rise and decline of
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confidence in the smoothness of the process of globalization and the spread of

market-oriented democracy. So we have Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History

in a period of optimism, and Robert Kagan’s reply, “The Return of History and the

End of Dreams” (the subtitle is significant)3 in a period of pessimism. If there is

one phenomenon that crystallizes the disquiet aroused by the “return of history”

more than any other, it is nationalism. The political philosopher John Gray, react-

ing to the original article by Francis Fukuyama on “The End of History” in 1989,

wrote that the break-up of the Soviet Union “will not inaugurate a new era of

post-historical harmony, but instead a return to the classical terrain of history, a

terrain of great-power rivalries...irredentist claims and wars.”4 The historical

sociologist Michael Mann has warned that the transition to democracy and

“nation-building” can bring with them ferocious episodes of “ethnic cleansing.”5

Even outside the former Soviet Union, the Yugoslav wars, and the evident revival

of a long-suppressed nationalism in the newly emancipated states of Central and

Eastern Europe, together with the birth of new nation-states such as Slovakia or

Moldova, has forced Europe once again to take nationalism very seriously. And

writers of history, as previously in the history of nationalism, have often been inti-

mately involved with the search to create or reaffirm a sense of national identity.

This can take positive forms, when it is linked, as it was in Poland and Hungary,

with the revolt against an oppressive and hypocritical form of internationalism. 6

I confess to a good deal of sympathy also with attempts to defend national or

regional cultures against the levelling effects of globalisation. The Canadian

writer John Ralston Saul in his prophetic book The Collapse of Globalism distin-

guishes between two types of nationalism: “a positive, civic form, one in which

belonging brings the obligation to reach out and to imagine the other in an inclu-

sive, multiple way. It can also take a negative form, above all ethnic, dedicated to

belonging as an expression of privilege and exclusion.”7  That great British patri-

ot George Orwell reserved the word “nationalism” for mindless assertions of

national superiority, which he detested. 
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Unfortunately historians have certainly not been guiltless even in recent times

of promoting national conflict. In 1986 a memorandum from the Serbian

Academy of Sciences warned that Albanian predominance in Kosovo was endan-

gering one of the foundations of Serbian identity, the myth of the heroic if unsuc-

cessful resistance to the Ottoman Turks. It helped to create the opportunity for

Milosevic to exploit Serbian grievances; in 1989 he went to Kosovo to celebrate

the 600th anniversary of the battle against the Turks, and declared that “The

heroism of Kosovo does not allow us to forget that, at one time, we were brave

and dignified and one of the few who went into battle undefeated.”8 The search

for remote ethnic origins, to prove the antiquity of the nation, or to legitimize

control over territory, and the demonization of neighbouring nations are common

in the school textbooks of the new national states, in the former Yugoslavia, in the

Caucasus, and in Central Asia.9 In Russia the void left by the collapse of

Communism has been filled by a nationalism that can find a place both for the

Tsars and for Stalin as architects of Russian greatness. Outside Europe things are

arguably worse. Arab textbooks have ignored or abused Israel, and Israeli text-

books have minimized the forced expulsion of Arabs from Palestine in 1948. The

Hindu nationalist BJP government in India tried to impose a vision of an Aryan

spiritual unity going back to the dawn of history, while Pakistani textbooks have

criticized the great emperor Akbar for his excessive tolerance of religions other

than Islam. The Chinese government has accused Japanese textbooks of “exoner-

ating militarism,” and of refusing to use the word “invasion” when describing

Japanese actions in China in 1937.10 However, there have been some more hope-

ful developments. Remarkably, the NGO Prime (Peace Research in the Middle

East) has produced a joint Palestinian-Israeli textbook.11

Perhaps the most successful example of historical collaboration to develop a

more reasonable international dialogue about the past has been the common text-

book written by French and German historians. The first volume dealt with

“Europe and the World since 1945,” from a “cosmopolitan European perspective,”
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but since then the project has extended backwards in time to the more contro-

versial periods of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Some commentators

on the first volume were pessimistic about the possibilities of reaching an accept-

able compromise on the difficult issues involving Franco-German conflicts and

the responsibility for the two world wars, but their fears seem to have been exces-

sive. The second volume, for the period 1815-1945, is now available. In the

meantime, 80.000 copies of the latter have been sold on both sides of the Rhine;

