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Chapter 10 

Historiography 

Historiography is the study of the methods of historians in 

developing history as an academic discipline, and by extension 

is any body of historical work on a particular subject. The 

historiography of a specific topic covers how historians have 

studied that topic using particular sources, techniques, and 

theoretical approaches. Scholars discuss historiography by 

topic—such as the historiography of the United Kingdom, that 

of WWII, the British Empire, early Islam, and China—and 

different approaches and genres, such as political history and 

social history. Beginning in the nineteenth century, with the 

development of academic history, there developed a body of 

historiographic literature. The extent to which historians are 

influenced by their own groups and loyalties—such as to their 

nation state—remains a debated question.  

In the ancient world, chronological annals were produced in 

civilizations such as ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. However, 

the discipline of historiography was first established in the 5th 

century BC with the Histories of Herodotus, the founder of 

historiography. The Roman statesman Cato the Elder produced 

the first history in Latin, the Origines, in the 2nd century BC. 

His near contemporaries Sima Tan and Sima Qian in the Han 

Empire of China established Chinese historiography with the 

compiling of the Shiji (Records of the Grand Historian). During 

the Middle Ages, medieval historiography included the works of 

chronicles in medieval Europe, Islamic histories by Muslim 

historians, and the Korean and Japanese historical writings 
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based on the existing Chinese model. During the 18th-century 

Age of Enlightenment, historiography in the Western world was 

shaped and developed by figures such as Voltaire, David Hume, 

and Edward Gibbon, who among others set the foundations for 

the modern discipline.  

The research interests of historians change over time, and 

there has been a shift away from traditional diplomatic, 

economic, and political history toward newer approaches, 

especially social and cultural studies. From 1975 to 1995 the 

proportion of professors of history in American universities 

identifying with social history increased from 31 to 41 percent, 

while the proportion of political historians decreased from 40 

to 30 percent. In 2007, of 5,723 faculty in the departments of 

history at British universities, 1,644 (29 percent) identified 

themselves with social history and 1,425 (25 percent) identified 

themselves with political history. Since the 1980s there has 

been a special interest in the memories and commemoration of 

past events—the histories as remembered and presented for 

popular celebration.  

Terminology 

In the early modern period, the term historiography meant "the 

writing of history", and historiographer meant "historian". In 

that sense certain official historians were given the title 

"Historiographer Royal" in Sweden (from 1618), England (from 

1660), and Scotland (from 1681). The Scottish post is still in 

existence.  
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Historiography was more recently defined as "the study of the 

way history has been and is written – the history of historical 

writing", which means that, "When you study 'historiography' 

you do not study the events of the past directly, but the 

changing interpretations of those events in the works of 

individual historians."  

Antiquity 

Understanding the past appears to be a universal human need, 

and the "telling of history" has emerged independently in 

civilizations around the world. What constitutes history is a 

philosophical question.  

The earliest chronologies date back to Mesopotamia and 

ancient Egypt, in the form of chronicles and annals. However, 

no historical writers in these early civilizations were known by 

name. By contrast, the term "historiography" is taken to refer 

to written history recorded in a narrative format for the 

purpose of informing future generations about events. In this 

limited sense, "ancient history" begins with the early 

historiography of Classical Antiquity, in about the 5th century 

BCE.  

Europe 

Greece 

• The earliest known systematic historical thought

emerged in ancient Greece, a development which
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would be an important influence on the writing of 

history elsewhere around the Mediterranean region. 

Greek historians greatly contributed to the 

development of historical methodology. The earliest 

known critical historical works were The Histories, 

composed by Herodotus of Halicarnassus (484–425 

BCE) who became known as the "father of history". 

Herodotus attempted to distinguish between more 

and less reliable accounts, and personally conducted 

research by travelling extensively, giving written 

accounts of various Mediterranean cultures. 

Although Herodotus' overall emphasis lay on the 

actions and characters of men, he also attributed an 

important role to divinity in the determination of 

historical events.  

The generation following Herodotus witnessed a spate of local 

histories of the individual city-states (poleis), written by the 

first of the local historians who employed the written archives 

of city and sanctuary. Dionysius of Halicarnassus 

characterized these historians as the forerunners of 

Thucydides, and these local histories continued to be written 

into Late Antiquity, as long as the city-states survived. Two 

early figures stand out: Hippias of Elis, who produced the lists 

of winners in the Olympic Games that provided the basic 

chronological framework as long as the pagan classical 

tradition lasted, and Hellanicus of Lesbos, who compiled more 

than two dozen histories from civic records, all of them now 

lost.  

Thucydides largely eliminated divine causality in his account 

of the war between Athens and Sparta, establishing a 
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rationalistic element which set a precedent for subsequent 

Western historical writings. He was also the first to distinguish 

between cause and immediate origins of an event, while his 

successor Xenophon (c.�431 – 355 BCE) introduced 

autobiographical elements and character studies in his 

Anabasis.  

The proverbial Philippic attacks of the Athenian orator 

Demosthenes (384–322 BCE) on Philip II of Macedon marked 

the height of ancient political agitation. The now lost history of 

Alexander's campaigns by the diadoch Ptolemy I (367–283 BCE) 

may represent the first historical work composed by a ruler. 

Polybius (c.�203 – 120 BCE) wrote on the rise of Rome to world 

prominence, and attempted to harmonize the Greek and Roman 

points of view.  

The Chaldean priest Berossus (fl.�3rd century BCE) composed 

a Greek-language History of Babylonia for the Seleucid king 

Antiochus I, combining Hellenistic methods of historiography 

and Mesopotamian accounts to form a unique composite. 

Reports exist of other near-eastern histories, such as that of 

the Phoenician historian Sanchuniathon; but he is considered 

semi-legendary and writings attributed to him are fragmentary, 

known only through the later historians Philo of Byblos and 

Eusebius, who asserted that he wrote before even the Trojan 

war.  

Rome 

The Romans adopted the Greek tradition, writing at first in 

Greek, but eventually chronicling their history in a freshly 
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non-Greek language. While early Roman works were still 

written in Greek, the Origines, composed by the Roman 

statesman Cato the Elder (234–149 BCE), was written in Latin, 

in a conscious effort to counteract Greek cultural influence. It 

marked the beginning of Latin historical writings. Hailed for its 

lucid style, Julius Caesar's (100–44 BCE) de Bello Gallico 

exemplifies autobiographical war coverage. The politician and 

orator Cicero (106–43 BCE) introduced rhetorical elements in 

his political writings.  

Strabo (63 BCE – c.  24 CE) was an important exponent of the 

Greco-Roman tradition of combining geography with history, 

presenting a descriptive history of peoples and places known to 

his era. Livy (59 BCE – 17 CE) records the rise of Rome from 

city-state to empire. His speculation about what would have 

happened if Alexander the Great had marched against Rome 

represents the first known instance of alternate history. 

Biography, although popular throughout antiquity, was 

introduced as a branch of history by the works of Plutarch 

(c.  46 – 127 CE) and Suetonius (c.  69 – after 130 CE) who 

described the deeds and characters of ancient personalities, 

stressing their human side. Tacitus (c.  56 – c.  117 CE) 

denounces Roman immorality by praising German virtues, 

elaborating on the topos of the Noble savage.  

East Asia 

China 

The Han dynasty eunuch Sima Qian (around 100 BCE) was the 

first in China to lay the groundwork for professional historical 
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writing. His work superseded the older style of the Spring and 

Autumn Annals, compiled in the 5th century BC, the Bamboo 

Annals and other court and dynastic annals that recorded 

history in a chronological form that abstained from analysis. 

Sima's Shiji (Records of the Grand Historian) pioneered the 

"Annals-biography" format, which would become the standard 

for prestige history writing in China. In this genre a history 

opens with a chronological outline of court affairs, and then 

continues with detailed biographies of prominent people who 

lived during the period in question. The scope of his work 

extended as far back as the 16th century BCE, and included 

many treatises on specific subjects and individual biographies 

of prominent people. He also explored the lives and deeds of 

commoners, both contemporary and those of previous eras.  

Whereas Sima's had been a universal history from the 

beginning of time down to the time of writing, his successor 

Ban Gu wrote an annals-biography history limiting its coverage 

to only the Western Han dynasty, the Book of Han (96 CE). 

This established the notion of using dynastic boundaries as 

start- and end-points, and most later Chinese histories would 

focus on a single dynasty or group of dynasties.  

The Records of the Grand Historian and Book of Han were 

eventually joined by the Book of the Later Han (488 CE) 

(replacing the earlier, and now only partially extant, Han 

Records from the Eastern Pavilion) and the Records of the 

Three Kingdoms (297 CE) to form the "Four Histories". These 

became mandatory reading for the Imperial Examinations and 

have therefore exerted an influence on Chinese culture 

comparable to the Confucian Classics. More annals-biography 

histories were written in subsequent dynasties, eventually 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

210  

bringing the number to between twenty-four and twenty-six, 

but none ever reached the popularity and impact of the first 

four.  

Traditional Chinese historiography describes history in terms 

of dynastic cycles. In this view, each new dynasty is founded 

by a morally righteous founder. Over time, the dynasty 

becomes morally corrupt and dissolute. Eventually, the 

dynasty becomes so weak as to allow its replacement by a new 

dynasty.  

In 281 CE the tomb of King Xiang of Wei (d. 296 BC) was 

opened, inside of which was found a historical text called the 

Bamboo Annals, after the writing material. It is similar in style 

to the Spring and Autumn Annals and covers the time from the 

Yellow Emperor to 299 BC. Opinions on the authenticity of the 

text has varied throughout the centuries, and in any event it 

was re-discovered too late to gain anything like the same 

status as the Spring and Autumn.  

Middle Ages to Renaissance 

Christendom 

Christian historical writing arguably begins with the narrative 

sections of the New Testament, particularly Luke-Acts, which 

is the primary source for the Apostolic Age, though its 

historical reliability is disputed. The first tentative beginnings 

of a specifically Christian historiography can be seen in 

Clement of Alexandria in the second century. The growth of 

Christianity and its enhanced status in the Roman Empire 
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after Constantine I (see State church of the Roman Empire) led 

to the development of a distinct Christian historiography, 

influenced by both Christian theology and the nature of the 

Christian Bible, encompassing new areas of study and views of 

history. The central role of the Bible in Christianity is reflected 

in the preference of Christian historians for written sources, 

compared to the classical historians' preference for oral 

sources and is also reflected in the inclusion of politically 

unimportant people. Christian historians also focused on 

development of religion and society. This can be seen in the 

extensive inclusion of written sources in the Ecclesiastical 

History of Eusebius of Caesarea around 324 and in the 

subjects it covers. Christian theology considered time as 

linear, progressing according to divine plan. As God's plan 

encompassed everyone, Christian histories in this period had a 

universal approach. For example, Christian writers often 

included summaries of important historical events prior to the 

period covered by the work.  

Writing history was popular among Christian monks and clergy 

in the Middle Ages. They wrote about the history of Jesus 

Christ, that of the Church and that of their patrons, the 

dynastic history of the local rulers. In the Early Middle Ages 

historical writing often took the form of annals or chronicles 

recording events year by year, but this style tended to hamper 

the analysis of events and causes. An example of this type of 

writing is the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which was the work of 

several different writers: it was started during the reign of 

Alfred the Great in the late 9th century, but one copy was still 

being updated in 1154. Some writers in the period did 

construct a more narrative form of history. These included 

Gregory of Tours and more successfully Bede, who wrote both 
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secular and ecclesiastical history and who is known for writing 

the Ecclesiastical History of the English People.  

During the Renaissance, history was written about states or 

nations. The study of history changed during the 

Enlightenment and Romanticism. Voltaire described the history 

of certain ages that he considered important, rather than 

describing events in chronological order. History became an 

independent discipline. It was not called philosophia historiae 

anymore, but merely history (historia).  

Islamic world 

Muslim historical writings first began to develop in the 7th 

century, with the reconstruction of the Prophet Muhammad's 

life in the centuries following his death. With numerous 

conflicting narratives regarding Muhammad and his 

companions from various sources, it was necessary to verify 

which sources were more reliable. In order to evaluate these 

sources, various methodologies were developed, such as the 

"science of biography", "science of hadith" and "Isnad" (chain of 

transmission). These methodologies were later applied to other 

historical figures in the Islamic civilization. Famous historians 

in this tradition include Urwah (d. 712), Wahb ibn Munabbih 

(d. 728), Ibn Ishaq (d. 761), al-Waqidi (745–822), Ibn Hisham 

(d. 834), Muhammad al-Bukhari (810–870) and Ibn Hajar 

(1372–1449). Historians of the medieval Islamic world also 

developed an interest in world history. Islamic historical 

writing eventually culminated in the works of the Arab Muslim 

historian Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406), who published his 

historiographical studies in the Muqaddimah (translated as 
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Prolegomena) and Kitab al-I'bar (Book of Advice). His work was 

forgotten until it was rediscovered in the late 19th century.  

East Asia 

Japan 

The earliest works of history produced in Japan were the 

Rikkokushi (Six National Histories), a corpus of six national 

histories covering the history of Japan from its mythological 

beginnings until the 9th century. The first of these works were 

the Nihon Shoki, compiled by Prince Toneri in 720.  

Korea 

The tradition of Korean historiography was established with 

the Samguk Sagi, a history of Korea from its allegedly earliest 

times. It was compiled by Goryeo court historian Kim Busik 

after its commission by King Injong of Goryeo (r. 1122–1146). 

It was completed in 1145 and relied not only on earlier Chinese 

histories for source material, but also on the Hwarang Segi 

written by the Silla historian Kim Daemun in the 8th century. 

The latter work is now lost.  

China 

In 1084 the Song dynasty official Sima Guang completed the 

Zizhi Tongjian (Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government), 

which laid out the entire history of China from the beginning of 
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the Warring States period (403 BCE) to the end of the Five 

Dynasties period (959 CE) in chronological annals form, rather 

than in the traditional annals-biography form. This work is 

considered much more accessible than the "Official Histories" 

for the Six dynasties, Tang dynasty, and Five Dynasties, and in 

practice superseded those works in the mind of the general 

reader.  

The great Song Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi found the Mirror to be 

overly long for the average reader, as well as to too morally 

nihilist, and therefore prepared a didactic summary of it called 

the Zizhi Tongjian Gangmu (Digest of the Comprehensive Mirror 

to Aid in Government), posthumously published in 1219. It 

reduced the original's 249 chapters to just 59, and for the rest 

of imperial Chinese history would be the first history book 

most people ever read.  

South East Asia 

Philippines 

Historiography of the Philippines refers to the studies, sources, 

critical methods and interpretations used by scholars to study 

the history of the Philippines. It includes historical and 

archival research and writing on the history of the Philippine 

archipelago including the islands of Luzon, Visayas, and 

Mindanao. The Philippine archipelago was part of many 

empires before the Spanish Empire arrived in the 16th century.  

Before the arrival of Spanish colonial powers, the Philippines 

did not actually exist. Southeast Asia is classified as part of 
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the Indosphere and the Sinosphere. The archipelago had direct 

contact with China during the Song dynasty (960-1279), and 

was a part of the Srivijaya and Majapahit empires.  

The pre-colonial Philippines widely used the Abugida system in 

writing and seals on documents, though it was for 

communication and no recorded writings of early literature or 

history. Ancient Filipinos usually wrote documents on bamboo, 

bark, and leaves, which did not survive, unlike inscriptions on 

clay, metal, and ivoriy did, such as the Laguna Copperplate 

Inscription and Butuan Ivory Seal. The discovery of the Butuan 

Ivory Seal also proves the use of paper documents in ancient 

Philippines.  

The arrival of the Spanish colonizers, pre-colonial Filipino 

manuscripts and documents were gathered and burned to 

eliminate pagan beliefs. This has been the burden of historians 

in the accumulation of data and the development of theories 

that gave historians many aspects of Philippine history that 

were left unexplained. The interplay of pre-colonial events and 

the use of secondary sources written by historians to evaluate 

the primary sources, do not provide a critical examination of 

the methodology of the early Philippine historical study.  

Enlightenment 

During the Age of Enlightenment, the modern development of 

historiography through the application of scrupulous methods 

began. Among the many Italians who contributed to this were 

Leonardo Bruni (c. 1370–1444), Francesco Guicciardini (1483–

1540), and Cesare Baronio (1538–1607).  
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Voltaire 

French philosophe Voltaire (1694–1778) had an enormous 

influence on the development of historiography during the Age 

of Enlightenment through his demonstration of fresh new ways 

to look at the past. Guillaume de Syon argues:  

Voltaire recast historiography in both factual and analytical 

terms. Not only did he reject traditional biographies and 

accounts that claim the work of supernatural forces, but he 

went so far as to suggest that earlier historiography was rife 

with falsified evidence and required new investigations at the 

source. Such an outlook was not unique in that the scientific 

spirit that 18th-century intellectuals perceived themselves as 

invested with. A rationalistic approach was key to rewriting 

history. 

Voltaire's best-known histories are The Age of Louis XIV (1751), 

and his Essay on the Customs and the Spirit of the Nations 

(1756). He broke from the tradition of narrating diplomatic and 

military events, and emphasized customs, social history and 

achievements in the arts and sciences. He was the first scholar 

to make a serious attempt to write the history of the world, 

eliminating theological frameworks, and emphasizing 

economics, culture and political history. Although he 

repeatedly warned against political bias on the part of the 

historian, he did not miss many opportunities to expose the 

intolerance and frauds of the church over the ages. Voltaire 

advised scholars that anything contradicting the normal course 

of nature was not to be believed. Although he found evil in the 

historical record, he fervently believed reason and educating 

the illiterate masses would lead to progress.  
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Voltaire explains his view of historiography in his article on 

"History" in Diderot's Encyclopédie: "One demands of modern 

historians more details, better ascertained facts, precise dates, 

more attention to customs, laws, mores, commerce, finance, 

agriculture, population." Already in 1739 he had written: "My 

chief object is not political or military history, it is the history 

of the arts, of commerce, of civilization – in a word, – of the 

human mind." Voltaire's histories used the values of the 

Enlightenment to evaluate the past. He helped free 

historiography from antiquarianism, Eurocentrism, religious 

intolerance and a concentration on great men, diplomacy, and 

warfare. Peter Gay says Voltaire wrote "very good history", 

citing his "scrupulous concern for truths", "careful sifting of 

evidence", "intelligent selection of what is important", "keen 

sense of drama", and "grasp of the fact that a whole civilization 

is a unit of study".  

David Hume 

At the same time, philosopher David Hume was having a 

similar effect on the study of history in Great Britain. In 1754 

he published The History of England, a 6-volume work which 

extended "From the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution 

in 1688". Hume adopted a similar scope to Voltaire in his 

history; as well as the history of Kings, Parliaments, and 

armies, he examined the history of culture, including literature 

and science, as well. His short biographies of leading scientists 

explored the process of scientific change and he developed new 

ways of seeing scientists in the context of their times by 

looking at how they interacted with society and each other – he 

paid special attention to Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle, Isaac 

Newton and William Harvey.  
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He also argued that the quest for liberty was the highest 

standard for judging the past, and concluded that after 

considerable fluctuation, England at the time of his writing 

had achieved "the most entire system of liberty, that was ever 

known amongst mankind".  

Edward Gibbon 

The apex of Enlightenment history was reached with Edward 

Gibbon's monumental six-volume work, The History of the 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, published on 17 

February 1776. Because of its relative objectivity and heavy 

use of primary sources, its methodology became a model for 

later historians. This has led to Gibbon being called the first 

"modern historian". The book sold impressively, earning its 

author a total of about £9000. Biographer Leslie Stephen wrote 

that thereafter, "His fame was as rapid as it has been lasting."  

Gibbon's work has been praised for its style, its piquant 

epigrams and its effective irony. Winston Churchill memorably 

noted, "I set out upon ... Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire [and] was immediately dominated both by the 

story and the style. ... I devoured Gibbon. I rode triumphantly 

through it from end to end and enjoyed it all." Gibbon was 

pivotal in the secularizing and 'desanctifying' of history, 

remarking, for example, on the "want of truth and common 

sense" of biographies composed by Saint Jerome. Unusually for 

an 18th-century historian, Gibbon was never content with 

secondhand accounts when the primary sources were 

accessible (though most of these were drawn from well-known 

printed editions). He said, "I have always endeavoured to draw 

from the fountain-head; that my curiosity, as well as a sense of 
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duty, has always urged me to study the originals; and that, if 

they have sometimes eluded my search, I have carefully 

marked the secondary evidence, on whose faith a passage or a 

fact were reduced to depend." In this insistence upon the 

importance of primary sources, Gibbon broke new ground in 

the methodical study of history:  

In accuracy, thoroughness, lucidity, and comprehensive grasp 

of a vast subject, the 'History' is unsurpassable. It is the one 

English history which may be regarded as definitive. ... 

Whatever its shortcomings the book is artistically imposing as 

well as historically unimpeachable as a vast panorama of a 

great period. 

19th century 

The tumultuous events surrounding the French Revolution 

inspired much of the historiography and analysis of the early 

19th century. Interest in the 1688 Glorious Revolution was 

also rekindled by the Great Reform Act of 1832 in England.  

Thomas Carlyle 

Thomas Carlyle published his three-volume The French 

Revolution: A History, in 1837. The first volume was 

accidentally burned by John Stuart Mill's maid. Carlyle rewrote 

it from scratch. Carlyle's style of historical writing stressed the 

immediacy of action, often using the present tense. He 

emphasised the role of forces of the spirit in history and 

thought that chaotic events demanded what he called 'heroes' 

to take control over the competing forces erupting within 
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society. He considered the dynamic forces of history as being 

the hopes and aspirations of people that took the form of ideas, 

and were often ossified into ideologies. Carlyle's The French 

Revolution was written in a highly unorthodox style, far 

removed from the neutral and detached tone of the tradition of 

Gibbon. Carlyle presented the history as dramatic events 

unfolding in the present as though he and the reader were 

participants on the streets of Paris at the famous events. 

Carlyle's invented style was epic poetry combined with 

philosophical treatise. It is rarely read or cited in the last 

century.  

French historians: Michelet and Taine 

In his main work Histoire de France (1855), French historian 

Jules Michelet (1798–1874) coined the term Renaissance 

(meaning "rebirth" in French), as a period in Europe's cultural 

history that represented a break from the Middle Ages, creating 

a modern understanding of humanity and its place in the 

world. The 19-volume work covered French history from 

Charlemagne to the outbreak of the French Revolution. His 

inquiry into manuscript and printed authorities was most 

laborious, but his lively imagination, and his strong religious 

and political prejudices, made him regard all things from a 

singularly personal point of view.  

Michelet was one of the first historians to shift the emphasis of 

history to the common people, rather than the leaders and 

institutions of the country. He had a decisive impact on 

scholars. Gayana Jurkevich argues that led by Michelet:  
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19th-century French historians no longer saw history as the 

chronicling of royal dynasties, armies, treaties, and great men 

of state, but as the history of ordinary French people and the 

landscape of France. 

Hippolyte Taine (1828–1893), although unable to secure an 

academic position, was the chief theoretical influence of 

French naturalism, a major proponent of sociological 

positivism, and one of the first practitioners of historicist 

criticism. He pioneered the idea of "the milieu" as an active 

historical force which amalgamated geographical, 

psychological, and social factors. Historical writing for him was 

a search for general laws. His brilliant style kept his writing in 

circulation long after his theoretical approaches were passé.  

Cultural and constitutional history 

One of the major progenitors of the history of culture and art, 

was the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt. Siegfried Giedion 

described Burckhardt's achievement in the following terms: 

"The great discoverer of the age of the Renaissance, he first 

showed how a period should be treated in its entirety, with 

regard not only for its painting, sculpture and architecture, 

but for the social institutions of its daily life as well."  

His most famous work was The Civilization of the Renaissance 

in Italy, published in 1860; it was the most influential 

interpretation of the Italian Renaissance in the nineteenth 

century and is still widely read. According to John Lukacs, he 

was the first master of cultural history, which seeks to 

describe the spirit and the forms of expression of a particular 

age, a particular people, or a particular place. His innovative 
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approach to historical research stressed the importance of art 

and its inestimable value as a primary source for the study of 

history. He was one of the first historians to rise above the 

narrow nineteenth-century notion that "history is past politics 

and politics current history.  

By the mid-19th century, scholars were beginning to analyse 

the history of institutional change, particularly the 

development of constitutional government. William Stubbs's 

Constitutional History of England (3 vols., 1874–1878) was an 

important influence on this developing field. The work traced 

the development of the English constitution from the Teutonic 

invasions of Britain until 1485, and marked a distinct step in 

the advance of English historical learning. He argued that the 

theory of the unity and continuity of history should not remove 

distinctions between ancient and modern history. He believed 

that, though work on ancient history is a useful preparation 

for the study of modern history, either may advantageously be 

studied apart. He was a good palaeographer, and excelled in 

textual criticism, in examination of authorship, and other such 

matters, while his vast erudition and retentive memory made 

him second to none in interpretation and exposition.  

Von Ranke and professionalization in 

Germany 

The modern academic study of history and methods of 

historiography were pioneered in 19th-century German 

universities, especially the University of Göttingen. Leopold 

von Ranke (1795–1886) at Berlin was a pivotal influence in this 

regard, and was the founder of modern source-based history. 
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According to Caroline Hoefferle, "Ranke was probably the most 

important historian to shape historical profession as it 

emerged in Europe and the United States in the late 19th 

century."  

Specifically, he implemented the seminar teaching method in 

his classroom, and focused on archival research and analysis 

of historical documents. Beginning with his first book in 1824, 

the History of the Latin and Teutonic Peoples from 1494 to 

1514, Ranke used an unusually wide variety of sources for a 

historian of the age, including "memoirs, diaries, personal and 

formal missives, government documents, diplomatic dispatches 

and first-hand accounts of eye-witnesses". Over a career that 

spanned much of the century, Ranke set the standards for 

much of later historical writing, introducing such ideas as 

reliance on primary sources, an emphasis on narrative history 

and especially international politics (Aussenpolitik). Sources 

had to be solid, not speculations and rationalizations. His 

credo was to write history the way it was. He insisted on 

primary sources with proven authenticity.  

Ranke also rejected the 'teleological approach' to history, 

which traditionally viewed each period as inferior to the period 

which follows. In Ranke's view, the historian had to 

understand a period on its own terms, and seek to find only 

the general ideas which animated every period of history. In 

1831 and at the behest of the Prussian government, Ranke 

founded and edited the first historical journal in the world, 

called Historisch-Politische Zeitschrift.  

Another important German thinker was Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel, whose theory of historical progress ran 
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counter to Ranke's approach. In Hegel's own words, his 

philosophical theory of "World history ... represents the 

development of the spirit's consciousness of its own freedom 

and of the consequent realization of this freedom." This 

realization is seen by studying the various cultures that have 

developed over the millennia, and trying to understand the way 

that freedom has worked itself out through them:  

World history is the record of the spirit's efforts to attain 

knowledge of what it is in itself. The Orientals do not know 

that the spirit or man as such are free in themselves. And 

because they do not know that, they are not themselves free. 

They only know that One is free. ... The consciousness of 

freedom first awoke among the Greeks, and they were 

accordingly free; but, like the Romans, they only knew that 

Some, and not all men as such, are free. ... The Germanic 

nations, with the rise of Christianity, were the first to realize 

that All men are by nature free, and that freedom of spirit is 

his very essence.  

Karl Marx introduced the concept of historical materialism into 

the study of world historical development. In his conception, 

the economic conditions and dominant modes of production 

determined the structure of society at that point. In his view 

five successive stages in the development of material 

conditions would occur in Western Europe. The first stage was 

primitive communism where property was shared and there 

was no concept of "leadership". This progressed to a slave 

society where the idea of class emerged and the State 

developed. Feudalism was characterized by an aristocracy 

working in partnership with a theocracy and the emergence of 

the nation-state. Capitalism appeared after the bourgeois 
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revolution when the capitalists (or their merchant 

predecessors) overthrew the feudal system and established a 

market economy, with private property and parliamentary 

democracy. Marx then predicted the eventual proletarian 

revolution that would result in the attainment of socialism, 

followed by communism, where property would be communally 

owned.  

Previous historians had focused on cyclical events of the rise 

and decline of rulers and nations. Process of nationalization of 

history, as part of national revivals in the 19th century, 

resulted with separation of "one's own" history from common 

universal history by such way of perceiving, understanding and 

treating the past that constructed history as history of a 

nation. A new discipline, sociology, emerged in the late 19th 

century and analyzed and compared these perspectives on a 

larger scale.  

Macaulay and Whig history 

The term "Whig history", coined by Herbert Butterfield in his 

short book The Whig Interpretation of History in 1931, means 

the approach to historiography which presents the past as an 

inevitable progression towards ever greater liberty and 

enlightenment, culminating in modern forms of liberal 

democracy and constitutional monarchy. In general, Whig 

historians emphasized the rise of constitutional government, 

personal freedoms and scientific progress. The term has been 

also applied widely in historical disciplines outside of British 

history (the history of science, for example) to criticize any 

teleological (or goal-directed), hero-based, and transhistorical 

narrative.  
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Paul Rapin de Thoyras's history of England, published in 1723, 

became "the classic Whig history" for the first half of the 18th 

century. It was later supplanted by the immensely popular The 

History of England by David Hume. Whig historians emphasized 

the achievements of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. This 

included James Mackintosh's History of the Revolution in 

England in 1688, William Blackstone's Commentaries on the 

Laws of England, and Henry Hallam's Constitutional History of 

England.  

The most famous exponent of 'Whiggery' was Thomas 

Babington Macaulay. His writings are famous for their ringing 

prose and for their confident, sometimes dogmatic, emphasis 

on a progressive model of British history, according to which 

the country threw off superstition, autocracy and confusion to 

create a balanced constitution and a forward-looking culture 

combined with freedom of belief and expression. This model of 

human progress has been called the Whig interpretation of 

history. He published the first volumes of his most famous 

work of history, The History of England from the Accession of 

James II, in 1848. It proved an immediate success and 

replaced Hume's history to become the new orthodoxy. His 

'Whiggish convictions' are spelled out in his first chapter:  

I shall relate how the new settlement was&nbspb... 

successfully defended against foreign and domestic enemies; 

how ... the authority of law and the security of property were 

found to be compatible with a liberty of discussion and of 

individual action never before known; how, from the auspicious 

union of order and freedom, sprang a prosperity of which the 

annals of human affairs had furnished no example; how our 

country, from a state of ignominious vassalage, rapidly rose to 
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the place of umpire among European powers; how her opulence 

and her martial glory grew together; ... how a gigantic 

commerce gave birth to a maritime power, compared with 

which every other maritime power, ancient or modern, sinks 

into insignificance ... the history of our country during the last 

hundred and sixty years is eminently the history of physical, of 

moral, and of intellectual improvement. 

His legacy continues to be controversial; Gertrude Himmelfarb 

wrote that "most professional historians have long since given 

up reading Macaulay, as they have given up writing the kind of 

history he wrote and thinking about history as he did." 

However, J. R. Western wrote that: "Despite its age and 

blemishes, Macaulay's History of England has still to be 

superseded by a full-scale modern history of the period".  

