
KINDS OF HISTORY 

History is like a grand, beautiful mansion, filled with countless rooms and stories. As Trevelyan 

once described it, history is a home where all subjects live together, much like a joint family. In 

the past, human history was often divided into separate categories, such as political, social, 

religious, and cultural units. It wasn’t until the 19th century that history began to be seen as a 

universal and all-encompassing subject. Even so, the practice of dividing history into different 

types—like political history, military history, constitutional history, and more—has continued to 

this day. 

Political History 

For a very long time, historians focused mainly on political matters. In fact, Seeley once said, 

“History is past politics, and politics is present history.” R.G. Collingwood added that political 

history is essentially the history of political thought. In its early days, political history was 

mostly about kings, queens, courtiers, and their schemes, as well as wars, treaties, and power 

struggles. The actions—both good and bad—of rulers were considered the most important. 

Conquests and battles played a key role in shaping the fate of nations. People were captivated by 

the dramatic rise and fall of monarchs, kingdoms, and empires. Over time, anything related to 

human actions involving the state—whether within it, about it, or through it—came to be known 

as political history. 

Many famous historians and thinkers, such as Voltaire, Machiavelli, Guizot, Augustine, Pirenne, 

Thierry, Macaulay, Droysen, and Ranke, were primarily interested in the political history of 

states. Hegel even praised the state as the greatest of God’s creations on Earth! These thinkers 

placed the state—a human-made institution—at the center of their studies. However, history is 

not just about politics. It is not one-dimensional. In recent times, there has been a growing 

interest in understanding the lives and experiences of ordinary people, which has brought a 

refreshing change to how history is written and understood. 

In short, while political history once dominated the field, history is much broader and richer than 

just the actions of rulers and states. It includes the stories of everyday people, their struggles, and 

their contributions, making it a more complete and inclusive narrative of our past. 



 

Constitutional History 

Constitutional history is a specialized branch of history that focuses on the development and 

evolution of a nation's constitution and its governing institutions. While it is closely related to 

political history, it has grown into an independent discipline. Unlike political history, which 

often deals with power struggles, wars, and the rise and fall of leaders, constitutional history 

examines the structures and principles that define how a state is organized and governed. It looks 

at the rules, conventions, and practices that shape political institutions, which historian Renier 

referred to as the "habits of societies." These habits are formalized into constitutions, which 

serve as the foundation for governance. 

Constitutional history studies written constitutions, constitutional conventions, and the evolution 

of political systems. However, it is not self-sufficient. For example, the medieval manor system 

cannot be fully understood solely through a constitutional lens because it was also a reflection of 

the socio-economic conditions of the time. Therefore, constitutional historians often need to 

explore other aspects of history, such as social and economic factors, to provide a complete and 

accurate account of how political systems have developed over time. 

Parliamentary History 

Parliamentary history is a subfield of constitutional history that focuses specifically on the 

institution of parliament. Parliaments play a central role in the governance of many democratic 

nations, including India and the United Kingdom. Parliamentary history examines how these 

institutions have evolved, how they function, and their impact on society. 

For example, the history of the English Parliament, often called the "Mother of Parliaments," is 

crucial for understanding the political development of Britain. Even in countries with different 

political systems, such as Russia and China, parliamentary institutions exist in some form. 

Writing about parliamentary history helps preserve the rich experiences of debates, legislation, 

and governance that have shaped nations. It also highlights the role of parliaments in 

representing the people and ensuring accountability in government. 



Legal History 

Legal history is the study of how laws and legal systems have developed over time. It is closely 

related to constitutional and parliamentary history but has its own unique focus. Legal historians 

examine the origins of laws, their interpretation, and how they have been applied in different 

societies. This field often requires expertise in law, as it involves analyzing legal texts, court 

decisions, and legislative enactments. 

For instance, the legal codes of ancient rulers like Hammurabi of Babylon, Manu of India, and 

Napoleon of France are significant to legal historians. Scholars like Maitland, Blackstone, and 

Holdsworth have made major contributions to this field by studying the evolution of legal 

systems. Legal history also explores the relationship between law and society, showing how 

legal principles reflect and influence social, economic, and political conditions. To fully 

understand legal history, historians must also consider broader historical contexts, such as social 

and economic developments. 

