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Preface to the Second Edition 

The author and the publishers of this 
work feel encouraged to note that a second 
and somewhat revised edition of this work 
should have been needed within less than 
five years. This subject, relatively unknown 
to Indian University Curricula till very 
recently ~<!~ ... become popular and that 
again i~ .;!.,enco·uraging. Certain changes 

.:J ~~h ·: :the· ear~ier ·',.eqi:t-i_on of this work 
".-:•.r.equired h,aye been m_.1tle - in this while the 
.. ,~-)emptation to add everything that is 

·important, -l=las · been · resisted. It is hoped 
thit·•',!h.~ ,bo_pk wilf~ c_ontinue to be used 

·· by. professio•nal students and teachers as 
we"fl as:··'the general reader. 

January, 1978. N. SUBRAHMANIAN 



Preface to the First Edition 

Clio, the Muse was no native of India. 
The Muse came late to this country; 
and when she did so, the fortunes of 
this land were in foreign hands. When 
the country came into its own, the Muse 
had already had a controversial career 
here. She had to· content with handi
caps which she has not yet overcome. 
The established . and required style of 
history has developed a tradition here 
during the past century or so; but the 
latest sophistications have been very slow 
in coming or in being admitted. History 
of historical writings, historical theory, 
cliometrics, methodology of human science 
research etc. are now growing into vast 
new disciplines and these do not find 
a place in the Indian historical literature 
or in the curricula of most universities 
even at the highest level; though a humble 
beginning has been made in this regard 
in some places. 

As a teacher of history and as a 
researcher in historical problems during 

the past two decades and more, I have 
always felt the urgent need for a litera
ture on these aspects of historical 
studies. That is the justification for the 
work now in your hands. 
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It is not as if there is really no 
literature whatsoever on these matters 
in India; U. N. Ghoshal, R. C. Majumdar, 
K. A. Nilakanta Sastri and a number of 
less known but by no means less learned
scholars have contributed in a pioneering 
way to certain aspects of this branch 
of knowledge. Dr. Ghoshal specialised 
in the Ancient Period; Dr. Majumdar 
wrote eminent papers on the subject and 
delivered three lectures under the Heras 
Endowment. Prof. Sastri in his Historical
Methods. concentrated mostly on sources. 
Dr. S. P. Sen, editor of the Quarterly 
Review of Historical Studies published 
a number of valuable pepers on this 
subject, in the issues relating to 1963 to 
1965. His recent edition of Historians 
and Historiography in Modern India, is 
not less welcome than Dr. C. H. Philips' 
edition of Historians of India, Pakistan 
and Ceylon. 

In fact the situation was such as to 
provoke anyone to take up the challenge 
to write a comprehensive work on the 
subject from the Indian point of view. This 
does not mean that the familiar points of 
view associated with the west should be 
stood on their heads. The Indian point 
of view is merely a technique of expla
nation suitable for the Indian student 
keeping in mind his environment and 
equipment. The result of my taking up 
the challenge is this book. I have now 
told you how this unusual but necessary 
piece of literature on historiography came 
to be written. It is for the reader to 
state his reactions to it. 
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This book is in five parts and twenty
six chapters. It is concerned with four 
aspects of history: 1. Historical theory; 
2. biographical notes regarding the lives 
and achievements of significant his
torians; 3. history of historical writing; 
and 4. the methodology of historical 
research and composition. In fact it 
deals with the science and technology 
of history. Beginning with a definition 
of history this work proceeds to consider 
history not in isolation but in the context 
of the totality of human knowledge; and 
tries to delineate the special features 
of History as a discipline. It proceeds 
to narrate the stages by which historical 
thinking and writing evolved from the 
days of heroic bardic poetry to modern 
times. European, Islamic, Chinese and 
Indian historians come in for chrono
logical treatment and they are studied 
with reference to the times which made 
them and the forces which they set in 
motion. Finally historiographical metho
dology or what might be called thesis 
engineering is discussed in some detail, 
and the emphasis here is rather on the 
needs of an Indian researcher, whose 
needs, no doubt. are many. 

It is inevitable that in a study like 
this more than the lion's share should 
be devoted to a recounting and criticism 
of western thinkers on Histoty, for 
modern ·History' whether scientific or 
otherwise is the logical product of 
western experience and intellectual tra
ditions; and oriental historiogrephy - the 
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canons of which are now discarded in 
favour of the evolving western tradition -
was at best an interesting parenthesis, 
amusing and irritating to impatient 
moderns but legitimately treated as part 
of man's intellectual experience. 

In the making of this book, I have been 
encouraged consistently by my good friends 
Messrs. K. M. Natarajan, V. R. Sankarasubbu. 
S. Loganathan. M. Paramasivam and 
S. Jeyapragasam to whom my thanks are 
due. Mr. Ariyathambi, the able foreman of 
the Vaigai Achagam and Mr. S. Krishnasamy 
as well as other workers of the 'press 
have been largely responsible for the way 
in which the book has been excellently 
and expeditiously ·printed. 

Norember, 1973. N. SUBRAHMANIAN 
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PART I 

HISTORICAL THEORY 



1 

Definition 

It is a good and useful dictum that anyone who wishes 
to know the nature of a discipline should first define it for 
himself. Definition limits and enlightens the scope of the 
subject, sets its boundaries and distinguishes it from other 
disciplines. A failure to so define an area of knowledge for 
oneself will lead to errors and confusion; and to avoid these 
in respect of the subject of our study viz. History. we shall 
discuss herebelow attempts which have so far been made to de
fine it and finally arrive at one for our purposes. We shall 
still bear in mind that even the most careful definition will 
remain tentative and will have to change when the conceptual 
complexion of the subject itself changes. 

History has been defined by all kinds of persons, since 
it is a common belief (almost a superstition) that a • popular' 1 

subject like 'History' can be defined by anyone who has any 
interest in or against it. Angry, sober, scholarly, partisan 
definitions have all been made by professionals as well as amateurs 
who include ignorant generalists. Some definitions very 
striking-striking by the mere fact of their emanating from eminent 
non-scholars-ones, have often been repeated and given much 
undeserved publicity, merely because they are funny; some 
have rightly been discussed at length since they set out the 
true bounds of the subject, but yet are controversial. But it 
is good to remember that an ultimate definition of History 
cannot yet be (or perhaps can never be). 

1 In the sense of its being non-technical. 
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Dionysius of Halicarnassus (c. 40-8 B. C.) was one of 
the earliest to speak of the essential function of History. He 

"d "History is Philosophy drawn from examples.'•~ Of course, sa1 , 
by •examples' he meant real ones from life and not imaginary 

tales for the edification of a reader or refutation or proof of a 

point; by 'philosophy' be meant the process of drawing a 
lesson. So according to him when lessons are drawn from real 

life which is also significant and when these lessons are ordered to 
form a coherent whole, then we have History. 

Aristotle suggested that, 'History is an account of the 
unchanging past', thereby holding that it is an account, and the 

past is by its nature incapable of change. He said significantly 
•even God cannot change the past.' 3 

Bacon said that •History is a decipline which makes 
men wise' and this is saying much. Wisdom, according to 

Bacon, is different from mere intellectual alertness or even the 

accumulation of useful information commonly called knowledge. 

According to Bacon, History produces a sobriety which he 
calls wisdom. 

/sir Walter Raleigh said, "the end and scope of all History 

is to te~ch us by example of times past such wisdom as may guide 

o~r des1res and action:,': In his equation of the function of History 

wi
th 

the provision of wisdom he resembles Bacon in the latter's 
estimate of History. 

Hegel was quite pessimistic in his estimate of History. 
'What experience and History teach is this-that people 
and Governments neve h 1 . . 

r ave earnt anythmg from History · 
or acted on principles deduced from .t ,_1 Th' ' 

. i.. 1s pessimism, 
however, did not deter him from d l 
. un ertaking t 1e delinea-

tion of the contours of Historical speculation. 

2 Ats. rhetorica, 11. 2. 

3 Quoted in his Nicomacharan L"thics 6 
' . 

4 Quoted in G B. Shaw's 1'/t'!, Rerolutionists' !land book. 
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Friedrich Von Schlegel described a historian as 'a prophet 
in reverse' .5 This means that according to him, 'History is 
prophecy in reverse'. This definition opens up endless vistas of 
thought on the subject. This presumes that looking into the 
past and knowing it is as difficult if not impossible as looking 
into the future and knowing it. 

Lecky said, 'History is the record and explanation of 
moral revolutions'. His view is based on the theory that 
the evolution of mankind is ideological and not merely 
factual i. e. contingent. 

A similar view was held by Leibnitz who said, •History 
is the true demonstration of religion'. 

R. W. Emerson said what Carlyle also was to say that 
'there is properly no History but only biography'. 6 

Edmund Burke who has been described by Acton as the 
most intelligent of our instructors, said • History is a preceptor 
of prudence, not of principles'. 

Sir· Charles Firth characterised 'History as a branch of 
learning to be studied for its own sake in addition to being 
a kind of knowledge which is useful to men in their daily 
life'. He says elsewhere that, 'History is the record of the 
life of socitties of men, of the chai:iges which those societies 
have gone through, of the ideas which have determined the 
actions of those societies and of the material conditions which 
have helped or hindered their development. 

Carly le, the noted English Philosopher, declared, • as I 
take it, Universal History, the history of what man has 
accomplished in this world, is at bottom the history of the 
great men who have worked here'; •social life of the aggre
gate of all the individual men's lives who constitute society; 

5 Athenaum 1. Fragmente. 

6 Essay on History. 
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. h" , 7 This 
f those innumerable b1ograp 1es · 

H
. ·s tbe essence o 
1story 1 r detailed attention later• 
fi 

. • will attract ou de mt1on . 1 definition of History: 
J.B. Bury made a very cootrodversia re'• No author who 

. . e no less an no mo • . 
"History 1s a sctenc ' . "f of this dcfim-

. d fi ition of history misses a repett ion 
discusses e n_ ' 1 H" tory was regarded as an 
tion. He agam says, so oog as is evere'; 'I 

t the sanctions of truth and accuracy could not be _s , 
ar , . b ch of ltterature • 
may remind you that History 1s not a ran 

. . • de the well-
B Croce the famous Italian H1stonan, ma 

· b · t y •s Croce 
known statement •all History is contemporary 15 or ." nl 
said this because he felt that past events become HtSt

ory_ 
0 

Y 
d h h. • • and so History 

when they are contemplate by t e 1stonan . 
materialises only in the historian's thought, Thus all luS

t
OrY 

bas to be contemporary history. 

Seeley compared History with Politics and said '1'.1is~ory 
is past Politics; and Politics is present History'. This is a 
half-truth and like all half-truths dangerous, since it deludes. 
The past and the present cannot be so easily distinguished 

from each other, for the present is constantly flowing into the 
past, and ceases to be the present even at the moment of con
templation. If Seeley included the recent past in the pre
sent perhaps there is some justification; but he does not seem 
to have done that. Possibly History and Politics are two 

aspects of the same social phenomenon. 

Acton, the great Professor of Modern History at Cam
bridge gave a definition of History characteristic of the 19th 
century,· i. e., History is the unfolding story of human free

dom. This is a secular way of putting Bossuet's teleological 

view of •Universal History as leading to the Christian revela

tion'. 

Acton was the great architect of the monumental Cam-

bridge Modern History. He said in 1896 writing a preface 

7 Ibid 
8 History as the story of liberty: P. 19. 
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to that series : 'Ultimate history, we cannot have in this 
generation' indicating thereby that it may be within reach 
sometime later. But G. N. Clark said fifty years later, 'the 
exploration is endless and some impatient scholars take refuge 
in scepticism or at least in the doctrine that since all historical 
judgments involve persons and points of view one is as another 
and there is no objective historical truth.' ' 9 But 'objective' 
is often used in two senses : I. The objective absolute and 
all embracing and 2. the objective limited to the purpose. 
While the latter is recommended it is corrected by the impossi
bility of the former; that even the latter cannot be entirely 
satisfactorily practised also means little, for the objective after 
all is not the achievement but mostly the attitude of mind 
brought to bear on a piece of intellectual engagement on hand. 

A. L. Rowse said, "History is essentially the record of 
the life of men in societies in their geographical and their 
physical environment. Their social and cultural environment 
arises from the interaction of the one with the other, the 
society and its geographical conditions.'' Again he says, 'the 
history of every country is that of the civilization to which 

it belongs.' 

York Powell is of the opinion that History must not 
be concerned with pleasant presentation. •Style and the needs 
of a popular audience have no more to do with history than 
with law or astronomy.• 

Seignobos agreed with the view that •History was essen
tially a science of reasoning since all historical knowledge is 
indirect•. Hence he indirectly disagrees with logical positivism, 
when applied to historical speculation. 

Collingwood the great British historical philosopher has 
the following to say about History : •The Philosophy of 
History is concerned neither with the past by itself, nor with 
the historian's thought about it by itself, but with the two 

9 The New Cambridge Modern History : Vol. 1, p. XXV, 19 57. 
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things in their mutual relations'. This definition admits that 
History refers to different things at the same time. This is 
true of History in another sense also: 1. History means the 
totality of the past doings of man, and 2. the account of 
such doings written down by historians. Similarly, Collingwood 
gives two meanings for 'Philosophy of history' i. e., 1. the 
discovery of the meaning and purpose of events; the 19th 
century historians generally held this view; and 2. the nature 
of a historian's thought and method followed by him. "From 
the beginning of historiographical accounts in different societies 
some attempts have been made to read a meaning into the 
procession of events-the Homeric legends ti-eating of Gods and 
men and the Hindu and Buddhist legends treating of moral 
values in human actions.'' 

M • Oakeshott said, • 'History is the Historian's experi
ence." 10 This is akin to Collingwood's and Croce's view that 
•History is what passes through the historian's mind. It is 

the historian's mind which gives history a meaning.' 

Augustine Birrell talking about Carlyle and recounting 
his Obiter dictum laid it down that 'History was a great dust 
heap.' 11 This is one of the few definitions of History which 
reveal either the author's ignorance, lack of sympathy or 
understanding, or cynicism. Carlyle, of course, must have made 
this Obiter dictum in a moment of some frustration which was 
not unusual with him. 

Voltaire said, ''All our ancient History, as 'ODe of our 
wits remarked, is no more than accepted fiction.'' Later on 

, Napoleon I, the French Emperor, expressed the view that 
· 'History is an agreed fable'. One should think that the 

Emperor, with all his experience and knowledge made a mistake 
in regard to the substantive as well as the adjective; for it is 
certain that History cannot be 'fable', nor need it be 'agreed'. 

-----------------
10 Experience and its modes: p. 99. 

11 Augustine Birrell: Obiter dicta Carlyle. 
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In fact it must be neither a fable nor agreed. It should be 
a true account (real as far as the historian can discover) of 
the past and different historians must have the freedom to 

'express different opinions on the same topics and proceeding 
even on the basis of the same set of data. 

Sir Robert Walpole once told his son who offered to 
read to him that 'he could read anything but History, for 
History must be false.' 12 This Walpolian remark reflected 
the same frame of mind as that of Voltaire and Napoleon. 

Voltaire said, "History is just the portrayal of crimes 
and misfortunes." 13 A statement similar to this was made by Gibbon: 
"History is indeed little more than the register of the crimes, 
follies and misfortunes of mankind.'' These definitions perhaps 
err on the side of cynicism, though written accounts of historical 
events often tend to exaggerate 'the crimes, follies and misfor
tunes of mankind. ' 

But the most offensive statement comes from Henry Ford 
who said that "History is bunk. " 14 Whatever he might have 
meant it shows at least that there can be a person who can sQ 
thoroughly misunderstand the nature and function of history as 
to call it •bunk'. The philosopher, and if he knows humanity well, 
will certainly not expect any more than this kind of appraisal from 
a successful businessman. 

James Joyce, the author of the remarkable work, 'Ulysses' 
has this on 'History', through one of his characters: "History is 
a nightmare from which I am trying to awaken.'' 15 

E. H. Carr, a recent historian, pithily said that •History 
means interpretation', and in a vital sense he is correct. If History 
were to be merely a catalogue of events without comment or an 

12 Walpoliana, Vol, 1. p. 60. 
13 L. lngenu, ch. X. 
14 In the witness Box when serving the Chicago Tribune, 

July 1919 

15 Ulysses, p. 31 
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• C1 ut of it or put a meaning on it, it t t to extract a meamno o . 
at emp b h differ0nt from a grocer's list-perhaps it will then not e muc f 

I Xcl.ting Interpretation is of the essence 0 will be even ess e · 
History. 

Some of the definitions given above, it is needless to say• 
reflect the passing moods of certain thinke~s, while so~e others 

·se and relevant. History is the entire past achievements 
are w1 . h "tten 
(and failures to achieve) of homo sapiens as well as t e wn 
records of such activities studied by men \vho value knowled~e for 
their own and others' edification and. for the understanding of 
human nature. Man may not benefit by the experiences of others; 
but as Alexander Pope said, 'Man's proper study is man'• 

We have so far considered only some of 'the more important 
definitions of History made by Western thinkers of a certain 
nature. Among westerners the idea as to what History is has not 
been the same during the past twenty five centuries and more when 
in different places in Europe it was practised in different ways and 
for different reasons. The Greeks were not worried about the anci• 
ent past. The more famous among them namely Herodotus and 

Thucydides wrote on contemporary politico-military themes, i. e., 
the Persian wars and the Pelo ponnesian war. They do not seem to 
have considered it a function of History to dig into the past and 
lay it bare before the present and the future for discussion and 
criticism. Herodotus bad no objection to spicing his History with 
some fables while Thucydides would hold forth on matters of 
political wisdom through his characters. From those days to the 

present, when one talks about the scientific History of a Ranke or 
the meta-historyof a Toynbee, it is a pretty far cry. The cry has 

resounded through twenty five centuries and more in different 

tun~s- These we shall turn to in a later chapter. In the orient 
soci~I- mem~? of the past built itself up into strange myths and 
trad1t1ons, 1t 1s not as if the orient had a monopoly of myths; the 

we
st 

had them too. The middle west ( or the middle east) in its 
Hebrew and early Christian traditions accounted for a number of 

myths. But India among the countries of the east had the dis-
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tinction of bestowing a different definition on History. They did 
not necessarily associate factuality with History, but a moral, 
mythical capsule into which facts and fiction judiciously com
bined for purposes of religious and spiritual edification would be 
packed. As a convenient device to achieve this they changed the 
concept of time to make the future serve the purposes of the past 
and the past was narrated in the form of prediction. Even now 
these attitudes to the nature and function of History have not 
changed in some quarters. History however means only a true 
account of what really happened in the past as well as a faithful 
account of such happenings. 

History we have said is not only the entirety of past happ
enings but also its account. Looked at this way it is clear that the 
same word has stood for two different things: 1. a sum of events 
and 2. a narrative account of those events. It is always dange
rous to allow a single word to stand for two ideas. This leads to 
dubiety and misunderstanding. Historiography on the other hand 
can be more simply defined. It has been defined as 'those accounts 
of historic events which have been composed in literary form of 
greater or lesser accomplishment for the instruction or edification 
of the author's contemporaries and of posterity.' rn Thus we can 
see that accounts of historical events, strictly speaking, belong 
rather to the realm of historiography than to that of History. This 
distinction if carefully maintained will avoid confusion. 

16 Chambers Encyclopaedia: Historiography. 
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Nature and Uses of History 

i Nature of History 

When we think of the nature of History there are certain 
permanent characteristics which make it sui ge~eris and ~nique, _and 
also certain transient features which may change from time to time. 
Considering the second aspect first;'it can be stated that the nature 
of History will change according to the prevailing philosophy of , 

b
. I history and even from historian to historian according to 1s pre-

dilection and training. 1 > One's attitude to history is largely cj.eter
mined by experience. ,:Pessimism or optimism in regard to the 
historical process will be decided by a period of war, pestilence and 
destruction or by plenty and prosperity as the case may be.) Great 
changes in the fortunes of nations seem to call for rewriting of 
their history in the light of the new changes. For example, 
countries like India, liberated from imperial control, want to re
write their History and are resentful of the kind of history written 
by the spokesmen of their erstwhile rulers. This is a very delicate 
job. This is an emotional attitude to the problem and one cannot 
say that it is devoid of justification. But when emotions control 
the min~ the_ intellect is not likely to function dispassionately. 
The nationalist historians wil] tend to commit historiographical 

1 •it. A~gus~n.e l_ooked at History from the point of view of 1 
e ear Y C ns_han; Tillarnont from that of a 17th century 

Frenchman; Gibbon from that of an 18th century Englishman; 
M?mD?sen f~om th~t of a 19th century German. There is no 
pomt ID askrn_g which was the right point of view. It was the 
only one possible for ~he man who adopted it.' R.G, Colling
wood; The Idea of History (1946), p. xii 
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crimes which can be the opposite of those committed by the 
imperialist historians. ''The ignorance of Indian culture exhibited 
by James Mill for example, can be more than equalled by the 
cultural chauvinism of Hindu scholars too numerous to mention:) 
The older histories also must be respected and preserved since they 
are direct proof of a certain point of view relevant perhaps to the 
age which produced them. Smith's Oxford History, especially 
its 'British period' is history in two senses. It is not only a record 
of the history of that period, it is itself original evidence of a 
certain attitude towards Indo-Anglian socio-politic::il relations of 
those times. So to a genuine historian, whose genuineness consists 
in not being committed one way or the other, nothing is rejectible. 

A cynical outlook will prevail when mankind faces defeat 
after defeat; on the other hand a boom will cheer the heart of a 
historian. For example, Acton thought it incumbent on him to 
pass moral judgments. That was when his empire prospered. 
A. J. P. Taylor in the 20th cent. holds a view .2 In an age of 

doubt and uncertainty, therefore, historical relativism becomes 
imperative or at least attractive. But the nature of History as a 
whole will be not only to adopt such passing, changing attitudes 
but also to know the ~hauges and their raison d'etre. 

As for the permanent characteristics of History, like every 
other discipline it has its own immutable features. History can be 
distinguished from science on the one hand and metaphysics on the 

other, literature on the one hand and fine arts like music on the 
other. It is not rigorous in the sense that science has to function 

in strict conformity with the laws of nature, which are not alter
able by man; nor is History intended to provide sensory delight 
as a beautiful piece of painting or a pleasant exercise in music. It 
--- --------------

2 'The clash bet~een Acton and Sir George Clark is a reflection 
of the change m our total outlook on society over the interval 
between these two pronouncements. Acton speaks out of the 
p~sitiv_e belief, !he clear-eyed self-confidence of the later 
V1ctonan age; Sir George Clark echoes the bewilderment and 
distracted scepticism of the next generation'. Carr: lV/i.at is 
ltistory?, p, 2 
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does not proceed or thrive on mere hypothesis, incapable_ of 
empirical proof as much of philosophy is. It is not merely a ~c1en
tific pooling together of existing or real data, but a construct10n of 
valid inferences thereon, with a considerable area of freedom of 
interpretation of the data so collected, reserved for the individual 
historian's judgment. Thus History's dominant role is interpreta
tive, 3 though at other stages it might involve the technological 
business of spotting and collecting evidence, and subjecting it to 
rigorous criticism and at another stage of using the literary art for 
the purpose of elegant communication. 

Thus it follows that •History is man's attempt to describe 
and interpret the past.' Barraclaugh said: •it is the attempt to 
discover on the basis of fragmentary evidence the significant thing 
about the past.' 4 

History is secular. It is concerned with temporal, mundane 
matters and not with spiritual efforts. It does not and cannot deal 
with events or personalities or situations which are not bound by 
time or space. 1That is the eternal and the universal (extending 
far beyond the known cosmos) are not the concern of the historian. 
Thus the historical process is said to be a time-space continuum.' ' 
The super - natural, the non-rational cannot be grist for the 
historian's mill, but even then if they come within the experience 
or record of man will be noticed with the scepticism, perhaps, 
but not disdain or impious disbelief. 5 

3 'The interpr~tation of the past becomes a prophecy in reverse 
demon~tratm~ the past as a meaningful preparation for the 
future. ~ow!th: Meaning in Hi'story, p. 6, •History means 
rnterpretation a~d 'the element of interpretation enters into 
every fact of History.' E.H. Carr: What is History? p. 18 

4 'Hi'stor~ in~ changing World: pp. 29 ,30 
5 ' The hi storical jacket ?f t_ime-space-causation: the trio . have 

~ore than the usual s1gn1ficance in Indian thought. History 
1s the occurrence of _even ts in time and in space; it therefore is 
temporal and material. The events occur also in causal chain 
thoug_h each even! is unique. But in Hindu thought the whole 
of this concept 1s removed from the bj_storical plane to a 
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History is thus primarily interested in the affairs of this 
planet and would care for the rest of the universe only as a larger 
whole of which the earth, which is man's habitat, is a part. Even 
within this world of the normal, he is less concerned with the 
geological and the geographical (except in so far as they condition 
man's career on this planet) than with life itself. But life is essen
tially human life for the historian who studies the flora, the fauna 
and avifauna only in so far as they also, along with man, partici
pate in the process of evolution; but not for their own sake or 
divorced from the interests of man. Thus the nature of History 
narrows down to nearly-exclusive interest in the affairs of man; 
that interest grows with the growth of man from the early stages 
in his evolution to modern times. It is man as a rational animal 
and as a social animal (a gregarious being) that ultimately forms 
the subject matter of History. Even then the public activities of 
man are the legitimate field of historical studies; what may seem 
to be a person's purely private activity may enter the pages of 
history if such activity has public consequences like Henry VIII's 
marriages, for instance. It must be noted that while Henry VIII 
and his wives belong to history, Blue Beard belongs only to 
children's horror-fiction. History has been at times called 'human 
science' which, however, is not a very pleasant way of describing 
it. 

History is concerned therefore with the lives and doings of 
consequential persons, the consequences being social. These 'con
sequences' are also known as 'importance' in history. important 
persons and important events, i. e., those which influence large 

metaphysical one where causation is held to mean moral 
causation. There are no •accidents' and nothing absolutely 
'unique' or 'erratic'. Everything could be predicted if only 
we knew all that happened before. The assumption of moral 
consequence makes causation spiritual and a matter of destiny 
with the additional assumption of inevitability in it. 
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bodies of other persons and events now and in the future are alone 

significant for history. 

A chief characteristic of history is to be interested in the 
past. It makes the assumption that the future cannot be known
certainly not directly as the present can be known, nor through 
reliable testimony as in the case of the past-i. e., neither as a 
logical extension of the past and present. nor as inferable from the 
past. Prediction (fore-tclling)-essentially the business of an astro
loger-of course is out of bounds for history. The expectation of 
a Saviour, the recurrence of a Prophet, a new Buddha or a Tirthan
kara turning up or a Vishnu waiting to 'desccnd'-thesc are narrated 
in history as part of social beliefs but clas~.ified among myths. 
Attempts to recognize a vast historical framework which includes 
the past. the present and the future in a pattern, though not in
credible, is not history proper but is meta-history. It would be 
tempting to indulge in learned meta-history but a good historian's 
constant prayer shall be •not to be led into that temptation'. 

So history has to be rather interested in the past; while 
dealing with the past it must be borne in mind that one bas to 
depend on large quantities of different kinds of evidence regarding 
what happened and when, in the past. It is easily seen that even 
the most assiduous collector of antiquities cannot hope to know all 

about everything relating to the past. 0 It is impossible in the first 

6 •'Bacon said men 'mark their hits but not the misses'; thev 
c?llect_ industrious!~ the examples in which many and some: 
tm~es 1mprobab\e circumstances have converged to a result 
wh1c~ the~ cons1de~ good, and they simply leave out of their 
c~ns1?erat10n the _circumstances that tend in opposite dire
~t1on ': Lecky:_ ll1story of European morals, p. 359. This is an 
m~tance of deli berate ignoration which is a historiographical 
c~1~e. But the honest historian's difficulty is the non-availa
b1hty of eve~ wanted data. Bury, who knew the ancient and 
med!eval P7nod_s well, rightly said: • the records of ancient and 
medieval h1stones are starred with lacunae' : Selected essays 
(19~0), P· 52. In _the case of ancient Indian history, however. 
it can_ be stated With some justification that 'the lacunae are 
occas1onally starred with records.' 
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place; it is undesirable in the second. The historian is not concerned 
with everything that happened nor everybody who lived in the past. 
He is selective in his concern. As we have noted already the signi
ficant alone interest him. Though the facts of the past may be 
brought to his notice and in their proper sequence, it is left to the 
historian to imagine the 'atmosphere' (the social climate), the 
context, the .Jlilieu in which the facts existed. The passage of time 
might well-nigh make it impossible for one to recapture the past in 
its appropriate form. Further the historian chooses his facts and 
gives them a meaning depending on their antecedents, context and 
consequence. So it has been rightly said by Carr that 'the belief 
in a hard core of historical facts existing objectively and indepen
dently of the interpretation of the historian is a preposterous 
fallacy.' 

Earlier we saw that history is •social memory'; this is the 
memory of the collectivity. But it may not always be dependable. 
For social memory has been responsible not only for the preserva
tion of historical facts but also perversions of those facts into myths, 
legends and allegories which are often red herrings in the path of 
true history. M. Eliade says that •the memory of the collectivity 
is unhistorical. Some ancient Indian philosophers tried to escape 
from human history so well exemplified in the past, by abolishing 
history.' Eliade put it neatly: 'the Buddha said that all existence 
is pain and liberation from it is attained by suspension of History. 
The vedanta according to Sankara also makes all suffering unhisto
rical, i. e. , illusory ........•. suffering was also justified because it 
was the result of curse. God cursed Adam and he brought his 
curse to this earth and suffered. The Hindu Gods also cursed the 
misbehaving members of their retinue and these were born on this 
earth bearing the curse. ' 7 

7 Thr. myt.h ~f the eternal return. Sundarar being born on this 
earth ~ean_ng the curse_pronounced on him by Siva for m1s
behav1our m the celest_ial g8:rdcr,s toward5 a couple of femak 
attendants on Parva1h1 remrnc..ls one strongly of God's curse 
on Adam. 
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While on myths, it may be stated that history should be 
straightforward and not camouflaged by allegorical meanings. It 
should not give a nonsecular meaning to a secular event. This 
would be historiographical false-personation. The dramatis personae 
in history must be the original delineation and the induction of 
imaginative presentation, though luring, must be resisted. Secondly, 
even as there should be no confusion of the secular with the non
secular, there should be no confusion between the past and the 
future. Unnecessary and misleading devices like narrating a past 
event as if it was a prediction, a device notoriously adopted by 
the Hindu puranas or the creation of a mythological framework for 
the conveyance of moral ideas as in the case of the Buddhist Jataka 
stories, would be contrary to history proper. History obliges 
people to think and be responsible. Those who consider thinking 
difficult and responsibility painful have recourse to myths and 
content themselves with proverbial incantations which serve to save 
people •from the tiresome obligation to think for themselves.' 

We have noted earlier that the supernatural cannot be history. 
The early records of all nations are full of portents and marvels. 
We do not believe in them now. The Homeric poems are full of 
Olympian Gods befriending or fighting earthly men. The Hindu 
puranas have many similar situations. The Hebrew scripture 
contain a great deal of theocratic history as well as myth. Till the 
rise of Greece this dominance of theocratic history and myth over 
myth proper was a conspicuous feature of early religious Jiterature. 
Myths in fact are not concerned with human actions. They deal 
wi~h either Cods or invented men. These must be carefully distin
gmshed from scientific history proper. 

Hist0ry is secular, we said i. e. , it is bound by time and 
space. It was wisely observed that 'choronology and geography are 
the two eyes of history.' Chronology stands for time and geography 
for sp_ace. The time - space continuum provides the temporal base 
for History· But this base can be abused and imaginary mytholo
gical persons can be made to inhabit the earth and fictitious events 

may be made to pass through time. Collingwood says •when a 
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myth is couched in what seems a temporal shape because it relates 
events one of which follows another in a definite order, the shape 
is not strictly speaking temporal, it is quasi-temporal: the narrator 

here is using the language of time succession as a metaphor'. Such 
exercises cannot be history. 

History should be concerned not generally with the past but 
only with the realities of the past. Now what is real is a relevant 
question. What is possible for the historian of today alone is 
conceded by him to have been possible in the past also. Hence his 
scepticism regarding the super-normal (the normal being what the 
historian of today is ordinarily accustomed to). That is why 
Trevelyan said 'in the matter of reality there is no difference bet
ween past and present'. This reality though in its general nature 
familiar to the historian never palls on him. Carlyle said: 'the 
reality is grandeur than fiction'. This reality about the past goes back 
deep into the dim antiquity and the historian's business is to delve 
into that past and to recover the unseen and to recreate it as it were. 
Hence History is concerned with origins. The man of theology 
cuts the Gord ion knot of enquiry by the concept of Special Crea
tion. We have either to accept a momentary starting point like 
the Day of Creation or accept evolution. Since evolution is capa
ble of secular explanation historians prefer that to theological as
sumptions. Once evolution is accepted the beginnings from this 
distance of time are naturally dim and the historian seeks the aid 
of archaeologists, anthropologists and other pre-historians. But 
even so what they will know about man and his doings in those 
primitive times will be immeasurably less than what we know 
about him now. While dealing with the past the historian wishes 
to know the nature of the lives of men and women of the past ages 
and also how the present state of things evolved out of that past. 

The importance of time in the historical process cannot be 
over emphasised. The facts and events of history occur in time 
and these are not isolated but interconnected. Some events gene
rate other events which means that the historical process is marked 
by the phenomenon of causation. In the ancient past when 
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mobility was poor the inter-tribal, inter-familial relations were 
sparse, the gamut of causation would have been limited. But with 
the progress of time the whole world having come to be knit 
closely whatever happens anywhere affects people everywhere and 
so causation becomes more universal. Apparently there can be 
events which cannot be related to any cause and which may not be 
productive of obvious results. Such events are called 'chance'. It 
has been debated whether there can be chance strictly speaking. 
Usually when we do not know the cause of an event we say it was 
'chance' or •accident'. But if we probe deeply enough a cause 
can be discovered. But on this marter there has been difference of 
opinion. Montesquieu wrote that 'it is no(,.chance that rules the 
world ......... there are general causes at work ......... all accidents 
are rnbject to the~e causes ......... a dominant trend carries with it 
all the particular accidents. ' 8 Victor Hugo maintained that 
chance had a role to play in history. He held· that there is a 
historical law according to which the affairs of mankind reach a 

particular point and then history changes its direction. To nim 
the individual facts are unique. Their emergence can be the result 

of chance. But once they are there they are used by a cosmic 
force that uses the individual for its own end annihilating it when 

it no longer serves its purpose. 0 Marx speaking of chance wrote: 
•it would obviously make things very easy in history, if one had 
to engage in struggle only under absolutely favourable conditions 

....... These fortuitous accidents arc a natural part of the general 
cause of evoluti0n and their effect is ultimately offset by other 

accidents. But the acceleration and deceleration depend a great 
deal on such accidents.' But in Marx the effect of one accident 

is offset by another and the general course of evolution remains 
unaffected. 

It has been stated by others that all history is contingent 
and that history is concerned with unique events. It is one thing 

8 Considerations on the causes of the greatness of tlic Romans 

9 Quoted by Nicola Chiaramonte: T!te Paradox of History p. 26 
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to say that an event is unique and another that it is uncaused. 
The uniqueness of every historical fact has to be conceded because 
no two events can occur simul:aneously in the same place. Since 
space and time make up history, if we take space to be the X-axis 
and time the Y-axis on a graph, lines drawn from any point on 
XX' will meet its prependicular from any point on YY' at only one 
point and that point is unique. Two persons can be born at the 
same time. Two persons can be born in the same place. But no 
two persons can be born in the same place at the same time. 
Hence everything has a natal uniqueness. Events may be caused by 
other events but still remain unique. The contingent is the unfore
seen. History picks up the contingent but tries to discover a root 
for it. The totally unrelated event will acquire no meaning. 10 

Hence he recognises the unique but not the contingent or the acci
dental. 

It is commonly stated and generally believed by non-pro-

/ 

fessionals that history repeats itself. Nothing can be more wrong 
than this statement for if by history w~ mean historical facts no 
fact can repeat itself since eve.-y fact is unique. Identical facts 

· occurring at different times are not the same facts but similar facts. 
/ Similar historical situations can recur but a situation once it has 
I arisen and disappeared will not appear again. So instead of saying 

'historical situations repeat themselves' it would be truer to say 
'similar historical situations occur from time to time.' Trevelyan 
said that •History repeats itself and History never repeats itself 
are about equally true. ' 11 He illustrates it thus: 'It is not even 

true that a violent political and social revolution is al ways followed 
by a military despotism : George Washington was not a military 
despot.' 

IO • Single events as such are not meaningful nor is a mere succession 
of events. To venture a statement about the meaning of his
torical events is possible only when their telos becomes apparent'. 
Lowi th: .Meaning in History p. 5 

11 Autobiography p. 84 
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• · Th1·s move• • ·t moves m time· t be static as 1 . . 
History canno . d b d"fferent cultures in different . . h been cons1dere y • . b k 

ment m time as cyclical always coming ac 
the movement as ' h 

ways. Some treat d beautifully expressed by t e . · t a proce ure 
to the startmg pom '' Others have imagined this movement to 
phrase 'eternal return : t" from an unknown past and · ht lme star mg 
be along a 

st
raig ct· table future. Whether there was . ds an unpre ic 

proceed mg towar ·11 b an end is not cate(Torically stated. • · or there w1 e 
O 

• 

any begmmng I. 1· e from the past to the future via ement along t us m 
But the mov_ d A third way is to clothe tbe word h nt is postulate • 
t e prese . h t ·n values and call it 'progress'. Literally , nt' wit cer a1 
moveme_1. n(T from place to place. Bu,t the word has come Pro1:?ress 1s mov O 

• hi t a 
~ t f om the less desired and less des1ra e o to mean •movemen r . . . , I h 

d . ed and more desirable condition.' Acton said al t e more esir d 

world is by the very law of its creation in eternal progress; an 
fall the evils of the world may be traced to that natural the cause o 

b t o~t deadly error of human indolence and corruption that our 
b~si:ess is to preserve and not to improve.' This idea not only 

accepts the concept of progress but wants it to mean movement 

towards a desirable goal. In another context he said, •t~e laV.: of 

all progress is one and the same: The evolution of the simple mto 
the compl~x by succec;sive differentiations.' 

The idea of progress is related to the idea of evolution. 
Vico (1668-1744) wrote in his New Science that there is a certain 
evolution by stages in the development of human history : the ages 

of Gods, heroes and men. This is evolution by stages applied to 

the social organism. In one sense sociologists like Vico anticipated 

Darwin (19th century) and it may not be quite right to say that 

Darwin influenced historical thinking in the direction of evolution. 

Science as a whole had its impact on history but specifically the 

idea of progress had independently grown among the historians. 
According to Vico similar human situations recur from time to 

time at increasingly higher levels. This suggests that the progress 

is perhaps not linear but spiral. The elder Pliny, for instance, 
believed that the ages are progressively improving. The idea got 
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its support among the encyclopaedists of France as well as the 
thinkers of the age of Enlightenment. Comte when he founded 
the positivist school stated that the scientific method was fully 
applicable to the study of the historical process. He himself 
enunciated three stages of progress in human history : theology, 
metaphysics and positive sciences. 

The nature and purpose of history is to reveal the 'ultimate 
consequences of actions and movements in the past, their relation 
to later times haply to our own day. Napoleon and Bismarck 
cannot be judged in quite the same way by us as by contemporaries. 
For we know the end of that history or at least its next chapters. 
The second and more specifically historical function of the 
his tori an ............ is tc> find out what people of the past themselves 
thought and felt and intended. To do this the historian has from 
time to time to strip himself as it were of his knowledge of what 
came after.' 12 

Some would say that history does not exist outside the 
historian's mind. Croce and Collingwood are the leading exponents 
of this view. This too involves a theory and needs extensive and 
separate treatment. 13 

History goes on changing the nature of its interest to man 
as time passes. Very ancient history of the ;pre-literate period for 
instance had only antiquarian interest. Very recent history will 
not be sufficiently dead to permit the historian to conduct clinical 
tests on it without causing pain. Current events constituting 
contemporary history are sensitive and the desired objectivity will 
be very difficult to attain. In fact, there is a tendency to consider 
contemporary history as merely politics; it becomes history only 
when it is well settled in the past. This has led to some over-sim
plification which must be avoided; for, one must rememberthat the 
present is the heir to the past and certain areas of the past can also 

12 G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiography p. 76 
13 Vide chapter on 'The Philosophy of History.' 
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be sensitive in certain cu It ures, a and broad historical trends can 
be detected even in contemporary history; for example, wise men 
knew that after Hitler's war the empires would vanish. 

Whether history is literature or not, whether it is science or 
not are also questions which haveengaged the attention of thinkers 
great and small. Seeley said that 'history faded into mere literature 
when not related to politics and politics would be vulgar when not 
liberalised by history.' This is in a sense a plea to keep history, 

literature and politics close to each other. 

The continuity of the historical process is an important 
feature of history. The past gave birth to the present which will 
create the future. Past, present and future are 'strongly held by the 
ch,lin of causation. It is possible to consider this continuity as 
pleasant and desirable or as painful or as erratic. The point of 
view would depend upon the observer. Max Muller said 'the present 
suffers from the past, and the future struggles hard in escaping from 
the present' and his statement reveals his mind. When great cata
clysms like revolutions occur in society, one feels that history is at 

a standstill. But as Acton said revolutions tend to destory history 
up to a point. But then they create new history. •The unexpected 
truth. stranger than fiction, is that this was not the ruin but the 
renovation of History.' In regard to the fascinating question 
whether History is a science etc. varying opinions, most of them 
learned, have been expressed. Namier said 'the function of the 
historian is akin to that of the painter and not of the photographic 

camera: to discover and set forth, to single out and stress that 

which is of the nature cf the thing and not reproduce indiscrimina-

tely all that meets the eyes ........ what matters in history is the great 
outline and the significant detail; what must be avoided is the 

deadly morass of irrelevant narrative. History is therefore neces
sarily subjective and individual.' 

14 Lik.e the Dravid.ian orgins; and certain other theorists staking 
their all on try mg .somehow to prove that the Aryans were 
autochthons of India. Though this is a cultural failing it is yet 
powerful and mfJuences present politics. 
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The subtle distinction between history, metaphysics and 
science etc., is also a vast theme bearing directly on the nature of 
History, Everyone knows that history has two functions to perform 
at least: I) collection of data and 2) interpretation. The first 
part has to be objective and therefore scientific. The second part 
will be necessarily subjective and therefore non - scientific. Accor
ding to Trevelyan there are three distinct functions of History that 
we may call I) the scientific, 2) the imaginative and 3) the literary. 
The scientific relates to the accumulation, selection and classifica
tion of facts ; then comes the imaginative when he (the historian) 
deals with the facts that he has gathered, selects and makes, 
his guesses and imagines; intuitively last the literary function is 
the exposition of the results of science and imagination in a form 
that will educate. Elsewhere in this book I have classified the 
intellectual function into the scientific, the critical (historical), and 
the metaphysical. History therefore is not merely collection of data 
in a scientific way with the help of archaeologists and others; its 
essential function is interpretation of the facts so gathered and which 
certainly will not speak for themselves. The interpretation of data 
which arc •realities' is a function of criticism which, in the form 
in which it is employed by the historian is irrelevant and unknown 

to the scientist and the metaphysician. 

ii. Does History repeat itself? 

We have seen that in science experiments can be repeated. 
But past experiences in history cannot be repeated. These are very 
simple propositions; but yet, we often come across a dictum that 
'history repeats itself'. This last statement is indicative of much 
loose thinking on the subject. History cannot repeat itself 15 for 
the reason that every historical event is unique and must be diffe-

15 It has been wittily remarked that whether history repeats it
self or not historians repeat themc;elves and often repeat each 
other. But it may be charitably conceded that the basic 
postulates and problems of History being more or Jess the same 
some repetition of each other becomes necessary. It is true of 
all disciplines. 
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rent from every other. Since historical situations involve human 
beings and since the influence of man on institutions will depend 
on his judgment and since the judgment of one man need not be 
the judgment of another, no two human situations can be identi
cal. Only a very superficial observer with little historical sense 
will say that the Russian Revolution was the repetition of the 
French Revolution or that the second World War was that of the 
first. There can he only occurrence of similar situations and not 
identical situations. Strictly speaking the word repetition is per
missible only if identical situations recur and not if merely similar 
situations occur. It is idle to say that in the private life of any 
man since his routine of work in the course of ·a• day is the same, 
day after day, history is repeating itself for him. History only 
relates to what is socially significant. A concatenation of very 
similar circumstances can occasionally create a situation which 
very much resembles another but even then there is no warrant for 
the statement that history repeats itself. Therefore it may be said 
that history not only does not repeat itself but even cannot repeat 
itself. 

Now arises the question of the possibility of lessons being 
drawn from history or even the utility of drawing such lessons jf 
history will not repeat itself. This is really no problem; because 
when a lesson is drawn from a particular situation in history and: 
if the lesson is a warning it can be used to insulate the similar fea- 1 

tures in future situations. For example, the following lesson can 
be drawn from history. An overwhelmingly illiterate and politically 
uneducated adult population if clothed with electoral franchise will 
lead to despotism. This is a warning which Walter Bagehot gave. 
This lesson, there is no guarantee will be learned by people, though 

the situation may recur. The familiar expression, 'the writing on 
the wall' which arose with the inability of the Babylonian king 
Nebuchadnezzar to learn a lesson from history though it w 

. . b Id as 
wntten m o Ictters on a wal] before him, shows that historical 
lessons and warnings will be there, situations which can be obviated 

or at least mitigated by the use of these lessons may also occur 
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again and again, but there will also be a repetition of Nebuchad
nezzars who will not see the writing on the wall, and even if they 
see will not take heed. Now, the ability to take lessons from 
history to meet similar situations differentiates the politically 
mature societies from the politically immature ones. Britain drew 
a lesson from the fate of earlier empires and before she could be 
compelled to forcibly part with it, gracefully gave it up. E. H. Carr 
says, 'One reason why History rarely repeats itself among histori
cally conscious people is that the dramatis pe·rsonae are aware at the 
second performance of the Denouement of the first and their action 
is affected by that knowledge. 16 

iii. Uses of History 

The ordinarily educated man and the student who is 
directed to a school of History for his further studies usually ask 
themselves and others the question: 'What is the use of History?' 
This question is annoying to the professional historian who cannot 
find a ready answer to this. But a moment's serious reflection 
will show that history has enormous unsuspected uses apart from 
a few fairly obvious ones. Among the obvious it will be seen that 
a study of History at the University can fetch a degree which 
cannot be academically less useful than degrees in other subjects. 
He is ranked among educated men and with some effort he could 
even be a cultivated man, a person dependable for sound judg
ment. There are numerous avenues of life wherein he can be 
usefully employed: if he is a student of political and diplomatic 
history, the foreign office - if it knows its business - will took to 
him for assistance; if he is a student of religious history, the 
temples and other charitable endowments, especially the matlws 

(the Indian monasteries) which are centres of ancient learning 
and traditional culture, will deem his services invaluable; or if he 
is a student of art history no one can be more suitable than he to 

16 E. H. Carr : What is History? p. 65 
''He who does not know History is fated to repeat it." 
C. Santayana 
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man museums, an galleries and so forth; if he is a student of local 
and parochial history municipalities, townships and other corporate 
bodies, if they know their interests, will employ these men of 
local knowledge to understand and improve local conditions. 
Apart from these it is also proper that University faculties of 
history which need intelligent historians to preside over them and 
create further batches of historians to succeed them will be re
absorbing the best among their products. None of these things 
may really happen due to imperfections of social situations, but 
no reasonable person will dispute that all these things can and 
must happen. This is, however, not the kind of use we will be 
talking about here in connection with History. We shall be 
concerned with the more fundamental question of the basic utility 
of History as a discipline and a systematic course of study to an 
intelligent aspirant to a knowledge of History. So we will be 
embarking upon another set of answers to the question enunciated 
above. 

For the devoted students of History, the very systematic 
pursuit of the subject gives a pleasure comparable to what a person 
solving a knotty mathematical problem or playing a tough game 
of chess will feel. This pleasure a part history has its own special 
attractions. The artistry which is part of good history and the 
very fact of its taking the present reader into unsuspected areas of 
the past, constitutes high adventure and like all travel helps to 
cultivate the man. It not only educates but trains the mind in the 
habit of dwelling upon political and social problems and makes 
historical situatians familiar to him. Langlois and Seignbos have 
said that 'by familiarising people with social and institutional 
change it cures people oft he tendency to be too parochial'. As 
for the idea of a study of history being useful for solving historical 
problems of the present the argument can be overdone; for it has 
not been demonstrably proved that lessons can be learned from 
history. But one Who is aware of historical situations, problems 
etc. cannot at least be taken unawares when similar situations arise 

again. History is not a specialised or technical field of study and 
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so it becomes a sort of ideal liberal education; and Bacon truly 
said, 'Histories make men wise'. 

History is not a separate subject functioning in isolation. 
It is inclusive 17 and every discipline has its history; and so no dis
cipline can escape History. Hence History is useful not only to 
the professional student but to everyone else besides. It shelters 
all disciplines and itself becomes fascinating in the process. Camden 
wrote in his preface to Britannia, 'if there are any who desire to be 
strangers in their own country, foreigners in their own cities and 
always children in knowledge, let them please themselves. I will 
write not for such humours'. 

The utility of History (which in one sense can be called 
social memory) will be most obvious if one thought about what 
would happen to a society in which no one remembered anything 
about the past; i. e., if the entire society suffered from amnesia; 
the horror will be evident only then. But society being inorganic it 
cannot have memory. So it must have a mechanism or an agency 
which will remember on its behalf; and that agency is the historian. 

Before we begin to understand or improve any system or 
idea the first thing we should do is to know the history of that 
system or idea, so that even a mathematician or a musician or a 
philosopher can do and understand his mathematics, music or 
philosophy better by learning the history of those things. Entire 
cultures, like the Judaeo-Christian, the Chinese and the Islamic, 
have grown out of the sense of history which the originators of 
those cultures possessed. 

A meaningful social life at present would be impossible 
without reference to a knowledge of the past. Hence it is claimed 

17 Fustel de Coulanges said: "do not imagine you are listening 
to me; it is history itself that speak,;.'' That means that what
ever a person says out of experience is History. • 'Hi[)tory is 
not the rival of classics or of modern literature or of the 
political sciences; it is rather the house in which they all 
dwell". 
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that, 'an important justification for history is that it is necessary', 
for, to know one's own (and even other people's) past is a basic 
instinct in man. This instinct bas been admirably described by G.M. 
Trevelyan as a sense of 'the quasi-miraculous fact that once on 
this earth walked other men and women as actual as we are to-day, 
thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but 
now all gone one generation vanishing after another, gone as utterly 
as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like ghosts at cockcrow'. 

There is such a thing as 'historical sense'; some people 
possess it, some others don't. A statement of the reasons for 
this disparity will involve much social psychology and the entire 
early history of different cultures. We shall,, not enter into that 
now. But there can be no doubt about the need for a sense of 
history among any people. Wyatt put the question: 'Is it impor
tant for a nation, do you think, to have a sense of history?' to 
Bertrand Russell who said in reply: 'Yes, I think it is enormously 
important; it gives stability and it gives depth to your thought 
and to your feeling' .18 

The word •use' is used differently in the two different 
contexts : 1) when we speak about the uses of history and 
2) about the uses of science, The uses of science are practical 
and utilitarian. To be precise, we should speak of the uses of 
technology and not the uses of science in this context. Science is 
theoretical and has no more than educative, disciplinary and 
curiosity value, unless it is channelised into technology when its 
use becomes material and obvious. Even as pure science unless 
converted into technology has no material or commercial value, 

18 Bertrand Russell speaks his mind, p. 100. Russell adds in 
anot~er context, 'I think British democratic approach a matter 
of History, most of all ; and I think perhaps the most impor
~ant . ele~ent in it is the fact that we haven't had a foreign 
mvaswn srn~e 1~66. PracticalJy every country on the continent 
has had foreign mvaders and foreign invaders have a very very 
ba_d effect on th~ mentality of the people who suffer them•_ If 
this be true India should have been very very badly affected 
by them. 
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history too unless it is channelised into bureaucratic and diplomatic 
service its value will only be theoretical and purely educative. 

Then there is the question whether history yields any lesson. 
Some hold that history has a didactic purpose. Here there are 
two senses in which the word History is used: 1) The historical 

process itself and 2) the written record called history. If it is said 
that historical writings must didactically hold forth, it must be 
deemed a pernicious doctrine. History must not be written to 
preach a doctrine, however desirable it may be. History must 
inform, it need not instruct at all. If it is the reader's desire to 
extract some instruction out of it he may be welcome to do so. 
But no lessons shall be thrust down his throat or up his cerebrum. 
Ranke, the German historian, was one of those who frowned upon 
didacticism in historical writings. On the other hand if we mean 
by history the historical process itself, it is within limits possible 
to draw lessons. Whether we could act on those lessons is another 
matter. The organization of interna1ional peace keeping agencies 
like the League and the U. N. was born of the lessons drawn from 
mass human suffering. From time to time in the course of history 
people try to learn from experience and try to avoid •evitable' 
follies. But this is different from the larger question whether 
history has any verdict to pass or lessons to give. Here one should 
say that Hegel was right when he said • the only lesson we learn 
from history is that there arc no lessons to be learned.' To say 
that it is in the nature of history for man to expect some good in 
the future out of the sufferings of the present may not be quite 
right since this expectation is related to the nature of man rather 
than the nature of history. Polybius held that history has a lesson 
to offer. There is a moral lesson to be drawn according to him 
from the historical experience of alternating glories and disaster. 
The lesson to be learned is 'to be moderate in times of prosperity 
and to hecome wise by the misfort uncs of others.' Boling broke ' 
following Dionysins called history 'philosophy teaching by exam
ples.' Th~ history of mankind so far has however not given 
proof that it is capable of learning by examples. Bolingbroke 
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himself while emphasising the lessons of history did not want the 
historian to turn moral instructor. 

Why do historians write histories? Eadmer in the preface 
to his Historia Novorum says 'I feel sure that great service is done 
to posterity by those who in their eagerness to serve the future 
have put on record the events of their own times'. William of 
Newburg in his Historia Rerum Anglicarum says that his work was 
due to 'a desire to record notable events for the enlightenment and 
edification of . future generations'. William of Malmesbury in 
the preface to Historia; Novella asks •what is more pleasant than to 
put on record the deeds of brave men as an example to others to 
stave off sloth and take up arms in the defente of their country?' 
Matthew Paris in his preface to the Historia Anglorum says that a 
record of events must be maintained so that 'we may shun the 
footsteps of the wicked and follow in the tracks of the good, 
whose deeds we describe'. Gervaise says that 'History provides 
examples of virtuous living'. Even now there are a few quasi
historians and publicists who say that the business of history is 
merely to record the doings of the virtuous. They still live in the 
days of Matthew Paris and evidently have not heard of the modern 
view of history that it is the historian's duty to record everything 
as it really happened. History is relentless. It punishes those 
who meddle with it and those who are contemptuous of it. The 
Hindus who tried to by-pass history have been brought within it 
and their attempts to abolish history have become part of their 
history now. The truth about Shi-hwang-ti, the Chinese Emperor 
who destroyed all historical records before him to ensure his 
reputation as the First Emperor has been exposed by History. 
Hitler & co. destroyed records but in their turn they are destroyed 
and the records are restored. Mr. Ford who committed unpar
donable contempt of history and avowed it with 'such engaging 
frankness' is now identified as 'one who is himself the outcome of 
certain aspects of the social history of the United States in the 
19th c.' 19 

19 G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiography, p. 63 
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R. G. Collingwood says, •History has a value; its teachings 
are useful for human life; simply because the rhythm of its changes 
is likely to repeat itself, similar antecedents leading to similar 
consequents; the history of notable events is worth remembering in 
order to serve as a basis for prognostic judgments, not demon
strable but probable, laying down not what will happen, but 
what is likely to happen indicating the points of danger in 
rhythms now going on. •2 0 He answers a hypothetical question, 
'what is history for?' and gives a straight answer: 'it is for human 
self-knowledge.•~, Collingwood explains himself thus: •Knowing 
yourself means knowing, first what it is to be a man; secondly, 
knowing what it is to be the kind of man you are; and thirdly, 
knowing what it is to be the man you are and nobody else is. ' 22 

Renier observes that it is through history that man uses the 
accumulated experience of his species. 23 One of those who had 
thought and expressed themselves on the 'uses of history for man' 
in the grand style was Acton, who has said that • if the past has 
been an obstacle and a burden, knowledge of the past is the safest 
and the surest emancipation'. The general nature of history and 
its manysidedness save mankind (if it cares to be saved) from bias, 
obsessions and bigotry. Scientific and rational study of history 
can save man from even superstitions which are weak spots in bis 
intellectual armour. Quoting Wolowsky, Acton says 'History 
preserves the student from being led astray by a too servile 
adherence to any system'. Lecky declared that, •he who has 
learned to understand the true character and tendency of many 
succeeding years is not likely to go very far wrong in estimating his 

20 R. G. Collingwood: ldcfi of History, p. 23 
21 This expression •self-knowledge' is somewhat deceptive. The 

Hindu Vedantist also said that all spiritual endeavour wishes 
to attain •self-knowledge' ultimately. But self-knowledge is 
used in different senses in these two different contexts. What 
R. G. Collingwood is referring to is relevant to the secular 
world, while the Vedantin thinks of the spiritual world. 

22 R. G. Collingwood : Idea of History, p. 10 
23 History : its purpose and method 
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own, 24 and is supported by Harrison who said that, 'all our hopes 
of the future depend on a sound understanding of the past' .25 Here 
Harrison actually goes beyond Acton and says that, • History is 
useful not only for the present but also for the future.' 

History apart from being materially helpful to one in picking 
one's way through life, personal as well as social bas nobler and 
more abiding uses. These are indicated by Trevelyan who forbids 
us from equating History with scientific technology whose sole aim 
is to add to the creature comforts of man. These technologies no 
doubt clean up the environment and make it possible for a man to 
function in healthier and cleaner surroundings and hence serve a 
very useful purpose. Without under-rating i'he utility of technology 
one can appreciate the value of historical studies. Trevelyan says 
that 'it is the tale of the thing done that stimulates by example 
youth to aspire and age to endure'. He further says that • history 
has no ultimate philosophical purpose but is a delight in itself, a 
mental discipline, and adventure in the field of reconstructing the 
past or discerning the lost trends of past events', which can have 
no philosophical consequences or significance but is a purely 
temporal process with no material or spiritual gain thought of. He 
proceeds to another level and declares roundly that to him, 'History's 
chief but not only value is poetic as a great poem as an epic 
without beginning or end• 20 and he writes poetically on this theme. 
At a slightly more mundane level Trevelyan considers that the first 
educational effect of history is to train the mind of the citizen into 
a state in which be is capable of taking a just view of political 
problems. Another educative function of history according to 
that distinguished Master of Trinity is that 'history enables the 
reader to comprehend the historical aspect of literature proper'; 
'history and literature cannot be fully comprehended still less fully 
enjoyed except in connection with one another', and further 'the 

24 Value of History, p. 21 

25 The meaning of History, p. 6 
26 Autobiography, p. 82 
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value and pleasure of travel whether at home or abroad is doubled 
by a knowledge of history' .2' In short, Trevelyan says that, 'the 
value of history is not scientific; its true value is educational•. It 
is the business of history not only to provide the utility of 
education but the pleasures of contemplation. Practically every
thing that has been said above has been neatly epitomised by Sir 
Thomas Munro as follows: 'A few pages of history give more 
insight into the human mind and in a more agreeable manner than 
all the metaphysical volumes that ever were published' .28 

27 Clio, a Muse and other essays: Uses of Histo711 
28 J. Bradshaw: Sir Thomas .Munro, p. 78 



3 
The Scope and Kinds of History 

i. The Scope of History 

History in one sense is wider in its scope than any other 
discipline and practically unlimited in its interest• •History' is 
derived from the Greek word Historia which means enquiry or 
investigation. Since investigation about the future is not possible, 
the enquiry i. e. historic;, will have to be concerned with the past. 
The present is however a very thin line which is constantly be
coming past and therefore it is only the past with which the histo
rian is essentially concerned. But what part of the past? The 
very old past when man had not become homo sapiens is not only 
very dim, is practically dark and belongs to geology rather than 
history; but also there were no historical activities at that time since 
the historically active creature, namely, man had not assumed his 
distinctive status among creatures as a rational and social person. 
Hence the main interest of history begins with the commencement 
of man's activities in a manner distinct from those of otb er 
animals. He continued to be a brute and shared many of the 
brute's characteristics even now he does. But the differences, as 
time passed became more and more marked. The more human1 
man's activities became, the greater was history's interest in them. 
The P_alaeolithic, mesolithic, and neolithic ages and the early 
metallic ages during which man was laying the foundations of 
civilization and social life were the period of preparation for the 
fullness of his life he was to live later. This preparatory period 
is of absorbing interest, no doubt. But, it is not the history of 

1 Not necessarily cultured, or civilized or humane 
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man who has become concious of his abilities as a social force and 
started achieving distinct results which other orders of creation are 
barred from even contemplating. The early stage of society for
mation and later the organization of the civil state, the invention 
of writing and discovery of certain basic n:iechanical principles 
which involved a knowledge of conversion of energy from manual 
to mechanical, agriculture, pottery, the use of fire, the making of 
sophisticated weapons and the building of a shelter: these marked 
man's humble but heroic beginnings. In these no doubt history 
is interested and involved. The archaeologists and the anthro
pologists are his closest associates in this field of enquiry. But 
later when man's life in the social field as well as in the personal 
became more complex and multifarious' history also starts taking 
a fuller interest in man and his activities. 

Necessarily history has to exclude from its purview, the 
study of natural objects and animals, birds, reptiles etc. since he 
confines his attention to the story of man• s evolution from humble 
beginnings to complex achievement. But everything in nature will 
come within the interest of the historian if it has anything at all 
to do with man. In the course of man's progress towards modern 
times as the story of his achievements (which includes failures to 
achieve) as the story comes nearer to the historian's times it 
comes so near the eyes of the historian that his vision of what is 
happening or what very recently happened is necessarily dimmed 
by the too close proximity of the persons and events involved. 
At times the historian himself is directly or indirectly a part of 
contemporary phenomena. So it will be risky to judge since it 
will be difficult to perceive and comprehend. So there is some 
truth in what the historian Seeley said that 'history is past 
politics'. 

The scope of history is to enquire into the origins of the 
past and to determine relationships and comparisions. He will 
try to discover the shapes and contours of the forces which are 
dynamic in society. He knows that • •social forces are human 
energies which 'originating in individual. motivations' coalesce 
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into a collective manifestation of power"2 and is interested in 
discovering the sources of these powers. 

History deals with, as we said, everything that relates to 
the past so far: as man and his achievements go. This past looks 
differently to different persons. Some are proud about the past 
and talk about it and about golden ages. Some suppose that 
history begins with a brilliant start an·d slowly deteriorates to the 
days of the historian who laments the contemporary condition 
Others are more hopeful and suppose that the historical process 
resembles the growth of a person from innocent childhood to 
knowledgeable and mature adulthood. They see that inspite of 
occasional pitfalls and regressions man lias been generally 
progressing. A pessimistic view of the past and even the entire 
historical process bas been taken by eminent historians like 
Voltaire and Gibbon. Voltaire said, • 'History is just the portrayal. 
of crimes and misfortunes"3 and Gibbon echoed him, saying that 
'History is indeed, little more than the register of the cdmes, 
folJies and misfortunes of mankind'. 4 But history is not concerned 
with the quality of the past; but with the past as such, whatever 
it might be. Its scope is to include alJ, since the scope of History 
is to consider human achievement in all its aspects; science, techno
logy, the discoveries and inventions which make man sui generis 
among creatures will also be relevent to him. But primarily the 
social life of man, his diurnal achievements, his constitutional 
arrangements, his economic endeavours - these will be the main 
scope of history, for they intimately affect the welfare of man and 
from day to d,ay and it is through the media of state and society 
that the personality of man fulfils itself. But of course, the history 
of science, the history of ideas etc., are quite as relevant to him as 
the history of man's political and economic activities. Even as the 
intangible forces of history operate through man, men in the mass 

2 Carl G. Gustavson: A preface to History, p. 28 
3 L' lngenu, ch. X 

4 Decline and fall of the Roman Empire: ch 3 
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function only through the great men, geniuses, (good or evil) 
le<lders of men etc., so that greater concentration of the historian's 
attention will be on these leading and representative men. Very 
often they have held the fate of masses of humanity in their hands 
and have made or marred the happiness and contentment of the 
common peopk. So these are the active elements in society. Even 
in a democracy - as fullfledged as you want - their activities do not 
cease. But there is a grouse among modern thinkers that the 
common man has been too long neglected by the historian. It is 
true that the common man has done little to attract the attention 
of the historian. But he has suffered, endured, aided and abetted 
benevolence and tyranny, has played quite decisive role in the 
making of his achievements. From the pyramids of ancient Egypt 
to the skyscrapers of modern times, from the production of corn 
in a primitive farmyard to the manufacture of steel in a modern 
mill he has played perhaps an obedient but always considerable 
role in the total history of mankind and so as a significant part of 
society in which he was once a slave and now a voter he deserves 
in increasing measure to be brought within the scope of history. 

Thus we find history generally being pre-occupied with 
political history and then its immediate aspects of dynastic, 
constitutional, diplomatic and military histories and than the 
political, international relations after which history takes interest 
in the economic motivation and arrangements for the social well
being of man besides the total history of society as a whole. 
Further it is concerned with human activities in various branches 
of social life like religion, literature, fine arts, science and techno
logy. Again history is concerned also with the origin and deve
lopment of institutions of all kinds. Moreover we have universal 
history or total history. Thus we find the historian interesting 
himself in a great variety of subdivisions of history. Apart from 
this sense of interest, historians have to be on good terms with 
neighbouring disciplines like economics, politics, sociology, psycho
logy and at least have nodding acquaintance with abstract science 
and abstruse technology. But one discipline which history adopts 



38 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

as part of its household is literature. History often becomes 
literature and the history of literature also is written. 

ii. Kinds of History 

There are many kinds of History. With the passage of time 
the scope of History has been widened and new areas are coming 
up. Cohen says, •with the extension of the general scope of 
historical studies there naturally came a widening of the concep
tion of the proper subject matter of History. Instead of the old 
restriction to the study of kings and dynasties, warriors and the 
like there came also a more human conception of the proper pro
vince of history to include ordinary social functions such as games, 
social manners, everyday business transactions, all the things 
which constitute the substance of the daily life of men, women 
and children. '5 

Apart from the question of the relationship of history with 
allied disciplines we must also notice the different branches of 
history which a student of history must be familiar with. These 
we shall however turn to in the next chapter. 

1 Political History :- Traditionally this has been the favourite 
branch of history. This is understandable because a good part of 
human life has been in the past and even now is dominated by the 
activities of politicians whether they be monarchs (benevolent or 
malevolent) or presidents or prime ministers, members of samitis 

or sabhas, folkmoots or parliaments, central government agencies 
or local government bodies, counties or shires or panchayats, at 
every turn from Homeric times - nay, from the first dynasties of 
Egyptian kingdom - to modern times; managers of politics caUing 
themselves agents of God or representatives of people have been 
under one pretext or another dominating the life of mankind. It 

is no comfort to be told that in proto-bistoric times the chief was 
elected by the folk, that in medieval times there were oligarchies 
which discarded the hereditary principles of monarchial rule and 

5 Meaning of Human History, p. 15 
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in modern times we have senates, parliaments and soviets as the 
common man's representative to govern the former for his benefit. 
At all times under all circumstances and among all nations the one 
or the few have ruled the many. This is the political condition. 
In writing the history of pastoral comm uni ties the one shepherd 
who holds the entire flock together will receive more attention than 
the sheep collectively or singly. The king has not been called the 
shepherd of his people for nothing. Since society took its shapes 
and turns at the behest of these rulers they were the architects of 
the society. Every society willy-nilly grows an elite which the rest 
of society supports and defers to by different means known to 
different societies. Then we have the occasional genius, the great 
man, the hero who by virtue of his charisma leads others: thus the 
Political aspect of human history whatever historians who generally 
belong to the category of common men might say about the 
historian's excessive pre-occupation with politics. There is another 
reason why for ancient and medieval periods at least politics gets 
the lion's share of the historian's attention. A good part of the 
source material we depend upon for writing the history of those 
times is derived from court records, histories written by court 
historians or born flatterers like Abu I Faz!, orders and edicts 
issued at the instance of reigning monarchs like Asoka, royally 
directed inscriptions praising the political achievements and 
military successes of royalty (like the Tiruvalangadu plates of 
Rajendra I) - these are the mainstay of our source material. This 
is not to deny that other sources deal with other matters like 
ecclesiastical chronicles dealing with church histories and so forth. 
But prominent persons' accounts become prominent and therefore 
easily accessible naturally, and humble persons' histories can be 
written only with the help of scattered material available only in 
obscure places requiring modern type of systematic research to 
deal with. Nowadays, of course, when we have come to believe 
that the common man ..:an shape his own destinies and the political 
rulers are not the masters but servants of the people, there is a 
legitimate anxiety among historians to concentrate more on the 
non-political aspects of history. But political history is the 
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mainstream of all history and it is a necessary backdrop for any 
other kind of history. 

2. Constitutional History:- Next to political history constitutional 
history is important for an understanding of the polity. Consti
tution here means the political constitution of the rules and con
ventions which govern the activities of the government, the rights 
and duties of the citizens, law and the mode of justice, the 
executive functions of the state, the economic and financial impli
cations of the government, the nature of the bureaucracy that will 
govern the people and so forth. It is a fashion now to have 
written constitutions for all states big and small and federal cons
titutions for large ones on the American pattern and these will be 
written down in basic documents called constitutions, which will 
be the fundamentel law of the nation. Even in countries like 
England where there is no such basic document there are numerous 
statutes which express the governmental philosophy of the people. 
Constitutional history generally deals with the origion and deve
lopment of political institutions like the parliament, the bureaucracy 
etc. The evolution of the principles of constitutionalism is itself 
a subject matter for historical narrative. Dicey's Law of tlte 
constitution is an eminent example of a learned discussion of 
constitutional jurisprudence. •Constitutional history is much 
more impersonal; and though it involves the lives of leading men 
and much light m&y be thrown upon it by their biographies, the bio
graphical approach is not the appropriate one. Its subject is the 
history of institutions. •o Some historians make a distinction 
between constitutional and administrative history. But it may be 
remembered that the distinction is puerile. They are indeed the 
same thing. 

3. Legal ll?"story:- In all civilized societies where the Rule of 
Law is the way of life, law plays a prominent role in the lives and 
a:fairs of men. Blackstone•s Commentaries on the Laws of 

England ( 1790). Holdsworth's History of English Law planned 

6 A. L. Rowse: Tlte Use of History, p. 57 
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in fourteen volumes, and the contributions of Iegalists like Pollard, 

Maitland and others deserve to be remembered in this context. 
Apart from there being history of Laws and jurisprudence we have 
also the history of the codification of_laws like the Laws of Manu, 
the code of Hummurabi, Jus1inian's code, the Napoleonic code 
etc. The massive and scholarly History of the Dharmasastras 

by P. V. Khane is a recent addition to this respectable volume of 
liLerature on legal codification. 

4. Diplomatic history:- This is a specialised branch of political 

history. This emerges as a special discipline in the field of inter
national relations. Principles of international law are amorphous 
and incapable of codification and strict implementation in the 
context of national sovereignty. Ambassadors are the links between 
nations and they are the custodians and practitioners of diplomacy. 
How they have bt:cn doing it constitutes diplomatic history. Poli

tical histories of different nations are clearly demarcated in the 
field of home affairs and policies, while the foreign affairs of coun
tries belong to the diplomatic field. In modern times foreign affairs 
play even a dominant role in the affairs of many nations, for the 
World has become small consequent on rapid communications. The 
interactions of the political practices of countries on one another 
create world situations like the Cold War, Balance of Power, regio
nal groupings of powers and convergence of world diplomacy in a 
single institution like the United Nations. Thus diplomatic history 
has its own field of specialization. The most important effort by 
a single historian to write such a history was in the 19th century, 
by Otto Hennearn-Rhyn who wrote between 1877 and l 897 his 
General Cultural History from the earliest times to the present 
in seven volumes. There was a co-operative effort on the History 
of Civilization edited by Henry Berr; it is called The Ei:olution 

of H11mr111ity and it is in I 00 volumes. Hammerton 's A Universal 
history of the lVorld in eight volumes is profusely illustrated and 
very attractive and informative. 

6. Mi'.litary history:- This is no doubt a part of political history 

for, the waging of war has been a political activity. This deals 
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with the causes of war, strategy and tactics in war, war weapons, 
divisions of the fighting machine, the service conditions etc. of the 
fighting forces, leading battles of the world and other matters asso
ciated with warfare. From ancient times historical writings like, 
The History of the Peloponnesian war by Thucydides, The Great 
Rebellion by Clarendon have dealt with military themes; still 
numerous valuable tracts have been written on the American 
Civil War (1860-64) and the Indian Mutiny (1857); and the more 
important military histories relate to the First and the Second world 
wars. 

6. Economic History :- The economic activities of man are 
undoubtedly a decisive facter in the way society functions. There 
arc economic urges in man like the need for personal betterment in 
the matter of his creature comforts It is true that man does not 
lhe by bread alone; but it is equally true that Without bread (or 
its local variations elsewhere) man cannot live at all. Man does 
many things to earn his bread and the totality of those things is 
equal to his economic activity. Some have imagined homo 

economicus as an ideal person. This is not to deny that man is 
subject to other urges in life like glory (which includes vanity and 
pride) and aggressiveness which are psychological and sex which is 
psycho-biological. But yet the economic is most obvious. Econo
mic injustice leads to class struggles which alter the course of 
history. A slogan like •we want bread' if not met satisfactorily 
could lead to the fall of the Bastille. Mass hunger, unemployment 
and serfdom can lead to the fall of an ancient dynasty, 
the Romanovs. From these instances we can get an idea 
how economic factors affect the society at its roots. 
The U. N. rightly stresses the importance of the Economic and 
Social Council and the Food and Agriculture Organization. In 
the modern industrialized world economic activities easily dominate 

natio~al as well as international politics. Industrial magnates 
especially the armament manufacturers cannot but be interested in 
periodical wars and it is well known they can influence governments 
and elections. Since Darwin spoke of the struggle for existence 

which is to a great extent economically motivated and with the 



THE SCOPE AND KINDS OF msTORY 43 

Marxian doctrine of the economic motivation in history, the 
tendency among modern historians is to give high priority to 
economic history. 

Economic history has to be distinguished from social 
history. Some would say that the former tells you how a society 
produces its Consumable goods and social history how it consumes 
them. Sir William Ashley says. •economic history i. e. the history 
of man's activities is the history of the utilization by man of his 
environment, to obtain therefrom subsistence and the satisfaction 
of those material wants which are bound up with subsistence. But 
bis activity in this direction from the very dawn of history has 
never been entirely individualistic; never altogether the operation 
of absolutely isolated individuals•. In this kind of history we 
generally mention the evolution of man from the position of food 
gatherer to that of food producer and transition from daily 
hunting to food preservation. thus at every step enlarging the 
scope of the economic activities of man. 

7. Social history:- Social history can mean the history of human 
society. But then it will be obvious that social history must 
include all the activities of that society which cannot exclude 
constitutional. diplomatic or political histories. But that is not 
the current conception. Trevelyan gave a definition of social 
history, i. e., 'it is history with the politics left out. •7 It is a 
fairly operative definition in the sense that we keep strictly political, 
dynastic and constitutional histories in the background and deal 
with the other social interests like religion, the national economy, 
morals and manners, food and dress, art and letters, and so forth; 
and he set an example himself by writing the Social HistO'fy of 

England (the Five Centuries). There are a number of modern 
scholars who are allergic to Trevelyan and who would call his 
social history polite chat about the past. But if one can shed 
one's prejudices it will not be difficult to see what masterly use 
Trevelyan has made of the source materials available to him 

7. Social History of England : Intr. 
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These critics perhaps object because Trevelyan does not base his 
'Social History' on statistics. But one does get a fairly viable 
and vivid picture of the evolving English society in the pages of 
that book. It is surely possible to create another kind of social 
history and probably a better one too. But it can certainly not 
resemble political history nor can it be total history. 

Macaulay in the third chapter of his History of Englaad 

almost pioneered a sort of ~ocial history of England of those times 
and John Richard Green in his Short history of the EngUsli people 

indicated the development of English civilization. 

Social history will be concerned with the origin and develop
ment of institutions It can function in two •ways. It can use its 
source materials to trace the origins of institutions and record the 
stages of their development; or from a thorough study of those 
nstitutions as they function now a retrospective study could be 
made. Social history will emphasise the cultural aspects of the 
evolution of man from savagery to civilization. Thus it will be 

surely more comprehensive than any other kind of history mentioned 

above. In the vast literature on Indian history we have many 
books entitled Polity of which the Hindu Polity by K. P. Jayaswal 

(dealing largely with ancient upper Indian institutions) 8 and· 
Sangarn Polityn dealing with ancient Tamil institutions are the 

better known. The popular series of books called the everyday 
life series has one on ancient India too. In this context another 

definition of social history by Trevelyan may be noted - 'It is the 

daily life of the inhabitants in past ages; this includes the human 

as well as the economic relations of different classes to one another 
' the character of family and household life, the conditions of labour 

and of leisure, the attitude of man to nature, the culture of each 

age as it arose out of these general conditions of life and took ever 

changing forms in religion, literature and music, architecture, lear
ning, thought.' 

8. But rightly suspected of U.llnecessary cultural chauvinism 
9. By N. Subr~hmanian 
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8. Total history or Universal history:- This is a recent development 
in historical writing. This will be a sort of world history with 
every imaginable thing thrown in. The sheer magnitude of the 
effort is bound to discourage even the hardiest among working 
historians. Elton says, • all good historical writing is universal 
history in the sense that it remembers the universal while dealing 
with a part of it' . 10 H. G. Wells tried something like this in his 
Outline of History and he failed. He started the history of the 
world with an account of the Milky Way and beyond and took a 
hundred pages to come down to the earth. Then he raced rapidly 
through human civilization with snippets of biased judgment 
liberally strewn on the way. The sheer impossibility of doing any 
justice to such a subject must wean historians away from this 
job. In this context one must remember Buckle's famous book 
• History of Civilization in England'. The UNESCO recently started 
an ambitious scheme of writing the cultural history of mankind. 11 

This project is made by 37 contributors and consultants. By any 
standard it is a hardy project. It has achieved the compilation of 
considerable material on human culture. But it has its adverse 
critics also. D. H. Fischer calls it 'Quixotic' •for it promises to 
tell the whole truth about the ancient world from 1200 B. C. -
A. D. 500'. Fischer continues to say 'the result is a cataiilrophe 
on an appropriately monumental scale' . 1 : A critic wrote : 'rarely 
if ever can so many learned men have laboured so long on a 
history to so little purpose'. This is called the Holiest fallacy by 
Fischer. But the most magnificent effort in this direction which 
also largely succeeded is Will Durant's Story of Civilization. 

9. Intellectual history :~ Historians are entering into a field of 
great sophistication nowadays and it is a mark of their interest not 
merely in the material structures and in the immediately obvious 

l O The Practice of History, p. I 6 
11 It is called History of mankind, cultural and scienli.fic det"elop

ment. 

12 Historical Fallacies, p. 67 
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motivations but also a measure of their interest in fundamental 
ideas and ideologies which ultimately shape human history. This 
kind of history seeks to 'review the transformations of ideas, beliefs 
and opinions held by the intellectual classes from primitive times to 
our own • 13 The idea is that even as the mind is the most impor
tant part of the rational human frame intellectual history will be 
the most significant part of history. Dr. Johnson said in his 
Rasselas 'there is no part of history so generaJly useful as that 
which relates to the progress of the human mind. The gradual 
improvement of reason, the successive advances of science, the 
vicissitudes of learning and ignorance which are the light and dark
ness of thinking beings, the extinction, resustitation of art and the 
revolution of the intellectual world.• 14 Among the works which 
deal with this aspect of history must be mentioned 'An intell<'ctual 

and cultural History of tlte Western World' (3 vols.) written by H. E. 
Barnes and others. Some would prefer to call this history the 
history of ideas. There are also works on particular aspects of 
human thought. Das Gupta's multivolume History of Indian P/iilo

soplty is a notable example. Works on historiography and the 
history of the development of historic~) thought, history of political 
thought (Dunning's 4 volumes are an example),history of economic 
thought, history of mathematics and the history of science and tech
nolog belong to this category. Schiller said • the genuine history of 
mankind is its history of ideas. It is ideas that distinguish men from 
all other beings. Ideas engender social institutions, political 
changes, technological methods of production, and all that is 
called economic condition.' Collingwood was of the opinion that 
'History is the expression of human ideas.' 15 Carl G. Gustavson 
said 'ideas may be described as the ultimate given of history, for 
organized ,social movements cannot appear and institutions 
cannot without ideas. They are the cords which bind the minds 
of men together sufficiently for joint action to occur.• 

13. H. E. Barnes: A history of historical writing, p. 295 
14. Quoted by H. E. Barnes, op. cit. 

15. K. G. Collingwood: Idea of History 



4 
History and Allied Disciplines 

All intellectual disciplines are interrelated. In ancient 
Greece •philosophy' did not suffer from the delimited meaning 
we give it now and 'metaphysics' was literally everything beyond 
physics or physical science. The integral nature of knowledge 
was emphasised and Plato required even philosophers to know 
geometry. It is only with the passing of time that specialization 
set in, and compartmentalization of knowledge for the sake of 
convenience was resorted to. Bacon said that each department 
of knowledge had its specific function in improving man. He said 
'poets make man witty: the mathematics subtle; natural philo
sophy deep, moral, brave: logic and rhetoric able to contend; 
and histories make men wise.• History, though a vast subject in 
itself, has intimate relations with a few other disciplines and 
peripheral contacts with some others. We shall see the extent of 
such acquaintance below : 

1. History and Political Science : We are familiar with Seeley's 
statement that •History is past Politics and Politics is present 
History' and we know that this is but a half-truth, for the stream 
of history runs right through and politics is but an aspect of 
history. There is another statement which also emphasises only 
one aspect of the relations between history and politics. •History 
is the root and politics is the fruit.• Acton has said that •the 
science of politics is the one science that is deposited by the stream 
of history like grains of gold i,n the sands of a river.• The river 
itself is history. In our consideration of the subject matter of 
political history we have seen how politics which is the science of 
government concerns itself with the whole gamut of relationship 
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between the state and the citizen, between state and state and 
between citizen and citizen. Whenever these relations are con
trolled by law, notwithstanding the yet respected principle of state 
sovereignty, it is well known that there are bound to be areas in 
human life which fall outside the scope of politics, i. e. in short, 
society is plural. But politics deal with but a part of it. History 
gives us examples of highly politicized states like ancient Greece 
and Rome and the post-Renaissance West as well as every state in 
the 20th century. But there have been periods when the claims 
of politics were countered by those of the Church as in medieval 
Europe and in the Hindu state politics became but a segment-not 
necessarily a major one at that - of the dharmic order. Thus we 
see that the pluralist tendencies of multifaced societies and the 
monolithic trends in high I y centralised political societies exist 
simultaneously. But still it is true to say that the 'political' is 
but a part of the whole called •History'. Even politicians can 
play their role better if they knew the history of their politics. 

2. History, Economics and Statistics: As we have noticed else
where the economic activities of man are not the totality of human 
concern. They relate only to the motivations concerned with the 
creation, distribution and consumption of wealth; this economic 
activity is undertaken by vast masses of men and regulated to a 
greater or lesser degree by the powers that be. A historian is 
naturally concerned with the principles of economics. An economic 
inter~retation of the growth of society and the many vicissitudes 
1?ankmd has passed through is valid within limits. The institu
tions of slaver~, feudalism, imperialism, capitalism and socialism 
a~e su~h an mtegral part of human history, that unless a 
htstonan has sufficient · · h · h . acquarntance wit economic t eory his 
analysis of the econ · f . 

• 
0 m1c actors cannot be satisfactory. Conversely 

an economist has to be . d . . • 
. . acquarnte with the history of economic 

thought. Historical sou . 
1 

. • 
d rce matena s hke pnce structures, interest 

rates an wage levels m t' d . . . 
d . . . en 10ne m ancient and medieval documents 

an mscnptions are · 1 economies. immense Y useful to the student of past 
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Modern economic theory depends largely on statistical data 
and even the manner of expression of economic laws has become 
mathematical, though it is somewhat odd that mere trends and ten
dencies, forecasts and probabilities should be attempted to be put 
within the tight jacket of mathematics. Statistics itself is largely 
a science of probabilities and averages, unlike mathematics prober. 
The statistical approach to economics serves two purposes; one 
serious and the other vain. The symbolic expression of economic 
laws saves time and space and provides a precision which narrative 
language cannot maintain. This is all for the good. Io modern 
economic planning for instance, where data relating to national 
life in all its aspects is required to be given, the statistician armed 
with his computer is of immense assistance to the economist. But 
the economist while being thankful to the statistician must be wary 
of utilising the data, for he deals with not robots but human beings 
and the historian with his experience of man through the ages must 
be summoned to his assistance. Thus we see politicians who employ 
economists who take assistance from the statisticians but ignore the 
historians come to deserved grief. 

This fever, however, wholesome and required for the econo
mists has infectiously caught a few historians whose anxiety to be 
in the bandwagon of science has created new mores like Cliometrics 
which is said to mean the mathematical study of history. It is 
difficult to imagine a more horrible thing or anything more false. 
But if one should understand the mind which can approve of Clio
metrics one should see what Lord Kelvin says: • I often say that 
when you can measure what you are speaking about and express it 
in numbers you know something about it. But when you cannot 
express it in numbers your knowkdge is of a meagre and unsatis
factory kind.' This, combined with an irrational faith in the sui
tability of quantification as a process of understanding any problem 
has created this intellectual climate of opinion in favour of quanti
fied history. But the very nature of historical studies unless they 
are consciously made to resemble some sort of sociology will resist 
these scientific modes of expression. The employment of scien
tific technique in archaeology and ethnology must not blind one 
to the essential nature of history as a humanist study. 
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3. History, Geology and Geography: History is subject to geology. 
Since history is the story of the human species and as that species 
so far as our present state of knowledge goes is confined to this 
earth and since certain favourable conditions in the early days of 
the history of the planet were responsible for the creation of life 
and therefore of man, some understanding of geology becomes 
essential for the historian. The earlier epochs of history known 
as the ice or glacial ages related to the advance of extreme cold 
from the poles towards the Equator; subsequent withdrawals and 
repetitions of these movements are geological phenomena. The 
very survival of man as a species in the process of evolution was 
conditioned by geology. Almost every day the sea recedes throwing 
up land masses or encroaches swallowing them up in the process 
creating new land for human habitation or destroying flourishing 
civilizations. The Coramandal coast and the Cape Comorin region 
have been notoriously susceptible to these geological fancies. The 
earliest stages of history are incieed geological. But a historian 
would do well to be carefL! while dealing with geology; for the 
mistake of imagining that pre-historic geological holocausts occur
red within the memory of man and were part of his experience 
must be resisted. 

The influence of geography on history is a subject which 
every treatise on history deals with in its first chapter. One of the 
undoubted areas of geographical influence on history is the physical 
formation of a country. Britain, Japan and Greece are instances 
of countries with broken coastline. This has facilitated their naval 
strength and empire building activities. The Himalayas and the 
jungles of Assam have confined foreign invasions of India to the 

n~r th-west. The Gobi and Mongolian deserts together with the 
Himalayas provided an isolation for China. The geography of 

Egypt has preserved her ancient civilization for the archaeologist's 
spade and the Sahara has cut off sub-Sahara Africa from contact 
with the rest of the w Id -11 • or t1 recently· Austraha was so thoroughly 
isolated that the Tasman, Kiwi, and ;he Kangaroo were specimens 
unknown to other· parts of the world. 
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The geographical discoveries of the later middle ages altered 
the history of mankind. An idea of the vast debt of history to 
geography can be gleaned from a work like Febvre's Geographical 

Instruction to History. Climatology has played a decisive role in 
national character formation and influenced human endeavours and 
achievements. Montesquieu, Buckle and Huntington hclfoved in 
the effect of climate on civilization. But in modern times this 
influence of geography on history can be consciously controlled 
and even conquered because of scientific technological control over 
nature. Hostile environment in the shape of swamps, marshy 
tracts, inaccessible jungles, extreme cold and heat has been miti
gated by modern medicine, transport. earthmoving techniques and 
air conditioning technology. Modern man can make himself comfor
table anywhere. But he has not yet found an answer to failure of 
monsoons, periodical hurricanes and earthquakes. 

4. H1"story and Biology: History is related to biology rather 
closely for many reasons. The most obvious and important one 
being that evolution is the common principle for both. Even 
before Darwin enunciated the theory of evolution historians knew 
something about evoluti0n. R. G. Collingwood thinks that 'the 
evolutionary ideas in science were developed under the impact of 
history'. Tbe chronology of this matter is as follows:-

1. Newman's essay on the development of Christian doctrine 
(with its theory of c1:ol11tion of dogma) was published in 1845. 
Coleridge and Herder even preceded him. 

2. Darwin's Origin of Species appeared rn 1859. 

3. Das J{apital was published in 1867. 

All these three are concerned with evolution. The above chro
nology will show that even before Darwin historians knew of the 
principle of evolution,not necessarily of the species.but of instituti
ons and ideas. Bury says, 'the growth of historical study in the I 9th 
century has been determined and characterised by the same general 
principle which has underlain the simultaneous developments of 
the study of nature, namely, the genetic idea.• The most notable 
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attempt to work out evolutionary ideas in the realm of social 
science was that of Marxism. Evolution in science reacted on and 
confirmed and contributed to the idea of progress in history• 
Prothero writing the inaugural in the National Review (Dec. 1894) 
stated that the historical or comparative method has revolutionised 
not only the science of law, mythology and language, of anthro
pology and sociology, but has forced its way even into the domain 
of philosophy and natural science. For what is the theory of 
evolution itself with all its far-reaching consequences but the 

achievement of the historical method? 

Man shares many of the characteristics of other animals and 
in the course of his progress towards civiliza,tion he has not only 
shed some aspects of brutal life but doggedly clung to the rest. 
As Will Durant put it 1 'animals eat one another without qualm; 
civilized men consume one another by due process of law'. The 

· struggle for existence and the survival of the fittest go on even to

day. 

