Hans Ulrich Obrist interview with Eric Hobsbawm

EH
You are based in Paris, really, you said.

HUO
Yes, but I have lived here before. In 2000 I was curator at the Sir John Soane’s Museum.

EH
Yes.

HUO
With Margaret Richardson. One thing I wanted to ask you for this book, which is about memory, is in a wonderful conversation with you and Simon Sharma and David Frost you said regarding a lot of your work, but also the whole idea of history that the necessity of bringing that into wider media like television is what you call ‘a protest against forgetting’. I found that very beautiful and wanted to ask if you could tell me a little bit about that idea of the protest of forgetting.

EH
Yes. Well, it’s quite true that modern society, the modern economy, operates essentially without a sense of the past. The problems are existing problems which have to be solved. The standard way of solving problems is in a sort of engineering fashion in which what has been done in the past is really irrelevant to what needs to be done at present. And yet in terms of human beings and of human society, the past is not irrelevant. It’s not irrelevant subjectively; everybody, in fact, is rooted in the past, in a personal past, in a social past, and knows it and is interested in it. It isn’t actually irrelevant even socially because if you forget what happened in the past you simply have to repeat the same mistakes over and over again. To that extent it seems to me historians are essential to modern society because it is their business to remember what other people want to forget. There is a difference here because a lot of people want to forget the real past but they want to invent a past for themselves and historians are also against, as it were, inventing a past for themselves but they want to remember actually what happened, and they do and that is, if you like, their basic function.

HUO
Very nice. And so from that definition you also speak in many interviews about this idea of the DNA, when you basically say that history could almost be a genetic thing.

EH
Well, that is not so much a question of memory but it seems to me that the basic function of history, the basic question which it must answer among other things, is how human beings got from whatever it is, the caveman, to the Internet. I believe that to this extent history must continue evolutionary science but it cannot do it in the standard socio-biological way because human history is too short for it to have changed by purely Darwinian means. Human history is by geological or even archaeological standards very brief. It has been about ten thousand years since agriculture was invented; that’s practically nothing. It’s five hundred years since you can say that the globe exists as a single unit and in the past two hundred and fifty years the changes have been such that there is no way in which they can be understood except in terms of human beings taking decisions against a particular historical background. So there is, however, another advantage, it seems to me, of tying up history with evolutionary natural sciences, evolutionary biology, which is this: for the first time it provides us with a genuine framework for global history, not simply the history of this country or that country because, thanks to recent research in DNA, we now actually know how human beings evolved and how indeed they colonised most of the globe and at what rate they colonised the globe.

HUO
So that is a reference to the DNA chronology.

EH
That is a reference, basically, but the DNA chronology is one which is, in the nature of things, a global chronology. So to the extent that we know this, we have a matrix which enables us to understand history both globally and also comparatively because we can then compare what happened with the different ways in which human beings went to different parts of the world. And this is important from every point of view and not least, of course, from the point of view of the arts since the arts clearly are a very, very early development of human behaviour.

HUO
That is very interesting and it leads to another question, which is also related to science. I have interviewed a lot of leading neuroscientists from Semir Zeki to Ernst Pöppel to Wolf Singer and I have asked these neuroscientists about memory. What is interesting about neuroscience and memory is that they all say memory is a profoundly dynamic process in the brain; memory is not a static archive, it is a process. Memory always changes, memory is never twice the same. I thought that was very interesting because you had almost anticipated these neuroscientists’ approach to memory in your work because you always said memory changes.

EH
Of course.

HUO
I wondered if you could talk a little bit about this dynamic notion of memory because you always said memory changes, history changes.

EH
Yes. If you actually look at your own memories it’s fairly clear that there is somewhere or other a databank, but what you get out of that databank changes, both with your age and with your life experience. It would be very nice to say to yourself, at one time, to be able to compare what your remember about a particular incidence at different times of your life. It is quite clear that some things you are constantly, as it were, rewriting; rewriting the history of your past, in terms of either past experience or new problems or whatever it is, so to recover the substratum is difficult; it’s one of the things for which, for instance, the technical rules of historical research are essential. You cannot rely on people’s memory to give you a reliable chronology of what actually happened; you have to rely on something else. I found this myself in trying to write my autobiography. 

HUO
Which I am just about to read.

EH
Yes.

HUO
O
InterestInteresting Times.

