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Block 1 Evolution of History as Knowledge on Past

EVOLUTION OF HISTORY
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Unit 1

EARLY TRADITIONS OF HISTORICAL PERCEPTIONS

Learning Outcomes

At the conclusion of this unit, the learner will be able to
● Understand Greek, Roman, Chinese, Arabic and Indian historical traditions.
● Learn the contributions of major historians.
● Familiarize different trends of history writing.
● Acquainted with the central philosophy of thinkers.

Background

History tells the story of the past. The deeds of the ancestors, gods, stories of heroes and
cultures became the theme of such recordings. The word history comes from the Greek
word ‘historia’, which means “inquiry”. Historiography means the writing of history
and also refers to the theory and history of historical writing.

We could see the difference in the quality and nature of historical literature produced in
different ages. These differences reflected the changes in the social, political, cultural
and intellectual life of the people. The historical spirit of the Greek and Roman
historians was different compared to the Church and Arabic historians of the Middle
Ages. Therefore, historiography unfolds the changes in approach and intellect of the
period.

Keywords

Greek and Roman history, Hellenistic period, Chinese history, City of God, Carita, Prasatis,
Itihasa-purana tradition, Jaina and Buddhist historical tradition.
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Discussion

1.1.1 HISTORICAL THINKING OF ANCIENT GREECE

The historians of Greece initiated recording history by critically examining the sources in
their possible way. Recording Greek history was initiated by a group of writers called
logographers, who compiled the oral traditions of the town, people and places. The influence
of logographers diminished when Herodotus started writing the history of ancient Greek. The
tradition of writing history was then carried by numerous other Greek historians who made an
effort to mitigate the drawbacks of their predecessors.

● Tradition of recording Greek history initiated by logographers

Understanding the past appears to be one of the universal needs of humans to unfold the early
historical traditions. According to Herbert Butterfield, the historiography of the pre-classical
times can be distinguished mainly into three types. This includes ballads and epics, annals of
the rulers and Hebrew scriptures. However, there arises a question. Can these compositions
be viewed as history? R.G. Collingwood opined that the ‘true history’ did not exist four
thousand years ago. This explanation was given through the question of theocratic history and
myth in the pre-classical compositions.

● Three types of historiographies of pre-classical period: ballads, annals and Hebrew
scriptures.

1.1.1.1 Theocratic history and myth

Collingwood viewed that the pre-classical compositions have the character of quasi history,
not ‘true history’. He tries to explain the type of quasi history by citing the examples from
early Mesopotamian documents. He contends that the classical records of the Sumerians have
a resemblance to history but do not constitute history because the narratives do not answer
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the question; the deeds recorded are not human actions but divine actions. Therefore, he calls
the facts recorded in such documents quasi history as they try to make known statements.

● Collingwood said pre-classical compositions are quasi history, not ‘true history’.

Collingwood then called such history theocratic history. The phrase ‘history’ does not imply
scientific inquiry but a statement of known facts given to the person they are not known.
Along with theocratic history, there is another quasi history called myth. According to
Collingwood, myths are not concerned with human actions but have the character of
theogony. He defines theogony as the relations between various gods or elements of divine
nature.

● Two quasi history: theocratic history and myth.

● Myth has the character of theogony-relation between gods.

Considering all these aspects, Collingwood, therefore, viewed the pre-classical compositions
like ballads and epics, annals and Hebrew literature belong to the two types of quasi-history.

The two forms of quasi history, theocratic history and myth, therefore dominated the Near
East until the rise of Greece. The systematic history of ancient Greece emerged through the
works of Greek historians of the fifth century B.C, Herodotus and Thucydides. The Greeks
have the consciousness that history is or can be a science and has to do with human actions.
Collingwood viewed that Greek history cannot be estimated as a legend but it is an attempt to
get answers to questions. It is not theocratic, not mythical, but it is humanistic.

However, some works clearly show the theocratic and mythical aspects. The work of Homer
is not considered research but a theocratic legend. Keeping all these in mind, what is essential
in Greek works is that their historical consciousness has the elements of history.
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● The systematic history of ancient Greece emerged from Herodotus and Thucydides.

● Greeks thought history is a science, and human actions are important.

1.1.1.2 Herodotus: Father Of History (484-430 BC)

Herodotus was born in Halicarnassus (present day Bodrum) in Caria over 484 BC. He is
known for his book The Histories. The work is a detailed record of the Greco-Persian Wars.
The book's introduction states that the purpose of the Histories was to preserve the deeds of
the Greeks and Barbarians for the future generation. The work is written in nine parts, which
primarily deals with the lives of Croesus, Cyrus, Cambyses, Smerdis, Darius, and Xerxes and
the battles of Marathon, Thermopylae, Artemisium, Salamis, Plataea, and Mycale. However,
Herodotus has also given the narration of customs, dress, manners, morals and beliefs of the
people of the eastern Mediterranean.

● Known for his book The Histories.

● Detailed record of the Greco-Persian Wars

● It is composed of nine parts.

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 5



His style and method

Herodotus is widely considered the first writer to imply systematic investigation of historical
facts. Therefore, he is conferred the title of “father of history” by the first century B.C.
Roman orator Cicero. Shotwell describes him as the “Homer of the Persian Wars”. According
to Herodotus, the purpose of writing history is humanistic, where he describes the deeds of
the men. He does not confine his attention to the events but considers these events in a
humanistic way as the action of human beings. He, therefore, states that the sole aim of the
historian is to understand the reason for the events. Accordingly, Collingwood credits
Herodotus for the creation of scientific history.

Herodotus has been criticized for depicting far-off events reported to him second or third
hand. Many authors, including Thucydides, accused him of making up stories for
entertainment. However, Herodotus states that he merely reports the events he has seen and
told.

● He was conferred the title “father of history”.

● States that the sole aim of the historian is to understand the reason for the events.

● Described by Collingwood as ‘Creator of Scientific history’.

1.1.1.3 Thucydides (460-396 BC)

Thucydides was an Athenian historian. When the Peloponnesian war erupted, he kept an
account of it from day to day. In 424 BC, he was selected as one of the two generals to
command the naval expedition to Thrace. However, he was exiled from Athens due to
military failure. His foremost work was the History of the Peloponnesian War narrates the
fifth century B.C. war between Sparta and Athens until 411 BC. He died about 396 BC
leaving his work unfinished. The work comprises eight books.
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● Athenian historian.

● Work: the History of the Peloponnesian War

His style and method

Collingwood attributed Thucydides for his emphasis on the humanistic purpose and the
self-revelatory function of history. Unlike Herodotus, Thucydides explicitly stresses that
historical inquiry should rely on evidence. He believed that the historical process was a
rational process unaltered by supernatural phenomena. He, therefore, refused to accept the
words of the oracles and kept a distance from myths, legends and miracles. Consequently, he
wrote as an eye-witness for most of the described events.

For that matter, Herodotus may be the father of history, but Thucydides is called the ‘father of
the scientific method of history’ for his historical accuracy and truthfulness.

● Historical process was a rational process according to Thucydides.

● Thucydides is called the ‘father of the scientific method of history’

1.1.1.4 Limitations of the Greek historical method

The analysis of the major historical works of Greek history suggests two crucial aspects.
Firstly, for historians like Herodotus and Thucydides, historical sources meant the reports of
the facts by the eye-witness. Secondly, their historical method consisted in producing these
narratives. According to Collingwood, in the fifth century B.C. Greek historians must have
thoroughly cross-questioned the eye-witness accounts for the consistency of the narrative.
However, according to Collingwood, these methods had three limitations.

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 7



i It imposed on its user’s shortness of historical perspective. Collingwood suggests
that an eye-witness account could not go beyond living memory. Therefore, the
method used by Herodotus and Thucydides cannot be relied on as scientific. They
are mere logography.

ii The second limitation of the method was that it prevented him from choosing his
subject. The only thing the Greek historian can write about is the events that had
happened within the living memory of the people. Therefore, Collingwood quote,
“...instead of the historian choosing his subject, the subject chooses the
historian…”.

iii Thirdly, the Greek historical method made it impossible to criticize, improve or
rewrite a history once written.

Three limitations:

· Shortness of historical perspective

· It prevented him from choosing his subject.

· Impossible to criticize

1.1.1.5 The Hellenistic period

Before Alexander, Greek history was essentially the history of one particular social unit at
one specific time. The historiography of the Hellenistic period is an important genre to
understand the changes that occurred in Greek history. Hellenistic period comprised the
period of two hundred years between the conquest of Alexander and the Roman conquest of
Egypt.
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· Hellenistic period comprised the period between the conquest of Alexander and the

Roman conquest of Egypt.

Collingwood attests that Greek historiography overcame three limitations during the
Hellenistic period. These include:

i Firstly, the Greeks slowly discard their cultural particularism. The parochial is
based on the linguistic and cultural distinction between the Greeks and the
Barbarians.

ii Secondly, they shed their city-state particularism. In this, the ‘world’ became a
single political unit, and it became something more than a geographical
expression. It became a historical expression as well. The whole empire of
Alexander shared a single history of the Greek world.

iii Thirdly, Greek historiography overcame the matter of method. They understood
the limitation of writing a world history based on eye-witness testimony. Hence, a
new approach was adopted called compilation. The materials for such history
were appropriated from ‘authorities’, which means from the works of previous
historians. Collingwood calls this the ‘scissors and paste historical method’.
Polybius fully demonstrates this new kind of history.

· Limitations of Greek historiography were overcome during Hellenistic period.

· Three limitations were cultural pluralism, city-state-pluralism and method of
compilation.

1.1.2 HISTORICAL TRADITIONS OF ANCIENT ROME

The history of Roman civilization can be traced from the eighth century B.C to the fifth
century A.D. After the Greeks, Romans made significant contributions to historical writing.
One of the prominent figures in Roman history was Julius Caesar. He is famous for his
military achievements. He wrote the work The De Bello Gallico, who is Caesar’s account of
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the Gallic War. He was criticized for his actions in the Gallic war, but he justified those
through this work. The story is that the Gallic wars happened in self-defence when Caesar
and his army were attacked in Gaul. When a Celtic tribe, Helvetians, migrated through their
province, a group of allies came to Caesar for help against Helvetians. This led Caesar to
gather his army. The main purpose of his work was to create himself as a military hero.

Likewise, the Roman historical tradition has numerous other historical accounts of the past
that are reliable and unbiased.

1.1.2.1 Polybius

The idea of a new kind of history of the Hellenistic period fully developed in the work of
Polybius. He is famous for his work ‘Histories’. His Histories narrates the story of the
Mediterranean world from 221 to 146 BC, which covers the expansion and political
development of Rome. His work is a valid account of analyzing different Hellenistic versions
of History.

● His famous work -‘Histories’.

● It is the story of the Mediterranean world from 221 to 146 BC.

He also reported the conflicts between Hannibal and Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus,
such as the Battle of Ticinus, the Battle of the Trebia, the Siege of Saguntum, the Battle of
Lilybaeum, and the Battle of Rhone Crossing. In the twelfth volume of his work, Polybius
insisted that history should be written by those who have seen the events. He should analyze
the documents and review geographical information and political experiences.

● History should be written by those who have seen the events, according to
Polybius

Roman historiography owes its origin to earlier Greek historiography. The Greek historian of
the Hellenistic period, Polybius, was noted for his work that describes the rise of the Roman
republic to the dominion status in the Mediterranean world. With Polybius, the Hellenistic
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tradition of historical thought was handed into the hands of Rome. Along with Cato the Elder
(234-149 BC), he can be regarded as one of the founding fathers of Roman historiography.
However, Collingwood maintained that the original development of Roman historiography
was evident from the work of Livy, who comprehended the history of the Roman world from
the beginning.

● Roman historiography owes its origin to earlier Greek historiography.

● One of the founding fathers of Roman historiography.

1.1.2.2 Livy (59 B.C. -A.D. 17)

Livy was considered a philosophical historian. He is credited with the work History of Rome.
It is said that the work comprised 142 books, and only 35 survived. Livy outlined the history
of Rome from the foundation of the city. The main content of the book includes Punic, Social
and Civil wars. There was also a brief account of the Roman constitution, economy etc.

● Philosophical historian.

● He is credited with the work history of rome.

Collingwood made a comparison of the work of Polybius and Livy. He argues that Polybius
used the scissor and paste method only in the introductory phrases of his work. However, in
the work of Livy, it is not the introduction, but the whole body of his work is based on the
scissors and paste method. Livy’s whole task was to assemble the traditional record of Rome
and weld them together into a continuous narrative of Roman history.

