Why History?
 “Our job as writers and reporters and editors has always been to put the news in perspective for our readers, and few things do that better than history. And while I don't think history precisely repeats itself, I do agree that it rhymes.” (Slide)
 
Those words were written two years ago in 2006 by Richard Stengel, Managing Editor of Time Magazine, in an article introducing the magazine’s popular “Making of America” series.  
 
But the phrase “history rhymes” is not Stengel’s.

 

Does anyone know who first said that?

 

It was Mark Twain, the nineteenth century American writer and humorist best known for his novels, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and the Adventures of Tom Sawyer.=2 0

 

What does it mean? Why does history rhyme? (Discuss – n.b. Educere: to lead out. n.b. words that sound the same and have similar rhythm but do not mean the same thing/ events which have common characteristics but which do not produce identical consequences). 

 

Richard Stengel of Time contrasts Twain’s wisdom with the words of another nineteenth century writer – a German political philosopher who is frequently alleged to have said:

 

“History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce.” (Slide)
 
Does anyone know who said that? 

 

Karl Marx. (1818–1883), the German political theorist, social philosopher and inventor of communism. 
 

Except he didn’t. The reporter appears to have been careless about his shorthand.  Marx actually wrote:

 

“Hegel remarks somewhere that all great, world-historical facts and personages occur, as it were, twice. He has forgotten to add: the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.” (Slide)
 
Mr Marx was a little careless with his attribution there. I shall be more diligent. The words are from Marx’s work  “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon (1852)”
 
Is there anyone here who has studied the French Revolution and can tell us what the Eighteenth Brumaire is? (Anyone willing to have a go?)
 
Explain: Revolutionary calendar. In our terms Eighteenth Brumaire  is November 9, 1799, the date upon which the revolutionary leader Napoleon Bonaparte made himself a dictator via a coup d’etat against the original revolutionary ideals of 1789. 
 
Marx is comparing the conduct of Louis Napoleon, a mid nineteenth century French head of state, and his more famous predecessor.   
 
But there is a bigger, more important point, and it is the reason why Richard Stengel, in that first quote I showed you from Time Magazine, was determined to contrast Marx’s notion of history repeating itself with Mark Twain9s idea that it doesn’t but it rhymes. 
 
Marx devised a system of thought – the dialectic – which does history few favours. 
 
 
Dialectic anyone?
 
When Thesis confronts Antithesis the end product is Synthesis. (Slide) 

 
 
His most fundamental belief, defined in the Communist Manifesto of 1848, was that “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle.” At its most basic his dialectic argues that conflict between classes must, inevitably lead to a synthesis called communism. 
 
So, if the thesis = the interests of the proletariat or international working class, and the antithesis = global capitalism, then the inevitable synthesis = the overthrow of capitalism and the creation of the ideal communist society. 
 
No. I don’t believe it either. 
 
But Marx was very much a man of his time (industrial revolution etc.) and he was a brilliant man too. He was determined to change the world, not merely to describe it, and he believed he had come up with the perfect prescription for change: not simply the ideal of a communist society – though he did come up with that – but a way of thinking about history that turns it into a predictive tool.    
 

Marx was not Nostradamus. But he did believe he had analysed the past so effectively that he could predict the future development of society. In particular he believed that20if certain conditions had produced revolutions before then they would produce revolutions again.

 

His certainty that if the conditions are reproduced then the results will be is where the idea of history repeating itself comes from. 

 

For me the bottom line is that Mark Twain was right. History does not replicate itself like that. Twentieth century capitalism did not develop in the way Karl Marx believed it would – and to those surviving Marxists who have merged in the last few weeks to proclaim that, actually, the great man was dead right and that capitalism is now collapsing under the weight of its own internal contradictions – I say, I’ll take my chance. 

 

So, sorry Karl, history does not repeat itself, but it does often come close. It turns up events, arguments and circumstances which resemble previous events, arguments and conundrums and which allow lessons to be learned about human, social and econo mic reactions. 

 

It helps us think critically and to understand and explain the present, to “put it in perspective,” as Richard Stengel wrote in that Time article. 

 

 

And putting events in perspective is what journalists do.

 

Here is a famous example:

SLIDE

A President of the United States has resigned from office. It is a profoundly sad and profoundly heartening occasion. The sadness all but speaks for itself. Richard Nixon, a man whose entire adult professional life was dedicated to the quest for and exercise of the powers of the office of the presidency, leaves that office under a cloud of wrongdoing and shame. 

