
RELEVANT HISTORY

A CHRISTIAN VIEW ON THE TASK OF THE 
HISTORIAN PROVIDES AN ANSW ER TO THE 

PRESENT CRISIS IN HISTORICAL STUDY

H istorians of today probably have to face m ore critic ism  
of and attacks on their d iscip line than  any of the ir 
predecessors. Twentieth century  society and its political 
and in tellectual leaders- including scho lars in fields 
o ther than  h istory  - are seriously  question ing  the value of 
h istory , and doubt w hether h isto ry  is able to m ake a 
contribution tow ards the solution of contem porary 
problem s. Many people have looked to h is to rians for an 
au thorita tive  answ er on questions concerning the future 
of W estern C ivilization and the possib ility  of averting 
fu rther catastrophic world conflicts, only to be 
d isappointed. People of our age expect science to be of 
d irect p ractical value, and students of today, who are 
often disillusioned w ith the society in w hich they are 
liv ing  and w ith its inability  to achieve peace and 
p rosperity  for all people, w ant to study only subjects 
w hich can m ake an evident contribution toward the 
solution of contem porary problem s and the creation of a 
better world. Also those students who are quite satisfied 
to p repare them selves for a career w ithin the present 
estab lishm ent often regard  h isto ry  as an unnecessary  
subject; they prefer to study n a tu ra l sciences, economics 
or new-fangled social sciences such as crim inology or 
polemology. The study of the social sciences is 
flourish ing  in m any schools and un iversities  today, 
especially  at the expence of h isto ry  as a traditional 
elem ent of the curriculum . The num ber of people who are 
studying h isto ry  in the h igher form s of the secondary 
school and at un iversity  level is  steadily  declining, not 
only in South Africa, but in m ost other countries as well. 
')

Why do so m any people regard  h isto ry  today as 
unim portan t for practical life? Three of the m ain  reasons 
seem  to be the following:
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(a) th a t th e  p rac tica l va lue  of h is to ry  is  not as ap p aren t as 
th a t of m ost o ther d isc ip lines,

(b) th a t the genera l a ttitude  of people of today obscures a 
tru e  unders tan d in g  of h isto ry , and

(c) th a t h is to ria n s  fail to w rite  h is to ry  w hich  is  rea lly  
d irected  at p resen t day problem s.

This a rtic le  deals w ith  the h is to rian  and h is sh a re  in  the 
resp o n sib ility  for the c ris is  in  h is to rica l study. The 
h is to r ia n ’s fa ilu re  to w rite  h is to ry  tha t is  re levan t for 
today  could be a ttribu ted  to

(a) la ck  of p ro p er m ethods, o r of the sk ill to  use them  for 
w ritin g  h is to ry  w hich w ill have p rac tica l value, a n d /o r
(b) an  erroneous view  or lack  of reflec tion  on the a im s the 
h is to ria n  has to ach ieve w ith  h is  w ork. M any h is to rian s  
a re  d esign ing  and u s in g  new  m ethods of h is to rica l study 
in an  a ttem p t to  find a so lu tion  for the  p resen t c r i s i s .2) It 
is  m y  belief, how ever, th a t new m ethods w ill no t be 
suffic ien t to p rov ide  a so lu tion  for the c r is is  in h istory . 
W hat is needed in  the f irs t p lace  is a  c lear and correct 
p ersp ec tiv e  on the  ta sk  of the  h is to rian , because only 
w hen the a im s of h is to ric a l study  are seen  in true  
p erspective  is it po ssib le  to find su itab le  m ethods to 
ach ieve these  aim s. In the f irs t section  of th is  a rtic le  I 
sh a ll try  to po in t out b riefly  th a t the lack  of a correct 
p e rsp ec tiv e  on the ta sk  of the h is to rian  con tribu tes 
la rg e ly  to the p resen t c r is is  in  h is to rica l study, and 
th e rea fte r I sh a ll d iscu ss  the a im s th a t shou ld  be 
achieved in  h is to ric a l study  in o rder to m ake h is to ry  
re lev an t to p resen t society  and its  problem s.

SOME VIEWS ON THE AIMS OF HISTORICAL STUDY 
WHICH HAVE BEEN PREV ALEN T UNTIL TODAY. 
The view  th a t w as form ed in the  C lassica l A ge on the 
a im s of h is to rica l study  rem ained  the  p re v a ilin g  one for 
cen tu ries  and con tribu ted  to a la rg e  ex ten t to the c r is is  in 
h is to rica l study in the tw en tie th  century .

H erodotus and Thucydides, w ho lived  in th e  fifth cen tu ry  
B C and are  g en era lly  reg ard ed  as tw o of the firs t
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h is to ria n s  of im portance, considered it th e ir  m ain  ta sk  to 
p rov ide usefu l in form ation . With h is  w ork  on the 
P eloponnesian  W ar Thucydides w anted to be of use to 
posterity , who, as he believed, w ould have to cope w ith  
s im ila r  problem s. He carefu lly  described the sym ptom s 
of a p lague-ep idem ic in o rder to enable people to 
recognize such an epidem ic, should  i t  b reak  out a g a in .3) 
The G reeks believed that, in the sam e w ay tha t the four 
seaso n s re tu rn ed  every  y e a r  and everybody w ent th rough  
the sam e cycle of being born, g row ing  up, grow ing  old 
and dying, a ll events th a t had  happened  w ould happen  
ag a in  som e tim e. Both H erodotus and Thycydides 
believed th a t hum an  na tu re  a lw ays rem ained  the same; 
people alw ays act in  the sam e w ay and the sam e actions 
a lw ays have the sam e resu lts . ")

H is to ry  w as therefore considered to be subject to the 
cyclica l course of n a tu re  and to co n sis t of loose 
co llections of even ts w hich recu rred  from  cycle to cycle. 
G reek ph ilo sophers  regarded  the know ledge gained  from  
natu re , from  fixed, perm anen t th ings, to be re liab le  and of 
genera l valid ity . Know ledge obtained  from  the 
innum erab le , ever-chang ing  events of h is to ry , how ever, 
w as regarded  as unreliab le , because it could not be tested, 
and w as not of general valid ity , being  m ere ly  applicable  
to p a rtic u la r  events. H isto ry  w as not regarded  as a 
science, such as m a them atics o r physics, bu t as an art, 
such  as poetry  or rhetoric . Som e h is to rian s  (e g Polybius) 
considered  accuracy  to be of p rim ary  im portance in 
h is to rica l w riting , but o thers, and w ith  them  the  genera l 
public, valued  a rtis tic  expression , the conv incing  
rea so n in g  and the en te rta in m en t and m ora l education  of 
the read e r h igher, and accu racy  w as often sacrificed  for 
the sake of ach iev in g  these  aim s. H isto ry  w as believed to 
be im p o rtan t for the m ora l education  of people because it 
could po in t out the w ay tow ards a good life by g iv ing  
exam ples of lives and deeds th a t w ere w orthy  of being 
followed and by show ing  w hat k ind  of ac tions  b rought 
d isa s te r  on people and shou ld  be avoided. It w as possib le  
to learn  from  the  experiences of o th e rs  th ro u g h  the study 
of h is to ry . E sp ec ia lly  to people who w ere p rep a rin g  
them selves for a public c a re e r- fo r  fu tu re  s ta tesm en  - the
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study  of h is to ry , of the deeds of g rea t people of the p ast 
and  of the consequences of these  ac tions w as considered a 
necessity . 5)

T his ex am p la r view  of h is to ry  ®) rem ained  p rev a len t 
u n til the e igh teen th  C entury. The sp read  of C h ris tian ity  
in troduced a new perspective  on h is to ry  w ith  the idea of 
the un ity  and con tinu ity  of w orld  h isto ry ; th is  w as a 
lin ea r view  instead  of the  C lass ica l cyclica l v iew  of 
h is to ry . The consequences of the C h ris tian  view  of 
h is to ry  for h is to rica l w ritin g  w ere, how ever, no t fu lly  
realized. T hroughou t the M iddle A ges h is to rica l w orks 
consisted  m a in ly  of chron ic les, in  w hich events w ere 
re la ted  one a fte r ano ther w ithou t p o in tin g  out the 
re la tio n s  betw een them , and of b iog rap h ies  of sa in ts  
w hich served  as  exam ples of v irtu o u s C h ris tian  liv in g  
for the edification of the people. 7)

The h is to rian s  of the R en a issan ce  copied v ario u s aspects 
of C lassical h is to rio g rap h y . They upheld  the exem plar 
view  of h isto ry , and the s ix teen th  cen tu ry  ph ilo so p h er 
Jean  Bodin w anted to c la ss ify  the exam ples of h is to ry  in 
ca tego ries  of good, base, usefu l and w orth less. In th is  
w ay he w anted to m ake h is to ry  m ore sy stem atised  and 
scientific , bu t h is  w ork could serve as the beg inn ing  of a 
sy stem atic  study of m orals, not a sc ien tific  study  of 
h isto ry . 8) D uring  the  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  the idea of 
p ro g re ss  w as p revalen t, and h is to rie s  w ere w ritten  w ith  
the aim  of show ing m a n ’s con tinual p ro g ress  th ro u g h  the 
ages. S u itab le  facts from  different periods and p laces 
w ere selected and pu t to ge ther in  the con jectu ra l 
h is to rie s  th a t w ere w ritten  a t tha t time; the idea of 
p ro g ress  w as a p resu p p o sitio n  in these  w orks and w as 
not proved by them . A lthough  h is to rio g rap h y  a tta ined  a 
m uch h ig h e r level th a n  ev er before, it w as s till genera lly  
believed th a t “the  ad v an tag es  found in  h is to ry  seem  to be 
of th ree  kinds, as it am uses the fancy, as it im proves the 
understand ing , and as it s tren g th en s  v ir tu e ”. 9) There w as 
no perspec tive  yet on the rea l na tu re  of h istory .

