
Why do we study history? It seems like a silly question, but consider this: doctors study medicine to save lives. Lawyers study law to prosecute criminals or defend their clients. Historians study history to…


There’s the rub. What’s the point of studying history? When I tell people I’m getting my B.A. in History, they give me one of two responses: a wide-eyed expression, followed by, “Well, what do you plan on doing with that?”; or a self-righteous chuckle as they say, “Good luck finding a job.” It does make me wonder: I know I enjoy the study of history, and the analyzing process. But why is it important?


Upon listening to Dr. Greenhut’s last lecture this Monday, where he discussed the end of Gulf War I up until the current Iraq War, I began to wonder: perhaps President Bush and his Cabinet had had a Secretary of History sitting at their table when they began to plan for the War, maybe things would have gone differently? Dr. Greenhut told the audience that both Bush and Secretary Rumsfeld were sure that the Iraqis would treat the Americans as liberators- an expectation that the rest of the world now realizes was false. Perhaps if a Secretary of History had brought up how well American intervention overseas has been received in the past- Iran in 1953; the Philippines after the Spanish-American War, among others- a new game plan may have been drawn up.

As Dr. Greenhut divulged the details of the Iraq War, from who knew what they were doing (General Petraeus and Secretary Gates, among others) and who didn’t (everybody else), to the false intelligence over the existence of WMDs, one can imagine what kind of perspective a historian would have brought to the discussion. A historian would have pointed out the complexities of the invasion of Iraq; from managing the country’s infrastructure, to handling of the refugees, hopefully (because even historians are fallible) he or she would have seen past the rose-colored glasses through which the Bush administration viewed the War.


However, it is a pointless exercise to imagine what could (or should) have happened. If the study of history is about understanding our past and using that information for a better future, then even a single historian in a lecture hall can make a difference. That being said, I very much enjoyed Dr. Greenhut’s lecture series over the past month. After being exposed to decades of history from a part of the world I’ll probably never visit, I feel that my worldview has broadened, and my work in history will benefit from this exposure to a culture and history so different from my own.
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