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edward hallett carr what is history is a question that resonates deeply within the study
of history itself, largely because of the monumental work of Edward Hallett Carr. Carr’s
book *What Is History?* remains one of the most influential texts in understanding the
purpose, methodology, and interpretation of history. But what exactly did Carr mean by
this question, and why does his perspective continue to shape historical discourse today?

In this article, we will delve into Edward Hallett Carr’s ideas about history, his critiques of
traditional historical methods, and how his thoughts encourage us to reconsider the way
history is studied and understood. Along the way, we'll explore key concepts such as
historiography, the role of the historian, and the relationship between facts and
interpretation in history.

Who Was Edward Hallett Carr?

Before diving into Carr’s ideas, it’s helpful to get a brief background on the man himself.
Edward Hallett Carr (1892–1982) was a British historian, diplomat, and international
relations theorist. His career spanned both academia and government service, giving him
a unique perspective on history and politics. Carr’s profound influence comes from his
ability to challenge established views and push for a more nuanced understanding of
historical processes.

Carr’s most famous work, *What Is History?* published in 1961, is a collection of lectures
that explore the nature of historical knowledge. It has become a foundational text for
students and scholars alike, shaping how history is taught and understood across the
world.

Understanding “What Is History?”: Carr’s Central
Thesis

At the heart of Carr’s inquiry is the idea that history is not just a simple recounting of facts
but a complex dialogue between the past and the present. He famously argued that history
is “an unending dialogue between the present and the past,” emphasizing the active role
historians play in shaping historical narratives.

The Historian’s Role: More Than a Recorder of Facts

One of Carr’s key contributions was his challenge to the notion of the historian as a



passive recorder of objective facts. Instead, he suggested that historians select which facts
to emphasize based on their own perspectives, values, and the context of their times. This
means history is always, to some extent, subjective.

Carr stated that facts do not speak for themselves; they require interpretation. This
interpretation is influenced by the historian’s environment, ideology, and the questions
they ask. Therefore, the process of writing history is inherently creative and analytical
rather than purely factual or mechanical.

Facts and Interpretation: The Interdependent
Relationship

Carr’s approach highlighted that facts and interpretation are inseparable in historical
writing. While facts are the building blocks of history, their significance and meaning
depend on the historian’s analysis. In other words, facts gain relevance through the lens of
interpretation.

This view was revolutionary because it broke away from the older “positivist” approach,
which viewed history as an objective science that could present an unbiased account of
the past. Carr argued that all history involves interpretation, and recognizing this helps us
understand history as a dynamic and evolving discipline.

Historiography and the Evolution of Historical
Thought

Carr’s work also intersects deeply with the study of historiography—the history of how
history has been written. He urged readers to pay attention to how historical narratives
change over time, reflecting shifts in society, politics, and intellectual trends.

The Changing Nature of Historical Narratives

According to Carr, historical narratives are not fixed. What one generation considers
important or true might be reconsidered by another. This fluidity is partly why history
remains a vibrant field of study; it adapts to new evidence, perspectives, and
contemporary concerns.

For example, histories written during colonial times often reflected imperialist ideologies,
while later historians might critique or revise those narratives to highlight indigenous
perspectives. Carr’s insights encourage skepticism of any single “official” history and
invite multiple viewpoints.



History as a Discipline in Dialogue

Carr saw historiography as a conversation across time where historians respond to and
build upon each other’s work. This ongoing dialogue ensures that history remains relevant
and continuously refined. It also means that historians must be aware of their own context
and biases while engaging with past interpretations.

Impact of Edward Hallett Carr’s Ideas on Modern
Historical Studies

Carr’s perspectives have had a lasting impact on history as both an academic discipline
and a popular field of inquiry.

Encouraging Critical Thinking and Analytical Skills

One of the most valuable legacies of Carr’s *What Is History?* is its encouragement of
critical thinking. Students and scholars are urged to question sources, analyze motives
behind historical writing, and understand the complexities of constructing historical
knowledge.

This has led to a more sophisticated approach to history education, where memorizing
dates and events is less important than developing a critical understanding of how history
is shaped.

Broadening the Scope of Historical Inquiry

Carr’s ideas also paved the way for new approaches in history, such as social history,
cultural history, and history from below. By challenging traditional political and military
narratives, historians began exploring the lives of ordinary people, marginalized groups,
and cultural phenomena.

This expansion has made history more inclusive and reflective of diverse experiences,
aligning with Carr’s view that history is a living dialogue that must incorporate multiple
voices.

