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Edward Hallett Carr What is History is a seminal work that has profoundly influenced the field of
historiography. Published in 1961, Carr's book challenges conventional notions of history and offers
a fresh perspective on the nature of historical inquiry. Through his analysis, Carr encourages
readers to think critically about the interpretation of historical events, the role of the historian, and
the broader implications of understanding history. This article delves into Carr's key arguments, the
context of his writing, and the impact of his work on historical scholarship.

The Context of Edward Hallett Carr's Work

Edward Hallett Carr was a British historian and diplomat whose career spanned much of the 20th
century. His work on history was influenced by various intellectual currents of his time, including
Marxism, idealism, and the social sciences. Understanding the context in which Carr wrote "What is
History" is crucial to grasping his arguments fully.



The Political Landscape

During the time Carr was writing, the world was witnessing significant political changes, including
the aftermath of World War II and the rise of the Cold War. These events shaped Carr's views on
history and its relevance to contemporary society.

Historiography Before Carr

Before Carr, historians often viewed history as a mere collection of facts and events. The dominant
narrative was often Eurocentric and focused on political leaders and major wars. Carr sought to
challenge these traditional views by emphasizing the importance of understanding the underlying
social and economic forces that shape historical events.

Key Themes in "What is History?"

Carr’s book is structured around several key themes that invite readers to reconsider what history
means. Here are some of the most significant ideas presented in the text:

The Nature of History

Carr famously stated that "History is a continuous process of interaction between the historian and
his facts." This assertion encapsulates his view that history is not merely a record of past events but
an interpretative discipline shaped by the historian's perspective.

Facts and Interpretation

Carr argued that facts do not speak for themselves; instead, they require interpretation. He
emphasized that the selection of facts is influenced by the historian's biases and the prevailing social
conditions. This leads to the idea that history is inherently subjective, as different historians may
interpret the same facts in various ways.

The Role of the Historian

According to Carr, historians play a crucial role in shaping our understanding of the past. They are
not passive observers but active participants who interpret events through their lens. This raises
questions about objectivity in historical writing and the responsibilities of historians in their
interpretations.



The Significance of Context

Carr highlighted the importance of context in understanding historical events. He argued that events
cannot be examined in isolation; rather, they must be understood within the broader social, political,
and economic frameworks of their time. This perspective encourages historians to consider the
complexities surrounding historical events.

The Impact of Carr's Ideas

Edward Hallett Carr's "What is History?" has left a lasting legacy in the field of historiography. His
ideas have influenced generations of historians and have sparked debates regarding the nature of
historical inquiry.

Influence on Historiography

Carr's work has been instrumental in moving historiography away from a purely factual recounting
of events toward a more analytical approach. His emphasis on interpretation has led to:

e Increased focus on social history and the experiences of ordinary people.

e Greater attention to the role of ideology and power structures in shaping historical narratives.

e A more critical examination of sources and the biases inherent in historical writing.

Critiques of Carr's Approach

While Carr's work has been influential, it has also faced criticism. Some historians argue that his
emphasis on interpretation undermines the importance of empirical evidence. Others contend that
his views may lead to relativism, where all interpretations are seen as equally valid regardless of
their basis in fact.

Conclusion: The Relevance of "What is History?" Today

Edward Hallett Carr's "What is History?" remains a vital text for anyone interested in understanding
the complexities of historical inquiry. Its themes of interpretation, context, and the role of the
historian continue to resonate in contemporary discussions of history. As we navigate an
increasingly complex world where historical narratives are often contested, Carr's insights remind
us of the importance of critical engagement with the past.



In an era marked by the proliferation of information and differing historical narratives, Carr's work
encourages us to question the sources of our knowledge and the interpretations we accept. By doing
so, we can better appreciate the intricate tapestry of history and its relevance to our understanding
of the present and future.

In summary, Edward Hallett Carr's "What is History?" offers an essential framework for analyzing
historical events, emphasizing that history is not just a record of the past but a dynamic interplay of
facts, interpretations, and contexts. As we reflect on Carr's contributions, we are reminded of the
importance of critical thinking and the need to engage with history thoughtfully and analytically.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Edward Hallett Carr's '"What is
History'?

Carr argues that history is a subjective interpretation of past events rather than a straightforward
account of facts. He emphasizes the role of the historian in shaping historical narratives.

How does Carr define the relationship between facts and
interpretation in history?

Carr posits that facts are not self-evident and require interpretation. He suggests that historians
select and frame facts based on their perspectives and the context in which they operate.

What role does the historian play according to Carr's view on
history?

According to Carr, historians act as both researchers and interpreters, constructing narratives that
reflect their understanding of the past while also considering the influence of contemporary values
and societal contexts.

In 'What is History', how does Carr address the concept of
objectivity in historical writing?

Carr challenges the notion of objectivity, arguing that complete objectivity is unattainable. He
believes that every historian's viewpoint influences their writing, making history inherently
subjective.

What significance does Carr give to the role of time in
understanding history?

Carr emphasizes that time is crucial in shaping historical interpretation. He argues that the
significance of events can change over time, and historians must consider the temporal context
when analyzing history.



How does Carr's work influence contemporary historiography?

Carr's ideas have had a lasting impact on historiography by promoting the view that history is
constructed through interpretation. This perspective encourages a more critical approach to
historical texts and the acknowledgment of bias in historical narratives.
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