D uring  the n ine teen th  cen tu ry , how ever, h is to ry  w as 
seen in a new ligh t; th is  cen tu ry  w as indeed the m ost 
h is to ric a lly  m inded of all cen tu ries . F or those who lived
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in the f irs t decades of the  cen tu ry  it seem ed th a t the 
a ttem p ts  w hich w ere m ade d u rin g  the F rench  R evolu tion  
to rad ica lly  change society  accord ing  to the  p rin c ip les  of 
pu re  reason  (as they  w ere la id  dow n by e igh teen th  
cen tu ry  ph ilosophers) had  failed to tally . The fa ilu re  of 
the F rench  R evolu tion  showed them  th a t th in g s  w hich 
had com e about and had  developed and estab lished  
them selves in  the course of cen tu ries  could not be w iped 
aw ay in a few days or a few years . In the age of the 
R om antics the idea w as conceived th a t there  w as a hidden 
law  contained in  h is to ry , a secre t w isdom  of h isto ry , 
accord ing  to w hich in s titu tio n s  and the w hole s tru c tu re  
of society  g rad u a lly  developed in  such a w ay th a t it took 
the form  w hich w as the best possib le  for its  p a rtic u la r  
age. Therefore, no t ab s trac t reaso n in g  should  
be used  to find out how th in g s  ought to be, bu t know ledge 
of how  ex istin g  th in g s  had  o rig ina ted  and developed. 
H isto ry  should be studied, esp ec ia lly  by leaders of 
society, in o rder to revea l the trad itio n s  accord ing  to 
w hich  they should  act, for it w as believed th a t one could 
not do better than  to continue in the track s  of one’s 
ancesto rs. In the view  of the R om antics h is to ry  w as no 
lo n g e r of p rim ary  im portance because of the usefu l 
exam ples and m oral le sso n s it provided, but because it 
show ed the lines of developm ent th a t s tre tched  in to  th e ir  
ow n tim e. H is to ry  w as no m ore seen  as a loose collection 
of events, but as an o rgan ic  whole. It w as even believed 
th a t a na tion  w as an  o rgan ic  en tity  w ith  a n a tio n a l soul, 
and th a t the soul of a people could best be understood  by 
s tudy ing  its  o rig in s in  M edieval tim es. The R om antics, in 
th e ir  escape from  th e ir  own e ra  w hich seem ed to them  
co lou rless  and d reary , w ere a ttrac ted  by the s trange, 
exotic cu ltu res of p a s t ages. They realized  th a t every  age 
had its  own a tm osphere  w hich  could only  be sensed 
th rough  the em otions and the im agination . 10)

The view  of h is to ry  of the  R om antics w as c losely  
affilia ted  w ith  the trad itio n a l C h ris tian  view  of h istory . 
U nder the  influence of the R om antics C h ris tian s  of the 
ea rly  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  believed th a t ev e ry th in g  w hich 
had  developed in  h is to ry  had  done so un d er the special 
care  of God and th a t the w isdom  of h is to ry  w hich m ade all
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th ings  develop in  the best p ossib le  w ay shou ld  actually  
be seen as the w ork in g  of God in  h isto ry . H istory , and 
esp ec ia lly  n a tio n a l h is to ry , w as believed to show  
gu id ing  p rin c ip les  for life. The p rin c ip les  derived  from  
both the Bible and from  h is to ry , w hich together w ere 
referred  to as  C h ris tian -h is to rica l p rin c ip les , w ere 
jux taposed  ag a in s t those  of ra tio n a lism  and of the F rench  
R evolu tion  by the D utch C alv in is t G roen v an  P rin k s te re r  
and h is follow ers. “ )

The v iew  of h is to ry  of the R om antics  w as, how ever, no t 
only  accom odated in C h ris tian  life- and w orld-view , but 
also  in  ra tio n a lis t ph ilosophy . A ccord ing  to G eorg 
W ilhelm  H egel the w isdom  of h is to ry  should  not be 
identified  w ith  the w ork ing  of God in  h is to ry , but w ith  the 
cunn ing  of reason; h is to ric a l developm ent is therefore 
ac tu a lly  developm ent in  the m ost ra tio n a l w ay. In h is to ry  
hum an  consciousness is, acco rd ing  to H egel, g rad u a lly  
developing, co n tinuously  go ing  th ro u g h  the th ree 
successive  d ia lec tica l s tag es  of thesis, an tith e s is  and 
sy n thesis , u n til a t last, at the end of h is to ry , perfect 
hum an self-consciousness w ill have  been reached. In 
H egel’s ph ilo sophy  the e igh teen th  cen tu ry  idea of 
p ro g ress  w as revived, and h is  ph ilo sophy  pointed the 
w ay to a new  sub jection  of h is to ry  to ra tio n a lis t 
ph ilosophy . This happened  in  the p h ilo soph ica l trends of 
p o s itiv ism  and M arxism , w hich  o rig in a ted  tow ards the 
m iddle of the n ine teen th  cen tury . A uguste  Comte, (the 
fa ther of p o sitiv ism ) John S tu a rt M ill, H erbert S pencer 
and th e ir d isc ip les  w anted to w rite  a new scien tific  
h is to ry  w hich included on ly  p o s itiv e  facts, from  w hich 
g en era liza tio n s  could be m ade and genera l law s could be 
found in  the sam e w ay as w as done in the n a tu ra l 
sciences. W hat S pencer and o th e r ea rly  p o s itiv is t 
soc io log ists  a c tu a lly  did w as to select and c lass ify  facts 
accord ing  to genera l p rin c ip les , eg  th a t a ll th in g s  
develop from  the  low er to the h ig h e r and from  the le ss  
com plicated  to the m ore com plicated . In  th is  w ay the 
facts of h is to ry  w ere only  used to i l lu s tra te  genera l law s 
th a t w ere a lready  presupposed . 12)

It w as realized  by  p h ilo so p h e rs  and h is to r ia n s  of the la te r 
n ine teen th  cen tu ry  th a t the a ttem p ts  of the  p o s itiv is ts  to
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w rite  h is to ry  accord ing  to the  m ethods of n a tu ra l science 
ac tu a lly  d isto rted  h isto ry ; w ith  these m ethods the rea l 
na tu re  of h is to ry  could no t be grasped. H isto ry  should 
therefore be studied w ith o ther m ethods th an  those of the 
n a tu ra l sciences. H. R ickert introduced the concept tha t 
there  w ere two k inds of sciences, n a tu ra l sciences, w hich 
w ere directed at the study  of genera l law s, and h is to rica l 
sciences o r hum an ities, directed at the study  of 
ind iv idual, un ique  phenom ena. The m ethods of the 
h is to rica l sciences should therefore be m ethods su itab le  
for s tudy ing  the unique, and the m ethods th a t had been 
developed by n ineteen th  cen tu ry  h is to rian s  w ere seen as 
the  best m ethods for these  sciences. H isto ry  w as 
considered  to be the basic  hum an ity , w ith  o ther 
d isc ip lines, the so-called social sciences, as aux ilia ry  
d isc ip lin es  to aid h is to ry  in its  study  of un ique events. In 
th is  view  h is to ry  w as regarded  w ith respect, w ith 
reverence even, and the idea of h is to rism  em erged. It 
cam e to be believed tha t from  h is to ry  hum an  society 
hum an  life and m an h im self could best be known. 
C ulture, science, art, m orals, etc., w ere tho roughly  
influenced by h isto ry ; ac tua lly  it w as believed tha t 
science, art, etc as such did not ex ist, because every 
period  of h is to ry  has  its own conception of science, a r t 
and m orals. There are  no genera l law s w hich are valid  for 
the science, a r ts  and m ora ls  of a ll ages, and all hum an 
ac tiv ities  are re la tiv e  to the p rocess of h is to rica l 
developm ent, w hich is  the only  rem a in in g  absolute. In 
the v iew  of h is to rism  h is to ry  is no t subjected to general 
law s of n a tu re  o r reason  as w as done by eighteenth  and 
n ine teen th  century  ra tio n a lis ts , but, as in the R om antic 
view, h is to ry  itse lf is a law. W hile R om antics regarded  
specific h is to rica l developm ents and trad itio n s  as norm s 
w hich  should  be obeyed, the h is to r is t view  assum es the 
p rocess of h is to rica l developm ent to be a law  w hich 
abso lu te ly  determ ines life and society  at any place and 
tim e. 13)

In the R om antic and h is to ris t v iew s th e  value  of h is to ry  
w as so ap p aren t th a t h is to ria n s  them selves w ere not 
confronted by th is  problem . In the era  of the R om antics it 
w as gen era lly  accepted th a t a study  of h is to ry  w as
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necessary  to lea rn  the trad itions  w hich should be 
followed, and there w as a  general in terest in  the w orks of 
h is to rian s  of th a t time. A ccording to  h isto rism  history  
could provide a  so lu tion  to all riddles of hum an existence 
and all h isto rical study w as therefore im portant. The 
h isto rians of the R om antic period tried  to w rite national 
histories, show ing lines of developm ent and depicting 
the atm osphere of p a s t ages and used orig inal 
docum ents, for the study of w hich sophisticated  m ethods 
were developed. With the rise  of un iversities  as centres of 
scientific research  during  the n ineteenth  century, it 
became possib le for those in terested  in h is to rica l study to 
become professional h is to rian s  and devote the ir lives to 
the careful and scientific study of some period of history. 
The ra tio n a lis t idea th a t scientific research  was an end in 
itse lf prevailed  at these un iversities, and when h is to rism  
em erged w ith its view  tha t h isto ry  w as all-im portan t and 
the study of it w as an  end in itself, th is served to confirm  
the view  of the professional h isto rians tha t h isto ry  
should be studied for its  own sake. It became fashionable 
am ong h isto rians to study  only subjects in  w hich 
o rig ina l docum ents and the w ell-established m ethods of 
dealing w ith these docum ents could be used. H istorians 
w ere especially  trained  in  the study of orig inal 
docum ents, and only by m eans of w orks based on 
docum ents could one estab lish  the reputation  of being a 
good h isto rian . The study of la rg e r periods of history , 
based on the w orks of o ther h isto rians, w as not regarded 
as very  im portant, and few h is to rian s  devoted m uch of 
the ir tim e to w orks of h isto rica l synthesis.

When the view s of R om anticism  and and h isto rism  were 
p revalen t the value of the h is to rian ’s w ork w as not 
seriously  questionéd. D uring  the tw entieth  century, 
however, new ph ilosophies em erged w hich influenced 
the general view of h isto ry . E x isten tia lism , w hich w as to 
a la rge  ex tent a  continuation  and offshoot of h is to ris t 
th inking, regarded  true h is to ry  o r G eschichtlichkeit as 
only consisting  of the m om ents of free existence w hich 
can be achieved by escap ing  from  the su rroundings, 
including  the past, to w hich a ll hum an beings are tied. 
The h isto ry  w hich w as studied by professional h is to rians 
w as not regarded as  of m uch im portance by
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ex is ten tia lis ts . It w as believed th a t the h is to rica l 
d isc ip lines, as the o ther sciences, served  to s treng then  
m an ’s enslavem ent. 14)

D uring  the tw entieth  century  a new  form  of po sitiv ism  
developed w hich s tro n g ly  influenced the outlook and 
th in k in g  of sc ien tis ts  in m ost d isc ip lines. T w entieth  
cen tu ry  positiv ism , as the  o rig in a l p o s itiv ism  of Comte, 
reg a rd s  the find ing  of genera l law s to be the  rea l b usiness 
of science. In the p o s itiv is t view  h is to ry  is  m a in ly  useful 
to p rov ide facts from  w hich  g en era liza tio n s  can be m ade 
by socia l sc ienc tis ts . P h ilo sophers  who belong to th is 
m ovem ent are  try in g  to  po in t out th a t h is to r ia n s ’ 
ex p lan a tio n s  of ind iv idual even ts  p resu p p o se  general 
law s, th a t h is to rica l events are therefo re  determ ined  by 
law s, and th a t know ledge of these  law s w ill lead to a 
c lea re r u n d ers tan d in g  of h is to ry  th an  is  p ossib le  by 
u s in g  trad itiona l h is to rica l m ethods.15) The d isc ip line  of 
h is to ry , w ith  its  estab lished  m ethods, w as not able to 
adap t itse lf easily  to these  changes in the genera l view  of 
h is to ry . D uring  the n ine teen th  century , w hen the 
R om antic  and h is to ris t v iew s prevailed , the va lue  of the ir 
w ork  w as taken  for gran ted , but now  it is  se rio u sly  
questioned. A lthough the A nnaies-schoo l in  F rance  and a 
num ber of m ovem ents in the U nited S ta tes  have tried  to 
b rin g  a reo rien ta tio n  in  the d isc ip lin e  of h is to ry ,16) m any  
h is to ria n s  are  c lin g in g  to the old v iew  th a t h is to ry  should 
be stud ied  for its  ow n sak e  and are p roducing  w orks in  the 
old trad ition . G eneral v iew s held  fo rm erly  on the va lu e  of 
h is to ry  and the  ta sk  of th e  h is to rian  have shaped  the 
h is to rica l d isc ip line  in  such a m anner, th a t it now  faces a 
c ris is .

