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Introduction and Themes to be examined:  

This course introduces the students to the meanings of history; features; the history of 

historical writings; the use or relevance of history; the relationship of history with other 

disciplines; branches of history; philosophy of African history; sources of writing history; 

African idea of history; the meaning and practical use of historiography; methodology of 

writing history; importance of interdisciplinary approach in history writing. As the 

basic/foundation of the disciple, it also exposes the student to the problems of writing African 

history what history is not and the dynamics promoting history in the world. 

The course intent to acquaint students the skills of how to collect and use evidences (sources 

or materials) when writing or discussing national, local and international polices and 

structures. 

To achieve this, the course combines lectures with practical work drawn out in section in 

order to give students training in research and presentation of researches in clear, accurate, 

imaginative and debatable form. Though illustrative examples are drawn from a variety of 

world events, the major focus is on the African continent. 

Aim and Objectives: 

The aim of the course is to enlighten students about the meaning of history and all it entails as 

one of the basic knowledge of the discipline. The objective include the need to incorporate 

the diverse efforts of Africans in pursuit of development and changes experienced from the 

remembered past to the present as well as for the future. History as we know is all about 

human effort at growth and development influenced by several factors.  
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Course Outline  

See the Introductory aspect above   

 

 

The Meaning and Definitions of History: 

Several definitions exist as to what history means, or is all about. Generally all historians and 

other scholars interested in the discipline agree that, “History is an account of the past which 

seeks to provide reasons why things (events, changes) happened the way they did”. This 

means that anyone who is writing or interest in history should first become familiar with what 

happened in the past. Then she/he will be able to attempt to explain why those things 

happened, its implications on the present changes/events and in the future. 

(Give at least three to five definitions of History for comprehensiveness and 

understanding) 

Like the knowledge of sciences, the knowledge of history has immense practical significance. 

It is worth noting that every nation is creation of its own history and that to relegate history is 

tantamount to denying the citizens a common heritage and be extension undermining the very 

foundation of that nation. Our sense of personal identity demands roots in the past which are 

sought in the first instance in genealogy and family history. We know that we cannot 

understand a situation in life without some perception of where it fits into a continuing 

process or whether it has happened before.  

Essential Features of History: 

History is the record of men in the society. It constitutes the totality of human experience and 

enables us to comprehend what mankind had gone through showing what they have been, and 

how they have become what they are. Thus it is correct to say that being rather a social being 

that seeks the understanding of his society characterised by the following features: 

a. Change and continuity: A basic fact about man, society and history is the factor of 

change and continuity. Both man and the society are always in a state of motion 

thereby making it obviously non-stagnate. For examples societal changes, weather, 

atmosphere, climate, vegetation, culture, economic trends, political ideas, times, lives 

of men, languages, status, development, relationship, locations, production, 

consumption etc. 

b. History is progress: History is largely concerned about progress in the experiences of 

man over time and space with some measuring in from the stand point of strictly 

technological advancement. Historians believe progress should not be measured only 

from technological angle. The problem facing man is not only that of contending with 

other animals for supremacy, or even with elements far beyond his understanding. For 
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example, it is also that of controlling the environment and other supernatural 

challenges. Such has been the scenario ever since man’s civilization began. 

c. History is Wholistic: History studies the society as a whole in a wholistic manner. It 

views human society as a part of a whole as in the words of Donus in Carr; “No man 

is an island in the entirely of himself”. Unlike the physical and other sciences that 

study part of an organism, history studies the society with a view of understanding its 

dynamics and forces that shape it as it resultantly reveals itself. For us to properly 

understand man and society it is pertinent to grabble with the forces of its structure 

and superstructure.  

d. History is futuristic: The struggle put up by man and the entire society in different 

weights and measured is to provide entire society in different weights and measured is 

to provide and protrect the future. Man may be gone, but the productive outcomes, 

inventions, ideas become more beneficial it has future relevance. 

e. History is bonded by societal norms, culture, taboos, mores, environment, laws rulers, 

and temperaments among others. Meaning history is written or reconstructed based on 

the minds or outlook of members of the society. Drive, emotions, objective, 

inspirations. 

f. History is endless: All historians implying their skills have agreed that history is 

endless so long as the struggle for mankind to find bliss on earth attached with 

different appellations (names) of civilizations of development is a continuous thing. 

g. Man itself by nature is an existing history taking its roots form differences of 

languages, colour, culture, perceptions, location, believers and practices, fear, 

struggles etc.  

Importance of History 

Like the knowledge of sciences, the knowledge of history has immense practical importance. 

History has immense practical importance: 

1. As a memory of our society: A people without history are a people adrift. So the 

society without history is a society adrift because our sense of what is practicable in 

the future is formed by an awareness of what has happened in the past. 

2. History creates a sense of Nationalism and patriotism among the citizens of a nation 

and a sense of meeting their need that the nation has to know itself and to understand 

its relationship with other nations. 

3. History provides citizens sound political education. The knowledge of history is very 

significance because it provides the citizens with a sound political orientation and 

education to become loyal citizens. 

4. The subject is capable of appealing even to quite young children and it is through 

history learning that children come to know about the nation’s past and present 

activities. Thus creating a sense of belongingness and loyalty to a larger abstraction 

called a nation.  
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5. National unity is something that is desired by all nations since it forms the basis for 

political and economic unity for development and stability. One of the strongest 

bonds uniting a large social grouping is its member’s awareness of a common history 

and relations with other peoples – showing how group identity has endured through 

shifting circumstances. 

6. Another relevance of history is that it teaches us about ethnic cooperation in various 

parts of the continent and how such cooperation in various parts of the continent and 

how such co-operations have foster national unity, development and aspirations. 

7. History is also important to post-colonial Nigeria when it comes to public policy 

formulation and implementation. With the knowledge of divergent ethnic groups each 

with its own history, aspiration, government, culture and norms. With the knowledge 

of history, it takes into account the different histories of contacts and possible 

conflicts and resolutions. 

8. Consolidation of society’s existence is another importance of history, because without 

history a society scarely exists since it excels only in the continuing relationship 

between its members which in turn are merely the expectation that certain patterns of 

conduct and mutual service will continue in the future as they did in the past. 

9. Learning from the past mistakes is another importance in the study of history. In fact 

people’s judgements are always permeated by a sense of the past when for instance, 

they are assessing the feasibility of future policies or issues on relations with other 

groups. 

10. The study of history familiarises us with the customs, thought, processes, standards 

and experiences of life different from our own. Anyone questioning the relevance of 

this aspect of human existence and development is in other words questioning the 

relevance and meaning of existence. 

11. As an academic discipline, history is also about solving problems between and among 

nations and individuals of the world. 

12. History as a contact point is the source of every knowledge known to man. All the 

field of study are products of history. The observation of history as the source of other 

disciplines has been well captured by V.D. Roberts, when he posits that: 

History is the memory of human group experience. If it is forgotten or ignored, we cease 

in the measure to be human. Without history we come to be, like victims of collective 

amnesia grouping in the dark for our identity…it is the events recorded in history that 

have generated all the emotions, the values, the ideas, that make life meaningful, that 

have given men something to live for, struggle over and die for. 

Other relevance of history includes:  

 History as a cohesive and integrative factor in a multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-

religious, multi-ideologist, multi-world view among others. 

 History is a scholarly discipline concerned about all that mattered in the past that has 

a link in the present and probably the future.  
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 History is also important because it is a supplementary source/information about 

theology, political science, archaeology, sociology and some other terrestrial studies. 

Types/Branches of History  

There are several branches of history. The existing aspect fund in most universities in 

Nigeria where the course is featured includes:  

 Political History 

 Economic History 

 Military History 

 Diplomatic History 

 Maritime History 

 Human Development History 

 Cultural History 

 Ecological/Environmental History 

 Urban and Rural History 

 Etc. 

Historiography  

Several historians often used the term history and historiography to denote the study and 

recording of past events – reconstructed for present generation. History, in its broadest sense, 

is the totality of all past events, although a more realistic definition would limit it to the 

known past. Historiography is the written record of what is known of human lives and 

societies in the past and how historians have attempted to understand them. 

The concern of all serious historians has been to collect and record facts about the human past 

and often to discover new facts. They have known that the information they have is 

incomplete, partly incorrect, or biased and requires careful attention. All have tried to 

discover in the facts patterns of meaning that illuminate the human past. This is the essence 

of historiography. 

Meaning of Historiography 

Several definitions exist as to what Historiography stands for or means. Thus some historians 

see it as the: 

“Writing of history based on the use of primary and secondary sources; the techniques of 

research and writing based on the critical examination of these sources”. 

Or 

“Writing of history: especially those based on the critical examination of sources by selecting 

particular from the authentic materials and the synthesis of particular into a narrative that will 

stand the test of critical methods. 
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From the forgoing, we can deduce that Historiography is the writing of history involving the 

development of historical methods, research and writing using historical literature. No doubt 

two major tendencies exist in the writing of history evident from the beginning of the western 

traditions: the concept of historiography as an accumulation of records and the concept of 

history as story telling filled with explanations of cause and effect. 

 

The Historian’s Craft/Skill 

Except for the special circumstance in which historians’ record events they themselves have 

witnessed, historical facts can only be known through intermediary sources. These include 

testimony from living witness; narrative records, such as previous histories, memoirs, letters, 

and imaginative literature; the legal and financial records of courts Legislatures, religious 

institutions, or businesses; and the unwritten information derived from the physical remains 

of past civilizations, such as architecture, arts and crafts, burial grounds and cultivated land. 

All these and many more sources of information provide the evidence from which the 

historian deciphers historical facts. The relation between evidence and fact, however, is rarely 

simple and direct. The evidence may be biased or mistaken, fragmentary, or nearly 

unintelligible after long periods of cultural or linguistic change. Historians, therefore, have to 

assess their evidence with a critical eye before writing for humanity. 

Interpretation and Form 

The purpose of history as a serious endeavour to understanding human life is never fulfilled 

by the mere sifting of evidence for facts. Fact-finding is only the foundation for the selection, 

arrangement and explanation that constitutes historical interpretation. The process of 

interpretation informs all aspects of historical inquiry, beginning with the selection of a 

subject for investigation, because the very choice of a particular event or society or institution 

is itself an act of judgement that asserts the importance of the subject. Once chosen, the 

subject itself suggests a provisional model of hypothesis that guides research and helps the 

historian to assess and classify the available evidence and to present a detailed and coherent 

account of the subject. The historian must respect the facts, avoid ignorance and error as far 

as possible, and create a convincing intellectually satisfying interpretation. 

Until modern times, history was regarded primarily as a special kind of literature that shared 

many techniques and effects with fictional narrative. Historians were committed to factual 

materials and personal truthfulness, but like writers of fiction they wrote detailed narratives 

of events and vivid character sketches with great attention to language and style. The 

complex relations between literary art and Historiography have been and continue to be a 

subject of heated debate. 