 That there has been an overwhelming public judgment against Richard Nixon is indisputable, even without the formal test of impeachment and Senate trial. 
At no time in the country's history has the standard of acceptable conduct of the presidency been so clearly defined or so widely subscribed to. This standard will now be Mr. Ford's to uphold and enforce. In this particular duty he will have unparalleled and unprecedented public support
Extracts from the editorial published in the Washington Post on Friday August 9 1974, the day after Richard Nixon resigned. You can watch his resignation speech on You Tube. I recommend it because, to many journalists, the departure from office of the most powerful man in the world represents the culmination of the most successful ever piece of diligent reporting. 

In another module you will examine how Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, the Watergate Reporters, got their story.  Today I want you to concentrate on the sentence beginning “At no time in the country’s history…       
It is a good starting point for exploring why history matters to journalists. 

Here is one of the most dramatic examples of journalists holding a powerful politician to account. Their newspaper is keen to emphasise the significance of their achievement. It chooses to do it by setting the Watergate revelations in their historical context. 
For the author of that leader column, this is not just a very important story. It has helped to define more clearly than at any time in the country’s history what is and is not acceptable conduct by the President of the United States.

Now a lazy leader writer might pen a statement like that as mere assertion – without the knowledge to substantiate it. Lesser newspapers do it frequently. But the Washington Post of 1974 demanded high standards. When it asserted that an event was unprecedented it made sure that it could justify the claim. 

In that case this meant knowing that Nixon’s resignation set a precedent in the history of the American Presidency – and to assert that the writer had to know something about the history of the Presidency since George Washington was first elected to that high office in 1789. 

Serious, ambitious journalists often need that type of historical knowledge. I have found it useful on numerous occasions. Today I hope to explain why.      

This module is not about me. It is designed to introduce you to:

i) The value of history to working journalists 

ii) The rudiments of the history of journalism as a profession and an industry

iii) The study of history as an analytical skill

But I shall start anecdotally because journalists learn early in their careers that complicated issues are often more easily approached through the prism of human experience. I know my own experiences better than I know anyone else’s. So, story time.

Late in December 1989 I arrived at work in the Today Programme production office at Broadcasting House in London. It was the winter in which communism collapsed. The Berlin Wall had toppled a few weeks earlier. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic had thrown off the shackles of Moscow rule. The spirit of revolution was alive in Eastern Europe. 

I was expecting a relatively quiet day. In fact, if I’m entirely honest, I was hoping for one. I hadn’t done the Christmas shopping and, having recently married the lady who is still my wife I was vaguely aware – in the way young men sometimes are - that she might like a present or two. But shopping was cancelled. 

News came in on the Reuters wire feed to my desk top computer – yes we were technologically advanced at the BBC nineteen years ago – that fighting was taking place in the western Romanian town of Timisoara, not far north of the border with what was then the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and close to Romania’s western border with Hungary. 

The location was immediately significant. It meant that there was at least a possibility that journalists from the BBC might get into Romania to find out what was happening there and report it. Why should getting into a country be difficult? Here history makes its first appearance. 
During the Second World War Romania fought with Germany and against Soviet Russia. It was led at the time by a nationalist dictator – the Conducator as he styled himself, a Romanian version of Fuhrer or Duce. He was Ion Antonescu, a vicious anti-Bolshevik and anti-Semite who believed Romania’s territorial ambitions would be best served by backing the Third Reich against Soviet Communism and the Western Democracies.

Antonescu’s gamble – which involved the commitment of the Romanian Army to fight alongside the Germans on the Eastern Front and the supply of large quantities of oil to the German forces - failed utterly. When the war ended Josef Stalin’s Soviet Union made the great land grab Winston Churchill graphically described as an Iron Curtain descending across Europe. 
From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the continent (Speech at Westminster College, Fulton, Missouri, 5 March 1946)

Romania found itself behind the Iron Curtain. Its king was forced to abdicate. A Communist Government was imposed. Democratic elections ended. And over the course of the next two decades a Romanian Communist hard man worked his way to the top of his country’s new Marxist power elite. His name was Nicolae Ceausescu (SLIDE) and he became president – and absolute dictator – of Romania in 1965. 
Visiting Romania before Ceausescu was hard enough for western journalists. None of the Communist states of Eastern Europe encouraged free speech. They did not want reporters asking questions about standards of living, political freedom or any of the other democratic freedoms upon which our lives in the UK rely. 