F rom  th is  brief su rvey  of the d ifferen t v iew s p e rta in in g  to 
the va lue  of h is to ry  th a t w ere p rev a len t in p a s t cen tu ries  
it em erges th a t h is to ry  w as not considered  as  very  
im p o rtan t before the n ineteen th  century . It w as 
regarded  a s  good for m o ra l education  and  for 
en terta inm en t, bu t it w as certa in ly  not seen as of equal 
im portance  as the study  of the n a tu ra l sciences. In  the 
n in teen th  century , how ever, h is to ry  w as seen as 
som eth ing  a ll- im p o rtan t w hich  la id  down norm s for 
conduct in  the  p resen t and  determ ined  all hum an
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activ ities . While the  im portance  of h is to ry  w as firs t 
undervalued , it w as now overvalued , and at no tim e w as 
the value  of h is to ry  seen in its  true  perspective .

WHAT SHOULD BE THE AIMS OF HISTORICAL 
STUDY?
The v iew s of h is to ry  of the A ncien t G reeks, e igh teen th  
cen tu ry  E uropeans, R om antics, h is to r is ts  and 
p o s itiv is ts  a ll form  p a r t of m ore com prehensive  view s, 
enco m p assin g  the w hole of rea lity , th a t w ere held by 
these people. In the genera l p h ilo sophy  th a t w as 
p rev a len t from  the seven teen th  cen tu ry  onw ards some 
p a rt of rea lity  w as regarded  a s  absolute: hum an  reason  
(with the im p lica tio n s  th a t reason  has  un lim ited  
possib ilitie s , th a t m ank ind  is  able to reach a sta te  of 
perfection, and  th a t h is to ry  show s m a n ’s p ro g ress  
tow ards perfection) o r h is to ry , as w as the case w ith 
h is to rism . In a C hris tian  view  of rea lity  n e ith e r h is to ry  
nor reason  nor any  o ther p a rt of rea lity  can be regarded  as 
absolute, because the  w hole of rea lity  is  seen in  re la tio n  
to God. No hum an ac tiv ity  can be considered  to have an 
end in  itself, because in  all h is  ac tiv itie s  m an ’s aim  
should  be to serve  God and fu lfill the ta sk  for w hich God 
h as  called  him . When serv ice  to m ank ind  or m an him self 
is m ade the u ltim a te  aim , som e p a r t of rea lity  is 
considered  abso lu te  and  e v e ry th in g  e lse  seen  in  re la tion  
to it, th is  leads to a d is to rted  perspective  on rea lity . In a 
C hris tian  view  h is to ry  canno t be regarded  as absolute 
nor as som eth ing  su bo rd ina te  o r re la tive  to  any o ther 
p a r t of rea lity , and  th is  view  therefore opens the way for a 
true  perspective  on the value  of h is to ry  and of h is to rica l 
know ledge for hum an life and society.

In c a rry in g  out a ta sk  one h as  to com bine d ifferent k inds 
of ac tiv ities; b u ild ing  a house, for in stance, does not only 
involve lay in g  bricks, bu t a lso  ca lcu la ting , design ing , 
buy ing  m a te ria ls , o rg an iz in g  people. Scien tific  study 
con tribu tes to the fu lfillin g  of m any differen t ta sk s , and it 
does not a lw ays m ake th e  m ost im p o rtan t contribu tion . 
Scientific  study  should  be done in harm ony  w ith  other 
ac tiv itie s  in o rder to en su re  th a t m an ’s w ork in  the 
serv ice  of God is carried  out well. Science shou ld  not be 
seen as som eth ing  to be p u rsued  for its  own sake, thereby
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iso la tin g  it from  o ther activ ities, no r as som eth ing  w hich 
is  only im p o rtan t for its  p rac tica l use, the reby  m ak ing  it 
sub se rv ien t to o ther hum an  ac tiv ities , but as one of a 
num ber of hum an ac tiv ities  w hich are a ll and together 
n ecessary  for fu lfilling  m an ’s w ork in  general. O nly in 
th is  perspective  can  science be seen in  rela tion  to the res t 
of h um an  life, can it be tru ly  re lev an t science. In order to 
do re lev an t scien tific  study  the sc ien tis t should  not be 
iso la ted  from  the p rob lem s of h is  society, tow ards the 
so lu tion  of w hich he m u st contribute , but live  a fu ll life 
w ith in  h is society. This a lso  m eans th a t sc ien tis ts  m ust, 
so fa r as  possib le, w ork independen tly  and  th a t the ir 
w ork m u st not be m ade subse rv ien t to c e rta in  political, 
econom ical o r o ther in te res ts , w hich  w ould p reven t 
science from  fu lfilling  its  ro le  in society  fully  and 
properly . 17)

H isto ry  is  one of m any  sciences w hich  all study some 
aspect of rea lity  and of hum an  life, cu ltu re  and society. 
F rom  a v iew po in t in  w hich no p a rt of rea lity  is 
absolu tized  it cannot be regarded  as  exalted  above other 
d esc ip lines no r as subord inate  to o ther sciences. 
Together  w ith  a ll o ther sciences it should  con tribu te  to 
the c a rry in g  out of m a n ’s ta sk  on ea rth  and m u st be 
re lev an t for p rac tica l life.

The trad itio n a l view  th a t p a s t events shou ld  be studied to 
serve  as exam ples for hum an conduct in the p resen t, does 
not m ake h is to ry  a tru ly  re lev an t science; ac tu a lly  th is  
view  prevented  h is to ry  from  being  studied sc ien tifica lly  
in  the past. D uring  the n ineteen th  cen tu ry  it w as realized  
th a t every  even t can only be p ro p erly  understood  w ith in  
its  context, because it form s p a r t of a  la rg e r  coherence of 
events. A n event, taken  out of its  context, cannot serve as 
an  exam ple  for ano ther even t w hich  is  h ap p en in g  w ith in  
a qu ite  d ifferen t context. A then ian  dem ocracy cannot be 
used as  a m odel for p resen t-day  dem ocracy  because it 
functioned w ith in  c ircu m stan ces  qu ite  d ifferen t from  
those of today. T his does not m ean  th a t we canno t lea rn  
an y th in g  from  A then ian  dem ocracy; s tu d y in g  th is  
p a r tic u la r  in stance  of dem ocratic governm en t he lp s us to 
u nders tand  dem ocracy itse lf m ore c learly , and th is
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genera l view  of dem ocracy, in tu rn , can  help  us to 
understand  prob lem s of con tem porary  dem ocratic 
governm ents. One event canno t d irec tly  serve  as a ru le 
for ano ther event; it can  only be used to form  a general 
ru le  w hich is applicable  to o ther ev en ts .18)
D uring  the n ine teen th  cen tu ry  the tru e  na tu re  and 
sign ificance  of h is to ry  w as better realized  by h is to rian s  
and p h ilo sophers  th a n  in the cen tu ries  before, bu t the 
erroneous view  th a t the concrete even ts of h is to ry  
them selves can serve  as a ru le  o r norm  for the present, 
rem ained. In the age of the R om antics h is to rica l trad itio n  
w as regarded  as a norm , because it w as seen  as  the best 
w ay in  w hich th in g s  - under the guidance of God, - could 
have developed. It w as believed th a t one should  therefore 
not try  to a lte r the course in w hich  th in g s  are developing, 
but only  follow th is  course. In th is  w ay h is to ry  showed 
w hat ough t to be done. It w as not realized  th a t h is to rica l 
developm ents cannot h ave  no rm ative  va lue  because they 
are  th em selves subject to no rm s o r law s. It is  e ssen tia l to 
a C h ris tian  life and w orld  view  th a t m an  is sinful; 
therefore he does not ac t a lw ays and everyw here as he 
should. And as h is to rica l developm ent is the  re su lt of the 
w ork of sin fu l m en, therefo re  it canno t a lw ays be the best 
w ay in  w hich  th in g s  could  have developed. There is  good 
and evil in  h isto ry ; the re  is  d iv ine guidance but a lso  the 
influence of S a tan  in h is to ry . In a B iblical view  the w ork 
of S a tan  in  h is to ry  fo rm s u ltim a te ly  p a rt of the divine 
p lan , but th is  does not re lieve  C h ris tian s  from  the ir 
re sp o n sib ility  of re fo rm ing  and p u rify in g  w hat is  wrong. 
IHï
Because all m en are  s in fu l and no hum an  being is 
in fallib le, no actions of any  h is to rica l person  and no 
trad itio n  can serve as a ru le  for conduct in the present. It 
is n ecessary  to exam ine all trad itio n s  c ritica lly , in the 
lig h t of the Word of God, and it m ay som etim es be 
n ecessary  to b reak  w ith trad itio n s  of cen tu ries , as w as for 
in stance  done by the P ro tes tan t R eform ers of the 
six teen th  century . H isto ry  cannot p rovide p rin c ip le s  for 
life and society  in the  sam e w ay as the Bible does; only a 
c ritica l study of h is to ry , and of a ll o ther aspects  or 
rea lity , can lead to the find ing  of p rin c ip les  for hum an 
life.
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The R om antic view  th a t it is  im possib le  to a lte r the 
course of h is to ry , e g as w as a ttem pted  by the French 
R evolution, is  a lso  incorrect. Had the R om antics lived a 
cen tu ry  la te r they w ould have realized  th a t the French 
R evolution had an enorm ous im pact on W estern 
C iv ilization  and ce rta in ly  influenced the course of 
h is to ry . In 1815 an  attem pt w as m ade to res to re  the p re ­
revo lu tionary  order, bu t it failed u ltim ate ly . This does 
no t m ean  th a t the French revo lu tio n aries  succeeded in 
to ta lly  reo rg an iz in g  society accord ing  to the p rinc ip les  
of p u re  reason  as they  had hoped to do; some of the rad ica l 
changes they  made, as for in stance the in troduction  of a 
new  relig ion  of reason  and of a new calendar, did not last. 
The F rench  R evolu tion  b rough t about enorm ous 
changes, bu t there w as no to ta l b reak  w ith  the past. There 
is  a lw ays change and con tinu ity  in h istory; in som e ages 
there  is  m uch con tinu ity  and little  change, then 
som etim es there  are  fa r-reach in g  changes, like those 
caused by the P ro testan t R eform ation  and the French 
R evolution. There is  a lw ays change in continuity; it is 
never possib le  to b reak  to ta lly  w ith  the p a s t o r to p reven t 
a ll change.

