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Introduction 

I was always interested in history, liked reading about ancient civilisations. I was taught 

that it is very important to learn about the past and know especially the history of my nation – 

to know my identity. While learning history at school I realised that those lessons are often 

treated by my colleagues (as well as some adults) as getting useless knowledge or as a waste of 

time. This way of looking at the subject may come from associating history with learning dates 

and names by heart (which is unfortunately not without reason). Such attitude is not appropriate 

for building mature and responsible society, since – according to Cicero – “ Historia magistra 

vitae [est].”1 

I would like to provide some arguments to show benefits of having knowledge of history 

and its mechanisms, as well as its use in life. These comes from the idea of learning history 

which is stated in “Philosophy of History” as follows: “the concept of history plays 

a fundamental role in human thought. It invokes notions of human agency, change, the role 

of material circumstances in human affairs, and the putative meaning of historical events. 

It raises the possibility of “learning from history.” And it suggests the possibility of better 

understanding ourselves in the present, by understanding the forces, choices, and circumstances 

that brought us to our current situation.”2 

 

                                                           
1 Marcus Tullius Cicero "De Oratore", lib. II, 9, 36 
2D. Little, "Philosophy of History", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. 

Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/history/>. dostęp 27.02.2019 
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1. Historical repetitiveness  

To begin with, there may occur doubts that knowing past can somehow be helpful 

in future, because as the ancient said “everything flows”3, but despite this inevitable changes 

in the world a lot of factors remain constant or at least alike. For example, human needs and 

behaviour they determine, work in similar ways to those from the past - it comes straightforward 

from Maslow’s “Hierarchy of needs”. Everyone moves up in fulfilling requirements from basis 

up to the self-actualization need. Among the ages people aimed to satisfy physiological, safety, 

belonging, self-esteem and self-actualisation needs.4 Level of difficulty in supplying them 

varied in time – the more advanced civilisation was the higher requirements people were 

fulfilling. What is more,  even the way things developed and changed, brings to the mind idea 

of repeating pattern.  

1.1. Rises and falls of civilisation through the history 

While looking at history of nations and empires, similarity to the sine wave comes 

to mind. Over the years many civilisations began and developed, sometimes managing to rule 

successfully on the very big territory, issuing simple (but effective) methods, many of which 

are still used. However, every of those countries reached its end. 

Sumerian civilisation is one of good examples here. It is said to have its beginning about 

4000 BC. The Sumerians settled in South Mesopotamia5 and created very long lasting country. 

“The Sumerian civilization improved agricultural production through irrigation, developed 

a detailed accounting system that monitored and recorded outputs, and is generally considered 

the first literate society.”6 However, later necessity to maintain and feed big army – to protect 

its territory caused land’s overcropping. “As a result, health declined, fertility fell, the death 

rate rose, and civic order deteriorated.”7 Weakened civilisation was conquered by Amorites 

who ruled later in Babylon country.8   

Babylonian empire also had its ups and downs through the centuries, fighting against 

Assyrians and remaining some time under their rule. However, they finally defeated Assyrian 

                                                           
3 Heraclitus of Ephesus, Simplicius' Commentary on Aristotle's Physics, 
4 S. McLeod, "Maslow's hierarchy of needs." Simply psychology 1 (2007). 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumer#History access: March, 2019   
6 D. H. Good, R. Reuveny; On the Collapse of Historical Civilizations, American Journal of Agricultural Economics, 

Volume 91, Issue 4, 1 November 2009, Pages 863–879, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2009.01312.x  
7 Ibidem  
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumer#Fall_and_transmission, access: March, 2019 
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country and rebuilt Babylon’s glory. This Mesopotamian civilisation is associated with Code 

of Hammurabi and also with great buildings as Etemenaki ziggurat, Ishtar Gate and Hanging 

Gardens – one of the Seven Wonders of Ancient World. But also this country came to its end 

falling to Persia.9 

The slightly different example is Maya civilisation. The people of Maya settled 

in Central America creating the most advanced pre-Columbian community.10 “At its height, 

Mayan civilization consisted of more than 40 cities, each with a population between 5,000 

and 50,000. […] The peak Mayan population may have reached two million people”.11 

They produced paper, used hieroglyphic writing and astronomical systems, knew irrigation 

and terracing techniques, built temples, pyramids, courts. Since the third century of Common 

Era up to ninth Century  civilisation flourished, but then many cities became abandoned.12 

Unlike in the previous examples, they were not occupied by other nations or tribes, but stayed 

deserted because the population declined – probably due to armed conflicts and falling 

agriculture productivity – and moved, looking for less exhausted land for farming.13 

2. Mechanisms in history 

Furthermore, many similarities between mentioned above processes suggest 

the existence of some rules – mechanisms which understood properly, may help 

in understanding presence and even in preparing for future. 

