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sociologists have noted the interplay between their
e and history, but C. Wright Mills may have stated it
uarter century ago in IThe Sociological Imagination. "the
f comtemporary history,” he reminded his readers, "are
ts about the success and the failure of individual men and
. . Neither the life of an individual nor the history of
ty can be understood without understanding both.”
that one could not conduct good sociology without being
ial historian, Mills wrote, "No social study that does
back to the problems of biography, of history and of
intersections within a society has completed its
-tual journey.” In short, Mills postulated that having an
jon of history was prerequisite to having a well-
sociological imagination.l He might well have argued
e contrary was true also; a historian who has a
gical imagination is in a better position to frame
questions about the past.

ting a few years after Mills, Cambridge historian E. H.
ed his view of the relationship between history and
3y, "The more scciological history becomes,; and the more
al sociology becomes, the better for both." Recognizing
retical and methodological differences in the disciplines,
ackett Fischer, author of the influential HIi i !
g, added a word of caution.

sociological history and historical sociology are
ceived as a combination of the conceptual sophistication
the best sociologists and the dogged if often undirected
iricism of the best historians, then the prospects are
'y bright indeed. But one might also imagine an
erdisciplinary effort which combined the worst of both
rlds-~the stupidity of historians and the ignorance of

ziologists.2

. of the best opportunities for sociology and history to
gether in a positive way is in the realm of decision
. Only a few sociologists and historians have the
ity to give direct input to public policy decision makers,
fewer still are ever entrusted with the responsibility of
y making such decisions. For whatever it is worth, it is
sion (without any specific investigation of the matter)
ssionally trained historians are more likely to turn



politician tham sociologists are. Mike Mansfield,
McGovern, and, closer in time and locale, Newt Gingrich ¢
mind. Historians are fond of pointing out that Teddy R
and John Kennedy wrote popular works of history before
presidencies, but they were more dilettante than profess
Whatever the case, a few exceptions notwithstanding,
stipulate that neither of our disciplines turns out de

makers in the kinds of numbers that the schools of 1
business do. g

Despite the comparative paucity of attention given @
to decision making, sociologists and historians somet im
ourselves justifying the considerable amounts of publ
private money expended on our disciplines by
universities, and other institutions by asserting that ¢t
of sociology and history will help students to learn
critically and thereby become better decision makers
sure, there are many other sound and impressive reasons |
berpetuation of our fields of endeavor and for their pIC
place in a general education curriculum, but the need ¢t
the decision makers of tomorrow is an appealing argument
to the administrators, politicians and philanthropists of
Significantly, the argument is not only appealing, it is
also valid. The knowledge and insights routinely impar
existing history and sociology courses already hone think;
deciding skills, but we could serve our students bet
were more rigorous and explicit in our teaching of this
outcome of general education.

of history and sociology both explicitly and implicitly.
disciplines are going to be used, we have an obligation ga
scholars and citizens to see that they are used right-
least as close to right as possible. This challenge calls
interdisciplinary partnership between history and soci
Such an alliance, of course, is not meant ¢to pre
relationships with the other liberal arts as well.

Nothing is more irritating to a historian than he
journalists, politicians, TV evangelists or some other p
figure misuse and mangle history to buttress thei
preconceived notions on matters of public controversy
Historians and the Living Past Allan Lichtman and Valerie
insist, "An understanding of history is required eith
recognize or to critique the historical analysis that unde
vital policy decisions". e
does not guarantee that it will be used. Lester St
explains in Probing the Past: "When the past becomes histo
then man is in a position to make more carefully rea
decisions and to act in a traditional way. That he wil
necessarily do so is granted, but that he will be able to
is justification enough for studying his past."3
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ident from the spring of this year [1986] will
In an unprecedented move to defend the integrity of
line from an onslaught from one of the best
tors the nation has ever known, the Organization of
istorians overwhelmingly passed a resolution denouncing
an’s characterization of the Nicaraguan Contras as
gquivalent of the founding fathers." The general body
hat it "deplores the President’s invocation of the
prestige and legacy of the Constitution’s framers in
mote the Administration’s foreign policy and to
atriotism of those who oppose that policy." The
‘board called Reagan’s analogy "a distortion of

jless of whether the Reagan policy toward Central
the appropriate one, the historical analogy itself was
unsupportable and intellectually deceptive. Yet
Reagan’s rhetoric and the image it conjures are
seemingly more important to many Americans than
curacy.

trate the pitfalls of a historical decision making,
ked a class of about thirty students if they thought
Reagan’s Nicaraguan policy was better than Jimmy
All but a handful answered yes. I then asked themn
s policy had in fact been, but not a single student
: The students were confident that Reagan’s policy
yr even though they really had no idea what approach of
past it was supposedly superior to.

sume that sociologists get equally miffed when they
gical research touted in the media in distorted and
ways. For instance, whatever their personal
about the proper public policy toward pornography
d regardless of what particular methodological
y might champion, virtually all scholars would surely
the Meese Commission report represented a singularly
e of exceptionally bad social science.

the greatest pitfalls in decision making is what
lled the "good old days" fallacy. This sort of
by no means the exclusive province of political
s, although they seem especially prone to it. They
or an idealized past that never really existed. In
e historical record is complete enough that we can
ply sure that today is, in fact, different than the
111y explicit materials, for instance, are undoubtedly
available than they were a generation ago, and, of
‘home VCRs on which much of the material is now
mply did not exist then. There is no significant

days in such a case, but whether the old days were
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"good," whether they were better than the new days, is agf
question of values as of history.

In many cases, of course, we are not even so sure wh
old days were actually like. Historical crime statisti
example, especially those involving social taboos

The myth of a safe and secure past in contrast to
and crime ridden present is a powerful one. The image

contradictions, For example, many parents long for public
decisions that couldq return the country to the Ozzie and
days of the 1950s when mother and dad did not have to wor:
sordid things such as chilg Sexual abuse. Meanwhile socio
and other social scientists continue to find tha
contemporary child abusers sufferedq Sexual abuse themse
children. If that finding is true (and there is every re
believe that it is), it follows inescapedly that many of
abusers were being abused during the Supposedly idyllic
If the logic is carried back further it would imply ti
abusers of the 1950s were being abused in the 1930s and s
Something has to give; either the sociologists are wr

the patterns of abuse or the good old days myth must?
severe blow.

I would like to conclude by drawing from one of t
Provocative books on the uses of history published in man
Thinking in Time: The Uses Of History for Decision Ma
Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May of Harvard is ba

Following a dozen case study chapters on such topics as t
missile crisis, Social Security reform, and arms contr
conclude: "That brings us back to history’s traditiona
that study of the past in general helps decision-g

particular. We hope we can strengthen the claim. We{
can; indeed we think we have."s
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