The Whig consensus was steadily undermined during the post-

World War I re-evaluation of European history, and 

Butterfield's critique exemplified this trend. Intellectuals no 

longer believed the world was automatically getting better and 

better. Subsequent generations of academic historians have 

similarly rejected Whig history because of its presentist and 

teleological assumption that history is driving toward some 

sort of goal. Other criticized 'Whig' assumptions included 

viewing the British system as the apex of human political 

development, assuming that political figures in the past held 

current political beliefs (anachronism), considering British 

history as a march of progress with inevitable outcomes and 

presenting political figures of the past as heroes, who 

advanced the cause of this political progress, or villains, who 

sought to hinder its inevitable triumph. J. Hart says "a Whig 
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interpretation requires human heroes and villains in the 

story."  

20th century 

20th-century historiography in major countries is 

characterized by a move to universities and academic research 

centers. Popular history continued to be written by self-

educated amateurs, but scholarly history increasingly became 

the province of PhD's trained in research seminars at a 

university. The training emphasized working with primary 

sources in archives. Seminars taught graduate students how to 

review the historiography of the topics, so that they could 

understand the conceptual frameworks currently in use, and 

the criticisms regarding their strengths and weaknesses. 

Western Europe and the United States took leading roles in 

this development. The emergence of area studies of other 

regions also developed historiographical practices.  

France: Annalesschool 

The French Annalesschool radically changed the focus of 

historical research in France during the 20th century by 

stressing long-term social history, rather than political or 

diplomatic themes. The school emphasized the use of 

quantification and the paying of special attention to geography.  

The Annales d'histoire économique et sociale journal was 

founded in 1929 in Strasbourg by Marc Bloch and Lucien 

Febvre. These authors, the former a medieval historian and the 

latter an early modernist, quickly became associated with the 
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distinctive Annales approach, which combined geography, 

history, and the sociological approaches of the Année 

Sociologique (many members of which were their colleagues at 

Strasbourg) to produce an approach which rejected the 

predominant emphasis on politics, diplomacy and war of many 

19th and early 20th-century historians as spearheaded by 

historians whom Febvre called Les Sorbonnistes. Instead, they 

pioneered an approach to a study of long-term historical 

structures ( la longue durée) over events and political 

transformations. Geography, material culture, and what later 

Annalistes called mentalités, or the psychology of the epoch, 

are also characteristic areas of study. The goal of the Annales 

was to undo the work of the Sorbonnistes, to turn French 

historians away from the narrowly political and diplomatic 

toward the new vistas in social and economic history. For early 

modern Mexican history, the work of Marc Bloch's student 

François Chevalier on the formation of landed estates 

(haciendas) from the sixteenth century to the seventeenth had 

a major impact on Mexican history and historiography, setting 

off an important debate about whether landed estates were 

basically feudal or capitalistic.  

An eminent member of this school, Georges Duby, described 

his approach to history as one that relegated the sensational to 

the sidelines and was reluctant to give a simple accounting of 

events, but strived on the contrary to pose and solve problems 

and, neglecting surface disturbances, to observe the long and 

medium-term evolution of economy, society and civilisation. 

The Annalistes, especially Lucien Febvre, advocated a histoire 

totale, or histoire tout court, a complete study of a historical 

problem.  
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The second era of the school was led by Fernand Braudel and 

was very influential throughout the 1960s and 1970s, 

especially for his work on the Mediterranean region in the era 

of Philip II of Spain. Braudel developed the idea, often 

associated with Annalistes, of different modes of historical 

time: l 'histoire quasi immobile (motionless history) of historical 

geography, the history of social, political and economic 

structures (la longue durée), and the history of men and 

events, in the context of their structures. His 'longue durée' 

approach stressed slow, and often imperceptible effects of 

space, climate and technology on the actions of human beings 

in the past. The Annales historians, after living through two 

world wars and major political upheavals in France, were 

deeply uncomfortable with the notion that multiple ruptures 

and discontinuities created history. They preferred to stress 

slow change and the longue durée. They paid special attention 

to geography, climate, and demography as long-term factors. 

They considered the continuities of the deepest structures were 

central to history, beside which upheavals in institutions or 

the superstructure of social life were of little significance, for 

history lies beyond the reach of conscious actors, especially 

the will of revolutionaries.  

Noting the political upheavals in Europe and especially in 

France in 1968, Eric Hobsbawm argued that "in France the 

virtual hegemony of Braudelian history and the Annales came 

to an end after 1968, and the international influence of the 

journal dropped steeply." Multiple responses were attempted by 

the school. Scholars moved in multiple directions, covering in 

disconnected fashion the social, economic, and cultural history 

of different eras and different parts of the globe. By the time of 

crisis the school was building a vast publishing and research 
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network reaching across France, Europe, and the rest of the 

world. Influence indeed spread out from Paris, but few new 

ideas came in. Much emphasis was given to quantitative data, 

seen as the key to unlocking all of social history. However, the 

Annales ignored the developments in quantitative studies 

underway in the U.S. and Britain, which reshaped economic, 

political and demographic research.  

Marxist historiography 

Marxist historiography developed as a school of historiography 

influenced by the chief tenets of Marxism, including the 

centrality of social class and economic constraints in 

determining historical outcomes (historical materialism). 

Friedrich Engels wrote The Peasant War in Germany, which 

analysed social warfare in early Protestant Germany in terms 

of emerging capitalist classes. Although it lacked a rigorous 

engagement with archival sources, it indicated an early 

interest in history from below and class analysis, and it 

attempts a dialectical analysis. Another treatise of Engels, The 

Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844, was salient 

in creating the socialist impetus in British politics from then 

on, e.g. the Fabian Society.  

R. H. Tawney was an early historian working in this tradition. 

The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (1912) and 

Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926), reflected his ethical 

concerns and preoccupations in economic history. He was 

profoundly interested in the issue of the enclosure of land in 

the English countryside in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries and in Max Weber's thesis on the connection between 

the appearance of Protestantism and the rise of capitalism. His 
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belief in the rise of the gentry in the century before the 

outbreak of the Civil War in England provoked the 'Storm over 

the Gentry' in which his methods were subjected to severe 

criticisms by Hugh Trevor-Roper and John Cooper.  

Historiography in the Soviet Union was greatly influenced by 

Marxist historiography, as historical materialism was extended 

into the Soviet version of dialectical materialism.  

A circle of historians inside the Communist Party of Great 

Britain (CPGB) formed in 1946 and became a highly influential 

cluster of British Marxist historians, who contributed to 

history from below and class structure in early capitalist 

society. While some members of the group (most notably 

Christopher Hill and E. P. Thompson) left the CPGB after the 

1956 Hungarian Revolution, the common points of British 

Marxist historiography continued in their works. They placed a 

great emphasis on the subjective determination of history.  

Christopher Hill's studies on 17th-century English history were 

widely acknowledged and recognised as representative of this 

school. His books include Puritanism and Revolution (1958), 

Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (1965 and revised 

in 1996), The Century of Revolution (1961), AntiChrist in 17th-

century England (1971), The World Turned Upside Down (1972) 

and many others.  

E. P. Thompson pioneered the study of history from below in 

his work, The Making of the English Working Class, published 

in 1963. It focused on the forgotten history of the first 

working-class political left in the world in the late-18th and 

early-19th centuries. In his preface to this book, Thompson set 

out his approach to writing history from below:  
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I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite 

cropper, the "obsolete" hand-loom weaver, the "Utopian" 

artisan, and even the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott, 

from the enormous condescension of posterity. Their crafts and 

traditions may have been dying. Their hostility to the new 

industrialism may have been backward-looking. Their 

communitarian ideals may have been fantasies. Their 

insurrectionary conspiracies may have been foolhardy. But 

they lived through these times of acute social disturbance, and 

we did not. Their aspirations were valid in terms of their own 

experience; and, if they were casualties of history, they remain, 

condemned in their own lives, as casualties. 

Thompson's work was also significant because of the way he 

defined "class". He argued that class was not a structure, but a 

relationship that changed over time. He opened the gates for a 

generation of labor historians, such as David Montgomery and 

Herbert Gutman, who made similar studies of the American 

working classes.  

Other important Marxist historians included Eric Hobsbawm, 

C. L. R. James, Raphael Samuel, A. L. Morton and Brian 

Pearce.  

Biography 

Biography has been a major form of historiography since the 

days when Plutarch wrote the parallel lives of great Roman and 

Greek leaders. It is a field especially attractive to nonacademic 

historians, and often to the spouses or children of famous 

people, who have access to the trove of letters and documents. 

Academic historians tend to downplay biography because it 
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pays too little attention to broad social, cultural, political and 

economic forces, and perhaps too much attention to popular 

psychology. The "Great Man" tradition in Britain originated in 

the multi-volume Dictionary of National Biography (which 

originated in 1882 and issued updates into the 1970s); it 

continues to this day in the new Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography. In the United States, the Dictionary of American 

Biography was planned in the late 1920s and appeared with 

numerous supplements into the 1980s. It has now been 

displaced by the American National Biography as well as 

numerous smaller historical encyclopedias that give thorough 

coverage to Great Persons. Bookstores do a thriving business 

in biographies, which sell far more copies than the esoteric 

monographs based on post-structuralism, cultural, racial or 

gender history. Michael Holroyd says the last forty years "may 

be seen as a golden age of biography", but nevertheless calls it 

the "shallow end of history". Nicolas Barker argues that "more 

and more biographies command an ever larger readership", as 

he speculates that biography has come "to express the spirit of 

our age".  

Daniel R. Meister argues that: 

Biography Studies is emerging as an independent discipline, 

especially in the Netherlands. This Dutch School of biography 

is moving biography studies away from the less scholarly life 

writing tradition and towards history by encouraging its 

practitioners to utilize an approach adapted from microhistory. 
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British debates 

Marxist historian E. H. Carr developed a controversial theory 

of history in his 1961 book What Is History?, which proved to 

be one of the most influential books ever written on the 

subject. He presented a middle-of-the-road position between 

the empirical or (Rankean) view of history and R. G. 

Collingwood's idealism, and rejected the empirical view of the 

historian's work being an accretion of "facts" that they have at 

their disposal as nonsense. He maintained that there is such a 

vast quantity of information that the historian always chooses 

the "facts" they decide to make use of. In Carr's famous 

example, he claimed that millions had crossed the Rubicon, 

but only Julius Caesar's crossing in 49 BC is declared 

noteworthy by historians. For this reason, Carr argued that 

Leopold von Ranke's famous dictum wie es eigentlich gewesen 

(show what actually happened) was wrong because it presumed 

that the "facts" influenced what the historian wrote, rather 

than the historian choosing what "facts of the past" they 

intended to turn into "historical facts". At the same time, Carr 

argued that the study of the facts may lead the historian to 

change his or her views. In this way, Carr argued that history 

was "an unending dialogue between the past and present".  

Carr is held by some critics to have had a deterministic 

outlook in history. Others have modified or rejected this use of 

the label "determinist". He took a hostile view of those 

historians who stress the workings of chance and contingency 

in the workings of history. In Carr's view, no individual is truly 

free of the social environment in which they live, but 

contended that within those limitations, there was room, albeit 

very narrow room for people to make decisions that affect 
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history. Carr emphatically contended that history was a social 

science, not an art, because historians like scientists seek 

generalizations that helped to broaden the understanding of 

one's subject.  

One of Carr's most forthright critics was Hugh Trevor-Roper, 

who argued that Carr's dismissal of the "might-have-beens of 

history" reflected a fundamental lack of interest in examining 

historical causation. Trevor-Roper asserted that examining 

possible alternative outcomes of history was far from being a 

"parlour-game" was rather an essential part of the historians' 

work, as only by considering all possible outcomes of a given 

situation could a historian properly understand the period.  

The controversy inspired Sir Geoffrey Elton to write his 1967 

book The Practice of History. Elton criticized Carr for his 

"whimsical" distinction between the "historical facts" and the 

"facts of the past", arguing that it reflected "...an 

extraordinarily arrogant attitude both to the past and to the 

place of the historian studying it". Elton, instead, strongly 

defended the traditional methods of history and was also 

appalled by the inroads made by postmodernism. Elton saw the 

duty of historians as empirically gathering evidence and 

objectively analyzing what the evidence has to say. As a 

traditionalist, he placed great emphasis on the role of 

individuals in history instead of abstract, impersonal forces. 

Elton saw political history as the highest kind of history. Elton 

had no use for those who seek history to make myths, to create 

laws to explain the past, or to produce theories such as 

Marxism.  
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U.S. approaches 

Classical and European history was part of the 19th-century 

grammar curriculum. American history became a topic later in 

the 19th century.  

In the historiography of the United States, there were a series 

of major approaches in the 20th century. In 2009–2012, there 

were an average of 16,000 new academic history books 

published in the U.S. every year.  

Progressive historians 

From 1910 to the 1940s, "Progressive" historiography was 

dominant, especially in political studies. It stressed the central 

importance of class conflict in American history. Important 

leaders included Vernon L. Parrington, Carl L. Becker, Arthur 

M. Schlesinger, Sr., John Hicks, and C. Vann Woodward. The 

movement established a strong base at the History Department 

at the University of Wisconsin with Curtis Nettels, William 

Hesseltine, Merle Curti, Howard K. Beale, Merrill Jensen, Fred 

Harvey Harrington (who became the university president), 

William Appleman Williams, and a host of graduate students. 

Charles A. Beard was the most prominent representative with 

his "Beardian" approach that reached both scholars and the 

general public.  

In covering the Civil War, Charles and Mary Beard did not find 

it useful to examine nationalism, unionism, states' rights, 

slavery, abolition or the motivations of soldiers in battle. 

Instead, they proclaimed it was a:  
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• social cataclysm in which the capitalists, laborers, 

and farmers of the North and West drove from power 

in the national government the planting aristocracy 

of the South. Viewed under the light of universal 

history, the fighting was a fleeting incident; the 

social revolution was the essential portentous 

outcome.... The Second American Revolution, while 

destroying the economic foundation of the slave-

owning aristocracy, assured the triumph of business 

enterprise." 

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. wrote the Age of Jackson (1945), one of 

the last major books from this viewpoint. Schlesinger made 

Jackson a hero for his successful attacks on the Second Bank 

of the United States. His own views were clear enough: "Moved 

typically by personal and class, rarely by public, 

considerations, the business community has invariably 

brought national affairs to a state of crisis and exasperated the 

rest of society into dissatisfaction bordering on revolt."  

Consensus history 

Consensus history emphasizes the basic unity of American 

values and downplays conflict as superficial. It was especially 

attractive in the 1950s and 1960s. Prominent leaders included 

Richard Hofstadter, Louis Hartz, Daniel Boorstin, Allan Nevins, 

Clinton Rossiter, Edmund Morgan, and David M. Potter. In 

1948 Hofstadter made a compelling statement of the consensus 

model of the U.S. political tradition:  
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The fierceness of the political struggles has often been 

misleading: for the range of vision embraced by the primary 

contestants in the major parties has always been bounded by 

the horizons of property and enterprise. However much at odds 

on specific issues, the major political traditions have shared a 

belief in the rights of property, the philosophy of economic 

individualism, the value of competition; they have accepted the 

economic virtues of capitalist culture as necessary qualities of 

man. 

New Left history 

Consensus history was rejected by New Left viewpoints that 

attracted a younger generation of radical historians in the 

1960s. These viewpoints stress conflict and emphasize the 

central roles of class, race and gender. The history of dissent, 

and the experiences of racial minorities and disadvantaged 

classes was central to the narratives produced by New Left 

historians.  

Quantification and new approaches to 

history 

Social history, sometimes called the "new social history", is a 

broad branch that studies the experiences of ordinary people 

in the past. It had major growth as a field in the 1960s and 

1970s, and still is well represented in history departments. 

However, after 1980 the "cultural turn" directed the next 

generation to new topics. In the two decades from 1975 to 
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1995, the proportion of professors of history in U.S. 

universities identifying with social history rose from 31 to 41 

percent, while the proportion of political historians fell from 40 

to 30 percent.  

The growth was enabled by the social sciences, computers, 

statistics, new data sources such as individual census 

information, and summer training programs at the Newberry 

Library and the University of Michigan. The New Political 

History saw the application of social history methods to 

politics, as the focus shifted from politicians and legislation to 

voters and elections.  

The Social Science History Association was formed in 1976 as 

an interdisciplinary group with a journal Social Science History 

and an annual convention. The goal was to incorporate in 

historical studies perspectives from all the social sciences, 

especially political science, sociology and economics. The 

pioneers shared a commitment to quantification. However, by 

the 1980s the first blush of quantification had worn off, as 

traditional historians counterattacked. Harvey J. Graff says:  

The case against the new mixed and confused a lengthy list of 

ingredients, including the following: history's supposed loss of 

identity and humanity in the stain of social science, the fear of 

subordinating quality to quantity, conceptual and technical 

fallacies, violation of the literary character and biographical 

base of "good" history (rhetorical and aesthetic concern), loss 

of audiences, derogation of history rooted in "great men" and 

"great events", trivialization in general, a hodgepodge of 

ideological objections from all directions, and a fear that new 

historians were reaping research funds that might otherwise 
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come to their detractors. To defenders of history as they knew 

it, the discipline was in crisis, and the pursuit of the new was 

a major cause. 

Meanwhile, quantitative history became well-established in 

other disciplines, especially economics (where they called it 

"cliometrics"), as well as in political science. In history, 

however, quantification remained central to demographic 

studies, but slipped behind in political and social history as 

traditional narrative approaches made a comeback.  

Latin America 

Latin America is the former Spanish American empire in the 

Western Hemisphere plus Portuguese Brazil. Professional 

historians pioneered the creation of this field, starting in the 

late nineteenth century. The term “Latin America” did not come 

into general usage until the twentieth century and in some 

cases it was rejected. The historiography of the field has been 

more fragmented than unified, with historians of Spanish 

America and Brazil generally remaining in separate spheres. 

Another standard division within the historiography is the 

temporal factor, with works falling into either the early modern 

period (or “colonial era”) or the post-independence (or 

“national”) period, from the early nineteenth onward. Relatively 

few works span the two eras and few works except textbooks 

unite Spanish America and Brazil. There is a tendency to focus 

on histories of particular countries or regions (the Andes, the 

Southern Cone, the Caribbean) with relatively little 

comparative work.  
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Historians of Latin America have contributed to various types 

of historical writing, but one major, innovative development in 

Spanish American history is the emergence of ethnohistory, the 

history of indigenous peoples, especially in Mexico based on 

alphabetic sources in Spanish or in indigenous languages.  

For the early modern period, the emergence of Atlantic history, 

based on comparisons and linkages of Europe, the Americas, 

and Africa from 1450–1850 that developed as a field in its own 

right has integrated early modern Latin American history into a 

larger framework. For all periods, global or world history have 

focused on the connections between areas, likewise integrating 

Latin America into a larger perspective. Latin America's 

importance to world history is notable but often overlooked. 

"Latin America’s central, and sometimes pioneering, role in the 

development of globalization and modernity did not cease with 

the end of colonial rule and the early modern period. Indeed, 

the region’s political independence places it at the forefront of 

two trends that are regularly considered thresholds of the 

modern world. The first is the so-called liberal revolution, the 

shift from monarchies of the ancien régime, where inheritance 

legitimated political power, to constitutional republics... The 

second, and related, trend consistently considered a threshold 

of modern history that saw Latin America in the forefront is 

the development of nation-states."  

Historical research appears in a number of specialized 

journals. These include Hispanic American Historical Review 

(est. 1918), published by the Conference on Latin American 

History; The Americas, (est. 1944); Journal of Latin American 

Studies (1969); Canadian Journal of Latin American and 

Caribbean Studies,( est.1976) Bulletin of Latin American 
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Research, (est. 1981); Colonial Latin American Review (1992); 

and Colonial Latin American Historical Review (est. 1992). Latin 

American Research Review (est. 1969), published by the Latin 

American Studies Association, does not focus primarily on 

history, but it has often published historiographical essays on 

particular topics.  

General works on Latin American history have appeared since 

the 1950s, when the teaching of Latin American history 

expanded in U.S. universities and colleges. Most attempt full 

coverage of Spanish America and Brazil from the conquest to 

the modern era, focusing on institutional, political, social and 

economic history. An important, eleven volume treatment of 

Latin American history is The Cambridge History of Latin 

America, with separate volumes on the colonial era, nineteenth 

century, and the twentieth century. There is a small number of 

general works that have gone through multiple editions. Major 

trade publishers have also issued edited volumes on Latin 

American history and historiography. Reference works include 

the Handbook of Latin American Studies, which publishes 

articles by area experts, with annotated bibliographic entries, 

and the Encyclopedia of Latin American History and Culture.  

World history 

World history, as a distinct field of historical study, emerged 

as an independent academic field in the 1980s. It focused on 

the examination of history from a global perspective and looked 

for common patterns that emerged across all cultures. The 

basic thematic approach of this field was to analyse two major 

focal points: integration – (how processes of world history have 

drawn people of the world together), and difference – (how 
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patterns of world history reveal the diversity of the human 

experience).  

Arnold J. Toynbee's ten-volume A Study of History, took an 

approach that was widely discussed in the 1930s and 1940s. 

By the 1960s his work was virtually ignored by scholars and 

the general public. He compared 26 independent civilizations 

and argued that they displayed striking parallels in their 

origin, growth, and decay. He proposed a universal model to 

each of these civilizations, detailing the stages through which 

they all pass: genesis, growth, time of troubles, universal 

state, and disintegration. The later volumes gave too much 

emphasis on spirituality to satisfy critics.  

Chicago historian William H. McNeill wrote The Rise of the 

West (1965) to show how the separate civilizations of Eurasia 

interacted from the very beginning of their history, borrowing 

critical skills from one another, and thus precipitating still 

further change as adjustment between traditional old and 

borrowed new knowledge and practice became necessary. He 

then discusses the dramatic effect of Western civilization on 

others in the past 500 years of history. McNeill took a broad 

approach organized around the interactions of peoples across 

the globe. Such interactions have become both more numerous 

and more continual and substantial in recent times. Before 

about 1500, the network of communication between cultures 

was that of Eurasia. The term for these areas of interaction 

differ from one world historian to another and include world-

system and ecumene. His emphasis on cultural fusions 

influenced historical theory significantly.  
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The cultural turn 

The "cultural turn" of the 1980s and 1990s affected scholars in 

most areas of history. Inspired largely by anthropology, it 

turned away from leaders, ordinary people and famous events 

to look at the use of language and cultural symbols to 

represent the changing values of society.  

The British historian Peter Burke finds that cultural studies 

has numerous spinoffs, or topical themes it has strongly 

influenced. The most important include gender studies and 

postcolonial studies, as well as memory studies, and film 

studies.  

Diplomatic historian Melvyn P. Leffler finds that the problem 

with the "cultural turn" is that the culture concept is 

imprecise, and may produce excessively broad interpretations, 

because it:  

seems infinitely malleable and capable of giving shape to 

totally divergent policies; for example, to internationalism or 

isolationism in the United States, and to cooperative 

internationalism or race hatred in Japan. The malleability of 

culture suggest to me that in order to understand its effect on 

policy, one needs also to study the dynamics of political 

economy, the evolution of the international system, and the 

roles of technology and communication, among many other 

variables. 
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Memory studies 

Memory studies is a new field, focused on how nations and 

groups (and historians) construct and select their memories of 

the past in order to celebrate (or denounce) key features, thus 

making a statement of their current values and beliefs. 

Historians have played a central role in shaping the memories 

of the past as their work is diffused through popular history 

books and school textbooks. French sociologist Maurice 

Halbwachs, opened the field with La mémoire collective (Paris: 

1950). 

Many historians examine how the memory of the past has been 

constructed, memorialized or distorted. Historians examine 

how legends are invented. For example, there are numerous 

studies of the memory of atrocities from World War II, notably 

the Holocaust in Europe and Japanese behavior in Asia. 

British historian Heather Jones argues that the historiography 

of the First World War in recent years has been reinvigorated 

by the cultural turn. Scholars have raised entirely new 

questions regarding military occupation, radicalization of 

politics, race, and the male body.  

Representative of recent scholarship is a collection of studies 

on the "Dynamics of Memory and Identity in Contemporary 

Europe". SAGE has published the scholarly journal Memory 

Studies since 2008, and the book series "Memory Studies" was 

launched by Palgrave Macmillan in 2010 with 5–10 titles a 

year.  
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Historiographic and Conceptual 

Problems of North Africa and Sub-

Saharan Africa 

Historiographic and Conceptual Problems 

The current major problem in African studies that Mohamed 

(2010/2012) identified is the inherited religious, Orientalist, 

colonial paradigm that European Africanists have preserved in 

present-day secularist, post-colonial, Anglophone African 

historiography. African and African-American scholars also 

bear some responsibility in perpetuating this European 

Africanist preserved paradigm.  

Following conceptualizations of Africa developed by Leo 

Africanus and Hegel, European Africanists conceptually 

separated continental Africa into two racialized regions – Sub-

Saharan Africa and North Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa, as a 

racist geographic construction, serves as an objectified, 

compartmentalized region of “Africa proper”, “Africa noire,” or 

“Black Africa.” The African diaspora is also considered to be a 

part of the same racialized construction as Sub-Saharan 

Africa. North Africa serves as a racialized region of “European 

Africa”, which is conceptually disconnected from Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and conceptually connected to the Middle East, Asia, 

and the Islamic world.  
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As a result of these racialized constructions and the 

conceptual separation of Africa, darker skinned North Africans, 

such as the so-called Haratin, who have long resided in the 

Maghreb, and do not reside south of Saharan Africa, have 

become analogically alienated from their indigeneity and 

historic reality in North Africa. While the origin of the term 

“Haratin” remains speculative, the term may not date much 

earlier than the 18th century CE and has been involuntarily 

assigned to darker skinned Maghrebians. Prior to the modern 

use of the term Haratin as an identifier, and utilized in 

contrast to bidan or bayd (white), sumr/asmar, suud/aswad, 

or sudan/sudani (black/brown) were Arabic terms utilized as 

identifiers for darker skinned Maghrebians before the modern 

period. “Haratin” is considered to be an offensive term by the 

darker skinned Maghrebians it is intended to identify; for 

example, people in the southern region (e.g., Wad Noun, Draa) 

of Morocco consider it to be an offensive term. Despite its 

historicity and etymology being questionable, European 

colonialists and European Africanists have used the term 

Haratin as identifiers for groups of “black” and apparently 

“mixed” people found in Algeria, Mauritania, and Morocco.  

The Saadian invasion of the Songhai Empire serves as the 

precursor to later narratives that grouped darker skinned 

Maghrebians together and identified their origins as being Sub-

Saharan West Africa. With gold serving as a motivation behind 

the Saadian invasion of the Songhai Empire, this made way for 

changes in latter behaviors toward dark-skinned Africans. As a 

result of changing behaviors toward dark-skinned Africans, 

darker skinned Maghrebians were forcibly recruited into the 

army of Ismail Ibn Sharif as the Black Guard, based on the 

claim of them having descended from enslaved peoples from 
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the times of the Saadian invasion. Shurafa historians of the 

modern period would later utilize these events in narratives 

about the manumission of enslaved “Hartani” (a vague term, 

which, by merit of it needing further definition, is implicit 

evidence for its historicity being questionable). The narratives 

derived from Shurafa historians would later become 

analogically incorporated into the Americanized narratives 

(e.g., the trans-Saharan slave trade, imported enslaved Sub-

Saharan West Africans, darker skinned Magrebian freedmen) of 

the present-day European Africanist paradigm.  

As opposed to having been developed through field research, 

the analogy in the present-day European Africanist paradigm, 

which conceptually alienates, dehistoricizes, and denaturalizes 

darker skinned North Africans in North Africa and darker 

skinned Africans throughout the Islamic world at-large, is 

primarily rooted in an Americanized textual tradition inherited 

from 19th century European Christian abolitionists. 

Consequently, reliable history, as opposed to an antiquated 

analogy-based history, for darker skinned North Africans and 

darker skinned Africans in the Islamic world are limited. Part 

of the textual tradition generally associates an inherited status 

of servant with dark skin (e.g., Negro labor, Negro cultivators, 

Negroid slaves, freedman). The European Africanist paradigm 

uses this as the primary reference point for its construction of 

origins narratives for darker skinned North Africans (e.g., 

imported slaves from Sub-Saharan West Africa). With darker 

skinned North Africans or darker skinned Africans in the 

Islamic world treated as an allegory of alterity, another part of 

the textual tradition is the trans-Saharan slave trade and their 

presence in these regions are treated as that of an African 

diaspora in North Africa and the Islamic world. Altogether, 
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darker skinned North Africans (e.g., “black” and apparently 

“mixed” Maghrebians), darker skinned Africans in the Islamic 

world, the inherited status of servant associated with dark 

skin, and the trans-Saharan slave trade are conflated and 

modeled in analogy with African-Americans and the trans-

Atlantic slave trade.  

The trans-Saharan slave trade has been used as a literary 

device in narratives that analogically explain the origins of 

darker skinned North Africans in North Africa and the Islamic 

world. Caravans have been equated with slave ships, and the 

amount of forcibly enslaved Africans transported across the 

Sahara are alleged to be numerically comparable to the 

considerably large amount of forcibly enslaved Africans 

transported across the Atlantic Ocean. The simulated narrative 

of comparable numbers is contradicted by the limited presence 

of darker skinned North Africans in the present-day Maghreb. 

As part of this simulated narrative, post-classical Egypt has 

also been characterized as having plantations. Another part of 

this simulated narrative is an Orientalist construction of 

hypersexualized Moors, concubines, and eunuchs. Concubines 

in harems have been used as an explanatory bridge between 

the allegation of comparable numbers of forcibly enslaved 

Africans and the limited amount of present-day darker skinned 

Maghrebians who have been characterized as their diasporic 

descendants. Eunuchs were characterized as sentinels who 

guarded these harems. The simulated narrative is also based 

on the major assumption that the indigenous peoples of the 

Maghreb were once purely white Berbers, who then became 

biracialized through miscegenation with black concubines 

(existing within a geographic racial binary of pale-skinned 

Moors residing further north, closer to the Mediterranean 
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region, and dark-skinned Moors residing further south, closer 

to the Sahara). The religious polemical narrative involving the 

suffering of enslaved European Christians of the Barbary slave 

trade has also been adapted to fit the simulated narrative of a 

comparable number of enslaved Africans being transported by 

Muslim slaver caravans, from the south of Saharan Africa, into 

North Africa and the Islamic world.  

Despite being an inherited part of the 19th century religious 

polemical narratives, the use of race in the secularist narrative 

of the present-day European Africanist paradigm has given the 

paradigm an appearance of possessing scientific quality. The 

religious polemical narrative (e.g., holy cause, hostile 

neologisms) of 19th century European abolitionists about 

Africa and Africans are silenced, but still preserved, in the 

secularist narratives of the present-day European Africanist 

paradigm. The Orientalist stereotyped hypersexuality of the 

Moors were viewed by 19th century European abolitionists as 

deriving from the Quran. The reference to times prior, often 

used in concert with biblical references, by 19th century 

European abolitionists, may indicate that realities described of 

Moors may have been literary fabrications. The purpose of 

these apparent literary fabrications may have been to affirm 

their view of the Bible as being greater than the Quran and to 

affirm the viewpoints held by the readers of their composed 

works. The adoption of 19th century European abolitionists’ 

religious polemical narrative into the present-day European 

Africanist paradigm may have been due to its correspondence 

with the established textual tradition. The use of stereotyped 

hypersexuality for Moors are what 19th century European 

abolitionists and the present-day European Africanist 

paradigm have in common.  
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Due to a lack of considerable development in field research 

regarding enslavement in Islamic societies, this has resulted in 

the present-day European Africanist paradigm relying on 

unreliable estimates for the trans-Saharan slave trade. 