A study of h is to ry  therefore b rin g s  in sigh t into the 
re la tion  between con tinu ity  and change in  h is to ry  in 
genera l and  in  certa in  ages. One cannot learn  from 
h is to ry  w hether a  certa in  trad itio n  should be changed or 
not, but one can lea rn  w hat the s tren g th  of a trad itio n  is, in 
how fa r it is  ing ra ined  in  a society, and therefore w hat the 
consequences of a change are  likely  to be. H isto ry  can 
help  to show  the best w ay in  w hich a ce rta in  change can 
be carried  through. It is  the po litical sc ien tist, and not the 
h is to rian , who can  po in t out, on the b as is  of h is 
know ledge of po litica l system s, w hat the defects of a 
p a r tic u la r  sy stem  are  and w hich changes are desirable. 
But i t  is  the h is to rian , and not the po litica l sc ien tist, who 
is  able to exp la in  the causes  of the defects, to see the 
econom ic, social and  other fac to rs  w hich  led to them , and 
it is  also  the h is to rian  w ho is  best equipped  to foresee the 
consequences of changes fo r econom ic and socia l life, for 
cu ltu re  and society  in general. In h is study  of h isto rica l 
developm ents the h is to rian  h as  to deal m ostly  w ith  all
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the asp ec ts  of h u m an  cu ltu re  in  th e ir  re la tio n  w ith  one 
another, and he is th e re fo re  able to foresee som e of the 
consequences w hich ac tions  tak en  in  one field (e g 
po litics) w ill have for o ther fie lds and for society  in 
general.

K now ledge of h is to ry  p ro v id es  h is to ric a l perspective, 
w hich  g ives an e x tra  d im ension  to ou r p e rsp ec tiv e  on the 
society  we live  in. W ithout th is  d im ension  the 
in s titu tio n s , custom s, ideas and even ts  of the p resen t 
w ould be experienced  as  s ta tic  o r (especia lly  in  the case 
of even ts) as  to ta lly  fluc tua ting . H isto ry  g ives 
persp ec tiv e  on the w ay in  w hich  the th in g s  we experience 
today  h ave  o rig in a ted  and developed and also on w hen 
and w hy, and th is  g ives som e idea of how  they  are  lik e ly  
to develop fu rth e r on in  the  future. One can le a rn  the 
d irec tion  and, to som e extent, the  tem po of developm ent 
of the in s titu tio n s , custom s, etc, of p resen t society. This 
does not m ean th a t h is to ry  show s th e  d irec tion  in to  w hich 
th in g s  in e v ita b ly  h ave  to develop; it show s the probable  
d irec tion  w hen no determ ined  effort is m ade to a lte r  the 
course of developm ent. H is to rica l p e rsp ec tiv e  is 
therefore n ecessa ry  to decide w hether a trend  of 
developm ent is (from a  ce rta in  p o in t of view ) desirab le  o r 
not and w hether it is n ecessa ry  to w ork  for b rin g in g  an 
a lte ra tio n  to th is  course.
The developm ent of h is to ry , w hich  is the developm ent of 
cu ltu res  and socie ties in  tim e, is  effected by the people 
liv in g  in these societies, and in  o rder to change the course 
of developm ent in a  s itu a tio n  it is often n ecessa ry  to 
influence the  beliefs, custom s a n d /o r  ac tio n s  of la rge  
n um bers of people. T h is does not m ean  th a t it is 
im possib le  to influence the cou rse  of developm ent 
decisively , as w as believed  by the R om antics, but th a t 
on ly  people who have  p o w er  in  a society  - w hether 
po litica l, econonic o r in te lle c tu a l pow er - have the m eans 
to w ork  p u rp o se ly  fo r b r in g in g  about im p o rtan t changes. 
A ctually  a ll people have  som e pow er, even  if only over 
th e ir  own children, and  h is to ric a l perspective  aids them  
in show ing  them  how  they  shou ld  use th is  pow er, w hat 
re sp o n sib ility  th is  pow er g iv es  them . An h is to rica l sense 
fo rm s p a r t of a sense  of re sp o n s ib ility  and of a
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perspective  on the ta sk  w hich  one has to fu lfill in  the 
s itu a tio n  in  w hich one is placed.

H is to rica l perspec tive  therefore influences ou r w hole 
outlook  on our tim e and society, ou r whole w ay of life, 
a lso  the w ay in w hich we p lan  and o rgan ize ou r lives. The 
le ss  h is to rica l perspec tive  one has, the m ore one w ill be 
inclined  to le t one’s ac tions be determ ined  by the events of 
the day, to d rift along w ith  the course  th in g s  are taking; 
the m ore h is to rica l perspective  one has  the m ore one w ill 
be inclined  to determ ine and p lan  the course of one’s 
actions oneself and to w ork tow ards the ach ievem ent of 
set aim s. H isto rica l perspective  therefore does not bind 
one to the p as t and to trad ition , but ac tu a lly  helps to free 
one from  the bonds of trad ition : “ it helps to b reak  to the 
cake of custom  and p rev en ts  the c ry s ta lliz a tio n  of the 
s ta tu s  quo”. 20) When there is a general lack  of h isto rica l 
p erspective  in a society  the  society  can  have little  
influence on the course of its  own developm ent. This m ay 
lead to the fo rm ation  of a tra d itio n a lis t society, as is  the 
case w ith  m ost p rim itiv e  societies, or of an  
“estab lish m en t” of w hich th e  course of developm ent 
canno t be controlled  and from  w hich there is  no way out, 
as seem s to be the p a tte rn  our own society is  taking.

It is evident th a t every  hum an  being has som e h is to rica l 
perspective. E veryone experiences in  the course of his 
life th a t th in g s are  chang ing , and w hen he has som e idea 
of h is own life-h isto ry  and th a t of the com m unity  in 
w hich he is  liv in g  he m u st have som e h is to rica l sense. 
R eal h is to rica l consciousness, w hich g ives perspective 
on one’s place, ta sk  and resp o n sib ility  in one’s own 
com m unity , how ever, should  include perspective  on the 
developm ent of the society  of w hich th is com m unity  
form s part, and also  on the h is to ry  of the w orld in  w hich 
th is  society  ex ists. To gain  h is to rica l perspective  on for 
in stance the role of a church  in a certa in  com m unity , not 
only the developm ent of churches w ith in  the coun try  but 
the developm ent of the w hole C hris tian  Church, from  its 
orig in , g ives the n ecessary  background; the la rg e r the 
scope of h is to ry  in w hich a p resen t phenom enon is 
viewed, the w ider and deeper is the perspective  w hich is 
gained  on it. World h is to rica l perspective  is only possib le
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th rough  h is to rica l study. An ex tensive  study of h is to ry  
as such  does no t ensu re  such  perspective; it depends on 
the w ay in  w hich  h is to ry  is  studied, w hether not only 
factual know ledge but a lso  an u nders tan d in g  of h is to ry  is 
obtained th rough  th is  study.

It ap p ea rs  from  the above th a t h is to rica l perspective  is 
in tim a te ly  re la ted  to a view  of the n a tu re  of h isto ry . The 
view  of the A ncien t G reeks did not p erm it the fo rm ing  of 
rea l h is to rica l perspective: A lin e a r  view  of h is to ry  and a 
sense of the u n ity  of w orld  h is to ry  is  a p re req u is ite  for 
g e tting  perspective  on w orld  h is to ry . In the view  of the 
R om antics too m uch w eigh t w as g iven  to h is to rica l 
trad ition ; th is  m ade a tru e  perspective  im possible. Only 
in  a C h ris tian  view  of h is to ry  the  n a tu re  of h is to ry  and its 
re la tion  to the re s t of rea lity  is  seen in  such a w ay th a t 
h is to ric a l perspective , such  as is  described in  the above 
pages, and an idea of the va lu e  of h is to ry  is rea lly  
possib le.

The C hris tian  v iew  th a t w orld h is to ry  takes its  course 
under the gu idance of God does not m ean  th a t it is 
possib le  to perceive d irec t in terference  of God in  specific 
events. Scientific  know ledge can  only  g ive a lim ited  
u n d ers tan d in g  of rea lity  and it can not exp la in  a ce rta in  
even t w hich happened  a t a ce rta in  tim e and in  a ce rta in  
w ay. God w orks in  h is to ry  th ro u g h  people, w ho are 
ac tin g  in accordance w ith th e ir  re sp o n sib ility  in every  
s itu a tio n  o r not in accordance w ith  th e ir  re sp o n sib ility , 
th a t is, a s  they  ough t to or ough t no t to. D ivine guidance of 
h is to ry  therefore does not e lim inate  hum an  
resp o n sib ility  and  freedom . 21) A C h ris tian  view  of 
h is to ry  ac tu a lly  p u ts  th is  resp o n sib ility  in  perspective . 
True h is to rica l p ersp ec tiv e  on one’s own society  and 
s itu a tio n  m akes it p ossib le  to form  an  idea of the 
d irec tion  in  w hich  one should  w ork and of the 
re sp o n sib ility  one h a s  of fu lfillin g  a ta sk  w ith in  th is 
situa tion .

H isto rica l p e rsp ec tiv e  is  of the u tm ost im portance  for 
d irec tin g  a ll k inds of h u m an  ac tities , and it in fluences 
hum an  life in  its  to ta lity . The study  of h is to ry  is  therefore
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ce rta in ly  as im p o rtan t as the study  of econom ics or 
p h y sics  o r of any  o ther d iscip line . O nly a s tu d y  of h is to ry  
w hich leads to the fo rm ation  and  enhanc ing  of h is to rica l 
perspective  is re a lly  va lu ab le  and re le v an t to life and 
society  today. There are, of course, o ther se rv ices w hich 
h is to ria n s  are able to render; they  m ay, for instance 
provide h is to rica l know ledge w hich  is  needed in  other 
sciences. Study of h is to ry  at school can  also  lead to m oral 
education, and to a m ore in tim ate  un d ertan d in g  of hum an 
natu re . These th in g s  should, how ever, be seen as side- 
resu lts  of the study  of h is to ry  w hich follow  au tom atica lly  
from  stu d y in g  h is to ry  w ith  the a im  of o b ta in ing  and 
deepening  h is to rica l perspective. 22)

CONCLUSION - WRITING RELEVANT HISTORY

W hat does it im p ly  to w rite  h is to ry  w ith  the a im  of 
g a in in g  h is to rica l perspec tive  on one’s own tim e and 
socie ty?  Som e consequences of th is  view  of the ta sk  of the 
h is to r ia n  on the p ractice  of h is to ry  w ritin g  w ill be briefly  
poin ted  out.

