
 

  

HISTORY EXTENSION 
 
Historiography 
 
 
MacMillan states that the role the role of history and of historians is to continually examine the past, 
finding faults or incohesions, and investigate what really happened in order to find the truth. 
MacMillan emphasises the importance of proof and to “treat evidence seriously”. MacMillan 
presents history as a complicated discourse where sometimes the truth would never be revealed 
because it is forever lost in the past; that “History does not produce definitive answers for all time”. 
History itself is subjective in that only some events in the past will be referred to as ‘history’, much to 
Trouillot’s dismay. I think that it is up to the historian to research and interpret past events as they 
see fit as, after all, different interpretations keep history alive because if historians keep repeating 
the same thing, there would be no need for it as a profession. “We must always be prepared to 
consider alternatives and to raise questions”.  
 
Through time, historians have offered different perspectives on the role and construction of history, 
having been influenced by their zeitgeist. During ancient times, it had the purpose of story-telling, 
relating to the epics of the Ancient World, such as those by Homer and Virgil. It then evolved to 
teaching political lessons to future leaders as democracy emerged and war was eminent. Then, as 
the Enlightenment approached, it integrated intellectual and religious views and positions as the 
Church gained power and science was revolutionised.  More recently, history has also emerged as 
a commercial entity whereby professional historians have a social duty to communicate their 
findings to a wider, ‘popular’ audience. It has since spread from the retellings of the achievements 
and viewpoints of Christian, white males to groups such as women, the working class and so forth. 
The question of what history is for is therefore closely linked to the question of who should write it 
and what it should be about.  
 
Herodotus, the supposed ‘father of history’, saw his role to “record the deeds of past renown”. He 
might not have seen himself as a historian but his intentions and role served as one. He was able to 
record the deeds of the past for future generations through his narrative style. But he did so so that 
these stories could be enjoyed and discussed amongst his contemporaries. However, the role of the 
historian has since progressed into different things. Not long after Herodotus, Thucydides, the 
‘father of scientific history’ saw his role as to pass information down to the next generation of military 
leaders. He did not do so to be entertaining, academic nor recited, but for eunomic purposes; the 
role of the historian was slowly changing.  
 
It was not until the time of Ranke that the role of the historian changed substantially. He did not see 
history as an elitist subject; he saw it as an academic one. He did not see it as the historian’s role to 
embellish and to flourish the past, but to just record it as it happened – ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’. 
This is because in the past “witnesses (were not) telling the truth” and sometimes were fabricated to 
fit into the ‘storyline’ of the historian.  
 
Ranke had an utmost aim of objectivity throughout his work. He wished to study the past ‘wie es 
eigentlich gewesen’ and he claimed that historians should stick to the facts and there should be no 
evidence of their views and commitments in their writing. This is because it is only when they 
remove all traces of themselves that they can revive the past, as Boldt states.  
 
A number of historians have understood this concept as an endorsement of ‘colourless’ history. 
Ranke saw that if the past was not particularly interesting, we should not try to embellish it to make 
it interesting because we would be distorting the past and ultimately, history.  
 
Ranke’s philosophy of history does not agree with that of MacMillan as he is not “prepared to 
consider alternatives and to raise questions”. It has been debated that Ranke’s objective method of  



 

  

recording history does not help a person understand ‘how things really were’. That history should 
never be viewed from one side as it allows for bias and allows no place for personal perception – to 
allow for empathy and to understand the context of the phenomena. Baur analysed this concept and 
came to the conclusion that “whoever misuses history to satisfy ideological needs can never accept 
Ranke’s histories, critical source-based science, and its autonomous movements”. It is implied that 
Baur and the other historians see the role of historians is to show the facts but not remove humanity 
and feeling from the histories. 
 
Ranke’s scholarly method and objective preference was probably a result of his personal context. 
He was influenced by his deeply-felt Lutheran beliefs and studied Theology and Philology at the 
University of Leipzig in 1814. He never completed his theological studies because he objected to 
the university faculty’s cool, rationalistic approach to faith. His Lutheran beliefs might have affected 
his objectivity as since he thought that there was only a link with God (no Saints or Mary), that there 
would also be a direct link in uncovering the past.  
 
Ranke wrote his first book, History of the Latin and Teutonic Nations 1494-1514, in 1824 which 
presented a convincing criticism of contemporary historiography and proposed, instead, Ranke’s 
own more objective method. He intended that this method would be applicable to modern history as 
Berthold Neibutr had done a scientific method of historical investigation to ancient history. 
 
The role of the historian as perceived by Baur is also interpreted by Elton, a Tudor historian; he tried 
to remain as objective as possible but was also a defender of traditional, scholarly narrative history. 
At first he thought in a revolutionised manner but quickly obtained an orthodox view. His 
conservative approach was probably due to the fact that he was a Jew who had fought in World 
War II. His personal context has also affected him because of the influence of his parents and in 
particularly his father, Victor Ehrenberg. Ehrenberg was a scholar of ancient history who strongly 
believed that he could carry on the legacy of empirical history of Leopold von Ranke. This 
association with Rank and the influence of his father would have impacted his views on objectivity. 
This is evident in the famous ‘Elton vs Carr’ debacle where he defended the nineteenth century 
interpretation of empirical, ‘scientific’ history most famously associated with Leopold von Ranke 
against Carr’s views. Elton wrote his 1967 book The Practise of History largely in response to Carr’s 
1961 book What is History? Elton was a strong defender of the traditional methods of history and 
was appalled by postmodernism, which he termed the “intellectual equivalent of crack”.  
 
Elton saw history as circular and that “experience teaches how to assess that information”. He 
believes that in the humanity of history that because history was written by people then surely 
people are able to interpret it was they see fit. That historians should share the concerns of the 
people of the past, but not the present when writing their history – still maintaining some degree of 
objectivity. He was a traditionalist in that he placed great emphasis on the role of individuals in 
history instead of abstract, impersonal forces.  
 
Elton believes that historians should be conscious of how society could influence history and that 
the role of the historian was to use evidence and facts that lead to the reconstruction of the past 
which includes real people and things that actually happened. He sees “it as a process” in that the 
human account of the past is difficult to digest because of the change in our own value systems. 
That while narrative history is important, the historian must be able to ‘dig information’ from it – that 
“evidence is king”. In relation to MacMillan’s indirect question “what particular event, thought or 
attitude from the past signifies”, Elton would reply whatever shapes our identity today. He sees that 
history shapes us as they have been created, interpreted and recorded by people like us and that 
the historian should be able to make those links. 
 
The roles of the historian have changed over time. What used to be an elitist study of passing down 
knowledge to the next generation of elitists has boomed into a universal subject. Ideas on objectivity 
have emerged and the importance of narratives has recurred. The historian’s role has changed from  



 

  

story teller to leader to academic to philosopher and even to a media figure. Because “history does 
not produce definitive answers for all time”, the continual role of the historians is to investigate the 
past to find meaning to the past, present and future. 


