WHAT IS HISTORY?

The English word “History” have originated from the Greek word “historia”, meaning “inquiry,
knowledge acquired by investigation”. The term “History” is however taken from the German
word “Geschichle”, which means a significant narration of the past events. Generally, history
refers the study of the past and it covers every aspects of civilization. The scholars who write
about history are known as Historians. The development of history writing started with the
ancient Greek historians like Herodotus and Thucydides. Herodotus, who is popularly known as
“the father of History” was the first historian to collect and systematically process information in

the form of an account.

Different historians have provided different definitions of history, some of the popular ones are

as follows:

>
Edward Hallett Carr: “History is an un%lding dialogue between the present and the past and the
chief function of historian is to masteEnd understand the past as a key to the understanding of

present.”
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Prof. Carl G. Gustavson: “History is a mountain top of human knowledge from whence the
doings of our own generation may be scanned and fitted into proper dimensions. History enables
a person to see himself as part of that living process of human growth which has emerged out of
the past and will inexorably project itself out beyond our own life time. We are the product of the

past but not the complete product.”
Will Durant: “History is a narrative of what civilized men have thought or done in past time.”

Prof. A.L. Rowse: “History is essentially the record of the life of men in societies in their
geographical and their physical environments. Their social and cultural environment arises from

the interaction of the one with the other, the society and its geographical condition.

Prof. G.R. Elton: “History is concerned with all those human sayings, thoughts, deeds and
sufferings which occurred in the past and have left present deposit; and it deals with them from

the point of view of happening change and particular.”



John Jacob Anderson: "History is a narration of the events which have happened among
mankind, including an account of the rise and fall of nations, as well as of other great changes

which have affected the political and social condition of the human race.”
Thomas Charlyle: “World History is a biography of great men”.

Lord Acton: “History is the unfolding story of human freedom.” Henry Johnson: “History, in its
broadest sense, is everything that ever happened.

Nature and Scope of History

The scope or range of history has always been evolving and expanding. There was a time when
history was merely a collection and transmission of fables, folktales, legends, and mythologies. It
was rooted in imagination, memory, and tradition. This could be termed as "Folk History"! The
Greek historians were the first to define>§nd limit the scope of history. Herodotus wrote about the
wars between the Greeks and the Persi%s, known as the Greco-Persian Wars. Thucydides
focused on the epic struggle between t% city-states of Greece, particularly the Peloponnesian
War. Thus, the scope of history was in_iaally confined to the description of wars between nations

or conflicts among city-states.

The Roman historians inherited the Greek tradition and expanded the scope of history by
narrating the Roman conquest of the world. History began to be seen as a form of thought with
universal value. With this broader conception of history, a more precise understanding of the

field itself emerged.

During the medieval period, Christian historians strictly confined themselves to the theological
interpretation of historical events. Human actions were considered manifestations of Divine Will.
Although Christian historiography represented a universal character, it was essentially
theocentric. The Renaissance writers revived the classical humanistic approach and reoriented
historical writing. They placed humans at the center of historical narratives and expanded the

scope of history through a secular lens. This approach was ethnocentric.

In the seventeenth century, as Natural Science gained prominence, history followed the path set

by the Renaissance and freed itself from medieval thought. Historians, inspired by the scientific



spirit, began reconstructing the past based on reliable and verifiable data. Thinkers like Bacon,
Locke, Hume, Berkeley, Descartes, and Vico pioneered this new approach, giving history a

scientific dimension.

The eighteenth century was the Age of Enlightenment. Enlightenment historians rebelled against
institutional religion and its theological interpretations of history. They sought to further
secularize historical writing. Following in the footsteps of Voltaire, a critic of Christianity, they
refined the methods of historical research and writing. Montesquieu and Gibbon were prominent
figures in this movement. Montesquieu studied the differences between nations, while Gibbon

analyzed the causes of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire.

Nineteenth-century historiography retained the secular-rational approach and further widened the
scope of history. Kant argued that humans, as rational beings, must exist within a historical
. : > . :

process. He viewed history as pragress toward rationality. Hegel elevated history by
o)

incorporating philosophical interpretafidns of historical events. His philosophy of history traced
c

humanity's progress from primitive tings to the present, giving rise to the concept of universal

history. Marx built upon Hegelian @lectics and introduced an economic interpretation of

history. His concept of Dialectical Materialism gained immense popularity and left a lasting

impact on historical writing.

The twentieth century can be described as an Age of Synthesis. Streams of Enlightenment,
Secularism, Rationalism, Romanticism, Positivism, and Dialectical Materialism merged into the
ocean of Idealism. Historians like Spengler, Sorokin, and Toynbee studied historical changes and
identified predictable patterns. Toynbee, in particular, stands out as a representative of synthetic-
idealistic historiography. Backed by an incredible wealth of historical data, he examined the
story of humanity in its entirety. His approach to universal human history remains unparalleled,

never surpassed since its inception. In Toynbee, the scope of history reached its zenith.

The twentieth century also witnessed the emergence of three schools of thought: New History,
Total History, and Structured History. These approaches were reactions to traditional "myth-
making" history. They challenged the paradigms of mainstream historians who followed
Rankean methods. The "new" historians integrated advancements in social sciences into their



research. By combining various branches of knowledge, they created an inclusive, broad-based,

and heterogeneous historiography.

In summary, in a narrow sense, the scope of history is limited to political, military, diplomatic,
religious, economic, biographical, or at best, national history. In a broader sense, it encompasses
humanity as a whole, documenting human achievements and failures in all aspects and providing

a philosophical explanation of human progress.