Military History 

Military history is the study of wars, battles, and military operations. It covers a wide range of 

topics, including tactics, strategies, military engineering, logistics, and the impact of warfare on 

societies. Military historians are not only interested in the planning and execution of wars but 

also in how conflicts shape the fate of nations and the lives of ordinary people. 

Classic works like Thucydides' The History of the Peloponnesian War set the standard for 

military history. Other significant events, such as the American Civil War, the World Wars, and 

India's Great Mutiny, have been extensively studied. Military historians often use psychology to 

understand soldiers' morale and the human experience of war. They also write about regimental 

histories, which focus on the experiences of military units and their role in larger conflicts. 

Military history is not just about land warfare; it also includes naval and aerial warfare, reflecting 

the changing nature of conflict over time. 

Diplomatic History 



Diplomatic history, also known as international history, studies the relationships between 

sovereign states. It focuses on the actions of diplomats, the factors that influence negotiations, 

and the broader context of international relations. This field gained prominence after World War 

I, as nations sought to understand the causes of conflict and the mechanisms for maintaining 

peace. 

Diplomatic historians examine treaties, alliances, and the role of ambassadors in shaping foreign 

policy. They also study how historical events, such as wars and economic crises, influence 

diplomatic relations. For example, the Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I, had far-

reaching consequences for international politics. Diplomatic history requires an understanding of 

legal, political, cultural, and economic factors, as these all play a role in shaping international 

relations. By studying diplomatic history, we can better understand how nations interact and how 

global events are shaped by the actions of statesmen and diplomats. 

Social History 

Social history is the study of the everyday lives of people in the past. Unlike political or military 

history, which focuses on leaders and wars, social history examines the beliefs, habits, culture, 

and experiences of ordinary people. Historian Trevelyan described it as "history with the politics 

left out." 

This field explores topics such as family life, religion, food, clothing, art, and social customs. It 

also looks at how social institutions, such as schools, churches, and communities, have evolved 

over time. Social history is dynamic because it deals with social change and the ways in which 

societies adapt to new challenges. For example, the Industrial Revolution brought profound 

changes to social structures, as people moved from rural areas to cities and new social classes 

emerged. By studying social history, we gain a deeper understanding of how people lived, 

worked, and interacted in different historical periods. 

Economic History 

Economic history studies how societies have produced, distributed, and consumed goods and 

services over time. It examines the development of economic systems, the impact of 



technological innovations, and the role of economic forces in shaping historical events. While it 

was once considered a branch of social history, economic history has become a distinct 

discipline. 

Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations is a foundational text in this field, exploring the principles 

of capitalism and free markets. Karl Marx's theories on economic determinism further expanded 

the scope of economic history, emphasizing the role of class struggle and economic conditions in 

driving historical change. Economic historians study topics such as trade, industrialization, and 

the rise of global markets. They also explore how economic ideas and policies have influenced 

societies and shaped the modern world. By understanding economic history, we can better 

appreciate the forces that have shaped our economies and the challenges we face today. 

Intellectual History 

Intellectual history is the study of ideas and how they have influenced human thought and 

culture. It examines the development of philosophies, beliefs, and ideologies over time. 

Historians like R.G. Collingwood and H.E. Barnes argue that ideas are the driving force behind 

historical change, shaping the way people think and act. 

This field explores the works of great thinkers, such as Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and Marx, and how 

their ideas have influenced societies. Intellectual history also looks at the broader cultural and 

social contexts in which ideas emerge and evolve. For example, the Enlightenment was a period 

of intellectual ferment that transformed European thought and laid the foundation for modern 

democracy and science. By studying intellectual history, we gain insight into the ideas that have 

shaped our world and the ways in which human thought continues to evolve. 

Biographical History 

Biographical history focuses on the lives of individuals and their impact on historical events. 

Thomas Carlyle famously said, "History is the biography of great men," emphasizing the role of 

influential figures in shaping the course of history. This approach examines the achievements, 

failures, and motivations of historical figures, from political leaders to artists and scientists. 