The assessment of Collingwood on the work of Livy is enumerated below.
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i Livy does not claim original research or original method.

ii Secondly, he emphasized moral purposes. He wants his reader to read the remote
past to show them that the early Roman society was uncorrupted and
straightforward.

iii Thirdly, to Livy, history is humanistic. Therefore, the mission of the historian is to
show the actions of the men.

iv Livy's method failed because it was too simple to manage with the complexity of
his material.

According to Collingwood,

● The whole body of his work is based on scissors and paste method.

● Task was to assemble a traditional record of Rome and make it into a
narrative.

● Emphasized moral purpose.

1.1.2.3 Tacitus (A.D. 55-120)

Cornelius Tacitus was an aristocrat by birth, character and education. He was trained in
oratory and law. The major works of Tacitus include the Histories and the Annals. Other
works were Dialogues on Orators, Agricola and de Germania. The Histories is an account of
Roman emperors from Galba to the death of Domitian (A.D. 68-96). It is the history of the
Flavian dynasty. The Annals narrate the story further back and the record of emperors of the
Julian house (A.D. 14-68) to Nero. The method employed by Tacitus in the Histories was that
of an orator. He did not miss the opportunity to recite events, formulate causes, and interpret
movements.
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● Major works of Tacitus include the Histories and the Annals.

● Method of orator.

According to Collingwood, Tacitus defects as a historian. He observed that Tacitus imitates
the narrow outlook of the fifth century Greeks without imitating their virtues. He was
obsessed with the history of affairs in Rome, neglecting the Empire. His attitude towards the
philosophical basis of history is silly. Therefore, Collingwood remarks on him as a
rhetorician and not a profound thinker.

Tacitus is said to have initiated a new approach called psychological-didactic. This approach,
according to Collingwood, was a deficiency and indicated a declining standard of historical
honesty. His moral displeasure resulted in two main drawbacks-narrow scopes and partiality.
The narrowness restricts him from producing the larger history of the empire. He was not
able to trace the developments, achievements and economic growth of the empire.

Tacitus had a moral view of history. He said that the main duty of the historian is to judge the
actions of the men and preserve the deeds of the good men, and evil men should be caught up
in their criticism. Will Durant remarked that, for Tacitus, all Roman emperors were evil men.

● Tacitus imitates the narrow outlook of the fifth century Greeks.

● He is called a rhetorician and not a profound thinker.

● Initiated a new approach- ‘psychological-didactic method’.
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1.1.3 CHINESE HISTORICAL TRADITIONS

Herbert Butterfield suggests that China has been called “the paradise of historians”. The
historical tradition of China is supreme in its length, internal consistency, prestige and literary
output. Butterfield noted some of the circumstances that shaped Chinese historical mentality.
He elaborated as:

i The recording of past events is a Chinese way of communicating with the divine
order. Every temple has its own archivist to record registers, family trees,
contracts and decisions of oracles. Along with them, the princely houses
maintained their archivists and astrologers who recorded the events.

ii Ancient China witnessed a ‘rationalist’ movement, which brought incidental
support to history by insisting on ‘immortality’ that will be protected in the
memory of men for ages.

iii The period from the fifth to third century B.C., known as the period of the
Warring States, brought Chinese culture to its climax. This movement helped
Chinese history to construct wisdom that is necessary for planning life and
government.

iv After Szuma Ch’ien, historiographers became recognized as part of the Chinese
civil service.

● Circumstances shaped Chinese historiography.

● Rationalist movement of ancient China helped.

● The period of Warring states made historiography to its zenith.

1.1.3.1 Confucius (551-478 B.C)

Confucius stressed the importance of history in encouraging venerating the past and
respecting the examples given by the ancestors. His major work, Five Ching or Canonical
Books, reflects the historical tradition of the period. The fourth and fifth of this book are
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historical narratives. The fourth book, called Ch’un Ch’ieu or Spring and Autumn Annals, is a
brief account of the reign of the twelve dukes of Lu from 722-to 484 BC. The fifth book,
called Shu-Ching or Book of History or Book of Documents, is a collection of royal speeches,
feudal documents and edicts.

Will Durant remarks that Confucius cannot be regarded so much as a historian because he
was giving a partial account of events of the past, imaginary speech and stories were
promoted to teach morals and wisdom. He can be considered a teacher who idealized the
country’s past to inspire young minds with the stories he selected from legends and history.

What could be the possible method that helped Chinese tradition to reach into the common
minds? You might have heard about Confucianism from your classes. Confucianism is
mainly the teaching of Confucius, a 6th century B. C scholar and state official. Confucianism
has influenced the spiritual and intellectual tradition of Chinese people and has a powerful
influence on the historical tradition of China.

● His major work is Five Ching or Canonical Books.

● Will Durant said Confucius is less a historian

● Confucianism is the teachings of Confucius.

1.1.3.2 Development Of Historiographical Tradition In Pre-Modern China

The Chinese word “shi” means “history”, initially referred to the court scribes who recorded
the events which are relevant to the ruler. Therefore, the ancient historical records mainly
comprised records of rulers.

Szuma Ch’ien (145-85 B.C.)

Szuma Ch’ien, a leading historian of 1st century B.C., is regarded as the ‘grand historian of
China’. According to T. H. Barrett, Szuma Ch’ien was the father of Chinese historiography
based on the reality of the past. Szuma Ch’ien was the grand historian-astrologer of the Han
dynasty. He initiated the tradition of history writing in China. Szuma Ch’ien was regarded as
the first to write a comprehensive history of China from antiquity to later times. His major
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work is the Shi Ji or Historical Records. The bulk of the narratives of this work consists of
narratives covering the history of famous individuals, foreign people etc.

● Grand historian of China- Szuma Ch’ien

● Father of Chinese historiography.

Other features of the work include:

i Shih-Ji is not just a history of a region or a dynasty but a history of the world
known by its author. The 130 chapters of the book cover the history of China from
the period of the Yellow Emperor to Szuma Chi’en’s time.

ii The book relied upon a varied collection of source materials. Though the earlier
part of the book is mythical, the work became more detailed and precise in the
latter portion, especially from the period of the Han dynasty. He used the sources
with the utmost care, and he validated that he used more than seventy-five official
records for writing the history of the Han dynasty.

iii His work looks beyond the boundaries of the court.

iv Lastly, instead of a chronological arrangement of facts, he has divided the work
into five sections.

● His major work is the Shi Ji or Historical Records.

● This is not the history of a region or a dynasty, but the history of China.

As criticism of his work, Herbert Butterfield argued that Szuma Chi’en did not attempt
explanation and interpretation. There were no features of historicity as the author failed to
provide connection, developments and causation. Butterfield further attested that he saw
history as a product of man’s will and did not seek to comprehend it.
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● Criticism: No explanation and interpretation.

● No historicity, causation and connections of development

The Dynastic Histories By Pan Ku (A.D. 32-92)

One of the impressive elements of Chinese historical writing was the collection of “24
Standard Histories”. Each Standard History basically comprised the history of one dynasty,
which was written by the succeeding dynasty. This tradition was initially set by Pan Ku, who
wrote the History of the Former Han Dynasty. The historical narrative of Szuma Chi’en was
not the history of one particular dynasty but consisted of the whole history down to his time.
Pan Ku, who succeeded Szuma Chi’en adopted a narrow perspective of writing history.

By writing history only for the former Han dynasty, Pan Ku set a new pattern of history
writing for himself. Eventually, it became a practice for each dynasty to compile historical
material for its successors. For this, many officials were appointed to the History Bureau,
whose work was to produce a collective, corroborative work. In such narration, when a
dynasty comes to an end, the comprehensive account of the former dynasty has to have
complied with the succeeding dynasty. Therefore, the ‘standard histories’ were produced on
the pattern set initially by Pan Ku.

● “24 Standard Histories”- comprising the history of one succeeding dynasty.

● Initiated by Pan Ku- wrote History of the Former Han Dynasty.

● Establishment of the History Bureau helped the ‘standard histories’.

Liu Chih-Chi (AD 661-721)

The official history faced serious criticism in China. The Shih-t’ung (On History) of Liu
contains criticism against the ‘standard histories’. It is the first work of critical historiography
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in China. It directly addresses the question of how history was and should be written. Other
Chinese historians like Szuma Kuang and Chu Hsi directly questioned the usefulness of
dynastic histories. After the time of the Han dynasty, historians in imperial China were aware
of the historical tradition. All dynasties of China were obliged to keep up the
historiographical tradition and were not allowed to break the continuity.

● The Shih-t’ung (On History) of Liu contains criticism against the ‘standard
histories’.

● First critical work of China.

1.1.4 MEDIEVAL CHRISTIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

The historiographical tradition of the west began to decline with the development of
Christianity. Christianity brought changes in western man’s attitude towards life. By the
medieval period, historiography witnessed a separation from secular history due to the
emergence of the Christian religion within the Roman empire. According to Collingwood,
any history written on Christian principles was universal, providential, apocalyptic and
periodized.

● Separation  of secular history.

● Universal history and work of providence is important.

Given below are some of the characteristics of Christian historiography:

i It will be a universal history or history of the world. It describes the origin of man,
how various races of man came into existence, the rise and fall of civilization etc.
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ii The events in Christian historiography were understood not to the wisdom of
human agents but to the working of providence which foretells their course of
events.

iii The central importance in Christian historiography is given to the life of Christ.
Therefore, it divided history into two parts: one part dealing up to the birth of
Christ has a forward-looking character and the second deal with the
backwards-looking character. Collingwood, therefore, calls a history divided into
two period-period of darkness and a period of light apocalyptic history.

iv The Christian historiography is again divided into epochs.

● Christ is the central figure.

● Apocalyptic history.

● History is divided into epochs.

1.1.4.1 Eusebius of Caesarea

The four elements of Christian historical thought were carefully incorporated by Eusebius.
He is regarded as the founder of ecclesiastical history (church history). His major historical
work is the Chronicle, the Ecclesiastical History, Lives of the Martyrs of Palestine, Ancient
Martyrologies and Life of Constantine.

● Founder of ecclesiastical history.

● Important work: Chronicle

In his Chronicle, he composed a universal history where all events were brought under single
chronological events. The purpose of his narrative was to show the birth of Christ in its
centre. The Chronicle or Chronographia is a comparative chronology of all known people.
The work was divided into two books. In the first book, Eusebius compared the opinions of
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various historians to establish the chronology of every people. In the second book, he
articulates the concordance of the ancient chronological system: biblical, Egyptian, Assyrian,
Greek, and Romans.

● Chronicle is a universal history divided into two books.

● Events were brought under single chronological events.

His Historia Ecclesiastica is a different work from Chronographia. According to James
Thompson, the work “is a coordinated, sustained, critical and interpretative history of the
Church in ten books. His other work, Praeparatio Evangelica, showed the history of the
pre-Christian world could be regarded as a process that tends to end in the Incarnation. The
Book of Martyrs is less a historical narrative. The work is mingled with miracles and wonders
of the Saints.

● Historia Ecclesiastica -10 books

● The Book of Martyrs- contains miracles and wonders of saints.

1.1.4.2 St. Augustine (AD 354-430)

St. Augustine became the most significant figure of early church historiography. He is
famous for two major works. The Confessions, his autobiography and The City of God (De
Civitat Dei). The City of God was composed of twenty-two books between 413-426 AD.

● Major works: The Confessions and The City of God.
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The theme of The City of God

In 410, Rome was occupied and sacked by the Goths under Alaric. The theists argued that the
city suffered due to neglect of ancient gods. Augustine stepped forward as a champion of
Christianity and compiled his monumental work.The main theme for the work was the
contrast between the temporal empire of Rome and the ‘glorious City of God’, that is, the
Church. It is, therefore, the contest between temporal and spiritual powers.

● Theme: the contrast between the temporal empire of Rome and the ‘glorious City of
God’.

● Contest between temporal and spiritual powers.

According to his work, The City of God, there are two cities. The first city of the Civitat Dei,
or the City of God, is the divine city of the past, present and future worshipers. This is the
‘Heavenly City’, and its reflection is the Holy Church. The second city is the Civitat Terrena
or the Earthly City or Kingdom or City of man. This is considered evil. This city is based on
physical force, and the City of God is based on divine love.

● There are two cities:

· City of the Civitat Dei, or the City of God. This is Heavenly city.

· Civitat Terrena or the Earthly City or City of Man.

