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A History Essay is History

Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone
are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else.

I took the book list and the essay title, found the Radcliffe Camera [a library
building at the University of Oxford at the time], began to read and perceived
that I had been entirely misled for six years: history is fact only up to a point —
more crucially, it is a matter of debate and conflicting evidence. It was like some
kind of divine revelation: I went into the Camera a heathen and came out con-
verted, but thought little of it, settling effortlessly into a new understanding,
which is something that you can do at 18.2

History is, frankly, the most humane of subjects. The discipline of trying to under-
stand the past and the character of change isn’t narrowly vocational - it provides
an intensive training in critical thinking and communication, a portfolio of skills
and sensitivities that can be applied to any walk of life.?

The first of these quotations contains the famous words introducing Dickens’
novel Hard Times, spoken by a man who believes that only facts matter. This
belief is rejected by the novelist Penelope Lively in the second quotation; for
her, history is fact only up to a point. Real history is ‘debate and conflicting
evidence’. That is the revelation which inspired her when she began her
university study.

This does not mean that facts are unimportant. Historians love facts; they
dedicate themselves to the pursuit of them; they go through every manner of
hardship tracing facts across all terrains and in all weathers. The mistake they do
not make is to suppose that facts are easily found, and, when found, perceived to
be clear and certain, as if made of stone. On the contrary, historical facts are
remarkably elusive and commonly retreat into the undergrowth, leaving only
ambiguous traces which require skill to interpret. They are real, but the evidence
by which they may come to be known can never be exhaustively ascertained; we
can never completely know them.

It is in the experience of working on history essays that the student is brought
most directly into a vivid and dynamic confrontation with ‘debate and conflicting
evidence’. This is why writing essays is so important; it fosters ‘the training in
critical thinking and communication’ emphasized by Rees Davies.
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The practice of history is a craft

The intention of this book is to provide practical advice on the study and
writing of history. This is an active process. It is not a matter simply of learning
facts and writing them down. It is a matter of engaging with the process of
debate and analysing the conflicting evidence. To engage in history is to manip-
ulate ideas and interpretations, to test and analyse, to apply techniques, to
acquire skill. You learn with your muscles, rather than with your eyes - that is,
by doing, not just by seeing. You find out what history is by putting it into
practice. It is a craft.

So the chief focus will be on active processes in which techniques are deve-
loped, primarily on the work that goes into an essay — reading for it, planning it,
drafting it, revising it, and then benefiting from the experience so that you can
do even better next time. It is a series of purposeful activities which can be
learned by experience and careful practice, just as one learns a craft.

There is no substitute for experience, and the real learning process must take place
in the courses of study along with which this book may be used. What is offered here
is advice about the techniques which are to be applied and the reasons for them; the
practical application, and the consequent learning experience, are up to you.

History is also an art

These remarks may suggest that historical study follows a set of rules; but this
needs to be qualified. Many practical skills are learned chiefly by applying
sequences of mechanical operations, and success is a matter of following rules;
but no set of rules can by itself guarantee success in historical study and writing.
At every point, you must adapt the advice given here to practical experience.
Initiative and imagination are essential qualities.

Anything in the following pages may sometimes be modified or even discarded
by a teacher in the light of the needs of a particular course of study. The teacher
reads his* students’ essays hoping to find in them evidence that their writers have
a sensitive understanding of what they have read and an ability to respond criti-
cally, economically and elegantly to that understanding. The literal-minded
observance of rules about essay-writing is an obstacle to the nurturing of these
qualities. An essay is not a routine set of procedures like the prescribed standard
tasks that must be performed by a pilot when he takes his craft into the air. It is
supposed to show originality and independence: it is unique. It requires your own
critical thought, responding sensitively to the nuances of the sources you have
read, seeing connections between facts and ideas even when they are not ex-
plicitly spelled out, homing in on the essentials of a problem, sometimes coming
up with a surprisingly new and interesting way of looking at it.
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In the section below on History as one of the liberal arts or Humanities, it will
be stressed that such study is of things that do not lend themselves to precise
measurement. Thus, nothing that follows here is to be treated as a rule that will
make it impossible to go wrong. Nevertheless, the sorts of guidelines that are
offered in this book can have a useful part to play. It all depends upon how they
are understood. They should function as a support, like a crutch that serves until
a leg is strong, allowing an intuitive and independent sense of the requirements
of the craft to develop in its own time.