the project’s originality and high quality are reflected by its widespread recogni-

tion in the public sphere. The textbooks do not try to present an agreed version

but rather to allow each side to learn from the other. 12 It’s unfortunately true that

such attempts to develop a shared vision of European history raise fresh difficul-

ties. President Sarkozy does not seem to be an enthusiast, and we can generally

expect that many national politicians will still try to impose their own national

narratives. The first volume of the Franco-German textbook was attacked by the

London Times as being anti-American and by some Polish historians as not giv-

ing enough importance to Poland. However, a project for a joint German-Polish

history is now under way, and a start has been made on a remarkable project to

write a multi-national history of the Balkans. So we can say that within Europe,

the “return to history” need not mean the return to old rivalries, but instead the

attempt to reach a common understanding.  

Recent history writing does not seem to me in general to have played a nega-

tive role in promoting the various forms of national resistance to further

European integration. Rather, by trying to show that nationalism and national

identity have been subject to invention, redefinition and change, and have often

been affected by contingent historical circumstances, historians have tried to fos-

ter a more sceptical and critical attitude. I’m thinking here of works like Linda

Colley’s Britons, or the multi-volume series on French national memory— Les

lieux de mémoire— edited by Pierre Nora.13  This does not, of course, deny that

the sedimentation of centuries of national history, as interpreted by past histori-
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ans, continues to exert a strong, sometimes unconscious, influence on the con-

ception that European nations have of themselves and each other. French elites

are still inspired by the memory of the glory of the Napoleonic Empire, while in

English popular culture there survives a deep vein of anti-European chauvinism,

exploited by newspapers like the Sun, which lose no opportunity to remind their

readers of Nazism when Germany is involved, and which even harked back to the

Spanish Inquisition when England had a European cup tie against Spain.  

As a historian, I would hope, of course, that the “return of history” could have

a more positive significance, and that the function of historians might go beyond

the negative one of showing up the questionable basis of national myths, an exer-

cise that unfortunately often fails to have much impact on public opinion. What

can the “return of history” contribute to our knowledge? In the first place, I think

that it can be a warning against over-simplification, and against “the illusions of

the epoch.” Historically informed economists are less likely to believe in the illu-

sions of unlimited credit, political historians will have something to say about the

limits of military power and the tendency of dominant states to overstretch their

resources, and intellectual historians will be sceptical about the “end of ideology”

or the definitive conquest of the world by Western values.  Politicians often com-

plain that historians offer no reliable guide to action. In one sense this is undoubt-

edly true. A knowledge of history is not a reliable source of short-term predic-

tions. The historian AJP Taylor remarked, with typically corrosive wit, that

Napoleon III, “like most of those who study history,…learned from the mistakes

of the past how to make new ones.”14 Detailed history of political events is more

valuable in giving a sense of how decisions can be arrived at, and of the more or

less rational ways of decision-making, than in recommending particular courses

of action. Ian Kershaw’s study of the “Fateful Decisions” of 1940-1941 is an

excellent example. Ernest May, in his “Lessons of History” warned against the

common tendency to apply the lessons of the last phase of history without asking

how the world has changed since then, as you can see from the titles of his first
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two chapters: “World War II: Preparing for the Last Peace,” and “The Cold War:

preventing World War II.”15 Political discourse, on the other hand, too often uses

historical examples for misleading analogies and simplifications. References to

“Munich” and “appeasement” have repeatedly been used to discredit attempts at

compromise made in quite different circumstances with quite different actors. A

notorious example of this was Antony Eden’s identification of Nasser’s actions dur-

ing the Suez crisis with those of Hitler and Mussolini in the 1930s, when, accord-

ing to him, “Success in a number of adventures—Abyssinia, Rhineland etc...had

persuaded Hitler and Mussolini that the democracies had not the will to resist.” It

was hardly plausible to view Nasser as on the march to world dominion.16 More

recently, in the days before the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, a group of British

contemporary historians protested against the superficial use of historical analo-

gies which pointed to the examples of Germany and Japan after WW2 to prove

the possibility of successful “regime change” and democratization led by a for-

eign power: “Historians have   much to say about the complexities of regime

change. But history is not a supermarket, where decision-makers fill up trolleys

of false historical analogies.” 17 

Good history, however, particularly history that deals with the long term, can

uncover the origin of systems and beliefs that may otherwise be taken as natural

and inevitable. It can teach policy makers to ask the right questions, and to

expect the unexpected. Historians of a particular country can provide insights

that generalizing policy sciences may have overlooked. The Bush and Blair gov-

ernments’ lack of interest in the history of the earlier British occupation of Iraq,

and even in the history of Saddam‘s dictatorship, had disastrous consequences. 18