2.1.  Weakening of civilisations 

First of all, developing countries are stronger, have bigger motivation, are more 

determinate to fight for territory, position in area and to achieve peace. Their efforts are focused 

on creating living space, organising or improving administration. These countries can also use 

their neighbours’ experience and choose the best possible solutions not taking additional costs 

of reforms which would be inevitable while reforming older states. The example here may be 

Mongol Empire which was one of the biggest in history (it covered about 33 million square 

kilometre area).14 Genghis Khan firstly gained the power over some nomadic tribes in his area 

                                                           
9 Babylon, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Babylon#Neo-Babylonian_Empire, access: March, 2019 
10 R. L. Woodward, D. Bushnell, Central America, Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. 20.12.2018, 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Central-America, access: March, 2019 
11 Maya, Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. 21.11.2016 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Maya-people, access: 

March, 2019 
12 Ibidem 
13 Ibidem 
14 Imperium Mongolskie https://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperium_mongolskie access: March, 2019 
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and then using his previous achievements he widened his rule over the whole Mongolia. 

After that he started conquering all neighbouring countries including Chinese states and Empire 

of Khwarezm, quickly controlling very big part of Asia from China to the Caucasus.15 

His successors continued conquest subordinating the rest of Chinese territory and even part 

of Eastern Europe. Mongolians imported many inventions from their neighbours and nations 

included into their Empire (e.g. alphabet, catapults). They used developed governing 

and military system and created their own legal system.16 

When country gains peace citizens focus their efforts on improving their standard 

of living (what often make them compete with each other what spoils the group unity) 

and if they don’t position caring  about common interests above the self or class-interests 

the early strength of the state flatters. Ignoring smaller and less developed nations as well 

as indications that show needs of reforms, and naive trust into its long-standing strong position 

in area. For instance, in XVII century Poland (to be exact Polish – Lithuanian Commonwealth) 

had a huge potential in region covering big territory from Livonia on the north to Carpathians 

on the south and from Silesia on the west to Smoleńsk (nowadays western Russia) on the east. 

Main export good was grain, grown on fertile lands on the south of the country.  

Polish-Lithuanian army fought successfully with aggressors. However, the country needed 

many reforms, especially empowering king’s position. Although, elective monarchy protected 

Poland from tyranny, in the long run it led to situation when king was dependent 

on the noblemen who constantly strengthened their position. Gentry – the richest social class 

unluckily in many cases cared only about their private fortunes staying loyal towards the king 

as long as the monarch was supporting their business. What was even worse – noblemen were 

in permanent competition with each other and accordingly the only possible resonance could 

be progressive weakening of the state. Since the Polish territory was always a tempting titbit 

for its neighbours it was a question of time when they would try to take control over Polish 

country. The later it was the bigger effort it was to keep Poland safe – but this sign was ignored, 

the necessary reforms were neglected and finally in the second half of XVIII century Russia, 

Austria and Prussia partitioned Poland between themselves. It took much work, many sacrifices 

and lasted over 120 years to regain independence. 

                                                           
15 Czyngis-chan https://encyklopedia.pwn.pl/haslo/Czyngis-chan;3890015.html access: March, 2019 
16 Ibidem 
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2.2. Divisions 

Secondly, civilisation staying united and keeping their earned potential can broaden 

its impact on situation in region and better adjust to the changes. However, there are various 

examples of divided countries and empires. Here comes the question: why many civilisations 

do not last united? It happens either because of conflicts inside society or as a result 

of separating country between different rulers. Dividing state between several monarchs usually 

happened when a ruler died without heir and several people divided his country between 

themselves sometimes not avoiding fights – like it was after death of Alexander the Great. 

