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I want to thank Professor Clark and the members of Phi Alpha Theta for inviting me here this evening.  It is an honor to be asked to help celebrate students for their outstanding work in the study of history.

As you may have heard, the question I ask you to ponder with me this evening is, Does It Matter that Carl Yastrzemski Hit .301 in 1968?

I’m aware that Connecticut is contested baseball terrain—that this talk is being given in the equivalent of No Man’s Land or perhaps the Demilitarized Zone.

How many of you are Red Sox fans?
Does it matter to you?

How many of you are Yankees fans?
Does it matter to you?

How many of you are indifferent to both the “Sawx” and the Yankees, or even to baseball in general?  May we conclude that it doesn’t matter to you?  Think of yourselves as Switzerland.

Obviously Boston Red Sox star Yastrzemski’s batting average in that far-off year matters more to some baseball fans than to others.  But this evening’s occasion being what it is, I want to put the question to you this way:  Does it matter to HISTORIANS that Yaz hit .301 in 1968?

The answer, I submit to you, is an unequivocal “sometimes,” or perhaps a definite “maybe.”  Like any historian, I hasten to add that “It’s complicated.”  But figuring out WHEN it’s an important question—and WHY—can, I hope, help us to appreciate the accomplishments of the young historians we are honoring here this evening.  

The explanation starts with cognitive science, moves quickly to the art and craft of history itself, and ends with some assertions about why history itself matters.

“A Disorderly Domain”

To begin with, cognitive scientists have been telling us for a long time that, unlike physics or mathematics, history is what they call a disorderly domain.  It is littered with details, facts, factoids, and fact-lets, each of which can be absolutely crucial to one narrative, but utterly irrelevant to many others.  Moreover, facts, while essential to history, are not sufficient to thinking, writing, or speaking about it.  Facts that are not embedded in and essential to an interpretation might as well be embalmed; they exist in airless, lifeless isolation, an environment that sometimes takes the form of history textbooks.  Students encountering facts presented in this way may be excused for thinking that history is “just one damned thing after another.”

There are a few people who find the mere listing of facts to be fascinating in itself.  These are the folks who can tell you that not only did Yaz hit .301 in 1968, but also scored 90 runs, hit 2 triples, and grounded into 12 double plays.  These people are not very popular at parties.  Nor are they necessarily on their way to being good historians.

But remember, the question here is not just what Yastrzemski did, but whether it matters.  I suggest that the fact that he hit .301 can be made to matter, if it is linked to other facts, abstractions, and a larger historical context.  So:  Yaz’s .301 was the lowest batting average ever to win a batting title: he had the best batting average in the American League.  It happened during what came to be known as the “Year of the Pitcher,” when Cardinals pitcher Bob Gibson set the modern record for lowest Earned Run Average, 1.12.  Major leaguers overall hit an anemic .237. These facts, combined with many others like them, suggested that there was a serious shortage of offense in baseball that year.  And baseball depends on offense to generate the excitement that brings fans to the ballpark.  
The year 1968 was not short on excitement, although not much of it was the positive kind.  It witnessed, among other things, the Tet Offensive, the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King (and the riots that followed), and the violence at the Democratic National Convention.   Owners of major league teams, wanting to give fans an escape from awful realities, boost attendance, compete successfully with other forms of escapism, and make a profit, decided to inject more offense into the game:  they lowered the mound, giving pitchers less leverage and batters a better chance.  It worked, more or less.  

So at least in this one case, when we are trying to explain how leaders of a significant part of American popular culture tried to adapt to demands and expectations of its audience, it does indeed matter—economically, socially, and culturally--that Yaz hit .301 in 1968.  


Contingency, Complexity, and Context

In other words, the relative importance of a fact is directly dependent upon its context.  Context is complicated.  And it can be affected in important ways by contingency.  Indeed, whether they are inclined to think of it in these terms or not, the scholars we honor here today have become proficient at “thinking historically,” which requires mastery of contingency, complexity, and context.  For the next few minutes, I’ll explain just what that means, and then I’ll conclude by saying why it matters.

Unlike many social scientists, who tend to focus on large patterns that lead to large generalizations, and ask narrow questions that factor out context, historians start with the particular, the specific, the idiosyncratic, even the unique, when establishing historical context.  And contingency—accident, coincidence, the unintended, unexpected, and unpredicted—is often essential to historical explanation.  This is the wisdom understood by the author of the Book of Ecclesiastes, who wrote, “I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.”  Or, more recently:  “For want of a nail, the shoe was lost; for want of a shoe, the horse was lost; for want of a horse, the rider was lost; for want of a rider, the kingdom was lost.”

