
the world will hear from him, and in a xvay that she wfll 
be proud of him. Let us hope that his heart is already 
given to Jesus, and that his life is and ever shall be 
consecrated to his service. It matters, then, but little 
whether he has given his life to the service of his coun
try, or whether he remains at home cultivating the soil, 
or whether he is proclaiming the gospel from the sacred 
desk; in either case he will make his influence felt, and 

will live to a high and holy purpose. And may God help 
him so to live that when he is done wearing pants, 
xvhether he falls pierced by an enemy's shot, or by a 
more quiet death, he may dwell with the redeemed on 
high; and may I and all who read these hues he gathered 
there too, and enjoy each other's society with the society 
of Jesus and the redeemed forever and ever. 

THe CDirors pace 

HISTORY AS CONFRONTATION 
Philip D. Jordan 

ARE C O N F L I C T , d isagreement , and confrontation 
man's heritage? 

Is the human family mutilated by the baseness of its 
nature? 

How much truth lies in the belief that all history is 
rooted in disputation of varying degree, ranging, for 
example, from neighbors quarreling over a fence to na
tions warring over boundary lines? 

To many, controversy and confrontation symbolize 
men's many-faceted attempts to wrestle themselves fi-om 
savagery to civilization, although civilization is a string 
across a chasm and man is of porcelain clay. Controversy 
— political, economic, social, religious — is ever present 
in the historical narrative, and little is to he gained de
bating whether man was born with the urge to quarrel or 
whether he conceived it. 

The fact may be that the age-old protagonists are man 
vs. himself, man vs. other men, and man vs. the social 
order. Frequently, when at odds with himself, man is 
both plaintiff and defendant. Men and nations, if it he to 
their advantage, will easily and cheerfully reverse them
selves to battle against poficies and allies they previously 
supported. 

Inconsistency, controversy, and confrontation, says 
the historical realist, are primary among the coarse, raw 
threads from which the always incomplete, unfinished, 
and unrefined patterns of history are woven. There is 
more ofthe red of blood than the white of peace. Themes 

Philip D. Jordan is a retired history professor from the Univer
sity of Minnesota, who now lives in Burlington, Iowa. He has 
ivritten articles, reviews, and books on a wide variety of histori
cal subjects- He wrote the editorial, "The Neurosis of Nostal
gia," published in the Winter, 1974, issue of Minnesota His
tory, which provoked interest and some differing viewpoints, 
which we also published. The editors ivould be interested in 
comments on this editorial. 

in the tapestry of mankind, from primitive to the con
temporary, are fakes and forgeries reflecting inaccurately 
and dishonestly man's struggle against himself and the 
world. There are times when the mask of the realist is 
replaced by the disguise of the pessimist, so that one 
appears to be the other. The dreadful grimace conceals 
the sardonic grin, if, indeed, there is a smile hidden 
behind the veil. 

Cl io , h a n d m a i d e n of h i s to ry , neve r has b e e n 
sufficiently astute to distinguish between the realistic and 
the romantic. She only knows she is no muse of con
ten tment or harmony and that she carries no olive 
branch, hut holds aloft the lightning bolts of destruction 
— contention, quarrelsomeness, famine, insensitivity to 
human rights, war, and ruination. More men of blood 
muster under her banner than do saints of peace. Even 
angels, like St. Michael, wear swords. 

Like voting dry and drinking wet, national leaders 
the world over cry and petition for peace while putting 
dirks and daggers to the grindstone to be used, as they 
have told peasants for untold generations, only in setf-
defense. There appear to be, at least in the minds of 
some, virtues both in adversity and in adversaries. The 
challenge of both political and economic environments, 
it is argued, gives strength to the flaccid muscles of both 
individuals and nations. Man, in short, matures and even 
"progresses " as the result of competition on all levels. 
Power grows and buds and blossoms only as the result of 
controversy and conflict. Chr is topher Marlowe, the 
English poet, capsulated that view: 

"The God of war resignes his roume to me. 
Meaning to make me Generall of the world; 
Jove, viexving me in amies, looks pale and wan. 
Fear ing my poxver should pull him from his 

throne. " 
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Mohammedans gloried in confrontation, chanting, 
'""We live to fight for our Sultan and Empire. We live to 
fight! We fight to live!" More than one individual holds 
that history's root characteristic is expressed in the eye-
for-an-eye concept and endorses the law of the jungle. 
Disintegration pocks mankind and scars civflization. 
Skeptics say sourly that St. Augustine's City of God is, 
indeed, builded upon shifting sands. 