EH
Well you see, my Interesting Times is in some sense, as I have described, a sort of B side of my history of the twentieth century. The history of my Age of Extremes  is, as it were, the history of the twentieth century with occasional illustrations from personal experience, whereas Interesting Times is how the twentieth century affected the formation of views and the changing views of a historian who writes about it. In writing this autobiography it became quite clear quite often that my personal memory either was completely wrong – there were certain things I simply would not remember, of which it so happened I have a written record at the time. Alternatively even the dates of things that happened are only remembered in a context; they are not remembered by themselves, they are remembered in a context, you see. And if one were to rely only on one’s memory one could not write adequate history. This is one of the great drawbacks of writing oral history; the secret of historical method in the past was you had to discover what can go wrong in documents and that’s a thing from the late seventeenth century on people discovered: what can go wrong in copying documents. We need a similar discipline in what can go wrong with memory: how reliable is it and in what peculiar ways does it operate? And this is where neuroscience and psychology come in because there are ways in which memory goes wrong.  And the other thing is, below all this, as it were, changing memory, there is unquestionably somewhere inside a databank of things which become part of one’s memory but of which you are not in full control.

HUO
Yes. Very interesting. You mentioned the The Age of Extremes: The short twentieth century history 1914-1991 and Interesting Times and now we are basically living in 2006, which is already very advanced in this first decade of the twenty-first century, and the strange thing about this first decade is that, at least in art and architecture, before one always spoke about the eighties, the nineties, and this decade doesn’t really have a name yet. Some people refer to it as the zero-zeros but it feels very much as a kind of a limbo decade. I was wondering how, starting from the background of your two books, Interesting Times and The Age of Extremes, how you felt about this first decade of the twenty-first century which we are crossing.

EH
It’s difficult to know. It’s clear that when I talked about the twentieth century I concluded it in 1991 with the collapse of the Soviet Union, but that was not necessarily a convenient, so to speak, a natural break, as they say in television, but in fact it wasn’t necessarily the only break. I would have thought it’s clear that probably a break occurs sometime in the nineties. I would probably have thought the break – it is more difficult to say – but I would probably put it in ’97, ’98, which was the tremendous economic collapse over large parts of the world.

HUO
A big collapse in Asia.

EH
A big collapse in Asia, collapse in Russia, which was a sort of by-product, and I think after that the combination, looking at it now, I would say probably it’s a combination of this sudden collapse, which was then followed by the short-lived super-boom around 2000, 2001, followed in turn by a collapse. It’s around 2000, if you like, that the century really ended. What has happened since, I think, is difficult to tell. I think it is being dominated by, primarily, the enormous shift in the economic centre of gravity of the world towards Asia, which occurred in the course of the nineties but which became visible after the new century.

HUO
China.

EH
China, India and so on. And at the same time with the attempt of the United States to assert a global hegemony and these two things at the moment seem to me to be characteristic of the first decade.

HUO
And Europe in all of this?

EH
[Sighs] Europe in all of this seems to me to be marking time. Europe up to a certain stage looked as though it were advancing, but with the collapse of Eastern Europe, Europe began the process of unlimited expansion of the European Union, which in my view is incompatible with the original idea of Europe and which has produced the present situation in which in fact Europe, as it were, the European project as it originally was and as it advanced up to about the late eighties, is not advancing. But Europe remains one of the three major economic and cultural units in the world and will go on remaining this for quite a while. But what is going to happen to Europe in the future is not so clear.

HUO
Maybe two last questions. In terms of this whole idea of the waves also, and of decades, you have often quoted in your books and interviews the theory of the long wave. If one looks at my field, which is the field of art, there have always been moments of extreme boom and there have been moments of crisis. For example, in ’89 there was a big crisis, ’88, ’89, and then a collapse in the early nineties and then a recession.

EH
You mean in the art market?

HUO
In the art market. And now it no longer seems that there is any form of collapse. I was wondering if you could you talk a little about this theory of the long wave and if you feel that it still functions now or if it has somehow changed.

EH
I see no reason why the long wave shouldn’t function, although no doubt in a properly globalised economy it might have shifted somewhat. There is no doubt about it, it seems to me, that the period, let’s say, from 1973 until the late nineties constitutes one half of such a long wave. We should now, and indeed I predicted this in my Short History, I said we should expect a short period of major expansion in the early twenty-first century and I believe this is happening, except that this major expansion is carried by China and, shall we say, the new industrial countries. I think probably sooner or later it will also lead to a crisis but I see no reason for believing that the long waves have actually stopped operating so far.

HUO
In your marvellous book The New Century, which came out of conversations with Antonio Polito, you said towards the end –

EH
He is now in parliament in Italy.

HUO
Really? That’s good news!

EH
[Laughs]. Yes.

HUO
You said, ‘The problem is what the future will be like’ and I was wondering if you could answer me this question today, what you think the future will be like.

