what is history eh carr

what is history eh carr is a fundamental question explored in the seminal work by E.H. Carr, a
prominent British historian and international relations theorist. His book, *What Is History?*, published
in 1961, challenged traditional views of history and introduced a critical analysis of how historians
interpret past events. Carr argued that history is not merely a collection of facts but a dynamic
dialogue between the past and the present, influenced by the historian’s perspective and societal
context. This article delves into Carr’s key ideas, his critique of objectivity in history, and the
implications for understanding historical knowledge. By examining his philosophy of history, readers
gain insight into the evolving nature of historiography and the ongoing debates about historical truth
and interpretation. The discussion will cover Carr’s views on facts and interpretation, the role of the

historian, and the impact of his work on modern historical studies.
e Introduction to E.H. Carr and His Work
e The Central Thesis of What Is History?
e Critique of Historical Objectivity
¢ The Role of the Historian in Shaping History

* Facts vs. Interpretation in Historical Study

¢ Impact and Legacy of E.H. Carr’s Ideas



Introduction to E.H. Carr and His Work

E.H. Carr, or Edward Hallett Carr, was a distinguished British historian and diplomat whose intellectual
contributions significantly shaped twentieth-century historical thought. Born in 1892, Carr developed his
reputation through both academic scholarship and practical experience in diplomacy. His most
influential work, What Is History?, was published in 1961 and remains a cornerstone text in
historiography. Carr’s approach questioned the prevailing assumptions about historical knowledge and
emphasized the interpretive nature of writing history. His work bridged the gap between history and

social sciences, advocating for a more critical and reflective understanding of the past.

The Central Thesis of What Is History?

The core argument of What Is History? revolves around the idea that history is not a mere chronicle of
facts but a complex process of interpretation. Carr asserted that historians do not simply discover
facts; instead, they select and interpret evidence based on a framework shaped by their own context
and biases. This thesis challenged the notion of history as an objective recounting of events, proposing
instead that historical narratives are constructed through a continuous dialogue between the historian’s

present and the past.

History as a Dialogue

Carr emphasized that history involves an interaction between the past and the present. The historian’s
questions, values, and perspectives influence which events are considered significant and how they
are understood. This conceptualization implies that history is fluid and subject to reinterpretation as

new questions arise or societal values change.

The Selectivity of Historical Facts

One of Carr’s important points is that facts themselves do not speak for themselves. They must be



selected and interpreted within a broader narrative. The historian’s role includes deciding which facts

to include, exclude, or emphasize, highlighting the subjective nature of historical study.

Critique of Historical Objectivity

In *What Is History?*, Carr critically examined the traditional ideal of objectivity in historical writing. He
argued that complete objectivity is unattainable because historians inevitably bring their own
perspectives, cultural backgrounds, and temporal contexts to their work. This critique unsettled the

long-held belief that history could be an unbiased recounting of the past.

Limits of Objectivity

Carr maintained that the pursuit of absolute objectivity overlooks the interpretive lens through which all
historians view historical phenomena. Since no two historians share identical viewpoints, their

interpretations will naturally differ, reflecting the inherent subjectivity in the discipline.

Implications for Historical Methodology

This perspective encourages historians to acknowledge their biases openly and to understand history
as a constructed narrative rather than a fixed truth. It promotes a methodology that is self-reflective

and critical of the assumptions underlying historical accounts.

The Role of the Historian in Shaping History

According to Carr, the historian plays an active role in shaping history rather than passively recording
it. The historian’s choices about which events to study, how to interpret them, and which narratives to

construct are central to the creation of historical knowledge.



Selection and Emphasis

The historian’s responsibility includes determining which facts are relevant and how they relate to one
another. This selection process is influenced by contemporary concerns and the historian’s intellectual

framework.

Influence of Ideology and Context

Historians are also influenced by the ideological and social context in which they operate. Carr
highlighted how prevailing political, cultural, and social forces shape historical interpretation, affecting

which histories are told and which remain marginalized.

Facts vs. Interpretation in Historical Study

A key theme in Carr’s analysis is the distinction between historical facts and their interpretation. He

argued that facts alone do not constitute history; instead, history arises from the interpretation of facts.

The Nature of Historical Facts

Historical facts are the raw data of history—dates, events, and occurrences documented in records.
However, these facts gain meaning only when placed within a narrative framework that explains their

significance.

Interpretation as Essential

Interpretation involves connecting facts, identifying causes and effects, and constructing coherent
stories that provide understanding. Carr asserted that without interpretation, facts remain isolated and

unintelligible.



Examples of Interpretive History

¢ Understanding the causes of wars involves interpreting political, economic, and social factors,

not just listing battle dates.

¢ Biographical histories require assessing the motivations and impacts of individuals, which goes

beyond mere chronology.

* Social history interprets the experiences of groups and classes, emphasizing patterns over

isolated events.

Impact and Legacy of E.H. Carr’s Ideas

The influence of Carr’s *What Is History?* extends across historiography, education, and the
philosophy of history. His challenge to objectivity and emphasis on interpretation reshaped how

historians approach their craft and how history is taught and understood.

Shaping Modern Historiography

Carr’s work contributed to the development of postmodern and revisionist approaches, which question
established narratives and highlight the multiplicity of historical perspectives. His insistence on the

dynamic relationship between past and present remains foundational for contemporary historical

inquiry.