If the only advice given to you were that you should cultivate originality and
independent thought, you might be left wondering what to do about the nuts-
and-bolts problems of writing essays. Why is it so difficult to decide where to
start? How much factual information is required? When is a footnote needed and
when is it not? How do you know when you have written enough? Such ques-
tions need answers. There is a place for guidelines or rules of thumb designed to
help steer you through the problems of historical study.

So perhaps this is the right place to emphasize that all the paraphernalia of tech-
nical detail that appears on the pages below is not to be regarded as a set of iron rules.
In a few years, you may have forgotten all the details, but still be able to write good
history essays. The points made below are essentially suggestions, and the purpose of
them is just to help you obtain a sense of the principles that guide the writing of a
history essay. In the end, the crutches can be thrown away and you can step out, re-
membering just the essential fact that the essay is the place where you write what
you think about the subject. By then, many of the technical details of the planning
and writing will seem simply obvious, not a matter of applying rules.

A history essay is history

Why should there need to be a manual for study and writing in history, as dis-
tinct from English literature or philosophy or any other branch of the human-
ities?® Study, after all, is study, and good methods that work for one subject ought
to work for another.

This is true, and on one level it can well be said that what makes any essay
good is the quality of the thought behind it, rather than its success in applying
the rules of history or any other discipline. However, it often happens that tech-
niques of essay-writing that seemed to earn high marks in one department attract
constant criticisms in another.

So what is special and particular about History? This ought to be an easy ques-
tion, but in fact historians all say different things about the essential nature of
their own discipline. Historians, like any other human group, develop their own
working culture with its assumptions that, simply because they are assumptions,
do not have to be talked about and come to be taken unquestioningly for
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granted. The newcomer to the group needs to find out what these assumptions
are, and may be frustrated by the difficulty of obtaining fully satisfactory answers
to practical questions (‘How do I avoid plagiarism?’ ‘Do I have to give evidence
for this statement?’). Historians, anxious to share with students their own intel-
lectual delight in advanced new approaches, may overlook the students’ prob-
lems with the basics, and hurry them on to the frontiers of research. Explaining
rudiments that one learned many years ago may prove unexpectedly difficult.

It is one thing to carry out operations automatically and instinctively; it is
another to analyse and explain those same operations. The famous verse about
the centipede encapsulates this difficulty:

A centipede was happy quite,

Until a toad in fun

Said ‘Pray which leg moves after which?’
And worked her mind to such a pitch,
She lay distracted in the ditch
Considering how to run.®

Defining history

So when historians try to explain what history is, they offer many different
theories. There is a great deal of writing on the subject, including debates about
whether history can hope to find ‘truth’, and many other more or less
philosophical issues. These discussions are important, but they are not the
same thing as the basic rudiments of the subject; they are advanced theoretical
speculation.

What is it that history really does? For a start, here are some paragraphs all on
the same topic - the nature of Machiavelli’s political philosophy, which recom-
mends to a ruler a devious and cynical approach to government. Quite conceiv-
ably, a historian might write any one of these passages, but just one of them is
basically historical in treatment; the others could belong to other disciplines.
None is supposed to be better than the others, or even good - they are designed
to illustrate different approaches, not superior technique. Which is the most
historical one, and what makes it historical?