Man must learn a lesson from nature which creates un
equally; man wants to evolve an equality on the unequal base 

provided by nature. In this struggle between man and nature 
while nature has persisted in its ways man has been satisfying 
himself with Utopias of equality. There are hereditary inequalities 
which are biological and these create and sustain social inequalities. 
Ethical notions like the need for equal opportunity and treatment 

cannot wish these inequalities away. Another area in which 
biology compels the historian to take notice of biological realities 

is that nature intends life to breed. Biological reproduction 
according to the classical warning of Malthus will overtake food 
creation. This warning leads to man's struggle against nature, to 
attain parity between available food and number of mouths to be 
fed. A byproduct of this problem perhaps is the inverse ratio 
operating bet ween population and civilization. Nature used to 

maintain balance in olden times by cutting down population with 

1. The Lessons of History, p. 19 
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famine, pestilence and war. The situation has been greatly 
altered by medical science which has reduced births and modem 
techniques of agriculture which have increased food supply. 

5. History and Ethnology: Ethnology is the study of race and 
its characteristics. Race has played a great role partly because it 
is a biological reality and partly because it has created myths of 
competence, superiority etc., which though false have influenced 
the course of history greatly. Gobineau was philosopher of the 
Aryan racial superiority. The varna system in India, apartheid 
in south Africa and the Nazi persecution of the Jews are ugly 
historical realities based on ethnic superstitions, whether race has 
a basis of inequality sufficiently to create permanently superior 
and permanently inferior cultures, these lead to acquired characte
ristics of a secondary nature like language, sartorial fashions etc. 
And these differences become antipathies and lead to race riots. 
Will Durant says that 'there is no cure for such antipathies except 
a broadened education.'2 

6. History and L-i'.terature: We have seen above that George 
Macaulay Trevelyan treated history as a branch of literature and 
the Pandora's box of criticism was immediately opened and many 
neo-historians like Barnes with a continental outlook on history 
and Rankeans to the core are up in arms against him. This is a 
pretty unequal war in which the wrong side can easily win as usual. 
These critics want to strip history certainly of its graces, but if 
possible of decent clothing as well. It was Ranke who denied that 
history was an edifying branch of literature. Bury gave it English 
expression. In the hands of Gibbon History attained an unpre
cedented and unparalleled literary garb. But from Herodotus and 
Thucydides to Trevelyan we have a number of historians whose 
literary art has enhanced the beauty of their historical writings. 
The objectors to the close alliance of history with literature have 
failed to see that the divorce of literat~re from history can do no 
good to history while it will certainly harm it. In history we get 

2. The Lessons of History, p. 30 
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an account of the development of literature and in histories of lite
rature we have an account of historiography. Literary men choose 
historical themes, Shakespeare being the greatest example; and 
historians write on literary matters like Macaulay on Milton and 
Addison. 

There is an important aspect of literature which has much 
to do with history and that is the historical novel. The greatest 
historical novelist in the English language was of course, Sir Walter 
Scott. Trevelyan said, 'It was Sir Walter who first showed us 
bow not only clothes and weapons but thought and morals vary 
according to the period.' By the most rigorous standards of histo
rical research it is possible to say that even his Ivanhoe suffers from 
some defects. But the pioneering master has not yet been surpassed. 
Scott added a new dimension to historical understanding. A student 
who has finished his Gibbon, if be passes on to Scott will get a 
profounder understanding of history. There are many other 
illustrious examples of historical novelists. Alexander Dumas and 
Victor Hugo among the French and Tolstoy, the Russian, who 
wrote his War and Peace are eminent historical novelists. Among 
the 19th century English novelists C. Dickens and B. Lytton rank 
high. The historical novel is a curious combination of fact and 
fiction. It must not offend historical truth, the age and the morals 
and the characters of historical Personae must be true to the 
original. Trevelyan said 'historical fiction is not history but .it 
springs from history and reacts upon it. Historical fiction writers 
make the past live. But it is not to make the events live and 
therefore it is not History.' 

7. History and Sociology: This is a new discipline in which 
intellectuals in the United States revel and which is not in favour 

in ~ritish universities. Sociology consists of some anthropology, 
ancient law• study of primitive social customs and habits and of 
social institutions. Since these individual disciplines take care of 

these branches of knowledge the utility of an omnibus discipline 
like sociology is doubted. But sociology consists in its emphasis 
on the non-political aspects of human history. Sociology strictly 
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speaking is directly concerned with •social statics and dynamics'
phrases invented by Herbert Spencer (1851). The approach to the 
discipline is somewhat different from the historian's. It is topical 
rather than chronological. Carr observes, 'sociology, if it is to 
become a fruitful field of study, must like history concern itself 
with the relation between the unique and the general; but it muSl 
also become dynamic-a study not of society at rest (for no such 
society exists)3 but of social change and development. For the 
rest, I would only say that the more sociological history becomes 
and the more historical sociology becomes the better for both. 
Let the frontier between them be kept wide open for two way 
traffic • 4 

Sociology, we have seen, studies group life. •Embracing as 
it does both the causes and results of group life, it is the basio 
social science and the only one which can hope to give a generalised 
view of the social process and of social causation as a whole ..• 
the insight of a historian would be materially enhanced by a know
ledge of the elementary principles of sociology.' 5 Sociology aims 
to describe social behavioural patterns, folkways and mores. 

8. History, Religion, .Morals and .Myt.hs: In one sense there is an 
antipathy between history and religion. History is secular while 
religion is spiritual. While religion would go beyond the secular 
everywhere History includes religion within its scope, i. e., while 
it is not possible to have a purely man- bound religion it is possible 
to have a history of religions. The origins of the religious motive 
form a legitimate subject matter for the created man the historian 
tries to discover how exactly man the historian tries to discover 
how exactly man created God in various lands and in various 
times. The economic motivation for religions is also emphasised 
by some; • as long as there is poverty there will be Gods•. Another 

3 Past society is surely society at well earned rest. 
4 Carr: What is History? p. 60 
5 H. E. Barnes: A hi.story of historical writing, p. 363 
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motivation is directly psychological. It was fear that first made 
the Gods.' 6 

It is contended that religion is necessary for morality. A 
natural ethic like the commandments is not enough to control the 
brute in man. It has to be checked by fear and that is what religion 
provides. The various means adopted by religion to keep human 
savagery under control are also studied by history. The need for 
religion has been often felt. It is only when there is no religion 
that society will feel the want. Voltaire said, • if God did not 
exist, it would be necessary to invent him.' Rationalists and 
atheists have often brought about the fall of religion. But it has 
always had a resurrection. The communists who abolished God 
institutionally have made their dogma a re.ligion. We have the 
communist high priests, church, discipline, dogma and the bible. 
The French Revolution abolished the Christian Church and started 
worshipping •Reason'. The inevitability of religion for history 
and the guardianship of history over religion are both historical. 
The supremacy of history becomes patent when it is ~een that 
nothing can escape criticism. Western scholarship has created a 
vast field of knowledge indicated in Biblical criticism. Historians 
call it the higher criticism of the Bible; and the modern movement 
of Deism which equates God with nature is a historical manifesta
tion. Great religious movements have occurred bringing about 
vast changes in human history like the founding of religions by the 
Buddha, the Christ and the Prophet and later religious movements 
like the Bhakti movement in India and the Reformation in 
Europe. History records not only the origin and growth of religions 
but the decline too. This decline was brought about by the age 
of Enlightenment and the 19th century age of science. DJrwin re
wrote the opening sentence of the old Testament. Spiritual visions 
and God's dialogue with man were reduced to the condition of 
explicable dreams by Freud; and above all Marx said 'Religion is 
the opiate of man.' The 20th century has become more reasonable 

6 Th~ Buddha attempted the impossible and his religion ended 
up rn the form of Mahayanism and it deified the Buddha. 
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and is not quite sure it has won the battle against reJigion. It has 
become more humble. History is likely to record the role of 
religion in human life, in more sober terms in the future. 

There is a sphere of political activity in which religion 
played a direct role i. e., when royalty assumed divine right to 
govern and often claimed divine origins. With the coming in of 
the new ethic regarding equality of man which is itself a romantic 
notion, these religious ideas of devine monarchy yielded place to 
secular constitutionalism, i e., religion yielded to history. 

Ethics has evoked different reactions from different thinkers. 
It is a body of morals. But what are morals? They are but the 
politely and conventionally expedient; except perhaps at an extre
mely basic level, morals are relative. Ultimately enlightened self
interest takes the form of morality. Here is an example of what 
the modern writer can say about ethics: •Ethic has no status of 
assumed achievement as a science .....• what pretened to be a 
science of conduct was merely a priori philosophising and guess 
work, in most cases the rationalised defence of the bigotry, biases 
and complexes of the particular writer. ' 7 But Victorian moralists 
like Acton were cock-sure about a rigid code of morality. Acton 
c·11led upon historians to pass severe and stern judgments. It is 
difficult to imagine that modern thinkers intellectually frd by Shaw. 
Aldous Huxley, Kropotkin and others can share Acton's confi
dence, for the principle of moral relativity seems to gain ground 
today. But let the fact be faced; can we not distinguish between 
a Hitler and a Gandhi? Still this is not really what is meant by 
the shift in a definition of ethics in modern times. The historian 
will be concerned with tracing the evolution of human ethics from 
the agricultural stage to the industrial, from the slave owning to 
the socialistic. The authority of the pc.rent, the sovereignty of the 
state and even the pressure of public opinion arc things of naught 
to the modern individual. The rebellious youth of today seeks an 

unprecedented autonomy; the sanctity of married life, the virtues 
of loyalty and the graces of chivalry undergo rapid change in the 

7 IL E. Barnes : .A history of historical writing, p. 365 



58 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

highly competitive and industrialised world. The growth of 
medical technology and the climate of opinion in favour of birth 
control have made chastity expendable. In the agricultural stage 
chastity was a virtue and in the pastoral stage killing of cattle was 
a sin. But when the economic base of society has altered radically, 
morals change. History records this change. 

Myths are a by-product of religion. The incredible and the 
fabulous are the daily bread of religion which creates mythologies 
full of supernormal phenomena. History is concerned with the 
normal and the historian's conception of normality is governed by 
what he is familiar with. So to the historian myths are suspect. 
But he knows that societies create myths for various reasons. 
Religious societies had a way of poetising human experience and 
clothing it in supernatural syrnbology. , Modern national states 
also create irrational symbolism like the national anthem, the flag 
etc. In all these causes what we do is to emotionalise social life 
and put it into a capsule of myth. History exposes this irrationa
lity; what is attempted to be done by the myth-makers is to con
vert a number of poetically effective ambiguities into a logical 
system. It is very operative and practical. Myths have influenced 
human life much more than rationalities. 

9. History, Psychology, Logic and P!iilosopliy: History is related 
to psychology essential for the understandir.g of the particular 
turns history has taken. Mass hysteria in the context of popular 
submission to charisma is a psychological phenomenon. There is 
conflicting judgment regarding the validity of individual psycho

logy as against ma'is psychology. Some like Socrates would urge 
that 'the individual character considered in isolation from its 
environment is an abstraction ........ what a man does depends 
only to a limited extent on what kind of man he is. No one can 

resist the forces of his environment.' 8 But Carlyle insists that the 

hero is a phenomenon by himself and to him the lesser crowd 
defers. 

8. R. G. Collingwood : The Idea of History, p. 40 
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Individual psychology is often" approached from the psycho
analytical angle. Great men have been attempted to be understood 
on the basis of certain obscure events in their early lives. The 
puritanism of Hitler or an Aurangzeb, the non-violence of Gandhi 
etc. have been psycho-analytically studied and strange results 
achieved. It is possible to exaggerate this angle but to dismiss it 
would be risky. This procedure has evolved a branch of history 
called psycho-history. 

There is another way in which history is related to psycho
logy. Historians themselves are often motivated in their writings. 
The personal lives of historians have a direct bearing on their 
judgments. The natural bias of a historian though carefully hidden 
by scholarship can be traced back to certain events in the 
historian's life. This very clearly makes the much desired objecti
vity impossible. 

All rational thinking is logical. Historical judgment bas 
to be logical too. But can intuitive judgment be logical? Some 
scholars will not credit the historian with a peculiar kind of intui
tion and extra-logical perception, but will hold that he is also 
subject to the logical processes of deduction and induction. But 
it must be conceded that deductive process of reasoning named 
after Aristotle; started losing its respectability after Descartes 
and Bacon. The question however remains for the historian: 
How far is logic useful to him in the face of an urge to moral 
judgment? of course, there is an opinion which forbids the his
torians from morally judging, but then the alternative is immo
rally to judge, for there can be no via medium. Silence may be 
prudent but will not betoken necessarily right judgment. 

Philosophical speculation like science is farthest from his
tory, if by philosophy we mean metaphysical abstractions dealing 
with God and the like. Philosophy has an extended meaning also. 
That way there can be a philosophy of history. There are two 
kinds of questions possible in relation to history. I. Questi-0ns 
asked within history and 2. questions asked about history. The 
former like 'when was the battle of Plassey fought?' are answered 
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by chronicling historians. The ready answer of 175_7 is a chro
nicler's answer; it does not require a historian to do it. But. the 

· h. l h" t ns second type of questions are answered by ph1losop 1ca ts ~na 
. . h · I f ons for them w11! be: who are historians proper. T e typ1ca ques 1 . 

· rd·t f h1s-•what is meant by historical facts? What ts the va I I Y 0 

. h. i- I t laws?' etc. so that torical interpretation? Can 1story 1ormu a e : . 
it follows that philosorhy of history concerns itself _with t~e 
abstractions of the historical process. There is a doubt m certam 
quarters wheth~r a historian is more competent to deal with such 

questions of historical abstraction or a philosopher had better do 
it. There can be no doubt that it is the former who must engage 
himself in this task since the abstractions a part, a knowledge of 
the totality of the steam of history flowing through time is an 

essential requisite for any one who would dare to tackle such 
questions. 

JO. History and its Ancillary Aids: We have seen above the 

major divisions of historical writing and the nature of history's 
relations with allied disciplines. History has its ancillary aids 

like archaeology, numismatics, palaco-botany and physical and 
cultural anthropology; ethnology and linguistics are also consi

dered by some to be such aids. Of these botany, physics, chemistry 
and linguistics are sciences in their own right. Archaeology, 
numismatics and anthropology are only the handmaids of history. 
Unlike the mother discipline History, these daughter faculties are 
scientific in nature and precise in their methodologies. The ex

ploration. of archaeological sites, the method of excavation 

copying and reading of inscriptions, studying of coins, readin~ 

the leg~nd_s ~n them and determining their grain, carrying out 

cephalic md1ces etc. are fairly scientific operations. These 

operations ar_e no~ merely helpful but essential for the pre-historic 

and. proto-h1stonc _pcrio~s. Physics is helpful in determining 
possible archaeolo~1cal sites. Engineering and . photography are 
summoned to the a1d of the archaeologist whose b · · 

. . . . usmess 1s to 
sc1ent1f~cally dig. The anthropologist with his ethnographic data 

deals with human races and their characteristics. The cultural 
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anthropologist studies the human institutions - especially in their 
earlier stages. Palaeo-botany can decide the age of fossils and of 
dead wood. Medical science is helpful in determining the nature 
and possibly the age of skeletal remains. Linguistics is a science 
which deals with the evolution of language and along with palaeo

graphy it helps the historian to nearly date facts and events which 
are associated with language and writings. Some of the above 
mentioned aids are more precise than the others, but by and large 
the historian except ·at the highest level of theoretical discussion 
has come to depend largely on these ancillary aids. 

•To achieve accuracy the historian relies on the auxiliary 
sciences ......... The historian however is not required to have the 
special skills which enable the origin and period of a fragment of 
pottery or marble, to decypher an obscure inscription or to make 
the elaborate astronomical calculations necessary to establish a 
precise date. These so called basic facts which are the same for 
all historians commonly belong to the category of the raw materials 
of the historian rather than of history itself. ' 0 

9 Carr: Whal ia Biseor1J1 p. 5 



5 
The Function of History 

History : Science or Art? 

This is a problem which has been agitating the minds of 
historical theorists for nearly a century and a question which 
practising historians have been aware of e,ver since Herodotus 
wrote his classic. But it has assumed the aggressive form of an 
acrimonious debate ever since a declaration was made in January 
1903 by J. B. Bury in his inaugural address as successor to Acton 
at Cambridge. In that address he said 'if year by year history is 
to become more and more powerful for stipping the bandages of 
error from the eyes of men for shaping public opinion and advanc
ing the cause of intellectual and political liberty, she will best 
prapare her disciples for the performance of the task, not by 
considering the immediate utility of next week or next year or next 
century, not by accommodating her ideal or limiting her range but 
by remembering always that though slw may supply material for 
literary art or pltilosopltical speculation site 1·s herself simply a science 

no less and 1w more.' 1 The last part of this passage, namely, that, 
history is •simply a science, no less and no more' has touched off 
a controversy which still rages. Bury himself seems to have been 
influenced by the German tradition of which in the 19th century 
Leopold Von Ranke (I 795-1886) was easily the most distinguished 
spokesman. Ranke laid down the famous theory that the business 
of History is 'not to judge the past or instruct the present for the 

benefit of the future. Its business is only to show wltat actually 

happened (wiees Eigentlich Gewescn).' This last phrase, 'to 

show what actually happened' in an objective way with the help of 

I ltalics mine 
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documents and eschewing subjectivity, is characteristic of Ranke; 
and he has had a very respectable following since he set an example 
in his own practice of History. This emphasis on the scientific 
nature of History seems to have been necessary in view of the 
previous approaches to history. History in the hands of the 
Romanticists like Macaulay and Carlyle stressed the literary virtues 
of that discipline and at the same time they took little care to 
look up their references and make sure of the documentation. 
Froude was a classic instance of a historian who could take liber
ties with his facts. This brought the Rankean reaction which was 
further strengthened by the prevailing 19th century scientific tradi
tion. It is no wonder that the first enunciation of this need for a 
historian to be • scientific' came from the Germans who seem to 
have a temperamental preference to laborious research leading to 
pin pointed precision and couched in a severe and heavy. 

It can be seen that there is really no fundamental dichotomy 
in the two positions: 1. that History is a science and 2. that it 
is an art. No one could have realized it better than J.B. Bury 
who was a meticulous researcher and at the same time a fine stylist· 
His History of Greece, to mention only one of his important 
works, has pleased generations of students of history not perhaps 
because he was telling the truth in a scientific way but his ideas 
are clothed in elegant literary attire. His conclusions regarding the 
justness or otherwise of the trial of Socrates or his characterisation 
of Alexander are still open to doubt and debate. But the new in
sight which he brought to bear on these prob.lems was a subjective 
analysis of historical problems and not related to scientific 

absolutes. 

Now, in this debate the word •science' has been used in 
two senses and some participant deliberately and some ignorantly 
"nse this w~rd confusedly. This has added much to an obfuscation 
of the subject. The word science is used in the English speaking 
world in a delimited sense, namely, to refer to physical sciences 
like physics, chemistry etc. and the _absolute science of mathematics. 
Ori the continent, however the word science is used to indicate any 
enquiry after knowledge and can be equated with knowledge in its 
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totality as can be seen in the words omniscience, nescience and so 
forth. In that case Mstoria which is also investigation or inquiry 
into the !Jllknown can almost be equated with science, for the 
purpose in both cases is the same, namely, to mount an attack on 
ignorance, to discover the unknown. But beyond this point there 
can be no parallel between the two. It is surprising to see even 
English speaking historians refusing to distinguish between the 
purpose, method, achievement and goal of science and those of 
history. Once the distinction between science and history is granted 
- and one should think it would be proper and necessary to grant 
it - that these two disciplines namely science and history, are 
different from each other; whether history is art or not, it will be 
clear that it certainly is not science. In fact, Bury used the word 
'science' in the continental sense for he haocome·-u·ncfer· _ the 
influence of Ranke. But most others who align with him and are 
anxious to redeem history by equating it with prestigious science, 
use the word in its stricter sense. This is at the bottom of much 
mischief chractcrising this debate. This point has been very well 
brought out by C. E. M. Joad, the British philosopher, who 

when asked this question characteristically wanted to know what 

the questiener meant by •science'. 

Bury himself said that history is • the oldest art and youngest 
aspirant to the claim of being a science.' Science i. e. physical 

-science, deals with trangible facts which exist in the presence of 

the scientist and on which he could experii_nent. He can reproduce 

in a laboratory natural phenomena in miniature and under artifi
cially controlled conditions, repeatedly experiment on them, 2 

observe the reactions and draw general conclusions, and these 
conclusions will be valid in regard to the larger sphere of nature 
outside the laboratory. For example, the specific gravity of mercury · 

determined with reference to a small quantity of substance in a 

2 'The truths which science discovers are known to be true by 
being found through observation and experiment exemplified 
in what we actually perceive whereas the past has vanished 
and our ideas about it can never be verified as we verify our 
scientific hypotheses.' R, G. Collingwood: '1.'he Idea of History, 
p. 5 
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laboratory will hold good for any amount of mercury anywhere 
else. Some critics point out the extreme cases like Einstein Newton 
or a Fred Hoyle proposing a new theory combating earlier scien
tists. But e\<en rn it must be admitted that as between Newton and 
Einstein if one is correct the other cannot be, so long as they 
contradict each other. There cannot be two simultaneous and 

opposite physical scientific truths. It will be quite clear to anyone 
that this kind of possibility of one conclusion being altered by 
another is not analogous to two historians holding different 
opinions on the same subject at the same time, like Napoleon 
being diiTercntly estimated by different historians. Both can be 
valid for the assessment is subjective and not as in the case of a 
scientist, objective. Some critics like Marwick go to the extent 
of saying that •after all the man who assembles the apparatus for 
a particular experiment effectively becomes a part of the experi
ment and even in physical sciences the human subjective element 
can never be excluded. •s This is to say the least, funny. Trying 
to explicate this point of essential distinction between science and 
history, Collingwood put two questions, one scientific and the 
other historical: 1. Why does this red litmus paper turn blue? 
This is a scientific question. 2. Why did Brutus murder Caesar? 
This is a historical question. To the first question there can be 
only one answer. Even · Einstein and Fred Hoyle cannot give 
another answer. If they gave one and if that were found correct, 
that would be the only answer, so that at no time can there be two 
simultaneously valid but different answers to this or any other 
scientific question. On the other hand for the second question, 
there can be many answers and all of them equally valid at the 
same time. The human motivation, the complexity of which will 
be incalculable even by an advanced computer or the most perfect 
of modern psychological tests is extremely elusive to quantifica
tion. Even if they can be, Brutus is not available for treatment 
by the computer or questioning by the psychologist. This is a 
special situation for the historian not shared by the scientist and 

3 Marwick : The Nature of History, p. 99 
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this makes history essentially non-science. The scientist imagines 
a theme, or to be more precise, puts a question to himself like, 
'why does this apple fall?' That he was attracted to the question 
shows keen observation and the sense of curiosity both of which 
are shared by the historian. But beyond that the scientists's 
procedure becomes different; for, from the question "why does 
this apple fall?' he proceeds to the more general question 'why 
do apples fall?' and from that to the still more general question 'why 
do objects fall?_' The historians too does frame a question to him
self like, 'How did Clive win the Battle of Plassey? ; apart from 
many answers being available for this, he does not proceed to 
frame a more general question like 'why did, British generals win 
Indian battles?' (which may or may not be an absurd question) 
and he does not proceed from there to another and a very general 

question •why do generals win battles?' which is surely an absurd 
question. So the very purpose of historical enquiry and the 
purpose of scientific enquiry, 'except at the most banel level' (to 

use Marwick's phrase), differ and this constitutes the vi ta) 
difference between science and history. 

Seeley, another noted British historian, once told Trevelyan 

that 'History was a science and had nothing to do with literature'; 
he added that Carlyle and Macaulay were charlatans." To this of 
course Trevelyan could not immediately reply because he was a 
youngster then and did not want to. Seeley seems to have objec

ted to the literary flavour of Carlyle's and Macaulay's histories 
and the error in that kind of argument namely that 'well-written 

Histories will lake authenticity' is the same as the error in the 

statement that 'a beautiful woman must be a bad character.' Bury 

seems to share the same prejudice against elegance in historical 
composition. He is highly suspicious of a good style though he 

himself was not free from the guilt. He said so long as history 

was regarded as an art the sanction of truth and accuracy 

could not be severe.' 'I may remind you that history is not a 
branch of literature.' If Bury meant that good writing does not 

4 G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiography, p. 17 
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necessarily mean accuracy it must be stated that no one made that 
claim; and secondly, even Macaulay and Carlyle did not pretend 
that their style would make up for other deficiencies or allowed 
those deficiencies to stay and for reasons unconnected with style; 
and thirdly, it must also be pointed out that bad writing, indiffe
rent presentation, incoherent language, colourless and drap writing, 
in fact, unreadable stuff does not mean accuracy either. 

The position can be clarified as follows: 

1. As between a well-written good History and an ill
written good history the former is to be preferred, for it delights 
the reader with its style in addition to informing him precisely, 
while the latter compels the reader to swim upstream against a 
bad St)'le. 

2. As between a well-written bad history and an ill
written bad history the former could be preferred, for it at least 
has a pleasing style, while the latter has no virtue whatsoever. 

Finally as between a well-written bad history and an ill
written good history a historian would call upon the former to 
check up his data and the latter to improve his style. For to a 
historian the style is as important as the content. The very 
picture of a relaxed mind deriving pleasure reading a well-written 
book of history annoys A. L. Rowse. He says •ambling through 
Gibbon or Hume, Macaulay or Carlyle, deep in an arm-chair 
with the feet on the mantle piece was no way of training the 
mind•. 5 Perhaps to Rowse the only sure way of training the 
mind is straining the body, putting the mind and body to torture 
and profusely sweating. But he proceeds to say also 'literary 
history is unscientific.' Here his classification is unscientific. 
For, being scientific and possessing Ii terary merit are not mutually 
exclusive virtues. He says that literary history is ideal reading 
for the • leisured country gentlemen' and is a pt to become a soft 
option; no doubt unreadable history, whatever its other merits, 
can be pretty heavy option. But the demands of accuracy and 

5 A. L. Rowse: The Use of History, p. 77 
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reasonableness in interpretation are not necessarily met by a kind 
of writing which is positive infliction. The fact is it is possible 
to combine good style with accuracy as in Gibbon or Maitland. 
Dr. Keatinge says, 'in history as opposed to natural science the 
fact which is at hand for observation is not the historical fact but 
merely a description of it and in many, if not in most cases, a 
very unreliable one. The transition from the document to the 
fact js difficult ... in history there is this additional and frequently 
a very uncertain step which is not to be found to the same extent 
in natural science.' 

Science is characterised by conceptml precision and explicit 
rules to govern the technical jargon developed,by each branch of 
science. While science adopts a Paribhasha, a native technical 
language peculiar to the branch of knowledge, history uses the 
ordim,ry language and expects even the ordinarily educated common 
man to follow what the historian says. 

In fact, historians deal with ideas. They might be talking 
about facts of the past. But since they belong to the past they 
are only ideas now. So the historian whenever he deals with the 
past is concerned only with ideas. On the other hand. the scien
tist is really objective for he is concerned with objects outside of 
himself. The scientist can be objective and can enunciate general 
laws only by constantly repeating the qualifying phrase 'other 
things being constant.• So when variables are introduced the 
laws wilJ vary. But since at any one moment only a given situation 
is contemplated an objective law becomes possible. But since 
history is concerned with realities in their entirely or at least 
multiplicity it will make no sense to keep other things constant. 
'History is not a deductive science and there are no rules for 
detecting facts. There are rules for detecting fiction. But that is 
a different thing altogether.' 6 

In this debate which was sparked off by Bury and in which 
in a great hurry many repeated his views, at a certain stage there 

· 6 James B Conant: Science and Commonsense 
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came a reaction and G. M. Trevelyan was the hero of the counter
offensive. Trevelyan gives us in his Autobio_graphy the family and 
cultural background which impelled him to join issues with Bury. 
He was up against this problem of •whether History was a branch 
of literature or the youngest aspirant to sciencehood.' We have 
noticed how Seeley, who was his teacher, taunted him by referring 
to Macaulay and Carlyle as charlatans and that literary history 
was a thing of naught. Trevelyan was grandnephew of Macaulay 
and he had been brought up in the tradition of his uncle and his 
father, Sir George Otto Trevelyan Naturally he resented Seeley's 
reference. Trevelyan himself says that he was brought up at home 
on a somewhat exuberantly whig tradition. Trevelyan truly 
suspected that the 'astonishing achievements of physical science 
led many historians, fifty years ago, to suppose that the impor
tance and the value of history would be enhanced if history was 
called a science and if it adopted scientific methods and ideas and 
none others. ' 7 Trevelyan did not wait for long to combat Bury's 
and Seeley's view point. ·The fundamental question is whether 
history has any important relation to the reading public at all' 
or whether it is 'a science, no more and no less as was said in 1903 
by Profe.ssor Bury ... In 1903 I ventured to controvert his defini
tion of history ..•..• I argued that it was both a science and an 
art: that the discovery of historical facts should be scientific in 
method. But that the exposition of them for the reader partook 
of the nature of art : the art of written words commonly called 
Ii terature.' Trevelyan says two things here: One that history is 
both a science and an art and this is what many of his critics fail 
to mention and two that the narrative form of history is a branch 
of Ii terature. Trevelyan could understand Bury, a really scientific 
historian, making a plea for treating history as a science; but he 
could not understand Seeley's credentials to do so. As Trevelyan 
put it 'the cobbler can say that there was nothing like leather', 
but how can those who cannot even cobble say that? 

7 G. M. Trevelyan: .A.utobiograpliy, p. 56. This seems to have 
been the case when students of politics decided to call their 
discipline political science 
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In his inaugural address as Regius Professor of Modern 
History at Cambridge in 1927, he pursued this matter further. He 
said history in fact, is more a matter of rough guessing from all 
the available facts and it deals with intellectual and spiritual forces 
which cannot be subjected to any analysis tJ,at can properly be 
called scientific. Trevelyan contributes the following ideas to th<! 
discussion. •The functions of physical science are mainly two: 
direct utility in practical fields and in more intell~ctual fields the 
deduction of laws of cause and effect. Now history can perform 
neither of these functions ........ no one can by a knowledge of 

history however profound invent the steam engine or light a town 
or cure cancer or make wheat grow near tl~e Arctic circle ..... . 
history cannot like physical science deduce causal laws of general 
application ........ the law of gravitation may be scientifically 
proved because it is universal and simple. But the historical law 
that starvation brings on revolt cannot be proved; indeed the 
opposite statement that starvation leads to abject submission is 
equally true in the light of past cvcnts. 8 'Not only can no causal 
Jaws of universal application be discovered in so complex a subject 
hut the interpretation of the cause and effect of any one particular 
event cannot rightly be called scientific. The collection of facts, 
the weighing of evidence as to what events happened are in some 

sense scientific but not so the discovery of the causes and effects 
of those events.' If you find out about one atom you have found 

out about all atoms and what is true of the habits of one robin is 
roughly true of the habit~ o~ a_ll robins. But the life history of 
o~e man or even of many rnd1v1dual men will not tell you the life 
history of other men. Moreover you cannot m k f 

11 · 'fi 1 · f a e a u sc1enti c ana ys1s o the life history of any one •9 H 
. , man• e summed 

up by saying what was wrong with the h" t · l • 
. . 15 onca reaction at 

the end of V1ctona's rei 0 n was not the po ·r · • . 
• • b s1 1ve stress 1t laid on the 

need for sc1ent1fic method in weighing e · d B • 
vi ence. ut its negative 

8 Price control leads to market st bT 
but it leads to the black mark~tai· 

0

1 
itydunde

1
r A~lauddin Khilji; 

mo ern ndia. 
9 G. M. Trevelyan Autobfograplty p. 56 
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repudiation of the literary art which was declared to have nothing 
whatever to do with the historian's task.' 10 He traced this in
fluence certain English historians to 'the Germanizing hierarchy 
which trained them to regard history not as a story but as a 
science.' Trevelyan deplored that these historians have so much 
neglected what is after all the principal craft of the historian 
namely, the art of the narrative. Trevelyan distinguished history 
as mainly a branch of literature and declared that the motive for 
history is poetic and its achievement is educative. 

Dilthey according to Hodges was of the view that "the 
human studies are knowledge in a sense in which natural sciences 
are not, because of physical objects as known to us are merely 
appearances while minds are 'real realities' known to us as they 
are in themselves.'' Dilthey says, 'the data of history not only 
are manifestations of mind but are perceived as such and this 
makes an epistemological difference between historical study and 
natural science. The scientist observes things and processes but 
perceives to activities in them, no dynamic relationship' and A. L. 
Rowse declared categorically that 'however much historical 
writings may be supplemented by scientific methods and acquisition 
there will always remain history as an art.' 11 Geoffrey Barra
claugh says, 'to reduce history to a natural science is deliberately 
to leave out of account what we know to be true, to suppress 
great portions of our most familiar introspective knowledge on the 
alter of a false analogy with the sciences.' 12 Acton goes to the 
root of the matter and is of the view that method in enquiry 
after knowledge is the same whether it be science or history. Ulti
mately it is logic and reasoning - Leibniz described his Organic 
Chemistry as an application of ideas found in Mill's Logic and a 

distinguished physician read three books to enlarge his medical 
mind and they were Gibbon, Grote and Mill.' 13 He goes on to 

IO Ibid, p. 55 
11 The Use of Hz'.story, p. 98 
12 History in a changing world, p. 53 f. n. 
13 Acton: Study of history, p. 53 
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say, •if men of science owe anything to as we may learn much 
from them that is essential; for they can show how to test proof, 
how to secure fullness and soundness in induction, how to restrain 
and to employ with safety hypothesis and analogy ... ' ln both 
objections count, criticism is invaluable contradictory facts help 
progress. But all this is only at the ultimate or fundamental levels. 

Once the start goes the rest is clearly different. Burckhardt s.iid, 
'clear-cut concepts belong to logic, not to history where everything 
is in a state of flux, or perpetual transition and combination.' 

It is however conceded that there are two areas: One 
preliminary and the other final in historical studies. The former, 
namely that of gathering evidence, is scientific in nature while the 
latter which is concerned with critical weighing and assessment of 

this evidence and conclusions according to one's judgment is 
clearly subjective and non-scientific. It deals with truth in its 
poetic sense rather than scientific. Hence the process of historical 

study and understanding combines in itself the virtues of science, 

as well as those of art. Herodotus and Thucydides regarded 

history as a science and an art although they may not have used 
that phraseology ... they took great pains in collecting facts, 

though travel and conversation were their sources rather than 

documents of which there were not many in those days. They 
then threw the results of what they had collected into the form of 

literature', 14 says Trevelyan and concludes that we shall call 

history_bo~h a s~ience and an art. He admits that 'in collecting 
and weighing evidence as to facts somethino of the c· t"fi · -1 _ . . _ , o s ten 1 1c spm 
1s required for a historian. Even Bury who started this 
controversy and is usually pictured as a part·isan 11,, "d · uS Sat 'SCtence 
and art have found a meeting ground in history toda B h . . . y. ut t ere 
remams a certam difference of emphasis between r and 

· · fi h · • 1 terary 
sc1ent1 c 1stonans. The former tend primarily to generalization 
and the latter to research.• 15 

-·----
14 G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiography, p. 53 
15 Bury: Selected Essays, Intro. 
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There are certain obvious differences between a scientist and 
a historian and these everyone knows. A laboratory is to a 
scientist what a library is to a historian. The former writes short 
papers and uses a professional jargon which means lit tie to the 
general reader. Generally his pages are full of symbols and 
equations, graphs and figures. But the historian writes long papers 
for he has to narrate and elucidate. But a fundamental difference 
between the two is the extent to which a scientist can prove a 
point and to which a historian can prove his point. When, as 
a result of his successful experiments a scientist status a law for 
example, the famous litmus paper turning blue, you can put him 
a question 'how do you know?'; he will answer readily 'you can 
see for yourself; let me conduct the experiment.' On the other 
hand, when a historian says possibly quite correctly that •on the 
banks of the Hydaspcs Porus was defeated by Alexander', the 
same question can be asked · how do you know?' The historian 

cannot answer 'let me make Alexander and Porus fight again; you 
will see for yourself that Porus will be defeatt:d.' He defends for 
his statement on Greek contemporary sources, the veracity of 
which is assumed on grounds of probability and not certainty. To 
clarify this position we shall equate a historian with a detective 
who has to discover a criminal. Tbe crime has beer, committed 
and will not be identically repeated. The detective has some clues 
for identifying the criminal. They are personal and ci:,cumstantial. 
But ultim~tely when the detective catches the criminal and produces 
him before a judge he largely depends upon witnesses. He would 
be lucky if he can secure eye witnesses. But even so they are only 
others whose testimony has to be accepted or rejected on grounds 
of probability. We know that the ablest and the most conscientious 
of judges can go wrong. This can happen to a historian in different 
phases of his functioning; the historian behaves like a policeman
detective, a prosecutor or a defending counsel and a judge. But 
non of these functions is comparable to that of a scientist repeatedly 
experimenting on present material, whose behaviour will not be 
erratic like man's but will conform to the laws of nature. Bearing 
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the above in mind students of historical theory should ask them
selves 'is it correct to say that "save on the most bane) level, there 

are no absolutes in the natural sciences?'' 111 Take Hooke's law, 
Ohm's law, Boyle's law and so on. Are these laws not absolute? 
Is the Pythagoras' theorem not absolute? Ts even the most compli
cated theory of numbers not absolute? and can't we distinguish 
between the different usages of the word• Jaw' in different contexts 
like, in the physical, chemical and boilogical laws especially those 
relating to genetics on the one hand and Gresham's law Parkin
son's law and so on, on the other? In the former case the laws 
refer to precise phenomena. In the latter they mean only trends 
or tendencies. Are there comparable laws cir generalizations in 
history? Is there a law of war, a law of revolutions, a law which 
can predict success or failure of diplomacy? What then is the 
point in speaking as if the scientific absolutes have parallels in 
history and as if the variables occur at the same levels in both 
disciplines? 

The differences between science and history can be stated 
as follows : -

To begin with, the scientist can repeat his experiments; 
historian cannot call a repetition of the past. 

The scientist can be objective towards the phenomena before 
him; the historian cannot be objective at all. This is certainly not 
a difference in degree, it is one of kind. · 

The ultimate objective in scientific exploration is the formu

lation of a scientific Jaw. But there can be no laws in history. 

Scientific knowledge provides the power of prediction on the basis 

of such laws. The historian can't predict. He usually postdicts. 

The material utility and the non-utility of science and 

~istory resp:ctively i: a valid point brought up by Trevelyan. It 

1s_ wrong to ignore this difference and say that science is equal to 

h1s~o? because both are somehow useful. The utility of a techno-
. log1st 1s not equal to that of an applied historian. 

16 Marwick: The Nature of History, p. 99 
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The scientist makes no moral judgments. The historian 
can't help making them. 

The historian has to communicate his findings in a language 
entirely different from that of scientists, and to write not merely 
a style serviceable but elegant prose which need not be artistic but 
will certainly have to be readable. And the most important of all 
distinctions from which all other distinctions arise is that the 
material with which the scientist deals is mostly inanimate, and 
where animate incapable of rationality. On the other hand the 
historian deals with the human material, which whatever the 
modern psychologists and their protagonists might say, defies 
analysis and can behave in such an erratic way as to be the despair 
of any precision-loving scientist. Marwick, for once hit the nail 
on its head when he said that ·some of the greatest social 
scientists (who are the great imitators of the scientists) are 
practically unreadable and are proud of it.' 17 

Prof. Bernadotte Schmitt 18 remarked that science can be 
defined as •systematised, organised, formulated knowledge' and 

history as one, the original meaning of which is investigation of 
the truth, if all relevant facts are diligently searched for, if pre
suppositions and prejudices are eliminated, if the constants and 
the variables are noted and plotted, with the same care that is the 
rule in the natural sciences. 

I wish to emphasise a point made by Trevelyan that 'there 
are three distinct functions of history that we may call the scienti
fic, the imaginative or speculative and the literary.' The first is 1 

concerned with t~e accumu_l~tion . of facts and the sifting of\ 
evidence. The patient and diligent if somewhat dull practitioner 
of this part of the work was admirably de.,ignated by Carlyle as 
•Dry-as-dust.• Stubbs, the great constitutional historian, said 
• every great historian has been his own Dry-as-dust.' It is like 

the foundation of a building, invisible bu.., important, fundamental 

17 Nature of History, p. I 06 
18 Fashion and Future of History, p. 23 
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but serving only the super-structur.! which is the ultimate objective 
though there can be no foundation without superstructure (in the 
sense that no one in his senses will lay a foundation unless he 
wants to erect a superstructure) and there can be no superstructure 
without a foundation (it is quite obvious) it must be conceded 
that, it is for the sake of the super-structure that the foundation 
was laid and not vice 'l:ersa. So also it is for the sake of the well

written historical narrative setting forth the critical and learned 
views of the author that the facts are collected and sifted and not 

i:ice '1:crsa. The second is tr.e im:iginative or the speculative aspect 
which is concerned with selecting and classifying the data and 
making generalizations. When Marx spoke about the class war . 
there was no particular class war in History. He was guessing at 

a generalization. Ultimately one has to communicate these data 
and ideas and that has to be done according to Trevelyan in a form 
that will attract and educate people. This view of history taken 
by Trevelyan has been misunderstood by many of his critics who 
reperesent him as saying that history is only literature and has no 

scientific funtion to perform. From the above analysis it will be 

clear that Trevelyan said no such thing. He emphasised the 
literary aspect of the work because due again to German influence 

even literary scholarship was on the point of being regimented. 
Truly he said •untill quite recent times from the days of Clarendon 

down through Gibbon, Carlyle and Macaulay to Green and Lecky 

historical writing was not merely the mutual conversation of 
sc_holars with one another; but was the means of spreading far and 
wide throughout all the reading classes a love and knowledge of 

history, an elevated and critical partriotisrn and certain qualities of 

mind and heart. But all that has been stopped and an attempt 
has been made to drill us into so many Potsdam Guards of 
learning.' 10 

. Th~ forego~ng discussion if it tends emphasise Trevelyan's 

pomt of view a bit too much, it is designedly so because the 
dangers to the essential function of history which Trevelyan 

19 Clio: A Muse, p. 142 
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detected and dreaded in his days have now increased manifold and 
the warnings uttered by the great Master of Trinity are more appro
priate now than ever before. 

We have seen that History is not a science though it adopts 
scientific methods in the matter of collection of data, even as 
history will not be logic merely because in the matter of sifting 
evidence and arriving at proof it uses the canons of logic and even 
as history will not be literature merely because the narrative in 
the case of good historians must enjoy literary merit. When we 
analyse the question of the propriety of calling History a science 
we dealt with only the first part of the question. Is History a 
science or art? It remains to be seen whether History can be called 
an art. It cannot be exclusively called an art just as one called 
painting, music, sculpture art. For, the kind of imagination which 
these arts require is different from the imagination which the 
historian should command. In one sense history is art. For, 
both happen to be •criticism of lifo'. Unlike photography, paint
ing has a human element in it; similarly, while chroniclers and 

annalists merely record what happens a historian thinks about what 
happe11ed and makes issues out of them. But the really artistic 

part of the historian's craft is the manner in which he views his 
narrative. It is the art part of his history that has made Gibbon 

immortal. 



6 
Historical Objectivity 

i. Objectivity 

•Can a historian be objective?' is not merely a theoretical 
question. It is the result of much experience and leads to many 
further questions. The ordinary run of write;s of history books 
assume that they are very objective and that their writings are free 
from bias of all kinds. With a self-confidence worthy of a better 
cause they declare 'the fact is .... ' But most of these alleged facts 

will turn out to be just the opinions of those who mention them. 
Opinions are subjective. They are the result of judgments not 
necessarily compelled by fact but flowing from the psyche of the 
author. The subjective is particular ...., bile the objective i~!l.illV~.rsal 
The subjective varies from observer_ to observer wh~e the objective 
is bound to express the same value to all. The objective is out
side of oneself and it relates to an object existing out there. The 
;_ubjective is the mental reflection or reaction of the person. A 
~rue representation of the object will be achieved if the objective 
is identical with the subjective, if_ not there will be disparity. This 
disparity represents to a greater or lesser degree, a deflection from 
reality or factuality. The historian's avowed aim is to represent 
truly the object as it exactly exists, to narrate an event as it 
exactly happens, to delineate a thing in its true form. 

Now this disparity can arise, as a result of the observer I. 
misunderstanding or 2. misrepresenting. The former is a fault 

the latter is a crime. Both come to the same insofar as erroneou~ 
representation occurs. How do these errors arise? A historian 
may have a particular motive for misrepresenting a fact. In his 

· opinion the motive may be laudable. But to one who wants to 
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understand the fact, serious damage is caused. For example, 
imperialist historiography defending the doings of empire builders 
and patriotic historians applauding perversions of history to serve 
nationalist causes, historians of religion supporting the faiths they 
espouse -are instances of biased historical writing. Here the 'bias' 
consists in the historians taking sides. When he does so he is 

subjective; and what he writes can be either pure nonsense or 
dangerous stuff. But the question follows: Can the historian 
at all be objective? the 19th century German historian Ranke was 
of the opinion that once facts have been subjected to criticism and 
once these facts are cured of their dross by the historian• s crafts
manship, the facts become pure and unalloyed historical gold. 
Modern psychologists have discovered that whatever the historian 
might do with his facts, he cert:i.inly cannot get rid of his own 
mind; and that mind is subjective. When any fact - even the 
Rankean fact passes through the historian's mind, the fact is 
coloured by the already existing qu:1ntum of prejudice, predilection, 

bias in his mind so that the fact also becomes biased. This 
process of passing the fact through the mind i5 the third stage of 

historical investigation. The first stage is the selection of the fact. 
Why that fact and not any other fact is selected is itself the result 

of a bias. Secondly, when that fact is put in a certain context 
which makes the fact historical, the choice of the context is also 
subjective Thirdly, when the fact passes through the historian's 
mind he is contemplating it; he is giving a value to it, i.e., be as 
judging it. This is value judgment, which is subjective. So at every 

historian's mind plays on the fact and makes the fact a medium 
stage the through which his mind acts. It is not as if the fact is 
clarified by the mind, it is only as if the mind is clarified by the 

fact. 
What has been said so far may indicate that total objectivity 

is impossible for a historian as it is possible for a scientist. A 
given volume of material weighs the same in the same place at the 
same time to every scientist. But a historical fact like the revolt 

of 1857 is not the same thing to every historian. It is not necessary 
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for one historian to be wrong for another to be right. Both can 
be right but in different ways. 

I. Berlin has the following illumination to throw on the 
subject. 'We know what we mean by disparaging a judgment or 
a method as subjective or biased - we mean that proper methods 
of weighing evidence have been too far ignored; or that wh3t are 
normally called facts have been overlooked or suppressed or per
verted; or that evidence normally accepted as sufficient to account 
for the acts of one individual or society is, for no good reason 
ignored in some other case similar in all relevant respects; or that 
canons of interpretation are arbitrarily altered from case to case 
i. e., without consistency or principle; or that we have reasons for 
thinking that the historian in question wished to establish certain 
conclusions for reasons other than those justified by the evidence 
according to canons of valid inference accepted as normal in his 
day or in ours, and that this has blinded him to the criteria and 
methods normal in his field, or all, or any of these together; or 
other considerations like them. These arc the kinds of ways in 
which superficiality is in practice distinguished from depth, bias 
from objectivity, preversion of facts from honesty, stupidity from 
perspicacity, passion and confusion from detachment aad lucidity; 
and if we grasp these rules correctly, we are fully justified in 
denouncing breaches of them on the part of anyone ........ all objecti-
vity we shall again be told is subjective, is what it is relatively to 
its own time and place; all veracity, reliability, all the insights 
and g'.fts of an _intellectually fertile period are such one relatively 
to thelf own 'climate of opinion." 1 

. The above observations of I. Berlin point to the necessary 
relation betwe~n subjectivity and relativism and objectivity and 
absolutely valid positions. Total objectivity we have seen is not 

I 
:erl~n : _Historical inevitability. The above passages from 

er!m dornt to tw_o dangers which a historian faces: either he 
pre_ en _s _to be obJec_tive and will in any case be accused of 

SUbJf.~11;11y or he will have to accept historical relativism as 
~ vahi ogVma. This is a Problem to which we will advert m c apter 1. 
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possible. If so will it necessarily lead to subjectivity and therefore 
relativism? Relativism we may say is the dogma which holds that 
the values of each age must be judged with reference to contem
porary beliefs, faith and value system and not with reference to a 
later day moral code. It will follow that each man is to be 
judged according to his values and not by an independent or 
absolute scale of values. Then it will follow that a murderer or a 
robber cannot be judged by a magistrate for if a murderer is to be 
judged by a murderer's scale of values his behaviour will be 
impeccable. No one can judge another. There can be no right 
and no wrong, no sin and no righteousness. Rousseau's Romantic 
Dream of the state of nature of a savage can perhaps be realised. 
It is an eternal question; what is right? Whatever answer you give 
can be followed by •why do you think so?' For similar reasons 
no one has yet succeeded in defining truth. Then one has to say 
it is a matter of conscience, nay, good conscience. Defore the 
inevitable questions of 'what is good conscience?', ·bow do you 
know it?' arise, one had better say that in these matters one has to 
be dogmatic and doctrinaire. Ultimately, right and wrong can be 
felt and not communicated or argued about at fundamental level. 
We know that the September massacres were wrong. On the ground 
that a historian shall not judge, should we refrain from saying 
that the Spanish Inquisition was cruel, that Mohammed Tughluq 
was not particularly gentle when he skinned people alive or th11t 
there was some difference between a Chingiz Khan and a post
Kalinga Asoka? When Acton called upon a historian to judge and 
to judge morally, he was only calling upon them to express expli
citly the dictates of their good canscience and to call a spade a 
spade. Spades are spades howsoever our vision might cheat us. 2 

It is this objective which a historian has to keep in mind when he 
deals with past situations which cry out for straightforward 

2 'It d~es not follow that because a mountain appears to take 
on d11Terent shapes from different anoies of vision it has 
objectively ei_the~ no shape at all or an° infinity of shapes.' 
Carr : What is History? p. 21 . 
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judgment. So Trevelyan said 'I do not mean that we should be 
impartial in the sense of thinking that all sides in the past were 

equally in right' . 3 

Michael Oakeshott made a controversial statement in a paper 
read to the second and fourth Irish conferences of historians·1 on 
the need for historians to call a spade a spade but Alfred Cobban 
countered this position by the following: •• 'It is admittedly diffi
cult', says Prof. Oakeshott, 'to avoid the description of conduct in 
generally speaking' moral terms. This I take mean that e. g., we 
cannot help describing the September massacres as massacres. The 
important thing is to avoid any suggestion that massacres are a bad 
thing, because this would be a moral judgement and therefore non-

historical." 
This is an extremely untenable position to take, for if this 

line is followed the result will be an inability to distinguish 
between Nero and Asoka, Hitler and Gandhi. This attitude of 
moral neutrality is abdication of a historian's duty to 'morally 
judge' whenever the judgment is not likely to be disputed by any 
but those devoid of all moral sense. Each one should satisfy him
self that he takes the side of right as against wrong. To extend 
this sense of moral righteousness to the field of historical exposition 
is only logical and necessary and is certainly not non-historical as 
Cobban would have us believe. A. L. Rowse makes the issue clear 
when he 5ays underneath all the change of circumstances and condi
tion, there is a certain cQntinum to which all standards may be 
related for their validity. The nature of man qua- man gives the 
real basis to our moral judgments, however conditioned by time 
so that we may as historians condemn Nero for a bad man and 
acclaim Jesus as a good man. Max Weber qualifies this attitude 
and suggests that our criticism should be confined to impersonal 
institutions and not extended to persons. He refers to •the master
less slavery in which capitalism enmeshes the worker or the debtor.' 

3 Autobzography, p. 65 

4 and quoted by Marwick •The Nature of History' p. 101 
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He says that the historian should pass moral judgments on institu
tions but not on the individuals who created them. Toynbee is 
rather stern in his moral judgments. He describes Mussolini's 
invasion of Abyssinia in 1935 as a deliberate personal sin and 
I. Berlin insists that it is the duty of the historian to judge 
Charlemagne or Napoleon or Genghis Khan or Hitler or Stalin for 
their massacres. Motley denounced Philip II in these terms: •If 
there are vices ... from which he was exempt. it is because it is not 
permitted by human nature to attain perfection even in evil', and 
Stubbs described king John as one •polluted with every crime that 
could disgrace a man', but D. Knowles declared that the historian 
is not a judge still less a banging judge. 5 Croce is rather emphatic 
on this point and remarks, those who on the plea of narrating 
history buzzle about as judges, condemning here and giving absolu
tion there, because they think that this is the office of history ... 
are generally recognized as devoid of historical sense.' Acton in 
our opinion, has said the last word on the subject. 'The inflexibi
lity of the moral code is the secret of the authority, the dignity and 
the utility of history.' In the interests of civilization and human 
progress, it would not only be safer but right to agree with Acton. 

There are two phases in historical enquiry: one relating to 
facts; the other interpretation. The first part can be and has t,o be 
objective. The second will necessarily be the subjective part/ but 
even in this subjective part, we can recognize the disti..tiction 
between the reasonable and the unreasonable. It will be sheer 
perversity to say that even in the realm of morals what is food to 
one will be poison to another. Aggressive wars we know must be 
condemned. In ancient India unprovoked mrntary aggression called 
digvijaya was deemed a royal virtue, and was given religious sanctity 
and political validity. The historian of today is under no more 
obligation to defend this aggression than one is to approve of 
cannibalism on the ground that a cannibal must be judged by the 
canons of a cannibal's conscience. 

5 Historian and Character pp : 4, 5 
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The real difficulty arises not in such clearcut cases of absolutely 
rioht vs. absolutely wrong but numerous borderland cases which 
fill the paoes of history. It is difficult for one living today to feel 
and think "'like one's ancestors and when that is so it would be not 
only highly subjective but very un~air to im_p~te modern motivations 
to ancient people. Historiograph1cally this 1s unpardonable ana
chronism. For example, to accuse Omphis of Taxila who helped 
Alexander against Porus, of lack of patriotism is a case of lack of 
historical perspective and imputa ti?n _o~ modern motivations to 
ancient people. Clear cases of subJect1v1ty are partiality towards 
one's country, religion,community,race, linguistic group etc., i.e., 
'doing unto others as one would not \\hh, to be done by'. It 
has been rightly said that the most odious form of the moral bias 
is found in the history that loudly condemns ~he crimes and perse
cutions of one side and conceals or defends those of the other. 

The historian is subjective not because of his uniqueness of 
thought, but his emotions. It is easy to say that the mind shall 
be free from sentiments before it begins to judge. But the very act 
of judgment becomes subjective, when the judge has to choose 
among a number of possible decisions. Further the historian begins 
with hypotheses and assumptions. These are not the results of 
investigatiuns, but their starting points. Carr said 'the bias of the 
historian can be judged by the hypothesis which he adopts.' 0 To 
explain is to justify and to try to argue is to try to convert, though 
of course, prejudices and mere opinions often masquerade as un
biased statements. 

V" Objectivity in dealing with a specific problem in history 
consists in one's capacity to see all sides of a question. It is a 
historian's obligation to do so and to refrain from exaggerating 
the virtues of one side and denigrating the other suppressing the 
t~uth or suggesting the false. What is more dangerous than down
nght falsehood is a clever mixture of the false and the truth. 
'Errors to be dangerous muc;t have a great deal of truth mingled 

6 What is History? p. 55 
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with them; It is only from this alliance that they can ever obtain 
an extensive circulation. '7 

Some historians believe that the best way to escape from 
subjectivity is to confine oneself to facts and leave out judg
ment or perhaps even criticism. But what are facts? They acquire 
the meanings the historians give, for the facts are placed in a con
text of the historian's choice and it is well-known that the facts 
just do not speak for themselves. Becker said: • the facts of his
tory do not exist for any historian until he creates them and into 
every fact that he creates some part of his individual experience 
must enter.' 

A certain modicum of inevitable bias thus naturally remains. 
One would even say that such a bias is not only inevitable but some
what desirable too. 'I do not think it desirable; whoever writes 
completely free from bias will produce a colourless and dull book.'8 

There is a kind of subjectivity which is dangerous and must 
be unequivocally condemned. History is often perverted to be used 
as propaganda to further one socio-political purpose or another or 
for the promotion of religious or other ideals. 'When history is 
used as a branch of propaganda it is a very deadly weapon.' This 
weapon is often used without regard to the damage one causes to 
truth, by patriots whose intentions are irrelevant to their achieve
ment. For a historidn patriotism, communalism and other group 
loyalties are not virtues but a handicap. 0 The wrongly written 
history books especially for children often circulate national self
glorification and a corresponding denigration of other people. This 
corrupts the youthful mind but what is more to the point, it des-

7. S. Smith : Moral philosophy, p. 7 
8. J. B. Bury : A letter on the writing of history to the editor of 

the Morning Post. 

9. 'Undoubtedly patriotism so called is the gravest danger to 
~hich civilization is at present exposed and anything that 
rncreases its virulance is more to be dreaded than plague, pesti
lence and famine'. Bertrand Russell : Marriage and Morals, 
p, 172 
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troys truth. It is on record that a secondary school boy in a West 
European country wrote down what he knew about a Jap: 'Wh:it 
I think of Japs? I think of the Japanese as a race of people who 
can build small things like radios. But they can also build big 
boats, like the wortd•s largest tankers. The truth is that I hate 
Japs.' Every individual in most nations gets accustomed to some 
big prejudiced thought or other. To the Nazi German he was the 
superior Aryan: Mussolini thought and told that Caesar's land of 
glory will be revived. The British, especially those of the Kipling 
and Curzon school of thinking naturally thought they were the 
most superior people, that the empire. they founded was for the 
benefit of others and they were only 'hewers of wood and drawers 
of water': the Americans profoundly believed i'i-1 a manifest destiny 
which made them somehow the guardians of others; and many 
Hindus inspired by some of their spiritual teachers sincerely belie,e 
that India is the land of destiny, 'punyadesa'. These superstitions 
are the antithesis of history. A strong reaction to this kind of 
subjectivism results in what may be called inverted subjectivism, 
i. e., exaggerating the virtues of one's own country and denigrating 
those of others is straightforward subjectivism: but falsely praising 
others for the sake of politeness or underrating one's own country 
due to humility will be inverted subjectivism which is as objection
able as the former. 

Finally, it may be noted that historical works rarely admit 
their subjectivism. They proclaim their ol\jectivity. But even a 
superficial glance will show that at almost every turn the author's 
predilections peep through. It is well-known that 'an American 
scholar once produced a book entitled an impartial history of the 
civil war, from the southern point of view.' 10 

The word subjective is very wide in its connotation. The 
historian can commit many errors of understanding, correlation, 

expression etc., as a result of one kind of subjectivity or another. 
Even conceding that a historian's approach to his work would 

10. F. A. Hayek : Capitalism a7Ul the Historfans, p. 127 
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necessarily be subjective depending on his hypothesis or professional 
assumptions, tl;ere can be patent errors of a logical nature which 
it would be the duty of everyone to avoid. One of the first errors 
made by persons outside the field of history is that history merely 
consists of remembering some dates, a few persona\ and place 
names etc. and that historical truth is not different from the under
standing of a literate who has read his da.ily newspapers purveying 
sensational news. This widespread heresy has created a wrong 
image of history in the minds of the dominantly illiterate public in 
many educationally backward countries. This superstition popu
larly facile but academically dangerous is widely shared-and that 
is the major calamity-by many persons trained in other disciplines 
and who may happen to be in positions of academic authority, 
educational policy-makers and so forth. It must be clearly 
understood that history is as much a unique discipline as any other. 
It has its own rules of the game and the game cannot be played by 
any who have not had considerable probation in it. 

Social history is one area of historical writing which is most 
susceptible of subjective treatment and it is in that field that most 
writers affirm that they are objective. R. I. Crane says, •when 
the social historian has made his decisions as to what are the 
relevant aspects of society to be studied .... he will be in a position 
to know what kind of information about society he has to find if 
his research is to come to fruition. It should be understood that 
this view point casts out the naive and misleading argument that 
history is objective, i. e., has no objects has no point of view and 
no aim. There is no such history. Those who claim that their 
history is, have either deluded themselves or are seeking to delude 
their readers.' 11 

Objectivity in history is not the same thing as refusing to 
draw a conclusion or to interpret; only, the interpretation must be 
made not out of any prejudice in the historian's mind but arguable 
solely from the data and consistent with it. Thus the historian 

I I Studies i11 Social Mstory, p. 22 
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should not shirk the responsibility of reflecting on history and 
interpreting it; for 'if the accurate, judicious and highly trained 
fail to draw the lessons of history, the unscrupulous and the un
qualified will do it for them.' 12 

1he case for objectivity and for subjectivity has been more 
or less equally argued. The final position however will be 
that every person though necessarily subjective in his writings must 
reduce it to a minimum and be non-aligntd between the social 
camp to which he belongs and that to which he does not. Polybius 
treating the Romans and the Carthaginians alike in many places in 
Punic Wars and Gibbon finding it possible to be critical about 
Christianity are instances of possible objectivity. Judges being 
human reflect their personalities in their judgments. But they do 
not advocates of a cause. A historian must try to behave like a 
judge rather than an advocate. 

Faraday said that 'scientists must expect nothing but observe 
everything.' This advice applies to the historian also. But since 
the historian has not only to observe but also to comment, and 
commentary will be mostly opinion the subjective cannot be 
avoided. The most diligent can prove or disprove only facts but 
never opinions and when prejudices begin to prevail arguments can 
be of no avail. 

ii Historical Fallacies 

While practising the profession of history many fallacies are 
committe.d. Fallacy is a logical error usually subtle and therefore 
not easily or clearly spotted and rejected. Any historical exposi
tion will consist of one or other of numerous fallacies unless great 
care is taken. A thorough grounding in logical system can be 
insisted up

11
on a basic qualification for a practising historian; for 

criticism is of the essence of his job and criticism involves 
careful logical analysis. There are some people who instinctively 
get into logical errors and apparently don't mind doing it, They 

12 C. V. Wedgewood: Velvet studies, p. 156 
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can be called misologists (haters of logic). Logic - hating will 
include carelessness in the assembling of facts, slipshod arrange
ment and loose thinking. D. H. Fischer has listed a very large 
number of historian's possible fallacies in his book Historian's 
Fallacies toicard a logic of historical thought. 

According to him the following are the chief fallacies: 
Fallacies of question-framing, factual verification, factual signi
ficance, generalization, narration, causation, motivation, composi
tion, false analogy, semantical distortion, substantive destruction. 
These are categorised under major fallacies relating to enquiry, 
explanation and argument. He says that if a historian commits 
an error no catastrophe will - follow, nor will the historian be 
punished as if he has committed a crime; he compares history to a 
game of chess, i. e., if history is not written according to the rules 
of the game the only consequence will be that such writing will 
not be called history. Among the many fallacies a historian can 
commit, one may consider a few as more important. The fallacy 
of false analogy by which the historian proceeds on the wrong 

ssumption that if a certain set of circumstances led to a certain a .. 
historical situation. similar sets of circumstances will also lead to 
similar situations, is to be discouraged. The attribution of later 
day motivation to earlier historical persons is another serious 
fallacy. Above all the_ err~r of pathetic fallacy is quite common 

·ally among art historians. They use a language reminiscent espec1 · 
of Jiving persons capable of emotions and psychological appeal 
when they deal with stone, brisk and mortar, marble etc. This 
is an attempt to convey the purely su'::>jective experience at aesthetic 
level of one person to another. This involves no logic and there
fore 

00 
conviction. The most unpardonable mistake which his-

t 
. commit however, is to draw more conclusions than the onans • 

premises warrant and make generalizations though the evidence 
does not strictly permit it, in short, to ignore the sound advice 

contained in Ockbam • s Razor. 

c. E. M. Joad, emphasising the difficulties in implemen

ting the injunctions of Ockham, says, 'the writing of history must 
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from its verv nature be informed by a subjective element. For 
written hist~ry is a record of events seen through the spectacles of 
Mr. X. Y .• a limited and partial personage living in a particular 
age, a member of a particular civilization, the child of a particular 
environment and the inheritor or a particular culture .... but accredi

ted historians make every effort to minimise or at least to disguise 
this element of the personal.' 13 

One must distinguish between the inevitably subjective and 
the deliberately subjective. The former being inevitable shall not 
be worried about. In the matter of interpretation it is permissible 
to choose one among many and even insist upon what most others 
may not agree to. For instauce, there is considerable divergence 
of opinion regarding the process of modernisation of India which 
was evident in the early period of British rule here. Some say 
that it was natural for the British to export to the colonies and 
imperial outposts institutional developments and ideological 
changes occurring in their own country. Some others would say 
that it was an inevitable upshot of the impact of westernism and 

the British need not be credited with it. Still others-a somewhat 

pugnacious lot-would maintain that the British had a selfish 

motive in improving transport, introducing industries, encouraging 
a more widespread system of education, rearing a modern type of 

judiciary and in building up an efficient civil service. All these, 

accor~ing _to these men, were intended to boost and support 

i?1penal mtercst, In holding any of these opinions, however 
s1~cere and apparently dispassionate the holder of the opinion 

might be, the subjective element colouring these opinions can 
always be found out. In fact, there is no harm in this and one 

c~uld even _say that it is a privilege of historians to hold divergent 

views, P:ov1~ed the views could be logically supported by data. 

But a_ thJrd kmd ~f subjectivity is highly objectionable and that is 

conscious ~erver~1on and deliberate falsification. Suppressio vcri 
and sug~estw Jalsi, the wcl_l-kn~wn logical errors apart, withholding 
of relevant documents while discussing a problem or introducing a 

13. C. E. M. Joad: The story of Indian civilization, p. ix 
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false document will amount to historiographical crimes. Many in 
authority have destroyed incriminating evidence. For example, the 
Chinese emperor Shi-hwangti thought his glory will be the greater 
if there was no record of any reign before his and he ordered all 
the previous literature to be destroyed. But the destruction could 
not be thorough and his intention and performance have also 
become history. 

Strong prejudice for or against particular ideologies per
suades people to hold partial views on matters of public interest 
and if they are in authority they can cause unju~t destruction of 
even useful property. King Omar was convinced that nothing 
beyond the Quran deserved to be preserved in public libraries and 
the Alexandrian library suffered. Official attempts to write 
history Ji ave always tended to be partial to the interests of those 
who hold office for the time being. Priestly literature has been 
pro-Brahminical in India. Historians like Macaulay tended to 
write their histories from the Whig point of view; some others 
wrote from the Tory point of view. Laski always wrote from the 

socialist point of view and E. H. Carr takes the Soviet line. The 
government of India (post-independence) would like the history of 
India to be rewritten from the nationalist point of view and some 
other authorities would like communal histories to be written. 
These are natural like the brutal instinct in man and like that 

must be resisted. 

The subjective in historical writing usually takes shape as a 
didactical error which consists in reading a pet theory in otherwise 
innocent situation or using only such material as will yield that 
lesson. The patriotic error forgets the defects of one's own 
country as well as the virtues of others. It takes .two forms in 
India especially when it is written by Hindus. They run down the 
Islamic and British governments of India, but glorify the ancient 

Hindu past. A strictly scientific ( supported by statistical data) 
study of any of these periods of Indian history can yield fundamen
tally different conclusions. Imputation of modern ideas to ancient 
institutions is best seen in some authors impelled by cultural 
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chauvinism: For example, emotional criticism of the Hindu caste 
system which Jikc the feudal system was needed at a particular 
stage of Hindu ~ocial development. Fustel de Coulanges, the 
French historian advises students of history: I. to study the 
original text with minute care, 2. to accept only when they ap
prove and 3. to keep out modern ideas from the past. To conclude 
we might summarise the different ways in which the objective and 
the subjective are related : 

I. The subjective is inevitable i.e., it is a necessary evil imposed 
on us by nature, cannot be eliminated and is to be tolerated. 

2. The subjective is not only inevitable but as a laudable pur
pose it is desirable and is to be welcomed. 

3. The subjective need not be shyed at or explained away but 
may be explained by conscious effort. 

4. The objective is desirable but not attainable. 

5. The objective is not even desirable; it need not be aimed at. 

6. The objective is attainable upto a point at which the subjective 
becomes unavoidable. But upto that the point the objective 
must be tenaciously maintained. 

The lost of the viewpoints may be deemed to represent 
the truth of the matter. 

iii Re-Writing of History 

From age to age historical perspectives vary and with such 
changes coming in histories written in previous ages are rewritten 
by historians with a different outlook. Reappraisals are made of 
persons and events. Histories written on the verge of a revolution 
und ergo change when the revolution has passed and the dust has 
settled. Momentary passions of nationalism create patriotic histo

ries which become levelheaded with the return of sobriety. Jingoism 
and imperialism create an emphasis which will be blunted with the 

vanishing of the Jingoist enthusiasm. Kipling's as well as Savarkar's 

writings get revised. Even within a hard and fast system like the 

communist regime in Russia the history of Stalinist Russia is re writ-
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ten in the days of Kruschev who is in his turn shelved in the days of 
his successors. It must be admitted that history cannot be static 
and has to grow but its growth and change can be considered heal
thy only under three conditions: I. in the normal process of the 
development of historiography with new material coming in and set
ting right or at ]east questioning old perspectives, history will de
mand reappraisal. Secondly, when excessive personal bias has crept 
into a work of history, that does need setting right, but only to the 
extent of correcting the bias. Thirdly, when new values have arisen 
in society, past events will be critically reviewed anew and this may 
bring about rewriting of history. But much rewriting that takes 
place now in India is one of two undesirable varieties. It is attemp
ted either to counter old bias by new and opposire bias of equal or 
greater magnitude or to create entirely new kinds of bias. This is 
an unhealthy trend and needs to be checked. 



7 
Historicism and Historical Relativism 

I Historicism 

Historicism originally meant •development and continuity 
as fundamental characteristics of the historical process' ,1 and is 
connected with the German word 'Historismus.' But it is also 
realised that this assumption of the development and continuity 
of the historical process is a deceptive halftruth and it has been 
stated emphatically that 'continuity is by no means the most cons
picuous feature of history.':! Herein the basic fallacy of historicism 

was exposed. The theory of continuity which is a corollary of a 
pattern, a principle, a philosophy is disproved by the occurrence of 

tl1e fortuitous i. e., 'development and continuity are not a total 
explanation of the historical process. '3 

Historicism has been given innocent and non-controversial 
meanings also. For example, Friedriche Meinecke uses the word to 
mean the rise of a new historical outlook, to denote the vital im

por_tance of intellectual history in the study of the development of 
nat10ns and culture. 

Croce gives another meaning for the word h' t · · . 1s onc1sm, 
namely, the science of history. He says that 'th 'd I 

. e I eas or va ues 
which have been taken as the measure and the model f h' 

. . s o 1story 
are not universal ideas and values. But are th 

1 
. 

d . . emse ves particular 
an h1stoncal facts elevated to the rank f . I 
f h , . o un1versa s'. Croce 

urt er says that the historical outlook c 
1 1 

• 

1 
2 
3 

omp ete y undermrnes the 

G. Barraclaugh : History in a changin ld 
4 . g WOT , p. 

F. J. C. Hearnshaw: Medieval contribut· t d . . . . 
. . ion o mo ern cii'ilization 

G. Barraclaugh: History in a changing world, p. S 
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superficial rationalism of the 18th and 19th centuries type, and in 
its place develops a profounder rationalism which realising how 
irrational men and events are ,vould on the basis of that knowledge 
the more satisfactorily subsume them and shape them into order.' 
In fact, Croce who has been dabbling in this kind of relativism 
made a statement which looks like his going back on everything he 
had said before. He said 'since every affirmation is a judgment 
and judgment implies category, the constitutive elements of histo
riography are the system of judgment categories.' Of course, we 
may agree as A. L. Rowse concedes that 'historical thinking liber
ates us from the transcendental and the wholesale intrusion of 
ethi-;:al judgments from one age and clime into totally different 
ones.' Barraclaugh said that • historicism is the progenitor of 
relativism.'·1 He says that •as in historicism. in relativism also 
truth about a situation is sought to be understood in terms of 
relation to its context, environment, antecedents etc.' and not 
admitting the inherent value of a situation. According to this 
definition historicism asserts that there are no absolutes. The 
whole problem of historicism (of this meaning) is that there is no 
theory which would not need adaptation according to the needs 

df the times. 

Burckhardt said that •history signifie:; only relativism.' 
Philosophical and historical ideas differ in essence and orgin; the 
former must be as firm and as exclusive as possible, the latter as 
fluid and open ••• nothing wholly unconditioned has ever existed 
and nothing that was solely a determinant. At the same time one 

element predominates in one aspect of life, another in another. 
It is all a question of relative importance, of the dominant at any 
particular time.' Commenting on this A. L. Rowse5 says, •a 
practical deduction that Burckhardt drew was that in judging the 
men· of a particular epoch with their virtues and vices we must 
see them within the system of their time.' He further quotes 

4 History in a changing world, p. 3 
5 The use of History, ch. on historical thinking. 



96 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Morley as saying 'the historian's method is non-moral, like any 
other scientific instrument. There is no more conscience in your 
comparative history than there is incomparative an atomy ... talk 
of eternal political truth or fhst principles of government has no 
meaning ... relative tests and standards are the keys both to real 
knowledge of history and to fair measure of its actors.' 

One of those who made fundamental contribution to this 
idea of relativism was Wilhem Dilthey (1833 - 191 I). According 
to him •every age expresses its attitude to life and the world in 
certain principles of thought and conduct which are regarded in 
that age as absolute and unconditionally valid ... the historian 
discovers these principles in every age whicl} he studies but be also 
discernts that they vary from age to age and that inspite of the 
claim to absoluteness which is always made, changed circum
stances always result in changed principles which are therefore 
historically relative ... history having recorded the relativity of 
all ideas and practices points to its own relativity and leaves us in 
the po~ition known as histodcism or historical relativism.' This 
relativist approach it is needless to say will result in cynicism 

and a reaction to it will lead to dogged authoritarianism. But 
Dilthey welcomes historicism for two reasons: I. He thinks it 
is a deliverance from superstition and illu~ion and 2. he treats 

this as a revelation of the manifold capacities of human life. To 
put it in the words of A. L. Rowse • Dilthey does not say that 
no one can ever know how to act or think but that in every situation 
man can find a way .•• and the more he learns that every parti
cular set of principles is the mind's reaction to a particular set of 

circumstances the more it appears that even historicism bas to 

admit one absolute after all, namely, the marvellously adaptable 
human mind itself'. 6 

The meaning which has been assumed by critics like 
K. R. Popper for the word hi5toricism and has become widespread 
because of the controversies it has generated. Popper is the 

6 The Use of History 
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greatest and most logical opponent of the doctrlne of historicism 
which according to him means that •it is the task of the social 
sciences to propound historical prophesies, and that historical 
prophesies are needed if we wish to conduct politics in a rational 
way.' To him historicism is the relic of an 'ancient superstition 
even though the people who believe in it are usually convinced 
that it is a very new progressive revolutionary and scientific theory.' 
Popper levelled highly methodological criticism against the theories 
of thinkers like Comte (the positivist), Marx (the socialist) and 
Toynbee (the meta-historian) all of whom thought of historical 
laws. The essence of Popper's criticism is contained in his famous 
pamphlet entitled The Poverty of Historicism. 7 A well-known and 
a more fullfledged work by Popper is the Open Society and its 
Enemies (1945). In a fine paper entitled Prediction and Prophecy ·in 
the Social Scicnces. 8 Popper has made mincemeat of the Doctrine of 

Historicism. Popper says that Historicism is concerned with showing 
that some prediction is possible in history, i.e., even as we can pro
phesy solar eclipses with a high degree of precision and for a long 
time ahead, it should be possible to predict revolutions. Among 
those who made such claims for history Popper singles out Marx and 
treats him as a model for many others who believed in a historical 
pattern whose future course can be foretold provided we knew all 
about the circumstances. He says • •this is an untenable position 
because a clear distinction must be made between 'scientific pre
dictions•, which are usually conditional and 'historical prophecies', 
which have to be unconditional. The historicist does not derive 
his histo~ical prophecies from conditional scientific predictions 
because he cannot do so, since Jong term prophecies can be derived 
from scientific conditional predictions only if they apply to 
systems which can be described as well isolated, stationary and 
recurrent.•• •These systems', according to Popper, • are very rare 

in nature and modern society is surely not one of them.' He 

7 

8 

Origi1;1ally published in the Economica in 1944-45 and republi
shed 1n book form in 1957 
Which is included in P. Gardiner's Theories of History, 1969 
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further illustrates the point: eclipses for instance can be prophesied 
because the so]ar system is a stationary and repetitive system 
and scientific prediction is possible only in cases in which repeti
tive systems are involved and a]so if these are isolated from other 
influences. But in social science neither isolation nor repetition 
is possible. But Popper takes caution to say that for the social 
science to be useful it is not necessary for it to be capable of 
prediction. 

Popper though he quotes Marx as an impre::;sive example 
includes Spengler and Toynbee among those who believe in 
historicism. Popper's main argument against historicism is that. 
in history and for that matter in any social science, we are not 
concerned with social wholes such as groups, nations, societies, 
civilizations etc. Popper rejects this idea of study of social wholes 
on the plea that these social wholes mean nothing but postulates 
of popular social theories rather than empirical objects, for 
example, 'middle class.' 'Middle class does not stand for any 
empirical group. It stands for a kind of ideal object whose 

existence depends upon theoretical assumptions. Accordingly, the 
belief in the empirical existence of social wholes or collectives has 
to be replaced by the demand that social phenomena including 
collectives should be analysed in terms of individuals and their 
actions and relations.' Thus it will be seen that the historicist 
position of predictability, which involves as assumption that 
historical events are •determined', is untenable. Popper re-esta
blishes the theory of the autonomy of events. However causally 
connected they do not yield an 'invariable pattern'. 

Popper further says: •The two most important modern 
versions of historicism are the historical philosophy of racialism 
or fascism on the nne (right) hand and the Marxian historical 
philosophy on the other (left). For the chosen people racialism 
substitutes the chosen race of one's choice selected as the instru
ment of destiny ultimately to inherit the earth. 9 Marx's histori-

9 Hit!er chose the (_}erman people as the chosen race; Aurobind , 
choice are the residents of India. 0 5 
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cal philosophy substitutes for it the chosen class, the instrument 
for the creation of the classless society and at the same time the 
class destined to inherit the earth. Both theories based their 
historical forecast on an interpretation of history which leads to 
the discovery of a law of development. In the case of racialism 
this is thought of as a kind of natural law .•• in the case of 
Marxist philosophy of history, the law is economic all history 
has to be interpreted •as a struggle of classes for economic 
supremacy.' 

ii Historical Relativism. 

We noted above that historicism is usually equated with 
historical relativism. Relativism is the doctrine which holds that 
our judgments are, or should be relative to the age and the clime 
under consideration. In this context the word 'relativity' is avoided 
because it is reminiscent of the Einsteinian law. For the historical 
principle, therefore, the word, 'relativism' is coined. There are two 
meanings in which the word relativism is used: I. that all mani
festations are related to one another hecause they are all part of a 
larger and historical process of spiritual formation and 2. that 
there is nothing absolutely predictable or even dictable about the 
process of history and therefore everything is relative. One of the 
reasons for historical relativism is that facts of history are all 
different and therefore have different meanings. As Sir John Neale 
put it •all facts are not born free and equal.' The relativism in 
regard to the historian's task may be summarised as follows: I. 
choice of the material to illuminate the subject, period or person, 
2. choice of the method of illumination whether it should be 
biographical, sociological or institutional, 3. the nature of the 
value judgments he brings to bear on these, i. e., his assessments. 
All these will tend to make history so written relative. Even if the 
first two choices are identical historians will differ in regard to the 
third. 

There is a subtle distinction between historical relativism 
and subjectivism which Cohen suggests. He says •having chosen a 
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given perspective that which the historian can truthfully quote is 
objective determinism.' This measure of objectivity preceded no 
doubt, by a certain amount of subjectivity in the choice of the pre
mises must be possible. But there is another point of view which 
holds that 'unless we look at the past through its own eyes, we can 
be hopelessly misled by the differences in empha~is. For, the law 
of perspective seems to work contrarywise down the centurie.;; the 
figures grow larger as they walk away. 10 There is another kind of 
distortion which occurs in historical communication. Our mis
understanding of contemporary reporters will add to their mis
understanding of the situations they reported and thus lead to 
double distortion. Much of this is caused by"semantic difficulties. 
There is a viewpoint found largely in the writings of Benj:imin Lee 
Whorf11 which is the general notion that the grammatical categories 
of a law determine or at least influence strongly the general manner 
of conceiving the world of those who speak it. This is not yet 
completely proven. Basic behaviour may be independent of language. 
But sophistication will decide and he decided by language. In 
collecting historical material from written records, from tape-recor
ded speeches or in oral history, the problem of correct verbal inter
pretation occurs. When a historian in modern times consults a 
record left by one who Jived ten centuries ago, what he thinks the 
document conveys is his own interpretation of the contents of the 
document and not what the author of the document thought, or 
thought he thought, or even what he wanted others to think that 
he thought. The historian's interpretation can vary according to his 
needs and his prejudices. Differences in points of view affecting 
understanding and therefore judgment can be illustrated: 

X standing at Pt. 0 and Y standing at Pt. Pare persons 
viewing object A situated at Pt. N. X's view of A and Y's view 

of A will differ according to angle ONP and the ratio between 

10 0. Lawson Dick: Life and times of J. Aubrey 

11 Called Whorfianism, or linguistic relativity 
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ment will be nil. In illustration 

No. 2 the greater the distance 

(i.e., the time lag) between point 

of sight and A, the greater the 

chance of wrong understanding. 

This postulate like all postulates scientifically stated de
pends on the assumption of constancy of other factors like differ
ence in the medium existing between ON and PN. Here the 
medium will not be material as in the case of physics like water, 
glass or air, but will be language or any other mode of communi
cation including art symbols. 

Historical relativism often occurs because historians among 
others forget that there can be two or more sides to a problem. 
Protagonists of particular historical positions emphasise the 
validity of certain favoured positions, rather than recognise alter
native ones. For example, a crusade has a crescentade and Whigs 
must not forget Tories, underdogs must not be overlooked by top 
ones and so forth. 

Certain differences in taste which can be purely aesthetic 
and personal lead to stern judgments at times. This is an area of 
human speculation in which dogmatism will not help. Certain 
sculptures in Khajuraho are plainly erotic if not obscene. Trying 
to defend the sculptures from the criticism they will naturally 
evoke, K. M. Munshi wrote: 'I must however enter a caveat 
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against people of one generation brought up whith its own stand
ard of tastes, sitting in judgment on the tastes of another genera
tion, a different age or a different social and aesthetic tradition' 1'.l. 

This seems to be true on the face of it. But at this rate we must 
abdicate the right to judge; if we do not judge in history we can 
judge nowhere else. But indeed, comparisons are odious to those 
who suffer by the comparison. In the words of Karl Mannheim 
'even the categories in which experiences are subsumed, collected 
and ordered vary according to the social position of the obser
ver', 13 and E. H. Carr summarised saying 'the point of view of 
the historian enters irrevocable into every observation which he 
makes; history is shot through and through ;'ith relativity.' 14 

Relative judgments are generally the result of different 
experiences which cannot be even with difficulty communicated 
and so remain isolated. An important example of this will be 
the persistent misunderstanding of Hindu India's dharmic values 

by non-Hindus and a reciprocal inability on the part of the 
Hindus (the more orthodox, pious and genuine they are, the more 

complete the misunderstanding) to understand Western secular 

values. In every day experience we see emotional reactions of 
different kinds cropping out of the same situations. The horror 
experienced by an observer hailing from a prosperous clean country 

of the poverty of an under-developed slum marked country is only 
Ids reaction. The horror is not shared by the local prosperous 
persons not by the dwellers in the slums, even as the amazement 
expressed by the spectators in a circus is not shared by the per

formers. It has been pointed out as an object lesson in psychology 

that a piece of gold sovereign looks larger to a beggar boy than to 

a young prince of the royal family. The reason obviously is that 

the former unaccustomed to the dazzling sight is bewildered, his 

12 Quoted on p. 137 of Immortal Klta;'ura/w by Kanwarlal 
13 Ideology and Utopia, p. 130 
14 W!tat is History? p. 64 
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eyes dilate and so the object looks larger; and this does not happen 
to the latter. This is true also of larger experiences in history. 
Remote objects look small and remote events of no moment so that 
to fashionable internationalists the common poor man is no more 
than a slogan which helps him to his high political office for, with 
the best of intentions from his high altitude he cannot identify 
the worm. Similarly to the poor man international politics mean 
nothing. Fall of a government in a distant country is no concern 
of a peasant whose daily cares wear him down. So outlooks and 
judgment cannot be the same. 

The vital distinction between arithmetical calculations in
volving mere numbers and events happening to living persons in 
human society will be obvious. In arithmetic for instance, the 
equation 2-2 = 0 and I million - 1 million = 0 are not as cate
gories different. But if we could put it in human terms i.e., a person 
who bas only Rs. 2 loses them and becomes a pauper, his condi
tion may be arithmetically denoted as 2-2 = 0. Another person 
who has a million rupees and loses the million can be denoted as 
1 million - 1 million = 0. But these two equations are not the 
same in the human situation since the person involved in the first 
equation i~ not in the least as much affected as the person 
in the second equation i. e., the two zeroes are not equal". Basing 
themselves on illustrations as above it may be tempting for some 
to posit relativism in all human affairs. It is not denied that 
statistical, arithmetical, pseudo-scientific approaches to history 
may be exciting but will not be illuminating. That is not the 
same thing as saying that there are no moral principles at all which 
can and ought to control human actions and which can be under
stood as flowing from historical experience. 

But this line of argument is somewhat off the mark when we 
are concerned with the historian's crafc. He has access to the 
points of view of all. It is his function to stand heyond though he 
will decide where to stand and view the whole and judge impirti
ally i. e. to say taking everything into consideration. 
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An eminent and early proponent of historical relativism was 
Carl L. Becker (1873-1945) . 15 Becker says that the notion that 
history could be written merely by recounting facts seemed flatly 
impossible. Snyder, however, is of the view that his emphasis on 
what he called relativism seemed to imply the dissolution of aJl 
absolute ends or values which might define the direction of socia 1 
progress .•• yet his profounder moral convictions were all on the 
6ide of a belief that some ideals were in substance unchangeable 
and were indispensable at least in a civilized human society. 

A certain order of historians will deny the need for historical 
relativism if only the historian proceeds scientifically about his job. 
Fling holds that I. the historian selects facts l'hat are unique, 2. 
facts that have value16 on account of their uniqueness, 3. facts 
that are causally connected and 4. facts that reveal unique change 
or evolution. If a historian proceeds thus he proceeds scientifically 
according to Fling. Still, the use of the word value in this formula 
disquietens him. He says 'value' does not mean approval or dis
approval. It is not a position of partisanship but of importance; 

'the Protestants may love Luther, the Catholics may hate him. But 
they would agree that Luther is important for the Reformation.• 
But anyway relativism and subjectivism are inextricably mixed up 
and everything would depend upon the answer to the question: Do 
the concepts come first and select the facts or do the facts come 
first naturally leading to the concepts? A straight answer is not 
possible, because concepts are formed on the basis of facts known 
through experience and facts are gathered, rather selected according 
to an underlying idea. We have seen the many stances from which 
historical relativism is postulated by different thinkers. We shall 
now see how it will not be safe to push this doctrine too far. If 
one does so one gets into the logical fallacy of supposing that what 

IS His views on historical relativism are well presented in Detach
ment and writing of history: Eassnys and letters of Carl Becker: On 
History and the climate of opinion. 

16 Italics mine. 



HISTORICISM AND HISTORICAL RELATIVISM 105 

is true of the part is also true of the whole. The theory of relati
vism has been ably controverted by able philosophers. C. V. 
Wedgewood quotes Mi.::hael Polanyi as saying in his The Study of 
Man that 'the historians by emphasising the relativity of moral 
standards and their inconstant shiftings from age to age have 
exercised an important influence in undermining or at least unstea
dying our capacities to make moral judgment.' Thus the view that 
historical relativism cuts at the root of moral integrity is the first 
assault on that much battered theory. 

Acton, among historians, was one who has peremptory views 
on moral absolutism. •Mankind varies and advances in ethical 
insight. The virtue of today was once a vice and the code changes 
with the latitude. If King James burnt witches, if Machiavelli 
taught assassination as an art, if pious Crusaders slaughtered peace
ful Jews, if Ulysses played fast and loose we are exhorted to 
remember the times they lived in and leave them to the judgment 
of their peers. Mobility in the moral code, subjection of man to 
environment, indefinite allowance for date and race are standing 
formulae from Schlegel to the realistic philosophy.' 17 Froude held 
strong views on the eternal distinction between right and wrong. 
According to him opinions alter, manners change, creeds rise and 
fall. But the moral law is written on the tablets of eternity. Sir 
Thomas Brown exhorted 'think not that morality is ambulatory; 
that vices in one age are not vices in another, or that virtues which 
are under the everlasting seal of right reason may be stamped by 
opinion.' 18 Mandelbaum says, •there is a view of verification of 
truth known as the correspondence theory.' According to that 

theory, the only kind of verification is by direct confrontation. 
This direct confrontation is impossible in history. In history the 
common error that is made to obtain objectivity is to imagine that 
scissors and paste will avoid subjectivity. But what is scissored 
and pasted can be somebody else's subjectivity and then that is not 

17 Acton : Essays on modern history, p. 355 
18 Works, Vol. IV, p. 64 
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the way to obtain objectivity. Synthesis which can be tl:-:: product 
only of evaluation is essential if history is not to read li!<e a grocer's 
bill. The distinction between the subjective element in history and 
the objective as one that relates to the factual and interpretative 
is merely plausible for there are no facts divorced from interpreta
tion. The very manner of deciding on a fact, selecting it and pre
senting ,it are all products of subjective decisions. Hence all words 
are biased. The same view about historical subjectivity is summ
arised by Richard Hobstadtor: •the historical returns are never 
complete' . 19 D. A. Fischer condemns historical relativism on the 
ground that it is an aspersion on scientific history: 'a great blight 
upon historical scholarship is remembered as a repudiation of the 
empirical aspirations of scientific history.' It is the insistence on 
subjectivity and relativism that has made some people despair of 
history. General George Mead once exclaimed • I don't believe the 
truth will ever be known and I have a great contempt for history.' 
To su~marisc the entire argument on this subject there is no better 
way than of calling upon I. Berlin to state his views in his inimita
ble way. 