History of Historiography  

Western historiography originated with the ancient Greeks, and the standards and interests of 

the Greek historians dominated historical study and writing for centuries. 
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a. Greek Historiography  

In the 5th century BC. The Greek Historians Herodotus, who has been called the father of 

history, wrote his famous account of the Persian Wars and later, Thucydides wrote his classic 

study of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta. These men recorded 

contemporary or near-contemporary events in prose narratives of striking style, depending as 

much as possible on eyewitness or other reliable testimony for evidence. They concentrated 

on war, constitutional history and the character of political leaders to create pictures of 

human societies in times of crisis or change. The recognition by contemporaries of the 

extraordinary accomplishment of both historians gave their works an authority that 

influenced succeeding historians. They too would prefer recent events, consider visual and 

oral evidence superior to written and assume that the most significant human expression was 

the state and political life. To them no specialised training was considered necessary for 

historiography. The historian’s education was that of any cultivated man: careful reading of 

general literature, followed by the study of rhetoric, the art of fluent and persuasive use of 

language that dominated ancient higher education. However, the ideal historian would 

combine rigorous truthfulness and freedom from bias with the gift of developed expression. 

Apart from the works of Herodotus and Thucydides, in the 4th century BC Xenophon, 

Teopompus of Chios and Ephorus continued the main traditions of Greek historiography in 

the Hellenistic period and extended its scope. Polybius, in the 2nd Century BC, explained 

Roman history, political life and military successes to his fellow Greeks, a subject also taken 

up by Strabo the geographer and Dionysius of Halicarnassus in the following century. The 

history of the Jews was placed in its Hellenistic and Roman context by Flavius Josephus, a 

Jewish aristocrat of Greek culture, who also defended and explained Jewish religion and 

customs. 

b. Roman Historiography  

The prestige of Greek as a language of art and learning was so great that the first Roman 

historiography, even by Romans, was written in Greek. Cato the Elder was the first to write 

Roman history in Latin and his example inspired others. Sallust, impressed by the work of 

Thucydides, developed a brilliant Latin style that combined ethical reflections with acute 

psychological insight. His political analysis, based on human motivation, was to have a long 

and pervasive influence on historical writing. At the same time, Cicero, although not himself 

a historian defined the prevailing ideals of historiography in terms of stylistic elegance and 

traditional moral standards applied to the events of public life. 

c. The Early Christian Era 

The triumph of Christianity in the Roman Empire during the 4th century assured the 

predominance of a type of historiography radically different from the works of the pagan 

Greek and Roman historians. Its origin was Jewih. The writers mentioned thus far (with the 

exception of Josephus) were all pagan, and their books/works were entirely secular in subject 

and point of view. Educated pagans considered speculation on human destiny and moral 
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questions beyond those directly applicable to political life the prosper work of philosophers, 

not historians. During the 4th C.AD, however, with the conversion of Emperor Constantine 

the Great, Christianity attained legal status and increasing influence in the Roman Empire and 

introduced new subjects and approaches to history. Eusebus of Caesarea wrote an 

ecclesiastical history (C.AD 324), tracing the growth of the church from its origins, through 

generations of persecution and martyrdom, to the triumphs of his own day. This radically new 

kind of history ignored the traditional classical restrictions of subject and style. Eusebus 

described religious life books and ideas, and people of no political importance; he included a 

great deal of documentary evidence and considered the major questions of human existence. 

Such mingling of secular and religious history with moral interpretation on the largest scale 

had its only precedent in the old Testament, where the relation between God and humankind 

was seen in historical terms as a covenant between Jehovah and Israel worked out over 

centuries of national history of the Jews. Built on this foundation, Christianity too was a 

religion with significant implications for the interpretation of human history. 

d. The Middle Ages 

With the disintegration of the Western Roman Empire in the 5th century A.D., the traditions 

of classical education and literary culture of which historiography was part, were disrupted 

and attenuated. Literacy became one of the professional skills of the clergy, which carried on 

the task of preserving and expanding a learned, religious culture. Many monasteries kept 

chronocles or annals, often the anonymous work of generations of monks, which simply 

recorded whatever the author knew of events, year by year, without any attempt at artistic or 

intellectual elaboration. The achievements of past historians, however, preserved in monastic 

libraries, kept alive the idea of a more ambitious standard, and early medieval writers, such as 

Gregory of Tours, struggled to meet it. The Historia Ecclesiastical Gentis Anglorum 

(Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 731) by the venerable Bede, an English monk, 

achieved the integration of Secular and ecclesiastical history, natural and supernatural events, 

in a forceful and intelligent narrative. 

e. The Renaissance: 

The intensified study of Greek and Roman literature and the renewal of rhetorical education 

that characterised intellectual life in the 15th cent Italy had an effect on historical study; it 

encouraged a secular and realistic approach to political history, both ancient and modern. 

Leonardo Bruni, a student of the newly recovered works of Tacitus, reconsidered the history 

of Republican and imperial Rome and of his native Florence in the light of Roman 

experience. In the 16th Century Niccolo Machiavelli and Francesco Guicciardini wrote works 

that again set political history in a world bounded by human laws and human ambitious. This 

separation of ecclesiastical from secular materials of history is evident wherever Renaissance 

learning had influence in Europe.  

f. The Antiquarians and Enlightenment  
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The classical traditions of history writing had emphasised literary skill and the 

reinterpretation of history at the expense of basic research. The major contributions of 

Byzantine historiography were its strong lay tradition; which resulted in contemporary 

histories, biographies, and popular chronicles and its preservation of and emulation of the 

Greco-Roman Classical models, which resulted in the continuation of Greek learning and 

culture. The Byzantine traditions most important achievement lay in its revival of the concept 

of critical history; attention thus was paid to rational analysis to cause and effect. 

Like Polybius, the majority of Byzantine historians, including most of the best ones, preferred 

to write about their own times and within these limits they produced some real masterpieces. 

Unlike the majority of the ancient historians, Polybius had included much autobiographical 

detail and his influence reinforced the readiness of the Byzantine historians to talk about 

themselves, thus providing abundant information about several of these authors. Their 

histories are likely to be one-sided and full of details about what interested them, while 

remaining silent about a great mass of other contemporary happenings.  

The last, increasingly disastrous centuries of Byzantine history are recorded by a series of 

scholarly and interesting historians. Nicetas Choniates, a high imperial official provides 

surprisingly balanced eyewitness accounts of the siege and capture of Constantinople by the 

forces of the fourth crusade (1202-04) and those of several others. Perhaps the most readable 

of all Byzantine histories is the largely autobiographical work of the leading politician and 

emperor John VI (1347-1354), written after his deposition during his years of enforced 

retirement in a monastery. George Sphrantzes a close friend of the last emperor Constantine 

XI, included in his history an eyewitness account of the Siege and capture of Constantinople 

by Mehmed II in 1453. 

g. The 19th Century 

Nineteenth Century historians transformed the intellectual and professional standing of the 

subject. The cultural circumstances were propitious, since rapid industrialization and 

urbanization kindled a new popular interest in the past, founded on nostalgia for a vanishing 

order, and expressed in a desire to recreate the past imaginatively. This outlook was reflected 

in the rise of the historical novel, and in important innovations in archaeology and the study 

of art. The leading historians of the day, like Leopold Von Ranke in Germany, combined 

powers of empathy with a close critical attention to the surviving documents of the past. In a 

formidable sequence of works beginning with Histories of the Latin and German Nations 

from 1994 to 1514 (1825), Ranke moved well beyond the documentary techniques of the 18th 

century erudits. His method combined a close reading of the text with a careful reconstruction 

of the historical circumstances in which it was composed; only by these means, he 

maintained, could unreliable documents be detected and the essential meaning of the text be 

recovered. 

The intellectual standing of historians was also enhanced by their claim to write history in a 

dispassionate, objective way: historians should not take sides, nor should they seek to make 

propaganda out of the past; their task was essentially one of reconstruction. “Historicism” is 
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the label that refers to this somewhat austere approach to the past: it means a respect for the 

otherness of the past and for the sulf that separates us from it. Ranke and his followers were 

opposed to the association of history writing with state propaganda. They also coveted 

scientific status in an academic world in which the natural sciences enjoyed unrivalled 

prestige. On the strength of these claims, history became an academic discipline in its own 

right, and a key subject within the German University curriculum which also influenced 

historical scholarship throughout Europe, America, Africa and Asia. 

Non-Western Historiography  

Many non-Western peoples have traditions of historical writing that date back over and 

millennia. Perhaps the most familiar to Westerners is the Jewish tradition as known from the 

Bible, the Muslim historiography; the Chinese historiography and that Africa. 

Muslim Historiography  

Like that of the ancient Jews, Muslim interest in historiography was derived from and 

strongly influenced by religious belief. The Prophet Muhammad regarded as the successor to 

the Jewish and Christian Prophets, imbued Islam with a strong sense of history. The 

compilation and verification of the Hadith, the traditions that formed with the Koran the basis 

of Islamic law, compelled early development of historical skills. By the 8th and 9th centuries, 

both theologists and historians were engaged in writing an authoritative record of 

Muhammad’s life and teaching and sometimes disagreeing on methods. Al-Tabari wrote 

Tarikh ar-Rasul wa’al Muluk (History of Prophets and Kings, C.915), which became the 

accepted source for early Islamic history. Muslim historians characteristically record the lives 

of devout men and scholars in preference to political and military leaders, regarding the lives 

of the devout as a surer measure of the spiritual progress of society. Biographical dictionaries 

have thus had a long and important tradition, beginning with those that record the lives of the 

companions of Muhammad. 

In the 14th Century Ibn Khaldun wrote a universal history that reveals the extraordinary 

extent of his learning and his unusual ability to conceive of general theories to account for 

centuries of social and political development. He was the only Muslim historian to suggest 

social and economic reasons for historical change, but his work, although widely read and 

copied, re-without effective influence until the additional impetus of western thought was 

introduced in the 19th century. 

Chinese Historiography  

According to records, “of all the nations in the world, China has the longest, most 

voluminous record of its past, dating back nearly 3,000 years”. Historiography was an interest 

of Chinese scholars from early times, and it was invested with the task of conveying 

applicable lessons for human life. The lessons of history were an integral part of all Chinese 

learning an attitude strongly emphasised by Confucius, who stressed the importance of 

exemplary history and the keeping of authentic records. Most ancient Chinese histories are 
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the official records of scholar-bureaucrats, immensely detailed and concrete, with no attempts 

at synthesis of explanation. The saying and actions of each emperor were recorded day by 

day and later used to compile a survey of his reign. Similarly, each dynasty would acquire its 

comprehensive official history (yielding a total of 25 in all), written according to a 

conventional model that had not room for extraneous social, artistic, or other information and 

allowed no personal interpretation on the part of the author, though choice of documents was 

dictated by Confucian moralistic bias. 

The first person to write a comprehensive history of China from earliest times was Sima Qian 

who produced his Shiji (Historical Records) during the Han dynasty. This masterpiece was 

patterned after the Chunqiu but also included tabulated data, separate topical essays, and 

biographies of important figures. Its breadth and literary power made it immensely 

influential. Sima Qian’s successor Ban Gu covered his own times in the Hanshu (History of 

the Han), adding more essays and including a list of sources. 