However, insufficient data has also used as a justification for 

continued use of the faulty present-day European Africanist 

paradigm. Darker skinned Maghrebians, particularly in 

Morocco, have grown weary of the lack of discretion foreign 

academics have shown toward them, bear resentment toward 

the way they have been depicted by foreign academics, and 

consequently, find the intended activities of foreign academics 

to be predictable. Rather than continuing to rely on the faulty 

present-day European Africanist paradigm, Mohamed (2012) 

recommends revising and improving the current Africanist 

paradigm (e.g., critical inspection of the origins and 

introduction of the present characterization of the Saharan 

caravan; reconsideration of what makes the trans-Saharan 

slave trade, within its own context in Africa, distinct from the 

trans-Atlantic slave trade; realistic consideration of the 

experiences of darker-skinned Maghrebians within their own 

regional context).  

Conceptual Problems 

Merolla (2017) has indicated that the academic study of Sub-

Saharan Africa and North Africa by Europeans developed with 

North Africa being conceptually subsumed within the Middle 

East and Arab world, whereas, the study of Sub-Saharan Africa 

was viewed as conceptually distinct from North Africa, and as 

its own region, viewed as inherently the same. The common 

pattern of conceptual separation of continental Africa into two 

regions and the view of conceptual sameness within the region 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

253  

of Sub-Saharan Africa has continued until present-day. Yet, 

with increasing exposure of this problem, discussion about the 

conceptual separation of Africa has begun to develop.  

The Sahara has served as a trans-regional zone for peoples in 

Africa. Authors from various countries (e.g., Algeria, 

Cameroon, Sudan) in Africa have critiqued the 

conceptualization of the Sahara as a regional barrier, and 

provided counter-arguments supporting the interconnectedness 

of continental Africa; there are historic and cultural 

connections as well as trade between West Africa, North Africa, 

and East Africa (e.g., North Africa with Niger and Mali, North 

Africa with Tanzania and Sudan, major hubs of Islamic 

learning in Niger and Mali). Africa has been conceptually 

compartmentalized into meaning “Black Africa”, “Africa South 

of the Sahara”, and “Sub-Saharan Africa.” North Africa has 

been conceptually "Orientalized" and separated from Sub-

Saharan Africa. While its historic development has occurred 

within a longer time frame, the epistemic development (e.g., 

form, content) of the present-day racialized conceptual 

separation of Africa came as a result of the Berlin Conference 

and the Scramble for Africa.  

In African and Berber literary studies, scholarship has 

remained largely separate from one another. The conceptual 

separation of Africa in these studies may be due to how editing 

policies of studies in the Anglophone and Francophone world 

are affected by the international politics of the Anglophone and 

Francophone world. While studies in the Anglophone world 

have more clearly followed the trend of the conceptual 

separation of Africa, the Francophone world has been more 

nuanced, which may stem from imperial policies relating to 
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French colonialism in North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa. As 

the study of North Africa has largely been initiated by the 

Arabophone and Francophone world, denial of the Arabic 

language having become Africanized throughout the centuries 

it has been present in Africa has shown that the conceptual 

separation of Africa remains pervasive in the Francophone 

world; this denial may stem from historic development of the 

characterization of an Islamic Arabia existing as a diametric 

binary to Europe. Among studies in the Francophone world, 

ties between North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa have been 

denied or downplayed, while the ties (e.g., religious, cultural) 

between the regions and peoples (e.g., Arab language and 

literature with Berber language and literature) of the Middle 

East and North Africa have been established by diminishing 

the differences between the two and selectively focusing on the 

similarities between the two. In the Francophone world, 

construction of racialized regions, such as Black Africa (Sub-

Saharan Africans) and White Africa (North Africans, e.g., 

Berbers and Arabs), has also developed.  

Despite having invoked and utilized identities in reference to 

the racialized conceptualizations of Africa (e.g., North Africa, 

Sub-Saharan Africa) to oppose imposed identities, Berbers 

have invoked North African identity to oppose Arabized and 

Islamicized identities, and Sub-Saharan Africans (e.g., 

Negritude, Black Consciousness) and the African diaspora 

(e.g., Black is Beautiful) have invoked and utilized black 

identity to oppose colonialism and racism. While Berber 

studies has largely sought to be establish ties between Berbers 

and North Africa with Arabs and the Middle East, Merolla 

(2017) indicated that efforts to establish ties between Berbers 
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and North Africa with Sub-Saharan Africans and Sub-Saharan 

Africa have recently started to being undertaken.  

Scholarly journals 

The historical journal, a forum where academic historians 

could exchange ideas and publish newly discovered 

information, came into being in the 19th century. The early 

journals were similar to those for the physical sciences, and 

were seen as a means for history to become more professional. 

Journals also helped historians to establish various 

historiographical approaches, the most notable example of 

which was Annales. Économies, sociétés, civilisations, a 

publication of the Annales school in France. Journals now 

typically have one or more editors and associate editors, an 

editorial board, and a pool of scholars to whom articles that 

are submitted are sent for confidential evaluation. The editors 

will send out new books to recognized scholars for reviews that 

usually run 500 to 1000 words. The vetting and publication 

process often takes months or longer. Publication in a 

prestigious journal (which accept 10 percent or fewer of the 

articles submitted) is an asset in the academic hiring and 

promotion process. Publication demonstrates that the author is 

conversant with the scholarly field. Page charges and fees for 

publication are uncommon in history. Journals are subsidized 

by universities or historical societies, scholarly associations, 

and subscription fees from libraries and scholars. Increasingly 

they are available through library pools that allow many 

academic institutions to pool subscriptions to online versions. 

Most libraries have a system for obtaining specific articles 

through inter-library loan.  
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Some major historical journals 

• 1840 Historisk tidsskrift (Denmark)

• 1859 Historische Zeitschrift (Germany)

• 1866 Archivum historicum, later Historiallinen arkisto

(Finland, published in Finnish)

• 1867 Századok (Hungary)

• 1869 Časopis Matice moravské (Czech republic – then

part of Austria-Hungary)

• 1871 Historisk tidsskrift (Norway)

• 1876 Revue Historique (France)

• 1880 Historisk tidskrift (Sweden)

• 1886 English Historical Review (England)

• 1887 Kwartalnik Historyczny (Poland;– then part of

Austria-Hungary)

• 1892 William and Mary Quarterly (US)

• 1894 Ons Hémecht (Luxembourg)

• 1895 American Historical Review (US)

• 1895 Českýčasopis historický (Czech republic – then

part of Austria-Hungary)

• 1914 Mississippi Valley Historical Review (renamed

in 1964 the Journal of American History) (US)

• 1915 The Catholic Historical Review (US)

• 1916 The Journal of Negro History (US)

• 1916 Historisk Tidskrift för Finland (Finland,

published in Swedish)

• 1918 Hispanic American Historical Review (US)

• 1920 Canadian Historical Review (Canada)

• 1922 Slavonic and East European Review (SEER),

(England)

• 1928 Scandia (Sweden)
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• 1929 Annales d'histoire économique et sociale

(France)

• 1935 Journal of Southern History (USA)

• 1941 The Journal of Economic History (US)

• 1944 The Americas (US)

• 1951 Historia Mexicana (Mexico)

• 1952 Past & present: a journal of historical studies

(England)

• 1953 Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte (Germany)

• 1954 Ethnohistory (US)

• 1956 Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria

(Nigeria)

• 1957 Victorian Studies (US)

• 1960 Journal of African History (England)

• 1960 Technology and culture: the international

quarterly of the Society for the History of Technology

(US)

• 1960 History and Theory (US)

• 1967 Indian Church History Review (India) (earlier

published as the Bulletin of Church History

Association of India)

• 1967 The Journal of Social History (US)

• 1969 Journal of Interdisciplinary History (US)

• 1969 Journal of Latin American Studies (UK)

• 1975 Geschichte und Gesellschaft. Zeitschrift für

historische Sozialwissenschaft (Germany)

• 1975 Signs (US)

• 1976 Journal of Family History (US)

• 1978 The Public Historian (US)

• 1981 Bulletin of Latin American Research (UK)



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

258  

• 1982 Storia della Storiografia – History of 

Historiography – Histoire de l'Historiographie – 

Geschichte der Geschichtsschreibung

• 1982 Subaltern Studies (Oxford University Press)

• 1986 Zeitschrift für Sozialgeschichte des 20. und 21.

Jahrhunderts, new title since 2003:

Sozial.Geschichte. Zeitschrift für historische Analyse

des 20. und 21. Jahrhunderts (Germany)

• 1990 Gender and History (US)

• 1990 Journal of World History (US)

• 1990 L'Homme. Zeitschrift für feministische 

Geschichtswissenschaft (Austria)

• 1990 Österreichische Zeitschrift für 

Geschichtswissenschaften (ÖZG)

• 1992 Women's History Review

• 1992 Colonial Latin American Historical Review (US)

• 1992 Colonial Latin American Review

• 1996 Environmental History (US)

• 2011 International Journal for the Historiography of

Education

Narrative 

According to Lawrence Stone, narrative has traditionally been 

the main rhetorical device used by historians. In 1979, at a 

time when the new Social History was demanding a social-

science model of analysis, Stone detected a move back toward 

the narrative. Stone defined narrative as follows: it is 

organized chronologically; it is focused on a single coherent 

story; it is descriptive rather than analytical; it is concerned 

with people not abstract circumstances; and it deals with the 
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particular and specific rather than the collective and 

statistical. He reported that, "More and more of the 'new 

historians' are now trying to discover what was going on inside 

people's heads in the past, and what it was like to live in the 

past, questions which inevitably lead back to the use of 

narrative."  

Historians committed to a social science approach, however, 

have criticized the narrowness of narrative and its preference 

for anecdote over analysis, and its use of clever examples 

rather than statistically verified empirical regularities.  

Topics studied 

Some of the common topics in historiography are: 

• Reliability of the sources used, in terms of

authorship, credibility of the author, and the

authenticity or corruption of the text. (See also

source criticism.)

• Historiographical tradition or framework. Every

historian uses one (or more) historiographical

traditions, for example Marxist, Annalesschool, "total

history", or political history.

• Moral issues, guilt assignment, and praise 

assignment

• Revisionism versus orthodox interpretations

• Historical metanarratives and metahistory.
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Approaches 

How a historian approaches historical events is one of the most 

important decisions within historiography. It is commonly 

recognised by historians that, in themselves, individual 

historical facts dealing with names, dates and places are not 

particularly meaningful. Such facts will only become useful 

when assembled with other historical evidence, and the 

process of assembling this evidence is understood as a 

particular historiographical approach.  

The most influential historiographical approaches are: 

• Business history

• Comparative history

• Cultural history

• Diplomatic history

• Economic history

• Environmental history, a relatively new field

• Ethnohistory

• Gender history including women's history, family

history, feminist history

• History of medicine

• History of religion and church history; the history of

theology is usually handled under theology

• Intellectual history and history of ideas

• Labor history

• Local history and microhistory

• Marxist historiography and historical materialism

• Military history, including naval and air

• Oral history
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• Political history 

• Public history, especially museums and historic 

preservation 

• Quantitative history, cliometrics (in economic 

history); prosopography using statistics to study 

biographies 

• History of religions 

• Historiography of science 

• Social history and people's history; along with the 

French version the Annales school and the German 

Bielefeld School 

• Subaltern Studies, regarding post-colonial India 

• Urban history  

• American urban history 

• Whig history, history as the story of continuous 

progress 

• World history 

Related fields 

Important related fields include:  

• Antiquarianism 

• Genealogy 

• Intellectual history 

• Numismatics 

• Paleography 

• Philosophy of history 

• Pseudohistory 

  



Chapter 11 

Military History 

Military history is a humanities discipline within the scope of 

general historical recording of armed conflict in the history of 

humanity, and its impact on the societies, cultures and 

economies thereof, as well as the resulting changes to local 

and international relationships.  

Professional historians normally focus on military affairs that 

had a major impact on the societies involved as well as the 

aftermath of conflicts, while amateur historians and hobbyists 

often take a larger interest in the details of battles, equipment 

and uniforms in use.  

The essential subjects of military history study are the causes 

of war, the social and cultural foundations, military doctrine 

on each side, the logistics, leadership, technology, strategy, 

and tactics used, and how these changed over time. On the 

other hand, Just War Theory explores the moral dimensions of 

warfare, and to better limit the destructive reality caused by 

war, seeks to establish a doctrine of military ethics.  

As an applied field, military history has been studied at 

academies and service schools because the military command 

seeks to not repeat past mistakes, and improve upon its 

current performance by instilling an ability in commanders to 

perceive historical parallels during a battle, so as to capitalize 

on the lessons learned from the past. When certifying military 

history instructors the Combat Studies Institute deemphasizes 

rote detail memorization and focuses on themes and context in 
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relation to current and future conflict, using the motto "Past is 

Prologue."  

The discipline of military history is dynamic, changing with 

development as much of the subject area as the societies and 

organisations that make use of it. The dynamic nature of the 

discipline of military history is largely related to the rapidity of 

change the military forces, and the art and science of 

managing them, as well as the frenetic pace of technological 

development that had taken place during the period known as 

the Industrial Revolution, and more recently in the nuclear and 

information ages. An important recent concept is the 

Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) which attempts to explain 

how warfare has been shaped by emerging technologies, such 

as gunpowder. It highlights the short outbursts of rapid 

change followed by periods of relative stability.  

Popular versus academic military 

history 

In terms of the history profession in major countries, military 

history is an orphan, despite its enormous popularity with the 

general public. William H. McNeill points out:  

• This branch of our discipline flourishes in an 

intellectual ghetto. The 144 books in question 

[published in 1968-78] fall into two distinct classes: 

works aimed at a popular readership, written by 

journalists and men of letters outside academic 

circles, and professional work nearly always 
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produced within the military establishment.... The 

study of military history in universities remains 

seriously underdeveloped. Indeed, lack of interest in 

and disdain for military history probably constitute 

one of the strangest prejudices of the profession. 

In recent decades University level courses in military history 

remain popular; often they use films to humanize the combat 

experience. For example, Eugene P. A. Scleh, history professor 

at the University of Maine, has explored the advantages and 

problems of teaching a course of "Modern War and Its Images" 

entirely through films. Students said they found the 

documentaries more valuable than the dramas. However, 

military historians are frustrated by their marginal status in 

major history departments.  

Historiography of military history 

Historiography is the study of the history and method of the 

discipline of history or the study of a specialised topic. In this 

case, military history with an eye to gaining an accurate 

assessment of conflicts using all available sources. For this 

reason military history is periodised, creating overlaying 

boundaries of study and analysis in which descriptions of 

battles by leaders may be unreliable due to the inclination to 

minimize mention of failure and exaggerate success. Military 

historians use Historiographical analysis in an effort to allow 

an unbiased, contemporary view of records.  

One military historian, Jeremy Black, outlined problems 21st-

century military historians face as an inheritance of their 
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predecessors: Eurocentricity, a technological bias, a focus on 

leading military powers and dominant military systems, the 

separation of land from sea and recently air conflicts, the focus 

on state-to-state conflict, a lack of focus on political "tasking" 

in how forces are used.  

If these challenges were not sufficient for the military 

historians, the limits of method are complicated by the lack of 

records, either destroyed or never recorded for its value as a 

military secret that may prevent some salient facts from being 

reported at all; scholars still do not know the exact nature of 

Greek fire for instance. Researching Operation Enduring 

Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom, for example, have 

presented unique challenges to historians due to records that 

were destroyed to protect classified military information, 

among other reasons. Historians utilize their knowledge of 

government regulation and military organization, and 

employing a targeted and systematic research strategy to piece 

together war histories. Despite these limits, wars are some of 

the most studied and detailed periods of human history.  

Military historians have often compared organization, tactical 

and strategic ideas, leadership, and national support of the 

militaries of different nations.  

In the early 1980s, historian Jeffrey Kimball studied the 

influence of a historian's political position on current events 

on interpretive disagreement regarding the causes of 20th 

century wars. He surveyed the ideological preferences of 109 

active diplomatic historians in the United States as well as 54 

active military historians. He finds that their current political 

views are moderately correlated with their historiographical 
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interpretations. A clear position on the left-right continuum 

regarding capitalism was apparent in most cases. All groups 

agreed with the proposition, "historically, Americans have 

tended to view questions of their national security in terms of 

such extremes as good vs. evil." Though the Socialists were 

split, the other groups agreed that "miscalculation and/or 

misunderstanding of the situation" had caused U.S. 

interventionism." Kimball reports that:  

• Of historians in the field of diplomatic history, 7% 

are Socialist, 19% are Other, 53% are Liberal, 11% 

are None and 10% Conservative. Of military 

historians, 0% are Socialist, 8% are Other, 35% are 

Liberal, 18% are None and 40% are Conservative. 

Online resources 

People interested in military history from all periods of time, 

and all subtopics, are increasingly turning to the Internet for 

many more resources than are typically available in nearby 

libraries. Since 1993, one of the most popular sites, with over 

4000 members (subscriptions are free) has been H-WAR, 

sponsored by the H-Net network based at Michigan State 

University. H-War has six coeditors, and an academic advisory 

board that sets policy. It sponsors daily moderated discussions 

of current topics, announcements of new publications and 

conferences, and reports on developments at conferences. The 

H-Net family of lists has sponsored and published over 46,000 

scholarly book reviews, thousands of which deal with books in 

military history broadly conceived. Wikipedia itself has a very 

wide coverage of military history, with over 180,000 articles. 
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Its editors sponsor Wikipedia:WikiProject Military history and 

encourage readers to join.  

Military and war museums 

Military museums specialize in military histories; they are 

often organized from a national point of view, where a museum 

in a particular country will have displays organized around 

conflicts in which that country has taken part. They typically 

take a broad view of warfare's role in the nation's history. They 

typically include displays of weapons and other military 

equipment, uniforms, wartime propaganda, and exhibits on 

civilian life during wartime, and decorations, among others. A 

military museum may be dedicated to a particular or area, 

such as the Imperial War Museum Duxford for military 

aircraft, Deutsches Panzermuseum for tanks, the Lange Max 

Museum for the Western Front (World War I), the International 

Spy Museum for espionage, The National World War I Museum 

for World War I, the "D-Day Paratroopers Historical Center" 

(Normandy) for WWII airborne, or more generalist, such as the 

Canadian War Museum or the Musée de l'Armée. For the Italian 

alpine wall one can find the most popular museum of bunkers 

in the small museum n8bunker at Olang / Kronplatz in the 

heard of the dolomites of South Tyrol. The U.S. Army and the 

state National Guards operate 98 military history museums 

across the United States and three abroad.  

Curators debate how or whether the goal of providing diverse 

representations of war, in terms of positive and negative 

aspects of warfare. War is seldom presented as a good thing, 

but soldiers are heavily praised. David Lowenthal has observed 

that in today's museums, "nothing seems too horrendous to 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

268  

commemorate". Yet as Andrew Whitmarsh notes, "museums 

frequently portray a sanitised version of warfare." The actual 

bomber that dropped the atomic bomb on Japan became the 

focus of an angry national controversy with veterans attacking 

curators and historians when the Smithsonian Institution 

planned to put its fuselage on public display in 1995. The 

uproar led to cancellation of the exhibit.  

Early historians 

The documentation of military history begins with the 

confrontation between Sumer (current Iraq) and Elam (current 

Iran) c. 2700 BC near the modern Basra. Other prominent 

records in military history are the Trojan War in Homer's Iliad 

(though its historicity has been challenged), The Histories by 

Herodotus (484 BC – 425 BC) who is often called the "father of 

history". Next was Thucydides whose impartiality, despite 

being an Athenian, allowed him to take advantage of his exile 

to research the war from different perspectives by carefully 

examining documents and interviewing eyewitnesses. An 

approach centered on the analysis of a leader was taken by 

Xenophon (430 BC – 355 BC) in Anabasis, recording the 

expedition of Cyrus the Younger into Anatolia.  

The records of the Roman Julius Caesar (100 BC – 44 BC) 

enable a comparative approach for campaigns such as 

Commentarii de Bello Gallico and Commentarii de Bello Civili.  
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Technological evolution 

New weapons development can dramatically alter the face of 

war, the cost of warfare, the preparations, and the training of 

soldiers and leaders. A rule of thumb is that if your enemy has 

a potentially war winning weapon, you have to either match it 

or neutralize it.  

Ancient era 

Chariots originated around 2000 BC. The chariot was an 

effective, fast weapon; while one man controlled the 

maneuvering of the chariot, a second bowman could shoot 

arrows at enemy soldiers. These became crucial to the 

maintenance of several governments, including the New 

Egyptian Kingdom and the Shang dynasty and the nation 

states of the early to middle Zhou dynasty.  

Some of the military unit types and technologies which were 

developed in the ancient world are:  

• Slinger 

• Hoplite 

• Auxiliaries 

• Infantry 

• Archery 

• Chariots 

• Cavalry 

For settled agrarian civilizations, the infantry became the core 

of military action. The infantry started as opposing armed 
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groups of soldiers underneath commanders. The Greeks and 

early Romans used rigid, heavily armed phalanxes. The 

Macedonians and Hellenistic states would adopt phalanx 

formations with sarissa pikemen. The Romans would later 

adopt more flexible maniples from their neighbors which made 

them extremely successful in the field of battle. The kingdoms 

of the Warring States in East Asia also adopted infantry 

combat, a transition from chariot warfare from centuries 

earlier.  

Archers were a major component of many ancient armies, 

notably those of the Persians, Scythians, Egyptians, Nubians, 

Indians, Koreans, Chinese, and Japanese.  

Cavalry became an important tool. In the Sicilian Expedition, 

led by Athens in an attempt to subdue Syracuse, the well-

trained Syracusan cavalry became crucial to the success of the 

Syracusans. Macedonian Alexander the Great effectively 

deployed his cavalry forces to secure victories. In battles such 

as the Battle of Cannae of the Second Punic War, and the 

Battle of Carrhae of the Roman-Persian Wars, the importance 

of the cavalry would be repeated.  

There were also horse archers, who had the ability to shoot on 

horseback – the Parthians, Scythians, Mongols, and other 

various steppe people were especially fearsome with this tactic. 

By the 3rd–4th century AD, heavily armored cavalry became 

widely adopted by the Parthians, Sasanians, Byzantines, 

Eastern Han dynasty and Three Kingdoms, etc.  

The early Indo-Iranians developed the use of chariots in 

warfare. The scythed chariot was later invented in India and 

soon adopted by the Persians.  
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War elephants were sometimes deployed for fighting in ancient 

warfare. They were first used in India and later adopted by the 

Persians. War elephants were also used in the Battle of the 

Hydaspes River, and by Hannibal in the Second Punic War 

against the Romans. One of the most important military 

transactions of the ancient world was Chandragupta Maurya's 

gift of 500 elephants to Seleucus I Nicator.  

Naval warfare was often crucial to military success. Early 

navies used sailing ships without cannons; often the goal was 

to ram the enemy ships and cause them to sink. There was 

human oar power, often using slaves, built up to ramming 

speed. Galleys were used in the 3rd millennium BC by the 

Cretans. The Greeks later advanced these ships.  

In 1210 BC, the first recorded naval battle was fought between 

Suppiluliuma II, king of the Hittites, and Cyprus, which was 

defeated. In the Greco-Persian Wars, the navy became of 

increasing importance.  

Triremes were involved in more complicated sea-land 

operations. Themistocles helped to build up a stronger Greek 

navy, composed of 310 ships, and defeated the Persians at the 

Battle of Salamis, ending the Persian invasion of Greece.  

In the First Punic War, the war between Carthage and Rome 

started with an advantage to Carthage because of their naval 

experience. A Roman fleet was built in 261 BC, with the 

addition of the corvus that allowed Roman soldiers to board 

enemy ships. The bridge would prove effective at the Battle of 

Mylae, resulting in a Roman victory.  
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The Vikings, in the 8th century AD, invented a ship propelled 

by oars with a dragon decorating the prow, hence called the 

Drakkar. The 12th century AD Song Dynasty invented ships 

with watertight bulkhead compartments while the 2nd century 

BC Han dynasty invented rudders and sculled oars for their 

warships.  

Fortifications are important in warfare. Early hill-forts were 

used to protect inhabitants in the Iron Age. They were 

primitive forts surrounded by ditches filled with water. Forts 

were then built out of mud bricks, stones, wood, and other 

available materials. Romans used rectangular fortresses built 

out of wood and stone. As long as there have been 

fortifications, there have been contraptions to break in, dating 

back to the times of Romans and earlier. Siege warfare is often 

necessary to capture forts.  

Middle-ages 

Some of the military unit types and technologies which were 

used in the medieval period are:  

• Artillery

• Cataphract

• Condottieri

• Fyrd

• Rashidun

• Mobile guard

• Mamluk

• Janissary

• Knight (see also: Chivalry)

• Crossbow
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• Pikeman

• Samurai

• Sipahi

• Trebuchet

Bows and arrows were often used by combatants. Egyptians 

shot arrows from chariots effectively. The crossbow was 

developed around 500 BC in China, and was used a lot in the 

Middle Ages. The English/Welsh longbow from the 12th 

century also became important in the Middle Ages. It helped to 

give the English a large early advantage in the Hundred Years' 

War, even though the English were eventually defeated. The 

Battle of Crécy and the Battle of Agincourt are excellent 

examples of how to destroy an enemy using a longbow. It 

dominated battlefields for over a century.  

Gunpowder 

There is evidence for gunpowder evolving slowly from 

formulations by Chinese alchemists as early as the 4th 

century, at first as experiments for life force and metal 

transmutation, and later experiments as pyrotechnics and 

incendiaries. By the 10th century, the developments in 

gunpowder led to many new weapons that were improved over 

time. The Chinese used incendiary devices based on this in 

siege warfare against the Mongols starting in the mid 13th 

century. "Pots with wicks of flax or cotton were used, 

containing a combination of sulfur, saltpeter (potassium 

nitrate), aconitine, oil, resin, ground charcoal and wax." 

Joseph Needham argued the Chinese were able to destroy 

buildings and walls using such devices. Such experimentation 

was not present in Western Europe, where the combination of 
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saltpeter, sulfur and charcoal were used exclusively for 

explosives and as a propellant in firearms. What the Chinese 

often referred to as the "fire drug" arrived in Europe, fully 

fleshed out, as gunpowder.  

Cannons were first used in Europe in the early 14th century, 

and played a vital role in the Hundred Years' War. The first 

cannons were simply welded metal bars in the form of a 

cylinder, and the first cannonballs were made of stone. By 

1346, at the Battle of Crécy, the cannon had been used; at the 

Battle of Agincourt they would be used again.  

The first infantry firearms, from fire lances to hand cannons, 

were held in one hand, while the explosive charge was ignited 

by a lit match or hot coal held in the other hand. In the mid-

15th century came the matchlock, allowing the gun to be 

aimed and fired while held steady with both hands, as used in 

the arquebus. Starting about 1500, clever but complicated 

firing mechanisms were invented to generate sparks to ignite 

the powder instead of a lit match, starting with the wheel lock, 

snaplock, snaphance, and finally the flintlock mechanism, 

which was simple and reliable, becoming standard with the 

musket by the early 17th century.  

At the beginning of the 16th century, the first European fire 

ships were used. Ships were filled with flammable materials, 

set on fire, and sent to enemy lines. This tactic was 

successfully used by Francis Drake to scatter the Spanish 

Armada at the Battle of Gravelines, and would later be used by 

the Chinese, Russians, Greeks, and several other countries in 

naval battles.  
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Naval mines were invented in the 17th century, though they 

were not used in great numbers until the American Civil War. 

They were used heavily in the First and Second World Wars. 

Air-deployed naval mines were used to mine the North 

Vietnamese port of Haiphong during the Vietnam War. The 

Iraqi Navy of Saddam Hussein used naval mines extensively 

during the Tanker War, as part of the Iran–Iraq War.  

The first navigable submarine was built in 1624 by Cornelius 

Drebbel, it could cruise at a depth of 15 feet (5 m). However, 

the first military submarine was constructed in 1885 by Isaac 

Peral.  

The Turtle was developed by David Bushnell during the 

American Revolution. Robert Fulton then improved the 

submarine design by creating the Nautilus.  

The Howitzer, a type of field artillery, was developed in the 

17th century to fire high trajectory explosive shells at targets 

that could not be reached by flat trajectory projectiles.  

Organizational changes resulting in better training and 

intercommunication, made the concept combined arms 

possible, allowing the use of infantry, cavalry, and artillery in 

a coordinated way.  

Bayonets also became of wide usage to infantry soldiers. 

Bayonet is named after Bayonne, France where it was first 

manufactured in the 16th century. It is used often in infantry 

charges to fight in hand-to-hand combat. General Jean 

Martinet introduced the bayonet to the French army. They were 

used heavily in the American Civil War, and continued to be 

used in modern wars like the Invasion of Iraq.  
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Balloons were first used in warfare at the end of the 18th 

century. It was first introduced in Paris of 1783; the first 

balloon traveled over 5 miles (8 km). Previously military scouts 

could only see from high points on the ground, or from the 

mast of a ship. Now they could be high in the sky, signalling to 

troops on the ground. This made it much more difficult for 

troop movements to go unobserved.  

At the end of the 18th century, iron-cased artillery rockets 

were successfully used militarily in India against the British by 

Tipu Sultan of the Kingdom of Mysore during the Anglo-Mysore 

Wars. Rockets were generally inaccurate at that time, though 

William Hale, in 1844, was able to develop a better rocket. The 

new rocket no longer needed the rocket stick, and had a higher 

accuracy.  

In the 1860s there were a series of advancements in rifles. The 

first repeating rifle was designed in 1860 by a company bought 

out by Winchester, which made new and improved versions. 

Springfield rifles arrived in the mid-19th century also. Machine 

guns arrived in the late 19th century. Automatic rifles and 

light machine guns first arrived at the beginning of the 20th 

century.  

In the later part of the 19th century, the self-propelled torpedo 

was developed. The HNoMS Rap was the world's first torpedo 

boat.  

Early guns and artillery 

The fire lance, the predecessor of the gun, was invented in 

China between the tenth and eleventh century. The barrel was 
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originally designed out of bamboo shoots, later with metal. 

Joseph Needham notes "all the long preparations and tentative 

experiments were made in China, and everything came to Islam 

and the West fully fledged, whether it was the fire lance or the 

explosive bomb, the rocket or the metal-barrel handgun and 

bombard." By the 1320s Europe had guns, but scholars state 

that the exact time and method of migration from China 

remains a mystery. Evidence of firearms is found in Iran and 

Central Asia in the late fourteenth century. It was not until 

roughly 1442 that guns were referenced in India. Reliable 

references to guns in Russia begins around 1382.  

An illustration of a "pot-shaped gun" found in the Holkham 

Hall Milemete manuscript dated to 1326 shows earliest advent 

of firearms in European history. The illustration shows an 

arrow, set in the pot-shaped gun pointed directly at a 

structure. Archaeological evidence of such "gun arrows" were 

discovered in Eltz Castle, "dated by relation to a historical 

event (a feud with the Archbishop of Trier in 1331-36 leading 

to a siege), seem to confirm again that this was at least one of 

the types of guns like the Milemete used in these very early 

examples."  

