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The History of History ( Historiography)


A definition of history is the written record of the past.  However if we look back to the etymology of the word, the truth is that it comes from the French word histoire which simply means "story". (online)  The French origin for the word would have to be a more accurate definition of the word.  The truth is that history is retold by the elders, artist, and historian; with this each one of them have different theories about what really happened.  This brings up another great phrase which is historiography.  Historiography is the study of the principles, theories, and history of historical writing.  It is here where different people can have different opinion about the facts of history.(Historiography)  With this it should also be noted that because one theory of an historian my seem outrageous to another doesn't mean it is not right,  history is just like a story that reader can interpret for themselves in their own way.


One great/flawed thing about humans is that they are getting more intelligent over the years.  Because of this one thing that they try to do is to make sense of the past, to understand why it happened in the first place.  They try to seek the truth of history when they are trying to understand in history.  Some things that they try to use to interpret the past are with patterns, religion, and art.  There are numerous historians with different theories, that it will be impossible to discuss it all but the important ones will be briefly explained in the following paper.

One concept of histories is called the theory of the Great Man.  What this theory explains is that history is affected by a game changer in the past that determined the course of history. (Viggo) One influential follower of Great Man theory is Plutarch; He was a Greek historian, biographer, essayist, and middle Platonist known primary for his writings (Parallel lives and Morelia). He believed that the actual character of men changes history.  In one of his thesis he stated, “All great men affect their times."  It should also be elaborated that in his context "great" doesn't mean virtuous or worth. (Plutarch) He referred the term great to just powerful and effective. Examples of people who people who would fit into this category can be Adolf Hitler and Attila the Hun.  Even though they didn't effect history in a good way they still had part of history.  If it wasn't for Hitler and the World War II the world we live in might not be what it is today. 

One of Plutarch famous book is called Parallel Lives, which was written in about 100 A.D. Parallel lives was written in a unique format of pairs of philosophical biography; In each reading, a Roman(Julius Caesar) was compared to a Greek(Alexander the Great). Plutarch had no intend of writing a historical document, but his true purpose of the writing was to depict and examine the character of the men. His writing has been studied my many over the ages and it has been helpful in history, as well with some aspect of psychology. With every word that Plutarch wrote in his book, it all supported his thesis.  Plutarch himself even stated," It is not histories I am writing, but lives; and in the most glorious deeds there is not always an indication of virtue or vice, indeed a small thing like a phrase or a jest often makes a greater revelation of a character than battles where thousands die." In the quotation it illustrates that Plutarch believed that Great Man changes history, but History can also change the character of the man as well (Duff).

On the other hand, there is another concept of history that is complete contradiction of the Great Man theory.  The Everyman Theory is that belief that cumulative effort of the many, not just 1% of the %100, that shapes the world. The ideals of the Everyman theory are followed my many anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists. Because of this many historian gives a lot of attention to study in details the lives of the ordinary people. (social)

Charles Darwin was a follower of the Everyman theory. Even though he wasn't a historian he created a great theory on the basis of evolution.  In his writing the Origin of Species, which is a scientific document, he stated that animals evolve to survive. (John)  The reason why they do that is to avoid being eaten or killed.  It should also be add that in his thesis is wrote that a single animal cannot evolve by itself, only a community of the animal can evolve to effectively change.  However if animals was to be replaced with humans it would still make is statement positive. With this historian can explain why is it that some nations are stronger and more developed than other nations. And the answer would just be evolution; because every man adapt and work together it will make them stronger.