African Historiography 

Before the epoch of written history, Africans had always established their historical 

consciousness by preserving their historical facts basically through oral sources. The advent 

of scientific historiography became central to the Euro-Centric Criticism of African 

historiography during the Colonial experience which also resulted in the outright denial of the 

existence of African history. This Eurocentric criticism was couched in the argument that oral 

sources of history, outside the written sources, lack chronology; they are based on memory 

and thus are easily prone to distortion; and that they lack the capacity to provide proofs like 

the written sources. The argument further contented that the oral sources of history are 

specifically designed to validate claims by the African societies and that they were not meant 

to serve as genuine sources for historical reconstruction, especially in the light of their 

incapacity in the area of feedback. On the basis of this consideration, history scholars of 

European decent were quick to conclude that Africans had no history. For instance, the 

renowned German philosopher of history, George Hegel once wrote about Africa thus: 

“It is manifest that want of self-control distinguishes the character of the 

Negroes. The condition is capable of no development or culture, and as we 

have seen them at this day, such have they always been. At this point, we 

leave Africa, not even to mention it again. For it is no historical part of the 

world; it has no movement or development to exhibit”. 

The above argument did not see Africa as constituting a significant part of world history to be 

treated specially. Perhaps, this stereotypical prejudice is made more poignant by Ali Mazrui 

in one of his works cited by Armstrong Adejo: 

The absence of the written word affected other areas of evaluating the place 

of the African civilization. Among these must be included the simple point of 

whether the African had a history at all. The doubt goes far back in the story 

of Western assessments of the African. One distinguished exponent of the 

scepticism in the modern period is the current Regius Professor of Modern 

History at Oxford, Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper. In 1963 Trevor-Roper said 

in a television broadcast in Britain; ‘perhaps in the future there will be some 
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African history to teach. But at present, there is none; there is only the history 

of Europeans in Africa-the rest is darkness… and darkness is not a subject of 

history’. 

To say that Africa had no history before the epoch of literacy has been quite misleading and 

fallacious because the preservation of African History is as old as the writing of history itself. 

Fage has argued that the historians of the ancient Mediterranean world and those of the 

mediaeval Islamic civilization both took the whole known world as their frame of reference 

and thus included a significant part of Africa in their interest. Information about the history 

and social life of peoples living to the south of Egypt was sought by Herodotus the same way 

he did for the barbarians of northern Europe. It is from the writing of Herodotus that the 

report of a three year Phoenician voyage around African in 595BC comes, even though it is 

contended that the account was recorded with some level of scepticism. In the Roman era, 

Greek historians like Polybius and Strabo travelled the known world and gathered historically 

relevant information, some of which was about Africa. Other Roman historians like pliny, 

were interested in Africa and mostly concerned with recording the deeds of African empires 

in Egypt, Ptolemy collected the records of travellers along the East Africa Seaboard to draw 

up his famous map showing River Nile rising in two large central African lakes bordered by 

the snow-capped ‘mountain of the moon in the 2nd century A.D. Even though the map was 

not exactly accurate, it contained some basic information, which were discovered about 1,500 

years later by Speke the explorer to be correct. 

Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) of whom we mentioned before now, is one major African historian 

in the best modern sense. If the western scholars had known him better he probably would 

have usurped Herodotus’ title of the father of African history’. As an African from Tunis, Ibn 

Khaldun was essentially concerned with Africa and its relations with the other peoples of the 

Mediterranean and the Near East. From Khaldun’s perception, Africa’s relations with other 

people evolved a concept of history as a cyclical process in which the nomads from the 

steppes and desert conquered the sedentary peoples of the arable lands and set up kingdoms 

which lose their vitality after three generations and became victims to fresh invasions of 

nomads.  

Ibn Khaldun thought out a philosophy of history, which stands him from his contemporaries. 

To him, scraps of information about the past were not viewed in the light of having 

potentially equal weight and validity. He adopted the approach of criticism and comparison in 

arriving at historical facts. As Fage elucidates, 

Ibn Khaldun is in fact a very modern historian, and it is to him that we owe 

what is almost certainly our earliest surviving fragments of the written 

history of tropical Africa in any modern sense…he was also working within 

the older Mediterranean and Islamic traditions, he was not unmindful of what 

was going on across the sahara…one of Ibn Khaldun’s work is… a history of 

the Empire of Mali. This is partly based on the oral tradition then current, and 

for this reason, it still remains an essential base for the history of this great 

African states.  

It was in the same manner that Ibn Khaldun was drawing his inspiration from the past 

achievements of his society and directing his efforts towards a comprehensive understanding 
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of its needs and potentialities that other classes of professional historians were doing. In fact, 

the historians of the tropical Africa states, the keepers of oral tradition, essentially valued 

history as a means of binding people together in shared loyalties. They were, therefore, more 

concerned with or restricted to the preservation rather than the analysis, the annotation or the 

revision of their own history; and guided by historical consciousness, they were able to 

evolve a variety of efficient and effective techniques for the preservation of their history and 

its reconstruction before the epoch of written history. The techniques were essentially based 

on the oral sources of history, which are still very reliable and practically functional. Source 

of the reconstruction of African history.  

Before the advent of literacy and the epoch of written history many African societies took 

very deliberate steps in ensuring the accurate and exact preservation of their history. In many 

African societies, specific people were charged with the responsibility to keep oral traditions. 

Almost all places in African societies had historians who preserved historical facts. For 

example, the Madingo had Griots; the Yoruba had the Orikins, Arokins, the Benins had the 

Chroniclers the Esan of Edo state had an inbuilt idea of a king knowing the history of the past 

king before enthronement, as well as the Moridi in Congo. All these steps helped the pre-

literate African societies in the preservation and reconstruction of their history.  

Further, other examples of pre-literate history was kept in drawings, symbols, names, 

cognomen, kinglist, proverbs, adages, songs, dances, costume, carvings, stories of war, peace, 

trade, relationship told from generations to generations specific rivers, caves, mountains, 

trees, animals, reserved forest, shrines, groves, etc. Today, the African historiography 

employs a multiple approach of oral 

The Philosophy of Nigerian History 

At this learning level with which we are concerned here, the concept of Nigeria history 

should be seen as practical human activities related to the immediate needs of Nigerians and 

the nation-state as a group to his and their location in time and place and to his and their 

expectation of the future. Because it has been argued that there is a continue link between the 

past and present. It is this agreement that constitutes a fulcrum which constitutes a reference 

point for the activities of man. Describing it, R.G. Collingwood in one of his submission 

stated that: 

…these societies which retain in changing circumstances a lively sense of 

their own identity and continuity…are to be counted fortunate not because 

they possess what other lack but because they have mobilized what none is 

without and all in fact rely import that is HISTORY. 

Thus history conceived as a practical human activity is a good tonic for including a sobering 

awareness of the responsibilities we bear as individuals and groups for everything we think, 

say or do. In other words it should teach us that if it is men that make the history they live 

through and after them. It is because men make history that they bear the consequences of 

history. This is only natural justice. History conceived as practical human activity will 

inculcates social values such as individual initiative, hardwork, honesty, commitments, 
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loyalty, unity, good governance and so on because it is the events recorded in history of a 

nation that have generated all the emotion, that give the citizens something to live for, 

struggle over or die for. In that way history creates a sense of nationalism, genuine efforts at 

sustainable development and patriotism among the citizens of a country. 

Nigeria like all other nations of the world can gain from the knowledge of history posited 

here. Nations require their citizens to be patriotic and united towards achieving all-round 

development which can better encourage the shaping of communities priorities and the 

empowerment of the people which must be built it cannot be “imported” or “tokumbarised”. 

It has to be domesticated. In other words, we have a collective responsibility to mould our 

own history that can empower us. Rowse, A.H. asserted that: 

One of the greatest advantages of history is that the subject grows with you 

from a very elementary stage to the cast refinement of ripe maturity and 

sceptical wisdom. Throughout history children come to know about their 

nations past and present… 

In other words, in teaching history, Nigerians salvation or doom should be shown as likely to 

come from what Nigerians think, say and do not from some extra-terrestrial force. For 

instance if Shehu Uthman Dan Fodio made possible the Islamic Revolution which overtook 

and changed Hausa society from 1804, a determined and properly motivated Nigerian society 

and state can set its on the path of our desire goal. That results in the transformation of the 

whole societal system and enhancement of the individuals capacity to realise his inherent 

potentials and to cope effectively with the challenges of life. Such processes ultimately lead 

to the achievement of whatever is regarded as a general good for the society at large. 

In other words, whatever the aspirations of any polity/entity, such can only be achieved 

within an atmosphere of peaceful co-existence of all citizens or groups and a harmonious 

relation between the rulers and the ruled. As Claude Ake notes, the task of societal or national 

development is one that has the people as the central focus and object of development. Thus 

nothing could be farther from the truth. For one thing this view arises primarily from the 

mistaken view that history means the record and activity of a state, rather than the record and 

activity of a people or peoples. We should see our history not as the history of a state, but as 

history of people with this again, Nigerian history would come to mean not the record and 

activities of a Nigeria state, but the record and activities of the peoples who from as far back 

as Stone Age times had elected Nigeria area as their home. The implications of this are many. 

One of these is that the experiment of co-existence and mutual support in enjoying the 

resources in the Nigeria area is not of recent origin at all. Another is that it has passed 

through different phases in which eras of intense contact and interaction at times alternated 

with periods of low ebb in intergroup contact. Also we find that by and large as centuries 

rolled by the extent to which the people in this region were knitted together increased in 

depth and territorial range. This long span of history has for us enough lessons pointing in the 

direction of mutual accommodation, patience and for-bearance with one another with 

common identity and destiny.  

Sources of Writing History 
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In order to have an accurate account of the past, the historian needs to consult various sources 

from which he can obtain facts and information regarding the past. Professor E.J. Alagoa 

opines that historians are concerned with gaining knowledge of events and actions that 

accurred in the past. However, since such events and actions were no longer available for 

direct study, hence historians have to rely on information on any evidence from the past, 

concerning the past events or persons. According to him “A historical source, or document is 

any material, in whatever shape, form or size, from the study, analysis or interpretation of 

which, knowledge of the past actions or events may be gained”. The sources from which the 

historian can collect facts, data, information and so on, for the reconstruction of the past, are 

usually and generally divided into two broad groups. They are classified as written or 

unwritten, or primary and secondary sources. 

(i) Primary Sources 

(ii) Secondary Sources 

These sources of history or historical sources are atimes referred to as historical documents. 

Historical sources or historical documents show evidence of the past, as they are capable of 

testifying to the past events. Again, describing historical documents or historical sources, 

Professor E.J. Alagoa declares thus: 

Historical sources or documents are thus the raw materials out of which 

historians construct historical accounts by making inferences from them. 

Thus, from the footprints on a sandy beach, the reasonable inference may be 

drawn that a person had passed that way… 

(i) Primary Sources: Primary sources include oral sources. Oral sources consist of oral 

tradition, oral evidence, oral literature which include proverbs and folktales or 

folklores. Oral tradition is a worthwhile source of history of most parts of Africa. Oral 

traditions are the folklores, stories, legends, myths, customs that are handed down 

from one generation to another by words of mouth. In other words, oral traditions 

represent what the people remember of their past. Oral traditions are very valuable in 

reconstructing the past. They provide man materials in writing history, especially in 

the absence of any written documents. Some of the stories, myths and so on, throw 

much light on the history of any particular group e.g. the myths concerning the origin 

of the Yoruba people. However, there are limitations to the use of oral traditions in 

history. For instance, oral traditions may not give answers to many questions-such as 

who led a particular migration? When did the migration take place? Etc. Phrases such 

as ‘long ago’, ‘very long ago’ or ‘before the advent of Europeans’ are given. No 

precise or definite date is given in oral traditions, as people dated their events by 

occurrences such as war, famine, diseases and so on. Historians have to use oral 

traditions a long side with written records, archaeological discoveries, linguistic and 

ethnographic sources. 