According to Peter Fraser Purton, the best evidence of the 

earliest gun in Europe is the Loshult gun, dated to the 

fourteenth century. Discovered in 1861, the Loshult was made 

of bronze measured 11.8 inches in length. A replica of the 

Loshult was created, using similar gunpowder compounds with 

present-day materials, to determine the effectiveness of the 

weapon. The Gunpowder Research Group, who designed the 

recreation, found that at high elevations, the Loshult could fire 

as far as 1300 meters. Though inaccurate, missing targets 
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further than 200 meters, the Loshult could fire a range of 

projectiles such as arrows and shot. It was determined that the 

Loshult could be effectively fired at ranks of soldiers and 

structures.  

Written works from the Cabinet des Titres of the Imperial 

Library of Paris has found evidence of canons in France in 

1338. The works illustrate canons being used on-board ships 

at the Rouen during that time. "...an iron Fire-arm, which was 

provided with forty-eight bolts, made of iron and freather; also 

one pound of saltpetre and half a pound of sulphur to make 

the powder propel arrows."  

Researchers have been unable to determine the sizes of these 

canons and others, outside the artifacts recovered. Sir Henry 

Brackenbury was able to surmise the approximate size of these 

cannons by comparing receipts for both the firearms and the 

corresponding amounts of gunpowder purchased. The receipts 

show a transaction for "25 Livres for 5 canons." Brackenbury 

was able to deduce, when comparing the costs of the cannons 

and the gunpowder apportioned, that they each iron cannon 

weighed approximately 25 lbs, while the brass cannons 

weighed roughly 22 lbs.  

Philip the Bold (1363-1404) is credited with creating the most 

effective artillery power in Europe in the late fourteenth 

century, effectively creating the Burgundian estate. Philip's 

development of a large artillery army made the small country a 

reputable force against larger empires such as England and 

France. Philip had achieved this by establishing a large scale 

artillery manufacturing economy in Burgundy. Philip used his 

new cache of artillery to help the French capture an English-
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held fortress of Odruik. The artillery used to take Odruik used 

cannonballs measuring to about 450 pounds.  

Large artillery was a major contributing factor to the fall of 

Constantinople at the hands of Mehmed the Conqueror (1432-

1481). Having resigned his position as ruler due to youth and 

inexperience in 1446, Mehmed moved to the Ottoman capital of 

Manisa. After his uncle, Murad II died in 1451, Mehmed once 

again became Sultan. He turned his attention to claiming the 

Byzantine capital, Constantinople. Mehmed, like Philip, started 

mass-producing cannons by enticing craftsmen to his cause 

with money and freedom. For 55 days, Constantinople was 

bombarded with artillery fire, throwing cannonballs as large as 

800 lbs at its walls. On May 29, 1453, Constantinople fell into 

Ottoman control.  

Early firearm tactics 

As guns and artillery became more advanced and prevalent, so 

to did the tactics by which they were implemented. According 

to Historian Michael Roberts "...a military revolution began 

with the broad adoption of firearms and artillery by late 

sixteenth-century European armies." Infantry with firearms 

replaced cavalry. Empires adapted their strongholds to 

withstand artillery fire. Eventually drilling strategies and 

battlefield tactics were adapted for the evolution in firearms 

use.  

In Japan, at the same time during the sixteenth-century, this 

military evolution was also taking hold. These changes 

included a universal adoption of firearms, tactical 

developments for effective use, logistical restructuring within 
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the military itself, and "the emergence of centralized and 

political and institutional relationships indicative of the early 

modern order."  

Tactically, beginning with Oda Nobunaga, the technique known 

as "volleying" or countermarch drills were implemented. Volley 

fire is an organized implementation of firearms, where infantry 

are structured in ranks. The ranks will alternate between 

loading and firing positions, allowing more consistent rates of 

fire and preventing enemies from taking over a position while 

members reload.  

Historical evidence shows that Oda Nobunaga implemented his 

volley technique successfully in 1575, twenty years before 

evidence of such a technique is shown in Europe. The first 

indications of the countermarch technique in Europe was by 

Lord William Louis of Nassau (1538-1574) in the mid 1590s.  

Korea also seemed to be adapting the volley technique, earlier 

than even the Japanese. "Koreans seem to have employed some 

kind of volley principle with guns by 1447, when the Korean 

King Sejong the Great instructed his gunners to shoot their 

'fire barrels' in squads of five, taking turns firing and loading."  

This was on display during what Kenneth Swope called the 

First Great East Asian War, when Japan was trying to take 

control and subjugate Korea. Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537–1598) 

made a failed invasion of Korea, which lasted six years, 

eventually pushed back by the Koreans with the aid of Ming 

China. Japan, using overwhelming firepower, had many early 

victories on the Korean peninsula's. Though the Korean's had 

similar manpower, "the curtain of arrows thrown up by 

defenders was wiped out by (Japanese) gunfire." After the 
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Japanese were finally pushed back in 1598, sweeping military 

reforms took place in Korea, largely based on updating and 

implementing the volley technique with firearms.  

It was Qi Jiguang, a Ming Chinese General that provided the 

original treatise, disseminated to Koreans, that aided in this 

venture. In these manuals, Qi "...gave detailed instructions in 

the use of small group tactics, psychological warfare, and other 

'modern' techniques." Qi emphasized repetitive drilling, 

dividing men into smaller groups, separating the strong from 

weak. Qi's ethos was one of synthesizing smaller groups, 

trained in various tactical formations, into larger companies, 

battalions and armies. By doing this they could "operate as 

eyes, hands, and feet..." aiding to overall unit cohesion.  

Modern technologies 

At the start of the World Wars, various nations had developed 

weapons that were a surprise to their adversaries, leading to a 

need to learn from this, and alter how to combat them. Flame 

throwers were first used in the First World War. The French 

were the first to introduce the armored car in 1902. Then in 

1918, the British produced the first armored troop carrier. 

Many early tanks were proof of concept but impractical until 

further development. In World War I, the British and French 

held a crucial advantage due to their superiority in tanks; the 

Germans had only a few dozen A7V tanks, as well as 170 

captured tanks. The British and French both had several 

hundred each. The French tanks included the 13 ton 

Schneider-Creusot, with a 75 mm gun, and the British had the 

Mark IV and Mark V tanks.  
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On December 17, 1903, the Wright Brothers performed the first 

controlled, powered, heavier-than-air flight; it went 39 meters 

(120 ft). In 1907, the first helicopter flew, but it wasn't 

practical for usage. Aviation became important in World War I, 

in which several aces gained fame. In 1911 an aircraft took off 

from a warship for the first time. Landings on a cruiser were 

another matter. This led to the development of an aircraft 

carrier with a decent unobstructed flight deck.  

Chemical warfare exploded into the public consciousness in 

World War I but may have been used in earlier wars without as 

much human attention. The Germans used gas-filled shells at 

the Battle of Bolimov on January 3, 1915. These were not 

lethal, however. In April 1915, the Germans developed a 

chlorine gas that was highly lethal, and used it to moderate 

effect at the Second Battle of Ypres. Gas masks were invented 

in matter of weeks, and poison gas proved ineffective at 

winning battles. It was made illegal by all nations in the 

1920s.  

World War II gave rise to even more technology. The worth of 

the aircraft carrier was proved in the battles between the 

United States and Japan like the Battle of Midway. Radar was 

independently invented by the Allies and Axis powers. It used 

radio waves to detect objects. Molotov cocktails were invented 

by General Franco in the Spanish Civil War, directing the 

Nationalists to use them against Soviet tanks in the assault on 

Toledo. The atomic bomb was developed by the Manhattan 

Project and dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, 

quickly ending World War II.  
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During the Cold War, the main powers engaged in a Nuclear 

arms race. In the space race, both nations attempted to launch 

human beings into space to the moon. Other technological 

advances centered on intelligence (like the spy satellite) and 

missiles (ballistic missiles, cruise missiles). Nuclear 

submarine, invented in 1955. This meant submarines no longer 

had to surface as often, and could run more quietly. They 

evolved into becoming underwater missile platforms.  

Periods of military history 

The influence of technology on military history, and evident 

Eurocentrism are nowhere more pronounced than in the 

attempt by the military historians to divide their subject area 

into more manageable periods of analysis. While general 

discipline of history subdivides history into Ancient history 

(Classical antiquity), Middle Ages (Europe, 4th century – 15th 

century), Early Modern period (Europe, 14th century – 18th 

century), Modern era (Europe, 18th century – 20th century), 

and the Post-Modern (USA, 1949–present), the periodisation 

below stresses technological change in its emphasis, 

particularly the crucial dramatic change during the Gunpowder 

warfare period.  

The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars were directly 

comparable to those that came before them, with invasion 

attempts defeated by naval superiority, minor colonial 

operations, and continental participation by a small regular 

army whose contribution to the final victory was predictably 

inflated.  
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However, for the continental forces, those wars resulted in 

military, political, and social change. Clausewitz was not alone 

in believing that life would never be the same again after them; 

moreover, he saw more plainly than anyone that the small 

warfare of the eighteenth century was not the norm that 

British historians believed it to be, but the result of a specific 

social and political system that seen had its day.  

Periodisation is not uniformly applied through time and space, 

affirming the claims of Eurocentrism from regional historians. 

For example, what might be described as prehistoric warfare is 

still practised in a few parts of the world. Other eras that are 

distinct in European history, such as the era of medieval 

warfare, may have little relevance in East Asia.  

Ancient warfare 

Much of what we know of ancient history is the history of 

militaries: their conquests, their movements, and their 

technological innovations. There are many reasons for this. 

Kingdoms and empires, the central units of control in the 

ancient world, could only be maintained through military force. 

Due to limited agricultural ability, there were relatively few 

areas that could support large communities, so fighting was 

common.  

Weapons and armor, designed to be sturdy, tended to last 

longer than other artifacts, and thus a great deal of surviving 

artifacts recovered tend to fall in this category as they are 

more likely to survive. Weapons and armor were also mass-

produced to a scale that makes them quite plentiful 
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throughout history, and thus more likely to be found in 

archaeological digs.  

Such items were also considered signs of prosperity or virtue, 

and thus were likely to be placed in tombs and monuments to 

prominent warriors. And writing, when it existed, was often 

used for kings to boast of military conquests or victories.  

Writing, when used by the common man, also tended to record 

such events, as major battles and conquests constituted major 

events that many would have considered worthy of recording 

either in an epic such as the Homeric writings pertaining to 

the Trojan War, or even personal writings. Indeed, the earliest 

stories center on warfare, as war was both a common and 

dramatic aspect of life; the witnessing of a major battle 

involving many thousands of soldiers would be quite a 

spectacle, even today, and thus considered worthy both of 

being recorded in song and art, but also in realistic histories, 

as well as being a central element in a fictional work.  

Lastly, as nation states evolved and empires grew, the 

increased need for order and efficiency lead to an increase in 

the number of records and writings. Officials and armies would 

have good reason for keeping detailed records and accounts 

involving any and all things concerning a matter such as 

warfare that, in the words of Sun Tzu, was "a matter of vital 

importance to the state". For all these reasons, military history 

comprises a large part of ancient history.  

Notable militaries in the ancient world included the Egyptians, 

Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Ancient Greeks (notably the 

Spartans and Macedonians), Kushites, Indians (notably the 

Magadhas, Gangaridais, Gandharas and Cholas), Early 
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Imperial Chinese (notably the Qin and Han Dynasties), 

Xiongnu Confederation, Ancient Romans, and Carthaginians.  

The fertile crescent of Mesopotamia was the center of several 

prehistoric conquests. Mesopotamia was conquered by the 

Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians, Assyrians and Persians. 

Iranians were the first nation to introduce cavalry into their 

army.  

Egypt began growing as an ancient power, but eventually fell to 

the Libyans, Nubians, Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, 

Byzantines and Arabs.  

The earliest recorded battle in India was the Battle of the Ten 

Kings. The Indian epics Mahabharata and Ramayana are 

centered on conflicts and refer to military formations, theories 

of warfare and esoteric weaponry. Chanakya's Arthashastra 

contains a detailed study on ancient warfare, including topics 

on espionage and war elephants.  

Alexander the Great invaded Northwestern India and defeated 

King Porus in the Battle of the Hydaspes River. The same 

region was soon re conquered by Chandragupta Maurya after 

defeating the Macedonians and Seleucids. He also went on to 

conquer the Nanda Empire and unify Northern India. Most of 

Southern Asia was unified under his grandson Ashoka the 

Great after the Kalinga War, though the empire collapsed not 

long after his reign.  

In China, the Shang dynasty and Zhou dynasty had risen and 

collapsed. This led to a Warring States period, in which several 

states continued to fight with each other over territory. 

Philosopher-strategists such as Confucius and Sun Tzu wrote 
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various manuscripts on ancient warfare (as well as 

international diplomacy).  

The Warring States era philosopher Mozi (Micius) and his 

Mohist followers invented various siege weapons and 

siegecraft, including the Cloud Ladder (a four-wheeled, 

extendable ramp) to scale fortified walls during a siege of an 

enemy city. The warring states were first unified by Qin Shi 

Huang after a series of military conquests, creating the first 

empire in China.  

His empire was succeeded by the Han dynasty, which expanded 

into Central Asia, Northern China/Manchuria, Southern China, 

and present day Korea and Vietnam. The Han came into 

conflict with settled people such as the Wiman Joseon, and 

proto-Vietnamese Nanyue. They also came into conflict with 

the Xiongnu (Huns), Yuezhi, and other steppe civilizations.  

The Han defeated and drove the Xiongnus west, securing the 

city-states along the silk route that continued into the 

Parthian Empire. After the decline of central imperial 

authority, the Han Dynasty collapsed into an era of civil war 

and continuous warfare during the Three Kingdoms period in 

the 3rd century AD.  

The Achaemenid Persian Empire was founded by Cyrus the 

Great after conquering the Median Empire, Neo-Babylonian 

Empire, Lydia and Asia Minor. His successor Cambyses went 

on to conquer the Egyptian Empire, much of Central Asia, and 

parts of Greece, India and Libya. The empire later fell to 

Alexander the Great after defeating Darius III. After being 

ruled by the Seleucid dynasty, the Persian Empire was 

subsequently ruled by the Parthian and Sassanid dynasties, 
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which were the Roman Empire's greatest rivals during the 

Roman-Persian Wars.  

In Greece, several city-states rose to power, including Athens 

and Sparta. The Greeks successfully stopped two Persian 

invasions, the first at the Battle of Marathon, where the 

Persians were led by Darius the Great, and the second at the 

Battle of Salamis, a naval battle where the Greek ships were 

deployed by orders of Themistocles and the Persians were 

under Xerxes I, and the land engagement of the Battle of 

Plataea.  

The Peloponnesian War then erupted between the two Greek 

powers Athens and Sparta. Athens built a long wall to protect 

its inhabitants, but the wall helped to facilitate the spread of a 

plague that killed about 30,000 Athenians, including Pericles. 

After a disastrous campaign against Syracuse, the Athenian 

navy was decisively defeated by Lysander at the Battle of 

Aegospotami.  

The Macedonians, underneath Philip II of Macedon and 

Alexander the Great, invaded Persia and won several major 

victories, establishing Macedonia as a major power. However, 

following Alexander's death at an early age, the empire quickly 

fell apart.  

Meanwhile, Rome was gaining power, following a rebellion 

against the Etruscans. During the three Punic Wars, the 

Romans defeated the neighboring power of Carthage. The First 

Punic War centered on naval warfare. The Second Punic War 

started with Hannibal's invasion of Italy by crossing the Alps. 

He famously won the encirclement at the Battle of Cannae. 

However, after Scipio invaded Carthage, Hannibal was forced to 
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follow and was defeated at the Battle of Zama, ending the role 

of Carthage as a power.  

After defeating Carthage the Romans went on to become the 

Mediterranean's dominant power, successfully campaigning in 

Greece, (Aemilius Paulus decisive victory over Macedonia at the 

Battle of Pydna), in the Middle East (Lucius Licinius Lucullus, 

Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus), in Gaul (Gaius Julius Caesar) and 

defeating several Germanic tribes (Gaius Marius, Germanicus). 

While Roman armies suffered several major losses, their large 

population and ability (and will) to replace battlefield 

casualties, their training, organization, tactical and technical 

superiority enabled Rome to stay a predominant military force 

for several centuries, utilizing well trained and maneuverable 

armies to routinely overcome the much larger "tribal" armies of 

their foes (see Battles of Aquae Sextiae, Vercellae, 

Tigranocerta, Alesia).  

In 54 BC the Roman triumvir Marcus Licinius Crassus took the 

offensive against the Parthian Empire in the east. In a decisive 

battle at Carrhae Romans were defeated and the golden Aquilae 

(legionary battle standards) were taken as trophies to 

Ctesiphon. The battle was one of the worst defeats suffered by 

the Roman Republic in its entire history.  

While successfully dealing with foreign opponents, Rome 

experienced numerous civil wars, notably the power struggles 

of Roman generals such as Marius and Sulla during the end of 

the Republic. Caesar was also notable for his role in the civil 

war against the other member of the Triumvirate (Pompey) and 

against the Roman Senate.  
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The successors of Caesar – Octavian and Mark Anthony, also 

fought a civil war with Caesar's assassins (Senators Brutus, 

Cassius, etc.). Octavian and Mark Anthony eventually fought 

another civil war between themselves to determine the sole 

ruler of Rome. Octavian emerged victorious and Rome was 

turned into an empire with a huge standing army of 

professional soldiers.  

By the time of Marcus Aurelius, the Romans had expanded to 

the Atlantic Ocean in the west and to Mesopotamia in the east 

and controlled Northern Africa and Central Europe up to the 

Black Sea. However, Aurelius marked the end of the Five Good 

Emperors, and Rome quickly fell into decline.  

The Huns, Goths, and other barbaric groups invaded Rome, 

which continued to suffer from inflation and other internal 

strifes. Despite the attempts of Diocletian, Constantine I, and 

Theodosius I, western Rome collapsed and was eventually 

conquered in 476. The Byzantine empire continued to prosper, 

however.  

Medieval warfare 

When stirrups came into use some time during the Dark Ages 

militaries were forever changed. This invention coupled with 

technological, cultural, and social developments had forced a 

dramatic transformation in the character of warfare from 

antiquity, changing military tactics and the role of cavalry and 

artillery.  

Similar patterns of warfare existed in other parts of the world. 

In China around the 5th century armies moved from massed 
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infantry to cavalry based forces, copying the steppe nomads. 

The Middle East and North Africa used similar, if often more 

advanced, technologies than Europe.  

In Japan the Medieval warfare period is considered by many to 

have stretched into the 19th century. In Africa along the Sahel 

and Sudan states like the Kingdom of Sennar and Fulani 

Empire employed Medieval tactics and weapons well after they 

had been supplanted in Europe.  

In the Medieval period, feudalism was firmly implanted, and 

there existed many landlords in Europe. Landlords often owned 

castles to protect their territory.  

The Islamic Arab Empire began rapidly expanding throughout 

the Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia, initially led by 

Rashidun Caliphate, and later under the Umayyads. While 

their attempts to invade Europe by way of the Balkans were 

defeated by Byzantium and Bulgaria, the Arabs expanded to 

the Iberian Peninsula in the west and the Indus Valley in the 

east. The Abassids then took over the Arab Empire, though the 

Umayyads remained in control of Islamic Spain.  

At the Battle of Tours, the Franks under Charles Martel 

stopped short a Muslim invasion. The Abassids defeated the 

Tang Chinese army at the Battle of Talas, but were later 

defeated by the Seljuk Turks and the Mongols centuries later, 

until the Arab Empire eventually came to an end after the 

Battle of Baghdad in 1258.  

In China, the Sui dynasty had risen and conquered the Chen 

Dynasty of the south. They invaded Vietnam (northern Vietnam 

had been in Chinese control since the Han dynasty), fighting 
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the troops of Champa, who had cavalry mounted on elephants. 

After decades of economic turmoil and a failed invasion of 

Korea, the Sui collapsed and was followed by the Tang dynasty, 

who fought with various Turkic groups, the Tibetans of Lhasa, 

the Tanguts, the Khitans, and collapsed due to political 

fragmentation of powerful regional military governors 

(jiedushi). The innovative Song dynasty followed next, 

inventing new weapons of war that employed the use of Greek 

Fire and gunpowder (see section below) against enemies such 

as the Jurchens.  

The Mongols under Genghis Khan, Ögedei Khan, Möngke Khan, 

and Kublai Khan conquered most of Eurasia. They took over 

China, Persia, Turkestan, and Russia. After Kublai Khan took 

power and created the Yuan dynasty, the divisions of the 

empire ceased to cooperate with each other, and the Mongol 

Empire was only nominally united.  

In New Zealand, prior to European discovery, oral histories, 

legends and whakapapa include many stories of battles and 

wars. Māori warriors were held in high esteem. One group of 

Polynesians migrated to the Chatham Islands, where they 

developed the largely pacifist Moriori culture. Their pacifism 

left the Moriori unable to defend themselves when the islands 

were invaded by mainland Māori in the 1830s.  

They proceeded to massacre the Moriori and enslave the 

survivors. Warrior culture also developed in the isolated 

Hawaiian Islands. During the 1780s and 1790s the chiefs and 

alii were constantly fighting for power. After a series of battles 

the Hawaiian Islands were united for the first time under a 

single ruler who would become known as Kamehameha I.  
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Gunpowder warfare 

After gunpowder weapons were first developed in Song dynasty 

China (see also Technology of Song Dynasty), the technology 

later spread west to the Ottoman Empire, from where it spread 

to the Safavid Empire of Persia and the Mughal Empire of 

India. The arquebus was later adopted by European armies 

during the Italian Wars of the early 16th century.  

This all brought an end to the dominance of armored cavalry 

on the battlefield. The simultaneous decline of the feudal 

system – and the absorption of the medieval city-states into 

larger states – allowed the creation of professional standing 

armies to replace the feudal levies and mercenaries that had 

been the standard military component of the Middle Ages.  

In Africa, Ahmad ibn Ibrihim al-Ghazi, was the first African 

commander to use gunpowder on the continent in the 

Ethiopian–Adal War, that lasted for fourteen years (1529–

1543). 

The period spanning between the 1648 Peace of Westphalia and 

the 1789 French Revolution is also known as Kabinettskriege 

(Princes' warfare) as wars were mainly carried out by imperial 

or monarchics states, decided by cabinets and limited in scope 

and in their aims. They also involved quickly shifting alliances, 

and mainly used mercenaries.  

Over the course of the 18th-19th centuries all military arms 

and services underwent significant developments that included 

a more mobile field artillery, the transition from use of 

battalion infantry drill in close order to open order formations 
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and the transfer of emphasis from the use of bayonets to the 

rifle that replaced the musket, and virtual replacement of all 

types of cavalry with the universal dragoons, or mounted 

infantry.  

Military Revolution 

The Military Revolution is a conceptual schema for explaining 

the transformation of European military strategy, tactics and 

technology in the early modern period. The argument is the 

dramatic advances in technology, government finance, and 

public administration transformed and modernized European 

armies, tactics, and logistics. Since warfare was so central to 

the European state, the transformation at a major impact on 

modernizing government bureaucracies, taxation, and the 

national economy. The concept was introduced by Michael 

Roberts in the 1950s as he focused on Sweden 1560–1660. 

Roberts emphasized the introduction of muskets that could not 

be aimed at small targets, but could be very effective when 

fired in volleys by three ranks of infantry soldiers, with one 

firing while the other two ranks reloaded. All three ranks 

march forward to demolish the enemy. The infantry now had 

the firepower that had been reserved to the artillery, and had 

mobility that could rapidly advance in the battlefield, which 

the artillery lacked. The infantry thereby surpassed the 

artillery in tactical maneuvering on the battlefield. Roberts 

linked these advances with larger historical consequences, 

arguing that innovations in tactics, drill and doctrine by the 

Dutch and Swedes 1560–1660 led to a need for more and better 

trained troops and thus for permanent forces (standing 

armies). Armies grew much larger and more expensive. These 

changes in turn had major political consequences in the level 
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of administrative support and the supply of money, men and 

provisions, producing new financial demands and the creation 

of new governmental institutions. "Thus, argued Roberts, the 

modern art of war made possible—and necessary—the creation 

of the modern state". In the 1990s the concept was modified 

and extended by Geoffrey Parker, who argued that 

developments in fortification and siege warfare caused the 

revolution. The concept of a military revolution based upon 

technology has given way to models based more on a slow 

evolution in which technology plays a minor role to 

organization, command and control, logistics and in general 

non-material improvements. The revolutionary nature of these 

changes was only visible after a long evolution that handed 

Europe a predominant place in warfare, a place that the 

industrial revolution would confirm.  

The concept of a military revolution in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries has received a mixed reception among 

historians. Noted military historians Michael Duffy and Jeremy 

Black have strongly criticised it as misleading, exaggerated 

and simplistic.  

Industrial warfare 

As weapons—particularly small arms—became easier to use, 

countries began to abandon a complete reliance on 

professional soldiers in favor of conscription. Technological 

advances became increasingly important; while the armies of 

the previous period had usually had similar weapons, the 

industrial age saw encounters such as the Battle of Sadowa, in 

which possession of a more advanced technology played a 

decisive role in the outcome. Conscription was employed in 
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industrial warfare to increase the number of military personnel 

that were available for combat. Conscription was notably used 

by Napoleon Bonaparte and the major parties during the two 

World Wars.  

Total war was used in industrial warfare, the objective being to 

prevent the opposing nation to engage in war. Napoleon was 

the innovator. William Tecumseh Sherman's "March to the Sea" 

and Philip Sheridan's burning of the Shenandoah Valley during 

the American Civil War were examples. On the largest scale the 

strategic bombing of enemy cities and industrial factories 

during World War II was total warfare.  

Modern warfare 

Since the 1940s, preparation for a major war has been based 

on technological arms races involving all sorts of new weapons 

systems, such as nuclear and biological, as well as 

computerized control systems, and the opening of new venues, 

such as seen in the Space race involving the United States, the 

Soviet Union, and more recently, China.  

Modern war also saw the improvement of armored tank 

technology. While tanks were present in the First World War, 

and the Second World War, armored warfare technology came 

to a head with the start of the Cold War. Many of the 

technologies commonly seen on main battle tanks today, such 

as composite armor, high caliber cannons, and advanced 

targeting systems, would be developed during this time.  

A distinctive feature since 1945 is the absence of wars between 

major powers—indeed the near absence of any traditional wars 
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between established countries. The major exceptions were the 

Indo-Pakistani War of 1971, the Iran–Iraq War 1980-1988, and 

the Gulf War of 1990-91. Instead actual fighting has largely 

been a matter of civil wars and insurgencies.  

  



Chapter 12 

Naval Warfare 

Naval warfare is human combat in and on the sea, the ocean, 

or any other battlespace involving a major body of water such 

as a large lake or wide river.  

History 

Mankind has fought battles on the sea for more than 3,000 

years. Even in the interior of large landmasses, transportation 

before the advent of extensive railroads was largely dependent 

upon rivers, canals, and other navigable waterways.  

The latter were crucial in the development of the modern world 

in the United Kingdom, the Low Countries and northern 

Germany, for they enabled the bulk movement of goods and 

raw materials without which the Industrial Revolution would 

not have occurred. Prior to 1750, materials largely moved by 

river barge or sea vessels. Thus armies, with their exorbitant 

needs for food, ammunition and fodder, were tied to the river 

valleys throughout the ages.  

The oceanic influences throughout pre-recorded history 

(Homeric Legends, e.g. Troy), and classical works such as The 

Odyssey underscore the past influences. The Persian Empire – 

united and strong – could not prevail against the might of the 

Athenian fleet combined with that of lesser city states in 

several attempts to conquer the Greek city states. Phoenicia's 
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and Egypt's power, Carthage's and even Rome's largely 

depended upon control of the seas.  

So too did the Venetian Republic dominate Italy's city states, 

thwart the Ottoman Empire, and dominate commerce on the 

Silk Road and the Mediterranean in general for centuries. For 

three centuries, the Northmen (commonly called Vikings) 

raided and pillaged and went where they willed, far into central 

Russia and the Ukraine, and even to distant Constantinople 

(both via the Black Sea tributaries, Sicily, and through the 

Strait of Gibraltar).  

Gaining control of the sea has largely depended on a fleet's 

ability to wage sea battles. Throughout most of naval history, 

naval warfare revolved around two overarching concerns, 

namely boarding and anti-boarding. It was only in the late 

16th century, when gunpowder technology had developed to a 

considerable extent, that the tactical focus at sea shifted to 

heavy ordnance.  

Many sea battles through history also provide a reliable source 

of shipwrecks for underwater archaeology. A major example is 

the exploration of the wrecks of various warships in the Pacific 

Ocean.  

Mediterranean Sea 

The first dateable recorded sea battle occurred about 1210 BC: 

Suppiluliuma II, king of the Hittites, defeated a fleet from 

Cyprus, and burned their ships at sea.  
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In the Battle of the Delta, the Ancient Egyptians defeated the 

Sea Peoples in a sea battle circa 1175 BC. As recorded on the 

temple walls of the mortuary temple of pharaoh Ramesses III at 

Medinet Habu, this repulsed a major sea invasion near the 

shores of the eastern Nile Delta using a naval ambush and 

archers firing from both ships and shore.  

Assyrian reliefs from the 8th century BC show Phoenician 

fighting ships, with two levels of oars, fighting men on a sort of 

bridge or deck above the oarsmen, and some sort of ram 

protruding from the bow. No written mention of strategy or 

tactics seems to have survived.  

Josephus Flavius (Antiquities IX 283–287) reports a naval 

battle between Tyre and the king of Assyria who was aided by 

the other cities in Phoenicia. The battle took place off the 

shores of Tyre. Although the Tyrian fleet was much smaller in 

size, the Tyrians defeated their enemies.  

The Greeks of Homer just used their ships as transport for 

land armies, but in 664 BC there is a mention of a battle at 

sea between Corinth and its colony city Corcyra.  

Ancient descriptions of the Persian Wars were the first to 

feature large-scale naval operations, not just sophisticated 

fleet engagements with dozens of triremes on each side, but 

combined land-sea operations. It seems unlikely that all this 

was the product of a single mind or even of a generation; most 

likely the period of evolution and experimentation was simply 

not recorded by history.  

After some initial battles while subjugating the Greeks of the 

Ionian coast, the Persians determined to invade Greece proper. 
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Themistocles of Athens estimated that the Greeks would be 

outnumbered by the Persians on land, but that Athens could 

protect itself by building a fleet (the famous "wooden walls"), 

using the profits of the silver mines at Laurium to finance 

them.  

The first Persian campaign, in 492 BC, was aborted because 

the fleet was lost in a storm, but the second, in 490 BC, 

captured islands in the Aegean Sea before landing on the 

mainland near Marathon. Attacks by the Greek armies 

repulsed these.  

The third Persian campaign in 480 BC, under Xerxes I of 

Persia, followed the pattern of the second in marching the 

army via the Hellespont while the fleet paralleled them 

offshore. Near Artemisium, in the narrow channel between the 

mainland and Euboea, the Greek fleet held off multiple 

assaults by the Persians, the Persians breaking through a first 

line, but then being flanked by the second line of ships. But 

the defeat on land at Thermopylae forced a Greek withdrawal, 

and Athens evacuated its population to nearby Salamis Island.  