•We judge as we judge, we take the risk which this entails, 
we accept correction wherever this seems valid, we go too far, and 
under pressure we retract. We make hasty generalizations, we 
prove .. mistaken and if we are honest, we withdraw. We seek to be 
understanding and just, or we seek to derive practical lessons, or to 
be amused, and we expose ourselves to praise and blame and 
criticism and correction and misunderstanding. But in so far as we 

claim to understand the standards of others whether members of , 
our own societies or those of distant countries and ages, to grasp 
what we are told by spokesmen of many different traditions and 
attitudes, to understand why they think as they think and say what 
they say, then, so long as these claims are not al:isurdly false, the 

'relati~ism' and 'subjectivism' of other civilizations do not pre

clude us from sharing common assumptions sufficient for some 

19 1'he progressive Mstorians : Turner Beard 
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communication with them, for some degree of understanding and 
being understood. This common ground is what is correctly called 
objective.' ~0 

•The invocation to historians to suppress even that minimal 
degree of moral or psychological evaluation which is necessarily in
volved in viewing human beings as creatures with purposes and 
motives (and not merely as causal factors in the procession of 
events), seems to me to rest upon a confusion of the aims and met
hods of the human studies with those of natural science. •~ 1 Thus 
it is that the subjectivism and the relativism inevitable in History 
can be avoided only in the highly objective enquiries associated 
with the physical sciences. 

20 P. Gardiner : '1.'lwories of History, p. 328 
21 G. Barraclaugh: History in a Cltan9in9 World, p. 53 
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Historical Determinism 

This is a doctrine which postulates that the historical 
process, i. e. the entirety of it, is predetermined. It also assumes 
that man, though he may boast of his freewill, autonomy and 
capacity to choose and decide, ultimately is obliged to act consis
tent with the demands of the predetermineq course. Thus the 
problem of historical determinism is one of asserting the predeter
mined nature of the course of history or denying it. Some 
theorists have held the former view, some others the latter and 
still others a view that tries to reconcile the two positions. The 
whole idea of determinism is summarised in one word 'inevitabi-
1 ity.' In history prediction is impossible, but once events have 
happened plausible explanations are possible, as in a detective novel 
we do not know the end. But once we know it we know it 
could have happened only that way and not any other. 'Explana
tion is retrospective, prediction is prospective and the inevitability 
of determinism is explanatory rather than predictive.' Hence 
'freedom of choice which is between future alternatives is not 
incompatible with the existence of causes for every event', says 
Scriven. 1 Historians have exercised their minds to discover whether 
the future could have been predictably different given a change at 
the starting point. Christians could try to imagine what would 
have happened if Satan had not interfered in the affairs of Adam 
and Eve. Many ifs of history like the famous •If Napoleon had 
won the Battle of Waterloo' have engaged the attention of imagi
native historians. But prophesying is not the business of a 
historian. The future cannot be considered to be determined if 

l. Truisms as the grounds for historical explanations. 
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freewill has a meaning. •The historian is only in his spare time a 
prophet.• 

The most important manifestation of historical determinism 
is economic determinism. This theory is best summarised by 
Engels in his Anti Duhring. J Engels says 'it was seen that all past 
history with the exception of its primitive stages was the history of 
class struggles: that these warring classes of society are always the 
products of the modes of produc:ion and of its clnnge-in a word, 
of the econnmic condition of the time; that the economic structure 
of society always furnishes the real basis. starting from which we 
can alone work out the ultimate explanation of the whole sur,erstru
cture of juridical and political institutions as well as of the 
religious, philosophical and other ide1s of a given historical period ' 
Once this is granted-and this has to be granted according to Marx 
and Engels-the coming of Sociali,m is inevitable. The economic 
determinist holds that the economic system of a society determines 
the general character of its political, religious and artistic life. 
Leonard Krieger says that Marx and Engels distinguish class as an 
economic phenomenon, from class as something of which its 
members are conscious and to explain the latter by the theory of 
false consciousness. They concluded that history as written is the 
history of false consciousness and that the true key to understanding 
historical e\·ents is not history but dialectic. Thus Marx tried to 
circumvent history by dialectic. Gardiner draws a distinction 
between Hegelian determinism and Marxian determinism. In the 
case of Hegel determinism amounts to the need to accept what 

necessarily is; but in the case of Marx it is the need to hasten what 

necessarily will be. But though Hegel was in the world of meta
physical conception and Marx turned to the hard and concrete 
facts of life and experiences, still both subscribed to historical 
determinism. Popper discounts Marxian conceits and does not 
grant that the scientific method will do for history and therefore 

2 Parts of which have appeared in English under the title Socialism 
Utopian and Scientific. 
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has no patience with determinisms cf any kind. Popper elabora
ting bis concept of historicism observes"[ mean by 'historicism' 
an approach to the social sciences which assumes that historical 
prediction is their principal aim and which assumes that this aim is 
attainable by discovering their systems or the patterns, the laws or 
the trends that underlie the evolution of history·' '

3 

Plekhanov, who was an important and highly educated, 
intelligent and respected member of the socialist movement in Russia, 
even according to Lenin, has an interesting paper on the role of the 
individual in history. Therein Plekhanov agrees that the great man 
bas a big role to play in history. But its effectiveness depends on 
the social setting and the social forces operating at his time.· 
But he bas no answer to the question "why do~s the great man exist 
at all?' He merely says that the social forces of a given period 
produce great men. He brings about a compromise between the 
two views of 'determinism' and 'freewill'. He holds that the 
materialistic conception of the human-will recognises a certain 
compulsion which derives that will but also that on that account 

this will does not stop striving. 

Kant, the famous German philosopher, was one who sub
scribed to the view that whatever metaphysical theory may be 
formed it holds equally true that the manifestations of the wiJl 
in human actions are determined like all other eternal events by 
universal, natural laws. 4 Buckle, the famous author of The 
history of civilization in England says that it is necessary to concede 
that when we perform an action we perform it in consequence of 
motives, that these motives are the results of some antecedents 
and that therefore if we were acquainted with the whole of the 
antecedents and with all the Jaws of the movement we could with 
unerring certainty predict the whole of their immediate results. 
Determinism has certain consequences for the theologian. If 
determinism is strict fatalism or an unalterable predestination 

3 The Poverty of Historicism
1 

p. 3 
4 Idea of a universal history from a cosmopolitan point of view 
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there is no ground for God's mercy or interference. •Necessitaria
nism', as G.K. Chesterton would call it. is opposed to 'grace' 
which is not bound by cause. Necessity is that which is impelled 
by a cause and is inevitable. If the natural chain of causation 
is to be broken, only the Lord's grace can do it. Hence determi
nism is not acceptable to those \Vho believe in grace. But a 
compromise between the two is not impossible even as in national 
law even the sternest punishment prescribed by statutory law can 
be suspended, when the head of the state exercises his discretion 
to reprieve; God's gr?,ce may be thought of as the last resort 
in an otherwise inflexible operation of destiny. 

Croce takes a different view of the expression 'historical 
determinism.' For him it was summarised by the maxim of the 
19th century historian Taine: 'Aprctary collection des faits, la 
redicrche des ca,uses' whi:;h means 'first collect the facts, then 
connect them causally'. Croce says 'facts are brute, dense, real 
indeed, but not illumined with the light of science, not intellectua
lised. This intelligible character must be conferred upon them by 
means of the search for causes. But it is very well known what 
happens when one fact is linked to another as its cause forming a 
chain of causes and effects. We thus inaugurate an infinite re
gression and we never succeed in finding the cause or causes to which 
we can finally attach the chain that we have been so industriously 
putting together.' By this Croce means that in view of the impossi
bility of tracing the causes of the events backwards, not only 
because of the multiplicity of causes but also because of the in
visibility of many of them and therefore our inability to create a 
causal chain which alone can determine events, determinism as a 
principle is unacceptable. 

The principle of historical determinism is of recent origin 

though men of religion everywhere have held some sort of fatalist 
doctrine but even this had to be qualified by the idea of grace. 
The ancient Greeks did not believe in the kind of determinism which 
became fashionable in later times. The intellectuals like Voltaire 
and Gibbon who spoke of history being merely the story of the 
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follies and crimes of ma'nkind, did not believe in a determined 
course of history. In one sense among the Romanticists Carlyle 
differs from Rousseau in that the former at least figuratively spoke 
about an impending and inevitable fate for revolutionary France 
and the great man as a m:in or destiny; while the latter said that 

man was born free but is now everywhere in chains suggt!sting 
thereby that man brings about a deterioration in his own condition. 
But it was with Hegel that very clearly an unerring and unchanging 
supra-material reason holds sway. Determinism became an 
established faith with his followers and imitators notably Marx. 
It is in Marx's materialist interpretation, and the idea of the 
dialectical process which he got from Hegel -and of course altered 
to suit his purposes - that one gets a glimpse of emphatic detcr
mm1sm. Oswald Spengler in his classic, The Decline of the West, 

enumerated the cultures and predicted a pattern of behaviour for 
them. This pattern was immutable for them. He was the first 
thinker to lay down the idea of historical determinism with such 
emphasis. Popper writing ext~nsively on determinism suggests 
that all closed societies like dictatorships and doctrinaire ones are 
deterministic in their outlook and proceed on the basis of a false 
theory. In his Open Society and its Enemies he severely castigates 
the philosophy that rules regimented societies. Though he takes 
Marx as an example he mentions idealists from Plato to Toynbee 
who are Utopians or classifiers of inflexible social divisions and 
fortellcrs of one kind or another. He dismisses Spengler as a 
clever but not-so-learned a writer. To him Toynbee is a 
determinist. But Toynbee by his own statement is not one. In 
the B. B. C. debate between Gey! and Toynbee, 5 Toynbee disclaims 
any tendency towards accepting determinism as a valid doctrine. 
He says • .... that I am a believer in freewill; .... well, that is what J 
do believe.' Toynbee is of the view that all the civilizations 
known to us so far have acted in a certain way which can be 
described; and that is what he does in his Study of History. But 
he takes caution to add •even if all other civilizations that have 

.5 The debate was entitled 'can we know the pattern of the past? 
a debate.• ' 
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come into existence so far were to prove in fact to have followed 
this path, there is no known law of historical determinism that 
compels us to leap out of the intolerable frying pan of our time of 
troubles into the slow and steady fire of a universal state when 
we shall in due course be reduced to dust and ashes.' In spite of 
this seeming disclaimer, the dismal picture he draws-Gey I, in fact, 
had said 'Toynbee's view of history induces gloom' - of the dark 
clouds gathering in the west, which he seems to feel will quicken 
the act of self-destruction by man, seems to haunt him. It is 
difficult to disbelieve Toynbee's unmentioned and lurking fear that 
the inevitable might happen. Of course, he says that religion 
might yet save man. But when he asks whether man will respond 
satisfactorily to this challenge he seems to think he may not. Toyn
bee himself criticises Spengler and accuses him of being •most un
i!luminatingly dogmatic and deterministic. According to him 
civilizations arose, developed, declined and foundered in unvarying 
conformity with a fixed time-table and no explanation was offered 
for ahy of these.' 

Tolstoy was another thinker who has contributed to this 
idea of determinism. He said the subject for history is not man's 
will itself but our presentation of it0 ; history surveys a presenta
tion of man's life in which the union of these two contradictions 
namely, freewill and inevitability has already taken place. 

J. Berlin is perhaps the one thinker who bas brought this 
question of hist~rical determinism into proper focus. In bis famous 
essay on Historical inevitability he defines historical determinism as 
the proposition that everything we do and suffer is part of a fixed 
pattern. He says that we have open alternatives and free choices 
and determinism. If their belief in freedom -which rests on the 
assumption that human beings do occasionally choose and that 
their choices are not wholly accounted for by the kind of causal 
explanations which are accepted in say physics or biology-if this 
is a necessary illusion, it is so deep and so pervasive that it is not 

6 Is he anticipating Collingwoocl? 
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felt as such. He however feels that this contoversy between free
will and determinism may be a genuine issue for theologians and 
philosophers but. need not trouble the thoughts of historians whose 
concern is with empirical matter. In short Berlin is impatient with 
'the obstinate craving for unity and symmetry at the expense of 
experience'. 

In regard to freewill no one can pretend that man is as free 
as he imagines he is or he would wish to be. In the social sphere 
where he is linked up with numerous other persons whose freewills 
impinge on him and vice-versa, the range of freewill is limited and 
is in inverse proportion to the familial, co91munal, national etc., 
issues involved and the extent of his involvement in them. But 
whenever he can take a decision without reference to and without 
affecting others his freewill can operate. But this question gets 
subsumed in the larger question of whether the historical process 
is determined; so long as man is a rational being and is capable of 
taking decisions and resisting external compulsions not to do so, 
he must be deemed a free agent and hence an indeterminate factor. 
Hence theoretically at least there cannot be any validity for the 
principle of historical determinism. But whether man will be able 
to do so at all times and under all circumstances is an empirical 
question which again will vary from man to man. This is different 
from drawing a picture of uniformity in the historical process and 
positing the possibility of prediction. This issue must be again 
sepa~ated from the other trend, i. e., to recognize a uniform pat
tern m the events of the past but leaving the future indeterminate. 
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The Philosophy of History 

It is agreed on all hands that the expression 'philosophy of 
history' was invented in the 18th century by Voltaire who meant 
by it according to Collingwood, 'no more than critical or scientific 
history; a type of historical thinking in which the historian made 
up his mind for himself instead of repeating whatever stories he 
found in old books.' 1 This meaning was distinct from the theolo
gical interpretation of history. The same name was used by Hegel 
and others at the end of the 18th century but they meant only uni
versal or world history thereby. 

This expression has three meanings: 1. it may relate to 
the fundamental assumptions a historian makes regarding parti
cular historical process like causation, progress etc., 2. it may 
also mean historical methodology and the actual processes of 
historical research and writing and 3. it may be concerned with 
high level theorising about the fundamental currents of history. 
It is with the third meaning that we are usually concerned. Herein 
this term is used to mean • a systematic interpretation of universal 
history in accordance with a principle by which historical events 
and successions are unified and directed toward an ultimate mean
ing. ' 2 This way, philosophy of history can become theology of 
history, especially the theological view of history as a process of 
original sin, expiation, fulfilment and salvation. That is not/ 
different from saying that philosophy of history is concerned with\ 
the discovery of a meaning, theological or otherwise in history. , 

1 Colligwood: Idea of History, p. 1 
2 Lowith: Meaning in History, p. 1 
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In this context we see another use of this phrase generally 
among the 19th century positivists for whom philosophy of 
history meant the discovery of general laws governing history. 
When a philosophical or theological view of history is taken, the 
practice is to ask questions which cannot be answered on the basis 
of empirical knowledge. 'All the ultimate questions concerning 
first and last things are of this character; they remain significant 
because no answer can silence them.' 3 

Thus we see at least two different views being held m 
regard to the philosophy of history. In the broad spectrum of 
recent historiography, Voltaire and Hegel w,q,nted philosophy of 
history to stand for certain ideas and functions to which history 
alone could be relevant; but the positivists were trying to make 
history 'not a philosophy but an empirical science like meteoro
logy. ' 4 Thus to the latter, philosophy of history meant the dis
covery of uniform laws and to the former merely independent and 
critical thinking. R. G. Collingwood disagrees with both and 
says that 'the philosophy of history is concerned nei thcr with the 

past by itself nor with the historian's thought by itself. hut with 
the two things in their mutual relations. The former is the sum 
of past eveuts and the latter the enquiry conducted by the 
historian'. Collingwood in effect said that • all history is the 
history of thought' and that •history is the re-enactment in the 
historian's mind of the thought whose history he is studying'. 
According to this British philosopher, historical thinking is a 

special kind of thinking concerned with a special kind of object 
which could be provisionally defined as the past. 

There are philosophers who frankly deny that any sensible 
pattern or meaning could be detected in the historical process. This 
is a kind of total scepticism like Froude's remark that 'history is 
a child's box of letters with which we can spell any word we 

3 Ibid p. 3 

4 Collingwood: Idea of History, p. I 
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please. ' 5 H. A. L. Fisher in his preface to the History of Europe 
disclaimed ability to discover 'a plot, a rhythm, a predetermined 
pattern' in history. In fact, Froude and Fisher refuse to recognise 
a pattern in history. Reacting to this A. L. Rowse said •No: 
there is no one rhythm or plot in history. But there are rhythms, 
plots, patter~s. even repetitions, so that it is possible to make 
generalizations and to draw lessons. •o Prof. Butterfield imagined 
history as a force moving forward on its own account and he 
suggested that we historians must reckon with the process and use 
it-•must conceive of ourselves as co-operating with history 
leaning on events somewhat not resting idle indeed, but lying in 
wait for opportunity'; 'amongst all political crimes the attempt 
to fly in the face of history is the one that has suffered the heaviest 
retribution in the modern times.' This is a call to mind the 
warnings of history and implies that history issues warnings and 
that those who are to mind the warnings can behave as if they 
were outside the process of history. 

That in such a relation to the current of history the flows, 
the eddi!!s, the whirlpools, the falls and so forth must be under
stood in the setting and their environment and explained with refer
ence to their context, is a view taken by philosophers like, Burck
hardt, who says that 'in historical deductions about men of a parti
cular epoch with their virtues and vices we must see them within 
the system of their time (the zeitgeist of Ranke). It is a part of 
the historic sense to be able to judge an age in relation to its needs, 
its problems and its achievements, to see its failures against the 
satisfaction given.• Hodges said, 'inspite of the claim to absolute

ness which is always made, changed circumstances always, result in 
changed principles which are therefore historically relative.' This 

is the relativist view of history. The idea of historicism deals 
with universalisations of imagined principles underlying historical 
development. Marx, Spengler and Toynbee developed theories 
which suggest historicism. Another philosophical query about 
---- - --------

5 Quoted by Carr: What is History ? p. 21 
6 A. L. Rowse: The Use of History, p. 17 
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history is: 'is there any way of arriving at a view of history that 
is true for all conditions?' If we can't do it, we are obliged to 
take a purely pragmatic view of truth; that would mean a decline 

in belief in absolute standards. 

There is a dichotomy in the human situation namely that 
man is both free i. e., so far as he can make choices, and unfree 
in so far as his environment, tradition etc., limit the range of his 
choice very much; this is well brought out by Marx: 'men make 
their own history, but they make it not out of their own accord or 
under self-chosen conditions but under given and transmitted condi
tions.' He further says: • individuals think of themselves and their 
ideas as the initiators of action instead of b~ing mere agents or 
rather the channels through which it came about.' There is a 
certain view of history which equates the historical process with 
human suffering which may be followed by ultimate salvation or 
remain in that perpetual condition of pain. The myth of Prome
theus represents the rebel against suffering and Jesus, the one who 
invited and accepted suffering. In Indian thought also the Buddhist, 
Jaina and the Hindu concept of sacrifice emphasised the role of 
suffering. This is a kind of pessimistic determinism opposed to the 
idea of progress. 

There are two views of history, one teleological and the other 
eschatological. These two views would destroy the secular nature 
of history. The theological interpretation of history partakes of 
the character of myth: 'The interpretation is outside history alto
gether• Grant all that theology claims: that Rome fell and England 
arose, that America was discovered or was so long undiscovered 
because God wills it. That does not enlarge our knowledge of the 
process. It satisfies only those who believed in absolutely unqua
lified Calvinism .... if man is a free agent even to a limited degree he 
confined the meaning of his history in the history itself-the only 
meaning which is of any value as a guide to conduct or as throwino 
light upon his actions.' 7 :a, 

7 Shottwell: Faith of our historians, p. 78 
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The materialistic theory of history is that human beings 
whatever their beginning have emerged by very slow degrees from 
the condition of animals and that all their knowledge has been 
gathered by experience. This experience has formed the human 
character which determined the course of human history. Shottwell 
says, 'the materialistic interpretation of history does not, necess
arily imply that there is nothing but materialism in the process any 
more than theology implies that there is nothing but spirit. It will 
be news to some that such was the point of view of the most famous 
advocate of the materialistic interpretation of history, H. D. 
Buckle; bis History of Civilization in England (1857-61) was the first 

attempt to work out the influence of the material world upon the 
formation of societies. 8 The transcendent view of history is that 
history has a meaning beyond appearances. Croce said •the search 
for the transcendental end is the philosophy of history.' The 
question of generalisation in history is cardinal. It is associated 
with the question of the lessons of history. In generalization what 
we do is we learn from a certain set of events a certain truth, and 
this we try to apply to other sets of events. When we do it we 
affirm our faith in the possibility of lessons from history. Those 
who deny the possibi Iity of such lessons affirm the uniquenes!". of 
historical events. It seems to be equally true that we .learn from 
history as well as we do not learn from history; i. e. we learn only 
small truths. 

There is a view that history is the unfolding story of human 
freedom. This was characteristic of the 19th century and Acton 
was an illustrions exponent of this view. 'This view is in direct 
line of descent from Bossuet's teleological view of the universal 
history as leading up to the Christian revelation; and paradoxically 
enough is in direct line coming from St. Augustine whose emphasis 
was yet quite contrary to human freedom.' 9 Hegel said the history 
of the world is nothing but the development of the idea of freedom. 

8 Shottwell: Faith of our Historians p. 83 
9 A. L. Rowse: The Use of History p. 16 
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Another important theory, relates to the concept of the 'great man• 
as the mechanic who operates the wheel of history. Carlyle was 
the greatest exponent of this view. To him the hero was a demi-god. 
A qualified hero theory is advanced by Will Durant. He says that 
the hero grows out of bis time and land and is the product and 
symbol of events as well as their agent and voice; without some 
situation requiring a new response his new idea<; would be untimdy 
and impracticable. When he is a hero of action the demands of his 
position and the exhaltation of crisis develop and inflate him to 
such magnitude and powers as would in normal times have re
mained potential and untapped. But he is not merely an effect. 
Events take place through him as well as around him; his ideas and 
decisions enter vitally into the course of hi'story. At times his 
eloquence like Churchill's may be worth a 1,0CO regiments; his 
foresight in strategy and tactics. like Napoleon's may win battles 
and campaigns and establish states. If he is a prophet like 
Mohammed wise in the means of inspiring men, his words may 
raise a poor and disadvantaged people to unpremeditated ambitions 
and surprising power. A Pasteur, a Mor!:.c, an Edison, a Ford, a 
Wright, a Marx, a Lenin, a Mao-Tse-tung are effects of number
less causes and causes of endless effects. The 'great man theory' 
is put forward in two ways. In the first place, some consider that 
human progress is regarded as being primarily due to the work of 
the geniuses who may be generals, statesmen, saints or intellectuals 
but who seem to tower over the men of the times in their vision 
and ability to lead others. Secondly, as a variant of and in contrast 
to this theory we have the concept of the superman whose leader
ship is more apparent than real and whose superiority consists in 
gauging correctly the direction in which history is moving and 
then leading in that direction. Each of these theories has some

thing to offer and the truth lies in between these. Since history is 
the story oft he successful and only incidentally that of the unsuccess
ful and that too in the context of the successful, heroes seem to be 
the controlling agents in history. Mill in his system of logi::, 
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referred to Lord Macaulay's observatiun on the role of great men 10 

and quotes him 'the sun illuminates the hill while it is still below 
the horizon and the truth is discovered by the highest minds a little 
before it becomes manifest to the multitude. This is the extent of 
their superiority. They are the first to catch and reflect a light 
which without their assistance must in a short time be visible to 
those who lie far benea1 h them.' Mill retorts and says that •if 
this metaphor is to be carried out it follows that if there had been 
no Newton the world would not only have had the Newtonian 
system but would have had it equally soon ..... I believe that if 
Newton had not lived the world must have waited for the Newto
nian philosophy until there had been another Newton or his 
equivalent_ No ordinary man and no succession of ordinary men 
could have achieved it.' 

The philosophy of history is a search for a meaning in 
history. I. B~rlin holds the view that this search is a naive craving 
for unity and symmetry at the expense of experience. But Sir. 
M. Powicke had said earlier that 'the craving for interpretation of 

history is so deep rooted that unless we have a constructive outlook 
over the past wc arc drawn either to mysticism or to cynicism.' 
The philosophy of history means according to C. A. Beard • the 
investigation of the rational principles which it is assum::d are dis
closed in the historical process due to the co-operation and the 
interaction of human minds under terrestrial conditions.' Bury 
had no sympathy with the attempts of thinkers like Hegel and 
Krause to disclose the rational element in the general movement 
of humanity. Bury characterised these attempts as •special 

failures' because 'their systems were marked by insufficient know
ledge of facts and details and both writers sought to impose on 
the story of social development a rigid framework or scheme.' 
G. M. Trevelyan said that there is no philosophy of history. 
•Philosophy must be brought to history, it cannot be extracted 
from it. ' 11 

IO Essay on Dryden 
11 Awobiography, p. 82 
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Much of the theorising about history has happened during 
the 18th and 19th centuries and this reflected the 17th century 
philosophical thought. The immense popularity of the physical 
sciences under the aegis of Newton, Harvey and others and the 
systems of 'philosophy of science' developed during the interval 
between the two Bacons gave a fillip to a new approach to social 
philosophy. The suggestion was made that social and therefore 
historical phenomena are subject to ascertainable laws and open to 

treatment familiar in the case of the natural sciences. The idea 
that history was a mere colkction of contingent events (an exagge
rated view of the uniqueness of events) was given up and the search 
for a pattern or purpose started. But there were others who would 
not agree to the location of the purposeful •· agency outside the 
historical process and to clothe it with transcendental character. 
In fact, causal laws like those which govern the world of natural 
science were attempted to be discovered in the realm of history. 
The problems involved in the search were I. what were these 
factors? and 2. how arc they to be discovered ? There were two 
approaches possil:-le. One was the empirical method established 
by 'the careful examination of different societies and comparison 
between various stages of development through which men had 
passed.' On the other hand the theological interpretation of 
history had not yet lost its hold; only it got itself changed into 
some sort of transcendental purpose as can be seen in Bossuet's 
Discourse of unii:ersal History (I 681). The teleological veiw mas
queraded under talk of nature. The language of pathetic fallacy 
and personification of nature bid all the teleology it could. The 
Enlightenment thinkers wrote as if they had been emancipated 
from the theological or teleological view. But they made it appear 

as if they were referring only to an inner necessity ; i. e., Reason 
wa~ to_ be ~he basis for recognizing something as meant to happen 

w~ic~ 1mph~d t~at it must happen. The discovery of a basic 
pnnc1ple which directed history towards a goal was different from 

the mere cognition of uniformities in the historical process. This 
meant that the goal and the direction were determined by extra-
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historical process, and that any deviation therefrom would be an 
aberration and needed special explanation. 

Now this fixed goal and therefore this prescribed direction 
were not neutral i. e., they were I rea ted as morally accepted though 
why they should be so treated was hard to explain. This was 
reflected in the 18th and 19th century social and political reform 
movement and also in the growth of the idea of progress. But 
in spite of this moralistic undercurrent on surface the Enlighten
ment swore by empiricism and reason. During the 18th century 
the rejection of the patently theological was the most obvious 
achievement. The three ideas of human perfectab1lity, the inevi
tability of the historical process and the possibility of human 
control of the social process existed side by side. Among those 
who were in a pioneering way respon~ible for these changes, one 
could mention Turgot a;1d Cond,1rcet. Their endeavours Jed to 
the formulation of social theories in the 19th century by men like 
Saint Simon. Comte and Marx. But this was not all. Vico, 
Herder and Montesquieu put forth theories \\hich are not strictly 
speaking rationalist but provide other insights into the historical 
process. Vico clearly rejected •the mathematically inspired 
Cartesian criterion of true knowledge denying that the test of clear 
and distinct conceptions was universally valid or applicable.' He 
would not approve of the abstract concept of ma.n being imagined 
to be a criterion for all men. Vico and Herder refused to concede 
that the past could he interpreted by the yardstick of contem
porary reason. The imposition of 'present' notions on 'past' 
events resulted in the creation of myths even as the past when 
recognized to be different from the present was called a myth (un
reasonably of course)• They said that to create an artificial 
construct called human nature and then blindly apply it to the 

past to explain it was methodologically fallacious to them. 

Comte and his positivist philosophy were most influential 
intrying to bring history within the ambit of science. Marx was 
directly influenced by him. But Hegel who also influenced Marx 
bad made it plain that the hi~torical method was different from 
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and not inferior to the scientific method. •Hegel's key concepts
the concepts in terms of which he professes to be able to describe 
the underlying character of the world - are concepts which play a 
central role in historical explanation and understanding, by 
assigning a pre-eminent position to notions like reason, develop
ment, process and freedom by setting limits to the applicability of 
the mathematical and quantitative conceptions, by drawing a 
sharp line between historical and natural phenomena. •In for
mulating his o,vn dialectical logic he can be interpreted as trying 
to express a di'ssatisfaction with the belief that because certain 
frameworks for describing and ordering our experience operates 
successfully in some domains, it follows that they are equally well 

~
adapted to all departments of our knowledge. 

The term philosophy of history has meant two things : 
1. that it is to discover a meaning in history in the sense that all 
that has happened or is going to happan has been or is pre
ordained or intended by some hidden hand and 2. that while the 
past does reveal an unmistakable pattern, that if man does not 
interfere the pattern may continue in future. Spengler ,falls in the 
former group and Toynbee in the latter. 

The philosophy of history is not a single discipline consist
ing of well defined problems. The speculative systeme of the 
earlier periods gave rise to conceptual problems towards the end 
of the 19th century; questions of criticism and appraisal became 
more important. Queries regarding the nature of historical know
ledge, the relations betwten historv and science and so forth 
were raised• Dilthey, Croce and Collingwood tackled the 
question of the nature of historical knowledge (historical episte
mology) and tried to establish the autonomy of history as a branch 
of knowledge. They 'conclusively showed that it was fallacious 
to think that history either could or should emulate methods 
analogous to those adopted in the natural sciences. At the 
co~~encement of the present century philosophy of history had 
spht mto two parts: I. speculation and systematisation as seen 
in Spengler and Toynbee and 2. the analysis of historical proce
dures, categories and terms. 
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The concept of the philosophy of history began roughly 
speaking with the Romanticists though they did not create the 
concept and it was implicit in the earlier writings of Christian 
historians from Euscbius (A. D. 260-340) to Bossuet (1627-
1704). The mystical and sentimental attitude of the Romanticists 
provided an in_terest in the human past which was suitable for 
speculation about that past. Beginning with Vico philosophy of 
history took a more recognizable shape. Important philosophical 
reflections on historical development can be noted in the writings 
of Rousseau, Turgot etc. Herder (1744-1 S03) wrote his massive 
Ideas for the philosophy of the history of humanity. Kant (1724-
1804) also elaborated on certain aspects of philosophy of history 
jn his Idea of a Universal history. Nationalist idealists belonging 
to the romantic school like J. G. Fichte spoke about the superio
rity of the Germon nation implying providential arrangements. 
Schelling (1775-1854) was influenced by Fichte and he considered 
history as essentially a process of the self-revelation of the 
absolute. An influential philosophical interpretation of history 
was contained in the Philosophy of history by Schlegel (1772-1829). 
He said that the business of philosophy is to find out how unity 
and harmony may be restored to the inner life of man. •The major 
task of history is to trace chis restoration of the image of God to 
mankind through the successive stages of human history.' 1::. 

Hegel's Philosophy of History was a record of the unfolding of the 
self - consciousness of freedom in the human spirit. Friedrich 
Krause (1781-1832) wrote the General Philosophy of History and 
he held that humanity passes through stages of development which 
may be compared with the life of man. 

Theodore Jouffroy (1796-1842) wrote the Philosophy of 

history in which he held that man is different from the other 
animals in that the former advances while the latter remain un· 
changed-a pre-Darwinian notion. According to Juffroy changes 
in human ideas underlie and determine all other phases of human 
development. This idea is also expressed by Edgar Quinet (1803 

12 Barnes: Historv of historical writing, p. 19S 
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-75) in his introduction to the philosophy of history. 

French thinkers Turgot, Saint Simon and Comte were 
famous in the field of the philosophy of h:story. 

Among 
the more 

Except in Collingwood England has produced few real 
philosophers of history. Edmund Burke, Herbert Spencer the 
sociologist, H. T. Buckle, Bagehot and Leslie Stephen have made 
some contribution of peripheral nature to this subject. But Robert 
Flint (1838-1910) wrote his The Pliilosopliy of history in Europe: 

France and Germany which studied in a systematic way the history 
of, the development of the philosophy of history in modern times. 

The most eminent application of Hegelian dialectic to create 
the materialistic interpretation of history was'that of Marx who 
said in effect that economic factors ultimately determine human 
and social development. B. Croce was a student of art. But he 
wrote extensively on Tlteoriea of liistory. To him history is a mani
festation of reality in present which contains in itself the impression 
from the past and germs of insight into future. To Croce history 
is the story of the human mind and its ideals in so far as they ex
press themselves in theories and in works of art, in practical and 
moral actions. Spengler's and Toynbee's contribution to the 
philosophy of history is too vast to be studied in a brief sketch 
like this but will be dealt with elsewhere in this book. Paul Barth. 
a German historian and a sociologist distinguished between philo
sophy of history and history and included the former under 
sociology. His work Tlie Pliilosopliy of liistory as sociology is a 
significant contribution to this subject. Pitirim Sorokin's 
Social and cultural dynami"cs in four volumes portrayed social 

evolution as wavering hetwcen constanlly reappearing doomsdays 
and the intervals of temporary well-bcing. 19 

13 Comparable to a Hindu Yuga between two pralaya, 
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The Concept of Progress 

The word •Progress' means walk forward (from Pro: for
ward gradi: walk- Latin) ,ind signifies movement at required pace 
in a desired and desirable direction, the movement itself being linear. 
The concept of humanity moving forward towards a state of per
fection or near perfection is modern and has to be contrasted with 
a few others which in earlier times were deemed to represent the 
historical process. If it is held that secular history functions cycli
cally human movement would have started at a no longer identifi
able point, move in a circle, return to the starting point and go on 
revolving like this. The differences will be indicated by the distinct 
points on the circumference but once the first revolution is over 
there will only be repetitions. This was the view taken by the 
ancient Greeks, the Hindu and others who posited a cyclical theory 
of historical process. The medieval Christians more or less on the 
lines of the Hebrews started thinking of an identifiable goal towards 
which humanity move. But the theory of continuous human deve
lopment leading to perfection as a result of man's own efforts is a 
modern concept. 

There can be valid doubt as to whether the development 

of man as it actunlly occurs is either improvement or deterioration, 
and also within broad limits difference of opinion regarding 
what improvement connotes. The third view point is that while 
there is development, improvement is not balanced and that 
while in some fields of human activities, there is improvement, 

in others there is none or there is positive retrogression. Many 
persons hold the view now - but it is not universally accepted -
that 'in the modern age there i'i great improvement in technology 
which has made possible environmental satisfaction and ,physical 
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comfort to man to a large extent; but his moral sensitivity has 
not been proportionately refind; and that the savage inside the 
civilized man is still a danger to mankind as a whole.' In diffe
rent countries there has been phenomenal progress in certain direc
tions and stagnation in the rest. Those who consider the progres
sive segments of those societies as most agreeable to them and 

relevant to man call them Golden Ages. People who may not 
share this view of the content of civilization will hold a different 
view about the golden nature of the age. It is also well-known 
that with the changing values of peoples and times the nature of 

progress made by human society among those peoples and in 

those times differed greatly. 

The word •progress' relates to tiie quality of certain 
occurrences in the past. By an imaginary or wishful extension (or 
by a denial of such extension) of the same trend in the future, 
improvement in the future can be posited or denied. But the 

retrodiction about the past though subjective can at least be based 

on verified facts. But prediction about the future cannot deal 

with facts and can relate only to a non-rational projection of 

the past into the future. To some thinkers essential history 
belongs to the future and they believe in history as prophetism. , 
Those who would create a new heaven and a new earth are hopeful 

visionaries in whose thinking the idea of progress is implicit. 
'Instead of a golden age in the mythological past the true historical 
existence on earth is comtituted by an eschatological future.• 1 

Lowith feels that to the critical mind neither a providential design 
nor a natural law of progressive development is discernible in the 

tragic human comedy of all times. It is to be granted that very 

often hope is belied by experience. Hope itself is not always 
desirable for it might be hope for the wrong thing in which case 

no-hope is to be preferred to hope. While antiquity did not think 

in terms of linear hope and Christianity had a determinate goal 

1 Hermann Cohen: Quoted by Lowith: Meaning in History, 
p. 18 
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the moderns indulge in what Lowith calls 'the illusion that history 
can be conceived as a progressive evolution which solves the 
problem of evil by way of elimination.' 2 

Wherein does progress consist? Does it consist in environ
mental improvement caused by nature facilitating furtherance of 
human wishes and aiding their achievement or development in the 
realm of ideas. It may be contended that environmental facility 
will be useless if the human mind cannot imagine ways of utilising 
or improving on them; and that all progress is that of the human 
mind, from reason to human experience in the field of science and 
technology to social organization. It is possible to believe that 
nature can be conquered by man sufficiently to free him from the 
hazards of wayward nature; and we find Condorcet sa_ving 'in the 
experience of the past, in the observation of the progress that the 
sciences and civilization have already made, in the analysis of the 
progress of the human mind and of the development of its faculties, 
we shall find the strongest reasons for believing that nature has set 
no limit to the realisation of our hope. ' 3 A. Comte is certain of 
human progress and speaks of the natural progress of civilization 
which determines with entire certainty for each epoch the improve
ments of which the social state is susceptible whether in parts or 
as a whole. Commenting on Vico the celebrated author of the 
Scienza Nuova, Mill characterised him as one conceiving 'the 
phenomenon of human society as revolving in an orbit; as going 
through periodically the same series of changes, though there were 
not wanting circumstances tending to give some plausibility to the 
view which would not bear a close scrutiny: and those who have 

succeeded Vico in this kind of speculations have universally adopted 
the idea of a trajectory or progress in lieu of an orbit or cycle .... 
the words progress and progressiveness are not (necessarily) to be 
understood as synonymous with improvement and tendency to 

improvement. It is conceivable that the laws of human nature 

2 Lowith: Meaning in History, p. 3 
3 Sketch for a historical picture for the progress of the human mind, 

quoted in P. Gardiner: Theories of History, p, 58 
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might determine and even necessitate a certain series of changes in 
man and society which might not on the whole be improvements.' 
But Mill is optimistic. He says 'it is my belief indeed that the 
general tendency is and will continue to be, saving oc.;asional and 
temporary exceptions, one of improvement; a tendency towards a 
better and a happier state. Carr agrees that progress is certainly 
not an unbroken straight line towards a goal and that periods of 

regress are natural. 
Progress must be distinguished from mere change. It can 

be defined as 'movement at required pace and of required nature in 
a desired and a desirable direction. So the sense of direction 
which one discovers in history will measure progress or a deviation 
from it. according to the norms one has set for himself'. Bury 
describes the idea of progress as a theory which evolves a synthesis 
of the past and a prophecy of the future. But theoriticians like 
the Marxists hold that a heaven on this earth and the perfectability 
of man .:ire quite possible, nay, are on the agenda of history and 
certain to happen. Whether there is warrent for such a belief or 
not if man is to be sustained in his earthly endeavours faith in 

progress is necessary, according to Carr. The past will be justified 
by the future and this has led some people to say paradoxically, 
that the future provides the key to the past. 4 

Summarising the origin in modern times of the idea of 
progress C. A. Beard says, •among the ideas which have held sway 
in public and private affairs for the last two hundred years, none is 
more significant or likely to exert more influence in the future than 
the concept of progress. With a few exceptions ancient writers 
were imprisoned in a vicious cirlce: they thought that mankind 
revolved in a cycle through some series of stages. In the Middle 
Ages thought and practice were cramped by the belief that man 
was a sinful creature born to trouble as the sparks fly upward, 

that the world would come to a close sometime, and that life on 
earth was not an end in itself but a kind of prelude to heaven or 

4 Carr : W!tat is History? p. I I 9 
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hell. It was not until commerce, invention and natural science 
emancipated humanity from thraldom to the Cycle and to the 
Christian epic that it became possible to think of an immense 
future for mortal mankind, of the conquest of the material world 
in human interest of providing the conditions for a gond life on 
this planet without reference to any possible hereafter. In due 
course when conditions were ripe, the idea of progress arose in the 
Western wo rid'. 

Bury made classic contribution to the idea of progress in 
his famous book The Idea of Progress. To him any concept to be 
valid must be based on facts of life as recorded in history and not 
vague feelings and preferences. He says •evolution itself does not 
necessarily mean as applied to society the movement of man to a 
desirable good. It is a neutral scientific conception compatible 
either with optimism or pessimism. According to dilforent 
estimates it may appear to be a cruel sentence or a gaurantee of 
steady amelioration, and it has actually been interpreted in both 
ways. He warns against the illusion of finality. But when 
progress is supposed to mean the stream of history flowing in a 
desirable direction then 'Jt once we are plunged in the middle of 
ethics.' Bury was aware that dogmas like that of the Marxists 
or theories like that of Hegel consider human history essentially as 
movement. • It is evident that the Idea of Progress is both an 
interpretation of history and a philosophy of action. Whether the 
evolution of mankind is at bottom a progressive revelation of the 
spirit of God, an unfolding of the Idea, as Hegel taught or a con
tinuous adaptation to changing material circumstances as Marx 
emphasised, it is essentially •movement' and defenders of progress 
must assume that on the whole it is in a desirable direction. The 
crux of Bury's Idea of Progress has been summarised as follows: 

•The Idea of Progress was a useful one but it was not 
strictly scientific nor identical with the Darwinian conceptions. 
Bury speaks indeed of the countless stairs man must ascend in the 
future and believe perhaps that the movement would be upward. 
But his belief in the future was rather a hope than a conviction 
and even if he had felt a conviction he would not have maintained 
that it was scientifically defensible.' 5 

5 Harold Temperley: The editor of Bury's Selected Essays 
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Time 

History is 'Secular' and •temporal' i.e., it is limited by 
space and time; the universal which is not bound by delimited 
space and the enternal which is not limited by time do not belong 
to the realm of history space and time are essential for the histo
rical process. The word temporal is derived rrom tempus meaning 
time and the word secular from the Latin sciecularis meaning 'of 
generation' or • of age' relating also to the times. Hence time is 
connected with the events of a worldly nature. The wofd time 
itself is from a common Germanic root from which tide is also 
derived. It can be surmised that the regularity of the ebb and flow 
of the tides must have suggested to the minds of the primitive men 
a unit of duration which they called time. 

History being wedded to time cannot be concerned with the 
eternal and since it pertains to life it will ignore the spiritual on 
the ground that the spirit is eternal. Hence history bas been called 
the temporal process and so it can have no use to those whose 
ambitions and expectations are non-temporal. In space which was 
~nee considered distinct from time, the adjacent or the neighbouring 
IS anal~go~s to the succeeding or the preceding, the latter or t~e 
former 10 time. Now, the distinction between time and space 15 

breaking down and in fact, while we have three dimensions in 
space, time is considered to be the fourth dimension. i. e., to say 

the distin~tion ~etween time and space is superficial. We speak 
of thre: d1mens1ons in space: length, width and height. These are 
theore_t,cally separable. But in reality we cannot have length with
out width or depth; width is only another form of length; or depth 
is also necessary for length and width. These three dimensions 
are the joint characteristics of any object in space, whose volume 
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will be in cubic content. Such an object characterised by these 
three dimensions exists not only in space but also necessarily in 
time. 

There are differences between the first three dimensions and 
time which is called the fourth dimension. They are: 1) the latter 
is irreversible, while the former can be projected forward or face 
ward; and 2) the former visible and material, the latter invisible 
and non-material. 

The passage of time is a matter of experience. It is only 
inferable from the effects of time. A living organism grows, and 
growth occurs during time. From growth we infer time. So from 
birth to death, from the origin of growth to the end of it, there is 
a march of events which occurs in time. Thus the words duration, 
period etc., signify the passage of time. The fact of time is the 
result of observation or experience and if this experience itself is 
not trusted, the result of such experience will also be untrustworthy. 
If the val·idity of such experience is admitted, the next question is 
one of the utility of being interested in it. The acceptance of the 
former does not necessarily lead to the latter. Unless the utility 
of time is also admitted faith in history will not be established. 

The Greeks referred to history ac; Clio, a muse and Khronos 
was an attendant on Clio. Descartes, the French philosopher, said, 
•I am a thing which thinks'; and it is thinking which makes the 
awareness of time possible. This is an improvement on the Upani
shadic dictum, •I am that': for, Descartes said that awareness 
created existence while the latter merely suggested an equation. 
Bergson treated time as real and said, 'I am a thing which continues' 
thereby somewhat modifying Descartes. Bergson really dealt with 
the durational aspect of history. Historical Times is related not 
to •being' but •becoming'; 'time' is the quality of 'becoming'; 
'time' is the quality of 'becoming.' 

Time is usually divided into the past, the present and the_ 
future. Experience, we saw, creates the awareness of time. This 
means that, memory creates tha past, observation the present and 
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anticipation the future. These are the three ways in which time is 
perceived. What is past and cannot be regained, what is present 
and will not endure and what is future and cannot be foretold 
belong to history. Bergson said 'the past gnaws into the future 
and swells as it advances.' So experience series is a 'one dimension 
continuum', part of which is accounted for by memory and the 
rest by imagination. The total range of the former is history. 

The traditional notion of time as an absolute phenomenon 
has yeilded place to the relativity of time since Einstein enunciated 
the theory of relativity. 

So far as space is concerned it is quantitative and concrete, 
and experiments are possible therein. But time is qualitative and 
eludes intellectual grasp. Life is bound up completely with time 
and during time it goes on changing. This change is history. The 
inanimate which is not bound up with a rational motivation has 
no history, because it is not ravaged by time and it has no mortality. 

Time among the ancients was conceptualised in two ways 
1~ cy~lical, periodically regenerating itself ad infinitum; 2) finite 
time, 1· e. • a bit between two non-temporal eternities. Plato 
speaks of cyclical time. He was perhaps influenced by early 
Babylonian thought· b h · - h 1· I · . . , ut t e Chnstians changed t e eye 1ca motion 
mto a hnear motion b · • d' · h d . egmn10g from the fall and en mg w1 t re em-
ption. From the 17th · f h" · 1 century onwards the linear view o 1stonca 
progress began to . 

. 11 1 assert Itself. Kepler Bruno and Campanella st1 
d c ~ng to the old cyclical theory bu~ Francis Bacon, Pascal, 

athn °
1

ht ers adopted the linear theory 
0

0 f progress, Leibniz declared 
e eory of inf' • 
1- ht mite progress and he represented the age of 

enf ig . ed~e~t. Spengler and Toy~bee in recent times posit theories 
o peno 1c1ty of rise d 
theories are It . an fall of cultures or civilizations. But these 

u ra-h,storical b h I . h t d meanings in h' ecause t ey dea wit pat ems an 
istory for h' h 

the linear theori . w IC there is no clear proof. But even 
es Ptn their hopes on their fulfilment. 



The cyclical theory is opposed 

to the idea of progress; it represents 

the idea of alternating rise and fall 

i. e., rise when the curve goes up and 

fall when it goes down. It would 

mean a net condition of nonchange, 

the rises and falls cancelling one ano-

ther, while the rise prevents excessive 

exuberance in view of the impending 

fall and the fall prevents excessive 

dejection in view of the expected rise. 

l«£ 
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The concept of time is closely mixed up with the idea of 
causation. It is a matter of common knowledge that during a 
period of time events occur. Some events occur earlier and some 
later. Of these some earlier events may lead to some later events. 
Then the former are called the causes and the latter the results. 
The causes and the results are said to be causally connected. But 
if there be two events, one earlier and the other later and if there 
is no reason to suppose that the later was due to the earlier then 
they are not causaIIy connected. In history we have a whole 
complex of events all the time happening, some influencing the 
others, and some influenced by others, some revealing a direct 
causation and others indirect causation. There are apparent 
causes and real causes. A single historical event like the French 
Revolution consists of myriads of events and each one must have 
had its causes and to fish out all of them one might have to • go 
down to hell and up to heaven' as Trevelyan said. P. Gardiner 
also puts this question 'why did the French Revolution occur?' 
and elucidates as follows: 'when this question is pushed sufficiently 
backward and every answer to a wlty further confronted by another 
why the utimate why will have no answer; for that why is not as
king for an enunciation of a preceding group of events causing an 
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effect but is a question regarding the inbuilt nature of phenomenon 
for which human knowledge or ingenuity can have no answer.' 1 

Events occur at different points in time and the historians want to 
relate them causally. Meaning in history arises only out of such 
causal relations. Every preceding thing is not necessarily related 
to every succeeding thing, though causes are earlier and results 
only follow. Though this is generally true, there are results which 
are coterminous with their causes: but there can be no result 
logically preceding its cause. The historian's function is to detach 
these causal relations and make meaning out of historical happen
ings. The theory of moral causation perhaps necessary for the 
moralist and the man of religion has no appeal to the historian; 
for there is no necessity of temporal logic for good to be repaid to 
godd and evil to evil. Inefficiency and ignorance have more compel
ling and identifiable consequences reacting harshly on the inefficient 
and the ignorant than wickedness. Apart from these easily (or 
with some effort) detachable causes and effects, there is what is 

called the 'contingent' in history. If there were no 'contingent', 
history would be totally predetermined and become an unbearable 
tyranny. Man's autonomy is real and his autonomous action cuts 
across the chain of causation and creates change unwarranted by 

causes; in this case however the sole cause will be man's will. 

Thus, the impossibility of proving merely with the help of secular 
logic the phenomenon of moral causation, the autonomy of man 
and the consequent presence of the contingent are interrelated. 
Collingwood has contributed to the discussion on the idea of 
historical causation. He mentions three characteristics of causa

tion. That which is 'caused' is an event or state of things standing 

to it in a one to one relation of causal priority i.e., relation of 
such a kind that (a) if the cause happens the effect also must 
happen or even if no other condition is fulfilled; (b) the effect 

cannot happen or exist unless the cause happens exists and (c) in 

some sense the cause is prior to the effect for without that priority 

there would be no telling which was which. But one should note 

1 Nature of historical explanation, 
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that in all causal relationship the connection between cause and 
effect is not •necessary' but 'probablistic'. Collingwood speaks of 
the analogy of a road accident for which a cause is to be discovered. 
There may be many causes each one throwing the blame on the 
other. But a historian, when he seeks historical causes, is not a 
participant and he cannot control any antecedent. When a •con
scious' and 'responsible' person's 'free' will deliberately acts, even 
that act must have a cause. That cause is merely the provision of 
a motive for thus acting. This applies, however, only to{deliberate 
and free acts and such acts are but a few in history. 

Everyone bas heard of the observation that history would 
have taken an entirely different course, had Cleopatra's nose been 
somewhat shorter. This kind of search for causes is a car:cature 
of genuine historical causation. If there is a rigorous chain of cau
sation and if man is caught in this inflexible mesh it will amount 
to his being denied his autonomy: he will then have no will for, 
when he is 'willing' he is exempt from the law of cause and effect. 

Gustavson said that 'the problem of causation is inextricably con
nected with the whole question of movement and change in history 

and some facility in dealing with it is indispensable for an under

standing of the course of events. Historical movements, however 

much they are impelled by economic and social factors are after all 

carried through by men.' Lecky said that 'history is not a mere 
succession of events connected only by chronology. It is a chain 
of causes and effects. ' 2 It has been rightly remarked that 'to give 
a causal explanation of a certain event means to derive deductively 
a statement (it will be called a prognosis) which describes that event 

using as premises of the deduction some ttniversal laws together with 

certain singular or specific sentences which we may call initial con
ditions ••• from an analysis of causal explanation we can see that 

we can never speak of cause and effect iTl an absolute way; but that 

an event is the cause of another event which is its effect relative to 
some universal law. ' 3 

2 History of European Morals, Vol. 1 (p. 332). 
3 K. R. Popper: The open societies and its enemies Vol. 11 

(p . 249) 
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Mircea Eliade maintains that the purpose of myth and 
ritual is to abolish what he calls • profane time' and to situate man 
in an eternal setting.-' M. Eliade elaborates the cyclical theory 
with copious quotations in his Myth of the Eternal Return. 'Eternal' 
shows the perpetual nature of the operation; •return' (in so far 
as time is concerned) suggests reversibility which is false, and 
•myth' indicates that it is not history. Thus that book stands 
for a repudiation of the idea that perper ual reperformance of 
rituals has any historical significance. But this myth was part of 
the culture of primitive man and continues to be part of societies 
which are even now primitive. Eliade says that traditional and 
archaic societies revolt against concrete historical time ....... these 
societies refuse concrete time and are hostile to autonomous 
history i. e., history not regulated by archetypes. These societies 
depreciate history, reject profane and continuous time. According 
to Eliade, archetypes in concrete three dimension and repetition in 
the fourth, are characteristic of myth, created by the pre-Socratic 
'Man of myth' and all traditional socit!ties elsewhere. 

Time, as the scale on which history moves and is in progress, 
is of relatively recent origin. •We only have to go a few centuries 
back in the history of Europt! to the Middle ages to find men 
forming their thougt and action on entirely different assumptions. 
For them the individual life was set not in time but in eternity ; 
ideas and actions were to be thought of not in terms of time past 
and time future, but in terms of eternity in heaven or hell. From 
this it would follow that myths abolish time. J.B. Bury writing 
on the idea of progress says that ''the belief in a steady advance 
toward3 h~man perfection was put into more concrete form by the 

philosopher Fontenalle when he stated that 'the sound views of 
intellectual men in different generations will continually add up', 
and concluded that • progress is a rational and necessary effect of 
the constitution of the human mind.'' 5 This idea of progress 

4 Quoted by Zaehner in his Hindu and Muslim !J:lysticism, p. 22 
5 J. B. Bury: The idea of progress. 
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which we have elaborated elsewhere0 is largely the product of 
Darwinianism. But it is not as if everyone is hopeful about an 
unfailingly bright future gradually unfolding itself in the course of 
the process of history. H. G. Wells wrote despairingly 'that homo 

sapiens as he has been pleased to call himself is in his present form 
played out; ••. mankind would give place to rats or unclean intrusive 
monsters equiped with Streptococci for our undoing.' The dismal 
picture is reminiscent of Swift's• Lost voyage of Gulliver in which 
the Yahoos are abject slaves of their equine masters 

The Hindu view of time is somewhat unique and needs 
special attention. In Sanskrit Kala means time and Kala also is 
Yama, the God of Death; and he spans human life and ends it on 
time. Punctuality, which is consciousness of time, is bis special 
virtue. The Atharva Veda suktas speak of time generating of old 
what is and what is to be. To them 'infinite time is a non-entity 
objectively considered, being only a construction of the under
standing based on the relations of antecedents, and sequence in 

which the members of the phenomenal series intuited to stand to 
one another.' The Buddhists however considered Time to be a 
purely subjective concept. 

The Brahmins held to Eternity, omitted Time and lost 
History. Brahminism therefore is incapable of progress, 
for progress takes place in time. Believing in spirit or infinite 
unlimited substance, it loses person or definite persons whether 
infinite or finite. 8 Summarising the Hindu view of time A. L. 
Basb:im, says •for the orthodox Hindu the world is infinite in dura
tion and immense in size; ... the Christian universe was created by 
the act of God about 4004 years before Christ, according to the 
orthodox and traditional Protestant calculation and at any time it 
might come to an end when a new and better world would take its 
place. On the other hand the Hindu believes in an endless series 

6 Chapter 10. 
7 XIX: 53, 54 
8 J. F. Clarke: Ten great religions, Part I. pp. 136, 137 
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of cycles within cycles throughout all eternity in an immensely large 
universe containing many worlds; and within this enormous cosmos 
each being has innumerable chances of achieving perfection or of 

damning himself for a very lengthy period and so in Indian escha
tology and cosmology there is not the same sense of finality as in 
the tradi tiona-1 western religions, in which I include Judaism, Chrisft 
tianity, Islam and Zoroastrianism; in those religions a man is born 
once and only once and his future status for all eternity is decided 
according to his behaviour or his faith in his one life. These diff
erences have conditioned the a1 titudcs and the approach to life of 
the people of the civilizations concerned.•~ 

Hindu speculation speaks of the Y1tga and a Mahliyuga. The 

four yugas being the Krita Trela, Dvapara and Kali. A jjfahayuga 

is 12,000 years in duration. There is progressive deterioration in 
longevity of life as well as a corruption of morals and a decline in 
intelligence as the yugas succeed. Between two yugas there is a 
twilight. The last yuga being followed by a pralaya. Each year 

of the yuga is a divine year. Each divine year is equal to 360 human 

years. A 1,000 maltayugas are equal to one Kalpa. Fourteen 

Kalpas are one Manvantra. One Kalpa is equal to one day in the 

life of Brahma, the Creator; another Kalpa to a night; and Brahma 
bas hundred such years. According to the Hindus cosmic time is 

cyclical. The process of creation, destruction and recreation go on 
during this period. The Buddhists and the Jainas also accepted the 
notion of cyclical time. Indians especially the Buddhists started 
chronicling events without being bothered by history. The Jataka 

stories also reveal a concern with the li(e cycle of the Buddha. 

The Hindus later took over from the Buddhists and started chroni
cling without ever becoming historically minded. 

The CHATURYUGA, its characteristics and the period· 
1 1. . 1 d . 1ca 

dee me m mora s an the1r restoration by divine agenc h 
S Y, t e 

A VAT AR and the constant swing from one end of the 
. moral 

scale to the other of society necessitating the divine mod 
era tor 

9 Aspects of ancient Indian culture, pp. 40-41 
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to inte:-vene on behalf of the righteous and against the unright
eous-indicate a standard theory of cycles. This theory avoids 
the pessimism characteristic of a perpetual irredeemable fate as 

well as that of a movement along an upward plane towards the 
goal expected to be desirable. It takes glee and grief out of the 

human heart and helps to create a philosophy of non-morality 
and ethical neutralism which Hindu metaphysic largely yields. 
E. H. Carr is certain that the cyclical theory is characteristic of 

societies in decline. 10 

Time becomes significant only in the distinction between 
past and future for the historian. He begins hy stating that the 

'past can be known' and 'the future can be known only when it 
becomes past' and 'the future cannot be known so long as it 

remains the future'. We can say •a was b'; we cannot say 'a will 
be b'. 11 A scientist when he speaks of a general law holding good 
for the past, present and future prefers to use the present tense like 

the specific gravity of gold is 19.3 or the sun rises in the east. But 
when a historian makes a statement about the future it has to be 

in the form 'a will be b' and such a statement cannot be made, for 
in the world of history there is certainty in the past and only possi
bility in the future. All propositions about the future coming from 
a historian will be not statements indicating certainty but merely 
possibility which means doubt and ultimately ignorance. 

J. H. Plump has an interesting thesis about the past being 
different from history. He wishes to make a distinction between 

the mythological use of the past and history. He includes among 

such mythological use king - lists, part of which are divine and 

part temporal and similar geneologies. The myth of the golden 
age which often creates a halo around specific ages in the past 

is also past being used as a handmaid by the annalist. From this 

10 What is history? p. 37 
11 These statements like • a will be b · are more of the nature of 

prophecy than prediction. 
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the point is drawn that the past has been used for propaganda. 
But history will be objective. •The past has only served the 
few; history may serve the multitude.' 12 This view however treats 
of only one use to which the past bas been put. namely. its ex
ploitation by a certain section of the present. It ignores possibly 
deliberately the fact that time as represented by the past is neutral 
and if it can serve propaganda it can serve history as well. 

12 The death of tlie past pp. 15, 16 
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The Pre-Christian Non-Classical 
Tradition 

12 

Historiography means 'the art of writing history' •1 This 
word is a recent coinage intended to signify an account of the 
development of historical writing through the ages. When we say 
that there is development or evolution we mean that the successive 
stages of progress in this art have been different, without necessa
rily meaning that every stage in that process was an improve
ment on the previous. In different ages different quantities and 
different qualities of historical writing have appeared and these 
were responses to the calls and reflections of tbe times. It may 
also be remembered that the nature and pace of change in the 
field of writing were influenced by changes generally in society and 
particularly in other areas of writings: For example, in the 
Homeric times it was inevitable that anyone who thought of ,vrit
ing history was influenced by the epic tradition; that historical 
writings in the middle ages wt.re influenced by religious faith; 
and such writings in the 18th century, vide Voltaire and Gibbon, 
by Enlightenment. Historiography traces these changing pros
pects from ancient to modern times. It may also be borne in 
mind that like other traditions in human societies like the political, 
the scientific and the religious· historical tradition also has varied 
from place to place depending upon the prevalence or otherwise 

I H. E. Barnes in his History of Historical Writings called the 
word • Hist~riography_' unlovely; Marwick called it clumsy. 
But he admitted that 1t was useful. Modern •scientific' histori
ans who prefer utility to loveliness surely cannot object to 
this word. 
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of what may be called the historical sense. Hence some peoples 
have produced more historical literature, some others less and still 
others little. Ancient Greeks, Chinese, Medieval Muslims and 
modern Europeans belong to the first category and the Hindus of 
ancient India have the distinction of belonging to the third. 
Historiography in this manner will let us into the intellectual 
aspirations of different peoples at different times. It will therefore 
be not only a useful study but an interesting discipline; specially 

so for those whose professional study is history. 2 

Historiography by its very nature cannot relate to any 
period earlier than man's literary endeavours. The period served 
by archaeology can have little to do with h.istoriography. It will 
also be clear that even after man had become literate and had 
known to inscribe on pots and stones such writings however use
ful to the historian today cannot be considered to be pieces of 
historical lite:-ature. So historiography begins with the early 
compositions of advanced literate societies which grew literature 
in its various forms like the Greeks and Chinese of ancient times. 

From the humble beginnings a thousand years before Christ to 
modern historiography is a far cry. The ancient historiographer 
was handicapped in many ways like the want of an era, a system 
of chronolugy and an apparatus of criticism. In modern times 
these have changed the very nature of historical writing and even 
created new philosophies of history. 

In a sense the Greeks must be deemed the earliest among 
European historiographers. But for purposes of this study we may 
co?sider the Egyptians and eastern Mediterranean people, in Asia 
Mmor who came under Hellenistic influence as also part of the 
~uro!Jean tradition. It is well-known that the Egyptian civiliza
twn 1s one of the oldest in the world. The Egyptians attained high 

2 Marwick thi~ks th~t historiography is a much less interestin ~~:f ~liand~i story ~tsclf. H_o"':'ever that might be he is righ1 

l d
e a s that Is a prehm111ary to any important histor1· ca en eavour. -
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levels of material civilization and the pyramids are a sufficient 
testimony to their technological achievements. But it is surprising 
that in the earlier periods of their civilization though they wrote 
literature they produced not a scarp of history. Their hieratic 
tradition prevented the emergence of any kind of critical sense 
among them. A scribe of Thutmose III however described the 
achievements of that monarch in a historical way. About 275 B. C. 
Ptolemy Philadelphus called upon an Egyptian priest Manetho to 
do into Egpytian the Greek annals and he compiled an Egyptian 
chronology and a narrative history of Egypt which considering the 
times was of much historical value. But the work does not survive 
except in scrappy parts. The Babylonians and the Assyrians like 
the Egyptians did not produce any worthwhile historical writing 
till Berossos. a Babylonian priest wrote the History of Babylonia in 
the third century B. C. No doubt in the earlier periods there were 
lists of kings and priests, names of kings and lists of their achieve
ment. But these lists while giving some information do not qualify 
as histories. 3 The Hittites had some history as early as II0O B. C. 
when Telepinus wrote his history. But really serious historical 
writing was produced by the Hebrews of ancient Palestine and 
much of it is found in the Hebrew Bible. Moses has been supposed 
to be the author of a part of the Old Testament where in he tells 
his own story and it is believed that he wrote the Pentateuch. 
Much criticism has been made of the genuineness of the Mosaic au
thorship and it is now almost settled that the Old Testament as it is 
now stands has suffered heavily at the hands of early editors. Hence 
the pious view that the Pentateuch was dictated by God to Moses 
who lived in the 13th century B. C. is given up and it is now 
accepted that the Pentateucli was written by many authors during 
the five centuries between the 1 I th and the 6th century B. C. 

3 8:· ~- ~arnes in his History of Historical Writings makes no 
d1stmct10n between written material which can be used as 
~ou~ces for history and historical writing. But this distinction 
is_ Vital and archaeological paleographs must not be treated as 
historical writings. 
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Speaking about the development of historiography among the early 
Hebrews George Foote Moore says •we may well believe that great 
historical events gave an impulse to the writing of history in Israel 
and that the beginning of Hebrew historical literature in the proper 
sense of the word was made with Saul and David' ;4 Prof. Breasted 
comments : The Pentateuch, the books of Samuel and the first book 

of kings are the earliest example of historical writings in prose 
which we possess among any people and their nameless author is 
the earliest historian whom we have found in the early world 
The History of David written by the high priest Ahiathar was an 
outstanding example of genuine history written by a pioneer. 
According to A. T. Olmstead the author of this work wrote 'not 
propaganda for his monarch but an account 'of the facts for coming 
generations.' His objectivity in dealing with the character of 
David is almost uncanny. • Whether Abiathar or not he is our 
first great historian.' As Barnes says • the Book of kings was the 
first practical illustration of the notion of history as philosophy 
teaching by example.' 'One of the ablest products of Hebrew 
historiography was the first Book of Maceabees ..• this narrative 
written about 125 B. C •.•• tells the stirring story of Hebrew history 
from the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great to the 
accession of John Hyrcanus. ' 5 The work is reputed for its secular 
attitude, for it attributes the success of the Palestinians to the 
personal exploit of human heroes and not the direct intervention 
of God. The last great Hebrew historical works were The war of 

Jews and The antiquities of the Jews by Flavius Josephus (c. A. D. 
37-105) .. He wrote in Greek and with great literary skill. It is to 
be noted that the Egyptian Manetho, the Babylonian Berossos and 
the Hebrew Josephus had all been influenced by Greece and wrote 
in Greek. The Jews developed the idea of a divine messaiah who 
was to save the faithful from their suffering and this gave the 
Hebrews a historical future to look to. The Apocalyptics of 

4 
5 

G. F. Moore : Literature of the Testament, p. 96. 
H. E. Barnes: A History of Hist.orical Writings, p. 23. 
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Jewish history belong to the core of divine process beginning with 
the alienation of man from God and his ultimate redemption. 

Summarising the above it may be said that while climatic 
conditions made Egypt an ideal place for preservation of archaeo
logical material, Egypt produced very few historical writings. 

The Babylonians were concerned with the arts of peace and· 
the Assyrians dealt with military matters in their annals and 
inscriptions. 

The Hebrews of ancient Palestine were the first to produce a 
truly historical narrative of important and veracity. But Hebrew 
historiography as seen in the old Testament writings became really 
a basis for historical criticism and reconstruction only after the 
Christians took over the sacred books of the Jews and used them 
for historical purposes in addition to theological. 



13 

Graeco-Roman Historiography 

The earliest tradition of historiography belongs to the Greeks, 
even though they were still in the experimenting ground. The 
motivations methods and achievements of the Greeks in this field ' . of writing must not be judged by the standards of the 19th or 20th 
centuries. But there were common features between the earliest 
among the Greek historiographers and even modern ones and that 
is what makes the former take a place among the truly historically
minded. One of the first requisites of a historian, according to 
Lytton Strachey, is ignorance. It means that curiosity persuading 
a person who •does not know' to 'try to know', is an essential 
characteristic of a historian. The Greek historians especially those 
who lived after the 6th century B. C. were concerned with providing 
information on matters of public importance to those who 'wished 
to know' them. In this process naturally the Greek historian 
selected his theme, 1 reduced it to presentable proportions, clarified 
the facts, included what was deemed essential and omitted the rest. 
Even now these are the main functions of a historian. 

The earliest stratum of Greek historiographers were the 
bards. Some genuine historical writing might justifiable be 
attributed to Homer. His poems contain historical information 
about the culture of the contemporary society. Hesiod was another 
Greek poet of very early times who gave sketch of five ages of the 

1 11ea of History p. 26. R. G. Collingwood says the Greek 
h1st?nan's method precludes him from choosing his subject; 
but m_ one sense he did choose his subject though of course he 
had his reason for choosing only contemporary themes. 
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world namely the golden, silver, bronze, heroic and iron of which 
according to him we live in the last and worst-some what like the 
four yugas of the Hindus of which we live in the last and the worst· 
Hesiod gave a respectable ancestry to the Greek gods and this could 
be later imitated by those who wished to provide similar ancestry 
to the nobles of the land. 

Greek history proper begins in the 6th century B. C. and 
with the emergence of the logographoi i.e. the prose-writers. Poetry 
could not be a satisfactory medium for explaining social pheno
mena. Further it was then that the necessary cultural background 
existed for the growth of critieal historiography. That means a 
rejection of belief in mythology and a creation of interest in social 
origms. With the logograplwi prose developed a conventional 
mode of presentation of the story of society. Further the 6th 
century B. C. witnessed a wave of free thought and social criticism. 
Bury rightly said our deepest gratitude is due to the Greeks as the 
originators of liberty of thought and discussion .... the history of 
European science and of European philosophy begins in Ionia they 
began the work of destroying orthodox views and religious faiths. 2 

The first great Greek historian, Hecataeus (b. 550 B. C.), was in
fluenced by his wide travels which developed the critical spirit in 
him. '[be Persian occupation of Ionia widened the intellectual 
horizon of the Greek. In the eastern Mediterranean there were 
many peoples whpse c_~Itures were various enough to merit compara

tive study. 

The origin of Greek historical literature as we see above 
synchronised with the rise of the logograplwi. The more important 
aristocratic families of the region either out of a true historical sense 
or out of sheer vanity tried to discover genealogies for their families. 

Hecataeus introduced two principles essential for historio
graphy: 1. that truth is the aim and 2. that conventional myths 
should be critically questioned. He had a proper appreciation of 
the nature of early Greek myths and the need to critically test them. 

2 J. B. Bury: The History of Freedom of Thought, PP· 22, 23 
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He wrote: •what I write here is the account which I consider to be 
the truth; for the stories of the Greeks are numerous and in my 
opinion ridiculous·. The interval between Hecataeus and Herodotus 
saw the development of this critical spirit. By the time Hellanicus 
of Lesbos began to write the importance of chronology had been 
recognized. Herodotus was the first Greek historian to recognize 
the value of important international episodes and he developed a 
system by which he could omit the irrelevant and spotlight the 
major events. The need for a purpose in historical study was 
understood by him. Herodotus was, without knowing it himself, the 
author of the first universal history. He wrote not only about poli
tical affairs but about numerous social practices found far and near. 
He travelled widely in search of historical evidence, as it were. He 
no doubt was credulous, believed some absurd stories and recorded 
them. But his deficiency was caused by the general deficiency of 
the times. One of the greatest achievements of Herodotus was to 
started the tradition of introducing the histcfrY or one nation to 
a_no_ther, here that of Persia to Greec_e. It is a general theory held by 
some scholars that the Greek historians were not interested in the 
past but only in contemporary history. This is true of Thucydides 
and Polybius, but not strictly speaking of Herodotus for he was 
only six years old when the Persian wars had ended. He wrote the 

history of 'recent times' rather than that of icontemporarytim~s·. · 

The earlier stages of the Graeco-Persian wars had become definit~ly 
the past when Herodotus wrote his history• Herodotus did not 
mind pleasantly writing on what reached him as rumour or gossip 
provided it had human interest above all. Herodotus was superior 
to Thucydides in that he is certainly more readable. As for objecti
vity he was fair as between the Persians and the Greeks to the 
extent of provoking patriotic Greeks. 

If Herodotus wrote the first real history, Thucydides gave it 
a new shape and dimensions. He could tell a story as well as Hero

dotus· But he Wrote matter of fact history interspersed with fine 
speeches which he himself made up and put in the mouths of his 

'~haracters. He was concerned with the problem of historical causa-
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tion and the question of motivation. While Herodotus tried to fill 
in details in attractive colours on a wide canvas. Thucydides painted 
on a limited canvas a dependable picture in dull colours. Thucy
dides contribution to Greek historiography consisted in his metho
dology. He was rather consisted with cutting out everythig that 
was not directly connected with his subject on hand. One may 
agree now when this is pushed too far it can cease to be a virtue. 
He was in one significant sense inferior to Herodotus i. e. __ he 
was not concerned with social history o[~IJY.kjnd. Between Hero
dotus and Thucydides a great advance had been made in the tradition 
of Greek historiography. Thucydides however did not develop a 
true sense of the past and he lacked Herodotus, interest in the 
geographical factor in history. In one sense Thucydides was an 
advance on Herodotus hut in many senses his work fell short of the 
achievement of Herodotus 

Polybius wrote a laboured style but his concept of history 
was an attempt to objectively present the conflicting interests in 
society; he was superior to his predecessors. He treated the Greeks 
and the Romans equally. Polybius said 'the science of history is 
threefold: J. dealing with written documents and the arrangement 
of the material thus obtained. 2. Topography •.. , 3. political 
affairs ••• a bare statement of an occurence is interesting indeed but 
not instructive; but when this is supplemented by a statement of 
cause, the study of history becomes fruitful.' Polybius considered 
the question of the reliability of the sources as of paramount 
importance. Xenophon is usually rated inferior to the three great 
Greek historians since though he was endowed with literary talents, 
he was only a memoir writer. Greece in addition to these historians 
produced some rhetoricians like Ephorus. Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
who wrote the Roman history early in the first century A. D. for 
the first time specifically stated that history is philosophy teaching 
by example. Some Greek historians developed biography as a 
means of communicating history. Plutarch's Parallel Lives written 
in the latter half of the first and first quarter of the second century 
A. D. still remains the best work on historical biography. The 
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historical value of these lives is attempted by some scholars to be 
underrated on the ground that his main aim was not historical 
accuracy but the reader's edification. The last great Greek histo
rian was Arnmi.inus Marcellinus. He had to write in Latin as he 
was catering to a Roman reading public. The Greek historians - . . 

must be credited with the use of chronological devices like the 
cycle of Olympiads. Erotosthenes of Alexandria of the third century 
B. C. introduced a system of periodisation of Greek history. 

There were eminent Roman historians like Livy and Tacitus, 
Caesar and Sallust and Seutonius Tranquillus. Caesar condemned 
by some as an apologist for himself wrote accurate history in 
excellent Latin. Sallust f0Jlo\\•ed Thucydides, Seutonius set up a 
model of historical style and arrangement bf matter. Lucretius 
wro,e De rerum Natura which he wrote about universal evolution 
which in its importance as theoretical postulate was outdone only 
by Herbert Spencer in the 19th century. Generally speaking the 
Roman historians continued the traditions of the Greeks though 
few among them rose to levels attained by Herodotus and Thucy
dides. The importance and excellence of Roman historiography 
can be under~tood only when it is compared with the Christian 

historiography that was to follow. 

Now some general comiderations about classical historio-
12raphy will be useful. Carr observed that like the ancient civiliza

tions of India the classical civilizations of Greece and Rome were 
basically unhistorical. This is exemplified by Lowith who says: 
'with the exception of some philosophers nobody in antiquity, 
questioned the truth of oracles. ominous dreams and portents 
foreshadowing future events. Since the ancients generally believed 
in a predestined fate future events and destiny were only slightly 
hidden from them under a veil which an inspired mind could 

penetrate.' 3 To the ancients the future was knowable not only by 

, consulting oracles etc. but by inference from the past. Though 
Herodotus wrote about an event of which strictly speaking he was 

not a contemporary most Greek and Roman historiographers did 

3 Lowith: Meaning in History, p. 10 



GRAECO-ROMAN HISTORIOGRAPHY 155 

write on contemporary events. Much philosophising on this accident 
has been done by eminent historians of historical writing. But it 
must be borne in mind that one of the reasons why the ancients 
could not write the history of the distant past was that they lacked 
the kind of source material which we now have for major 
happenings of the distant past. They had to depend upon social 
memory for much of what they wrote and social memory was not 
facilitated by records as extensive and varied as are avilable to 
modern historians. In fact the Greeks were concerned with giving 
a record of things that had happened, •in order that the memory of 
the past may not be blotted out from among men by time', and 
'that great deeds may not lack renown.' Langlois and Seignobois 
said that the Greeks wrote history • to preserve the memory and 
propagate the knowledge of glorious deeds or of events which were 
of importance to man, a family or a people. Such was the aim of 
history in the time of Thucydides and Livy.' 4 Hence to them 
contemporary history was safer. But as Collingwood said 'the 
historiography of the Greeks was not legend. It was research. 

It was an attempt to get answers todefinitequestionsabout matters 
of which one recognizes one~elf as ignorant." 5 

To the early historians like Plato history moves in a definite 
circle, i. e. a cycle of eternal recurrences. Time and again, society 
returns to monarchy after passing through other forms of govern
ment. Poly bi us also believed in this6~ Philosophers like Colling
wood have attributed certain characteristics to the early Greek 
historians. He says they recognized not the value of the individual 
but the 'essence that is immutable in the fleeting figures of history.' 

4 Introduction to tlie Study of Hissory, p. 297 
5 Collingwood : T!ie Idea of History, p. 18 

6 The anci~nt Indian similarly thought of an unchanging reality 
and considered changes as my th. The cyclical concept of 
creation and destruction was favoured by the Puranas. The 
concept of time in the Yuga scheme also fitted in this frame
work. 
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This is called substantialism. Substantialistic metaphysics 
was defined by Collingwood as a theory of knowledge according to 
which only what is unchanging is knowable. But what is unchanging 
is not historical. What is historical is the transitory event. He 
therefore concluded that the attempt to think historically and the 
attempt to think in terms of substance were incomµatible. Colling 
wood illustrate the substantialistic principle with particular re
ference to Livy. He says Livy set himself the task of writing a 
history of Rome. Now a modern historian would have interpreted 
this as meaning a history of how Rome came to be what it is, the 
history of the process which brought into existence the characteristic 
Roman institutions and moulded the typical Roman character. 
It never occurs to Livy to adopt any such interpretation .•. Rome 
is the heroine of his narrative. Rome is the agent whose actions he 
is describing. Therefore Rome is a substance, changeless and 
eternal. From the beginning of the narrative Rome is readymade 
and complete; to the end of the narrative she has undergone no 
spiritual change7 ••• the nemesis of this substantialistic attitude 
was historical scepticism events as mere transitory accidents were 
regarded as unknowable; the agent as a substance was knowable 
indeed but not to the historian ... as the Greeks but it power does 
not alter a man's character, it only shows what kind of man he 
already was. 

Another characteristic of Greek historiography to which 
Collingwood draws our attention is its humanism and this is 
according to him the chief merit of Greek his tori cal writings. 

· Thomson summarising says the Greeks wrote history of all 
characters of all dimensions. The history of men are things of great 
nations and small cities, universal annals and local chronicles 

. ' political, literary and military memoirs. There is nothing which 
they forgot or ignored;):he Greeks first learnt the art of writing real 
history and perceived its purposes, its duties, its laws. -'The Greeks 
were the originators of history as they were of science and of 
philosophy. ,s} 

7 

8 

R: G. Coll_ingwood : 7:1ie Idea of History, p. 44. Compare the 
Hrndu not,~n of ~anr.i the enternal virgin and of Bharata
mata the umversahsed type. 
History of Historical Writing, p. 24 
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Age of Religious Dominance 

The trans it ion from the classical age to the age of religious 
dominance was significant in the field of historiography as in 
others. Christianity put an end to the age of Greece and Rome 
and the values it represented. The superficial distinction that the 
Christian age was religious and the classical age was secular was 
not the significant distinction and was less important than the 
distinction in philosophical attitude. The idea of equating Emperor 
with God 1 reached its climax with Augustus Caesar. His great 
contemporary Christ declared that there was only one God above 
and spoke of the concepts of sin and punishment rather than crime 
and punishment. Religion. if it is to be religion, demands faith 
and discipline. This faith related to some'.hing which is beyond man 
and which is not amenable to logical proof. But the ancient Greek 
thought that Gods shared with men secular interests. Men and 
Gods for 1 he Greeks were different only in degree. Some men 
could become God, like Alexander and most Gods behaved like 
men. The great gap between God and men peculiar to the middle 
ages existed as a narrow chasm between the two in the classical age. 
In short, humanism characterised Greek and Roman thought and 
was to reappear in the European intellectual tradition only during 
the Renaissance. Man to the classical tradition was a person endo
wed with the capacity to will and be able to achieve without divine 
intervention. From the reign of Augustus in the Mediterranean 
world and about six centuries earlier in India, the Christ and the 
Buddha respectively tried to discover an answer to the miseries of 

1 What in India and medieval S. E. Asia would be called the 
Devaraja Cult. 
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man. Christ said that the solution to the problem of misery lay 
beyond man, while the Buddha said that it lay within man. The 
Hindu Upanishadic teachers said more or less the same thing and 
these modes of thought agreed among themselves in that they 
rejected social criticism as any answer to man's ills. The Greeks 
thought on the other hand that man, in the company of the Gods 
who shared his joys and griefs, could solve his own problems. After 
the Graeco-Roman age insistence on the role of God made 
humaniam irreverent and irrelevant. The dividing line between the 
classical age and the following Christia.□ age was vii al. Europe 
became Christendom. The popes became more powerful than the 
emperors. Primacy of God was essentiaJ for spiritual welfare. 
Government was inciden1 ally necessary. It was but a tool to 
organize man for social peact: to secure the conditions essential for 
the pursuit of religious values. Christianity introduced a new kind 
of authoritanianism i. e. the authority of the Book and its int_er
preter. Pope was the authority. Luther a thousand ye::irs later 
questioned this authority and it was when that humanism also was 
revived. The classical age was marked by an order which was man
made and obeyed in the interests of man himself. But Christian 
subordination sprang from religious considerations. The rise of 
Christianity and the decay of the Roman empire brought about 
this change. The latter was caused when Christ questioned the 
authority of the earthly emperor, and papal authority also fell back 
when it was questioned by the reformers. The age of Christian 
dominance lasted therefore from Augustus in fact from some what 
later, to the fall of Constantinople and the rise of Luther. This 
was the age during which histriography like other intellectual 
discipline and academic practices underwent a great change. 

With the passing of classical scholarship and the coming of 
Christianity reason which played such a dominant role in Graeco
Roman thought was substituted by faith. Shotwell remarked 'there 
is no more momentous revolution in the history of thought than 
this in which the achievements of thinkers and workers, of artists, 
philosophers, poets and statesmen were given up for the revolution 
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of profit and a gospel of word]y renunciation .•• a revolution was 
taking place in the history of historiography. Homer and Thucy
dides, Polybius and Livy, the glory of the old regime shared a 
common fate. The scientific outlook of the most luminous minds 
the world had known was classed '(l.•ith the legends that had grown 
up by the campfires of primi tivt: barbarians. All was pagan it was 
therefore a calamity for historiography that the new standards won 
the day.' The early Christian fathers however were different from 
the later or.es in that the former were educated in pagan literature 
and to son-e extent influenced by it. Judaism and classicism had 
a charm for them. In fact, the ecclesiastical polity of the early 
Christians was modelled on the Roman Imperial structure. The 
Christians did not crudely reject reason but brought Platonism to 
their support and held emotion and intuition superior to reason; 
hence their objection to the process of understanding of the 
temporal historical process through reason. The Christian philo
sophy was developing an attitude of hostility to the scepticism which 
is a characteristic of historical knowledge. To early Christians 
history meant a process in which God and man participated. Their 
history started with the creation of man and is to go on till his 
redemption. Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430) in his Oity of 
God represented the historical process as a struggle between good 
and evil, virtue and vice and the divine and the demoniac. 2 In fact 
Saint Augustine suggested that the struggle was between the city of 
God and the city of Satan. 

There were two features which characterised Christian his
torical attitude; first, since they were antipagan, they could not be 

objective. Secondly, they developed a special method for treating 
inspired and sacred writings. They could not treat the Christian 
religious stories with the same critical attitude which the Greek 
historians brought to bear on the sources. But if some of those 

religious tales were incredible new meanings had to be found for 
them and so they developed an apparatus of interpretation suitable 

2 Compare this with the Deva-Asura concept in Hinduism. 
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for the religious literature. 3 The Allegorical method of interpre
tation became popular with and even necessary for Christians. 
Allegorization bypasses criticism and a good example of this is to 
be found in the ,"i:loralia or Commentary on the book of job, written by 
Gregory the great (6th centur•y A. D.). Isidore of Sevile (7th 
century A. D.) wrote on the allegorical meaning of sacred scripture. 
They divided history into sacred and protane, the former relating to 
religion and the latter the activities of the secular world. General 
intellectual decline was a feature of the age of Roman imperial 
decline and it related to the pagans as well as the Christians though 
in the case of the Christians they were doubly affected by one the 
general decline and the other the nature of Christian dogmas. 

One of the earliest Christian writers who tried to provide a 
suitable chronology of the human past designed to suit Christianity 
was Sextus Julius Africanus (A. D. 180-250). According to the 
chronology of Africanus, Creation took place 5499 years before 
Christ. Eusebius Pamphilus wrote the chronicle which was to pro
vide the proper background for his church history cJ.Dd he wished to 
establish that Moses lived before the Greek and Roman sages 
Eusebius was indebted to Africanus greatly. Christian chronoloay 
usually began with Creation. Then it divided the historical period 
into 1. from Abraham to the Trojan war, 2. from that war to the 
first Olympiad, 3. from the first Olympaid to the reign of Darius, 
4. from the reign of Darius to the death of Christ and 5. from the 
death of Christ to the reign of Constantine, Eusebius wrote in Greek. 
But in the 4th century A. D. it was necessary to write in Latin. 
Jerome who translated Eusebius' Chronicle in 379 did this important 
service to historiography in Latin. Jerome's translation was further 
revised by Joseph Justus Seal iger in 1583. Isdore of Se vile wrote a 
chronicle in the early 7th century and it was based on Eusebius. He 
however was indebted to Saint Augustine for his division of the 
history of the world into six parts corresponding to the six days of 
creation. The venerable Bede wrote a work on Christian chronology 

-----
3 Vide the Mimamsa technique for the interpretation of the 

Vedas. 
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in the 8th century de temporum Ratione. He too divided history 
from Creation to his days into six ages. Dionysius Exiguus of the 
6th century A. D. was the first person to use the birth of Christ as 
the dividing point in historical dating. Bede gave wide currency to 
this practice. Christian historiography achieved a certain unity 
(which was theological) and meaning for history. But they had to 
sacrifice the secular perspective and accuracy. J. H. Robinson 
says •the Amorites were invested with an importance denied the 
Carthagenians. Enoch and Lot loomed large in a past which 
scarcely knew of Pericles. ' 4 

The Christian fathers in addition to compiling chronologies 
wrote history of a sort. This they were obliged to do because the 
pagans were accusing Christianity of the responsibility for the fall 
of Rome. They had to vindicate Christianity. This vindication 
in its most famous form came from Paulus Orosius (c. 380 - c. 420) 
a Spaniard who settled in Africa and became a disciple of Augustine. 
He wrote Seven books of history c..gainst the pagans. Orosius based 
his history on the theory that ultimately the destinies of mankind, 
pagan, Jewish or Christian are controlled by God. In writing this 
work Orosius relied more on Eusebius than historians like 
Herodotus. But all these histories linking man's fortunes with 
God's will started with Creation. Orosius' method was effective 
since he had a 1mrpose in writing that history. It was Orosius' 
thesis to prove that even pagan societies had suffered calamities. 
As Robinson said all the achievements of Egypt, Greece and Rome 
tended to sink out of sight in the mind of Augustine's disciple, 
Orosiu"; only the woes of a devil worshipping Heathendom 
lingered. Orosius' work created a prejudice against paoan nations 
and their culture. 

0 

Christian historiography suffered from two defects, 1. that 
t was written to a purpose and as part of that purpose paganism 
was discredited and 2. their chronology was based on theological 

and not secular assumptions. But their ecclesiastkal histories 

4 Robinson: The New History, p. 30. 
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were more dependable. Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History was based 
on bis own Chronicle, and on traditional material which had 
reached him. The work received its final edition in 323 A. D. 
Casiodorus wrote his Historia Tripartita and this was the standard 
church history which was used in the middle ages. Sulpicius 
Severus wrote his sacred history which was characterised by literary 
merit. In these church histories the belief that human history is 
guided by God prevented a secular analysis of human motivation. 
They treated primarily of miracles and saints. This kind of 
historical writing is called Patristic historiography. Among 
Christian historical biographies one could mention Jerome's Life 
of Paul the 1st hermit; of course the great, autobiography by an 
eminent Christian was the Confessions of Augustine which is to be 
classed among the greatest autobiographies. R. G. Collingwood 
commenting on Christian historiography said 'the medieval 
historiography looked forward to the end of history as something 
fore-ordained by God and through revelation fore-known to man. 
It thus contained in itself an eschatology ,'5 

5 R. G. Co11ingwood, p. 54. 
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Medieval Historiography 

Patristic historiography which was in the hands of the 
Christians was not the only aspect of historical writing which 
characterised the Middle Ages. There was especially in the last 
centuries of that period, a body of historians who starting from 
humble chronicling achieved a fair measure of secular historical 
writing. These two traditions co-existed. The former however 
persisted in its ways and as Burr says: 'The Middle Ages did not 
discover history and theology; nay, to forbid it there grew to 
completeness that consummate preserver of the unity of thouhgt, 
the procedure against heresy. And to the end of that long Age of 
faith history did not escape the paternal eye.' The Christian Epic 
maintained its image for nearly ten centuries till the Classical Age 
revived under the Renaissance. It was laid to rest only during 
the Age of Enlightenment. 

During the Middle Ages, the shift from Christian metho
dology to secular did not mean really an improvement; since many 
of the modern writers who were merely chroniclers retained all the 
defects of the Patristic tradition but were also deficient in scholar
ship which was the hallmark of the monks. They represented a 
certain emancipation from theological obsessions but revealed a 
crudeness born of dissociation of cultural values. But it would be 
unfair to be critical of these historians. 

A consequence of the decline of the Roman Empire was the 
study of classical learning due to the loss of ancient Graeco-Roman 
literature by neglect or design. The Christian orthodoxy did not 
mind this, in fact was happy about the field being cleared for 
theology. Hence the Christian monks had a monopoly of historio
graphy. Further the medieval historians were themselves a small 
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elite group of scholars who wrote to inform or please another 
small elite group of readers. 

This situation developed as a natural corollary of the decline 
of classical scholarship which was used by Christian inkrests for 
their benefit and the incidental loss of the critical tools needed for 
secular enquiry and criticism. The vacuum thus created in the 
intellectual tradition of Europe cut new generations of medieval 
scholars away from the founts of classical examples. 

The transitional period from the decline of Rome to the end 
of Charlemagne represented the first half of the medieval period 
and the centuries from Charlemagne to the Renaissance stood for 
the second ha] f of that period; and each had i ts'distinctivc characteri
stics. The earlier period saw historical writings like Cassiodorus' 
(c. '180-570) History of tlte Goths, Procopius' (c. 500-565) The 

History of His Own Times, Paulus Warnefridus (c. 730-800) History 

of the Lombards etc. The later period witnessed the vast literature 
on Annals and Chronicles. These began in the earlier stages as 
no tin gs in diaries but developed into well-organized chronicles. 
The word Annals means 'annual informa· ion', particularly the 
astronomical records determining the exact date of the Easter 
festival. This was no more th~n a kind of almanac table. It is said 
that this practice started in England in the early Carolingian pericd 
and later spread to the Continent. Along with these religious data, 
contemporary secular information likt: the more important events 
ofthedaywasalso provided indirectly. Roger of Hoveden's Annals 

of English History (13th century) is a perfected example of what 
medieval Annals could be while the Annals were annual accounts 

of information deemed essential by contemporaries. The chronicle 
which followed was concerned with a place or an event. T. F. Tout 
who has made a study of medieval chronicles observes that 'its 
object in gen~ral was not a piece of literary composition but to 
fulfil a practical need, to supply information or to prove some 

case.' ~hronicles could give authentic information on contemporary 
happenings but not on past events; nor could they discriminate 

reliable evidence from unreliable sources. But of all the chronicles 
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produced during the medieval period the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 
(coming down to about I 154) is the most famous. The Chronicle 
of St. Albans relates to the events from 1250 to 1422. The Chronicle 
of Otto of Frcising and the Greater Chronicle of Matthew Paris are 
other important chronicles of this age. In the later Middle Ages 
some chronicles dealing with the histories of important cities 
appeard; the Chronicle of London and the Chronicle of Florence 

belong to this category. 