For example, figures like Mahatma Gandhi, Karl Marx, and Napoleon have had a profound 

impact on history. Biographical history helps us understand how individuals have shaped 

societies and influenced the course of events. However, critics argue that this approach can 

sometimes overlook broader social and economic forces. While biographies provide valuable 

insights into the lives of great individuals, they must be balanced with a broader understanding of 

historical contexts to provide a complete picture of the past. 

National History 

National history studies the development of nation-states and the formation of national identities. 

It explores how nations have emerged, evolved, and defined themselves over time. National 

history often focuses on key events, such as wars, revolutions, and the struggles for 

independence, that have shaped the identity of a nation. 

For example, the history of India's independence movement or the American Revolution are 

central to the national histories of those countries. However, national history has sometimes been 

criticized for promoting nationalism and overlooking the diversity of experiences within a 

nation. Historians like Arnold Toynbee have argued that excessive focus on nation-states can 

lead to a narrow and biased view of history. Despite these criticisms, national history remains an 

important field for understanding how nations have developed and how they continue to shape 

the world today. 

Universal History 

Universal history seeks to connect all human experiences into a single narrative, exploring the 

shared history of humanity. This approach looks beyond national boundaries and examines the 

broader patterns and forces that have shaped human societies. Universal history aims to show 

how different cultures and civilizations are interconnected and how they have influenced one 

another. 

For example, the spread of ideas like democracy, religion, and science across different regions is 

a key theme in universal history. Historians like Immanuel Kant and Leopold von Ranke have 

contributed to this field by exploring the interconnectedness of historical events. Universal 



history helps us understand the shared experiences of humanity and the ways in which different 

cultures have contributed to the development of human civilization. 

Local History 

Local history focuses on the history of specific regions, communities, or towns. It provides a 

detailed and intimate look at how people lived in a particular place and how local events were 

connected to larger historical trends. Local history is often overlooked but has great potential for 

enriching our understanding of the past. 

For example, studying the history of a small town during the Industrial Revolution can provide 

insights into how global economic changes affected local communities. Local history also helps 

preserve the unique cultural heritage of a region. However, it must be connected to broader 

historical themes to avoid becoming isolated or irrelevant. By studying local history, we gain a 

deeper appreciation for the diversity of human experiences and the ways in which local events 

contribute to the larger story of history. 

New History 

New History emerged in the early 20th century as a reaction to traditional approaches to history. 

It focuses on the experiences of ordinary people and the social, economic, and cultural forces 

that shape history. New History emphasizes the importance of understanding the past in relation 

to the present and uses insights from social sciences to explore historical events. 

Historians like James Harvey Robinson and Charles Beard have contributed to this field by 

challenging traditional narratives and highlighting the role of social and economic factors in 

shaping history. New History seeks to make history more relevant and accessible by focusing on 

the human experience and the ways in which historical events continue to influence our lives 

today. 

Total History 

Total History is an approach that seeks to integrate all aspects of human life—political, social, 

economic, and cultural—into a single narrative. It emphasizes the interconnectedness of 



historical events and the importance of understanding history as a whole. Total History bridges 

the gap between history and social sciences, using interdisciplinary methods to explore the 

complexities of the past. 

This approach recognizes that history is not just about individual events or great leaders but 

about the broader forces that shape societies. By studying Total History, we gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of the past and the ways in which different aspects of human life 

are interconnected. 

Structural History 

Structural History, developed by historians like Fernand Braudel, focuses on the long-term forces 

that shape history, such as geography, economics, and social structures. It emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the underlying patterns and systems that influence historical events, 

rather than focusing on individual actions or short-term events. 

For example, Braudel's work on the Mediterranean world explores how geographical and 

economic factors shaped the development of civilizations in that region. Structural History 

provides a deeper understanding of the forces that govern human societies and the ways in which 

these forces have shaped the course of history. By studying Structural History, we gain insight 

into the broader patterns and rhythms that define human life and the ways in which societies 

evolve over time. 

In summary, history is a rich and diverse field that offers many ways to understand the human 

experience. From the lives of individuals to the forces that shape entire civilizations, each branch 

of history provides unique insights into our past and helps us make sense of the world we live in 

today. 
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