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INTRO 

EXAMPLES: 

1. Here is how one theorist of Cold War, and of the causes of war, describes US President Truman’s 
attitude to Stalin in 1945: “Truman’s main concern was not Stalin, but Stalin’s successors. The 
Soviet system, he felt, had a fundamental flaw: without a clear means of succession, any militaristic
oligarch could grab the reins of power. Truman told his cabinet in mid-May that his great fear was 
some Russian general would take over, acting like Napoleon….The other architect of containment, 
James Byrnes, felt the same way. He admitted to Davis in July that while Molotov was problematic,
he had confidence in Stalin. In September, Byrnes confided to his assistant that if Molotov was not 
ousted he would lead Russia to the same fate Hitler had led Germany.” (Dale Copeland 2000)

2. At the days of Dien Bien Phu, in Vietnam 1954, in April Eisenhower administration sought from 
the Congress to approve American military involvement: “The next day (5 April) Eisenhower wrote 
Churchill that the threat in Vietnam compared with the dangers of ‘Hirohito, Mussolini and Hitler’, 
and asked that the United States and the Great Britain form a coalition to prevent a catastrophe.” 
(LaFeber 1993)

3. “President Bill Clinton said that his doctrine of ‘constructive engagement’ with China had failed 
to engender the progress on human rights last year that he had hoped it would, but he added that he 
still believed ‘that the policy we’re following is the correct one.’ At a moment when Washington 
and Beijing are in the process of setting up reciprocal visits between Mr. Clinton and President 
Jiang Zemin of China, the president came close Tuesday to predicting the ultimate demise of the 
Communist Government. ‘I believe that the impulses of the society and the nature of the economic 
change will work together, he said, ‘along with the availability of information from the outside 
world, to increase the spirit of liberty over time’…’I don’t think that there is any way that anyone 
who disagrees with that in China can hold that back. I just think it’s inevitable, just as inevitably the
Berlin Wall fell.” (International Herald Tribune, Jan 30 1997)

4. Clinton- Kosovo, 1999. “Since the Bosnia debacle, American resolve had stiffened. There was a 
new Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, the daughter of a Czech diplomat forced into exile after
Munich, who was especially sensitive to the appearance of appeasement. (Her spokesman, James 
Rubin, recalls the diplomatic conference in London on January 29, 1999, convened to prepare the 
final negotiating position with the Serbs, at which he proposed some bland face-saving formula for 
the final communique only to find himself dressed down in public by his Secretary of State: ‘This is
London, remember,’ she boomed, ‘not Munich.’) Kosovo could not be this Administration’s 
Munich.” (Ignatieff, 2000)

5. Daniel Serwer, a member of Clinton’s Dayton team negotiating the Bosnian peace treaty, 
commenting regularly, on a semi-official basis, on the Balkan-related matters. “Serbia does not 
recognize Kosovo. But, perhaps you should still have some trade, just like USA, after gaining 
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independence from GB, had trade-relations with the latter throughout 19th century.” (NIN, a Serbian
weekly 2010)

6. “In this (Yugoslavia/Bosnia early 1992) there were striking parallels between Bosnia’s situation 
and that of Czechoslovakia in the 1930s. As Hitler used Henlein, so Milošević used Karadžić...In 
one very clear sense, the EC took on the role France and Britain had played fifty-five years earlier 
at the Four Power Conference in Bosnia [this is so printed in the book. Instead of ‘Bosnia’, it should
read probably ‘Munich’]. It could not be said to be a great reflection on the individuals concerned 
(who were often unhappy at what they were doing), but in effect the EC and its ambassadors were 
urging Izetbegovic in what was essentially an exercise in appeasement.” (Gow, Triumph of the Lack
of Will, 1997)

7.  “As to the BiH itself, he (Alija Izetbegovic, former Bosnia-Herzegovina Presidency Chair) often 
refers to contemporary ‘chetnicks’ and ‘ustashas’ (World War II, Nazi-collaborators from the Serb 
and the Croat ethnic population), which implied that the BiH Moslem-Bosniak people is a people of
‘partisans’ and ‘antifascists’ only. Also, he often described the Serb ‘aggression’ in terms of the Nazi
aggression against the free nations of Europe and the Soviet Union...Furthermore, he envisaged the 
postwar history of BiH as a gradual process of reunification of two post-World War II Germanys, 
where the Muslim-Bosniak, or the Croat together with the Muslim-Bosniak, part plays the role of 
Western Germany whose political system will outlive the system of Eastern Germany.” (Pehar 
2011)