The ensuing Battle of Salamis was one of the decisive 

engagements of history. Themistocles trapped the Persians in a 

channel too narrow for them to bring their greater numbers to 

bear, and attacked them vigorously, in the end causing the 

loss of 200 Persian ships vs 40 Greek. Aeschylus wrote a play 

about the defeat, The Persians, which was performed in a 

Greek theatre competition a few years after the battle. It is the 

oldest known surviving play. At the end, Xerxes still had a fleet 

stronger than the Greeks, but withdrew anyway, and after 

losing at Plataea in the following year, returned to Asia Minor, 
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leaving the Greeks their freedom. Nevertheless, the Athenians 

and Spartans attacked and burned the laid-up Persian fleet at 

Mycale, and freed many of the Ionian towns. These battles 

involved triremes or biremes as the standard fighting platform, 

and the focus of the battle was to ram the opponent's vessel 

using the boat's reinforced prow. The opponent would try to 

maneuver and avoid contact, or alternately rush all the 

marines to the side about to be hit, thus tilting the boat. When 

the ram had withdrawn and the marines dispersed, the hole 

would now be above the waterline and not a critical injury to 

the ship.  

During the next fifty years, the Greeks commanded the Aegean, 

but not harmoniously. After several minor wars, tensions 

exploded into the Peloponnesian War (431 BC) between Athens' 

Delian League and the Spartan Peloponnese. Naval strategy 

was critical; Athens walled itself off from the rest of Greece, 

leaving only the port at Piraeus open, and trusting in its navy 

to keep supplies flowing while the Spartan army besieged it. 

This strategy worked, although the close quarters likely 

contributed to the plague that killed many Athenians in 429 

BC.  

There were a number of sea battles between galleys; at Rhium, 

Naupactus, Pylos, Syracuse, Cynossema, Cyzicus, Notium. But 

the end came for Athens in 405 BC at Aegospotami in the 

Hellespont, where the Athenians had drawn up their fleet on 

the beach, and were surprised by the Spartan fleet, who landed 

and burned all the ships. Athens surrendered to Sparta in the 

following year.  
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Navies next played a major role in the complicated wars of the 

successors of Alexander the Great.  

The Roman Republic had never been much of a seafaring 

nation, but it had to learn. In the Punic Wars with Carthage, 

Romans developed the technique of grappling and boarding 

enemy ships with soldiers. The Roman Navy grew gradually as 

Rome became more involved in Mediterranean politics; by the 

time of the Roman Civil War and the Battle of Actium (31 BC), 

hundreds of ships were involved, many of them quinqueremes 

mounting catapults and fighting towers. Following the Emperor 

Augustus transforming the Republic into the Roman Empire, 

Rome gained control of most of the Mediterranean. Without any 

significant maritime enemies, the Roman navy was reduced 

mostly to patrolling for pirates and transportation duties. It 

was only on the fringes of the Empire, in newly gained 

provinces or defensive missions against barbarian invasion, did 

the navy still engage in actual warfare.  

Europe, Western Asia, and Northern Africa 

While the barbarian invasions of the 4th century and later 

mostly occurred by land, some notable examples of naval 

conflicts are known. In the late 3rd century, in the reign of 

Emperor Gallienus, a large raiding party composed by Goths, 

Gepids and Heruli, launched itself in the Black Sea, raiding 

the coasts of Anatolia and Thrace, and crossing into the 

Aegean Sea, plundering mainland Greece (including Athens and 

Sparta) and going as far as Crete and Rhodes. In the twilight of 

the Roman Empire in the late 4th century, examples include 

that of Emperor Majorian, who, with the help of 

Constantinople, mustered a large fleet in a failed effort to expel 
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the Germanic invaders from their recently conquered African 

territories, and a defeat of an Ostrogothic fleet at Sena Gallica 

in the Adriatic Sea.  

During the Muslim conquests of the 7th century, Arab fleets 

first appeared, raiding Sicily in 652 (see History of Islam in 

southern Italy and Emirate of Sicily), and defeating the 

Byzantine Navy in 655. Constantinople was saved from a 

prolonged Arab siege in 678 by the invention of Greek fire, an 

early form of flamethrower that was devastating to the ships in 

the besieging fleet. These were the first of many encounters 

during the Byzantine-Arab Wars.  

The Islamic Caliphate, or Arab Empire, became the dominant 

naval power in the Mediterranean Sea from the 7th to 13th 

centuries, during what is known as the Islamic Golden Age. 

One of the most significant inventions in medieval naval 

warfare was the torpedo, invented in Syria by the Arab inventor 

Hasan al-Rammah in 1275. His torpedo ran on water with a 

rocket system filled with explosive gunpowder materials and 

had three firing points. It was an effective weapon against 

ships.  

In the 8th century the Vikings appeared, although their usual 

style was to appear quickly, plunder, and disappear, preferably 

attacking undefended locations. The Vikings raided places 

along the coastline of England and France, with the greatest 

threats being in England. They would raid monasteries for 

their wealth and lack of formidable defenders. They also 

utilized rivers and other auxiliary waterways to work their way 

inland in the eventual invasion of Britain. They wreaked havoc 

in Northumbria and Mercia and the rest of Anglia before being 
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halted by Wessex. King Alfred the Great of England was able to 

stay the Viking invasions with a pivotal victory at the Battle of 

Edington. Alfred defeated Guthrum, establishing the 

boundaries of Danelaw in an 884 treaty. The effectiveness of 

Alfred's 'fleet' has been debated; Dr. Kenneth Harl has pointed 

out that as few as eleven ships were sent to combat the 

Vikings, only two of which were not beaten back or captured.  

The Vikings also fought several sea battles among themselves. 

This was normally done by binding the ships on each side 

together, thus essentially fighting a land battle on the sea. 

However the fact that the losing side could not easily escape 

meant that battles tended to be hard and bloody. The Battle of 

Svolder is perhaps the most famous of these battles.  

As Arab power in the Mediterranean began to wane, the Italian 

trading towns of Genoa, Pisa, and Venice stepped in to seize 

the opportunity, setting up commercial networks and building 

navies to protect them. At first the navies fought with the 

Arabs (off Bari in 1004, at Messina in 1005), but then they 

found themselves contending with Normans moving into Sicily, 

and finally with each other. The Genoese and Venetians fought 

four naval wars, in 1253–1284, 1293–1299, 1350–1355, and 

1378–1381. The last ended with a decisive Venetian victory, 

giving it almost a century to enjoy Mediterranean trade 

domination before other European countries began expanding 

into the south and west.  

In the north of Europe, the near-continuous conflict between 

England and France was characterised by raids on coastal 

towns and ports along the coastlines and the securing of sea 

lanes to protect troop–carrying transports. The Battle of Dover 
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in 1217, between a French fleet of 80 ships under Eustace the 

Monk and an English fleet of 40 under Hubert de Burgh, is 

notable as the first recorded battle using sailing ship tactics. 

The battle of Arnemuiden (23 September 1338), which resulted 

in a French victory, marked the opening of the Hundred Years 

War and was the first battle involving artillery. However the 

battle of Sluys, fought two years later, saw the destruction of 

the French fleet in a decisive action which allowed the English 

effective control of the sea lanes and the strategic initiative for 

much of the war.  

Eastern, Southern, and Southeast Asia 

The Sui (581–618) and Tang (618–907) dynasties of China were 

involved in several naval affairs over the triple set of polities 

ruling medieval Korea (Three Kingdoms of Korea), along with 

engaging naval bombardments on the peninsula from Asuka 

period Yamato Kingdom (Japan).  

The Tang dynasty aided the Korean kingdom of Silla (see also 

Unified Silla) and expelled the Korean kingdom of Baekje with 

the aid of Japanese naval forces from the Korean peninsula 

(see Battle of Baekgang) and conquered Silla's Korean rivals, 

Baekje and Goguryeo by 668. In addition, the Tang had 

maritime trading, tributary, and diplomatic ties as far as 

modern Sri Lanka, India, Islamic Iran and Arabia, as well as 

Somalia in East Africa.  

From the Axumite Kingdom in modern-day Ethiopia, the Arab 

traveller Sa'd ibn Abi-Waqqas sailed from there to Tang China 

during the reign of Emperor Gaozong. Two decades later, he 

returned with a copy of the Quran, establishing the first 
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Islamic mosque in China, the Mosque of Remembrance in 

Guangzhou. A rising rivalry followed between the Arabs and 

Chinese for control of trade in the Indian Ocean. In his book 

Cultural Flow Between China and the Outside World, Shen 

Fuwei notes that maritime Chinese merchants in the 9th 

century were landing regularly at Sufala in East Africa to cut 

out Arab middle-men traders.  

The Chola dynasty of medieval India was a dominant seapower 

in the Indian Ocean, an avid maritime trader and diplomatic 

entity with Song China. Rajaraja Chola I (reigned 985 to 1014) 

and his son Rajendra Chola I (reigned 1014–42), sent a great 

naval expedition that occupied parts of Myanmar, Malaya, and 

Sumatra. The Cholas were the first rulers noted to have a 

naval fleet in the Indian subcontinent; there are at least two 

evidences to cite use of navies. Narasimhavarman Pallava I 

transported his troops to Sri Lanka to help Manavarman to 

reclaim the throne. Shatavahanahas was known to possess a 

navy that was widely deployed to influence Southeast Asia, 

however the extent of their use is not known.  

Some argue that there is no evidence to support naval warfare 

in a contemporary sense. Others say that ships routinely 

carried bands of soldiers to keep pirates at bay. However, since 

the Arabs were known to use catapults, naptha, and devices 

attached to ships to prevent boarding parties, one may 

conclude that Chola navies not only transported troops but 

also provided support, protection, and attack capabilities 

against enemy targets.  

In Nusantara archipelago, large ocean going ships of more than 

50 m in length and 4–7 m freeboard are already used at least 
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since the 1st century AD, contacting West Africa to China. 

Srivijaya empire since the 7th century AD controlled the sea of 

the western part of the archipelago. The Kedukan Bukit 

inscription is the oldest record of Indonesian military history, 

and noted a 7th-century Srivijayan siddhayatra expedition led 

by Dapunta Hyang Sri Jayanasa. He was said to have brought 

20,000 troops, including 200 seamen and 1,312 foot soldiers. 

The 10th century Arab account Ajayeb al-Hind (Marvels of 

India) gives an account of invasion in Africa by people called 

Wakwak or Waqwaq, probably the Malay people of Srivijaya or 

Javanese people of Medang, in 945-946 CE. They arrived in the 

coast of Tanganyika and Mozambique with 1000 boats and 

attempted to take the citadel of Qanbaloh, though eventually 

failed. The reason of the attack is because that place had 

goods suitable for their country and for China, such as ivory, 

tortoise shells, panther skins, and ambergris, and also because 

they wanted black slaves from Bantu people (called Zeng or 

Zenj by Arabs, Jenggi by Javanese) who were strong and make 

good slaves. Srivijaya remained a formidable sea power until 

the 13th century. It is theorized that the main warship of the 

Srivijaya was an outrigger ship called akin to Borobudur ship.  

In 1293, Mongol Yuan Dynasty launched an invasion to Java. 

The Yuan sent 1000 ships and 20,000-30,000 soldiers, but 

ultimately defeated in the land by surprise attack, forcing the 

army to fall back to the beach. In the coast, Javanese junk 

ships already attacked Mongol ships. After all of the troops had 

boarded the ships on the coast, the Yuan army battled the 

Javanese fleet. After repelling it, they sailed back to 

Quanzhou. Gunung Butak inscription from 1294 mentioned 

that naval commander Aria Adikara intercepting a further 

Mongol invasion and successfully defeating it before landing in 
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Java. Although with only scarce information, travellers passing 

the region, such as Ibn Battuta and Odoric of Pordenone, 

however noted that Java had been attacked by the Mongols 

several times, always ending in failure. After those failed 

invasions, Majapahit empire quickly grew and became the 

dominant naval power in the 14-15th century. The usage of 

cannons in the Mongol invasion of Java, led to deployment of 

cetbang cannons by Majapahit fleet in 1300s and subsequent 

near universal use of the swivel-gun and cannons in the 

Nusantara archipelago. The main warship of Majapahit navy 

was the jong. Jong were large transport ships which could 

carry 500-800 tons of cargo and 200-1000 people, 70-180 

meter in length. The exact number of jong fielded by Majapahit 

is unknown, but the largest number of jong deployed in an 

expedition is about 400 jongs, when Majapahit attacked Pasai, 

in 1350. In this era, even to the 17th century, the Nusantaran 

naval soldiers fought on a platform on their ships called Balai 

and performed boarding actions. Majapahit navy used breech-

loading cannon called cetbang to counter this type of fighting, 

firing scattershots against the enemy personnel.  

In the 12th century, China's first permanent standing navy 

was established by the Southern Song dynasty, the 

headquarters of the Admiralty stationed at Dinghai. This came 

about after the conquest of northern China by the Jurchen 

people (see Jin dynasty) in 1127, while the Song imperial court 

fled south from Kaifeng to Hangzhou. Equipped with the 

magnetic compass and knowledge of Shen Kuo's famous 

treatise (on the concept of true north), the Chinese became 

proficient experts of navigation in their day. They raised their 

naval strength from a mere 11 squadrons of 3,000 marines to 

20 squadrons of 52,000 marines in a century's time.  
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Employing paddle wheel crafts and trebuchets throwing 

gunpowder bombs from the decks of their ships, the Southern 

Song dynasty became a formidable foe to the Jin dynasty 

during the 12th–13th centuries during the Jin–Song Wars. 

There were naval engagements at the Battle of Caishi and 

Battle of Tangdao. With a powerful navy, China dominated 

maritime trade throughout South East Asia as well. Until 1279, 

the Song were able to use their naval power to defend against 

the Jin to the north, until the Mongols finally conquered all of 

China. After the Song dynasty, the Mongol-led Yuan dynasty of 

China was a powerful maritime force in the Indian Ocean.  

The Yuan emperor Kublai Khan attempted to invade Japan 

twice with large fleets (of both Mongols and Chinese), in 1274 

and again in 1281, both attempts being unsuccessful (see 

Mongol invasions of Japan). Building upon the technological 

achievements of the earlier Song dynasty, the Mongols also 

employed early cannons upon the decks of their ships.  

While Song China built its naval strength, the Japanese also 

had considerable naval prowess. The strength of Japanese 

naval forces could be seen in the Genpei War, in the large-

scale Battle of Dan-no-ura on 25 April 1185. The forces of 

Minamoto no Yoshitsune were 850 ships strong, while Taira no 

Munemori had 500 ships.  

In the mid-14th century, the rebel leader Zhu Yuanzhang 

(1328–1398) seized power in the south amongst many other 

rebel groups. His early success was due to capable officials 

such as Liu Bowen and Jiao Yu, and their gunpowder weapons 

(see Huolongjing). Yet the decisive battle that cemented his 

success and his founding of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) was 
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the Battle of Lake Poyang, considered one of the largest naval 

battles in history.  

In the 15th century, the Chinese admiral Zheng He was 

assigned to assemble a massive fleet for several diplomatic 

missions abroad, sailing throughout the waters of the South 

East Pacific and the Indian Ocean. During his maritime 

missions, on several occasions Zheng's fleet came into conflict 

with pirates. Zheng's fleet also became involved in a conflict in 

Sri Lanka, where the King of Ceylon traveled back to Ming 

China afterwards to make a formal apology to the Yongle 

Emperor.  

The Ming imperial navy defeated a Portuguese navy led by 

Martim Affonso in 1522. The Chinese destroyed one vessel by 

targeting its gunpowder magazine, and captured another 

Portuguese ship. A Ming army and navy led by Koxinga 

defeated a western power, the Dutch East India Company, at 

the Siege of Fort Zeelandia, the first time China had defeated a 

western power. The Chinese used cannons and ships to 

bombard the Dutch into surrendering.  

In the Sengoku period of Japan, Oda Nobunaga unified the 

country by military power. However, he was defeated by the 

Mōri clan's navy. Nobunaga invented the Tekkosen (large 

Atakebune equipped with iron plates) and defeated 600 ships 

of the Mōri navy with six armored warships (Battle of 

Kizugawaguchi). The navy of Nobunaga and his successor 

Toyotomi Hideyoshi employed clever close-range tactics on land 

with arquebus rifles, but also relied upon close-range firing of 

muskets in grapple-and-board style naval engagements. When 

Nobunaga died in the Honnō-ji incident, Hideyoshi succeeded 
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him and completed the unification of the whole country. In 

1592, Hideyoshi ordered the daimyōs to dispatch troops to 

Joseon Korea to conquer Ming China. The Japanese army 

which landed at Pusan on 12 April 1502 occupied Seoul within 

a month. The Korean king escaped to the northern region of 

the Korean peninsula and Japan completed occupation of 

Pyongyang in June. The Korean navy then led by Admiral Yi 

Sun-sin defeated the Japanese navy in consecutive naval 

battles, namely Okpo, Sacheon, Tangpo and Tanghangpo. The 

Battle of Hansando on 14 August 1592 resulted in a decisive 

victory for Korea over the japanese navy. In this battle, 47 

japanese warships were sunk and other 12 ships were captured 

whilst no Korean warship was lost. The defeats in the sea 

prevent the Japanese navy from providing the Japanese army 

with appropriate supply.  

Yi Sun-sin was later replaced with Admiral Won Gyun, whose 

fleets faced a defeat. The Japanese army, based near Busan, 

overwhelmed the Korean navy in the Battle of Chilcheollyang 

on 28 August 1597 and began advancing toward China. This 

attempt was stopped when the reappointed Admiral Yi, won the 

battle of Myeongnyang.  

The Wanli Emperor of Ming China sent military forces to the 

Korean peninsula. Yi Sun-sin and Chen Lin continued to 

successfully engage the Japanese navy with 500 Chinese 

warships and the strengthened Korean fleet. In 1598, the 

planned conquest in China was canceled by the death of 

Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and the Japanese military retreated from 

the Korean Peninsula. On their way back to Japan, Yi Sun-sin 

and Chen Lin attacked the Japanese navy at the Battle of 

Noryang inflicting a heavy damages, but Chinese top official 
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Deng Zilong and the Korean commander Yi Sun-sin were killed 

in a Japanese army counterattack. The rest of the Japanese 

army returned to Japan by the end of December. In 1609, the 

Tokugawa shogunate ordered the abandonment of warships to 

the feudal lord. The Japanese navy remained stagnant until 

the Meiji period.  

In Korea, the greater range of Korean cannons, along with the 

brilliant naval strategies of the Korean admiral Yi Sun-sin, 

were the main factors in the ultimate Japanese defeat. Yi Sun-

sin is credited for improving the Geobukseon (turtle ship), 

which were used mostly to spearhead attacks. They were best 

used in tight areas and around islands rather than the open 

sea. Yi Sun-sin effectively cut off the possible Japanese supply 

line that would have run through the Yellow Sea to China, and 

severely weakened the Japanese strength and fighting morale 

in several heated engagements (many regard the critical 

Japanese defeat to be the Battle of Hansan Island). The 

Japanese faced diminishing hopes of further supplies due to 

repeated losses in naval battles in the hands of Yi Sun-sin. As 

the Japanese army was about to return to Japan, Yi Sun-sin 

decisively defeated a Japanese navy at the Battle of Noryang.  

Ancient and Medieval China 

In ancient China, the first known naval battles took place 

during the Warring States period (481–221 BC) when vassal 

lords battled one another. Chinese naval warfare in this period 

featured grapple-and-hook, as well as ramming tactics with 

ships called "stomach strikers" and "colliding swoopers". It was 

written in the Han dynasty that the people of the Warring 
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States era had employed chuan ge ships (dagger-axe ships, or 

halberd ships), thought to be a simple description of ships 

manned by marines carrying dagger-axe halberds as personal 

weapons.  

The 3rd-century writer Zhang Yan asserted that the people of 

the Warring States period named the boats this way because 

halberd blades were actually fixed and attached to the hull of 

the ship in order to rip into the hull of another ship while 

ramming, to stab enemies in the water that had fallen 

overboard and were swimming, or simply to clear any possible 

dangerous marine animals in the path of the ship (since the 

ancient Chinese did believe in sea monsters; see Xu Fu for 

more info).  

Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of the Qin dynasty (221–207 

BC), owed much of his success in unifying southern China to 

naval power, although an official navy was not yet established 

(see Medieval Asia section below). The people of the Zhou 

dynasty were known to use temporary pontoon bridges for 

general means of transportation, but it was during the Qin and 

Han dynasties that large permanent pontoon bridges were 

assembled and used in warfare (first written account of a 

pontoon bridge in the West being the oversight of the Greek 

Mandrocles of Samos in aiding a military campaign of Persian 

emperor Darius I over the Bosporus).  

During the Han Dynasty (202 BC–220 AD), the Chinese began 

using the stern-mounted steering rudder, and they also 

designed a new ship type, the junk. From the late Han dynasty 

to the Three Kingdoms period (220–280 AD), large naval battles 

such as the Battle of Red Cliffs marked the advancement of 
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naval warfare in the East. In the latter engagement, the allied 

forces of Sun Quan and Liu Bei destroyed a large fleet 

commanded by Cao Cao in a fire-based naval attack.  

In terms of seafaring abroad, arguably one of the first Chinese 

to sail into the Indian Ocean and to reach Sri Lanka and India 

by sea was the Buddhist monk Faxian in the early 5th century, 

although diplomatic ties and land trade to Persia and India 

were established during the earlier Han dynasty. However, 

Chinese naval maritime influence would penetrate into the 

Indian Ocean until the medieval period.  

Early modern 

The late Middle Ages saw the development of the cogs, caravels 

and carracks ships capable of surviving the tough conditions of 

the open ocean, with enough backup systems and crew 

expertise to make long voyages routine. In addition, they grew 

from 100 tons to 300 tons displacement, enough to carry 

cannon as armament and still have space for cargo. One of the 

largest ships of the time, the Great Harry, displaced over 1,500 

tons.  

The voyages of discovery were fundamentally commercial rather 

than military in nature, although the line was sometimes 

blurry in that a country's ruler was not above funding 

exploration for personal profit, nor was it a problem to use 

military power to enhance that profit. Later the lines gradually 

separated, in that the ruler's motivation in using the navy was 

to protect private enterprise so that they could pay more taxes. 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

316  

Like the Egyptian Shia-Fatimids and Mamluks, the Sunni-

Islamic Ottoman Empire centered in modern-day Turkey 

dominated the eastern Mediterranean Sea. The Ottomans built 

a powerful navy, rivaling the Italian city-state of Venice during 

the Ottoman–Venetian War (1499–1503).  

Although they were sorely defeated in the Battle of Lepanto 

(1571) by the Holy League, the Ottomans soon rebuilt their 

naval strength, and afterwards successfully defended the 

island of Cyprus so that it would stay in Ottoman hands. 

However, with the concurrent Age of Discovery, Europe had far 

surpassed the Ottoman Empire, and successfully bypassed 

their reliance on land-trade by discovering maritime routes 

around Africa and towards the Americas.  

The first naval action in defense of the new colonies was just 

ten years after Vasco da Gama's epochal landing in India. In 

March 1508, a combined Gujarati/Egyptian force surprised a 

Portuguese squadron at Chaul, and only two Portuguese ships 

escaped. The following February, the Portuguese viceroy 

destroyed the allied fleet at Diu, confirming Portuguese 

domination of the Indian Ocean.  

In 1582, the Battle of Ponta Delgada in the Azores, in which a 

Spanish-Portuguese fleet defeated a combined French and 

Portuguese force, with some English direct support, thus 

ending the Portuguese succession crisis, was the first battle 

fought in mid-Atlantic.  

In 1588, Spanish King Philip II sent his Armada to subdue the 

English fleet of Elizabeth, but Admiral Sir Charles Howard 

defeated the Armada, marking the rise to prominence of the 

English Royal Navy. However it was unable to follow up with a 
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decisive blow against the Spanish navy, which remained the 

most important for another half century. After the war's end in 

1604 the English fleet went through a time of relative neglect 

and decline.  

In the 16th century, the Barbary states of North Africa rose to 

power, becoming a dominant naval power in the Mediterranean 

Sea due to the Barbary pirates. The coastal villages and towns 

of Italy, Spain and Mediterranean islands were frequently 

attacked, and long stretches of the Italian and Spanish coasts 

were almost completely abandoned by their inhabitants; after 

1600 Barbary pirates occasionally entered the Atlantic and 

struck as far north as Iceland.  

According to Robert Davis as many as 1.25 million Europeans 

were captured by Barbary pirates and sold as slaves in North 

Africa and the Ottoman Empire between the 16th and 19th 

centuries. These slaves were captured mainly from seaside 

villages in Italy, Spain and Portugal, and from farther places 

like France, England, the Netherlands, Ireland and even 

Iceland and North America. The Barbary pirates were also able 

to successfully defeat and capture many European ships, 

largely due to advances in sailing technology by the Barbary 

states. The earliest naval trawler, xebec and windward ships 

were employed by the Barbary pirates from the 16th century.  

From the middle of the 17th century competition between the 

expanding English and Dutch commercial fleets came to a head 

in the Anglo-Dutch Wars, the first wars to be conducted 

entirely at sea. Most memorable of these battles was the raid 

on the Medway, in which the Dutch admiral Michiel de Ruyter 

sailed up the river Thames, and destroyed most of the British 
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fleet. This remains to date the greatest English naval defeat, 

and established Dutch supremacy at sea for over half a 

century. The English and Dutch wars were also known for very 

few ships being sunk, as it was difficult to hit ships below the 

water level; the water surface deflected cannonballs, and the 

few holes produced could be patched quickly. Naval 

cannonades caused more damage by casualties to the men and 

damage to the sails than sinking of ships.  

Late modern 

18th century 

The 18th century developed into a period of seemingly 

continuous international wars, each larger than the last. At 

sea, the British and French were bitter rivals; the French aided 

the fledgling United States in the American Revolutionary War, 

but their strategic purpose was to capture territory in India 

and the West Indies – which they did not achieve. In the Baltic 

Sea, the final attempt to revive the Swedish Empire led to 

Gustav III's Russian War, with its grande finale at the Second 

Battle of Svensksund. The battle, unrivaled in size until the 

20th century, was a decisive Swedish tactical victory, but it 

resulted in little strategical result, due to poor army 

performance and previous lack of initiative from the Swedes, 

and the war ended with no territorial changes.  

Even the change of government due to the French Revolution 

seemed to intensify rather than diminish the rivalry, and the 

Napoleonic Wars included a series of legendary naval battles, 

culminating in the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, by which 
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Admiral Horatio Nelson broke the power of the French and 

Spanish fleets, but lost his own life in so doing.  

19th century 

Trafalgar ushered in the Pax Britannica of the 19th century, 

marked by general peace in the world's oceans, under the 

ensigns of the Royal Navy. But the period was one of intensive 

experimentation with new technology; steam power for ships 

appeared in the 1810s, improved metallurgy and machining 

technique produced larger and deadlier guns, and the 

development of explosive shells, capable of demolishing a 

wooden ship at a single blow, in turn required the addition of 

iron armour.  

Although naval power during the Song, Yuan, and Ming 

dynasties established China as a major world seapower in the 

East, the Qing dynasty lacked an official standing navy. They 

were more interested in pouring funds into military ventures 

closer to home (China proper), such as Mongolia, Tibet, and 

Central Asia (modern Xinjiang). However, there were some 

considerable naval conflicts involving the Qing navy before the 

First Opium War (such as the Battle of Penghu, and the 

capture of Formosa from Ming loyalists).  

The Qing navy proved woefully undermatched during the First 

and Second Opium Wars, leaving China open to de facto 

foreign domination; portions of the Chinese coastline were 

placed under Western and Japanese spheres of influence. The 

Qing government responded to its defeat in the Opium Wars by 

attempting to modernize the Chinese navy; placing several 
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contracts in European shipyards for modern warships. The 

result of these developments was the Beiyang Fleet, which was 

dealt a severe blow by the Imperial Japanese Navy in the First 

Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895).  

The battle between CSS Virginia and USS Monitor in the 

American Civil War was a duel of ironclads that symbolized the 

changing times. The first fleet action between ironclad ships 

was fought in 1866 at the Battle of Lissa between the navies of 

Austria and Italy. Because the decisive moment of the battle 

occurred when the Austrian flagship Erzherzog Ferdinand Max 

successfully sank the Italian flagship Re d'Italia by ramming, 

in subsequent decade every navy in the world largely focused 

on ramming as the main tactic. The last known use of ramming 

in a naval battle was in 1915, when HMS Dreadnought rammed 

the (surfaced) German submarine, U-29. The last surface ship 

sunk by ramming happened in 1879 when the Peruvian ship 

Huáscar rammed the Chilean ship Esmeralda. The last known 

warship equipped with a ram was launched in 1908, the 

German light cruiser SMS Emden.  

With the advent of the steamship, it became possible to create 

massive gun platforms and to provide them with heavy armor 

resulting in the first modern battleships. The Battles of 

Santiago de Cuba and Tsushima demonstrated the power of 

these ships.  

20th century 

In the early 20th century, the modern battleship emerged: a 

steel-armored ship, entirely dependent on steam propulsion, 
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with a main battery of uniform caliber guns mounted in turrets 

on the main deck. This type was pioneered in 1906 with 

HMS Dreadnought which mounted a main battery of ten 12-

inch (300 mm) guns instead of the mixed caliber main battery 

of previous designs. Along with her main battery, Dreadnought 

and her successors retained a secondary battery for use 

against smaller ships like destroyers and torpedo boats and, 

later, aircraft.  

Dreadnought style battleships dominated fleets in the early 

20th century leading into World War I, which pitted the old 

Royal Navy against the new Kaiserliche Marine of Imperial 

Germany, culminating in the 1916 Battle of Jutland. The 

future was heralded when the seaplane carrier HMS Engadine 

and her Short 184 seaplanes joined the battle. In the Black 

Sea, Russian seaplanes flying from a fleet of converted carriers 

interdicted Turkish maritime supply routes, Allied air patrols 

began to counter German U-boat activity in Britain's coastal 

waters, and a British Short 184 carried out the first successful 

torpedo attack on a ship.  

In 1918 the Royal Navy converted an Italian liner to create the 

first aircraft carrier, HMS Argus, and shortly after the war the 

first purpose-built carrier, HMS Hermes was launched. Many 

nations agreed to the Washington Naval Treaty and scrapped 

many of their battleships and cruisers while still in the 

shipyards, but the growing tensions of the 1930s restarted the 

building programs, with even larger ships. The Yamato-class 

battleships, the largest ever, displaced 72,000 tons and 

mounted 18.1-inch (460 mm) guns.  



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

 

322  
 

The victory of the Royal Navy at the Battle of Taranto was a 

pivotal point as this was the first true demonstration of naval 

air power. The importance of naval air power was further 

reinforced by the Attack on Pearl Harbor, which forced the 

United States to enter World War II. Nevertheless, in both 

Taranto and Pearl Harbor, the aircraft mainly attacked 

stationary battleships. The sinking of the British battleships 

HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse, which were in full 

combat manoeuvring at the time of the attack, finally marked 

the end of the battleship era. Aircraft and their transportation, 

the aircraft carrier, came to the fore.  

