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Abstract:  

Does the narration of past events, which in our culture from the time of the Greeks 

onwards, has generally been subject to the sanction of historical ‘science,’ bound 

to the underlying standard of the ‘real,’ and justified by the principles of ‘rational’ 

exposition – does this form of narration really differ, in some specific trait, from 

the imaginary narration, as we find it in the epic, the novel and the drama? – 

Roland Barthes,  The Discourse of History. 

   

The discourse of “Reality,” whether exists or not in history, is a major concern in all 

philosophical debates concerning both history and humanity. The uneasiness sprouted out of this 

debate is about the anxiety of meaning in history and its mode of representation. Does history 

succumb to the representation of reality? Or it adequately does so are the questions discussed by 

historians and philosophers of history. For a long time, the question of referent has been 

debatable among historians and philosophers of history. The ambiguity of its existence has given 

rise to the study of past as the historiographies of the past. What constitutes historiography is the 

critical examination of past events captured from chronicles, documents and annals of the past. It 

is the history of historical writings and tells about their evolution in the writing of history. The 

mode of writing history also changes through century to century. Arthur Marwick makes a 

distinction between proper history and historiography, as for him, history proper is the 

reconstruction of the past while historiography is really the history of historical thought. The 

relationship between proper historians and philosophers has always been an uneasy one.  

 The present paper aims to study the question of referent in historiography put forward by 

Ranke and problematised by Hayden White in his philosophy of history. White introduces his 

theory of history in his book Metahistory. He considers historical work as “a verbal structure in 
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the form of a narrative prose discourse.” In doing so, he studies the work of nineteenth century 

historians and philosophers of history who seems to follow a particular narrative mode in their 

writing of history and a particular genealogy of events in their theory. White in Metahistory 

brings the idea that the major philosophers of history of nineteenth century (Hegel, Marx, 

Nietzsche and Croce) are not different from the proper historians (Michelet, Ranke, Tocqueville 

and Burckhardt) in terms of their content. They differ in their presentation of that content. 

Furthermore, the principal philosophers of history are also characteristically philosophers of 

language. In his study of nineteenth century historians, he propounds the idea that history is a 

linguistic construct and is largely determined by topological codes. So this paper examines 

White’s position as a theorist of historiography and his take on what constitutes a historical 

work. In this regard I argue that, while he deconstructs objectivity, reality and truth and the 

purity of history over other histories, he simply does not discard the events as such. In doing so, I 

have divided the paper in three parts in accordance with Hegelian dialectics. First part of the 

paper discusses the question of referent with reference to Leopold Von Ranke’s idea of it. Thus, 

this part introduces the thesis of the term referent in historiography. Second part deals with 

White’s theory of history which he propounds by his analytic study of nineteenth century 

historians and philosophers. Thus, this part forms the anti-thesis of the hypothesis adopted by 

Ranke with White’s take on the issues of referent, realism and objectivity in a historical work. 

Third part of the paper forms the synthesis of the argument by hinting that historiography in 

present times does not negate the events as such rather it questions the modes of representation. 

I 

Leopold Von Ranke, nineteenth century philosopher of history, better known as the 

founder of modern source based history formulates the view that past can be captured as it was 

by performing a critical study that allows the use of evidence provided by the sources to discredit 

distortions and to isolate their origins and infer true descriptions of the past (A Companion to the 

Philosophy of History and Historiography 383). His scientific study of historical documents 

entails the three pre-existing methods which include: a critical attitude towards historical 

sources; the insistence upon original documents; and the application of the phi logical method to 

the writing and teaching of historiography. These facets afford to practice four principles for his 

methodological observations: the objectivity of historical truth; the priority of facts over 
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concepts; the uniqueness of all historical events; and the centrality of politics (384). The 

elaboration of these four principles suggest that the historian’s objectivity means the historian 

should not judge the past; the primacy of facts means a return to sources, to the evidence 

provided by them; the uniqueness of all historical events means that all historical events are 

unique and individual; and the centrality of politics means the insistence on past politics at the 

same time Ranke did not neglect the social and economic factors. Thus, for him the historical 

phenomenon was a concrete expression of a general spirit and is of objective order hidden in the 

individual events. It is the task of the historian to seek this objective reality by following the 

aforementioned methodology of historical documents. 

The issue of referent taken by Ranke was discussed and sometimes misinterpreted by 

many historians and philosophers of history. In twentieth century, Hayden White attempts to 

problematize the notion of referent in his writings. White says that Ranke‘s conception of history 

is very much fallacious on many grounds. As he says Ranke’s view of history “...for all its 

apparently chaotic nature—does display to the properly conditioned historical consciousness a 

meaning and comprehensibility” (Metahistory 188) is not possible without applying a subjective 

method and it cannot remain objective explanation of the past. Furthermore, without ascribing to 

the formal theory of historiography suggested by White it is not possible to write about the past 

events as they were as his theory justifies this claim in part II of the paper. 

II 

White in Metahistory postulates the notion that the historical narratives are imaginative 

creations of their authors and these linguistics structures may not portray the historical reality. 

He explores it in two different ways: firstly, it seeks to analyze the works of the recognized 

masters of nineteenth-century European historiography and secondly by analyzing the works of 

the formost philosophers of history of that same period. The purpose of doing so is to determine 

the family characteristics of the different conceptions of the historical process which are apparent 

in the works of classical narrators. As a corollary to this, the purpose is also to determine the 

different possible theories by which historical thinking was sanctioned by the philosophers of 

history of that time. For doing so he considers the historical work as “a verbal structure in the 

form of a prose discourse that purports to be model, or icon, of past structures and processes in 
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the interest of explaining what they were by representing them”(2). Thus, in his study of 

historians such as Michelet, Ranke, Tocqueville and Burckhardt and of philosophers of history 

such as Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche and Croce he puts forward that the works produced by these 

historians and philosophers are representations of the same content with difference in the “poetic 

insight”. White does so by implying various strategies and modes of presentation or narration. 

Therefore, it is largely dependent on the poetic insights that the historian gets after the study of a 

particular “evidence”—documentary or non documentary. This is done by bringing to the 

interpretation of the data by using some literary devices like metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche 

and irony. Thus the imaginative reconstruction of the past is always “pre-cognitive” and “pre-

critical.” And he says, 

In the poetic act which precedes the formal analysis of the field, the historian both  

creates his object of analysis and predetermines the modality of the conceptual categories 

he will use to explain it (30-31) 

These categories also determine the plot structure (Romance, Tragedy, Comedy, or Satire), the 

form of explanation (Formist, Organicist, Mechanist or Constructivist) and the ideology of the 

work (Anarchist, Conservative, Radical, or Liberal). Thus, for White the nineteenth century 

historians and philosophers employed the aforementioned devices and styles in their narration of 

the past. These particular topological devices function in a pattern and are featured in nineteenth 

century historical works. He is of the view that to understand the past we must impose a narrative 

upon it. This imposition of a particular style in historical accounts offers a restrained 

understanding of the past events in its unique pattern. Thus, he claims that the past as history is 

not the story as it is rather it is constructed by the fictional intervention of the historians. In his 

view historical situations are not inherently tragic or comic rather it happens with the historians’ 

imposition of a judgement on the nature of sequence of events faced by the protagonist. As he 

says, 

Historical situations are not inherently tragic, comic, or romantic. They may all be 

inherently ironic, but they need not be emplotted that way. All the historian needs to do to 

transform a tragic into a comic situation is to shift his point of view or change the scope 

of his perceptions. Anyway, we only think of situations as tragic or comic because these 
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concepts are part of our generally cultural and specifically literary heritage. How a given 

historical situation is to be configured depends on the historian’s subtlety in matching up 

a specific plot structure with the set of historical events that he wishes to endow with a 

meaning of a particular kind. (“The Historical Text as Literary Artefact” 85) 

 This presentation of history as a tragedy, comedy, romance and satire has a purpose. In 

presenting the events as a romance the historian draws upon imagining the power of historical 

protagonist as ultimately powerful to the scenario; in presenting the events as a satire the 

historian imagines the historical protagonist as inferior , a captive of their world and destined to a 

life of struggle and negation; in presenting the history in tragic mode the historian imagines the 

protagonist as eventually upset by fate, resulting in his fall or destruction ; in comic emplotment 

the historian imagines the movement from obstruction to reconstruction and the historian always 

for a victory of the protagonist over the circumstances. (7-11)   

 In addition to the emplotment of events in tragedy, comic, romance and satire, there is 

another level on which the historian tries to explain the “what it adds to”, which is explanation 

by formal argument. These are Formist arguments, Mechanistic arguments, Organicist argument 

and the Contextualist arguments. Furthermore, these arguments used in a historical narrative 

serve a unique purpose. For example, the Formist argument identifies the dispersive character of 

events, people and actions in the past; the Organicist arguments are integrative by nature and 

identify the past events, actions as a component of a synthetic process; the mechanistic 

arguments tend to be reductive rather than synthetic and usually cast in the form of an equivalent 

part-part relationship which helps in identifying events, people and situations as an outcome of 

deterministic extra-historical laws; the Contextualist arguments are integrative and are used by 

historians for identifying events, people and actions by their presumed connections to others 

related events relationship within an era or within a complex process of interconnected 

change.(11-21) 

 The third level in White’s formal model of historical explanation is ideological. For him 

the ideological level is the ethical implication of the choice of emplotment and argument “that 

can be drawn from the study of past events for the understanding of present ones” (22). In this 

way, he suffices the presentism of history and its construction as a contemporary cultural 
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discourse. For him ideology is “a set of prescriptions for taking a position in the present world of 

social praxis and acting upon it (either to change the world or to maintain it in its current state)” 

(22). Borrowing from German philosopher Karl Mannheim, he proposes four basic ideological 

positions—Anarchism, Radicalism, Conservatism and Liberalism. The anarchists demands rapid, 

perhaps even catastrophic, change in order to establish a new society; the conservatives are most 

suspicious of change and oppose change by supporting the evolutionary elaboration of exciting 

social institutions; the liberals prefer the fine tuning of society to secure moderately paced social 

change; and the radicals welcome imminent social change. All these positions carry preferences 

for the distribution of power and criteria by which power is exercised. 

