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It is an honor to provide one of the first

submissions to a new journal that is a truly

student-led initiative—especially when the

goal of the journal is to encourage new

dialogues on the historical dimensions of

marginalization and vulnerability. This links

up very closely with my own research

interests on aspects of “hidden” or

“obscured inequalities” across time, which I

try to bring across in the classroom. Given

that it is also an Erasmus University

Rotterdam (EUR) history initiative, in this

short contribution, I intend to elaborate on

some of the major facets of the “Erasmian

Way” of “doing history”, how it relates to

some of the current trends with regard to

the increased prominence of fields such as

“Applied History”, and some of the potential

pitfalls that we might also try to avoid in our

future research and educational strategies

connected to this domain.

In my view, at EUR we try to write and teach

a “problem-oriented” history. This is perhaps

unsurprising given that the foundations of

the department go back to an identity of

“maatschappijgeschiedenis” (literally, history

of societies), and the department has, and

still, integrates itself closely within various

social and cultural institutions in the city of

Rotterdam itself.¹ Problems and challenges

within contemporary society are at the

center of our historical approaches—thus,

issues connected to inequality, vulnerability,

exclusion, the representation and

appropriation of the past, globalization, the

application and resistance to power,

citizenship, and much more. That is not the

same as simply applying contemporary

terms to the past—leading to potential

accusations of “presentism” or

“anachronistic” thinking. Instead, we use our

training as historians to assess these 
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concepts within very specific historical

contexts, and to consider whether and how

they apply, and whether they change or stay

constant over time. Thus, in my teaching, I

encourage students to think critically about

the meaning, understanding, and application

of the term “inequalities” for different

societies as we go back into the past. Of

course, we can use historical sources to

calculate different kinds of measurements

for distribution of economic resources

going far back in time, but how those

societies thought about, perceived, and

understood that distribution is not

necessarily equivalent to our conceptions

today—and thus the meaning of any

numbers we produce also differs

considerably depending on historical

context. In effect, we use the past to

problematize these contemporary concepts.

Furthermore, while we are interested in the

link between the past and the present, it

seems clear to me that history cannot

directly “solve” contemporary problems.

Instead, as the current issues of COVID-19

or exposure to global food price spikes or

epistemic isolation show, historical analysis

allows us to assess these problems in a new

light, from different angles, relativizing

processes and outcomes, and offers escape

from myopia and short-term thinking.

One thing we need to be careful of in this

approach is seeing the role of history as a

kind of “guidebook”—something where we

can draw clear “lessons” from the past. As a

historian with expertise in society-epidemic

interactions, I was in the beginning phases

of the COVID-19 outbreak at first dismayed

to see the public narratives on the social

impact of the disease dominated by those

outside the domains of the social sciences

and humanities, but then second, the initial
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approach first developed in Applied History,

but in strands of neo-institutionalist literature

already at the center of the mainstream of

social and economic history.⁶ My criticism

of Applied History remains—what is so

different from that which we are already

doing? Surely these are just a basic set of

general principles of proper analytical

history widely seen and adhered to across

sub-fields of the discipline that are already

being implemented? I am, of course, always

willing to be convinced. 