The use of oral evidence has equally become an important source. Highlighting the 

importance of oral traditions and other oral sources, E.J. Alagoa discloses that oral sources 
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constitute the main body of Nigerian historical data. He concludes that “the nature of oral 

sources as accounts or statements delivered in words defines them as narrative sources”. 

African historians such as Professor Emeritus, J.F. Ade Ajayi, late Professor J.A. Atanda and 

Professor E.J. Alagoa have made use of oral evidence in their historical writing. In fact, the 

use of oral evidence as a source material in writing history has become an important or a 

significant feature of African historiography. The use of oral evidence has become prominent 

since Jan Vansina published that epoch-making book, titled Oral Traditions-A Study in 

Historical Methodology. 

By sources of history, we mean the various means or sources needed by the historian by 

which to write or reconstruct the past events of society. Sources also referred to evidences 

include primary and secondary sources discussed in our next lecture series. 

Why do historians consult various categories of evidence/sources? 

There are several reasons as to why historians get familiar with what happened in past buried 

in divergent sources which are: 

- To have a full knowledge/coverage of the history intended to be reconstructed 

reviewed or written. 

- To have knowledge of the diverse economic, political, social and external activities 

which influenced histories of the people, state and society. 

- Due to the fact that human facts/thought is not static, it spreads through a particular 

period of time and occasion. 

- The fact that some historians write for self-interest, sentiments, entertainments or 

class of audience. 

- For authenticity and usage of the material and the past events to be reviewed. 

- For analysis and comparison before committing to writing.  

- Due to the fact, the previous African history written by outsider (Arabs, European, 

Americans) were written from an outsider perspective laced with racial, religious and 

ethnic bigotry also without the use of oral tradition the major source of African 

history. 

- Another reason why the historian needs to consult several sources no doubt is to avoid 

writing history with small knowledge he/she cannot defend when the need arises. 

Thus the need for exposess, comparison, corroboration, objectivity, 

comprehensiveness etc.  

(ii) Secondary Sources 
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Secondary sources could be regarded as finished products which the historian can use for his 

research. These are published and printed materials which include books, journals, diaries, 

records, newspapers, conference papers, occasional papers, and unpublished Ph.D. Theses. 

The published works provide background information concerning the subject of the research. 

From these works, the researcher could avail himself of issues which are related to his area of 

study or research. Such published works or written materials contribute immensely to the 

reconstruction of the past particularly in literate societies. For instance, the art of writing in 

China and in the countries of Western world dated back into ancient time, Nevertheless, 

written materials are greatly limited in the writing of the history of Africa, South of the 

Sahara. This is because Africans have no writing culture. It is important for us to know and 

appreciate the fact that secondary sources help to direct the researcher to other sources, where 

the researcher can collect more valuable information. 

There are other sources through which historians can collect information for the 

reconstruction of the past. These are ethnographic sources, linguistic sources and 

archaeological sources. 

Ethnographic sources constitute reliable sources. E.J. Alagoa stresses that ethnographic 

sources embrace a wide range of data that is embedded in the life and customs of 

communities and that objects that are used for various cultural performances provide specific 

ethnographic sources for the reconstruction of history. 

Linguistic sources too are vital. E.J. Alagoa maintains that the language that people speak 

constitutes one of the most important records of their history and contacts with the other 

communities. 

In his words: 

Through the classification of the language over a geographical area or of the 

dialects of a big ethnic group, the genetic relationships between languages 

and dialects and therefore, of their speakers may be brought to light. 

Archaeological sources are also of tremendous importance for the reconstruction of the past. 

From materials or artifacts left behind by men such as tools, pots, art works, beads, 

jewelleries or impressions made on the surfaces of rocks, rock gongs, rock slides, caves, 

paintings on rocks and so on, the archaeologist can interpret them to give information about 

the type of life the people lived and at a certain period. As E.J. Alagoa indicates, “the sources 

that archaeologists used for making inferences about the past are the most concrete 

available”. 

All said and done, historians must realise that each of the sources for the reconstruction of the 

past including those mentioned above, has its limitations. Therefore, historians must not 

depend solely on a single source material. Historians need to consult all the necessary 

available sources before embarking on his writing. Also, they must realise that the amount of 

information that they derive from any of the sources or documents that they use depends to a 

large extent on their ability to analyse such sources critically and diligently. As a matter of 
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importance, the historians’ method or methods of analysing the sources or documents must be 

standardized.  

What is Historiography and what does it concern itself with? 

The definition of historiography has always been controversial in the historical circle. 

Different meanings and interpretations have been given to the word ‘historiography’ by many 

history writers and scholars. Let us now discuss some of the definitions of historiography. 

Historiography deals with the description and interpretations o I the past. It examines history 

as a discipline and the systematic study of the subject and the problems involved in the study 

of the writing of history. 

Historiography is also mainly concerned with the history of historical writing. It equally 

highlights the different problems that are involved in the study of the nature of history. It 

sheds light on the basic methodologies and purposes of history. Historiography aims at 

initiating both historians (professionals and non-professionals, like local amateur historians) 

into the mysteries of the craft of history writing, particularly, post-graduate students. 

Historiography equally has to do with collecting and criticizing historical records or sources. 

Marwick believes that historiography is not the writing of history, but the study of the writing 

of history. Buttressing the view of Marwick, The International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences) vol. 6) declared thus:. 

Historiography will be taken to mean the craft of writing history and or the yield of such 

writing considered in its rhetorical aspect... historiography is different from the collection of 

historical evidence, the editing of historical sources, the exercise of historical thought and 

imagination, the criticism of historical writing and the philosophy of history, but it s related 

to all of them and overlaps some of them. It is also different from the history of historical 

writing. 

Historiography also strives to examine the issues involved in historical writing and equally 

throws much light on the activities of the numerous practising historians. It examines the 

numerous historical studies at different levels. Historiography also refers to the selection, 

arrangement and interpretation of historical materials. It strives to establish the knowledge of 

past events from present evidence. Historiography does not establish past events, it only 

seeks to establish knowledge of past events. 

Arthur Marwick, again in his further contribution to what historiography means, has this to 

say:  

However so pedantic a word (historiography) is better reserved for a more 

precise task, not the writing of history but the study of the writing of 

history… Historiography is thus a narrower and much less interesting study 

than history itself, it is a part of historical study and in rudimentary and 

perhaps unconscious form, a preliminary to any important historical 

endeavour. 



19 

 

Historiography concerns itself with the examination of the issues involved in historical 

writing. It also examines the different complex problems involved in the study of and the 

nature of history. It examines history as a discipline and the problems involved in the writing 

of history. It should be noted that history if different from historiography. For instance, if the 

individual wishes to study African history, it would be necessary for the individual to look at 

the past activities, achievements and failures, of the people who have biological and cultural 

affinity within the area called Africa etc. But for African historiography, the individual would 

be inclined into taking much interest in the way the activities, achievements and failures of 

these peoples are transmitted through written sources. In other words, the individual would 

have to study the complementary roles of oral traditions especially folktales, proverbs etc. 

and how they are committed into writing as a conscious effort to inform us about the past of 

the peoples. 

Throwing light on what historiography concerns itself with, E.A. Afigbo has this to say: 

…the first is the discovery and critical analysis of historical sources, the 

second is the reconstruction and description of the past on the basis of facts 

queried from the discovered sources, the third is the construction on the basis 

of the ascertained facts of sonic general theory which gives meaning and 

inner logic to the known past...and the fourth is the reflection on the trends 

and patterns of historical writing. 

 

Differentiate between History and Historiography. 

Essay number one discussed what is history and what it concerns itself with?. Essays two and 

three elucidated on why we teach history and the nature if history. In the same vein, essay 21 

examined what historiography is and what it concerned itself with. Candidates can therefore 

read essays 1,2,3 and 21 so as to have a clear understanding of the concepts of both history 

and historiography. 

It should be emphasized and noted that history is not historiography, it is different from 

historiography. For instance, if an individual wishes to study African history, it would be 

necessary for the individual to look at the past activities, achievements and failures of the 

people who have biological and cultural affinity within the African continent. Also, such an 

individual will also refer to primary and secondary sources or authorities, scholarly 

monographs, documents and other vital pieces of information on African history. 

Whereas, if the very individual equally wishes to study African historiography, he will have 

to study the writings of important historians on African history, taking special cognizance and 

interest in what such different African historians said in their historical writings and why they 

said such. Such an individual will be more interested in the interpretations of such African 

historians. Also, an individual studying African historiography would be inclined in taking 

much interest in the way the activities, achievements and failures of these peoples (African 

peoples) are transmitted through written sources. In other words, the individual would have to 

study the complementary roles of oral traditions, especially folklores, proverbs, songs, myths, 



20 

 

legends, poems and so on and how they are committed into writing, as a conscious efforts to 

inform people (the present generation and the in-coming generations) about the past of the 

African peoples. 

International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences describes historiography as a means of 

communicating in writing what the historian thinks he knows about the past. Distinguishing 

history from historiography, Arthur Marwick opined that: 

Historiography is thus a narrower and much less interesting study than 

history itself it is part f historical study, and in rudimentary and perhaps 

unconscious form, a preliminary to any important historical endeavour, most 

of us realize that the content if a causal conversation is likely to be less 

reliable than the content of a textbook. 

Arthur Marwick gave an illustration to differentiate between history and historiography. He 

maintained that if one studies American history, he or she has to get close as much as 

possible to the objective reality of the American past (history in our first sense), by means of 

ordinary conversation, high school instruction, using textbooks, scholarly monographs, 

documents and other primary relics. Whereas, if the same individual wishes to study 

American historiography, he or she will not be interested in the more elementary works of 

exposition or studying documents or relics, instead, he or she will be interested in studying 

the writings of significant historians, taking cognizance of what they said and why they said it 

and the individual will also be interested in their interpretations, rather than in one’s 

interpretation. 

International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences while differentiating history from 

historiography has this to say:  

Historiography is different from the collection of historical evidence, the 

editing of historical sources, the exercise of historical thought and 

imagination, the criticism of historical writing, and the philosophy of history, 

but it is related to all of them and overlaps some of them. It is also different 

from the history of history writing. 

Meanwhile, we have different types of historiography, including African historiography, 

Chinese historiography, Christians historiography; 

Islamic historiography; Japanese historiography, South and Southeast Asian historiography 

and Nigerian historiography. 

African Historiography and important issues that are closely associated with it. 