The h isto rian , as do o ther sc ien tis ts , has to con tribu te  to 
the u n d ers tan d in g  and so lu tion  of the p rob lem s of h is  
own tim e. It is only  the  h is to ria n  w ho can provide the 
necessa ry  h is to rica l perspec tive  on in s titu tio n s , even ts 
and issu es  of h is  tim e, and th is  fo rm s an e ssen tia l p a rt of 
h is  task . It is, for in stance, the resp o n sib ility  of 
con tem porary  South A frican  h is to rian s  to s tu d y  the 
developm ent of the re la tio n s  betw een the d ifferent races 
and peoples in South A frica  and to p lace p resen t 
p rob lem s in th is  connection  in to  h is to rica l perspective. 
The ta sk  of the South A frican  h is to ria n  does, how ever, 
no t on ly  include the s tudy  of South A frican  h isto ry , but 
the s tudy  of a ll h is to ry  th a t is  of im portance in 
u n d ers tan d in g  the o rig in  and developm ent of 
con tem porary  Sou th  A frican  in s titu tio n s , ideas, 
tendencies, custom s, etc. H is to rian s  have to select 
sub jects  w hich  b ear upon p resen t problem s; shou ld  they 
fa il to do so they  w ould be evad ing  th e ir  re sp o n sib ility  as 
h is to ria n s  who live  and w ork  in  South A frica today,
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It is, how ever, no t n ecessa ry  for every  sub ject of 
h is to rica l study  to have a direct b earing  upon p resen t 
c ircum stances. S tudies w hich  d irec tly  refer to p resen t 
p rob lem s are only  possib le  w hen based on w ider 
h is to rica l study. W orks on the po litica l in s titu tio n s  of the 
late Rom an em pire, M edieval F rance and seventeenth  
cen tu ry  E ngland  are  im p o rtan t to obtain  a v iew  on the 
genera l developm ent of po litica l in s titu tio n s  in  W estern 
C iv ilization , and only  ag a in s t the background of th is 
genera l developm ent can  recen t developm ents in the 
South A frican p o litic a l sy stem  be studied properly . The 
h is to rian  who w an ts  to con tribu te  tow ards the form ation  
of h is to rica l perspective  of h is own fim e and society  m ust 
a lw ays keep the p urpose  of h is s tudy  in mind. When 
study ing  the p o litica l in s titu tio n s  of the la te r Rom an 
em pire  he should  do th is  ag a in st the background of w hat 
is a lready  know n of the evo lu tion  of po litica l in s titu tio n s  
in the W estern World. T his w ill enable h im  to see w hich 
prob lem s dem and h is  spec ia l a tten tion  to m ake h is  w ork 
re lev an t to the study  of the genera l developm ent of 
po litica l in s titu tio n s . F urtherm ore , a subject should  not 
be selected w ith  the vague  notion th a t it w ill be of some 
sign ificance, w ithou t decid ing  f irs t if it is im portan t 
enough to devote a y ea r o r a decade or a life-tim e to it. 
C ontem porary  h is to ria n s  a re  responsib le  to ensu re  tha t 
those subjects w hich  are m ost im p o rtan t today w ill not be 
neglected.

H is to rian s  should  also give due a tten tion  to the w ritin g  of 
w orks of h is to rica l sy n thesis . As ap p ea rs  from  the above 
m ost stud ies of specia l sub jects a re  only  im p o rtan t in so 
far they  con tribu te  tow ards know ledge of genera l 
developm ents (w hich is, in tu rn , n ecessary  for ga in ing  
h is to rica l perspective  on our own tim e); if the w ritin g  of 
h is to rie s  of a m ore genera l n a tu re  is neglected, these 
spec ia l stud ies becom e m ean ing less. The erroneous view  
th a t the study  of lim ited  sub jec ts  w hich can be based on 
o rig in a l docum ents is the real b u sin ess  of the h is to rian , 
w as responsib le  for neg lect of the w riting  of genera l 
h is to rie s  in the past. Today h is to rian s  are  m ore 
conscious of the im portance  of m ore genera l studies, 
a lthough  the idea s till p e rs its  th a t h is to rian s  should  not
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devote too m uch of th e ir  tim e in  w ritin g  such  w orks. In 
o rder to ca rry  out th is  v ita l p a r t of the h is to r ia n ’s task  
p roperly , it is, how ever, n ecessa ry  tha t m any  h is to rian s  
should  engaged only  in  w ritin g  w orks of h is to rica l 
sy n th es is  w hich  are based on stud ies of specia l subjects. 
B ecause it is  the u ltim a te  ta sk  of the h is to rian  to place 
p resen t p roblem s of h is  ow n society  in  h is to rica l 
perspective , h is to rian s  of every  age and coun try  m ust 
w rite  genera l h is to rie s  w hich are  espec ia lly  su itab le  for 
th e ir  own society. H isto rica l stud ies about cou n tries  and 
ages w hich are rem ote from  one’s own m ay be of 
im portance, but they m u st be m ade re lev an t th rough  
w orks of h is to rica l syn thesis.

W riting h is to ry  w hich is  re lev an t for today does certa in ly  
not im ply  to rew rite  h is to ry  from  a con tem porary  
view point. It is the ta sk  of the h is to rian  to pu t h is  own 
tim e and society  in  the perspective  of h isto ry , and not to 
pu t h is to ry  in the perspective  of h is  own time. The
h is to r ia n ’s outlook is  a lw ays influenced by the 
c ircu m stan ces  of h is  tim e, and h is to ria n s  cannot, should 
not avoid g iv ing  th e ir  own view  on h is to rica l issu es , for it 
is  th e ir  ta sk  to in te rp re t h is to ry .23) S till the  h is to rian  has 
to try  to study  the p as t as objectively  as possib le, thereby 
p u ttin g  h is  own tim e and society  in an  h is to rica l 
perspec tive  w hich is as  true  and co rrec t as possib le. As 
d iscussed  in  p rev ious sections the outlook of the 
h is to rian , h is life-and-w orld view , w hich includes h is 
view  of h is to ry , determ ines h is  idea of the a im s he has  to 
achieve and of how he should  do h is  w ork to achieve them. 
In o rder to g ive true h is to rica l perspec tive  on p resen t 
p rob lem s and to w rite  re lev an t and objective h is to ry  the 
h is to rian  should  not m ere ly  adopt the dom inan t view  of 
h is  tim e. Only a C hris tian  view  of h is to ry  c lea rly  show s 
the aim s the h is to rian  has  to achieve, w hich are the f irs t 
req u is ite  for know ing w hat the h is to ria n  should  study 
and  in  w hat w ay, and thereby  p rov ides an  answ er to the 
p resen t c r is is  in h is to rica l study.

P de KLERK  
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AIM S A N D  METHODS OF HISTORICAL  
COMPARISON

1. INTRODUCTION

H isto rica l com parison  is  g a in in g  in te res t w ith  an  ever 
la rg e r  group  of h is to rian s . This p robab ly  re su lts  from  
v ario u s  m otives and in terests . Som e h is to ria n s  w an t to 
m ake h is to ry  m ore re lev an t to the  p resen t and w ant to 
elucidate  con tem porary  p roblem s by m eans of h isto rica l 
study. T his aim  m ay possib ly  be achieved by com paring  
s im ila r s itu a tio n s  and even ts of fo rm er and p resen t 
tim es. A com parative  study  of c iv iliza tio n s  (for w hich  
Toynbee has set an  exam ple) m ay  for in s tan ce  po in t out 
the p ro sp ec ts  of W estern C iv iliza tion  and th u s  throw  
lig h t on the future. O thers w an t to use  com parative  
m ethods to  a rriv e  a t h is to rica l sy n thesis . In  recen t tim es 
there  h a s  been an  u rge  for u n iv e rsa l h isto ry , em erg ing  
from  a s tro n g  sense of the un ity  of m ankind , and 
h is to rian s  are  try in g  to w rite  the  h is to ry  of the com m on 
experiences of the w hole hum an race. The lim ita tio n s  of 
the  trad itio n a l pu re ly  n a tional app roach  could be over­
come by m eans of h is to rica l com parison; “the 
com para tive  m ethod is the su res t m eans of d im in ish ing  
rac ia l, po litical, re lig ious and n a tio n a l p re ju d ices” 1) 
A nother m otive for u sin g  com para tive  m ethods is to do 
h is to rica l in te rp re ta tio n  w ithout h av in g  to study  the 
m asses  of docum ents w hich are availab le  on subjects of 
the n ineteen th  and tw entieth  cen tu ry  period.2)

A lthough som e a rtic le s  have been w ritten  la te ly  on 
h is to rica l com parison ,3) the re  is s till m uch confusion 
about the p o ssib ilitie s  and lim ita tions of com parative 
m ethods, and nobody has, to m y know ledge, tried  to 
ou tline the co rrect p rocedure for u s in g  these m ethods. 
“Von e iner Technik der V ergleichen bleiben w ir w eit 
entfernt. S ie treten, gerade heute, m assen h aft auf, aber 
p lan lo s  und ohne Zusam m enhang; und w enn s ie  einm al 
in  einem  tiefen, noch festzuste llendem  S inne treffend 
sind, so v erdank t m an es dem  Gliick, se lten er dem  
Instink t, n ie einem  P rinzip . Noch n iem and h a t d a ran  
gedacht, h ie r eine M ethode auszubilden .”4) I w ant to po in t 
ou t that, in o rder to form  m ore defin ite know ledge about
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the u ses and  p o ssib ilitie s  of co m p ara tiv e  m ethods, the 
d ifferent k inds of h is to ric a l co m parison  m u s t f irs t be 
c lea rly  d is tin g u ish ed  from  one ano ther, and I sh a ll 
a ttem p t to show  th a t the re  a re  a  n um ber of basica lly  
d ifferent m ethods of com parison . O nly m ethods of 
h is to rica l com p ariso n  a re  d iscussed , i e a ll k in d s  of 
com parison  used by h is to ria n s  in  h is to rica l study.

C om parison  itse lf a lw ay s  invo lves th e  sam e p rocedu re  of 
find ing  differences and re sem b lan ces  betw een two or 
m ore en tities . It is im possib le  to com pare  by look ing  at 
resem b lances on ly  o r  by m ere ly  s tu d y in g  d ifferences, for 
on ly  by  ta k in g  in to  accoun t both  differences and re sem ­
b lances is  i t  po ssib le  to  see in  h o w  far  tw o th in g s  are 
s im ila r  to, o r d ifferent from  each  other. But, a lthough  
co m parison  itse lf a lw ay s im p lie s  the sam e procedure, a 
co m parison  can  be d irec ted  a t a specia l p u rpose  and a 
com para tiv e  m ethod can  be form ed to ach ieve the  a im  of 
the  com parison . For in s tance , a co m p ariso n  can  be 
d irec ted  a t a sc e r ta in in g  th e  am oun t and  n a tu re  of 
d ifferences betw een a num ber of s im ila r en tities, in  th is  
w ay d is tin g u ish in g  th em  m ore  c lea rly  from  pne another; 
th is  we sh a ll ca ll co m p ariso n  for ind iv idualiza tion . 
C om parisons can  a lso  be d irected  a t find ing  c e rta in  k inds 
o r co rrespondences o r  re la tio n sh ip s  betw een a  n um ber of 
en tities , and, acco rd in g  to  th e  k ind  of re la tio n sh ip  looked 
for, co m p ariso n s w ith  th e  resp ec tiv e  a im s of 
syn the tiza tion , g en e ra liza tio n  and reco n stru c tio n  can be 
d istingu ished . In add ition  one shou ld  d is tin g u ish  the 
h is to rica l analogy  from  th e se  k inds of com parison .5) The 
d ifferen t m ethods of com p ariso n  a re  not m u tu a lly  
exclusive, a lth o u g h  som e sch o la rs  fav o u r only  one or 
tw o of them , depend ing  on th e ir  p a r tic u la r  v iew s of 
h is to ry

2. COM PARISON FOR INDIVIDUALIZATION

There is  a  k ind  of co m p ariso n  w hich  is d irected  at 
a sce rta in in g  and p o in tin g  ou t w h at is  pecu liar, 
p a r tic u la r  to a  c e rta in  h is to ric a l period, even t o r in s ti tu ­
tion. T his co m parison  is m ostly  done betw een en tities  
w hich  look v ery  s im ila r  and of w hich  the  p a r tic u la r ity  of 
each  is  no t apparen t. In d iv id u a liz in g  co m p ariso n  can  be
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used in  o rder to show  th a t som eth ing  really  is  a sep ara te  
en tity  w ith  spec ia l p roperties , bu t one m u st a lready  
assum e th a t it is  a “som eth ing” , a  p a r tic u la r  en tity  in 
o rder to be able to com pare it w ith  som e o ther entity. 
Ind iv idualiz ing  com parison  is  a m ethod for d is ­
tin g u ish in g  the  p roperties , w hich  are  ind iv idual to a 
ce rta in  event, from  those w hich  it has in  com m on w ith 
o thers.

