
Theories of 
Literature and 
History



Overview



• Ranke professor of history at the University of
Berlin, 1825–1871

• Moves towards professionalization of history – and
the systemization of historians' methods – take
root in Germany in 1820s and 1830s. A leading
influence was Leopold von Ranke

• Father of modern 'scientific' history

Leopold von 
Ranke (1795–

1886)

PART ONE: HISTORY vs LITERATURE? 
History as Fact: Empiricism



• Ranke saw his empiricist history – a reliance on
documentary sources – as the most reliable means to learn
about the past: "It is striking how history, when resting on
the memory of men, always touches the bounds of
mythology."

• Distinguished himself from predecessors and
contemporaries: "You have reckoned that history ought to
judge the past and to instruct the contemporary world as to
the future. The present attempt does not yield to that high
office. It will merely tell how it really was."

Leopold von 
Ranke (1795–

1886)

History as Fact: Empiricism



History as Fact: Empiricism



the
truth of things done, and which may be done
again, or at least their like

History as Fact: Empiricism



History as Fact: Empiricism



History as Literature: 
Hayden White and Postmodernism 

(1973)
(1928– 2018)
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History as Literature: Hayden White 
and Postmodernism 



Victorian Historians' Literariness

Thomas 
Babington 
Macaulay 

(1800–1859)

Thomas Carlyle
(1795–1881)



I PURPOSE to write the history of England from the accession of King James the
Second down to a time which is within the memory of men still living. I shall
recount how … the authority of law and the security of property were found to
be compatible with a liberty of discussion and of individual action never before
known; how, from the auspicious union of order and freedom, sprang a
prosperity of which the annals of human affairs had furnished no example; how
our country, from a state of ignominious vassalage, rapidly rose to the place of
umpire among European powers; how her opulence and her martial glory grew
together; how, by wise and resolute good faith, was gradually established a
public credit fruitful of marvels which to the statesmen of any former age would
have seemed incredible; how a gigantic commerce gave birth to a maritime
power, compared with which every other maritime power, ancient or modern,
sinks into insignificance; how Scotland, after ages of enmity, was at length united
to England, not merely by legal bonds, but by indissoluble ties of interest and
affection; how, in America, the British colonies rapidly became far mightier and
wealthier than the realms which Cortes and Pizarro had added to the dominions
of Charles the Fifth; how in Asia, British adventurers founded an empire not less
splendid and more durable than that of Alexander.

- Introduction to Macaulay, The History of England from the Accession of James the Second (1848)

Thomas 
Babington 

Macaulay (1800–
1859)

Victorian Historians' Literariness



"The history of the world is but the
biography of great men"

Quotes from: On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and The Heroic in History
(1841)

Collection of six lectures given in May 1840.
1. The Hero as Divinity. Odin (God is Scandinavian pagan mythology)
2. The Hero as Prophet. Muhammad (Islam)
3. The Hero as Poet. Dante; Shakespeare
4. The Hero as Priest. Martin Luther; John Knox
5. The Hero as Man of Letters. Samuel Johnson; Jean-Jacques Rousseau;
Robert Burns
6. The Hero as King. Oliver Cromwell; Napoleon Bonaparte

Thomas 
Carlyle
(1795–
1881)

Victorian Historians' Literariness: 
Great Man Theory



Victorian Novelists' 
Historical Preoccupations 



Victorian Novelists' Historical 
Preoccupations 

"In historic events the so-called great men
are labels giving names to events, and like
labels they have but the smallest connection
with the event itself. Every act of theirs, which
appears to them an act of their own will, is in
an historical sense involuntary and is related
to the whole course of history and
predestined from eternity."

- Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910), War and Peace (1865–1869)



"A modern branch of mathematics having achieved the art of dealing with
the infinitely small can now yield solutions in complex problems … which
used to appear insoluble.