The Medieval historians could not write the kind of history 
which a modern critic can approve of, because, bis values were 
different; his sources were scanty; the method of source and text 
criticism developed in recent times did not exist then; and the 
natural sciences and the social sciences had not grown their later 
day features then. 

Medieval historiography was • characterised by dogmatic 
interpretation, primitiveness of literary form and want of scientific 
method.' These defects ultimately were got rid of in Europe only 
by the beginning of the 19th century. The medievalhistorians of 
Europe did not distinguish between mere annals on the one hand 
and chronicles and histories on the other. The churchmen or the 
monks were the only persons who had the learning and equipment, 
leisure and inclination to apply themselves to this work and the 
basic prejudices which marked them off from others naturally 
coloured their writings. Since a body of source material as such 
for historical writing was absent, they could write only contempo
rary history. Apart from these deficiencies, for which it would 
be hardly charitable to hold them responsible, they wrote crnly his
tories dealing with significant events or episodes like the Crusades, 
for instance; but it would be anachronistic to expect them to have 
delved into historical causes and analysed economic and deeper 
psychological reasons for historical events. But one should be 
thankful for the medieval historians for having preserved the history 
of their period at least in the shape in which we find it; since, but 
for that, the Middle Ages would be singularly devoid of the histo
rical works of any kind. 



The Beginnings of Modern 
Historiography 

i The Humanist Age 

16 

In the later Middle Ages, particularly :;ifter the Crusades, a 
change was coming over Europe which heralded to observant persons 
the return of the pagan past. With Roger Bacon and Machiavelli 
at work, it was not slow in coming. When in 1453 the Turks took 
Constantinople they did a signal service to European intellectual 
tradition by obliging it to recover and cherish pagan classical litera
ture (including history). The New Learning which originating from 
Constantinople and side-stepping Christianity spread over Europe 
like a dawn dispelled the superstitions and theological dogmas of 
the Middle Ages and turned man• s attention from God to his fellow
creatures i. e., from theology to humanism. This was quite a revo
lution. Some modern critics tend to underrate the significance of 
this revolution by saying that the methods adopted by humanistic 
historians were not different from those of the monks of the monas
teries who wrote ecclesiastical history or tried to fix the date of 
Creation. This is not fair criticism; one cannot expect the 13th, 
14th and 15th century historians like Mussatus, Giavanni Villani 
or Leonardo Bruni to have attended Ranke's seminars. They are 
criticized on the ground that they had not given up hero-worship 
i. e., that they changed the attitude of worship of God Almighty 
to one of Man, the Hero; i. e., they ceased talking about the City 
of God but began talking about the City of Man. But even if they 
had done only that it was revolution enough. 

This change which resulted in the secular attitude called 
Humanism was achieved by the direct access they had now secured 
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to pre-Christian classical thinkers like Aristotle and Plato and to 
historians like Herodotus and Thucydides. The emancipation of 
human thought from medieval Christian theological shackles and 
a reharnessing of it to ancient modes familiar to the classical 
Greeks and Romans was part of the Renaissance. But for this change 
which was accelerated by the invention of printing, the discovery of 
new lands, and the Protestant Reformation which weakened the 
authority of the Church, works like Sir Walter Raleigh's History of 

the World would not have appeared. Critics who are allergic to 
good writing and always suspect it as a camouflage to bad history 
deplore the absence of the scientific technique in the Humanist Age; 
they forget that that was the age which through men like Bacon 
and Machiavelli made the secular and the scientific respectable. The 
Humanists did great service to the European intellectual tradition 
by restoring to its rightful place classical thought and by denigra
ting the superstitions and the miracle-mongering of the Middle 
Ages. It may be stated that the Humanist Age was a necessary 
prelude to the Age of Intellectualism, i. e., human attention could 
shift from faith to reason only after theology had yielded place to 
Humanism; even as the Age of Intellectualism, was needed before 
the present age of criticism could dawn. 

It may again be noted just as the Age of Reformation was a 
damper on Humanism since the former again emphasised religious 
values as against secular ones which Humanism stressed, Romantic 
Age was a reaction against the 18th century intellectualism but 
this foil was to be swallowed up by the age of scepticism and 
criticism. This was what bad happened to the Reformation attitude 
of • my doxy being the right one• at the hands of the rationalists 
and the intellectualists. Hence, it will be seen that in the develop
ment of European historiography we have the following pattern: 

I. Pagan Classicism Poor criticism but humanist 
( -4th cent. A. D.) 

2. Medieval Christian 
(4th cent. A. D. - 14th 
cent. A. D.) 

Unity of thought, censorship of 
heresy and enthronement of Faith 
(in opposition to No. 1.) 
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3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

Medieval chroniclers 
and annalists (4th cent. 
A. D. - 14th cent. A. D.) 

Humanism (14th cent. 
A. D. - 16th cent. 
A. D.) 

Reformation (16th cent. 
A. D. - 17th cent. 
A. D) 

Intellectualism 
(18th cent. A. D.) 

Romanticism (First ¾ 
of late 18th cent. A. D.-
19th cent. A. D.) 

Criticism (late 19th cent. 
A. D. & 20th cent. 
A. D.) 

Secular not in opposition to No. 2; 
only another and different phase of 

it. 

Jn opposition to medieval ChriSlian; 
secular and human instead of reli
gious and divine and signifies a 

reaction to and admiration of No. l. 

A variation of No. 2. not in orposi
tion to it but by implication and 
performance in opposition to No. 4. 

Clearly and dogmatically opposed to 
Nos. 2, 3 and~ and built upon the 
premises of No. 4. 

A reaction to No. 6 when the latter 

becomes exaggerated as a creed; but 
temporarily halting the development 
of historiography along scientific 
lines, though setting right the rigi

dities of No. 6. 

Born of scholarly and scientific 
scepticism and going back on the 
cocksureness of No. 6 and the 

vagueness of No. 7 but sure of 
nothing but the method. 

From 1 to 8 it will be seen that all the stages of opposite things as 
well as scepticism are gone through. 

ii The Reformation 

Precisely when Machiavelli was planningto write the History 
of Florence, Martin Luther was burning the Papal Bull at Witten

berg and bringing about the Protestant Revolution. The former 

was emphasising the secularisation that was inevitable in course of 
time, while the latter revived interest in theological issues. The 
Reformation of the Christian religion and the counter-Reformation 
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which it provoked complemented each other and constituted an 
exciting chapter in European theological controversies. The 
Reformation halted though for some time, the advances made by 
Humanism towards modern Historiography for it once again 
turned man's attention from his fellow-men to religious and 
spiritual interests. But it is ro~sible to overdo this argument. The 
Reformation was needed since Humanism by itself would not have 
controlled or destroyed the stagnation caused by medieval theology; 
this needed service was unwittingly rendered by the Reformation 
which by weakening the then most powerful religious institution 
indirectly strengthened its other enemy, secularism. The last great 
effort to write history from the religious angle was that of 
Bossuat who wrote the Discourses on Universal History; he tried 
hard in that work to establish the hand of divinity in human his
tory. It has been called the 'last serious attempt at a providen
tial interpretation of universal History in terms of the old theo
logy.• This kind of writing tried to show that 'the march of 

history was to terminate in, the Roman Church.• 

Even as the abuses prevalent in the Roman Catholic Church 

provoked the Protestant Revolution, the clash between the two 
created the gratest product of the counter - Reformation, namely 
the Jesuit Order or the Society of Jesus. The Jesuits made consider
able contribution to religious history. The autobiography of 
lgnatuis Loyola who founded the_ Jesuit Order was a confession of 
his faith and the result of ho?est Introspection. Niccolo Orlandini's 
History of tlic Society of Jesus IS a good example of conscientious 

historiography on the part of a man of religion. Belgian Jesuits 

under the leadership of Jean Bo! and ( 1596-1665) started collecting 
the lives of the saints - the Acta Sanctorum - but did not finish the 
coll · It still goes on. But what has so far been collected is ectron. h . 1 a considerable quantity of ag10 ogy. Bishop Burnet's History of 
tlie Reformation of the Ch~rch of Engla~id was a good account of the 

Reformation movement 10 many of Its aspects; it dealt with non
religious causes and effects of the Reformation too. Thus Reforma
tion as well counter-Reformation used history as a tool for propa-
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ganda and not as a value in itself. The Megdeberg Centuries of 
Flacius were an attack on the Papacy. The Ecclesiastical Annals 
of Barnius in I 2 volumes was a reply in kind to this a I tack. 

iii The Age of Intellectualism 

This could be called the Age of Erudition or Rationalism, 
and the 18th century saw its flow~ring and passing. Rationalistic 
historiography was the result not only of the scientific discoveries 
of the 17th century but aim the geographical discoveries which 
made Montesquieu, Jean Bodin and others attribute great influence 
to geography on the character and fortunes of nations. The expan
sion of Europe into the New World and the new routes tc, other 
parts of the Old World created new intere~ts,to historians added to 
them, the scientific discoveries of Copernicus and Galileo, Kepler 
and Newton brought into existence a new orientation to European 
intellectual effort. All these efforts were reduced to scientific 
formulation by Descartes. Francis Bacon etc. Clarendon and Burnet 
wrote histories divorced from religious consideration but lacked the 
rationalist fervour which marked the I 8th century writers. Vico, 
Hume and Turgot thought of an orderly development of human 
evolution on this earth in all its aspects, social as well as natural. 
Hobbes and Spinoza spearheaded a new historical enquiry by 
introducing Biblical criticism; the latter maintained that the Old 
Testament must be treated like any other historical text. 

The writings of Voltaire, Montesquieu rte. gave a definitely 
new direction to European historiography. These wri tcrs were the 

historians of the Rationalist school or the historians of Aufklarung. 
They belonged mostly to the 18th century. The emergence of the En

cyclop~e~ists - Diderot, d' Alembert etc. - questioned the authority 
of tradition and assailed the infallibility of inherited beliefs. But 
Voltaire, Hume Robe t d a· h 

1 
. • ' r son an 1bbon were t e greatest umrnanes 

among the Rationalists. The Deists had said that God created the 
universe as well as · • · 

certam laws which governed that universe; 
t~erea_fter the laws controlled the universe, of course under God's 
dICecti~n. The r_ationalists also believed in something like this; but 
held chiefly that ideas or the intellectual force were the dominant 
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and deciding factors in history. They were capable of an objectivity 
of outlook which historians of any earlier age lacked. The idea of 
progress and the notion of continuity grew out of the convictions 
of the Rationalistic school. Vico in his Scienza Nuova said that 
the historical process was cyclic; Turgot thought that history was 
but the biography of humanity constantly moving forward through 
decay and revival, frustration and hope; and some scholars hold 
that he was the 'father of the philosophy of history'. An excellent 
example of hope peeping through loss of faith and patches of 
optimism in a broad canvas of pessimism is, provided by Condorcet 
who while awaiting for the guillotine wrote his Esquisse du progress 
de I'cspirit hmnain. Herder spoke of the evolutionary process even 
before Darwin. Montesquieu mentioned the need for a balanced 
constitution which would be relevant to the times and the people; 
Edmund Burke wrote of the organic growth of society and state. 

The Rationalist Age had however its serious limitations. In 
fact it was an age of conceit and unbounded faith in human reason. 
That age looked down upon the Middle Ages with scorn and con
sidered the Age of Faith as a period of barbarism. Hence they 
little understood that age; and since their own faith in reason was 
unlimited they did not care to improve the methods of historical 
research. Voltaire thought that the pre-16th century history had 
no basis worth investigation; and Gibbon held that the decline of 
the great Roman Empire signified the triumph of religion and 
barbarism. In the later half of the 18th century the emergence of 
man from darkness to light as exemplified by the Age of Enlighten

ment was stressed. But the Rationalists being fully absorbed in 
contemplation of their own perfection never thought of perfecting 
the system of enquiry, source utilization and criticism so essential 
for scientific historiography. 

The five centuries roughly between 1300 and 1800 witnessed 
the most ~rucial changes i~ European historiographical tradition. 
T_he Re~a1ssance, Humai:11sn~ .. the Reformation, the geographical 
d1~coyenes, growth of s~1enttf1c knowledge and the invention of 
prmtmg and the progressive use of gunpowder in war - these were 
the major constituent parts of a revolution which occurred in 
European attitudes to human problems during this period. 
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Modern Historiography 

i The Romantic Age 

Among the great intellectual force~ which prepared the 
ground for the French Revolution, Voltaire, Rousseau and Montes
quieu are usually listed as the most important. Of these Voltaire 
and Montesquieu clearly belonged to the Jntellectualist school, the 
former mounting an attack on the Church on grounds of Reason 
and the latter calling for a revision of the constitution and drawing 
attention to the importance of ecology in the study of hiSlory. 
Rousseau however was not that simple. He was in the intellectua
list camp in that he shared Voltaire's and Montesquieu's objection 
to the stat11s q110 but behaved like a Romanticist in his general 
attitude, though as a staunch opponent of despotism of all kinds. 
Just as the Age of Divinity created the reaction of Humanism, even 
as the Roman Catholic domination Jed to the Protestant Refor
mation, even as the Age of Faith led to the Age of Reason, the 
rigorous and almost mechanical intellectualist approach to human 
problems brought about its reaction in Romanticism. The histo
rical assumption of Romanticism was the idea of the slow, sure and 
steady evolution of man (or any group of men) in the historical 
process. The nation as a unit of human culture appealed strongly 

to the Romanticists. Their objection to the rigorous secular logic 
of the intellectualist manifested itself in a kind of mysticism which 
maintained that the historical forces are ultra-rationalist in their 
ways. They thought that the deeper mystical happenings can never 

be satisfactorily intellectually analysed. They spoke about the 
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'genius' of a people which exhibited itself in its arts and letters. 
They romanticised all national activity. When they spoke about 
the totality of the past experienu! of a people creating a character 
for'them which they cannot e~-:.ipe, they are positing a suprara
tional fatality which determines the nature and therefore the 
future of every nation. From this we get the myths regarding 
national superiority and the drawers of water and the hewers of 
wood; the idea of the German race being somehow pure and 
superior - a myth later fostered dangerously by the Nazis; some 
Hindus still believe in the myth of Aryan superiority and generate 
opposite myths in those who are upset unduly by this myth. This 
is very clearly anti-intellectual and dangerously romantic. 

Among romantic historians apart from the immediate disci
ples of Rousseau, we can mention Madame de Stael who in her turn 
influenced Thomas Carlyle of England, who was undoubtedly ·the 
greatest of English portrait painters.' The literary works of Sir 
Walter Scott were eminent products of this romantic medievalism 
which did great service in that it dispelled effectively the prejudices 
of the Age of Enlightenment against the Middle Ages. He 
brought before the readers mind's eye extremely vivid pictures of 
medieval life in all its particular colour. Chateaubriand of France 
could be compared to Scott. The History of France was a typical 
romanticist piece of historical literaturl! dominated by an intense 
patriotism on the part of the author. To this distinguished group 
of Romantic historians belongs J. L- Motyle the American author 
of Rise of the Dutch Republic. The main achievement of the 
romanticist school was to have aroused unprecedented interest in 
nationalism among historians and to have held the field largely in 
the 19th century. No doubt this had its evil influence in creating 
the kind of literature represented by the notorious Essay on the 
lnequaWy of the Human Races by Count Joseph Arthur ofGobineau. 
Though much of the achievement of nationalistic history may be 
considered to be wholly evil, leading to nationalist egotism and 
international jealousies and tensions, the impetus that this attitude 
of mind gave to the collection of source material for the writing of 
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nationalist histories can be considered to be an attenuating factor in 
this otherwise sordid situation. But patriotic history in the hands 
of giants like Macaulay, Michelet, Froude, Bancroft or even a late
comer like Churchill played a significant role in paving the way for 
the next stage in the development of western historiography. But 
unfortunately hundreds of persons •have been charmed by the 
native but vicious bumptiousness of third rate text book compilers 
who have imitated the bias of the masters without their literary 
virtues'. 1 A lot of third rate and sorry stuff passes for history in 
countries which do not have a sound historiographical tradition 
and the most dangerous aspect of this is that much of this stuff is 
either officially sponsored or produced lJ.), officially constituted 
committees and so reflect not only nationalist partisanship but even 
political party prejudices which in the hands of unscrupulous writers 
and immature readers can become cultural propaganda weapons. 

ii Recent and Current Trends in Historiography 

The middle of the 19th century saw the decline in Romantic 
historiography though in one form or another Romanticism con
tinues. But whatever justification it might have had then, it has 
ceased to have much relevance in modern times when the historian's 
job is recognised as an intellectual effort at honestly searching for 
and obtaining the source materials for the presentation of the truth, 
in so far as it can be discovered, keeping an eye on factuality and 
eschewing the subjective as far as possible. The Rankean ideal 
modified by the need to be elegant in the process of communication 
is and ought to be the constant aim of the good historian. This 
state of affairs has been reached after a lot of experimentation, trial 
and error, debates and discussions, vacillations and determined 
attempts. Some of the most important aspects of modern historio

graphy are philosophising about history, discovering the latent 
principles which do or ought to guide historians, and the formula

tion of credible theories of history. That is, Croce and Collingwood 
have given a new dimension to historical thought. Nationalist 

1 H. E. Barnes : A History of Historical Writing, p. 236 
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histories prompted by exuberant romanticism have thinned and 
history has struck roots in opposite directions leading to parochial 
as well as universal histories, the former enabled by local archaeo
logy and the latter fed by a spirit of cosmopolitanism. This 
process ha5 resulted in some gains and in some regrettable losses• 
We miss now the grandeur of a Gibbon, - the brilliance of a 
Macaulay, the fervour of a Carlyle, the charm of a Michelet and 
the fascination of a Froude; but at the same time rigorous disci
pline of a Niebuhr or a Ranke also seems to be too much for the 
historian of today. In fact the accumulation of an impossible 
quantity of source material has made the task of modern historians 
onerous, and they have to cut down their scope if any kind of 
meaningful history is to be written. The greatest gain on the other 
hand is that we are entering a new era of historiography in which 
heuristics and narration play a necessary but not dominant role: 
criticism takes the place of honour among the many anxious 
concerns of the historian. Honest and responsible criticism is as 
essential as it is difficult to achieve. The present position of 
historiography in the world lat large can be best understood by 
tracing its growth from the Age of Intellectualism to the present 
day, which may be called the Age of Criticism. 

The 17th century was essentially a century of development in 
the physical sciences in Europe. The intellectual history of Europe 
at that period proceeded on lines of controversy determined by 
scientific advancement of that age, especially in mathematics and 
physics. Newton was in one sense the harbinger of this intellectual 
revolution. Harvey's breakthrough in biology added to this. These 
demonstrable scientific truths disturbed the foundation of and set 
up new pedestals to philosophy and theories of knowledge. The 
vital area of the new development was the one of reconciliation of 
the new knowledge with the till-then held beliefs. The Copernican 
revolution (16th century) meant not only that the planets revolved 
around the sun but also that the new system of knowledge revolved 
around science. The system of deductive reasoning based on shrewd 
hypotheses which were themselves justified by scientific conclusions 
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- a methodology of knowledge which goes back to the days of 
Aristotle - set the pace for other areas of knowledge also. There 
were no doubt often minor and occasionally major differences 
among the philosophies of individual thinkers from the 16th century 
onwards. But as Patrick Gardiner ob~erves, •although the 
differences between, say Hobbes and Descarte~ or bel ween Spinoza 
and Locke are immense, the mil that nourished their philoso
phies was the same.' A consequence of this approach to the nature 
and function of knowledge was that the human mind came to be 
treated as being nearly equal in its function among all rational 
beings and that its functions could be listed or compartmentalised 
and that generalised theories of knowledgt are possible. The study 
of the individual human mind in isolation was the basis of the 
studying of the mass mind or social psychology. The basic assump
tion that human nature remains constant for ever and everywhere 
had to be made if generalisations were to be possible. The need 
for and the manner of human organization into civil societies and 
structured states could be deemed a constant and invariable pheno
menon only if this assumption is made. From a description of 
human society as it is, the philosophers passed on to a prescription 
for that society as it ought to be. 

In one sense the historians of the 18th and 19th centuries 
derived their metaphysical sustenance from the philosophical post u
lates of the 17th century thinkers whose main contribution to the 
theo~y of knowledge was that social phenomena are not unlike 
physical phenomena, in that generalised laws are possible in both 
cases.' It_ is on this assumption that we proceed from the discovery 
of scientific law to the interpretation of history. It was possible for 

hist0rica1 thinkers to hold I. that the events of history are merely 
continge?t; 2. that the aggregate of historical events has a total 
perspective which is ultra-secular and transcendental; 3. that there 
were immediate as well as ultimate Jaws which a priori, that is, 
causally connect the events of history i.e., whether they have a 
transcendental meaning or not they are at least predictable within 
limits. The impact of science on the modern theories of knowledge 
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had made the first of these unacceptable to the modern philosopher. 
So historical speculation has turned around either the second or 
the third of these beliefs. The 18th century writers preferred 
to take an empirical view of the matter i. e., they held that the 
historical purpose if there be one can be discovered only with 
reference to the observed and verified facts of history. The Enligten
mcnt thinkers were not quite certain however of this point of view; 
under the influence of science the Age of Enlightenment thought 
that it had emancipated itself from the grip of theological notions. 
Though it was so felt the emancipation was neither real nor 
complete as can be seen in Bousset 's Discourse on Unfrersal History 

'(1681) or Turgot. At times what was expected to happen was not 
clearly distinct from what one wished to happen. Thus the 
teleological came in by the backdoor even in the new speculation. 
The theory of final causation, the notion of a certain direction in 
which history is moving at times involving the additional feeling 
that the direction was a desirable one chracterised strangely enough 
a part of the Enlightenment. Writers like Condorcet thought that 
the future was bound to be pleasant. Historically the thinkers of 
the 18th and 19th centuries were deeply involved in problems of 
social reform and progres" so that this latter came at the hands of 
some even to be identified with the purpose of history. The 
Enlightenment historians Jinked climate. ecology or the inherited 
knowledge of men as influential in determining social and historical 
events. They depended on facts and evidence for this. Though 

they did not believe in a necessarily golden future, the perfectibili~y 
of man and the inevitability of progress were coupled with a prag

matic approach to secular phenomena. Turgot and Condorcet 
by taking this kind of attitude paved the way for the 19th century 

thinkers like Comte, Saint-Simon and Karl Marx. But this is only 

one aspect of 18th century historical speculation. Vico, Herder 
and Montesquieu held views much different from this. Vico rejected 

the Cartesian mathematicalism and the univers;-i]ism of valid 

knowledge. Vico and Herder clearly saw that events and men of 

distant past could not be judged by the, standards of historians of 
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later times. Vico knew that the historian of the Enlightenment 
hadto struggle against the myths and the pseudomyths created by 
historians of earlier ages. He also saw that human nature is to 
be generalised by a study of historical events and not the other way 
about: i. e, historical events are not to be interpreted from the point 
of view of a generalised human nature for which there is no inde
pendent truth. Here we see an attempt to depart from the metho
dology of science. The more modern view is to admit that historical 
studies are validly different from scientific ones but aim to hold that 
on that account they are not inferior and that it is certainly not 
incumbent on the historhn to try to tow the line drawn by s:::ience. 
Hegel contributed greatly to this notion of \he autonomy of history. 
In the 16th and 17th centuries, scientists emancipated science from 
ancient and medieval ID) th and non-reason. Similarly the his
torians like Hegel by drawing distinctions between the function of 
natural science and that of history saved history from science. He 
spotlighted the essential differences between the historical and 
non-historical targets and methods. His dialectical logic at least 
destroys the view that because certain methodology is successful in 
cert~in areas of human assumption, observation and generalisation 
they will be equally applicable to all departments of human 
knowledge. 

Philosophy of hisiory can be of four orders ; i. e., I. to 
say that hbtory has a meaning because all that has happened or 
is likely to happen is preordained by some unknown force. It may 
be provi<lence, it may be Hegel's, 'cunning of reason', or 2. that 
the course of history upto to now has been under certain direction 
and that the future trends can be predicted on the basis of this 

tendency, or 3. that because of the causal law operating in history, 

P3st events can be explained and future predicted in terms of these 
laws; or soi:ne historical processes have been described as being 
merely contingent and as if they could be treated in isolation or 
4. these can be understood only in the context of a larger schtme 
of which these are parts. Hegel proceeds on the basis of the last 
postulate. In view of the manifold nature of the philosophy of 
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history, historical speculation cannot be compared to areas of 
knowledge like sociology or morals. The philosphies of history 
have been concerned with discovery of past, interpretation of his
torical phenomena, speculation about the ultimate nature of 
history and so forth. 

By the end of the 19th century, however these attempts led 
to speculations on questions of criticism, systematisation of his
torical knowledge, the relation between history and science etc. 
Thinkers like Dilthey - a German, Croce - an Italian and Colling
wood - an Englishman stressed the idea of the autonomy of history 
emphasising that the historical method was quite different from 
the scientific. It was the process of historical thinking which they 
were trying to unravel. Speculation and categorisation were the 
characteristics of determinists like Spengler, Toynbee and Marx. 
But there bas also arisen another aspect of historical analysis con
cerning itself with historical methodology and procedure. 

Upto a certain stage discussions about philosophical activity 
consisted of structuring metaphysical theories. At the heioht of 

0 

the period when this was the most fashionable intellectual exercise 
it was supposed that the world was an integrated system, the 
nature of which could be decided by purely a priori reasoning. Of 
late, however, all metaphysical thinking is being subjected to 
reassessment. This reassessment judges not only the views stated 
above but also the positivist view that philosophical problems are 
amenable to scientific treatment, i. e., by the process of observa
tion and experiment. Now, philosophical problems are not of 
the nature of physical science wherein one observes how phenomena 
occur under given conditions. It is simple-minded to imagine that 
all philosophical problems can be solved by purely analytical 
reasoning. While it is true that such problems cannot be simply 
decided by techniques special to the empirical sciences, it must also 
be conceded that philosophical problems pertaining to history baffle 
simple analytical logic. To quote Gardiner: • they are rooted in 
issues and difficulties connected in essential ways with our forms 
of language and with the categories and concepts in terms of which 
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we think and express ourselves. ' 2 In fact there is a difference 
between the sort of questions which a physicist or a biologist 
attracts and the :rnrt of enquiry to which a historian is subjected. 
The confusion generally arose because in case of physics as well as 
history factual questions were put and appropriate answers ex
pected. But when it was realised that philosophical-historical 
questions required answers of an interpretative nature it was at 
once recognised that the analogy with not only science but also 
metaphysical concepts of a purely theoretical nature were mis
leading. Problems of history which could be framed in philoso
phical language had to be encountered at a level at which though 
the historian's head like that ofa philosopher could be in the clouds 
his feet had to be firmly planted in matter-of.:fact earth like those 
of a scientist. For the historian it was not only his subject matter 
that is different from that of a scientist but also the methodology 
of organizing his thought and the modes of communication and 
expression. Thus the latest approach to philosophico-historical 
problems is neither merely experimental=correlative nor analytical
logical but critical. This distinction will be dealt with at greater 
length later. 

What has been said above reflects that considerable changes 
have occurred in philosophical outlook during recent times. These 
changes have occurred generally in two ways. In the first place 
there has been a tendency to present history as conforming to an 
overall scheme. Many such attempts have been made. But all 
of them resemble each other in imagining an ultimate purpose or a 
cognizable and integrated pattern. In describing such things typi
cally philosophical parlance is used. But the most respectable 

among them have made it appear as if all the hypotheses have been 
formulated in strict accordance with inductive reasoning. Auguste 
Comte, Karl Marx and Arnold Toynbee have been among the most 
respectable among those who tried this kind of reasoning 
and have popularly succeeded, These attempts have been 
severely and successfully criticized by great thinkers like K. R. 

2 Theories of History, p. 265. 
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Popper. 3 It must be conceded that the laws which writers like 
Toynbee speak of1 have nothing to do with the laws of natural 
sciences, but resemble sociological laws which merely reflect cer
tain tendencies in given groups. In the case of the trends which are 
elevated to the level or laws by thinkers like Toynbee they are to 
be understood as much less than even predictable tendencies. Many 
19th century philosophers of history made the native assumption 
that there were laws of historical developm::nt. These when pro
perly scrutinized reveal that they represent merely a group of facts 
and do not constitute any statement of law. It must also be clear 
that many of these theories of history have for their central theme 
ideas like civilization (as in Toynbee), culture(as in Spengler), race 
(as among the Nazis), productive forces (as with Karl Marx) etc. 
But these terms have been very loosely used. 

These 'laws' which the concerned philosophers say they 
have discovered lay down a deterministic pattern for history. A 
century ago or even a half century ago these claims seemed to be 
credible. But now few theorists are willing to concede that deci
sions in history are determined in advance by factors beyond man's 
control. There was a class of historians like Dilthey, Croce and 
Collingwood who understood and proclaimed the autonomy of his
tory introduced new concepts like 'all history being history of 
thought', •all history being contemporary history' etc., none of 
which was free from confusion. Croce even made it appear as if 
there was a special faculty among historians (one does not know 
whether it is some sort of esoteric experience or intuition) by which 
the nature of history could be understood. But this will certainly 
clash with the necessity to consider history as an objective study 
employing cross checks and verification. 

In recent times historians, i. e., most of them treat their 
enquiries as mainly conceptual in nature and have tried to dis-

3 Vide : The Poverty of Historicism and the Open Society and 
its Enemies. 

4 For example, the law of challenge and response. 
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tinguish questions involving logical analysis from those of evalua
tion and estimation. Doubts have arisen regarding the very nature 
of historical knowledge. Amazing questions have elicited sceptical 
answers. Some questions are typical of the modern age. I. Can 
history be objective? 2. Is history a science? 3. Can historians 
ever experience the thoughts of the past? 4. Can historians ever 
know anything about even the tendencies of the future? The pro 
blem of causation in history has been another thorny point. All 
these questions arise probably because the boundaries of history. 
its objectives and distinguishing characteristics have not been 
settled. The question of truth being ever available to the historian 
has bothered him and his critics so that the question assumed two 
forms: 1. Whether each historian deals with and presents only one 
aspect of Truth or 2. Whether he presents a picture of alleged rea
lity created by the subjective in him but called true by him. He 
might well believe that it is truth but will it on that account be
come truth? In either case historical speculation as well as writing 
assumes a relativist character i. e., to say that history has only 
relative validity. From this arises the usual assertion that history 
has to be rewritten from time to time. If every verison of a phase 
of history is true within limits and for the age concerned, what 
then is the ultimately true version? This is followed by the skepti
cal answer; there is perhaps none. Associated with this principle 
of relativism i3 the group of deterministic beliefs regarding the 
nature of the historical process itself. 

Mixed With this problem is another modern tendency to 
~reat all disciplines as merely different parts of knowledge which 
IS only a modern restatement of the ancient Greek view of the inte
gra~ed nature of philosophy. When history gets mixed up with 
socaology, economics etc. we get phenomena like Spengler and 
Marx. The theory of historical relativism found its ablest advocate 
in Karl Mannheim, a sociologist according to whom the social 
lo~us of the historian decides the :rea and nature of his knowledge. 
It IS g~nerally stated by relativists that historians of different ages 
and different lands (separated in time as welJ as in space) hold 
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different views on history and write different histories because they 
t:elono to different cultural milieus and so standpoints vary. It is 

t::, 

suggested here that this variation is due to a shift (a necessary one 
because of passage of time, involving the constant flow of compli
cated events changing the nature of human experience} in value 
systems, i.e., the scale of values regarding what is essential, what 
is non-essential and even what is right and what is wrong. What
ever be the validity of this suggestion especially when it is made 
in an unqualified and dogmatic manner can it also be suggested that 
the methodology of investigation and interpretation will also vary? 
The theory of relativism emphasises the fact that irrespective of 
the premises on which conclusions are reached and of the nature of 
the conclusions reached, historians can make only statements whose 
truth is relative. If this is a universal proposition, that is to say. 
if there are only relative conclusions in history, what would they 
be relative to? Are there no norms judged by which they will be 
relative? Or are they relative to each other only? This debate on 
relativism has a way of being resumed from time to time inspite of 
a lot of discussion by eminent scholars. 

The latest emphasis, however, has been on historical expla
nation. The nature of historical explan~tion, its method and 
structure, the logic which controls it whether it is merely a descrip
tion or should also take on the character of a prescription or an 
ascription - are matters of current interest to students of historical 
theory. It is here that the methodology of historical analysis comes 
in for comparison with methodologies in allied subjects or any 
intellectual discipline for that matter. The distinction between 
explanation and prediction can be understood only if the meanings 
of these two terms: description and explanation are understood. 
In fact, the function of explanation is not to make the unknown 
known but to render the unintelligible intelligible. Intelligibility 
is the receiving-end-product of communication which is a verbal 
exercise. It has also been rightly pointed out by Hempel that the 
function of explanation is the opposite of that of prediction. It 
happens thus: in explanation one tries to clarify an event that has 

happened and to discover the causes that led to the event. In the 
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case of prediction, however, given the complex of causes one tries 
to anticipate the kind of event that is likely to follow. In histo
rical explanation since J. the same set of causes can never recur 
and 2. since in the future the interference of new cnusative factors 
can neither be posited nor ruled out, the nature of the future cannot 
be categorised. It must be patent to anyone that either historical 
explanations follows the general law of explanation or it has its 
own unique character. If there is no uniform theory of explana
tion, how can the validity of historical explanation be tested? His
torians differ among themselves because of their different evalution 
of the capacity for certain causes to lead to certain events. In this 
context a very important i,·ea namely the distjnction between expla
nation and justification must be grasped. The essence of the matter 
seems to be that no explanation can be final until all the attendant 
factors are known and the nature of explanations will vary with the 
quality as well as the quantity of our knowledge of attendant fac
tors. Ap:ut from •explanation' and •justification' there is a third 
area namely •~ignificance'. Thus we see that every event has a 
character different from that of every other event and the signifi
cance of each is unique. •Significance' consists of the difference 
between event and event; 'significance' wot:ld be impossible of 
comprehension if 'explanation' is not full. In ordinary narrations 
in history the historian d0es not consider it necessary to give an 
explanation for every event he narrates for discovering its signifi
cance. In evaluation of positive factors historians vary from one 
another since some consider some causes more important than 
others in the making of an event. The Marxians for instance con

sider the economic factors more fundamental and important than 
any other in the chain of historical events. 

Again the distinction between explanation and interpretation 
must be remembered. While interpreting a fact it is not merely 
explication or clarification that is involved but the provision of a 

meaning out of many possible ones which the historian considers 
is the most appo!>i te. The significance of a fact resembles meaning 
or interpretation though the former is generally the revelation of 
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character of an event vis-a-vis other events surrounding this fact of 
history. Interpretation takes on the larger role of making a 
historical fact meaningful from the point of view of the historian's 

cherished philosophy of life. 

The many penetrative studies that have been made by 
eminent scholars on the basis of problems of historical enquiry 
have not led to the creation of a framework of knowledge special 
to the human sciences as distinct from the natural sciences. There 
is an area of historical explanation whereby the historian attributes 
motives and indulges in psychological •rationalism' of one sort or 
another. These can never be brought under any categories of 
general laws. It must be obvious to anyone that the absence of a 
technical vocabulary or terminology is both the cause and result of 
the obsence of general laws. In the case of philosophers like 
Hegel, Comte and Marx the totality of social phenomena is deemed 
more important and significant than individual or · unique cases. 
Popper demolishes the exaggerated claims of 'holi~n: ·. Obviously 
the numerous problems we have examined hereabove have been 
experienced by practising histori:rns from the beginning of historio

graphy. But their formulation in clear terms is of recent origin. 

One of the characteristics of modern, i. e., recent European 
Historiography is social realism. Modern European Historio
graphers have interested themselves in political, diplomatic, in
tellectual, economic, social and cultural histories. Except political 
and diploma tic, the rest can all be considered social. The bio
graphical approach in historiography has been prominent inspite of 
much talk about collectivist theories. C. V. Wedgewood said 
with referenc;e to Richelieu as follows: 'The part played by the 
great man in history is usually over-estimated. On the other hand 
the modern fashion of allowing no influence to the individual at all 
and ascribing all historical developments to social or ecnomic 
process seems equally mistaken. It forces beyond individual 

control - the spiritual force of a great religious revival. the economic 
and social forces driving France towards national consciousness 

and expansion - played an important part in the French monarchy, 
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it is difficult to imagine quite how these forces shou Id have found 
expression under other guidance than that of Cardinal Richelieu. 
It is the measure of his greatness that it should be so difficult to 
imagine the growth of the French monarchy or the development of 
Europe in the 17th century without him.' 5 

Among recent historians Rafael Altamira who wrote on 
Philip II and G. P. Gooch (1873-1968) who wrote on Frederick 
the Great, Maria Theresa, Catharine the Great, and Louis XV 
can be mentioned. Opposite to this tendency to consider the 
biographical approach important is the other conception of History 
which regards 'Collectivities, cla~~es, conditions and circumstances' 
as the major propelling force of the historical process. Karl 
Lamprecht (1856-1915) was dissatisfied with the individual in 
history and sought historical laws through investigations of the 
mob psyche in different periods. To him the masses counted for 
more than the individual. He said, • the multitude domineered 
over the genius.' Henri See (1864-1936) a pupil of Fustel de 
Coulanges, who wrote on 'Louis XI and his relations with the 
Towns' was of the opinion that individuals were powerless against 
'the force of things'. In spite of these views the emphasis on the 
role of the individuals is only a manifestation of a partiality for 
political history. The others develop a preference for socio
economic trends. The current tendency, however, is to recognize 
the interdependance of the many aspects of history. But still the 
emphasis on politics was sought to be justified by social power 
being concentrated in political hands. This was bound to create a 
reaction. Frederic Harrison once said, that 9/ IO of the past history 
of mankind had been ignored by those who concentrated on politi
cal history. Altamira who wrote his 'History of Spanish Civi liza
tion' gave an integrated picture of the life of the Spanish people. 
Scbmoller (1838-1917) was one of those who emphasised the close 
relationship between economic phenomena and the life of the indi-

.5 Ricehelieu and the French Monarchy, pp. 9- I 0 
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vidual in society. This approach was a strong practical support 

to the Marxian idealogy. 

The History of ldc!as had attracted historians like Gooch 
and See. But the domain of ideas is on the borderland between 
history and metaphysics and naturally historians like Gooch 

indulged in a limited sense in this field of writing. 

Diplomatic history which is an auxillary to political history 
normally has been further developed by making diplomacy stand 
for relations between peoples and peoples in addition to links 
between state and governments. 

Military history assumed special importance after the First 
World War during which special and modern techniques of war 
developed. Concerned with the art of war tactics. strategy, battles 
(land, sea and air). armaments. (nuclear and conventional) have 
been proliferating. But the interdependance of non-military and 
military factors like linking economic motivation with armament 
manufacture has been growing. 

Religious history which is by no means new or novel has 
been revived also. Even as some historian·s thought that economic 
motivation was the prime cause of the French Revolution, others 
have emphasised the religious aspect of it. 

Local or regional history has been in the forefront in recent 
times. The history of localities, research into toponyms, research 
on merchant and trade guilds, trade routes etc. have become impor
tant in determi,ning the cause of a large segment of social interest 
and activity. 





PART III 

HISTORIANS OF 
THE WEST 





European Historians 
other than English 
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Hecataeus (b. 550 B. C.), a native of Miletus, was the 
earliest Greek historian who wrote the Genealogies, answering 
very nearly to a modern definition of history. He himself pro
foundly disbelieved the Greek myths and wished to discover and 
communicate the truth about the reality to the past. He wrote, 
.•What I write here is the account which I consider to be true: for 
the stories of the Greeks are numerous and in my opinion 
ridiculous.' Both Greek prose and Greek critical philosophy and 
ultimately the European tradition of communication of dogma 
through the medium of common speech were born in Miletus and 
it was not an accident that European historiography should also 
have begun there. Hecataeus, though very impressive in his 
declaration, does appear gullible in his writings. He was greatly 
learned and in spite of his laudable assumptions regarding history, 
he seems very naive indeed at times. Heraclitus, a contemporary 
of his, included him among men who illustrate the principle that 
•much }earning does not teach common sense.• 

Herodotus of Halicarnassus (c. 484-425 B. C.) was born 
six years after the battle of Marathon in which the first Persian 
invasion of Greece was beaten off. He was four years old when 
the second invasion under Xerxes occurred. So he grew in an 
atmosphere surcharged with Greaco-Persian conflicts. He travelled 
widely and collected data on a variety of subjects from numerous 
persons and visited many places. Athens was his second home. 
He wrote his History which in nine parts narrates mainly the 
Graeco-Persian conflicts but incidentally is an encyclopaedia on 
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socio-historical themes of ancient times. The division of his work 
into nine parts was the work of later editors. The work is a 
finished product of a mature mind well-equipped with diligently 
collected and carefully sifted information both instructive and 
entertaining and naturally endowed with a capacity to clothe his 
material in a very attractive literary garb. For entertainment 
value his work has perhaps not yet been surpassed. 

His work is divided into three divisions: The first, dealing 
with the rise of Persia and the second the ambitions and failure 
of Darius, and the third the second Persian attack, i. e., by 
Xerxes and the ultimate defeat of Persia. Herodotus did not 
stick strictly to this time-table of events, bl;t went far astray to 
include whatever he thought was worth telling. Some of the 
material in his History seems to have been included more for 
entertainment than for instruction. But this will not mean that 
Herodotus has no concern for truth. He himself says 'any person 
who finds such stories credible may adopt the attempt given by 
the Egyptians: for my part it is my principle throughout the whole 
of history to record what I have heard said by each of my infor
mants.' Elsewhere he says 'I feel obliged to tell what is told to 
me. But I do not feel at all obliged to believe it: Let this hold 
as the gover.ning principle for the whole History.• He leaves 
the decision to believe or disbelieve these stories to the readers. 
Some other facts which he did not care t0 verify or even question. 
according to some, detract from the value of his work. For 
instance he speaks of the army of Xerxes being three million 
men. But in such cases, he throws the responsibility on his infor
mants· The final impression of his History on the readers' mind is 
to focus the nature of the Graeco-Persian conflict which resolves 
itself into a _conflict between two cultures or value systems the out
come of which was to decide the fate of human civilization. 

Maurice Croiset summarises the significance of his work: 
'From everything ~vhich he had seen, read and heard he produced 
by the power of his genius, by his keen sense for beautiful things, 
by his talent as a story teller and by the charm of his style a truly 
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admirable work in an immense frame; as in a sort of moving 
panorama be gives bis readers a picture of the life of twenty 
dilforent peoples. How much instruction was offered in this ency
clopedic collection wherein the variety of human types, the multi
plicity of religions and the history of diverse institutions were so 
interestingly set forth!' 1 Shotwell described Herodotus as the 
• Homer of the Persian wars'; only his epic was written in prose. 
He was an admirer of Athenian democracy. His true title to fame 
is that he was the first constructive artist in the field of historical 
writing and 'was the first writer to imply that the task of the his
torian is to reconstruct the whole past life of man and was one of 
the most absorbing story-tellers in the entire course of historical 
writing. ' 2 These achievements have earned for Herodotus the 
universally recognized title, 'The Father of history' (Pitirum 
Historia), a title conferred on him by Cicero. It has been wittily 
remarked that the Father of History had no sons in the field of 
historiography, for since the time of Thucydides and Polybius 
other motivations had set in and other styles of writing bad become 
popular. It is also true that till now there has been no historian 
comparable in all respects to the Father of History. He was impelled 
by a genuine historical motivation. He declared that his aim in 
writing the History was to 'prevent the great and wonderful actions 
of the Greeks and the barbarians from losing their due meed of 
glory: and withal to put on record what \\ere their grounds for 
feud'. 

Second in importance only to Herodotus was Thucydides 
(456-396 B. C.) a son of Clorus, an Athenian. He was a junior 
contemporary of Herodotus whose public readings of his own 
history were heard by a number of young men in Athens of whom 
Thucydides was one. Thucydides was wealthy and well-connected. 
He was distantly related to Miltiades, the victor of Marathon and 
Cimon, the conqueror of the Persians in the Battle of Eurymedon. 

·------------

1 Hellenic Civilizat·ion: pp 143, 144 
2 H. E. Barnes: A History of Historical Writing, p. 29 
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Hence there is little wonder he chose the Civil War as the theme 
for his history. Though he was influenced by Herodotus the 
influence was perhaps restricted to the excitement of the sense of 
history in him. But in almost every other respect the two great 
historians differed from each other and have stood for very different 

styles of historiography. 

His contribution to historiography was the History of the 
Peloponnesian War (431-404 B. C. ) . The author was a contem
porary of the events he so vividly portrayed. He participated in 
it and he ,...;rote on things, men and events of which he had personal 
knowledge. The Peloponnesian War marked a transition from 
dominance to decline in the annals of Athens. He was moved, as a 
witness to this transition, to record the struggle between Sparta and 
Athens, which brought the glory of the Periclean Age to a close. 

His History comprises eight books. It gives the immediate 
and prime causes of the war and the author's idea of History. He 
deals with momentous events like the Theban attack on Plataea, 
the plague at Athens, the funeral speech of Pericles and his death 
and the naval victories of the Arhenians under Phormio, the revolt 
of Mytilene, the surrender of Plataea, the sedition in Corcyra, the 
Athenian expedition to Sicily, the Spartan peace proposals and 
their rejection by the Athenians, the exploits of Brasidas the Battle 
of Delium, the peace of Nicias, the role of Alcibiades, the Sicilian 
expedition. The eigth book is less polished and finished than the 
rest and ends abruptly, in the middle of a campaign, 41 I B. C. 

He was more scientific than Herodotus in his treatment of 
the subject; and more explicit in the statement of his philosophy 
of History than his illustrious predecessor. He cuts out mytl:s 
and scornfully rejects incredible hearsay and the irrational. Possibly 
for that reason he is not as eminently readable as Herodotus. He 
is not the invariable refuge of the lovers of the human tale that 
Herodotus was. The very appellation 'scientific' seems to apply 
aptly to Thucydides and not necessarily as a compliment. A great 
feature of his work are the speeches which his chracters deliver, 
especially the funeral oration of Pericles. These are polished and 
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well-rounded speeches which had evidently been touched up by the 
expert hand of the historian. These speeches surely contain the 
substancial core of what were said. But how scientific is a historian 
who writes out the speeches of his characters? - for he is apt to 
have put in his own views however unconsciously into them, and 
this would ditract from an objective treatment of a situation or a 
policy : a historiographical procedure which Thucydides so much 
advocates. This is the reason why R. G. Collingwood rates 
Thucydides much lower than Herodotus, and calls him a •psycho
logical' historian who is more concerned with the discovery and 
the description of motives, causes etc., all of which were ultimately 
the historian's own reaction to his study of the events. Thucydides 
was an improvement on Herodotus in bis sense of chronology. But 
Herodotus scores heavily as a total historian. Thucydides had 
however an advantage in having chosen a strictly contemporary 
event. His basic proposition that it is the historian's duty to 
discover the truth and to pass its significance to his readers made 
his task easier and more difficult at the same time. He said in a 
passage which has become a classical enunciation of scientific 
historiography as follows: "Most men receive and pass on informa
tion in an uncritical spirit. Hence most Athenians are misinformed 
even concerning comparatively recent events in their own history; 
and because historical events are legitimate material for poets and 
others, who are more concerned to adorn and exaggerate than to 
present them truthfully, they become irretrievably lost to posterity. 
Therefore no realistic historian who cares for the truth wi 11 attempt 
to describe events of which he does not have first-band knowledge 
or reliable informants whose accounts he can check. This bas 
been my principle, though it has not made my task easy. It has 
produced a work which will give but little pleasure to those who 
seek mere romance or sensationalism; but if it is of some use to 
those who wish to have a clear view of the past, and through it a 
guide to the future, since human nature is a constant factor, I shall 
be satisfied.' ' 3 Thucydides's achievement as a historian has been 

3 Stephen Usher: The Historians of Greece and Rome, p. 28 
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summarised by Stephen Usher as follows: •His achievement con
sists primarily in his reconciliation of the rival claims which were 
already being made upon history by Ii terature and science: by 
steering a middle course between the scylla of colourless chrono
graphy and the cbarybdis of sensationalist romanticism, he struck 
the ideal balance and left his successors with the unenviable task 
of measuring up to his standard. ' 4 J. B. Bury's estimate of 
Thucydides is: •The work of Thucydides marks the longest and 
the most decisive step that has been ever taken by a single man 
towards making history what it is today.' This opinion. an 
unqualified eulogy of Thucydides is in keeping with Bury's famous 
dictum that • History is a science, no less ano no more'. Hume 
said that 'the first page of Thucydides is the beginning of all true 
history'; perhaps Hecataeus and Herodotus were of no moment to 
him. Ferdinand-ScheviJI quotes Thucydides' views about himself; 
the Greek historian referred to his history as 'not an essay planned 
to win the applause of the moment but as a possession for all 
time. ' 5 These opinions and eulogies of Thucydides have to be 
qualified by the present day view that it is not enough for history 
to concentrate on military or political events but must extend its 
interest to include all aspects of man's evolution towards civiliza
tion. If this view is correct Herodotus was after all not dethroned 
by Thucydides. 

Xenophon (430-354) another historian of merit, was a 
disciple of Socrates. His title to fame as a historian rests on his 
works, the Anabasis and the Hellenika. His literary ability was 
very high and he was a master of the art of writing memoirs. His 
Anabasis (march up-country) is the story of how Xenophon marched 
with a few Greek mercenaries to take service under Cyrus, the 
Younger, the Persian prince and returned to Greece after disagree
ment among the aqventurers; Cyrus who wanted to seize the throne 
of Persia from his brother Artaxerxes was however killed in the 
Battle of Cunaxa and the Greek commander suffered execution. 

4 Ibid: p. 64 

5 Essay on Thucydides in 'Six Historians' 
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x~nophon then led the remaining band of ten thousand Greek 
~oldiers back home and this retreat is immortalised in his •Retreat 
of the Ten Thousand'. The Anabasis and the Katabasis are in the 
form almo~t of a diary of events. The Cyropaedia is a political 
;:ind philosophical romance describing the boyhood and training of 
Cyrus. In his Helleniga, he tried to continue the narrar ive of the 
events in Greece from where Thucydides had stopped; i. e., from 
411 to 362 B. C. It is a valuable source book for the history 
of Greece of that period. But H. E. Barnes codemns it as super
ficial since Xenophon had followed the method and arrangement 
of Thucydides. But one does not know if Barnes wishes to dispa
rage Xenophon's lack of originality or Thucydides' •method and 
&nangement'. A tribute, however reluctant, has been paid by the 
aforesaid critic to Xenophon: be says, 'It would not be fair, how
ever, to deny the remarkable versatility of Xenophon's literary 
talents, which were exhibited in memoirs, biographies systematic 
history, constitutional analysis and economic theory.' 

The next great historian of ancient Greece was Polybius 

( c. 198-1 I 7 B. C ) of Megalopolis. Unlike his Greek predecessors, 
he wrote on the history of Rome but like them in the Greek tongue. 
In the inttrvening period between Xenophon and Polybius history 
I □ Greece was written by admiring contemporaries and associates of 
Alexander, the Great: Callisthenes, Nearchus and others. Alexan
der's exploits gave birth to a new kind of history 'pioneered by 
Xenophon in his Cytopaedia - the historical romance.' Nearcbus 
and others who wrote on Alexander and his campaigns were them
selves so much dazzled by his exploits that they could write with 
no more certitude than historians of later generations. Polybius 
continued the tradition ~et by Thucydides of scientific historio
graphy. The main theme of his History (written in forty books) 
was 'the Expansion and constitutional Development of the Roman 

Empire to 146 B. C.' Like Thucydides, he also maintained that 
•a historian must be an eminent man of affairs, preferably a general 
and a statesman.' He was an impartial historian and he treated the 
Romans and the Carthagenians, as well as, Greece and Rome equalJy. 
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In the course of his work he dealt with the Roman political ideals 
and military methods; he was of the view that Roman greatness 
was due to their unique genius to adopt a mixed form of govern
ment: monarchical aristocratic and democratic. He was expert in 
sketching characters like for example, that of Hannibal. He insis
ted on sound principles of historical methodology and the utility 
to a historian of a knowledge of geography and topography. He 
was also interested in the problem of causation. •He was a relent
less foe of rhetoric' and this was a great virtue in him according to 
some critics. Polybius beli~ved in moral consequences for national 
behaviour and he approved of Scipio's famous saying that 'after 
the fall of Carthage, the same doom will eventually be pronounced 
on the victorious Rome.' • In a certain sense be approached the 
modern concept that all events lead upto a definite end: to Polybius 
the world domination of Rome.'0 Shotwell summarised Polybius, 
with a rare measure of unintended humour, that 'his discussion of 
the guiding principles of hi~torical writing are the first and noblest 
statement of scientific ideals for the historian until the days of 
Ranke.' But his style is labou, ed and taxes any reader except an 
antiquarian. Among the Greeks writing serious history in the Greek 
language, Polybius was the last most important. 

Before we pass to Roman historians, we should consider 
Plutarch of Chaeronea (c. A. D. 50-125) whose 46 Parallel Lives 
have been perennially popular and whose fame as historical bio
grapher bas not yet been surpassed. Among the more noted of his 
biograpliies are the parallel lives of Theseus and Romulus, 
Domosthenes and Cicero and Alexander and Caesar. 

Arria~ (Flavius Arrianus of Nicomedia) (c. A. D. 95-175) 
wrote the History of Bithynia; a parthian history; Trajan' 8 Cam
paigns in the east; a ltistory of Alexander the Great. He wrote the 
lndica, too. 

Appian of Alexandria (c. A. D. 116-170) was an imperial 
civil servant under the Antonine Emperors. He wrote a History 

6 Lowith : Meaning in History, p. 7 
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of Rome from its foundation down to at least the death of 
Trajan. 

Dio Cassius (c. A. D. 155-235) was a Roman senator, 
general and provincial governor. He wrote a History of Rome in 
80 books from the foundation of the city to his own times. Of 
his work books 36-50 alone survive. 

Amrnianus Marcellinus (c. A. D. 330-401) was perhaps the 
last of the great Greek historians. Though a Greek he wrote in 
Latin. He came from Antioch and served in the army in Meso
potamia. He fought on the German frontier and against the 
Persians. His great historical work related to the Roman Empire. 
Like Herodotus he had travelled widely and was quite qualified 
for the immense work he had undertaken. He wrote his history 
in31booksofwhich l-13are not extant. Gibbon used this 
history and was of opinion that Ammianus was an accurate and 
faithful guide. He has been criticized as being partial to his 
military chief Ursicinus. To him Julian, the Apostate was a hero. 
But Ammianus neither forgot nor forgave his hero's faults. He 
carried the History of the Eastern Roman Empire down to 
A. D. 378. Though be did not use exhaustively his predecessors' 
work, the mine of valuable information he gives is unsurpassed. 

Among the Roman historians the first considerable figure 
was Julius Caesar (I 007-44 B. C.). the leader of all Romans in 
point of ability, unique as an orator, writer, diplomat, statesman 
and warrior. The impress of his personality is evident in his 
work. His Gallic War is among the most illustrious contemporary 
accounts by participants in great events. ~-ote on the gre~t 
war he fought and with which he was personally and intimately 
c~ect~d-~~t merely as an observer or marginal participant as 
in the case of Thucydides and Polybius but as designer and __ 

~~r:!!-Mder. His theme was the Gallic War which was as impor
tant as those dealt with by Polybius Sallust and he wrote a ~le 
Which is considered possibly the best in Latin composition. But 

---· -. ......----- . _ ___.,..._--------.,-~.-
7 102 B. C. according to Mommsen 
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he narrates som-.! events in his notes but avoids comments, charac
terization or analysis of motives. His Gallic War gc1i'1ed univc:rsal 
commendation so that other writers found they had lost rather 
than gained a field for their talents. Cicero said 'While Cae,ar 
wanted to provide potential historians with a readily available 
source material though he did a favour to fools he scared away 
sensible men from writing.' 8 Caesar did not share Cicero's 
support of the Isocratean school of history that bald unadorned 
narration was not suitable for history, a view which greatly in
fluenced the Roman school of historiography. But Caesar while 
reverting to the tradition of Greek historians used to advantage 
his mastery of Latin rhetoric in his cornpo!>ition. His fame as a 
historian rests upon the seven books of Commentaries on the 
Gallic War and the three books of Commentaries on the Civil 
War. It seems his Commentaries were written over a period of 
time for there is an evolution of style in the narrative. Mommsen 
says that Caesar's Commentaries were •the democratic general's 
report to the people.' They have even been compared to 'coheren
tly ordered and edited military despatches.' The--Gamc War--h~ 
for-its- ~~bject matter 'the conquest and to a large extent the 
pacification in the short space of the eight years of one of Rome's 
most important provinces.' In this case a great theme produced 
great writing.° Caesar occationally disgressed from his main 
theme; for example, the geography of Gaul and Britain, descrip
tion of ships, bridges and defences, German customs and habits 
etc. He keeps himself and his generals in the background, and 
concentrates on events thereby escaping the charge of self-glorifi

cation. 'The Gallic War is a history with a limited scope confi
ned to a certain geographical area and a certain span of years. 
It deals in full with all relevant happenings within that restricted 
scope.• 1° 'Caesar had strong political reasons, say in 50 B. c. 
for publishing an account of his Gallic campaings which would win 

8 Brutus: 75, 262 
9 T. A. Dorey: Caesar: The Gallic War, p. 71 

JO Ibid: p. 84 



EUROPEAN HISTORIANS OTHER THAN ENGLISH 201 

him support; and again, in 47 B. C. it was important for him to 
show how bis vanquished enemies had brought an unnecessary war 
on the Republic.'1 1 

Cato the Elder wrote the Origines in seven books; it was a 
History of Rome, the first in Latin prose from its foundation to 
his own times. He wrote ,!bout all Italy. 

Cicero (I 06 - 43 B. C.) who v,,as a contemporary of Caesar 
made no contribution to historical literature, but commented 
learnedly on matters pertaining to historical writings. He set out 
some basic rules for writing history: I. The historian must never 
say what is false; 2. he must never suppress the truth; 3. he 
should newr be partial and never entertain any hatred. These 
principles indicate canons of moral attitudes but do not touch upon 
the need for critical judgment, practical knowledge or narrative 
skill. Cicero also said that a historian must not only describe 
events but explain them and comment on them. Cicero wrote 
down in the form of notes (i. e., in the form of commentaries, 
but in a connected way) the events of the year of his consulship. 
Though a master of rhetoric, Cicero did not possess the technical 
skill of a historian; in this respect Caesar was immeasurably his 
superior. 

The last great historian of the Republic was Sallust (Gaius 
Sallustius Crispus) (86-34 B. C.). He was born at Amiternum 
(near modern Aquila) in the Sabine country, wedo not know much 
about his personal life. After 52 B. C. he became politically 
active and was a tribune of the Plebs in opposition to Cicero. His 
interest alternated between literary and political. Sallust says he 
decided to become a historian, since he did not want to waste his 
leisure after his retirement from politics. He says that he started 
writing history since he wished to provide an impartial account of 
Roman history. His chief work a History of Rome from 78 to 67 
B. C. is lost but his Conspiracy to Catiline and the Jugurthine 

11 Stephen Usher: The Historians of Greece and Rome, p. 138 



202 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

War survive -12 G. M. Paul accuses Sallust of cynicism and 
pessimism regarding the future of the Roman State. But it is quite 
possible that both in his Catiline and in the Jugurthine War he is 
just stating facts and is not cynical. Perhaps Rome was really in 
a condition of decadence which Sallust dGscribes. Sallust is 
accused of regarding his own experiences as symptomatic of the 
political malaise of late Republican Rome. The Bell um Jugurthinum 
goes back to the events of the second century B. C., and his cen
soriousness fastens on the chcif feature of Rome's political decay: 
the inefficiency of senatorial government. Sallust, like Thucydides, 

adopts the device of inserting speeches in the narrative and for 
that reason has been criticized by critics from Pompeius to 
Trogus downwards. 'The chief characteristits of Sallust's style 
are brevity bordering on obscurity and the use of Greek archaisms. 
He is rated low as a historian since he is careless in chronological 

details. He is also accused of hiring secretaries to do his historical 
research. But one ought to be grateful to him for presenting what 

G. M. Paul calls the 'anti-Establishment' view of late Republican 
life in Rome. :; 

Livy (59 B. C. - A. D. 17) _ Titus Livius - was born at 
Padua. He was a teacher and is called •one of the greatest story
tellers of all time; and he wrote the History of Rome from its 
foundation to his own times; be called his work Ab urbe condita 

libri. •Biographically Livy is the most obscure of the great his
torians. He is however known to have been born in Padua; he 
was a contemporary of Augustus. He wrote much all the time and 
that for a long period of time. He narrated the 770 years of 
Roman history in 142 books. Parts of bis work relating to his 

contemporary times is lost but whatever has survived is enough to 

prove his eminence as a historian. Livy wrote very well and his 
style is admirable. H. E Barnes sa}s that Livy wrote to glorify 

Rome, to flatter national vanity, and to inspire in Roman youth 

12 T. A. Dorey {ed.): Latin Historians, p. 89 ff. 
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patriotic ardour and affection. 'IS This view is not universally held 
now. No doubt it was he who started the story about the golden 
age of Augustus' but within the framework of the sources available 
to him he did very well. He believed implicitly in the myths of 
Rome mentioned by earlier authorities; but the comprehensiveness 
of his Hisiory is marvellous. He gives an account of the Roman 
colonies, besides mentioning the wars, the treaties and other diplo
matic and p0litical activities of the Roman state. Livy wished to 
carry out - and largely succeeded in doing so - a vast historiogra
phical project not inferiN to that of the best and he scored every
where except in critical evaluation. •It is unhappily too often true 
of historians that accuracy is a synonym for dullness' and Livy 
deserves praise for refusing to be a bore while he took as much care 
of bis facts as he could. 

Quintus Curtius Rufus wrote the History of Alexandar the 

Great in IO volumes. Elder Pliny's historical works are lost. He 
wrote on the German Wars in 30 books; his History in 31 books. 

Tacitus (Publius Cornelius Tacitus) (c. A D 55 - 120) was the 
last great Roman historian. Pliny, the younger, a close associate 
of his, gives us more particulars about his early life like, e. g., his 
marrying (A. D. 77) the daughter of Julius Agricola, the famous 
governor of Britain. He was a public man of some importance in 
Rome. He was quastor, tribune (or aedile), priest and proconsul 
in turn; in 97 he became consul; and with the assistance of Pliny, 
the younger, he successfully prosecuted Marius Priscus a provincial 
governor for extortion. The last office he is known to have held 
was the proconsulship in Asia in 112- 113. He spent the evening 
of his life in writing his historical works. 

Tacitus wrote a Life of Agricola which is an example of 

what a biography should be. His dialogue on Orators bears wit
ness to his early literary interests. His Germania gives an account 
of Germany and the institutions, beliefs and customs of the Germans 
as a whole, and was an excursion into the field of descriptive 

13 History of Historical Writing, p. 37 
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sociology. His Histories deal with period from the death of Nero 
(68) to that of Domitian (96); then he wrote the Annals from the 
reign of August us to the point where the Histories begin. His 
Hi~tories arc more detailed in their narrative than the Annals since 
the former deal with contemporary events: He was o,1e of the best 

historians Rome produced, since in many passages of his works we 
discover, though not the \\O;kmamhip of a scientific historian, 
the true instincts of a histo, ical mind. He was an admirer of 
Republican institutions and a typical Roman aristocrat, but he 
knew that the Republic brought about its own cod. His position 
as an accurate and objective recorder is midway between Polybius 
and Livy. •With Ta;;itus we feel Jess sure as,to the impartiality 
of his statements. though he was pre-eminent among Roman histo
ri:rns in literary power.'H In the delineation of character, there 

was none to excel him. His potrait of Tiberius is unparalleled in 
ancient historical writing; and this was certainly more important 
than the scrupulous collection of bits of trivial data. He was a 
master of rhetoric and employed dictional devices to produce 
particular effects. 'Readers of Latin will note how Tacitus 

had underlined the contrast ( between the Emperor Vitelli us Ger
manicus and his Roman troop\) with short syllabi es, historic infi

nities and clipped clauses in his description of the mood of the 
army, while that of Vitellius is rendered in the imperfect tense, 
larger clauses and a greater frequency of long syllahles in order to 

• • 'Ir:: 
portray mertia. ~ It would be appropriate to end an account of 
Tacitus with a passage from him which shows clearly his historical 

instinct and bearings. • 'The Greeks left licence unpunished as well 

as freedom - or at most, words were countered by words. Hut 

among us, too there has always been complete, unmeasured liberty 

to speak about those whom death has placed beyond hatred or 
partiality. Cassius and Brutus are not in arms at Philippi now. I 
am not on the platform inciting the people to civil war. They died 

14 G. M. Trevelyan : Autobiogrpliy 

15 Stephan Usher: Tlie Historians of Greece and Rome, p. 229 
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seventy years ago! They are known by their statues - even the 
conqueror did not remove them. And they have their places in the 
historian's pages. Posterity gives every one his due honour ... 
things unnoticed are forgotten; resentment confers status upon 
them.'' 

Besides Tacitus there were a few minor historians of some 
repute in Rome. Seutonius Tanquillus (A. D. 75- l60) wrote 
the Lives of the Caesars covering the period from Augustus to the 
Flavians These lives bristle with episodes and personal descriptions 
mixed with the spice of local scandal and diffuse gossip. Lucretius 
(95-55 B. C.). the Latin p()et in his De Rerum .1.Yatura gave an 
assessment of universal evolution and Shotwell says that it is 'per
haps the most marvellous performance in all antique literature.' 

This brings us to the close of Graeco-Roman historiography. 
From then till the Age of Rationalism began in the 17th Century, 
there was a gap of at least IO centuries. It was a long period 
marked during the earlier half by Christian theological historio
graphy and the later half by a mixed fare of historiography char
acterised by faith, scepticism, humanism, a varied interest in theo
logy following the Reformation and travallogues and tales of dis
tant lands. This progress in uneven stages of medieval historio
graphy is briefly traced in the chapter on 'History of historical writing'. 

Here we shall be content with mentioning the major historians of 
the medieval period. 

Gregory, Bishop of Tours (538-594) wrote the History of the 

Franks. He was contemporary with the last fifty years of his 
narrative. He wrote simple Latin which was understood by even 
the average educated person. His work is important for its reali
zation of the central position which the Church was corning to 
occupy in Frankish affairs. 'In short, Gregory provided the modern 
reader with the best history of the transition from the Roman to 
the Medieval culture, and one reason for his success lay in the fact 
that he was himself so perfect a personal reflection of this transi-
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tional age. rn I,idore of Seville, a Spanish bishop wrote a History 
of the Kings of the Visigoths and Vandals which was inferior to the 
History of the Franks by Gregory of Tours. Einhard (c. 770-840) 
was a friend and an official of Charlemagne; and he wrote the Life 

of Charlemagne which is a most distinguished historica I biography. 

Among French medieval historians Vincent of Beauvais 
(1199 - 1264) wrote the Speculum Historiale divided into 31 books and 
3793 chapters. It drew its material from several medieval chroniclers; 
thus, though not very original it was a skilfully compiled account of 
the whole of human history from the Creation to St. Louis. Jean 
Froissart (c. 1337 - 1410) was a poet as well as a chronicler; his 
Chronicles of France, Flanders, England, $cotland and Spain was 
typical episodical history and it has been deservedly popular. 
Masson observes that 'in point of style and brilliant colouring 
Shakespeare alone can be placed on the same line with Froissart.' 17 

His work is the best contemporary account of the Hundred Years 
War. Philippe de Commines (1445 - 1509) was an able French 
historian whose Memories reflect a transition to modern historical 
writing The work covered the periods 1464 - 1483 and 1488 - 1490. 
It is the ·best source material for the reigns of Louis XI and 

Charles VIII. Hallam said of him : '• He is the first modern writer 

who in any degree has displayed sagacity in reasoning on 
the characters of men and the consequances of their actions, and 
who has been able to generalize bis observation by comparison or 
reflection.'' 

Albertinus Mussatus (1261 - 1330) of Italy wrote the 
Historia Augusta which objectively describes the struggle between 

the Guelphs and the Ghibellines. He wrote the Florentine Chronicle 

and it dealt with the entire history of Florence from very early 

times to 1346. Ferdinand Schevill remarks that Villani had a 

feeling for factual reality which no medieval writer before his time 

16 H. E. Barnes : A History of Historical Writing, p. 61 

17 G. Masson : Early Chronicler of Europe; France, p. 176 
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possessed in the same degree ... his immense achievement is the 
accurate description of the town under his eyes, history of its 
trade, its industry, its social classes, its religious customs etc.' 18 

Lambert of Hersfeld of the 11th century, a Benedictine monk wrote 
the Annals which were the most important contribution to the 

history of the relations of Germany and the Papacy. His work 
was not a mere chronicle; it took on the form of real history, 
especially for the later periods. With the available technique of 
criticism and the paucity of source material and his own particular 
bias in favour of the Papacy, he did as well as he could. 19 It is 
possible, in the light of modern theories of criticism to adversely 
criticise Lambert, as Ranke did. 

Bishop Otto of Freising (c. 1114-1158) uncle of the Emperor 
Frederick I (Barbarossa) wrote his Chronicle (i. e., Book of Two 
Cities) and his Deeds of the Emperor Frederick 1. Inheriting the 
historical method of Orosius and the historical philosophy of St. 

Augustine, he based his Chronicle on the antithesis of the City of 
God and the City of the Devil. It was an attempt to force • the 
whole story of humanity into a foreordained system of causes and 
effects.' But it must be said to his credit that he systematically 
tried to explain the present with reference to the past. His Deeds 

of the Emperor Frederick is valuable as contemporary source material 
for the history of the 12th century. He wrote well in spite of an 
occasionaly affected style. Franz Von Wegele says of Otto: •what
ever one may think of his philosophy, he was the only medieval 
German historian who was able to grasp in a philosophical manner 
the march of world history and who sought to give its progress a 
judicious exposition. And he occupies no less conspicuous a 
position as a narrator of the history of his times.' 

With Niccolo Machiavelli ( 1469 - 1527) we enter the modern 
world, in more than one sense. He was the son of a Florentine 
judge. At the age of 25, he took up a position in a government 

I 8 F. Scbevill: A History Florence. p. XIV 

19 Lambert was responsible for the story of the alleged Penitence 
at Canossa by Henry IV before Gregory Vlll. 
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office. The fall of the Republic and restoration of the Medici led 
to his imprisonment and possibly torture. When Cardinal Medici 

became Pope Leo X, his rc:Iea~e became possible. He then retired 

to his villa where he died on 21-6-1527. 

He belonged to the Age of Humanism, an early phase of the 
Renaissance. He liberated politics from the medieval religious 

influence and made it ;ruly ~ecular. He wrote the History of Florence 
in eight books. He was quite familiar v.ith Polybius and Livy, 
and the former influenced his historical method greatly. It is 

doubtful if any previous historian ... h1d exhibited such power in 
grasping the nature of historical causition in its political aspects 

or in presenting a clear picture of the process of political develop
mrnt. •~° F. Schevill, on the other hand frankly stotes that 

•Machiavelli was not a historian.' It will suffice to examine his 
best known work of this kind, his H?'.story of Florence to justify this 

unqualified rejection. He was fully acquainted with the historical 

background of political developments in Italy particularly. He 

was devoted to the ideal of united Italy; and he was not sympathetic 

to the Papacy for he considered it an obstacle to Italian unity. 

His greatest achievement was to have substituted a frankly· 

meterialistic theory of causation to the old religious super
naturalism. 

His political and historical philosophies are reflected in his 
The Prince. The Prince may be called a work on the grammer of 

power and what he wrote was coldly rational (as distinct from the 

warmly sentimental) and that not only of the I 6th century but for 

all time. All those who have exercised power freed from non

materialistic considerations had gone to school to Machiavelli. In 

the world of political thoughI he achieved what Bacon did for the 

theory of science and the 17th century scientists for the world of 

nature. Hegel, who followed Machiavelli in his cult of the 

state said that 'the course of world history stands outside of virtue, 

blame and justice.' It is not as if Machiavelli invented secularism 

20 H. E. Barnes: A History of Historical Writing, p. 107 
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and materialism; he merely discovered them. He was a realist 
who exposed the nature of power and power - holders. He said 
that ends are more relevant than means in the pursuit of any 
policy or goal; he called upon those who desire to reap the benefits 
of power to note the distinction between what is desirable and 
what is possible. The modern secular state everywhere bas 
graduated in the Machiavellian school and it is no longer fashion
able to equate Machiav!!lli with chicanery, fraud and cunning. 

His historical works however were not as important as his single 
slim book Tlie Prince. 

Francese..> Guicciardini (1483-1540), a contemporary of 
Machiavelli also wrote a History of Florence which is a more truly 
historical work. He avoided the philosophical comments and dig
ressions so frequent in Machiavelli but concentrated on •a vigorous 
and incisive narral ive of events and a candid criticism of men and 
policies.' He wrote with rare impartiality. A dry and somewhat 
cynical humour marks his observation as he says that •no reproach 
attached to Ferdinand of Aragon save his lack of generosity and 
faithlessness to his word.' Paying high tribute to this work Fueter 
says 'with the Florentine History modern analytical historiography 
and political ratiocination in history began. ' 21 This work however 
was published only in 1859. He wrote a History of Italy which was 
the first general history of Italy. Guicciardini's work reached the 
highest level of historiography before the era of Camden and 

Clarendon. 

Ranke too severely criticized Machiavelli and Guicciardini 
for their dependence on secondary sources, tendency to plagiarism 

and obvious lack of concern for accuracy of fact. But the very 
insistence on and an expectation of the 19th century historiogra

phical virtues in I 6th century pioneers was a defect in the critical 

apparatus of Ranke. 

The Humanist Age produced some good historical biogra

phies and a few autobiographies useful for writing the history of 

21 Eduard Fueter: Historie De L' Historiograpliic Moderne, p. 131 
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those times. Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) wrote the Life of 
Dante which is helpful for an understanding of Dante as a literary 
artist Giorgio Vasa vi (151 l -1574) was perhaps the greatest humanist 
biographer and he was the author of the Lives of the .iJfost Eminent 
Painters, Sculptors and Architects ( 1568). He was himself a painter 
and architect and he travelled widely and studied great pictures and 
monuments to help him prepare the Lives. •The work as a whole 
was the first important and comprehensive history of art of which 
we have any record in the whole history of historical literature. ' 22 

Among German Humanist historians Samuel Pufendorf (1632-94) 
must be mentioned as the leading. He wrote a History of Sweden, 
a History of Charles Gustavus X, a H1"story of Frederick William the 
Great Elector and An Introduction to the History of the Leading Powers 
and States of Europe. He influenced history from the personal and 

biographical point of view and his style was lucid and classical. He 
was a sort of court historian and he projected a picture of unified 

Imperial Germany for the instruction of the world outside Germany. 
Fueter observed with some truth that Pufendorf wrote •for the 
empire rather than about it.• 

Hugo Grotius (1583 - 1645) was a distinguished Dutch huma
nist historian who wrote on the Goths, Vandals and Lombards; he 
wrote also on the History of Belgium and Poland. He took a secular 
view of history and considered religious wars as a hindrance to the 
national development of the Netherlands. Grotius, however was 

eminent as the father of International Law which was his main 
forte. 

Grotius natura)]y reminds one of Jean Bodin ( 1530 - 1596) 
who was also an early thinker on internation1l law. He wrote a 
.Method for Easily Understanding History. It was the first elaborate 

work on historical method with sµecial reference to interpretation. 

He laid great stress on the influence of geography on history and 

thus anticipated Montesquieu and Buckle. He divided man's 

historical development into three stages: J. that of the Oriental 

22 H. E. Barns: A History of Historical Writing, p. 111 
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peoples, 2. the Mediterranean nations and 3. the ascendancy of 
the northen Europeans. This reminds one of Hegel's three epochs, 
i. e. the Oriental, the Graeco-Roman and the modern or Germanic. 

The Duke of Saint-Simon (1675 - 1755)"3 wrote a brilliant 
account of France under the Bourbons. In spite of minor factual 
errors easily to be found in any work of history, his work was one 
of the most entertaining hi~torical compositions ever written. 

This brought the Humanist period to an end. This was 
followed by the Age of Reformation and Counter-Reformation, 
during which the little liberation whi~h humanists had attempted 
from the influence of religion was lost and religion started 
engaging the attention of scholars once again; so that after the 
immediate efTects of the Reformation were over, foundation for 
the modern historiography had to be laid again. Still the Refor
mation period saw a kind of historiography which is worth 
recording. 

Soon after the Reformation, Robert Barnes an English 
author who had taken refuge in Germany wrote the Lives of the 
Popes of Rome in which he tried to show that the Popes were res

pomible for the disasters of the Middle Ages. The Acts and Monu

ments of the Cllristian lvfartyrs by John Foxe (1516-1587) listed the 
acts of persecution 'suffered by the Protestants beginning with 
Wye! iffe. John Knox• s History of the Rt>fonnation of Religion within 

the realm of Scotland was an excellent work both for its style and its 
arguments. The Magdcburg Cen.turies edited by Flacius (Matthias 
Vlacich Illyricus) was a protestant work of dt!fence against catho
licism. All the facts which could be gathered to be used against 

the Roman Church were collected and used for the sole purpose of 
discrediting the Church. John Sleidanus' Commentaries on political 

and Religious Conditions in the Reign of the Emperor Charles V is 
notable for its being the 'first primarily political analysis of the Re

formation Movement'; to some extent it anticipates the present view 
of the Reformation, namely that 'it looked more distinctly towards 

23 To be distinguished from the Count Claude Henri de Saint-
Simon 
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the political adjustments of the Peace of Augsburg and the Treaty 
of Westphalia than towards the triumph of justification by Faith 
alone. ' 24 Heinrich Bullinger (1504 - 75) wrote a History of the 
Reformation dealing with the early years of the movement. Though 
he was a protagonist of the Protestants, he wrote objectively of the 
movement. 

While the above mentioned authors wrote to support Protes
tantism of one form or another, Jacques Benigne Bossuet (1627-
1704) wrote his History of the Differences among Protesta,nt Olmrches 
in favour of the Catholic Church. He endeavoured to show how 
division of the Church was not going to benefit anyone but would 
only weaken religion as such and ultimately lead to atheism. 
Bossuet's fame more securely rests on his ''Discourse or. Universal 

History. In this work he dealt with universal history in three parts: 
I. History of man from Creation to Charlemagne, 2. God's 
direction of religious movements and 3. rise and fall of kingdoms 
also directed by God. The Discourse on Universal History was the 
last great attempt to provide a divine and theological interpreta
tion of universal history. This system of writing came to an end 
when Voltaire wrote his Essay on the Manners and Spirit of the 

Nation in the middle of the 18th century. 

With the passing away of the 17th century, the effects of the 
geographical discoveries, added to the new scientific ones, created 
an intellectual climate in Europe which discredited the theological 
approach to history and heralded the rationalist school of historio
graphy of which Voltaire was the accredited chief. The extensive 
travels of adventurers like Marco Polo of the 13th century resulting 
in much travel literature which Jet tile Medieval Europeans know 
more truly about the Orient; and after Columbus' discovery of the 
New World, appeared to instruct the Old World about the New. 
Superstitions regarding space, not only cosmic but earthly dis
appeared thanks to Kepler and Newton- The prestige of science 
swept away theological cobwebs from the still wavering human mind 

24 H. E. Barnes: A History of Historical Writing, p. 124 
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and introduced the rationalist tradition of which Voltaire was the 

high priest. 

Before we proceed to consider Voltaire, it would be 
profitable to know a few other historians who preceded him. 

Rene Descarte, the French philosopher, in his Discourse of 
Method (1637) questioned the validity of any historical effort. He 

argued that •it was impossible to capture the past with any degree 
of certitude'; ••• These narratives tell of things which cannot have 
happened as if they bad really taken place, and thus invite us to 

attempt what is beyond our powers or to hope for what is beyond 
fate. And even histories, true though they be, and neither exag

gerating nor altering the values of things, omit circumstances of a 
meaner and Jess dignified kind in order to become more wonhy of 
a reader's at1ention; hence the things which they describe never 
happened exactly as they describe them and men who try to model 

their own acts upon these are prone to the madness of romantic 

paladins and meditate hyperbolical deeds. History therefore, accor

ding to Descartes, 'lacks the mea11s to accomplish its ends, the pre

sentation of events exactly as they occurred.' So he preferred a 
mechanistic explanation of the evolution of man. 

Giovanni Battista Vico (1668-1744), the Italian jurist made 
significant contribution to the theory of history. He was a Neapo
litan. In 1699 he bC:"came professor of rhetoric at the University of 
Naples. He was influenced by Plato, Tacitus, Bacon and Grotius; 

he wrote the Scienza Neova (New Science) in 1725. The obscurity 

of exposition made him unfamiliar even to scholars till recent times. 

He criticized Descartes when he said it was wrong to 'subject every

thing to the method of Geometry' and that everything must have 

an appropriate method• He is usually associated with the cyclical 

theory of history which holds that societies pass through certain 
recognizable stages inevitably; but it is really a spiral theory. He 

distinguishes between knowledge of physical science and the know
ledge of history. To him the physical world is understood only 

by God who made it, while History can be understood by man who 
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has much to do with its creation. So historical enquiry to him 
differs from investigation in other branches of knowledge. Accor
ding to him men vary from time to time and place to place and so 
to imagine that history is produced by human minds identical to 
ours and therefore intelligible to us is wrong. Hence human nature 
is recognized through history and the contrary is not true that 
history can be constructed by the comprehension of the human 
mind. Even men's approach to problems and assumptions under
lying it vary. Vico thinks that from myths and traditions to modern 
scientific analysis there is a definite historical development. Primi
tive societies can be compared to children whose minds work in 
terms of myths and fables. But the moder~ mind has to interpret 
the past in terms of such a mind. 

Vico struck a fundamental chord when he said that historical 
methodology was essentially different from the scientific. Vico 
does speak about providence. But his providence is not an external 
force directing the course of historical evidence in a transcendantal 
sense; but merely the spirit embodied in the direction manifesting 

itself in the history of nations. The progress from the imaginative 
to the rational, from force to justice and from privilege to law is 
common to all nations and this commonness is related to Vico's 
providence. 

Montesquieu (1689 - 1755) was a French philosophical histr
rian. His main historical work was the Causes of the Greatness ancl 

the Decadence of the Romans. It ably interpreted the fact that 
Roman imperial decline was caused by its excessive territorial 
expansion which taxed its economy too much. He was ever, more 
of a political philosopher and a sociologist than a historian. But 
along with other Enlightenment thinkers, he laid the foundations 
for ::.i historiography divorced from theology. He was an admirer 

of English political institution and he thought that lack of such 

institutions in France was responsible for the miseries of that land. 
He pleaded for a consitutional monarchy and separation of powers 
in the political constitution. This way be was one of the basic 
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causes for the intellectual unrest which made the French Revolu
tion possible. 

The founder of the Rationalist school of historians was 
Francis Arouet, popularly known as Voltaire (1697-1778). The 
Rationalist school bdieved in science and reason and generally 
discredited the Middle Ages, when according to them civilization 
was suspended. Like Montesquieu, Voltaire also admired the con

temporary English civilization and he was a fearless critic whose 
biting satire and keen wit chose for their special victim the establi
shed Roman Church He was absolutely free from cant and never 
felt any need to respect any institution out of a mere reverence for 
the status quo. He was greatly admired by Fredc:rick the Great of 
Prussia in whose court he stayed for sometime. He was indirectly 
responsible for converting Gibbon to the views of the Enlightenment· 
He was not a mere historian. His interests were many and achieve
ment immense. He was an essayist, novelist, critic, historian. A 
life of Charles XII of Swedc:n was his earliest attempt at historio

graphy. It was excellent as a piece of literature; it was fit to inau
gurate the Enlightenment era, though his later works were greater. 

'Brevity, precision, lucidity characterise his writin!!s And the result 
~ . 

is that the perrnn of Charles XII stands out from the text as if 
he had been etched on steel' says a critic. Voltaire's the Age of 
Louis XIV is the most polished of his works. It has been called 
•the first modern historical work.' The civilization of France and 
its greatest king are described adequately and satisfactorily. He 
was fair to Louis XIV whose defects he deprecates and whose virtues 
he praises. His Essay on the .Manners and Spirit of the Nations was 
a sort of universal, cultural history. It was the real foundation of 
the history of civilization in the modern sense. Voltaire not only 
sired the Age of Enlightenment but gave currencey to the expression 
'Philosophy of History'. The era of Enlightenment in historiogra
phy which began with Voltaire soon spread like a Gospel; and it 

produced such eminent historians like David Hume, William 
Robertson and Edward Gibbon. 
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Rousseau, among the intellectualist trio who exposed the 
hollowness of the ancient regime was the most colourful both in his 
ideas and in his exposition and his Social contract is a famed classic. 
He was a combination of an intellectualist who shared the views of 
the Enlightenment in so far as he condemned a theological view of 
history and had no sympathy with the pretensions of the Church or 
the claims of the Nobles and stood also at the threshold of Roman
ticism since he was a firm believer in the noble savage and his views 
on pre-contract Man we·re quite romantic. He was a deadly enemy 
of despotism. He himself wrote little directly by way of history 
but his thoughts and writings influenced thinkers in many countries. 

Friedrich Schiller (1759-1806) was' a German disciple of 
Rousseau. He wrote the History of the Rebellion of the Nether

lands against the Spanish Rule and the History of the Thirty Years 
War. SchiJler was essentialJy a dramatist and a poet and when 

these faculties were harnessed to a rightly conceived and well-exe
cuted history, the result was that in the History of the Dutch 'he 

found an epic theme of deliverance' from oppression, while in the 

description oft he Thirty Years' War he saw in Gustavus Adolphus 
and Wallenstein the central figures of a great historical drama.~5 

In Schiller the transition from the Age of Enlightenment to that of 
Romantici~m becomes evident. 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). the greatest German philoso
pher was born at Konigsberg. He was basically a student of theo
logy, philosophy and mathematics. He had deep knowledge in a 

variety of disparate subjects ranging from physics to metaphysics. 

In his famous analysis of knowledge in the Critique of Pure Reason 
he was concerned more with scientific and mathematical knowledge. 
He wrote a small pamphlet in 1784 on tl1e idea of a Universal 

History from a Cosmopolitan point of view. Therein he suggests 

a teleological principle according to which historical movements 

can be justified. Even Hegel was later on influenced by this idea. 

According to Kant, there are certain instincts in man which make 

25 H. E. Barnes : A History of Historical Writting, p. 168 
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him create and submit to social institutions. He felt that 'the 
greatest practical problem for the human race to the solution of 
which it is compelled by nature is the establishment ofa civil society 
univer~ally admini~tering right according to law.• 

Johan Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) was one of the founders 
of the Philosophy of History. He studied theology and was influ
enced by Kant in his early life though later on he was engaged in 
controversies with the great German philosopher. Herder was 
interested in literature, art, language (comparative philology), reli
gion and historical development. His major work on historical 
theory was the Ideen - Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of 
Htimanity. He emphasised the idea of national individuality and 
maintained that people differ from one another in regard to climatic 
conditions, blood mixture etc., and particularly national character. 
He combined in his theory Rousseau's obsession with freedom from 
authority. Montesquieu's idea of the relation between national 
character and milieu and the Hegelian notion of evolutionary pro

gress towards freedom. Dut he was the herald of scientific geo
graphy and rational ideas on folk art. He had the Romantic idea 
that contemplation of the past could lead to perfection in the future. 
To him civilization unfolds as naturally as a flower; man fulfils 

himself by rea.;;hing the highest stature he is capable of. But the 
problem is to reconcile the operation of natural laws and man's 
fulfilment through his own effort. 20 Herder was on the border line 
between Rousseauistic Rationalism and Romanticism. He 'believed 
the historical process to be the product of the interworkings of 
external environment and Geist, the latter being the dynamic totality 
of subjective impulses. ' 27 

Turgot (1727 - 1781) the French Rationalist who wrote the 
Discourses on the Historical Progre.~s of the Human ~Mind suggested 

26 This reconciliation was to some extent effected by the Karma 
theory of the Hindus at the metaphysical level where inevi~abi
Iity of Fate and the limited autonomy of man are reconciled. 

27 H. E. Barnes : A History of Historical Thought, p. 193 
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that human progress from the superstitious and the theological to 
the Rational and the scientific formed part of the historical process; 

and in tt,is way anticipated Aguste Comte's famous three stages of 
the intellectual progress of mankind; the theological, the meta
physical and the scientific. Gooch says that no one has a better 
title than Turgot to be considered the father of the philosophy of 
hhtory. Count Claude Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), an 
original thinker improved on Turgot's contention and postulated a 

•development from theological conjecture to positive knowledge' 
which began clearly with Francis Bacon and De~cartes. He aim 
believed in the organic 1 heory of history and that the analogy of 
the growth of the individual was suitublc to social development 
according to him. The social changes whicli occur from time to 
time often accompanied by unsettlement of established institutions 
resembled the growth of the individual marked by changes in the 
physical and psychological climate. 

Antoine Nicolas Condorcet (1743-1794) was born in France. 

He received a Jesuit education, and studied mathematics and ~cience. 

He wrote his first work on mathematics at the age of 22. He acti
vely participated in the French Revolution. He worked on a sub

committee of the Committee of Public Safety. He protested against 
a new Jacobin constitution which the Convention adopted. He had 
to go into hiding consequent on this and it was then that he started 
writing his sketch for a, 'historical picture of the progress of the 
human mind.' He was arrested and jailed in 1794; the next day 
he was discovered de~d in his cell. It was suspected that he 
took poison. 

Condorcet conceived history as a progress towards high 

intellectual and artistic attainments which are individualist ift nature 

and directed to goals like universal suffrage, freedom of expression, 

equality before law, equitable distribution of wealth etc., which 

are social. To him, certain desirable ultimate values will be gained 

by the historical process in the future. He thought that human 

affairs were controlled hy universal laws which could be discovered 

and this knowledge could be used to forecast the future. He felt 
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there was no limit to •the perfection of human faculties', but man 
could fall into error where he would be kept by forces interested 
in the status quo. The historical forces destroy it. It is only then 
that man's perfection becomes possible. He objected to the equa
tion of history with the activitit!s of the great, ignoring the fedings 
of the masses. These views seem to lead directly to Marx. But 
still, he did not reach conclusions resembling the communist dogma. 
On the whole, Condorcet's intelkctual sympathies we;-e rather with 
Voltaire and Turgot. 