One interesting theory of history is the Great Idea concept. All this states is that history is affected by the changes of ideas. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel is a German philosopher that played a big part in the creation of the Great Idea theory. His take on history is truly interesting because it incorporate the old and new ideas to create a better one. His theory basically states that for every old idea [thesis] there is a new one [anti-thesis] that is conflicting with it.  Out of the struggle a new idea is created [Synthesis]. He felt that this was how God led us to perfections and revealed new truth.  So basically history is just the product of conflict. (Stanford)

Another person that was a follower of the Great Idea theory is Karl Marx. Marx and Hegel had very similar belief; in fact they were co-author of the communist manifesto, where they believe that history is product of conflict.  However Marx changed ideas to people. During his time there was a huge economic gap between the poor and the rich, because of that he tried to create a new system that would eliminate that problem. (Karl) He felt that during that time any ruling class that controlled the "means of production" gave them wealth and power to rule.  However whenever there was a new method of production that occurred, there would be conflict between the old ruling class and newer ruling class. And because of the conflict a newer ruling class or method of ruling would be establish, which eventually became communism where a classless and moneyless economic system.(Andy)

Geography has always influences history in some way that is there is a theory of history based on this.  Geopolitics is the theory that tries to describe the relationship between politics and territory.  So basically this theory believes that history of a civilization can be affected by geography, because it determines the potential and needs that they need depending on where they are located at. (Geography)

Frederick Jackson Turner was an American historian that created a thesis that is based on the geopolitical theory of history. He wrote a paper that entitled "The Significance of the Frontier in American History" and in the paper he developed a really important thesis which was later named the Frontier thesis. In this paper it tried to explain how the western expansion of the United States impacted the course of successful history. So it was talking about how the American development was different compared to the Europeans counties. (xroads) Because of the expansion of the United States covers a large area of territory they had to use a different type of government that will lead them to a different history compared the European countries.

Postmodernism is another theory of history; however this is more of a philosophy. What is unique about this theory is that this theory is thought to be a direct attack to the viability of the study of history.  There is a quoted by Friedrich Nietzsche, a German philosopher that stated, “There are no facts, only interpretations". (Perspective) Many Postmodernist agree with this statement, because they believe that there is a point where a civilization becomes to advance that the people who record history will be the one that distort it. The main goal of many postmodernist is that they want to preserve the old way of thinking rather than using the new ways and ideals. 

One interesting concept of history is a radical way of history.  The main idea of this theory is that history is written by the winner.  Winston Churchill once quoted , "History is written by the victors." and this is pretty much what radical believe. (Winston) Once example of where this happened can with the Vietnam war. Because of the United States and their view on their superiority they written in the American text book that they neither won or loss. But more they were expressing it as if they won it.  However in reality if view through the eyes of different countries, the plain truth is that the United States loss a great deal against the Vietnamese.  We can see that because of this history was recorded differently between different countries. (Vietnam)

The next two theory of history really doesn't have any real ideals.  The next two theories are pattern that describe how history move forwards. The concept of time has always been a system that people have created to establish a sense of where they are at a certain place and a certain moment. The definition of time by Google is defined as "The indefinite continued progress of existence and events in the past, present, and future regarded as a whole."  (Concept)

However, in history we have always been looking at it in a linear view, where there is an absolute beginning and a destine end. It is believed that because history is linear that the world can always be made better.  This statement can be debated on accuracy my many historians.  On big part of the linear view is religion.  Many historians have argued that with the birth of Christianity it changed the way of thing of the world. The problem with this view is that it leaves way to many questions unanswered about creation of the beginning of time and other things.  

However, there actually is another theory of history. This theory is called the cyclical view of history, where the concept is that history actually repeats itself. The concept of cyclical history has actually been developed for a long time and some of the civilization that actually believed in this concepts where the Mayans, Ancient Greeks, and the Hindus. However due to the lack of information to support this theory it isn't really as widely accepted as linear history.  But with new evidence this theory can actually have a chance to be an actual theory. The ideal of cyclical history may seem depressing by many people because in theory because history is only a cycle, there is no real progress at all.  In a cyclical history it actually answers a lot of question that would be left unanswered in a linear view. (How)

One question that it would answer would be with the creation of the history itself.  In a linear view many people believe that there is a greater being that actually created the world.  So let’s just look at Christianity for an example.  They believe that God create the world that we live in and that he also created humanity.  They also believe that when the time comes he will also clean the world free of sin thus having to destroy it.  This is one concept of how people might look at the creation of the earth as.  However for the author of this paper feels that this theory still lacks many fundamental question about the establishment of life, he also feels like there are still more unanswered question that still needs to be explained.(Christianity)