Professor Emeritus, J.F. Ade Ajayi stressed that in the years before the second world war 

(1939-1945), the study of African history was retarded and to some extent vitiated, because 

European scholars assumed (wrongly of course) that lack of written records in some parts of 

Africa meant also the absence of history. Also, European scholars overwhelmingly attached 

great importance to documentary evidence and equally equated written documents to history 

and consequently regarded the absence of documents to mean the absence of events worthy 

of historical study. 
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With the European conquest and occupation of Nigeria in the 19th century, European 

scholars did not bother to study, understand or build on African historical traditions in 

existence, rather they sought to supplant them. Consequently, throughout the colonial period, 

emphasis was focused on the history of European activities such as European missionaries, 

traders, adventurers, administrators and others. In fact, in their view, European activities 

constituted the sum total of African history. As J.F. Ade Ajayi reiterated “…….fortunately 

for the historian of today, African historical consciousness remained alive throughout the 

period of colonial rule”. According to Onwuka Dike, in the colonial era, African history was 

deliberately stunted and distorted to justify the European presence on the continent, and that 

everything was done to use history to bolster imperialism. He stressed further that in the 

colonial period, the powers that be (British colonial government) used and controlled history 

for their own ends. 

African writers in different parts of the continent started to commit to writing various 

customs and traditions of Africans such as laws, customs, proverbs, poems, folklores, 

sayings, songs, myths and historical traditions of their diverse communities. Notable among 

such prominent African writers include James Africanus Horton of Sierra Leone, Carl C. 

Riendorf and John Sarbah of Ghana, Otomba Payne, H. Atundaolu, and Samuel Johnson of 

Nigeria, Apolo Kagwa of Uganda and many others. The various published works of the 

above mentioned writers and others have now become important historical sources for 

African history today. 

Towards the time of independence, African historiography was accorded a face lift. In 

different African countries, African nationalists condemned and rejected the European 

appraisal of the African past. As Ade Ajayi indicated, African nationalists demanded a new 

orientation and improved educational facilities to effect this appraisal. More universities were 

established in different parts of Africa. The teaching of African history and the training of 

African historians received a substantial boost. As Ade Ajayi noted, even changeover was 

slow, as the new universities in Africa still gave prominence to European history and there 

were courses only on “European activities in Africa” at the undergraduate level. At the 

postgraduate level, research was concentrated on British and French policy towards their 

African territories. 

In the 1940s, African research students demanded that African history be the history of 

Africans and not Europeans per se in Africa. They also insisted that local records and 

historical traditions be used to supplement European metrolitan archives. They also requested 

that oral tradition must be accepted as valid material for historical reconstruction. Professor 

Onwuka Dike disclosed that there was not a chair or indeed a lectureship in Black African 

history in the universities of the world. Today, he continued, scores of chairs and 

professorship have been established not only in sub-Saharan African Universities but also in 

the great universities of Europe and the Americas. Journals and books on African history 

proliferate and the study of African history has undergone almost revolutionary changes. 

African historiography maintains that African society has history of her own past, that Africa 

belongs to the historic world, that historical changes in the continent were internally 
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motivated and not due to outside influences and that African history could be reconstructed 

from unwritten sources, such as oral traditions, oral evidences, remains of artifacts, records of 

European explorers, missionaries, Arab and other writers on African history. 

African historiography is closely associated with certain important issues, and these issues 

are discussed below. For example, Dike and Ade Ajayi identified some important issues that 

are closely connected with African historiography. The first important issue is the strong 

belief in the continuity of life, a life after death, meaning that there is continuous interaction 

between the living and the dead. This belief forms a significant element in traditional 

historiography. According to Dike and Ade Ajayi: 

A belief in the continuity of lfe, a life after death, and a community of 

interest between the living, the dead and the generations yet unborn is 

fundamental to al/African religious, social and political life. 

The belief in the continuity of life, a life after death had prompted the ancient Egyptians to 

prepare the burial chambers and to preserve the bodies of the dead people with great care. 

The religious practices of the Egyptian religion placed profound emphasis on the 

commemoration of the dead. Many African peoples hold tenaciously to this belief of the 

continuity of life, including the Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo and other Nigerian ethnic groups. The 

ancestors were held in high esteem to the extent that they were worshipped sometimes. As 

Dike and Ade Ajayi had indicated “The fear of “what the ancestors would say” was an ever-

present consideration and ore of the most powerful sanctions in African societies”. 

Another aspect of African historiography concerns itself with traditions of origins. The 

community- in terms of family, clan, village, town or state had traditions of origins. As Dike 

and Ade Ajayi emphasized “…these traditions became the core of the community’s view of 

history”. They stressed further that “these traditions of origin did not attempt a historical 

explanation in the modem European sense of verifiable text and chronology..., accurate 

chronology and causation were of little relevance”. 

Also, oral transmission is another notable feature of the African historiography. Dike and 

Ade Ajayi demonstrated that the commonest means of transmitting tradition include telling 

stories, fables and proverbs and this is done by the elders in the community. These stories, 

fables and proverbs form an integral part of the general education of the young ones. 

Transmission of tradition also took place during ceremonies like puberty rites, initiation into 

age-grades, secret societies and the training or apprenticeship of priests and diviners. In 

Africa, the king was the custodian of the traditions of the community. 

Both Muslim and European influence has affected African historiography. Muslim and 

Islamic influence was mostly felt in North Africa, east Africa and the whole of the Sudan. 

Muslim writers produced many Tarikhs and chronicles. The Muslim scholars wrote on 

traditions of the people, matters including the spread of Islam as well as on the religious and 

the economic life of the people. Their accounts were mostly in Arabic and sometimes in the 

Arabic transcription of the vernacular. Ibn Khaldun, a significant Tunisian scholar of the 4th 

century produced very important works on historiography. 
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European influence which became more noticeable in the 19th century, had no regard for 

African traditions. In fact, European influence challenged and tried to supplant African 

traditions. To the Europeans, the absence of documentary evidence or documents in Africa 

meant that Africa had no remarkable events that are worthy of historical study. They equated 

history with written documents. Therefore, what constituted African history were the 

activities of European explorers, traders, missionaries, administrators, conquerors and the 

like. They also initially succeeded in making European history, history of European 

expansion. British Commonwealth history, British Empire history and so on, to the detriment 

of teaching local or African history. Although they disregarded African traditions, hut they 

accorded Arabic and other similar sources some attention. As Dike and Ade Ajayi disclosed 

“African historiography thus became nothing more than a justification of European 

imperialism”. 

Both European traders, Muslim geographers and travellers as well as Greek writers on Africa 

spear-headed and laid the foundation of a myth, the so-called “Hamitic hypothesis”. This 

hypothesis emphasized that all light and civilizations had come from North Africa and the 

Middle East, and thus, the civilizations of Africa are thus civilizations of the Hamites. 

However, on a very happy note, modern African scholars had challenged and rejected this 

wrong notion on African historiography, as spear-headed by European historians and they 

equally dismissed the “hamitic hypothesis”. Also, African nationalists equally strongly 

rejected the European appraisal of the African past. Commenting on the forces that 

encouraged a new appraisal of the African past, both Dike and Ade Ajayi had this to say:  

World War I, the Russian Revolution, the rise of the Indian National 

Congress, the increasing dis-satisfaction with the facile theory of 

European superiority-all these encouraged a new appraisal of the 

African past. 

The essential elements in traditional African Historiography 

One of the essential elements in traditional African historiography is the belief in the 

continuity of life after death and this belief is common among all African peoples. Africans 

believe that the dead continues to influence the life and the activities of the living. For 

instance, the Egyptians prepared the burial chambers and also preserved the bodies of the 

dead with great care. According to K.O. Dike and J.F. Ade Ajayi:  

Throughout sub-Saharan African one finds the continuing relevance of 

the dead to the life of the present and of future generations. It is 

expressed in the belief that each community was founded by an 

ancestor... that whatever the status or possessions of the community, 

they were owned to the ancestors, and that the ancestors had 

established for all time the basic charter of life... The fear of “what the 

ancestors would say” was an ever-present consideration and one of the 

most powerful sanctions in African societies. 

Another essential element in traditional African historiography concerns the traditions of 

origins. The family, clan, village, town or state had a tradition concerning its origins. New 

traditions of origins were formulated to accommodate changes that arose in consequence of 
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any split, migration or assimilation. These traditions of origins helped to promote 

understanding as well as respect for the institutions and practices in the community. The 

traditions of origins throw much light on how the community conceives of the world. 

However, the traditions of origins as Dike and Ajayi pointed out, did not attempt a historical 

explanation in the modem European sense of verifiable texts and chronology and that 

accurate chronology and causation were of little relevance. The priests and diviners, elders, 

wise men etc. were responsible for the making and transmission of tradition. 

Another essential element is the oral transmission of the tradition which is done through 

various media like storytelling, fables and proverbs and the transmission of the tradition was 

done by the elders. Such transmission of the tradition was done usually in the evening and 

during festivals. Besides, the transmission of the tradition of the community was done during 

puberty rites, initiations into age-grades, secret societies, when priests and diviners were 

being trained and when a would-be chief or king was initiated. The would-be chief or king 

had to be initiated into the secrets of his ancestors and the traditional beliefs of the people and 

this had to be done through oral transmission. 

Another essential element is that there is no distinction between creation of tradition and 

transmission of tradition. The two go hand-in- hand. According to Dike and Ajayi: 

Tradition was made by those who transmitted it - the village and clan 

elders, the singers and drummers who assisted at coronations and 

other public festivals, the officials of age- grades and secret societies 

who conducted the puberty rites or initiated new members. 

The advent of the Europeans in Africa right from the 15th century challenged and supplanted 

almost all the existing historical traditions in the continent. It was the view of the Europeans 

that Africa has no history worthy or record and that the activities of the Europeans (traders, 

missionaries, explorers, administrators etc.) constituted the sum total of African history. 

Educated Africans soon kicked against the erroneous view of the African history. This gave 

rise to new African historiography or new African historical writing which dated to the 1950s 

and l96Os. In the words of E.A. Afigbo: 

…this new historiography developed as aspect of the ideological wing 

of the campaign against colonialism. 

The same view was expressed by J.F. Ade Ajayi when he remarked that: 

…one major preoccupation of African historiographv in the 1950s and 

1960s was to demonstrate how obviously mistaken these arguments 

were (that Africans had no history before the coming of the 

Europeans) and to show that Africa had a history beyond an account 

of the actions of colonial governments and of African reactions to 

them. 

Some of the problems facing African Historiography 

African historiography faces various problems. However, many of these problems are no 

longer serious ones as African historians and other scholars have put forward different 



25 

 

convincing and authentic arguments to uphold and justify the legitimate existence of African 

historiography. 

One of the major problems facing African historiography is the notorious view held by many 

European historians and other scholars and writers that Africa lay in an unhistoric part of the 

world. The remarks of Harry Johnston, a great British empire builder, Endre Sik, Wilhelm 

Frederick Hegel and Trevor Roper (to mention a few) bear evidence of this prejudiced view 

of the African past. For instance, Harry Johnston once remarked that: 

Tribal Africans were barbarous people who had never advanced 

beyond the first steps of civilizations. 

In the view of Johnston, the major interest of African history centred on the accomplishments 

of alien invaders of the ‘Dark Continent’. It was also the view of Endre Sik, a Hungarian 

Marxist that: 

…the colonial peoples of Africa led a primitive life that some were 

sunk in the lowest stage of barbarism and that “scientific” history in 

Africa primarily revolves around the expansion…on to the soil of 

Africa. 