Race is pitted against race, sex against sex, church 
against church, state against state, love against hate, con
servatism against liherahsm, industry against labor, con
servation against spofiation, principles against princi
ples, minorities against majorities, pofitical machines 
against pofitical machines, law against justice, union 
against nonunion, big business against small business, 
social justice against social injustice, lean belly against fat 
belly — the list is endless. Treaties are broken and con
tracts nulfified. How can a man be as good as his xvord tf 
his word is no good? Is history the sum ofthe cupidity of 
man? 

Yet if history is only a series of disagreements laid 
end to end (although such a definition may be repugnant 
and, indeed, may not be true), where does the mere 
thought that it might be true, in xvhole or in pai't, place 
the history instructor, especially the teacher of state and 
local history? 

Perhaps a reply, if not an answer, is that people gen
erafly want placid history, sweet as honey and smooth as 
syrup. If they war, they fight in a holy cause; if they 
smash a culture, it is only because they are rescuing a 
people from a heathen way of existence; if they denude 
rich natural resources, it is only because a greater "good " 
will result. The hanging tree afl too frequently sym-
bofizes righteousness, law, and order. The first brave, 
stalwart pioneer is of heroic proportions and not a setf-
seeldng land speculator. The only good Indian is a dead 
Indian. During the Civil War, northern factories flew 
the flag and supplied Union troops with shoddy goods. 
Some state histories, reciting events, read as if they were 
tales of Utopias. Authors sometimes forget — or ignore 
— the fact that students of ethics make the fundamental 
assumption that both men and nations are morally re
sponsible for their actions. The joker in that statement, 
of course, lies in what morality — personal, national, 
international — is. 

CONFRONTATION, despite its dominant and fre
quently devastating role in human affairs, does not nec
essarily mirror the entirety of the historical experience. 
No one can successfully deny that conflict is a factor — 
upon occasion a major and ugly one — in human affairs. 
Most historians recognize that co-operation, either freely 
given or under duress, is an equally significant and 
generative factor. Men do band together and work to
gether for the common good and for mutual benefit. Un

selfishness is pi t ted against selfishness. Co-operation 
may be iflustrated by a bai'n raising or an international 
relief program. Without co-operation, regardless o f t h e 
basic motive, scores of individuals would fail and institu
tions collapse. Neither men nor organizations, it is said, 
can long prosper if they assume they should seek the 
greatest measure of pleasure or profits for themselves 
regardless of others. 

That, at least, is the viexv of some phflosophers, but it 
hardly squares with the opinion of others xvho refute 
such a system of egotism and stdl more xvhose rallying 
cries are "let the buyer beware " and let ""only the fittest 
survive." Still another group insists that the end result of 
both personal and historical experience is frustration. 
Perhaps, although this may not be accurate, most histo
rians are — or at tempt to be — realists in that they 
accept the qualities of good and evil as they find them. 
They would define and justify this position by saying 
they dealt only w i th / a r t s . But they pick and chose the 
lilies and thorns for their bouquets . 

Perhaps makers of history who create to please the 
popular palate are forced by pressure of pubfic opinion 
and taste to put to paper patterns of beauty and har
mony, to play down the violence of man's nature and 
actions. "Life, " complained a member of a patriotic or
ganization, ""is bad enough as it is. " Historians should 
'"give us noble history. " That, indeed, is a difficult as
signment. Should historians manufacture one type of his
tory for one class of readers and another to be read by 
professional colleagues? 

To satisfy the appetite for noble history, the follower 
of Clio must endorse omnip resen t opt imism xxdiich 
would compel him generally to in te rp re t baseness , 
conflict, and evfl as impermanent and transitory and as 
subordinate to peace and beauty. He xvould argue tiiat 
the ointment was more significant than the fly. He xvould 
conceal or wave away the crude, the raxv, the cruel, the 
barbarous, the bloodthirsty. If such were impossible, he 
would camouflage with circumlocution and conceal with 
half-truth. He would rationalize. Linsey xvould he trans
formed into linen. The eagle's scream would drown the 
condor's cries. Rascals would appear as Sir Galahads. 
The fabricator of noble history would pick and choose 
evidence and falsify. The muse xvould be raped in the 
name of nobflity. 

Obviously, there is some irony and exaggeration for 
emphasis in all this — a highfighting for emphasis. Re
sponsible historians frilly realize the major role played by 
violence and confrontation. They, to the best of their 
ab i l i ty , accep t the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of j u d g i n g t h e 
good and the bad, the quick and the dead. Writing with a 
delicate hand, facts and interpretations are weighed as 
honesdy as possible. Even so, they cannot evade one 
fact: Life is an eternal conflict and that, say some, is xvhat 
history is all about. 
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