Historiography & the Philosophy of History

Why Study History?
There are many rationales for the study of history. One of the most popular is that because “history repeats itself”, its study will help us to avoid past mistakes. What do you think?  Have we improved as a species during the past 5000 years or are our “toys” just bigger and more expensive?  Another is that studying the past helps us to understand the future. Does it? Perhaps. The study of history may indeed improve society, but I think its greater benefit is its effect on the individual. History is the story of man (and woman) ...his thoughts, actions, successes, and failures. And while he often makes a mess of things, there are those wonderful moments when his ideas express the universal truths, his actions are courageous, and he achieves the unimaginable. It should be these achievements through which we see the world in a different way, hopefully enriching our lives, raising the standard by which we live, and making us better individuals. 

The Origins of History
            1. Eastern (Oriental): 1000 BC (China) - emphasis on man maintaining harmony with    nature with information recorded by court historians [Oldest symbol for the historian                                         is pronounced “shy”]
2. Western (Occidental): 500 BC (Greece) - Herodotus’ Histories of the Persian Wars - emphasis on man challenging nature, geographical influence on ancient Greek people, constitutional government (written word), the scientific method, celebration of the individual, liberty and individual rights, and capitalism
General Philosophies of History

 1. Cyclical: “History repeats itself” and man cannot change his circumstances.
             2. Providential:  History has a beginning point, moves forward, and has an ending. A deity has an active role in directing historical events. (Originated with the ancient Hebrews)
              3. Progress:  History has a beginning point.  Any success is credited to human reason. No deity is involved.
              4. Gyre:  History has a point of origin, has repeating patterns and moves forward.  A spiral best represents this pattern.
Specific Philosophies of History:


1. Plutarch (47-120):   The very character of great men changes history.  Lives.
            2. Auguste Comte (1798-1857):   History is a struggle in which change inevitably takes place. “Sociologie” is the method by which Man can acquire harmony and well-being.

            3. Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882): Superior civilizations only develop in temperate           zones.

            4. Herbert Spencer (1820-1903): “Survival of the fittest”, The Principles of                 Sociology
             5. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831):   History is a bloody world struggle, but it is a rational process. History moves in the direction of a concrete universal, the “Geist”, when all of humanity accepts the universal.  Dialectic allows humans to comprehend the unfolding of the Absolute:

· serfs (thesis) vs.   aristocrats (antithesis) = middle class (synthesis)

· capitalists (thesis) vs.   workers (antithesis) = socialism (synthesis) = communism



“Dawn rises in the Spirit; It discovers focal points; and, finally it attains full          


consciousness.”

[Stanley Kubrick’s’ film, “2001: A space Odyssey” is a film interpretation of these lines by Hegel]

6. Radicals: “History is the history of winner.”

7. Oswald Spengler (1880-1936):  All cultures follow life cycles. History is the   registration of the life process.  Decline of the West.


8. Arnold Toynbee (1889-1975):   Civilizations can progress building on past achievements.  Key is challenge and response.  Of 26 civilizations in history, only Western Christendom has survived. A Study of 
History. 

9. Talcott Parsons (1902-1979):   What is important is human action. His theory was that of “structural functionalism,” where the individual in community id sustained by the mutual obligations of his society and by shared cultural values. But not just any cultural values: they must be universalistic commitments, the kind that are transcendent and not limited to any particular institution or group.  These values will produce critical action and reform. Trust is the unconscious resource of every social system. When trust breaks down, even for the noblest reasons, societies are in deep trouble.

10. Daniel J. Boorstin:  Change cannot be managed. Ideas and practices simply come together in various places and times and cannot be predicted.

Historical Context

1. horizontal: “timeline”:   
Prehistory                                                           /                     History
____________________________________________________
Paleolithic...Mesolithic...Neolithic          /Ancient...Medieval...Modern...


2. Vertical: “The ages of man”: [Risk is a consideration at each transition.]
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Terms:


1.  BC + AD, BCE + CE, centuries (ex: “the sixteenth century”)


2. Metaphysics:

                    Ontology = the study of the nature of being (What is the nature of man? Is 
man good or evil?)



        Epistemology = the security of the scientific method (How can we 



know?)



        Zeitgeist = (“time spirit”) the spirit of the times (1960’s, for example)


        Weltanschauung = (“world looking at us”) the world outlook of a people 


at some time (USA on December 7, 1941)


        Empirical truth and eternal truth