There a re  exam ples of in d iv id u a liz in g  com parison  in  the 
w orks of ancien t h is to rian s  such as P o lyb ius (201 - 120 B 
C). He com pared  the Rom an em pire  w ith o ther em pires of 
an tiq u ity  to po in t out in  w hich  w ay the R om an em pire 
w as d ifferen t from  and su p erio r to them .6) Only in the 
n ine teen th  century , how ever, m uch a tten tion  w as given 
to th is  k ind of com parison , and it becam e to be considered 
the u ltim ate  pu rpose  of h is to rio g rap h y  to describe 
h is to rica l periods and even ts as they  rea lly  were. 
D uring  the age of R om antic ism  h is to ria n s  for the f irs t 
tim e rea lly  tried  to pen e tra te  into the in n e r life of p ast 
periods and  people. A ccord ing  to the ph ilo so p h er F 
S ch le ierm acher th is  d iv in a to ry  m ethod should  be 
supplem ented  by a m ethod of co m p ara tiv e  in te r­
p re ta tion , in o rder th a t every  even t can be seen from  a 
m ore genera l p o in t of view  and th a t its  un iq u en ess  can 
stand  out better. W ilhelm  D ilthey declared: “D ivination 
und V ergleich sind in  e in em ze itlich U n u n te rsch ied en en  
m it e inander verbunden. Wir kónnen  ein k o m p ara tiv es  
V erfahren  in  Bezug auf das  Ind iv iduelle  n iem als  
en tbeh ren .”7) In h is  w ork  on h is to rica l m ethodology 
E rn s t B ernheim  considered  the com parison  directed at 
in d iv idualiza tion  a valuab le  device in  the a r t of h is to rica l 
in te rp re ta tio n .8)

Today th e re  are  s till  m any h is to ria n s  who believe tha t 
they  should  only be in te rested  in  w hat is un ique in 
h is to ry , “p rec ise ly  in  w hat d ifferen tia tes  one thing, 
person , situa tion , age, p a tte rn  of experience, ind iv idual 
o r collective, from  one an o th er”9), and th a t a ll h is to rica l 
com parisons  should  therefo re  be d irected  at 
ind iv idualiza tion . O thers, w ho accen tuate  the need for 
h is to rica l sy n th es is  o r genera liza tion , are  m ostly
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advocating  sy n th e tiz in g  and g en era liz in g  com parisons 
and are  not in teres ted  in  ind iv id u a liz in g  com parison . 
N evertheless, it is ev iden t th a t one canno t syn the tize  or 
genera lize  w ithou t know ing  the ind iv id u al first. 
In d iv idualiz ing  com p ariso n  can be of use in  any  kind of 
h is to rica l study, not on ly  to study  the ind iv idual p ro p er­
ties  of a certa in  h is to ric a l event, bu t a lso  to study its 
causes  and to fin d  an  exp lan a tio n  w hich fits th e  event in  
its  p a rticu la rity . M arc Bloch used  the ind iv idualiz ing  
com parison  to exp la in  w hy F lorence and G enua w ere the 
firs t m u n ic ip a litie s  in m ed ieval E urope to issue  gold 
coins. The exp lan a tio n  th a t the w ealth  of these  c ities  w as 
the cause  of the ea rly  gold-co in ing  w as not sufficient, 
because Venice w as a t le ast as rich , but began  gold- 
co in ing  only  th ree decades afterw ards. By com paring  the 
th ree  m edieval c ities  w ith  one ano ther he found tha t 
G enua and F lorence had, un lik e  Venice, a favourab le 
trade  balance w ith  the o rien t and w ere paid in  gold for the 
clo th  they exported. T his w as an  exp lan a tio n  w hich  
accounted for the  d ifferences betw een G enua and 
F lorence on the one and V enice on the o ther hand .10)

In d iv idualiz ing  co m parison  a s  the a sce rta in in g  of 
d ifferences should  be an  in teg ra l p a r t of the p rocess of 
h is to rica l in te rp re ta tio n  itself. U sually  it has only to be 
done to som e ex ten t and not v ery  sy stem a tica lly  and 
com prehensively , and a defin ite techn ique for doing th is  
k ind  of com parison  does not have to be formed; it form s 
p a rt of the h is to rica l m ethod itse lf .11)

3. COMPARISON FOR SYNTHETIZATION
W hereas in d iv id u a liz in g  co m parison  is d irected  at 
d ifferences, sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  is aim ed at find ing  
s im ila ritie s , but on ly  s im ila r itie s  of a p a rticu la r  kind. 
The aim  of the com parison  is  to  m ake a sy n th es is  of a 
num ber of different h is to ric a l events, in s titu tio n s  or 
periods.

S yn the tiz ing  com parison  h a s  been done in som e form  or 
o ther since ancien t tim es. W hen the  expansion  of the 
H ellenic C iv iliza tion  over the  M ed iterranean  w orld, 
d u rin g  the fourth  and  th ird  cen tu ries  B C, b rough t a new
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sense  of un ity  am ong different peoples, h is to rian s  tried  
to b rin g  toge ther the  separa te  h is to rie s  of the Greeks, 
E g y p tian s  A ssy ria n s  and Jews. A ctua lly  th ey  only  aimed 
a t sy n ch ro n is in g  the  d ifferent h is to rie s  and they  only 
m ade a chronolog ical syn th esis . The sam e k ind of 
com parison  w as done du rin g  the  fou rth  and fifth 
cen tu ries  A D, w hen th e  sp read  of C h ris tian ity  brought 
w ith  it a s till la rg e r  sense of the un ity  of h isto ry . It w as 
only  w hen h is to rio g rap h y  achieved a m ore scientific 
standard , du ring  the n ine teen th  cen tury , th a t synthe- 
tiz in g  com parison  cam e to be done sy stem atica lly . In a 
study  such as  Jacob B urckhard t’s w ork on the c iv iliza ­
tion  of the R enaissance in  Ita ly , sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  
w as done im p lic itly  to form  out of the m any different 
ep isodes and scenes in the I ta lian  c ities  of the R enais­
sance period  a p ic tu re  of th e  Ita lian  R enaissance  as a 
coherent w hole.12) In ou r tim es the use of syn the tiz ing  
com parisons is  s tro n g ly  advocated by h is to ria n s  such  as 
T S chieder and D G erhard. Schieder sees in  th is  k ind of 
com parison  the possib ility  to form  so-called rea l types of 
ind iv id u a lities  of a  h ig h e r order. He describes the 
p rocess to a rriv e  a t these  rea l ty p es  as follows:

“Wir ste igen  von k le in e ren  E inheiten  zu im m er 
g ro sse ren  auf. So denn w ir  z u e rs t uns  eine 
A nschauung  von einem  deutschen  F u rsten  zum  
B eginn des 18. Jah rh u n d e rts  verschaffen , zum  
B eispiel von K urfiirst M ax E m m anuel von Bayern. 
D ann kennen  w ir ein  lokal begrenztes Bereich, eine 
besondere P ersón lichkeit au s  d iesem  Jah rhundert. 
Wir riicken dann zu nách sten  g ro sse ren  E inheit vor, 
dem  deu tschen  F u rsten  im  18. Jah rhundert. Wir 
suchen  bere its  ind iv iduelle  Z ugen hoheren  G rades 
und fragen: Wie be isp ie lsw eise  reg ie rte  der 
du rch sch n ittlich e  F u rs t d ieser Zeit? Von h ie r aus 
kom m en w ir zu der E pochbestim m ung  des 
A bso lu tism us. Sie se tz t s ich  au s  v ie len  k le inen  
M osaiksteinen  zusam m en, w obei w ir u n s  aber ste ts  
an  die konkrete  W irk lichkeit zu halten , 
C h arak te risch es  h e rau szu arb e iten  versuchen . Wir 
ste igen  also  zu g rosse ren  E inheiten  auf, indem  w ir 
k le inere  zusam m enfassen .” 13)

293



A lthough  Sch ieder co n sid ers  th is  p rocedure  a 
com ing  from  the in d iv id u a l to the genera l, it is 
ac tu a lly  a  com ing from  a  sm a lle r  to a  la rg e r  w hole 
(w hich is  s til l  ind iv idual); a  different m ethod, the 
g en era liz in g  co m parison , shou ld  be used  to com e 
from  the ind iv idual to  the general.
N ot a ll s im ila ritie s  betw een two or m ore different 
th in g s  are re la tio n sh ip s  w hich  p o in t to th e ir 
be long ing  to a la rg e r  w hole; som e resem blances 
betw een even ts  of u tte rly  d ifferen t periods (eg 
between the m u rd er of C aesar and the m urder of 
Lincoln) canno t be accounted for by th e ir  being p a r t 
of som e la rg e r  h is to ric a l coherence. In order to find 
correspondences w hich  can  be used for 
syn the tiz ing , on ly  en titie s  w hich are n ear to one 
ano ther in tim e and p lace m u st be com pared; for a 
la rg e r  coherence or w hole is a  coherence w ith in  a 
d ifferen t tim e and place. The sy n th e tiz in g  
co m p ariso n  can be considered  a synch ron ica l 
com parison , as d is tin g u ish ed  from  the genera liz in g  
com parison , w hich h as  the ch a ra c te r  of a 
d iach ron ica l co m p ariso n .14)

When one a rr iv e s  a t a la rg e r  w hole by m eans of a 
sy n th e tiz in g  com parison , th is  does no t m ean th a t it 
em braces the com pared  en titie s  in  th e ir  to ta lity , as 
Schieder seem s to th in k .15) P rince  Max E m m anuel of 
B avaria  can  be considered  a  ty p ica l exam p le  of an  
ab so lu tis t ru le r, b u t a lso  (for in stan ce) a  ty p ica l exam ple 
of a  p rin ce  of the H ouse of W ittelsbach. He h as  som e 
c h a ra c te ris tic s  w hich  m ake h im  p a r t  of o th e r coherences 
a s  th a t of ru le rs  in  the  ag e  of abso lu tism , and  som e 
ch a ra c te ris tic s  w hich  a re  ind iv idual, p a r tic u la r  to him  
only. E very  even t w h ich  fo rm s p a r t of a  la rg e r  w hole can 
a t th e  sam e tim e be itse lf  a  coherence of sm a lle r  events; 
the life and re ig n  of p rin ce  M ax E m m anuel co n sis ts  of 
m any  episodes. H is to ry  co n s is ts  of num erous even ts 
w hich are  coheren t w ith  one an o th er in  v a rio u s  respects. 
T his m eans th a t in m ak in g  an in d iv id u a liz in g  co m p ari­
son  one s ta r ts  w ith  som e coherence o r even t w hich  is 
a lready  assum ed  to be ind iv idual, w hile in m ak in g  a 
sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  one h as  to d irec t one’s a tten tion  
from  the ou tse t a t som e ind iv idual coherence w hich  is 
assum ed  to be a la rg e r  w hole. S ch ieder m u st have had
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eigh teen th  cen tu ry  abso lu tism  in m ind as a la rg e r 
coherence, in order to iso la te  only those ch a ra c te ris tic s  
in w hich sm alle r en titie s  form  p a rt of th is  la rg e r 
p a r tic u la r  whole. The sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  cannot 
g ive a c rite rion  for deciding w hich la rg e r  coherence is of 
h is to rica l im portance (and should  therefore be the 
sub ject of a com para tive  study) and w hich is not.