" … To study the laws of history we must completely change the
subject of our observation, must leave aside kings, ministers, and generals,
and study the common, infinitesimally small elements by which the masses
are moved. No one can say in how far it is possible for man to advance in this
way toward an understanding of the laws of history; but it is evident that only
along that path does the possibility of discovering the laws of history lie, and
that as yet not a millionth part as much mental effort has been applied in this
direction by historians as has been devoted to describing the actions of
various kings, commanders, and ministers and propounding the historians'
own reflections concerning these actions."

- Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace (1865–1869)

Victorian Novelists' Historical Preoccupations 



Potentialities of the Historical Novel: Georg Lukács

outwardly insignificant events



19th-Century Emergence of the Historical Novel



19th-Century Emergence of the Historical Novel



Walter Scott's Historical Novels 



Lukacs on Walter Scott

Sir Walter 
Scott (1771—
1832) painted 
by Sir William 
Allan, 1844



Lukacs on Walter Scott



Scott vs. Dryasdust – preface to Ivanhoe (1820)
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Scott vs. Dryasdust



… or is the Past a Foreign Country? 

"The past is a foreign 
country: they do 
things differently 
there."



PART TWO: 
HISTORY AND LITERATURE AS 
DISCOURSE 

Postmodernist Histories: Keith 
Jenkins, 
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Postmodernist Histories: Keith Jenkins

"… the consequential existence of [a] whole mass of history
genres which currently surround us and which have helped
relativise and historicise history at the very same time as
history began to be widely expressed through these
'sceptical' characteristics."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, p. 77



Postmodernist Histories: Keith Jenkins

"… the consequential existence of [a] whole mass of history
genres which currently surround us and which have helped
relativise and historicise history at the very same time as
history began to be widely expressed through these
'sceptical' characteristics."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, p. 77

To treat as being in proportion to something else; as not 
absolute 

To treat as being subject to historical context



Postmodernist Histories: Keith Jenkins

" … anything can be made to look good or bad, desirable or
undesirable, useful or useless, simply by being re-described."

" … a past that can be infinitely redescribed."

" … no [work of] histor[y] has any necessary permanence; is
expressive of no essence."

" … the utter contingency of readings."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, pp. 77–79.



Postmodernist Histories: Keith Jenkins

" … the variable facticity of facts." (facticity = the quality [or
appearance] of being a fact)

" …'the past' is as notional a concept as 'the real world' to which
novelists allude in realist fiction – only ever existing in the present
discourses that articulate it."

"… history is a written discourse as liable to deconstruction as any
other."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, pp. 77–79.



HISTORY AS DISCOURSE

"I use the term discourse … in the sense that it relates people's thoughts
about history to interests and power. Thus, to be in control of your own
discourse means that you have power over what you want history to be rather
than accepting what others say it is; this consequently empowers you, not them.
Similarly, the use of the phrase 'the discourse of history', means that, rather
than seeing history as a subject or a discipline which suggests that you just
learn something that is always already there in some natural or obvious
way and to which you innocently, objectively and disinterestedly respond,
you actually see history as a 'field of force'; a series of ways of organising the
past by and for interested parties which always comes from somewhere and for
some purpose and which, in their direction, would like to carry you with them.."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, footnote, pp. 85–86.



HISTORY AS DISCOURSE

"… Viewed not in its traditional guise as a subject discipline
aiming at a real knowledge of the past, but seen rather as
what it is, a discursive practice that enables present-minded
people(s) to go to the past, there to delve around and reorganise
it appropriately to their needs, then such history may well have a
radical cogency that can make visible aspects of the past that
have previously been hidden or secreted away; that have
previously been overlooked or sidelined, thereby producing
fresh insights that can actually make emancipatory, material
differences to and within the present – which is where all
history starts from and returns to."

- Jenkins, Rethinking History, pp. 80–81



New Historicism



New Historicism: Stephen Greenblatt
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Roland Barthes, 'The Death of 
the Author' (1967)



Who 'makes' a book?

intertextuality



Key Tenets of New Historicism



Ideas to think about:


