Areas of knowledge

History
What is unique about the methodology of history? Is eyewitness testimony a reliable source of evidence? How do
we decide which events are historically significant?
History is an area of knowledge that studies the recorded past. It raises knowledge questions such as
whether it is possible to talk meaningfully about a historical fact and what such a fact might be, or how far
we can speak with certainty about anything in the past. Studying history also deepens our understanding of
human behaviour, as reflecting on the past can help us to make sense of the present.
Documentary evidence plays an important role in history, which raises questions about the basis for
judgments of reliability of that evidence. The individual historian also plays an important role in history and
in the 20th century there was much debate over whether historical facts exist independently of historians.
Some argue that there is always a subjective element in historical writing because historians are influenced
by the historical and social environment in which they are writing and this unavoidably affects their
selection and interpretation of evidence.
Knowledge framework

Scope/applications

•
•
•
•

Concepts/language

•
•

narrative style appropriate for the purpose of understanding the past
designed for understanding possibly at an emotional level rather than
strict objective disinterest

•
•

use of contemporary documents as fixed points of historical theory
historical theory being constructed out of the available evidence by
reason and imagination
issues of selection and interpretation of source material
issues of reliability of first-hand accounts—memory and observation
are affected by interests and expectation
history seems to presuppose a theory of human action. For example,
the view of history as being shaped by the action of individuals as
opposed to the idea of history as the playing out of class struggles or of
a zeitgeist
an explanation in history is a plausible theory that explains the relevant
source material and fits other accepted theories

•
•

Methodology

•

•

Historical development

Links to personal
knowledge
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the study of the recorded past
helps make sense of the present
knowledge shared by group to help produce a sense of common
heritage
perhaps allows us in a limited way to envisage possible futures

•
•

present preoccupations tend to affect the study of past events
history itself looked different in the past

•
•

understanding one’s history gives a clear sense of personal identity
history tends to be constructed through the interaction of individual
historians—there is less emphasis on collaborative work than in the
natural sciences

Theory of knowledge guide

Areas of knowledge

Is it possible for historical writing to be free from perspective?

How does a historian assess the reliability of sources?
How can one gauge the extent to which a history is told from a
particular cultural or national perspective?

Knowledge
questions

What is the relation between the style of language used and
the history written?
What is a fact in history?

How can historical accounts be assessed?

What distinguishes a better historical account from a worse one?

Examples of possible topics of study
Reliability of sources

The relationship
between history
and the human
sciences

Objectivity in
history

Progress and
patterns in history
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