Ceausescu made it harder. His communism was inspired by the extremely hardline versions he had witnessed in North Korea, North Vietnam and Maoist China. He was paranoid and encouraged a personality cult based around him as the leader. Under his rule the lives of the Romanian people were controlled and monitored by a vast and oppressive secret police the Securitate.
The Securitate were not in the habit of granting access visas to BBC journalists. A trip to the country would normally take months to arrange – and would then be futile because the reporter would not be able to travel freely. Your every move would be supervised by the Securitate – and nobody would speak freely to you, because to express dissent of any kind was to guarantee a return visit from the Securitate – which could mean ruin. 

The fighting in Timisoara, which I was reading about on my computer screen on December 21st 1989, had started several days earlier. It began when the Securitate tried to arrest an ethnic Hungarian Priest called Lazlo Tokes. Efforts to protect him had spread to become a broader rebellion against state power. But news of the rebellion had taken days to reach the west. Romania’s state controlled media did not dare to report opposition to Ceausescu. News had to travel by word of mouth – as it once did in this country before the invention of the printing press.

When it reached us the Today Programme editor – Phil Harding – who you will meet this term, knew immediately what he wanted: the first news from inside Romania on his programme as soon as possible. He asked for volunteers willing to fly to Belgrade and find a way across the border into Romania. 
I volunteered immediately because I was fascinated by the story and confident that I could help to explain it to British listeners. My colleague and friend Alan Little volunteered too. Why? Because we each knew enough about the recent history of Romania and Eastern Europe to understand immediately that this was a dramatic and fascinating moment. 

Here was a nation that had been trapped in a sort of limbo for more than forty years. Its people had been denied the right to travel. They had no access to western products. Even their diets were limited by their government’s reluctance to spend hard currency on food imports. Books, films and music from the free world were only available as illegal, samizdat copies – and these were expensive and, of course, one could not risk being caught in possession of such material. 

The trip was my first opportunity to report from a foreign trouble zone - an opportunity to see history being made. 
(Show footage – from You Tube – Romanian Revolution 1989 – of rebels on the streets of Romanian Cities and Ceausescu’s last speech.)

We reached the Romanian border because Yugoslavia was, though still officially socialist, open to western visitors. We flew to Belgrade, hired a car and drove to the Romanian Border at a point just north of the Serbian town of Vrsac. The border guards agreed to let us through for a variety of reasons.

i) They knew a revolution was taking place in their country and they were keen to have some evidence that they had disobeyed Ceausescu’s orders – just in case he lost, which of course he did. 

ii) We bribed them with hundreds of cigarettes and several litres of whisky.

iii) Radio communication with the army in Timisoara meant they knew the rebels were winning – as did the Securitate men they could see fleeing through the fields around us.  

I’m glad we made it because the reports Allan Little and I filed from Romania that Christmas won for the Today Programme that year’s Sony Radio Academy Award for the Best Response to a News Event…But my point is not to boast. It is that without awareness of modern European history and the political-historical context into which we were travelling; Allan and I would not have been able to cover the story.  

Without awareness of history we might have described what we saw on the streets of Timisoara. But we would not have understood its significance. When we witnessed Romanians beating Securitate men we would not have known why. When we watched the summary trial, conviction and execution of Nicoalae Ceausescu and his wife, Elena, we would not have grasped why revolutionaries who claimed to be fighting for freedom and the rule of law could carry out such a hasty and brutal mockery of due legal process.
Later, when covering events including the break up of Yugoslavia, the first Gulf War and the early years of the Clinton Presidency in the United States my appetite for historical knowledge grew ever more intense. It is hard to understand events if one lacks understanding of the context in which they occur – and even harder to explain them to other people. 

Consider a few events from this year and ask how you can begin to explain them without reference to history. 

The Credit Crunch which is destabilising markets here and in the USA is frequently compared to the Wall Street Crash of 1929. Some columnists extend the parallel by pointing out that the Crash led to the Great Depression of the 1930s and the depression to the package of measures known as the “New Deal” which was introduced between 1933 and 1938 by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

Those who really know their stuff recall that Roosevelt’s “New Deal” included reforms to financial regulation intended to prevent a recurrence of the crash. If, in three year’s time, you are going to be confident about explaining topics such as short-selling and financial derivatives to your readers, viewers and listeners, you are going to need context like that.