1. Like the Indian political philosopher Kautilya centuries before, Machiavelli re-
alized that neighbouring states are automatically potential enemies. As a prin-
ciple of statecraft, this logically entails that the interest of the state’s survival
outweighs those of the individuals within it, and justifies whatever measures
are necessary to secure that interest. Whether we like The Prince or not, we
have to accept that Machiavelli’s political philosophy is grounded in scientific
observation.
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2. The importance of childhood influences upon Machiavelli’s thought is unde-
niable, but unfortunately the available information is inadequate to analyse
properly the links between his own unique experiences and the values and
purposes displayed by his adult thinking. What is more easily overlooked,
though, is the effect of being held prisoner and tortured. Studies of the psy-
chology of stress show how periods of trauma can subsequently determine
deep-seated attitudes, even unacknowledged ones, which can permeate an in-
dividual’s whole construction of reality. Machiavelli’s views of politics were
inevitably influenced by his experience of imprisonment at the hands of the
Medici.

3. The propositions of Machiavelli enable us to recognize clearly certain ethical
dilemmas. A consequentialist theory will hold that the value of an action is
determined by what happens as a result of it; if a ruler’s policies lead to the
killing of innocent people but nevertheless bring a war to a rapid end, the
total of harm done may then be less than if no such policy had been followed,
and justify it. A categorical principle of action, on the other hand, will forbid
certain actions such as the taking of innocent lives regardless of the hypothet-
ical later consequences, and Machiavelli stands condemned. Other systems
attend to what is in the mind of the perpetrator of a deed. Benevolent inten-
tions, put into effect without culpable negligence or incompetence, can be
adequate justification.

4. It is conceivable that, if France and Spain had been super-powers holding each
other to ransom with nuclear weapons, conflict in Italy would have been
tamed and contained by powerful kingdoms holding their small client states
in check from the fear of mutual assured destruction, and Machiavelli would
have lived in a more peaceful world governed by different rules of political
behaviour. As it was, the small and prosperous states of northern Italy were
natural prey for the armies of bigger kingdoms; the area was a cockpit of
unprincipled competition, constantly disrupted by capricious outside interfer-
ence. No local state could hope to work for a secure and principled system of
international relations. This is the environment which shaped Machiavelli’s
perceptions.

What we need to recognize here is that the four different comments represent
four different approaches to the study of Machiavelli, showing the methods and
assumptions of four different academic disciplines. Just one of them places itself
squarely within the domain of historical study.

The first one treats him as a contributor to the philosophy or science of politics,
discussing his views within a range of theoretical ideas about international pol-
itics. Whether or not it is a good contribution, the paragraph places itself
basically within the area of political science.
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Paragraph (2), by contrast, focuses narrowly upon what went on inside
Machiavelli. A historian might do this, but the paragraph appeals to psychological
studies which relate severe stress to behaviour; it is thus basically psychology.

Paragraph (3) is on the other hand not about the way in which Machiavelli
came to have his ideas (either by perceiving correctly the way things worked, or
by having had certain experiences); it takes the ideas as given and considers
whether they are good or bad. It thus identifies itself as moral philosophy.

We are left with paragraph (4), which accounts for Machiavelli’s ideas by
picking out what seems important in his historical environment. We can imagine
a historian writing paragraph (1), applying broad theoretical ideas about political
relations, but (4) shows the most clearly historical approach because it seeks to
explain particular things (in this case, Machiavelli’s ideas) within their own
context. Historians start with the particular environment of the object of study.
Essentially, they are concerned to understand the ways in which something
reflects the influences of whatever is going on or has been going on in its own
context, no matter how broad or narrow.

Thus, history begins with the questions about the particular — a book, an idea, a
person, a series of events, anything identifiable through historical sources. The
historian examines it in its context, in the environment in which it existed, and
in pursuit of understanding may broaden the context to include anything at all
that might be relevant.

Now, the pursuit of understanding by broadening the context may lead to
various sorts of theories requiring attention to things happening in distant times
and places. If our study of Machiavelli’s life and times leads us to think that the
experience of being tortured substantially affected his ideas, we may want to look
at the effects of torture upon people even in very much later or earlier times, and
we shall move into psychological theory. If our study leads us to think that
Machiavelli’s judgments about international politics are insights into what
happens in real life generally, we may want to place these judgments in the
context of political theory, with reference even to ancient Indian writers like
Kautilya, or to modern states, and we shall move into political science.