Will Durant commented that “…with this book, paganism as a philosophy ceased to be and
Christianity as a philosophy began. It was the first definite formulation of the medieval
mind…”. Hence, the book became the basis of Catholic theology and helped to formulate the
political theory of the Middle Ages. It put God in History.
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· The book became the basis of Catholic theology.

· Formulated the political theology of the Middle Age.

Augustine observed the historical process as a struggle between good and evil, virtue and
vice, divine and demonic and theocratic and secular. He saw history as confirming a divine
plan. All human achievements are not due to the actions of the human intellect but due to
God's grace. It is God who plans human actions. Such history, which places God at the centre
of human actions, is called sacred history, salvation history, providential history or patristic
history. This was the main historical view of the Europeans in the Middle Ages.

· To Augustine, the historical process was a struggle between good and evil.

· History- divine plan according to Augustine

1.1.5 ARABS HISTORICAL TRADITIONS

Collingwood suggests that the medieval historians continued the tradition of Hellenistic and
Roman historiography. They primarily depend on facts on traditions, and there was no
method to criticize that tradition. What was the pre-Islamic historical tradition? According to
C. J. Lyall, the pre-Islamic history is pre-eminently the tradition of ballad or saga, or it was a
half legend and half history.

The term tarikh in Arabic means the ‘organization of materials’; it is considered ‘history’. It
is observed that the first histories of the Islamic world were written in the ninth century in the
form of the biblical model on the pre-Islamic Sassanian histories of Persian kings, oral
traditions of genealogies, warfare, and tribes of the Arabian Peninsula. Scholars believe that
the origin of the historiographical tradition of the Arabic world is to be sought in the Quran
and Hadith.
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· Tarikh means history.

· First history of the Islamic world written in biblical model.

· Origin of historiographical tradition in Quran and Hadith.

Along with hadith, biographical dictionaries were also beginning to appear in the ninth
century. In such narratives, the first subject of compilation were the contemporaries of the
Prophet and his immediate successors. These dictionaries provided a means to check the
veracity of hadiths.

· First subject of compilation-contemporaries of the Prophet and his immediate
successors.

According to Thompson, the decisive influence behind Muslim historiography first came
from the conquest of the vast empire. The second influence came from conquered Persia. At
the same time, the third influence was the common chronology which began with the Hejira
or migration of the Prophet from Mecca to Medina (A. D 622). Therefore, the enthusiasm
established by the new religion and the beginning of common chronology were the main
factors that stimulated the historical writing of the Islamic world.

· Influence of Arab historiography: from conquest, from Persia, beginning of
Hejira.

Muhammed Ben Ishaq is said to have been the earliest recorder of Mohammed’s campaign.
Some of the information was acquired from Jews and Christians in Arabia, whom he calls
“the people of the former learning”. He wrote the history of the rule of the Umayyad dynasty
of Damascus.
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· Earliest recorder of Mohammed’s campaign was Muhammed Ben Ishaq.

· He wrote history of the rule of the Umayyad dynasty of Damascus.

1.1.5.1 Ibn Khaldun (AD 1332-1406)

The most renowned thinker and historian of the Arab world was Ibn Khaldun. Ibn Khaldun
was an Arab scholar, social scientist and historian. He was born in a Berber family of
scholars and statesmen. His work Kitab-al-Ibar consists of three books. The first book deals
with civilizations, their characteristics, and their influence on people. The second book
elaborates on the story of the Arabs, and the third book covers the history of Maghrib
(Northwest Africa and Berber dynasties).

· Ibn Khaldun’s work Kitab-al-Ibar is divided into three books.

The major work of Ibn Khaldun was Muqaddima or Prolegomena (Introduction). It is an
intricate work on the science of history and the development of society. In this work, he
studied general laws of historical development, explained the causes of historical change and
stressed the importance of a cyclic view of history. By considering man’s physical
environment, Khaldun concluded that man is a political being who needs to be associated
with others. Therefore, man sees the state as natural growth.

· Muqaddima or Prolegomena (Introduction) is the work on the science of history
and the development of society.

· General laws, cause of historical change and cyclic view of history are important
themes.
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According to Khaldun, “history is information about the human social organization which
itself is identical with world civilization”. He insisted that history is generated by material
cause, formal cause, efficient cause and final cause. By material cause, he meant the
environmental factors like geography, climate, fertility of the soil etc. The formal cause
implies the political factor. Rosental viewed that the efficient cause of Khaldun is an abstract
idea, a teleological principle. His final cause is considered to be ethical and philosophical.

· History is generated by material cause, formal cause, formal cause, efficient
cause and final cause.

E Sreedharan quoted that Khaldun attempted to explain the historical process in terms of the
sociological phenomenon. He regarded his new approach as new science and called
al-umran, meaning sociology or science of human society. Khaldun also propounded a new
word, asabiyah, which means ‘group feeling’. It is a feeling generated by blood ties or by
long or close contacts. Khaldun suggests that this ‘group feeling’ is found in the more
primitive kind of social structure.

According to Herbert Butterfield, Khaldun stands alone among the Islamic writers because of
his effort to link history with political science and forms of sociological enquiry. According
to Thompson, Sociologists considered him the founder of the social and economic
interpretation of history. Western scholars like Y Lacoste remark, "If Thucydides is the
inventor of history, Ibn Khaldun introduces history as science”. According to Arnold
Toynbee, Muqaddima is “…undoubtedly the greatest work of its kind that has ever yet been
created by any mind in any time or place…”.

· He understood historical processes through sociological phenomena.

· New approach-Al-umran, meaning sociology or science of human society.

· Propounded asabiyah, means group feeling.

· Tried to link political science and sociological enquiry.
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1.1.6 INDIAN HISTORICAL TRADITION

Today, our conceptions of understanding history have changed substantially. We no longer
conceive history to be simply the chronicle of kings, wars and eulogies. Instead, historians
are interested in constructing the histories of society, gender, culture, environment and other
spheres of knowledge. However, many of these themes find no place in the ancient works we
identify as historical. Then what was the main focus of these works? We can see that many of
the works were composed by the ruling elite, whose duty was to legitimize the power of the
ruler. In such writing, the vast section of the population, including the commons, had no place
in their narrative. In this respect, modern historians like Romila Thapar pose the question of
the lack of historical consciousness of early India.

Before discussing this, it is important to know the difference between historical
consciousness, historical tradition and historical writing. According to Thapar, historical
consciousness is an awareness of events and persons from the past, claiming that what is
being narrated happened. Historical traditions are the construction representing the past and
can be used to orient the present. Historical writing mainly draws from historical tradition
and creates categories of texts to its requirement.

· Historical consciousness: awareness of events

· Historical traditions: construction representing the past

· Historical writing: creates categories of texts to its requirement.

According to scholars like V. S Pathak and Romila Thapar, the past was conceptualized in
three phases. The first phase is the narrative of origins. This phase is regarded as rigid, and
deities become important in every action. The second phase comprised narratives of the
vamsas (lineages). The last phase marked the narratives of dynasties and kings. This phase
was influenced by the vamsanucharita format.

· Three phases of past: Narrative of origins, narratives of vamsas and narratives
of dynasties and kings
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1.1.6.1 Embedded tradition and externalized history

According to Romila Thapar, the evolution of embedded tradition goes back to the
dana-stutis (praise of gift-giving) dated to 1400-1000 B.C. The embeddedness refers to the
‘gradual emergence’ of historical consciousness from the ritual texts. In the tradition of
dana-stutis, the human heroes were eulogized for their successful raids and captures of cattle
wealth. The event and the hero became part of the remembered tradition in such a tradition.
Externalized history exhibits more evident historical consciousness, as in chronicles or
biographies.

· Evolution of embedded tradition goes back to dana-stuti.

· Embeddedness refers to the ‘gradual emergence’ of historical consciousness
from the ritual texts.

1.1.6.2 Forms of historical compositions: Gatha, Narasamsi, Akhyana,

Itivrtta, Vamsa and Vamsanucharita

The oral tradition like gatha and narasamasi (hero-lauds) have been part of India’s tradition
since the Rig Vedic period. As mentioned before, the hero-lauds were composed by the
recipients of the gifts, that is, the priest, who used to praise the name of the donor. According
to Pathak, gatha and narasamasi were initially part of religious tradition. Later, these poems
were classed in the oral tradition of historical compositions.

· Gatha and Narasamasi were initially part of religious tradition.

· Later these became oral traditions.

To this genre, added the akhyana, ithivrtta, vamsa and vamsanucharita, Purana and Itihasa in
the later Vedic period. By that time, the gatha and narasamasi were linked together to form

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 27



akhyana. Akhyana signifies the presentation of history in a narrative style. For example, the
Devasuram mentioned in Brahmana literature narrated the war between god and demons.
According to Pathak, akhyana simply means a historical narrative. Itivrtta denotes the
traditional account of men and things. Vamsas are the royal genealogies. This was later
developed into vamsanucharitas. Vamsanucharitas, according to Thapar, is a continuous list
of succession with few comments.

· Akhyana is the presentation of history in a narrative style.

· Itivrtta denotes the traditional account of men and things.

· Vamsas are the royal genealogies.

· Vamsanucharitas is a continuous list of succession.

1.1.6.3 Itihasa-Purana Tradition: The Development of Historical Tradition

Itihasa-Purana tradition is one of the best examples of knowing the Indian historical tradition.
It is viewed that the oral traditions of the Rig Vedic period were then absorbed in the
Itihasa-Purana traditions. Thapar viewed that the origins of the Itihasa-Purana tradition go
back to the Vedic texts, especially from the categories of dana-stutis hymns.

· Oral traditions are absorbed in the Itihasa-Purana traditions.

· Origin from dana-stutis hymns.

The Purana and Itihasa were first mentioned in the Atharva Veda and occurred together in
the Brahmanas, Aranyakas and the Upanishads. Itihasa literally means ‘thus indeed it was’ or
‘verily thus it happened’ and is now used as ‘history’, but earlier, it was not history in the
modern sense. According to Pargeter, Itihasa denotes a story of fact, which relatively denote

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 28



actual traditional history. Itihasa may be an ordinary tale or quasi-historical, fanciful,
mythological or didactic.

· Purana and Itihasa were first mentioned in the Atharva Veda

· Itihasa means ‘thus indeed it was’ or ‘verily thus it happened’.

· Itihasa may be an ordinary tale or quasi-historical, fanciful, mythological or
didactic.

Pargiter defined Puranas as an ‘old tale’ or ‘ancient lore’. Puranas were applied to a single
story, whether quasi-historical, mythological or instructive. These narratives were composed
over the first millennium A.D. Vishnu and Matsya Purana are among the earlier texts.
Puranas mainly focused on rituals and myths required for the worship of a deity. Some
Puranas had the generalizations and succession of lineages, the vamsanucharita.

· Puranas focused on rituals and myths required for the worship of a deity.

One of the prominent questions that most historians ask over time is the historicity of these
traditions. Can itihasa-Purana be regarded as real history? Scholars viewed that though these
were not proper history, they contain past events arranged chronologically in the form of
stories that elaborate on moral duties, well being, and desires.

· Itihasa and Puranas were not proper history, but contains the past arranged
chronologically.

For Thapar, the historical consciousness in different Vedic texts was reshaped and gradually
became a historical tradition in the Puranic texts. The inclusion of vamsanucharita in Puranas
is one of the important aspects of the historical tradition. Pargiter and Thapar suggest that this
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gave prominence to the embedded historical consciousness and reshaped it to become a
historical tradition.

· The inclusion of vamsanucharita in Puranas gave prominence to the embedded
historical consciousness

1.1.6.4 Epics: Ramayana and Mahabharata

The great epics like Ramayana and Mahabharata depict the historical process of change. How
do you categorize Mahabharata and Ramayana in the historical narrative? In the words of
Thapar, Mahabharata is called an Itihasa. It is because, throughout the narrative, we can see
the history of the inter-clan conflict. However, Ramayana is generally regarded as kavya
because it is a poetic composition in Sanskrit.

· Mahabharata is called an Itihasa by Thapar.

· Ramayana is generally regarded as kavya

The main theme of Ramayana is the narrative of a hero in conflict. The conflict is not with
the clan, as in the Mahabharata but with two types of polities-the kingdom and chiefdom. The
victory of Rāma and the kingdom of Ayodhya demonstrated the idea of the ‘ideal king’, and it
showed the transition of historical consciousness into the conflict of two systems-that is, one
that is declining and the other becoming a prominent political system. In such a narrative, the
forest dwellers and chiefdoms were characterized as raksasas, and the dominant kingship was
eulogized. Therefore Thapar has argued that Ramayana marks the beginning of the state as a
kingdom, and the epic is considered a validation of it.

