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‘History Always Repeats Itself’ 
 Sir Winston Churchill once said that “Those that fail to learn from history are doomed to 

repeat it.”1 The purpose of learning history is to prevent making the same mistakes as our ancestors 

did, to prevent history from repeating itself. Unfortunately, people often ‘learn’ history, but they do 

not absorb and understand the lesson. Wars, revolutions, genocides and overthrows take turns to 

occur, people always make similar mistakes. They are similar, but not identical. Without the same 

people and the same setting, history will never repeat itself. Mistakes repeat itself, but events don’t.  

 

 Some people argue that history does repeat itself. Revolutions happen after another, and it is 

because of the outrages of the people that cause these revolutions. In 1787, the French Revolution2 

began. The infamous Louis XVI and his wife Marie-Antoinette who ruled terribly under the feudal 

system pushed the French citizens’ tolerance to a limit. Similarly, in 1917, the Russian Revolution3 

began. Tsar Nicholas II’s policies and October Manifesto which led to a governmental structure 

modulation from an unlimited autocracy to a constitutional monarchy left the public and the 

politicians incensed. These revolutions were all caused by the same underlying cause — foolishness 

of the monarchs, terrible policies and the oppression towards the people. Karl Marx, the father of 

communism, once said that “History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce.”4 The cyclical 

nature of history works as a repetition of past events, first as a catastrophe which should not have 

happened, then as a joke as it could have been avoided. Ambitions and greediness always lead to 

failure, and people of all generations, all geographic locations, make the same mistakes. 

 

 In a wider context, people also argue that wars repeat themselves. World War I5 marked the 

turning point of military history. Tanks, battleships, submarines and machine guns never seen before 

rose to fame as the ultimate combat machines. The desire of making Germany a powerful empire 

made Kaiser Wilhelm II agree to join the Great War, fighting against Serbia and the Triple Entente. 
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The Kaiser, who was raised in an environment surrounded by successors, always wanted to achieve 

more, but his childhood was a failure. His desires to prove that he and Germany was superior led to 

the participation of Germany in World War I. This eventually led to the collapse of the German 

Empire and the division of Germany. But the ultimate nightmare  was the extremely harsh and 

humiliating ‘Treaty of Versailles’ signed as a revenge of the Allies. In World War II6, Adolf Hitler 

had ambitions of making Germany ‘Great Again’, he eventually led the Nazis to become the most 

sinful and despicable political party in history. His life was a total failure7. Being a failed artist and 

writer, his intention was to prove himself and to revenge on the Jews, saying that they ‘stabbed him 

in the back’8, according to a conspiracy theory spread throughout Germany after the humiliating lost 

in World War I. Kaiser Wilhelm II and Adolf Hitler were both leaders and losers who made the same 

mistake — false ambitions. Hitler repeated Kaiser’s mistake — being too ambitious. They were too 

anxious to succeed, which made them fail. 

 

 Genocides also repeat themselves, as some might argue. Totalitarians and nationalists will 

find excuses to justify the murder of a massive amount of people. Sadly, this kind of human killing 

humans keeps on happening again and again. In World War II, the Nazis conducted a mass murdering 

scheme: the Holocaust 9 , murdering and conducting experiments on Jewish people and other 

minorities. From 1933 to 1945, 6,000,000 Jews and 5,000,000 of other minorities and homosexual 

were murdered. 49 years later, history repeated in another continent. In 1994, The conflict between 

two tribes in Rwanda10  led to a mass slaughtering. The extremist Hutus, who blamed the Tutsis of 

killing the president of Rwanda, and hated the Tutsis as they were favored by the former government, 

conducted mass killing against moderate Hutus, who chose not to fight, and Tutsis. When the 

extremists came to power, they propagandized and promoted the killing of ‘neighbors’ of the Hutu 

Rwandese, the Tutsis. The leaders rewarded the killers, and eventually more than 800,000 people 

were killed. Similarly, the Holocaust and Rwandan Genocide happened because of “hatred”, which 

led to murdering of a huge amount of people. These ruthless killing and falsely bent minds of 

extremists and nationalists kept on happening again and again. 

 

 From the examples above, to a certain extent, the mistakes in history repeated, but not the 

events that happened. History is what it is in the past, things that happen in the past are individuals, 
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and the things that will happen in the future are the outcome of the past, not the events that happened 

in the past. In other words, history does not and will not repeat itself. Historic events happened 

because of the people who started it, without the same people and same context, events will never be 

identical. Mark Twain once said that  “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.”11  Events 

that happen might be similar, but they are not identical. History can be seen as a linear nature, things 

that progress and holds a link to the past. We learn the past, but we do not copy the past. L.P. Hartley 

CBE, a British novelist and story writer once wrote in a novel in 1953, that “The past is a foreign 

country: they do things differently there.”12 This thought of historicism13 is to respect the ‘autonomy 

of the past’. In other words, the past is unique and different from today. Comparing the French 

Revolution14 and the Russian Revolution15, the French people aimed for a democratic government, 

but the Russians aimed for a socialist government. Comparing World War I16 and World War II17, 

Hitler had hatred towards Jews, but the Kaiser was only for the fighting and ambitions. Comparing 

the Holocaust 18  and Rwandan Genocide 19 , the Rwandan Genocide occurred because of the 

assassination of a leader of a country, and the Holocaust happened because of hatred out of no reason, 

but conspiracies. These mistakes are quite similar, but their details and outcomes were different.   

 

 Historic events just happen, and it is not necessarily repeating in its means. We progress 

through time, and we are definitely more advanced than the past. In 1824, German Historian Leopold 

von Ranke wrote in his book ‘History of the Latin and German People’, that “History has had assigned 

to it the office of judging the past and of instructing the present for the benefit of future ages.”20 This 

means that history is to be used as a regard of the past, which benefits people as a lesson and reference. 

In his speech in 1854, von Ranke said that “every epoch is immediate to God, and that its value in no 

way depends on what may have eventuated from it, but rather in its existence alone, its own unique 

particularity.”21 The events that happened will never be identical to the events happening now, and 
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we should only take history as a reference of what should and should not be done. In modern days, 

events like the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, the two World Wars, the Holocaust and 

the Rwandan Genocide are not likely to happen again. Disputes and conflicts will be resolved by 

peaceful means; ambitions will be checked and constrained.  More channels for negotiations and 

communications among countries can ensure that peace is guaranteed and that conflicts can be 

avoided. 

 

 In my point of view, I echo with the idea that history does not repeat itself; it rhymes. Similar 

events happen, but they are not identical and that it does not happen again and again in the same way. 

“History is just one bloody thing after another.”22 As Sir Herbert Butterfield once said, history is just 

one event after another, which happens randomly. Churchill’s statement to a certain extent is correct. 

People learn history, but they do not learn from the lesson. As the points stated above, we learn history 

to prevent making the same mistakes as our forefathers did, and that history is the past, a place where 

it is unique and different. We can never compare the moral compass and the knowledge of the people 

in the past with the people now. Our society is the outcome of these events, they might be similar, by 

they are not identical. History therefore does not repeat itself; it rhymes.  
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