In a cyclical concept it is believe to be a never ending of processes, so there is never really an end just a change. One cyclical concept of how the world was form actually involves an astronomical theory. The two theories are the Big Bang and the Big Crunch.  First theory, the Big Bang, is a concept that believes that the universe was once in an extremely hot and dense space that expanded rapidly.  Then when part of the universe cools down it actually creates what is considered an expansion of the universe.  The other concept is called the Big Crunch is where it is pretty much the opposite of what happens with the Big Bang. Then the universe becomes too big it will have to contract and when this happens all of the universe will collide with each other.  So the all planets that existed before would be gone.  The outcome of that is the universe turns back into a hot and dense state.  Thus actually creating a new Big band theory and it will eventually cycle back to. This theory combined is actually called the cyclical model of the universe. Because this process takes so long there hasn't actually been proof of this theory holding creditability, however this will actually make sense. (Big)

In these two examples alone we can see how different these two concepts of history can be.  The linear view of history truly does center more one the morals of the world.  One the other hand cyclical history is more of progressive type where they believe that advancement is the key. They both have different ideology however the author of this article believes that advancement is always the best way to go because it allows for more innovation.  If we actually look back at history and compared the different civilization with their views on whether history was linear or cyclical we can see which civilization was actually more advance.


The Mayans was one example of a cyclical believing civilization.  They were a Mesoamerican civilization that was first established in the pre-classical era (c. 2000 BC - 250 AD) and their achievements were actually pretty important.  This civilization was actually pretty well known for their great advancement of art, architecture, mathematics, and astronomical systems. Also it should also be noted that they were the only pre-Columbian Americas that has actually created a fully developed written language.  The Mayans believed in a cyclical nature of time, so because of this a lot of their lifestyles and ritual revolved around the celestial and terrestrial cycles, which will be example later on about its importance. Because of this they created the Mayan calendar, that is still held accurate today, which was based on the stars. They revolved so much around the star that they actually would rebuild their villages to match with the constellation of the sky.  We still have no real proof whether or not the Mayans where able to predict the future with their cyclical views and the stars.  However there isn't any other reliable theory about how this civilization was so advanced compared the others at its time. (Mayans)

Now let's compare a cyclical civilization to a linear one. If we look at the current Middle Eastern countries that worship Islamic and Christian beliefs we can see that many of these civilizations have remained stagnated for hundreds of years.  As time has pasted these countries has still remained in war and they are usually less technological compared to the other part of the world. Many people will ask why these civilizations remain so distant from the world with technology; however it is because of their extreme belief that causes them to remain so lo-tech. It is because their belief restricts them from believing anything other than what they hold to be true, which is usually their religion.(Imperial)

If we look back into history we can see much ancient civilization actually already developed the ideals of cyclical history.  In the ancient Indian culture they had create a concept of a cosmic cycle.  The belief is that that universe is separated into different enormous proportions.  The cycle in the cosmic cycle consist of four yugas or ages, which is preceded by dawn and followed by twilight.  What the Indians believed was that each yuga actually marked a decrease in human longevity, morality, and happiness.  Also they stated that the fourth yuga, which is a time of decadence, represented the present.  As a result they believe that history is actually repeating pattern. So they tried to use this to explain the ups and down of history.  So from this they thought that history is like an eternal sphere, where it is always repeating itself or going in a cycle.  Because of this they didn’t see the point of looking into the future or the past for guidance, only the present.  However the only problem with this is that because each yaga is such a long time there is no possible way for human to record it and to call it history. (Indian)      

Buddhism took over the traditional Indian view or the historical process.   Many Buddhist writers were actually comparing the Mahayuga to a wheel with twelve spokes, which represent a repeating history.  Also just as with the Indian culture they also believe in a concept of reincarnation.  This is a concept that is widely believe by the Hindus and the Buddhist, that after death a living creature will born into a new creature to live another life.  This supposedly happen in a never ending cycle until the creature reached a state of enlightenment.  A once they reach enlightenment they are pretty much a god in the culture.  It is believe that they process happens in a never ending cycle and that whenever there is a new enlightened one, he will be consider the god or the mystical one at that time.(Stephen)