Consider some other examples:    

Robert Mugabe’s absolute refusal to countenance western intervention in Zimbabwe’s election process can only be appreciated if one understands the history of British colonial rule in what was Rhodesia and the subsequent phase of white minority rule under an apartheid system virtually indistinguishable from the one Nelson Mandela fought to destroy in neighbouring South Africa. 
We know Mr Mugabe as a vicious, narrow minded thug who uses violence to suppress the democratic will of the Zimbabwean people. He is a vicious, brutal thug. But he learned how to employ violence as a fighter for the freedom of his country – and to some Zimbabweans and many heads of neighbouring states he is still a hero of the liberation struggle. 

Try explaining Russia’s actions in Georgia without reference to the collapse of the Soviet Union and Russia’s traditional sphere of influence.
Without history, explaining why Ukraine, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia are currently feeling threatened is frankly impossible. These are nations in which the history of the twentieth century is a living reality. That is why there are substantial populations of people who consider themselves Russian living in the Baltic States. It is why Poland distrusts Russia enough to risk locating American missiles on its territory, despite Moscow’s threats of dire consequences. 

 And history does not just help us to understand and explain world affairs. 

Anyone who tries to grasp why Scotland still has a separate educational system, a separate legal system and an entirely distinctive established church – despite being part of the United Kingdom - is going to be a bit stymied if they do not first understand that, until 1707, Scotland was an independent nation. 
Or try fashion. Why did the New Look of the late 1940s involve such long skirts and copious amounts of cloth? At least part of the answer is that war time austerity made plenty synonymous with luxury.

How about food? Why does this country have a fantastic range of Indian restaurants while France has hardly any – but a splendid array of North African cuisine? 
Or sport.  Why do Celtic and Rangers fans dislike each other so intensely?  

So

Familiarity with history – or the ability to acquire historical knowledge rapidly - helps journalists to compile interesting, intelligent reports. But it does more than that.

History is often the source for inspiring stories. 
Put the name “Bletchley Park” into the search engine on a newspaper website and see how many stories it lists about the historic site in Milton Keynes where British code-breakers hastened the defeat of the Nazis.  You will find tales about brilliant women who were recruited because they were good at crosswords, but said nothing about their war time service until fifty years later because they had sworn secrecy and, to their generation, a promise is a promise. 
You will also find the sad tale of the brilliant scientist who pioneered the first ever computer – but died a broken man because he was gay and, in those days, homosexuality was illegal.
I recently found a truly excellent piece of journalism in the New Yorker magazine. The piece is called “Boundary Issues” and it is by David Remnick, the magazine’s editor and former Moscow Correspondent.  It explains the Russian invasion of Georgia better than any other single piece on the subject I have read. It showcases throughout Remnick’s grasp of the history and context without which the issues are incomprehensible.  (n.b. Boundary Issues by David Remnick, from the New Yorker, August 25 2008.)  

But

The value of history to journalists is not limited to the instant gratification of story ideas or the possession of information from which to compile elegant essays and backgrounders.

The study of history teaches analytical skills that are directly relevant to journalism.
Historians organise facts into narrative order and use them as the building blocks of academic argument. They use evidence to interpret events and explain trends. In common with good reporters they are alert to the danger of believing uncorroborated testimony. They always seek evidence.  An example may help:

A historian seeking to explain the origins of the First World War will refer to a range of evidence including:
The declining power of the Austro-Hungarian Empire

The competing economic and colonial ambitions of Britain and Germany
The alliance system then in force between European powers

French resentment of German victory in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870

Britain’s need to control the seas in order to ensure free movement of goods.
Explaining exactly why a world war arose from Germany’s decision to defend its ally, Austro-Hungary, from the separatist ambitions of Serbia, is a complex task. Explaining why Germany sought to mount this defence by attacking France through the territory of neutral Belgium is even more complicated. It demands reference to at least some of the above and many other factors too.     

Compare this to journalism. At its best good reporting is the writing of history in microcosm. This is true even when the story is ostensibly entirely modern and trivial. Another example - which might appear silly, but really isn’t.
Imagine you are a reporter on the late shift in a London newsroom. A call from a police contact informs you that a high profile popular celebrity has got drunk, fallen over and then, on being helped to her feet, has hit a police officer. Your editor asks you to explain why. She needs a piece that can go online within the hour.

