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American History for Cynical 
Beginners

Jim Cullen, Author and Teacher 

Ethical Culture Fieldston School

The following is an adaptation of the Introduction and Conclusion to 

The Fieldston Guide to American History for Cynical Beginners: Im-

practical Lessons for Everyday Life by Jim Cullen.

History is Worth Your Time
Of all the things you could be doing right now, here you are, read-
ing a history book.

And why is that? Most likely, it’s because a teacher has asked—
told—you to, and you need to at least partially heed that teacher’s 
instructions to get a decent grade, finish the semester, graduate, and 
get on to a future that’s as likely to be as hazy as it is hopeful. There 
are other things you could be doing right now (sleep may seem like 
a particularly attractive alternative). In any event, it’s virtually cer-
tain that at some point amid these sentences, your attention will be 
broken by any number of welcome or unwelcome distractions: a 
noise down the hall; a phone ringing; the appearance of a friend at 
the door. Real life—often ordinary yet vivid and insistent—must 
take precedence over freeze-dried thought. So you’ll put this aside. 
Maybe you’ll pick it up again later.

If and when you do, I’ll need to be clear and compelling so that 
anything I say will last longer than, say, next weekend. And just 
what is my point? This: the idea that history, American history in 
particular, is worth your time—so much so that you will not only 
study it for credit, or even for pleasure, but that it will seep into 
your consciousness, even become a way of life.
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Now I realize that amid the finite space we all have in our lives 
for work, family, and other obligations, there are any number of 
things that may compete for your interest, things as exhausting-
ly variegated as life itself: gardening, babysitting, cooking, sex, 
poker, yoga, an argument with your mother that you’re conduct-
ing in your head. Even if one limits the domain to the life of the 
mind—those of us who have ended up as teachers have perhaps 
a charming belief that books and ideas are intrinsically superior 
to other pursuits—the choices range from astronomy to zoology. 
Far be it for me to suggest that any of these subjects is less worthy 
of a lifetime’s pursuit; variety is the spice of life, and there’s some-
thing usefully humbling about knowing that there are people out 
there who have mastered topics you haven’t even begun to under-
stand. But at the very least, history is certainly one of those top-
ics, and one that can inform and animate many of the others. It 
may even help you do some good in the world (something that’s 
always an option).

Or is it Bunk?
Still, you may be asking yourself: what’s so great about history? 
“History is bunk,” Henry Ford once reputedly said. Actually, what 
he really seems to have said, in a 1916 interview with the Chicago 
Tribune, is that “History is more or less bunk. We don’t want tra-
dition. We want to live in the present, and the only history that’s 
worth a tinker’s damn is the history we make today.” (Ford’s atti-
tude lives on in contemporary lingo, where the phrase “that’s his-
tory” is meant to connote the irrelevance of the topic in question, 
like a relationship you consider convenient to forget.) Yet the man 
whose cars and the assembly line he perfected symbolized moder-
nity a century ago was obsessed by the past. In the 1920s, he built 
an entire town, Greenfield Village, as a museum of American life as 
he remembered it from his childhood. It was a pretty good re-cre-
ation, and remains a model of living history museums. Nevertheless, 
Ford’s memory was somewhat selective: it had no bank, no lawyer’s 
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offices, and no bars. Facts, it is clear, do not always get in the way 
of history.

When history isn’t irrelevant, it can be a crushing burden. 
“History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake,” thinks 
the main character in James Joyce’s 1922 novel Ulysses. In the classic 
socialist anthem “The Internationale,” tradition is a chain that the 
workers of the world must shatter to usher in a better world. May-
be Henry Ford was right: some things—most things?—are better 
off forgotten.

History as Hope
Indeed, you really do have to wonder whether learning about the 
past can make all that much of a positive difference in a person’s 
life. I mean, sure, it might be useful to be aware, for example, 
that you have a family history of alcoholism. But you don’t need 

a three-credit class for that. 
Really: Is learning anything 
about, say, the Ming Dynasty 
going to make a difference? 
For a while, I would open my 
U.S. history courses by asking 
my students about why, other 
than some tedious distribu-

tion requirements, anyone should bother. Invariably, I heard vari-
ations on George Santayana’s famous dictum, echoing Euripides 
and Thucydides, that “those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it.” All right, then, I would tell the students 
wryly, you’ll know better than to start a land war in Asia. But of 
course, virtually nobody is ever in a position to start a land war in 
Asia. Nor, for that matter, is virtually anybody in a position to stop 
one once one starts.

I should add that large numbers of people may collectively 
stop a war they find problematic or wrong, and that a sense of 
history can shape the perceptions that make opposition possible. 

Does learning about 
the past make all that 
much difference in a 
person’s life?
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But the lessons of the past are nothing if not slippery. The clas-
sic example is the so-called Munich analogy, wherein Amer-
ican policymakers wished to avoid the mistakes of European 
leaders in appeasing Hitler, as British Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain did at a 1938 meeting, only to have their deter-
mination to stand fast against Communist aggression lead to a 
quagmire in Vietnam in the 
1960s. Hence an affirmation 
of the truism that one should 
never start a land war in Asia, 
which U.S. policymakers nev-
ertheless ignored by going to war with Iraq in 1991 and again 
in 2003 (with very different results). Go figure.

