HISTORY, HISTORIES AND HISTORIANS

When some people argue that histories should tell the truth, they usually mean by truth the straightforward, unadorned facts of what happened.  They believe that historians who select, arrange and shape their data to make a point about the past or who use the past to prove something about the present are not being objective and, hence, not telling the “truth”.  History, they believe, is properly the objective facts the historians can recover from the past arranged as they occurred to relate to what really happened.


Such histories have never existed and never will.  The individual mind of the historian, shaped by his times, influenced by his theory of history, and controlled by his unique personal character, must always stand between the leavings of the past and the work that represents his understanding of how those leavings reveal what happened and why.  Just choosing what to write about reveals the mind of the historian evaluating and selecting from all the events of the past only those most important to him.


The very material he works with will become one thing for a historian who believes that history turns on the actions of great men and something else for one committed to an economic interpretation of the past.  Indeed, the modern study of history is becoming less the narratives of individual men acting in individual situations and more the analysis of broad economic and social forces that can be discovered only by highly specialized researchers, armed with sophisticated statistical and sociological tools.  The intellectual focus of our age has shifted from man the individual free agent to man’s part in the overall social fabric.


This shift away from the concrete individual to more abstract social forces has been encouraged by the growth of one academic specialty after another: statistics, demography, sociology, economics, psycho-history.  Each has created more and more refined analytical techniques until it is now no longer so easy as it once was for a single person to be the broadly based general researcher who might have understood an entire age.  Thus, as the specialist has narrowed and refined his tools, so conversely have the available tools narrowed and refined the specialist.  The existence of sophisticated analytical techniques pushes every investigator—historian, physicist, sociologist, literary critic—to follow the methodological path his discipline opens up to him.  All researchers find not only what their age and interests urge them to find, but what their theories and techniques predispose them to find.


Not surprisingly, the reasons men write histories in the first place are as diverse as the theories that guide them and the methods they use.  At its simplest and most elemental level, historians create a past because their community wants to know where it came from and how things got to be the way they are.  The earliest myths, the stories of the most primitive peoples about their gods, are a kind of history that explains how the universe and the earth came about—why the sun and the moon, why the animals, why man.  The voyage of Mariner 10 beyond Jupiter and out of our solar system represents our curiosity about the origins of the universe.  The Bible was once unquestioned history for most Christians.  For many, it still is.  So once for some were the legends of the Plains Indians, and the Greek myths and Beowulf and the story of Valley Forge, Gettysburg, Lewis and Clark, and the Alamo.  We no longer call all of these history because our age has different criteria for accepting some stories rather than others as satisfying ways to organize and explain our past.


But the most common reason most of us would give for writing about the past is that we think we can learn from it.  Santayana’s belief that those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it may be too extreme.  But it is a traditional belief.  Whether or not we can in fact avoid the mistakes of history, knowing something about the past does make us understand our own condition differently than if we knew nothing about its origins.  But if history is to teach us about today, the historian must arrange and shape the past to make it relevant to the present.  Only then can he convince us that we should know what has happened if we are to understand what is now happening or anticipate what is about to happen.


Because statements about the past so frequently touch on social values, a historian has to take a position, sometimes explicitly but always implicitly, in regard to the values of his community, accepting and interpreting or rejecting them according to both his personal standards and those of his time.  One has only to recognize how our own history is being rewritten to include the contributions of Afro-Americans how even scholarly values are changing.  Only a few years ago, the intellectual-social climate did not encourage most historians to regard the Negro as a significant contributor to American history.  That historians everywhere are now investigating Black history reflects a new political and social, as well as intellectual, reality.


When we read any history, then, we must understand the historian’s sense of what is important about history.  We must understand that the data he selects and how he arranges them depend on his reasons for writing history in the first place, that “truth” depends finally on how his theories interpret what the interests and values of an age allow him to recognize as the truth.


British historian E. H. Carr perhaps put it most simply:


…you cannot fully understand or appreciate the work of the historian unless you have first grasped the standpoint from which he himself approached it; second, that the standpoint itself is rooted in a social and historical background.
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