Now of course part of the answer is to be found in straightforward reporting i.e. finding out the exact circumstances in which the event occurred. Part of it lies in you knowing the law of contempt as it applies to such cases – you will learn about that in the course of your studies and there is no need for me to explain it now. But another part of it requires you to construct a fact-based narrative which will include the celebrity’s personal history.   

History helps journalists to do their jobs well. It also helps us to understand why journalism matters and why – when it is good – journalism is more than a way of making money by telling stories.  

The study of the history of journalism alerts us to the different ways in which journalists have sought to serve society, the ways in which they have failed to serve it and the many pressures that have, at various times, sought to limit their freedom to report or to induce them to serve narrow interests.

Through the history of journalism and the news industry we learn how the idea that journalism is essential to democracy developed – and why many critics of the profession believe it fails to perform that role. We will also learn why some critics believe it is foolish to imagine that journalism is ever anything more than a way of selling advertising. 

In this module I will lead you through a basic history of journalism. It is possible to argue that it starts in the ancient world. The Greek man, who, in 490 BC, ran 24 miles from the site of the Battle of Marathon to inform the citizens of Athens that the army of the Greek city states had defeated the Persians, was a reporter of sorts. 

So, in my opinion was, Pliny the Younger, the Roman official and writer who, in 79AD witnessed the eruption of Vesuvius, the event which buried the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum in the Bay of Naples. The eruption killed his uncle and he later wrote a detailed description of what he had seen to his friend, the Roman historian Tacitus. That letter still survives – and we will look at it later. 

But the narrative we will examine this term started when an engraver from the town of Mainz in Germany invented moveable type printing and the quick drying ink required to stop his printing press smudging the paper. 

Johannes Gutenberg invented the technology that made mass communication possible. In my next lecture we will consider the early years of printing and the process by which the ambition to spread vernacular copies of the holy bible gave birth to early efforts to inform the public, sponsor debate and challenge authority. 

Throughout this term I will try to introduce you to enough of the social, political and economic history of this country to understand the context in which journalism and the idea of a news industry developed with it. 

The history we will consider is mainly British, but we will look at international examples as well. Given our shared language and culture it would be silly to tech an overview of British journalism without considering aspects of American history and American journalism. Locations including Crimea, Spain and South Africa will also feature.

Pattern of Lectures
Seminars – Student contributions.

Assessment
1. Two essays of between 2,500 and 3,000 words, the first to be submitted on October 31st and the second on December 5th. I will give you two week’s notice of the first essay topic and one week’s notice of the second. The shorter deadline in week 10 is because we will suspend lectures and seminars to allow you additional time to research and write. 

2. An end of year exam of three hours duration in which you will be required to answer three essay questions from a range of a possible ten.     

Finally today I want to touch, briefly, on another aspect of the relationship between history and journalism – the point at which the relationship is reversed and rather than history being useful to the journalist the journalist becomes useful to history.

This is what I call the “First Draft Theory” i.e. the idea that the reporter as witness to important events has the opportunity – some might say the duty – to write the first draft of history. 

Some of the most powerful images of great events have been penned as reportage not academic history. From Pliny’s description of the eruption of Vesuvius to modern examples such as Press Association Reporter Hugh Dougherty’s first hand description of the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre, reporters – both professional and amateur – have provided compelling, unforgettable images that can bring the past alive generations after they were written.

In some cases – as we shall learn in the course of this module – the reporter on the scene has defined the way in which events are understood by subsequent generations. Sometimes the defining version is accurate. Sometimes it is not. Sometimes the inaccuracy is unintentional. Sometimes it is deliberate. 

There will be time for those debates. First some reportage: in time for our seminar tomorrow I’d like you to read three short pieces of historic reportage and I would like three volunteers willing to talk, briefly, about one of those pieces each. 

The pieces are:

Pliny the Younger’s Description of the Eruption of Vesuvius on 24 August AD79

The description by Kingsbury Smith of the International News Service of the Execution of Nazi War Criminals on 16 October 1946

Press Association Reporter Hugh Dougherty’s first hand account of the destruction of the World Trade Centre on September 11th 2001.

Volunteers: In each case I’d like you to give us five minutes worth of your thoughts on why the piece has value as a historic record. I’d like you also to identify any flaws you think it contains and any characteristics you find particularly valuable.            