8. “(Wilson, UK HM Ambassador to UN, Srebrenica session, July 2015:) Today was an opportunity
for the Council to reflect on its responsibility to prevent genocide, both in 1995 and today and in 
future. This responsibility is made clear in our promise to save future generations from the scourge 
of war. And yet, 50 years after the end of the Second World War, 50 years after the signing of the 
UN Charter, we broke our promise and allowed genocide to return to Europe, to a small town in 
eastern Bosnia, to a UN-designated safe haven.” To this American Ambassador, Samantha Power, 
adds the following: “Does Holocaust denial advance reconciliation, or do we all agree that 
recognition and remembrance are the key, critical ingredients to moving forward?”

9. John Schindler, 25 Jan 2017: President Trump’s First Foreign Policy Crisis: Balkan War Drums 
Beat Again 
https://observer.com/2017/01/nato-deploying-troops-poland-baltics-vladimir-putin/
#.WIkSIGTrpMI.twitter (Note that the end of the article refers to World War I, Russian-Serb 
cooperation before the outbreak of the war). 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

I 

The above statements, or comments, or parallels, are examples of something we can name as 
‘historical analogizing.’ In a 2001 paper, I defined historical analogy as a kind of metaphor: 
1. obviously we have two concepts, or images, employed, one of the historical past, and another of 
historical present, or near, or not too distant, future; the former is used to shed light on the latter. In 
the literature on metaphors, you will find that the first concept is normally referred to as ‘source-
image’ and the second as ‘target-image’. 2. What motivates my categorization of the examples as 
metaphors, hence my identification of historical analogies with metaphors? A number of factors. 
First, there is no necessary, either empirical or deductive, connection between the two concepts. 
Secondly, it seems that we can use very different source-concepts (or, sections of our imagery of the
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past) to refer to the target concepts. Thirdly, strictly speaking, analogy is a kind of inference. But, 
metaphors can be too treated as a kind of inferential reasoning by analogy. Actually, in Aristotle’s 
Poetics we find that Aristotle singles out metaphor by analogy: for instance, ‘youth’ or ‘juvenile 
age’ as ‘the spring of human life’ in contrast to summer or winter. Fourthly, metaphors are typically 
used when you have a complex experience (the target), or you deal with a complex area, and then 
you select some relatively simpler concept, one that refers to the familiar terrain, so to speak, to 
reduce the complexity of the target-concept: soul as a chariot, love as a burning fire, mind as a 
computing machine, and similar.   

Anyway, have in mind that the issue of definition is always important. Our attitude to a process, or 
phenomenon, in the area of social life is strongly colored by the way we frame it. Also, importantly, 
some authors (famously, Jacques Derrida) claimed that we can talk about metaphors only in a 
metaphorical mode – and I think such authors are correct. However, there are two ways of 
responding to the issue of that kind of circularity: one is more dramatic, saying perhaps that this 
circularity hinders our objective understanding, or elucidation, of metaphors – making, as Derrida 
did, a big fuss out of it; the other is that this circularity does not prevent one at all from forming an 
adequate image, or explanation, of the said phenomenon. I am in the latter camp. The circularity of 
talking about metaphors by metaphors is like the circularity of talking about concepts by concepts. 
Trivial and harmless. Nobody should protest at one’s attempt to define a concept by a concept. 

Importantly, have also in mind that, by referring to a chunk of discourse as a metaphor, I do not 
intend to claim that the chunk is only a kind of poetry, a light version of discursive representation of
reality, if you will. It’s not a mere ornament. Metaphor is actually a very serious thing, and we find 
it in all areas of discourse including science. I will come back to that latter, closer to the final 
minutes of my presentation. Anyway, have also in mind that the issue of ‘the production and 
understanding of metaphorical discourse’ is a subject to some theoretical controversy – there are 
different theories, approaches, etc. Here I would obviously like to avoid such controversy. 

II 

The functions of historical analogizing: 

1.  Cognitive – prediction: or, forming a prophesy. ‘Past’ is normally deemed a familiar territory – a 
set of lived experiences. ‘We were there.’ (But note that some authorities here propose a more 
equivocal view; for instance Henry Kissinger in his Diplomacy claims as follows: “The study of 
history offers no manual of instructions that can be applied automatically; history teaches by 
analogy, shedding light on the likely consequences of comparable situations. But each generation 
must determine for itself which circumstances are in fact comparable.” E. H. Carr too speaks of a 
[merely] “conditional validity of the inferences drawn from history”.) 