Time and chance invite us to consider alternatives to what actually happened:

*What would have happened to the American Revolution if a timely fog hadn’t obscured the evacuation of Washington’s army from New York in the summer of 1776?

*Would World War I have happened if Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s driver hadn’t accidentally taken a wrong turn on a Sarajevo street and come to a stop directly in front of Gavrilo Princip, a bungling, would-be assassin who had already given up but was now fortuitously given another chance?

*What if Lee Harvey Oswald had missed?

Because it is rooted in narrative, history, unlike other disciplines, can take contingency into account.  And because it is rooted in evidence, it can—indeed, must—take complexity into account, too. Such an accounting relies on extensive content knowledge: not the kind that cherry-picks its evidence to prove an already-determined thesis, but the kind that uses the fullness of reality to understand historical actors in all their dimensions, not just the ones the suit the argument of the moment.  “The refinement of our historical past,” said literary critic Lionel Trilling, “chiefly means that we keep it properly complicated.”

F. Scott Fitzgerald said that “the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.” The test of a first-rate historian is the ability to contemplate and explain human contrariness, inconsistency, and contradiction.  

When I was a boy back in the ‘50s, we learned in school that Thomas Jefferson was one of the founders of American democracy and author of the Declaration of Independence, which included the phrase “all men are created equal.”  It may have been mentioned that he owned slaves.  Today, when asked to identify Jefferson, my students tell me that he was an American founder who owned slaves and probably fathered at least one child by one of them.  And, they sometimes add, didn’t he write the Declaration?  So wasn’t he just being hypocritical about that equality stuff? 

What matters about Jefferson, however, is not just that he wrote the Declaration or that he owned slaves, but that he did both.  As Joseph Ellis and other biographers have shown, Jefferson was a complex man.  If his working definition of “equality” was not quite ours, it was sincere as far as it went: he and others put their “lives, fortunes, and sacred honor” on the line for it.  If he was a hypocrite, let anyone without a trace of hypocrisy cast the first stone.  

Jefferson was a product of his time, and that time included slavery.  Indeed, it is arguably far less surprising that a Virginia planter owned—and exploited--slaves than it is that he became a spokesman for human equality.  Standing on the supposed moral high ground of our own historical moment, it is easy to sit in judgment on him.  But criticizing Jefferson for not having late-20th-century or early-21st century racial attitudes is like saying Davy Crockett was stupid because he didn’t take a machine gun to the Alamo.  Modern racial attitudes were no more available to Jefferson than modern weaponry was to Davy.

Jefferson, in other words, must be understood in context.  And context can only be understood by extensive reading and exploration of primary sources, exploration that allows you to understand and evaluate the interpretations of others.  It requires a disciplined imagination, one that tries to see the world as people saw it at the time, without knowing how everything turns out.  It requires willingness to be surprised, to ask “why did they do that?” as well as “how could they believe that?” In short, it requires empathy, to see the world through the eyes of people very unlike ourselves and whom we may not even like very much: through the eyes of a slaveholder, for instance, as well as through the eyes of a slave.

Immersing oneself in context allows fuller appreciation of the novelist E.P. Hartley’s comment, “The past is a foreign country.  They do things differently there.”  Examining context closely provides clues to the meaning of what otherwise seems strange, irrational, or inexplicable.  For instance, as 17th-century Virginia became dependent upon tobacco, a predictable pattern of settlement and resettlement emerged.  As the land wore out, tobacco farmers and plantation owners would pull up stakes and move west to land that would still support their crop.  But before they left the old homestead, they would do something that seems strange:  they would burn down the house?  Why?  It wasn’t a religious ritual, or a warning to those who would follow, or anything like that.  It was entirely rational:  they did it to save the nails.  After the embers cooled, they would sift through the ashes and retrieve them.  Virginia was rich in land, timber, and water.  But nails were hard to come by, so it was worth extra effort to collect them, to pound into the next house, before moving on.

Sometimes understanding context is as simple—and as complicated—as understanding how language changes.  Consider, for example, the statement from Jefferson’s Declaration, “Let facts be submitted to a candid world.”  An alert reader will be startled by this use of  “candid,” which we now take to mean “open, honest, hiding nothing.”  But Jefferson isn’t saying that HE is being candid; he is saying the WORLD is, or needs to be, candid.  

