Advanced Higher – Historiography.

Course requirements:

· In the AH course, pupils MUST study and comment on historian’s views. Pupils have to be aware of and comment on alternative interpretations.

· Essays done in the AH course must ‘make use of appropriate historical evidence which takes account of historical interpretations’.

· Evaluation of sources, where appropriate, must take account of different historical interpretations.

· Dissertations should include ‘consideration of alternative interpretations’. Analysis of the sources used in the dissertations must take account of historical interpretations.

· In summary, not only do pupils have to study course materials to gain knowledge, they also have to identify and reflect on the point of view held by each historian, the kind of interpretation provided and the possible reasons for that interpretation. This is what is called Historiography.
What factors influence historical interpretation?

· Differing interpretations are part of the nature of history itself. They are inevitable. “History is, above all else, an argument” John Arnold. 

· Facts in history never come to us ‘pure’. They have been selected and interpreted by an historian who will have reasons for his selection and interpretation. 

· It is generally accepted today that history cannot be impartial. Historians realise that what they write will be inevitably shaped by the times in which they live, where they live and their personal background, circumstances, opportunities and feelings about their place in society. For example, women’s history, histories by previously ignored ethnic groups and histories by oppressed groups

· Of course, interpretations of people’s motives differ from historian to historian. This illustrates one of the ‘gaps’ in our real knowledge about the past, gaps that historians fill in the way that the sources of evidence suggest to them seems most probable.

· What might explain why historians can see the same aspect of the past differently?

· Different political sympathies. 

· Different religious beliefs.

· Historians are all different and have unique backgrounds, philosophies, etc.

· Another problem for historians is the availability and accuracy of evidence. Also, historians need to keep abreast of recent research which may have uncovered new evidence or studied previously unavailable evidence. New technology has also improved research.

· How historians view the past can differ. For example, some historians stress the activities of individualism in the past and concentrate on creating an account of the past that is a narrative, a strong story line dominated by individual activities. Such historians may well point up how often chance, misfortune, accident and immediate circumstances shape the past. Some historians search for deep long-term trends, for example Marxist historians; they consider the geography, climate, resources of an area in considerable depth and prefer to concentrate on longer sweeps of time than are represented by individual lives. Some historians are inclined to see human societies as the creation of people exercising choices; others incline to the view that it is underlying economic factors that determine what a society is like. There are, of course, some historians who prefer not to commit themselves to a particular view of the nature of history which would shape their work. Post-modernist historians believe you cannot establish any objective truth about the past because of the difficulties of evidence, differing interpretations, distortion of the truth, historian’s views, etc. Critics say this is one theory but not necessarily accurate, realistic or fair. 

So how should AH students include historiography in their studies?

· Find out as much as you can about the historian whose work you are using. Introductions and conclusions are the best places for this information.

· In your essays, briefly refer to the differing views of historians, try to suggest where the weight of historical opinion lies and offer reasons why there is a differing of opinions. You could, if possible show in which direction historical opinion has gone of late.

· Remember to consider historiography when evaluating source extracts from historians. For example, do you know the views or interpretations of this author? What is the author arguing and does it agree with the current historical opinion? What are the other interpretations? etc.

· For your dissertation, study the views of as many historians as possible, noting their names and publications carefully as well as their interpretations. Discuss their views and compare them with other historians.

· It may be advantageous to open up a folder with sections on historian’s views. In the American Civil War topic, we are fortunate to have the text by Tulloch – so use it!

Remember, without historiography in your AH work, you will fail the course. Therefore, it is important to consider historiography and what it is before you embark on your studies. Always look out for good summaries of historians views on the topic your studying.
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