Any sort of claim to have acquired understanding by reference to something in
the context implies some sort of theory about the ways in which environments can
influence things that happen in them, but some theories belong to established
branches of study, such as psychology or political science, and historians sometimes
explore them in order to advance their understanding of what they are studying.
There are always dangers in entering a scholarly discipline in which one has not
been formally trained, but some historians manage the transition very successfully.

None of this should, however, mask the fact that history starts from the close
examination of particular objects of study, seeking understanding of them within
their own contexts, and picking out whatever appears significant.
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This lays the groundwork for the task of defining history. Let us quickly identify
three stages:

Definition 1. History is the past.

This is true, but it is not immediately helpful, except in reminding us that there is
an essential ambiguity in the word ‘history’. What we are looking for in order to
compare history with anthropology, music, linguistics and so forth is a definition
of a type of study. Sometimes the word history refers to the past; sometimes it
refers to the study of it.

Definition 2. History is the study of the past.

The problem with this is that, in a sense, almost any sort of study could be
described in the same way. Anything whatsoever that happens becomes past as
soon as it has happened. To utter words about some observed phenomenon is nec-
essarily to speak of something in the past. Literature is past words. Observations of
stars are observations of past events (often long past). Anthropologists may use the
‘ethnographic present’ tense in their writing, but for all that they are describing
systems of thought and behaviour which are known only as having existed in the
past and which are all too likely — it is a lively methodological problem in the
discipline — to be changing now.
What we need must be something like this:

Definition 3. History is the study of the past through the critical appraisal of recorded
words.

There is certainly an objection to this definition. Historians often study the past
through the appraisal of things other than words, and research in wordless media
includes some of the most interesting developments today. Historians have for
some time been turning from their archives to the scrutiny of art and architec-
ture, costumes and customs, rituals and recreations, diet and demography, indeed
to the whole pattern of interaction between people and their physical environ-
ment, often with the most rewarding results. A historian of social history through
cinema may turn from the recorded words of the talkies to the images of the
silent film, obviously without thereby ceasing to be a historian.

However, the apprentice in any art or craft must start by learning about the
techniques and principles which lie at the core of the subject; it is these which
have in the past given shape and structure to the practice of the calling, and in
which the learner must become proficient before he can hope to become a jour-
neyman. The masters in the trade, meanwhile, may have developed techniques
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which do not obey the rules of the core principles. These in the long run may
change the essential nature of the calling; meanwhile, however, it is likely that
the beginner who seeks to ground his ideas about his trade upon its most evolved
forms will end in confusion. It is the old fallacy of seeking to run before you can
walk. Therefore it is best to leave the exceptions on one side and attend to the
core structures and principles. History is the quest for understanding of particular
things, people or events in the past by close examination of their context,
working from the evidence of recorded words (and whatever else can supplement
them).

History and its neighbouring disciplines

History is distinguished as a discipline, then, by the fact that its evidence typi-
cally consists of recorded words. The evidence may be in any form: books, news-
papers, diaries, archives, bills, bus tickets, film sound tracks, tape-recorded
interviews, shorthand notes, inscriptions on stone or tortoise-shell, or any other
form of recorded words. For the historian, the record is a source or document, and
documentation is the identification of these sources as verifiable evidence.

What the historian appraises critically in his sources is what they say. That is,
he is interested in the meaning of the words, rather than in, say, their handwrit-
ing, or the chemical composition of the fabric upon which they are recorded.

From the beginning of historical study, your main concern must be with the
proper understanding of what is meant by the sources you read. Understanding
them, you can then ask what light they can throw upon what was going on when
they were written, and what light is thrown upon the sources and their meaning
by your knowledge of what was going on at the time. This is what history is
about.