When one ca lls  a coherence arrived  a t by m eans of 
sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  (eg e igh teen th  cen tu ry  
E uropean  abso lu tism ) a rea l type, one m ust keep  in  m ind 
th a t it is  only ty p ica l of a num ber of en tities  w ith in  a 
defin ite h is to rica l period  and is  therefore s till an  
ind iv idual h is to rica l coherence.

S yn thetiz ing  com parison  can be usefu l in  all h is to rica l 
study. By u s in g  sy n th e tiz in g  and ind iv idualiz ing  
com parison  together it can be ascerta ined  w hat field a 
certa in  h is to rica l ex p lan a tio n  should cover. Through 
in d iv id u a liz in g  com parison  it can be seen w hen the 
exp lan a tio n  is not p a r tic u la r  enough for som e event, and 
th rough  sy n the tiz ing  com parison  w hen it is too 
p a r tic u la r  and does not cover the w hole coherence of 
events. One cannot exp la in  a typ ica lly  E uropean  pheno­
m enon only  w ith  causes  th a t perta in  to conditions in one 
or two E uropean  countries. The com para tive  approach  to 
n a tio n a l h isto ry , by p u ttin g  the experiences of the 
n a tio n a l country  in  b roader p erspective  and com paring  it 
w ith  developm ents in  foreign countries, enab les the 
h is to rian  to see in w hat resp ec ts  the h is to ry  of h is 
coun try  is  un ique and in  w hich aspects it fo rm s p a rt of 
la rg e r  h is to rica l developm ents.18)

S y n th e tiz in g  com parison  should  be done, like ind iv i­
d u a liz in g  com parison , in all h is to rica l re search  and 
should  form  p a rt of o rd in ary  h is to rio g rap h ica l p roce­
dure. But it seem s th a t it can  also be done sy stem atica lly , 
accord ing  to ce rta in  techniques, in  o rder to synthetize, 
for in stance, the h is to ries  of a num ber of na tions  and 
periods w ith  the aim  of s tu d y in g  the h is to ry  of a c iv iliza ­
tion as a whole. This m ethod can therefo re  be of 
a ss is tan ce  in  w ritin g  the h is to ry  of a c iv iliza tion  or
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h is to rica l period  on the b as is  of a num ber of h is to rica l 
m onographs on sm alle r subjects. As no techn iques have 
as ye t been designed  for th is  k ind  of com parison  fu rth er 
in v estig a tio n  seem s n ecessa ry  and should  be v ery  p ro fit­
able for a ll h is to rica l study.

4. ANALOGY
Before tu rn in g  to g en era liz in g  co m parison  we m u st f irs t 
g ive som e a tten tio n  to analogy , w hich  is som etim es 
confused w ith  it and w hich  should  therefore be c learly  
d istingu ished .

The te rm  “an a lo g y ” is  often used  in  log ic  to ind icate  an 
iden tity  of rela tion; four te rm s are called  analogous w hen 
the f irs t s tan d s in  the sam e re la tion  to the  second as  the 
th ird  to  the fou rth  te rm .17) The w<?rd “an a lo g y ” is also 
used, in a b roader sense, for any correspondence betw een 
som e p ro p ertie s  of tw o o r m ore d ifferent en tities. The 
h is to ria n  S idney Hook defines analogy  as “a com parison  
w hich, on the b as is  of c e rta in  p o in ts  of resem blance 
betw een tw o cases, su g g es ts  the  ex istence of som e 
fu rth e r resem blance selec ted  because of relevance to the 
p u rpose  of co m p ariso n ” .18) When reaso n in g  th a t, because 
a c iv iliza tio n  g row s and  develops s im ila r  to a liv in g  
o rg an ism , it m u st the re fo re  also  decline and d is in teg ra te  
like  an  o rgan ic  being, one is rea so n in g  by an a lo g y .18) 
A nalog ica l reaso n in g  there fo re  depends on the degree of 
resem blance betw een two or m ore en titie s .20)

H is to rica l an a log ies  a re  often m ade. In c la ss ica l tim es  it 
w as even considered  th e  m ain  p u rp o se  of h is to rica l s tudy  
to supp ly  an alog ies  and exam ples. C ontem porary  even ts 
w ere com pared  w ith  s im ila r  ones in  h is to ry  in  order to 
le a rn  w hat m u st be expected  to h ap p en  and  to avoid 
p ossib le  dangers. H is to ry  had  to teach lessons, su p p ly  
exam ples, the  va lue  of w hich  depended on th e ir  f itn ess  to 
be app lied  to o th e r s itu a tio n s ; th is  is  reaso n in g  by 
analogy. T his ex em p la r v iew  of h is to ry  w as the 
g en era lly  accepted one for m an y  cen tu ries  and lasted  till 
a lm o st the  end of the  e igh teen th  cen tury . It h a s  not qu ite  
d isap p eared  even in  the p resen t.
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Can analog ies be used  to m ake h is to rica l know ledge 
app licab le  to the p resen t?  Is reaso n in g  by analogy valid  
reaso n in g ?  Today m ost academ icians ag ree  tha t 
reaso n in g  by analogy  cannot be used as  a m eans of 
dem onstra tion  but only  to su p p ly  hypo theses, to point 
ou t p o ssib ilitie s .21) Therefore analog ies can only  show 
w hat m ay p o ss ib ly  happen; they  cannot su p p ly  valid  p re ­
dictions. The n ineteen th  cen tu ry  h is to ria n  G ustav  
D roysen pointed out th a t analog ies can be u sefu l in 
h is to rica l research , because “es sich  um  m ensch lichen  
V orgánge handelt, die u n s  als  solche durch  g le ichgea rtes  
Wese v ers tán d lich  sind”22) By co m p arin g  the 
p e rso n a lity  of som e h is to rica l p erson  w ith  th a t of 
som eone know n from  o rd in ary  life, th is  m ay  lead to some 
hypotheses. A nalogy is a m eans to find h ypo theses  but 
not a m eans to te s t them , and therefo re  it canno t be used 
as a scien tific  m ethod according  to p a rtic u la r  techniques.

Som e p h ilo sophers  of h is to ry , am ong  o thers  Joseph 
Engel, c la im  th a t ana log ies a re  the only  m eans of 
describ ing  p a s t even ts w ith  concepts of our own tim e; “es 
gibt keine andere log ische M óglichkeit e iner A ussage 
iiber von uns  versch iedenes Ind iv iduelles  als die nach 
der A nalog ie”.23) T his o v erra tin g  of the im portance of 
ana logy  in h is to rica l study  is  only  possib le  in  a view 
w hich  denies real ex istence to the genera l besides the 
individual.

5. COMPARISON FOR GENERALIZATION 
While reaso n in g  by analogy  im plies the com paring  of a 
num ber o f resem blances  betw een tw o cases, g enera liz in g  
com parison  co n sis ts  of co m p arin g  a  nu m b er o f cases 
w hich need to have only  tw o  p ro p erties  in com m on and is 
ac tu a lly  a reaso n in g  by induction .24) W hile usefu l 
ana log ies are  m ost often m ade w ithou t sy stem atic  study, 
g en era liz in g  com parison  can only be done effectively 
th rough  scientific  and system atic  research .

A g en era liz in g  com parison  is  a m eans of deducing  a 
genera l s ta tem en t from a num ber of specific  en tities. 
A ctu a lly  a double com parison  has to be done: f irs t a 
num ber of u n its  m ust be com pared to asce rta in  th a t they
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have som e p ro p erty  in  com m on or belong to a com m on 
c lass, eg  th a t a ll are  cases of revo lu tion . Then they  m u st 
be com pared  ag a in  to find an o th er s im ila rity  between 
them , eg  th a t in a ll cases  d ic ta to rsh ip s  em erged at the 
end. The two s im ila ritie s  can  now  be linked  up  to fo rm  a 
genera l s ta tem ent: a ll rev o lu tio n s  lead to  d ic ta to rsh ip s . 
T his s ta tem en t is  independent of the  specific cases w hich 
w ere used and should  be app licab le  in  general, i e for all 
tim es and places. U sua lly  th is  com parison  is  done w ith  a 
genera l h y p o th esis  a lready  in m ind, and  it therefore is 
e s se n tia lly  a m eans to  te s t hypo theses. The te s tin g  of an 
h y p o th esis  th ro u g h  s tu d y  of a n um ber of cases should  not 
be confused w ith  the il lu s tra tio n  of a genera l s ta tem en t 
w ith  a num ber of exam ples. This form  of com parison , if it 
can be nam ed a co m parison  a t all, is  no t a g en era liz in g  
but an  il lu s tra tin g  o r p a rad ig m atic  com parison , as 
Schieder ca lls  it.2*)

It ap p ea rs  from  the above th a t it is im possib le  to 
in v estig a te  all cases  to  w hich  a genera l s ta tem en t should  
be app licab le , as  th e y  can  be of p as t, p resen t and fu tu re  
and are theo re tica lly  indefin ite  in  num ber. Therefore it is 
e ssen tia l for g en e ra liz in g  com pariso n  th a t a selec tion  of 
cases for co m p ara tiv e  study is  m ade. T h is shou ld  not be 
an  a rb itra ry  selection, bu t one w hich includes as m any 
differences  betw een the cases  as possib le  to ensu re  th a t 
resem b lances are  found w hich  p e r ta in  to a ll and not 
m ere ly  ce rta in  cases of the  class. The va lid ity  of the 
g en era liza tio n  is therefo re  not dependent on the num ber 
of cases  studied but on th e ir  rep resen ta tiven ess  of the 
group  studied. G enera liza tio n  from  on ly  one case  should  
be po ssib le  if th a t p a r tic u la r  case  is  rep re sen ta tiv e  of the 
c la ss  in  every  aspect. This k ind  of g en era liza tio n  is  often 
m ade in the n a tu ra l sciences, bu t i t  cannot be done in  
h is to rica l in vestiga tion . By s tu d y in g  A m erican  
dem ocracy  only, it is  a lm o st im possib le  to know  w hat 
fea tu res  are  p ecu lia r to the  A m erican  case and w hat 
fea tu res  belong to dem ocracy  as such. It is, how ever, not 
n ecessa ry  to com pare la rg e  num bers of dem ocracies w ith 
the aid of a com puter, in o rder to form  genera liza tio n s  
about dem ocracy; a  s tudy  of, say , e igh t w ell selected 
cases should  be sufficient.
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While g en era liz in g  com parison  is  d irected  a t s im ila ritie s  
and  not a t d ifferences, it is not d irected  at all k inds of 
s im ila ritie s . It is  not d irected  a t s im ila ritie s  w hich  point 
to a la rg e r w hole like the  sy n th e tiz in g  com parison , but at 
those s im ila ritie s  w hich po in t to a genera l law  or rule. In 
o rder to  elim inate  s im ila ritie s  of’coherence, cases should 
be selected w hich are  rem oved from  one ano ther in  tim e 
and place. W hereas sy n th e tiz in g  com parison  is  a 
sy nch ron ica l com parison , g en era liz in g  com p ariso n  is 
e ssen tia lly  a d iach ron ical one. By tak ing  cases  from  
differen t h is to rica l periods and, if possib le , from  
different h is to rica l c iv iliza tio n s  (because a  c iv iliza tio n  
a lso  is  a coherence in  h isto ry ), it is  fu rth erm o re  ensured  
th a t they rep resen t m any v a ria tio n s  am ong cases from  
the sam e class.