The Significance of History

History is often seen as a study of the past, something distant and unrelated to our present lives.
However, its importance lies in its ability to connect us to our roots, help us understand the
present, and guide us toward a better future. While most people are naturally more focused on
living in the present, it is impossible to fully comprehend the present without understanding the
past. Many of the challenges we face t@ay have their origins in historical events, and without
knowing how these problems began ar&evolved we cannot hope to solve them effectively.
Moreover, history allows us to explore g]e journey of human civilization, helping us recognize
our potential and learn from the trlumrﬂis and failures of those who came before us. As historian
R.G. Collinwood beautifully put it, history is a tool for human self-knowledge. It teaches us not
just about our individual identities but also about our shared humanity. By studying history, we
learn what it means to be human, what we are capable of achieving, and how our actions shape

the world.
Here are some key reasons why history is significant:
1. History Helps Develop Our Sense of Identity

To understand who we are, we must first develop a sense of identity. History provides us with
the context of our existence by showing us where we fit into the larger story of our nation and
the global community. It tells us how our nation, political systems, society, and culture evolved
into their current forms. By learning about our ancestors and their struggles, we gain a deeper
understanding of our roots and the legacies we have inherited. As Pearl Buck wisely said, “If you
want to understand today, you have to search yesterday.” History, therefore, is not just about the

past; it is a mirror that reflects our present identity.



2. History Enhances Our Understanding of the World

To navigate life effectively, we need to understand how the world works. History provides a
clear picture of how governments, societies, human minds, and technologies functioned in the
past, helping us make sense of the present. It also equips us to prepare for the future by offering
lessons from past mistakes and achievements. Edmund Burke once remarked, "In history, a great
volume is unrolled for our instruction, drawing the materials of future wisdom from the past
errors and infirmities of mankind." By studying history, we gain the wisdom to build a better

future.
3. History Fosters Understanding of Other People

History is a valuable resource for understanding people who are different from us. It broadens
our perspective by introducing us @ diverse cultures, traditions, and communities. This
understanding is crucial in today’s igerconnected world, where multicultural coexistence is
essential. Abraham Lincoln once sai& "Human nature will not change. In any future great
national trial, compared with the men E‘E’this, we shall have as weak and as strong, as silly and as
wise, as bad and as good. Let us therefore study the incidents in this as philosophy to learn
wisdom from and none of them as wrongs to be avenged."” History teaches us empathy and helps

us appreciate the richness of human diversity.
4. History Helps Us Understand the Nature of Change

Change is a constant in life, but it can be difficult to comprehend. Each of us experiences life
differently, shaped by societal norms, cultural backgrounds, economic status, and personal
experiences. History provides a framework for understanding when, why, and how changes
occur. By studying historical events, we can identify patterns and gain insights into the forces
that drive transformation. This knowledge helps us adapt to change and navigate the

complexities of modern life.

5. History Makes Us Better Citizens



A well-informed citizen is the backbone of any nation. History plays a crucial role in shaping
informed and responsible citizens by providing a deeper understanding of our nation’s journey. It
helps us appreciate the sacrifices made by previous generations and instills a sense of
responsibility toward our society. Without a working knowledge of history, it is impossible to
fully grasp the challenges and opportunities facing our nation. History, therefore, empowers us to

contribute meaningfully to our country’s progress.
6. History Helps Us Make Better Decisions

One of the most valuable lessons history offers is the opportunity to learn from past mistakes. By
understanding why certain decisions led to success or failure, we can make more informed
choices in our personal and professional lives. History also helps us understand human behavior,
shedding light on why people act the way they do. As philosopher George Santayana famously
said, “Those who cannot remember th@ast are condemned to repeat it.” History, in this sense, is

o)
a guide that helps us avoid repeating tH&errors of the past.

o
>

7. History Teaches Us Appreciation &—1

History helps us appreciate both the present and the past. When we learn about the struggles,
movements, and revolutions that fought against injustice, we develop a deep respect for those
who paved the way for the freedoms and opportunities we enjoy today. It also reminds us of the
sacrifices made to achieve the present, encouraging us to value what we have and not take it for
granted. History, therefore, fosters gratitude and a sense of responsibility toward preserving the

progress we have made.
Conclusion

In essence, history is far more than a record of past events; it is a guide to understanding
ourselves, our world, and our place in it. It shapes our identity, broadens our perspective, and
equips us with the wisdom to navigate the complexities of life. By studying history, we not only
honor the past but also gain the tools to build a better future. It is through history that we learn to
appreciate the present, understand the forces of change, and become informed, responsible, and

empathetic citizens of the world.
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1. E. H. Carr: “History is an unending dialogue between the present and the past and the
chief function of historian is to master and understand the past as a key to the
understanding of present.”

2. Prof. Carl G. Gustavson: “History is a mountain top of human knowledge from whence
the doings of our own generation may be scanned and fitted into proper dimensions.

3. Will Durant: “History is a narrative of what civilized men have thought or done in past
time.”

4. Prof. A.L. Rowse: “History is essentially the record of the life of men in societies in their
geographical and their physical environments. Their social and cultural environment
arises from the interaction of the one with the other, the society and its geographical
condition.

5. Prof. G.R. Elton: “History is concerned with all those human sayings, thoughts, deeds
and sufferings which occurred in the past and have left present deposit; and it deals with

them from the point of view of happening change and particular.”



6. John Jacob Anderson: "History is a narration of the events which have happened among
mankind, including an account of the rise and fall of nations, as well as of other great
changes which have affected the political and social condition of the human race."

7. Thomas Charlyle: “World History is a biography of great men”.

8. Lord Acton: “History is the unfolding story of human freedom.” Henry Johnson:

“History, in its broadest sense, is everything that ever happened.
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