From Herodotus to Digital Archives: The Journey of History as a Pillar of Humanities
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Description automatically generated]The origins of the discipline, history, are attributed to the writings of Herodotus’ The Histories, in which Herodotus records the geography, politics, and traditions of the ancient world of 430 BCE. In fact, Cicero referred to him as the ‘Father of History’ for his early accounts of the rise of the Persian Empire (Luce, T. James, 1997). The Histories is thought of as the foundation work for historical writings in Western literature. Therefore, it can be said that his writings and what came to be the pillar of the humanities afterward. Before delving into that topic, we must first define and understand what precisely the humanities are, what is the essence of history that connects them, and then, ultimately, why history is the link that connects the humanities together. 
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Description automatically generated]First off, “What are the humanities?” may seem like a straightforward question at first glance, but once we take a closer look into them, the answer may not seem as apparent. We can derive ‘humanity’ from the humanities, which can be interpreted as a study of seeking to comprehend the ‘self-understandings and self-expressions' of other humans and how they come to construct their own understandings of their experiences (B. Rees, Willem, 2021). This may begin to sound more like a personal or a subjective collection of subjects under the same umbrella. This is where the line between the sciences and the humanities becomes blurred. “The British Academy gathers scholarly expertise in subjects like law, philosophy, the history of art and music, religions, language, and its meanings, literature, and all forms of human history, right back to the unwritten history that can only be approached through archaeology.” (The British Academy, 2018) This would then make the humanities sound like a science, where data gathering and statistics comparisons may take centre fold in researching their subjects, so this raises the point of what exactly does break the difference in-between the sciences and the humanities? Although they may share similar research methods, the crux of the humanities is humankind itself. Where biology can approach humans with scientific fact, the humanities approach humans with evidence but instead apply empathy, imagination, connection, and, in essence, our ‘humanity’. 
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Description automatically generated][image: ][image: ]Secondly, we can now approach the idea of what the essence of history is in relation to the previous point about the humanities. History as a subject has gone through different periods during its time. The debate over the nature of history, whether it belongs to the realm of science or art, has been a long-standing one. Key figures in this debate include Leopold Von Ranke. He was an influential figure regarding history as a science and not as an art. Von Ranke was the founder of modern sciences of history. (Fritz Stern, (ed.) 1988). His work entailed objective writings based on primary sources, meaning that historians must write what truly happened using scientific methodology (SciHi Blog, 2018). This approach to history separates the discipline from the arts and literature, which stirred up another approach later in time. This new approach to history came from the works of G.M Trevelyan, whose work contributed to the thought that history could be an art, not a science. His work popularized history not only in academia but also became best sellers, possibly due to his narrative style of writing. Influenced by the whiggish interpretation, which is ‘an approach to historiography that presents history as a journey from an oppressive and benighted past to a "glorious present"’ (Blackburn, Simon 2008). He held a positive outlook on humanity and believed it could continuously improve. In this sense, Trevelyan popularized the idea of the humanities, which accounts for human thoughts, emotions, and inter-connections to understand actions in the study of history (Cannadine, David, 1992). This is prominently evident in Lewis Namier’s 1929 publication, The Structure of Politics at the Accession Of George III. In this, he neither writes in the focus of a narrative nor purely on factual events, but instead he drew in on the human motive (TheWire, 2020). Within this book, he also challenged the whiggish ideas of studying history, which is the interpretation from ‘whigs,’ those who support parliamentary powers, and saw history as a progression away from “from savagery and ignorance towards peace, prosperity, and science” (Age-of-the-sage.org. N.D). The Whig interpretation also focused on long-term causes, whereas Namier would write about short-term motives and the intricate power dynamics of specific moments. He diminished the importance of long-term trends in favour of the personal ambitions and relationships of individuals. For this, he was criticised. Many thought that his writings were too cynical, with personal biases, with overindulgence in microhistory. History has and will always go through many different cycles and patterns through the ages, and it can be hard to pin down exactly what the essence of the study of history is in the grand scheme of its existence. Yet, what remains evident is the persistent drive among historians to explore and understand human experience. Whether approached as an art or a science, history ultimately seeks to shed light on the complexities of human behaviour, decisions, and actions over time. As the discipline evolves, it continues to be informed by diverse perspectives, methodologies, and interpretations. These variances enrich our understanding and challenge us to constantly reassess and redefine what history means to humanity and its place within the broader scope of the humanities.
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Description automatically generated]Having now explored the multifaceted nature of the disciple, its continuous interplay between the arts and science, and the complexity of different historical interpretations, it can become evident that history plays a foundational role in the broader humanities. This isn’t only due to its chronological nature but also because of its intrinsic connection to the human experience. To explore this further, we can look at a few examples. For instance, the relationship between history and English literature is closely related to their individual studies. We can analyse historical literature to gain a better understanding of historical events, such as Herodotus’ The Histories, from which we can learn about the Persian Empire’s rise. Not only this, but we can also apply historical context to authors of fiction too, such as the famous author of The Lord of The Rings, who wrote about themes of his experience during the First World War, JRR Tolkien (Tolkien Gateway, 2023). His grandson wrote that the characters Frodo and Sam echo the deep bonds shared between the British soldiers when faced with ‘overwhelming adversity.’ And once their adventure ends in the books, like so many real-life war veterans, they return home ‘scarred, with ‘invisible wounds.’ Returning as ‘pale shadows of the people that they once were.’ (BBC Culture, 2017). In this example, English literature and history students can both learn about not only the characters in the story itself but can also apply the metaphor of their relationship to historical studies on the First World War.  This conjunction of the disciplines is crucial in studying any one of the many of the humanities. Here is another example of this relationship: The Age of Enlightenment shows the intricate bond between history and philosophy. During the late 17th and 18th centuries, thinkers like Locke, Voltaire, and Rousseau championed ideals of reason and individual rights (Outram, Dorinda. 2006). Their philosophies did not only individually exist but also reflected and influenced the era’s revolutionary movements. For instance, the philosophical commitment to individual freedom directly impacted the trajectory of the American and French Revolutions. Conversely, the events of the time compelled the thinkers to review and adjust their ideas. This period epitomizes how philosophy and history, while distinct, inform and shape each other, underscoring their collective significance in the humanities. The symbiotic relationship between philosophy, literature, and history shown exemplifies a prominent theme within the humanities. While each discipline can maintain its own district identities and methodologies, they [image: A hand holding a trowel and a broken pot in the sand