· Theme of Ramayana is the narrative of a hero in conflict.

· Conflict of two systems: one declining and other becoming a prominent state
system.
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· Ramayana marks the beginning of the state system.

1.1.6.5 Lineages and genealogies

The story of the great flood mentioned in the Matsya Purana and Satapatha Brahmana is the
best example to show the transition from a vague account of Manu to a specific lineage
claiming to be historical. According to the narrative in Satapatha Brahmana, the matsya
avatar of Vishnu warned the first man, Manu, about an awaiting flood and asked him to build
an ark. When the flood came, Manu tied his boat to the horn of the fish and thus helped the
entire humanity and eventually, he became a human hero. The story is thus an indication of
creating humans as heroes.

After the flood, Manu had ten sons who were the ancestors of various lineages of Kshatriyas.
We have already heard of lineages like Chandravamsa and Suryavamsa from Ramayana and
Mahabharatha stories. These lineages, according to Pargiter, comprised the continuous list of
generations. These genealogical lists were historically important from the accounts of
Megasthenes, who recorded the 153 generations of India up till the Mauryan period.

· The story of great flood narrated in Matsya Purana and Satapatha Brahmana

· Chandravamsa and Suryavamsa lineages comprised the continuous list of
generations.

Another major statement of historical change is evident from the list of dynasties of kings.
According to Thapar, these lists became the perception of authority. At this point, kings were
identified not by their lineages but through their dynasty and caste. In contrast to the lineages,
the dynastic histories were distinct from each other. She upheld the view that dynastic
sections were written in the future tense, and it is called ‘foretelling’ the past from the time
when Puranas were composed. Such historical tradition intended to contrast and conserve a
past from brahmanical perspectives through sutas, the earlier genealogists.
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· Dynastic list showed historical change.

At this juncture, the court poets and scholars familiarized new fields of writing. These
narratives were not histories but integrated the quality of historical traditions. One of the
visible aspects of this narrative was the justification of the politics of those in authority by
using the actions of the past. This is reflected in the play Devichandraguptam and
Mudraraksasa by Visakhadatta.

· Court poets and scholars familiarized new fields of writing.

· These narratives were not histories but integrated the quality of historical
traditions.

The date of the play Devichandraguptam is not certain, but it is possible that the author might
have lived in the Gupta period or after that. Devichandraguptam focuses on the defeat of
Rama Gupta by Sakas, who takes away his queen. This incident angers his younger brother,
who rescues the queen for his brother by defeating the Sakas. The story portrays that his
brother was assassinated, and he comes to the throne as Chandragupta II. Mudraraksasa
emphasizes the historical transition from the Nanda dynasty to the Maurya period in 321 BC.

· Story of Mudraraksasa emphasizes the historical transition from the Nanda
dynasty to the Mauryan period.

Thapar maintained that in the Gupta period and later, when yajnas became less important, the
genealogical connections associated with yajnas acquired a new form of legitimization. The
sutas, the earlier genealogists, gradually gave way to the Brahmanas. The Brahmanas took
this source as a means of controlling the past. Therefore, she argues that genealogies and
descent lists are indicators of linear time. The linear time is further validated with the mention
of regnal years and eras in the inscriptions. For example, the Vikrama Samvat (57 BC) and
Saka Samvat (78 AD).
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· Genealogical connections of yajnas acquired a new legitimization.

· Genealogies and descent lists indicated linear time.

1.1.6.6 Carita/ Kavyas

In the early medieval period, a new form of historical narrative emerged, called Caritas or
historical kavya's. These were historical epics or ornate bibliographies developed by royal
court poets. The Buddhacharita of Asvaghosha was the first known example of this kind.
Subsequently, texts like Harshacharita of Banabhatta, Mushikavamsa of Atula,
Vikramankadevacharita of Bilhana and Prithviraj-vijaya of Jayanaka were added to this
genre.

· Caritas are historical epics developed by court poets.

According to V.S.Pathak, in Carita literature, the historiography is based on court
organization, which became an instrument of princely propagation and propagation of new
social values, chivalry, heroism and loyalty. This genre set a new literary convention in the
Indian historical tradition.

· Carita literature propagated new social values and chivalry.

Pathak elaborated his view in the following ways. Firstly, the theme of the historical narrative
was limited to some aspects of the life of the king. The broad themes of Itihasa, like moral,
aesthetic, and spiritual aspects, were replaced and narrowed down to an account of events that
glorify kingship.

Secondly, in the process of glorifying the king, these historical narratives were developed in
five stages. That is the beginning (prarambha), the effort (prayatna), the hope of achieving
the end (praptyasa), certainty of achievement (niyatapti) and achievement (phalagama). He
argues that these stages provided order and chronology in the story.
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Changes brought by Carita literature:

● Themes were limited to the life of the king.

● Glorifying king through five stages.

Harshacharita of Banabhatta is the first historical narrative of the early medieval period.
Many scholars argued that the work is an incomplete account of the biography of
Harshavardhana of Thaneshwar. However, Pathak critiqued this by arguing that the work is a
complete and finished product. Bana describes Harshacharita as an akhyayika, which is an
actual biography. The work is praised for the use of historical facts.

● Harshacharita of Banabhatta is the first historical narrative.

● Praised for the use of historical facts.

Another historical work of immense importance in this genre is Kalhana’s Rajatarangini. The
work consists of eight books, each book called Taranga (wave) by the author. The work is a
continuous history of kings of Kashmir from mythical times to the date of its composition
(1148-49). The work comprised information on political and administrative aspects,
economy, society, caste, untouchability, etc.

● Kalhana’s Rajatarangini consists of eight books, deals with continuous history of
kings of Kashmir from mythical times to the date of its composition
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1.1.6.7 Jaina and Buddhist historical tradition

In the earlier text of the Jaina tradition, acharanga and Kalpasutra narrate the episodes in the
life of Jaina teachers. This encouraged the Jaina authors to record biographies of Jaina
teachers and the succession of Jaina pontiffs. Thapar articulated that these Jaina authors
critiqued the brahmanical version of the past by demonstrating the baizes of other traditions.
She viewed that the early phase of their historical writing came from Magadha and the
middle Ganga plain. However, a much more effective attempt at a historical view was evident
in the period after the eighth century A.D. The major historical tradition of Jainas was the
pattavalis, which records the succession list of Elders of the Sangha, Order and kings and
merchants.

● Acharanga and Kalpasutra narrate the episodes in the life of Jaina teachers.

● Effective attempts came after eight century A.D.

As far as Buddhism is concerned, history is determined by persons and events about Buddha
or Sangha. Therefore, historians viewed that Buddhist tradition had an understanding of
historical perspective. They had also developed a system of chronology where major events
were dated in terms of the number of years from the death of Buddha.

● In Buddhism, history is based on Buddha and Sangha.

● Therefore they have a historical perspective.

The earliest Buddhists were concerned with the history of the Sangha, Order and succession
of elders. These texts were written in Pali, and thus the initial history of Sangha came to be
called the Pali Canon. Corresponding to this narrative, there were vamsas, comprising
lineages, succession lists and chronicles. Buddhavamsa is regarded to be the earliest of these
texts. The Buddhist monastic chronicles of the Theravada sect of Sri Lanka, Dipavamsa
(fourth century A.D.) and Mahavamsa (fifth century A.D.) are the other important histories.
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● The early Buddhist texts were written in Pali.

● Vamsas, comprising lineages, were produced.
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Summarized Overview

In this unit, we deal with the beginning of historical writing traditions in world history. The
art of historiography started with the writings in Greece where Herodotus started it with his
works that recorded his account of the Greco-Persian war. Thucydides was another
important early Greek historian who wrote about the Peloponnesian wars. Herodous
focused on a humanistic method but did not fully rely on rationality of sources whereas
Thucydides specialized in a scientific method of verification of sources in his writing. Then
came the Hellenistic period which was influenced by the conquests of Alexander. Roman
historiography like its art was influenced by greek Historiography and it started out with
Polybius who was influenced by the Greek hellenistic traditions. Its other prominent figures
were Livy and Tacitus often described as the ‘Herodotus’ and ‘Thucydides’ of Roman
historiography.
In Asia, China developed a unique historical tradition from a very early period itself. It
started out with the temple archival records and later the rationalist movement in China
influenced the historical writing. The famous philosopher Confucius stressed on the
importance of history in venerating the past. It was Szuma Chien who ignited the essence of
historiography in China by attempting to write from antiquity and is thus called the Father
of Chinese historiography. Dynastic history writing started with Pan ku who wrote about
the Han dynasty. The practice of dynastic histories were later criticized by later historians
like Liu-Chih-Chi who was known for critical historiography. Arabic history writing
started with the ‘Tarikh’ or organization of materials. The origin of rbic history writing is
sought by scholars in Quran and Hadith. Later the biographical dictionary of the Prophet
and his successors added another dimension to it. Muhammad-Bin-Ishaq was one of the
historians who recorded the campaigns of Prophet Muhammad. The most renowned Arab
historian was Ibn Khaldun whose prominent work is Muqaddima which stressed a cyclic
view of history. In early India historical traditions, we have oral history first and then quasi
historical works like the Itihasa-Purana tradition and later the epics. Dynastic histories
composed by court historians throw light into a particular era whereas Caritas and kavyas
were historical epics or ornate bibliographies developed by royal court poets to glorify the
kings. The Jian and Buddhists also developed their own historical tradition based on the life
story of Buddha,his sangha and the Jain tirthankaras and teachers. Thus the early historical
traditions all over the world employed various methods that cater to their geographical
extent and socio-political circumstances to record their past.
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Objective type questions

1. Who is called the “Father of History”?
2. Who called Herodotus the “Father of History”?
3. Who describes Herodotus as “Homer of the Persian Wars”?
4. Whose work was the History of the Peloponnesian War?
5. Who is called the ‘father of the scientific method of history’?
6. Who initiated the psychological-didactic approach?
7. Who started the tradition of writing dynastic histories in China?
8. Who was the founder of ecclesiastical history?
9. Who wrote the City of God?
10. What was the meaning of Itihasa?
11. What was the historical tradition of Jainas?
12. Who was the grand historian of China?
13. Who was the Father of Chinese historiography
14. Which was the first work of critical historiography in China?
15. Where do Purana and Itihasa first find mention?
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Answers to Objective type questions

1. Herodotus
2. Cicero
3. Shotwell
4. Thucydides
5. Thucydides
6. Tacitus
7. Pan Ku
8. Eusebius
9. St. Augustine
10. Thus indeed it was or verily thus it happened.
11. Pattavalis
12. Szuma Ch’ien
13. Szuma Ch’ien
14. The Shih-t’ung (On History)
15. Atharva Veda
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Self Assessment

Questions developed by the learner:

1. ........................................................................................

2.........................................................................................

3.........................................................................................

4.........................................................................................

5.........................................................................................

Answers developed by the learn
1. .....................

2. .....................

3. .....................

4. .....................

5. .....................

Assignment

1. What was the style adopted by Greek and Roman historians?

2. The Age of Augustus Caesar is the Golden Age in Rome's history of historica

writing. Discuss.
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UNIT 2

DEVELOPMENT OF HISTORICAL THINKING

Learning Outcomes

At the conclusion of this unit, the learner will be able to

● Understand the development of modern historiography.

● Familiarize the ideas of Renaissance and Enlightenment thinkers.

● Understand the approach of Machiavelli, Montesquieu, Hume, Gibbon, Voltaire,

and Vico-Herder.

Background

The Middle Age in Europe is considered to have occurred between the 5th and 15th

centuries. This period witnessed major historical events like the decline of the Roman
empire, the Black Death, and the Crusades. All these events brought significant changes in
the outlook and philosophy of man. Historical understanding and philosophies began to
change from time to time.
In this respect, the Renaissance and Enlightenment Age was an important event in
European history, stretching from the 14th century to the 18th century. Renaissance is
significant because it initiated a major shift in European thought. These shifts eventually
led to the development of Enlightenment.
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Keywords

Humanism,Romanticism, The Scientific Revolution, Cartesian, Anti-cartesian,

Enlightenment

Discussion

1.2.1 HUMANIST HISTORIOGRAPHICAL TRADITIONS

We are aware of Renaissance artists Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo. These faces were
part of the Renaissance movement in Italy. If we go through Michelangelo’s famous painting
of the creation of Adam in the Sistine Chapel, it is an artistic creation and is viewed as the
celebration of man's greatness. Here, two images dominated the scene, God and Adam. It
illustrates the creation of Adam from the biblical narrative. Similarly, the literary works of
William Shakespeare are also noteworthy for this age. Therefore, the impact of Renaissance
thought influenced almost all fields, including literature, philosophy, art and painting. The
word ‘Renaissance’ means ‘rebirth’ and is generally applied to the series of cultural changes
in Italy in the 14th century. It was considered a period when Europeans were re-discovering
their culture and arts. It was considered humanistic because it opposed medieval
understanding of man.