Another civilization that included the concept of cyclical process was actually the Chinese. Throughout the Chinese civilization they classified the different period of history by dynasty, rule of a family.  They also relied on a system on determining if their ruler was made for the job by the concept of Mandate of history.  What many Chinese historians state is that it the historiography of China history is like a cycle.  The mandate of history determines the whether or not the ruler is fit to rule, and then at some point it also will state when they aren't able to rule.  When the mandate of heaven feels that the job is not suited for the current ruler they will forfeit the power from one ruler to another.  This cycle repeated itself over the year in determining the ruler of China.  So there is a pattern that each dynasty will end with a bad ruler and start with a well suited one. (Chinese)

Elements that were found in the Indian thoughts can also be detected in the belief of progression in ancient Middle East.  One of them that have a lot of similarity is with the Persian concept of four successive ages, that clears has many similarity with the Indian pattern.  Instead of referring to the four yugas of India, the Persian referred to the four successive ages by different materials; Gold, silver, steel, ad a mixture that included iron.  Each progression of the stages represents the downward trend of civilization.  In the gold period it represented an ages of prosperity and wealth. Then in the silver and steel age they pretty much believe that history will just get worse from there.  So the Persian stated that during this period people will start to work and grieve more, and that they will begin to waste away and die. So immortality would actually start to wear off.  This represent what they believe is the last period.  So with the decreasing worth of the metal it represented an overall increase of decadence.  It can also be add that the Hesiod takes the ideals of the Persian and add another period which was the age of heroes.  This would them provide a plausible explanation of the development of the Greek mythical heroes, such as Heracles and Jason.  


What all these civilization had in common is that they each had believed in a Great year.  The Great Year is an archaic cosmological conception, found in different cultures, which is away many civilization acquired new interpretation of development.  The great year is pretty another cycle that is added to what we know today; there are 365 days in a year, and they believe there are a number of years that will eventually make the great year.  So a way to visually understanding this is that one year represents one rotation of the earth around the sun, and then the great year is the rotation of the solar system with the constellation.  It is believe that, dependent on the type of constellation that the period is now determine whether or not the period of time is good or not.  The great year they had a lot different concept about how a cyclical theory can be applied to the unknown facts of the world.  First of all they stated that the repetition of history has a lot to deal with the constellation of the star in the sky.  Their theory is just as we have day and night, season, and years there is actually one more cycle that is made and they name that cycle the GREAT YEAR.  They said that there is a cycle that is predetermined by the cycle of the constellation. And they tried to use that to explain the answers of the world.  They talk about how some of the early civilizations were so advance compared to what we have.  Some of the examples they use was with the strange stone hedge.  They said that the ancient artifact was about used to the measure the locations of the star in the sky.  A lot of ancient civilizations were so intertwine with the constellation of the world that they built a lot of their building based on the constellation.  They believe that there is a cycle of knowledge that will repeat itself was well as the fall of civilizations.  They believe that once mankind reaches the golden age of the great year that we will be enlighten thinks and that we will actually have the same thought of a god. (Great)

The truth about the theories of history is that different people have different views on how history is interpreted. In a interview with 10 educational professional, each person had a different view on history. So it is hard to form a general consensus of which on is more used.  However when asked on whether or not each individual felt that there was a pattern in history, they all responded that history seems to repeat itself. They all seem have believed that a cyclical way of thinking offers more space for interpretation of history itself.  Kelly Walker stated ,"With a linear view of thinking it causes an individual to be confine to one possibility, however the truth is that history isn't that simple.  History is a continuous progression with many unanswered question."  However it is interesting to see how other have another opinion about history itself.  We interview , Mark Edward a psychology major stated ,"As human being we enjoy finding different patterns, We just like little kids." This statement brings and interesting view on history because it shows how  easy influences human being can be.