So: History is irrelevant, history is depressing, history is mad-
deningly ambiguous. But what may be worst of all is that history 
is boring. Or, more accurately, History—the professional kind, 
with teachers and classrooms and assigned reading, which we’ll 
designate with a capital “H”—is, shall we say, less than incredibly 
exciting. Movies like Gladiator and Saving Private Ryan are okay, 
but History books are often deadly. Actually, reading itself is 
often deadly. Well, maybe that’s an exaggeration. (I myself think 
of reading the way I think of exercise: Once you get in shape, 
it’s something that’s good for you that you actually enjoy, even 
crave.) Still, so much of what you’re asked to read doesn’t seem 
to be addressed to you in an especially compelling way. So what’s 
the point? Why is history worth your time, why should it seep into 
your consciousness?

The answer is hope. Good history gives you hope.

Feeling Better 
But, you may plausibly ask, hope for what? That we will see world 
peace in our time? That the United States will close the gap 
between its often-soaring ideals and its often-tawdry realities? 
That you’ll vanquish the anxieties that gnaw away at you each 

The answer is, good 
history gives you hope.
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day, anxieties that are all the worse because you know they’re 
often really silly, even unworthy of you? (And that there are some 
that aren’t silly at all?)

I know you’re going to be absolutely crushed when I tell you the 
answer is no. But I’m also going to tell you that history can really help 
you feel better.

What, you may wonder, do I mean by feel better? Am I saying 
that history has therapeutic value, that you can study it for some 
of the same reasons people eat chocolate or read romance novels or 
get psychotherapy? Yeah, to at least some degree, I am. Like many 

things, history is a taste you 
can acquire to fill time, keep 
demons at bay, or build social 
bridges. Like many things too, 
you can do it at a pretty basic 
functional level—most people 
don’t need to be experts about 
real estate, fashion, or baseball 

to engage with them pleasurably and profitably—or you can savor 
the experience of developing a more refined palate. We all know 
people who get excited by wines or stock car racing or cinematog-
raphy in ways we find utterly mysterious.

But without insisting that it’s true for everyone all the time, 
I’d like to suggest a passion for history may well pay more satisfy-
ing psychic dividends than any of these alternatives. I believe the 
lessons you can learn from history have broad applications that 
can enrich your understanding of everyday life. They can help you 
understand the people around you (What I have to remember about 
Grandpa is that he was born during the Great Depression); give you 
an escape from the people around you (There was a time not long 
ago when even the people of this town thought differently about this 
situation); and help you conceptualize your life in compelling ways 
(Maybe I should take a page from Grandpa’s book, save some money, 
and get the hell out of this town).

The lessons you learn 
from history can help 
you understand the 
people around you.
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Principally, I think that what history can do is enlarge your 
world. By that I mean it can broaden your notion of what is real-
istic, your sense of the humanly possible. I myself have a hard time 
believing that I can overestimate the evil that is humanly possible, 
but I think I may sometimes underestimate the good that people 
can do. One of the reasons I wanted to tell you about people like 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, John 
McCain, Frank Sinatra and 
Ida Wells is that the process of 
learning about them has led me 
to see them as fallible, even frail 
people—and that their very fal-
libility makes their unmistak-
able accomplishments all the 
more impressive. And all the 
more real. I’m not sure I could 
stop a conspiracy, endure a prisoner of war camp, or even convert 
my private anguish into public art. But maybe I can do good things 
too—not great or grand things, necessarily, but worthwhile ones. 
God help me: I’d like to think my little volume might qualify.

Being Better at Feeling
Which brings us to another meaning of feel better: that is, to be 
better at feeling, to develop a sympathetic imagination. Reading 
about admirable figures will probably not, in itself, make you a 
better person. But it may engender habits of thought that nurture 
a desire to do good things. Back in the 1990s, the sportswear com-
pany Nike promoted its products using NBA star Michael Jordan 
as its pitchman. “Be Like Mike” was the company’s slogan. I’ve got 
nothing against Michael Jordan—he’s always struck me as a sane, 
generally reputable citizen—but I’ve never felt much desire to be 
like him. But I think there’s something to an admonition to “Be 
Like Harriet” or “Be Like Ida.” In some sense, that’s really what the 
various chapters of this book have been all about.

What history can do 
is enlarge your world, 

make you better at 
feeling, help you 

develop a sympathetic 
imagination. 
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Look, I’m not going to tell you that you need to go forth and 
love history. Love doesn’t work like that: You can’t command people 
to be passionate. Nor am I going to tell you that many of the things 
you can get from history are unique to history. Literature, for exam-
ple, can enlarge your world as surely as history can (so might hip-
hop, or ice-skating—my vision here is ecumenical, not sectarian.) 
In the end, I can only offer you my own testimony, which takes the 
form of a book I felt compelled to write for really no other reason 
than an innate desire to do so. You’ll do with my example what you 
wish. My wish is that you’ll indeed do something with it, if in no 
other way than to make sense of it in your own way.
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