Goethe, the great German poet was by temperament a pessi
mist. He wrote on the poverty of history as follows: 'Even if you 
were able to interpret and investigate all sources, what would you 
find? Nothing but one great truth which has long been discovered 
and for whose confirmation one does not need to seek far: the 
truth, namely, that in all times and .in all countries things have 
been miserable. Mt!n have always been in fear and trouble; they 
have pained and tortured one another.' Goethe thought of history 
as the most absurd of all things, a •web of nonsense for the higher 
thinker.' In a letter to Schiller (March, 9, 1802) he complained 
of history's failure to explain Napoleon. 

George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) was educated 
in the University of Tubingen where he studied Rousseau and Kant. 
He taught at the University of Jena between 1801 and 1S05. By 
I 8 I 8 he had become professor of philosophy in Berl in and in 1831 
he died of cholera. 

As a professor lecturing to his students he was a contrast to 
Lord Acton. 'He is described as sitting crumped up and with 
head hanging down ... his constant hemmin° and couohino disturbed 

0 0 0 

the flow of speech; each sentence stood by itself and emerged after 

an effort ..• disjointed and disorganised.' His writings however 
have left a greater impress on later thinkers than those of any one 
else. His Lectures on the Philosophy of History are his only 
contribution to that subject. Hegel is famous for his formulation 
of the dialectical reasoning process. This process assumes that a 
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concept may be said to generate its opposite or contradictory. 
The~e two together create a third thing which is essential to both. 
This third thing generates its opposite and results in a fifth. Thus 
it goes on. Thus we have the famous thesis, antithesis, and the 
synthesis of the dialectical process expounded by Hegel. It was 
Hegel's view that by understanding certain fundamental categories 
which are interrelated in a self-determining manner the basic 
structure of the world can be comprehended. These relations were 

not logical but dialectical. 

To Hegel the process of human history is a 'rational' process 

which means the unfolding of the idea of freedom. Freedom was 
the essence of the spirit. He shares the Enlightenment view that 
History is a progressive development towards desirable ends. His 
historical norm is the Nation. Each nation has its own spirit. The 
nation motivates and acts and not individual leaders who are but 
the product of national forces. They are the instrument and to 
some txtent the interpreters of that force. This emphasis on the 

nation and its spirit later influenced rnch different philosophers 

like Marx and Rosenberg. 

Jean Charles Leonard Simonde de Sismonde (1773-1842) of 
Swi1zerland, was influenced by Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau and 

Gibbon. His Hi~tory of the Italian Republics of the Middle Ages 
praised the spirit of independence of the Italian city - states and 
shO\ved its importance for their commercial supremacy. To 
Si!>mondi, the growth of the Italian communes marked •the rise of 
human liberty out of the muck of feudcJl degradation and tyranny'.28 

He wrote also a History of the French. It was the first compre

hemive Hi~tory of France. Chateaubriand ( 1768-1848) wrote the 
historical, political and moral Essay on Revolutions from the point 
of view of the French Revolution. He held no doubt the view 

that the French Revolution was inevitable, but in that work he 
was opposed to Christianity. In 1799 there came over him a 

remarkable change and like Augustine he was converted to Christia-

28 H. E. Barnes: A History of Historical Writing, pp. 170-171 
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nity and he wrote bis famous Genius of Christianity. He wrote a 
vivid account of early Christianity in bis ~JJJartyrs. He has been 
called the Father of French Romanticism. 

Madame Anne Louise de Stael (1766-1816) was the daughter 
of Necker, the pre-Revolution Finance Minister of France. She 
was influenced by Rosseau and she in her turn influenced Carlyle. 
She wrote the Literature in its Relation to the .'lforal and Politi<:al 

Condition of Nations. She wrote also T!te History of Germany in 
which her attachment to Christian Romanticism is manifest. 

A. Thierry (1795-1856) wrote the History of the Conquest of 

England by the Norman.s and the narratives of the Merovingian 
period. He was influenced by Chateaubriand's Jlartyrst. He was 
an opponent of the Aristocracy and he favoured the Middle Classes 
and Republicanism. •He had gre:1t powers of constructive histori
cal imagination, an artistic sense and a lucid and attractive style.'~g 

Jules Michelet (1798-1874) of France can be compared to the 
English Gibbon. He wrote the famous and eloquent History of 

France. It is a brilliant and inspiring piece of historical literature; 
but it is extremely polished and lovely. Michelet had developed 
a romantic and dramatic attitude to history. He started as a devout 
Catholic but ultimately became a devotee of science and literature 
in the first instance and in course of time even anticlerical senti
ments grew in him for he had known with bitterness the Roman 
Catholic attitude to French democratic demands during the French 
Revolution. He ardently supported the principles of the Revolu
tion. To him, history was the 'drama of human liberty.' He 
wrote: 'Augustine Thierry saw in history a narrative, Guizot an 
anl.\lysis; I call mine a resurrection.' His work 'The People' is a 
good example of romantic nationalism. His History of France was 
an epic in prose in which successive historical scenes are depicted 
with marvellous word-power. His chapter on Joan of Arc is histo
rical, romantic word-painting of a very high order. But this atti-

29 Ibid: p. 186 
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tude of warmth towards the religious episodes of the Middle Ages 
coded down when he wrote his History of the French Revolution 
It was •both a marvellnus literary performance and a liberal and 
anti-clerical polemic'. He praised Danton and supported the aspi
rations of the French commonalty and treated the Revolution as a 
triumph over monarchical despotism as well as the privileges of the 

Church and the Aristocracy. In general, Michelet was a great 
romanticist endowed with a literary eloquence of a rare order and 
in that sense was comparable to Thomas Carlyle but he did not 
share Carlyle's undisguised contempt for the crowd. 

The Romantic movement in historiography was represented 

in Russia by Nicholas Karam;izin (, 766-1826) who wrote the 
History of the Russian State down to 1611. He laid special stress 
on the oriental nature of the Russian people and the role of the 
Eastern Church; he criticized the intellectual tradition of the west 
and so his work became popular among the critics of the west in 
Russia. 

Johann Gottliet Fichte (1762-1814) was a German philo
sopher who p1esented his view of history in the characteristics of 
the Present Age. He divorced philosophy from history and spoke 
of five epochs in human history: I. The Age of Innocence (oper
ating not on reason but on instinct), 2. The Age of Authority 

(blind submission of reason to obedience), 3. The Age of Indiff

erence to truth (rejection of reason), 4. the Age of Science and 

5. the Age of Art. Fichte was a supporter of the romantic myth 

of German superiority as a people. While his doctrines led to 
intense nationalism in Germany, it also cleared the path to cruder 

manifestations of that nationalism as under Hitler. 

Karl Wilhelm Friedrich Von Schlegel ( 1772- 1829) wrote the 
Philosophy of History which became very popular. He said that his 

'philosophy of history was to point out the progressive restoration 

in humanity of the effaced image of God, according to the grada
tion in the Vdrious periods of the world, from the revelation given 

· at the beginning, down to the middle revelation of redemption and 
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love (the coming of Christ) and from then to the final consum
mation.' He was highly critical of Protestantism. 

Francois l aurent (1810-1887), a professor at the University 
of Ghent, wrote an eighteen volume compilation Studies on the 
History of Hv.manity. In the last volume of that immense produc
tion, he propounds his philosophy of history. His work was 
universal hbtory. He was a very learned man and knew a lot of 
natural history but he had a deep-rooted theistic attitude which 
could see nothing but fatalism even in Rationalist and Enlighten
ment attitudes. While he was himself developing a philosophy of 
history which H. E. Barnes calls 'theological fatali!>m', he was 
accusing others of faith in different kinds of fatalism. His own 
philosophy of history was an extreme theistic version based on the 
idea that 'History declares the glory of God.' He emphasised the 
importance of nationalism. 

Heinrich von Treitschke ( 1834- 1896) wrote his History of 
Germany in the Nineteenth century which is comparable to the 
monumental works of Macauky, Michelet and Froude. It dealt 

with not only the details of German political history but also the 
cultural forces at work making up modern Germany. 

Auguste Comte (1798-1857), a Frenchman was trained as a 
mathematician. He was familiar Wilh the Enlightenment thinkers. 
His first volume on Cours de Philosopliie Positive was published in 
1830; the last and sixth volume came out in 1842. His ideas were 
spread in England by his friend J. S. Mill. 'Positivism' means 

that human knowledge cannot go beyond human experience. So 
any enquiry has to be restricted to the empirical scientific mode; 
and the purpose of this enquiry should be to discover the rules 
governing the relations among phenomena. This led to the coining 
of the expressive phrase •social physics' which according to Comte 

is the ultimate stage in a development passing through the theologi
cal, metaphysical and the positive (the scientific). The main 

objection to Comte is that there is no place in his scheme for 
theoretical postulates. He was, however, right in saying that 
social phenomena have to be treated as objective phenomena 
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requiring observation and analysis. 
the ·social group' of Comte the 
Prole1ariat' of Maix. ·He was 
'sociology' _so 

We have similarities between 
'nation' of Hegel and the 
the inventor of the word 

Comte said that in the finally evolved state the positive alone 
will survive to the exclusion of the metaphysical and the theological. 
But he overlooks the possibility of their cooperating in a single 
realm of thought and belief. Still contemporary sociology owes 
its existence as a separate discipline to Comte. 

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) was a German who under the 
influence of Ranke took interest in history a9d philosophy. His 
Introduction to the Human Studfrs and the construction of the 
historical world in the Human Studies are of interest to historio
graphy. He was one of those who spotlighted the essential dis
tinctiom between the methodology of the human studies and that 
of thl· ratural sciences and he was concerned with the problem of 
determining the quality of historical knowledge. Gardiner sum
marises Dilthey's beliefs sbout the nature of historical judgment 
as follows: • All physical expressions of mental events or states 
and the job of the understanding (which is a faculty as well as a 
process) is to link up any given expression with its appropriate 

mental cxrressions.' To him I) •judgments' are easy of under
standing but do not tell anything; 2) •actions' reveal intentions 
but not doubts or pas~ions; 3) •expressions of experience' are the 
communication of the objective mind. The process of communi

cation itself consists of language, social systems, conceptions 
and other things capable of objectification Expressions of 

experience result in the revelation of pain or pleasure or the crea
tion of literary or musical composition etc. There are two levels 

of understanding according to him: I) which deals with elemen
tary data and 2) the higher understanding at which level general 

theories arc formed. To Dilthey belongs the credit of having 

30 It is interesting to note that Hindu thinkers considered the 
rational the least important and the theological the most 
important and the metaphysical of intermediate importance. 
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drawn the attention of practising historians to the problem of what 
it was that the historical thinking involved and to evaluate its 
meaning. Dilthey made a very significant statement that 'the 
obj~ctive mind anc;l the power of the individual to interpret it 
together determine the world of mind. History rests on the under
standing of these two.' Hi.: also fetls th:it a special personal gift 
is necessary for the historian to make it possible for him to relive 
the events of the past i.e., what is outside one's immediate 
experience. But this personal gift can be to a large extent acquired 
by practising a technique of historial understanding which develops 
with the development of historical consciousness. He says, 'there 

is a necessary internal connection between criticism and exegesis of 
written records. Criticism develops to help solve the problems 

of exegesis by establishing correct readings and of official docu
ments and popular traditions which involves questioning. Of 
the problem of interpretation which involves mastery of philology, 
he has the following to say: 'When hermeneutics succeeded in 
systematising itself. it passed into the historical stage in which it 
tried to establish general methodological rules which conceived of 

this creation for all fields'. To these rules correspond theories of 

artistic creation as an activity which was itself subject to rules. 
In the great period of the beginnings of the historical consciousness 
in Germany, this methodology of hermeneutics was placed on a 
new footing by the philosophical idealism of Friedrich Schlegel, 
Sehleiermacher and Boeckh which based its new more profound 
understanding on the observation of intellectual creations, a 
technique made possible by Fichte and which Schlegel sought to 

set up in his outline of tlte science of criticism. Schleiermacher's 

bold insight that it is possible to understand an author better than 

he understands himself is founded on this new observation. This 
paradox contains a truth which is capable of psychological demon

stration. 

Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) was neither a philosopher nor a 

historian by profession. In his novel War and Peace he makes 

statements on the nature of historical enquiry which deserve con-
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sideration. To him ideas, movements and forces are more impor
tant than heroes and individuals. He rejected the great man 
theory of historiography. But he was subjecting himself to valid 
objection when he expected history to be respected only when it 
could produce results as tangible as physical science. His views 
on the compatibility of human freedom with determinism is 
interesting. Tolstoy says that history gives answers like a deaf 
man to questions which have never been asked. He thinks tbat 
the only question that has been asked is 'what is the power that 
moves people?' Biographical historians and historians of sep3rate 
nations think that the wi II of a Napoleon or an Alexander creates 
events. But this is satisfactory only if historians are concerned 
with particular persons or nations. Writers of universal history 
are confronted with the problem of location of causes outside great 
men. 'According to Tolstoy', says Patrick Gardiner. 'the historical 
process is a continuum, made up of infinitely small actions and 
events.• He sa~ s that ·power is the relation of a given person to 
other individuals. Why war and revolution occur we do not know. 
We only know that to produce the one or the other, people 
combine in a certain formation in which they all take part and we 

say that this is so because it is unthinkable otherwise, or in o:her 
words that it is a law; even as speaking of the interac,ion of heat 
and electricity and of atoms, we cannot say that it is so became it is 
inconceivable otherwi5e, because it must be so and that it is a law. 
Tolstoy wrote at length on freewill and necessity. H~ said that 
if there be a single law governing the actions of men freewill can
not exist, for then men's will is subject to that law. If the will 
of every man were free i. e. if each man could act as he pleased all 
history would be a series of disconnected events. In this contradic
tion lies the problem of freewill.' Externally as an obje1,;t in 
society man has no freedom. Subjectively man feels free, i. e., 
in short his will is free, but his capacity to translate his will into 
action is restricted by the interaction of social forces. In fact the 

relation of freewill to free action is that between abstract science 
and applied technology. Technology would be controlled by the 
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availability of the material; even so action would be controlled by 
other forces in society. Thus the:-e is a relationship between 
nece.;sity and free:lom of will. This c:rn be dem~nstratcd under 
three heads, according to Tolstoy: 1. The relation to the external 
world of the man who commits the deed, 2. his relation to time, 
3. his relation to the causes leading to the action. 

A penetrating study of Tolstoy's views on history is made 
by I. Berlin in his The Hedgehog ar,d the Fox. 

Benedetto Croce (1866-1952), Italian philosopher, critic, 
editor and political leader is the most important name among 
modern Eurorean historical theorists. He was interested early in 
history and archaeology. He was the minister of public instruction 
in the Giolitti cabinet. He was a liberal. After Italy's surrender 
in the Second World War, he became a member of the committee 
of National Liberations, continuing the liheral role which he 
boldly maintained even during the dictatorship of Mussolini. 

Croce was an art critic, historical theorist and a fastidious 

student of Italian culture. His style like that of Dilthey was obscure 

and even crude. His historical theory is based upon the idealistic 
conception of history (idealism from idea,). History for him is the 

creation of the present, not an account of the past; history is the 

highest form of philosophy. To him nothing exists except the 
mind; an historical account will be philosophical because it will 
be the present interpreting the past. 

In an essay written as early as 1893 he said that history 
resembles art rather than science. The artist and the historian 

perceived the unique and the particular. To them individual instan
ces are not to be used for drawing general conclusions and these 

particular instances cannot be thrown into abstract classifications. 

To Croce scientific propositions are neither true nor false but merely 

useful. In the case of historical judgment recognition of the uni
versal and understanding the particular are combined and he says 

somewhat dogmatically that all true knowledge is historical know
ledge. He also distinguishes between history and chronicle. The 
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historian when he functions as one •Jives again in imagin:1tion of 
individuals and events.' Thus it is the inwardness of history that 
becomes a condition for the possibility of historical interpretation. 
R. G. Collingwood of England takes this idea of the historian 
reliving the past in his mind and discusses it elaborately in his Idea 

of History. To Croce all history is contemporary history, in the 

sense that while the historian thinks of th~ past, that past event is 
contemporary with the act of thinking. It is this which makes 
history different from chronicle. Contemporaneity of history is 

achieved the moment a person takes interest in the event. 

Croce objected to historical theories which attempted to 
r,ortray history as a scheme moving towards a planned goal or as 
conforming to a causally determined scheme.' He called such theo
ries the philosophy of hi~tory. According to Croce, facts arc brute 
and mute. A meaning is given to th,·m and they are linked by the 
historian's pliilosophy. 

Niebuhr (1776-1831) was a Danish historian (who wrote 

in German) of great repute. Along with Ranke he has been praised 
as the founder of modern scientific historiography in Germany and 

who set an example to aspirants to such achievements in other coun
tries. Devotees of Ranke will not easily yield this place of honour 

to Niebuhr. Barnes while saying that with Ranke 'the foundations 
of modern historical scholarship were finally laid' 31 argued in the 
case of Niebuhr that 'no single personality or school can be regar
ded as having brought into existence the totality of modern histo
rical science. ' 3 J But G. P. Gooch, also a great devotee of Ranke 

is more forthright in his compliments to Niebuhr. He says: 'the 

first commanding figure in modern historiography, the scholar who 

raised history from a subordinate place to the dignity of an inde

pendent science, the noble personality in whom the greatest histo

rians of the <;Uccecding generation found their model or their inspi

ration, ,.,,as Niebuhr. He was familiar with the techniques of 

criticism made popular by Wolf in his Prolegomena to Homer. 
------------

31 H. E. Barnes: A History of Historical Writing, p. 246 
32 Ibid: p. 244 
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Niebuhr's greatest contribution was his Roman History. 

It combined the best of the modern critical methods with 'the 
constructive principles of institutional history.' Ranke and 
Mommsen were influenced by his work. 

Niebuhr in his early lifo had an experience similar to that of 
J. S. Mill who was made prematurely a scholar by his father; early 
in life he knew his destiny and declared 'if my name is to live it 
will be as an historian and publicist, as a classicist and philo
logist.• The very heavy scholastic responsibilities which followed 
and continuously engaged him largely accounted for his early 
demise at the age of fifty five. As Gooch says, 'he had begun to 
live ten years earlier than other men'. As a teacher he was not 
impressive and was a contrast to Acton. His Roman llisf.ory was 
enthusiastically welcomed by such eminent men like Macaulay and 
Cornewall Lewis. His Romrin Hist?ry (even in its second edition) 
is very heavy and encumberl!d with notes which ought to be con

signed to the foot. But he was a most conscientious historian. 
He wrote the famous sentence: •· In laying down the pen, we must 
be able to say in the sight of God, 'I have not knowingly nor 
without, earnest investigation written anything which is not true." 

Gooch summ:i.rised the reactions of his successors as follows: 
•Ranke admitted that Thucydides, Fichte and Niebuhr were bis 
masters; Grote said that it was impossible to pronounce his name 
without reverence and gratitude; .•• In the words of Mommsen, all 
historians. so for as they were worthy of that name, are his pupils.' 

Niebuhr lived at a time when the shadow of Napoleon was 

falling on Europe rather darkly and the historian emo1ionally 
reacted to the situation. He was reminded of the conquest of 
Greece by Macedon and deprecated both situations. In his treat

ment of the History of Rome, he was not obviously worried so much 
about personalities as about the institutions and the structure of the 

state. 

Meinecke, an able German historian, is noted for his remark
able studies of political ideas through the centuries. He wrote on 
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European thought since the Middle Ages. 'No German scholar 
since Dilthey has analysed ideologies with such insight aud 
subtlety.' He fell a victim to Nazi wrath and was dismissed from 
the chairmanship of the editorial board of _the Historische Zeits· 
chrift which he had occupied for four decades. 

Eduard Meyer (1855-1930) wrote a History of the Ancient World 
written from the sources and with an attitude of mind suited to 
his task. H. E. Barnes perhaps exaggerates when he says that 'he 
will probably rank as the foremost scholar that historical writing 
has produced down to our day'; but there is some degree of truth 
in it. His volumes on Greece were his masterpiece. He treated 
Greece as part of the Mediterranean world. 'European History 
begins on the Aegean' said he. He was an a'uthority on the proto
history of the Greek world. 

Theodor Mommscn (1817-1903) •revolutionised the study 
and writing of Roman History.' Since Neibuhr wrote on Rome, 
it was Momm~en•s work which alone was capable of improving on 
it. He visited Italy and toured 1 hat country for inscriptions. The 
• Roman History' (three volumes) which he consequently wrote was 

about the best that was written either on the Republic or the Empire. 
What Grote did to Athens, Mommsen did to Rome. •No part of 
the Roman History possesses such vitality as the tale of Caesar 
with his enemies, for the historian step<. down from the conning 
tower and leaps into the fray. Pompey, Cicero and Cato are scour
ged as if they were the living chiefs of a hated politic:il faction, 
while his idol dominates the stage. radiant, peerless, irresistible, 
the saviour of society .•. Caesar was the man of destiny, seeing and 
doing what was needed, desiring neither to conquer the world nor 

call himself king. ' 39 'Caesar was the complete and perfect man.' 
He, however, was not a blind supporter of Caesarism. 

Mommsen is famous for his Samnite and Neopoli tan inscrip
tions .. He also wrote the History of Coin-rgeR. His oman Public Law 

33 G. P. Gooch: History and Historians of the Ninetee1tth Century, 
p. 462 
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is a masterpiece longer than his History and esteemed by its author 
as his best work; he was as much a lawyer as a historian. The 
Fifth Volume of the Roman History-The History of the Roman 
Provinces from Augustus to Diocletian-published posthumously 
became at once a classic. His last great work was an edition of 
the Thcndosian Code. He was noted for •accuracy of detail, felicity 

of expression and audacity of conception.' 

Leopold von Ranke (1795 - 1886) is the best known historian 
since Gibbon and is the greatest historian Germany has produced, 
not excepting Mommsen. At the university he studied philosophy 
and theology. By temperament and choice he took to History. 
He was an ardent student of Scott who amused him for a while 
but later irritated him by his 'factual inaccuracies.• Ranke was 
by nature given to detachment from bias. He said that general 
historians and secondary sources are undependable and so archival 
and other original documents must be used and indicated. He 
wrote the History of Germany, England, Prussia, France, histories 

of war, biographies etc. His complete works comprise 54 volumes. 
His History of the Popes is the best and best-known of his works. 

'It was not only a great achievement of historical research but a 
work of art.' His works became deservedly popular soon after 
publication. In 1880 when he was 85 years old he informed his 
publishers of a new work on Universal History; 'the world WdS 

astounded at the audacity of an octooenarian sitting down to such 
, 0 

a task.• Seven volumes were issued before he died and the story 
was brought down to Henry IV. Some of his last dictated words 

are a justification of Carlyle: •General tendencies alone do not 

decide; great personalities are always necessary to make them 

effective.• Gooch is a great admirer of Ranke and he sums up his 

services to history as follows: l) he divorced the study of the past 

as much as humanly possible from the passions of the present, and 
tried to describe how things were as wie es eigentlich gewesen; 2) he 

stressed the necessity of founding historical construction on strictly 
contemporary sources; 3) he founded the science of writing history 
by the analysis of authorities, contemporary or otherwise, in the 
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Jight of the author's temperament, affiliations and opportunity of 
knowledge and by comparison with the testimony of other writers. 
'He was the greatest historical writer of modern times ... he remains 
the master of us all. ' 31 But Eduard Meyer severely cri:icizcd 
Ranke's Universal H£story. He said, 'He lacked real preparation 
for his task. He had only occupied himself with antiquity in his 
youth, yet felt himself justified in virtually ignoring the scientific 
work of half a century. Under such circumstances the attempt 
could only issue in total failure.' His much vaunted objectivity 
was also somewhat limited in view of his undue enthusiasm for 
Luther, the Hohenzollerns and Prussia. But he was not unrealistic 
in his call for objectivity. He said, • Don't bring up the argument 
that it is not passible to be objective. It is ,a known fact •·· but 
try to be more objective.' He strongly disapproved of historical 
fictions in whatever form they might be brought up, and romantic 
histories. He would not exempt even Scott from the charge of 
corrupting hi,tory. His view was that •while it is a gain for 
fiction-writing, it is a loss for history.' It was Ranke's privilege 
to have made history an autonomous discipline. 

Ranke was a poor teacher and in oral communication he had 
great deficiencies. But he is famous for the seminar which he 
organised and conducted in his university and of which the more 
famous of his students were the product. This system was intro
duced with great success in the United States and other centres of 
historical scholarship. 

Among the disciples of Ranke Waitz and Von Sybel deserve 
mention. Waitz surpassed even Ranke in his 'thoroughness of 
exact scholarship.' When help was needed for the editing of the 
:"1onumenta (a collection of German historical source material 
inaugurated_ by Stein and made largely by Ranke), Ranke recom
mended Waitz. Waitz wrote the German Oonatitutional History 
whi~h appeared in 1844. Sybel (1817_1895), though a devoted 
pupil of Ranke later held rather pronouncedly unRankean views 

34 Ibid, p. 97 



EUROPEAN HISTORIANS OTHER THAN ENGLISH 233 

and tried to reestablish the connection between history and politics. 
He loved Burke •who was a permanent influence in my political 
orientation.' Sybel wrote the Origin of German Kingship. He 
wrote a brilliant work on the First Crusade; his History of the 
French Revolution wa,; a tirade against the movement. His magnum 
opus however was The Foundation of the Germen Empire by William I; 
it was highly defensive of Bismarck. 

Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) was the son ofa postal official; 
he studied mathematics and the natural sciences. He completed 
the first draft of the famous 'Decline of the West' in 1914. The 
first volume appeared in 1917 and the second in 1922. He spoke 
of destiny vs. causality and culture vs. civilization \\ith a pre
ference to the former in both cases. His work is theoretically 
muddled and highly pretentious. He said he was indebted to 

Nietszche and Goethe. In his work appears the theme of continual 
emergence and dissolution of different cultures. This is a kind of 
circular, spiral or wave theory of rise and fall. He has great 
contempt for the traditional divison of history into ancient, 
medieval and modern. He lists cultures which have already emer
g~d in history namely the Egyptian, the Chinese, the Semitic, the 
Indian. the M agian, the Appollonian consisting of the Graeco
Roman classical and the western which covers the last 1000 years. 
He thinks that the history of west European mankind is definitely 
closed. He feels that the investigation of historical phenomena 
could not be done by adopting procedures used by natural sciences. 
Like the idealistic philosophers of history, he thought that history 
was unique, for the subject matter of history comprises the 
'becoming' as contrasted with the 'become'. He says with some 

truth that historical understanding is innate and creative. A. L. 
Rowse observes that •The Decline of the West' is ineradicably ten
dentious and inspired by the gloomy genius of •German Schaden

freude'. Because the Germans were facing military defeat, western 
civilization itself is to be regarded as coming to an end. His in
fluence on Toynbee is superficial; Toynbee himself has repudiated 
the alleged influence. 
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Spengler has been justifiably called a determinist, for the 

course of the cultures he discusses :ind traces is such as to rule out 
the possibility of a predetermined pattern and goal heing altered 

by human free will. Toynbee's position on the other hand has 

been a delineation of the past (which has a pat tern) and warning 
mankind of the future. Spengler's impact on later historians has 

not been considerable though he has been the subject of much 

discussion. 

Karl Heinrich Marx (1818-1883), the Germanjew, considered 

to be the father of scientific socialism had his early education in 

Bonn and Berlin but his final ideas on history, economics and 

philosophy materialised during his studies in I:ondon. He gave i.!p 
the idea of becoming a lawyer like his father but applied himself 
to history and philosophy. In Paris where he was working as a 

journalist, he contributed articles on Hegelian philosophy. In 1845 

he was expelled from France and he retired to Brussels. There he 
organized the German Working Men's Association. In 1848 in 

collaboration with Friedrick Engels, he wrote The Communist Mani

festo. In his Philosophy of History Marx laid down the principle 

that social relationships depend upon modes of production and that 

the principles and categories thus created merely express historical 

and transitory situations. The Manifesto of the communist party 

tried to prove that the Industrial Revolution h_ad made feudal condi

tions obsolete and concluded with the resounding words: 'The 

workers have nothing to Jose but their chains. They have the world 

to win; workers of the world, unite.' In 1859, he spent much time 

in the British Museum collecting material for his classic that was 

to come: Das Kapital the first volume of which was published in 

1857 and the third in 1894 under the editorship of Engels. Marx 

did not specifically write on historical problems. His general 

account of the materialist concept of history is found in a few 

pages of the introduction to his critique of political economy. He 

says that the historical process is determined by the economic 

background. To him the history of all societies is the history of 

class struggles. Marx borrowed the idea of dialectics from Hegel 

and said that human history falls into phases distinguishable by 
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different forms of social organization and which are replaced succes
sively by a dialectical process. Marx's influence has been tremen
dous in the second half of the 19th and the first half of the 20th 
centuries, for his argument was valid upto the then state of indus
trial society. It is losing its fascination when it has been proved 
that welfarism is possible by side tracking the class struggles. A 

major defect in the Marxian thought on the historical process is 
that when the classless communi~t society is achieved the dialectical 
process comes to a dead end. But theoretically it cannot do so. 
Marx, spengler and Toynbee are all determinists, though Toynbee 
denies that he is one and in effect admits that his is a qualified 
fatalism. Marx by outlining the developa.ent of human society 
from the state of slavery to that of socialism through feudalism 
and capitalism, emphasises this development as inevitable and 
automatically becomes a determinist. Spengler however did not 
give a remedy and Toynbee put his hopes in God's grace. Marx 
stresses the logic of history which is bound to take all societies to a 
communist heaven. 

Marx rejected the notion that history can be explained with 
reference to any spiritual process. His labour theory of value 

makes the autonomy of Homo economicus a part of history. All 
other social ideas according to him are derivable from these pre
mises. Marx was indebted not only to Hegel but thinkers like 
Feuerbach who said that ideologies can be explained only with 

reference to their material environment and Saint-Simon who held 
that economic relationship and class conflicts determined historical 

change. According to Marx the class struggl!! at present could be 
between the Bourgeoisie and the Proletariat. The overthrow of the 

former by the latter results in the dictatorship of the Proletariat, 
which incidentally Marx approves of. 

Economic interpretation of history is different from providing 
economic causes for particular events. It is only the suggestion 

of the dominance of the economic factors over others. He does not 
mean that man can live by bread alone. He only means that man 
cannot live without bread. Marx took from Regal two ideas: 
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I. the dialectic and 2. the organic relationship of social life. 
Marx twisted both these ideas to suit his own purposes. But he 
cannot be proved or disproved without reference to historical reali
ties. As Wabh says, 'the proof of the Marxist pudding is in the 
eating and it is not philosophers whom Mar>.. invites to sample his 

dish.' 35 

It must be remembered that Marx developed his theory in 
opposition to Hegelian idealism. To him 'men make thdr own 
history: but they rniike it not of their own accord or under self
chosen conditions but under given and transmitted con~_itions. 
The tradition of all dead generation weighs like a mountain on the 
brain of the living.' The result is as A. L. Rowse points out 'man 
can determine superficials in history but the fundamentals whether 

predetermined or not are beyond him.' 

Marx has been criticized from various angles. Of these 
B. Russell's is about the most relevant. He demolishes the 
Marxian: insistence on the changes in the methods of production 

as the only causes of historical change. He says, 'methods of 
production appear in Marx as prime causes and the reasons for 
which change from time to time are left completely unexplained. 
As a matter of fact methods of production change in the main 
owing to intellectual causes, owing that is to say to scientific dis
coveries and inventions. The intellectual causation of economic 
causation is not adequately recognized by Marx.' 

Marx was often a very obscure writer, for example vide the 
following passage: •in the social production which men carry 
on they enter into definite relations that are indispensable and 

independent of their will; these relations of production correspond 

to a definite stage of development of their material powers of pro
duction.' 

Marx along with Darwin and Freud has been responsible for 

significant revolutions in three different vital areas of scientific 

35 Introduction to tile Pllilosopliy of History, p. 159 
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thought. The practical consequences of Marxism on world history 
have been considerable. 

Jacob Christoph Burckhardt (1818 - 1897) was a Swiss' 
scholar who studied history under Ranke but still i,;; noted for his 
artistic and literary tastes. He wrote the Civilization of the Re11ais
sancc and it brilliantly brought out the role of the individual which 
the Renaissance as a movement made possible. Even now it is the 
best work on the Renaissance He dealt with it as if it were a 
suddenly emerging bout of activities and not a process. He s:iid 
that the gloomier asrect of the Rcnais~ance was the price to be paid 
for its brilliant achievement. His Ri8tory of Greek Civili:::ation a 
longer work than the Renaissance was an abiding achievemmt. He 
did not treat the Hellenic civilization with romantic reverence as 
Grote did. Burckhardt's interests were varied, wide and incisive. 
Lowith brings out Burckhardt's unerring foresight in the following 
passage: •this fine century (i. e., the 20th) is designed for anything 
rather than true democracy. The vulgarisation and standardisation 

of life seemed to him inevitable. Instead of a liberal democracy 
he foresaw the totalitarian state governed by terribles simplificatc1trs 
who will overrun old Europe and rule with absolute brutality, 
scornful of law and quite unconcerned with the people's freedom 
and sovereignty. He thought that a radically egalitarian democracy 
could not lead to individual liberty and responsibility but to a pre
tentious mediocrity and a new type of despotism. He feared that 
economic socialism would promote an overdeveloped state machine 
which any bold demogogue might easily seize and exploit. ' 30 

Following Burckhardt, J. A. Symonds (1840-93), an English
man wrote the Renaissance in Italy in seven volumes. 

\ 

36 Meaning in History, p. 24 
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English Historians 

There was very little chronicling or historical writing in 
England prior to the Norman conquest. Of course, the solitary 
but magnificent exception is the venerable Bede's (672-735) Eccle
ciastical History of the English Pcnple in five books. He ba~ed his 
history on careful research. His purpose in writing that work was 
to record the triumph of Christianity in England. But it is not 
merely a church history; he has also much information on the social 
and political histories of those times. Though he did not write 
dramatic or colourful history he wrote a reliable chornicle. Though 
his history suffers from some false sense of chronology, the sacred
ness of the theme has provided him a caution which rr,akes his work 
dependable. After the Conquest, during the 12th and 13th centu
ries, many Latin chronicles were compiled. In England the greatest 
was the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle written in the Anglo-Saxon language 
and bringing the events down to 1154. Some of them are real 
literature and they started a tradition of English national historio
graph)'. English traditions were reflected in those chronicles and 
during that period England stood in the vanguard of such writings. 
The first important chronicler in the 12th century was Simeon of 
Durham• Among his followers Richard of Hexham wrote the Acts 
of King Stephen and the Battle of the Standard. Eadmer (d. I 124) 
who was the first to write a real work of history wrote in six books 
a history of his own time down to J 112. It was called llistoria 
Noi-orum in Anglia. But William of Malmesbury (d. 1143) was a 
superior historian from the point of view of style as well as of 
judgment. His work is in two parts and eight books, and covers 
the period from 449-1142. The first part is called De gestis regum 
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Anglorum and the second part Historia Novella. He wrote a fine 
style. He was fond of story telling and his account of the first 
Crusade is remarkable. Geoffrey of Monmouth (I 100-1154) known 
as the Father of the English fiction wrote the History of the Kings 

of Britain (Historia rcgmn Britanniae) in 1139. It is from him that 
we learn about the legendary kings of early Britain like Lear, 
Cymbeline, and king Arthur and also of Merlin the wizard. William 
of Newburg (1136-1198) denounced Geoffrey of Monmouth ina 
preface to his Histurfo rcrum Angl·icanun which covers the period 
from tht: Norman conquest to 1198. But unmindful of the denun
ciation, Geoffrey is still popular. Among the monastic historians 
oft he I 3th century must be mentioned M1:1tthew Paris, who in his 
Chronica JJlajora showed that he was a born historian. He took 
pains with his facts. He is not only a recorder of events but a critic 
and judge of public men and events For the reign of Henry III 
we are indebted to Henry of Bracton (d. 1258), whose De legibus 

et constitudinibus Anglia was the most authoritative English law 
book of the time. This work has been greatly praised by Pollock 
and Maitland in their History of English Law though they are rather 
impatient of his cocksurcness. 

During the 16th and 17th centuries a new historical literature 
devoted to a description of the Geographical discoveries sprang up. 
Of these Hakluyt and Purchas are the most reputed. During the 
Elizabethan period chronicling and antiquarianism reached new 
stages of improvement. The first among Tudor chroniclers, Edward 
Hall (d. 1547) wrote the famous chronicle The union of the two noble 

and illustrate families of Lancaster and Yorke etc. For the earlier 
period that chronicle lacked historical form but recitated truly the 
facts; for the contemporary times it was more than a chronicle. 
He praised Henry VIII as • the undubitate flower and very heire of 
both the sayd lineages.' Queen Mary ordered the first print to be 
burnt. The second print which came after the death of Hall became 
more popular than ever. Another important chronicler was Raphael 
Holinshed. His Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland emb
races a larger theme and is a sort of compilation to which Holinshed 
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also contributed. It was patriotic in tone and served as a store
house of information for later writers to draw from. John Speed 
(1552- 1629) wrote a History of Gre11t B1itai11e which \\ as also a 

highly patriotic piece 0f \\fiting. He calls England 'the fortunate 
Island, the paradise of pleasure and garden of God.' This tendency 
to glorify the motherland was common among the English writers 
of those times. This is evident from Spenser to Raleigh through 
Shakespeare. Surely the English nation was in the making then. 

William Camden (1551-1623) was the greatest c1mong Eliza
bethan chroniclers. His Histo1 y of Elizabeth • is a genuine piece of 
modern history in which events are set in proper perspective and 

proportion.' He wrote his books in Latin. His Britannia gives 
an account of his journey through Enland. It' is interesting to note 
that Englishmen read his Latin works in Frenc:h translations. 

Camden's fame rests mainly on his History of Elizabeth. Among 
others mention must be made of John Foxe (1516-1587) whose Rook 

of .Martyrs which is partial in its tone against the Catholics and Sir 
Thomas M0re, George Cavindish and Sir John Hayward who were 
mature historians. More was the author of the History of King 

Richard the Thirdc; Cavindish wrote '1.'he life and death of Thomas 

WoolsC<y. The Cambridge Mstory of English literature calls it • the 

first specimen of artistic biography.' Hayward was the author of 
the Histories of Henry Ill, Edu:ard VI and tltd early part of the reign 

of Elizabeth. With these three writers the art of writing history in 

England passed from infancy to maturity. The case of John Leland 
(1506-1552), who was an extensive traveller in search of antiquities 
and historical records in England is extraordinary and tragic. 
Having collected a lot of material he did not know what to do 

with it. Like some Indian archaeologists, he had a lot of un
connected material but could not piece them together in readable 

historical form. The first bit of writing which he published in 
1546 was pompously entitled Tlie Laboryouse journey and serclie of 
Jolin Laylande, for Enylandes antiguitees given of hym as a new yeares 

gyfte to kynge Henry the VIII in the XXXVIJ year of Ms reignc. He 

never finished this work and realising that be could not do so, he 
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went mad and died. His material was put together and published 
in 1710-12; but it is a failure. 

The historical plays of Shakespeare are a class by them
selves and the history they embody is by no means negligible. 

In the I 7th century serious historiography began in the 
English language. Bacon's History of the Reign of the King Henry 

the Seventh which was published in 1622 has all the merits of 
Baconian diction and a fresh approach to historical writing. But 
hi<; fame rests on his Novmn Organwn {I 620), wherein he deals 
"ith the methods and philosophy of science. He presents a cnt1-
cism of science and a plan for the future. Bacon as a whole is much 
more ti an his historical work. Lord Herbert of Cherbury wrote 
his Life and Reign of King Henry the Eighth in 1649 and for the first 
time that work shows evidence of effective use of original sources. 
Thomas May (to be distinguished from Sir Thomas Erskine May, 
author of the Parliamentary Practice) who was associated with the 
Long Parliament as its secretary was in addition to being a drama
tist the author of History of the Parliament in England: which began 

Nov. the third, 1640; with a short and necessary view of precedent 

yearn. This gives an idea of the long titles which those wdters 
liked to give their works. An important feature of this history is 
that it contains in addition to the main narrative, quotations of 
relevant speeches in parliament and is documented with original 
papers. Peter Heylyn (1600-1662) was a religious controversialist 
and he wrote the Ecclesia Restaurata or The History of the Reforma

tion of the Chrnrch of England. Scotland which was then undergoing 
the process of Protestant Reformation produced a considerable 
historical literature on the changes in the church there. 

Perhaps the first English writer to compose a piece of litera
ture which he seriously intended to be history, was Sir Walter 
Raleigh. He was an extraordinary man; famous in his own time 
as a man of action as well as a man of letters. He was as intellec
tually alert as he was physically active. He had read, observed 
and travelled widely. He was a favourite of the queen almost till 
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bis execution. It is surprising that at the age of fifty he started 
writing A History of the World. Raleigh wished to write something 
about the world which was not a mere chronicle. His story written 
in English covers the period from the Creation to 130 B. C. 
when Rome made Macedonia a province, and became at once 
popular. For the first time the Persian wars and the Punic wars 
were introduced to the English reading public. No one can say 
what the final shape of his History of the World would have been if 
he had lived to finish it. But as it is, though a fine piece of writing 
it certainly is inferior to Clarendon's History of the Rebellion. 

Next \\-e pass on to the first great English historian, Edward 
Hyde, first Earl of Clarendon (1609-1647). •He studied at Oxford 
and was called to the bar. He counted Ben Jon son among his friends. 
He was the Father of English History. Like Thucydides and Philippe 
de Comites before him, he wrote a history of great events in which 
he had himself taken part. He lived through the Stuart period and 
was closely associated with the royalists and for that reason was 
expelled from England. His policy was justified by the Restoration. 
Hyde entered London with king Charles II after the Restoration 
and became speaker of the House of Lords. He married his 
daughter Anne to James, Duke of York (James II) and thus 'became 
grandfather of two English sovereigns', Queen Mary and Queen 
Anne. 

Later Hyde became a supporter of the parliament and on 
both occasions it would seem that his convictions on constitutional 
matters were a liability to him. He was held responsible for the 
failure of ~~glish foreign policy towards France under Louis XIV 
and the Bntish naval disaster in 1667 caused by the Dutch and he 
was banished from England. He died at Rouen on Dec. 9, 1664 
in exil_e and i_n disgrace and the English nation, which had by then 

c~me mto bemg, ~id little to save this gifted man from this fate. 
His fame rests mainly on the History of the Rebellion and Civil wars 
in England which was posthumously published in 1702. He wrote 

. not only 'The History' but also his life. The two were put to
gether by him to form the History of the Rebellion as it stands. 
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Clarendon's history reveals an original style and an uncommon 
capacity for presenting biographies of important persons. Sir 
Charles Fifth has found fault with his 'History' on the ground 
that he has omitted to expatiate on religious matters while dealing 
with a war caused mainly by religious considerations. But it must 
be remembered that religious or economic considerations singly 
and by themselves are no answer to a vast rebellion like what 
happened in England in the 17th century. The political motivation 
was more in the fore-ground and it was right for Clarendon to 
have written the •History' as he did. His history lacks the 
remarkable architecture of Gibbon's work or the sparkle of 
Macaulay's. He was a troubled man who wrote in troubled times 
and yet, his History scores high among similar works in English 
historical literature; and it is composed in a grand style and is 
authoritative as history and delightful as literature. 

It is well-known that the diary is a form of self-expresion 
for observant persons which also is a chief source of history. 
Maintaining a diary is an art which is attained not by many; and 
which very few ever perfected. The 17th century England produced 
two private gentlemen who maintained diaries which have become 
world famous: I. John Evelyn (1620-1706) and the other Samuel 
Pepys (1633-1703). Evelyn was more of a public figure than 
Pepys. Of the two Pepys, who wrote his diary in short-hand. 
maintained in diary through which he has become the most inti
mately known private English gentleman. It has been observed 
that John Evelyn's diary was a personal record of events, while 
the diary of Samuel Pepys was a personal self-revelation of the 
frankest kind. 

Till David Hume (1711-1776) wrote his History of England, 

there was really no great historian in England; and this can be said 
in spite of Clarendon. Vol ta ire said in 1724: • as for good histo
rians (in England) I know of none as yet; a Frenchman Rapin has 
had to write their history.' But Englishmen in the early I 8th century 
were really interested in history and it is the material they had 
gathered which Rapin used. Very soon Voltaire's own influence 
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on English thinkers came to be felt; and with David Hume commen
ced the age of Enlightenment in England for historians. 

Hume was Scottish as Robertson his contemporary also was. 
They were both influenced by Voltaire and Hume was basically a 
philosopher. He had faith in the essential integrity of man and 
easily believed that ancient man was not different from modern man 
in his attitudes or aspirations and so could be straightaway under
stood by the modern historian. Hume wrote a History of Great 
Britain from Julius Caesar of I1 enry TT I I. It soon became a standard 
historical work. It is true that he did not make substantial use of 
some of his sources. But the brilliance of his achievement cannot 
be doubted on that score. Hume had no sJmpathy with supersti
tion and orthodoxy and he believed that the middle ages were a 
barbaric period. He has been properly judged by T. P Peardon 
who said: 'Hume saw that much might seem legal and constitutional 
to a Stuart monarch that would be correctly regarded as an attack 
on public liberty in the next century and he emphasised the fact that 
the constitution was not clearly outlined until after 1688. By so 
doing he brought a breadth of realism into the atmosphere of rabid 
Partisanship surrounding previous discussions of the 17th century. •1 

Black has pithily summarised the virtues of Hume's historical 
efforts: 'the wonderful ease, directness and perspicuity of the style 
in which they are expressed, together with the depth, wisdom and 
concentrated experience distilled into them to make them as Hume 
hoped they would be, instructive and amusing in the highest degree•! 

HuTI1e, we noted above, started historiography of the 
Enlightenment in England. According to Collingwood; 'by the 
Enlightenment, aufldarung, is meant that endeavour, so characteristic 
of the early 18th century, to secularise every department of human 
life and thought.' The Enlightenment thinkers thought poorly 
of religion and to them reason was everyth.ing. This objection to 

I Tlie Transition in English Historical Writing ( 1760-1830), 

2 
Columbia University Press, 1933 20 'p. 
T!te Art of History, p. 116 
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religious faith was naturally shared by Voltaire, Hume and Gibbon, 
the three great practitioners of the historiography of the Enlighten

ment. 

Mill criticised Hume for his failure to picture the past in 
cJear human outline. •Take for example Hume's History certainly 
in its own way one of the most skilful specimens of narrative in 
modern literature and with some pretensions also to philosophy ••• 
does any reader feel after having read Hume's History that he can 
now picture to himself what human life was among the Anglo
Saxons? .... what were his joys, his sorrows, his hopes and fears, 
his ideas and opinions on any of the great and sm 111 matters of 
human interest?' Mill levels the same criticism against Hume's 
treatment of civil war in England. 

Closely associated with Hume was his compatriot William 
Robertson (1721-93). He was a competent technical historian and 
had a great regard for 'accuracy and general truthfulness'. He too 
belonged to the Rationalist school and it is claimed that his 
language persuaded Gibbon to write history, though he occasionally 
touched on topics relating to cultural matters. His major works 
were The history of Scotland (1759), The history of the reign of the 

E11171cror Charles V (1769), _ The liistory of America (1777-94) and 
An historical disquisition concerning ancient India (1791 ). There is 
difference of opinion as to whether Charles V was bis best work of 
America. Parts of his Charles V excel even Voltaire's Essay and 
are surpassed only by Gibbon. Robertson objected to Catholi
cism though it was nothing compared to Voltaire's venom. 
Robertson's style is lucid and easy and his descriptive powers are 
well seen in the treatment of the voyage of Columbus. He ,~as the 

J 

first historian to depart widely from the conventional areas of 
historical writing. Hume and Robertson prepared the way for 
Gibbon the greatest historian at least among the English. 

Edward Gibbon3 (27th April 1737-16th January 1794), was 
born at Putney, the eldest of seven children to Edward Gibbon and 

3 Gibbon is his own best authority as seen in his autobiography. 
Next comes Bury's Introduction to the Decline and Fall. 
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Julia Porten. More than his parents bis aunt Catherine Porten 
was greatly devoted to him. Gibbon speaks with great respect 
and affection about his aunt and this disproves the accusation that 
he was unemotional from childhood. He was put to school at 
Westminister and he later entered Magdalen college, Oxford. But 
Oxford completely failed him. His indictment of Oxford of 
those times in his memoirs is classic and repeatedly read by his 
admirers. Unable to find consolation in the Church ofEngland he 
took refuge in the Church of Rome. 

His father who was always severe and unsympathetic sent 
him away to Lausanne where he studied French and particularly 
Voltaire. Ultimately it was Voltaire who drew Gibbon away from 
the Roman church. While thus engaged in moving from religion 
to religion and ultimately flying into the arms of Rationalism, the 
brief chapter of romance in his life started. He fell in love with 
Suzanne Curchod, daughter of a Protestant pastor. •Having no 
means, they naturally contemplated marriage'. Gibbon consulted 
his father who, as could be expected, vetoed the proposal and so 
he 'sighed as a lover but obeyed as a son'. The Suzanne whom he 
gave up married the French statesman Necker whose dismissal was 
an immediate cause of the French Revolution. Her daughter by 
Necker was the famous Mme de Stael whose writings influenced 
Carlyle. So what Gibbon denied unto himself he gave to history. 

He returned from Lausanne in April J 758. A few years later 
he joined the Hampshire militia in which he first held the rank of 
captain and then major and colonel. He never learnt the Greek 
language till the age of twenty four, though be bad already become 
a great _Latin scholar. There was something in him which was 
suggestmg that his great mission in life was to write history• He 
did not know what history it was to be. His militia was soon 
disbanded and he went out on a continental tour. He reached 
Rome in October 1764. Then one day i. e., 15th October 1764, 
the call came to him from among the ruins of ancient Rome: he 
then knew that he was destined to be the author of the Decline and 
FalJ of the Roman Empire. He returned to England to find him-
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self without any property and in the meantime his father had died. 
But in 1774 he entered parliament and was a supporter of Lord 
North. He was appointed as Commissioner of Trade and Planta
tion in 1779 and he held that position till it was abolished in 1782. 
His political career however was not a bright success. His situation 
was greatly altered for the better when the first volume of his great 
work appeared in 1776 and immediately took the literary world by 
storm. Three editions of the work were quickly sold out. Further 
instalments of the history were eagerly and anxiously awaited. 

It was at once evident that the author of the great history of 
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire was a rationalist rather 
unwilling to be enthusiastic a bout religion and particularly orthodox 
Christianity. It was certain that the author was unique in his 
arrangement of the theme, discussion of problems and the excellence 
of literary garment he provided for the framework of his ideas. 
Chapters XV and XVI of his history seriously offended orthodox 
Christians and he rightly took the attitude of indifference towards 
that criticism. After part of the work had been completed in 
England !ie retired to Lausanne in 1783 and set himself to the task 
of completing the rest. He did so in the most magnificent way 
po~sible. The immortal passage in which he describes the con
clusion of the great history is extremly moving. The entire work 
was published in England in April 1788. For a short while he 
returned to Lausanne only to leave it again for England. By 1791 
he had decided to stay in England. Soon his health declined 
largely because of neglect. He died in London in 1794. Gibbon 
never married, reminding us of Hobbes and Locke and again of 
Macaulay. 

The best edition of the classic is J. B. Bury's. His Autobio
graphy is one of the best in English literature easily comparable 
with that of J. S. Mill. Gibbon is misrepresented by those who 
say that he was incapable of friendship or affection. His gratitude 
to his aunt his love to Suzanne, his fraternal affection to Lord 
Sheffield and his warm advice to William Mitford to write a history 
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of Greece and above all his membership of the Johnson •Club', 
all prove the warmer aspects of his character. 

The Decline and Fall is such a perfect piece of historical 
composition that it has been admired greatly and declared the 
historian's craft at its best. But still he ha_s had his denigrators 
then as we)] as now, in his own times and in the succeeding gene
rations. The main points of criticism leve1Ied again'it his work 
were: I. That he was unfair in his treatment of the history of 
Christianity and 2. that he had no sympathy with the very theme 
of his history, namely, the Byzantine empire. 

In regard to the first criticism it maY, be pointed out that 
Gibbon's rationalism and his temperamental objection to writing 
enthusiastic history prevented his taking a view of Christianity 
which men of religion think it natural and proper to take. A. L. 
Rowse states the case like this: 'he can never do justice to Christi
anity and what it did achieve - the civilization of the barbarians 
for one thing - because he could not accept its supernatural claims; 
the author of the Decline and Fall uses every opportunity to deni
grate the Church and its adherents and to present them in a redicu
lous light; the book is ful] of sly remarks subacid inflections, 
dubious jokes, pin pricks. '·1 G. M. Trevelyan puts the same case 
in a different light and is more just to Gibbon: 'Gibbon was 
onesided, because he was by nature insensitive to religious feelings. 
His early conversion to Romanism had been purely intellectual, not 
at all emotional; nevertheless his analysis of the causes of the 
growth of Christianity was very valuable because he redeemed the 
balance against the heavy weight of pietistic flapdoodle that passed 
for eccJesiastical history'; 6 he taught and encouraged scepticism to 
study the history of religion with scholarly method, although in 
his own case his studies had been handicapped by want of sym-

4. A L. Rowse: Use of History, p. 204 
5. 1:'he kind of thing one calls Gurnparamparais in Hindu religious 

hterature. 
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pathy. •c; But one should agree with H. E. Barnes when he says: 
•he adopted Hume's notion that one should look at religion as he 
would at any other social institution - in a naturalistic fashion. He 
treated the rise of Christianity for the first time in a fully objective 
manner. He accounts for its growth and development as he would 
have treated the evolution of any other religion or any secular insti
tutions; in short he dealt with the problem historically and not 
theologically •.• as to the historical effects of Christianity Gibbon 
was naturally critical and hostile. He regarded the Roman Empire 
as the greatest creation of mankind and felt that Christianity had 
played an important part in weakening and undertmining it.' 7 It 
should not be forgotten that Gibbon was aware of the services of 
Christianity i~ the cause of European cohesion as well as its cul
tural services. But it was inevitable that as a rationalist he should 
have no faith in the Age of Faith. That he had no religious 
partialities is clear f1 om the manner of his treatment of the rise 
and growth of Islam. 

The second point of criticism relates to his treatment of 
Byzantine empire. This is also a misplaced criticism since Gibbon 
was within his rights to treat his subject as he pleased in so far as 
he did no violence to facts. 

Gibbon was convinced about the incorrigibility of mankind. 
He thought that History 'is indeed little more than the register of 
the crimes. follies and misfortunes of mankind.' But it must be 
remembered that he was the child of his age, an age marked by 
enlightenment, scepticism and disillusion. Gibbon thought that 
history exhibited anything but human wisdom. To him human 
irrationality is the driving force in history and as a culmination of 
this he finds the triumph of barbarism and religion. He is midway 
between the humanists of the Renaissance and the Romanticists at 
the close of the 18th century. 

The Decline And Fall is a great classic noted for pains

taking research, accurate facts, brilliant arrangement and a 

6 Autobiography, p. 73· 
1 A History of Historical Writing, p. 161 
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fascinating style, harnessed to a moving and tragic theme. Th 
narrative is detailed for the period from A. D. 180-641; from 
A. D. 641-1453 the development is summarily sketched. But it 
summsrises also •the cultural and institutional results of the 
Reformation.' This work made such a deep impression that 
Frederick Harrison wrote: 'he was the consummate literary artist 
who transmutes mountains of exact research into a complex mass 
glowing with life in all its parts and glorious to contemplate as a 
whole.• Black8 says 'the specific gravity of his style is so high that 
it seems capable of floating anything, from the interminable 
Persian and Byzantine wars to the abstruse theological disputes of 
the early Church, and the technicalities of Justinian's legal re
forms.' H. E. Barnes pays a tribute to Gibbon's industry and 
scholarship and says that •over a century and a half since his work 
appeared it is still highly regarded by scholars and is today perhaps 
the best and certainly the most readable general survey of the broad 
field he covered.• The Cambridge History of EngUsh Literature pays 

deserving tribute and says 'The Decline And Fall' is not only the 
greatest historical work in the English language, it is perhaps the 
greatest piece of literary architecture in any language. It is faultless 
io design and in detail and its symphonic narrative power is superb 
•.• in the main Gibbon is still the master above and beyond date. 
His power of narrative is equalled by his gift or argumentative 
statements and in all parts of his work his style is one which holds 
the reader spellbound by its stately dignity relieved by a subtle 
personal character.' 

Speaking on the historical novel with particular reference to 
S..:ott's influence on History Trevelyan says • the difference between 
Gibbon and Macaulay is a measure of the influence of Scott.' 
Gibbon's work comes as near to perfection as any human achieve
ment. It is able to approach perfection partly because of its limita
tions ... Gibbon belonged to the J 8th century with its cosmopolitan 
outlook untroubled by national or sectarian prejudice .... 'Gibbon's 
history is like the procession on the Parthenon frieze. But Scott's 

8 The art of history, p. 175 
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mind is the strained glass of a medieval window that breaks the 
I ght into a hundred hues and flashes.' 9 

The Decline and Fall and its author were not merely popular; 
both have become immortal. As a sound piece of advice to the 
student of history it has been truly said that 'whatever else is read 
Gibbon must also be read.' 

Gibbon largely belongs to the I 8th century and the Age of 
Enlightenment. The 19th century saw a different category of 
writers on historical themes. But Gibbon like Rousseau belonged 
partly to the Intellectual and partly to the Romantic age, in that 
both of them were directly responsible for a new tradition in their 
respective field_s of thought. At the later end of the Intellectual 
age stands Gibbon and heralds a new era, even as Rousseau born 
to the intellectual! tradition ushered in his own way the Romantic 
age in politics as in history. The grand and tragic them:!S which 
came to be handled by master craftsmen like Gibbon were to yield 
place to constitutional, institutional and legal histories - as appealed 
to a Hallam, a Stubbs, a Maitland or a Holdsworth - and were to 
become fashionable after the epic tradition of Gibbon bad passed; 
but when some grand themes like that which Macaulay chose or 
tragic themes like that which Carlyle chose were dwelt upon, it 
only confirmed that those themes were of perennial interest to man 
and so necessarily an integral part of world historical literature. 

Gibbon's extraodinary success did not provoke immediate 
imitators in England. Interest in ancient Greaco-Roman history 
was caused not by the example of Gibbon but by the enthusiasm 
kindled by the translations of German historians like Niebuhr; 
Connop Thirlwall and Julius Hare translated the History of Rome of 
Niebuhr (1828). The cunsequence was a flood of eminent literature 
of ancient Greece and Rome. Thomas Arnold wrote his History 

of Rome. But be died suddenly after he accepted his appointment 
as Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford. Charles 
Merivale wrote the History of the Romans under the Empire in seven 

9 G, M. Trevelyan: Autobiography, p. 201 
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volumes; and George Long followed with his Decline of tlte Roman 
Re7m'Jlic. Thirlwall 's History of Greece in 8 volumes and George 
Grote's (1794-1871) History of Greece in I:? volumes followed. 
Grote's work is generally considered to be the better history though 
Thirlwall as a writer. is superior. 

Grote was not merely the historian of Greece. He was 
particularly the historian advocate of Greek Republican institutions 
- 1he democracy which Plato denounced and Aristotle scoffed at. He 
started by stating that the Greek democracies must be fairly judged; 
and revealed what he meant by •fairness' in the following obser
vation: • Compare them (the Greek democracies) with any other 
form of government in ancient times and we. have· no hesitation in 
pronouncing them anquestionably superior. That the securities 
they provided for good government were lamentably deficient we 
fully admit, but the oligarchy and the monarchy afforded no security 
at all.' 

Grote was to begin as a clerk in his father's banking house. 
He was early influenced by James Mill and Jeremy Bentham and 
then he was in parliament from 1833-1841, representing the city of 
London. But politics did not suit him much. He held important 
academic positions from 1860 i. e. he was Vice Chancellor of the 
London university and was an elected trustee of the British 
Museum. 

Grote like Mill was a liberal. But he was more of a liberal 
,erging on radicalism than the utilitarians. When he vi~ited Paris 
on the eve of the Revolution of 1830 be added charity in the shape 
of five hundred pounds to sympathy in the shape of encouraging 
statements. This background of revolutionary zeal should be 
known if Geote's particular treatment of Athenian democracy 
should be understood. From J 843 he began his H1"story of Greece. 

The first volume appeared in 1846 and the 12th 1856. It is perhaps 
the most exhaustive and illuminating History of Greece from the 
early traditions of Greece to the end of Alexander. Grote has 
survived as the greatest autbori ty on Greek history for more than 

a century and even the sober Gooch adapts the deserved tribute to 
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Gibbon and declares that •whatever else is read parts of Grote 
must be read also.' It is true that Grote was not blind to the 
faults of the Athenians. But he leaves the impression that he i:i 
prejudiced against heroes like Philip and Alexander and draws a 
curious picture of Socrates wherein he skates on thin ice holding 
'that Socrates was a good man does not prove that the Athenian 
democrats were bad men.' He pays a tribute to intolerence when 
he ~uggests that only Athens would have tolerated Socrates so 
long. Gooch is right when ht: says •that Grote's book is rather 
Athenian than Hellenic .•• his hatred of usurpers blinded him to the 
fact that the rule of the tyrants was not the result of mere personal 
ambition but met a certain need; ... finally the conception of the 
work of Alexander is radically false.' 111 Grote set a good example 
when he made an exhaustive study and presentation of Greek 
legends and mythology. Though he held them to be incredible and 
useless for purposes of history, he was right to have held that the 
myths of a people are useful as revealing the minds of the authors 
of the myths. Grote can be compared to Macaulay only in so 
far as both were liberals. But an extension of the analogy between 
the two would be unjust to both; for, while Macaulay did not 
utilise the source materials carefully, Grote was immeasurably 
inferior to Macaulay in the literary qualities of his work which is 
couched in, no doubt, •direct, forcible and readable language.' 

The diligent researches of the antiquarians of the 18th century 
made it possible for a new kind of history to be written in the 19th 
century. History came to be written from a new angle namely 
placing it on a firm foundation of social movements, institutional 
growths and of economic motivation. Another and a welcome deve
lopment was the new tradition of criticism. As new records relating 
to what were previously considered to be dark periods came to be 
unearthed and published the illusion that non-availability ofrecords 
indicates lack of events was dispelled. Among the pioneers of the 

10 History and historians in the 19th century, p. 294 
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new school of history specialising in the origin and growth of insti
tutions Sharon Turner ( 1768-1847) L l must be mentioned. 

Sir George William Cox wrote under the influence of Grote 
his History of Greece. Among others who dabbled in Greek history 
may be mentioned George Finlay (1799- 1875) whose works were 
collected into seven volumes covering a period of 2,000 years. 
Edward Augustus Frteman's The History of Sicily and George 
Rawlinson's The Five Great .Monarchies of the Eastern World covered 
a wider field. H. H. Milman (1791-1868) wrote his The History 
of the Jews (1829) and introduced the German tradition treating 
the Bible as a historical document. He also edited Gibbon. Thomas 
Hodgkin (1831-1913) wrote his Italy and her invaders in eight 
volumes. John Bagnell Bury became famous as the author of a 

History of Grerce, History of the later Roman Empire, History of the 
Eastern Roman Empire, History of freedom of thougltt and a great 
editor of Gibbon. 

But the greatest among these pioneers was Henry Hallam 
(1777-1859). He led an easy life in the early part of his career 
and it was not till 1818 when he was 41 years old that his first work 
Sketch of Europe in the middle ages appeared. It was also the first 
important historical work written in England since Gibbon, and it 
became at once famous. The work begins with Clovis and ends 
v.-ith Charles VIII, thereby surveying European history during ten 
centuries. He begins by saying that 'the chief object of the work 
is to survey the modes of government and the laws of different coun
tries.' Evaluation of this work various from Mignet's old compli
ment-that it 'exhibited the severely judicial qualities' which marked 
off 'the magistrate of history from other historians' to Gooch's 
characterisation of this work as 'the immature scholarship of the 
early 19th century.' 12 What seems to worry the adverse critics of 
Hallam is his severity of judgment which consists in a certain aloof-

11 Author of History of the Anglo Saxons from the earliest period 
to the Norman conquest. · · 

12 Gooch: History a·nd historians in the 19th century, p. 265 



ENGLISH HISTORIANS 255 

ness devoid of sentiment and logic bereft of sympathy. Gooch says 
'the work' concludes with a comprehensive survey of the state of 
society and literature, education and commerce, which fonns one 
of the earliest models of Kulturgeschichte. The picture is dark, 
and the historian confessed in later life that he had been per
haps a little too severe. As an attempt to record the ideology and 
character of the Middle Ages it is scarcely more successful than the 
endeavour of Robertson, for both were utterly lacking in the sympa
thetic imagination which brings distant ages near and renders the 
unfamiliar intelligible. He cultivates a calm, judicial attitude, 
equally sparing of eulogy and invective. He is a lawyer, not an 
artist. 'He has rather the intelligence than the sentiment of the 
past' declared I'y1ignet in bis sketch of a man whose temperament 
and methods had much in common with his own. •He does not 
exhibit a drama; ~e draws lessons'. 13 Hallam's substantial reputa
tion depends on his Constitutional history from the accession of Henry 
VII to the death of George II. This has been hailed as the first 
work on modern England of national and international importance. 
Though a liberal, Hallam was among the whigs nearc!st to the 
tories. He had no sympathy with 'political and eccleciastical 
tyranny but he had no confidence in the wisdom of the people.• 
The ambivalence of Hallam between liberalism and conservatism is .. 
evident in his characterisation of Henry VIII. He depicts him 
as •an able and a ferocious despot' on the one hand i.e., •ooeso 
the many tyrants and oppressors of innocence whom the wrath of 
heaven has raised up and the servility of man has endured'; and 
on the other hand he speaks of the second Tudor monarch as • ihe 
majestic lord who broke the bonds of Rome.' Again, in dealing 
with the early Stuart monarchs he is neither an unqualified 
supporter of that monarchy nor does he condemn it totally. 
Though a liberal and a supporter of freedom, he is of opinion that 
the civil war broke out just when there was no need for it and that 
Charles I had almost reformed. But at the same time he admired 
the parliamentary opposition to personal government. Hallam 

13 ibid p. 266 
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conceived of the developing English constitution as subject to the 
opposing influences of crown and parliament. But a more serious 
view would be to consider the crown's position and claims also as 
no less reasonable !h in tint of the parliament; for, while the 
parliament represented popular will and possessed the legislative 
power, the crown stood for prerogative and functioned in the field 
of diplomacy and foreign affairs as parliament could not. Instead 
of sympathy for both crown and parliament. Hallen shows angry 
antipathy to the former. Macaulay said 'he is a hanging judge. 
His black cap is in constant requisition.' Hallam's depiction of 
Cromwell as Napoleonic was perhaps unfair to both - be it remem
bered that Carlyle depicted both of them as heroes, and rescued 
Cromwell from the odium and illfame to which the great Protector 
had been condemned by Hallam and his like. His Constitutional 

History however, became a standard work very soon and has 
remained so since then. At the end of his career Hallam moved 
on to literature from history. 

Among those who continued English historical writing on 
constitutional matters and the 17th century constitutional politics 
may be mentioned Thomas Erskine May who has become famous 
as the author of the standard work, The Rule, orders and proceed·ings 

of the_ !{~use of Commons (1854), known popularly as Parliame'.1tary 
practice and Sir James Mackintosh (1765-1832) author of History 

of England and an unfinished History of the Revolution in England in 

1688 

Among authors of lesser importance whose reputation is 
not greater than their achievement one should think of John 
Mitchell Kemble (1807-1857) and Sir Francis Palgrave (1788-1861). 
They belong to different and even opposite camps namely the 
Romanists and the Germanists. Kemble was the first among the 
British Germanists as Palgrave was among the British Romanists. 
The Romanists believed that the English· monarchy derives from 
the monarchical power of Rome and the limitations of Teutonic 
practice. 'It was the Roman element which saved the British from 

14Father of the famous anthologist who made the Golden Treasury 
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becoming a nation of loose aggregates, and the Teutonic element 
which delivered them from absolutism.' The Germanists thought 
that 'the Englishmen had inherited the noblest portion of their 
being from .the Anglo-Saxons; in spite of every influence they bear 
a marvellous resemblance to their forefathers.' This attitude 
is the Germanist view and Kemble's work The Saxons in Engla.nd 
(1849) has this view for its philosophy. He tried to demonstrate 
that Anglo-Saxon England was essentially Teutonic. In Germany 
its influence was considerable and in England it dominated histo
rical study for a long time. 16 Palgrave emphasised the Romanist 
view in an uncomprom1srng way. His major works were The 
History of Normandy and E11gland, History of the Anglo-Saxons and 
An essay on the original authority of the King's Council. No doubt 
Palgrave's works suffer from some faults like his unreadable style 
and an uncritical use of authority. But to decry him as Gooch 
does because he emphasised more often institutions and rulers than 
the so - called nationa( life would be anachronistic. Palgrave con
siders law as the basis of national character. But he was too early 
in the field. Maitland, a great name among English legists, humo
rously remarked that Palgrave would have been a great commander 
if an army had been forthcoming. As a Romanist however he was 
unrivalled. As Freeman declared 'when drawn within the magic 
circle of imperial Rome he rises to the full power. Critics of Pal
grave have treated the Gerrnanist school of writers as superior to 
the Romanists and consequently Palgrave has suffered. His posi
tion however among pioneers cannot be doubted.' 

Hallam, no doubt, was an uncompromising whig. But the 
triumph of whiggism in history was to be achieved by another and 
a greater man. Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800-1858), politi
cian, orator, essayist, critic, poet and above all historian was born 
at Rothley Temple, Leicestershire on October 25th, 1800. He was 
the son of Zachary Macaulay, the famous proponent of the anti
slavery movement. He had fortunes and genius on his side from 

15 Gooch: History and historians of the 19th century, p. 271 
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the beginning. He was endowed with natural qualities which gave 
him a tremendous advantage in life. His memory was unsurpassed 
and as Gooch says 'it was as difficult for him to forget as for other 
people to remember.' Gooch remembers the following about 
Macaulay's miraculous memory: 'On one occasion he wrote out a 

list of the senior wranglers with their dates and colleges for' a l 00 
years. He declared that any fool would say his archbishops of 
Canterbury backwards. He once remarked that if every copy of 
Paradise Lost, The Pilgrim's Progress or Sir Charles Grandiscm were 
destroyed he could reproduce them from recollection.' But this 
was not his only gift. Of greater use than this dubious gift of 
memory was his capacity for expression. His diction has earned a 
unique place in the history of English prose and young students 
aspiring to artistic expression read avidly not only his verses but 
memorised his prose passages and took pride in reciting them. 
The style is his own, to be admired and not to be imitated. 

Before he was eight years of age i. e., when most other 
children were in the nursery he wrote a Universal History and a 
romance after Scott in three cantos entitled The Battle of Cheviot. 

He read all kinds of books, some of them in the book shops and 
remebered all of them. He had a power of preception which helped 
him to absorb the contents of a printed page at a glance, so that 
even on the most trivial matters he had quite a lot to say• In The 
Lays of Ancient Rome evidently he bad been inspired by Scott's The 
Lay of the last minstrel which he once read and remembered for 

ever. Macaulay's Lays are so well written and are about the best 
of their kind, that generations of readers mostly schoolboys learnt 
the Lays by heart and if there was a single work which evoked 
interest in Roman history in Indian universities and colleges it was 
the Lays. But his father, who was a serious minded man, was dis

appointed when the young Macaulay broke out in verse. But he 
was soon mollified when his son come out with his famous Essay 
on Milton. This essay introduced Macaulay to the world of letters 
rand criticism as a new star on the firmament of critical review. 

The dazzling brilliance of the language introduced a new era of 
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English expression which lasted till the Philistines under inspira
tion from the Germans started decrying beauty and elegance and 
enthroned dry-as-dust to rule over the realm of historiography. 

Macaulay contributed regularly to the Edinburgh Review. 
These articles captivated the leading publicists so much so that 
Macaulay could easily find his way into Parliament (1830). Though 
he held some minor offices in the English government of the day 
the chief political office he held was a seat on the Governorgene-

ral's council of India as law member when the famous utilitarian, 
Lord Bentinck, was the Governorgeneral. Some passages in his 
celebrated Minute on Education have irritated some self-compla
cent Indians, but spoke many home truths; and be is rightly 
famous for his penal code which has needed till now little change 
in substance and less alteration in diction. He stayed in India 
from I 834-1838. He knew Madras, Mysore and Calcutta well. 
After his return to England be became member for parliament for 
Edinburgh in 1839 and became Secretary for War. From 1846-48 
he was Paymaster-general; though he was defeated in 1847 at 
Edinburgh, the same constituency re-elected him later. In 1857 he 
was raised to the peerage. 

From the first it was evident to himself and others that 
he was to be the historian of England. Ever since he returned 
from India he had been contemplating a History of England 
from the Restoration to the death of George IV and in 1839 
he started writing. He was so absorbed in his history that 
be wished he were for sometime more in the opposition i. e., 
till he finished his history. He had himself not expected that 
bis undertaking would be so onerous. He stopped writing for 
the Edinburgh Review and declined the honour of Professorship of 
Modern history at Cambridge and was solely concerned with the 
production of his magnum opus. The first two volumes came out 
in 1848. He said with understandable pride 'I have had the year 
2000 and even 3000 often in my mind' and wrote to M. Napier the 
famous sentiment • I shall not be satisfied unless I produce some-
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thing which shall for a few days supersede the last fashionable 
novel on the tables of young ladies.' In a most surprising way 
and most completely the ambition was realised. The book went 
into translation into most of the European languages. A chorus 
of praise and congratulations poured in; with the solitary exception 
of Croker16 every other reviewer of this book praised it and some 
called it a noble book though agreeing th'.lt it was onesided. It 
took its place immediately as one of the finest pieces of historical 
literature in the English language and he stood shoulder to shoulder 
with Gibbon to create a new tradition of historical writing embelli
shed by literary merit to be carried forwdrd later on by Carlyle, 
Froude and Trevelyan. But when the storm of surprise had abated 
cooler judgment prevailed. While realising and appreciating the 
enormous merits of this work its demerits were also brought out. at 
times sympathetically, at times rancorously. His History related to 
the history of the people as well as the history of the government 
and tried to trace the progress of useful and ornamental arts to 
describe the rise of religious sects and the change of literary taste 
and to portray the manners of successive generations. The third 
chapter on the condition of England in 1685 has become rightly 
famous. In his history he tells the story of England before the 
Restoration briefly. Then he gives a short but brilliant account 
of the reign of Charles II and begins in earnest with James Il • 
His main theme seems to have been to praise the Revolution of 
1688 which after the fashion of Macaulay had been called Glorious 
and Bloodless by successive generations of scholars. To him that 
Revolution stood for the highest point of constitutional develop
ment in England. He said 'it has been of all Revolutions the least 
violent and of all Revolutions the most beneficent.• 

Macaulay must have known that at the rate at which the 
History was progressing, the grandeur of the theme and the vast
ness of the canvas would have prohibited the completion of bis 
masterpiece. The third and fourth volumes appeared in I 856. He 

16 Whose en_mity Macaulay had earned by his furiously hostile 
and even 111 mannered review of Croker's edition of Boswell. 
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passed away in 1859 and the fifth volume appeared in 1861, posthu
mously. He had taken the story down to the beginning of the 
reign of Queen Anne. It was left to his grandnephew 17 who wrote 
the famous trilogy Blenheim etc. with such distinction to write the 
History of England of the early eighteenth century. But the 
world of history has lost the story which Lord Macaulay alone 
could have told in his inimitable way. Even this unfinished work 
immediately made him take rank with Gibbon. It has been rightly 
said •Macaulay's history remains one of the most triumphant 
literary masterpieces of the Victorian age.ns Writing on the 
merits of Macaulay as a historian Gooch repeats the sentiments of 
Macaulay and says 'to be a really great historian is perhaps the 
rarest of itellectual distinctions.' 

Macaulay's contribution to history broadly divides itself 
into two parts: 1. his masterpiece, History of England and 2. his 
Historical essays. Some of his essays are brilliant and of permanent 
value; the others are brilliant and are now read only for their style. 
Macaulay represented the Whig view of English history and this 
he brings out not only in bis great history but also in some of 
his essays like that on Hallam. He was the great lover of liberties 
and therefore an unreasonable opponent of even the virtues of 
those whom he chose to denigrate like Charles I, Laud, Cranmer 
and Strafford. His praise of Cromwell redeemed the Protector 
from an oblivion to which less seasoned historians had condemned 
him and thence he paved the way for Carlyle. Among his essays 
many subjects are covered. Milton the poet, Frederick the despot, 
Pitt the Prime Minister, Warren Hastings the Pro-consul, Boswell 
the biographer and many others come under the sway of his in
imitable pen. Whether in his History or in bis biographies or in 
bis other Essays, he was at his best when dealing with Stuart or 
later times. He shows his limited judgment and unlimited 
prejudice when dealing with Boswell or Bacon. His contact with 
India persuaded him to write the two famous Indian essays: 

17 G. M. Trevelyan 
I 8 Concise Cambridge history of English literalure, p. 667 
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Clive and Warren Hastings. In one sense his Warren Hastings is 
the most colourful and balanced of his historical essays. Perhaps 
it has become so famous because of his literary painting rather 
than by any great accuracy of judgment. Gooch rightly calls 
Macaulay's Warren Hastings 'the most dazzling work of art in the 
author's gallery'; but he adds that it was the most inaccurate of 
bis portraits. Macaulay however, was entitled to his judgment of 
Warren Hastings. Reviewing a work on Frederic, tlie Great aml 
Ms times, edited by Thomas Campbell in I 842 he wrote what has 
been called •the worst of his writing', and this criticism of 
Macaulay is based on the historian's uncri tifal use of the .1.lfemoirs 
of Wilhelmina. Macaulay is criticized for presenting the rough 
exterior of the Prussian monarch and holding back the virtues 
bidden therebelow. It may be partially true that Macaulay 
presents a wholly unfavourable picture of Frederic, the Great. But 
in the case of an enlightened despot, how much of the despot is 
saved by the enlightenment it would be difficult to say. Macaulay, 
the lover of liberties. had no patience with despotism though it 
might be mitigated by a certain enlightenment. 

The historical essay as a form of literature owes everything 
to Macaulay. As Gooch says 19 •his articles glitter like diam,mds 
in the dusty pages of the Edinburgh Review.' Macaulay's_ histo
rical essays it is said suffer from three limitations: I. that he \\as a 
st ranger to the efforts that were going on in Germany under the 
leadership of Ranke to make history a science. One should rather 
be thankful for his ignorance of what was happening in Germany 
to History, for if he had chosen to be a faithful disciple of Ranke 
his essays would not have been written in their present form and 
their virtues far outweigh some of their alleged defects; 2. his 
political bias namely in favour of Whiggism is supposed to reduce 
his historical essays to the level of political pamphlets, and 
3. Macaulay's phrasing and his invectives are intolerable to some 
of his critics. True he was carried away by the brilliance of his 
own phrases and for the success of those phrases he would not 

19 History and Historiana of the 19th Century p 279 
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mind doing some injustice to his political opponents. Truly has 
it been said that Macaulay's was a one-track mind. He could 
never understand a point of view different from his or imagine the 
possibility of genuine difference of opinion. But it is surprising 
that some of his denigrators suffer from the same traffic regulation. 
Gooch said Macaulay was 'neither a thinker nor a prophet but a 
humane and cultured philistine.' 

Speaking of the remarkable nature of his essays it is said 
that a traveller in Australia recorded that the three works he 
found on every squatter's cell were the Bible, Shakespeare and the 
•Essays' and explaining this phenomenal success Gooch says 'the 
secret of his power is that he is the most fascinating story teller 
who ever wrote. history.' 

The dimensions of his History were so enormous that he had 
not reached the end of William Ill's reign when he laid down his 
pen and his life. If he had continued the story through Anne's 
reign he would have written a story which none could have written 
so brilliantly. But as things are it is fortunate that the trilogy on 
Anne should have been written by his illustrious grandnephew who 
seems to have been the last exponent and practitioner of the art of 
writing history well. Macaulay did not lack severe critics. Mill 
wrote that •Macaulay on William III constituted pleasant reading 
but not exactly history.' Carlyle in his characteristic way exag
gerated and said, •four hundred editions could not lend it any 
permanent value, there being no sense of depth in it and very great 
quantity of rhetorical wind'. Macaulay had his failings, just as 
even Gibbon had his and just as even his self conscious critics have 
theirs. But his virtues are not shared by any. The chief criticism 
of Malcaulay centres round the point that he had no regard for 
his sources and where he wrote sincerely his picture was vitiated 
by prejudice. It must be however conceded that he wanted to be 
in touch with his sources as completely as possible; at least in his 
History. He wanted to read and to travel, to visit many countries, 
to ransack archives, to visit battlefields and cities and to turn over 
hundreds of thousands of pamphlets. And he did all this. Gooch 
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himself conceded that to this direct knowledge of the localities the 
HistOTy owes much of its vitality. Macaulay is now somewhat 
corrected by the Tory historians and this tradition was started by 
Ranke. Of course, admirers of Ranke cannot appreciate Macaulay 
for the illustrious twain take :important and valid but opposite 
points of view in regard to the purpose of History• 

Macaulay like Gibbon was the child of his age and was 
controlled by the ideals of his party. To say with Gooch that his 
HistOTy was the greatest since Gibbon's is not too high a praise 
though the scientific historian of today with his prejudice against 
properly attired historical writing may not agree with that view• 
Thompson has said 'Greece had but one Thucydides; Rome had 
but one Tacitus and England has but one Macaulay.' Macaulay 
wrote an essay on History in which he concluded by saying that 
'the ideal historian must know how to paint as well as to draw 
and must embrace the culture as well as the actions of mankind.' 

It is fortunate that the life of Macaulay should have been 
written by his nephew, Sir George Otto Trevelyan who was the son 
of Hannah, Macaulay's sister. Sir George himself, the author of 
the American Revolution and George III and Charles Fox had the 
literary traits of his uncle and his writings can always be read at 
least for pleasure. 

Even as Macaulay championed the Whig cause in English 
History, Sir Arichibald Alison (1792-1867) emerged as a pro-Tory 
historiographer. Among his works History of Europe during the 
French Revolution and the History of Europe from the fall of Napoleon 

to the accession of Napoleon Ill are the more important and it has 
been said that they were written to show that providence was on 
the side of the Tories. His Tory sympathies were frankly 
stated by him in his preface to the History of Europe during the 

Revolution as follows: 'If there is one opinion more than another 
impressed on the mind by examination of the French Revolution 
it is the perilous nature of the current into which men are drawn 
who commit themselves to the stream of political innovation.' 
He was an uncompromising Tory and to him Macaulay's Glorious 
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Revolution was an outburst of anarchy; but his view on democracy 
seems to be especially apposite in the case of Hindu society: 
• Democracy cannot exist and never has existed for long in an o Id 
society. It must either destroy the community or be destroyed 
itself.' His book was immensely popular till disinterested histori
cal scholarship relegated it to near oblivion. He himself had 
little doubt that the success of his work was due to the great 
interest of his subject which he was one of the earliest to treat. 
Sir William Napier wrote a fine History of the war in the Penisula. 
Napier was a soldier who believed in the glory of war and so far 
as the 19th century is concerned his history shares the honour of 
being the best book on military history with Kinglake's account 
of the Crimea .. He had such high opinion about Napoleon that 
he treated him as the greatest man in history. 

Edward Augustus Freeman (1823-1892) was a Germanist 
and his best book is the History of the Norman conque.st. According 
to him the German invasions had made England; and the Norman 

conquest added little to it. 

Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) was in the 19th century the 
greatest moral force in the world of English letters, and with the 
solitary exception of Macaulay combined historical scholarship 
with literary force to a remarkable degree. Himself a controver
sialist he became the centre of passionate controversies the like of 
which had never disturbed the reputation of Macaulay. 

He was born on the 4th December 1795 in Ecclefechan, 
Scotland and this accident of birth in Scotland it is said inflluenced, 
in fact made, Carlyle the man. • His independence of spirit, his 
rocky, impliant, unconceding nature could have come from only 
one country in the world.' •Carlyle strove and starved as a poor 

student at Edinburgh University and though he got little from his 
classes or teachers he won for himself by hard reading the freedom 
of literature.' In 1814 he left the Edinburgh university and without 
taking a degree. Surprisingly enough he took to mathematics -

for it bas been rightly said that we do not usually consider Carlyle 
in a m_athematical light - and at Kirkcaldy he met with romance 
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in the person of Margeret Gordon, his own stud:.:.nt whose social 
standing was much higher than his. The girl's family intervened 
and ended the romance and this was a great blow to Carlyle. 20 

To Carlyle this was not merely a personal blow; it led him to 
reflect on the social system which acted as a tyrant on the indivi
dual's freedom of choice in life. By 18 I 7, he had wearied of 
teaching and he returned to Edinburgh and started writing mis
cellaneous stuff. His philosophy had not yet been made and 
there were conflicting forces in his system of moral values. This 
however continued to the last to -;ome extent. He hated poverty, 
snobbery, hypocrisy, misery, but he also had great contempt for 
the masses i. e. while disapproving of victim,isation, he had scant 
regard for the victim. But this contradiction is not incapable of 
resolution. His moral indignation was intense but he was also 
aware of the deficiencies of the suffering. The same moral con-

. frontation was noticeable earlier in Edmund Burke whose sense of 
moral indignation made him impeach Warren Hastings and 
denounce George Ill's government for its attitude towards the 
American colonies and still condemn the excesses of the mob 
during the French Revolution. Really this is no contradiction but 
two various manifestations of the same moral feeling. 

The first and abiding influence on Carlyle came from 
Germany. De s'Allamagne a book by Madam de StaeF 1 introduced 
German philosophy and poetry to Carlyle as to many others. Then 
Carlyle knew Goethe, Schiller and many other representative 
German thinkers. Idealism was and has been the hallmark of 
German thought and the youthful Carlyle responded warmly to it. 

He started writing for the Edinburgh Encyclopaedia and 
made a study of German writers, particularly Goethe and his past. 

20 This reminds one of another great English historian who too 
smarted under disappointed love, Gibbon. 

21 She was the daughter of the lady whom Gibbon did not marry, 
it is interesting that two women, mother and daughter, should 
have influenced two of the greatest historians of England in 
strange yet different ways. 
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He wrote a very good life of Schiller. In 1827, he produced the 
Germen Romance in four volumes. His writings on German 
literature are now collected in t~e Critical miscellaneous Essays. 

Edward Irving who later became a famous preacher was a 
good friend of Carlyle; under his influence, he was introduced to 
the socially superior world of London and Paris. In 1821, he was 
introouced by his friend to Jane Welsh of Haddington; acquain
tance matured into love and in I 826, it resulted in marriage. Jane 
Welsh then married not merely Carlyle the sage but solitude, 
poveny and unintended neglect. From 1828 to 1834 they lived in 
a farm in Craigcnputtock, Dumfriesshire Moors. 'the loneliest 
place in Britai~, 6 miles removed from any one likely to visit me.' 
In 1833, the Carlylcs left Scotland and came to London where 
refusing to earn monetary plenitude by subscribing to ephemeral 
literature he laboured hard and unceasingly on his French Revolution 
under the banner of poverty. Having written the first volume he 
sent it to his friend J. S. Mill for scrutiny and comment. But the 
manuscript while in the possession of Mill was accidentally des
troyed. Mill was greatly upset but Carlyle was obviously un
moved .~:2 He started working on the same theme with redoubled 
zea I and we have the French Rewlution as he wrote it for the second 
time. According to Carlyle's own admission, 'the book came 
direct and flamingly from his heart.' This work has been described 
as 'one of the savagest written for several centuries, a book written 
by a wild man.' 

After a long career of poverty and reputation he reached 
something like real prosperity when in 1865 he became Lord Rector 
of the Edinburgh University. His rectorial address was on the 
choice of books. At this hour of triumph he met with his worst 

tragedy in life. Before he returned to London he was informed 
that his wife had been found dead in her carriage while driving in 
Hyde Park. He knew he had neglected her. J. A. Froude his 
great biographer mentions how Carlyle then realized how deeply 

22 This reminds one of the lo:;s of some of Newton's manuscripts 
and his defence of Diamond, which had caused the destruction. 
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he had loved his wife and how he bitterly reproached himself for 
his neglect. But perhaps that is a penalty which any woman who 
marries a dyspeptic genius given to melancholy and reflection must 
pay. Jane Welsh wrote fine letters and these were edited and 
published in 1883. But now they are occasionally read only because 
the author was Mrs. Carlyle. In 1875 he wrote his last important 
work the Early kings of Noru·ay. His health had then begun to 
decline. In recognition of his services to English letters, Disraeli 
offered him a title which he duly declined. He died in 1881 at the 
age of 87 and brought to a close the most remarkable career among 
English historians. 

Carlyle's main works were: 1. Schiller's life and writings 
(1823-24), 2. Sartor Resartus (1833), 3. Tlte French Revolution
A history (1837 ), 4. Critical and miscellaneous essays (1839), 5. On 

heroes, hero worship and the heroic in history (1841), 6. Past and 
present (1843), 7. Oliver Oromwe(l's letters and speeches (1845), 

8. Latterday Pamplilets (1850), 9. Life of Jolin Sterling (1851), 
10. History of Frederick the great, 6 volumes (1858-65), 11. Early 
kings of Norway (1875), 12. His reminiscences published posthu

mously in 188 I. Of these numbers 3, 5, 6, 7, IO & 11 are related 
to history. As in the case of Macaulay criticism of Carlyle has 

ranged from excessively enthusiastic encomia to ill-natured denun
ciation. The German influence 00 Carlyle has been overrated. 
Goethe it may be admitted, influenced Carlyle: it would be truer 
to say that he provoked him rather than to say that he was his 
mentor. Carlyle no doubt called Goethe his master; but he could 
never fawn upon the highly placed as Goethe was wont to: 'Goethe 
obsequiously sought the society of princes; Carlyle, dutifully apolo
gising for his age sat down in the presence of Queen Victoria, who 
was prepared to let him stand.• It was a strange amalgam of 

romance and philosophy which Carlyle got from Germany. He 
was the romantic historian of the 19th century in England Par 
Excellence. His sympathies as well as his criticism were part of his 

romantic spirit. We shall consider here only the historical works 
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of Carlyle for be like Macaulay was not only a historian but an 
eminent man of letters. 