Wilhelm Frederick Hegel, who later influenced Trevor Roper’s thinking, also had the 

prejudiced and biased view of African historiography when he said: 

...the history of the world travels from East to West, for Europe is 

absolutely the end of history, Asia, the beginning, Africa being no 

historical part of the world; it has no movement or development to 

exhibit. 

The major preoccupation of African historiography in the 1 950s and 1960s as J.F. Ade Ajayi 

and E.J. Alagoa had rightly pointed out, was ‘to show beyond all reasonable doubts that 

Africa has a distinct history of her own which was beyond the actions of the colonial 

governments and African reactions to them and that Africa has a past worthy of historical 

writing. As the two eminent African scholars had remarked: 

This (reaction of African historians) produced a historiography 

focussed on the civilizations, empires and kingdoms of the Nile 

Valley Zimbabwe, the West African Sudan (Ghana, Mali and 

Songhai), the Guinea coast and the Congo Basin, the East African lake 

region and others. 

African historians have thus shown beyond all reasonable doubts that Africa has her own 

distinct history and that the continent belongs to the historic world. 

Another problem concerns the use of oral sources (oral traditions, oral evidence and 

archaeological discoveries) in the reconstruction of the African past. It is a known fact that 

Africa has no writing culture and that it is only in few areas in Africa particularly in northern 

and eastern parts of Africa where the Arabs had settle1 and introduced Islam that we have 

documentary historical records before the coming of the Europeans. In view of the shortage 

of written documents, oral sources therefore form the bulk of the sources from which the 

African past could be reconstructed. As Jan Vansina has indicated: 
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Oral tradition can contain information about the past and it is in that 

capacity that historians should study it. This is obviously particularly 

true for historians of Africa to whom such sources (including oral 

history) remain so critically important, both because of the paucity of 

other data and because o/the need to hear the voice of Africans 

themselves. 

European historians and scholars are nevertheless skeptical about the reliability of oral 

traditions and other unwritten sources for the reconstruction of the African past. Noting this 

problem, .LF. Ade Ajayi and E.J. Alagoa remarked: 

This important objection challenged those concerned with the new 

African historiography to define their methodologies and demonstrate 

the validity of non-written sources as evidence for historical study no 

less worthy of attention than writ/en sources.... African historians 

continue to wrestle with the many specific sources for historical 

reconstruction.... 

It is however gratifying to note that this problem regarding the acceptance of oral sources as 

genuine and authentic sources for historical writing has been solved. The non-written sources 

like oral traditions, oral evidence, archaeological discoveries and other oral sources are now 

regarded as authentic for the reconstruction of African history. The remark of J.F. Ade Ajayi 

and E.J. Alagoa testifies to this assertion:- 

…but African historians no longer have any cause to feel defensive 

about their use of oral traditions and other non-written sources. This 

particular aspect of African historiography can now be accepted as 

one of the ways in which the introduction of African history into the 

general body of academic disciplines had served to enrich world 

historiography. 

Another problem facing African historiography is the belief that historical changes in Africa 

are’ externally motivated. Many European scholars expressed various reservations about the 

emerging pattern of African history. Many of these foreign scholars had written a lot of 

nonsense about African achievements because to them, such achievements were considered 

beyond the ability or capability of Africans. Such achievements, they argued in their writings, 

were derived from sources outside Africa. It was in their opinion that such remarkable 

achievements like the magnificent architectural monuments noticeable in Zimbabwe, Meroe 

and in other parts of Africa were introduced into Africa by peoples of non-African or non-

black racial types. This point of view has been referred to as the Hamitic Hypothesis. 

It was the view (Euro-centric of course) of these European writers and scholars that African 

communities were essentially organised into extremely small-scale agricultural units which 

were forcibly conquered and civilized by outsiders thereby making them passive recipients of 

historical changes. In other words, they were incapable of shaping their historical destinies. 

Ade Ajayi and Alagoa are particularly very critical of this biased view of the European 

writers and scholars when they wrote:  

This point of view, usually called Hamitic Hypothesis, and the 

tendency to seek an external source and origin for high cultural, 

technological or political achievements of any major historical 
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movement in the African past, is not yet completely absent from some 

recent accounts. However, this tradition too now represents a minority 

position very much on the defensive against the tide and sweep of 

African historiography. 

Omer-Cooper also reacted to this erroneous view that changes in African historical growth 

were brought about by external influences. In his book titled Zulu Aftermath, he argued 

convincingly that the Mfecane which gave rise to the formation of the Zulu nation was 

African motivated and controlled. 

It also needed to be emphasised that African historiography was much conditioned by the 

factor of illiteracy. Written records about African history were only created after contact with 

the outside world. 

Contributions of interdisciplinary approach towards the improvement of African 

Historiography 

The interdisciplinary or multi-disciplinary approach in history refers to the efforts of 

historians to use the knowledge of disciplines outside history for their interpretations. 

Historians want to use the findings of other disciplines like Archaeology, Linguistics, 

Anthropology, Ethnography and the like in their efforts to promote a better understanding and 

development of African historiography. For instance, no single discipline is capable of 

throwing all the much needed light on better understanding and mastery of the environment 

in its entirety. In fact, historians always emphasise at their various conferences the need for 

active cooperation among scholars of the different disciplines for effective and meaningful 

reconstruction of the African past. According to E.J. Alagoa: 

In some cases, practitioners of the disciplines specialize in the use of 

the sources for historical analysis. When this is not the case, historians 

have themselves to acquire sufficient knowledge of the methodology 

and principles of the other disciplines in order to use the data from 

them for historical purposes. 

Ethnography for example studies the customs of communities. It studies the political, social, 

economic and cultural institutions. Objects used for festivals, ceremonies and others used by 

masquerades constitute vital sources for the reconstruction of the past. Many historians have 

used ethnographic data to reconstruct Benin history. 

Linguistic sources also throw more light on the languages spoken by people in a geographical 

area and the spread of such languages to other geographical areas. Light could therefore be 

thrown on words borrowed among diverse peoples. E.J. Alagoa throws light on the 

contribution of Linguistics to history:  

The historical uses of linguistic classification are most clearly shown 

in the discussions of Bantu origins, migrations and spread from the 

Benue region through Central, East and Southern Africa generated by 

the work of Greenberg (963, 1972). Greenberg also did a pioneer 

study on the interpretation of linguistic sources regarding the spread of 

literary and of Islamic political ideas of Borno to the Hausa states. 

(Greenberg 1960)... 
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There are other disciplines which can help to throw more light on the past activities of man, 

which can equally assist the historian in his task of reconstructing the past. Such disciplines 

include Anthropology and the Sciences-physical and social sciences. Throwing more light on 

interdisciplinary approach, Bassey W. Andah said:  

…the traditional dichotomy between history and science does not 

hold, principally because historians rely on social science theories to 

interpret their data while social scientists in turn, use the findings of 

historians as a means of formulating and testing general theories. 

Our preoccupation now is to examine the contributions of these disciplines to African 

historiography, using the interdisciplinary approach. 

One of the contributions of the interdisciplinary approach to African historiography is that it 

can assist African historiography in its attempt to achieve reliability in its findings or to make 

its conclusions tenable and acceptable. The interdisciplinary approach can therefore help to 

give satisfactory solutions to historical problems. The problems of chronology and dating 

have always stared the historian or historians in the face but archaeology and other sources 

are now shedding light on these problems. Although the areas excavated are still small and 

the results obtained so far available to historians are limited, there is no doubt however that 

archaeology with its progressive excavations will through the inter-disciplinary approach 

make a meaningful impact on African historiography. 

The interdisciplinary approach has been of immense help to historians in the task of 

reconstructing the African past. Historians are now using the insights from models and 

methodology of the social sciences in their task of improving African historiography. The 

techniques of the social sciences with particular reference to Anthropology, Linguistics and 

Archaeology, are now being used by historians and this will no doubt augur well for African 

historiography. Also, historians are now using the results of professionals like archaeologists, 

linguists and anthropologists in solving problems in different historical fields. 

The interdisciplinary approach is yielding dividends which will be to the best interest of 

African historiography. Historians and archaeologists are now coming together the more and 

such co-operation will no doubt result in each discipline being enriched the more and this will 

aid the growth of African historiography. Historians are now subscribing to professional 

archaeological journals like Azania and African Journal of Archaeology while their 

colleagues, the archaeologists are subscribing to historical journals like Journal of the 

Historical Society of Nigeria; Journal of African History etc. 

Today, many Nigerian universities, especially the University Nsukka had established a joint 

department of history and archaeology and encouraged their students to take combined 

degrees in the two disciplines. Many historians are now interested in other disciplines like 

archaeology and linguistics and are working closely with their colleagues in those disciplines 

with a view to using the findings of their colleagues in their various historical researches. 

This is a good development which will go a long way to improve African historiography. 
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Besides, historians and social scientists like archaeologists, linguistics and anthropologists are 

now coming together to sponsor projects of interdisciplinary research. As Ade Ajayi and 

Alagoa had pointed out: 

In the earlier projects initiated by historians, such as the Benin 

Historical Research Scheme and the Yoruba Scheme, directed by the 

Nigerian scholars, Onwuka Dike and Saburi Biobaku respectively, the 

major field research roles were played by non- historians from 

outside...historians take a more central part in the actual field 

activities, and their collaboration with other specialists has become 

more intimate.  

It has now been abundantly realized by the practitioners of history especially that history 

cannot be studied in isolation except in collaborations with other related disciplines. History 

deals with the study of human actions which were already passed and in order to have a clear 

knowledge of these past activities of man, it is of prime importance jo employ the services of 

other disciplines. Besides, no discipline can be entirely independent and history is no 

exception. The remark of ill Robinson that “every discipline is dependent on other 

disciplines” is very true indeed and this calls for interdisciplinary approach. 

With what justification, if any can Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886) be regarded as the 

“founder of modern Historiography”? 

Leopold von Ran1ce (1795-1886) contributed meaningfully to the development of modern 

historiography. Little wonder then that he is referred to as the father and master of modem 

historical scholarship. Before Ranke, historians like Herodotus (usually called the “father of 

history”), Tacitus, Voltaire, Edward Gibbon and a host of others were contented with the 

writing of organized accounts of the past or to record past events of man. However, Barthold 

Georg Neibuhr (1776-1831), Jules Michelet (1798-1874), Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), 

Lord Acton (1834-1902) etc. tried to improve upon the performances of the earlier historians 

mentioned above, especially in the field of better methodology. Nevertheless, Leopold Von 

Ranke is usually regarded as the founder of modern historiography. 

Before the emergence of Leopold von Ranke on the historical scene, history was only 

regarded as an arm of other disciplines like religion, literature and philosophy. Ranke was 

intrumental through his various activities, in the establishment of history as an independent 

academic discipline at the Berlin University (in Germany). This inestimable service to 

historical studies (by establishing history as an independent discipline at the university level) 

no doubt justly entitles Leopold von Ranke as the founder of modern historiography. The 

influence of Ranke soon spread to other parts of Europe and America. History as a separate, 

independent discipline was established in various institutions of learning like in the 

universities, in Britain, France and America. In 1821, the “L‘Ecole des Chartes” was founded 

“for the purpose of providing a training in the handling of historical sources”. History, having 

ceased to be an arm of other disciplines then became an established profession similar to 

those professional associations like law, accountancy, medicine etc. History from that time 
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till now requires the services of well-trained personalities or professors to impart historical 

knowledge. 