Description automatically generated]are constantly interwoven, enriching each other by drawing upon their unique qualities. The last example that can be discussed to exemplify this idea further is the link between history and archaeology. This relationship can be both complementary and intricate, as both seek to uncover truths about humankind by looking into the past. However, the methodologies for data collection may differ. A historian might delve into an ancient manuscript or letter to gather sources to draw information from, whereas archaeologists engage with the tangible remnants of the past, such as artifacts, architecture, biofacts or ecofacts, sites, and cultural landscapes. (Kristiansen, Kristian. 2012). Despite this difference that dances on the line between humanities and science, both disciplines grapple with the interpretation of their findings. For instance, an archaeologist might have to date an uncovered artifact scientifically and then artistically infer what possible cultural significance it has or what its use is. Similarly, a historian must discern from a source its reliability and context, bridging factual data with nuanced interpretation. So, both disciplines blur this line between arts and science as they not only seek to understand factual occurrences of the past but also their elements of the human experience, culture, and sentiments. While distinct in their methodologies, history and its many other disciplines in the humanities remain intrinsically tied through their mutual commitment to understanding the human experience. Their shared objective is the foundation of the humanities, to understand the complexities of humankind through all kinds of facts, interpretations, cultures, and emotions. Viewing the humanities and all of its evolutions in the present day prompts the question of the trajectory of the discipline. Where history may evolve yet again, and how it could be shaped by the broader humanities in the future.

[image: Richard J Evans - Alchetron, The Free Social Encyclopedia]Historian Richard Evans’s statement, ‘It is always a mistake for a historian to try to predict the future; life, unlike science, is simply too full of surprises’ (Evans, Richard 2001), emphasizes the limits of historical foresight. While history illuminates patterns and behaviours, it doesn’t offer a surefire blueprint for the future, despite the ability to recognize patterns from the past. In this sense, we should not try to predict where the discipline of history may go next, given the unpredictable evolutions of the past. However, there are some ideas we can speculate on. One idea is the sudden rise of the digital world, where we can now store millions of historical manuscripts and information on artifacts, and the work of historians can now collectively be stored in digital archives that can be accessed from all over the world. We can say that this is going to be a significant influence for future historians, as an overwhelming majority of information can be accessed from anywhere. This can be seen as a positive but also a negative. Being able to access everything from anywhere will be helpful in studying history, but some could say that it would take away from experience, as studying images online in a different environment will not stimulate the same feelings or senses as seeing something in person. Therefore, they cannot draw a unique experience from it. With this rise in technology, there is also a threat of misinformation. It is too easy for information to be purposefully misleading, so it will be the duty of historians to uphold the truth in a space where anything could be faked. If this were to happen, the future of humankind could easily be manipulated by a fake past, and atrocities may never come to light.

In the winding and ever-evolving journey of history as a humanities discipline, humankind has trekked from the annals of Herodotus to the digitized world of the modern day in the pursuit of knowledge. The role of history within the humanities is undeniable; it is the spine on which each story of the human experience, aspiration, and error relies. Each epoch, whether it’s Herodotus’ foundational records to the punctilious science of Von Ranke or the emotional narratives of Trevelyan, has all contributed layers to this rich tapestry. As we stand at the digital crossroads of technological advancements, the purpose of history remains unshaken as a safeguard for the truth and the understanding of human behaviours and cultures. As history moves into an unprecedented age of unlimited access to information, it also enters into a new unseen area of danger with the threat of misinformation that could be taken advantage of in the future. With this, historians must be trusted with a new responsibility to discern the truth from falsity to ensure the continuous essence of our shared humanity remains unburied. The unpredictability of the future, as noted by Richard Evans, upholds the significance of preserving our past with integrity, for it will always serve as the guide to the humanities for generations to come.
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