His son was born after his death and was not able to take up his father’s post, therefore 

commanders of his army started rivalling and in result Alexander’s well organised empire fell 

apart into a few smaller states.17Another situation when state is divided between several rulers 

occurs if a monarch has two or more successors and gives them power over the parts 

of his country to avoid fights between them. It happened with the Roman Empire in 395 C.E. 

when emperor Theodosius  - last who reigned whole Roman Empire18 – divided it into Western 

Roman Empire and Eastern called Byzantine Empire. Similar situation was in Poland in XII 

century. Duke of Poland – Bolesław III who had fought against his uterine brother and wanted 

to prevent his sons from doing the same. Therefore, he gave each of them one province 

and gave to the oldest superior authority. Unluckily that did not help and Poland was not united 

for about two hundred years.19When the state is united on the basis of the values shared 

by all citizens, there is a very strong bound keeping this community together. This common 

ground determining care of homeland does not exclude diversity inside the society which 

is visible while looking at many fights for independence during history. But, on the other hand, 

if there is no will of agreement or compromise and are no shared values civilisation will fall 

apart:  

“If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot last. And if a household is divided 

against itself, that household can never last.”(Mk 3:24-25)
20 

Other cause why state may not remain united is existing of a big difference among 

citizens that make them reluctant to coexist with each other and sometimes mixed with the lack 

                                                           
17Aleksander Wielki  https://encyklopedia.pwn.pl/haslo/Aleksander-III-Wielki;3867559.html access: March, 

2019 
18 Teodozjusz I Wielki https://www.imperiumromanum.edu.pl/biografie/teodozjusz-i-wielki/amp/ access: 

March, 2019 
19 Testament of Bolesław III Wrymouth 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Testament_of_Boles%C5%82aw_III_Wrymouth access: March, 2019 
20Gospel according to Saint Mark 3:24-25, https://www.catholic.org/bible/book.php?id=48&bible_chapter=3  
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of tolerance brings in-fighting. This went down in India in 1947.21 Few months before final 

winning independence from Great Britain, when India was on a verge of dividing, future Indian 

prime minister said: “For generations we have dreamt and struggled for a free and independent 

united India. The proposals to allow certain parts to secede, if they so will, is painful 

for any of us to contemplate. Nevertheless, I am convinced that our present decision is the right 

one even from the larger viewpoint. (…)The united India that we have laboured for was not one 

of compulsion and coercion, but a free and willing association of a free people. It may be that 

in this way we shall reach that united India sooner than otherwise and that she will have 

a stronger and more secure foundation.”22 Regretfully the bloodshed was not avoided.23 

The conflict between India and Pakistan was deepened by fratricidal fights and still after 

over 70 years did not became the past. 

To sum up, divisions may result in many bad consequences like wars and tensions. 

Moreover, when there is no single ruler or are any conflicts inside the country, external threats 

are likely to appear. All those who may benefit from other state’s weakness would at least try 

to keep it destabilized, sometimes just trying to outrun it in one particular area, but at times 

even trying to take a control of it. 

2.3. Revolutions, upheavals  

Another pattern that may be seen in history is a way how revolutions and upheavals 

outbreak. All political organisms need some improvements, some reforms which come from 

changing people’s demands, new available technologies and changes of the geo-political 

environment. If this country’s need is not fulfilled, over time it rises to the level of crying need 

and then development slows down or stops. Stage of backwardness is too big to be ignored 

and reforms are tried to be implemented, but sometimes it is too late. Rivals become stronger 

and do not want to let this state rebuilt its previous strength. That is what happened to Poland 

in XVIII century. In 1791 Polish parliament adopted a project of a groundbreaking constitution 

called Constitution of 3rd May which was aimed to lead to a broad changes. Unfortunately 

                                                           
21 Indie – perła w brytyjskiej koronie uzyskuje niepodległość, 

https://www.polskieradio.pl/39/156/Artykul/1033773,Indie-%E2%80%93-perla-w-brytyjskiej-koronie-uzyskuje-
niepodleglosc access: March, 2019 
22 Pandit Nehru's broadcast, 3 June 1947, on the partition of India. 

https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20091023083234/http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion
/asia/india/indianindependence/indiapakistan/partition7/index.html Access: March, 2019 
23 Indie – perła w brytyjskiej koronie uzyskuje niepodległość, 

https://www.polskieradio.pl/39/156/Artykul/1033773,Indie-%E2%80%93-perla-w-brytyjskiej-koronie-uzyskuje-
niepodleglosc access: March, 2019 
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country was already too weak to implement this reform, because neighbouring countries, 

supported by the Constitution’s opponents, quickly driven to second and third partition 

of the country removing it from the map. 