Another major contribution of Ranke towards the foundation of modern historiography i the 

initiation of the seminar system and the setting up of special schools for the teaching of 

history, Ranke’s famous seminars inculcated basic research techniques in history. He founded 

the historical seminar in 1833. There is no doubt that this seminar system paved the way for 

the advancement of historical scholarship. Through his seminars, many famous historians 

received training. The seminar system of Ranke was international in scope. Many American 

historians who passed through the seminar system left for America to impart the knowledge 

which they have gained in Germany to their colleagues at home. The French too were 

influenced by the seminar system. The establishment of the Ecoic Pratique des Hautes 

Etudes at the Sorbonne in 1863 “where instruction in research techniques was provided by 

the historical and philological section” was due to the influence of Ranke’s seminar system. 

The same experience spread to Britain and the United States of America. Through the efforts 

of Ranke, the foundation of modem historical scholarship was firmly laid in the 19th century. 

It was also through the influence of Ranke that many historical journals were created to aid 

existing historical research and to provide reviews of current historical literature. Such 

journals include Revue Historique (France, 1876), Reviata Siorica Italiana (Italy, 1884), 

English Historical Review (Britain, 1 886) and America Historical Review (America, 1895). 

The development of scientific methods, most especially the critical use of evidence was 

intensified. To Ranke, the evaluation of sources is an important aspect of historiography and 

that this no doubt requires specialized knowledge that only specialized training can provide. 

According to Arthur Marwick:  

…Ranke was explicitly following this methodology (scientific method 

- critical use of evidence) when he described the sources for his book 

as memoirs, dairies, letters, diplomatic reports, and original narratives 

of eye witnesses, other writings were used only f they were 

immediately derived from above mentioned or seemed to equal them 

because of some original information. 

Ranke even emphasized the need for the sources quoted in historical writing to be identified 

on every page. The need to critically examine the sources of any historical writing is a 

significant revolution in Ranke‘s historical method. His persistent call for taking cognizance 

of the background or the personality of the author of any particular historical work is 

noteworthy, as this is designed to confirm the genuineness of the information to be used in 

any historical writing. 

Ranke is also credited with the foundation of the school of objective history. Ranke was 

preoccupied with showing what actually happened. He wanted strict presentation of facts and 

figures of events. Ranke believed that critical appraisal of the sources of historical writing 

would enable him to write an objective history i.e. presenting an event as it actually 

happened. Ranke rejected speculative philosophies of history. Objectivity in history is a 

major fundamental feature of the 19th century historiography. Ranke therefore sought to 
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entrench objectivity in the writing of history. He believed that a critical examination of the 

historical sources can aid the writing of history with complete objectivity. Ranke, no doubt 

sought to bring history to the level of natural science. 

Ranke realized the major differences that existed between cultures and the progressive theory 

of history. It was the conviction of Ranke “that the human race moves along a course of 

uninterrupted perfection”. He said that general history would have to investigate the progress 

which mankind makes in the indicated direction from century to century. The opinion of 

Ranke concerning the differences existing between cultures tended to make European 

historians not to equate the history and culture of other peoples with theirs e.g. that of the 

Chinese. Hegel, Vico and a host of others argued that each nation had its own remarkable 

personalities capable of leading her to glory. 

In spite of the contributions of Leopold von Ranke, his work has been criticized by many 

historians. For example, Ranke exercised greater caution when it came to passing moral 

judgement. Other historians emphasized that history is more than mere collections of 

historical facts. 

The facts of history, they tend to argue, are meaningless without judgement or interpretation. 

They maintain that judgement or interpretation is an important aspect of history teaching and 

learning. The critics, including Lord Acton, Schlosser and Laboulaye argue further that 

historical facts without interpretation makes the approach of Ranke and his disciples very 

pedantic and equally make them slaves of their historical sources. 

Besides, Ranke has also been criticized on objectivity in history. The critics argue that 

objectivity in the arts particularly in history is more difficult to achieve than the Rankeans 

(Ranke and his disciples) conceived of it. They also argue that objectivity in the natural 

science is easier to come by than in the arts. 

“It is in the economic terms that all stales of affairs must be finally understood” 

Evaluate the contribution of Karl Marx to Historiography in the light of the above 

statement. 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was born in Trier in the Prussian Rhineland, He read poetry and 

philosophy. He later read economics after he had been converted to communism. Some of his 

works include Capital, The Holy Family; The German Ideology (1845-1846) which he wrote 

in collaboration with Friedrick Engels, his closest friend, the Poverty of Philosophy (1847) 

and the Communist Manifesto (1848). Karl Marx was profoundly influenced by Friedrich 

Hegel’s theory of the dialectic. 

It was the view of Karl Marx that it is in the economic realm that all states of affairs must be 

finally understood. This view or approach of Karl Marx has also been referred to in different 

terms. The approach had been called Marx’s “economic theory of history” or Marx’s 

“materialistic conception of history” or “historical materialism”. Other labels given by 
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subsequent Marxist writers also include “dialectical materialism” or “economic interpretation 

of history”. 

Karl Marx’s economic theory of history rests on the principle that the major cause of any 

historical occurrence are to be found in the conditions of material existence. Karl Marx and 

his closest friend, Friedrick Engels were of the opinion that all changes in history are due 

solely to material wealth - the economic factor. Both Marx and Engels believed that the base 

of the society or the infrastructure of human society is entirely material or economic and that 

other elements like law, arts and culture, political constitutions, philosophy and religion and a 

host of others are no more than the superstructure of quite secondary importance to the base, 

because they all depend entirely on and derive from the economic base. According to Robin 

Law:  

The central point which Marx wishes to make... is that the general 

character of any society is determined by its “economic structure “, 

i.e. by the manner in which goods are produced. Marx expresses this 

by means of an architectural metaphor the economic structure 

constitutes the ‘foundation” (or the base) while the political and legal 

institutions and the dominant ideologies are the ‘superstructure ‘built 

upon this foundation. 

Karl Marx explained further that the ‘economic base’ is made up of two elements viz: the 

‘forces of production’ (or productive forces) and the ‘relations of production’ (the two 

forming the ‘mode of production’). The forces of production are the material objects or raw 

materials and tools and the labour force employed in the production of goods. The relations 

of production refers to the ways in which men cooperate together in order to produce goods. 

We can thus see that the two ‘forces of production’ and ‘relations of production’ are 

complementary. 

Karl Maix believed that the relation of production determines the character of the legal and 

political institutions of the society because the legal system gives a formal expression to the 

rules of behaviour which are needed to maintain the economic system. He argued further that 

authority or the political system is controlled. by those who dominate the process of 

production who are thus in a position to provide the coercive force needed to guarantee the 

maintenance of existing economic system. 

He went further to argue that different forms of society were fundamentally based on 

different modes of production e.g. he argued that Europe had passed through three different 

stages, That Greece and Roman Empire first passed through the ‘ancient society’ which was 

based on slavery, the second is the feudal society of medieval Europe which was based on 

serfdom and guild system and the third is the capitalist society which was based on wage 

labour. Marx believed that the capitalist society of his day will also evolve into socialist 

society which would be based on communal ownership. According to Robin Law:- 

Since different forms of society were based upon different ‘modes of 

production’, changes from one form of society to another derived 

from changes in the mode of production or more specifically from the 

progressive development of the ‘forces of production “. Marx and 
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Engels used the term “social revolution” to refer to the period during 

which the transition from one form of society to another was effected. 

Production in such increasing developing societies (with particular reference to the capitalist 

society of Europe) requires division of labour and that there is no doubt that this division of 

labour will engender the development of the two classes - the rulers, otherwise referred to as 

the bourgeois - i.e. capitalist class (who owned the means of production) and the workers or 

the proletariat class (who were the exploited industrial workers). As James has pointed out:  

For as soon as labour is distributed, each man has a particular 

exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and from which 

he cannot escape. 

Strains will soon develop between the two classes because the social organizations may not 

keep pace with the development of the means of production and a clash of interests will 

occur. 

Karl Marx maintained that past societies had tried to keep the exploited class under control 

through the use of elaborate political organizations, laws, customs, traditions, ideologies, 

religion, rituals and the like, but he believed that the exploited workers would overthrow the 

bourgeoisie capitalist class, through the abolition of private property. Marx believed that in 

order to safeguard the freedom of the individual in the society, there is need for the means of 

production to be owned by the community as a whole. 

Karl Marx’s historical materialism no doubt had a profound impact on subsequent historical 

thought and writing. Appreciating the contribution of Karl Marx to historiography. Jeremy 

White said:  

Marxism is much more than a theory, that in history, economic factors 

are the most important and that “progress “is the result of the clash of 

opposing social classes struggling to control the means of 

production.... It is an attempt at a total explanation of the whole reality 

and one which seeks not only to interpret the world- as other 

philosophers have traditionally done-but also to change it. 

Also the influence of Karl Marx was seen in the work of Endre Sik who wrote The History of 

Black Africa (1966) and A History of Africa, 1918-1967 (1968) produced by a team of 

scholars. Both work interpret African history in terms of the ‘class struggle’, following the 

analyses of Karl Marx. 

How would you explain the idea of history being both Science and an Art? 

E.H. Carr while discussing the linkage between science and art opined that: 

Scientists, social scientists and historians are all engaged in different 

branches of the same study: the study of man and his environment, of 

the effects of man on his environment and of his environment on man. 

The object of the study is the same: to increase man understanding of 

and mastery over his environment. 
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The issue of whether history is a science, a social science, an art or simply history has been 

debated by different scholars. The positivists believe that history is a science like any of the 

natural sciences. They believe that the methods of science can be applied to history. To them 

(positivists), the historian needs to ascertain his facts and then draw his conclusions from 

them. According to Arthur Marwick, the positivists sought to reduce history to a series of 

general laws. The positivists include J.B. Bury, Karl Marx, Arnold Toynbee, Auguste Comte 

and Lord Acton. 

Auguste Comte, for instance tried to introduce into the study of society the same scientific 

observation of the laws that prevail in the natural sciences. The positivists therefore believe 

that the conclusions which the historians seek to establish can be ascertained with the kind of 

objectivity which the scientist claim to achieve. To J.B. Bury, ‘history is a science, no less no 

more”. To the positivists, the past is both tangible and accessible. Block in 1954 stressed that 

history is the science of the past. He equally referred to history as the science of men in time. 

There are other scholars who argue that history could not be scientific but remains an art. The 

idealists or relativists believe that history is not scientific and that history as a discipline has 

its aims, concepts and methods of its own. Such idealists include Croce, Dilthey and Hegel. 

‘History’, a word derived from the Greek word historic means inquiry. History studies the 

society in the past in all aspects of human endeavours. Like any of the sciences particularly 

the natural sciences like medicine, physics, chemistry and biology, history also aims at the 

pursuit of truth with particular reference to the past of human beings and their different 

institutions. Although absolute objectivity may be unattainable in history, the historian strives 

to set aside as much as possible, traces of prejudice, ambiguity, bias etc. in his analysis of the 

human society. Like the scientist, the historian tries to pursue the truth about the past 

activities of mankind. In this case, one can say that history is scientific. Robert Smith shares 

this opinion when he wrote that:- 

…history in its dual aspect of art and science, seeking the truth about 

human past, dedicated to both objectivity and empathy, demands a 

discipline no less vigorous than is demanded by, say, physics or 

linguistics. 