EH
I belong to a generation which is, if you like, both pessimistic and optimistic. I am optimistic because if human beings, if the human race survived the twentieth century it probably can survive anything. On the other hand I don’t anticipate an easy progress into the twenty-first century. Both politically and economically I think we shall have a very, very bumpy ride in the twenty-first century. It won’t be the same kind of catastrophic epoch as we had in, let’s say, the first half of the twentieth century but I also believe that we can look forward to very serious problems which are largely due to the inability of globalisation to fit in with the political structure of the world. Globalisation fits with almost everything except that there is no tendency for globalisation to work in politics. On the contrary, if anything it is nation states or groupings like Europe which are the effective historic agents in politics and it’s a conflict between globalisation economically, technologically, scientifically, even culturally to some extent and, if you like, the relatively limited number of, in effect, large states, which stand in the way. Neither will disappear.

HUO
So like a gap between those two things.

EH
Not only a gap but there is to some extent a conflict between the two.

HUO
Conflict. Maybe the last point is about utopia because I have been doing a project with Rirkrit Tiravanija and Molly Nesbit and Emmanuel Wallerstein was involved in that.

EH
Yes.

HUO
So we collaborated on this project, Utopia Station.

EH
Yes.

HUO
 And it’s basically starting from Bloch’s definition of utopia: ‘Something is missing’. I was wondering how you felt about the notion of utopia in the twenty-first century because you said in that interview with Polito if people don’t have any idea of a better world then they have lost something.

EH
Yes, I believe that.

HUO
And you quote Andrew Carnegie as the only American millionaire who was both an activist and a political radical.

EH
[Laughs] Yes. I believe that. I believe utopia as an incentive. I don’t believe that utopia is a possibility. But if you do not have the idea of something which is fundamentally different from the present then it seems to me human beings will lose. But what is more to the point, increasingly I think we shall be forced to confront the necessity for absolutely major changes. I think we are going to be forced to do so by the sheer pressure of the environment.

HUO
The ecological.

EH
The ecological.

HUO
That’s interesting, because that’s what Doris Lessing said as well.

EH
Yes.

HUO
Doris Lessing said the same thing.

EH
I think so because we’ve already got to the stage now where we cannot return. Global warming has reached the point of no return. This will require transformations in human life. For instance, a great deal of the nineteenth and twentieth century structure was built on coastal cities. If the sea is going to rise for six or seven metres a large number of coastal cities simply will no longer be able to exist.

HUO
It is amazing. They will disappear.

EH
Alternatively, it will cost an incredible amount to keep them going, or alternatively they may well have to be shifted and these will impose changes, which in a sense unless you are used to thinking in terms of major changes, will be difficult to achieve. OK?

HUO
Marvellous. One very last question. I was wondering about the poet Rainer Maria Rilke. 

EH
Yes.

HUO
He wrote a lovely book which is Advice to a Young Poet. I was wondering what in 2006 would be your advice to a young historian.

EH
[Pause] Be curious about the world around you and discover things about it that other historians haven’t done yet. There are always new things to discover. You will never run out of subject matter [laughs] but you may well discover things about the past by looking at the present. I think that’s the main thing I would recommend them. Keep your eyes open.

HUO
That is a marvellous conclusion. There is one question I forgot before. The only question which is recurrent in all my interviews is the question about the unbuilt roads. I was very curious, because you have written so many books and articles, I was wondering if you had any yet-unrealised projects; projects which have been too big to be realised, unfinished utopic projects, utopias. The unbuilt roads of Eric Hobsbawm. 

EH
I am too old to have long projects now. I sometimes think of what I would have done if I were young again and could look again at what I’ve done, but I’m too old to have any further projects. I sometimes dream that if I had time I would return to a theme which I started many years ago when I wrote my book Primitive Rebels, namely, what do people think of society? My book, which was the first thing I ever wrote, was essentially based on an assumption of people in traditional societies before they learnt, as it were, the modern vocabulary and modern institutional instrumentarian things, how they tried to look at society, what they regarded as a good society, what they regarded as a tolerable society, what they regarded as an intolerable situation. I think that would give us a guide to what people even today might think of as a good, a tolerable and an intolerable society. I might be able to do an article or two about it or work out some old lectures but basically I don’t think I’m in a position to do very much about that. Basically it’s no use saying the unproduced works of Eric Hobsbawm. I’m almost eighty-nine years old and whatever I can do, for practical purposes my professional life is virtually complete. There can only be some small additions to it, purely on actuarial grounds.

HUO
Thank you so much.