It looks different if the necessary changes are relate to citizens’ needs or rights. Their  

discontent is going to rise and eventually cause protests. If it does not convince government 

or ruler to implement reforms the outbreak of revolution is only a question of time. An example 

here may be French Revolution, which started in 1789 and led to abolishment of French 

absolute monarchy, equalising of all social classes and introduction of democratic governing 

system.24 So many damages, fights, lynches and murders that France suffered from could 

be avoided if the reforms were taken quicker. A hundred years later huge revolution shook 

Russia. Bolshevik revolution was based on communist theories about collective property 

and implementing universal well-being which was what poor society easily believed in. 

The situation of the citizens did not change. The communists used peoples anger and will 

of change, of improving their standard of living to get the power and wanted to spread 

it to whole Europe and world. The communist ideology and totalitarian regime took many 

casualties that probably could have been avoided if the state’s reforms and the change in treating 

poorer classes would have happened on time. 

2.4. External threat 

Every country, not only divided or remaining in chaos is endangered by competing 

states. In history we can see that if any was in crisis, immediately occurred another several 

looking for some benefits. They used all available methods (for instance: fought with each other 

or supported their rival’s enemies) to gain success especially waiting for and taking advantage 

of the other’s falls and weak points. English mercantile system’s legal solutions were 

constructed to support English national traders and who was losing mostly were Portuguese 

merchants. That led to armed conflicts and finally England became the biggest trader in modern 

period. 

3. How historical observations may be used? 

It is not enough to define and understand historical mechanisms and patterns. The most 

difficult thing is to use this knowledge in real life. Following small points may help in imagining 

this complicated process.  

                                                           
24 Rewolucja francuska, https://encyklopedia.pwn.pl/haslo/rewolucja-francuska;3967481.html access: March, 

2019 
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3.1.  Looking for indications 

First step which should be taken is finding out which mechanisms regard to the present 

situation, and look for similar that occurred in the past. That can be helpful in predicting 

possible future events and as a result - in inventing strategies for further development or at least 

show what should be strictly avoided not to echo somebody’s faults. 

3.2.  Working for reforms and changes 

When the situation is diagnosed, next thing to be done is to adjust the current strategy 

to the new conditions, but sometimes it is not enough. It is undoubtedly harder to create new 

plans rather than correct those that already exist, but sometimes it is even more complicated 

to implement them. It needs also much effort to convince society about the necessity of change, 

but it is a key issue while talking about a genuine change of the country. Otherwise the reform 

would be coercive, none or only partial. On the other hand, when people really believe in deep 

need of reform and trust that it will have a good influence on their future, the real chance 

of strengthening country's position is very likely.  

This rare situation of unanimity inside the society, patriotic spirit and sharing common 

priorities and values is characteristic for nations that are making efforts to win independence. 

They feel the need to be above inside differences, divisions and conflicts in order to brake 

all the obstacles they face. After First World War many new countries came into being. 

One of them was Poland. Polish land before war had been under the rule of three different 

countries and in 1918 when independent state (thanks to the efforts of all social, ethnical  

and religious groups, was proclaimed) started unification processes. Living in rebuilt state was 

common dream and all worked to make it truth, but a year later Poland was attacked 

by Bolsheviks who wanted to spread their revolution to all European countries one by one. 

However, in 1920 their forces were stopped at the fore fields of Warsaw and defeated in battle 

called “Battle of Warsaw” or as Polish call it “Wonder by the Vistula” emphasising 

unbelievable victory of recently reborn state and faith that was always very important, 

sometimes even crucial, power influencing Polish patriots and motivating defenders 

to gruelling sacrifices. 

3.3.  Examples of “learning from history” 

There are many initiatives inspired by past experience, especially organisations 

on the international arena. Their aims are various, but all of them are built on some kind of 
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similarities. Following illustrations show popular bases and backgrounds of international 

cooperation structures. 

• Keeping peace in world is one of the premier purpose of existing those 

multinational organisms. The experience of war and many periods 

of destabilisation determined forming several of them.  