During the Pacific War of World War II, battleships and 

cruisers spent most of their time escorting aircraft carriers and 

bombarding shore positions, while the carriers and their 

airplanes were the stars of the Battle of the Coral Sea, Battle 

of Midway, Battle of the Eastern Solomons, Battle of the Santa 

Cruz Islands and Battle of the Philippine Sea. The engagements 

between battleships and cruisers, such as the Battle of Savo 

Island and the Naval Battle of Guadalcanal, were limited to 

night-time actions in order to avoid exposure to air attacks. 

Nevertheless, battleships played the key role again in the 

Battle of Leyte Gulf, even though it happened after the major 

carrier battles, mainly because the Japanese carrier fleet was 

by then essentially depleted. It was the last naval battle 

between battleships in history. Air power remained key to 

navies throughout the 20th century, moving to jets launched 

from ever-larger carriers, and augmented by cruisers armed 

with guided missiles and cruise missiles.  

Roughly parallel to the development of naval aviation was the 

development of submarines to attack underneath the surface. 
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At first, the ships were capable of only short dives, but they 

eventually developed the capability to spend weeks or months 

underwater powered by nuclear reactors. In both world wars, 

submarines (U-boats in Germany) primarily exerted their power 

by using torpedoes to sink merchant ships and other warships. 

In the 1950s, the Cold War inspired the development of 

ballistic missile submarines, each loaded with dozens of 

thermonuclear weapon-armed SLBMs and with orders to 

launch them from sea if the other nation attacked.  

Against the backdrop of those developments, World War II had 

seen the United States become the world's dominant sea power. 

Throughout the rest of the 20th century, the United States 

Navy maintained a tonnage greater than that of the next 17 

largest navies combined.  

The aftermath of World War II saw naval gunnery supplanted 

by ship to ship missiles as the primary weapon of surface 

combatants. Two major naval battles have taken place since 

World War II.  

The Indo-Pakistani Naval War of 1971 was the first major naval 

war post World War II. It saw the dispatch of an Indian aircraft 

carrier group, heavy utilisation of missile boats in naval 

operations, total naval blockade of Pakistan by the Indian Navy 

and the annihilation of almost half of Pakistan's Navy. By the 

end of the war, the damage inflicted by the Indian Navy and Air 

Forces on Pakistan's Navy stood at two destroyers, one 

submarine, one minesweeper, three patrol vessels, seven 

gunboats, eighteen cargo, supply and communication vessels, 

as well as large-scale damage inflicted on the naval base and 

docks located in the major port city of Karachi. Three merchant 
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navy ships, Anwar Baksh, Pasni, and Madhumathi, and ten 

smaller vessels were captured. Around 1,900 personnel were 

lost, while 1,413 servicemen (mostly officers) were captured by 

Indian forces in Dhaka. The Indian Navy lost 18 officers and 

194 sailors and a frigate, while another frigate was badly 

damaged and a Breguet Alizé naval aircraft was shot down by 

the Pakistan Air Force.  

In the 1982 Falklands War between Argentina and the United 

Kingdom, a Royal Navy task force of approximately 100 ships 

was dispatched over 7,000 miles (11,000 km) from the British 

mainland to the South Atlantic. The British were outnumbered 

in theatre airpower with only 36 Harriers from their two 

aircraft carriers and a few helicopters, compared with at least 

200 aircraft of the Fuerza Aérea Argentina, although London 

dispatched Vulcan bombers in a display of long-distance 

strategic capacity. Most of the land-based aircraft of the Royal 

Air Force were not available due to the distance from air bases. 

This reliance on aircraft at sea showed the importance of the 

aircraft carrier. The Falklands War showed the vulnerability of 

modern ships to sea-skimming missiles like the Exocet. One hit 

from an Exocet sank HMS Sheffield, a modern anti-air warfare 

destroyer. Over half of Argentine deaths in the war occurred 

when the nuclear submarine Conqueror torpedoed and sank the 

light cruiser ARA General Belgrano with the loss of 323 lives. 

Important lessons about ship design, damage control and ship 

construction materials were learnt from the conflict.  

At the present time, large naval wars are seldom-seen affairs, 

since nations with substantial navies rarely fight each other; 

most wars are civil wars or some form of asymmetrical warfare, 

fought on land, sometimes with the involvement of military 
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aircraft. The main function of the modern navy is to exploit its 

control of the seaways to project power ashore. Power 

projection has been the primary naval feature of most late-

century conflicts including the Korean War, Suez Crisis, 

Vietnam War, Konfrontasi, Gulf War, Kosovo War, the War on 

Terrorism in Afghanistan, and the Iraq War. A major exception 

to that trend was the Sri Lankan Civil War, which saw a large 

number of surface engagements between the belligerents 

involving fast attack craft and other littoral warfare units.  

Naval history of nations and 

empires 

• Genoese Navy 

• Hellenic Navy (Greece) 

• Roman navy 

• Byzantine navy (Eastern Roman Empire) 

• Fatimid navy 

• Ottoman Navy (Turkey) 

• History of the Royal Navy 

• History of the French Navy 

• History of the Indian Navy 

• History of the Iranian Navy 

• Naval history of China 

• Naval history of Japan 

• Naval history of Korea 

• Naval history of the Netherlands 

• Bangladesh Navy 

• Italian Navy 

• Spanish Navy 
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• Portuguese Navy

• Russian Navy

• History of the United States Navy

• Indonesian Navy

• The German navy has operated under different

names. See

• Brandenburg Navy, from the 16th century to 1701

• Prussian Navy, 1701–1867

• Reichsflotte (Fleet of the Realm), 1848–52

• North German Federal Navy, 1867–71

• Kaiserliche Marine (Imperial German Navy), 1871–

1919 

• Reichsmarine (Navy of the Realm), 1919–35

• Kriegsmarine (War Navy), 1935–45

• German Mine Sweeping Administration, 1945 to 1956

• German Navy, since 1956

• Volksmarine, the navy of East Germany, 1956–90

• Venetian Navy

• Major theorists: Sir Julian Corbett and Rear Admiral

Alfred Thayer Mahan (The Influence of Sea Power

Upon History)



Chapter 13 

Palaeography 

Palaeography (UK) or paleography is the study of historic 

writing systems and the deciphering and dating of historical 

manuscripts, including the analysis of historic handwriting. It 

is concerned with the forms and processes of writing; not the 

textual content of documents. Included in the discipline is the 

practice of deciphering, reading, and dating manuscripts, and 

the cultural context of writing, including the methods with 

which writing and books were produced, and the history of 

scriptoria.  

The discipline is one of the auxiliary sciences of history. It is 

important for understanding, authenticating, and dating 

historic texts. However, it generally cannot be used to pinpoint 

dates with high precision.  

Application

Palaeography can be an essential skill for historians and 

philologists, as it tackles two main difficulties. First, since the 

style of a single alphabet in each given language has evolved 

constantly, it is necessary to know how to decipher its 

individual characters as they existed in various eras. Second, 

scribes often used many abbreviations, usually so as to write 

more quickly and sometimes to save space, so the specialist-

palaeographer must know how to interpret them. Knowledge of 

individual letter-forms, ligatures, punctuation, and 
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abbreviations enables the palaeographer to read and 

understand the text. The palaeographer must know, first, the 

language of the text (that is, one must become expert in the 

relevant earlier forms of these languages); and second, the 

historical usages of various styles of handwriting, common 

writing customs, and scribal or notarialabbreviations. 

Philological knowledge of the language, vocabulary, and 

grammar generally used at a given time or place can help 

palaeographers identify ancient or more recent forgeries versus 

authentic documents.  

Knowledge of writing materials is also essential to the study of 

handwriting and to the identification of the periods in which a 

document or manuscript may have been produced. An 

important goal may be to assign the text a date and a place of 

origin: this is why the palaeographer must take into account 

the style and formation of the manuscript and the handwriting 

used in it.  

Document dating 

Palaeography can be used to provide information about the 

date at which a document was written. However, "paleography 

is a last resort for dating" and, "for book hands, a period of 50 

years is the least acceptable spread of time" with it being 

suggested that "the 'rule of thumb' should probably be to avoid 

dating a hand more precisely than a range of at least seventy 

or eighty years". In a 2005 e-mail addendum to his 1996 "The 

Paleographical Dating of P-46" paper Bruce W. Griffin stated 

"Until more rigorous methodologies are developed, it is difficult 

to construct a 95% confidence interval for NT [New Testament] 

manuscripts without allowing a century for an assigned date." 
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William M Schniedewind went even further in the abstract to 

his 2005 paper "Problems of Paleographic Dating of 

Inscriptions" and stated that "The so-called science of 

paleography often relies on circular reasoning because there is 

insufficient data to draw precise conclusion about dating. 

Scholars also tend to oversimplify diachronic development, 

assuming models of simplicity rather than complexity".  

Aramaic palaeography 

The Aramaic language was the international trade language of 

the Ancient Middle East, originating in what is modern-day 

Syria, between 1000 and 600 BC. It spread from the 

Mediterranean coast to the borders of India, becoming 

extremely popular and being adopted by many people, both 

with or without any previous writing system. The Aramaic 

script was written in a consonantal form with a direction from 

right to left. The Aramaic alphabet, a modified form of 

Phoenician, was the ancestor of the modern Arabic and Hebrew 

scripts, as well as the Brāhm ī script, the parent writing system 

of most modern abugidas in India, Southeast Asia, Tibet, and 

Mongolia. Initially, the Aramaic script did not differ from the 

Phoenician, but then the Aramaeans simplified some of the 

letters, thickened and rounded their lines: a specific feature of 

its letters is the distinction between d and r. One innovation in 

Aramaic is the matres lectionis system to indicate certain 

vowels. Early Phoenician-derived scripts did not have letters 

for vowels, and so most texts recorded just consonants. Most 

likely as a consequence of phonetic changes in North Semitic 

languages, the Aramaeans reused certain letters in the 
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alphabet to represent long vowels. The letter aleph was 

employed to write /ā/, he for /ō/, yod for /ī/, and vav for /ū/. 

Aramaic writing and language supplanted Babyloniancuneiform 

and Akkadian language, even in their homeland in 

Mesopotamia. The wide diffusion of Aramaic letters led to its 

writing being used not only in monumental inscriptions, but 

also on papyrus and potsherds. Aramaic papyri have been 

found in large numbers in Egypt, especially at Elephantine—

among them are official and private documents of the Jewish 

military settlement in 5 BC. In the Aramaic papyri and 

potsherds, words are separated usually by a small gap, as in 

modern writing. At the turn of the 3rd to 2nd centuries BC, the 

heretofore uniform Aramaic letters developed new forms, as a 

result of dialectal and political fragmentation in several 

subgroups. The most important of these is the so-called square 

Hebrew block script, followed by Palmyrene, Nabataean, and 

the much later Syriac script.  

Aramaic is usually divided into three main parts: 

• Old Aramaic (in turn subdivided into Ancient,

Imperial, Old Eastern and Old Western Aramaic)

• Middle Aramaic, and

• Modern Aramaic of the present day.

The term Middle Aramaic refers to the form of Aramaic which 

appears in pointed texts and is reached in the 3rd century AD 

with the loss of short unstressed vowels in open syllables, and 

continues until the triumph of Arabic.  

Old Aramaic appeared in the 11th century BC as the official 

language of the first Aramaean states. The oldest witnesses to 
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it are inscriptions from northern Syria of the 10th to 8th 

centuries BC, especially extensive state treaties (c. 750 BC) 

and royal inscriptions. The early Old Ancient should be 

classified as "Ancient Aramaic" and consists of two clearly 

distinguished and standardised written languages, the Early 

Ancient Aramaic and the Late Ancient Aramaic. Aramaic was 

influenced at first principally by Akkadian, then from the 5th 

century BC by Persian and from the 3rd century BC onwards 

by Greek, as well as by Hebrew, especially in Palestine. As 

Aramaic evolved into the imperial language of the Neo-Assyrian 

Empire, the script used to write it underwent a change into 

something more cursive. The best examples of this script come 

from documents written on papyrus from Egypt. About 500 BC, 

Darius I (522–486) made the Aramaic used by the Achaemenid 

imperial administration into the official language of the 

western half of the Persian Empire. This so-called "Imperial 

Aramaic" (the oldest dated example, from Egypt, belonging to 

495 BC) is based on an otherwise unknown written form of 

Ancient Aramaic from Babylonia. In orthography, Imperial 

Aramaic preserves historical forms—alphabet, orthography, 

morphology, pronunciation, vocabulary, syntax and style are 

highly standardised. Only the formularies of the private 

documents and the Proverbs of Ahiqar have maintained an 

older tradition of sentence structure and style. Imperial 

Aramaic immediately replaced Ancient Aramaic as a written 

language and, with slight modifications, it remained the 

official, commercial and literary language of the Near East 

until gradually, beginning with the fall of the Persian Empire 

(331 BC) and ending in the 4th century AD, it was replaced by 

Greek, Persian, the eastern and western dialects of Aramaic 

and Arabic, though not without leaving its traces in the written 

form of most of these. In its original Achaemenid form, 
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Imperial Aramaic is found in texts of the 5th to 3rd centuries 

BC. These come mostly from Egypt and especially from the 

Jewish military colony of Elephantine, which existed at least 

from 530 to 399 BC.  

Greek palaeography 

A history of Greek handwriting must be incomplete owing to 

the fragmentary nature of evidence. If one rules out the 

inscriptions on stone or metal, which belong to the science of 

epigraphy, we are practically dependent for the period 

preceding the 4th or 5th century AD on the papyri from Egypt 

(cf. papyrology), the earliest of which take back our knowledge 

only to the end of the 4th century BC. This limitation is less 

serious than might appear, since the few manuscripts not of 

Egyptian origin which have survived from this period, like the 

parchments from Avroman or Dura, the Herculaneum papyri, 

and a few documents found in Egypt but written elsewhere, 

reveal a uniformity of style in the various portions of the Greek 

world; but some differences can be discerned, and it is 

probable that, were there more material, distinct local styles 

could be traced.  

Further, during any given period several types of hand may 

exist together. There was a marked difference between the 

hand used for literary works (generally called "uncials" but, in 

the papyrus period, better styled "book-hand") and that of 

documents ("cursive") and within each of these classes several 

distinct styles were employed side by side; and the various 

types are not equally well represented in the surviving papyri.  
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The development of any hand is largely influenced by the 

materials used. To this general rule the Greek script is no 

exception. Whatever may have been the period at which the use 

of papyrus or leather as a writing material began in Greece 

(and papyrus was employed in the 5th century BC), it is highly 

probable that for some time after the introduction of the 

alphabet the characters were incised with a sharp tool on 

stones or metal far oftener than they were written with a pen. 

In cutting a hard surface, it is easier to form angles than 

curves; in writing the reverse is the case; hence the 

development of writing was from angular letters ("capitals") 

inherited from epigraphic style to rounded ones ("uncials"). But 

only certain letters were affected by this development, in 

particular E (uncial ε), Σ (c), Ω (ω), and to a lesser extent A (α).  

Ptolemaic period 

The earliest Greek papyrus yet discovered is probably that 

containing the Persae of Timotheus, which dates from the 

second half of the 4th century BC and its script has a 

curiously archaic appearance. E, Σ, and Ω have the capital 

form, and apart from these test letters the general effect is one 

of stiffness and angularity. More striking is the hand of the 

earliest dated papyrus, a contract of 311 BC. Written with 

more ease and elegance, it shows little trace of any 

development towards a truly cursive style; the letters are not 

linked, and though the uncial c is used throughout, E and Ω 

have the capital forms. A similar impression is made by the few 

other papyri, chiefly literary, dating from about 300 BC; E may 

be slightly rounded, Ω approach the uncial form, and the 

angular Σ occurs as a letter only in the Timotheus papyrus, 
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though it survived longer as a numeral (= 200), but the hands 

hardly suggest that for at least a century and a half the art of 

writing on papyrus had been well established. Yet before the 

middle of the 3rd century BC, one finds both a practised book-

hand and a developed and often remarkably handsome cursive. 

These facts may be due to accident, the few early papyri 

happening to represent an archaic style which had survived 

along with a more advanced one; but it is likely that there was 

a rapid development at this period, due partly to the opening of 

Egypt, with its supplies of papyri, and still more to the 

establishment of the great Alexandrian Library, which 

systematically copied literary and scientific works, and to the 

multifarious activities of Hellenistic bureaucracy. From here 

onward, the two types of script were sufficiently distinct 

(though each influenced the other) to require separate 

treatment. Some literary papyri, like the roll containing 

Aristotle's Constitution of Athens, were written in cursive 

hands, and, conversely, the book-hand was occasionally used 

for documents. Since the scribe did not date literary rolls, 

such papyri are useful in tracing the development of the book-

hand.  

The documents of the mid-3rd century BC show a great variety 

of cursive hands. There are none from chancelleries of the 

Hellenistic monarchs, but some letters, notably those of 

Apollonius, the finance minister of Ptolemy II, to this agent, 

Zeno, and those of the Palestinian sheikh, Toubias, are in a 

type of script which cannot be very unlike the Chancery hand 

of the time, and show the Ptolemaic cursive at its best. These 

hands have a noble spaciousness and strength, and though the 

individual letters are by no means uniform in size there is a 
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real unity of style, the general impression being one of breadth 

and uprightness. H, with the cross-stroke high, Π, Μ, with the 

middle stroke reduced to a very shallow curve, sometimes 

approaching a horizontal line, Υ, and Τ, with its cross-bar 

extending much further to the left than to the right of the up-

stroke, Γ and Ν, whose last stroke is prolonged upwards above 

the line, often curving backwards, are all broad; ε, c, θ and β, 

which sometimes takes the form of two almost perpendicular 

strokes joined only at the top, are usually small; ω is rather 

flat, its second loop reduced to a practically straight line. 

Partly by the broad flat tops of the larger letters, partly by the 

insertion of a stroke connecting those (like H, Υ) which are not 

naturally adapted to linking, the scribes produced the effect of 

a horizontal line along the top of the writing, from which the 

letters seem to hang. This feature is indeed a general 

characteristic of the more formal Ptolemaic script, but it is 

specially marked in the 3rd century BC.  

Besides these hand of Chancery type, there are numerous less 

elaborate examples of cursive, varying according to the writer's 

skill and degree of education, and many of them strikingly easy 

and handsome. In some cursiveness is carried very far, the 

linking of letters reaching the point of illegibility, and the 

characters sloping to the right. A is reduced to a mere acute 

angle (∠∠∠∠), T has the cross-stroke only on the left, ω becomes 

an almost straight line, H acquires a shape somewhat like h, 

and the last stroke of N is extended far upwards and at times 

flattened out until it is little more than a diagonal stroke to the 

right. The attempt to secure a horizontal line along the top is 

here abandoned. This style was not due to inexpertness, but to 

the desire for speed, being used especially in accounts and 

drafts, and was generally the work of practised writers. How 
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well established the cursive hand had now become is shown in 

some wax tablets of this period, the writing on which, despite 

the difference of material, closely resemble the hands of 

papyri.  

Documents of the late 3rd and early 2nd centuries BC show, 

perhaps partly by the ac

analogous to the Apollonius letters, a loss of breadth and 

spaciousness. In the more formal types the letters stand rather 

stiffly upright, often without the linking strokes, and are more 

uniform in size; in the more cu

closely together. These features are more marked in the hands 

of the 2nd century. The less cursive often show am 

approximation to the book

and less angular than in the 3rd century; in the mo

linking was carried further, both by the insertion of coupling 

strokes and by the writing of several letters continuously 

without raising the pen, so that before the end of the century 

an almost current hand was evolved. A characteristic letter,

which survived into the early Roman period, is 

cross-stroke made in two portions (variants:

century, the hand tended, so far as can be inferred from 

surviving examples, to disintegrate; one can recognise the 

signs which portend a

direction, and the loss of the feeling for style. A fortunate 

accident has preserved two Greek 

Parthia, one dated 88 BC, in a practically unligatured hand, 

the other, 22/21 BC, in a very cursive

and though each has non

character indicates a uniformity of style in the Hellenistic 

world.  
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perhaps partly by the accident of survival (there is nothing 

analogous to the Apollonius letters, a loss of breadth and 

spaciousness. In the more formal types the letters stand rather 

stiffly upright, often without the linking strokes, and are more 

uniform in size; in the more cursive they are apt to be packed 

closely together. These features are more marked in the hands 

of the 2nd century. The less cursive often show am 

approximation to the book-hand, the letters growing rounder 

and less angular than in the 3rd century; in the mo
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The development of the Ptolemaic book-hand is difficult to 

trace, as there are few examples, mostly not datable on 

external grounds. Only for the 3rd century BC have we a 

secure basis. The hands of that period have an angular 

appearance; there is little uniformity in the size of individual 

letters, and though sometimes, notably in the Petrie papyrus 

containing the Phaedo of Plato, a style of considerable delicacy 

is attained, the book-hand in general shows less mastery than 

the contemporary cursive. In the 2nd century the letters grew 

rounder and more uniform in size, but in the 1st century there 

is perceptible, here as in the cursive hand, a certain 

disintegration. Probably at no time did the Ptolemaic book-

hand acquire such unity of stylistic effect as the cursive.  

Roman period 

• Papyri of the Roman period are far more numerous

and show greater variety. The cursive of the 1st

century has a rather broken appearance, part of one

character being often made separately from the rest

and linked to the next letter. A form characteristic of

the 1st and 2nd century and surviving after that only

as a fraction sign (=⅛) is η in the shape . By the

end of the 1st century, there had been developed

several excellent types of cursive, which, though

differing considerably both in the forms of individual

letters and in general appearance, bear a family

likeness to one another. Qualities which are

specially noticeable are roundness in the shape of

letters, continuity of formation, the pen being

carried on from character to character, and
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regularity, the letters not differing strikingly in size 

and projecting strokes above or below the line being 

avoided. Sometimes, especially in tax-receipts and in 

stereotyped formulae, cursiveness is carried to an 

extreme. In a letter of the prefect, dated in 209, we 

have a fine example of the Chancery hand, with tall 

and laterally compressed letters, ο very narrow and α 

and ω often written high in the line. This style, from 

at least the latter part of the 2nd century, exercised 

considerable influence on the local hands, many of 

which show the same characteristics less 

pronounced; and its effects may be traced into the 

early part of the 4th century. Hands of the 3rd 

century uninfluenced by it show a falling off from the 

perfection of the 2nd century; stylistic uncertainty 

and a growing coarseness of execution mark a period 

of decline and transition.  

Several different types of book-hand were used in the Roman 

period. Particularly handsome is a round, upright hand seen, 

for example, in a British Museum papyrus containing Odyssey 

III. The cross-stroke of ε is high, Μ deeply curved and Α has

the form α. Uniformity of size is well attained, and a few 

strokes project, and these but slightly, above or below the line. 

Another type, well called by palaeographer Schubart the 

"severe" style, has a more angular appearance and not 

infrequently slopes to the right; though handsome, it has not 

the sumptuous appearance of the former. There are various 

classes of a less pretentious style, in which convenience rather 

than beauty was the first consideration and no pains were 

taken to avoid irregularities in the shape and alignment of the 

letters. Lastly may be mentioned a hand which is of great 
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interest as being the ancestor of the type called (from its later 

occurrence in vellum codices of the Bible) the biblical hand. 

This, which can be traced back at least the late 2nd century, 

has a square, rather heavy appearance; the letters, of uniform 

size, stand upright, and thick and thin strokes are well 

distinguished. In the 3rd century the book-hand, like the 

cursive, appears to have deteriorated in regularity and stylistic 

accomplishment.  

In the charred rolls found at Herculaneum and dating from 

about the beginning of our era, are specimens of Greek literary 

hands from outside Egypt; and a comparison with the Egyptian 

papyri reveals great similarity in style and shows that 

conclusions drawn from the henads of Egypt may, with 

caution, be applied to the development of writing in the Greek 

world generally.  

Byzantine period 

The cursive hand of the 4th century shows some uncertainty of 

character. Side by side with the style founded on the Chancery 

hand, regular in formation and with tall and narrow letters, 

which characterised the period of Diocletian, and lasted well 

into the century, we find many other types mostly marked by a 

certain looseness and irregularity. A general progress towards 

a florid and sprawling hand is easily recognisable, but a 

consistent and deliberate style was hardly evolved before the 

5th century, from which unfortunately few dated documents 

have survived. Byzantine cursive tends to an exuberant hand, 

in which the long strokes are excessively extended and 

individual letters often much enlarged. But not a few hands of 

the 5th and 6th centuries are truly handsome and show 
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considerable technical accomplishment. Both an upright and a 

sloping type occur and there are many less ornamental hands, 

but there gradually emerged towards the 7th century two 

general types, one (especially used in letters and contracts) a 

current hand, sloping to the right, with long strokes in such 

characters at τ, ρ, ξ, η (which has the h shape), ι, and κ, and 

with much linking of letters, and another (frequent in 

accounts), which shows, at least in essence, most of the forms 

of the later minuscule. (cf. below.) This is often upright, 

though a slope to the right is quite common, and sometimes, 

especially in one or two documents of the early Arab period, it 

has an almost calligraphic effect. In the Byzantine period, the 

book-hand, which in earlier times had more than once 

approximated to the contemporary cursive, diverged widely 

from it.  

Vellum and paper manuscripts 

The change from papyrus to vellum involved no such 

modification in the forms of letters as followed that from metal 

to papyrus. The justification for considering the two materials 

separately is that after the general adoption of vellum, the 

Egyptian evidence is first supplemented and later superseded 

by that of manuscripts from elsewhere, and that during this 

period the hand most used was one not previously employed 

for literary purposes.  

Uncial hand 

The prevailing type of book-hand during what in papyrology is 

called the Byzantine period, that is, roughly from AD 300 to 
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650, is known as the biblical hand. It went back to at least the 

end of the 2nd century and had had originally no special 

connection with Christian literature. In manuscripts, whether 

vellum or paper, of the 4th century found in Egypt are met 

other forms of script, particularly a sloping, rather inelegant 

hand derived from the literary hand of the 3rd century, which 

persisted to at least the 5th century; but the three great early 

codices of the Bible are all written in uncials of the biblical 

type. In the Vaticanus, placed in the 4th century, the 

characteristics of the hand are least strongly marked; the 

letters have the forms characteristic of the type but without 

the heavy appearance of later manuscripts, and the general 

impression is one of greater roundness. In the Sinaiticus, 

which is not much later, the letters are larger and more heavily 

made; and in the Alexandrinus (5th century) a later 

development is seen, with emphatic distinction of thick and 

thin strokes. By the 6th century, alike in vellum and in 

papyrus manuscripts, the heaviness had become very marked, 

though the hand still retained, in its best examples, a 

handsome appearance; but after this it steadily deteriorated, 

becoming ever more mechanical and artificial. The thick 

strokes grew heavier; the cross strokes of T and Θ and the base 

of Δ were furnished with drooping spurs. The hand, which is 

often singularly ugly, passed through various modifications, 

now sloping, now upright, though it is not certain that these 

variations were really successive rather than concurrent. A 

different type of uncials, derived from the Chancery hand and 

seen in two papyrus examples of the Festal letters despatched 

annually by the Patriarch of Alexandria, was occasionally used, 

the best known example being the Codex Marchalianus (6th or 

7th century). A combination of this hand with the other type is 

also known.  
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Minuscule hand 

The uncial hand lingered on, mainly for liturgical manuscripts, 

where a large and easily legible script was serviceable, as late 

as the 12th century, but in ordinary use it had long been 

superseded by a new type of hand, the minuscule, which 

originated in the 8th century, as an adaptation to literary 

purposes of the second of the types of Byzantine cursive 

mentioned above. A first attempt at a calligraphic use of this 

hand, seen in one or two manuscripts of the 8th or early 9th 

century, in which it slopes to the right and has a narrow, 

angular appearance, did not find favour, but by the end of the 

9th century a more ornamental type, from which modern Greek 

script descended, was already established. It has been 

suggested that it was evolved in the Monastery of Stoudios at 

Constantinople. In its earliest examples it is upright and exact 

but lacks flexibility; accents are small, breathings square in 

formation, and in general only such ligatures are used as 

involve no change in the shape of letters. The single forms have 

a general resemblance (with considerable differences in detail) 

both to the minuscule cursive of late papyri, and to those used 

in modern Greek type; uncial forms were avoided.  

In the course of the 10th century the hand, without losing its 

beauty and exactness, gained in freedom. Its finest period was 

from the 9th to the 12th century, after which it rapidly 

declined. The development was marked by a tendency  

• to the intrusion, in growing quantity, of uncial forms

which good scribes could fit into the line without
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disturbing the unity of style but which, in less 

expert hands, had a disintegrating effect; 

• to the disproportionate enlargement of single letters, 

especially at the beginnings and ends of lines; 

• to ligatures, often very fantastic, which quite 

changed the forms of letters; 

• to the enlargement of accents, breathings at the 

same time acquiring the modern rounded form. 

But from the first there were several styles, varying from the 

formal, regular hands characteristic of service books to the 

informal style, marked by numerous abbreviations, used in 

manuscripts intended only for a scholar's private use. The 

more formal hands were exceedingly conservative, and there 

are few classes of script more difficult to date than the Greek 

minuscule of this class. In the 10th, 11th and 12th centuries a 

sloping hand, less dignified than the upright, formal type, but 

often very handsome, was especially used for manuscripts of 

the classics.  

Hands of the 11th century are marked in general (though there 

are exceptions) by a certain grace and delicacy, exact but easy; 

those of the 12th by a broad, bold sweep and an increasing 

freedom, which readily admits uncial forms, ligatures and 

enlarged letters but has not lost the sense of style and 

decorative effect. In the 13th and still more in the 14th 

centuries there was a steady decline; the less formal hands 

lost their beauty and exactness, becoming ever more disorderly 

and chaotic in their effect, while formal style imitated the 

precision of an earlier period without attaining its freedom and 

naturalness, and often appears singularly lifeless. In the 15th 

century, especially in the West, where Greek scribes were in 
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request to produce manuscripts of the classical authors, there 

was a revival, and several manuscripts of this period, though 

markedly inferior to those of the 11th and 12th centuries, are 

by no means without beauty.  

Accents, punctuation, and division of 

words 

In the book-hand of early papyri, neither accents nor 

breathings were employed. Their use was established by the 

beginning of the Roman period, but was sporadic in papyri, 

where they were used as an aid to understanding, and 

therefore more frequently in poetry than prose, and in lyrical 

oftener than in other verse. In the cursive of papyri they are 

practically unknown, as are marks of punctuation. 

Punctuation was effected in early papyri, literary and 

documentary, by spaces, reinforced in the book-hand by the 

paragraphos, a horizontal stroke under the beginning of the 

line. The coronis, a more elaborate form of this, marked the 

beginning of lyrics or the principal sections of a longer work. 

Punctuation marks, the comma, the high, low and middle 

points, were established in the book-hand by the Roman 

period; in early Ptolemaic papyri, a double point (:) is found.  

In vellum and paper manuscripts, punctuation marks and 

accents were regularly used from at least the 8th century, 

though with some differences from modern practice. At no 

period down to the invention of printing did Greek scribes 

consistently separate words. The book-hand of papyri aimed at 

an unbroken succession of letters, except for distinction of 

sections; in cursive hands, especially where abbreviations were 
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numerous, some tendency to separate words may be 

recognised, but in reality it was phrases or groups of letters 

rather than words which were divided. In the later minuscule 

word-division is much commoner but never became systematic, 

accents and breathings serving of themselves to indicate the 

proper division.  

