Is history ‘the past’ or ‘an account of the past’?
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1. HISTORY “AS IT REALLY WAS”

Returning to your ‘historiography table’, to mid-nineteenth century Germany, (a ‘great age for facts’), we would be faced with Von Ranke’s view of the past:
"the strict presentation of the facts, contingent upon each other and unattractive though they may be, is undoubtedly the supreme law."

"History…will merely tell how it really was…It wants only to show what actually happened."

     Leopold von Ranke, 19th Century German Historian 

Discussion Questions: how does this differ from the very earliest ideas of what History should be for? How does it differ from today’s ideas about historical knowledge?

Von Ranke’s attempt to create an objective (meaning not influenced by personal feelings) and unbiased view of the past had a huge impact on western historiography, including the way scholars went about constructing their histories. Ranke suggested that, by consulting historical sources carefully, and by paying very careful attention to how and why those sources were written, a ‘true’ account of the past could be created. Ranke gave importance to reporting the past on its own terms, through a systematic method of consulting primary sources, paying careful attention to any personal or political bias that affected those sources.
This method became standard practice in historical accounts, and Von Ranke is credited with ‘professionalising’ history. It was at this point that history became an academic subject, which required specialised training and archival research. Due to Von Ranke’s influence, the consultation and editing of source materials became a great part of the activity of an historian. The crucial ‘outcome’ of this method, in Von Ranke’s eyes, was that critical scholarship on subjects could finish, as all the sources would be put together into a final, or ‘ultimate’ account that would say “what actually happened”, and which wouldn’t need to be revised.

The problem with Ranke’s concept of History is that any attempt to recreate the past is merely a reconstruction. Attempts are based only on available evidence and therefore cannot be complete or accurate. And that’s only the start of the problem…
Discussion Question: what problems can you think of, which might mean that Von Ranke’s ideal of a ‘final, complete, unbiased’ account of the past can never be realised?
2. HISTORY AS “AN ACCOUNT OF THE PAST”
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If we were to return to our historiography table for a second time, we would see that Von Ranke’s later critics, including the British historian Carr, argued that we need to change our definition of what history is from ‘the past’ to ‘an account of the past’. 
An ‘account of the past’ is created by historians. It is not the past itself. Furthermore, Carr argued, it will be impossible to create a single account of the past – each historian will create his or her own account, and that account will inevitably be subjective (meaning, influenced by personal feelings or opinions).
Discussion Question: what aspects of an historian’s background may have an influence on how he or she goes about creating their historical account?
Carr’s more sceptical view of history, which he wrote down in his famous book called ‘What Is History’ in 1961, partly arose from the social instability that followed the Second World War. Historians questioned themselves and their own ability to create a neutral, unbiased account of History.  Carr argued that an historian’s choice of sources will inevitably be affected by his socio-cultural context, affecting the way he “fishes for evidence”, and obstructing the road to achieving an objective or ‘final’ account of an historical event:
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    “[Historians] expect their work to be superseded again and again. They consider that knowledge of the past has come down through one or more human minds, has been 'processed' by them, and therefore cannot consist of elemental and impersonal atoms which nothing can alter.”
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“The facts speak only when the historian calls on them: it is he who decides to which facts to give the door, and in what order or context.”
In his book, ‘What Is History’, Carr explained why historians’ accounts of the past can never be neutral:
· “Every human being at every stage of history or pre-history is born into a society and from his earliest years is moulded by that society...both language and environment help to determine the character of his thought; his earliest ideas come to him from others.
· [It is impossible] to understand or appreciate the work of the historian unless you have first grasped the standpoint from which he himself approached it. [Moreover}, that standpoint is itself rooted in a social and historical background… the historian, before he begins to write history, is the product of history. [Therefore], before you study the history study the historian… and his historical and social environment. 

· When you read a work of history, always listen out for the buzzing. If you can detect none, either you are tone deaf or your historian is a dull dog. The facts are really not at all like fish on the fishmonger's slab. They are like fish swimming about in a vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the historian catches will depend, partly on chance, but mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and what tackle he chooses to use - these two factors being, of course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch. By and large, the historian will get the kind of facts he wants. History means interpretation.”
ACTIVITY: Let’s now look at an example of how two historians wrote very different accounts about the Third Crusade, based on a variety of factors, such as how they used the evidence, their purpose in creating their account, and the society in which they live.  Remember that, although we are attempting to identify how and why an interpretation has been created by looking at how an historian used evidence, and by looking at their backgrounds, we can only ever speculate about this. Historians are individuals and, despite Carr’s emphasis on the role of society, (which would definitely have some sort of impact on their writing), an historian is not an inevitable product of that society. For example, we cannot say categorically that all German historians in the 1930s supported the Nazis.  An historian still makes some individual decisions about how to write his or her account, based on his or her purposes or the way they decided to use the evidence. 
1. Play the warm up game on the First Crusade to gain some contextual knowledge. 

2. Read Phillips’ account of the Third Crusade. As we are reading the historian’s story, place a character card next to where they are mentioned. Which characters in the ‘story’ of the crusade were not used? Which characters were used many times? What might this tell us about Phillips’ intentions? 
3. Next, consider how Phillips described characters and events. Draw arrows to the facts that may have been used to back-up the author’s descriptions. Circle those facts that appear to challenge the author’s description. What sorts of generalisations has Phillips used to describe the characters? Is there a way of challenging these generalisations, by using the evidence differently?

4. Finally, think about the reasons that may lay behind Phillips’ descriptions of characters and events. Draw arrows to match information about the author’s background and purpose to how he wrote his story. 
5. Repeat steps 2-4 for Hillenbrand’s narrative.
6. So, who invaded whom? Did the crusaders invade Muslim lands, or were the crusaders simply continuing to fight against a Muslim invader who had unfairly settled there? Can we achieve a ‘final, ultimate’ answer to this question?  
Discussion Questions: can studying the crusades of the past help us to understand the current troubles in the Middle East (the Arab-Israeli conflict)? Can we go further than this – is it possible to learn lessons from History? 
Despite arguing that all historical accounts are inevitably subjective, Carr made it clear that he thought that sources, which could be cross-referenced against each other, still restricted the historical account that could be constructed by the historian. Another historian, Richard Evans, used a persuasive argument to support Carr in this respect (although Evans disagreed with Carr in many other areas!)


“To remove all attempts to obtain a level of objectivity in history would be irresponsible, and would open the door to holocaust denial…
…if we are very scrupulous...we... can reach some tenable (meaning defensible), although always less than final conclusions about the past” 

Another historian, Alan Megill, has more recently sought to emphasise the importance of seeking ‘the ghost’ of objectivity in history – to avoid historical error – even if a completely objective account is impossible. This ‘balanced’ position, which acknowledges that historical accounts are inevitably subjective, but which strives to achieve a level of objectivity nevertheless, is a common approach to history today.
3. HISTORY AS FICTION
Some historians, however, will not accept that there can be any objectivity in history. The work of postmodernist historians in the 1970s placed new emphasis on the role of the historian in history. Postmodernism is a suspicious movement which is only certain of uncertainty. Postmodernists believe that any kind of universal truth is impossible, because ‘truth’ is a relative concept. In this view, historical accounts are literary texts only, and cannot establish any kind of reliable account of the past, because even words can be interpreted differently!
For example, when an historian uses the word ‘battle’ to describe an event in the Third Crusade, his idea, your idea and contemporary crusaders’ ideas about what a ‘battle’ is will be very different. People who have been in a battle will interpret the word in a different way to those who have only read about them. How can a universal and ‘final’ account of the past be possible, when we can’t even agree on what the words we use to describe the past actually mean?





