 

In his own contribution, R.G, Collingwood said:- 

History then is a science of a special kind. It is a science whose 

business is to study events not accessible to our observations, and to 

study these events inferentially..., the historian calls for the events in 

which he is interested. 

The historian works like the scientist because before he concludes his investigation into any 

historical event, be must have done his homework thoroughly and diligently, with all sense of 

responsibility. He must seek, assess and order the evidence for any historical event before he 

writes his final account of such a historical event. 
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We may at this juncture examine some of the features of science which are common to 

history. History could be scientific in the sense that the historian uses the scientific method in 

his historical writing. For instance, the historian must be painstaking in the collection arid 

shifting of evidence. According to Arthur Marwick: 

Increasing use of sociological techniques in our own day has provided 

greater opportunity for joint enterprise in historical research of a style 

long known in the natural and social sciences. 

G.M. Trevelyan argued further that history could be scientific in “the collection of facts, “the 

weighing of evidence as to what events happen...” 

In like manner, history could be a science or an empirical discipline because it shares certain 

characteristics and methods of inquiry with the physical sciences like observation, 

classification, framing and testing of hypothesis. According to one historian:  

The historian uses methods which are analogous to those of 

comparative anatomy. As the anatomist reconstructs an animal from a 

few bones, so can the historian reconstruct the life of a monastery 

from the ruins of a building, the tools and broken pottety1ound on the 

ground and perhaps a list of monies paid out by the monks during a 

certain period of time. Or the historian may throw light on an 

institution by placing it into an evolutionary series as the biologist 

does a species of animal... 

The historian also uses scientific spirit of inquiry in his writing. Like the scientist, the 

historian has to select from the overwhelming evidence before him. In the words of 

Bernadotte Schmitt: 

Science...can be defined as systematized, organized, formulated 

knowledge, and history, the original meaning of which is investigation 

is therefore a science f it is pursued with the sole purpose of 

ascertaining the truth, fall relevant facts are diligently searched for, if 

presuppositions and prejudices are eliminated, if the contents and the 

variables are noted and plotted with the same care, that is the rule in 

the natural sciences 

It can also be argued that history is not a science subject because a natural science or science 

is more usually characterized by the manner in which it establishes general laws, but history 

cannot give or establish general laws or explicit generalizations. As Arthur Marwick has 

observed:  

Scientific knowledge provides the power of prediction, the historian 

cannot predict. 

Therefore, the course of history is not only unforeseen but unforeseeable. Besides, history 

cannot be scientific because human affairs which the historian studies, “appear to be more 

complex, less easily analyzable, less accessible to quantitative and precise presentation than 

the physical state of affairs”. 
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Another point is that history deals with sequence of events, and each of them is unique while 

science is concerned with the general and the universal and also aims at generalizations and 

the establishment of regulations governed by laws. According to Maurice Mandelbaum: 

The historian deals with specific events which once occurred in a 

certain place.... the natural scientist on the other hand formulates 

judgements regarding ‘typical’ occurrence, establishing the relation 

which those occurrences bear to certain of the conditions which they 

appear. 

Science is capable of making successful predictions and it can control the future course of 

events his: history cannot. The physical scientist can repeat his experiments but the historian 

cannot call for a repeat performance of past events. Besides, the scientist can have a complete 

objectivity towards the phenomena that he is studying whereas the historian cannot be 

completely objective. 

We can from the above analyses conclude that history is both a science and an art. As Arthur 

Marwick has pointed out: 

Concepts of science have changed since the turn of the century (19th) 

when the absolutes of Newtorian physics still held sway; certainties 

have given way to probabilities, the absolute to the relative. in fact, 

the whole concept of the nature of human understanding and 

knowledge has become more complex and more subtle.... Science has 

changed and so has history, they have indeed changed in parallel, and 

it remains true that the historian and the scientist are engaged in the 

same kind of activity, the attack on the unknown. 

Therefore, history is both a science and an art because the historian avails himself of the 

methods used in the natural science or avail himself of the intellectual processes which have 

their analogues in science in his historical writing. However, history deals with human beings 

and consequently the objectivity of the historian cannot be expected to be total on the same 

level with the scientist. History cannot claim to be absolutely scientific on the same line with 

any of the natural sciences but it is scientific because of the features that it shares with the 

sciences. 

The Idea of “objectivity” in History 

Historical facts are meaningless without interpretation or judgement. In fact, interpretation or 

judgement forms an essential ingredient in the teaching and learning of history. The matter of 

judgement or interpretation in history has led to the debate as to whether or not history can 

Dc objective. Objectivity could therefore mean impartiality. If we say that somebody is 

objective or impartial, we mean that he is detached from the object of study and does not 

allow his emotion to affect his presentation or interpretation. Such a person does not take side 

in an issue. In other words, such a person does not give any judgement on an issue without 

considering all views and comments of all the parties involved in such an issue. 

Objectivity could also refer to the ability of a historian to look at nature not as part of himself 

but ability to detach himself from nature through reasoning and thereby act as a rational 
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being. In other words, objectivity refers to the ability of a historian to stand outside of himself 

and view things in a detached rational manner. 

The ancient Greeks and Romans 1 had the firm belief that objectivity in history is possible. 

Herodotus, the father of history, believed that objectivity in history is possible if there are 

documentations which are contemporary. The issue of objectivity ii history has its foundation 

firmly laid in the 19th century by Leopold Von1 Ranke (1795 to 1886), who had been 

referred to as the father and master of modern historical scholarship. Ranke believed that 

objectivity or objective history is possible but depended on documentation and critical 

evaluation of the sources - the need to question the sources, weigh the sources, the use of 

good archives, documentation etc. 

It should be noted however that no discipline whether in the arts or in the sciences is perfectly 

objective, even though it should be quickly added as a matter of clarity that objectivity is 

easier to come by in the sciences particularly in the natural science than in the arts. 

Objectivity in history can be aimed at but absolute objectivity is unattainable. This is because 

by nature, man is bound to be subjective and when writing on a topic, the historian is 

indirectly observing himself. A lot of his thinking, writing and assessment depend on family, 

environment and socio-political backgrounds, so he thus finds it difficult indeed to detach 

himself from nature or the community. Also, the historian may be subjective in his writing 

because of the role played by selection of facts and personal judgement in establishing his 

account. 

Although total or absolute objectivity is unattainable in history, this does not mean that 

historians should not aim at it. According to one historian:  

Nevertheless, it is wrong to infer that objective understanding of the 

past is impossible on the ground that we all look at it through our own 

moral and metaphysical spectacles. 

Therefore, the historian must look at himself as a historian and a historian only and not just as 

a historian, and then anything else. To strive to achieve objectivity in history, the historian 

must use his own imagination, should not suppress any known evidence, should avoid 

preconceived motions in his interpretations, he should argue for both sides in any given issue, 

his style should be impersonal and as concise as possible, while his vocabulary should be 

clear and unambiguous. Commenting on what to do to achieve objectivity in history, A.A. 

Adeyinka remarked that:- 

Therefore, in order to give even a relatively fairer judgement to any historical event, the 

student of History has to consult at the very least two distinctly different sources of 

information, read at least two books on documentary evidences e.g. historical information 

provided by archaeological findings could be cross-checked from materials contained in 

relevant oral traditions. 

Factors that make objectivity difficult in History 
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Certain factors tend to make objectivity difficult in history. Objectivity may be elusive in 

history because by nature, man is bound to be subjective. The historian, when writing on a 

certain topic is indirectly observing himself. As a lot of his thinking, writing and assessment 

depend on family, environmental and socio-political backgrounds, he thus finds it difficult to 

detach himself from nature or the community or society that he is observing. According to 

Charles Beard, an American historian:  

…history is not objective because the historian cannot ‘observe’ his 

subject matter as a chemist can..., because the events he is interested 

in involve ethical and aesthetic considerations, because no historian in 

any case can bring to his work a “neutral mind”. 

Carl Becker, in his own contribution remarked that “the historian cannot eliminate the 

personal equation...” 

Another factor which makes objectivity difficult in history is the conflicting or differing 

interpretations by historians of the same set of events. These conflicting interpretations in 

history is brought about by different factors like personal bias, group interest, new evidence, 

the use of imagination by individual historians etc. According to one historian: 

…when we look at the past, what understanding we gain of it depends 

primarily on the extent to which we succeed in identifying ourselves 

with the subjects of our study, and we cannot even begin to 

understand unless we presupposed some propositions about human 

nature and ills here that our outlook exercises its effect and colours the 

interpretation we give. 

Another factor to be considered is the fact that each generation strives to write its own history 

in the face of new facts or different understanding of the known facts. This idea of each 

generation writing its own history, tends to make objectivity very difficult in history. 

According to Christopher Blake:  

…no two historians can agree on what really happens, at best, 

agreement in one generation fails to survive the next... 

Another factor that makes objectivity difficult in history is the fact that history is usually 

written from a certain point of view and it can only make sense only from that point of view. 

For Dewey:  

…everything in the writing of history depends upon the principles 

used to control selection. The principles in turn depend on the interests 

and perplexities of the historian himself so that all history is 

necessarily written from the standpoint of the present. 

Also, the historian can hardly do without bringing to his writings a set of interests, beliefs and 

values which tend to have some notable influence on what be judges to be important. In the 

words of Charles Beard:- 

Whatever acts of purification the historian may reform, he yet remains 

human, a creature of time, place, circumstance, interests, 

predilections, culture.... 
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Another factor confronting historical objectivity is that unlike scientific thinking which tends 

towards objectivity, historical objectivity has a subjective element and this factor limits or 

alters the character of the objectivity that a historian hopes to attain. 

The richness of natural language also contributes to the factors which made objectivity very 

difficult in history. Scientists use terminologies which are given precisely fixed and officially 

standardised meanings. However, the same situation does not apply to history or true o: 

historical accounts. As Christopher Blake had amply shown: 

The richness of natural language allows and even encourages disputes 

of a kind impossible within a systematised context, not the black-or-

white disputes with which the latter (scientist) is designed to cope, but 

the possibility of saying the same thing in several ways, or of finding a 

number of competing explanations and the impossibility of deciding 

such a dispute (perhaps between historians) on demonstrably 

impersonal grounds. 

The historian cannot aim at the impersonality of the natural science because that will amount 

to not producing history at all. It should be noted that the historian can stand outside himself 

to study human history to a point and that like the artist; no historian can observe human 

society without putting a little bit of himself into it because he is a human being living in the 

society, having certain perspectives like interests, nationality, religious and political beliefs. 

Stuart Hughes stressed that to speak of historical understanding in terms of some kind of “re-

thinking” or “re-experiencing” does not give an entirely accurate sense of what the historian 

is in a position to perform. The historian cannot summon back to life a past that is 

irretrievably finished. Hence, the historian cannot give the full sense of events as they really 

happened. Therefore, his writing cannot be objective like that of the natural sciences. 

Sources for further reading/Recommended Text books, Journals and Internet materials 