India 

The view that the art of writing in India developed gradually, 

as in other areas of the world, by going through the stages of 

pictographic, ideographic and transitional phases of the 

phonetic script, which in turn developed into syllabic and 

alphabetic scripts was challenged by Falk and others in the 

early 1990s. In the new paradigm, Indian alphabetic writing, 

called Brāhmī, was discontinuous with earlier, undeciphered, 

glyphs, and was invented specifically by King Ashoka for 

application in his royal edicts. In the subcontinent, three 

scripts like Indus, Kharoṣṣhī and Brāhmī became prevalent. In 

addition, Greek and Arabic scripts were also added to the 

Indian context after their penetration in the early centuries of 

the common era (CE). The decipherment and subsequent 

development of Indus glyphs is also a matter for continuing 

research and discussion. After a lapse of a few centuries the 

Kharoṣṣhī script became obsolete; the Greek script in India 

went through a similar fate and disappeared. But the Brāhmī 

and Arabic scripts endured for a much longer period. Moreover, 

there was a change and development in the Brāhmī script 

which may be traced in time and space through the Maurya, 

Kuṣāṣa, Gupta and early medieval periods. The present day 

Nāgarī script is derived from Brāhmī. The Brāhmī is also the 
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ancestral script of many other Indian scripts, in northern and 

southern South Asia. Legends and inscriptions in Brāhmī are 

engraved upon leather, wood, terracotta, ivory, stone, copper, 

bronze, silver and gold. Arabic got an important place, 

particularly in the royalty, during the medieval period and it 

provides rich material for history writing.  

Most of the available inscriptions and manuscripts written in 

the above scripts—in languages like Prākrita, Pāṣi, Saṣskṣta, 

Apabhraṣśa, Tamil and Persian—have been read and exploited 

for history writing, but numerous inscriptions preserved in 

different museums still remain undeciphered for lack of 

competent palaeographic Indologists, as there is a gradual 

decline in the subcontinent of such disciplines as 

palaeography, epigraphy and numismatics. The discipline of 

ancient Indian scripts and the languages they are written 

needs new scholars who, by adopting traditional palaeographic 

methods and modern technology, may decipher, study and 

transcribe the various types of epigraphs and legends still 

extant today.  

The language of the earliest written records, that is, the Edicts 

of Ashoka, is Prakrit. Besides Prakrit, the Ashokan edicts are 

also written in Greek and Aramaic. Moreover, all the edicts of 

Ashoka engraved in the Kharoshthi and Brahmi scripts are in 

the Prakrit language: thus, originally the language employed in 

the inscriptions was Prakrit, with Sanskrit adopted at a later 

stage. Past the period of the Maurya Empire, the use of Prakrit 

continued in inscriptions for a few more centuries. In north 

India, Prakrit was replaced by Sanskrit by the end of the 3rd 

century, while this change took place about a century later in 

south India. Some of the inscriptions though written in 
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Prakrit, were influenced by Sanskrit and vice versa. The 

epigraphs of the Kushana kings are found in a mixture of 

Prakrit and Sanskrit, while the Mathura inscriptions of the 

time of Sodasa, belonging to the first quarter of the 1st 

century, contain verses in classical Sanskrit. From the 4th 

century onwards, the Guptas came to power and made Sanskrit 

flourish by supporting it in language and literature.  

In western India and also in some regions of Andhra Pradesh 

and Karnataka, Prakrit was used till the 4th century, mostly in 

the Buddhist writings though in a few contemporary records of 

the Ikshvakus of Nagarjunakonda, Sanskrit was applied. The 

inscription of Yajna Sri Satakarni (2nd century) from 

Amaravati is considered to be the earliest so far. The earlier 

writings (4th century) of Salankayanas of the Telugu region are 

in Prakrit, while their later records (belonging to the 5th 

century) are written in Sanskrit. In the Kannada speaking 

area, inscriptions belonging to later Satavahanas and Chutus 

were written in Prakrit. From the 4th century onwards, with 

the rise of the Guptas, Sanskrit became the predominant 

language of India and continued to be employed in texts and 

inscriptions of all parts of India along with the regional 

languages in the subsequent centuries. The copper-plate 

charters of the Pallavas, the Cholas and the Pandyas 

documents are written in both Sanskrit and Tamil. Kannada is 

used in texts dating from about the 5th century and the 

Halmidi inscription is considered to be the earliest epigraph 

written in the Kannada language. Inscriptions in Telugu began 

to appear from the 6th or 7th century. Malayalam made its 

beginning in writings from the 15th century onwards.  
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North India 

In north India, the Brahmi script was used over a vast area; 

however, Ashokan inscriptions are also found using 

Kharoshthi, Aramaic and Greek scripts. With the advent of the 

Saka-Kshatrapas and the Kushanas as political powers in 

north India, the writing system underwent a definite change 

due to the use of new writing tools and techniques. Further 

development of the Brahmi script and perceivable changes in 

its evolutionary trend can be discerned during the Gupta 

period: in fact, the Gupta script is considered to be the 

successor of the Kushana script in north India.  

From the 6th to about the 10th century of the common era, the 

inscriptions in north India were written in a script variously 

named, e.g., Siddhamatrika and Kutila ("Rañjanā script"). From 

the 8th century, Siddhamatrika developed into the Śāradā  

script in Kashmir and Punjab, into Proto-Bengali or Gaudi in 

Bengal and Orissa, and into Nagari in other parts of north 

India. Nāgarī script was used widely in northern India from the 

10th century onwards. The use of Nandinagari, a variant of 

Nagari script, is mostly confined to the Karnataka region.  

In central India, mostly in Madhya Pradesh, the inscriptions of 

the Vakatakas, and the kings of Sarabhapura and Kosala were 

written in what are known as "box-headed" and "nail-headed" 

characters. It may be noted that the early Kadambas of 

Karnataka also employed "nail-headed" characters in some of 

their inscriptions. During the 3rd–4th century, the script used 

in the inscriptions of Ikshvakus of Nagarjunakonda developed 

a unique style of letter-forms with elongated verticals and 

artistic flourishes, which did not continue after their rule.  
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South India 

• The earliest attested form of writing in South India is

represented by inscriptions found in caves,

associated with the Chalukya and Chera dynasties.

These are written in variants of what is known as the

Cave character, and their script differs from the

Northern version in being more angular. Most of the

modern scripts of South India have evolved from this

script, with the exception of Vatteluttu, the exact

origins of which are unknown, and Nandinagari,

which is a variant of Devanagari that developed due

to later Northern influence. In south India from the

7th century of the common era onwards, a number of

inscriptions belonging to the dynasties of Pallava,

Chola and Pandya are found. These records are

written in three different scripts known as Tamil,

Vattezhuttu and Grantha scripts, the last variety

being used to write Sanskrit inscriptions. In the

Kerala region, the Vattezhuttu script developed into

a still more cursive script called Kolezhuthu during

the 14th and 15th centuries. At the same time, the

modern Malayalam script developed out of the

Grantha script. The early form of the Telugu-

Kannada script is found in the inscriptions of the

early Kadambas of Banavasi and the early Chalukyas

of Badami in the west, and Salankayana and the

early Eastern Chalukyas in the east who ruled the

Kannada and Telugu speaking areas respectively,

during the 4th to 7th centuries.
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List of South Indian scripts 

•

• Coin of Vikramadytia Chandragupta II with the name

of the king in Brahmi script, 5th century

• Brāhmī script

• Chalukya and Chera cultures

• Grantha script

• Kannada script

• Malayalam script

• Nāgarī script&Nandinagari

• Tamil script (cf. also Abugidawriting system)

• Telugu script

Latin 

Attention should be drawn at the outset to certain fundamental 

definitions and principles of the science. The original 

characters of an alphabet are modified by the material and the 

implements used. When stone and chisel are discarded for 

papyrus and reed-pen, the hand encounters less resistance 

and moves more rapidly. This leads to changes in the size and 

position of the letters, and then to the joining of letters, and, 
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consequently, to altered shapes. We are thus confronted at an 

early date with quite distinct types. The majuscule style of 

writing, based on two parallel lines, ADPL, is opposed to the 

minuscule, based on a system of four lines, with letters of 

unequal height, adpl. Another classification, according to the 

care taken in forming the letters, distinguishes between the set 

book-hand and the cursive script. The difference in this case is 

determined by the subject matter of the text; the writing used 

for books (scriptura libraria) is in all periods quite distinct 

from that used for letters and documents (epistolaris, 

diplomatica). While the set book-hand, in majuscule or 

minuscule, shows a tendency to stabilise the forms of the 

letters, the cursive, often carelessly written, is continually 

changing in the course of years and according to the 

preferences of the writers.  

This being granted, a summary survey of the morphological 

history of the Latin alphabet shows the zenith of its 

modifications at once, for its history is divided into two very 

unequal periods, the first dominated by majuscule and the 

second by minuscule writing.  

Overview 

Jean Mabillon, a French Benedictine monk, scholar and 

antiquary, whose work De re diplomatica was published in 

1681, is widely regarded as the founder of the twin disciplines 

of palaeography and diplomatics. However, the actual term 

"palaeography" was coined (in Latin) by Bernard de 

Montfaucon, a Benedictine monk, in the title of his 

Palaeographia Graeca (1708), which remained a standard work 

in the specific field of Greek palaeography for more than a 
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century. With their establishment of palaeography, Mabillon 

and his fellow Benedictines were responding to the Jesuit 

Daniel Papebroch, who doubted the authenticity of some of the 

documents which the Benedictines offered as credentials for 

the authorisation of their monasteries. In the 19th century 

such scholars as Wilhelm Wattenbach, Leopold Delisle and 

Ludwig Traube contributed greatly to making palaeography 

independent from diplomatic. In the 20th century, the "New 

French School" of palaeographers, especially Jean Mallon, gave 

a new direction to the study of scripts by stressing the 

importance of ductus (the shape and order of the strokes used 

to compose letters) in studying the historical development of 

scripts.  

Majuscule writing 

Capital writing 

The Latin alphabet first appears in the epigraphic type of 

majuscule writing, known as capitals. These characters form 

the main stem from which developed all the branches of Latin 

writing. On the oldest monuments (the inscriptiones bello 

Hannibalico antiquiores of the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum 

= CIL), it is far from showing the orderly regularity of the later 

period. Side by side with upright and square characters are 

angular and sloping forms, sometimes very distorted, which 

seem to indicate the existence of an early cursive writing from 

which they would have been borrowed. Certain literary texts 

clearly allude to such a hand. Later, the characters of the 

cursive type were progressively eliminated from formal 
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inscriptions, and capital writing reached its perfection in the 

Augustan Age.  

Epigraphists divide the numerous inscriptions of this period 

into two quite distinct classes: tituli, or formal inscriptions 

engraved on stone in elegant and regular capitals, and acta, or 

legal texts, documents, etc., generally engraved on bronze in 

cramped and careless capitals. Palaeography inherits both 

these types. Reproduced by scribes on papyrus or parchment, 

the elegant characters of the inscriptions become the square 

capitals of the manuscripts, and the actuaria, as the writing of 

the acta is called, becomes the rustic capital.  

Of the many books written in square capitals, the éditions de 

luxe of ancient times, only a few fragments have survived, the 

most famous being pages from manuscripts of Virgil. The finest 

examples of rustic capitals, the use of which is attested by 

papyri of the 1st century, are to be found in manuscripts of 

Virgil and Terence. Neither of these forms of capital writing 

offers any difficulty in reading, except that no space is left 

between the words. Their dates are still uncertain, in spite of 

attempts to determine them by minute observation. The rustic 

capitals, more practical than the square forms, soon came into 

general use. This was the standard form of writing, so far as 

books are concerned, until the 5th century, when it was 

replaced by a new type, the uncial, which is discussed below.  

Early cursive writing 

While the set book-hand, in square or rustic capitals, was used 

for the copying of books, the writing of everyday life, letters 
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and documents of all kinds, was in a cursive form, the oldest 

examples of which are provided by the graffiti on walls at 

Pompeii (CIL, iv), a series of waxen tablets, also discovered at 

Pompeii (CIL, iv, supplement), a similar series found at 

Verespatak in Transylvania (CIL, iii) and a number of papyri. 

From a study of a number of documents which exhibit 

transitional forms, it appears that this cursive was originally 

simplified capital writing. The evolution was so rapid, however, 

that at quite an early date the scriptura epistolaris of the 

Roman world can no longer be described as capitals. By the 1st 

century, this kind of writing began to develop the principal 

characteristics of two new types: the uncial and the minuscule 

cursive. With the coming into use of writing surfaces which 

were smooth, or offered little resistance, the unhampered haste 

of the writer altered the shape, size and position of the letters. 

In the earliest specimens of writing on wax, plaster or papyrus, 

there appears a tendency to represent several straight strokes 

by a single curve. The cursive writing thus foreshadows the 

specifically uncial forms. The same specimens show great 

inequality in the height of the letters; the main strokes are 

prolonged upwards ( = b; = d) or downwards ( = q; = s). 

In this direction, the cursive tends to become a minuscule 

hand.  

Uncial writing 

Although the characteristic forms of the uncial type appear to 

have their origin in the early cursive, the two hands are 

nevertheless quite distinct. The uncial is a libraria, closely 

related to the capital writing, from which it differs only in the 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Vol

rounding off of the angles of certain letters, principally

. It represents a compromise between t

legibility of the capitals and the rapidity of the cursive, and is

clearly an artificial product. It was certainly in existence by

the latter part of the 4th century, for a number of manuscripts

of that date are written in perfect uncial hand

XX). It presently supplanted the capitals and appears in

numerous manuscripts which have survived from the 5th, 6th

and 7th centuries, when it was at its height. By this time it

had become an imitative hand, in which there was generally no

room for spontaneous development. It remained noticeably

uniform over a long period. It is difficult therefore to date the

manuscripts by palaeographical criteria alone. The most that

can be done is to classify them by centuries, on the strength of

tenuous data. The earliest uncial writing is easily

distinguished by its simple and monumental character from

the later hands, which become progressively stiff and affected.

List of Latin alphabets

• Old Italic script

• Roman cursive

• Roman square capitals

• Rustic cap
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rounding off of the angles of certain letters, principally

. It represents a compromise between the beauty and

legibility of the capitals and the rapidity of the cursive, and is

clearly an artificial product. It was certainly in existence by

the latter part of the 4th century, for a number of manuscripts

of that date are written in perfect uncial hands (

XX). It presently supplanted the capitals and appears in

numerous manuscripts which have survived from the 5th, 6th

and 7th centuries, when it was at its height. By this time it

had become an imitative hand, in which there was generally no

room for spontaneous development. It remained noticeably

uniform over a long period. It is difficult therefore to date the

manuscripts by palaeographical criteria alone. The most that

can be done is to classify them by centuries, on the strength of

data. The earliest uncial writing is easily

distinguished by its simple and monumental character from

the later hands, which become progressively stiff and affected.

List of Latin alphabets 

Old Italic script

Roman cursive

Roman square capitals

Rustic capitals 

rounding off of the angles of certain letters, principally 

he beauty and 

legibility of the capitals and the rapidity of the cursive, and is 

clearly an artificial product. It was certainly in existence by 

the latter part of the 4th century, for a number of manuscripts 

s (Exempla, pl. 

XX). It presently supplanted the capitals and appears in 

numerous manuscripts which have survived from the 5th, 6th 

and 7th centuries, when it was at its height. By this time it 

had become an imitative hand, in which there was generally no 

room for spontaneous development. It remained noticeably 

uniform over a long period. It is difficult therefore to date the 

manuscripts by palaeographical criteria alone. The most that 

can be done is to classify them by centuries, on the strength of 

data. The earliest uncial writing is easily 

distinguished by its simple and monumental character from 

the later hands, which become progressively stiff and affected.  
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Minuscule cursive writing 

Early minuscule cursive 

In the ancient cursive writing, from the 1st century onward, 

there are symptoms of transformation in the form of certain 

letters, the shape and proportions of which correspond more 

closely to the definition of minuscule writing than to that of 

majuscule. Rare and irregular at first, they gradually become 

more numerous and more constant and by degrees supplant 

the majuscule forms, so that in the history of the Roman 

cursive there is no precise boundary between the majuscule 

and minuscule periods.  

The oldest example of minuscule cursive writing that has been 

discovered is a letter on papyrus, found in Egypt, dating from 

the 4th century. This marks a highly important date in the 

history of Latin writing, for with only one known exception, not 

yet adequately explained—two fragments of imperial rescripts 

of the 5th century—the minuscule cursive was consequently 

the only scriptura epistolaris of the Roman world. The ensuing 

succession of documents show a continuous improvement in 

this form of writing, characterised by the boldness of the 

strokes and by the elimination of the last lingering majuscule 

forms. The Ravenna deeds of the 5th and 6th centuries exhibit 

this hand at its perfection.  

At this period, the minuscule cursive made its appearance as a 

book hand, first as marginal notes, and later for the complete 

books themselves. The only difference between the book-hand 

and that used for documents is that the principal strokes are 
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shorter and the characters thicker. This form of the hand is 

usually called semi-cursive.  

National hands 

The fall of the Empire and the establishment of the barbarians 

within its former boundaries did not interrupt the use of the 

Roman minuscule cursive hand, which was adopted by the 

newcomers. But for gaps of over a century in the chronological 

series of documents which have been preserved, it would be 

possible to follow the evolution of the Roman cursive into the 

so-called "national hands", forms of minuscule writing which 

flourished after the barbarian invasions in Italy, France, 

Spain, England and Ireland, and which are still known as 

Lombardic, Merovingian, Visigothic, Anglo-Saxon and Irish. 

These names came into use at a time when the various 

national hands were believed to have been invented by the 

peoples who used them, but their connotation is merely 

geographical. Nevertheless, in spite of a close resemblance 

which betrays their common origin, these hands are 

specifically different, perhaps because the Roman cursive was 

developed by each nation in accordance with its artistic 

tradition.  

• Lombardic writing

In Italy, after the close of the Roman and Byzantine periods, 

the writing is known as Lombardic, a generic term which 

comprises several local varieties. These may be classified 

under four principal types: two for the scriptura epistolaris, the 

old Italian cursive and the papalchancery hand, or littera 
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romana, and two for the l ibraria, the old Italian book-hand and 

Lombardic in the narrow sense, sometimes known as 

Beneventana on account of the fact that it flourished in the 

principality of Benevento.  

The oldest preserved documents written in the old Italian 

cursive show all the essential characteristics of the Roman 

cursive of the 6th century. In northern Italy, this hand began 

in the 9th century to be influenced by a minuscule book-hand 

which developed, as will be seen later, in the time of 

Charlemagne; under this influence it gradually disappeared, 

and ceased to exist in the course of the 12th century. In 

southern Italy, it persisted far on into the later Middle Ages. 

The papal chancery hand, a variety of Lombardic peculiar to 

the vicinity of Rome and principally used in papal documents, 

is distinguished by the formation of the letters a, e, q, t. It is 

formal in appearance at first, but is gradually simplified, 

under the influence of the Carolingian minuscule, which finally 

prevailed in the bulls of Honorius II (1124–1130). The notaries 

public in Rome continued to use the papal chancery hand until 

the beginning of the 13th century. The old Italian book-hand is 

simply a semi-cursive of the type already described as in use 

in the 6th century. The principal examples are derived from 

scriptoria in northern Italy, where it was displaced by the 

Carolingian minuscule during the 9th century. In southern 

Italy, this hand persisted, developing into a calligraphic form 

of writing, and in the 10th century took on a very artistic 

angular appearance. The Exultet rolls provide the finest 

examples. In the 9th century, it was introduced in Dalmatia by 

the Benedictine monks and developed there, as in Apulia, on 

the basis of the archetype, culminating in a rounded 

Beneventana known as the Bari type.  
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• Merovingian

The offshoot of the Roman cursive which developed in Gaul 

under the first dynasty of kings is called Merovingian writing. 

It is represented by thirty-eight royal diplomas, a number of 

private charters and the authenticating documents of relics.  

Though less than a century intervenes between the Ravenna 

cursive and the oldest extant Merovingian document (AD 625), 

there is a great difference in appearance between the two 

writings. The facile flow of the former is replaced by a cramped 

style, in which the natural slope to the right gives way to an 

upright hand, and the letters, instead of being fully outlined, 

are compressed to such an extent that they modify the shape of 

other letters. Copyists of books used a cursive similar to that 

found in documents, except that the strokes are thicker, the 

forms more regular, and the heads and tails shorter. The 

Merovingian cursive as used in books underwent simplification 

in some localities, undoubtedly through the influence of the 

minuscule book-hand of the period. The two principal centres 

of this reform were Luxeuil and Corbie.  

• Visigothic

In Spain, after the Visigothic conquest, the Roman cursive 

gradually developed special characteristics. Some documents 

attributed to the 7th century display a transitional hand with 

straggling and rather uncouth forms. The distinctive features 

of Visigothic writing, the most noticeable of which is certainly 

the q-shaped g, did not appear until later, in the book-hand. 

The book-hand became set at an early date. In the 8th century 

it appears as a sort of semi-cursive; the earliest example of 

certain date is ms lxxxix in the CapitularLibrary in Verona. 
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From the 9th century the calligraphic forms become broader 

and more rounded until the 11th century, when they become 

slender and angular. The Visigothic minuscule appears in a 

cursive form in documents about the middle of the 9th 

century, and in the course of time grows more intricate and 

consequently less legible. It soon came into competition with 

the Carolingian minuscule, which supplanted it as a result of 

the presence in Spain of French elements such as Cluniac 

monks and warriors engaged in the campaign against the 

Moors.  

The Irish and Anglo-Saxon hands, which were not directly 

derived from the Roman minuscule cursive, will be discussed 

in a separate sub-section below.  

Set minuscule writing 

One by one, the national minuscule cursive hands were 

replaced by a set minuscule hand which has already been 

mentioned and its origins may now be traced from the 

beginning.  

Half-uncial writing 

The early cursive was the medium in which the minuscule 

forms were gradually evolved from the corresponding 

majuscule forms. Minuscule writing was therefore cursive in 

its inception. As the minuscule letters made their appearance 

in the cursive writing of documents, they were adopted and 

given calligraphic form by the copyists of literary texts, so that 

the set minuscule alphabet was constituted gradually, letter by 
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letter, following the development of the minuscule cursive. 

Just as some documents written in the early cursive show a 

mixture of majuscule and minuscule forms, so certain literary 

papyri of the 3rd century, and inscriptions on stone of the 4th 

century yield examples of a mixed set hand, with minuscule 

forms side by side with capital and uncial letters. The number 

of minuscule forms increases steadily in texts written in the 

mixed hand, and especially in marginal notes, until by the end 

of the 5th century the majuscule forms have almost entirely 

disappeared in some manuscripts. This quasi-minuscule 

writing, known as the "half-uncial" thus derives from a long 

line of mixed hands which, in a synoptic chart of Latin scripts, 

would appear close to the oldest librariae, and between them 

and the epistolaris (cursive), from which its characteristic 

forms were successively derived. It had a considerable 

influence on the continental scriptura libraria of the 7th and 

8th centuries.  

Irish and Anglo-Saxon writing 

The half-uncial hand was introduced in Ireland along with 

Latin culture in the 5th century by priests and laymen from 

Gaul, fleeing before the barbarian invasions. It was adopted 

there to the exclusion of the cursive, and soon took on a 

distinct character. There are two well established classes of 

Irish writing as early as the 7th century: a large round half-

uncial hand, in which certain majuscule forms frequently 

appear, and a pointed hand, which becomes more cursive and 

more genuinely minuscule. The latter developed out of the 

former. One of the distinguishing marks of manuscripts of 

Irish origin is to be found in the initial letters, which are 
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ornamented by interlacing, animal forms, or a frame of red 

dots. The most certain evidence, however, is provided by the 

system of abbreviations and by the combined square and 

cuneiform appearance of the minuscule at the height of its 

development. The two types of Irish writing were introduced in 

the north of Great Britain by the monks, and were soon 

adopted by the Anglo-Saxons, being so exactly copied that it is 

sometimes difficult to determine the origin of an example. 

Gradually, however, the Anglo-Saxon writing developed a 

distinct style, and even local types, which were superseded 

after the Norman conquest by the Carolingian minuscule. 

Through St Columba and his followers, Irish writing spread to 

the continent, and manuscripts were written in the Irish hand 

in the monasteries of Bobbio Abbey and St Gall during the 7th 

and 8th centuries.  

Pre-Caroline 

James J. John points out that the disappearance of imperial 

authority around the end of the 5th century in most of the 

Latin-speaking half of the Roman Empire does not entail the 

disappearance of the Latin scripts, but rather introduced 

conditions that would allow the various provinces of the West 

gradually to drift apart in their writing habits, a process that 

began around the 7th century.  

Pope Gregory I (Gregory the Great, d. 604) was influential in 

the spread of Christianity to Britain and also sent Queens 

Theodelinde and Brunhilda, as well as Spanish bishops, copies 

of manuscripts. Furthermore, he sent the Roman monk 

Augustine of Canterbury to Britain on a missionary journey, on 
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which Augustine may have brought manuscripts. Although 

Italy's dominance as a centre of manuscript production began 

to decline, especially after the Gothic War (535–554) and the 

invasions by the Lombards, its manuscripts—and more 

important, the scripts in which they were written—were 

distributed across Europe.  

From the 6th through the 8th centuries, a number of so-called 

'national hands' were developed throughout the Latin-speaking 

areas of the former Roman Empire. By the late 6th century 

Irish scribes had begun transforming Roman scripts into 

Insular minuscule and majuscule scripts. A series of 

transformations, for book purposes, of the cursive 

documentary script that had grown out of the later Roman 

cursive would get under way in France by the mid-7th century. 

In Spain half-uncial and cursive would both be transformed 

into a new script, the Visigothic minuscule, no later than the 

early 8th century.  

Carolingian minuscule 

• Beginning in the 8th century, as Charlemagne began

to consolidate power over a large area of western

Europe, scribes developed a minuscule script

(Caroline minuscule) that effectively became the

standard script for manuscripts from the 9th to the

11th centuries. The origin of this hand is much

disputed. This is due to the confusion which

prevailed before the Carolingian period in the libraria

in France, Italy and Germany as a result of the

competition between the cursive and the set hands.
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In addition to the calligraphic uncial and half-uncial 

writings, which were imitative forms, little used and 

consequently without much vitality, and the 

minuscule cursive, which was the most natural 

hand, there were innumerable varieties of mixed 

writing derived from the influence of these hands on 

each other. In some, the uncial or half-uncial forms 

were preserved with little or no modification, but the 

influence of the cursive is shown by the freedom of 

the strokes; these are known as rustic, semi-cursive 

or cursive uncial or half-uncial hands. Conversely, 

the cursive was sometimes affected, in varying 

degrees, by the set librariae; the cursive of the 

epistolaris became a semi-cursive when adopted as a 

libraria. Nor is this all. Apart from these reciprocal 

influences affecting the movement of the hand across 

the page, there were morphological influences at 

work, letters being borrowed from one alphabet for 

another. This led to compromises of all softs and of 

infinite variety between the uncial and half-uncial 

and the cursive. It will readily be understood that 

the origin of the Carolingian minuscule, which must 

be sought in this tangle of pre-Carolingian hands, 

involves disagreement. The new writing is admittedly 

much more closely related to the epistolaris than the 

primitive minuscule; this is shown by certain forms, 

such as the open a ( ), which recall the cursive, by 

the joining of certain letters, and by the clubbing of 

the tall letters b d h l, which resulted from a cursive 

ductus. 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

 

365  
 

Controversy turns on the question whether the Carolingian 

minuscule is the primitive minuscule as modified by the 

influence of the cursive or a cursive based on the primitive 

minuscule. Its place of origin is also uncertain: Rome, the 

Palatine school, Tours, Reims, Metz, Saint-Denis and Corbie 

have been suggested, but no agreement has been reached. In 

any case, the appearance of the new hand is a turning point in 

the history of culture. So far as Latin writing is concerned, it 

marks the dawn of modern times.  

Gothic minuscule 

In the 12th century, Carolingian minuscule underwent a 

change in its appearance and adopted bold and broken Gothic 

letter-forms. This style remained predominant, with some 

regional variants, until the 15th century, when the 

Renaissance humanistic scripts revived a version of 

Carolingian minuscule. It then spread from the Italian 

Renaissance all over Europe.  

Rise of modern writing 

These humanistic scripts are the base for the antiqua and the 

handwriting forms in western and southern Europe. In 

Germany and Austria, the Kurrentschrift was rooted in the 

cursive handwriting of the later Middle Ages. With the name of 

the calligrapher Ludwig Sütterlin, this handwriting counterpart 

to the blacklettertypefaces was abolished by Hitler in 1941. 

After World War II, it was taught as an alternative script in 
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some areas until the 1970s; it is no longer taught. Secretary 

hand is an informal business hand of the Renaissance.  

Developments 

There are undeniable points of contact between architecture 

and palaeography, and in both it is possible to distinguish a 

Romanesque and a Gothic period. The creative effort which 

began in the post-Carolingian period culminated at the 

beginning of the 12th century in a calligraphy and an 

architecture which, though still somewhat awkward, showed 

unmistakable signs of power and experience, and at the end of 

that century and in the first half of the 13th both arts reached 

their climax and made their boldest flights.  

The topography of later medieval writing is still being studied; 

national varieties can, of course, be identified but the problem 

of distinguishing features becomes complicated as a result of 

the development of international relations, and the migration 

of clerks from one end of Europe to the other. During the later 

centuries of the Middle Ages the Gothic minuscule continued to 

improve within the restricted circle of de luxe editions and 

ceremonial documents. In common use, it degenerated into a 

cursive which became more and more intricate, full of 

superfluous strokes and complicated by abbreviations.  

In the first quarter of the 15th century an innovation took 

place which exercised a decisive influence on the evolution of 

writing in Europe. The Italian humanists were struck by the 

eminent legibility of the manuscripts, written in the improved 

Carolingian minuscule of the 10th and 11th centuries, in 

which they discovered the works of ancient authors, and 
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carefully imitated the old writing. In Petrarch's compact book 

hand, the wider leading and reduced compression and round 

curves are early manifestations of the reaction against the 

crabbed Gothic secretarial minuscule we know today as 

"blackletter".  

Petrarch was one of the few medieval authors to have written 

at any length on the handwriting of his time; in his essay on 

the subject, La scrittura he criticized the current scholastic 

hand, with its laboured strokes (artificiosis litterarum tractibus) 

and exuberant ( luxurians) letter-forms amusing the eye from a 

distance, but fatiguing on closer exposure, as if written for 

other purpose than to be read. For Petrarch the gothic hand 

violated three principles: writing, he said, should be simple 

(castigata), clear (clara) and orthographically correct. 

Boccaccio was a great admirer of Petrarch; from Boccaccio's 

immediate circle this post-Petrarchan "semi-gothic" revised 

hand spread to literati in Florence, Lombardy and the Veneto.  