Influence Beyond History: International Relations and
Beyond

Edward Hallett Carr’s influence extends beyond history into fields like international
relations. His understanding of history as a dynamic process shaped his views on
diplomacy and global politics, emphasizing the importance of historical context in



understanding contemporary issues.

Applying Carr’s Philosophy in Today’s World

In an era of information overload and “fake news,” Carr’s reflections on history are
remarkably relevant. His call for critical engagement with sources and awareness of
interpretation encourages us to be discerning consumers of information.

Tips for Engaging with History Inspired by Carr

Question the Sources: Always consider who created a historical account and why.

Understand Context: Place historical events and narratives within their social,
political, and cultural context.

Look for Multiple Perspectives: Seek out diverse accounts to get a fuller picture
of the past.

Recognize Your Own Biases: Be aware of how your own background influences
your interpretation of history.

Embrace Complexity: Accept that history is rarely black and white, but full of
nuances and contradictions.

These practices help us appreciate history not just as a record of the past but as a
meaningful dialogue that informs our present and future.

---

Edward Hallett Carr’s *What Is History?* remains a cornerstone in the philosophy of
history. His insights challenge us to reconsider the nature of historical knowledge and
remind us that history is not a static archive but an ever-evolving conversation between
the past and the present. Whether you are a student, scholar, or curious reader, Carr’s
work invites you to think deeply about how history is constructed and why it matters.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Edward Hallett Carr?
Edward Hallett Carr was a British historian, diplomat, and international relations theorist,
best known for his works on Soviet history and his influential book 'What Is History?'
published in 1961.



What is the main theme of Edward Hallett Carr's 'What
Is History?'
The main theme of 'What Is History?' is the exploration of the nature of history, how
historians interpret facts, and the relationship between the historian and historical facts,
emphasizing that history is a continuous dialogue between the past and the present.

Why is 'What Is History?' by E.H. Carr considered
important?
It is considered important because it challenged the traditional views of history as a mere
collection of facts and argued that history is subjective, shaped by historians' perspectives
and the context in which they write.

When was 'What Is History?' by Edward Hallett Carr
published?
'What Is History?' was published in 1961.

What was Edward Hallett Carr's view on historical facts
in 'What Is History?'
Carr argued that historical facts do not speak for themselves; they require interpretation
by historians, and the selection and emphasis of facts are influenced by the historian's
perspective and the era they live in.

How did E.H. Carr influence the study of
historiography?
Carr significantly influenced historiography by promoting the idea that history is
subjective and that historians play an active role in shaping historical narratives, thus
encouraging critical analysis of sources and interpretations.

What criticism did Edward Hallett Carr address in 'What
Is History?'
He addressed the criticism that history is purely objective and factual by demonstrating
that historians inevitably impose their own interpretations and biases when writing
history.

Did Edward Hallett Carr support the idea of objective
history?
No, Carr argued that complete objectivity in history is impossible because historians select
and interpret facts based on their own viewpoints and the context of their times.



How does 'What Is History?' define the role of the
historian?
According to Carr, the historian is not a passive recorder of facts but an active participant
who interprets facts, making choices about what to include and how to present the past.

What impact did Edward Hallett Carr's 'What Is
History?' have on modern historical studies?
Carr's work has profoundly impacted modern historical studies by encouraging skepticism
towards traditional narratives, fostering debates about historical objectivity, and shaping
contemporary understanding of historiography.

Additional Resources
Edward Hallett Carr: What Is History and Its Enduring Impact on Historical Scholarship

edward hallett carr what is history is a phrase that immediately evokes one of the most
influential works in the field of historiography. Edward Hallett Carr, a British historian
and diplomat, revolutionized the way historians approach and interpret history with his
seminal book, "What Is History?" first published in 1961. This work challenged traditional
notions of historical objectivity and argued for a more nuanced understanding of history as
an interpretive discipline shaped by the historian’s perspective, context, and the interplay
between facts and interpretation.

In the decades since its publication, Carr's "What Is History?" has remained a cornerstone
in historical studies, fostering debates about the nature of historical knowledge, the role of
bias, and the relationship between past and present. This article delves into the core ideas
presented by Edward Hallett Carr, explores the significance of his approach, and
discusses how his perspectives continue to influence contemporary historiography.

The Core Premise of Edward Hallett Carr’s "What
Is History?"

At its heart, Edward Hallett Carr’s "What Is History?" confronts the assumption that
history is a straightforward, objective recounting of past events. Carr argued that history
is not merely a compilation of facts but a complex dialogue between the past and the
present. He famously stated that "the facts of history do not 'speak for themselves'; they
require interpretation."