In 1776, “candid” was still close to its original Latin root, “candidus,” meaning “white” or “pure.”  By Jefferson’s time it was also linked to John Locke—not his theory of the social contract, but his theory of psychology, which said that every child arrived in the world as a “tabula rasa” (“blank slate”) and learned when experience pressed upon their minds.  So alertness to the presence of an apparently inappropriate word opens a window on to an entire world view:  Jefferson is asking the Declaration’s readers to simply be willing to be impressed—in two senses of that word—by the facts.

The same thing happens when we have to “translate” George Washington’s 1790 letter to the Touro Synagogue, explaining and extolling religious freedom.  “Happily the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasion their effectual support.”  The word “demean” jumps out at us here.  Students reading that want to know if he’s saying that they should “abase” or “degrade” themselves.  But in 1790 “demean”—which, after all, is the root of “demeanor”—simply meant “to conduct.”

Of course, the past is not JUST a foreign country.  As William Faulkner famously said, “The past is never dead.  It’s not even past.”  (Interesting that I seem to keep quoting novelists on the subject of history.)  As Faulkner knew better than most, the past influences us every day, for better or worse, consciously or unconsciously, no matter what we are doing.  These continuities contribute to the tension between past and present and drive historians to find out how and why things change over time.  They occupy and explore the territory that lies between the simplistic assertion that “nothing has changed” and its equally simplistic twin, “everything has changed.”

The Phi Alpha Theta honorees here this evening have shown that they understand that contingency, complexity, and context matter.  They can undoubtedly appreciate the truth articulated by Sam Wineburg, the leading scholar exploring how students learn history, when he says that historical thinking is an “unnatural act.”  It is indeed.  We aren’t writing science fiction here, or playing tennis without a net.  Historical thinking calls for command of the vast body of facts littering the “disorderly domain” of the real world, and mastery of “discipline-specific” mental skills.  Not for nuttin’, as we say in Rhode Island, is Clio designated the queen of the muses.

Virtues of Studying History

“So,” the honorees may still be wondering, “what do we get out of this?”  Well, taking the instrumental approach to education that characterizes our own time, being an effective historical thinker will stand you in good stead in many professions and careers, from the law to teaching and beyond—even, my college roommate tells me, in medicine.  More important, I think, are the qualities of mind that you can continue to bring to your own life.  You are equipped not just with information, or even knowledge, but with tools that can help you size up a situation, consider all sides of the question, evaluate evidence, question assumptions, and come to a reasoned conclusion.  In short, you will be able to exercise judgment.  Perhaps even attain wisdom.  

Less instrumentally, history, properly learned and practiced, can make you more empathetic.  In addition, it can help bring you humility.  Learning about the struggles and defeats and triumphs of many other people should bring you out of yourself and help you see how big the world is.  Today, when social psychologists tell us the narcissism among “Millenials” is on the rise, and technology’s ultimate achievement is apparently the “selfie,” being able to move beyond contemplating one’s own beloved image is a valuable skill indeed.  Don’t misunderstand me:  you are indeed unique and special.  But so is everybody else.  (So you can be proud of your humility. Just not too proud.)  To paraphrase the theologian C.S. Lewis, the study of history encourages us not to think less of ourselves, but to think of ourselves less.

Finally, you have the chance—and, I hope, the inclination—to really embody what has become a weather-beaten educational cliché: a life-long learner.  You can study the past—and learn from it, and enjoy it--for the rest of your life.  You don’t need to settle for somebody else’s “master narrative”—for the “Forrest Gump” version of the ‘60s, for instance.  You can inhabit and explore the past for yourself.  It will provide you with a sense of connectedness denied even to users of Facebook and Twitter.  

As Barnard president Judith Shapiro has said, “You want the inside of your head to be an interesting place to spend the rest of your life.”  As students of the liberal arts who have successfully undertaken historical study, you are well on your way to achieving that.  You are ready for deeper, continuing investigation of politics, society, the economy, and culture.  You are even ready to decide if it matters that Carl Yastrzemski batted only .255 in 1969.

My congratulations to you, your professors, and your families.  


*[Dr. Luther Spoehr is Senior Lecturer in Education and History at Brown University.]

















 