UNO is one of the most famous international organisation and one of the biggest 

as well. It was created after World War II instead of the League of Nations 

by “countries based on respect for the principles of equal rights and self-

determination of peoples”25 and its aim is to protect world from new conflicts, 

to maintain peace and improve a standard of living and to provide respecting 

of human rights. UN replaced League of Nations but was improved in many 

points not forgetting its predecessor failure in preserving from war.26 

• Competing economically with other country may be especially difficult for small 

or weak countries. Developing relations with other states in region in order 

to protect their common interests and strengthening their voice 

in the international arena is a proven method for resolving this problem. 

Therefore many organisations’ main purpose of existence is creating system 

for multidimensional regional collaboration. 

“The Visegrad Group is a platform for regional cooperation based on a common 

historical heritage, similar geopolitical position of the four Central European 

states, as well as the concurrent perception of the challenges they face.”27  

All its members – the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia and Poland  share 

the same historical experience. They all were under influence of big European 

dynasties such as Jagiellonian and Habsburg dynasty, and some time, at least 

partly, under Austro-Hungarian monarchy’s control. Culturally they belong 

to the West-European cultural circle, which is strongly bound to Christian-

catholic heritage, but on the other hand, big impact of East-European civilisation 

on this nations is visible, due to the time spent under Russian and then soviet 

                                                           
25 United Nations, Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., C. M. Lynch, J. Fomerand and Others, 20.12.2018, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/United-Nations, access: March, 2019 
26 Ibidem 
27A. Sadecki, Visegrad Group - An Example of Regional Cooperation in Central Europe(Abstract), “Rocznik 
Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej”, 2013, 
http://yadda.icm.edu.pl/yadda/element/bwmeta1.element.ekon-element-000171344063, access: March, 2019 
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control.28 Staying together inside this group made easier joining NATO and EU 

by this countries and now helps protecting their interest on the international 

arena 

as well as strengthening their role in influencing European geopolitics.29  

• International integration, based on shared values, common history and common 

economic interests is also good reason for establishing organisation that would 

intensify and solidify this cooperation. 

After World War II Europe was full of tensions and antipathy, but at the same 

time there was huge desire of long-lasting peace. Robert Schuman, 

one of the “founding fathers” of the European Union, five years after end of war 

came up with the bold idea of uniting Europe. Despite this need was not obvious 

for all in that time, he led to creating European Coal and Steel Community which 

was milestone on the way to current EU.30 Nowadays, however all member 

countries of the Union have sometimes different opinions and interests, they 

closely cooperate to achieve synergy in the economic, political, environmental 

and many other fields. The EU society is diverse and it is a great advantage 

as long as people understand the need of understanding history, respecting 

traditions and orientations that each other have. 

  

                                                           
28 W. Gizicki, O zasadności istnienia Grupy Wyszehradzkiej [in] A. Gil (Ed.) Grupa Wyszehradzka – Chorwacja: 
źródła jedności i perspektywy rozwoju, “Rocznik Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej”, Lublin 2013 in: 
http://iesw.lublin.pl/rocznik/pliki/Rocznik_2013-198.pdf,  p. 42-44 
29 Ibidem, p. 41-42 
30 Robert Schuman – jeden z ojców zjednoczonej Europy, 
https://www.polskieradio.pl/39/156/Artykul/924367,Robert-Schuman-%E2%80%93-jeden-z-ojcow-
zjednoczonej-Europy, access: March 2019 
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Summary 

To sum up, the history is very broad science and great source of knowledge 

and experience that may be used in many fields. Many scientists base their ideas not only 

on their private observations but also on the study of the past. For instance, Alexander 

Gerschenkron’s theory of economic development (described in a book “Economic 

Backwardness in Historical Perspective” in 1962) sometimes expressed as “advantages 

of backwardness” was supported by historical examples.31 What is more, all good strategies, 

plans and predictions are based on knowledge and experience, both of them come from learning 

history. As Greek philosopher Thucydides said: “History is Philosophy teaching by example”. 

All in all, studying history, understanding its mechanisms, and using this knowledge 

is the best sign of wisdom forward-thinking. 

 

  

                                                           
31 Alexander Gerschenkron, 1904-1978. http://www.hetwebsite.net/het/profiles/gerschenkron.htm, access: 
March, 2019 
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