The Frrnch Revolution was an immediate sensation. It became 
a success only very slowly after passing through the fire of often 
adverse and occasionally malicious criticism. The style and the 
manner were both handicaps which were overcome by the history 
with the help of sympathetic and farsighted reviewing by persons 
of no less eminence than J. S. Mill and Emerson. The book bas 
been read for over a century and will always be in demand among 
those who decry inequity. He was never in fashion for be could 
never be imitated and he could be read only with difficulty by the 
methodical and the logical. His style was staccato like the speech 
of a person in great anger. The French Revolution is not like any 
other history. It is an epic in pros~ flashing with the lightning 
and reverberating with the thunder of the stormy events. But he 
produced therein a thrilling story and a collection of marvellously 
vivid portraits.'~3 It begins with the exit of Louis XV from and 
ends with the entry of Napoleon I into the French scene. The 
French Revolution became an eminent theme for study and discus
sion for the English-speaking world with Carlyle's French Revo

lution. Among his denigrators Lady Sydney Morgan, a fashionable 
sentimental novelist wrote: 'Faith, he says, is gone out: scepticism 
is coming. Now faith and scepticism had nothing directly to do 
with the affair i. e., the French Revolution. It was want and 
misery and oppression in the lower class, utter corruption and 
incapacity in the higher that made the Road.' And on his style 
she wrote 'as to style amidst an all prevading absurdity of manne

rism, there are passages of great power and occasionally of splendid 
though impure eloquence.' She rounded off by saying 'originality 

without freshness of thought is but novelty of uror; ar.d origi
nality of style without sound taste and discretion is sheer affecta

tion.' This was countered by a favourable review by J. S. Mill 
who wrote an unsigned review, in 1837. Mill wrote: 'This is not 
so much a history as an epic poem, and notwithstanding or even 

23 A concise Cambri'.dge History of English Literature, p. 574 
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in consequence of this the truest of histories. It is the history of 
the French Revolution and the poetry of it both in one and on the 
whole no work of greater genius either historical or poetical has 
been produced in this country for many years.' He concludes: 'A 
most original hook; original not least in its complete sincerity, its 
disregard of the merely conventional; every idea and sentiment is 
given out exactly as it is thought and felt fresh from the soul of 
the writer and in such langu,ge it is most capable of representing 

it in the form in which it exisrs there.• Thackeray finds fault with 
Carlyle's style but rightly says: 'above all, it has no cant; it teems 
with sound, hearty philosophy (hcsidl!~ certain transcendentalisms 
which we do not pretend to understand) it possesses genius, if any 
book ever did.• 

It must be admitted that Carlyle's French Revolution suffers 
from important faults some arising from the circumstances of the 
time and others from the particularity of his philosophy. His 
knowledge of details was limited. He did not consult the archives; 
so some ridiculous errors crept into his narrative. Dealing with 
the flight to Varennes he makes the distance from Paris to Varennes 
65 miles instead of 150. But to find fault with his beginning, 
development and end of the story on grounds of abruptness and 
patchiness is to say the least unsympathetic. His history does not 
deal with the causes of the French Revolution, the economic 
factors and foreign relations. Gooch says Carlyle exhalted the 
pageants but condemned the history. The criticism that Carlyle 
misunderstood the nature of the event is subjective for it is open 
to a historian to choose his point of view and to emphasise an 
aspect. Modern critics would say that Carlyle missed the fact 
that beneath the horrors of the Revolution lay the seeds of a 
benign future. But this is to overlook the facts that the Industrial 
Revolution, imperialism, advancement of science, progressive liber

alism - all of which were independent of the French Revolution -
tended to make the 19th and 20th centuries forward looking. Often 

the objection to style was confused with disagreement on matter. 
Wordsworth exclaims unjustly, no doubt, that no Scotsman could 
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write English: and that inspite of Scott - Hallam declared that his 
style was detestable. Prescott declared that the whole thing was 
perfectly contemptible. But the admirers of Carlyle were warmly 
en th1,siastic and the chorus of praise was long and loud. Kingsley 
said it was the 5ingle epic ot modern days; Southey is said to have 
read it through six times. An important quality which characte
rises this eminent work 1s that there is no political prejudice in it. 
It is a contrast to his later Cromwell in that it is 'insufficiently 
informed but singularly impartial.' 

His Cromwell which is an edition of the Protector's speeches 
has served to rescue the Great Republican from the obloquy and 
obscurity to whiGh he had been consigned by earlier writers. He 
said 'I say to myself a great man does lie buried under this 
waste continent of cinders.' This was perhaps Carlyle's greatest 
historical contribution. •It was the proudest achievement of the 
historian's life to restore to England one of the greatest of her 
sons.' Carlyle however did not admire Cromwell because he was 
a republican and fought against Charles but because he was a hero 
who towered above his contemporaries. His Cromwell has been 
praised by Green as characterised by the learning of an antiquary 
and the genius of a poet and as being no less remarkable for the 
resourcefulness of a showman. 

His largest attempt at the biography of a great historical 
personage was his History of Frederick, the Great. Carlyle did go 
to source materials but cared Ii ttle for Germ an predecessors in 
the field. He dismissed them as •dark chaotic, dullards'. The 
Germans like Ranke wrote the History of Frederick's policy and 
administration. But it was Caryle's previlege to paint a historico -
literary picture of Frederic. Both in Cromwell and in Frederick he 
proved himself an able military historian. This work also has 

elicited its share of attention from admirers as well as critics. 
Mrs. Carlyle herself a severe critic declared it the best of her 
husband's work. Emerson pronounced it the wittiest book ever 
written. He laboured as bard and long over his Frederick as the 
perusing- of it is to his readers. 
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His interest in Cromwell and in Frederick was the result of 
his philosophy of history which is that history is the biography of 
great men. He elaborated this thesis in his Heroes and hero Worship. 
When this work appeared it was received with mixed feelings of 
adverse and favourable criticism. He mentions among his heroes 
such persons as Shakespeare, Cromwe]], Napoleon, Mohammed 
etc. William Thompson in an unsigned review said that the 
identification and worship of heroes was not the invention of 
Carlyle and that from Plato to Lockhart , here had been Socrates 
and Scotts. His main objecrinn is not that Carlyle takes us to 
contemplate false heroes as that he puts tl]em in a false light. 'It is 
a curious coincidence that his heroes all offend against magistrate, 
priest or law and agree in no other respect but ..• it is idle to 
insist on minor errors when one predominant error poisons the 
whole book. It is not a Christian book.' Evidently this reviewer 
has in mind the inclusion of Norse Odin, a Scandinavian pre
Cristian God and Mohammed, the Islamic prophet in the list of 
heroes. 

Carlyle has been compared with Macaulay. It is true that 
both were literary historians who specifically insisted on literary 
effect and whose writings are not merely history but also literature 
and it is also true that neither had any great regard for source 
material. They were both able portrait painters the colours of 
whose paintings have not yet dimmed. The force of their writings 
in the middle of the 19th century popularised history as no his
torian before or after did. But the comparison stops somewhere 
there. The contrast between the two is quite impressive. Maculay's 
stY1e though inimitable was well structured and its architecture 
was rational. Carlyle's however was incoherent but full of fire. 
He coined words to suit his ideas. Macaulay brought political 
~arty ~ias to bear on his historical judgment while Carlyle was 
impartial especially in his French Revolution. Macaulay wrote 
like a politician and had little of the romantic about him. Carlyle 
was the most representative of the romantic in English historical 
writing and he wrote like a philosopher. The social condition in 
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1 he 19th century England no doubt attracted Macaulay to whom 
1832 was a great symbol of progress but to Carlyle the social 
condition was an obsession. It was quite appropriate that 
Dickens should have dedicated Hard Times to him; and Ruskin 
called him his master. 

Modern historians like Pieter Geyl and H. J. C. Griarson 
see him as a forerunner of fascism and racism. But these are 
retrospective musings. Carlyle must be studied totally and not 
seen in patches. Modern historical research techniques have no 
doubt made Carlylean writing obsolete. 

J. S. Mill (1806-1872) was the first son of James Mill, the 
utilitarian who educated his son most rigorously. The son dis
covered in course of time that under his father's tutelage he had 
become a thinking machine and had forgotten that he had a soul. 
His revelation of this discovery of himself is found in his famous 
Autobiography. Mill himself wrote no history like his father who 
wrote one of earliest of the Histories of India. Mill transcended 
the hedonistic complexion of classical utilitarianism. His famous 
essays on Liberf.y and Utilitarianism revealed his mind in regard to 
problems on public morals. He wrote a system of logic in 1843 
and therein we get his ideas on history. He was a great friend of 
Carlyle and he had read Guizot and Michelet. He said that under
standing of a social phenomenon was impossible merely on the 
basis of a historical facts. He felt that the determination of the 
different stages in civilization could be an empirical matter. But 
the phenomena themselves cannot be understood except with 
reference to certain social laws, understanding of individual nature 
cannot help us to know the historical process and vice-versa. He 
felt that an attempt to scientifically treat a human discipline like 
history will run counter to the principle of freewill. He also felt 
that human nature to some extent is autonomous though in the 
social context this autonomy becomes futile and loses much of its 
meaning. This is how nature works it out and he sees no 
dichotomy here. 
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Following on Carlyle, Froude (1818-1894) seems to be a 
sort of natural successor. He had many things in common with 
Carlyle whose life he wrote. He, like Ruskin, came to look upon 
Carlyle as his master. But he was also influenced by Newman for 
both of them, the latter essentially and the former for some time 
belonged to the Oxford movement and were interested in ecclesias
tical matters. Froude wrote his History of England from the fall 
of Wolsey which closes with the defeat of the Spanish Armada. 
To him Henry VIII was the great hero and James I • the late sort of 
a bad mother'. This antipathy towards the Stuarts and ~ympathy 
towards the Tudors coloured his history. Froude wrote on other 
subjects also like the English in Irelana in 18th century, The 
divorce of Catharine of Aragon etc. But his reputation was esta
blished only by his History. He wrote the Life of Carlyle which is 
standard and can still be read with profit. Froude was called the 
national historian of England by a Belgian critic. His main· point 
in his History was his desire to defend the English Reformation. 
He regarded with Carlyle the Roman Catholic church as 'a gigantic 
imposture'. So he had to show that Henry VII[ was responsible 
for the greatest event and Henry became a very desirable person. 
Gooch says 'the volumes on Henry VIII were the most brilliant 
historical work produced in England in the middle of the century 
with the single exception of Macaulay.' The success is largely 
due to the simple, transparent and easy style coupled with an 
extraordinary capacity for telling a tale. But the work suffers from 
the influence of Carlyle. It has been said that •Carlyle has a good 
deal to answer for by his splendid and dangerous example of 
spoili~g what might have been so good a book.' His later volumes 
on Ehzab_eth reveal an unenthusiastic picture of the queen. He 
started WJ th prejudice against Henry and ended in admiration. As 
a you th he wa~ devoted to the Queen; in his volumes on Elizabeth 
contempt dommates the narrative. To him Burghley (Burleigh) 
was the author of the glory of England and Elizabeth. He is 
throughout a zealous protestant and a fierce anticatholic. He 
wrote the history in 12 volumes and it appropriately ends in 
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Protestant England's dramatic victory over Catholic Spain. Free
man denounced Froude in 1870 and declared that 'Mr. Froude is 
not an historian. His work consists of four volumes of ingenious 
paradox and eight of ecclesiastical pamphlet'; Froude reacted and 
asked two competent experts to verify his references in any hundred 
pages, for Freeman had complained of utter carelessness as to facts 
and the experts discovered five real mistakes in twelve volumes 
which included •i's not dotted and 't's not crossed Freeman who 
would not leave the charge, again accused Froude of an inborn and 
incurable twist which renders it impossible for him to make an 
accurate statement on any matter. Froude's rejoinder was as 
dignified as the critic's was malicious. Froude shared with 
Carlyle a certain partiality for heroes and this became evident in 
his work on Caesar. His English seamen of the 16th century is a 
popular work. With Froude the era of colourful historians came 

to an end-
The new school of historical writing could be said to have 

been heralded by William Stubbs (1825-1901) who was Bishop of 
Chester and later of Oxford. He was a close friend of Freeman, 
the author of The history of the Norman conquest. Freeman and 
Stubbs were so different in their academic aptitudes and attitudes 
that their close association has been called a theme of academic 
jest. Stubbs started with 1'he_coitncils and ecclesiastical documents 
of Great Britain and Ireland which he edited in collaboration with 
A. w. Hadden. But his reputation as a scholar became durable 
with his edition of The Select charters and othe.r illustrations of 
English con~titutiona.l history to the reign of Edward I. His ou tstan
ding work The constitutional history of England in its origfo and 

development however became and for a long time remained the 
standard work on the subject. Stubbs• interest in early English 
history started even while he was at school where he learnt Anglo
Saxon. He soon became the greatest English mediaevelist of his 
times. He was appointed Professor of Modern History at the 
University of Oxford in 1866. Stubbs considered history as a 
stern discipline of the mind. His philosophy of history is best 
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brought out by his lectures on medieval and m_odern history. His 
Constitutional History was however the finest attempt to dedl with 
the whole range of English constitutional problems of the middle 
ages and like every successful constitutionalist his was a legal 
mind. 

He has been complemented by Maitland, the greatest name 
in English constitutional history as follows : 'To read him is a 
training in justice'. On English constitutional history following 
Stubbs, there was a spurt of historical scholarship in that direction 
by learned continentals like Vinogradoff, who specialized on the 
manorial system and the Frenchman Pet 1t-dutaillis. Stubbs was 
a matter-of-fact historian whom Carlyle would have straightaway 
called Dry-as-dust. Stubbs, Freeman and Green formed a combi
nation of scholars who were collectively called the Oxford School. 
But among themselves there was no scholastic unity. Freeman 
was a believer in the unity of history. Stubbs was a stranger to 
such sophistication. When Buckle's work appeared Stubbs 
remarked: 'I don't believe in the philosophy of history. So I 
don't believe in Buckle'. Profound believers in German historio
graphy especially of the Rankean type heralded Stubbs as the 
'greatest British historian of his age.' 

John Richard Green (1837-1883) was also a Germanist. His 
fame rests on his A short liistory of the English people and it attained 
an immediate popularity. The book was deservedly popular for, 
for the first time, it dealt with the total development of the people. 
His style was attractive and the manner of treatment novel. 
Originally he had planned to be-:ome the historian of the English 
church but luckily, he gave up the idea and wrote secular history. 
He enlarged his history in to A history of the English people. But it 
never became as popular as the shorter original. He wrote also 
The making of England and Tlie conquest of England. The latter 
was completed by his wife, Alice Stopford. 

A number of specialists wrote on legal histories and Sir 
Henry Maine (1822-1888) author of Ancient Law and Village 
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communities in the east and west u:as a pioneer. Fredrick Seebohm 
(1833-1912) wrote two valuable works: The Oxford reformers and 
The English villnge communities. 

But the greatest student of law in the 19th century was 
Frederick William Maitland (1850-1906). He was a brilliant and 
original institutional historian. He practised law and his legel 
acumen was evident even at the age of 29. Sir Frederick Pollock 
who was a close ally of Maitland edited Bracton's •note book' 
brilliantly and he said rightly that •legal documents are the best, 
often the only. evidence we have for social and economic history, 
for the history of morality, for the history of practical religion'. 
Maitland' s wor.k had inspired a number of scholars specializing 
in legal history like Vinogradoff, Seebohm etc. Maitland's work 
on Township and Borough was a less important work but it no less 
proved Maitland's grasp of legal problems. Apart from dealing 
with the development of law historically he was also concerned 
with the theory of law as well as the routine functioning of law 
courts. His edition of the Select pleas of manorial courts was a 
major contribution to legal studies. Maitland died at the age of 
56 creating a void in legal scholarship which was never completely 
filled. He elicited warm tributes from every scholar of repute. 
He wrote also Constitutional history of England which bas been 
popular with ~tudents of constitutional law. For an intelligent 
student of institutions with a partiality for scientific precision and 
a taste for literary flavour, Maitland was the obvious choice. He 
was a cornbina1ion of the analyst and the artist, the Stubbs and 
the Froude; and none has achieved it in that measure since the 
days of Gibbon. To Maitland the history of law was the history 
of ideas. With a slight exaggeration, Pollard declared that he 
was the greatest historian that England had possessed. The end 
of the 19th century was a series of political biographies like: 
Basil William's Chatham, John Morley's Burke and Holland Rose' 
Lives of Nepoleon and Pitt and Spencer Walpole's Lord Jolin Russell. 

Samuel Rawson Gardiner' (1829-1902) Specialised in Stuar 
history. His History of England from the accession of .James I 
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appeared in 1833. The work was reissued in ten volumes as the 
History of England from 1603 to 16.J0. This was followed by the 
History of the Great Civil War and The History of the Common Wealth 
and Protectorate. Gardiner was totally devoted to his strenu,)US 
research work. He refused the Rcgius professorship at Oxford on 
the death of Froude. 

Buckle (1821-1862) was the author of History of civilization iu 
England which has become a classic. It is interesting because he 
tries to show that historical developments are governed by universal 
laws. He was influenced by Comte and had faith in scientific 

procedures. According to him scientific study of history is 
inhibited by two dogmas: 1. that of freewill and 2. that of pre
destination. The second doctrine according to him is puerile 
since 'being beyond the province of our knowledge we have no 
means of ascertaining either its truth or falsehood.' According 
to him it is necessary to consider the interaction of man and nature. 
But as P. Gardiner rightly says Buckle does not distinguish between 
trends or tendencies and laws. Civilization according to him is 
not reflected by m0ral opinions of men but by their technical 
advancement since moral opinions have been the same mostly 
while technical advancement has been a variable factor• 

Buckle worked very hard at his study so that his health was 
impaired. Burckhardt reminds us that Buckle's deep study of the 
Scottish divines of the 17th century Jed to paralysis of the brain. 

Buckle and Lecky (1838-1903) are a complementary pair in 
their philosophy of history and contribution to history. Buckle 
applied to history the Darwinian technique and he agreed with 
Comte that there were natural laws in human societies. By its 
very nature Buckle's work could not be complete. Lecky was 
indignant of theological dogmatism and religious persecution which 

followed such dogmatism. His History of Rationalism was written 
when he was only 27. His History of European m<YTnls from Augustus 

to Charlemagne is an important work which attracted Tennyson's 

encomium. The poet said 'it is an wonderful book for a young 

man to have written ; a great book for any man to have written.' 
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Having dabbled in the history of ideas in the early part of his 
career he wrote Th,, history of England in the 18th century in 8 
volumes. The majority of the work is devoted to a period of three 
decades from the accession of George Ill to I 793~ His narrative of 
1 he American war is notable. He also wrote on Irish history in 
his great work. In this work he considers Burke as a great hero 
and incidentally analyses the causes of the French Revolution. He 
was noted for his impartiality. 

Sir John Robert Seeley (1834-1895) attained fame as the 
anonymous author of Ecce Homo. 2~ He succeeded Charles Kingsley 
as Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge in 1869. 
His fame as historian rests solidly on his The expansion of England 
which he began with the famous declaration that history should be 
scientific in its method but pursue a practical object. In his 
inaugural address he devoted his attention to the study of Politics. 
He said 'an university is and must be a great seminary of politi
cians. Without at least a little knowledge of history no man can 
take a rational interest in politics and no man can form a rational 
judgment about them without a good deal of history'. Politics he 
said were vulgar when they were not liberalised by history and 
history faded into xpere literature when it lost sight of its relation 
to practical politics. 

Seeley was not an imperialist though his major theme was 
imperial history. His Expansion of England which was treated as 
a sort of Bible by the imperialists however did not support im
perialism but merely explained it. He was of the view, that the 
greatness of a country did not depend on its bigness. Truly he 
said 'if by remaining in the second rank of magnitude we can hold 
the first rank morally and intellectually let us sacrifice mere 
material magnitude.' He had a dislike for the universal state and 
a liking for the national state and so he detested Napoleon and 
praised Stein. He wrote a biography of Stein which was not very 
successful as also a short life of Napoleon written for the 

24 Man, the hero 
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Encyclopaedia Britannica. He was at home dealing with vast 
areas and many centuries and in the interpretation of great move
ments. 

He did not produce quantitatively much. He seems to have 
been influenced by Ranke to tt-.e extent of being obliged to inform 
his young people George Macaulay Trevelyan : that Carlyle and 
Macaulay ~ere Charlatans, grave impertinence in the eyes at least 
of Trevelyan. But Lord Acton later corrected this prejudice of 
Seeley and told Trevelyan 'do not believe those who depreciate 
your great uncle, because for all his faults he was on the whole the 
greatest of all historians. ' 25 

Trevelyan had a rather poor opinion of Seeley and for a 
person of Trevelyan's temperament it was but natural to do so. He 
said 'Seeley's Ecce Homo whatever its merits and its use, was one 
of the least 'scientific' works ever written on a historical subject, 
and his Expansion of England however important was merely a 
clever and timely essay. It was on those works that his fame 
rested, not on his Stien which may have been a scientific history 
for all I know'. Trevelyan knew both Seeley and Bury and he knew 
also that both of them were preaching scientific history. He 
used to wonder, however, that while Bury who was a master 
craftsman who practised what he preached had every right to 
prescribe scientific history, he did not know by what right Seeley 
was talking of scientific history. He said • the cobbler has a right 
to say that leather is wonderful and not others.' We should 
remember that Seeley had angered Trevelyan by impolite references 
to Macaulay_. Seeley did not belong to the first rank of English 
historians and was succeeded at Cambridge as Regius Professor of 
Modern History by Lord Acton, a man greater than he by any 
standard. 

Goldwin Smith ( 1823 -19IO) wrote '1.'he Empire which 

advocated the separation of the British colonies from the mother 

25 G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiograpliy, p. 18 
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country and in that sense supported a political philosophy opposite 
to that of Seeley. 

P. F. Tytler wrote 1 he History of Scotland and Andrew Lang 
The History of Scotland from the Roman occupation and these were 
specialist works on the History of Scotland. 

Mandell Creighton (1843-1901) was Bishop of London and 
he appropriately chose ecclesiastical history as his field of study. 
He wrote the history of the Papacy during the period of the Refor
mation. Though in a sense his subject matter was religious his 
treatment of the subject was political and by his own statement he 
wanted to bridge the gap between Milman and Ranke. He app
roached his subject in the Rankean spirit, i. e. to realise his ideals 
of historical scholarship by throwing light without generating heat 
which is another way of saying by being coldly non-committal and 
confronting the reader with mere facts. The third and fourth 
volumes dealing with the Renaissance Popes were the most brilliant 
of his compositions. He was lukewarm in his attitude to moral 
problems, again non-committal. A typical statement of Creighton 
is 'the good are not so good as they think themselves; the bad 
are not so bad as the good think them' - a case for moral 
relativism. This at• itude of moral ambivalence naturally infuriated 
Acton who said 'he is not striving to prove a case or burrowing 
towards a conclusion but wishes to pass through scenes of raging 
controversy and passion which is serene curiosity, a suspended 
judgment, a divided jury and a pair of white gloves.' A corres
pondence ensued between Creighton and Acton in which Acton, 
the stern moralist, could not accept Creigton' s indifference to 
judgment. Creighton's book never attained true fame because 
the author was indifferent to the transcendental experiences of 
religious life. 

Trevelyan holds that Creighton must be supplemented by 
Carlyle to restore history to life. •In Creighton's treatment of 
Luther all that he says is both fair and accurate. Yet, from 
Creighton alone you would not guess that Luther was a great man, 
or the German Reformation a sterling and a remarkable movement. 
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The few pages on Luther in Carlyle's Heroes are the proper comple
ment to this excessively dispassionate history. ' 26 -

Following Creighton a few remarkable books · were written 
relating to the church. Richard Watson Dixon wrote 'i he History 
of the Church of England frorn the abolition of the Roman .i uri.scliction: 
J. A. Overton was the author oft he Engli:<h church in the 18th 
century; and W. F. Hook wrote the Lives of tlw Archbishops of 
Canterbury. 

The Cambridge school of Modern Hiqory played a great 
role in modern English histori<'f!riiphy. A series of brilliant scholars 
held Regius Professorship in ti.at d1~1inguished university and 
among them may be mentioned Seeley, Acton, Bury and Trevelyan. 
Charles Kingsley (1819-1875) who held that position for a while 
had little qualification to do so; he is more noced as a novelist 
than a historian. 

Acton is a great name in English historical tradition and 
scholarship. He was a vastly learned man noted for his deep eru
dition and great powers of expression both oral and written. He 
was a great teacher. a great organiser of historical studies; and the 
editor of the most remarkable series of volumes on modern history. 
John Emerich Edward Dalberg Lord Acton (1834-1902) did more 
to the cause of modern history ever since history became a disci
pline in Western Universities than any other man b_ut wrote practi
cally nothing. Hence he has been described by some people as a 
great tragedy. The ill-consequences of bis quantitatively poor 
authorship belongs to his readers. Noted as the most learned 
historian of his time be resembles Dr. Johnson in the sense that 
his personality was greater than his achievement. Acton was nobly 
descended. He was the descendant of the Prime Minister of the 
kingdom of Naples of the Napoleonic era and he traced his descent 
also from the ancient German house of Dal berg. He had his early 
education at Munich where he studied church history and later 
attended the lectures of Ranke at Berlin. He toured the United 

26 G. M. Trevelyan: Clio, a muse 
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States extensively. His mother had married Lord Granville and 
this helped Acron to go to Ru~sia to attend the coronation of 
Alexander II accompanying his stepfather. 

He was appointed regius Professor of modern History at 
Cambridge in Fabruary 1895 in succession to Sir John Seeley who 
had held that chair for more than 25 years. This elevation he owed 
to Lord Rosebury. Acton, however, held that post for just six 
years only. In the c~pacity of Professor of Modern History he deli
vered rhe Lectures or. J[odern History during 1899-1901. His inau
gural lecture on Tlie Study of History was delivered on June 11th 
1895. Besides these. he is famous for the letter to the contributors 
to the Cambridge History which is considered to be a classic state
ment on historical research. His major contribution to history 
which has survived in written form in his Lectures on the French 
Revolution. Trevelyan graphically describes his lectures to his 
students and says that his lecture hall was a stage on which 
through the "ividness of his lectures the past was brought to life. 
Except these sporadic writings nothing remains of Acton as a 
writer. But the immense personal influence he exercised over his 
colleagues and students had become legendary even in his times. 
By his personal lif~ as a professonal historian he disproved many 
superstitions for example when he started teaching at the age of 61 
at Cambridge, he had no prior experience of examining or guid
ing students or even of administration but he became the greatest 
name in all these fields of Academic activities. John Pollock, one 
of his students says the following of Lord Acton's lectures at 
Cambridge: "There was a magnetic quality in the tone of his 
voice and a light in his eyes that compelled obedience from the 
mind· Never before had a young man come into the presence of 
such intensity of conviction as was shown by every word Lord 
Acton spoke. It took possession of the whole being and seemed to 
enfold it in its own burning flame and the fires below on which it 
fed were at least for those present immeasurable .•• be pronounced 
each sentence as if he were feeling it, poising lightly and uttering 
it with measured deliberation. His feeling passed to the audience 
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which sat enthralled.' He loved history. If any one denigrated 
it he took it as a prrsonal insult. To him history wa,; 'not a pur
suit but a passion; not a mere instrument but a holy calling. ' 17 

His views on historical writing are summed up in his letter to the 
contributors wherein he says 'we shall avoid the needless utterance 
of opinion and the service of a cause.' Soon after he a~sumed the 
Professorship he was called upon to organize the Cambridge Modern 

History series. The task was onerous; under its impact his health 
broke down. The five chapters which he had allottc:d to himself 
in the Cambridge history were never written by him. 

Acton came very early undc:r the influence of Dollinger who 
was a great catholic schoh1r. Acton was inspired by him with a 
deep love of historical research and profound idea of its role as a 
critical instrument. From an early age Acton collected a magni
ficient historical library. He had long thought of writing a His
tory of liberty but like many other projects which he dreamed of, 
he never realised it in his lifetime. 

Acton had always been an ardent liberal and an admirer of 
Gladstone. The two had the very highest regard for each other. 
Matthew Arnold once said •Gladstone influences all around him 
but Acton; it is Acton who influences Gladstone.' In 1869 he 
was raised to the peerage by Gladstone as Baron Acton. He sat 
in the Parliament but never spoke much there. He was member 
of Paliament till 1865. He became the editor of the Rambler, a 
Roman Catholic monthly and entered into controversies with 
Roman Catholics on the continent. Weighed down by the enormous 
amount of responsible academic work he had to perform unceasingly 
Lord Acton passed away on June 9th 1902. His great library was 
bought by Andrew Carnegie who presented it to John Morley who 
immediately made a gift of it to the University of Cambridge. 

Acton was a passionate lover of liberty and he thought that 
on moral issues there can be no compromise. He said •I exhort 
you never to debase the moral currency but to try others by the 

27 Introduction to Lectures on Modern history, p. 15 
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final maxim that governs our own lives and to suffer no man and 
no cause to escape the und~ ing penalty which history has the 
power to inflict on wrong.• No historian can afford to forget his 
resounding warning. Two of his works call for particular attention, 
his Lectures on Modern History and his Lectures on the French 
Revolution. The former deals with deveolpments from the Renais
sance to the eve of the French Revolution ; though intended for 
undergraduate students the lectures contain ringing statements and 
profound judgments on the main issues of modern history. Liberty 
is such an important criterion cf civilization with Acton that he 
declares • the emancipation of conscience from authority to be the 
main content of modern history'. His Lectures on the French 
Revolution are IT'ost inspring. It was a very suitable topic for him. 
'It is difficult to convey an adequate idea of the strength, the 
eloquence and the wealth of reflection in this fascinating book.' 28 

He saw through the central theme of the French Revolution and 
made the most obvious, absolutely correct, but least suspected of 
eminently true fact that 'power corrupts and absolute power corrupts 
absolutely'. According to him French theory and American practice 
led to the event of 1789. Acton's insight is clear from the follo
wing passage where he speaks of the declaration of rights. Accor
ding to Acton the Revolution was caused by the unmitigated abso-
1 utism of the king who was advised by a vain queen. The intrigues 
of the Emigres and the double talk of the king provoked the giron
dins who yielded place to the Jacobins in face of the Brunswick 
manifesto; one thing led to another, every succeeding thing a worse 
thing. Even Danton could be excused because he was not as bad 
as Robespierre. Acton does not try to whitewash the stains caused 
by Robespierre and bis ilk; nor does he tolerate those who try to 
do it. With characteristic sarcasm he said •the strong man with 
the dagger is followed by the weaker man with the sponge.' The 
Revolution however was remarkable, for it was inevitable, but as 
he said 'the best things that are loved and sought by men are reli-

28 G. P. Gooch: H1'.story and historians of the 19th century, p. 362 
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gion and liberty .•• yet, the paths of both are stained with infinite 
blood.' The above and many others were the learned opinions he 
expressed in the course of his duties as professor. He had hoped 
to live to see the publication of the Cambridge Modern History But 
in 1901 he had a stroke and before his death in 1902 even the first 
volume had not appeared. He carried to the grave a vast quantity 
of unused knowledge. We have it from Gooch that Henry Sidgwick 
used to say that however mm:h you knew about anything Acton 
was certain to know more. 

Acton was a believer in the mornl ab~olute. He declared 
'the inflexible integrity of the mond cude is to me the sec~et of the 
authority, the dignity and the utility of hi!:>tory' and so he said the 
great achievement of history is to develop and perfect and arm 
conscience. His love of liberty and his hatred of tyranny and abso
lute power made him despise the heroes and so he had a harsh 
thing to say about Carlyle, the hero worshippec. On the death of 
Carlyle he wrote •excepting Froude I think him the most detes
table of historians.' Acton who Jived through most part of the 
19th century and died at the opening of the 20th century combined 
in himself the rhetoric of literary historians, the exacting standard 
of scholarship of the Rankean school. the scientific spirit of a Bury 
and many other virtues which were to bridge the gap between the 
departing school of history and the incoming one. Summarising 
Acton, Trevelyan says, 'Acton was not a medievalist; liberty of 
thought and conscience was what he cared about and therefore he 
said history for him began to be interesting with Luther. Though 
he was not a Protestant he valued everyone's right to protest. 
Modern history to him was a record of the slow evolution of free
dom and the rights of conscience through a balance of rival forces.' 2" 

John Bagnell Bury (1861-1927) succeeded Acton at 
Cambridge as Regius Professor of Modern History. At the age of 
27 he wrote A History of later Roman Empire from Arcadie to Irene. 

This was soon recognized as a meritorious work and became deser-

29 Autobiography, p. 18 
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vedly popular. He was a lover of Greek poetry and he edited the 
Nemean and Isthmain odes of Pindar. As Professor of history at 
Trinity college, Cambridge he wrote a History of the Roman empire 

from its foundation to the death of Marcus Aurelius. With the 
publication of his History of Grceca his reputation as a scholarly 
historian was established. He became famous as a scholar as well 

as a teacher. •His early training in the old fashioned school of 

classical ling1Jistic scholarship had equipped him with a mind of 
unrivalled accuracy in detail'. His brief History of Freedom of 

Thought is a ~timulating work. It reveals his attitude to the philo
!-ophy of human personality and optimism. The Idea of Progress 

by Bury shows that he was interested optimistically in the concept 

of Progress in the same way as Acton was attached to the Idea of 
liberty. His history of the later Roman Empire from the death of 
Theodocius II to the death of Justinian superseded not only his 

earlier treatment of the same subject but every other in the field. 

Gooch describes him as tha most erudite of British scholars and the 
only scholar who contributed to the three Cambridge Histories
ancient medieval and modern. His History of Greece was the most 
important since Grote and he utilised therein the latest researches 
including the archaeological excavations of Sir Arthur Evans. His 
most notable contribution to general literature was his edition of 
Gibbon, which has superseded all other editions. 

Bury, however, by his own choice became a centre of contro
versy regarding the nature of history. In his inaugural address he 

said that 'History was a science no less and no more.' Trevelyan 
compared Bury with Acton and said that these two men had one 
marked peculiarity in common besides matchless erudition-'! mean 
the value they attach to freedom of opinion and their own partisan
ship of that cause in every epoch of history. Acton indeed laid 

most stress upon the evil of coercing consciene, Bury on the evil of 
fettering the search for truth.' It must be noted that Bury succeeded 
Acton to the Regius professorship at Cambridge. Striking a 
comparsion between these two in regard to their publications, 

Trevelyan continues to say 'In productivity as an author the younger 



288 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

man surpassed the older. Acton will live to posterity in a few 
articles contributed to magazines and in the posthumously published 
of his Cambridge lectures which display his peculiar power enough 
to make us long for the unwritten masterpiece of which ht: dreamed. 
Bury's published work on the other hand is his best title to fame ' 

James Bryce (afterwards Viscount Bryce) ( I 838- 19 22) was a 
rnanysided personality. He was ambassador to the U. S. and he 
appropriately wrote the American Commonwealth in J 888. The 
Holy Roman Empire is a classic and his Studies ;n liiztory and 
jurisprudence are even now read with affection and care. John 
Horace Round (1854-1928) spt'i.:idlised in the study of r,cdigree and 
family history. Economic history like the trilogy on labour by 
J. L. Hamund and his wife Lucy Barbara Bradby was followed by 
the writings of Sidney and Beatrice Webo who wrote the Histery 
of Trade Unionism and The English poor law H1:siory, etc. They 
looked at history from the sociological point of view. 

Among writers eminently scholarly and readable who pro
duced classics must be mentioned H.A.L. Fisher (I 865-1940). His 
short but brilliant Napoleon must be read by professional students 
of history for profit and every educated man for pleasure too. His 
History of Europe is one of the best in the field and surveys the entire 
course of European history with masterly skill. His famous sarcastic 
statement in that book, so often quoted, is indicative of his 
philosophy of history. He said: •One intellectual excitement has, 
however, been denied me, Men wiser and more learned than I 
have discovered in hi,;tory a plot, a rhythm, a pre-determined 
pattern. These harmonies are concealed from rne. 30 

Commenting on this passage in his Study of History3 1 

Toynbee accused Fisher of professing to find no pattern in history 
but himself imposing patterns when for instance he thinks of the 
history of Europe as an intelligible unity. Toynbee's comment is 

beside the point for Fisher's recognition of a pattern in European 

30 Preface to History of Europe 
31 Vol. V, p. 414 and Vol. IX, p. 195 
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history is not of the same order as his own discovery of a pattern 
in history. •This is like saying that a person who agrees that 
there is meaning in what he is doing from hour to hour or day to 
day should also be ready to recognize a meaning in his life as a 
whole. •It is one thing to look"for meaning in history, another 
to seek for the meaning of histor_y.' 

Robin George Collingwood (1889-1943) studied in Oxford 
and became Professor of metaphysical philosophy there. But 
his approach to the then current philosophical problems was 
idealist in general with Green and Bradly but he later developed an 
independent attitude towards philosophy which is best reflected by 
his statement •the chief business of 20th century philosophy is to 
reckon with 20th century history'. He concluded that historical 
theory bad reached the stage where philosophy could no longer 
neglect it. He was interested in archaeology and in art. He dealt 
in problems raised by aesthetic experience in judgement. He wrote 
an Idea of Nature and bis miscellaneous papers relating to history 
were posthumously published in 1946 under the title Idea of History. 

Collingwood is not a historian in the ordinary sense. He 
wrote little history. But he was a historical philosopher. He was 
influenced by B. Croce even as Tawney was influenced by Max 
Weber. On surface there is a lot of similarity between Crocean 
ideas and Collingwood's philosophy. But there are important 
differences too. He is definite in his view that 'history is an 
autonomous discipline with its own procedures and categories'• 
He rejects therefore the positivism of Comte and the attempts by 
Spengler and Toynbee to categorise historical tendencies as if they 
were laws. To him the historian's thougt has the fundamental 
concept of a historical enquiry. To understand a historical sit
uation he contended that it was necessary to know th;! thoughts of 
the historical personae concerned and the historian must rethink 
these thoughts in his mind. He says "why did · x' occur?" has 
different answers in science and history and so he desired that 
history must be released from its ·state of pupilage to natural 
science.' Collingwood has been criticised on the ground that he 
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claims a certain intuitive access to the minds of persons in the 
historical past. It is also pointed out that the historian cannot 
infer merely on the basis of his rethinking the thoughts of his 
ancestors but must get them confirmed by suitable evidence. But 
the supporters of Collingwood contend that this is not ignored by 
Collingwood who however was merely stating the conditions under 
which historical knowledge is possible and wished to state 'what 
is logically involved in and presupposed by the concepts of historical 
knowledge and understanding. •st 

His most important work which concerns students of 
historical theory is his Idea of history. In 1936 he wrote 32 lectures 
on the Philosophy of history. In the earlier part of that work he 
gives an account of how the modern Idea of history has developed 
from Herodotus to the 20th century. The second part consists 
of 'philosophical reflections on the nature, subject matter and 
method of history.• In I 940 he revised this work, particularly the 
parts on Greece and RoIJ1e, and called it The Idea of history. In 
this work he has maintained that history is a special science and that 
it has cognisable relations with other sciences as well as philosophy. 
According to Collingwood science. philosophy and history are 
independent disciplines. But the method of history is nearer to 
that of philosophy than science. Collingwood naturally has been 
compared to Croce and it has even been suggested that he owed his 
final ideas on history to the Italian historiographer. But Collingwood 
was not a follower of the Italian thinker. He had himself expressed 
his indebtedness to Plato and Vico: but not to Croce. Collingwood 
considered history not only as a special and unique intellectual 
discipline; but also held that it was superior to other intellectual 
processes. To him science proceeds from certain presuppositions 
and builds general laws on them which can neither be true nor 
false and therefore they are neither knowledge nor error. 
He went even to the other extreme to claim that history 
was the only source of knowledge which is the opposite of the 
contentions of the scientist. He does not yield to the kind of 

32 P. Gardiner : Theories of history, p. 25 l 
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relativism popularised by Dilthey that 'a man's psychology leads 
to his philosophy.' Collingwood understood that any form of 
historicism is confronted by the difficulty of avoiding complete 
scepticism. This is well brought out by the following ; 'If Hegel's 
philosophy is due to his own psychological make up or is a functon 
of conditions, economic or other prevailing in his own time, the 
same is true of the historian• s own methodology and ofany possible 
standard of criticism. In these circumstances questions of truth 
and falsity cannot arise. According to Collingwood there are two 
mental processes : 1) a thought and 2) our awareness of that 
thought. He calls the first 'thought of the first degree' i. e. his
tory and the second, 'thought of the second degree• i. e. philoso
phy. From this his analysis of reasoning follows. He held 
•reasoning is self critical at least to the extent of being able to 
criticise and revise its categories and to detect its own errors; to be 
aware that one has a bias is already to have transcended that bias. ' 93 

As noticed above Collingwood held that historical thought 
has an object with peculiarities of its own and that it differs from 
thelogy and mathematics. The past cannot be comprehended by 
theological thinking since the object of that kind of thinking is a 
single infinite object and historical events are finite and plural. 
Further the past cannot be apprehended by mathematical thinking 
either. For it consists of particular events in space and time which 
are no longer happening. Mathematical thinking however 
apprehends objects that have no special location in space and time 
and it is just that lack of peculiar spacio-temporal location that 
makes them knowable. Karl Lowith explaining Collingwood's 
view of the historical process says 'it seems as if the two great 
conceptions of antiquity and Christianity, cyclical motion and 
eschatological direction have the basic approches to the under
standing of history. Even the most recent attempts at an inter
pretation of history are nothing else but variations of these two 
principles or a mixture of both of them. ' 34 

33 Idea of History, Preface: T. M. Knox, p. XVIII 
34 Meaning of history, p. 19 
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Collingwood however has a view of history as a special pro
cess. He sl.lys this cyclical movement is not merely a rotation of 
history through a cycle of fixed phases, but a spiral; for history 
never repeats itself. It comes round to each new phase in form 
differentiated by what has gone before. Tbe most central idea of 
Collingwood 's philosophy is that 'history cannot be scientifically 
written unless the historian can re-enact in his own mind the experi
ence of the pe'Jple whose actions he is narrating.' There is thus in 
Collingwood (and earlier in Croce) the inevitable link between the 
past and the present. Renier disapproves of Croce and Collingwood 
and says •the delight in the linguistic accident35 which has caused 
men to call both by the name of history, led to the Crocean,identi
fication between past and present and we lay ourselves open to the 
influence of fancy tales ahout a four dimensional word in which past 
history can be influenced by those who comtemplate it from the 
observation post that is called the present.' 36 

Collingwood makes an essential distinction between history 
and science by suggesting the difference between the process of 
answering the question 'why does the apple fall'? from that which 
relates to the question •why did Louis XVI fall'? He has been cri
ticised for his re-enactment-of-the-past theoyy. This criticism has 
been met by saying that Collingwood was merely trying to say that 
we should know the condition for historical knowledge. He says 
specifically that 'for history the object to be discovered is not the 
mere event but the thought expressed in it' and •all history is the 
history of thought.' Carl G. Hempel says •the historian we are told 
imagines hiinself in the place of the persons involved in the events 
which he wants to explain by this imaginary self-identification with 
his heroes he arrives at an understanding. This method of empathy 
is frequently used in history but it does not in itseif canstitute an 
explanation. It rather is essentially a heuristic device.' 

35 The German word Geschichete stands for both historical events 
and historical narratives. 

36 The purpose and method in history 
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H. Fischer, author of Historical fallacies, considers Colling
wood as indulging in the idealist fallacy. He calls it the new idea
lism. According to Collingwood, as understood by Fischer, 
thoughts alone are events and in which an historian knows them by 
a process of rethinking. The criticism of Collingwood is that bis 
method would exclude the non-intellectual problems which are char
acteristically neither rational nor irrational but transrational. 
According to Collingwood the historian thinks what, not any single 
person thought but the whole past thought; and so the fiction of a 
corporate mind becomes necessary for him. He speaks of the 
scissor and paste historian who is really not a historian for he is 
putting together other people's thought and is not passing the past 
to his own mind. 

A certain change in his attitude to the philosophy of history 
is noticeable between 1936 and 1938 as a result of which the scholar 
who started by objecting to Croce ended by becoming his greatest 
exponent in England. 

From 1938 onwards his health began to suffer greatly. His 
tragic end may be described in the graphic words of T. M. Knox: 
'tiny blood-vesseles began to burst in the brain with the result that 
the small parts of the brain affected were put out of action. It was 
only an intensification of this process when in 1938 he had the 
first of a series of stroke::. which eventually reduced· him to help
lessness so that his death from pneumonia in 1943 when be was 52 
was in someway no unfortunate end. ' 37 

G. M. Trevelyan ( 1876-1962) was the third son of Sir 
George Otto Trevelyan, the nephew of Lord Macaulay. So he had 
to bear the burden of two eminent historians, reputation and live 
up to it. He did more than that. He was educated at Harrow and 
at Trinity College, Cambridge. He was through and through a 
Cambridge man and was profoundly influenced by Lord Acton. 
farly in his career at Oxford he contacted Seeley who spoke dispara
gingly of his father and his granduncle. He developed an aversion 

37 Preface: The Idea of Hist:>ry, p. XXI 
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to Seeley's views immediately. From his early days he had deve
loped Whig sympathy which had become part of family tradition. 
He wrote 'like my father and great uncle before me I always hated 
mathematics.' In this respect he resembled Winston Churchill 
also. Among his works we must mention a life of John Bright 
and a life of Lord Grey of the Reform Bill. He wrote also a life 
pf Lord Grey of Falladon and a small book on the English Revolution 
of 1688. During the three years 1923-26 The History of England 
was his sole work. He admitted that • the past about which I 
knew least was the long stretch of time before the 14th century.' 
So his English social history which is one of the most famous of his 
works is still six centuries of social history. Speaking of his 
History of England he himself said •some day very soon perhaps it 
will be replaced. But it will have served its generation.• It has 
not yet been replaced and it will serve many generations to come. 
He was an optimist. ·I used to look askance on Gibbon's dread
ful saying that history is little more than the register of the crimes, 
follies and misfortunes of mankind .•• but the war of 1914 enlarged 
and saddened my mind and prepared me to write the English history 
with a more realistic and less partisan outlook.• In 1927 Acton's 
successor Bury died and the Regius Professorship of Modern history 
at Cambridge was offered to Trevelyan by Stanley Baldwin. 
During his professorship he wrote the three volumes of England 
under Queen Anne which he himself declared was •my best work 
except perhaps the Garibaldis'. The first volume of Garibaldi's 
defence of the Roman Republic was the work of barely more than 
the 12 months of 1906. The two later volumes were; 1. Garibaldi 
and the one thousand and 2. Garibaldi and the Making of Italy. So 
Queen Anne and Garibaldi were historical trilogies. He had a 
special fascination for military histories and the Marlborough 
wars were among its (England under Queen Anne) greatest themes. 
His Clio, a Muse and other essa.ys is a coJlection of beautiful essays 
on various subjects some of which like Clio, a Muse and the Present 
Position of History are historical. In these essays he makes a 
strong plea for providing history with becoming literary garb. He 
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has no patience v.ith the too assertive_ followers of Ranke and to 
him the purpose of history is educatiye, its nature poetic; its 
benefit the very study of it. Carr rightly calls him the last and 
not the least of the great English liberal historians of the Whig 
tradition. His insistence on the literary value of history though 
correct in itself was valuable as an effective counterpoise to the 
excessive claims of the 'scientific' historians. Though Trevelyan 
himself and many others of his discerning readers considered his 
Queen Anne as his best work there are a few who hold the view not 
wholly untenable that his social history is the best of his works. 
His famous definition of social history that 'social history is his
tory Minus political history' has been quoted by everybody who 
has done some social history, and denounced by a few who do 
not countenance Trevelyan for various reasons. 

He was awarded the order of merit in 1930 and it is interes
ting to note that his father too was an o. M. His wife was a 
C H. (Companion of Honour) so that his family enjoyed full 
royal fame. Trevelyan passed away in 1962 probably bringing 
the liberal and whig tradition of historiography to a close. 

Among social historians Eileen Power was an extremely 
competent scholar unfortunately removed by early death - Gooch 
who is always moderate in hi,; praises says •Eileen Power's early 
death removed a social historian with something of Maitland's 
imaginative flair. ' 98 It was quite appropriate that Trevelyan 
should have dedicated his Social History to Eileen Power. 

We now pass on to consider the most recent among British 
historians who has dabbled in conventional history as the broadest 
spectrum of metahistory, who has been administrator as well as 
scholar, and who has been the most enthusiastically admired and 
the most powerfully criticised among British historians. Arnold 
Joseph Toynbee (1889-1976). He was educated at Winchester and 
Balliol. Oxford. He taught at Oxford and London ; worked for 
the British government in the foreign office as a diplomat and at 

38 Gooch: History and historians of tlie 19th century, Intro., p. XIX 
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the universities as a professional historian. He was a member of 
the British delegation to the Paris peace conference in 1946. As 
a teacher he started with Greek literature and history and soon 
became thoroughly steeped in classical scholarship of every 
imaginable kind and familiarised himself with an unparalleled 
wideness of reading with a11 the aspects of every civilization of 
ancient, medieval and modern times. 99 He was director of studies 
in the Royal Institute of International affairs and research Professor 
of International history at London. Among his major works one 
could mention Nationality and war, Greek Mstorical thought, Civili
zation on trial, Experiences, an autobiographical work, and A 
historian's view of religion. But his magnum opus is The Study of 
history in twelve volumes40 praised by The Cambridge history of 
English literature as • the greatest single handed historical achieve
ment since The Decline and Fall. 'In this immense work he studies 
not the fortunes of an empire, a people or a country; but he is 
concerned with all the great civilizations he has listed for his pur
poses of study. There is little doubt that he is the most learned 
among living historians and his Study of History 'is the most ambi
tious project in historical synthesis ever attempted by a single 
author. ' 41 For the learning and erudition, capacity-for compre
hension, for classification and interpretation his work is unrivalled. 

Toynbee's interesting personality is totally reflected in his 
Study of History. To us it is his major contribution to historical 
theory copiously illustrated and fully documented that matters. 
His work has two aspects: I. a massive collection of historical data 

39 The far-east and India are the Achilles' heel of his massive 
scholarship. 

40 T~e full _text of Toynbee's work in many volumes can be read 
with patience_. provided one has the grace to skip passages of 
ob~cur~ classical references. But Somervt:ll's abridged Toynbee 
which 1s a marvel_ ~f c~ndensation and was approved by the 
author of the ongm_al 1s too concentrated for anyone with 
merely average learnmg and patience. 

41 {!nlike Studie~ of _i~d_ividual civilizations, for example, The 
history of Spanish Civilization by Raphael Altamira. 
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and 2. a meaning that is put into them. The former is unques
tioned and is readily accepted as an indication of the author's 
immense scholarship. The latter is severly mauled by critics who 
object to his methodology. In his remarkable work he has a few 
fundamental generalizations to make. He begins with the advise 
that a historian's unit of study of total history must not bea nation 
or a country but a civilization. To him the change from primitive 
to civilized society is a transition from a static condition to dynamic 
activity. In the case of growth and disintegration of civilizations 
they are to he understood in the context of the twin and associated 
principles of challenge and response. Growth and disintegration 
then depend upon the nature and extent of response to challenge. 
He defines growth as a situation in which there is a challenge 
evoking a successful response generating a fresh challenge evoking 
another successful response and so forth. In disintegration the 
process is just the opposite. To begin with in primitive societies 
hostile environment poses a challenge and invites a response. But 
when man masters nature 'etherealisation' follows. The external 
environment becomes progressively less important and action shifts 
from the external to the internal. Important events in history with 
which eminent heroes are associated are conditioned by a movement 
of 'withdrawal and return.' He speaks of the decline being caused 
by lack of suitable response and he does not share the view that 
there is any iron law of fate such as governs the physical world. 
To him there are universal states larger than civilizations, and uni
versal churches larger than local faith. Though he speaks of civili
zations as a unit of study he is definitely of the view that it is human 
individuals and not human societies that make history. Toynbee 
never forgets God who plays the ultimate role in his Study of History. 

In a certain sense Toynbee's system is analogous to that of 
Spengler; while the latter speaks of Cultures Toynbee speaks of 
Civ1'.lizations. The latter has 21 civilizations while the former has 
8 cultures. Though he is not as pessimistic about western civiliza
tions as Spengler, according to him the west is not yet out of the 
woods. His conclusions are not the result of empirical observa-
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lions. They are mere illustrations for his principles. Further he 
seems to suggest or at least imply that external forces determine the 
course of history. At that point he seems to go beyond the range 
of secular history. 

The whole of Toynbee is comprised in his Study of History. 

A criticism of that Study from various angles will reveal the present 
estimate of that great thinker and his contribution. There are two 
very important sources of adverse criticism of Toynbee. One is 
that he recognises the vital role: of suprasecular forces in the histo
rical process. 1 he other is, he has a pre judged view of the histo
rical process to confirm which he assemble_s a vast array of historical 
data. This is an inversion of the correct logical system of procee
ding from premises to conclusion. Lowith adverting to the 
former line of criticism says •one wonders how these cycles can be 
integrated into that progression and how the dismal results of his 
historical study can be harmonized with the hopeful assumptions 
of Toynbee as a believer'. 42 Acton quoting Thirlwall, however, 
said that 'the belief that the course of events and the agency of 
man are subject to the laws of a divine order, which it is alike 
impossible for anyone either fully to comprehened or effectually to 
resist - this belief is the ground of all our hope for the destinies of 
mankind.' Hereby Acton merely confirms that when man despairs 
of history he can take refuge in religion; it cannot mean that 
history can be explained on premises exclusively religious. 

1:_he very concept of life cycles is biological. Walsh reminds 
us that m dealing with the life cycles of civilizations Toynbee 
resembles Vioo and Herder. These latter thinkers set out to 
understand history in quasibiological terms; for instance Vico 
sought to trace what he called an ideal human history, a sort of 
life_ C)'.cle which according to him was experienced by all human 
soc1et1es. 

Toynbee had a certain spiritual experience not dissimilar to 
that of Spengler. The latter was moved by the events of the first 
world war to bis pessimism about the future of the West. Toynbee, 
also was moved by similar events in the west; the first and the 

42 Meaning in history, p. 15 
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second world wars persuaded him to make up his mind in favour 
of the theories he sets forth in his Study of Hstory. Hence. 
William H. Mc Neill said 'Toynbee's volumes may be better 
understood and their discrepancies appreciated only if the reader 
sets them against the background of the years in which they were 
written. •u 

A rough summary of the general criticism of Toynbee can be 
had in the following words of A. L. Row!-e : • A Sttidy of History 

imposes a sociological schematism a kind of straight jacket upon 
the diversity, the rich variahility, the concreteness and unpredicta
bility of history. Toynbee imposes •his' patterns upon the subject, 
seeks to be a prophet and provide answers to the contemporary 
problems that distract us;'-and he adds rather insultingly to the 
gallery, especially American - 'hence its uncritical popular success 
especially in America. But this object is nei1 her the province nor 
the function of history. It is indeed contrary to its nature ••• to 
impose a thesis upon the facts is antithetical to the true nature of 
history where we should follow the facts accurately, patiently with
out prejudice. Thesis-history is false history•. 0 Referring to 
the idea of challenge and response in Toynbee, Trevelyan said 'Mr· 
Toynbee's Study of History is indeed very suggestive. But it does 
not pretend to be a complete explanation of the past for challenges 
are so often made that make no response.' In regard to the basic 
object ions to Toynbee the criticism as well as the defence have been 
admirably summarised in the famous debate between Toynbee and 
Pieter Geyl organised by the B. B. C. 45 wherein Toynbee stoutly 
repudiated the allegation that he was a determinist. He said he 

43 Some basic assumptions of Tounbee's A Study of history p. 39 
In the smyposium The intent of Toynbee's history 

44 This debate was broadcast on the 3rd programme of the B. B. C. 
on January 4th and March 7th, 1948. 

45 Compare this with the Hindu dharmic view according to which 
Karma determines man's subsequent status while simultaneously 
his present action can alter the course determined by past 
~arma. This may be called the theory of quasi-determinism 
•: e: Prarobdha and Sanchita cannot be rejected but their 
hm1_ted mitigation hereafter is possible by proper use of dis
cretion still vesting in the human being. 
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was not one. But he also ~aid that the fate of human civilizations 
will be 'determined· by the manner of response to the challenge 
that it posed. He said that the response is not predetermined. 
It was the result of freewill of man and can defy challenge in a 
variety of ways. But perhaps he keeps in the back of. his mind the 
view that the nature of the response will be heavily conditioned by 
the backlog of history influencing him at every point. In the 
course of that debate the Du11·h historian criticised the British 
historian as follows : I Toynbee bases an argument on twenty 
cases selected at random from the hhtories of all peoples and all 
centuries. But the t\\enty ca~es are :,elected cases, ~elected out of 
200 or 200 COO. 

Secondly. even the twenty cases selected could be presented 
in a different way with the result that they would no longer support 
the argument. According to Gey) Toynbee's view of the future is 
not very optimistic though not as gloomy as that of Spengler. 
Toynbee detected in Gey) another brand of pessimist and retorted 
that "'the human intellect', sighs Geyl, •is not sufficiently compre

hensive' I say, we can't afford such defeatism". Toynbee accused 
Geyl of taking a 'nonsense' view of history thereby meaning that 
Gey! refused to admit that there can be a single pattern in History. 
But Gey) answered by saying that one of the great things to 
realise about history is its infinite complexity and 'when I say 
infinite I do mean that not only the number of the pheno
mena and incidents but often their shadowy and changing 
nature is such that the attempt to reduce them to fixed 
relationship· and to a scheme of absolute validity can never 

lead to anything but disappointment.' Walsh in another context 
referring to Toynbee says •we must realise that despite his 
own repeated assertions be is neither a Post-modern Western historian 
nor any other sort of historian and that his main conclusions can 

neither be established nor refuted by the simple historical research. 
It is true that Toynbee's case is a complicated one •.. his methods 
are highly individual : witness his reliance on mythology to 

establish that the ''geneses of civilizations" are particular beats 
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of a general rhythmical pulsation which runs all through the 
universe. Already here we seem to have to do with a personal 
vision rather than a scientific hypC1thesis with the deliverances of~ 
poet or philosopher-hierophant (Toynbee's own description of 
Spengler) rather than a sober investigator with both feet on the 
ground and the impression is confirmed when we observe the remark
able twist given to the 'Study' in the last four volumes where the 
interest is shifted from establishing laws of history to discovering 
the meaning of history as a whole ;:ind where the intensely personal 
chracter of the whole interprise is made distressingly evident. What 
then are we to do about Toynbee? I incline to rate him as neither 
a new Vico nor a new Hegel; but rather as another Herbert 
Spencer"·16 But referring to the religious instincts of man Bertrand 
Russell regrets the absence of the spirit of comic piety in man; 
Einstein said to know that what is impenetrable to us really exists 
and that it manifests it!.elf in the highest wisdom and the most 
radiant beauty of which only the most elementary forms can be 
grasped by our faculty' - this sentiment is at the centre of true 
religiuosness. It is perhaps in this spirit that Toynbee ultimately 
took refuge in religion. 

It is tempting to institute a comparison between Toynbee 
and Marx. Both of them are at least to some extent determinists 
and to them the historical process is finite. To Toynbee religion 
must take over and to Marx history will cease with the class war. 
But the differences between them are more serious and seem to irk 
communist bis torians considerably. Kosminski"17 after a careful 
study of Toynbee makes certain observations which are fairly 
representative of Marxist reaction to the Study of H1'story. He says 
that even friendly critics of Toynbee content themselves with paying 
compliments to his poetic vision and his olympic flight down the 
centuries. He reminds us that •Toynbee's melancholy speculations 
on the transitory nature of earthly civilizations began at an early 

46 Patrick Gardiner (Ed.); Theories of history, p.306 
47 Prof. Toynbee's Philosophy of history; Moscow, 1955 
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age when he was travelling in the east and saw the ruins of the 
places of Venetian dignitaries in the vicinity of relics of the Minoan 
civilization ( 2nd millenniam B. C. ) and compared these two 
thalassocracies of the past with modern Britain who at that time 
\\ as still mistress of the seas ... he believes that the meaning and 
purpose of history is revealed out~ide the bounds of history, and 
that history is the spectacle of the creation of God, in its move
ment away from God its source and towards God its goal .... the 
great Jack of clarity in stat in,? what be means by 'civilizations' 
alJows him to deal with them HS he likes, to unite and divide that 
as he sees fit ..• 

Toynbee however warns his readers that he does not believe 
in fatalistic cycles, as described by Lucretius and other writers of 
antiquity; nor does he believe in Spengler's theory of a civilization 
as a living organism that is born, grows, becomes senile and di-es. 
Toynbee tells us that the developmental cycles he discovered were 
evolved empirically from the comparative study of the history of 
civilizations. He believes that this cycle has until now always 
been repeated. It is not, however, historically inevitable. As we 
shall see, this proviso plays a very important part in Toynbee's 
approach to history. Toynbee calls the stages in the development 

of a civilization of birth (genesis), growth, breakdown, dissolution 
and death. 

To him all history is the fulfilment of some divine plan. 
Within the bounds of this plan, however, man is allowed freedom 
of will, freedom of choice. The individual therefore is the direct 
creator of history i.e .•.. the direct creator of civilization; he says 
that 'man cannot live outside society although history is made by 
individual and not by society.• 

Now Kosrninski, the Marxist, begins to speak in his authen
tic Communist voice. The bourgeoise science of history at the peak 
of its development strove to consign the objective laws governing 

the development of human society and thus turn history into a 
science ••• but it was left for the Marxist philosophy of history to 
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demonstrate that society is not a fortuitous assembly of individuals 
creating their own history as they will. But that the historical 
process follows certain laws which are ultimately determined by the 
development of the forces of production and the overcoming of the 
contradictions between the relations of productions and the forces 
of production. Having given the Marxist panacea to the intellec
tual ills of western thinkers 1he Marxist proceeds to arraign Toyn
bee in by no means polite language: 'the mountains of facts and 
flirting with objectivity are pushed to one side to make way for the 
main issue - the justification on quasi-scientific lines of the policy of 
the imperialistic powers in the west and their struggle against the 
U.S. S. R. He comes to the conclusion that such society can be 
created only by a miracle and that religion must be the miracle 
worker. Toynbee says that the one reason for man's sojourn on 
earth is to prepare his soul for the future life and not to establish 
a better social order on earth. 48 ••• Toynbee's magnum. opus with all 
its addenda is not history, it is not science; it is a theological-meta
physical fantasy on the destiny of mankind theme that is mons
trously verbose, overburdened with an inconceivable mass of names, 

titles, dates, quotations, addenda, notes, excursions, unverified 
facts, groundless hypotheses, historical anecdotes, figures from the 
Bible and mythology, mystical visions, whimsical modernisms; it 
is a fantasy that at times is amusing but from the scientific point 
of view it is completely fruitless and furthermore is harmful. We 
are told in all seriousness that Spengler and Toynbee discovered 
the quantum structure of world history. They put an end to the 
idea of continuum, the uninterrupted progressive development 
takes place by means of quantum like bursts of energy .•. in the 
case of Toynbee, the historian turns more and more into a visionary 
and a clairvoyant. This is the path of degeneration of bour
geoise historiography. Toynbee owes his fantastic success to the 
mass reader and not to students of History. His philosophy of 
history takes the form of a poem mainly dedicated to the glorifica
tion of God and the higher religions. 

48 Civilization on trt'al by ToyI1bee 
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Hugh Trevor-Roper of Oxford says : • •theories are stated, 
often interesting and suggestive theories; then facts are selected to 
illustrate them (for there is no th~ory which chosen facts cannot 
illustrate;) then, the magician waves his wand, our minds are 
dazzled with a mass of learned. details and we are told that the 
theories are •empirically' proved by the facts and we can go on to 
the next stage in the argument.'' 

H. E. Barnes is among those who delight in ridiculing 
Toynbee. He quotes Joseph Herge,heimer to say 'Toynbee studies 
the rise and fall of some 22 civilizations, rhe net result being to 

bury the universe in an Anglican churchyard'; 'Toynbee's sugges
tive programme of comparing the rise and fall of civilizations was 
ruined by his extreme theological premises which made his vast 
work a theodicy rather than a history'; 'Despite the fact that 
Toynbee is unquestionably the most learned living historian, his 
historical framework rested on theological aberrations, oddities, 
curios and vestiges which should appall any reasonably well in

formed college student. •4o 

There are weightier lines of criticism levelled on entirely 
different grounds against Toynbee. Fischer is of the opinion that 
Toynbee's work suffers from the holiest fallacy; that all meta
historians by definition are guilty of this mistake ; Toynbee, 
Spengler, Marx etc. and others who have tried to discover the 
meaning of the whole past. The fallacy of archetypes is concep

tualising change in terms of the re-enactment of primordial arche

types which exist outside of time. Toynbee conceived all 
civilizations as being fixed archetypal patterns which transcend 
time. 5° Fischer also says that the very size of Toynbee's work and 
the calculated obscurity of the style make it respectable in the eyes 
of admirers many of whom might not have read him. 

49 A history of historical writing, pp. 388, 396 

50 Fischer: Historical Jallaeies, pp. J 5 J, 287, 288 
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Inspite of all the criticisms we have mentioned above the 
very fact that he is the most discussed among historians today 
shows that his influence is enormous. 

It now remains for us to mention the Cambridge history 
series in many volumes inaugurated by Acton and now available 
for the ancient, medieval and modern periods. It is the most 
impres,ive achievement of co-operative historical writing. Bio
graphical history is as old as the I 8th century when William 
Roscoe wrote Lorenzo De Medici ; Many historical Biographies of 
.:.lfacn·ulay and the Life of Glad~tone by John Morley set the pace 
for similar works in subsequent years. The most important 
among biographical works in the English language is the dictionary 
of national biography founded by George Smith in 1882. The 
Emin<'nt Victorians by Lytton Strachey ( 1918) became an immediate 
success and was followed by Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and Esse.x. 

This book has been criticised as a combination of biography and 
novel and so written by an eminent fictorian. Winston Spencer 
Churchill (1874-1964) statesman, soldier, author and painter wrote 
novels, biographies, Histories of the two world wars, a History of the 

English speaking people and an Autobiography. His biography of 
his father Randolph Churchill and the great Duke of Marlborough 

marked him off as a great historian. His great historical sense 
and the immensely eloquent English be wrote secured for him the 
Nobel prize for literature in 1953. He wa,; one of the rare few in 
the history of the world who not only wrote history but made it. 
He was the Prime Minister of England, during •their finest hour.' 

Bertrand Russell (1872-1969), the greatest among recent 
English philosphers and rightly reputed as master of practically 
every branch of knowledge has incidentally contributed to histo
rical thought also. He was essentially a mathematician. He taught 
philosophy at Harvard, and Economics and Political Science at 
Oxford. His Principia M,itliematica is a classic. His books on 
Freedom and Organization and Power are significant contributions to 
historical and political theory. Of the two Marxian doctrines one 
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relating to surplus value and the other dialectical materialism he 
was of the view that the latter was more important. 

Now we shall attempt a general and rapid survey of English 
historiography in the 20th century. T. F. Tout became rightly 
famous for his chapters in Medieval Administrative History. 
Powicke wrote his Henry III and Lord Edward, and it is an authen
tic portrait of the 13th century. Holdsworth was the undisputed 
master of the study of English Jaw and his Laws of England is a 
classic. Eileen Power was great enough as a social historian to 
deserve a dedication from Trevelyan. Steven Runciman's History 
of the Crusades is deservedly reputed. Tawney wrote his famous 
Religion and the rise of capitalism, inspired by Max Weber. Keath 
Feiling wrote a series of volumes on The 17th and 18th centuries 
from the Tory 71nint of view. His H1"story of England is a good foil 
tu Trevelyan. G. N. Clark who in one sense was a lineal successor 
of Lord Acton wrote a brilliant volume on later Stuarts in the 
Oxford History of England. Louis Bernstein Namierowski changed 
his name to Sir Louis Namier and wrote brilliant books like The 
structure of politics at t!te accession of George III, England in the age 

of the American Revolution and In the Margin of history. 'He discar
ded the tradition~) view that George III attempted to revive some 
form of dynastic autocracy.' C. Oman's History of the peninsular 
u·ar, Adolphus Ward's History of Germany from 1815, and E.H. Carr's 
multi volume History of the Bolshevik Regime are aJI notable efforts 
at foreign history. On the two world wars apart from official 
histories Lloyd George's 8 volumes on the first world war and 
Winston Churchill's prose epics on the two world wars are extremely 
valuable. Many classics were written on pre-History, proto
Hhtory and ancient-History by eminent archaeologists from 
Flinders Petrie to Arthur Evans. The former in his Seventy years 
01 archaeology described the archaeological achievements in Palestine. 
Leonard WooJley described in his Ur of the Ohaldees the tower 

temples of Mesopotamia. Arthur Evans described his Discovery of 
Crete in the many volumes on the palace of Minos. John 
MarshaJl's 3 volumes on the Indus Valley civilization and 



ENGLISH HISTORIANS 307 

Rostovtzeff' s Social and economic history of the Hellenistic world are 
themes relating to proto-historic and early historic periods. 

Inspite of German and other contine,tal claim~ to historical 
writings and philosophising, by far the m'Jst c;on,iderable histori
cal writings belong to British writers and those who wrote in the 
English tongue. While history was written from variou, points 
of view by the above m!ntioned authors sp!cial m~ntion must be 
made of a few who contributed to the history of hi:;tori cal 
writing. Robert Fling's The philosophy of history in Europe, France 
and Germany was the earliest attempt in modern times to treat this 
subject at some length. James T. Shottwell wrote his introduc
tion to the history of history and it must be read together with hi<; 
famous article on history in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. John 
B. Black's The Art of History, George Peabody Gooch's History and 
historians in the 19th century and Herbert Butterfield's The English

men and his histories are excellent work~ on hi5toriography. J. W. 
Thompson's The liistoryof historical writinJs (1942) and H. E. Barnes' 
A history of historicril writinJ are remarkably good treatises on the 
subject though a good part of Barnes, perhaps necessa-ily so, reads 
like a very long annotated bibliography. 

Apart from Collingwood and Toynbee a number of British 
scholars have dealt with historical theory and con1 ri buted to the 
fast growing literature on the philosophy of history. Among 
them we shall consider herebelow three thinkers as representative 
samples: 

I. Isaiah Berlin : Born in 1909 and educated in London 
and Oxford served as lecturer in Philosophy, Oxford. Among his 
publications the • Hedgehog and the Fox'-an essay on Tolstoy's views 
on history (1953) and the • Historical Inevitability' ( 1954) which was 
a series of lectures in memory of Auguste Comte are the more 
important and the better known. The second of these deals with 
historical determinism, relativism and historical judgments. Berlin 
deals acutely with problems of historical determinism and moral 
responsibility. Whether to blc1.me a person or praise one, whether 
to hold a person responsible for a thing or exonerate him would 
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depend upon the assumption of the reality of human choice,. If 

determinism were a valid theory of human behaviour ascription of 
moral responsibility to persons would be as inappropriate as the 
attribution of such responsibility to the planetary system or the 
tissues of the living cell. He says that while it is posgible to dis
agree with the theory of unfettered human choice we must recognize 
and accept the notion of free act; otherwise there can be no moral 
responsibility. To Berlin if determinism is accepted our whole 
experience of the workaday world will become meaningless. He 
thinks that to make a serious attempt to adopt out thoughts and 
\\Ords to the hypothesis of determinism is scarcely feasible as 
things are now and have been within recorded history. Speaking 
of blame and praise he says •because blame can be unjust and the 
temptation to utter it very strong it does not follow that it is 
never just nor does it mean that we are mysteriously doomed to a 
degree of relativism and subjectivism in history from which we are 
no less mystrri0uf>ly free. We are told that we are creatures of 
nature and en, ironrnent or of history and that this colours our 
temperament. our jud!?ment, our principle~. Every judgment 
is relative, every evaluation subjective ••• but relative to what? 
Subjective in contrast with what?' 

2. W. H. Walsh (1913) : Among his major works 
relating to history An introduction to philosophy of history is 
significant. Walsh says in his paper included in Tlteories of History 

by Patrick Gardiner 'that history has a meaning, that there is point, 
significance, intelligibility in the historical process as a whole or we 
must accept the view that history is a chaotic aggregate of un
connected events and processes lacking all rhyme or reason.• To 
him history is meaningful or it is unintelligible. If unintelligibility 
were accepted no history would be attempted. To make sense of a 
given piece of history one has to see connections between different 
historical events, the causal connections between them. It is 
not only the what but also the why that has to be set forth 
by the historian. It is not always that the why follows what. 

It often happens that the w!tat is collected and presented as an 
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answer to or an explanation of an already perceived why. Prof. 
Oakeshott, in his 'Experience and its mode' held that the word 
cause is no part of the historian's vocabulary. When be held that 
view. he was thinking of causation which is appropriate to the 
natural ~ciences. He and those of his line of thinking overlooked 
the fact that the primary concern of historians is with the actions 
of human beings, questions about purposes, intentions, policies 
and rnds. To explain is to render intelligible. There are occasions 
wht>n the hi~torian cannot go beyond the stage of describing the 
situation in which the man about whom he is writing found himself. 
He cannot fully reconstruct the thought behind his actions, cannot 
see how he came to act as he did. On these occasions explanations 
in terms of external and internal factors of a kind which he could 
be broadly classified as psychological not merely supplement but 
actually replace explanation in terms of purposes.51 

As a matter of fact those who have asked the question 
'Does history make sense?' have been concerned with two distinct 
enquiries: One is to discover certain constant factors governing 
all historical change. They have wanted to find a single plot or 
pattern in the whole course of historical development. But despite 
everything that has been said on the subject in the last 200 years 
no one has yet produced a· reputable example of an historical law. 
The instances of supposed laws of history which immediately 
come to mind namely Comte's law of the three stages, Marx's law 
of the operation of the economic factors in history, Toynbee's 
law of challenge and rP.sponse do not fulfill that description. 

3. Christopher Blake (1926) taught at Princeton and 
Edinburgh Logic and Metaphysics. The problem of objectivity 
is stated by Blake as follows : • It is frequently argued that 
written history can never be objective. Even if the personal bias 

51 A sort of psycho analytical study of men like Caesar. Nero, 
Napoleon, Wilson, Gandhi and Hitler has been attempted 
wherein their behaviour is treated not as an aggregate of 
individual choices but as products of psychological internal 
compulsions. 



310 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

of the historians can be over-come (which many doubt) it is stil I 
inevitable that what is written must be relative to the tastes, 
customs and prejudices of the ·creative moment ... This argument 
is sometimes called historical scepticism.• 

The following are questions framed by him: 1. What kind 
of objectivity might be expected of the historian? 2. Why have 
so many philosophers and historians taken seriously the suggestion 
that history might never be objective. Blake rightly associates 
relativism with objectivism as well as scepticism. The first 
characteristic of the practising historian is that wherever the latter 
may begin he is forced to select from the total information present 
to him in records of all kinds and however he may explain his 
choice there must be a personal factor involved. Prof. Oakeshott 
says, •v,e know nothing of a course of historical events apart from 
some system of postulates .... what is known is always in terms of 
what is presupposed; he is r~presented as starting from a 'bare 
fact' where as it is safe to say that he never does so because such a 
starting place is impossible-he begins with an interpretation 
which he reinterprets'. Another form of attack on objectivity is 
that the individual element is d bar to objectivity. It must be 
conceded with Dewey5~ that to be intellectually objeciive is to dis
count and eliminate merely personal factors in the operations by 
which a conclusion is reached ; where it is claimed that history 
cannot be objective, it cannot be meant that there will be no area 
of agreement at all in historical matters between such opposites 
like Communists and Liberals etc. They will both agree for 
instance that the Russian revolution occurred in 1917. But the 
objectivity that is denied is one that can never br achieved. 53 The 
attack of the philosopher of history as it is written is the complaint 
that written history is not objective, because it is relative to the 

52 Logic, p. 44 

53 One must als? remembe_r the view that objectivity of a com
plete nature 1s not desirable in subjects like history since it 
w_ou)d mean merely rubber stamping by everybody else of one 
p10neer. 
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mental climate of an era or to the personal bias of the historian ; 
since neither can be eliminated objective history would become 
impossible. If objectivity is ruled out as impossible a choice 
be: ween objective and subjective is meaningless. 

In fact, relativism is related to objectivity and it has been 
stated that 'either relativism is wrong or if it is correct then it is 
itself only a relative verdict.' 

Objectivity is decided by what Karl Pierson would cal 
• the final touchstone of equal validity for all normally constituted 
minds.' 

When this question about the objectivity of history is asked 
at the back of the question is the confusion regarding the analogy 
of natural sciences; that the objectivity that is required in history 
is the same as the objectivity that is obvious in science. But his
tory is not a science and so the analogy with science will not do. 



20 
American Historians 

The New World whose historical existence does not go be
yond the colonial period has in the course of the 19th and 20th 
centuries produced a number of great historians and a tradition of 
historiography which may be called American. American history 
mostly means the history of the United States and a large majority 
of the historians of the New World were only the historians of the 
United States. American historians have not been much interesred 
in historical philosophy or theory, but were often influenced hy the 
contemporary European thinkers like Hegel, Comte, Herhert, 
Spencer and the methodology of history like that of Ranke. Occa
sionally historians like Henry Adams •suggested the subjection of 
historical data to scientific laws especially the second law of 
thermodynamics which elucidates the doctrine of degradation of 
energy.• 1 Generally speaking in recent times American historians 
have been more concerned with regional and parochial histories 
than national history. Their methodology also has depended 
largely on statistical data and the method of oral investigation. 

In the matter of collection of source materials the United 
States made no attempts comparable to those of Europe. In fact 
the source materials were readily available and archaeological 
efforts were naturally confined to the colonial period. Peter Force 
earJy in the 19th century created the American Archives which 
contained a collection of the sources of American History from 
Colombus to Hamilton. As time passed collection of diplomatic 
correspondence like that of Jared Spark began to appear. In the 
direction of multi-authorship and editorial ability the United 
States has been ranking high. 

1 H. E. Barnes, A History of Historical Writing, p. 204 
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American History came abreast of European historiography 
with Bancroft (1832-1918) who was a great national historian. 
He graduated in Harvard and visited Europe and contacted Hegel 
and Goethe. He was a nationalist to the core, and declared that 
the popular voice is the voice of God. He wrote the History of 

the United States in ten volumes. Carlyle however complained of 
the didactic tone of the work. Ranke said that it was the best 
book ever written from the democratic point of view and Von Holst 
said that, 'every hisiorian of the United States must srand on 
Bancroft's shoulders'. In 1882 he added two volumes on the con
stitution. He studied carefully all the relevant archival material. 
He found Washington a perfect man and the American citizen •a 
marvellous blend of strength and flexibility.• He wrote 'in 
America a new people had risen up without kings, princes or 
nobles. They were more sincerely religious, better educated, of 
purer morals, of serener minds than the men of any former 
republic.' 

Palfrey wrote a Hi'.story of New England wherein he praised 
the colonists blindly and forgot the need to be critical. Hildreth 
wrote a History of tlte United States in which he tried to moderate 
the nationalist enthusiasm of Bancroft. He declared that th'! period 
before 1789 'was mostly the domain of myth and his sceptical 
volumes, like a cold north wind. blew away many a patriotical 
Jegend.' 2 He is a powerful and needed foil to Bancroft. 

The Narrative and Critical History of America edited by 
Justin Winsor treats the history of the United States from the 
aborigins to the settlement of the United Statl!s. It is a compila
tion in fact of the efforts of earlier historians in the field. Hubert 
Howe Bancroft was responsible for the vast collection of source 
material for American History; and based on this A llistory of the 

Pacific States was compiled in thirty four volumes. They incor

porate material found in a considerable collection of documents. 
But it does not belong to the category of higher historical writing. 

2 G. Gooch, Hisl.ory and Historians in the 19th century, p. 381 
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As for biographies of eminent personalities the studies of Jefferson 
Rnd Madison hy Henry Adams in his History of the Unitfcl States of 

Amerim during the ac!mint~tratinn of .!Pjfreson a.nd Madison (i-n nine 

rnl11mPs) Rre extremelv v::iluablc. James Ford Rhodes wrote a 

Hi.otory of the United States from the Compromise of 18:i0 It deals 

with the c,1rly star,es of the slavery struggles and describes their 
end. While he rejoices in thf" termination of the inhuman institu
tion he has no harsh words against those who fought for its 
retention. 

Washington Irving, famous as an essayist and a humorist 
and the creator of Rip van Winkle, was also a historian of note. 
He wrote a I/ife of Columbus which was the first scholarly account 
of the great discoverer. 

It is not a mere historical biography but is 'a poet's appre
ciation of a great dreamer.' Irving's Chronicle of the Conquest of 
Granada was regarded by him as the best of his works. Therein 
he deals with the Spanish conquest of the Moorish Kingdom of 
Granada. Though he is not great as a historian his reputation as 
the father of American literature is secure. He is famous as the 
man of letters who reversed the achievement of Columbus by disco
vering Spain for America. He was contemplating a History of the 

Conquest of Mexico, but on learning that Prescott was engaged in the 
same task he abandoned his and he was right in doing so. 

William H. Prescott (1796-1859) was the author of the 
History of the Conquest of Mexico and the History of the Conquest of 

· Peru. These were literary masterpieces comparable to the writings 
of Froude and Motley. During his stay at Harvard he lost the 
sight of one eye and got the other irreparably damaged. From then 
on reading became almost impossible for him but his interest in 
history grew unabated. Ultimately he determined to write a History 

of tile Reig~ of Ferdinand and Isabella. He collected a vast library 
on the subject. But the period of preparation for the writing of 
that work took more than ten years since every line of the source 
material had to be read out to him. His style was not inferior to 
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that of the leading men of letters. The area of his subject was very 
wide; his learning was deep, and the work at once became a classic. 
His history begins with the history of Spain before Ferdinand, 
touches on the discovery of America, the formation of United 
Kingdom and Spain, the character of the king and queen of Spain, 
the story of the inquisition etc. Isabella is delineated in full stature 
as a perfect woman with the brain of a man. • Her only weakness, 
religious intolerance, was the fault of her time.' Though he deno
unces the inquisition he does not show prejudice against Catholicism. 
The arrival of the book was greeted with splendid tributes. Daniel 
Webster declared that 'a comet had suddenly blazed out on the 
world in full splendour.• Lord Holland considered it the most 
important historical work since Gibbon. It was translated into 
many languages and the first historical work of an American to 
become internationally reputed. The greatest merit of that work 
is that it is so perfect that since it was published it has not needed 
any revision, and is still the most authoritative work on the subject. 
Gooch has the followinJ to s.ly on the hi,torian and bis work: 'He 
possessed a gift of staie]y narrative and knew how to choose sub
jects which gave full SC,j!)e to his rah1t~. He \\''.ls not always cri
tical in the usc of his ~:t:thorities, n,,r wash~ a ph,l11so.Jhic histo
rian interested in social evolutions. On the other hand while Grote 
and Macaulay. Carlyle and Froude, Bancroft and Mot ky made 
their histories vehicles of political and religious propaganda, his 
pages are free from hero worship and party bias. He stood aloof 
from public life and had no ambition to play the prophet or the 
moralist. ' 3 

While Prescott was writing the History of Spanish Conquest 

of Mexfro and Peru, Motley (1814-1877) who was a friend and the 
fellow-student of Bismarck wrote the History of the rise of the Dutch 

Republic. He was encouraged in this effort by Prescott himself. 
The result was a classic which surpassed even Prescott's works. He 
spent much time in the archives of the concerned European coun-

3 Ibid; p 388 
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tries. He describes his work in the archives graphically, 'I go 
day after day to the archives; here I remain among my fdlow
worms, feeding on these musty mulberry leaves, out of which we 
are afterwards to spin our silk.' He has been described as the 
most distinguished representative from the school of Carlyle and 
Froude. In his work he revealed a passion for liberty which was 
the most suitable temperament for the subject he chose. He is 
famous for his arresting descriptions of historical si- 11ations and 
admirable portrayal of characters. But his very passion for liberty 
was a handicap to the snrely needed objectivity, the lack of which 
has made Motley propagandist for a cause however noble and dcni
grator of personalities who had other virtues than were deemed 
noble by Motley. William the Silent was his hero and Philip and 
the Duke of Alva his villians. 

Motley was a student of Bancroft; he learnt German 
and proceeded to Germany for higher studies. His Rise of the 

Dutch Republic was followed hy an equally famous and popular 
History of the United Netherlands. Hi-; Life and death of John Barne

veldt was motivated by the same love of liberty and allergy to des
potism which he displayed in his other works. It was the story 
which praised Barneveldt who supported the right to determine its 
official cult for each province of the Netherlands and therefore in
curred the wrath of the Statholder Maurice who got him executed 
after a farce of a trial. Motley naturally praised Barneveldt and 
criticized Maurice. This led the Dutch Calvinists to strongly object 
to Motlcy's handling of the theme. While Motley's prejudices are 
undoubted, the sincerity with which he held them is equally un
questionable. The brilliance of his style and the flawlessness of 
the author's character in its relation to his work have made Mot
ley's works truly famous. 

Parkman (1823-93) was born in Boston and educated at 
Harvard. These circumstances entitled him to be included among 
what some critics have called 'a Brahmin caste of New England.' 
He made the struggle between France and England in North Ame
rica and especially Canada as his favourite subject. The work he 
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started at the age of twenty in 1843 awaited completion in 1892. 
The Oregon Trail, the Conspiracy of Pontiac, the Pioneers of France 
in the New World and Ha1f a century of Conflict were his major 
works. Among the themes dealt with by him the struggle between 
Wolfe and Montcalm was the most famous. He was very slow 
to earn his deserved reputation. Some critics like Hart called him 
the greatest of American historians. Goldwin Smith compared him 
to Tacitus. 

Parkman was followed by Mahan (1840-1914) who wrote 
the bi.fluenc.e of Sea Power upon History, 1660-1783. This aspect of 
European and in fact world history had been neglected till Mahan 
wrote this classic. The 17th and 18th centuries had witnessed a 
struggle of West European powers for the mastery of the sea. The 
entire history of colonialism and imperialism centered on maritime 
supremacy. The seven years war and Wolf's victory at Quebec, 
the defeat of Napoleon and the founding of the Indian Empire were 
based on sea power. Mahan wrote almost poetically on Nelson 
and his achievements. The importance of Mahan to modern 
historiography is due to his discovering and presenting a new angle 
on the sinews of military power. 

Among other historians one could mention Carl Becker. 
C.A. Beard, Von Holst, John William Burgess, Fiske and Henry 
Adams. Carl Becker is famous for his attack on the insistence on 
• hard facts' of history which he says do not exist till a historian 
makes them. C. A. Beard wrote the famous article That Noble 
Dream4 in which the problem of the philosophical bias towards 
objectivity, that is, the German Historismus is discussed. The 
American Historical Association has been a pioneer in developing 
historical studies in the United States. Until very recently Ameri
can interest in non-American history has been negligible. But that 
attitude of historiographical isolationism is slowly wearing out 
and American histo:"iographical activity now includes themes 
relating to every age and every clime. 

4 The American historical Review for October 1935. 
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In the 19th century many American historians derived their 
inspiration from the Germans especiaJiy Ranke. This influence 
was responsible for the introduction of the seminar in the American 
schools of history. But the other great influence of Ranke relating 
to objectivity in historical writing was repudiated by C. A. Beard 
in 1933 who spoke with the authority of the President of the 
American Historical Association. Since then a debate has raged 
in the United States on this question. 



PART IV 

ORIENTAL 
HISTORIOGRAPHY 





21 
Chinese Historiography 

The Chinese produced some of the most gifted historians 
and their tradition of historiography goes back deep into pre
Christian centuries. The Chinese had a double streak in their 
genius. One was the 'ethical-philosophical' of which the Confucian 
tradition is the most illustrious, and the other is the •historical' 
which has preserved for us a large mass of Chinese history chrono
logically written from pretty early times. The Chinese divided 
their classics in to ijve and History was one of them. It corresponded 
to the Clio of 1 he Greeks. Early Chinese history was therefore 
written in the classical style and Chinese scholars of those times 
and for a long time thereafter deemed it beneath their dignity to 
write in the language of the common man. In fact, this attitude 
continued till 1911. The earliest phase of Chinese historical 
literature was in the form of folklore and numerous proverbs, and 
these proverbs represented the essence of Chinese traditional 
wisdom. The mass of historical material collected and displayed 
by the Chinese over such a long period of time recording in careful 
detail which they considered important is unparalleled among 
ancient people. The historian Latourette compares the Chinese with 
the Hindus and says •in marked contrast with the peoples of India 
the Chinese have been historically minded. 1 

In the reign of Wu-ti, Ssu-ma-Chien the greatest among 
Chinese historians wrote his great history called The Shih clii, which 
means 'historical records'. Ssu-rna-Chien was born inc. 145 B. C., 
son of Ssu-ma-t'an who was a court astrologer. Sau-ma-Chien 

K. S. Latourette: The Chinese, their ltistory and culture,1951 
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when he was young had memorised the texts of antiquity and he 
used these as his source material. Ssu-ma-Chien travelled exten
sively. He may be called the Father of History in Oriental lands 
and like his opposite number in the West. namely, Herodotus who 
also extensively travelled, he used the experiences of travel as also 
his source material. He succeeded his father to his office as court 
astrologer and he brought about the reform of the calendar. For 
daring to support a general who was out of favour with the 
emperor he was emasculated, and that was a common punishment 
in those limes. Part of his famous History was written before this 
event and part after. The Shih chi covers the history of China 
from the beginning to Ssu-ma-Chien's own day. It includes not 
only significant political events but gives the biographies of 
important per~ons; chronological tables of battles, economic data, 
the calendar and so fonh. The Shih chi was later altaed and 
added to by m:iny scholars and this has created serious textual 
problems. But anyw.1y the bulk of that work was a model for 
later dynastic histories. The entire body of Chinese dynastic 
histories drawing from and modelled on The Shih chi is more exten

sive and reliable than the historical literature produced by any other 
people over so long a period. The Shih clii of Ssu-ma-Chien has 
been rightly treated as a famous standard general history of China. 
It gives the story from the beginning and is based on earlier Chinese 
works. It was written at the close of the second and the beginning 
of the first century B. C. '.! 

Th_e histories of China following The Shih chi are a continu
ation of each earlier history and are generally planned on Ssu-ma
Chien 's history. 

The Tso-chuan is another kind of history. It is in the form 
of a chronicle and the events are listed year by year. The most 

reputed among such chronicles was the Tyu-cltih-tung chicn by Ssu-

2 This has been translated into French with full apparatus of 
commentary by Edouard Chavannes • Five volumes Paris 
{1895-1905) . ' 
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ma-Kuang (1019-1086). This chronicle covered the history of 
China's development from late in the Chow to beginning of the 
Sun/! periods. This work illustrates the historical-mindedness of 
the Sung dyn3.sty in a remarkahle way. It covered the period from 
the 5th century B C. to the close of the five dynasties. Ssu-ma
Kuang was a politician; and he wrote bis history when he was not 
in power. What thest= historians thought of history can be gathered 
from the name, they gave to their works. Yuan-chu prepared a 
history called 'l.'nng-cltien-chishipcnmo which means 'root causes and 
elfects of affairs recorded in the universal mirror.' This shows 
that I he Chinese were concerned with the causes and effects of 
historical phenomena which again means that they believed in the 
chain of causation. Their likening of history to a mirror is signi
ficant and reminds one of the Hindu literary tradition which uses 
the word Dharpana (mirror) to mean a comprehensive work. 