This observation highlights one of Carr's most critical contributions: history is inherently
subjective to a degree because historians select which facts to emphasize based on the
questions they ask and the context in which they write. Hence, historical facts are not
static; they gain meaning through interpretation.



The Historian’s Role: Interpreter, Not Mere Chronicler

Carr emphasized that historians are not passive recorders of events but active participants
in creating historical narratives. He challenged the positivist view, which held that history
could be studied with the same objectivity as the natural sciences. Instead, Carr suggested
that understanding history requires recognizing the historian’s biases, values, and the
contemporary concerns that shape their analysis.

This has profound implications for how history is taught and studied. It suggests that
history is a living discipline, evolving as new perspectives emerge and societal values shift.
For instance, the way historians interpret the causes and consequences of major events
like World War II or the Industrial Revolution has changed over time, reflecting broader
cultural and political transformations.

Contextualizing Carr’s Ideas Within
Historiography

Edward Hallett Carr’s "What Is History?" arrived during a period when historical
scholarship was undergoing significant shifts. The mid-20th century saw increasing
challenges to the traditional narrative-driven, fact-centric approach. Carr’s work aligned
with and anticipated developments such as the rise of social history, cultural history, and
later, postmodern critiques of historiography.

Comparison With Traditional Historical Methods

Traditional history often focused on political events, great men, and diplomatic history,
prioritizing a linear chronology of events. Carr critiqued this approach for neglecting the
broader social, economic, and cultural forces that shape historical developments. His
insistence on the interaction between facts and interpretation encouraged historians to
question the relevance of their sources and the frameworks they applied.

Unlike the older school of history, which sought to present an unvarnished record, Carr
advocated for a critical approach that acknowledged the constructed nature of historical
narratives. This shift paved the way for more inclusive histories that considered
marginalized voices and complex societal dynamics.

Influence on Later Historical Thought

Carr’s influence extends beyond historiography into philosophy and methodology. His
ideas anticipated themes explored by later scholars such as Hayden White, who discussed
the narrative construction of history, and E.H. Carr’s focus on the historian’s role
resonates with contemporary debates over objectivity and bias.



Moreover, Carr’s work has been instrumental in disciplines outside history, such as
political science and international relations, where understanding the interpretive nature
of history is crucial for policy analysis.

Key Features and Arguments in "What Is
History?"

To fully appreciate Carr’s impact, it is essential to examine specific features and
arguments he advanced:

The Interdependence of Fact and Interpretation: Carr argued that facts do not
exist independently of the interpretation applied to them. Without interpretation,
facts remain isolated and meaningless.

The Historian’s Bias: Acknowledging that complete objectivity is impossible, Carr
urged historians to be transparent about their perspectives and the influences
shaping their work.

The Role of Present Concerns: Carr highlighted that historians’ contemporary
circumstances influence the questions they ask and the aspects of history they
emphasize, making history a dialogue between past and present.

Historical Progress and Change: While Carr was critical of viewing history as a
steady march of progress, he recognized that historical interpretation evolves as
societies change.

These points collectively challenge the notion of history as a fixed, unchangeable record
and position it as an evolving discourse.

Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its groundbreaking nature, Carr’s "What Is History?" has attracted critiques.
Some have argued that by emphasizing subjectivity, Carr risks undermining the credibility
of historical knowledge. Critics worry that excessive skepticism may lead to relativism,
where all interpretations are seen as equally valid, potentially eroding the discipline’s
rigor.

Others note that Carr’s focus on the historian’s interpretation may downplay the
importance of empirical research and the discovery of new evidence. Balancing
interpretation with factual accuracy remains a central challenge in the field.



The Enduring Legacy of Edward Hallett Carr’s
Work

Over sixty years after its first publication, Edward Hallett Carr’s "What Is History?"
remains a foundational text in history education and theory. Its insights into the nature of
historical knowledge continue to shape discussions about how history should be studied,
taught, and understood.

For students and scholars alike, Carr’s work serves as a reminder that history is not just
about memorizing dates and events but about critically engaging with the past to
understand the present. This dynamic relationship between the historian and history
enriches the discipline, fostering a deeper appreciation of complexity and nuance.

In the digital age, where information is abundant and narratives proliferate rapidly, Carr’s
emphasis on critical interpretation is more relevant than ever. Historians, educators, and
readers must navigate a landscape where multiple perspectives coexist, making the
interrogation of sources and awareness of bias essential skills.

Ultimately, Edward Hallett Carr’s contribution transcends mere historiographical debate.
It challenges all who engage with history to reflect on their assumptions and to recognize
that history, far from being a fixed chronicle, is a vibrant conversation across time—one
that shapes our understanding of humanity itself.

Edward Hallett Carr What Is History
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