● Renaissance means rebirth

● Began in Italy-14th century

Towards the close of the Middle Ages, European historians sought to bring a new orientation
to historical studies. They were focused on the humanistic view of history. Collingwood
suggests that history became the history of human passions in the Renaissance period. This
change in the thoughts of the western man is denoted by the term ‘Humanism’. Human
actions were no longer attached to a divine plan during this period. Historical thought became
the center of the picture. According to E H Carr, the Renaissance restored the classical view
of the world and the primacy of reason.
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● To bring new orientation to history

● Humanistic view

1.2.1.1 Renaissance Historians

● Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527)

Machiavelli was the son of a Florentine judge. In his education, he studied the Latin classics
and Italian writers. The writings of Polybius influenced him. During the year of the French
invasion (1494), he received a position in government office related to war and foreign
embassies. In 1498, he got promoted to the rank of Second Chancellor by the Grand Council.
Later, he was appointed as Secretary to the Council of Ten and held the position for fifteen
years. In 1513, he began to compose the work The Prince. However, the work was published
in 1532. The Prince was intended to give Italy an accurate picture of government, politics,
and diplomacy in 1500. Later, this work became a manual for princes, but it was not written
with that intent.

In 1516, he published Discorsi (Discourse on the First Ten Books of Livy). The History of
Florence was written at the request of Clement VII and got published in 1525. According to J
W Thompson, this work is a caustic history of Florence. The work traces the history from the
decline of Rome and pictures the political details up to 1492. Will Durant critiqued the work
of Machiavelli on the grounds of inaccurate account, plagiarized content from other
historians, showed more interest in conflict of fractions than the development of institutions,
and finally, ignored cultural history.

● Machiavelli’s Major work: The Prince

● Gave picture of government, political and diplomacy in Italy of 1500.

However, Machiavelli presents some noteworthy contributions to history. As a historian,
Machiavelli is interested in tracing the cause and effect of an event. He gave a precise
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analysis of Florence's families, classes, and interests. Other works include The Art of War,
Life of Castruccio Castracani.

● Other prominent work: The History of Florence

● Will Durant critiqued Machiavelli for inaccurate account

● Francesco Guicciardini (1483-1540)

Guicciardini was a native of Florence, born on March 6, 1482. He studied law at the
University of Padua. After completing his studies, he worked as a Professor of Law at
Florence. In 1513, he started his diplomatic career when he was sent as an envoy to the court
of Emperor Ferdinand. At the age of twenty-seven, he wrote the History of Florence. The
work covers the history of Florence from 1378 to 1509. According to J. W. Thompson, the
commendable features of the work include the clarity and precision of the narrative, keen
sense of affairs and the play of passions, penetrating analysis of characters and ambitions, and
the explicit judgement of actions of the princes, leaders and masses.

● First work- The History of Florence

The History of Italy, written in Italian, is his masterpiece work. The book is divided into
twenty books. It begins with the period of Charlies VII in Italy in 1494 and ends with the
death of Pope Clement VII and the election of Pope Paul III in 1534. J. W. Thompson
articulated that his purpose in writing the History of Italy was a didactic, pragmatic one.
According to Herbert Butterfield, the History of Italy “was the most impressive Renaissance
achievement in this kind of literature”.

● Masterpiece- The History of Italy
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● Jean Bodin (1530-1596)

Jean Bodin was a French Renaissance historian who authored The Method for the Easy
Comprehension of History. Through the work, he thought that the study of history was the
beginning of wisdom. Bodin has outlined a philosophy of history based on geographical
factors. He articulated that temperature, rainfall, soil and topography are the determinants of
history. These factors determine the human character and the history.

● French Renaissance historian.

● Wrote philosophy of history based on geographical factors

Impact of Renaissance on historiography

Scholars viewed the emergence of the Renaissance spirit as an attempt to return to the
humanistic view of history, new interests in the past, advances in historical criticism and the
growth of humanistic historians like Machiavelli and Guicciardini.

An elaborate discussion of these features is enumerated below:

i The renaissance period motivated a return to the Humanistic view of history. This
means that historical thoughts were focused on men, and there was less
importance on the divine intervention of Gods.

ii The period witnessed the emergence of lay historians. The theological
interpretation of history and intervention of supernatural elements in
historiography disappeared eventually when men stopped to believe in
providential plans in their actions. This led to lay historians who showed interest
in local issues.

iii Renaissance historiography led to the establishment of the Science of
Archaeology, which created an interest in archaeological remains. The
fifteenth-century historians exposed the relevance of archaeological remains for
writing history. There emerged an enthusiasm for ‘antiquities’.

iv Another impact of the period was the advance of historical criticism.
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v Humanistic historiography created a new political consciousness.

● Return to humanistic view of history.

● Emergence of lay historians.

● Establishment of science of archaeology.

● Historical criticism.

● New political consciousness.

● Scientific Revolution

During the seventeenth century, a fundamental change occurred in man’s conception of the
universe. The growth in scientific knowledge had given the Enlightenment a ground for
growth. Copernicus inaugurated the scientific revolution. Through his work The Revolution
of the Heavenly Bodies (1543), he advocated the idea that the sun was believed to be the
centre of the universe. His theory acquired prominence when Johannes Kepler (1571-1630)
propounded the law of planetary motions. The contributions of Galileo and Issac Newton
have accelerated the spread of the scientific revolution to its peak.

The scientists' attitude helped the philosophers associate with mathematics and physics. The
skeptic character of the Renaissance period developed into a rejection of supernatural
explanations. However, the writings of Francis Bacon and Descartes, who were considered
men of science, have skeptical influences.

● Scientific revolution helped the Enlightenment.
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● Rejected supernatural explanation.

Illustration from Kepler’s 1596 Mysterium cosmographicum, a geometrical archetype of the solar system

● Rene Descartes (1596-1650)

Rene Descartes was a scientist and a philosopher. He published The Discourse on Method in
1637, which helped the evolution of modern philosophy. He employed ‘methodical doubt’ as
his method of inquiry. This method is universally doubting the existence, called de omnibus
dubitandum.
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● Rene Descartes employed ‘methodical doubt’ as method.

According to Collingwood, Descartes differentiated between poetry, history, philosophy and
divinity. He analyzed that the knowledge which Descartes envisaged has nothing to
contribute to historical thought. Because he did not consider history to be a branch of
knowledge. On this view, Descartes makes four points on history.

i Historical escapism: the historian is considered a traveller who became a stranger
to his age.

ii Historical pyrrhonism: historical narratives are not trustworthy accounts of the
past.

iii The anti-utilitarian idea of history. This means that untrustworthy narratives
cannot be used to understand the past.

iv He considered history as a fantasy building.

● Did not consider history as a branch of knowledge.

● Four arguments of Descartes on history.

Cartesian historiography

Descartes’s skepticism of history did not discourage historians. Instead, historians took this as
a challenge, to rework their methods and show that critical history was possible. During the
last half of the seventeenth century, a new school of historical thought emerged, which
Collingwood calls, Cartesian historiography. He calls it Cartesian because it was based on
systematic skepticism and recognition of critical principles. The main idea of this school was
that the testimonies written by authorities must not be accepted without critically examining
those based on three rules of method.
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● Based on systematic skepticism and recognition of critical principles.

The main idea of this school was that the testimonies written by authorities must not be
accepted without critically examining those based on three rules of method. These include:

i Descarte understood the rule that no authority must influence us to believe what
we know cannot have happened.

ii Different authorities must oppose and harmonize.

iii Written authorities must be cross-checked by non-literary evidence.

Scholars viewed that the general tendency of the Cartesian school was anti-historical. Vico
laid a powerful attack on the Cartesian theory of philosophy in the eighteenth century. This
criticism led to the general discredit and downfall of this school.

● Vico and some other scholars attacked the school saying its anti-historical

1.2.2 ENLIGHTENMENT HISTORIOGRAPHY

Goya was a Spanish painter of the 18th century who proclaimed his adherence to the
Enlightenment through his paintings. The observers of the Sleep of Reason believe that Goya
intended to portray himself asleep while he was drawing, his reason exhausted by inactivity
and the owls around showing the darkness or evil. Through his painting, he said that without
reason, evil and corruption would prevail. The image is just an example of the relevance of
reason in determining intellectual thinking. With the Age of Reason, man began to think
rationally with scientific inputs.
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The Sleep of Reason produces monster by Franciso Goya

Meaning

The Enlightenment, also called the ‘Age of Reason,’ came in the wake of the Scientific
Revolution. Scholars considered this period also witnessed the emergence of the ‘intellectual
revolution’, which stressed the importance of reason and science to all studies of man.
Therefore, the Scientific Revolution, faith in reason, and intellectual revolution characterized
the ‘Enlightenment’. ‘The Dictionary of History of Ideas’ defines the Enlightenment as a
self-conscious and highly articulated movement, presenting common basic conceptions,
methodological approaches, and reforms based on commonly held values. German

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 52



philosopher Immanuel Kant asserted that “the Enlightenment is the liberation of man for his
self imposed minority”. The focus was on applying rational thought, discussions on liberty,
progress and fraternity. The involvement of God was rejected, and everything was viewed in
terms of rational and scientific manner.

● Enlightenment is also called-Age of Reason or ‘Intellectual revolution’.
● Focus on Rational thought, liberty, progress and fraternity.

According to Collingwood, Enlightenment is a prominent character of the eighteenth century
to secularize every human life and thought department. It was considered a revolt against the
power of institutional religion. It originated in England as a reform of intellectual and moral
ideas. Scholars viewed the Enlightenment as a European movement where it remained a
program only in the English speaking world and a utopia in other parts of Europe.

● Collingwood said, enlightenment is a revolt against the power of religion.

1.2.2.1 Influence of Enlightenment historiography

i Enlightenment was a revolt against religion. To the thinkers of Enlightenment,
religion’s lack of positive values was a sheer error, and it was an invention of an
unscrupulous, hypocritical class called the priest.

ii Enlightenment historiography was against Church historiography. There was an
attempt at secularization. History at this period came to be viewed not as a
predetermined implementation of a divine plan but as a record of human actions.
These changes were noted in the writings of Voltaire, Hume, Montesquieu and
Gibbon.

iii Enlightenment stresses the need for history. The period witnessed the
development of the idea that the study of history is natural and an inevitable kind
of human activity.
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iv The progress of science motivated Enlightenment thinkers to formulate general
rules for the development of human societies.

● Enlightenment historiography was against Church historiography.
● Focused on Progress of science and stressed the need for history

1.2.2.2 Major Forerunners of Enlightenment

The decisive forerunners of the movement were Descartes, Leibniz and Newton in
methodology. Francis Bacon and Locke were relevant for their contribution to substantive
philosophy and empirical approach. Bodin and Hobbes for their political thought. Bacon and
Descartes, Newton and Locke were considered precursors of the Enlightenment period. These
men provided the base for the creation of new philosophical thought. Other famous
philosophers and thinkers were Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, Voltaire, David Hume, Edward
Gibbon, Montesquieu, Turgot, and Rousseau.

● Montesquieu (1689-1755)

Montesquieu was a French noble, judge, historian, and political philosopher. He is famous for
his works Considerations on the Causes of the Grandeur and Decadence of the Romans and
The Spirit of Law. In the work Considerations, Montesquieu traces the prosperities of Roman
civilization. Through the work, he tries to portray one of the inevitable aspects of history: the
disintegration that follows after the development of civilization and state. In this work,
perhaps for the first time, the concept of causation of history is mentioned. He says that the
moral and physical causes govern the maintenance and decline of monarchies.

● The Considerations say disintegration follows after the development.
● Causation of history is mentioned.

The most relevant work of Montesquieu was the Spirit of Law. The work was published in
1748. It is an essay on the relations between physical force and social forms and the
interrelations between components of civilization. He tried to lay down the concept of
‘scientific sociology’ through his work. He asserted that climate is the first and most

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 54



important factor determining the economy, law, and national character. According to
Montesquieu, the custom is the best law since it results from climate. Montesquieu supposed
that in the state of nature, individuals were fearful and avoided violence and war. The need
for food caused these people to associate with others and live in a society. Montesquieu
wrote, “…As soon as man enters into a state of society, he loses the sense of his weakness,
equality ceases and then commences the state of war…”. He maintained that the human laws
and government were the product of the state of war among the people and nations.

