The Proper Attitude for Studying History

In History as in life in general, your attitude is everything. In other words, to make your experience with History as enjoyable and worthwhile as possible requires the proper attitude. You have to be able to place yourself in the right frame of mind and that frame of mind is one in which exploration, discovery and self-awareness are integral. 

History has always gotten a bad rap in part because what students remember of their experience in history classes is that sort of mindless memorization of facts: dates, events, wars.  This sort of history has its place. It does qualify as History, but of a most basic sort. 

After all, anyone can learn to memorize, well, anything. Is this history? What have you learned? What I would like to suggest is that you learned a fact--you have obtained knowledge. But, far more important to me is wisdom. Does the knowledge that the Civil War took place after 1850 give you wisdom? Does it make you wiser? Or, are facts and wisdom gained through knowledge two distinct entities? 

So, this said, what sort of attitude do we need to have when studying history? Well, the first thing is that you should not enter a history class looking for answers. The study of history reveals that there is no clear-cut answer for anything. Since understanding history is based on individual--and therefore subjective--interpretation, you must decide for yourself what kind of meaning you will attach to the topic. Go into history with an open mind. Do not expect the answer to be presented to you as if written in stone. It is not. History is not a science--it is a form of literature and the historian is little more than a writer of non-fiction. 

You have to open your eyes, open your mind. Tear down the walls. Study history with a sense of wonder and enjoyment. After all, this "stuff"' is all happening in the past. Study history with a sense of engagement. There ought to be a sense of "what was it like" when you study history. 

One thing that will help you embrace the proper attitude is to get a sense of historical time. Yes, this does mean that you understand what came before this or after that. You must get into the habit, difficult as it might at first seem, of putting things into historical and chronological perspective. You must make yourself aware of historical time. You must be able to eventually "image" a timeline in your head so you will have an approximate idea of how various discussions might all be tied together. I think that once you get in this habit, your appreciation for history, in a word, your attitude, will begin to show signs of improvement as well. 

Can you successfully complete a course in history without having the proper attitude? Of course you can. But why take the short cut? Why not make the effort. Rather than go through the motions, make history part of your life. After all, that is exactly what history is--it is your life. 