2.  Preserving your memory – if you memorize something, it will be quite normal for you to see 
some current event in light of your memory; you will naturally compare the two areas – the past 
experience, on the one hand, and the current experience, on the other. In such sense, historical 
analogies are formed spontaneously. You do not put a special effort. They simply happen, and they 
happen regardless of the official character of the historical event that one memorize. In mental 
economy, you can say that this may serve the purpose of symbolic immortality, or of transcending 
the here and now. 



3.  Preservation of one’s identity as a collective being: nations have memories, just like individuals; 
and they commemorate some special events – we do not need here additional explaining, we may 
simply point to the fact that nations tend to designate some events as being of special importance to 
them – a founding figure coronation, or a war of independence, or a special, constitution-making 
session of a parliament, or something like that; then, given a kind of image of the past, it will be 
again normal for the nation to project that image into the present. Imagine that a nation define 
themselves as a hero: we are X; then, given suitable conditions, they will form also an image of a 
kind of acting that would reflect X IN THE CURRENT CONDITIONS. And, this also involves the 
formation of historical analogy of the kind: the nation will see in the current conditions some kind 
of re-deployment of the stage at which X acted.

4.  Historical analogy as an ornament: one uses it to make the world of international relations more 
interesting, and less boring, than in reality is.

Regardless of the issue of a function of historical analogizing, have in mind the following: 
Houghton (1996) noted that historical analogies are used even in the conditions when the political 
actor thinks of the condition as being historically unique. For instance, in the case he analyzed in 
more detail, which is the response of the US administration to the Iran hostage crisis, many US 
officials involved in the decision-making process had two parallel thoughts on the event: it is 
unique, AND it may be useful to think of it in terms of a past historical event, for instance, the Bay 
of Pigs ‘fiasco’ (Kennedy and CIA sending some undercover invasion force composed of Cuban 
exiles to Cuba in April 1961). 
 

III 

Now I come to the key issue.  My presentation revolves around that issue basically. 

It is clear that historical analogizing plays some role in the etiology of armed conflict. All armed 
conflicts are preceded by some stories, debates gone wrong, misunderstandings, futile attempts at 
negotiation. In other words, something happens to language before an outbreak of war. One of the 
things that happens to language is proliferation of historical analogies as well. 

This is not something that I discovered. In Abba Eban’s book you have a similar attitude to 
historical analogizing. Eban used the example of the situation of the Suez crisis, and a brief war 
over the passage involving Egypt, Israel, GB and France. On this you can read more in my brief 
discussion review of Eban’s book (Pehar 2006a). 

In my 2001 article I basically explained the role of historical analogizing in terms of a superficial 
trauma psychology: the warring parties do not control their historical memories; their memories 
control them; so, in a condition of crisis, given suitable conditions, the warring parties will re-enact 
the episodes from history that was often violent – and that’s where historical analogizing plays an 
etiological, causal role in the process of gradual emergence of war. Now, this is obviously pretty 
speculative. However, we do see often the correlation between the terms in which the before-the last
last war was fought and the terms in which the last war was fought. 

Addressing the issue of causes of war in particular, I need to stress two more aspects. One is David 
Dessler’s typology of causes: I emphasized that historical analogy plays a role as a trigger and also 



as a catalyst, channel, and target in Dessler’s etymology. As to the second aspect, over the last 10 
years I have been developing the theory of dediscoursification: the theory stipulates that, prior to an 
outbreak of war, we frequently witness the phenomenon of dediscooursification, which is a gradual 
loss of belief in moral-discursive standing of one’s interlocutor, who is also an adversary in political
sense; gradually one party, or both, comes to realization that the medium of discourse, as a conflict-
resolving means, has disappeared because the other party has lost the status of a credible, and 
sufficiently reliable, user of discourse in moral-discursive sense: the other is characterized as a liar, 
or incoherent, or promise-breaker. Now, this is one way in which this phenomenon takes place. 
There is another way, which is via political culture: your relationship with the other is culturally 
determined by some kind of cultural matrix which places premium on a non-discursive version of 
conflict-settlements: one obvious way is militarism or the emphasis on masculinity in the traditional
sense; but, there are more subtle ways – for instance, in many countries I found the following 
proverb: we lost in the time of peace whatever we gain in the time of war; or, as Teddy Roosevelt 
once said, the worst war is better than the best kind of peace. And, here is how historical analogy, as
a part of this kind of culture, can play a causal role in the etiology of armed conflict: you simply 
portray your interlocutor as one who is a replica of an evil historical actor, and you also pick the 
replica who did not want to search for negotiated solutions. There is one perfect example from the 
Cold War, and partly post-Cold War period, and that’s the US frequent reference to ‘appeasement’, 
and the use of ‘Nazi analogy’. 