Educational Influence

The book has become a standard text in history courses worldwide, prompting students to critically

engage with the nature of historical knowledge and the responsibilities of historians.



Ongoing Debates

Despite its acclaim, Carr’s work has sparked debates about relativism and the limits of historical
interpretation. Discussions continue about balancing factual accuracy with interpretive insight,

underscoring the enduring relevance of Carr’s ideas.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is E.H. Carr?

E.H. Carr was a British historian and diplomat known for his influential works on historiography and

international relations, particularly his book 'What Is History?' published in 1961.

What is the main argument in E.H. Carr's 'What Is History?'

In 'What Is History?', E.H. Carr argues that history is a continuous dialogue between the past and the
present, emphasizing that historians interpret facts based on their perspectives and contexts rather

than just recording objective truths.

How did E.H. Carr challenge traditional views of history?

Carr challenged the traditional view that history is simply a collection of objective facts by highlighting
the role of the historian's interpretation and the idea that history is shaped by social and political

contexts.

What role do facts play in E.H. Carr's concept of history?

According to Carr, facts do not speak for themselves; they require interpretation by historians. Facts

gain meaning through the historian's analysis, making history a subjective, interpretive discipline.



Why is E.H. Carr's 'What Is History?' considered a foundational text in
historiography?

'What Is History?' is considered foundational because it critically examines the nature of historical
knowledge, the relationship between facts and interpretation, and the purpose of studying history,

influencing generations of historians.

How does E.H. Carr view the relationship between history and politics?

Carr believed that history is inherently political, as historians' interpretations are influenced by their own

political and social contexts, and historical narratives can serve contemporary political purposes.

What is E.H. Carr's perspective on objectivity in history?

Carr argued that complete objectivity in history is impossible because historians inevitably bring their
own biases and perspectives to their work, making history a subjective discipline shaped by

interpretation.

How did E.H. Carr influence modern historical methodology?

Carr influenced modern historical methodology by encouraging critical reflection on the role of the
historian, promoting the idea that history is a dynamic process of interpretation rather than a static

record of facts.

What examples does E.H. Carr use to illustrate his ideas in 'What Is
History?'

In 'What Is History?', Carr uses various historical examples, such as interpretations of the French
Revolution and the causes of World War |, to demonstrate how historians' perspectives shape

historical narratives.



Additional Resources

1. What is History? by E.H. Carr

This seminal work by E.H. Carr explores the nature of history and the historian's role in shaping our
understanding of the past. Carr argues that history is a dialogue between the past and present,
emphasizing the subjective interpretation involved in historical writing. The book challenges the notion

of objective history and highlights the influence of the historian's perspective and context.

2. The Historian's Craft by Marc Bloch

A foundational text in historiography, Marc Bloch's book delves into the methods and philosophy
behind historical research. Bloch advocates for a meticulous examination of sources and stresses the
importance of understanding the social and economic contexts of historical events. His work

complements Carr's ideas by focusing on the practical aspects of historical investigation.

3. In Defence of History by Richard J. Evans

Evans addresses the debates surrounding historical relativism and the postmodern critique of history.
He defends the possibility of objective historical knowledge while acknowledging the challenges posed
by interpretation and bias. This book provides a modern perspective on the issues raised by Carr

about the nature of historical truth.

4. The Landscape of History by John Lewis Gaddis

Gaddis offers an accessible introduction to how historians think and work, comparing history to other
disciplines like science. He explores the concepts of evidence, narrative, and causation, providing
insight into the historian’s craft. This book helps readers understand the complexity of constructing

historical narratives, echoing themes from Carr’s work.

5. Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe by Hayden White

Hayden White analyzes the literary and philosophical dimensions of historical writing in the 19th
century. He argues that historical narratives are shaped by rhetorical structures and imaginative
frameworks, challenging the idea of history as purely factual. This influential book expands on Carr’s

discussion of the historian’s interpretive role.



6. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History by Michel-Rolph Trouillot

Trouillot examines how power dynamics influence which histories are told and which are suppressed.
The book highlights the political nature of historical narratives and the selective process of recording
history. It complements Carr’s perspective by emphasizing the external forces that shape historical

knowledge.

7. The Practice of History by Geoffrey R. Elton

Elton provides a traditionalist view on the historian’s methodology, focusing on the importance of
rigorous source criticism and empirical evidence. He debates against overly relativistic interpretations
of history and stresses the historian's responsibility to uncover factual truth. This work offers a

counterpoint to Carr’s more interpretive approach.

8. History and Theory: Essential Readings edited by Peter Charles Hoffer

This anthology compiles key essays and excerpts from major historians and theorists, including E.H.
Carr. It covers a wide range of historiographical debates and methodological issues, providing a broad
context for understanding what history is and how it is studied. The collection is ideal for readers

interested in the theoretical underpinnings of historical inquiry.

9. On History by Eric Hobsbawm

Hobsbawm reflects on the practice of history in the modern world, discussing the historian's role in
society and the impact of contemporary events on historical interpretation. His essays address the
challenges of writing history in a politically charged environment. This book resonates with Carr’s ideas

about the interplay between history and present concerns.
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