On the other hand, generalist, long-term history is important in alerting us

to fundamental shifts; there are rules in history, but the most important lesson

is that they can always be changed. We are not likely to make much sense of the

world of the twenty-first century if we believe that Europe has always been

ahead of Asia in science and technology, or that its economic hegemony goes
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back beyond the eighteenth century. To understand China we need to under-

stand the immense depth of Chinese history. Historians of literacy and printing

can help us to understand the changes brought by the new world of instant com-

munication. By looking both at the very particular and at the very general, his-

tory can provide a sense of scale that may show up the shortcomings of current

policy perspectives.  

The most controversial question is: what is the status of history in relation to

our assessment of the general trends that we may expect? I think Francis

Fukuyama was right to place emphasis on the momentum of scientific and tech-

nical advance as something that has given history a direction for more than two

hundred years. And he certainly accepts that nonetheless the train of progress can

be derailed by war, religious belief or, one must now add, the climate. But what

can the “end of history” really mean? Timing is important: beyond his intentions,

Fukuyama fed into the climate of optimism and over-confidence created by the

collapse of the Soviet system.  But was this the “end of history,” or rather, less

sensationally, the “end of the end of history?” A literal belief in the “end of his-

tory” would seem to involve a new form of teleology, ignoring the lessons of Karl

Popper and Isaiah Berlin. Can we really believe that, as Francis Fukuyama wrote

in 1989, we had witnessed “not just the end of the Cold War, or a passing of a

particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that is, the

end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of western

liberal democracy as the final form of human government,” or, as he wrote in

1992, that “a fundamental process is at work that dictates a common evolution-

ary pattern for all human societies, in short, something like a Universal History

of mankind in the direction of liberal democracy?” 19 If we reject these formula-

tions, this does not mean that we need to abandon the project of writing

“Universal Histories” in terms of “the development of Freedom.” But I think that

the Italian philosopher of history Benedetto Croce was absolutely right when he

insisted that these histories could only be retrospective. 20 And we should remem-
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ber that there exists a parallel history written in terms of the development of

power. 

In the meantime, we have to try to make sense of what we might describe as

the new international disorder. First, the present financial crisis is significant way

beyond its immediate repercussions for a number of reasons. It is a crisis that

originates at the heart of the financial system of the leading economy, and reveals

a radical insecurity in the process of globalization, since finance, far more than

industry, has been the lead sector in the exploitation of the new technologies of

communication. It is bound to reinforce the trend towards a more multi-polar

world. This was in any case evident before the crisis, for political and strategic

reasons, and the shortcomings of a “unipolar” American approach have of course

been dramatized and accentuated by the disasters of the U.S. occupation of Iraq.

I don’t think, however, that this will mean simply a return to the old kind of great

power system. Here I think Fukuyama is right when— in a passage that shows

how his work is rich in paradoxical insights— he argues that “theorists of inter-

national relations talk as if history did not exist.”21 The same can be said, ironi-

cally, of a certain type of historical analysis of diplomacy and relations between

states, which is not sufficiently alive to the changing economic, technological and

cultural environment within which they function. States and societies change, not

only in their capabilities but also in their aspirations. As the historian James

Sheehan asked rhetorically, with reference to contemporary Europe: “Where have

all the soldiers gone?”22 The demilitarization of European states and societies is a

truly remarkable phenomenon, which can be best appreciated by a reminder of

how different it was in the past, even in the belle époque before the world wars. 

