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Preface

History, on any definition, is about the past, and to many people the
past is dead and irrelevant to the concerns of the present and the
future. It is the purpose of this book to demonstrate that, far from
being dead and irrelevant, the past contains all the most valuable
experience we can acquire to help us to understand contemporary
problems, and that the acquisition and application of such experience is a valid and, indeed, an indispensable exercise. It is the
exercise of Applied History, and this book is concerned with
exploring the possibilities of using knowledge of the past in achieving
an understanding of the complex Industrial Civilisation of which we
are all members.
The plan of the book is quite simple. It consists of a conceptual and
analytical discussion of some of the major themes in the emergence of
modern Industrial Civilisation, placed in the context of a chronological treatment of this development from the earliest civilised societies
to the present day. Then, in the last two chapters, an attempt is made
to assess the lessons of history and to outline projections derived
from the study of history which indicate possible and even probable
evolutionary patterns in the immediate and more remote future. The
treatment is discursive rather than exhaustive: macro-historical
rather than a succession of detailed micro-studies. The distinctive
quality of this approach is its concentration on the single integrating
objective of achieving an understanding of the dominant characteristics of our civilisation.
It would be unreasonable to expect the reader to agree with every
aspect of the interpretation presented in these pages. Inevitably, the
interpretation is a personal statement. Yet it is one arising out of a
shared situation, so that I hope that I succeed in providing scope even
for the reader who differs most widely from me to sharpen the
focus of his own point of view. Now, as never before, no man is an
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island, and as we all share in common the problems of living in the
modern world, it should be possible to arrive at a common
understanding about the nature of these problems and the solutions
to them. I hope, therefore, that this book will prove helpful both to
those who ask: 'What is the use of studying history?' and, more
generally, to those citizens of contemporary world society who
seriously ask the question: 'Where are we going?'
The book has taken a long time to arrive at its present form, and I
am deeply conscious of many debts incurred in the process of its
gestation. I have tried to acknowledge my obligations to personal
friends and acquaintances in the dedicatory list. Sadly, too many of
those named are no longer able to receive my thanks. Others may
wonder at- or be indignant at- their inclusion, and if so I can only
say that I am aware of having benefited from my contact with them,
although I would not care to particularise the nature of this benefit in
all cases. Still, to all these I am grateful, as I am also to Mrs Judith
Burchell and Miss Joanna Valentine for their help in preparing the
typescript. And finally, my thanks to my wife, for her inspiration,
support, and constructive criticism over the last thirty years.
University of Bath
29 September 1978
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