White’s model of history as a narrative follows following model of four tropes in the 

order metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony; four modes of emplotment in the order 

romantic, tragic, comic and satiric; four modes of argument in the order Formist, Mechanistic, 

Organicist and Contextualist; and four modes of ideological implications in the order Anarchism, 

Radicalism, Conservatism and Liberalism. The historian can employ any of the four tropes but it 

will also follow the other tendencies of the narrative which includes emplotment, mode of 

argument and the ideological impetus fitting in a particular structure. This is clearly elucidated is 

Metahistory where he describes the various modes followed by the nineteenth century historians. 

He says, 

Michelet tried to combine a romantic emplotment and a Formist argument with an 

ideology that is explicitly liberal. So, too, Burckhardt used a satirical emplotment and a 

Contextualist argument in the service of an ideological position that is explicitly 

conservative and ultimately reactionary. Hegel emplotted history on two levels –tragic on 

the microcosmic, comic on the macrocosmic—both of which are justified by appeal to a 

mode of argument that is Organicist, with the result that one can derive either Radical or 

Conservative ideological implications from a reading of his work. (29-30)  

Thus, the model of historical narrative does not follow a rigid code but it follows a formal 

relationship with the other tendencies of the narrative. This mixture of devices and style in the 

narrative is the juncture of metahistorical turn of the historical narrative which creates an 

imagined context through which for illustration metonymic and synecdochic relationships are 
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established between events and things.  Thus, the tropes as representational models, reshapes our 

understanding of the data, preceding and prefiguring the emplotment, argument and ideological 

levels of our historical narratives.  

 White also examines the use of different tropes for signification and re-signification of 

events and our perceptions. All of the tropes are used in the narrative for a unique rhetorical 

purpose like “Metaphor is essentially representational, Metonymy is reductionist, Synecdoche is 

integrative, and Irony is negation” (Metahistory 34).  

With this categorization of tropes he suggests that the mechanism of writing history 

operates at the philosophical level of language and human consciousness. It simply means that 

the historians do not objectively report the past rather they create it by deploying language and 

also they know the purpose of that particular language use. Thus, history is legalized not only by 

its appeal to past reality but also by how that past reality is written. As a corollary to this the 

model of historical narrative proposed by White  makes it clear that the narrative depends not on 

the factuality of events for its functioning, but it depends upon creating a story, deploying 

arguments, and about taking up ethical positions that the reader can follow and understand in 

shared contemporary cultural terms. Also to say something as a fact requires the facts to be 

turned into stories, explained further with arguments, and offered as sustained and coherent 

ideological positions. 

III 

Historiography which traditionally understood as the re-presentation of “what actually 

happened” got severe criticism from postmodern theorists of historiography. There is a 

fundamental turn in writing and reading of history which is initiated by Metahistory; it clarifies 

how historians necessarily choose the narrative form in which to emplot their accounts of the 

past. The events have no meaning in themselves until they are ascribed in a value system of a 

certain context. In addition that context in turn takes its meaning likewise from another context. 

Thus, any “meaning-giving story” or narrative is not realistic representation of an event rather it 

appears so due to an imposed pattern. History, for White, is a process of continuous writing of a 

palimpsest written by the historian and thus it is primarily an act of literary creation. Because the 
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meaning of the historical account depends on its narrative structure and the historical knowledge 

is necessitated by the regular debates between historical narratives.  

But the arguments like history as a narrative discourse fails to sustain its logic when it 

comes to extreme historical experiences like holocaust experiences, world war experiences and 

the like. Even language appears insufficient to portray these events. In cases like these we cannot 

counteract to them as mere constructs or narrative discourses. For depicting these events and 

happenings we use language which itself it insufficient. At the same time these events are 

ignorable. So in order to represent these events a narrative discourse is created by using the 

literary devices like metaphor, metonymy and like. Thus, the problem is with the modes of 

depiction rather than the events as such. This postmodern critique of nature of meaning and 

language sustains the idea that the past cannot be found or discovered or retrieved. It is 

constructed by the historian as a text, at the same time the authenticity of the historical events 

cannot be denied. Thus, the question is more about the politics of representation rather than the 

events as such.  
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