IV 

How should we respond to the issue of the conflict-generating potential of historical analogies?    

First, we should note that, under the assumption of the trauma psychology, we can only slightly 
amend our position – perhaps by re-channeling our bad memories, or something like that. 

Second, Abba Eban proposed that we simply ban historical analogizing. So, that was his answer to 
the above question. I think his answer is not viable. First, there are some positive examples of 
historical analogizing. Second, Eban’s arguments in support of the thesis that analogy is tout court, 
overall, or by and large, a bad pattern reasoning are flawed. Analogies can be divided into sound 
and not sound versions. Also, analogies are very basic engines of thinking; they are an elementary, 
and inevitable, kind of human thought. Interestingly, in some cases, we can create analogies simply 
by pluralization – I learned this from Doug Hofstadter. 

Back in 2001, my reasoning was approximately as follows: there is no way we can avoid historical 
analogizing; there are potentially some risks in the production of historical analogizing; those risks 
can be perhaps avoided. As one needs to have a very firm, and unambiguous stand, to wish to wage 
a war, one should also have a clear-cut, very unambiguous historical analogy to lead him to the 
outbreak of war. Hence, perhaps we can blunt the razor of an analogy by making it more vague, by 
‘ambiguating’, as I put it. So, my idea in 2001 was to loosen the link between the two images put 
together in historical analogy, by various methods. In other words, let us try to make the user of 
historical ambiguity speak more a Diplomatese kind of language, one which is evasive, rich, 
interpretable, and not involving, or suggesting, a clear-cut commitment to a policy line.

More specifically, I proposed some methods of constructing historical analogies in a way that 
complexifies conceptual domains, that is, the source image. For instance, my proposal was to focus 
on particulars more than on generalities: let us say, don’t use simply Hitler as a source-concept; use 
Hitler in a particular point in time; then the historical analogy will become more complex and more 
demanding cognitively – you will be less likely to draw a clear-cut historical lesson, or image, for 
the current affairs. Similarly, I proposed that we draw freely on so-called ‘alternative 



historiography’, or on the history of missed opportunities, and thus to address the issue of the 
opportunities that might be just ‘around the corner’. Or, one kind of rhetoric I proposed was ‘a 
rhetoric of tragic irony’ – those historical episodes in which some actors drew on a historical image,
but then the future turned out to be opposite to what they intended or expected (Example of ‘French 
revolution v. Soviet Revolution, and the issue of leadership’, see Pehar 2001). 

Now, there is a serious problem with this kind of approach in the sense that one may find it a bit 
artificial, perhaps overstretching: whether the thus complexified historical analogizing still deserves
to be called ‘analogizing’ is an open issue – and also, admittedly, it will be difficult to perform the 
above explained functions of historical analogy by this kind of ‘ambiguation’. 
On the other hand, my response to such an objection would be: so what? Perhaps this is just a 
matter of habit or convention. In a while we may get used to this, more complex, and ambiguated 
kind of historical analogical reasoning. However, on the other hand, perhaps we need a fresh look 
into the concept, perhaps I need to say something more on history and  historical understanding. 

V  

In the meantime, since 2001., I published at least two books that come under the heading of 
‘history’. So hopefully today I have a more sophisticated understanding of both history as a 
discipline and historical epistemology and the related issues. 

Let me now first return to this concept of analogy as a metaphor. What I failed to address and 
underline in the 2001 essay is the fact that metaphors serve as tools of proto-argumentation. What 
do we mean by that? Metaphors normally seem to be singular propositions, but that’s only on the 
surface. In reality, when you think of it, metaphors are arguments, or instances of inferential 
reasoning. You do not see that immediately because some premises are kept hidden or tacit  or 
implicit. Let us take two examples: “Jennifer is a block of ice.” Or, “Drazen acts as an elephant in a 
china shop”. 