However I would caution against too confident an assertion of the primacy of

democratic aims; national and state rivalries are still capable of generating pas-

sion and of deflecting the course of domestic politics. And arguments that single

powers will not find it in their interest or even their power to challenge the inter-

connected structures of globalisation are uncomfortably reminiscent of the simi-
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lar arguments of Norman Angell’s The Great Illusion on the eve of 1914.23 As new

great powers like China and India emerge they will demand recognition of their

cultures and political systems as legitimate partners with the West. Competition

for scarce resources is already intensifying global rivalries, and will require new

techniques of co-operation if they are not to become unmanageable. The aim, as

President Obama seems to have understood, must be to extend something like the

European Concert of Powers to the world. It is important, though, to read the his-

tory of the Concert correctly. In its strong form, which lasted for only a few years

after 1815, it was based on the assumption of a common commitment to the val-

ues of monarchical legitimacy. It soon became evident, in fact, that the British

understanding of these principles was not compatible with that of the Holy

Alliance.24 However, as the historian Paul Schroeder has shown, the Concert in a

weaker form survived down to the Crimean War, remarkably bridging the ideo-

logical chasm between liberal and conservative powers opened up by the 1830

revolution in France.25 The idea even revived in the later nineteenth century, as

the theoretical underpinning for the periodic holding of Congresses to settle inter-

national disputes and to prevent them involving the great powers in war right

down to the eve of 1914. 26 It is the weaker form, which does not rest on the

assumption of shared values, which can be the only practicable aim in the pres-

ent. The success of the European Union, however, can provide a model of how

convergence around a core of shared values and institutions can overcome a his-

torical legacy of hostility.27

Second, while we should not abandon an “optimism of the will” about

progress, and may even concede ourselves a cautious optimism of the intellect, we

cannot afford to ignore cycles, crises, and catastrophes, for as Keynes famously

said, in the long run we are all dead. Economic historians may not be optimally

useful in predicting economic crises, but they are more useful than mathemati-

cians. If once upon a time historians were rightly reproached for their lack of eco-

nomic education, now is the time to reproach economists for their lack of histori-
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cal education. Naturally, not all historians and not all economists are guilty.

Readers of Charles Kindleberger were at least not likely to believe that economic

panics and crises had become a thing of the past. 28 The idea of political cycles

between private interest and public involvement, proposed by Albert Hirschman,29

seems to me a suggestive way of approaching the present-day shift in politics and

mentality. Hirschman’s study of eighteenth century thought also reminds us that

when passion rules, interest becomes respectable, and the reverse is also true.30

The pricking of the housing and credit bubbles reveals that many influential

opinion-makers have been living in a bubble of their own. What will life be like

outside the bubble, or to be more precise outside the cage of economic funda-

mentalism? Will we see the birth of a new form of romanticism and the cult of

feeling?31 Or a new devaluation of reason, such as took place at the end of the

nineteenth century? Intellectual and political cycles are often linked to economic

cycles, and they influence the political solutions adopted, but they also have a

rhythm of their own. The “revolt against reason” may have taken off in an era of

depression, but it continued as a protest against the complacent pursuit of pros-

perity and peace, both social and international. 

Happily, the politics of the 1930s cannot be explained uniquely by the Great

Depression and the turn towards closed national economies, without taking into

account the influence of imperialism and the First World War in developing ide-

ologies— Communism and Fascism— which were well placed to provide persua-

sive alternatives to liberal capitalist democracy in a time of crisis. Yet the risk that

violent reactions against globalisation may be a menace to the principles of lib-

eral democracy in Europe, even in the West, is now, I think, very real. It was

already apparent before the crisis in the reactions to mass immigration, which in

Europe is actually still on a relatively small scale compared with the massive

world movements of population before 1914. Even liberals may wish to question

the assumption that the removal of all restrictions on the mobility of goods—mate-

rial or cultural capital, and people is compatible with a stable and reasonably con-
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tented society. The growing unpredictability of the climate both tests our immedi-

ate capacity to react to natural catastrophes like Katrina or the South-East Asian

Tsunami, and raises the spectre of more long-term and profound catastrophes, of

the sort described by Jared Diamond in his book Collapse.32 Political catastrophes

may only interrupt the march of civilisation, but they can do so for a long time.

The fall of the Roman Empire may have set back the material civilisation of much

of what was Roman Europe by at least 800 years.33 The intellectual historian

Antony Pagden quotes an address made by an orator to the emperor Antoninus

Pius in the second century AD: “Now a clear and universal freedom from all fear

has been granted both to the world and those who live in it.” History had finally

come to a happy and glorious end and the constitution of Rome represented the

final, most perfect political form.34 Well, it didn’t turn out like that. Moments of

imperial complacency are particularly ominous, as the history of the British

Empire also shows. 