In arguing for the “value of history” for the

present, I tend to emphasize two key

methodological aspects to students

(accepting, of course, that these are not the

“only” ways of doing history). First, I

emphasize that the historical record, despite

its gaps, limitations, and biases, can also

serve as a rich “laboratory” to test

hypotheses developed in the natural

sciences, social sciences, and humanities,

broadly conceived.⁷ Historical evidence and

“data” can help us empirically test

hypotheses and frameworks across a wide

range of contextual conditions—and we

historians are well placed to use this data as

our command of the source material and

contextual conditions of source production

is far superior to your average economist,

sociologist, or climate scientist. Thus, to

take just one example, the “female mortality

advantage”—the phenomenon of women

out-surviving men during famines (and to a

certain extent, epidemics) said to be closely

connected to biological and physiological

principles—can be empirically verified and

tested with historical information on sex-

disaggregated mortality going back into the

past. And indeed, while modern 19th- and

20th-century demographic data tends to

support some of the basic tenets of the

(delayed) responses from historians on the

subject also tended to be highly lackluster—

instead providing sometimes dubious and

often unoriginal statements as to whether

COVID-19 was or was not like the Black

Death or the Great Influenza, and whether

we might “learn” from those experiences. In

fact, as my research team and I already

stated, COVID-19 likely had more analytical

value moving in the opposite direction—

shining new light on aspects of obscured

inequalities and vulnerabilities that had been

less foregrounded in historical treatment of

epidemic disease.² 

Ultimately, in my view, we need to make

sure that “problem-oriented” historical

approaches do not become shorthand for

simply a series of cherry-picked analogies

across time. Although the field of Applied

History is becoming increasingly visible (as it

was previously widely resisted in the

mainstream of the historical disciplines),³ it

seems to me that a predominant focus still

remains on the selection of interesting or

“relevant” analogous developments between

past and present.⁴ Often it is difficult to see

beyond “they did it differently in the past”, or

“this thing that we see today has already

been done in the past”. A proper

methodological discussion of exactly how

we apply history (in different ways) to

contemporary issues is somehow missing,

despite the initial steps taken a few years

ago with the provocative The History

Manifesto.⁵ Path dependency, of course,

should be one of the most relevant

concepts—identifying the exact reasons why

institutions, systems, and aspects of cultural

values are sometimes difficult to shift, and

how they in turn affect societies further

down the line—as that is an explicit linking of

past and present. However, this is not an
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"WE SHOULD STOP BEING AFRAID OF HAVING TO
JUSTIFY OUR “RELEVANCE”."
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concept,⁸ other research going back further

in time brings up some of the

inconsistencies in its application for pre-

industrial contexts.⁹ Elsewhere, the idea that

epidemic diseases have served as a “great

leveler” for societies—creating egalitarian

effects—is a principle that can be tested only

by going back further in time; in the process

uncovering all kinds of markers and

indicators that can serve as proxies for

redistribution, the mechanisms involved in

dictating the direction of redistribution, and

the meaning or value of such markers and

indicators for the specific societies and

communities involved.¹⁰ The temporal

nature of the redistributive process makes it

impossible to answer without recourse to

history—an issue I address next.  

Second, I often assert to students that, in

certain regards, the historical record can

even be more “useful” or more “valuable”

than contemporary information. Indeed, we

should stop being afraid of having to justify

our “relevance”. To begin with, past

societies, particularly when we go back

further in time to the premodern periods,

benefit from strong regional disparities

especially in the countryside) as a source of

endogenous variation. Accordingly, we can

test hypotheses in a variety of conditions

across societies with very different cultural

values—levels of trust or emphasis on

concepts of honor or shame, for example—

or societies with very different levels of

material inequality, or systems of property

rights, or market integration. But more

importantly, we should learn to assert the

intrinsic value of the historical record in itself

—after all, it is the only material we have to

be able to reconstruct outcomes and

developments played out over the long

term. Thus, we see, for example, a plethora

of recent literature talking about the

gendered impacts of COVID-19, and the

potential impact of this pandemic on the

lives of women across the world.¹¹

Interesting and valuable, of course, but the

impact of COVID-19 on a structural level—

the long-term outcomes for women in

domains such as human capital formation

or chronic health issues or access to

economic resources or micro-demographic

decision-making and behavior—actually will

not be known for some time. These markers

simply do not exist yet. In fact, it is only by

using historical analysis of epidemics further

back in the past can we start to analyze

these gendered dimensions played out

structurally, and to see whether they persist

over time or are just temporary deviations

from the norm.

This final point about using history to

understand long-term processes—our one

clear added-value over other disciplines

such as economics or anthropology—is

important when I apply this to the context

of current and future research and teaching

of history at EUR. “Problem-oriented” or

“applied” history is not short-hand for

“modern history”—just being more

temporally modern is not in itself being

more “relevant”. In fact, it seems that the

biggest advantage we have (when

compared to other disciplines) comes from

our ability to master historical information

linking the deeper past and the more recent

past—in the process also escaping the

confines of traditionally entrenched (and



usually Eurocentric) historical periodization.

Indeed, it is only by linking historical periods

that we learn that economic concepts such

as the “male breadwinner” have only really

very recent origins and resonance (only

from the 19th century),¹² certain parts of

Africa have only very recently become

centers of gravity for famine (only from later

in the 20th century),¹³ improvements to

public health institutions and infrastructure

has not been one long linear story of

“progress”,¹⁴ and that notions of tolerance

and compassion during epidemics have not

gone hand-in-hand neatly with increased

understanding of the “science” behind

disease causes, transmission, and spread.¹⁵
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