● Spirit of Law: relationship between physical force and social forms.
● Concept of ‘scientific sociology’
● According to him, ‘In the state of nature, individuals were fearful and therefore they

avoided war’.

He further states that the main purpose of the government is to maintain law and order,
political liberty and to secure the property of the individual. He was against absolute
monarchy and favored the English system as the best form of government. He concluded that
the best form of government was when the legislative, executive and judicial powers were
separated and kept a check on each other to prevent any branch from becoming powerful.

● Against absolute monarchy.
● Favored English system of government.

However, the book was critiqued by various thinkers and historians. Voltaire insisted that
Montesquieu had exaggerated the influence of climate in history. According to Collingwood,
though he has differentiated nation and culture, he misunderstood the character of these
differences by imagining these features in terms of climate and geography.

● Criticism: Exaggeration of influence of climate.
● Misunderstood the character of nation and culture.
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● Voltaire (1694-1778)

Francois Marie Arouet de Voltaire was one of the notable scholars of the Enlightenment Age.
He was a poet, dramatist, novelist, essayist, political thinker, historian and philosopher.

Voltaire proclaimed that we could not securely establish historical knowledge for the events
earlier than the fifteenth century. In his ‘Recapitulation’, Voltaire remarked that “All history,
in short, is little less than a collection of crimes, follies and misfortunes”. Will Durant
remarked that “…Italy had a Renaissance, and Germany had a Reformation, but France had a
Voltaire. He was for his country both Renaissance and the Reformation and half the
Revolution…”.

● Voltaire-“All history is little less than a collection of crimes, follies and misfortunes”.

Voltaire is credited with the historical works like The History of Charles XII, The Age of
Louis XIV, The New History: Essays on the Morals and Character of the Nations from
Charlemagne to Louis XIII. The two-masterpiece work of Voltaire, Age of Louis and the
Essay, deals with universal history philosophically. He broke all conventional notions of
narration of military history and focused on custom, social history and achievements of Arts
and sciences. The Essay traces the progress of civilizations of the world in a universal
context, neglecting both nationalism and Christian influence. He was the first scholar to
emphasize Europe’s debt to Middle Eastern civilization’s science, medicine and philosophy.

● Voltaire’s works deal with universal history in a philosophical manner.
● Emphasis on the importance of Middle Eastern Civilisation.

Philosophy of History

The name ‘philosophy of history' was an eighteenth-century invention of Voltaire. It is no
more than critical or scientific history but a type of historical thinking in which the historian
no longer repeats heard stories. For Voltaire, philosophy means independent and critical
thinking. The word philosophy of history was used by later eighteenth-century philosopher
Hegel and Positivist thinkers. Unlike Voltaire, their perception of ‘philosophy’ is different. To
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Hegel, it meant thinking about the world as a whole, while positivists considered it a
discovery of a uniform law.

His major conclusions were:

a Human nature is the same in all ages and climates.

b Human nature is differently modified by climate, government, religion and customs.

c Chance and accidents play an important role in generating events.

d Genius individuals make history

● Voltaire is credited with inventing “philosophy of history”.
● According to him, human nature is modified by climate, government and custom.

1.2.3 DAVID HUME (1711-1777)

Born on April 26, 1711, David Hume was educated at the University of Edinburgh from 1722
to 1725. In his early years, he was a moral philosopher. He is famous for his philosophical
empiricism and skepticism.He became a leading member of the Edinburgh ‘literati’ during
the period of the Scottish Enlightenment. His major work includes Treatise on Human Nature
(1739). This was his first attempt to formulate a fully developed philosophical system. This
work is divided into three books. The first book discusses the origin of ideas, space and time,
the nature of causality and skeptical inferences of those theories. The second book elaborates
on psychological machinery to explain the emotional aspects of humans. Book three is on
morals and moral goodness.

● Hume was a Scottish enlightenment thinker.
● Hume’s work Treatise on Human Nature (1739) discuss ideas, space and time,

causality.
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Hume wrote essays on historical and political issues and published those from 1741 to 1758.
His major historical work was the History of England (1754-62) in eight volumes. The first
volume of the book covered the period from 1603 to 1649. The latter portion of the work
focuses the history on to 1688, those covering the sixteenth century, two volumes focusing on
the period from Julius Caesar to Henry VII.

● History of England discusses historical and political issues in the History of England.

Hume mocked the practice of research as merely the collection of uninteresting facts and
insisted that the proper work of the historian was the orderly and methodical perception of the
lessons which history offers to humanity. According to Hume, human society originated in a
‘social contract’. In his “Of the Study of History”, Hume referred to the subject as “an
agreeable entertainment”.

● History should contain order and methodical perception, according to Hume.

The historical writing of Hume was deeply rooted in his moral philosophy. He also stressed
that the custom, not reason, tends to guide individual behaviour. Hume was one among the
Scottish historians who studied human societies methodically and comparatively. They aimed
to trace human development through the stages of progress from barbarism to refinement.

● To Hume, Customs guided individual behaviour.

Hume conceived philosophy as the inductive, experimental science of human nature. He was
therefore influenced by the scientific methods of Issac Newton and John Locke. He wants to
draw a general lesson on how the human mind works in attaining knowledge. To explain this,
he said that all we have is systematic laws. Hume wants to say that there is nothing we can
remotely understand about nature. We can only observe how things behave and codify that
behaviour. Therefore, no theory of reality is possible, and there can be no knowledge beyond
experience.
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● Influenced by the scientific methods of Issac Newton and John Locke.

1.2.4 EDWARD GIBBON (1737-1794)

Edward Gibbon was born in 1737 in Surrey, United Kingdom. He was sent to Magdalen
College, Oxford. From there, he turned to Catholicism, and the writings of the French
Enlightenment damaged his faith in Christianity itself. He met Voltaire, Montesquieu and
Hume, which subsequently brought him into the Enlightenment.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire of Gibbon

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is his major work in six volumes. The first
volume was published in 1776. Gibbon traces the empire's decline from the accession of
Commodus (AD180). He argues that the decline of the Roman Empire began with the rise of
Christianity. Christianity shattered people's faith in the official religion, thereby disrupting the
state. They gradually formed an ‘imperium in imperio’, a sovereign within a government.

● According to Gibbon, Christianity shattered the state in Rome.

In the second and third volumes, Gibbon interpreted the conversion of Constantine as an act
of statesmanship. The fourth volume focussed on Justinian and Belisarius and Roman law. In
volume V, Gibbon traces the rise of Muhammed and the Arab conquest of the Eastern Roman
Empire. In volume VI, the crusades and the capture of Constantinople by Mohammed II
became the theme. In this work, he illustrated the three levels of social change. These were
the technological improvement, legal-political-economic infrastructure and representative
achievements and culture. He argues that some visible changes occurred in the first level
throughout the period.

Collingwood viewed that Gibbon conceived history as anything but an exhibition of human
wisdom. Gibbon finds that the motive force of history is human irrationality itself. He calls
his narrative a ‘triumph of barbarism and religion’. He places the beginning of his historical
narrative in a ‘golden age of human reason’, the Antonine period. The conception of the
golden age gives Gibbon a special place among enlightenment historians.
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● History is the exhibition of human wisdom.
● Narrative is placed in a ‘golden age of human reason’.

Gibbon as a historian:

His Decline and Fall of Roman Empire is a masterpiece of nationalist and philosophical
historiography. He insisted that “An Enlightenment age requires from the historian some
tincture of philosophy and criticism”. Durant observed that sometimes Gibbon accepted the
reality of progress. He saw no design in history; events are considered the outcome of
unguided causes. In all events, he concludes that human nature seems to be unchanged.

● No design in history.
● Events are guided by cause.

Gibbon interpreted history with philosophical comments. Without confining history to law or
formulating a ‘philosophy of history, Gibbon establishes certain opinions on history:

i He said that climate influenced the early stages of civilization.

ii He rejects race as a determining factor.

iii He accepted the impact of excellent men.

Gibbon’s view:

● Influence of climate.
● Race is not a factor.
● Accepted the intelligent man.
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1.2.5 VICO-HERDER

1.2.5.1 Giambattista Vico (1668-1774)

Vico was born to a poor bookseller in Naples on June 23, 1668. Vico was largely self-taught
because he was dissatisfied with the arid teachings of the scholasticism of Jesuits.
Scholasticism is a medieval school of philosophy that taught theology and philosophy based
on Aristotle’s logic and writings. He, therefore, skipped his classes. He did his formal
education at the University of Naples and graduated in 1694. Vico is an Italian philosopher,
rhetorician, historian and jurist of the Italian Enlightenment. He is famous for his
anti-cartesian approach to history.

● Italian philosopher.
● Famous anti-cartesian approach to history.

Anti-Cartesian philosophy of Vico

We have already discussed the principles of Cartesians in the previous session. In this
thought, the testimonies of the authorities were accepted without critically examining them.
Towards the beginning of the eighteenth century, thinkers like Vico, Locke, and David Hume
tried to deconstruct this philosophy, and hence they were called anti-Cartesians. Among
them, the major forerunner of this philosophy was Vico.

● Challenged Cartesian theory along with Locke and Hume.

Through Scienza nouva, Vico challenged the skeptical knowledge of Cartesian and located
that historical knowledge should be based on the principle of verum-factum convertuntur.
The principle was formulated in 1710 and stated that truth is verified through creation, not
through the observation of Descartes. According to this principle, history is adapted to be an
object of human knowledge because language, custom, law, and government created man
himself. For Vico, history is not concerned with the past. It is concerned with the actual
structure of society in which we all live, manners and customs that we share with the people.
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● Principle of verum-factum convertuntur.
● Truth is verified through creation.

Vico and his ideas

1 Vico’s major work, Scienza nouva (1725), offered the “principles of a new science
concerning the nature of the nations” and projected to find out the uniformities of
history that explain the past, present and future.

2 Durant maintained that Vico attempted to fit the history of language, literature, law
and government into a threefold scheme. In the first stage, men communicated
through signs and gestures. In the second stage, they communicate through emblems,
similitudes and images and in the third, through words agreed by the people.

3 He further states that the government goes through three stages: the theocratic,
aristocratic, and human. In the first stage, rulers claimed themselves as the voice of
God, while in the second, civil rights were restricted to the orders of the heroes. In the
final stage, all humans were considered equal before the law. He read this form as
“theocracy, aristocracy, democracy and monarchy”. In this regard, Vico agreed with
Plato and said that “democracy tends towards chaos, and the one-man rule is the
necessary remedy for democratic disorders and monarchies are the final government
in which nations come to rest”.

● Scienza nouva or New science figure uniformities of history
● According to Durant, Vico attempted to fit the history of language, literature and law.
● Government went through three stages-theocratic, aristocratic and human.

Collingwood enumerated Vico’s idea of history in the following way:

i Vico held that certain periods in history had a general character. Sometimes, we
could see that two periods might have the same character. For instance, there is a
general resemblance with the Greek and European Middle Ages Homeric period.
He called such periods ‘heroic periods’.
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ii Vico showed that similar periods tended to reappear in the same order. He
explains that every heroic period is followed by a classical period and then a
decline into new barbarism. He calls the new barbarism ‘barbarism of reflection’
where thought has exhausted its creative power and creates an insignificant
artificial and pedantic distinction.

iii Vico proclaimed that history is a circular repetition. The movements of periods are
not cyclical but spiral. He explains that history never repeats itself but comes to
each new phase that was different from the previous. For example, the Christian
barbarism of the middle age is different from the pagan barbarism of the Homeric
age.

iv Vico enumerated certain prejudices that historians are liable to commit. These
include:

a Opinion concerning antiquity, that is, prejudice in exaggerating the power, the
grandeur of rulers.

b The pride of nations-The nations dealing with their past have prejudice to
favor their achievements in all fields.

c The pride of the learned-This prejudice occurs when the historian supposes
that the people he is talking to are like himself, scholars, intellectuals, and
people of reflective intellects.

d The fallacy of sources, which he calls the ‘scholastic succession of nations’, is
another prejudice. This error occurs when two nations have a similar idea, and
historians think one must have learned the idea from the other.

e Prejudice of thinking that ancients were better informed than ourselves.