There are specialist histories on different aspects of Chinese 
life. The Chinese have produced a large volume of local histories 
and gazetteers. Snme of them relate to the whole of China. They 
are descriptive and statistical geography of China. We have 
Chinese chronicles on the dependencies of the empire as well as of 
the histories of the people of non Chinese extraction within the 
empire. Some of them deal with the Chinese foreign relations. 
In all nearly 5,000 gazeueers exist. A few of which are exceedingly 
detailed in their information and in their description of the govern
mental machinery of the Chinese. The Imperial political struc
ture from the emperor to a common government servant including 
the civil services is described. China has a large volume of inscrip
tions. These have been compiled and studied. Treatises have 
been written on them by the Chinese themselves. But a really im
portant innovation the Chinese introduced in their art of historio
graphy is historical criticism. 

A great part of the Chinese historical literature is of first 
rate quality even when it is judged by the severe standards of 
modern scholarship. 'The student of China's history is confronted 
by an embarassment of riches. ' 3 The Chinese have also produced 
encyclopaedias and anthologic:s which contain a large fu?d ~f 
historical material. The modern historical tradition of Chma 1s 
influenced by communist ideology. But it is tinged with a strong 
streak of nationalism. 

3 Latourette : China, its lli.st01·y and Culture, p. 780 
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Islamic Historiography 

In the Medieval period, while European historiography was 
in the bands of Christian theologians, Muslims in the Middle 
East were creating their own tradition of historical writing which 
was theological in some respects and scientific in many others. 
The Arab tribes before Muhammad lived in an atmosphere of per
petual and dynastic feuds and the sense of vandetta m;ide them 
remember I he Past. But serious historical chronicling started only 
after the founding of Isl;im by the Prophet. When a new religion 
is founded and it represents a radical and important departure from 
the previous cul I ure and faith, the new religion feels obliged 
to justify itself by resorting to a kind of historiography which 
designedly denigrates the past and praises the new dispensation. 
The founding of Buddhism was followed by Buddhist chronicles, 
Jataka stories, the Vamsas etc. The Christian theologian mounted 
an attack on the pagans as Orosius did and wrote history from the 
Christian point of view; similarly, the Muslims started a historio
graphical tradition from the Islamic point of view. The early 
Khaliphs wished to discover and record their ancestry to establish 
their legitimacy; and for this purpose they encouraged chroniclers 
and historians in their courts. Thus commenced the tradition of 
court historians in the Muslim governments in India. The suc
cessors of the Prophet wished to establish their dynastic links with 
the founder of Islam on a sure footing by proper genealogical deri
vations and this required chronicling effort. The pre-Islamic oral 
traditions got stabilised and the anecdotes connected with the 
Prophet became a chief source of early Islamic history for Muslims 
of later generations. The desire to record the story of the cultural 
and military expansion of Islam during the centuries immediately 
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following the founding of the Khaliphate, the glories of the con
quering heroes and the sins of the infidels was a dominant motive 
for the early Muslims to start writing their histories. 

Sc-rious historiographical efforts among the Mus1ims of the 
Middle East began only after A. D. 750 i.e., after the founding of 
the Abbasid Khaliphate. This took the shape of biographies, 
anecdotes and episodic history, genealogies as well as collections of 
tradition. The oldest historical biography in Arabic is that of lbn 
Ishaq who wrote the Prophet's lifo. Ibn Hisham (d. 834) who 
also wrote a biography of Muhammad incorporated in his work a 
good part of lbn lshaq's •Life of the Prophet'. Thus started the 
Muhammadan Epic which was intended to justify the triumph of 
Islam. 

In the earlier :.tages. Muslim system of chronology was more 
accurate than the Christian, for it could easily and readily date its 
events from the Hegira without having to discover the date of 
Creation or settle the knotty problems like the date of birth of the 
Probhet etc .. problems which the Christian historians had to face. 
Early Muslim historiography was concerned mostly with the rise 
and spread oflslam and the political consequences of that event. 
As is naturally to be expected, they believed in the providential 
direction of the historical process. 

Al Firdausi (935-1020) wrote in Persian the Book of Kings 
and this served as a model for the Arabian historians. Al Waqidi 
(747-823), a historian in the Abbasid court wrote the History of 

the Wars of the Prophet. Al Baladhuri of the 9th century put to
gether the early achievements of the Muslims in his Conque.sts of 
the Countries. This is an authoritative work on the expansion of 
Islam. Almost simultaneously was composed the History of Arabia 
and Persia by Dinawari; and Ibo Abi Tahir (d. 902) wrote his The 
History of Baghdad and its Caliphs. This is a standard work on the 

Khaliphate of Baghdad. 

Al Tahari (838-923) was a towering historian among the 
early Muslims. He was a very learned man who had travelled 
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widely. He equipped himself thoroughly for his task of writing 
this famous work The AnWLls of the Apostles and King-~ and brought 
it down to A. D. 915. He wrote a poor style but collected a large 
fund of material which was used by most of the later historians. 
He has been wrongly compared to Livy by critics who had over
looked the narrative qualities of the Roman historian -

Al-Masudi (d. 956) was an encyclopaedist and a historian. 
He divided his vast quantity of historical material into convenient 
divisions like kings, events and dynasties. His Meadows of Gold 

contain social historical material also and in this respect he broke 
new ground. He has been called the Herodotus of the Arabs but 
here again the analogy fails for the Father of History was more 
truly a historian. 

Ibn Miskawaihi (c. 970) wrote the Experiences of the Nations 
which is noted for its impartiality. A critic has praised his work 
as follows: • In the work of Miskawaihi Arabic historial comrosi
tion seems to reach its highest point.' But on the whole he was 
inferior to lbn Khaldun. 

Ali AI-Tanukhi wrote in the 10th century his Collections of 
Historians and Ali-Hassan brought out in the 12th century his 
The History of Damascus; Makrisi (1360-1442) wrote a History of 
Muslim Egypt and has given much topographical information · 
about that country. Abu-I-Faraj al lspahani (897-967) wrote a 
World History while Ibu-al Att-.ir (I 160-1232) showed a capacity to 
comprehend the problem of causation in history. 

Baba al-Din (l 185-1234) wrote a good biography of Saladin 
and Yaput of the 12th century composed a Dictionary of learned 
Muslims. Ibn Khallikhan (1211-1282) prepared the Bioaraphical 

Dictionary in which the biographies of nearly 900 Islamic perso
nages were collected. 

AI-Biruni (973-1048) who lived in the court of Mahmud of 
Ghazni and stayed for some time in India studying her culture 
was an able sociologist and astronomer. He placed Muslim his~ 
torical chronology on a sound footing. He was the author of the 
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Kitab-ul-Hind (1030) in which while be expressed his admiration 
for the cultural achievements of the Hindus, he did not shrink 
from spotlighting their deficiencies. He speaks of the lack of 
historical seme among the Hindus and says that they were so self
satisfied that they would not believe or admit that there were 
other people in the world as gifted as they. 'The work of Al-Biruni 
is unique in Muslim literature as an earnest attempt to study an 
idolatrous world of thought.' 

lbn Khaldun (1332-1406) was the ablest Arab historian. He 
could reflect on the purpose of History. H. E. Barnes calls him 
the Roger Bacon of medieval historiography. He believed that 
History must relate not only to political developments but must be 
concerned with social problems also. In the Prolegomena to Univer

sal History (Mukad damat fi'l tarikh) he sets forth his views on 
history. According to him history was the science of the origin 
and development of society and civilization. Robert Flint holds 
that he can be considered the 'founder of the science of history'. 
He wrote his Universal History in seven volumes. 

Abu Zaid (1332-1406), a Tunisian who was a contemporary 
of Timur, wrote an autobiography in which a lot of contemporary 
political developments are discussed. He may be said to have 
discovered the law of growth and decay of social groups. 



23 
Indian Historical Tradition 

Even a casual student of Indian history cannot fail to note 
that the people of this country in the ancient period somehow or 
other had failed to write their history but during the medieval and 
modern periods of our history historiography has made notable 
progress. But still we would try to decide the factual issue of 
availability of Hindu historical literature and then if it is found 
that such a literature is not available try to find out ,he causes for 
such a situation. 

P. T. Srinivasa Iyengar observes "If chronology is the eye 
of history ancient Indian history will have= always to be blind. " 1 

K. A. Nilakanta Sastri says "literature is in other countries, the 
bedrock of history ; in India it is often a snare.' •2 Such forth
right comment could not have been made if the situation were not 
pretty serious. But ~d..!.8:!1.<1:t_h_ )~anerj~e, among others, has 
hel_d that it would be wrong to suppose that Ancient India did not 
produce really good historical literature but that these works have 
been for some reason lost. It is rather diffic•ilt to believe that 
only historical literature has been singled out for total destruction 
by nature .or by man. The incredibility is further strengthened by 
lack of references to these works in later literature: the practice of 
referring to purvacaryas could not have missed the historical 
literature if one had existed. 

Foreign geographers and historians like Pliny, Ptolemy and 
the author of the Periplus give us important historical and topo
graphical information about South India; the South Indian sailors 

1 P. T. Srinivasa Iyengar: History of tlte Tamils-introduction 
2 K. A. Nilakanta Sastri: The Colas (2nd edition), p. 11 
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and merchants who must have gone to foreign places like Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, Ceylon etc., do not give us such information. 
Alexander's invasion of Northwest India would go unrecorded if 
we depended on Indian sources only. 

History has been mainly political history all these days; 
and even early societies, if they were so inclined, could have 
written political histories of a sort. Political history which is 
fundamental gaim significance only in a society which is politically 
minded; Indian (Hindu) society which is largely non-political in 
c~ara<:te_r [""~-•. a s-ociety ·which is mini~aily. fr1fl~~nc~d by the 

political fortunes of the state, therefore. could not interest itself 
in rearing a tradition of writing political history. So the Hindu 
tradition of writing Puranas and the Buddhist tradition of writing 
the Vamsas and the Jatakas had nothing to do with the social 
instincts which brought forth the writings of Thucydides, Caesar 

or Clarendon. 

While we are kft without bisto1 ical literature as such, we 
have abundant historical material in lithic inscriptions, copper 
plates, coins etc., which l1t:lp us partially at lea~t to rl!construct 
the past history of the country. But, for the general political, 
social and economic history of any country well documented and 
substantially written out historical literature is absolutely necessary 
Arachaeology, epigraphy and similar non-literary !-ources of history 
can yield only limited, narrow and local, though precise and 
dependable, information, which however, cannot be a substitute 
for good historical literature. 

·ii.',, Our political history for the ancient period has not yet been 
fully written out; crucial dates are not yet found. Some of the 
greatest sons of India like Panini, Kautalya, Kalidasa, Tiruvalluvar 

have not found their difinite places in the chronological framework 
of history. The Hindu author of the Gita is still a mythical figure 
while the Buddha has been helped by Pali and Chinese c'1ronicles 
to find his place in the 6th century B. C.; ll~L.Q.L_chr~nologically 
arranged historical data m2kes the task of writing the political 
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history of the ancient period very difficult. Some sort of social 
history can no doubt be attempted, by pooling the many allu~ions 
in literature which h 1ve no declaredly historical purpose. But 
these references and the social history based on them become 
jejune when they are not related to a well-arranged political 
~istory; it is like flesh withoLt bones all the time falling out of its 

place. 

Viewed in this light. as we know pretty little about the 
political and social history of the age contemporary with the 
Vedas, the Upanishads and the Ramayana or the Mahabharata, to 
that extent, our appreciation of that literature is deficient in under
standing and enjoyment, even as our study of Chaucer would be 
handicapped greatly if we did not know the historical background 
of the pilgrimage to Canterbury. But if it is suggested that 
ancient Jndian literature was written neither for understanding nor 
for enjoyment but for recitation and for worship, the matter is 
taken out of the hands of the historian. 

The Puranas and the heroic poems are the most typical 
among the sources giving some consolidated historical material; 
and Pargiter remarks: • 'It is true that the accounts of dynasties 
and genealogies given in the Mahabharata and the Puranas and 
the heroic poems composed by the court poets of ancient India do 
contain elements of historical data. ' 3 This claim is not disputed; 
and Fleet says: •We can trace a use at least of Vamsavalis in the 
historical chapters of some of the PuranasH Gilbert Murray says; 
•If the IJiad and the Odyssey were aJl fiction we should still learn 
from them a great deal about early Greek customs, about practices 
of war and government, about marriage, about land tenure, 
worship, farming, commerce and above all the methods of 
seafaring,' 5 though we suppose that Homer knew no more about 

3 F. E. Pargi ter : Ancient Indian Historical Tradition 
4 Dr. J.F. Fleet: Introduction to Vol. III: Corpus "lnscrip

tionum Indicarum" 

5 G Murray: The Rise of the Greek Epic 
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the Olympians than we do. This is true of our epics also; and the 
social information we gather from the epics and the Puranas, will 
be true of the age contemporary with the authors of these epics 
an·d the Puranas; as we do not know for certain the dates of these 
a~thors, 1 he information regarding social conditions cannot be 
fitted in a chronological scale in their proper places. 

Therefore, R.C. Majumdar, referring to the Puranic chrono
logy says that this must not, of course, be confused with history 
proper. 11 This adverse criticism of the Puranas took the form of 
ridicule at the hands of Macaulay who made fun of the Pauranika's 
notion of geography and history (which might after all have been 
alJ.egorical) and sneeringly referred to Hindu History 'abounding 
with kings thirty feet high and reigns thirty thousand years long
and geography, made up of oceans of treacle and seas of butter.'' 

Here it would be relevant to qnote the words of A. B. Keith, 
the historian of Sanskrit literature: • In view of the antiquity and 
the developed character of Indian civilization it would indeed be 
ridiculous to expect to find India destitute of historical sense; but 
what is really essential is the fact that, despite the abundance of 
its literature, history is so miserably 1epresented, and that in the 
whole of the great period of Sanskrit literature, there is not one 
writer who can be seriously regarded as a critical historian. 'b 

But it seems this situation deserves neither uncritical accept
ance nor unsympathetic derision. The relevant question would be 
•what was the purpose of the puranas?' While they do contain 
valuable historical information in their genealogical or dynastic 

lists, these lists, (perhaps interpolations) tells us nothing of the 
background which could help us to understand them and interpret 

them properly. 

6 R. C. Majumdar: Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon, 
(ed. by C. H. Philips), pp. 24 etc. 

7 T. B. Macaulay: Minute on Education, (1835) 
8 T. B. Keith: History of Sanskrit Literature 
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The Pauranika in one sense does resemble the historical 
novelist. The author of the historical novel •uses historical 
material to give credence and support to a story and thereby not 
only to delight and entertain but also create an atmosphere of 
conviction. The Pauranika like the historical novelist, allows 
f!ction to dominafeJacts. S~ they Jack credentials from the poi~t 
of view of the historian. -

The Hindu princes of ancient India maintained in their 
courts Sutas and Magadhas whose business was perhaps to main
tain a sortof officlaf records · but their exact functions are not . ' 
quite clear, though possibly they were some sort of genealogists._ 
Materials collected and maintained by these men constituted the 
nucleus of the Vamsavalis. The Gopas who are said to have 
maintained a detailed account of the courts and institutions of all 
villages must have maintained some sort of registers. But we have 
none of them now. Even if we had them, we would not call them 
hi:,torical literature. 

A significant difference between the ancient Indian Pauranika 
and the modern Indian historian is that the former prefers to take 
the view that 'We would soon all be dead as the ancients' while the 
latter prefers to take the view that 'our ancients were once as much 
alive as we are': so that the former thinks more of •death' and 
the • hereafter' and is obviously unconcerned with temporal affairs 
and the latter things more of •life', takes a materialist view of the 
things and asks for more and more records of past events. ,!he 
Pauranika did not distinguish between myths, legends _ and super
natural events, and history proper; he betrays a lack of ideal of 
factuality in him. And it is not his fault that he confounds the 
historian: for he never professed to serve the purposes which a 
modern scientific historian keeps in view: but it is the historian's 
misfortune that he has to depend on the Pauranika. 

The Buddhists and the Jains have recorded certain events in 
their Vamsas: and their Jatakas are not totally deviod of factua-

. .. -- .,. . - . -·~ 

lity. But even they, at the slightest temptation tend to corrupt 
biographies into Jatakas. The tendency to make miracles an'd 
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Jege·nds the daily bread of history is extremely annoying to the 
modern historian. 

It is said that ancient Indians had a sense of history but left 
no historical writing. But those who say so, forget that historical 
sense can be inferred only from historical motive, and not merely 
from the availability of historical information. The Prasastis 
which preface inscriptions are the result of an anxiety to recount 
the achievements of a king incidentally while recording a simple 
transaction like a gift to a temple or a transfer of some property; it 
was not disinterested desire to record a historical detail. The 
inscriptions had no contemporary historic1l purpose; they served 
only a legal purpose like assigning a privilege, recording a grant 
etc. The information given in the Prasastis is not (with rare 
exceptions) chronologically arranged, either. This makes one 
doubt if the motive was historical after all or merely legal and 
laudatory. 

In spite of innumerabb inscriptions and a considerable 
volume of literature, they do not help us to get a proper perspective 
of events or rersonalit ies of: ncient India. A!'.oka is snrouded in 
misty dignity. The Chandragupta of Visakhadatta is not unlike the 
Henry IV of Shakespeare. Harsha is the hero of a romance by Bana 
comparable to the Coeur de Lion of Scott. The system of recording 
administrative instructions on pillars and stones, it is suggested 
not without justification, was learned by the Mauryas from the 
Persians whose arrangements for provincial administration were a 
sort of prototype. 

I 

The position could be summarized. Historical documents 
of an incidental nature do not constitute historical literature. 

' -f'l1 •,,

1 

,<"; 
• 

1
• • • Lack of an era or the use of many eras which are not among 

themselves correlated was not necessarily a serious cause; for in 
the ·pre-Christian age there was no era in Europe. But the record 
of events in a ~ystematic way with chronological precision helps 
one to relate events to one another and connect them finally with 
the Christian era. For the events of national importance like the 
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f~u_nding of Rome or the institution of the Olympic games served 
as historica I spring boards in ancient Europe. The Parinirvi:lna of 
the Buddha has been such an event in India and has been helpful 

in corroborating data based on foreign testimony. But the histo
rical use to which that event is put shows only the modern 
hil.torian's resourcefulness; the ancients did not make much use 
of the event; otherwise the Parinirvana itself could have easily 
become the starting point of an era as important as the Christ ian 
era or the Hegira. The Kali era is important and possibly the 
oldest of the Hindu eras. But its use was never widespread; and 

the traditional data 3102 B. C. is a relatively late invention. 

The Saka. Salivahana and Kolh1m eras were more popular 
than the Kali era. Thus the absence of a sense of chrono1°gY is 
t~e most serious pointer to a Jack of historical sense in ancient 
India. The cynic in India who peeps into distant eternity seems 
to draw our attention to the final futility of all knowledge ahout 
the activities and idc:ologies of men and women and therehy ridicule 
~II hi~toriography. 

· : ·· ·-~ Histories are written on the ba~is of a s~nse of_h~mogeneity 
in the land of-the hist~~ian.- -Thu-cydides a;d- Xenophon ~~~Id 
write their histories in G~e-ce where a sense of unity in the face 
of Persian menace existed. In India the unity that existed was 
•cultural' which is a generalised and currently euphemistic way 
of saying 'religious'. A sense of religious unity could produce 
only a purana type of history. Political history could come only 
in the wake of a sense of national unity. That unity came to this 
country only during the British period and most probably ass 

result of British rule and 1 he impact of British thought and institu
tions on indigenous thought and institutions. R. C. Majumdar 
observes: "It must be remembered that the study of history in 
India received its first impetus from nationalist sentiment and was 

largely sustained by it throughout the British period. " 9 

9 R. C. Majumdar : Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon; 
(ed. by C. H. Philips), p. 427 
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People with a dynamic history (or who engage in foreign 
conquests or establishment of colonies or building of empires or 
who unite to resist) possess the urge to record their temporal 
achievements. Greec~~Ro~e. expanding ls~am and modern Europe 
are examples. But in lndia such achievements were not emo
tionally associated with the whole people but only with particular 

heroes who received their meed of praise. This praise though 
probably historical was surely not history. 

Lack of curiosity about secular affairs as such among the 
Hindus can be thought of as a possible cause for this situation. 
Hum;:inistic studies as such were generally not known to ancient 
India. Every activity (except the most basic) of the Hindu was 
determined by religious exigencies and requirements: to support a 
metaphysical argument or to serve a religious ritual; the sciences 
like astronomy, technical and architectural skill like that of build
ing temples, devotional music, painting of Jataka themes or the 
glory of the Avatars or doings in a Hindu Heaven, or bending the 
art of sculpture to making icons; the dominant note in these varied 
sciences and arts was religious. The aspirations of Dharma, Artha 
and Kama were to be fulfilled in a Moksha which literally means 
'release' from temporal attachments. At the periphery of all this 
activity there was a secular touch which was distant from history· 
The praise of man, i. e., the patron king, was indulged in only 
after equating him with Vishnu. This attitude stunted the growth 
of science and technology also; they did not develop beyond the 
point determined by the requirements of religion. The Cambridge 
History of India, summarizing said, 'the explanation of this arres
ted progress must be sought in a state of society which tended to 

restrict intellectual activity to religious orders.• 10 

It is often said that Ancient Indians lacked the scientific atti
tude of mind. It may not be quite correct to say that. They had 
to their credit scientific discoveries like the earth's rotation round 

the sun and technological achievements like 1he iron pillar. But 

10 The Cambridye H1'.story of India, Vol. 1, p. 58 
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the genfos required frr this type of scientific achievement is 
diffrrent from the attitude of mind required to write history based 
on a well regulated chonology and a system of secular values. 

The Hindus had a cyclical theory of successive chaturyugas, 
comirig over and over again in the same order; and experiencing the 
~amc quality and r:;ace of deterioration. It was essentially a pessi
mistic view though it is pointed out that when the extreme limit of 

deterioraticn is reached a merciful God will rescue creation and 
give it a fresh start which in course of time will go down as the 
precious one, only to be once again rescued. When Dr. S. Radha
krishnan says •The world fulfils itself in self-destruction' and 'Ano
ther drama may commence and go on for ages,' he is only express

ing the ancient cyclical theory in modern English; and when he 
says 'History is the working out of a purpose,' he evidently means 
a cyclical purpose. This view is the opposite of the modern theory 
of progress which is best expressed in the words of J.B. Bury. 'The 
belief in a steady advance towards human perfection was put into 

more concrete form by the philosopher Fontenelle, when he stated 

that 'the sound views of intellectual men in different generations 

will continually add up' and concluded that progress is a 'natural 
successory effect of the constitution of the human mind." 1 This 

theory of progress was largely the product of Darwinism. 

It has also been said that the Indian (Hindu) mind was pecu
liarly susceptible to fatalist doctrines and this frame of mind pre
cluded interest in historical interpretation. The fatalist view is 

akin to the teleological and believes in a cosmic purpose driving 

man relentlessly on to a predestined goal willy nilly. This view 

is theoretically countered by saying that the doctrine of Karma does 

provide ample ~cope for self-determination for the individual; and 

so human life is not hide bound and restricted to any compulsorily 
predetermined patterns of Karma; and it is countered by reference 
to the material achievements of the Hindus. Neither the fatalist 

doctrines deemed to be endemic to Hindu society not the pessimism 

11 J. B. Bury: Tlte Idea of Progress, (1920) 
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of the Buddhists ever prevented large sections of Indian society 
from contributing to pronounced material advancement. But while 
bearing this in mind, it will be right also to point out that the 
general ma~s of people in India did hold fatalistic views (even of 
the perverted type) and this situation naturally led to lack of secu
lar or temp0ral history. 

"While one might legitimately say that the Hindu under
standing of history is 'different' from what one has come to mean 
by that term in modern thought, it is hardly justifiable to conclude 
that the Hindus had no view of history at all''-is a view usually 
put forward by scholars who detect in Hindu thought a philosophy 
of history. Here we are using two distinctly different definitions 
of history: one, the modern scientific definition of 'temporal 
history' and the other opposed to or at least different from this 
concept. It is illogical to adopt two different defin;tions for a term 
while employing it in the course of a single argument. 

In the Hindu thought while the principle of reincarnation 
(and so of transmigration) is a definite expression of a fundament
ally individualistic characteristic of the Hindu attidude to history, 
the social organization was totalitarian and at least theoretically 
immutable. This view of history suffered from the disadvantages , 
of both views, viz., the indifference to history bred by a preoccupa- l 

tion with personal problems of salvation and the impossibility of 
history in a determined and unalterable social order. The Hindu 
social order was not only philosophically non-egoistic but also 
sociologically anti-individualistic. Society as an organic whole 
was never considered the locus of the meaning of history by the 
Hindu or his variant, the Buddhist or the Jain. 

It may be suggested that the static nature of the Hindu 
society prevented speculation. In any rigidly determined order of 
society (i.e, totalitarian), metaphysical speculation in the nature 
of historical or political theories becomes a sort of heresy. Any
body who speculates about change or approvingly contemplates 
the complex possibilities of social evolution will be a 'revisionist.• 
And in the Indian (Hindu) society where the social arrangements 
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are taken for granted. the people naturally lack the initiative and 
the urge for the chronicling of secular events; for such chronicles 

could serve no purpose in such a society. 

Historiography ac; a concious product of a historical sense 
is possible only in an open society which permits of deliberate 
alteration of an established order. The Indian social arrangements 
(and these included political arrangements) under the wide and 
pervasive umbrella of Dharma, the roots of which were lost to 
human memory and were supposed to originate in the Creator, 
were fixed and total in their control over the societies. In such an 
atmosphere, hif-tory or historical interpretation, except within the 
framework of that foundational arrangement, was inconceivable. 
Science and technology, metaphysics and literature of a type could 
flourish in that atmosphere, but not social criticism which is the 
lifebceath of history. So that B. Croce's thesis that 'History is 
the 5tory of liherty' assumes a new significance. 

Our ancients h 1d built an eternally stable a'ld conservative 
society closely knit by , he Dharma whose total hold on the mem

bers of that society would not permit freak,; and eccen tries, who 
are the very essence of a free society, to function therein. Perma

nent, continuous and absolute conformity was the demand on the 
individual by that Dharma; aberrant ones were sinners. In a free 
society such non-conformists are not only to be tolerated but wel
comed and encouraged. Objective and impartial history is possi
ble only in a free society. The managers of unfree societies have 

need for another kind of history no doubt, i.e., the propagandist 

history which serves their political purposes. 

The faculty of social criticism as distinguic;hed from a mere 
scienti_fic bent of mind, metaphysical and speculative mind (both 

of which the Hindus possessed in abundance), was a gap in the 
Hindu mental make-up. The scienti fie mind is concerned with 

draw!ng conclusions from observed physical data got by repeated 

experiments; a nd the metaphysical, speculative mind belongs 
generally to the realm of abstract thought incapable of empirical 

controJ. But the faculty of social criticism is concerned with 
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imaginative interpretation of secular data wi tbin the four walls of 
empiricism, like literary criticism (which would be incomplete if it 
operated wi1hout reference to historical background or the 
sncial milieu). political theory or historical interpretation. This 
is a third faculty. In Greek thought all these are found e.g., the 
first is seen in Archimedes, Euclid etc., the second in Socrates, Plato 
etc., and the third in Thucydides, Xenophon etc., but above all in 
Aristotle. It is true that the human mental faculty is one integrated 
whole ; but it is still possible to imagine that on given occasions 
of intel1ectual effort, the thinking process is dominated by a parti
cular methodology; e. g., either strict adherence to facts and close 
logic in tht! matter of deductions from empirical data; or building 
up of metaphysical theories on hypotheses like which cannot be 
proved or rejected on grounds of temporal experience or interpre
tation (within the bounds of ordinary reason) of past facts and 
events over which one has no control. Here, it might be said that 
though these functions are not capable of strict com partmentali
zation in the human mind, still one methodology dominates the 

rest on particular occasions; so that while physical science is one's 
concern, observation and derivation of generalized formulae is 
the methodology ; in metaphysical speculation, formulation of 
hypotheses beyond ordinary reason and building up of theories 
which are logical beyond the point of empirical testing is the 
methodology ; in historical interpretation, the dominant faculty is 
humanist interpretation of real and well-attested facts of history ; 
and it is here, I should imagine, that the truly critical function of 
the human mind is at play. This methodology was singularly 
absent from ancient Indian schemes of investigation. It governs 
not only this study of the historical process, but also criticism of 
literature with reference to the social milieu or the historical 
background as also our appreciation of political theories of the 
kind evolved by Locke, Rousseau, Bentham or Marx. Lack of an 
apparatus of social criticism naturally prevented the growth of a 
tradition of historiography. It will not be too much to say that 
this third faculty is the most strenuous and taxing of intellectual 
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efforts in the performance and the most educative in the reward. 
Thus it is obvious that in Hindu India there was neither a tradition 
of criticism nor a criticism of tradition. 

The consequences of this situation are suffered by the 
modern historian. The Hindu period in the history of India is 
full of gaps which have not yet been filled satisfactorily: e. g., the 
dark period before the rise of the Imperial Guptas, after the.fall 
of the Satavahanas in Andhra history and after the close of the 
Sangam age in Tamil history. 

R. C. Majumdar says ••Historiography was prac. ically un
known to the Hindus at the beginning of the 19th century. His
toriography in modern India, at least among the Hindus is thus 
barelyacentury old." 12 Although the term •Itihasa' isnow 
regarded as equivalent to History it was used at that period in a 
very different or rather more comprehensive sense. 

When wi.: have said all this, we should remember that in 
the 12th century A. D there lived in Kashmir a brahmin by name 
Kalhana who wrote the famous Rajatarangini and - that work can 
easily be considered to be a historical work of course within limits. 
If we are to write a 'History of Indian Historians' we should 
properly begin with Kalhana. He had his limitations and he is 
useful only for the history of Kashmir. But even be wrote only 
after the Muslims had introduced into India a tradition of 
Historical writing. Kalhana of Kashmir could easily be influen
ced by the ancient Chinese tradition of historical record-keeping 
and a similar Muslim tradition. 

When we pass from the ancient to the medieval period of 
Indian history we pass to a period which witnessed a sort of histori
cal literature growing up in the country thanks to Muslim chroni
clers. They wrote mostly political history, often biased, occasion
ally trust-worthy, but always revealing a historical sense. Muslim 
contacts during the middle ages introduced systematic historical 

12 R. C. Majumdar Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon (ed. 
by C. H. Philips), p. 416 
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writing into India: and Kalh3.na himself was only the most dis
tinguished beneficiary of the gift. Foreign travellers visited ancient 
India at rare intervals, but now from the later middle ages onwards 

such visits became more frequent and their notices constitute a 
v:iluable source of historical information supplementing local wri
tings. Bu1 still on the native side, except for Kalhana, not a 

piece of standard historical writing can be mentioned. Though the 

art of wri1in!! history had bee0me known to the Indians in the 
middle ages, the business of wri1 ing history and preparing reports 

and no1es fell to Muslim scholars and travellers like AI-Biruni, 
Barani, Ferishta and others. Dodwell paying a great compliment 
to medieval Muslim historians said, 'The Muslim ·chroniclers are 
far superior to our own (English) medieval chroniclers". The 

Muslim historian Barani said "My life has been spent in a minute 
examination of books and in every science I have studied many 

literary works both ancient and modern, and after the science of 
Quranic commentary, the study of tradition, juri5prudence and the 

mystic path of the shaykhs I have not seen as many benefits in any 

other form of learning or practical activity as I have in the science 

of history''. This language was not heard before in India. Though 

to Barani history has a didactic and religious purpose and he feels 

that the historian has a duty to teach the lesson of history, he 

rightly says that •History is a means of strengthening reason and 

judgment by the study of the experience of others". 

Though this was Barani 's intention, in the actual writing of 
history, P. Hardy detects in him some thing like a parable or a 

•medievel morality tale.' From this it is only an extension of 
thought for Hardy to illustrate with appropriate examples 1hat 

'Barani treats history as a branch of theology'. Speaking about 

Amir Khusru, the poet-historian, Hardy says that "Amir Khusru 

wrote not to fulfil a historical purpose but an aesthetic purpose; 

he did not write history but wrote only poetry.•' 13 In essence, it 
looks as if, from Hardy's point of view, the medieval Muslim his

torians wrote no better hisrory than the Puranas. But still, that 

13 P Hardy: Historians of Medievcl India 
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the Muslim chroniclers generally kept their narrative within a chro
nological framework is really a great advance on the earlier Hindu 
writers. Ifit is said that the Muslim historians record the fortunes 
of the powerful and the great only, it is certainly more consoling 
than recording nobody's. While the Muslim historians observed 
temporal affairs through religious spectacles, the Hindus wore a 
kind of blinkers which by some strange process of mental refraction 
prevented chronologically arranged temporal affairs from gaining 
their cognition. Hardy says that •'Barani's study of History was 
the study of God, not of man." It seems he is emphasising his 
point a bit too strongly, i. e., he treats the purpose as the achieve
ment. In the case of the Hindus while we can only guess at the 
purpose. the achievement is definitely associated with the non
temporal process. It is true that modern historians treat the medie
val Muslim chronicles as readymade and impeccable historical 
narratives, and give them the status of 'authorities'; it is also true 
that there is need for us to go to the sources for writing a true and 
comprehensive history of the middle ages. But still the right of 

Muslim historians to be called historians will become evident not 
when they are compared to the highly sophisticated historical theo
rists of today, but when they are compared with the Hindu writers. 
Amir Khusru's observation about the different standards of econo
mic life led by nobles and the common people is noteworthy; and 
Aini-Akbari will definitely disprove the statement that Muslim his
torians were interested only in political history. 

In the case of human authorities our difficulty is in properly 
assessing and eliminating the subjective element in the authority; 

when we deal with non-human, monumental authority, the 
problem is one of eliminating the subjective element in our own 
thoughts. These difficulties are not easily overcome. They will 
confront us in one way or another. So to the historical researcher 
eternal vigilance is the price he pays for spotting and preserving 
truth. 

When we pass to the modern period, the sun of historio

graphy begins to rise in the West. The tradition of historiography 
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in early British period when Mill and Elphinstone were writing, 
was to accept the medievc1l Muslim historians ac; authority for 
their history; and authors who came still later like Smith, 
Lancpoole, and the editors of the third and fourth volumes of 
the Cambridge History of India drew mainly upon the medieval 
Muslim hiscorians. 

Though the Muslims introduced the occidental system of 
historiography in India, modern scientific goals of history were 
recognized only during the British period. Systematic investigation 
into India's past was facilitated by the efforts of persons like 
Warren Hastings, Sir William Jones, James Prinsep, Max Muller, 
Wilson, Cunningham, Marshall and others; Curzo.n's interest in 
the preservation of ancient monuments made archaeological 
research possible. Mill, Elphinstone, Grant Duff, Sir W. W. 
Hunter and other European scholars led the way in modern Indian 
historiography. Hunter set the pattern in his 'History of British 
India' (1900) and in his series of Rulers of India', for prof_!!ssional 
historical writing in Modern India. Smith started a new school 
of Indian historical writing not wholly sympathetic to India; and 
the Cambridge History of India was a monument of historical 
erudition. On the Indian side R. G. Bhandarkar started the 
tradition of scientific historical writing. 

It is, perhaps, correct to say that the genius for historio
graphy was dormant in the native people of this country; and now 
that this faculty is kindled and drawn out, it is becoming patent 
and significant and modern India is producil)g historians of 

international stature. Monumental works of history which stand 
to the credit of Sarkar, Sardesai, Krishnaswami Ayyangar, R. C. 
Majumdar, S. N. Sen and Nilakanta Sastri are only some out
standing examples of Indian historical scholarship. A shift of 
emphasis from mere contemplation to reasoned action and from 
ideas to events is a significant feature of modern thought in 
India and it is largely due to the new contact with the West. But 
still it is clear that to most people it is very difficult to shake off 
the shackles of tradition, and objectivity and scientific methods in 
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historical research have not developed to the extent necessary and 
desirable. There are still students and writers of history who do 
not distinguish between logical conclusions and opinions, dis
interested statements and propaganda; in fact between fact and 
fiction; who still consider it blasphemous to enquire into the 
author~hip of the Vedas (though the Suktas in the Vedas themselves 
mention the names of their authors), and hold that Ravana and 

Udayana had air wings to their armed forces. Rationalization 
is a t:ommon feature in a certain order of historical writing in 

modern India. 

Jn the early days of British rule, Brirish scholars like Mill, 
poets like Kipling and administrators like Curzon, took an 
imperiali~t view and provoked angry reaction in men like Tilak, 
Savarkar, Basu. etc., who took the extremely nationalist view. 
R. C. Majumdar dealing with modern trends in Indian hi~torio

graphy mentions the impa.:t of party politics on the historian, a 

turn towards orthodoxy in interpreting ancient institutions. extreme 

nationalism etc. The repudiation of the Black Hole incident and 

rechristening of the Mutiny as a war of independence etc., are but 

the reverberations of patriotic hearts. 

While early British historians were frank and uninhibited in 
their writings, after the turn of the century their attitude changed 

and the tradition of Smith began to take root. While the excesses 
0 ~ British rule were spotlighted by Indian nationalists, British 
historians like Lyall and even Dodwell began to assume the defen

sive in the interpretation of the British mission in India and subject 

native institutions to thinly veiled sucasm. This produced a chain 

reaction and mutual mudslinging was a fashion for a few decades. 

The modern Muslim historian of medieval India began to reinter

pr~t the ~uc~ maligned Ghazni, Tughlak and Aurangzeb while 

~rndu hi sto~ians took delight and pride in mentioning the resi

lience of their culture which baffled foreign cultural onslaughts. 
The Brtish scholars laid stress on the advantage of Pax-Britannica 

t0 the_ subject people in India; Indian historians drew pointed 
attention to the economic drain caused by foreign domination. 
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Non-academic considerations, one suspects, led people to angrily 
comment upon 'the inwardness of British annexations' of native 
states under Dalhousie and to speak with admiration and pride 
about the no less dictatorial integration achieved a hundred years 
later It is possible that the n.1tionali,t point of view received its 
impetus from British historians and biographers like Elphinstone 
and Tod; and more recl!ntly S1rdar Pdnikkar who wrote on 'Asia 
and Western Dominanct:' was ohviously influenced by British 

authors like P. T. Moon. Currently, no doubt serious scholars are 
agreed that 'even nationalist historians must develop an elevated 
and critical patriotism' and not the cheaper and the easier one. 

British scholars like A. L. Basham who approvingly notes 
the Belgian historian of India, Poussin, stresses the need for his
torians really understa1ding India's p.Ht with sympathy; and of 

late the clouds of mutual misunderstanding are dispelling. Pou:;sin 
was a sympathetic friend of Indian culture and he detected 
nationalist feeling in the internecine feuds of medival Hindu India. 
But Basham does not refrain from cautioning, ·•Jndology needs 
hist,>rians of the school of Bhandarkar arm;!d with a technique of 
source criticism subtler than that which has hitherto been employed 
on Indian material." Historians, like Faraday, the scientist, have 
a duty to set about their jobs as a · Nishkamya Karma', exp.!cting 
nothing, hut observing everything.' It yet remains for India to 
build up a school of non-aliuned historians who will worship at 
the altar neither ofimperiali;m nor of nationalism but at the altar 
of Clio, the Muse. 

Modern trends in historical rasearch and the scientific 
methods adopted in conducting such research, have brought about 

a branch of studies, viz., methodology of historical research; that 
is the technical aspects of historical research. Another aspect is 
the study of the evolution of hisroriography as such. Again. work!i 
like P. Gardiner's The nature of historical explanation and 
W. H. Walsh's Introduction to philosophy of history are essays in 

historical epistemology and have no counterparts in India. 



346 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

The Hindu view of History as it is sometimes put, can be sum
marized as follows: they had a concept of time - measured in terms 
of Yugas, and in terms of eternity- in which the ~hart spans of 
time millennia and centuries in an ordered fashion with reference 
to human events of no cosmic signific,.rnce are naturally rejected as 

useless. They had a Jaw of Karma, which has, by definition, an all
pervading influence on man's duties and responsibilities. • 'It ope
rates on the human life with the incvi tability of fate from which 
there is no escape''. The very concept of divine interference in 
mundane affairs in the shape of Avatars takes history out of its 

temporal moorings. Then the concept of Maya, made famous by 
Sankara, held that empirical experience is unreal. Beyond the 
Maya, is the real truth which is eternal and divine: while on this 
side one has the unreal and apparent truth (which is the temporal). 
The latter is historical and, therefore, those who wish to move 
from the falsely temporal to the truly spiritual naturally see no 
significance in temporal history. This concept of Maya is Vedantic _ 
and was made classical by Sankara, and has greatly influenced 
Hindu thought. Some modern thinkers, probably mortified by_ 
the inconvenient conclusions to which this theory inexorably led 
one, have tried to contradict or modify Sankara's stand in the 
matter : e. g., Aurabindo said '' Any uncompromising theory of 
illusion solves no problem of our existence''. But Sankara was 
not offering a solution but defining a situation. 

The question of set patterns in history is of no less impor
tance than the ones we have encountered above. The problem of 

the modern historians is one of reconciliation of the physical and 
final causes, of nature and of grace. Scriptural history for example 

would not treat Jesus as the son of God, but as merely •ecce 
homo' ; a perpetual swing from the immediate to the ultimate 

cann~t be_ s_uffi~i~n~ basis fo~ a philosophy of history. 'Metaphysi
cal h1stonc1sm 1s mcompat,ble with any kind of 'scientific empi
ricism' and there can be no excuse for confounding the two. In 
the matter of positing a causal relationship io History there can 

be no objection to strenuous search for immediate causes and 
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consequences which come on the heels of even ts ; but to try to 
enunciate a basic, cosmic causality is waste of effort. Great his
torians have been votaries at the altar of determinism; but their 
theories break on the rock of empiricism, observation, and experi
ence. Marx, Spengler and Toynbee have suffered the same fate. 
'This obstinate craving for unity and symmetry at the expense of 
experience' is the chief and fatal tendency among philosophers of 
history. 

We have considered abovt! in a general and comparative way 
the reasons for the paucity of historical literature in Hindu writings 
in particular and in Indian literatures generally. But this is not to 
deny that we have an abundance of historical materfal in the shape 
of incidental references in other kinds of Ii terature. In fact the 
source material for the reconstruction of ancient and medieval 
Indian history is not poor; epigraphy in particular is a very rich 
source of evidence for our history. The abundance of this kind of 
literature and the absence of a humanist literature and historical 
literature proper bas made Indian history what it is; that is devoid 
of human interest and does not allow the historian of India to 
draw credible human pictures of even the chief dramatis personae, 
not to speak of serious social history. 

The Vedas are surely the earliest source of some historical 
information for us. In the Rigveda we get some account of military 
raids and battle scenes. There is an account of the battle of the 
Ten Kings against the tribal leader Sudas: but this is quite an 
unusual account, though it whets our appetite for more informa
tion of this kind. U. N. Gosh:il says:- 'To judge from the pre
served specimens, however, they contain little or nothing of historical 
material.' 14 The Itihasas are really epics and we know of th e 
Ramayana and the Jlfahabharata as the Itihasas in Sanskrit literature. 

The word Itihasa means 'thus it happened' and has been used to 
substantiate the sentimental theory that we had histories in Ancient 
India. Whatever the etymological meaning of the word - and we 

14 "Landmarks in Ancient lndfon Historiography" in the "Studiea 
in.the C1tltmal History of India', ed. by Crouset 
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do not know the sense in which the ancients really used this word -
the fact that even vt:ry early in our history it had com; to stand for 

works like the Ramayana shows that if they intended the word 

I 

Itihasa to stand for history, it mu,t be deemed to stand for some

thing radically ditferent from what we mean by history. It1hasa 

occurs even in the Atharvavt!da (XV 6, 4). These accounts we find 

/ in the ltihas&.s are merely fables and stories about gods and demons. 

Of course Herodotus also was writing fables in his work but when 
he did so. he thought that he was writing sober history and was in 

the world of reality. But the authors of the epics were deliberatly 
indulging in allegories and moral t.iks for the edification of the 

readers and they knew they were concocting stories. That their 
inten1ion was perhaps laudable from a certain point of view will 

not en tit le the works to be called history. These ltiha~as obtained 

vedic status by the iWalia/Jharata being called the Fifth Veda and 

the Ramayana being called the Charanagati veda; Kautilya how

ever equated the Itihasas with the Puranas; and the Puranas 

means literally 'ancient accounts·; Purana has often been identified 

with Akhyana. which means an edifying story. A shorter Akhyana 

is an upakhyana. The puranas contain genealogical lists, which 

of course have some historical value, though surely they must be 

used with the utmost caution. 'The puranic lists of the royal 

dynasties cover a hroad period from what is held to be the Creation 
down to the beginning of the Jf11Jwbharnf<i war and thereaf1er in 

the form of prophesies in acc01dance with the puranic chronological 
scheme, down to the beginning of the Gupta period in the first 

quarter of the fourth century after Christ'. These chronologies 

cannot be used as they are found in the puranic texts but must be 

corrected with the help of more authentic data derived from 

c)_riginal source~ like the vedas. These must be studied also along

~1de the Buddhist and Jaina canon, whicl1 will further qualify the 

value of these sources. The later puranic genealogies must be -

~ore c~refully used since epigraphic and reliable literary sources 

d1~cred1t many of these mythological lists. This does not mean 

that the puranic dynastic lists have no value at all. Pargiter has 
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done a good job trying to utilise these materials as well as he 
could. 

The Buddhists and the Jainas by virtue of their having to 
maintain and propagate the principles of an established church, 
wrote sacred biographies and a kind of church-history, i. e., the 
history of the monastic orders established by them as well as lists 
of apostolic succession. Once they broke ground like this the 
habit of recording events in a truthful way became part of their 
religious endeavour and we have the Mahavamsa and the Dvipavarnsa 

of Ceylon, which have no parallel in Hindu literature. There are 
18 Hindu puranas with an equal number of upapuranas, of which 
much is not known. Only seven of these contain historical lists 
of kings etc., and these alone are of some interest to us. These 
puranas it is said got their information from suta, which is a 
common term for a group of persons of a mixed caste of heralds 
and minstrels with duties in royal households. Most of the~e 
genealogies are in the nature of prophesies. In spite of their 
limited utility, their sense of chronology is nil and their geography 
fantastic. Thus the vamsas of the Brahmanas and the !!enealogies 
of the puranas have a limited value. 

The Tamils shared the general lack of historical sense with 
the Indians elsewhere. But the sy~tem of recording public events 
on the stone walls of temples which became quite a craze in the 
medieval period in the Tamil country and in the Chola land in 
particular bas provided the historian with a lot of historical 
material. The Sangam literature which evinces a fine secular 
sense also gives a lot of incidental information on events of a 
historical nature; but it will be wrong to categorise these as his
torical literature. 

There was a tradition among the Tamils by which accounts 
of victories in the battlefields were inscribed on the anklets worn 
by soldiers. The heroic deeds were inscribed on the hero-St0ne 
which was a sort of memorial stone, and it could also be a cenotaph. 
Maintenance of records (how and on what material we do not 
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know) of various kinds in royal courts in the Tamil coun· ry are 
known. They remembered the king's birth day, the day of his 
accession to power, his exploits etc. The maintenance of records 
on stones and on copper plates evidences the practice of public 
documentation of legal transactions prefaced by political accounts. 
But in the whole Tamil country in the medieval or ancient times 
we do not come across a chronicle which deals with avowedly 

historical occurrences. 

In the medieval period of Tamil history, we have works 
like the Nandikkalambakurn, Periyapuranam, Kalir,gattupparani, 

Muvarula etc., all of which confuse history with either religion or 
romance. Adverting to such works, Nilakanta Sastri says: "The 
Hindus' accounts of the world began with the creation, traversed 
the whole domain of the myth and fable they cherished about gods 
and their avatars and the numerous classes of superhumans and 
gave only a very subordinate place to what we should call history 
.•• This tendency accounts for the fact that even professedly 
historical works like Bana's HarBha Charita etc., of1en move on 
the border land between fact and fiction." 15 Al-Beruni said long 
ago: "They (the Hindus) do not pay much attention to the his
torical order of things. They are careless regarding the chrono
logical succession of kings". 

In spite of all that has so far been said opinions like the 
following are still held: • •There are indications that the ancient 
Indians did not lack historical sense. This is proved by the carefully 
preserved lists of teachers in the ,.,edic texts as .,.. ell as in the 
writings of the Budhists, Jainas and other religious sects. " 10 But 
another scholar says: · Summing up our estimate of the early 
Buddhist contributions to historical biography we may observe that 
while some texts give us matter-of-fact and evidently genuine 
accounts of the life of the master, other accounts are embellished 

15 K. A. Nilakanta Sastri: Historical Method, p. 6 
16 A. K. Majumdar : Sanskrit Historical Literature and Historians 

in the Studies in the Cultural History of India. ed. by Crouset, 
p. 215-239 
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with much legendary dogmatic matter.''1 7 If this is the judgment 
on Buddhist works the opinion about Hindu efforts in the direction 
of historiography can easily be understood. 

With Bana we move from the stage of mere historical 
material to some sort of historical writing. Of course historical 
writing never attained in India the levels to which Greek historio
graphy reached but for those who are accustomed to the puranas 
and 1 he allegorical grandmothers' tales of •spiritual India' even 
Bana is a relief; he wrote what we shall consider his patron's 
biography. Bilhana, another important name in early Hindu his
toriography. also wrote in conventional style the biography of his 
patron Vikramaditya VI. These were grand eulogies. The next 
great figure was Kalhana who may be considered to be the last of 
the Hindu historiographers or the first of the modern ones; he was 
undoubtedly influenced by the Chinese and Islamic historiographi
cal traditions which could easily be expected to meet in Kashmir; 
the brahmin writer had some personal knowledge of what be was 
writing about. The Rajatarangini is a land mark in Indian his
toriography. But this father of Indian historiographical tradition 
had no offspring to perpetuate the tradition. It soon passed into 
other and alien hands. 

In India medieval historiography means really Muslim his
toriography. In India it played a very important role noL only as 
the supplier of essential historical material for medieval history 
but also as the pace-setter for historiographical traditions that 
were to follow. Mahmud of Ghazni contacted India at the turn of 
the first millennium after Christ. Al-Biruni a contemporary of 
that interesting invader and iconoclast wrote extensively and well 
on Hindu India. Unerringly he spotted the reason for the lack of 
history in India by recognising that a people who consider them
selves perfect can have no notion of history. With the founding 
of the Sultanate in Delhi, a large literature consisLing of court 
chronicles and official records began to grow. The age of Muslim 

17 U. N. Ghoshal 
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historiography in India could be broadly divided into two: the 
Pre Mughal and the Mughal. The Muslim writers in India never 
wrote in Arabic but only in Persian. They knew the tradition of 
universal histories which was becoming common in Europe in the 
Middle Ages and in the Arabic Islamic world outside India Apart 
from the general histories of the Muslim world, 1 hey wrote also 
regional histories, biographies of important persons including 
rulers, didactic history, history in verse clothed in ar1 istic poetic 
attire and so on. In the Mughal period a considerable quantity of 
Muslim history was written; though it tended to improve upon the 
previous tradition and introduce some new elements it cannot be 
said to be a new development altogether. Of course we do not get 
in the Mughal age the artistic type of writing represented by Amir 
Khusru; but we have the autobiographies like those of Babur and 
Jehangir and also works like the Aini .dkbari which deal with non
political matters as well. Then we have the general histories of 
India, the chronicles of particular reigns, the local and regional 
chronicles, as well as biographical literature like the Akbar Nama. 

During the period under review we have not only Muslim writers 
writing in Persian but also Hindu writers composing in that langu
age of the ruler. Ishvardas Nagar (born, 1655) who wrote the 
Fatuhat i Alamgiri was one such. While the Muslim writers had 
their own well-known deficiencies in their approach to and perfor
mance of historiography, their Hindu imitators did worse; and 
this has been pointed out by Sir H. Elliot: 'They do not throw 
light on the feelings, hopes, faiths, fears and yearnings of the 
oppressed Hindus' and 'they wrote to order or dictation; and every 
phrase is studiously and servilely turned to flatter the vanity of an 
imperious Muhammadan patron'; and 'they were wedded to the 
inflated language and the set phrases of the conquerors.' But J. N. 
Sarkar gives a more complimentary picture of these Hindu writers, 
for he is of the opinion that they were 'living near enough to the 
Great Mughal officers to learn the historical events of the time ac
curately, but not near enough to the throne to be lying flatterers.' 
During the Mughal period official correspondence grew enormously 
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and these records are a big source of historical material. Then we 
have the official histories. i. e., the officially sponsored ones like the 
Al:bar Na.ma, which then as now were bound to be protagonists of 
the official view point. Non-official histories like the Tari/.:hi 

Ferishtn supplemented by literary works in Persian complete the 
picture of Muslim historiography in the Mughal period. Passing a 

general comment on these histories Sir Henry Elliot ( 1808-1853) 
said: ·These are for the most part dull, prejud,iced. ignorant and 

superficial', and 'deficient in some of the most essential requisites 
of history.• But perhaps this views is biased by too high an ex
pectation and the consequent disappointment and also a comparison 
with western historiography. But when one takes a 'total view of 
Indian hi~toriography as it developed through the ages. as we do 
now, it will be clearly seen that Muslim historiography came as a 
novelty to India, for the earlier Hindu literatures were strangers to 
that kind of writing. The Muslim historian had a decided advan
tage over even contemporary Hindu writers as the former had a 

clear grasp of chronology and used an era. 

Before we pass on to consider the nature and development 
of historiography in the British and post-British periods, it would 
be useful to summarise the general trends of Indian historiography 
till the modern age began. During the Hindu period, which inclu
des the ages of Buddhist and Jaina dominance in certain parts of 
India, history as such was not written at all; since there was no 
motivation for them to write an account of the past it is usually 
presumed with justification that the pre-Muslim Indians lacked a 

sense of history, which though a mere statement of fact is often 
mistaken as an insult to the genius of the early Indians and there

fore unnecessarily resented. What is commonly ,taken to be Hindu 
historiography is denied that title because the writers of that liter
ature did not intend it as such; though the modern historian by 
dint of his cleverness is able to make even that stuff serve his scho
larly purposes. Further ,much of the early Hindu ~ri'ting related 

to the doings of gods and not men. Both these aspects of that 
literature have been mentioned by Collingwood, who says: 1 ·The 
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knowledge furthered by such a record is not. or at any rate is not 
primarily, man's knowledge of man, but man's knowledge of the 
gods; and from the writer's point of view, therefore, this is not 
what we call an historical text. The writer was not writing his
tory, he was writing religion. From our point of view it can be 
used as historical evidence, since a modern historian with his eyes 
fixed on human res gestae can interpret it as evidence concerning 
actions done by persons mentioned therein. But it only acquires 
its character as historical evidence posthumously as it were, in 
virtue of our own historical attitude towards it in the same way in 
which prehistoric flints or Roman pottery acquire the posthumous 
character of historical evidence, not because the men who made 
them thought of them as historical evidence, but because we think 
of them as historical evidence.' is This is about the clearest account 
of what we should think of Hindu historiography, though Colling
wood was thinking of the Sumerians rather than the Hindus in this 
context. 

A comparative study of the Hindu puranas and the Buddhist 
accounts will justify the statement ofC. H. Philips that 'we find that 
the Buddhist tradition is more historically reliable, than the pura
nic'. 1'-

With the arrival of the Muslims, somewhat real history came 
to be written though it cannot be said to have attained modern stan
dards or was even on the way to modern historiography. The auto
biographies, the biographies, court histories, private histories etc. no 
doubt indicate a historical sense, a desire to record events and even 
to comment upon them and to bring to bear a system of chronology 
on theseefforts. Muslim historiography of the medieval period may 
be said to be a half way house between ancient Indian futilities and 
modem Indian fullfledged histories. 

18 R. G. Collingwood: The Idea of History, p. 12 

19 C. H. Philips (ed.): Historians of lndfo, Pakistan and Ceylon, 
P· 4 
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Modern Indian attempts at writing the history of our country 
were made by the western scholars, some of whom were non-pro
fessionals and administrators; and the necessary spade work which 
should precede historiographical writing was also done by them. 
The Indologists of 18th century Bengal, the Orientalists liffe Sir 
W. Jones. pioneers in deciphering ancient scripts likeJames Prinsep, 
part time archaeologists like Cunningham who later matured into 
historians and many others like these paved the way for modern 
Indian historiography. That Indian scholars were rather slow to 
follow the example set by these pioneers becomes clear when one 
notes that a whole century lay between Orme and R. G. Bhandarkar. 
Though Orme, Gladwin and Robertson wrote even in the 18th cen
tury, Mill may be considered to be the first serious historian of India. 
From Mill to the present day Indian historiography has been grow
ing in volume, content, quality, outlook and even in regard to the 
motivations for different kinds of history that were written. The 
output, not inconsiderable by any standard, when taken as a whole 
and scrutinised yields an intelligible answer to the many doubts 
which frame themselves in the minds of the students of this history. 

The chief underlying principle seems to be that British and 
Indian historians have been reacting to each other and by some sort 
of tacit agreement, as it were, taking opposite positions in their atti
tude to the writing of Indian History. But since the British were 
the first to start writing the history of India, they acted first and 
soon after, that is after they had been initiated into the art the 
Indians (a further distinction between the Hindus and the Muslims 
would be needed at a later stage) began to react. Till recently they 
have only been largely reacting to whatever was deemed anti-Indian 
at the moment and systematically failing to evolve a stance of their 
own. 

Robert Orme who wrote on the Military transactions of the 
B1itish Nation ·in lndostan from the year 1745, was concerned with 
contemporary events i. e., events on which he could write with per
sonal knowledge and an amount of unassailable authority. His ideas 
about the Hindus and their ancient institutions were necessarily 
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different from what they can · be today because serious research on 
that subject had not started then. Some writers like Robertson were 
not even aware of their rather amusing ignorance of many things 
which today are common knowledge even to school children. 

Then came James Mill who can be considered to be the first 
great historian of India. It is general practice among Indian his
torians who feel called upon to comment upon Mill to acknowledge 
his competence as an informed historian but castigate him for his 
views on the Hindus and their institutions. Undoubtedly there 
was an element of Hindu phobia about him. but that was perhaps 
understandable in one who heard about the kind of Hindu India 
that existed in the middle of the I 9th century. One should feel 
however that Mill had no axe to grind in holding these views; it 
was a comman notion among the Utilitarian - vide Macaulay. too. 
and a frank Utilitarian like Bentinck - that Britain of those times 
was incarnate on this earth as the sole and most competent school
mastar to the rest of the world; and when this game was tried on 
the Hindu who had a settled notion that he was the favourite crea
tion of God Almighty, the result could be imagined and the chain 
reaction we have referred to above started. The trouble with Mill 
however was that he did not know India personally, but largely 
guessed about it from his homeland. This kind of guessing could 
be both unfavourable as in the case of James Mill, and very favour
able as in ·the case of Edmund Burke. neither of whom had seen 
India or known its peoples personally. The case of Elphinstone 
was quite different since he was in India in various capacities and 
had learnt to tolerate many things which a fresher would revolt 
against. His work became a standard work almost immediately 
and it deserved that reputation. But Elphinstone wrote naturally 
and without inhibition, and this was a characteristic of all British 
historians of India in the first half of the 19th century .. 

But then came the Great Mutiny. . The Mutiny was the 
result of a desire on the part of certain vested interests to restore 
the status qU-O ante the British. But for historical reasons the 
attempt failed. The enduring result of this abortive · attempt was 
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to leave a considerable bitter taste in the mouths of both the 
nations. which thereafter began to treat each other as natural foes 
in every walk of life. The British began to justify their existence 
here and the Hindus began to doubt the justification for their 
existence anywhere. This attitude which on the British side found 
its supporter in Kipling in the field of literature, and Lytton and 
later Curzon in politics and administration was reflected in the 
historical literature that followed the Mutiny. With the formation 
of the Indian National Congress, Indian nationalism began to gain 
an identity it lacked before; and its spokesman began to think out 
economic and political arguments to assail British Imperialism. In 
both cases heat prevailed over light. 

Cunningham was a typical product of the empire-in-the-making 
in India. He was basically a military man, but was so well-informed 
and conscientious that he became the first great archaeologist here 
and he even became a historian. The British Government's objec
tion to his History of the. Sikhs shows how nervous that government 
had become in the face of simple truth. Their opponents however 
tried all means to discredit them. At the scholarly level, the 
appearance of V. A. Smith introduced a new era of historiography 
which combined in itself sound scholarship and pro - British 
attitudes, especially while dealing with the British period, and a 
quite anti-Hindu slant which was reflected in his treatment of Asoka 
as well as of Akbar. On the Indian side there could be no immediate 
and effective move for a counter-attack since Indian historians were 
just then qualifying themselves for the difficult task of serious his
toriography; R. G. Bandarkar and his immediate followers were 
historians of irreproachable integrity and were just then engaged in 
unravelling the nearly impossible puzzles of ancient Indian History. 
P. E. Roberts, Dodwell and the Cambridge History of India only 
confirmed the suspicions of Indian scholars that the British were 
establishing a tradition of anti-Hindu historiography. The Muslims 
shared this to some extent but soon were to be more anxious to 
rehabilitate the Medieval period from historical criticism which was 
not always favourable to them. 
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From the beginning of the present century two kinds of 
Indian historians emerged. One group was engaged in rescuing 
the past history of India from the oblivion where it was, by hard 
research following modern methods of historical enquiry. This 
group followed the lines of research laid down by eminent scholars 
like R. G. Bhandarkar. Many non-professionals like L. D. Swamik
kannu Pillai and V. Kanakasabhai (so far as the Madras Presidency 
was concerned) joined this enthusiastic group and did very subs
tantial service to the cause of historical research. There werr.= 
British scholars like Sewell and Tod who unmindful of the politics 
of history went ahead with their difficult and useful work in re
constructing diffc:rent aspects of Indian History. The Bengal sc'.1001 
which produced a J. N. Sarkar and the Madras school which 
produced an S. K. Aiyangar together with the Mahratta school 
which cultivated Mahratta history through veterans like M. G. 
Ranade and Sardesai gave hopec; of a sound tradition of historio
graphy in India. But at the same time there was emerging a group 
which was rather loose, dispersed and lacked cohesion but was still 
very effective because of its political appeal to psc:udo-patriotic 
elements. V. D. Savarkar is a shining example of this category of 
writers. But they are not more objectionable than the efforts of 
some whose undoubted scholarship has not prevented their doing 
immense damage to the cause of history in this country by practising 
cheap chauvinism and playing to galleries. These forces along with 
others whose intentions were frankly political and communal 
obstructed the consolidation of real scholarly work. Debates of a 
controversial nature centred around topics like the Black Hole of 

Calcutta, the Mutiny of 1857, the Palayagar Revolt in the South and 
so on; and politicians started dictating the guide lines of research 
on these and similar topics. But all this did not prevent I he publi
cation of monumental works by British as well as Indian scholars. 
J N. Sarkar's 'Aurangzeb', Sardesai's ·Mahrattas', K. A Nilakanta 
Sastri's 'Cholas' were more than enough to show that Indian 
historiography was fundamentally healthy, in spite of strong adverse 
winds blowing in all directions. 
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1947 saw India · free of British· rule. Great expectations 
were entertained by all in every field of activity. But what has 
happened subsequently is not such as to 1::nthuse even the most 
incurable optimists. D. C. Sircar writing a paper on the •Deterio
ration in Indian Historical Scholarship' 20 traces the reasons for 
such deterioration since independance, and says that lack of dedi
cation to the subject, insufficient equipment and failure at the 
level of character are some of them. One wishes very much he 
was wrong; but unfortunately he seems to be very much right. 
R. C. Majumdar delivering the Heras Memorial Lectures in 1967 21 

mentions the 'short-comings in Indian Historiography'; and among 
these he mentions the anxiety of politicians to us~ history for 
political purposes and the consequent prevalence of an atmosphere 
of fear which inhibits even eminent historians from speaking the 
truth as they see it. But it may not be right to hold the govern
ment or the leading politicians respon:,ible for all these ills from 
which history is suffering now in this country. Those who are 
responsible for serious historical research at the universities have 
been progressively failing the discipline. While the Bengal School 
still goes strong thanks to stalwarts like R. C. Majumdar and the 
late S. N Sen and the Mahratta school has an eminent galaxy of 
scholars like Dr. Potdar, the Madras school of which l have the 
misfortune to know rather intimately, has after the retirement of 
Sastri fallen on evil times and has ceased to be any sort of school 
now. The only hope seems to be for individual scholars to keep 
up the tradition by hard and persevering effort in the face of 
institutionally organized adversity. While professionals are in this 
predicament others like D. D. Kosambi, whatever their ideology 
be, have set an example of purposeful research into the problems 
of the past. K. M. Panikkar, though often prone to play to the 
oriental gallery and for reasons which might range from pure con
viction to convenient expediency has been a scholar interested m 

20 The quarterly Review of Historical studies, Vol: III, 
Nos. l and 2 p. 20 

21 Historiography in Modern India, 1970 
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his subject till the last. Independence brought its bill with it; and 
it has been quite heavy in many respects; but, for historiography it 
brought a mixed fortune in the shape of opposing ideologies and 
these have become so compulsive for some people that thev must 
perforce strive to write history with a view to upholding these 
ideologies. One however remembers that history is capable of 
taking care of itself, and the historian who keeps away from these 
disturbing influences and follows the R&nkean dictum of honestly 
searching for truth will still survive and make the future safe for 
history. 

One area of historiographical effort which Indian historians 
have missed and have rather not cared about also happens to be 
the most important ; that is, historical theory. There has been 
very little Indian literature on that subject, and much less by way 
of original contribution to the subject which has become a major 
concern of historian" abroad. Another disquieting feature is that 
even after nearly a hundred years acquiantance with and experience 
of historical studies and writing, in important circles there is the 
feeling that archaeology is all that history is. As a half-hearted 
concession physical anthropology is given a second place. Histori
cal criticism, theoretical speculation on the bounds of history, 
characterisation, sociological enquiries, correlation of economic 
factors with other aspects of social life etc. which though formally 
accepted as legitimate areas of historiography, are rarely incorpo
rated into historical literature. There are some attempts recently 
made to concentrate on these aspects of history, but when scholars 
return to microscopic and argumentative writing on obscure areas 
of dynastic history there is an obvious sigh of relief. The old 
habits which were common and understandable in an earlier age die 
hard but become irksome now. These facts add substance to the 
thesis that the Hindu mind is aesthetic, literary, ·scientific.:, religious 
etc. but far from historical-critical. Even now the trend is to avoid 
criticism and to indulge in pleasant rationalisation and dream ro
mantically and to use all the intelligence that the community can 
muster to defend itself against everything and every-body. The 
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charge that still the bricklayers of history are in charge and that 
the architect is not yet in sight is valid up to now. This is also 
due to the fact that Indian historians have become insular, cut off 
from modern trends elsewhere and imagining that non-acquaintance 
with other disciplines is an academic virtue. The gravity of the 
situation can easily be grasped when important (that is, men who 
matter irrespective of the fact whether they should matter) persons 
in authority and those who for the nonce manage faculties of 
history in centres of higher educntion hold that anyone ·(literally 
anyone) can teach history at the highest level and any sorry stuff, 
for which an unfortunate publisher can be found, is historical 
literature on which students pursuing the study of history at the 
highest level should be compelled to browse for their academic 
sustenance, thanks to some obliging Board of Studies in some 
University. 

Another tendency in modern India, especially after indepen
dence is to be unduly concerned with rewriting the History of 
India. When the suggestion comes from historians themselves it 
can be treated as an academic desire; but when governments feel 
obligated to do this, while many favourites can thrive on public 
funds, history will languish. But these are travails to which his
tory is no stranger, and surely one can take comfort in the thought 
that history will have the last laugh. 



24 
Indian Historians 

Considering the nature of Indian Historiography in the pre

Muslim periods either one has to say that we had no work - Kalhana 
excepted - which could be treated as history proper or must stretch 
a point or two in favour of the quasi-historical works of the early 
period. Some of the historians:mentioned herebelow are no doubt 
called historians by courtesy, but an account of their writings can 
at least give an idea of the development of historiography in India. 

Banabhatta, a court poet of Harsha (c. A. D. 590-c. 647) was 
a brahrnin of the Vatsyayana family, a native of Pritivikuta on the 
banks of the Son. The boy who was orphaned early in his life 

sought service in the court of Harsha, the ruler of Kanauj; once he 
was dismissed from the court, but he managed to get back to the 
court again. He was essentially a man of letters who wrote in Sans
krit. He is more famous as the author of the Kadambari, a romance 
written in a style admired by Indian critics but deemed involved and 

pedantic by others. His Harsha charita is a 'historical' work in the 
sense it deals with the life and doings of Harsha, a historical figure. 
It is in eight chapters and does not tell us all about the hero. S.K. De 
says, 'The sum total of the story is no more than an incident in 

Harsha's career - it cannot be said that the picture either is full or 
satisfactory from the historical point of view.' 1 Dr. A. B. Keith 

says, 'what Bana supplies to history is the vivid picture of the army, 

of the life of the court, of the sectaries and their relations to Budd

hists and the avocations of Brahm ins and their friends. ' 2 The work 

may be classified as a historical novel dealing with high political 

I. History of Sanskrit Literature, p. 227 
2. History of Sanskrit Literature, p. 319 
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matters by a contemporary. Bana is guilty of exaggeration and 
flattery and of omissions like the failure to mention Rajyavardhana's 
accession to the throne of Thenesvar. He is naturally suspect but 
will be corrected by Hieun Tsang, the Chinese Pilgrim. 

Vakpathi's Gaudavaho ('Death of the king Gauda' of Bengal) 
is a semi-historical poem recounting the victories of his patron 
Yasovarman of Kanauj (c. 730-770). 

Bilhana was a Kashmiri who wrote his Fikramangadeva Charita 

before 1088. He was patronised by Somesvara I father of Vikra
maditya VI (1076 - 1126), Chalukya king of Kalyani. This Vikra
maditya was the hero of the Charita. The patron conferred on the 
poet the title Vidyapati. His play Karnasundnri is a comedy dealing 
with the marriage of Karnadeva I of Anhilvad with Mayamalladeva. 
But his fame as a romantic biographer in verse rests on the former 
work. It is evident that he was influenced by the Kashmiri tradi
tion of chronicling which was later to influence the auther of the 
Rajatarangini. His work is helpful to us to verify certain historical 
facts we get from other sources regarding the career and achieve
ments of Vikramaditya VI; but the author is no historian, nor is 
the work history. This work ends with the first two years of his 
patron's reign and the king plays amorously with his wife through 
three cantos. The poet is unreservedly partial to his hero and often 
makes poorly veiled attempts to justify him and on more than one 
occasion Vikramaditya's wickedness towards his elder brat her is 
justified on the ground that Lord Siva appeared in the dreams of 

this prince and bade him behave so. The Cliarita mentions a few 
historical facts like the battles fought by Vikramaditya VI against 
his brother Somesvara ll. The historical value of this work is 
nearly nil, though the author by Indian standards was possibly a 

good poet. 

Sandhyakara Nandi (c. 1075-1130) wrote the account of 
the revolution in N. Bengal during the reign of Mahipala II and its 
later history under Ramapala (I 084-1126.) 1t was the Ranw Charita 

in 38 verses. Like Bana. Sandhyakara Nandi also puts in 3 bit of 
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autobiography in his epic poem; we learn that his father Prajapati 
Nandi was an official in the court of Ramapala. He was himself 
only a village scribe. The Rama Charita is a kind of epic which 
deals with the story of how Mahipala II lost his throne and his life, 
and with the accession on Ramapala to the throne. This poem is 
so dexterously written that each line therein yields two meanings 
and is a long and sustained pun ('slesba') wherein the slory of 

Rama of the Ramayana and that of the other Rama i. e., Rama
pala are simultaneously told. It is for each reader of the poem 
to decide for himself how much of a poem it is. The account 
ends with the reign of Madanapala. As a chronicler Sandhyakara 
Nandi was not inferior to Kalhana. 

The Rajataranginis; i. e., the Chronicles of Kashmir (Raja: 
King; taranga: chapter, or river). There are four Rajataranginis; 
the earliest was by Kalhana who started his work in A. D. 1148 
and completed it in two years. He was a conservative who preferred 
the status quo in politics and advocated royal aggression which was 
a duty cast on the rulers of Hindu India by their politico-moral 

code. He was jealous of the traditional privileges of the brahmins 
and their institutions. He says rather understandably (for he was 

himself a brahmin): 'The prosperity of kings will be lost and will 
be never regained if they disregarded brahmins.' His praise or 
denigration of rulers is based on considerations valid enough for 

his times. Kalhana was not inhibited by any excessive sense of 
chivalry; he derided woman and was of the opinion that 'women 
are by nature wicked and immoral and therefore are not to be 

trusted.' Some queens of Kashrni; Jent creditability to his pre
judice. 

His notion of h. · . • h 
. 1stonography 1s a clear improvement on t at 

of romantic chronicl 1.k 
. . ers 1 e Baaa and Bilhana; he says: 'He who 

restncts his narrati\l t h . f 
. , H' h" e O t e exposition of facts ts alone worthy o 

praise. 1s 1storic I . 1· 
. a method 1s laudable; he consults ear 1er 

works m the field and . . . d 
reads 10scnpt1ons and royal grants an 

observes that Kshemendra . . · 
• an earher authority on Kashmir was 

•not free from error' for h d'd · 
' e I not use his sources carefully. 
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Kalhana was not free from credulity; he says a certain king 
of Kashmir ruled for 300 years. A. K. Majumdar exonerating 
Kalhana says that such longevity was not impossible in India and 
quotes Troyer as authority. 3 It is, however, not quite clear why 
Indian ignorance and error should be defended by quoting Euro
pean ignorance and error. 

A satisfactory feature of Kalhana's work is that he sets out 
his narrative in proper chronological order;. he does not merely 
record events; he judges them too. He had for his primary source 
Nilamata (the teachings of Nila), a collection or Kashmiri hieratic 
lore. 

In the 15th century Zain-ul-Abidin of Kashmir commissioned 
a history of Kashmir which wa~ written by one Janaraja. This 
chronicle narrates the story of Kashmir from the reign of Jayasimha 
to that of Zain-ul-Abidin. The author died in A. D. 1434. 

His pupil Srihara Pandita continued his work. Pandita in 
addition to being a scholar was a musician and successful courtier. 

He was of the view that a chronicle should have distinctive literary 
merit which he lamented his work lacked and he compared dry-:as
dust _to Kayastha' s (book-keeper's) a1..:counts. 

Two authors Prajyabhetta and Suka wrote the later . history 
of Kashmir. The former wrote the history or Kashmir down to 
A. D. 1489 (the reign of Fath Shah). The history of Kashmir was 
taken by Suka (son of Buddhyasraya) down to the reign of Akbar; 
but some scholars consider the later portion of this work an inter
polation. 

The Taranginis were treated as dependable sources by later 
Persian historians like Ferishta and Abu! Faz!; and they constitute 
undoubtedly the only really useful chronicles in Sanskrit. 

There are numerous minor works written by poets who wrote 
on grammar or religion but incidentally put in some historical 
material if praising a patron was opportune. There are numerous 

3. B. N. Ll,lniya: Some Historians of Medieval India, p. 80 
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accounts of Jaina saints which are of the nature of hagiologies and 
not political or social history, and can be compared to the Periya 
Puranam of the Tamils. 

The Madhura Vijayam (or Virakamparaya Charitmm) by 
Gangadevi describes the conquest of Ma'bar by Kumara Kampana 
son of Bukka I of Vijayanagar. The author was the wife of the 
hero of the poem. She put her poetic talent to the use to which 
poets usually put it, viz., hyperbole, which is anathema to historians. 
The relationship of the author to the hero was perhaps an impedi
ment to objective narration. But the main trends of her narrative 
are quite credible. 

Jayanaka's Prithvirajavijaya deals with the Chahamana 
ruler Prithviraja and was probably written during 1191 and 1192 
i. e., between the two battles of Tarain. The other work on 
Prithviraja III is in Hindi and was written by Chand. It is an 
epic in that language and is called Prithiviraja raisa but is inferior 

to the Sanskrit work, mentioned earlier, for historical purposes. 

Nayachandra Suri's Hammiramahakavya commemorates the 
achievements of Hammira (c. 1282-1301) of the Chahamana 
dynasty of Ranthambore. Hemachandra's Kumara.palacharita was 
written in Avanti or Ujjain in J 555; herein the ~tory of Malli
karjuna's defeat and death at the hands of Kumarapala is recounted. 

Apart from the above mentioned works there are numerous 
writings in the regional languages of India wbich though useful to 
some extent as sources of regional histories do not amount to 
hist0ry as such. In Tamil, for instance, we have ballads called 
Ammanais and padals which are poetical renderings of popular 
events. Indigenous Ii teratures of India developed historical 
writings in the later medieval and modern periods following the 
examples of Muslim and Western European Historians. 

The medieval period was characterised by phenomenal in
crease in the quantity and improvement in the quality of historio
graphy in the land. The Persian historical literature which was 
produced in India since the Ghaznavid invasion of India was a 
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model for possible aspirants, but Hindu 1iterature still fought shy 
of this branch of literature. Slowly, however this literature had 
its impact on the Hindus and some of them like the 18th century 
Anandaranga Pillai loved to maintain a diary, which one should 
think was a practice unknown to Hindu India before Babur's diary 
came to be known 

There were many varieties of history which the Muslim 
chroniclers in India wrote. Most of them were officially sponsored 
and hence well-organised eulogies. Some chroniclers did maintain 
a private account of the happenings in the country. Some of the 
monarchs like Babur and Jehangir maintained diaries which are as 
good as full fledged histories. The earliest instance of Muslim his
torical writing in India was the 12th century Ghachnama which is a 
historical romance connected with the Arab conquest of Sind. 
This was followed by a spate of works in Persian, the more impor
tant of which we shall review herebelow. 

Amir Khusru (1252-1325) was a poet who wrote some 
books which give us a peep into the political and social history of 
his times. He was born in the Uttar Pradesh and was a Turk. He 
had seen the reigns of Sultans Balban to Ghiyasuddin Tughluq, 
and was patronised by Kaikubad, Jalaluddin Khilji, Alauddin 
Khilji, Mubarak Shah and Ghiyasuddin Khilji. He was a prolific 
writer and the quality of his poetry did not suffer by the quantity. 
He styled himself the parrot of Hindustan. Of his historical works 
the Miftah-ul-Futuh deals with the victories of Jalaluddin Khilji. 
The Tughluq Nama deals with the events of the early days of 
Gbiyasuddin Tughluq's reign, and the Torikh-i-Alai with the 
victories of Alauddin Khilji's Deccan campaigns. He had some 
personal experience of that campaign. The quality of his poetry 
is so superb that it completely eclipses the historical value of his 
work. His capacity for innocent flattery in exquisite Persian verse 
retained for him the coveted position of a favourite of five sultans. 

Maulana Ziyauddin Barani (1286-1359) belonged to a family 

of nobles who had rendered notable service to the Khiljis. His 
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uncle Ala-ul- Mulk was kotwal at Delhi in the reign or Alauddin 
Khilji, and had dared to give wholesome advice to that autocrat 
dissuading him from world conquest and imitation of the Prophet. 
Barani was a courtier of Mohammad bin Tughluq who lavished 
royal favour on him. But he had the misfortune to he known to 
that Sultan's successor, Firozshah who stripped him of all the 
honours and wealth. At the age of 73, the historian died in 
poverty. 

Barani was a friend of his contemporary poets and scholars 

like Amir Khusru and Amir Hasan. He was a devotee of the Sufi 
Saint Shaikh Nizamuddin Aulia and he was himself buried in the 
graveyard of that saint. His sunni predilections were quite strong. 

He was also anti-Hindu to a great extent. It is possible that his 

judgment in some of his works was adversely affected by these pri
judices. 

Barani was a great scholar learned in law and philosophy. 
He was particularly interested in history. He was one of the few 

Muslim historians who dilate upon the nature and uses of history. 

He shared with Bacon the view that history made men wise, and he 

believed that men learned from and benefited by experience. He 

maintained the valid distinction between theology and historical 

literature, though he rightly mentioned that they were each in its 
own way important. 

It is usual to mention eight works of Barani, but only two 
are extant and they .1re most useful to the historian of that age: 

1. Tarikhi Firuzs/iahi, and 2. Fatawai .Jahandari. 

The former is invaluable for the life and times of Muhammad 
bi~ _Tughluq, a great controversial figure in Indian history; any 
opmton would be and has been held about that monarch, for he was 
almost everything at the same· time. There have be~o · supporters 

and denig:~t~rs of that Tughluq, but on the whole it may be said 
that Baram Is impartial and quite anxious to speak the tru,th, though 
his inability to do so completely and always can be understood. He 

completed that work at the age of 74, i. e., in J 357. The Tarikhi 
FirozshaM covers the period from Balban to the sixth regnal year of 
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Firozshah. In this work the history of Muhammad bin Tughluq 
is an eye witness' account; the rest he got from his father and his 
uncle. Barani describes not only the political history of those times 
but also administrative and economic matters; he contrasts the reign 
of Muhammad with th:Jt of Firuz, by implication. His inordinate 
praise of Firuz need not have been caused by love of or necessity 
for flattery; but a genuine feeling of relief at the expiray of the way
ward Muhammad to whom anybody could be preferred. Though 
his chronology and sequence of events generally is unimpeachable 
the early part of Muhammad's reign is quite confused and possibly 
reflects the confusion in the mind of the historian about the sultan's 
true character. He is very elahorate in his treatment of Firoz' 
benevolent Government and appreciative of the measures he adopted 
to that end. 

The second work of Barani is homiletic and is full of poli
tical advice to Muslim rulers. It consists of principles and ideals 
of administration, and examples from history to illustrate them. 

He comments on his own work as follows: 'old writers had written 
many works on administration. but the way in which I have explai
ned the principles and ordinances of administration for the guidance 
of kings, ministers, Maliks and Amirs has not been done so far by 
any writer.' He was a firm believer in controlled economy and 
praised the steps taken by Alauddin to control prices. 

Barani like any other writer wrote subject to his prejudices, 
omitting or abridging event he did not approve of and dilating upon 
what he liked. His chronology is occasionally defective; he wrote 
mainly on political and administrative matters; he had strong reli
gious bias and so he judged people of other denominations harshly; 
his contemporaniety with the events and men he was describing 
made it difficult for him to write objectively. With all these handi
caps he wrote admirable histories. 

Minhaj Siraj wrote the political history of the Khilji period 
and called it Tauaqat-i-Nasiri. Tabaqat meant collect ion; here they 

are collections of biographical notes: they relate to some Kaliphs, 
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pre-Islamic kings, the dynasties since the Prophet, and the sultans 
of Hindustan, the Mongol raids and other matters of historical 
importance to Muslims. The book is not a model historical 
writing but throws considerable light on North India under Muslim 
domination. 

Abdullah bin Fazlullah Wassaf wrote the history of the 
Mongols of Persia and called his work Tarikhi Waasaf. It was 
completed in 1312. Though the work is mainly a history of Persia 
it narrates many events relating to India. His references to 
Alauddin Khilji's Deccan expedition are valuable. His observations 
on the social life of the people of Ma' bar are largely corroborated 
by Marco Polo. 

lbn Batuta (1304-1378) was a great scholar hailing from 
Tangier, N. Africa. He was an Arab and he travelled extensively 
in India and wrote an account of what he saw and heard. He 
started his tra"eb in 1325; and reached India in 1333. The next 
year, he was in Delhi where he won the favour of Sultan Muhammad 
bin Tughluq. He was the Kazi in Delhi for eight yt!ars. Tempo
rarily when he lost Muhammad's favour he was imprisoned: but 
soon he was restored to royal favour and was sent to China as the 
Sultan's envoy. We do not know if he ever reached China, for 
the ship in which he travelled is khown to have been wrecked and 
he was then in Ceylon and Madura. While in Madura he married 
the daughter of Jalaluddin Asan Shah the Sultan of that place. 
He returned to Morocco in I 349. There he produced his Rehla, 
meaning the Travels. His Relila is most important for the Indian 
historian as an original document. His reliability is unimpeachable 
and his picture of Muhammad bin Tughluq is completly corrobo
rated by the account of Barani. 

Sirat-i-Firozshahi is an account of the reign of Sultan Firoz 
Shah by a courtier of that sultan, who remains anonymous. 
The information contained in this work is reliable because it is 
based on the author's personal knowledge. The style of this 
work is elegant. The work seems to have been completed in 



INDIAN HISTORIANS 371 

1370 in four parts: the first deals with the political events 
of the reign of Firoz Shah in proper chronological order; the second 
narrates the administrative reforms and ameliorative measures of 
that sovereign; the third deals with the state of agriculture in those 
times as also the building activities of the sultan; the fourth and 
last chapter describes the weapons of war, arms and ammunition 
etc: It is an account generally of the state of affairs then and 
incidentally praises the sultan for his achievements. We find some 
information here about the reign of Muhammad bin Tughluq also. 

Futuhati'. Firozslwhi is a short account of his reign by Sultan 
Firoz Shah himself and the title of the book means 'Victories of 
Firoz Shah'; the Sultan rightly includes his victories of peace as 
the main content of his work. It is a sort of official account of 
king's benevolent administration. This work along with the Sirat
i-Firoz Shahi gives us much needed information about Firoz Shah's 
reign. Among the Sultans of Delhi Firoz Shah was the only one 
to try his hand at the difficult art of writing about himself and 
his administration without inviting adverse criticism. 

Sharns-i-Siraj Afif was born in 1350 almost when Firoz Shah 
began has reign, and therefore was a junior contemporary of that 

monarch. His most important contribution to historiography was 
his Tarikhi Firoz Shalii; he was the author of a few more works 
like the llfanaqibi-Alai and theManaqibi-Sultan Ghiyasuddin Tughluo. 
The Tarikhi-Firoz Shahi was written quarter of a century after the 
end of Firoz Shah's reign. Of the ninety chapters into which 
the work was divided we have only fifteen chapters of the fifth part 
extant. This work may be considered to be the continuation of 
Barani's Tariklii Firoz Sha/ii. However it presents a full account of 
the reign of Firoz Shah, and serves as a sort of compendium of the 
different aspects of political and social life of those times. Inciden
tally it refers to the activities of the Sultan Alauddin Khilji as wel I 

as of Muhammad bin Tughluq. 'Afif gives the details of the 
politics of the reign of Firoz Shah, describes many events of his 
reign, the general administration, the organization of the army, 
the evils and the corruption that developed under Firoz, the 
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various Karkhanas, the employment and the maintenance of the 
slaves, informs us about the construction work of Fiorz .. ' He 
gives a graphic description of the condition of women in his times 
and speaks of the miseries of the parents of girls. Afif had a 
special advantage in his attempt to write this piece of history for 
his father was serving the government of Firoz and so possessed 
intimate knowledge of the state of affairs in the country at that 
time. 

Khwaja Abd Malik Isami was born in 1311 and was a pro
tege of Alauddin Hasan Bahman Shah, the founder of the Bah
mani dynasty. He is noted for his Putuh-us-Salatin which was 
written in the form of an epic. In 1327 Muhammad bin 
Tughluq ordered the transfer of the capital from Delhi to Daula
tabad. lsami's grandfather was one of those fatally affected by 
that order; for on his way from Delhi the old man died. This 
impression in the mind of the young man left a bitterness which is 
evident in his work. Isarni was a bachelor, was interested in 
literature, tried to forget his early experiences by going on pilgri
mage to Mecca, but returned indefatigably to the charge and has 
left one of the worst indictments of that controversial monarch. 
To say he was biassed because he had suffered at his hands is not 

a very fair way of putting the matter since the opinion of a direct 
victim cannot be less important than those of flatterers, courtiers 
and later day rehabilitators of the maligned sultan. Isami 's 
account of the reign of Alauddin Bahman Shah is quite reliable. 
It is lucky for the modern historian that lbn Batuta, Barani and 
Isami wrote on nearly the same reigns and rulers for it gives one 
opportunity to make a comparative estimate of these men a nd 

their institutions. Isami follows Firdausi the famons author of 
Sltah NamtJ. in his epic portrayals. The efforts of the above men
tioned historians to give an account of the doings of Muhammad 
bin Tughluq are supplemented by the poem, of Badruddin, a native 
of Tashkand; he wrote a book called Sltah Nama on Muhammad 
bin Tughluq. But the work is worthy of the historian's attention 
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only because it can be used to supplement the writings of greater 
writers like Ibo Batuta. 

We shall now consider three historians who wrote on two 
Deccani dynasties; Sayyid Ali Tabataba and Ferishta wrote on 
the Bahmani kingdom; and Abdur Razzak, a foreigner wrote on 
the conditions in Vijayanagar when he visited the Hiudu court. 

Tabataba was a foreigner who came to India in 1580 and 
entered the service of the Sultan of Golconda first and then that 
of Burhan Nizam Shah II after whom his History Burhan-i-.Ma'asir 
was named. From the work itself we learn that it was commenced 
in 1591-92 and completed in 1595-96. He was much indebted to 
lsami for his narrative regarding the early years of the Bahmani 
rule. Tabataba's account is useful in supplementing the account 
of Ferishta. One should not mind his inordinate praise of his 
patron for it was a common failing of most medieval Muslim 
historians. 

Ferishta (Muhammad Qasim Hindu Shah Astarabadi) came 
to Abmadnagar in the reign of Murtaza Niam Shah I and then left 
for Bijapur the next year. He joined the army there, was wounded 
in battle and taken prisoner but returned to Bijapur after escaping 
from prison. Soon afterwards he began collecting materials for 
the Tariklii Firista,, a general history of Muslim power in India. 
He referred to a very large number of source books for his History. 
By and large he is quite dependable for bis information. He pays 
a compliment to himself and speaks of, • these simple and una
dorned annals, founded on truth, but devoid of all pretension to 
elegancy of style, or beauty of composition.' He was encouraged 
in this vast and laudable objective by his patron Ibrahim Adil 
Shah of Abmadnagar. 

Taril:hi Firishta has an introduction, twelve books and a 
conclusion. This work begins with the Ghaznavids and comes up 
to 1609, the year of its conclusion. Ferishta is still the most 
comprehensive authority on Vijaybuagar; but Hindu historians as 



374 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

a rule will not accept his authority whenever his statements are 
uncomplimentary to the Hindu kingdom of Vijayanagar. 