A more thorough reform of handwriting than the Petrarchan 

compromise was in the offing. The generator of the new style 

(i llustration) was Poggio Bracciolini, a tireless pursuer of 

ancient manuscripts, who developed the new humanist script 

in the first decade of the 15th century. The Florentine 

bookseller Vespasiano da Bisticci recalled later in the century 

that Poggio had been a very fine calligrapher of lettera antica 

and had transcribed texts to support himself—presumably, as 

Martin Davies points out— before he went to Rome in 1403 to 

begin his career in the papal curia. Berthold Ullman identifies 

the watershed moment in the development of the new 

humanistic hand as the youthful Poggio's transcription of 

Cicero's Epistles to Atticus.  
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By the time the Medici library was catalogued in 1418, almost 

half the manuscripts were noted as in the lettera antica. The 

new script was embraced and developed by the Florentine 

humanists and educators Niccolò de' Niccoli and Coluccio 

Salutati. The papal chancery adopted the new fashion for some 

purposes, and thus contributed to its diffusion throughout 

Christendom. The printers played a still more significant part 

in establishing this form of writing by using it, from the year 

1465, as the basis for their types.  

The humanistic minuscule soon gave rise to a sloping cursive 

hand, known as the Italian, which was also taken up by 

printers in search of novelty and thus became the italic type. 

In consequence, the Italian hand became widely used, and in 

the 16th century began to compete with the Gothic cursive. In 

the 17th century, writing masters were divided between the two 

schools, and there was in addition a whole series of 

compromises. The Gothic characters gradually disappeared, 

except a few that survived in Germany. The Italian became 

universally used, brought to perfection in more recent times by 

English calligraphers.  



Chapter 14 

Philosophy of History 

Philosophy of history is the philosophical study of history 

and its discipline. The term was coined by French philosopher 

Voltaire.  

In contemporary philosophy a distinction has developed 

between speculative philosophy of history and critical 

philosophy of history, now referred to as analytic. The former 

questions the meaning and purpose of the historical process 

whereas the latter studies the foundations and implications of 

history and the historical method. The names of these are 

derived from C. D. Broad's distinction between critical 

philosophy and speculative philosophy.  

Origins 

In his Poetics, Aristotle (384–322 BCE) maintained the 

superiority of poetry over history because poetry speaks of 

what ought or must be true rather than merely what is true.  

Herodotus, a fifth-century BCE contemporary of Socrates, 

broke from the Homeric tradition of passing narrative from 

generation to generation in his work "Investigations" (Ancient 

Greek: �στορίαι; Istoríai), also known as Histories. Herodotus, 

regarded by some as the first systematic historian, and, later, 

Plutarch (46–120 CE) freely invented speeches for their 

historical figures and chose their historical subjects with an 

eye toward morally improving the reader. History was supposed 
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to teach good examples for one to follow. The assumption that 

history "should teach good examples" influenced how writers 

produced history. Events of the past are just as likely to show 

bad examples that one should not follow, but classical 

historians would either not record such examples or would re-

interpret them to support their assumption of history's 

purpose.  

From the Classical period to the Renaissance, historians 

alternated between focusing on subjects designed to improve 

mankind and on a devotion to fact. History was composed 

mainly of hagiographies of monarchs or of epic poetry 

describing heroic gestures (such as The Song of Roland—about 

the Battle of Roncevaux Pass (778) during Charlemagne's first 

campaign to conquer the Iberian peninsula).  

In the fourteenth century, Ibn Khaldun, who is considered one 

of the fathers of the philosophy of history, discussed his 

philosophy of history and society in detail in his Muqaddimah 

(1377). His work represents a culmination of earlier works by 

medieval Islamic sociologists in the spheres of Islamic ethics, 

political science, and historiography, such as those of al-

Farabi (c. 872 – c. 950), Ibn Miskawayh, al-Dawani, and Nasir 

al-Din al-Tusi (1201–1274). Ibn Khaldun often criticized "idle 

superstition and uncritical acceptance of historical data". He 

introduced a scientific method to the philosophy of history 

(which Dawood considers something "totally new to his age") 

and he often referred to it as his "new science", which is now 

associated with historiography. His historical method also laid 

the groundwork for the observation of the role of the state, 

communication, propaganda, and systematic bias in history.  
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By the eighteenth century historians had turned toward a more 

positivist approach—focusing on fact as much as possible, but 

still with an eye on telling histories that could instruct and 

improve. Starting with Fustel de Coulanges (1830–1889) and 

Theodor Mommsen (1817–1903), historical studies began to 

move towards a more modern scientific form. In the Victorian 

era, historiographers debated less whether history was 

intended to improve the reader, and more on what causes 

turned history and how one could understand historical 

change.  

Concepts 

Philosophy of chronology 

Many ancient cultures held mythical and theological concepts 

of history and of time that were not linear. Such societies saw 

history as cyclical, with alternating Dark and Golden Ages. 

Plato taught the concept of the Great Year, and other Greeks 

spoke of aeons. Similar examples include the ancient doctrine 

of eternal return, which existed in Ancient Egypt, in the Indian 

religions, among the Greek Pythagoreans' and in the Stoics' 

conceptions. In his Works and Days, Hesiod described five Ages 

of Man: the Golden Age, the Silver Age, the Bronze Age, the 

Heroic Age, and the Iron Age, which began with the Dorian 

invasion. Some scholars identify just four ages, corresponding 

to the four metals, with the Heroic age as a description of the 

Bronze Age. A four-age count would match the Vedic or Hindu 

ages known as Satya Yuga, Treta Yuga, Dvapara Yuga and Kali 

Yuga, which together make one Yuga Cycle that repeats. 
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According to Jainism, this world has no beginning or end but 

goes through cycles of upturns (utsarpini) and downturns 

(avasarpini) constantly. Many Greeks believed that just as 

mankind went through four stages of character during each 

rise and fall of history so did government. They considered 

democracy and monarchy as the healthy régimes of the higher 

ages; and oligarchy and tyranny as corrupted régimes common 

to the lower ages.  

In the East, cyclical theories of history developed in China (as 

a theory of dynastic cycle) and in the Islamic world in the work 

of Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406).  

During the Renaissance, cyclical conceptions of history would 

become common, with proponents illustrating decay and 

rebirth by pointing to the decline of the Roman Empire. 

Machiavelli's Discourses on Livy (1513–1517) provide an 

example. The notion of Empire contained in itself ascendance 

and decadence, as in Edward Gibbon's The History of the 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776) (which the Roman 

Catholic Church placed on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum ).  

During the Age of Enlightenment, history began to be seen as 

both linear and irreversible. Condorcet's interpretations of the 

various "stages of humanity" and Auguste Comte's positivism 

were among the most important formulations of such 

conceptions of history, which trusted social progress. As in 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Emile (1762) treatise on education 

(or the "art of training men"), the Enlightenment conceived the 

human species as perfectible: human nature could be infinitely 

developed through a well-thought pedagogy.  
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Cyclical conceptions continued in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries in the works of authors such as Oswald Spengler 

(1880–1936), Nikolay Danilevsky (1822–1885), and Paul 

Kennedy (1945– ), who conceived the human past as a series of 

repetitive rises and falls. Spengler, like Butterfield, when 

writing in reaction to the carnage of the First World War of 

1914–1918, believed that a civilization enters upon an era of 

Caesarism after its soul dies. Spengler thought that the soul of 

the West was dead and that Caesarism was about to begin.  

Philosophy of causality 

Narrative and causal approaches to history have often been 

contrasted or even opposed to one another, yet they can also 

be viewed as complementary. Some philosophers of history 

such as Arthur Danto have claimed that "explanations in 

history and elsewhere" describe "not simply an event—

something that happens—but a change". Like many practicing 

historians, they treat causes as intersecting actions and sets of 

actions which bring about "larger changes", in Danto's words: 

to decide "what are the elements which persist through a 

change" is "rather simple" when treating an individual's "shift 

in attitude", but "it is considerably more complex and 

metaphysically challenging when we are interested in such a 

change as, say, the break-up of feudalism or the emergence of 

nationalism".  

Much of the historical debate about causes has focused on the 

relationship between communicative and other actions, 

between singular and repeated ones, and between actions, 

structures of action or group and institutional contexts and 

wider sets of conditions. John Gaddis has distinguished 
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between exceptional and general causes (following Marc Bloch) 

and between "routine" and "distinctive links" in causal 

relationships: "in accounting for what happened at Hiroshima 

on August 6, 1945, we attach greater importance to the fact 

that President Truman ordered the dropping of an atomic bomb 

than to the decision of the Army Air Force to carry out his 

orders." He has also pointed to the difference between 

immediate, intermediate and distant causes. For his part, 

Christopher Lloyd puts forward four "general concepts of 

causation" used in history: the "metaphysical idealist concept, 

which asserts that the phenomena of the universe are products 

of or emanations from an omnipotent being or such final 

cause"; "the empiricist (or Humean) regularity concept, which 

is based on the idea of causation being a matter of constant 

conjunctions of events"; "the 

functional/teleological/consequential concept", which is "goal-

directed, so that goals are causes"; and the "realist, structurist 

and dispositional approach, which sees relational structures 

and internal dispositions as the causes of phenomena".  

There is disagreement about the extent to which history is 

ultimately deterministic. Some argue that geography, economic 

systems, or culture prescribe laws that determine the events of 

history. Others see history as a sequence of consequential 

processes that act upon each other. Even determinists do not 

rule out that, from time to time, certain cataclysmic events 

occur to change course of history. Their main point is, 

however, that such events are rare and that even apparently 

large shocks like wars and revolutions often have no more than 

temporary effects on the evolution of the society.  
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Philosophy of neutrality 

The question of neutrality concerns itself foremost with 

analysis of historiography and the biases of historical sources. 

One prominent manifestation of this analysis is the idea that 

"history is written by the victors". This phrase appears to have 

been coined by George Graham Vest to explain the Lost Cause 

of the losing side of the American Civil War.  

In his Society Must Be Defended, Michel Foucault posits that 

the victors of a social struggle use their political dominance to 

suppress a defeated adversary's version of historical events in 

favor of their own propaganda, which may go so far as 

historical negationism. Wolfgang Schivelbusch's Culture of 

Defeat takes an opposing approach that defeat is a major 

driver for the defeated to reinvent himself, while the victor, 

confirmed in his attitudes and methods, dissatisfied by the 

high losses and paltry gains made, may be less creative and 

fall back.  

For G. W. F. Hegel, the history of the world is also the Last 

Judgement. Hegel adopts the expression "Die Weltgeschichte 

ist das Weltgericht" ("World history is a tribunal that judges 

the World"; a quote from Friedrich Schiller's poem Resignation 

published in 1786) and asserts that history is what judges 

men, their actions and their opinions. Since the twentieth 

century, Western historians have disavowed the aspiration to 

provide a judgement of history. The goals of historical 

judgements or interpretations are separate to those of legal 

judgements, that need to be formulated quickly after the 

events and be final.  
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Related to the issues of historical judgement are those of the 

pretension to neutrality and objectivity. Analytic and critical 

philosophers of history have debated whether historians 

should express judgements on historical figures, or if this 

would infringe on their supposed role. In general, positivists 

and neopositivists oppose any value-judgement as unscientific. 

Operative theories 

Teleological approaches 

Early teleological approaches to history can be found in 

theodicies, which attempted to reconcile the problem of evil 

with the existence of God—providing a global explanation of 

history with belief in a progressive directionality organized by 

a superior power, leading to an eschatological end, such as a 

Messianic Age or Apocalypse. However, this transcendent 

teleological approach can be thought as immanent to human 

history itself. Augustine of Hippo, Thomas Aquinas, Jacques-

Bénigne Bossuet, in his 1679 Discourse On Universal History, 

and Gottfried Leibniz, who coined the term, formulated such 

philosophical theodicies. Leibniz based his explanation on the 

principle of sufficient reason, which states that anything that 

happens, does happen for a specific reason. Thus, if one 

adopts God's perspective, seemingly evil events in fact only 

take place in the larger divine plan. In this way theodicies 

explained the necessity of evil as a relative element that forms 

part of a larger plan of history. However, Leibniz's principles 

were not a gesture of fatalism. Confronted with the antique 

problem of future contingents, Leibniz developed the theory of 
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compossible worlds, distinguishing two types of necessity, in 

response to the problem of determinism.  

G. W. F. Hegel may represent the epitome of teleological 

philosophy of history. Hegel's teleology was taken up by 

Francis Fukuyama in his The End of History and the Last Man. 

Thinkers such as Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, Althusser, or 

Deleuze deny any teleological sense to history, claiming that it 

is best characterized by discontinuities, ruptures, and various 

time-scales, which the Annales School had demonstrated.  

Schools of thought influenced by Hegel also see history as 

progressive, but they see progress as the outcome of a dialectic 

in which factors working in opposite directions are over time 

reconciled. History was best seen as directed by a Zeitgeist, 

and traces of the Zeitgeist could be seen by looking backward. 

Hegel believed that history was moving man toward civilization, 

and some also claim he thought that the Prussian state 

incarnated the end of history. In his Lessons on the History of 

Philosophy, he explains that each epochal philosophy is in a 

way the whole of philosophy; it is not a subdivision of the 

Whole but this Whole itself apprehended in a specific modality.  

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel 

G. W. F. Hegel developed a complex theodicy in his 1807 

Phenomenology of Spirit, which based its conception of history 

on dialectics. The negative was conceived by Hegel as the 

motor of history. Hegel argued that history is a constant 

process of dialectic clash, with each thesis encountering an 

opposing idea or event antithesis. The clash of both was 

"superated" in the synthesis, a conjunction that conserved the 
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contradiction between thesis and its antithesis while sublating 

it. As Marx famously explained afterwards, concretely that 

meant that if Louis XVI's monarchic rule in France was seen as 

the thesis, the French Revolution could be seen as its 

antithesis. However, both were sublated in Napoleon, who 

reconciled the revolution with the Ancien Régime; he conserved 

the change. Hegel thought that reason accomplished itself, 

through this dialectical scheme, in History. Through labour, 

man transformed nature so he could recognize himself in it; he 

made it his "home." Thus, reason spiritualized nature. Roads, 

fields, fences, and all the modern infrastructure in which we 

live is the result of this spiritualization of nature. Hegel thus 

explained social progress as the result of the labour of reason 

in history. However, this dialectical reading of history involved, 

of course, contradiction, so history was also conceived of as 

constantly conflicting: Hegel theorized this in his famous 

dialectic of the lord and the bondsman.  

According to Hegel, One more word about giving instruction as 

to what the world ought to be. Philosophy in any case always 

comes on the scene too late to give it... When philosophy 

paints its gray in gray, then has a shape of life grown old. By 

philosophy's gray in gray it cannot be rejuvenated but only 

understood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the 

falling of the dusk. 

Thus, philosophy was to explain Geschichte (history) afterward. 

Philosophy is always late, it is only an interpretation of what is 

rational in the real—and, according to Hegel, only what is 

recognized as rational is real. This idealist understanding of 

philosophy as interpretation was famously challenged by Karl 

Marx's 11th thesis on Feuerbach (1845): "Philosophers have 
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hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, 

however, is to change it."  

Thomas Carlyle 

After Hegel, who insisted on the role of great men in history, 

with his famous statement about Napoleon, "I saw the Spirit on 

his horse", Thomas Carlyle argued that history was the 

biography of a few central individuals, heroes, such as Oliver 

Cromwell or Frederick the Great, writing that "The history of 

the world is but the biography of great men." His view of 

heroes included not only political and military figures, the 

founders or topplers of states, but artists, poets, theologians 

and other cultural leaders. His history of great men, of 

geniuses good and evil, sought to organize change in the 

advent of greatness.  

Explicit defenses of Carlyle's position have been rare since the 

late twentieth century. Most philosophers of history contend 

that the motive forces in history can best be described only 

with a wider lens than the one he used for his portraits. A.C. 

Danto, for example, wrote of the importance of the individual 

in history, but extended his definition to include social 

individuals, defined as "individuals we may provisionally 

characterize as containing individual human beings amongst 

their parts. Examples of social individuals might be social 

classes [...], national groups [...], religious organizations [...], 

large-scale events [...], large-scale social movements [...], etc." 

(Danto, "The Historical Individual", 266, in Philosophical 

Analysis and History, edited by Williman H. Dray, Rainbow-

Bridge Book Co., 1966). The great man theory of history was 

most popular with professional historians in the nineteenth 
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century; a popular work of this school is the Encyclopædia 

Britannica Eleventh Edition (1911), which contains lengthy and 

detailed biographies about the great men of history.  

After Marx's conception of a materialist history based on the 

class struggle, which raised attention for the first time to the 

importance of social factors such as economics in the 

unfolding of history, Herbert Spencer wrote "You must admit 

that the genesis of the great man depends on the long series of 

complex influences which has produced the race in which he 

appears, and the social state into which that race has slowly 

grown....Before he can remake his society, his society must 

make him."  

Social evolutionism 

Inspired by the Enlightenment's ideal of progress, social 

evolutionism became a popular conception in the nineteenth 

century. Auguste Comte's (1798–1857) positivist conception of 

history, which he divided into the theological stage, the 

metaphysical stage and the positivist stage, brought upon by 

modern science, was one of the most influential doctrines of 

progress. The Whig interpretation of history, as it was later 

called, associated with scholars of the Victorian and 

Edwardian eras in Britain, such as Henry Maine or Thomas 

Macaulay, gives an example of such influence, by looking at 

human history as progress from savagery and ignorance toward 

peace, prosperity, and science. Maine described the direction 

of progress as "from status to contract," from a world in which 

a child's whole life is pre-determined by the circumstances of 

his birth, toward one of mobility and choice.  
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The publication of Darwin's The Origin of Species in 1859 

introduced human evolution. However, it was quickly 

transposed from its original biological field to the social field, 

in social Darwinist theories. Herbert Spencer, who coined the 

term "survival of the fittest", or Lewis Henry Morgan in Ancient 

Society (1877) developed evolutionist theories independent 

from Darwin's works, which would be later interpreted as 

social Darwinism. These nineteenth-century unilineal evolution 

theories claimed that societies start out in a primitive state 

and gradually become more civilised over time, and equated 

the culture and technology of Western civilisation with 

progress.  

Ernst Haeckel formulated his recapitulation theory in 1867, 

which stated that "ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny": the 

evolution of each individual reproduces the species' evolution, 

such as in the development of embryos. Hence, a child goes 

through all the steps from primitive society to modern society. 

This was later discredited. Haeckel did not support Darwin's 

theory of natural selection introduced in The Origin of Species 

(1859), rather believing in a Lamarckian inheritance of 

acquired characteristics.  

Progress was not necessarily, however, positive. Arthur 

Gobineau's An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races 

(1853–55) was a decadent description of the evolution of the 

Aryan race which was disappearing through miscegenation. 

Gobineau's works had a large popularity in the so-called 

scientific racism theories that developed during the New 

Imperialism period.  
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After the first world war, and even before Herbert Butterfield 

(1900–1979) harshly criticized it, the Whig interpretation had 

gone out of style. The bloodletting of that conflict had indicted 

the whole notion of linear progress. Paul Valéry famously said: 

"We civilizations now know ourselves mortal."  

However, the notion itself didn't completely disappear. The End 

of History and the Last Man (1992) by Francis Fukuyama 

proposed a similar notion of progress, positing that the 

worldwide adoption of liberal democracies as the single 

accredited political system and even modality of human 

consciousness would represent the "End of History". 

Fukuyama's work stems from a Kojevian reading of Hegel's 

Phenomenology of Spirit (1807).  

Unlike Maurice Godelier who interprets history as a process of 

transformation, Tim Ingold suggests that history is a movement 

of autopoiesis  

A key component to making sense of all of this is to simply 

recognize that all these issues in social evolution merely serve 

to support the suggestion that how one considers the nature of 

history will impact the interpretation and conclusions drawn 

about history. The critical under-explored question is less 

about history as content and more about history as process.  

In 2011 Steven Pinker wrote a history of violence and humanity 

from an evolutionary perspective in which he shows that 

violence has declined statistically over time.  



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

 

383  
 

Contextual theories 

As early as the 18th century, philosophers began focusing on 

contextual factors contributing to the course of history. 

Historians of the Annales School, founded in 1929 by Lucien 

Febvre and Marc Bloch, were a major landmark in the shift 

from a history centered on individual subjects to studies 

concentrating in geography, economics, demography, and other 

social forces. Fernand Braudel's studies on the Mediterranean 

Sea as "hero" of history and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's 

history of climate were inspired by this school.  

Karl Marx 

Karl Marx is often thought to be an exponent of economic 

determinism. For him social institutions like religion, culture 

and the political system were merely by-products of the 

underlying economic system. However, he did not see history 

as completely deterministic. His essay The Eighteenth Brumaire 

of Louis Napoleon contains the most famous formulation of 

Marx's view of the role of the individual in history:  

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as 

they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen 

by themselves, but under given circumstances directly 

encountered and inherited from the past. 
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Michel Foucault 

The historico-political discourse analyzed by Michel Foucault 

in Society Must Be Defended (1975–76) considers truth as the 

fragile product of a historical struggle, first conceptualized as 

race struggle—understood not in the modern sense of 

biological race but closer to that of a people or nation. 

Boulainvilliers, for example, was an exponent of nobility rights. 

He claimed that the French nobility were the racial 

descendants of the Franks who invaded France (while the Third 

Estate was descended from the conquered Gauls), and had 

right to power by virtue of right of conquest. He used this 

approach to formulate a historical thesis of the course of 

French political history—a critique of both the monarchy and 

the Third Estate. Foucault regards him as the founder of the 

historico-political discourse as political weapon.  

In Great Britain, this historico-political discourse was used by 

the bourgeoisie, the people and the aristocracy as a means of 

struggle against the monarchy—cf. Edward Coke or John 

Lilburne. In France, Boulainvilliers, Nicolas Fréret, and then 

Sieyès, Augustin Thierry, and Cournot reappropriated this form 

of discourse. Finally, at the end of the nineteenth century, this 

discourse was incorporated by racialist biologists and 

eugenicists, who gave it the modern sense of race and, even 

more, transformed this popular discourse into a state racism 

in Nazism. Foucault also presents that Marxists too seized this 

discourse and took it in a different direction, transforming the 

essentialist notion of race into the historical notion of class 

struggle, defined by socially structured position. This 

displacement of discourse constitutes one of the bases of 

Foucault's thought—that discourse is not tied to the subject, 
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rather the subject is a construction of discourse. Moreover, 

discourse is not the simple ideological and mirror reflexion of 

an economic infrastructure, but is a product and the 

battlefield of multiples forces—which may not be reduced to 

the simple dualist contradiction of two energies. Foucault 

shows that what specifies this discourse from the juridical and 

philosophical discourse is its conception of truth—that truth is 

no longer absolute, it is the product of race struggle. History 

itself, which was traditionally the sovereign's science, the 

legend of his glorious feats and monument building, ultimately 

became the discourse of the people, thus a political stake. The 

subject is not any more a neutral arbitrator, judge, or 

legislator, as in Solon's or Kant's conceptions. Therefore, what 

became the historical subject must search in history's furor, 

under the "juridical code's dried blood", the multiple 

contingencies from which a fragile rationality temporarily 

finally emerged. This may be, perhaps, compared to the sophist 

discourse in Ancient Greece. Foucault warns that it has 

nothing to do with Machiavelli's or Hobbes's discourse on war, 

for to this popular discourse, the sovereign is nothing more 

than "an illusion, an instrument, or, at the best, an enemy. It 

is a discourse that beheads the king, anyway that dispenses 

itself from the sovereign and that denounces it".  

Other approaches 

Narrative history 

A current popular conception considers the value of narrative 

in the writing and experience of history. Important thinkers in 
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this area include Paul Ricœur, Louis Mink, W.B. Gallie, and 

Hayden White. Some have doubted this approach because it 

draws fictional and historical narrative closer together, and 

there remains a perceived "fundamental bifurcation between 

historical and fictional narrative" (Ricœur, vol. 1, 52). In spite 

of this, most modern historians, such as Barbara Tuchman or 

David McCullough, consider narrative writing important to 

their approaches. The theory of narrated history (or 

historicized narrative) holds that the structure of lived 

experience, and such experience narrated in both fictional and 

non-fictional works (literature and historiography) have in 

common the figuration of "temporal experience." In this way, 

narrative has a generously encompassing ability to "'grasp 

together' and integrate ... into one whole and complete story" 

the "composite representations" of historical experience 

(Ricœur x, 173). Louis Mink writes that, "the significance of 

past occurrences is understandable only as they are locatable 

in the ensemble of interrelationships that can be grasped only 

in the construction of narrative form" (148). Marxist theorist 

Fredric Jameson also analyzes historical understanding this 

way, and writes that "history is inaccessible to us except in 

textual form ... it can be approached only by way of prior 

(re)textualization" (82).  

Education and propaganda 

Since Plato's Republic, civic education and instruction has had 

a central role in politics and the constitution of a common 

identity. History has thus sometimes become the target of 

propaganda, for example in historical revisionist attempts. 

Plato's insistence on the importance of education was relayed 
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by Rousseau's Emile: Or, On Education (1762), a counterpart to 

The Social Contract (1762). Public education has been seen by 

republican regimes and the Enlightenment as a prerequisite of 

the masses' progressive emancipation, as conceived by Kant in 

Was Ist Aufklärung? (What Is Enlightenment?, 1784).  

The creation of modern education systems, instrumental in the 

construction of nation states, also passed by the elaboration of 

a common, national history. History textbooks are one of the 

many ways through which this common history was 

transmitted. Le Tour de France par deux enfants, for example, 

was the French Third Republic's classic textbook for 

elementary school: it described the story of two French 

children who, following the German annexation of the Alsace-

Lorraine region in 1870, go on a tour de France during which 

they become aware of France's diversity and the existence of 

the various patois.  

  



Chapter 15 

Political History 

Political history is the narrative and survey of political 

events, ideas, movements, organs of government, voters, 

parties and leaders. It is closely related to other fields of 

history, including diplomatic history, constitutional history, 

social history, people's history, and public history. Political 

history studies the organization and operation of power in 

large societies.  

In two decades from 1975 to 1995, the proportion of professors 

of history in American universities identifying with social 

history rose from 31% to 41%, and the proportion of political 

historians fell from 40% to 30%. In the history departments of 

British and Irish universities in 2014, of the 3410 faculty 

members reporting, 878 (26%) identified themselves with social 

history, and political history came next at 841 (25%) faculty 

members.  

Political world history 

The political history of the world examines the history of 

politics and government on a global scale, including 

international relations.  
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Aspects of Political History 

The first "scientific" political history was written by Leopold 

von Ranke in Germany in the 19th century. His methodologies 

profoundly affected the way historians critically examine 

sources; see historiography for a more complete analysis of the 

methodology of various approaches to history. An important 

aspect of political history is the study of ideology as a force for 

historical change. One author asserts that "political history as 

a whole cannot exist without the study of ideological 

differences and their implications." Studies of political history 

typically centre around a single nation and its political change 

and development. Some historians identify the growing trend 

towards narrow specialization in political history during recent 

decades: "while a college professor in the 1940s sought to 

identify himself as a "historian", by the 1950s "American 

historian" was the designation."  

From the 1970s onwards, new movements challenged 

traditional approaches to political history. The development of 

social history shifted the emphasis away from the study of 

leaders and national decisions, and towards the role of 

ordinary people, especially outsiders and minorities. Younger 

scholars shifted to different issues, usually focused on race, 

class and gender, with little room for elites. After 1990 social 

history itself began to fade, replaced with postmodern and 

cultural approaches that rejected grand narrative.  
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United States: The new political history 

Traditional political history focused on major leaders and had 

long played a dominant role among academic historians in the 

United States. These studies accounted for about 25% of the 

scholarly books and articles written by American historians 

before 1950, and about 33% into the 1960s, followed by 

diplomacy. The arrival in the 1960s and 1970s of a new 

interest in social history led to the emergence of the "new 

political history" which saw young scholars put much more 

emphasis on the voters' behavior and motivation, rather than 

just the politicians. It relied heavily on quantitative methods to 

integrate social themes, especially regarding ethnicity and 

religion. The new social science approach was a harbinger of 

the fading away of interest in Great Men. The eclipse of 

traditional political approaches during the 1970s was a major 

shock, though diplomatic history fell even further. It was 

upstaged by social history, with a race/class/gender model. 

The number of political articles submitted to the Journal of 

American History fell by half from 33% to 15%. Patterson 

argued that contemporary events, especially the Vietnam War 

and Watergate, alienated younger scholars away from the study 

of politicians and their deeds. Political history never 

disappeared, but it never recovered its dominance among 

scholars, despite its sustained high popularity among the 

reading public. Some political historians made fun of their own 

predicament, as when William Leuchtenburg wrote, "the status 

of the political historians within the profession has sunk to 

somewhere between that of a faith healer and a chiropractor. 

Political historians were all right in a way, but you might not 



Encyclopedia of Historical Disciplines, Volume 2 

391  

want to bring one home to meet the family." Others were more 

analytical, as when Hugh Davis Graham observed:  

• The ranks of traditional political historians are

depleted, their assumptions and methods

discredited, along with the Great White Man whose

careers they chronicled.

Britain 

Readman (2009) discusses the historiography of British 

political history in the 20th century. He describes how British 

political scholarship mostly ignored 20th century history due 

to temporal proximity to the recent past, the unavailability of 

primary sources, and the potential for bias. The article 

explores how transitions in scholarship have allowed for 

greater interest in 20th century history among scholars, which 

include less reliance on archival sources, methodological 

changes in historiography, and the flourishing of new forms of 

history such as oral history.  

Germany 

In the course of the 1960s, however, some German historians 

(notably Hans-Ulrich Wehler and his cohort) began to rebel 

against this idea, instead suggesting a "Primacy of Domestic 

Politics" (Primat der Innenpolitik), in which the insecurities of 

(in this case German) domestic policy drove the creation of 

foreign policy. This led to a considerable body of work 

interpreting the domestic policies of various states and the 

ways this influenced their conduct of foreign policy.  
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France 

The French Annales School had already put an emphasis on the 

role of geography and economics on history, and of the 

importance of broad, slow cycles rather than the constant 

apparent movement of the "history of events" of high politics. It 

downplayed politics and diplomacy. The most important work 

of the Annalesschool, Fernand Braudel's The Mediterranean 

and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, contains a 

traditional Rankean diplomatic history of Philip II's 

Mediterranean policy, but only as the third and shortest 

section of a work largely focusing on the broad cycles of 

history in the longue durée ("long term"). The Annales were 

broadly influential, leading to a turning away from political 

history towards an emphasis on broader trends of economic 

and environmental change.  

Social history 

In the 1960s and 1970s, an increasing emphasis on giving a 

voice to the voiceless and writing the history of the 

underclasses, whether by using the quantitative statistical 

methods of social history or the more postmodern assessments 

of cultural history, also undermined the centrality of politics to 

the historical discipline. Leff noted how social historians, 

"disdained political history as elitist, shallow, altogether passe, 

and irrelevant to the drama of everyday lives."  
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History of political regimes and 

institutions 

• MaxRange data is a project that defines and shows in

detail the political status and development of

institutional regimes of all states in the world from

1789. MaxRange also describes the background,

development, external sources and major causes

behind all political changes.

MaxRange is a dataset defining level of democracy and 

institutional structure (regime-type) on a 100-graded scale 

where every value represents a unique regimetype. Values are 

sorted from 1-100 based on level of democracy and political 

accountability. MaxRange defines the value (regimetype) 

corresponding to all states and every month from 1789 to 2015 

and updating. MaxRange is created and developed by Max 

Range, and is now associated with the university of Halmstad, 

Sweden   
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