● Certain periods in history had a general character.
● Similar period reappears in same order
● History is a circular repetition.
● Periods are spiral not cyclical.
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Collingwood remarks that Vico has done two things. Firstly, he used the critical method to its
fullest and carried the process beyond by showing how a historical thought can be
constructive and critical. He achieved this through cutting away from his dependencies on
written authorities, making his narrative original or self-depended, and applying scientific
analysis of truth. Secondly, he has developed the philosophical principles that
counter-attacked Cartesian philosophy.

● Used a critical method to counter-attack the Cartesians.

1.2.5.2 Herder (1744-1803)

Johann Gottfried Herder was a German philosopher, theologian, poet and literary critic. He
was born to a poor schoolmaster on August 25, 1744. He is the forerunner of the Romantic
movement in Germany. The Treatise on the Origin of Language, published in 1772, rejected
the notion that language was the creation of God; it is a creation of man. Herder’s ideas on
history are contained in his works One More Philosophy of History, published in 1774 and
Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, published between 1784 and 1791).

The One More Philosophy of History presented history as “the natural philosophy of
successive events”. All history has its birth, youth, maturity, decline and death. He conceived
Middle Age as the ‘age of imagination and feelings, of poet and art, rural simplicity and
peace”. He criticized Enlightenment as ‘idolatry of reason’.

● Forerunner of the Romantic movement in Germany.

● All history has birth, youth, maturity and decline.

Herder’s philosophy of history

Man is the evolutionary product of nature

Herder’s view of nature is teleological. This means that all things have goals or causes. He
thinks that each stage of evolution was designed by nature to prepare for the next. There is no
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end in itself. However, because man is at an end, the process culminates with him. Nature
created man as a rational and social being. He, therefore, insists that man is a link between
two worlds, the natural world and the spiritual world.

The racial division of mankind

The next stage of the evolution of man was the division into various races. Each race is
closely related to its geographical environment. That environment shaped his physical and
mental character. A race, once formed, has a permanent mental and physical characteristic.

National culture and national character

The philosophy of history of Herder caused the evolution of new thinking called
Romanticism and sowed the seed of cultural nationalism. The Romantic movement was
based on feelings and emotions. Therefore, his idea of national culture and national character
is deep-rooted in Romanticism. Herder declared that all true cultures are derived from native
roots, that is, the people or volks, and not from the life of the upper classes. The national
character of such a good civilization is volksgeist. Each national culture is unique with its
language, religion, morals, literature and art forms. He, therefore, argues that it is the national
culture that shapes the national character. Each national culture has to be studied as a
different entity without moral judgment because each culture belongs to a different
environment and age.

● Each stage of evolution was designed by nature, and prepared for the next.

● Divided man into various races relating them to geographical environment.

● Historical organism is the highest form.

● Evolution of Romanticism led to cultural nationalism.

● National culture and national character became important.
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Summarized Overview

In this unit, we learn about how the concept of Humanism ushered in an era of
modernity in historiography. It replaced religion from the center of history writing
with humans as the focus.Renaissance brought about major changes in art,literature
etc and it also influenced history writing; writers like Machiavelli, Guicciardini and
Jean Bodin are testimony to the changes in historical method after renaissance.

Rene Descartes’s methodology placed methodical doubt and systematic skepticism
as the main concepts to follow in history writing. Enlightenment was brought about
by the influence of scientific revolution that happened with the general focus on
reason as the main factor in critical thinking during the period. Enlightenment is
considered to be rejecting church historiography and thus earned the name, ‘Age of
Reason’.The important enlightenment historians include Montesquieu and
Voltaire.Then the historiography was again revised by the emergence of Edward
Gibbon known for his phenomenal work on Roman empire and later Vico and
Herder enriched the tradition of history writing as well.

Objective type questions

1. What is the meaning of Renaissance?
2. Which is the primary work of Machiavelli?
3. Who inaugurated the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century?
4. Whose method was ‘methodical doubt’?
5. Which age is known as the “Age of Reason”?
6. Who invented the term ‘philosophy of history'?
7. What is the meaning of ‘imperium in imperio’?
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Answers to Objective type questions

1. Rebirth
2. The Prince
3. Copernicus
4. Rene Descartes
5. Enlightenment
6. Voltaire
7. Sovereign within a government.
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Self Assessment

Questions developed by the learner:

1. ........................................................................................

2.........................................................................................

3.........................................................................................

4.........................................................................................

5.........................................................................................

Answers developed by the learn
1. .....................

2. .....................

3. .....................

4. .....................

5. .....................

Assignment

1. Reasons for the emergence of Renaissance.
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UNIT 3
SOCIOLOGICAL POSITIVISM AND CRITICS OF

POSITIVISM

Learning Outcomes

At the conclusion of this unit, the learner will be able to

● Understand the contributions of Auguste Comte, Ranke and romanticists thinkers.

● Learn the importance of the scientific approach in writing history.

● Acquaint with the Rankean notion of historical thought and methods.

● Understand the difference between positivism and Romanticism.

Background

We have seen significant development in the political ideologies and perception of man

towards history, nature and world view from the beginning of the fourteenth century.
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Starting from Renaissance to Romanticism, there were significant changes in methods and

ideas of history. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the advances in natural science

encouraged thinkers to apply scientific methods to other fields of enquiry. Thinkers like

Henri de Saint Saimon, Auguste Comte, and Ranke applied this scientific method to

history to produce a valid and objective account of the past. Romanticism emerges as part

of counter-enlightenment, which has the character of progressive values and thoughts.

Keywords

Positivism, The law of three stages,Objectivity, Primary sources, Romanticist,Social

Contract, Theory of General Will, Nationalism.

Discussion

1.3.1 AUGUSTE COMTE AND POSITIVISM

E Sreedharan maintained that the origin of positivism could be traced back to the ideologies
of Francis Bacon. We know that the Enlightenment thinkers like Hume and Montesquieu
attempted to construct a Newtonian “science of society”. Therefore, positivist philosophy,
which emerged during the eighteenth century, is derived based on scientific inquiry as in
natural science. Therefore, philosophers believed that the scientific revolution of the
seventeenth century was a necessary condition that nurtured the growth of positivism.
Scholars think that positivism emerged as a reaction against Romanticism.

● Positivism based on scientific enquiry
● Emerged as a reaction to Romanticism.
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The word “positivism” was coined by Auguste Comte in 1820. According to Will Durant,
Positivism is an intellectual characteristic of Auguste Comte, which is as old as Platonic
tradition in philosophy. Collingwood explained Positivism as “…philosophy acting in the
service of natural science, as in the Middle Ages philosophy acted in the service of
theology…”. According to the Blackwell Dictionary of Historians, Positivism is defined as a
“belief that the method of natural sciences provides the principal mode for attaining true
knowledge”.

● The word ‘Positivism’ was coined by Auguste Comte in 1820.

The positivists preached and practiced applying methods of natural sciences to social
problems to create ‘social physics’ or social sciences. However, positivists had their notion
about ‘natural science’. These thinkers thought it comprised two things: ascertaining facts
and framing laws. The facts were ascertained with sensuous perception, and the laws are
framed by generalizing the facts through induction. This new kind of historiography came to
be called positivist historiography.

● Aimed to create ‘social physics’ or social sciences.
● Two important things: ascertaining facts and framing laws.

1.3.1.1 Comte and his ideas
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Auguste Comte

Auguste Comte was born in Herault, Southern France, on 19th January 1798. He was educated
at the University of Montpellier, Ecole Polytechnique in Paris. He was known as a French
philosopher and proponent of positivism. Influenced by the idea of ‘positive philosophy’ of a
French radical, Henri de Saint-Simon, Comte developed a new social doctrine called
‘positivism’. Comte maintained that historical facts should be used as a raw material for
something more meaningful and should be interesting. The historical process, according to
positivists, was identical to the natural process. Hence, the methods of natural science were
applicable for interpreting history.

● Influence from Henri de Saint-Simon.
● The historical process was identical to the natural process.
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Comte explains his principles of philosophy of history in two major works-Course of
Positivist Philosophy (1830-42, in six volumes) and the System of Positivist Politics (1851-54
in four volumes). These works aimed to make science the basis for a new religion of
humanity. Through the book, Comte tried to present his basic view. He said that all
phenomena are subject to natural laws. The precise discovery of phenomena and their
reduction to the smallest number is the main effort of positivist thinkers.

● All phenomena in nature are based on natural laws.

1.3.1.2 Law of three stages

Comte’s ‘law of three stages' is an essential topic for discussion. He proclaimed that there are
three stages of development of the mind and has respective historical epochs. The first stage
is theological-military (ancient), the second is metaphysical-legalistic (medieval), and the
third is positive, scientific-industrial (modern). The law states that human societies and their
experiences should go through these three stages.

● Law of three stages of Comte: theological-military, metaphysical-legalistic and
positive, scientific-industrial.

The first stage, the theological or fictitious stage, was explained by supernatural powers. This
stage is said to have three sub-stages-animism, polytheism and monotheism. The second
stage, or metaphysical stage, is the transition stage of the human mind. The last stage, or
positive stage, showed the maturity of the human mind and knowledge. This stage is marked
by the quest for the discovery of law. The man at this stage no longer searches for the causes
of natural phenomena. Positivists viewed this stage as scientific; hence observation,
experimentation and reasoning were the major tools employed to achieve their goal.

● First stage:  explained by supernatural powers.
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● Second stage is the transitional stage of the human mind.

● Third stage is the maturity of the human mind.

Method

What was their method? Therefore, positivists declared that every natural science begins by
ascertaining facts and then it should go on to discover their causal influence. Accepting this
claim, Comte proposed that there should be a new science called sociology. It should begin
by discovering facts and then discuss a causal connection between these facts. Collingwood
writes that the sociologists would be the ‘super-historians’, who will elevate history to the
rank of science by thinking scientifically.

● Method: first find facts and then find the causal influence.

● New science called Sociology proposed by Comte.

1.3.2 RANKE AND HISTORICAL THOUGHT

Leopold Von Ranke (1795-1886) was a writer of narrative history. He was born in Wiche,
Thuringia, Germany, to a lawyer. He was educated at Schulpforta and Leipzig University.
Ranke attained fame after publishing his first work, The Roman and German People, in 1824.
He was then appointed as a professor of history at Berlin University until 1871. Ranke’s
second work was on the Ottomans and Spain, but the archival tour diverted him and thus
published his third work, German History, 1555-1618. This was followed by the History of
the Popes and German History in the Age of the Reformation.
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Ranke is regarded as the father of modern scientific
history. He is also known as the founding father of
Empirical historiography and advocated
the need for objectivity in history.
According to Agatha Ramm, Ranke wrote history as
it is and never tried to prove any doctrine. He wrote
about long periods and the history of men and
women who caused the events. Agatha Ramm
viewed that Ranke showed the importance of
imagination in reconstructing motives of events, sensitivity in character depiction, and use of
his dramatic sense to introduce a person into the story.

● Father of modern scientific history.

● Founding father of empirical historiography.

● History should be objective.
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1.3.2.1 FEATURES OF RANKEAN HISTORY

Niebuhr and Ranke believed that the sole aim of the historian is to produce a scientific,
objective history. Such history requires critical inquiry into historical facts. Therefore, it is
opined that the historian’s task was ‘simply to show how it was’. Ranke then held importance
to political history, called staatengeschichte. Such narratives provide prominence to political,
diplomatic, legal and constitutional history. Ranke’s political ideas were conservative. In the
Historico-political Review (1832-36), he wrote that constitutions were not the remedy and
did not suit all nations.

● Ranke aimed to produce scientific, objective history.

● Importance to political history.

Ranke held a high place for religion in history. In Germany at the Time of Reformation,
Ranke wrote that history is religion or a close connection between them. Recognizing the role
of God in the world order, Ranke thought that “history was a record of divine phenomena”.
Ranke sought to stress the role of personality in history. According to him, the determining
factor of history was the actions of men. This idea is visible in the titles of his works. For
example, History of the Popes.

● Ranke held a high place for religion in history.

● Personality is a determining factor.

Rankean perception of Universal history is another important aspect. He argues that it is only
possible to write universal history. He further states that all specialized history should reflect
the larger context, local history to the history of the whole country, the epoch and all epochs
leading to the whole world. This kind of history is termed universal history.
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● It is only possible to write a universal history.

1.3.3 RANKE AND HISTORICAL METHODS

The period of Romanticism has brought new developments in understanding historical
change and writing history. Like other periods, the historians of this period felt the need for a
critical approach and began to insist on applying new accuracy to documents. The first
attempt to apply the critical approach to the theory and practice of writing history was
Barthold Georg Niebuhr, a Danish-German historian and Ranke.