Various other disciplines stand close beside history, and the experienced histo-
rian may sometimes or often wish to raid them for what they may yield. For the
student, it may be better not to worry about these other disciplines - it is quite
enough to focus upon the core techniques of history. However, you may have ac-
quired knowledge of the techniques of other disciplines which, with guidance, you
can use to augment the historical techniques.

Some of these neighbouring disciplines may be mentioned. When the words of
the document are in a language not the historian’s own, he must double as a
linguist. Most of the history of the world is of places that did not have very much
use for English. For the interpretation of terms in dead or literary languages,
philology may be called for. The historian may use as evidence any written
sources, including literature generally; thus they overlap with those of literary crit-
icism, but for the historian they are used as evidence for different sorts of state-
ments. Archaeology is the study of the past using any sort of physical object as
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evidence, not just objects under the ground. Epigraphy is the study of inscriptions,
which are typically on stone or metal. Statements about the past may also be
based on the techniques of palaeography, the study of the formation of characters
and styles of writing at different periods in the past, by which for example a doc-
ument may be roughly dated even if the date is not otherwise known. Diplomatic
is the study of written documents which is addressed to their physical characteris-
tics; chemical analysis of ink and paper may yield facts of interest to the historian
about date, authenticity and provenance. Social sciences (such as sociology, political
science, psychology and economics) often overlap in sources or subject-matter with
history, but their methods are different. On this point there is more below.

Scholars in different disciplines often embrace each other’s techniques; this lies
behind many of the more interesting developments in contemporary research, but it
can be risky. You may think, after reading about the results of research in some other
discipline, that it is easy to apply their insights to your own historical problems, but
then find that without a well-grounded intuitive grasp of the other discipline your
application of it leads to confusion. Often it is better to leave such applications until
one attains a much improved knowledge of the second discipline.

Social sciences, humanities, and fuzziness

Disciplines of scholarly study that are concerned with the study of people, culture
and society can be divided into two classes: social sciences and humanities. (As
noted above, the ‘humanities’ roughly correspond to liberal arts.) The allocations
of particular disciplines to these classes are not always consistent. Sometimes
history is regarded as a social science, sometimes not. How we regard it is quite
important for our understanding of how it works.

Social sciences, as the name implies, are distinguished from physical sciences
because they concern human society, but they are distinguished from the hu-
manities because they seek to use scientific methods. This means that they ask
questions which can be answered fairly precisely by measurement. Thus, the
degree of poverty or ill-health in two different communities, or in one at two dif-
ferent times, might be compared by examining the statistics (assuming that good
statistics are available) for income per annum per head, or for the incidence of
certain diseases. Economics and sociology are core social science disciplines.

The humanities, on the other hand, are concerned with human culture, espe-
cially through the study of language and literature. Written documents and art
forms are typical sources. Understanding is sought through the refinement of
ideas about the meaning of what is studied rather than through measurement of
it.

This way of distinguishing between them implies that they are identified
by the types of questions, and the methods of answering them, that the two
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divisions of study adopt, rather than by different disciplines. Conceivably,
scholars in almost any liberal arts discipline might on some occasions seek
answers to questions that lend themselves to precise measurement, and on
others interest themselves in qualitative propositions using categories with
fuzzy boundaries. “‘Were more people literate in the eighteenth than in the sev-
enteenth century?’ is a question that can be answered by statistics, if they are
available, though a great deal of inspired detective work may be needed to find
the evidence. ‘Was the experience of being tortured a major influence upon
Machiavelli’s thought?’ cannot be so answered. There is no obvious way of mea-
suring all the different influences that might have been at play, or of deciding
what would count as ‘major’.

History can concern itself with questions belonging to both social sciences and
to the humanities. It cannot be decisively classified as of one type and not the
other. However, it has deep roots in the humanities, and its core categories have
fuzzy boundaries.

This is because history commonly seeks its explanations within contexts that
cannot be precisely delimited. For example, anything at all within the experience
of Italians (or others) during the lifetime of Machiavelli might turn out to be an
influence upon his thought; the historian uses intuitive judgment based on
human experience to decide what they might be, and seeks evidence wherever in
the sources it might appear.