Abdur Razzak ( 1413-82) came to Vijayanagar as a Persian 
ambassadar. He wrote about the splendour of Vijayanagar under 
Oevaraya U; and this account is found in his History of Persia. His 
eulogy of the city of Vijayanagar is famous: •The city of Bijanagar 
is such that eye has not seen nor ear heard of any place resembling 
it upon the whole earth.' He mentions the costly throne, the 
powerful elephants, the fragrant roses, the well organised adminis
tration, the seven-walled capital city, the licensed brothels, the 
populous harem etc. His dazzling account of Vijanagar must be 
read with Ferishta so that one could arrive at a rea~onable average 
estimate of that City and the Empire. 

Babur was the founder of the Moghul Empire in India. His 
full name was Zahir ud-din Muhammad Babur. He was a descen
dant of Timur on the one hand and of Chingiz Khan on the other 
and so combined in himself the pure savagery of the Mongol and 
the sophisticated ferocity of the Turk by birth, but also possessed 
certa_in charming qualities which are best seen in his Memories. He 
wrote them originally in Chagatai Turki, his mother-tongue; this 
was translated into Persian by Mirza Abdur Rahim Khani-kanan, 
son of Bairam Khan. The translation was completed in I 589. 
His memoirs are known as Baburnama or Tuzuki-Bab·uri (Babur' s 
diary.) There are some gaps in this account, and altogether w_e 
have authentically from himself an account of only t 8 years of lus 
life The rest must be gleaned from Tarikhi-Rashidi of Mirza 
Haider Dughlat, a cousin of Ba bur and the Humayunnama of Gul

badan Begum (his daughter). It seems Babur started writing his 
dairy only after his invasion of Hindustan. The Baburnama divides 
itsels into three parts: I. From his accession to the throne of 

Fargana to his exit from Samarkand; 2 . from thento bis last 

invasion of India; 3. his activities in India. 

Babur was an adventurer, a born soldier and a talented 
writer. His observation is keen and his style pleasant and his 

expression forthright. He describes even minute things with such 
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meticulous care that readers of his diary feel transported to 
Babur's days. Elphiostone observed that the Memoirs of Babur 
are •almost the only piece of real history in India'. Lane-Poole 
says ·No reader of this prince of autobiographers can doubt his 
honesty or his competence as a witness and chronicler.' It is 
nearly equalled by that of his descendant Jehangir. The following 
observations by Elliot and Dowson are worth noting: •Babur's 
memoirs are infinitely superior to the hypocritical revelations of 
Timur and the pompous declamations of Jehangir - not inferior in 
respect in any respect to the Expedition of Xenophon and rank but 
little below the Commentaries of Caesar.' His impressions of 
Hindustan so honestly set forth in uninhibited 1a·nguage are a 
commentary on the man's character. 'Hindustan is a country 
that has few pleasures to recommend it. The peoples are not 
handsome. They have no ideas of the charms of friendly society 
•.• they have no genius, no politeness of manner ..• no skill or 
knowledge in design or architecture; they have no horses, no good 
flesh, no grapes or musk melons, no good fruits, no ice or cold 
water, no good food or bread in their bazzars, no baths or colleges, 
no candles or torches, not a candlestick, their peasants and the 
lower classes all go about naked .•• • For the early period of Moghul 
history in India, Babur's memoirs are invaluable. 

Gulbadan Begum was the daughter of Babur and the younger 
sister of Humayun. She was born in 1523. She wrote the Humayw~ 

nama, the history of her brother Humayun, and it is the most 
authentic account of Humayun's reign especially in regard to events 
closely connected with the Emperor. She wrote this work at the 
behest of Akbar: the work is in two parts, one relating to Babur 
and the other Humayun. This account coming as it does from an 
eye witness and a participant in the events narrated is very valuable 
to the historian, and if we consider the Baburnama as merely a 
diary, this is then the first real history we have from the pen of 
one who knew the contents of the work personally. Gu Ibadan 
Begum composed this work in Persian. This work should be 
supplemented as stated above by the Tarikhi-Rasltidi of Mirza 



376 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Haider. The Tarikhi-Rashidi gives not only·an account of the 
times of Babur and Humayun but is also partly autobiographical· 

The most illustrious name among the historians of the 
Moghul period was Abul Faz!, who wrote the Akbarnama and the 
Aini Al.:ban", two very important sources for History of the reign of 
Akbar. Abut Faz! was born in 1551 as the son of Shaik Mubarak 
of Nagaur; he was the younger brother of Abul Faizi who also was 
attached to Akbar's court. Abu I Faz! started life as a teacher• 
Soon after his introduction to Akbar the Emperor took such a 
strong liking to him that thereafter he remained his greatest 
favourite. This very fact was responsible for the untimely death 
of Abul Fazl, since Salim who was jealous of Abul Fazl's influence 
with the Emperor secretly ordered the murder of the courtier to be 
accomplished by a hired assassin. 

Abu I Fazl was an accomplished writer in Persian; in addition 
he was a diplomat, a warrior. a controversialist and above all a 
finished courtier. He has been justly accused of flattering his 
imperial patron, and making his Akbarnama a long panegyric. This 

is true; but possibly his attachment to the Emperor was as genuine 
as the latter's affection to his friend, whose death was responsible 
for quickening his own end. The Akba-rnama is a detailed account 

of Akbar's reign. Akbar ordered that the history of his reign should 
be recorded 'with the pen of sincerity' and that there should be an 
account of 'the glorious events and of our dominion's incn:asing 
victories.' He took much pains in collecting the sources and 

critically analysed them. He wrote his History and completed it 
in 1596. Elphinstone wrote about Abut Fazl's performance as 

follows: 'He is a most assiduous courtier, eager to extol the 
virtues, to gloss over the crimes and to preserve the dignity of his 

master and those in whom he was interested ... His narrative is 

florid, fickle and indistinct, overloaded with commonplace reflec
tions and pious effusion generally ending in a compliment to his 

patron'· In spite of its tedious rhetoric and unblushing flattery the 

chronology of this work is superior to that of Badauni or Niza·

rnuddin, according to V. A. Smith. The Ain' Akbari which means 
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the Institutes of Akbar is really the third part of the Akbar Nama 
and gives a lot of gazetteer information about the then prevailing 
social and economic conditions in the Empire. This work is in 
five books, dealing with Akbar's household, the military and 
civil services, the army administration, the rules and regulations 
regarding the judicial and executive departments,, land survey etc. 

In addition to these works Abu! Fazl translated the Gita 

also. Many of his private letters are collected into the Ruqqati
Abul Fazl. 

Abdul Qadir Badauni, son of Muluk Shah, was born in 1540. 
He entered the court of Akliar in 1574 and was favoured by that 
Emperor. He was given extensive lands at Badayun and respected 
for his scholarship; but with the arrival of Abul Fazl there, he 
fell out of favour and had to recede to the background. This is a 
circumstance he neither forgot nor ever forgave. But it is not 
necessary 10 imagine that this feeling of frustration affected the 
veracity or objectivity of his account. He held the view that 'the 
science of history was essentially a lofty science and an elegant 
branch of learning.' But he was also of the view that history 
must be written subject to the law of Muhammad. He knew that 
he was writing harshly about the great and the exalted and so he 
took care to say that 'I have made bold to chronicle these events, 
a course very far removed from that of prudence and circumspec
tion. But God is my witness, and sufficient is God as a witness.' 
Badauni is a necessary corrective to Abul Fazl. 

His works are the Tabaqati-Akbari and the Muntakhab-ul

Tawarikh both of which yield valuable information for the reign 
of Akbar. He was a Sunni and had no love for the Shiyas. The 
defenders of Akbar and his policies prefer Abul Fazl to Badauni 
as a source, and accuse the latter of prejudice. 

Khwajo Nizamuddin was born in 1551 and died in 1594; his 
father had seen service under Babur, and helped Humayun to 
obtain the Mogbul throne in succession to Babur. He fled from 
India with Humayun and returned to India with him. Nizamuddin 
saw servi~e in Akbar's army; he enjoyed the patronage of that 
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monarch. The work which has made him famous is the Tabaqati 
Akbari, completed in 1593. The book is in nine parts and te11s 
the history of the Muslim conquest of India and brings the story 

down to his own times. He utilised the materials provided by 
Barani. Afif. Abul Faz! etc. Nizamuddin wrote a simple style 
and was free from the mual prejudices of his class of writers. 

Jehangir (1569 - 1627) succeeded Akbar on the Moghul 

throne in 1605. His life was full of vicissitudes, suffering, 
enjoyment, frustration, realistd l:oi:es and was the centre of 
treachery. gratitude, love and extreme cruelty. Two great factors 
were responsible for the stability of his government as well as 
the troubles which he had to face: One, Akbar and two, Nurjehan. 
Akbar's empire was built on granite but had within itself the seeds 
of decay, especially in the form of the Mansabdari system. Conse
quently Jehangir lorded it over a vast empire but in the evening 
of his life fell an easy victim to one of his feudal barnos. Mahabat 
Khan. Similarly, Nurjeban provided the enormous strength which 
the government of which he was an indifferent emperor stood in 

dire need. She looked after the government when he could not, and 
governed perhaps better than he could have. She kept in control his 
ferocious temper and exuded culture and civilization all around her. 

But she was also the author of palace plots and harem intrigues 
which shook the empire to its foundation. A sensitive and cultured 
man like Jehangir, a connoisseur of the delicate arts and a keen 
student of human nature could not but note down his reaction to life 
and nature. Hence the Tuzuk-i-Jeltangiri. It is the Memoirs of 
Jehangir. It is also called Tariloh-i-Salim Shahi and Jehangir Nama. 
These were written by the emperor himself and cover the period 
from 1605-1617. The first copy of these was presented to Shah 

Jeha~ by his father• The later portions of the memoirs were 
contmued later by others. The memoirs were first published in 

1864. His diary is the primary authority for study of his reign 
and his persona Ii ty • All official matters are systematically men

tioned and the details of his private life candidly and frankly set 
forth. 
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Mirza Mohammad Kazim was the son of Mirza Amina, the 
author of the Padshah Namah. Aurangzeb appointed him as 
Munshi and ordered him to write the annals of his reign After he 
had come up to the eleventh year the emperor forbade his continuing 
his work. We do not know why. Anyhow, soon afterwards the 
emperor developed an aversion to history. He said, 'the cultivation 
of the internal piety is preferable to flattery and abuse.' Anyhow 
the Aiamyinwma is a detailed and dependable account of the first 
ten years of Aurangzeb's reign. 

Mohammad Hashim Khafi Khan wrote the Muntakhab-ul

lubab or Tarikhi-]Oiafi Khan. It is a voluminous history covering 
the period from the Ghori invasion of India to 1733. The book is 
in three volumes. In the third volume we have a full account of 
the reign of Aurangzcb. He wrote the work largely without the 
knowledge of the emperor Alamgir i. e., concealed it from him, and 
it is said that he was called 'Khafi' on that account (Khafi-Con
cealed). Khafi Khan is said to have taken over Sadiq Khan's his
tory of Shah Jehan's reign bodily and used it for his purposes. The 
forgery is fortunate since what was purloined was an eye witness 
account. Khafi Khan is said to have used in entirety the work of 
Abul Fazl Mamuri. This again is fortunate since what was taken 
over was written by a public servant in the reign of Aurangzeb. 
J. N. Sarkar says 'Khafi Khan's reflective style, description of the 
condition of society and characteristic anecdotes save his work from 
the dry formality of the court annals and is specially informing with 
regard to Deccan affairs.' 

The above mentioned Muslim historians from the author of 
the Chaclmama and Amir Khusru down to Badauni and Khafi Khan 

are a representative lot among the medieval Muslim historians of 
India. But for them the history of Islamic India of that period 
would remain dark except for official papers, for in the Khagazraj 
of the Muslims, especially the Moghuls, inscriptions had no place 
and we would be at the mercy of foreign observers. Not that their 
observations are of no value. But the Muslim period is fully recor
ded, though in the background of Islamic orthodoxy, personal pre-
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judices and fulsome flattery. They are certainly not inferior to the 
kind of history known to the pre-Renaissance period in Europe. 

The medieval period saw a number of foreigners visiting India 
carefully observing and hearing and noting down what they saw and 
heard with an ama~ing amount of frankness which might look like 
quaintness today. The accounts of Marcopolo, the prince among 
medieval travellers, Nicolo Conte, Nikitin, Abdur Razzak, 
Fr. Monserrate, Bernier, Tavernier and many other Muslim and 
the Christian visitors are invaluable and are a necessary corrective 

to embellished accounts of local chroniclers. Modern historiography 
begins no doubt, with the arrival of the English. 

The English like the Muslims rulers before them had need to 
maintain a day to day account of their commercial and political 
transaction. The correspondence with the home offices and the 
inter-factory correspondence among the settlements in India together 
with the official notings on state papers constituted the nucleus of 
the valuable archives maintained in India now and which relates 
mostly to the British period. 

Apart from these sources of history we have actual modern 
type histories written in the later part of the I 8th century and 

throughout the I 9th Century by the British. That was the period 
when the English Rationalists like Hume, Robertson and Gibbon 
were perfecting modern Historiography. The tradition was taking 
root in India. 

The opening up of the study of Indology by Western scholars 
after the advent of the British in India stimulated a welcome interest 

in the history of India's past. European linguists, philologists, 

archa_eologists and administrators massively contributed towards 
the discovery of Ancient India. Details about India's cultural past 

were collected from the dusty shelves of ancient libraries of Sanskrit 

and Persian works and material evidence obtained from the bowels 

of the earth by ardent archaeologists. This was a long and strenuous 
process but it has repaid amply by giving us a fairly coherent picture 

. of the beginnings of Indian culture. 
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Early in the 18th century, some missionaries of the Jesuit 
order like Fr. Hanxleden (1732) who prepared the first Sanskrit 
grammar in a European language; and Fr. Coeurdoux (l 767) who 
discovered the basic affinity between Sanskrit and the European 
languages, started the monumental history of European discovery 
of ancient Indian culture. But scientific and systematic work in the 
field of Indology begins only with Sir William Jones who was a judge 
of the supreme court in Calcutta, when Warren Hastings was the 
Govenor-General. Warren Hastings himself was an admirer of 
Muslim and Hindu cultures and was interested in Persian and 
Sanskrit studies; it was fortunate that Warren Hastings and Sir 
William Jones should have been friendly contemporaries in India. 
Each aided and improved upon the work of the other. Jones was 
convinced about the need for a systematic study of Sanskrit leading 
to the discovery of Ancient India and he founded in l 784 the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal. Through the pages of the learned journal of 
this society, many Sanskrit classics were translated by European 
scholars. In 1784 appeared Wilkin's translation of the Bhagai:ad 
Gita. which was followed by a translation of the GitopciJc.~a. Soon 
after, Jones translated Kalidasa' s Sal·untala, the Gita Gooinda and 
the Institutes of Hindoo Law. 

Thus Jones and Wilkins have been described as 'truly the 
fathers of Indology'. Their successors in the field of lndological 
studies were Henry Colebrook and H. H. Wilson. It was a sheer 
accident that Alexander Hamilton, one of the original members of 
the Asiatic society of Bengal, taught Sanskrit to students in France 

during the Napoleonic wars; and it was one of the indirect blessings 
conferred on mankind by the wars of Napoleon. Fred rich Schlegel, 
a great German scholar learnt Sanskrit from Hamilton. In France, 
a chair of Sanskrit was founded in 1814; and Sanskrit was being 
taught at the training College of the East India Company at Hert
ford. H. H. Wilson was the first Boden Professor of Sanskrit in 
the University of Oxford where the Sanskrit chair was founded in 

1832. By the efforts of such scholars as these, Sanskrit as a course 
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of study became popular in Europe and Ancient Indian culture 
came to be slowly discovered through Sanskrit. 

By a critical and comparative study of Sanskrit and other 
European languages, Franz Bopp a Bavarian scholar, following the 
methods of Sir William Jones, reconstructed the common ancestor 
of Sanskrit, Latin and Greek. This was the beginning of the sys
tematic study of Comparative Philology. The Royal Asiatic 

Society in London and other learned societies on the continent 
like the Russian Imperial Academy of Sciences seriously started 
work on Sanskrit Lexicography. The English translation of the 
Rig Veda and the publication of the Sricred Books of tlte East by 
Friedrick Max Muller (1823-1900) the great German who worked 
at Oxford as professor of Comparative Philology, were landmarks 
in the discovery of India. 

In the meanwhilt:, in another and a more tangible direction 
evidence of ancient Indian culture was being unearthed; and that 

was archaeology. Evidence yielded by written records came to be 

supplemented by evidence supplied by ruins, coins, monuments and 

inscriptions; dead cities buried deep below when exposed by the 

archaeologist told the grim tale of ancient history to the curious 
student. Working on this material was, if anything, more arduous; 
long dead scripts had to be read. The Brahmi and Kharosthi 
scripts and the Vatteluttu of the south were such defunct systems 

of writing brought to light and explained by the laborious research 
of generations of scholars. 

In 1837, James Prinsep, secretary of the Asiatic Society of 
Bengal deciphered the Brahmi script in which the Asokan inscrip

tions, for_ example, are written. Variations of this script have 

been used all over India and its decipherment was an event of the 

greatest importance in the histary of Indological studies. 

General Sir Alexander Cunningham aptly described as •the 

father of Indian Archaeology' was a colleague of Prinsep and he 

was appointed in 1862 as the first Archaeological Surveyor; from 

then till I 885 he worked with a single-minded devotion in the 

cause of Indian Archaeology. Though he made no epoch-making 
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discoveries and his methods were primitive he was a great pioneer 
and it was on his work that his illustrious successors like Sir John 
Marshall built. By 1900, a good beginning had been made in the 
matter of archaeological survey, and collection and decipherment 
of inscriptions. 

Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India (1899-1905) iufused new 
enthusiasm into this work of archaeological survey and excava
tions. The Viceory was personally interested in archeological 
survey and the post of Director-General of Archaeology was created 
(1902); the preservation of Ancient Monuments Act was passed 
(1904) and more than all this the talented John (later Sir John) 
Marshall was appointed to that post. The greatest achievement of 
Marshall is the discovery of the Indus Valley Culture. Though 
Cunningham had already detected the existence of the protohis
toric culture in the Indus Valley, it was Marshall, assisted by a 
brilliant band of Indian officers like R. D. Banerji, that made 
systematic excavations at Mohanjodaro and at Harappa during 
( I 922-1931). The places have not yet heen fully excavated. But 
recent work has yielded new evidence on the ancient culture of the 
Indus Valley. Evidence of Neolithic culture has been brought to 
light by excava1 ions in parts of Bellary, Anantapur, Cuddapah 
and Salem Districts and in Tirunelveli District at Adittanallur: at 

Adittanallur we have •the most extensive prehistoric site so far 
discovered in India'. The discovery of a trading station at 
Arikkamedu near Pondicherry revealed trade contacts between 
Tamil Nad and the Roman Empire in the early centuries of the 
Christian era. 

Robert Orme ( 1728-180 I) wrote the oldest work which can 

be called purely historical in modern times in India. His work was 
A h?'.story of the military tra.nsaction of the British nation in [ndostan 

from the yerzr 1745. It was published in 1764. Orme had his edu
cation at Harrow. He entered the service of the East [ndia Com
pany in 1743 and rose to become a member of the Governor's 
Council at Madras. He held that office from l 754-58. He was the 

official historiographer to the English in India from 1769-1801. In 
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1782 he published the Histori'.cal fragments of the Moghul empire of 

the Morattoes and of the English concern.j in Indostan from the yenr 

M. DC. LJX. Ormc's papers revealed a knowledge ofa contempor

ary of the political condition 0f India in the later half of the 18th 
century from the English point of view. What are called his pre

judices are only patches of his ignorance and in ail probability ht! 

was not himself aware of it. Still his dispatches are indispensable 

for a knowledge of the late 18th century India. That period was 

the most chaotic in Indian history when British power had not 

stablised itself and Moghul and Mahratta authority had been 

questioned by Abdali. the Afghan invader. 

The next great historian among Englishmen who wrote on 
India was James Mill (1773-1836). He was the son ofa shoe

maker. Educated in the Edinburgh University, he became a leading 

utilitarian, being a friend of Bentham, Ricardo, Joseph Hume and 

George Grote. Above all he was the father of the great John 
Stuart Mill. He wrote much and wrote well whatever he wro1e. 

He was practically the founder of philosophical radicalism. His 

chief contribution to Indian history is his History of Brit?'sh India

which is also his greatest literary work. His narrative brings the 

history of India down to the end of the 18th century. He wrote 

with poor sources of information and he had never visited India. 
So as is naturally to be expected he held strong, uncomplimentary 
notions about the Hindus. But he was not justified in indicting a 

nation. Macaulay however, referred to his work as 'the greatest 

historical work which has appeared in our language since that of 

Gibbon'. 4 But H. H. Wilson who edited the fourth edition of 

that book wrote, 'with very imperfect knowledge with an implicit 

faith in all testimony hostile to Hindu pretensions, he has elaborated 

a portrait of the Hindus which has no resemblance whatever to the 

original and which almost outrages humanity.' In spite of this 

Wilson says also that 'it is a composition of great industry, of 

4 Statement made in the House of commons in the course of a 
debate on the Charter Act of 1833. 
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extensive information, of much accuracy on many points, of un

relaxing vigour on all'. 

Mount Stuart Elphinstone (1779-1859) wrote the History of 

lnd-ia in 1841 for which he has been called the Tacitus of Modern 
historians and he wrote also the Ris(, of British Power in the East. 

He was educated at Edinburgh, went out to Bengal as a 
'writer, narrowly escaped being murdered by the agents of Vazir Ali 
in 1799. From l 804-1808 he was a resident of Nagpur. ln I 8 I 0 
he became the Resident of Poona and after the conquest of the 
Peshwa's territories he was made the Governor of Bombay. He 
was governor for eight years. He has· been described by Bishop 
Heber as follows: •Mr. El phis tone is in every respect an extra
ordinary man possessing great accuracy of mind and body, remark
able talent for and application to public business, a love of litera
ture and a degree of almost universal information such as I have 
met with in no other person similarly situated, and manners and 

conversation of the most amicable and interesting character'. 
Elphinstone suffered from the same handicap which bothered Mill. 

His sources were poor. He knew contemporary India well and 
the Mahrattas best. To him ancient India was a puzzle - to many 
even now it is. But the history that he produced in spite of these 
difficulties has stood the test of time. It continued to be prescribed 
in the Universities for a long time. It would indeed be a travesty 
of scientific criticism to expect modern standards of scientific his
toriography in Elphinstone who lacked much of the source material 

for the ancient period. 

Sir John Malcolm's Political History of India (1826), Peter 
Auber's Rise and Progress of the British Power in India, Montgo

mery Martin's The Indian empire - its history, topography etc. were 

some of the works written during the first two quarters of the 19th 
century. Some regional histories also were written then. For 

example, F. B. Hamilton's Account of Assam, Marshman's History 
of Bengal, Cunningham's History of the Sikhs, Stirling's History of 
Orissa, J. G. Duff's History of t/i.p, Mahrattas, Tod's Annal.s and 
antiquities of Raja.sthan are some of them. 
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Grant Duff (1789-1858) came of a Scottish family; was 
• educated at Aberdeen, went out to India at the age of 16 and 

joined the Bombay military service. In 1810 he was admitted by 
Elphinstone who wa:; then Resident at Poona to join the small 
band of his associates who were later to serve the cause of the 
British in India so well. He was always attached to Elphinstone 
to whom he dedicated his History of the .1.lfahrattas. That was all 
what he wrote. He never paid much attention to his style of 
presentation but confined himself to writing what he thought was 
true about the Mahrattas. Elphinstone was constantly asking 
him to improve his style. But he never worried. To him Khafi 
Khan was a great authority and the Mahratta Bakhars were of no 
moment. Grant's was the earliest history of that people. No 
Mahratta scholar, and certainly not M.G. Ranade and his like, 
is likely to treat Grant Duff as a sober chronicler of the MHhratr as. 
Duff's book did not become popular in his times. In fact he lost 
monetarily fairly heavily on it. But subsequently in spite of 

numerous other works in the field like Kincaid and Parasnis, 

Sardesai, J. N. Sarkar, and S. N. Sen, and so on Grant Duff is 

still an eminent authority en the Mahrattas. 

James Tod (1782-1835) was born in Islington. His father 
had settled in the Uttar Pradesh as a planter. His uncles were in 
the East India Company. James Tod himself entered the company's 
military service. By 1800 he became a lieutenant. In 1805 he was 

assigned to the service of English Agent at the Sindhia's court. In 
1818 he became political agent to the western Rajput states and 
was in that position till he retired in 1822. During 1812-1817 he 

collected a large quantity of historical material on central India and 

Rajasthan. During his service in Rajasthan he developed a close 

friendship with many Rajput chiefs and equipped himself for the 

masterly work on Rajasthan which was to make him immortal. He 

was in one sense compelled to retire since the government at Calcutta 

was displeased with his pro-Rajput attitude and even suspected him 

of corruption. He worked very hard at the desk in his official 

<.:apacity. He knew that he was not equal to continued service with 
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the company. In 1824 he became a major; in 1826 a lieutenant
colonel. In 1835 he passed away while doing business in a London 
Bank. 

Tod wa, naturally attracted to researches into Indian anti
quity. His co11tribution to history consists of the annals and anti
quities of Rajasthan and the travels in western India. The latter 
was published posthumously. The former were published between 
1829 and 1832 in two volumes. It immediately became a classic. It 
is one of the most sympathetic accounts of India written by a 
foreigner. It deals with the history and sociology of the Rajputs. 
He was attracted by the glittering glamour of Rajput feudalism 
and the romantic veneer which covered the surface of· their feudal 
life. More than these treatment of the geography and the socio
economic conditions, his treatment of social history of the Rajputs 
in areas like religion and tribal practices are interesting and import
ant. He gave a realistic and true picture of the Rajasthan he knew 
and a romantic picture of the Rajputana he imagined. He was 
different from Grant Duff who wrote on the Mahrattas and J. D. 
Cunningham who wrote on the Sikhs in that his interest in the 
political history of the Rajputs was much less than his interest in 
their social life. As its name indicates it is annals and not history 
and even as annals very imperfect. But it was a curious new kind 
of composition which was comprehensive enough to defy definition. 
He depended largely on hearsay and the bardic poetry of Chand 
and others. He knew that the bardic literature was unreliable but 
was obliged to treat them as primitive historians of mankind. He 
represented the contemporary romantic historiography in India 
and bis work was a combination of a lot of gazetteer information 
written with the romantic pen of a Sir W::ilter Scott. He does make 
many errors in regard to chronology and even geography. But his 
greatest error was to have begun with a strong prejudice in favour 
of his subject from which he was unwilling to be deflected. State
ments like 'there is not a petty state in Rajasthan that has not had 
its Thermopylae and scarcely a city that has not produced its 
Leonidas' are quite common in the pages of his work. To the extent 



388 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

to which he was pro-Rajput he was naturally anti-Moghul and 
particularly Aurangzeb. A typical sentence of Tod runs as 
follows : • Aurangzeb accumulated on his head more crimes than 
any prince who ever sat on an Asia1ic throne .... he was never betra
yed even in the fever of success into a single generous action'. He 

identified himself with the Rajp11ts so much that he shared their 
very natural anti-Mahratta attitude. Tod has infected his latter 
day admirers who imitated him by romantically writing about 
him. Dr. Qanungo says • in Tod the hellas of Hindustan found a 
Herodotus'. 

Sir Alexander Cunningham ( 18 I 4- I 89J) was a pioneer in 
Indian historical re~earch and in archaeology. Educated at Christ's 
hospital. he came to India in 1833. He began his career as a mili
tary engineer in the Sikh wars. In 186, he was appointed the 
Director of Archaeology and he was •the superintendent, who 
undertook a complete search over the whole country and a system
atic record and description of all architectural and other remains 
that are remarkable alike for their antiquity or their beauty or their 
historic-interest.' Between 1862-84 he published annual reports of 

his work. He started serious archaeology in India and he is truly 
the Father of Indian Archaeology. All his efforts are embodied in 
the 23 volumes containing the results of bis survey of the central 
and northern parts of India. He edited the Corpus inscriptionum 

Indicarum I i. e., Asoka Inscriptions, and was the author of the 
Ancient geography of India, the Stupa of Bar/mt, The book of l,,d·an 

eras etc. General Cunningham was thus laying the foundation 
for the collection and publication of non-literary sources. The 
rapid strides which historiography was making during the British 

period and under the leadership of British scholars become evident, 

when the historiographical output, its nature and quantity, from 
Orme to Cunningham are considered. 

Joseph Davey Cunningham was eminently the historian of 
the Sikhs. He was born in 1812. As a student he had a weakness 

for mathematics and good conduct. But he had to come away to 

India to join military service with the Edst India Company. By 
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I 845 he had risen sufficiently in official position to become the 
British agent to the native state of Bahawalpur. He had served 
for long in the vicinity of the Punjab. He later bec.1me political 
agent at Bhopal. 

He cultivated a taste for History from his brother Sir Alex
ander Cunningham who had already becnme famous as the first 
great archaeologist in India. He wrote hi~ History of the Sikhs 
and published it in l 849 and immediately became an i:-replaceable 
authnrity on the subject. It however lost him his job for though 
he became famous as a historian he was censured as an official. sus
pected of disloyalty and without much ceremony .dismissed from 
service consequent on a Parliamentary discu .. sion. The British 
government found fault with him for unauthorisedly utilising secret 
documents of the government. But in fact, it was chagrined at the 
publication in his work of certain minutes and documents which 
for reJsons of expediency the government h~d purposely withheld. 
He was informed that his case was 'a gross one and the penalty 
would be wholesome.' He was accused of bre:1.ch of trust and 
dismissed. His fault was he spoke unpleasant truth and every his
torian who does it should be thankful to his stars if he does not 
Jose his job and every one who rises swiftly in the ladder of official 
favour may be truly suspected of avoiding the greatest h'indicap to 
success, namely a predilection to truth. Cunningham is a standing 
example of what price conscientious historians will have to pay. 

Cunningham's treatment of the History of the Sikhs is syste
matic and accurate in so far as the availability or absence of source 
material could permit him. H:= is sympathetic to his subject 
without being fanatical about it. His expression of the Sikh orga
nization as a theocratic confederate feudalism is quite apt. He 
may be said to be the first scientifi~ historian of India. 

William Wilson Hunter was one of the Indian civilian 
officers who while helping to build the British empire in India were 
also anxious to understand the people of India and write their 
history with skill and_ sympathy~ He is famous for his comparative 
dictionary of the non-Aryan languages in India and high Asia. It 
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was considered to be such an important contribution that it earned 
a doctorate for him. Lord Mayo entrusted to him the difficult 
task of preparing a statistical survey of India. He toured the 
whole of India and found information sufficient to put into the 
fourteen volumes of the Imperial Gazetteer of India. But by the 
very nature of the enterprise it could not be completed. The 

Annals of Rural Benrr1l was another of his great works. It was 
perhaps the first attempt to write the history of the unknown 
masses of the country which had been plunged into chaos, as a 
result of the hreakdliwn of the Moghul empire. Immediately it 
earned the encomium. ·Mr. Hunter's name will one day be a 
house-hold word among those who are interested in Asiatic hi~tory.' 
In his famous Rulers of Ind I a Series of which he was general editor 
he wrote the Life and u~ork of Lord Dalhousie and followed it up 
with a Life of Lord Jfayo. He had already published a two volume 
life of Mayo. The Rulers of India Series consisted in all of 28 

volumes which are even now popular. On the whole Hunter was 
sympathetic to India, though the British patriot in him and the 
natural instincts of an empire builder somewhat qualified his 
syampathy. He studied the people of India, the habits and their 
achievements. He wrote about the Brahmin for instance as 
follows; 'He is aa example of a class becoming the ruling power 
in a country not by force of arms but by the vigour of hereditary 
culture and temperance. Dynasties have risen and fallen, religions 
have spread themselves over the land and disappeared. But since 
the dawn of history the Brahmins have calmly ruled; swaying the 
minds and receiving the homage of the people and accepted by 

fo_rcign nations as the highest type of Indian mankind. ' 5 He was a 
friend not only of the Hindus but of the Muslims and of the 

Chr_i st ians. He showed his sympathy for the Muslims in his The 

Indian ll1usalmans. At the instance of Lord Ripon he was appointed 

head to a commission on higher education in India. It is well 

known as the Hunter Commission. He submitted his report which 

5 A Brief History of the Indian People, 1897, pp. 61, 62 
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was accepted in full by the government and it has been the basis on 
which higher education has progressed in this country since then. 
A book on the history of India begun by him was completed by 
P. E. Roberts as the History of British India. He created many 
historians of India i.e., brought them to light. G. B. Malleson, 
Stanley Lane-poole, Meadows Taylor and many others were 

brought to fame by him. 

Vincent Arthur Smith (1843-1920) was the last great English 
historian of India of the old school. The school began a tradition 
in the days of Jones and Wilkins, both of whom found time to 
ponder the history of this country and create a tradition of writing 
it. Smith, a civilian officer whose duties were no doubt onerous 
and heavy, found time to become one of the greatest historians of 
India. Historiography since the days of Orme had passed through 
many vicissitudes. Post-Mutiny British writers started defending 
themselves against the accusations of a progressively nationalist 

India. V. A. Smith stood on the shoulders of the whole army of 

Bri1i~h historians, archaeolofists and anthropologists who worked 
on India. Mill and Elphinstone, Tod and Duff, and Cunni_ngham 
had gone before him taking full advantage of the latest researches 
in history, archaeology, art and letters. Smith wrote his Erzrly 

History of India (1904) from 600 B. C. to the Muslim conquest with 
special reference to Alexander's campaigns in India. It made him 
at once famous as the author of the first really complete history of 
India. 

Smith came of a lorge family and was fifth of thirteen 

children of his father. He did very well at College and joined the 
Indian Civil Service in 1871. He held a number of important ad
ministrative posts in that service. He became even the Commissioner 

of a division. He married Mary Elizabeth and became the father 

of three sons and a daughter. After an unsullied official record he 
retired in 1900. He lived for 20 years after retirement and spent 
his time in his favourite pursuit of Indian historical studies. He 
became a C. I.E. and a member of the Royal Asiatic Society. 

But he was not elected to the Readership in Indian history at 



392 HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Oxford. This is a mea~ure of what Universities are capable of. 
They will deny a )ecturership in political science to Aristotle or 
even a position of a laboratory assistant to Archimedes. This 
funny incident cannot detract from the greatness of Smith as a 
historian of India. His major works are J. Asoka the Buddh,:st 

Emperor of h1dia, 2. Akbar, the great Moglml, 3. A History of Fine 
Art i11 India cind Ce,1;lon, 1. Catalogues of coins in lndfon ivluscum 

and above all his Oxford History of India. His Asoka inspite of 
many subsequent publications on that subject remains a master
piece. He has translated the Asokan inscriptions and included 
them in that work. His catalogue of the coins is a unique work 
on numismatics and his work on The Fine Art in India and Ceylon 

was an advance on his predecessors, Fergusson and Ha veil. nd 
has not been surpassed by his successors in that field of study. In 
Akbar he is occasionally controversial for he prefers the Missionary 
accounts to some Indian chronicles. He is realistic in his estimate 
of that emperor ,ind does not try to whitewash him. His Oxford 
history of India published in 1918 was the first full history of 

India written with an accuracy and in a style not known before· 
His British period has been much criticised. The latest edition of 
that work by T. G. P. Spear substitutes entirely new material in 
the place of Smith's contribution but even now Smith's own 
British period has its charms as the window to the author's mind. 
Some of his ideas have been irreplaceably correct. For example, 
he said the cession of the northwest frontier region by Seleucos 
Niketar to Chandra Gupta Maurya secured a scientific frontier, 

and he said that it is time that History of India was written begin
ning with the south. Time alone will judge the correctness of his 
statement that 'autocracy is substantially the only form c>f govern
ment with which a historian of India' is concerned.' Probably he 

may be judged correct. Every historian who wrote after him either 
agreed with him quoting him or criticised him again quoting him 
and this was the greatest compliment that could be paid to that 
administrator scholar. 
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Since his time and before him there have been such men 
belonging to the Indian Civil Service like Hunter, Tod, Sewell and 
a few Indians among whom one should with pride mention contem

poraries like N Ramesan and I. Mahadevan. 

E. J. Rapson's (1861-1937) interest in Indology started 
early and he entered the Briti5h museum as an assis1 ant in the 
department of coins. He was a master of the Kharoshti script. 

In 1906 he became Professor of Sanskrit, Cambridge. He was the 
editor of the first two volumes of the Cambridge History of India. 
He was a co-editor of the Kharoshti inscriptions, along with Aurel 
Stein. His work in the field of numismatics is distinguished. He 
wrote his Ancient India in 1914 which is not a major · work but is 
readable and trustworthy. 

Rev. Henry Heras S. J. (1890-1955) came to India from 
Spain in 19 22 when he was 32 years old. He became professor of 
Indian history at St. Xavier's college, Bombay. He spent more 

than three decades in this country studying and expounding the 
history of this land. He was quite versatile and spoke as eloquently 
as he wrote. He wrote on the Pallavas; the early aspects, Vijaya

nagar; the fourth dynasty; but his magnum opus however was his 
woi-k on the Indus Valley civilization. He pioneered the view 
that the Indus seals bear a script th! language of which wac; proto
Tamil. a controversy which h<ts been gaining momentum since then. 
Fr. Heras is already a legendary name in Indian historical studies 
in western India and has left behind a second line of scholars who 

are now in the first line like Prof. Sankalia, Dr. Moraes etc. Fr. 
Heras was famed as an eloquent speaker, impressive teacher and 

original thinker. 

R. G. Bhandarkar (I 837-1925): Among Indian historians 

writing on India the first name, both in point of chronology and 

in point of reverence, the primacy of place goes to Sir R. G. Bhan

darkar. He was a Mahratta Brahmin. He was educated in the 
Elphinstone College, Bombay where later he· became Professor of 

Oriental languages. He retired in 1893. He was a member of the 

Bombay branch of the Royal Asiatic society. He was a great 
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Sanskrit scholar and in 1884 he wrote his ErLrly Ht'.story of ~he Deccan. 

His Vaishnavism, Saivism and Jfinor Religious Systems was published 
in 1913. He was a most respected citizen of Poona. He made 
the study of Sanskrit popular hy his first and second books of 
Sanskrit. He was so greatly respected in his times that academic 
honours came crowding in on him from such different places as 
England, Germany, America and France. Even India honoured 
him by starting the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, the 
most appropriate memorial to a scholar of his mettle. 

Sardesai, G. S. (I 865 - 1959) came of the family of Mava
lankars. •Sardesai' means a hereditary office held in Maharashtra. 
It is stated that Sambaji was captured by the Moghuls while he 
was staying with an ancestor of Sardesai. Before young Sardesai 
left the secondary school he was married to Gangu Bai. His 
collegiate education was taken care of by his father-in-law. He 
graduated in 1888 and from 1889- 1925 he served the Baroda state 
by taking up an assignment in the Gaekwad palace. He was personal 

clerk to the ruler and so he had abundant travel facilities. The 
Gaekwad recognizing the abilities of Sardesai asked him to trans
late Machiavelli's Prince and Seeley's Expansion of England into 
Mabratti. Sardesai did the translations reluctantly and it is inter
esting to note that be presented a copy of his translation of the 
Expansion of England personally to Seeley himself. Thus he deve
loped his ability to compose in Mahratti. 

His greatest contribution to the history of the Mahrattas is 
known as Mahratti Riyasat. A number of books went into the 
making of Riyasat. These presented the history of the Mabrattas 
from beginning to 1848 in eight volumes and represent his labours 
for over three decades. He has been called the Riyasatkar on 
th!s account. He wrote the history originally in Mahratti and 
this recreated Mahratti nationalism. He attempted the estimates 
of Sivaji and Sambaji and in both cases significantly failed. His 
style is remarkably lucid. Sardesai was a great friend of J. N. Sarkar. 
Their friendship is reputed for its sincerity and utility. It was 
Sarkar who pursuaded Sardesai to write in English. Sir Jadunath 
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and Sardesai were the first to recognizt> the value of the Mahratti 
Rumals bound in cloth. Sardesai wa, appointed to edit these 
Mahratti state papers. But hostility came from an unexpected 
quarter. The patriots of Poona had no great love for Sarkar's 
Sivaji and his times. The friendship between Sardesai and Sarkar 
made the former also suspect in the eyes of Poona. They would 
nnc reco~nize him as a historian. Sarkar added to the troubles 
by describing Sardesai as the greatest Mahratta historian which 
however was a true description of that man. After the publication 
of the Peshwa daftar, Sardesai and Sarkar jointly edited the Poona 
Residency correspondence This was published in fiteen volumes 
of which Sardesai was responsible for five. 'Thus -the Sarkar
Sardesai combination gave 62 volumes of original documents to the 
students of Mahratta history'. Finally, Sardesai wrote the one 
book which every student of Mahratta history reads, The New 

hisf.ory of the Mahrattas in English. At the age of eighty true 

wisdom in record to historical writing dawned upon him and he 
wrote very correctly 'till now I proceeded on the idea that I was to 
point out the good or the bright side of the picture, as the western 
writers had sufficiently described the dark side. I will now allow 
documents to speak rather than impose my views upon the readers' -

Sir Jadunath Sarkar (1870-1958): Jadunath's name is inse
parable from that of Sardesai. More than even what Sardesai had 
been to the Mahrattas, Sarkar had been to th(! Moghuls. In one 
sense, as Gooch said in another context, 'he has been the greatest 
Indian historian and he remains the master of us all.' He was 
born in I 870 in an eastern district of Bengal now in Bangladesh. 
He had a distinguished academic career and took his M. A. in 
English literature in 1892 standing University first. He started 
as an English lecturer. His first research paper published in 1901 

was fodia of Aurangzeb. Thereafter he s\\itehed his loyalty from 
English literature over to History. He was promoted to the Indian 
Educational Service in 1918. He retired from Patna in 1926. Just 

before retirement he was nominated vice-chancellor of Calcutta 
University. He served for two years. He refused to continue 
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though a second term was offered for he wanted time for historical 
research. This is all the more surprising in a country where grace
ful exit from lucrative service is practically unknown. Jadunath 
was honoured by the Royal Asiatic Society of Britain in 1923. In 
1929 he was knighted by the British Government 'which had confer
red also the C. I.E. on him in 1926. True to style, Indian learned 
societies started honouring him three years later. 'The royal hi~
torical society of England which at no time has more than 30 honor
ary members in the whole world included Sarkar in its membership. 
The American Historical Society appointed him an honorary life 
member and in all Asia he was the only scholar to have been so 
honoured. 

Sir Jadunath was a master of English, Sanskrit, Persian and 
Mahratti; in addition he learned Hindi. French, German, Portuguese 
and Rajastani. Btngali was his mother tongue. His masterpiece 
was the History of Aurangzeb in five volumes for which he spent 
twentyfive years of labour. He prepared also a Shorter History of 

Aurangzeb in one volume. Thus the Emperor who had such an 
aversion for history had his history written by the greatest of 
modern Indian historians. Simultaneously he was working on 
Sivaji and liis times. His last great work was a M·ilitary History of 

India (19CO) posthumously published. Mostly he wro1e on the 
Moghuls and particularly Aurangzeb. Moghul administration. 
fall of the Moghul empire, Aurangzeb and S1vaji were his favourite 
subjects .. He wrote well in Bengali also. 

S. Krishnaswami Iyengar (1871-1953) was born at Sak
kottai near Kumbakonam; he Jost his father at the age of eleven 
and was educated at Banglore. He did well at school. He tried 
to do Physics for his graduate course and Mathematics as his post
graduate studies. For some reason he turned from Mathematics 
to History, a veritable academic revolution. Soon after taking his 
M.A. in History he published a dissertation on the History of Mysore 

under the Udayars. He fell into the company of the reputed epigra
phists Hultzsch and V. Venkaiah. As early as 1901 he started work 
on Chola history. Since then he had been founding dynasties in 
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south India, discovering the forgotten ones, fixing their dates, rai
sing their pr0b\ems, answering imp0ssible riddles peculiar to south 
Indian history. He equipped himself in Sanskrit and in Tamil and 
from very early days cultivated the practice of writing le.uned his
torical articles in Tamil many of which appeared in 1 he Sentamil. 
Before he took to teaching history he was te.1ching English at the 
Central college, Bangalore. 

The University of Madras endowed a chair in History in 
J 914. It was a chair of Indian history and archae0logy and its 
first occupant was S. K. Iyengar. The illustrious school of Madras 
started its brilliant career with Iyengar, its rising sun. In 1921 
he published his South Inrl,'.a and her Mohamm'tdan Invaders. The 

Beginnings of south Indian lnstory had appeared in 1918; a minor 
work of his, somewhat loose in construction, was his Contrilnttiuns 

of south India to Indian culture; Mani'.niekalai hi its historicnl setting 

(1928) was by far more serious and ensured academic recognition 
in all Indologica\ quarters. It was not quite necessary for him to 
have written the Evolution of Hindu administrative in.stitutions in 

south India ( I 93 I). He edited Sewell' s Historic1,l inscripl,ions of 
south India and wrote The History of Tirup:iti in twu v0lumes. His 
Sources of Vi,iiiyrmagar history prepared the ground for the more 
comprehensive Further Sources by Sastri and Venkataramrnayya. He 
was deeply interested in Sang·1rn history. But he could do pretty 
little for want of acquaintance with classical Tamil. Ht wrote his 
chapters on south Indian history in volum.! Ill of the Oaml,ridge 

history of Indin. For sometime h~ was the editor of the Journal of 

Indian History. He retired from the University of Madras on 

I. I l.1929 Along with V • Kanhgasabhai and P. Sund'.lram pillai, 
he was a pioneer in Tamil historical studies. M my of hi-. conclu

sions have necessarily dated now• The encouragem!nt he gave to 
historical studies in Madras was immense and the credit for found
ing a respectable school of history there belongs to him, though 
the responsibility for bringing it to its present position belongs to 
others., He had a band of researchers around him who have them

selves become immortal as authors of notable treatises on different 
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aspects of south Indian history. Among them must be mentioned 
R. Sathianathaier the author of the Nayaks of !JJadura, R. Gopalan 
who wrote the Pallaras of Kanchi, C. V. Narayana Aiyar and his 
Early History of Saivism, Dr. Appadurai and his Economic condition 

of sovt.li India and above all Mr. Rangaswarni Sara~wathy with his 
Sources of Vijayanagar Mstory. Dr. lyengar's desire to become vice
chancellor of the Madras university was never fulfilled. But his 
reputation as a pioneer in south Indian history never suffered. His 
eminence as a south Indian historian was somewhat dimmed only 
by the brilliant achievements of his successor in office, K. A. 
Nilakanta Sastri. 

R. C. Majumdar (b. 1888) was educated at Calcutta univer
sity where he obtained the Ph. D. degree. His academic career was 
as brilliant as his later official career. He has been professor of 
history at the Calcutta university and vice-chancellor, Dacca uni
versity. Some of his early works were Corporate life in ancient 
India, History of Bengal and his work on Java. R. C. Majumdar 
has been equally at home in ancient, medieval and modern hhtories. 
His Advanced History of India which he wrote in collaboration with 
Ray Chaudhuri and Datta has been a useful and standard text book 
covering the whole of the History oflndia. But he greatly out dis
tanced his contemporaries by two massive contributions: J His 
editorship of the eleven volume History of India called The H1'story 

and culture of the Indian people sponsored by K. M. Munshi 's 

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan. 2. He wrote many of the chapters in 
this series and his captaincy of the endeavour bas been a great 
success. His volumes on the freedom movement in India of which 
the I 857 Mutiny is the crux is as massive and scholarly as some 

people consider it controversial. Dr. Majumdar is a serious scholar 

not likely to indulge in controversy for its own sake. His Heras 
memorial lectures on Historiography in modern India comprising not 

~ore than sixty pages summarise his views on the art of writing 
history. In that work he repeats with approval Jadunath Sarkar's 

ideal of a historian• 'I would not care whether truth is pleasant or 

unpleasant and in consonance with or opposed to current views. I 
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would not mind in the least whether truth is or is not a blow to the 
glory of my country. If necessary I shall bear in patience the 
slander and ridicule of friends and society for the sake of preaching 
truth but still I shall seek truth, ·understand truth and accept 

truth; this should be the firm resolve of a historian', Majumdar 
confesses that in writing the History of Freedom Movement he has not 

kept any very high ideal before him. "I have preferred to follow 
the footsteps of Ranke and may say these words : • my book does 

not aspire to such lofty functions as are laid down in the presiden
tial address' '' (the reference is to the address of the general pre:.i

dent of the Indian History of Congress in 1964) •' 'its aim is 
merely to show what actually suggested by it' ''. The winds of 
change, some of them rather chill Norwesters, are blowing in strong 

gales over the field of historiography somewhat affecting the qua
lity of the crops raised therein. This change of climate does not 

exactly suit the intellectual health of scholars like R. C. Majumdar 

who raise their voice against this change and demand that the crops 
be saved and the land protected from these chill winds 

He has been president of the Al I India History Congress and 

the All India Oriental Conference. He is the vice-president of the 
inter-national commission set up by the UNESCO for editing the 
history of mankind. 

K. A. Nilakanta Sastri (b. l 892), hailing from Tirunelveli 
and belonging to a race of men hardy equally physically and in
tellectually and endowed with a capacity for sustained work gradu

ated from the Madras University with a first cla5s first in his M. A 

and was Professor of history in Ti rune Ivel i and Ben:ires before he 

was requested to be the Princip::il of Sri Meenakshi College. 

Chidambaram. He was principal of that college during 1920-29 

during which decade the college became so .illustrious that it could 

easily be converted into the Annamalai University that it is now. 

In 1929 he became Professor of Indian hi5tory and archaeology at 

the University of Madras where Professor S. K. Iyengar had just 

thP.n retired. He held that position from 1929 to 1946 when he 

retired, but only to take up the · Professorship of Indology in the 
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Mysore University a few years later. Then the UNESCO provided 
funds for an Institute of Traditional cultures in Madras. Professor 
Sastri was nominated Director of this Institute and he held that 
position with distinction till ·1972. 

From the start he had been equipping himself for the task of 
writing the History of the Tamil country in its various phases and 
to make that study a part of an all India study. H~ is profoundly 
learned in Sanskrit. His Tamil is somewhat second hand but he 
makes masterly use of it in dealing with Tamil historical problems. 
He is different from many others in the field in that he knows many 
subjects besides history and he know,; the history of many countries 
besides India and he knows many branches of history besides 
political and dynastic. He is as good at archaeology as in history 

and a distinguishing feature of Sastri's contribution is that what
ever he writes is always readable though some of his writings 
might suffer because of collaboration or insufficient personal atten
tion and these cannot be said of his masterpieces of which The 
Pandyan kingdom, tlie Clwlas, History of South India, History of India, 
the Development of Religion in South India, his Studies in the history 
0! Sri Vijaya, Foreign notices of South India, edition of Compreliensive 
hi~tory of India, the numerous chapters he has contributed to the 
History of the Deccan etc. His Cholas undoubtedly take him to 
the first rank among Indian historians. Prof. Sastri writes in a 
for thright fashion and is intolerant of cant and history written to 
please the gallery. Among his students who have made a mark in 
th

e field of history C. Minaksbi who wrote The Administration and 
Bocial li 'e und ., . 

_J' er •tie Pallavas and Dr. Gopalachan author of the 
Early history 0 1 th A 

'J e ndliras deserve mention. 

1895 
Sa

rd
ar K. M. Panikkar was born at Kavalam in Kerala in 

C 
. · He Wa!> educated in the Madras Christian College and in 

hnst Church Oxf d 
l'f . or • passed out with a first class and after 

qhuaA, 
1
~1Dhg for the bar returned to India. He started teaching at 

t e 1g ar Muslim u • . . . 
1922 d nivers1ty. He continued teachmg only till 

an thereafter he h d d . . f .. 
bl . h a serve rn a variety o capacities as 

pu 1s er, state governm 1 . . 
en servant, editor. diplomat and finally 
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vice-chancellor. His fame rests on his historical writings more 
th:rn any of the above mentioned activities. He had a natural flair 
for history. He wrote extremely well though he spoke moderately 
well. Even while in England he had developed nationalist leanings 
and published in 1918 Indian Nationalism, its principles and its 
history. He was endowed with a natural gift of original analysis 

of historical problems and in presenting them in English as well 
as in Malayalam. As early as 1921 he bad written Nur Jehan and 
Kurukshetrattile Kandari, the former a play and the latter a poem 
in Malayalam. In I 922 he became editor of the Swarajya, Madras. 
But in 1924 he resigned the editorship due to differe~ce of opinion 
and from then onwards he and difference of opinion lived together. 
In 1924 he founded and started editing the Hindustan Times in 
Delhi. In 1925 he resigned the editorship due to difference of 
opinion with Malaviya. During 1915-27 he published his really 
substantial work the Native States in India. In 1928 he became 
adviser to the Maharaja of Kashmir. Later in the year be published 

the Britislt Crown and tlte Indfon states. In 1933 he was appointed 
minister for foreign affairs in Patiala and became secretary to the 
Chamber of Princes. In the meantime he had delivered learned 
lectures on historical subjects in Calcutta and Madras Universities. 
During 1935 and 1936 he was in Europe visiting Mussolini and the 
Pope and attending the coronation of the Emperor in London. 
Meanwhile the number of Malayalam and English works he was 
writing and publishing increased. In 1947 his well-known Survey 
of Indian historg was published. In 1948 he was appointed amba
ssador to China where he delivered lectures which were collected and 
published as the Background of India. In I 959 the world of scholar
ship was presented his magnum opus Asia and Western Dominance. 

He had served as Indian ambassador to Egypt and Sudan and had 
been a member of the states re-organization committee in the 

meantime. In 1956 he was elected as a full member of the inter
national commission for a History of the Scientific and Cultural 
Development of Mankind. In Two Chinas, Geograp!iical Factors 

in Indian history, Hindu society at cross roads, The Afro-Asian 
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states nnd their problems, Commonsense about India are some of 
his other works. In the fag end of his life he was vice-chancellor 
of the University of Kashmir and later of Mysore where he died 
on 11th December 1963. Sardar was the title conferred on him by 
the Maharaja of Bikaner. 

He started in a university as a teacher and ended in a 
university as a vice-chancellor. In between, more than four 
decades bad passed and Sardar Panikkar had made the best use of 
life's opportuni1y and given of his best to his fellow scholars and 
the general public. 1 he former true to their nature have criticised 
him and the latter, naturally enough aga;,, have admired and 
applauded him. 

On the whole Panikkar was more interested in politics, 
diplomacy, public administration and international relations and 
geo-politics and other topics of peripheral interest to a traditional 
historian. Just to show that he was not unmindful of the impor
tance of ancient Indian history his work on the 011'.gin and Evolution 
of kingship ·in India was published. But even there he was interested 
mainly in trying to prove that historical speculation was not un
familiar to ancient Hindus. A careful study of his Survey of Indian 
history and Asia and Western Dominance shows that the deep sense 
of nationalism which was inherent in him had interfered with his 
attitude of objectivity and balanced judgment. Unfortunately it 
is the nature of the pendulum to move from one extremity to the 
other and these movements are reactions; and reactions must not 
be confu~ed with original, independent or unbiased thinking for 
the premises of every reaction are nearly the same as those of the 
action to which it responds. British imperialist writing leading to 
Indian anti-imperialist writing adds to the same kind of literature. 

Only the latter is imperialism stood on its head. Parker Thomas 
Moon had started this tradition when he wrote Imperialism and 
world pol-itfrs · But there is no denying the vast scholarship, close 
observation, intelligent expression and the genuine sympathies of 
Sardar Panikkar. 

states and their problems, Commonsense about India 
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D. D. Kosambi is an unusual scholar who wrote on Indian 
history. He was absolutely versatile and one suspects he was a 
genius. His mind was fresh and original. In fact it was a mathe
matical mind working on historical problems and therefore he could 
be as stimulating as a Plato or a Russell. Frankly he was a Mar
xist. To begin with he was reputed as a mathematician. Then he 
surprised Indian scholars with his achievements in the field of 
numismatics. Then Indian historians learnt to the delight -some 
to their dismay - that an archaeologist with revolutionary ideas was 
turning up. But when he started writing history the delight as well 
as the despair was complete. His lritroduction to the Study of Indian 
history (1956). Culture and civilization of ancient India in kistorical 
outline (1965) and his Myth and Reality in Indian History (1962) are 
the most important of his contribution to history. He lay special 
emphasis on archaeology and anthropology as necessary pre-requi
sites of a historian's equipment. He is intolerant of romantic his
tory; in fact, of any history other than analytic.1I. He believes in 
the possibility of human motivation being classified and predicted 
and therefore the possibility of man's determininl! his future. He 
surely believes that the economic analysis is the true analysis and 
that the rest is merely description without explanation. He has 
said unsavoury things about the Gita calling it a feudal document. 
But disagreeing with him on emotive grounds is not the same as 
disproving him. He does say at times strange things which may not 
be acceptable to minds accustomed to different things. But his 
derivation of the Gotra from totems can be correct and I have held 
the same view independently of him. Kosambi writes with convic
tion and like other Marxists he is no agnostic. His cocksureness 
may not be palatable to the traditional historians, to whom history 
is a perpetual puzzle. But for Kosambi Marx has defined history 
already and he is but to clothe it in new phrases. He says 'the inner 
causes which ultimately manifest themselves in the striking events, 
the driving forces which underlie great movements have to be made 
clear before any work can be dignified by the name of serious his
tory.' One might differ from Kosambi but one feels like wanting 
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more of him now for he stands at least for clean and hygienic scho
larship. He was free from the taint of mercenary historiography 
which is becoming all too common now. 

We have mentioned above only a very few among the histo
rians of India. But one supposes they are representative. It must 
be noted that the British started writing our history first before we 
took it over. For some time we and they played the game together 
of course, moving towards opposite goals and with a dominating 
sense of team spirit. In recent times we have started rewriting our 
history, not only the history written by che British but also what 
was written by our forbears. To that extent British scholars have 
been iosing interest in Indian studies. The School of Oriental and 
African Studies is the one great institution which is still massively 
interested in lndological studies and scholars like C. H. Philips, 
A. L. Basham, J. D. M. Derrett and a few others elsewhe1e are 
keeping up their interest. A. L. Basham's The Wonder That Was 
India is a compendium of Indian culture. In the tradition of 
Emerson, Thoreau, Max Muller, H. H. Wilson and other admirers 
of India, Basham is a distinguished new addition. His understan
ding as well as exposition are all that can be desired and he bas not 
only been a friend of India but a friend and guide of many Indian 
historians. But ultimately the responsibility for evolving the true 
style of Indian historiography belongs to the sons and daughters of 
the soil. 



PART V 

METHODOLOGY ... 
Research and Composition 





25 
Choice of Topic 

Research is supposed to be the-last stage of superior equip
ment for a student of history or whatever branch of knowledge he 
might have specialised in. Upto the post-graduate level he knows 
what is expected of him. The curriculum, the subjects like history 
of Europe, Constitutional history of England etc. are announced, 
the number of such papers is fixed, a broad area of study is indi
cated and the pattern of teaching and learning, examining and res
ponding are settled by tradition. I am speaking of most of the 
1ndian universities. So what he does at that level is no more than 
what he has been doing at under-graduate level with the difference 
that the M. A. student is expected to specialise in a particular 
subject both by reading more of it and by avoiding reading every
thing else. A specialisation thus sets in but still it is only the 
outermost circle in the concentric series. Qualitatively he has been 
doing the same thing from the secondary school history class upto 
the post-graduate class. By harder work and clearer expression 
and careful preparation and a certain capacity to statistically predict 
the most probable questions and getting first class answers ready 
in advance and with an element of luck a good grade in M. A. 
cannot be avoided. But an M. A. first class of the best Indian 
university may be totally innocent of research. Still every brilliant 
M. A. vaguely aspires to do research. Why? is an interesting 
question. 

There are a few obvious answers. He knows that his senior 
professors are what they are because they hold superior research 
degrees: that superior professorship can be aspired to and collected 
by individuals untouched by research and free from research degrees 
is a contemporary fact. But we speak subject to that. Secondly 
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he knows that it is prestigeous to hold a research degree and thirdly, 
this weighs mostly with most people - the university stipend, -
even the stipend that Indian universities offer, is not unwelcome to 
a post-graduate degree holder who is likely to be otherwise un
employed. These reasons apart it is possible that some students 
have an idea of what research is, have already developed an 
affection to the subject and are intellectually involved in the 
problems of research which can be fascinating to them. Candidates 
for research motivated by the first three reasons will soon be dis
illusioned; the last group i. e., tbe idealists will persist but will 
still be up against the problem of choosing a topic and going ahead 
till the thesis is submitted and the degree collected. 

It must be obvious that research is calculated to extend the 
frontiers of knowledge in regard to any area of intellectual pursuit. 
This may be wide or narrow, may relate to new discovery, an 
invention, a point of view, a new arrangement, a new proof and 
so forth based upon existing data or marshalling of hitherto un
known data. Research involves original planning if the thesis is 
to be ordinary and valuable and involves a new breakthrough at 

the theoretical and speculative level if it is to be brilliant and 

valuable. Nothing else can constitute research. In both cases 
however what is involved is originality and the scholar has to start 
thinking for himself something which he has not done before _ I 
am still thinking of Indian universities - i.e., engaging in an un
accustomed piece of intellection. In this crisis the student either 
gives up the game or looks upto the guide for the solution of his 
problems from the choice of topic down to collecting all the 

material formulating the problems and even actually writing out 
the thesis. But this will not do. Research by proxy is no research. 
'The historical architect must quarry his own stones and build 
with his own hands' says G. M. Trevelyan. 

A serious research student must choose his topic with re

ference to I. his own predilections and 2. the facilities for research 

on the subject available to him. And in this process there is no 

harm in the supervisor helping him to choose a topic. Choice of 
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topic will not be an easy task, for having initially chosen a topic, 
he may soon discover that it does not work either because there is 

no material on it or it is not philosophically self-contained. Before 

he wastes more time on it he must change his topic. A few 

failures may be stepping stones to successful research; with an 

obliging supervisor and earnestness on the part of the student the 

latter can light on a viable topic. The viability of the topic as 
stated above will depend on only two factor~, availability ofmateria1 
and sufficiency of the subject. Apart from this, given the aptitude 

needed for enthusiastic pursuit of research any one with a modicum 

of intelligence and more than a modicum of industry can success
fu 11 y pursue research. When he has finally chosen the subject he 

would have tested it for problems i.e., whether ·he can collect 

sufficient facts for generalization and whether the topic will yidd 

problems for investigation. So anyone with these basic qualifi

cations can pursue research. The nationality, religion, community, 

sex etc. of a student will have nothing to do with the choice of 

topic. To illustrate; a student some time ago started working on 

a topic relating to a certain religious sect in Tamilnadu. He was 

aspiring to the Ph. D. His supervisor initially objected to his 

choice of topic because the student did not profess the religion he 

was trying 10 do research upon. But the student persisted and 

got a handsome degree. This is an illustration of what does not 
inhibit and this can be summarised in the words of Kitson Clark: 

'No scholar holds monopoly rights in any historical subject what

soever.' 1 

Before choosing a subject it usually said that it would be 

Preferable for a student to check up whether the topic has already 

been worked upon. This is no doubt a whole-some advice. To 

avoid repetitive work, topic banks and clearing houses of research 

subjects should be set up. There can however be an excess of 

accent on this. A subject can be worked upon at various levels. 

Different scholars can work the same subject in different ways 

depending upon new formulations and data available to them and 

I. Guide for research students working on historical subjects P• 16 
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withheld from others. For example, there are more than half a 
dozen fairly competent works on the position of women in ancient 
India. So while it is generally desirable for a virgin field of enquiry 
to be taken up for research there can be no great harm in working 
on the same subject over again provided there is fresh treatment 
involved. 

The choice of topic involves its definition and delimitation. 
Compact neat little topics like, for example. the Kadavarayas in 
the later Chola period or the Great Temple Tanjore can be worked 
upon. But in the case of the second topic a certain delimitation 
would be advisable i.e., the temple is such a vast complex that 
full justice to every aspect of it would be both difficult and if at
tempted unsatisfactory. So the student should define his area of work 
sta 1ing whether he is going to be concerned with the art a!1d 
architecture of the temple or the history of its construction or its 
role in the socio-economic life of the people etc. This kind of 
delimitation of every subject is desirable before it is taken up for 
research. 

The science of spotting the source material and collecting 
them is called Hueristics. A researcher must know where to seek 
for his source materials. In fact his materials consist of archaeo
logical finds, epigraphs, monuments. coins, pottery, skeletal 
remains e:c. Some of them are to be found in museums, in the 
case o! some he will have to go to the spot. The Pyramids, the 
Sanch1 stupa, the paintings in Ajanta m3y be available in photo
graphs b~t a person~!. survey on , he spot is more useful. In the 
case of literature original manuscripts may have to be consulted 
to test the correctness of even learned editions. Translations may 
have to be scrutini~ed for correctness. Textual criticism will be 
necessary and this will be possible only when many copies of the 
same texts are col!ected and compared. So the researcher will have 
to know where this will be available and will have to remember 
oriental manuscripts libraries. In the case of mordern India for 
instance the archival material is available in abundance and the im
portant archives like that of Madras which is invaluable for the 
history of modern Madras will have to be consulted over and over 
again, whether others have consulted them before or not. The 
word hueristics is derived from the German word Hueristik. A re
searcher ~ho ha~ chosen his topic and delimited it will have to 
concern himself With the spotting and collection of data. He must 
k~ow hi~ evidence. ~~e_n only he can pass on to the next stage of 
his enquiry namely cr1t1c1sm of the evidence. 
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Sources and Evidence 

There are mainly two kinds of sources, primary and second
ary. Primary sources relate to contemporary material on the subject 
like the Tuzuk-i-Jahangiri being primary material for the history of 
the reign of Jahangir. Secondary sources are like Fedshta' sHistory 
ofEarly Medieval India basing himself upon earlier sources. Tertiary 
sources are of no importance unless they generate controversies 
which have to be met or commit mistakes which have to be rectified 
or make brilliant statements which have to be quoted. Sources 
can again be classified as human and non-human: the former can 
be generally called literary and the latter non-literary. Literary 
sources will include what is usually called literature plus diaries, 
chronicles, memoirs, travelogues etc. Epigraphs also can be litera
ture since they were composed by men. It would be better to call 
archaeological only pre-historical material and monumental evi
dence. The monuments, pottery and other relics, ruins, coins
skeletal remains and dolmens are strictly archaeological. Palaeo 
lithic painting, neolithic stones etc. are examples of human expressio~ 
of art and utility of a by-gone age recaptured for the benefit of his
torians. Of these primary sources are preferred to secondary, i. e., 
contemporary to later and by the same token local to foreign. But 
there are some advantages weighing against other disadvantages in 
preferring later sources and foreign evidence. In fact, a genuine 
piece of modern research supported by textual criticism of literary 
evidence and scientific study of material evidence will be more 
valuable than an uncritical piece of contemporary evidence. 

Sources constitute evidence for the historian. A useful 
analogy for the evidence of the historian will be a witness in a law 
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court as well as other sources of proof for the presiding judge. It 
is agreed that a historian functions like a judge or at least has to. 
In a law court where the issue on hand is specific and the problem 
is also clearly stated the judge admits relevant evidence and rules 
out irrelevant evidence of an extranious nature. Hearsay, for 
instance is not admissible as evidence and opinion is not called for. 
To the judge the judgment must be a natural consequence of the 
evidence. Similarly, a historian also should eschew opinions, 
though they could be based on attested facts. Thus far the analogy 
holds good. But the historian is in a predicament which the judge 
may not have to face. 1 He deals with saints and criminals, events 
and institutions relating to a practically dead past. He cannot 
summon witnesses from that past. It he indicts a character be
longing to the historical past the accused cannot defend himself and 
most of the judgments of the historians are exparte. This is a 
difficulty from which the judge does not suffer. But anyway the 
judge will have to come to a conclusion in regard to a case before 
him. He will have to find him guilty or exonerate one. Lack of 
proof will be in favour of the accused. But none of these things 
impinge on a historian. He is not bound to pass judgments in the 
first place. His opinions are not of the same value as the judge's. 

Though historians proceed on the basis of evidence most of 
them instinctively choose such evidence as will suit the prejudices 
and reject inconvenient evidence. Prejudices can be like the imperia
list perjudice or the n&tionalist perjudice. That is how both impe
rialist and patriotic histories have suffered. 

There are two assumptions to be made in validating evidence: 
I. when we are face to face with facts and events different from 
or contrary to our experience, we presume the facts and events to 

'In _the ?Pen c~urt of Clio, advocates must wrangle and put 
their evidence m the box and bully the otherside's witnesses; 
but_ the analogy of a court of justice is not exact, for every his
toncal advocate has got to do his best to be a judge as well.' 
G. M. Trevelyan: Autobiography p. 72. 
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be falsely reporkd and will not accept them unless their truth is 
proved. In the second case when we come across facts and events 
of which we have no personal knowkdge but which conform to our 
experience the assumption is that they are true unless their falsity is 
proved. This is different from the procedure wherein it is equitable 
to assume that everything is innocent till proved otherwise. We 

make inferences of various kinds from available evidence. At times 
the evidence will be partial but the inference will be a generalisa
tion. For example, we say that in India child marriage was the 
result of foreign invasions. But many other countries have also ex
perienced foreign invasions. Did child marriage occur there? The 
oddity of the situation is the consequence of imperfect use of in
adequate evidence. Further in many cases as A. L. Basham points 
out Indian thinkers have been culpable of overlooking the fallacy 
of the excluded middle. This is not the only fallacy historians will 
have to guard against. Fischer in his masterly book on Historical 

Fallacies has enumerated a very large number of pitfalls a historian 
must avoid. The worst of all such errors naturally is the confusion 
between opinion and proof. Bertrand Russel said, •the fact that 
an opinion has been widely held is no evidence whatever that it is 
not utterly absurd; indeed in view of the silline~s of the majority of 

mankind, the widespread belief is more likely to be foolish than 

sensible.' 

In using the testimony of others a historian will have to test 
the testimony. It is proper that for the sake of truth one must 
enquire into and find out the habits of minds of the persons whose 

testimony is examined. 

Our disbelief in the case of certain sources of information 
becomes very stropg when prima facie incredibility is involved. 
For example the miraculous in history when reported by respecta
ble authority can be pure myth or an allegory. But the basis on 

which the disbelief is deemed proper is rather weak since the assump
tion which we stated above namely the equality of the nature of 
reality between the past and the present is but an assumption. 
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Inductive arguments are defective when applied to social sciences, 
i.e., something is considered incredible since it has not happened 
within the experience of the concerned person. With the environment 
and other factors given differently, anything which would be consi
dered supernatural now would have been po3sible then. So the 
possibility of occurence will not be the real question. The question 
will only be regarding the reliability of the person who gives the 
evidence, that is, whether he is a liar or not. The special creation 
theory, the resurrection of Christ, the miracles of the saints of all 
countries and climes etc., are of this order. So interpretation of 
fact becomes an important aspect of historical research. The science 
of scriptural interpretation is called Hermeneutics. Anyone who 
wishes to indulge in In]ian historical research will have to arm 
himself with the canons of Hermeneutics. 
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Criticism 

It is necessary that a researcher should test the validity of 
the evidence supporting his thesis. This testing is called criticism. 
Criticism shall generally be confined to an enquiry about the rela
tionship between the evidence and the thesis. Irrelevant evidence, 
if it is so prima facie, shall be rejected. This does not mean that 
the rejected evidence is either absolutely false or is useless for all 
purposes. It only means that it is useless for the purpose on hand. 
It is beside the point as it were. When this rejection has been done 
the researcher is confronted with a mass of material which he prima 
facie deems useful for his purposes. Then begins more serious 
scrutiny of this material from various points of view. The very 
idea of criticism is that before a piece of evidence is admitted any 
error or deflection from truth which might characterise that piece 
of evidence shall be detected and rectified or removed. Criticism 
by its very nature and assumptions knows no infallible texts; 'its 
first principle is to admit the possibility of error in the text which 
it studies.' 1 Criticism relates mostly to literary material and to a 
much lesser extent to dumb archaeological material like monuments 
without inscriptions, skeletal remains, coins without legends etc. 
The latter can also be criticised to the extent to which tampering 
with their structure, make or composition is tested and its genui
neness as source material is established. In the case of literature, 
however, criticism assumes serious forms. 

Broadly speaking there are two kinds of criticism: 1. exter
nal criticism and 2. internal criticism. The purpose of both is to 
determine whether the documents got from libraries, archives etc. 

l Renan: Life of Jesus; preface, p. 5 
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are credible as evidence. The function of criticism is largely preli
minary to research and sopiewha(negative. Criticism itself proves 
nothing except the admissibility of a piece of ey_id_~nce External 
criticism is concerned with the determination of I he degree of authen
ticity of the piece of evidence. Ancie!_l~t documents were not written 
in the media in which we write th~ now. They have been trans
cribed from age to age by different hands, some schofary, some n~t 
-s-o· learned and in the process of transcription errors could easily 
creep in. There is a proverb in Tamil which means 'the scribe 
spoils the text.• In ancient times manuscripts were written on 
papyrus rolls, pieces of silk, palm leaf strips, parchment etc. These 
media are either very expensive or brittle-and so constant trans
cription was needed and this led to textual errors. AR~!! from 
these unintended but natural errors, wilful· interpolations by dis
honest and interested editors are possib_Ie. These will be more 
difficult to detect and correct. In very ancient texts like the Vedas 
and the Bible textual criticism is a regular science and has deve
loped its own canons. The historian does not believe in the simul
taneous and sacred origins of these texts. He assumes that they 
are human documents and composed over a period of time and 
therefore wishes to establish the chronological sequence. The 

Penteteuch for instance has been the subject of very learned and 
careful criticism. External criticism deals with the authorship of 
documents, the source, hand writing, dates, the question of genui
neness, purity etc. When at the very outset the genuineness or" a 
document cannot be determined the ancillary aids of history 
like paleography, archaeology, chronology etc. shall be used. 
Hence a historian should cultivate enough acquaintance with these 
ancillary aids to be able to supervise the expert. Study of emblems 
and seals, the evolution of writing, systems of chronology are 

· necessary for these tasks. Having accepted a document after exter
nally criticising it the researcher shall proceed to internally criticise 
it which requires greater expertise. Internal criticism deals with 
the contents of the documents, their prol5"iioility, tfie' au.tho;;;· ve~~ 
acity etc. - The text must be studied thoroughly, c"ont-emp~r~ry 

· word ·meaning must be determined, anachronism must ~e detected, 
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the author's bias and character must be discovered and taken int~ 
account in evaluating the text. Criticism however can be negative 
as well as positive. Positive criticism is interpretative and goes 
into the positive aspects of statements. But negative criticism 
deals with the author in relation to the text. If the author is known 

to be a habitual liar the text becomes suspect. If the author is 
known to be a great patriot his subjectivity will detract from the 
value of his writings. Every writer has to some extent a bias. 
The nature and magnitude of bias in respect of each author must 
be determined and the text corrected from that point of vi-ew. 
Wells was a scientist; Seeley was an imperialist; Nehru was a patriot; 
Jayaswal was a revitalist: ___ Kosambi was-a Marxist; each one of 
these was subject to a special kind of bias. · T~ determine· bias in 
these cases a study of the lives of these authors would be helpful. 
In fact a psycho~analytical sfudy of these and other historians 
would be in place. 

Criticism is not art easy task as we have had occassion 
often to note before. The critical faculty can almost be identi
fied with the process of historical values; it has to be responsible 
in form and devoid of fear or favour. The only cri terian governing 
criticism shall be to cure raw evidence and make it fit for use by 
the researcher. There can be no hard and fast rules for criticism. 
What has been said above contains broad outlines and guidelines 
but every critic exercises his critical faculty by a sort of instinct. 
He must be able to see through obstructing media and see beyond 
the author. 'Criticism is above all else a gift, an intuition, _?, 

matter of fact and flair. It cannot-be taught or demonstrated. _ 1_t 
is an art.' It is not enough.if a research.er is a greit ~~h~-lar · His 
sc'rnlarship will be of no avail if he cannot critically appreciate the 
writings of others. Acton said •it is by solidity of criticism more 
than by the plenitude of erudition that the study of history streng
,thens and straightens and extends the mind.• Criticism which 
provides he insulation which will make historical research safe 
must precede the business of thesis making. The careful critic will 
try to find out all about the author of the text i. e., whether he 
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was a bad observer, whether he was credulo~s, suffered from hallu
cinations, illusions, prejudices, whether the author's condition 

an~ situation were such as to preclude him from objectivity and 

truthful reporting, whether the author was habitually negligent or 
inaifferent. The author might be bound by tradition written or 
oral. Legends and anecdotes, proverbs and anonymous statements 
have to be specially treated. There are special reasons without 
which anonymous statements are not to be accepted: I. That false
hood is improbable becauc;e a) the fact is opposed to the interest 
or vanity of the author, b) the fact was generally known, c) the 
fact was indifferent to I he author, 2 error was improbable because 
the fact was roo big to mistake or conceal; 3. the full significance 
of the fact was unintelligible to the author. In criticism we deal 
not only with explicit statements but implications and suggestions 
i. e .• the researcher is not only to read the texts but must read 
between the lines io the text. Silence itself is not beyond criticism. 
An important question for historian is whether anything can be 
inferred from silence. Nothing specific can be inferred but if 

silence in a particular context is significant some inference can be 
drawn and this will depend upon what is suppressed or withheld 
and wha~ are the consequences of such suppression. Suppressio 
'1:eri is as significant and dangerous as Suggestio falsi. If silence is 
due to negligence or a feeling that what is suppressed needs no 
mention then there is little significance about it. 

Interpretative criticism is about the most difficult aspect of 
criticism. In interpreting a statement or a situation the historian 
~hall take care not to import into it meanings unknown to it. Such 
importations will result in the fallacy of anachronism. There can 
be genuine difficulty in interpreting religious texts, hagiologies 
etc._ Sacred tradition bristling with miracles, the supernatural 
achievements of saints, the stories of gods and their dealings with 

men and such other things are difficult for a historian to handle· 
for he will find it an extremely hard task trying to distinguish 
between the rational and the supra-rational i. e., reality and 
myth. Myths have themselves no meaning except the meaning 
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given to them by the myth-makers and as a reflection on the 
nature of the authors of the myths. The canons of interpretative 
criticism as we saw before are collectively called hermeneutics. 

l Understanding religious 1'\yths wil I require a knowledge of 
symbolism in art and letters. The difficulty in interpreting the 
significance of some of the stories in the Periyapuranam for instance 
that of Iyarpagai Nayanar is not less than that of interpreting the 
significance of the erotic sculptures in Orissan art. In the case 
of religious texts the genuineness need not be doubted normally 
since the very nature of the subject must infuse a certain rectitude 
in the minds of the authors. Good faith of an author need be 
doubted only when one has reason to believe that the author's 
interest, vanity, deference to public opinion, literary distortion 
due to rigid conventions, sympathies, antipathies and forces of 
circumstances (like a historical work produced at the behest of a 
government) are involved in the text. 

Emendation of a garbled text must follow established rules 

of restructuring. One must bear in mind the author's style and 
ideas and the contextual value of the statement. In textual criticism 
if a single copy is preserved conjectural emendation may become 
necessary but must be deemed tentative. If the original is preserved 
along with a few copies and if the original itself requires emenda
tion the same system shall follow. If several copies were preserved 
errors can be compared. This sy;~m-is-useful -especfaI1y·1u··com-

b~tin_~- int~rpo.lati~~~~-' ~i~ference in st~le can be a safe _gui~e only l 
when one 1s sure of a defm1te and unmistakable evolution m style 
and when authors enjoy individuality in. style. In languages in 
which highly conventionalised literature has grown it will be risky ' 
to think of difference in style as a pointer to difference in author
ship. This is true not only of authors but of epochs in literary 
evolution. Criticism will be concerned also with the investigation 
of sources of the texts and test for plagiarism and unacknowledged 
borrowings. In literatures where Ii terary piracy is widespread the 
task of the historian becomes enormously difficult. The different 
ways of criticism can be charted as follows: 
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Criticism 

I 
External 
criticism 

I 
Internal 
criticism 

I 
I 

Positive 
Interpretative 
criticism 

I 
Negative 
criticism 

There are four stages in this -business of thesis preparation. 
In the first place data !-potting and collection called hueristics, 
secondly. criticism, thirdly, synthesi!- and fourthly exposition. We 
have seen the nature of criticism above. After the source material 
has been critically analysed, the unwanted and the erroneous rejec
ted and the relevant admitted to evidence the pieces of information 
or data thus collected and cured by criticism must be arranged. 
This arrangement amounts to proper grouping of the facts pigeon
holing them and ordering them in the manner in which they are to 

be presented. This is a synthetic operation. As Fling says it is 
the business of the historian to organise the data into a complex 
unique, evolving -whole the parts of which stand in causal relation 
to one another. The synthesised material may be arranged chrono
logically or topically. Whatever be the scheme adopted the pre
se~tation should be intelligible and logical. Thus the skeleton 
of the research thesis will be got ready from head to foot, the diff
erent places to which different parts of the body should be assigned 
will be clear by then. But yet it will not be a full body throbbing 
with life for the flesh will not be there and the narrative would yet 
not have been given the vigour which a lively thesis ought to 
possess. This is done by taking special care about exposition. 
So after synthesis comes exposition. Exposition is the last but not 
the least part of thesis making. When exposition is complete the 
thesis is fit for presentation for adjudication by a board of exa
miners. If the research work is not intended as part of a research 
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programme leading to a university degree, the material will be 
straightaway fit for publication. 

It is the opinion of many historians in modern times that 
style of presentation is not a significant point in thesis making. 
Some scholars reluctantly agree that style is important but quickly 
add that it must be subordinated to matter. The old fear that 
style will interfere with matter crops up. Thie; is unnecessary fear; 
very often it is an indirect justification of insipid and often repelling 
style. The classic example of Gibbon, it has often been pointed 
out in this work shows conclusively that style instead of being a 
handicap to matter serves the cause of history by pro_viding brilli
ant garments to a presentable person. By style what is meant is 
not a lot of 'rhetorical wind' but elegant, intelligible, clear and 
wherever possible pleasing exposition. This will vary from author 
to author. The literary mannerisms of a Carlyle no less than the 
majesty of a Gibbon will please a student of history. On the 
other hand drab matter-of-fact narratives by dry-as-dust at his 
worst will be a punishment rather than a reward. Whenever style 
is decried whatever be the language in which the matter is written 
insufficient acquaintance with the medium of communication and 
poor literary talents can be suspected. Elegant style consists in 
straightforward presentation avoiding the complex and the com
pound but mainly communicating in simple sentences, preferring 
phrases to clauses wherever possible, splitting large and cumbersome 
sentences into viable and effective linguistic units and preferring 
verbal forms to noun substantives. 
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Thesis Engineering 

While the thesis is got ready there are certain formalities 
which every rese;1rcher is obliged to follow. Mostly this is a 
question of uniformity of practice among those who present theses 
and the conventions needed to secure the uniformity, we mention 
here the different parts of a thesis and the conventions which us
ually govern each of them in the case of historical research. An 
ideal Ph. D. thei;;is will begin with a preface in which the broad 
aims of the thesis together with the justification therefor will be 
mentioned. The sr udent will recapitulate the circumstances under 
which he was drawn to the subject, what made him choose the par
ticular topic, what in his opinion is his net contribution to know

ledge in that area, what controversies he meets and overcomes and 
so on. He will no doubt mention his predecessors in the same field 

of research taking care to indicate how he has improved on them. 
All the time he must be very guarded in his language show (if 
rtecessary, pretend) humility in his expression while being firm in 
putting forth his views with the courage of conviction necessary 
for that. He will conclude by thanking whomsoever had been res
ponsible for sponsoring his research, guiding it and accepting his 
thesis for adjudication. If it is a thesis it employs a number of 
non-English technical terms or philosophical jargon in local lan
guages. He will have to adopt a system of transliteration. This 
will involve the use of qiacritical marks for uniformisation of pro
nunciation and internationalisation of communication. For 
example, the Sanskrit vowel occurring as the second letter in the 
word Krishna will be indicated as r; the Tamil letter i. e. the second 
in the Tamil word for fruit (pa{am) will be written as 1. These 
diacritical marks should be treated as aids to pronunciation for 
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students unfamiliar with the script, the language and its tradition. 
Some people make a fetish of it and think that these conventional 
symbols and frills are more important than the textual material. 
One should think that diacritical marks should not be raised to the 
stature of some sort of ritual. A. L. Basham right_ly observes that 
a plethora of diacritic marks may seem irritative. But still they 
are unavoidable to some extent at least. ln a research thesis pre
sented for adjudication a student must takt: all the cart: about these 
marks since he has to please an examiner whose n ,tions ab0ut these 
things could be anything. But in a book strc1igh1away published 
for the general public transliterating the word Krishna as Krsr:ia is 
irritatingly pedantic. When the diacritical marks are used the 
scheme shall be indicated in a prominent way at the commence
ment of the thesis. The contents of the thesis shall be as expres
sive as possible and indicate the main chapters, sub-chapters. 
introductories. conclusions, append ices, maps, charts etc. which 
might be found in the thesis. The thesis itself begins with normally 
an introductory chapter which according to its nomenclature intro
duces the subject. Discussion of the sources will be an esscntia 1 

feature of any thesis for witho11t source material no research thesis 
can be written. In that chapter the researcher shall mention the 
different sources of information for him, their relative evaluation 
and state bow he criticises them. He shall also state the authors 
who bad worked on the same subject before him and the extent to 
which he is indebted to them. He shall illustrate these statements 

Every important idea in the thesis would need documenta

tion. Well known statements will need no authority. Non contro
versial statements also can be made for they will not be contradic
ted. Ideas likely to generate controversy, ideas on which differ
ence of opinion is known to exist etc. will have to be supported by 

reference to the statements of all parties concerned. Suppose a 
researcher wants to state that women were relegated to a humilia
ting and subordinate position in ancient and medieval Hindu 
society knowing that different opinions are held in this subject he 
might refer to all those authorities with chapter and works as it 
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were i. e., mentioning the name of the author, the title of the book, 
volume number if any, place of publication, year of publication 
and so forth. This is only to ensure that a researcher has actually 
looked up his references and has not been guessing about them. 
Documentation shall normally be in the form of foot notes though 
for the sake of convenience they can be given as references immedi
ately after the concerned chapter. They will thus be interchapter 
references. There are other ways of bunching all the references at 
the rear end of the book. Both the interchapter and Lhe end rder
ences are justified with reference to the reader's convenience. But 
they can never be equal to foot notes, though relatter involve a 
lot more trouble both in typing the thesis and in getting it printed. 
In this documentation apart from giving the sources of hi$torical 
information dealt within the text of the thesis any digression asso
ciated with the text or any side lights not directly connected with 
the thesis but springing from a reference therein must be accom
modated. In some thesis the references forming the foo: notes 
make more interesting reading than the text itself. 

Bibliography or the list of books consulted by the researcher 
in the course of his research must be listed alphabetically author
wise; either an exhaustive list of books on the subject or a select 
list actually consulted and used can be given. Books of a primary 
nature, ofa secondary nature in different languages, encyclopaedias, 
journals, unpublished thesis, persons interviewed for oral history 
etc. must be separately listed. Maps and charts, tables and illus

trations can either be provided at appropriate places in the text or 
bunched item wise at the end of the thesis and placed before the 
bibliography. 

While the student is engaged in collecting data he shall read 
through all the important books end to end and read relevant 
chapters in general treaties but whatever he does he must take 

~otes from whatever he reads. Taking notes from a book, a 

Journal article or while interviewing a person is an art. He must 
know what is important and what is not. For taking down these 

notes he shall employ slips of paper of suitable size preferably six 
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inches by four of a thickness sufficient to last till his thesis is 
submitted or is published and in these slips of paper enter the notes 
at the rate of only one idea per slip. The unit of entry in a slip 
will not be author or title but idea. Different statements on the 
same idea can go into one slip but more than one idea shall never 
be entered in a single slip. These slips may be punched and 
attached to an index rack. The facility in using these slips is that 
they can at any time be rearranged according to need. In every slip 
invariably the source and the idea shall be indicated. Some research 
guides whose acquaintance with research methodology is less than 
nodding prescribe the note book system. A student who puts all 
these ideas taken from his reading material into a t;1.otebook bound 
on one side as and when the ideas occur without possibility of re
arrangement will make a perfect mess of the whole thing and will 
never be able to use the mass of the information collected and put 
in a haphazard way. When a student who had been thus badly 
guided consulted the present writer as to what he should do since 
he found it impossible to use the material his consultant advised 
him to get the notebook bound on the other three sides also as an 
alternative to destroying it. In all these matters experience is a 

sure guide for the student. An intelligent researcher will evolve his 
own scheme of methodology as research techniques. Methodology 
of which much noise is made is but the commensense of a serious 
minded sane adult. A few sample slips are printed herebelow : 

Sample card entry of a bibliographical item : 

Subrahmanian, N. 

SANGAM POLITY 

Bombay, 1967 
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Subrahmanian, N. 
HISTORY OF TAMILNAD 
vol. I 

Madurai, 1972 

Multi-author publication - a special case: 

THE CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF INDIA 

6 vols. (-fol. 2 not yet published) 

Cambridge, 1922 

Multi-author Publication : 

Translated Work: 

Marshall, Sir J. and others 

INDUS CIVILIZATION 

(3 vols.) 

London, 1931 

Geiger (tr.) 

MAHAVAMSA 

2nd impression with addendum by 

G. C. Mendis 

Colomao, 1950 



Translated and edited work : 

Tawney, C.H. (tr.) 
Penzer, N. (ed.) 
The OCEAN OF STORY 

( Somadeva 's Kathasaritsagara) 

10 vols. 

London, 1925-28 

Journal article : 

Subrahmanian, N. 

The POYSALAS 

J. I. H. vol. XLII pt. iii 

Dec. 196~ s. no. 126 

Abbreviations used : 

E. I Epigrapia Jndica 

J. I. H. Journal of Indian History 

and 
so 
forth 

A subsequent edition of a multi-author publication: 

Majumdar, R. C. and others 

ADVANCED HISTORY OF INDIA 

(2nd ed.) 

London, 1950 

427 
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Sample entry of note taken from a book consulted : 

Minor official 
Basham, A. L. 

The SUTA, 

at court ch. 3 of the thesis 
The Wonder that was India (I 963) 

p. 90 
who combined the functions of royal 

charioteer, herald and bard, and was often the friend 
and confidant of the king-is not referred to in the 
inscriptions of later times. 

••The historian's duty is to separate the true from the false, 
the certain from the uncertain and the doubtful from that which 
cannot be accepted .... Every investigator must before all things look 
upon himself as one who is summoned to serve on a jury. He has 
only to consider how far the statement of the case is incomplete 
and clearly set forth by the evidence. Then he draws his conclu
sions and gives his vote, whether it be that his opinion coincides 
with that of the foreman or not." 

[The maxims and reflections of Goethe Nos. 453, 543] 
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