Finally, the economic crisis has perhaps diverted our attention somewhat from

what seemed to be previously the most pressing problem, the relations between

the “stable centre,” with peaceful Europe as its paradigm, and the “unstable

periphery,” with its failed or failing states. The reappearance of piracy as a seri-

ous problem is a striking example of the return of history—in the negative sense—

in a new guise. It seems likely that the economic crisis will raise new problems and

create new areas of instability. In managing the difficult centre-periphery rela-

tionship local knowledge—that of the historian as well as the anthropologist— is

particularly vital. Rory Stewart in his wonderful book about Iraq “Occupational

Hazards” relates how he attended a presentation to a group of tribal sheiks by an

officer learned in political science on the process of “capability-building” in a new

democracy. He cited Cambodia, Russia and Nigeria as positive examples of his all-

purpose method: when he got to Nigeria, two of the sheiks walked out.35 This is

just one instance of the absurdity of the application of models of modernization

or “democratization” without attention to local context— and diagrams or power-

Special Lectures Series

13



The Return of History

14

point presentations too often offer convenient short cuts that avoid the tiresome

necessity of thinking through a complex subject. 

If I have a general suggestion to make it would be that we should go beyond

the preoccupation with the history of insurgency and counter-insurgency, or as

they were once called rebellion and the restoration of order, and study the mech-

anisms by which a precarious peace was sometimes established and maintained,

as for example in Afghanistan. Charles Maier’s argument that all workable

empires have relied on the co-operation of local elites is applicable outside impe-

rial realms, in all situations in which there exists a notable technological, eco-

nomic or cultural gap between centre and periphery.36

I am drawing to a conclusion. You will doubtless have noticed that I have said

little, except indirectly, about Europe and its possible futures, viewed in the light

of history.37 First of all, I think it should be obvious that enlargement has signi-

fied the union of “Europes” which have different roots, different social and polit-

ical histories, and different religions. The differentiation in the development of

Eastern and Western Europe, it can be argued, goes back to the sixteenth centu-

ry, although the boundaries are blurred. Three historical factors can perhaps be

specially singled out; the heritage of serfdom, reaching into the 19th century: the

different traditions and experiences of the relationship between religion and the

state in Orthodox Christianity, and the particular relationship between religious

communities and the state among the peoples subject to the Ottoman Empire.38

All these differences have. Of course, been accentuated by the Cold War divi-

sion between blocs. I am not pessimistically predicting a Huntingtonian “clash

of civilisations” within Europe, but we should not imagine that we are dealing

with the same Europe as at the time of Maastricht. However, I can remember

when such an enlightened and intellectual politician as the Labour minister

Denis Healey on a visit to the Bologna Center expressed his scepticism about

democracy in the parts of Europe which he described as “south of the olive

line”—Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Greece (of course the olive line actually runs
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through these countries). On the whole, this scepticism has proved excessive,

although the recent record of democracy in Italy and Greece, for somewhat dif-

ferent reasons, has not been encouraging. What this teaches us is that differences

of mentality and political behaviour can be overcome within the European frame-

work, and before the economic crisis I would have said that the reasons for opti-

mism about the integration of central and Eastern Europe certainly outweighed

those for pessimism. But the crisis will test to the utmost the strength of European

institutions, and their ability to prevent a damaging regression of the Eastern

European economies to an impoverished and peripheral status such as they suf-

fered in the 1930s. Now I am at my real, final conclusion. I do have some cler-

gymen among my ancestors, although, like my father, I have always tried to avoid

following in their footsteps. But it can’t be denied that the academic profession

has something in common with the clergy, and so I hope that you will excuse me

if I end on a note of piety. The very fine and theoretically ambitious historian of

international relations Paul Schroeder in an essay called “International History:

Why Historians do it Differently from Political Scientists” ends with the affirma-

tion of a moral purpose of history which goes beyond even general political con-

cerns. “By doing justice to the past we go further and deeper in finding out

important truths about ourselves as human beings… We approach those goals

which history has always acknowledged, if not always served, to make the strange

familiar and the familiar strange, to expand the range and increase the depth of

our understanding our understanding of what it means to be a human being.”39 
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