Even the most statistical-looking of enterprises may, for the historian, be per-
meated by fuzziness. Take the question ‘Was the living standard of industrial
workers in the earlier nineteenth century rising or falling?’ In fact, clear statis-
tics that might clearly measure the standard of living are not available. This is
an obstacle to scientific economic research upon the question. Historians
proceed differently, seeking such fragmentary evidence as they can find, using
detective work, and the results are often debatable, depending a great deal upon
judgment of what the evidence really shows. Thus, in a humanities research
project, a lot of interpretation and opinion has to go into producing as an end
result the material evidence, statistics, which for the economist must be the
starting-point.

The importance of fuzziness cannot be over-emphasized. It does not mean lack
of rigour. The reason why a historian cannot put a percentage value upon the
importance of the experience of being tortured to Machiavelli’s thought is not
that his method is sloppy; it lies in the nature of the question. Human experi-
ence fans out to fill the known world, and anything in human experience might
influence what people think, write, or do. The historian can seldom be sure that
all the evidence that might be relevant has in fact been collected. The rigour lies
in the thoroughness of the detective work conducted, not in the precision of
calculations made using facts already known.
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Two practical consequences of this fuzziness need to be noticed. The first is
that the historical argument in a piece of research, or a student essay, does not
take the form of formal logical proof, moving through syllogisms to an unassail-
able conclusion. On the contrary, it may always be challenged on the basis of
further evidence.

The second has to do with the presentation and format of the finished work.
The methods of history require that the historian should carry on a dialogue with
the sources, discussing the detective work that has gone into assessing them and
identifying their value, as well as a dialogue with the problem to be solved with
the help of the sources. These dialogues cannot always conveniently be carried on
at once, and for clarity it is often necessary to separate the former sort of discus-
sion in footnotes. This point is taken up below, in the chapter on documentation
(see p. 119).

The wavelength of history

You may not realize at first, particularly if you are used to the requirements of
other disciplines, how very concrete history is. It is true that you may find any
number of theoretical statements in a historical work, and these may encourage
the belief that history is like other disciplines that favour interpretative theory.
There is a difference, though. However far the historian may move away from the
concrete sources into abstract generalizations or theories, the documentary
evidence is always exerting a pull on his mind, and, in the end, what gives
authority to what he says is his ability to justify his conclusions by analysing
convincingly the value of the specific sources upon which they depend.
Almost any statement about the past can be used in illustration. Here is one:

The Indian emperor Akbar set out to disprove the doctrine of the court religious teachers
that human beings are given speech by a divine gift, not by learning.”

For most disciplines, this sentence would be taken as solid evidence, capable of
being used as a building block in an argument. The student of religions would be
interested in the theory of divine intervention in human affairs, the student of
politics in the relationship between royal power and the authority of religious
teachers, and so forth. But the historian automatically and instinctively turns,
not to the theories — they come much later in his programme — but to the evidence
for the statement. He asks: ‘How do we know this?’, and immediately, rolling up
his shirtsleeves so to speak, burrows into the documentary evidence. Instead of
taking the statement and using it as a building block for theory, he pulls it to
pieces. ‘What documentary source tells us this about Akbar? Who wrote it? Why?
For whom? What does it tell us about the author? Did he have any axe to grind?’
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These are the historical questions which set the historian off on a quest that leads
in the opposite direction to that taken by most other specialists. If it turns out
that the document making this claim about Akbar is misleading or untrust-
worthy, the comparative religionists, political scientists and the rest might lose
interest, but that is just where the historian feels that things are becoming inter-
esting. ‘Why is the document misleading? What do we learn about society and
politics in the India of the time from the fact that the author is not to be trusted?
If he was biased, what gave him that bias?’

When you write history essays, you may make many generalizations and
develop interest in theories, but they must always be anchored to an analysis of
the actual hard evidence that is as detailed and specific as your time and your
sources will allow.
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