To both propositions one can reply with question ‘why’? This is typical of metaphors. One can, and 
normally does, spell out the reasons that prompted one to formulate the metaphor. (This pertains 
esp. to novel metaphors that sound like proposals!) Typically, one could say something like ‘X 
(Drazen) has properties a, b, c. The things with properties a, b, c, are normally defined, or can be 
seen, as Y. Hence X is, or can be seen as, Y.’ This perhaps does not sound as normal to 
contemporary ears, but, for instance, to Aristotle it seemed fine. Aristotle, in his Rhetoric, Book II, 
supplies many examples of enthymemes, abbreviated inferences, in which metaphorical 
propositions play an important part. And also, in Greek drama we find some ‘logomachias’, or the 
battles of words and perspectives, in which the heroes use metaphors as a part of their attempt to 
persuade each other. This happens frequently in classical Greek drama, also in Homer. 

In other words, when we address the issue of metaphor, we address a form of language that 
typically motivates some argumentative turns, or gives rise to a dialogue concerning reasons and 
justification. Typically, we ‘unfold’ metaphors, we reveal their argumentative structure; we 
paraphrase them and discuss, often publicly, their many implications. Good metaphors are 
conceptually rich devices, so  they have to contain, or suggest, many implications – some odd, some
quite normal. 

Now, apply this to the issue of historical analogy. In other words, if you approach the issue of 
historical analogy via the lens of metaphor, and then via the lens of extended chains of inferential 
reasoning, you may end up telling a pretty complicated story. And such a story is worthy of telling. 



It is a kind of historical image to which one can take a more enlightened, more argument-friendly 
approach; it is a kind of historical image that may incite debate and public discussion, an exchange 
of pros and cons, and similar. In other words, it does not have to be taken as a propaganda, or as a 
call for one to take a firm stand against somebody. 

Secondly, it is not only that metaphors need to be approached as tacit proto-argumentative devices; 
when you think of them in the context of historical analogizing, as metaphors (for instance, Saddam
Husein, the ousted and lynched former Iraqi president, as ‘Hitler’), which has a high war-generating
potential; you will quickly find yourself constructing, or probing, or thinking of, a narrative. This 
means that you will start thinking of a more complex propositional structure that has spatial, 
temporal, and agentive elements: X is doing Y; Y causes Z, which then prompts A and B to do 
W…..and the story goes further. This is history. It is concerned with human action that evolves in 
time, reflecting the agent’s intention, and often producing unforeseen, and even unintended, side-
effects. 

Frequently, narrative involves the issue of guilt and responsibility. And you start doing history only 
when you start addressing such issues – well, my theory is also that you need to have some strong 
personal feelings and attitudes – I do not believe in a history without a large modicum of personal 
attachment. Now, this is an image which is not quite the same as the image of ‘source-image’, with 
clear tones and undertones, being projected onto the historically present time, or future. Narratives 
are often open-ended, they often reflect the narrator’s voice, and historians disagree on the versions 
of narratives that reflect real history. Often as well, the versions cannot be verified 100%. This 
means that, perhaps, for cultivation of a good practice in relation to the problem of historical 
analogizing we do not need a lot; perhaps we need just to spread awareness of the crucial aspects of 
historical work or understanding: narration, interesting plots, justice seeking, collective wholes that 
are more than sums of their parts, human fallibility that is a most frequent attribute of the ‘empire’ 
of history, and often political stakes, or interests, ‘power’ and ‘honor’, and ‘pride’. 

I think the best kind of history is written by those who simply write candidly and unreservedly 
about themselves, and also by those who make a bold and honest attempt to fill some lacunae that 
we inherit from our not too distant past. I noted that a lot of work needs to be done especially with 
regard to such lacunae. This, however, narrows considerably the space for historical kind of 
analogizing, and for the drawing of the proper lessons from the past. Also, I think that our age is 
marked very much by the loss of the kind of the sense of righteousness, and even collective pride 
and identity, that feeds the non-problematic attitude to the trans-generational transfer of lessons and 
guidance; and, obviously, it is the latter primarily that lays at the foundation of the ability, and will, 
to craft historical analogies. (However, perhaps I suggest this only to provoke or challenge you to 
oppose, or cast doubt on, my suggestion?)     
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