● Brought a critical approach to history.

Ranke has inaugurated the system of writing history from manuscripts, private letters,
diplomatic dispatches and diaries in Latin, French, German, Italian, Spanish and English. To
these sources, he applied a critical approach developed by the historians of Greece and Rome,
Niebuhr and Mommsen.

● Inaugurated the system of writing history from manuscripts and other sources.

According to Gooch, Ranke was determined to understand the personality of the writer, and
he inquired from where the writer derived his information. Applying this method, Ranke
found that Guicciardini and Machiavelli (Italian Renaissance historians) copied from other
books and misinterpreted important facts. Ranke proclaimed that ‘the object of his scientific
journey is to discover and use unknown sources for the history of modern states, especially
Southern Europe’.

● Ranke was determined to understand the personality of the writer.
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● Explore the use of unknown sources.

1.3.3.3 Contributions of Ranke in history writing

i Emphasis on primary sources: Ranke insisted that historical writing should be

based on primary sources.

ii Understanding the past: Ranke used primary sources to understand the past as its

own. Ranke, therefore, initiated the tradition of objectivity in historiography. He

said that strict presentation of facts is the supreme law of history. The historian

aims to narrate what has happened.

iii Use of scholarly apparatus: Ranke asked the historians to use methods like using

references, bibliography, footnotes etc., to identify the sources which they used.

Ranke, therefore, stressed the importance of methods of investigation. Such

methods would benefit the reader.

iv Publication of primary sources: The critical study of primary sources will result in

the publication of volumes of manuscripts, chars, memoirs, letters etc.

v Establishment of ‘Historical Journal’: The new scientific history led to the

establishment of the first historical journal, Historische Zeitschrift.

Major contributions:

● Emphasized on primary sources.

● Primary sources to understand the past.

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 79



● Initiated objectivity in history.

● Publication of primary sources.

● Established historical journal.

1.3.4 ROMANTICIST

One name is very popular among Romantic Age thinkers, musicians, artists, and historians. It
was the English Romantic poet, William Wordsworth. His poems were remembered for
connecting human relationships to nature and using the typical speech patterns in his poems.
His genre of ‘romantic poetry’ demonstrated immense love for nature through his poems.
Thus, the period of Romanticism changed the perception of man guided by irrational ideas,
respect for nature, the celebration of the ordinary person etc. His name is just an example. We
have other prominent figures like Herder, Hegel etc.

SGOU - SLM -  HISTORY AND THEORY-M.A HISTORY| 80



The painting of Philipp Otto Runge, The Morning, depicted the image of early Romanticism.

● Period of Romanticism changed the perception of man guided by irrational

ideas, respect for nature and the celebration of the ordinary person.

1.3.3.1 Meaning and Origin of Romanticism

The eighteenth-century marked the prominence of the rationalistic concept of history through
Enlightenment thinkers. This resulted in protests among other intellectuals who reacted
against the assumptions of Enlightenment philosophy that faith and belief must surrender to
reason. Romanticism was the intellectual movement of Europe in the nineteenth century. The
hints of Romanticism first emerged in France, England, Italy and Spain. However, the new
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spirit of this movement was first achieved and organized in England. We can say that
Romanticism was an artistic, literary, and intellectual movement initiated in Europe at the end
of the eighteenth century. In contrast to Enlightenment, Romanticist thinkers looked upon life
based on feelings. Hence, they placed human feelings at the forefront. This Age, therefore,
came to be known as the ‘Age of feelings’.

● Romanticism first emerged in the 19th century in France, England, Italy and
Spain.

● New spirit of movement fully developed in England.

● Came to be known as ‘Age of feelings’.

J. W Thompson insisted that Romanticism was a reaction against the un-historical reasoning
of Enlightenment. It was, therefore, the protest of sentiment and imagination against
intellectualism, of feeling against form, of individualism against the tyranny of the system.
Romanticism hence was an appeal to creative imagination and represents a new approach to
seeing the positive value and civilizations in a different form. They saw history as progress,
development of human reason or education of mankind. They looked upon the past as felt by
humanists for Graeco-Roman history.

● Reaction against un-historical reasoning of Enlightenment.

● Stressed on creative imagination and saw history as progress.

1.3.3.2 Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778)

Rousseau was a Genevan philosopher and composer. His books Discourse on Inequality and
Social Contract reflected the very expressions of Romantic ideas and thought. His
fundamental theory was based on the inherent values of the natural man. Through his
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Discourse, he challenged the Age of Reason (Enlightenment) by declaring that this Age had
corrupted the character of men. He said that the evils of civilization emerge from the
establishment of private property.

● Rousseau was the forerunner of Romanticism.

● According to him, Age of Reason corrupted the character of man.

Rousseau explained history through the principle applied not only to the history of the
civilized world but to the history of all races. He propagates that historians must not follow
the principles of Enlightenment historians. This means that historians should never regard
past events with disgust but must look at the events sympathetically and try to find the human
achievements.Collingwood remarked that Rousseau was “a child of the enlightenment, but
through the interpretation of his principles, he became the father of the Romantic movement”.
He envisages that the rulers could give the people nothing but what the people are ready to
accept. Rousseau replaced the idea of a general will with a despotic will. This is the idea of
the social contract that he envisages.

● Historians should view past events to find achievements.

● Rulers give the people what they are ready to accept.

Social Contract and Theory of General Will of Rousseau

In the opening pages of Social Contract, Rousseau said, “Man is born free, and he is
everywhere in the chains”. Rousseau declared that there is a social contract among
individuals, not to obey the rulers, but as an agreement of individuals to subordinate their
judgement, rights and powers. Each person will enter into such a contract by accepting the
protection of the communal law. The sovereign power of a state is situated not in any ruler
but the general will of the community. Therefore, the law should be an expression of the
general will. He further asked the question of what is the general will? Is this the will of all
citizens or only the majority’s will? Furthermore, who are these citizens? In answer to all
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these questions, Rousseau said that it is not the will of all nor the will of the majority. Instead,
it is the will of the community and of the individual members.

● According to Rousseau, there is a social contract not to obey the government but as an
agreement.

● Everyone enters into a contract to protect common law.

● General will of the people is important.

If an individual disagrees with the will, the state may force him to submit. Rousseau
considers this not a violation of freedom but it is a preservation of it. For a civil state, it is
only through the law that the individual can enjoy freedom from robbery, assault, and ills.
Hence, forcing the individual to obey the rules means ‘forcing him to be free’. We have seen
that in Discourse, he said that the establishment of private property is the cause of all evils in
a civilization. In contrast to this, in the Social Contract, Rosseau allows private ownership
subject to communal control. The community should take over the control of the private
property for the common good. By insisting on this, Rousseau tried to diminish economic
inequality. He, therefore, argues that in such a contract, a man who is unequal in strength and
intellect will become equal in social and legal rights.

● Need for communal control to avoid inequality.

● In Social contract, he allows private ownership subject to communal control as
opposed to his approach in Discourse in which he condemns it.

1.3.4 NATIONALIST TRADITIONS
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Liberty Leading the People by Eugene Delacroix

The drawing Liberty Leading the People by Eugene Delacroix embodied the Romantic view
of the French Revolution of 1830. This was an artistic production that commemorated the
July Revolution of 1830. The picture is important because of the representation of women
with a Phrygian cap that personifies the concept of liberty and the flag representing the
French Revolution, which later became the national flag of France. Scholars viewed this as
the representation of nationalistic sentiments. Some believed that the image marked the end
of the Enlightenment and the beginning of the Romantic era.

● Nationalism emerged along with Romanticism.

One of the crucial features of Romanticism was the assertion of the idea of nationalism.
Rousseau’s idea of feeling and passion and Herder’s doctrine of ‘genius of the nation’ and
national culture and national character formed the philosophical background of nationalism.
As discussed in our previous unit, Herder held that each national culture was unique, and
national character is expressed in its language, literature and art. According to Romanticists,
this national character determined the history of people.

● National culture and national character of Herder is the background.

Nationalist sentiments shared the idea of the unity of common race, language and religion,
geographical unity, common political aspirations and common historical development. To
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evoke the feeling of nationalism, the Romanticists focused on people rather than the state and
also embraced the material and spiritual development of man. Therefore, the historical
investigation of nineteenth-century Europe was to embrace and trace the roots of national
identity. Rousseau and Herder influenced the development of nationalism in different ways.
According to Hans Kohn, the awakening of nationalism in the nineteenth century was
influenced by the revival of classicism. Rousseau, who is regarded as the ‘father of modern
political nationalism’, is said to have founded his concept of the general will.

● National sentiments shared through the idea of unity of race, language, religion,
geographical unity.

● Rousseau and Herder influenced the development of nationalism.

Rousseau influenced the political nationalism of the French Revolution, while Herder
influenced the romantic nationalism of central and eastern Europe. Rousseau said that
sovereignty and government are not the kings but the people. As already discussed, he
believed that common men form the nation, their consent sanctioned by the government, and
they have the right to determine the destiny of the nation.

● Rousseau influenced French nationalism.

● Herder influenced central and Eastern nationalism.

Herder’s influence on the development of nationalism in Britain and France was different.
For these countries, nationalism was a political development. Among the Germans and
Italians, Herder and other Romanticists invoke the idea of national spirit through mother
tongue, ancient folk traditions, and common descent. Germans, Slavs and Italians insisted
that people speaking the same tongue or claiming the same ancestor should form a state.

● Herder and other Romanticists, invoked national spirit through mother tongue,
ancient folk traditions, and common descent among Germans and Italians.
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The nationalist historiography of Germany in the nineteenth century comprised the works of
the Prussian school of historians, like Droysen, Sybel and Tretschke. E. Sreedharan
mentioned that the chief task of these Prussian schools of historians was to teach patriotism
among the Germans. The nationalist historiography of Germany had achieved the task of
unifying the country.

● Nationalist historiography of Germany influenced by the Prussian school of
historians.

Summarized Overview

This unit deals with the emergence of the influence of scientific and empirical methods in
history and the consequent reactions to the same by another set of scholars. Auguste Comte
was the founder of Positivism which wanted to elevate history to the level of science by
applying natural science laws to social sciences. He is also considered the father of
sociology as well and called it a new science. Ranke was another historian who emerged
emphasizing the need for objectivity in history. He is known as the father of empirical
historiography and focused on scientific history. He brought a critical approach to history
and stressed the importance of primary sources. Romanticism emerged as an intellectual
movement against the focus on intellectualism and instead focused on feelings of sentiment
and imagination. Rousseau was one of the major proponents of Romanticism and he
concluded that the age of reason corrupted men. Nationalist historiography emerged with
Romanticism and it was influenced by Rousseau’s idea of feeling and passion and Herder’s
doctrine of ‘genius of the nation’.National sentiments were shared through the idea of unity
of race, language, religion, geographical unity and it became stronger with nationalist
historiography in 19th century.

Objective type questions
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1. Which period is known as the “Age of feelings”?

2. Who was the father of modern political nationalism?

3. Who propounded positivism?

4. What was the new science, according to Comte?

5. Who said, “Sociologists are super-historians”?

6. Who was the founding father of empirical historiography?

7. Who proposed the Social Contract theory?

8. What was the first historical journal?
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Answer to Objective type questions

1. Romanticism

2. Rousseau

3. Auguste Comte

4. Sociology

5. Collingwood

6. Leopold Von Ranke

7. Rousseau

8. Historische Zeitschrift

Self Assessment

Questions developed by the learner:

1. ........................................................................................
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2.........................................................................................

3.........................................................................................

4.........................................................................................

5.........................................................................................

Answers developed by the learn

1. .....................

2. .....................

3. .....................

4. .....................

5. .....................
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Assignment

1. Who was Leopold Von Ranke? Discuss his views of history.

2. Find out major historians of the Prussian School.

Further Reading

1. Benedetto Croce, History Its Theory and Practice, Harcourt, Brace and Company,

New York, 1921

2. E. H Carr, What is History?, New York, 1961

3. G. P Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century, Longmans, 1913

4. James Westfall Thompson, A History of Historical Writing, Volume I and II

5. John Cannon (ed.,) Blackwell Dictionary of the Historians, 1988

6. Philip P Wiener (ed.,), Dictionary of History of Ideas: Studies of Selected Pivotal

Ideas, 1973

7. R. G Collingwood, The Idea of History, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1946
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8. Will Durant, The Story of Civilization, 11 volumes, Simon & Schuster, 1935-1975
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