C om parison  w ith  the aim  of find ing  som ething  genera l in 
h is to ry , h as  like o ther form s of com parison , been done 
since ancien t tim es. A lready H esiodos (8th cen tu ry  BC) 
com pared  different h is to rica l periods  w ith  one another, 
in  o rd er to  form  a general theory  of h isto ry . C om parisons 
of s ta te fo rm s and of th e ir  succeed ing  one ano ther in 
h is to ry  w ere done by sch o la rs  such  as  A risto tle , 
M achiavelli and M ontesquieu. D uring  the six teen th  
cen tu ry  Jean  Bodin w anted to com pare and sy stem atize  
the “ex am p les” of h is to ry  in  o rder to form  genera l know ­
ledge of hum an m orals. The exem p lar view  of h isto ry  
w as, how ever, so com m only accepted th a t nobody 
though t it possib le  to form  general know ledge o n ly  from  
h is to rica l study; h is to ry  could only  il lu s tra te  these 
sta tem en ts, it w as thought, and therefore p arad igm atic  
in stead  of g enera liz ing  com parison  w as rea lly  done. This 
v iew  even pers is ted  d u rin g  the n ine teen th  cen tu ry  w hen 
Comte, M ill and S pencer believed th a t general 
s ta tem en ts  about the developm ent of hum an  society 
should  be deducted from  the law s of hum an  n a tu re  and 
could only  be co rroborated  by m eans of h is to rica l 
study .26) One of the firs t scho lars  who postu la ted  tha t 
genera l s ta tem en ts  can  be form ed from  h is to ric a l know ­
ledge alone w as G iam b attis ta  Vico (1668 - 1744) who 
w anted  to e s tab lish  a genera l science of m an, w hich 
should  be a t the sam e tim e an ideal, e te rn a l h isto ry , by
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co m p arin g  d ifferen t c iv iliza tio n s  and  peoples. D uring  
the n ine teen th  cen tu ry  H egel, M arx, Von L asau lx  and 
D an ilev sk i a lso  m ade som e co m p ariso n s  in fo rm ing  
th e ir  theo ries  of h is to ry ; th e ir  p rocedures how ever, w ere 
not e n tire ly  inductive  and  sy stem a tica l. It is  only  in  the 
tw en tie th  cen tu ry  th a t sy stem a tic  com para tiv e  study, 
d irec ted  a t h is to r ic a l gen era liza tio n , has  been done, 
a lth o u g h  not ye t acco rd ing  to  defin ite and  un ifo rm  
techn iques. Toynbee’s s tudy  of c iv iliza tio n s  is  a well- 
know n exam ple, but there  a re  o ther, m ore m ethodical 
com para tiv e  stud ies, eg  th o se  of R obert K ann and E lias  
Tum a, on re s to ra tio n  and a g ra r ia n  refo rm  
resp ec tiv e ly .27)

Is i t  to be considered  the  ta sk  of h is to ria n s  to m ake 
g en era liz in g  co m parisons, o r  should  th is  be done by 
soc ia l sc ien tis ts  on ly?  The ta sk  of the h is to ria n  cannot be 
lim ited  to s tu d y in g  in d iv id u a l events; ind iv id u al th in g s  
canno t be know n p ro p erly  w ith o u t som e know ledge of the 
genera l. T h is does not m ean th a t the h is to rian  should 
com pare any  k ind  of phenom enon  th a t can  be found in 
h is to ry  in  o rd er to form  gen era liza tio n s; then  h is to ry  
w ould  becom e an  a ll-en co m p assin g  study  of hum an  
ac tiv ities . The p o litic a l sc ie n tis ts  shou ld  com pare 
p o litic a l phenom ena th a t can be found in  h is to ry  in  order 
to form  g en era liza tio n s  about p o litic s  and about the state, 
and  the h is to r ia n  shou ld  com pare  h is to rica l phenom ena 
in  o rder to fo rm  g e n e ra liza tio n s  about h is to ry . 
G enera liz in g  co m p ariso n s  of phenom ena, such  as the 
fo rm in g  and developm ent of c iv iliza tio n s, revolu tions, 
re s to ra tio n s  or th e  o rder in  w hich  sta tefo rm s succeed one 
an o th e r in  h isto ry , shou ld  th row  m ore lig h t on the na tu re  
of h is to rica l p ro cesses  a s  such  and should  lead to a better 
u n d ers tan d in g  of the n a tu re  of h is to ry .28)

In develop ing  a m ethod of co m p ariso n  for h is to rica l 
g en era liza tio n  m uch can be learned  from  the tech n iq u es  
of com p ariso n  w hich  a re  used  by socia l sc ien tis ts . The 
m ethod of concom m ittan t v a ria tio n s , w h ich  w as firs t 
p o stu la ted  by E m ile D urkheim , is  m uch used in  con­
te m p o ra ry  social science, e sp ec ia lly  in  the  fo rm  of large- 
scale  s ta tis tic a l com parisons, such  as the c ro ss-cu ltu ra l

300



and c ro ss-po licy  surveys.*9) The m ethod of s ta tis tic a l 
com parison  h as  the  sam e u n d erly in g  p rin c ip le  as 
described in  the above: cases  of the sam e c la ss  w hich are 
v ery  d ifferen t from  one ano ther a re  com pared in  o rder to 
find possib le  s im ila r itie s  betw een them . D urkheim  called  
th is  the  m ethod of resem b lance  as d is tin g u ish ed  from  the 
m ethod of difference, w hich  is  a lso  a  m ethod of con- 
com m ittan t v aria tio n s . The m ethod of d ifference req u ire s  
th a t a  num ber of v e ry  s im ila r  cases, h av in g  one 
difference in com m on, are  com pared  w ith  the a im  of 
find ing  som e o ther com m on difference. The p rocedure  is  
v ery  s im ila r  to th a t of the  ind iv id u a liz in g  com parison . 
The exam ple cited above as a case of in d iv id u a liz in g  
co m p ariso n 30) can a lso  be considered  a  case  of 
g en era liz in g  co m parison  by m eans of the m ethod of 
difference. A ccord ing  to Sew ell B loch,s co m parison  of 
the  m edieval c ity -s ta te s  of Florence, G enua and Venice, 
w hich  w ere s im ila r  in m ost resp ec ts  and differed in the 
one resp ect th a t only  the f irs t tw o c itie s  coined .gold, led to 
the find ing  of ano ther difference, i e th a t only  V enice and 
G enua had  a favourab le  trade  balance w ith  the orient. 
Bloch,s p rocedure therefore led to the fa rm in g  of a 
genera liza tion : a favourab le  trade  balance (w ith the 
o rien t) c au ses  gold coining. A ccord ing  to th is  reaso n in g  
a lm ost every  in d iv idualiza tion  could be tu rn ed  into a 
genera liza tion . Sew ell,s theo ry  is  in  ag reem en t w ith the 
H em pel-Popper-thesis accord ing  to w hich all h is to rica l 
exp lan a tio n  im plies  the  ex istence of u n iv e rsa l laws. 
W hether th is  th esis  is accepted or not, i t  is ev iden t tha t 
the re  is no t m uch sense  in  fo rm ing  all possib le  k inds of 
g en e ra liza tio n s  as there  can be found as  m any  general 
law s as ind iv idual events. G en era liza tio n s  can  be 
fo rm ulated  in  such  a m anner that, a lth o u g h  they  have 
genera l va lid ity , on ly  one (or no) even t can  be found in 
h is to ry  to w hich they  are  app licab le . G enera liz ing  
com parison  should  therefo re  ra th e r  be done by the 
m ethod of correspondence, as  th is  is a  su re r  w ay of 
find ing  and te s tin g  g en era liza tio n s  w hich  are im p o rtan t 
to the u n d ers tan d in g  of h is to ry .

From  the above som e featu res of the p rocedure w hich 
should  be followed in  doing  g en era liz in g  com parison
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h ave  a lread y  becom e apparen t. The m a in  e lem ents of the 
p rocedure can  be sum m ed up as follow s:31)

a. A im . The m ain  p u rp o se  of a g en e ra liz in g  com parison  
should  be to a rr iv e  a t h is to ric a l genera liza tion . The 
h is to ria n  m ay be in te res ted  to ge t perspec tive  on som e 
p re sen t day p rob lem s o r fu tu re  developm ents, but th is  
can  only  be done as  a  re su lt of the com parison , afte r 
g en e ra liza tio n s  h ave  been form ed, and not d irec tly  by 
m eans of the com parison .

b. D efin ition . The cases  w hich  h ave  to be com pared  
shou ld  belong  to the sam e c la ss  o r have  one fea tu re  in 
com m on. This c la ss  o r com m on featu re  m u st be c lea rly  
defined, in o rder to avoid  c irc u la r  reaso n in g  by a r r iv in g  
a t conclu sions w hich  w ere a lread y  im plied  a t the outset. 
A defin ition  is  n ecessa ry  to  a sc e r ta in  w hat the conclu­
sio n s w ill app ly  to ex ac tly  and to s ta te  defin itely  w hether 
ce rta in  cases  belong to  the c la ss  o r  not. The defin ition  
m ay  be used  a s  a m eans to lim it the  sub ject in  o rder to 
m ake it a co nven ien t field  of study. When, for in stance , it 
ap p ea rs  th a t th e re  are too m an y  cases th a t fa ll w ith in  the 
defin ition  of revo lu tion , th e  defin ition  can be m odified so 
th a t it re fe rs  to a c e rta in  k ind  of revo lu tion  only. The 
g en era liza tio n  w ill then  on ly  ap p ly  to th is  p a r tic u la r  
k ind  of revo lu tion .

c. Selec tion  o f cases. A s a lread y  stated, cases m u st be 
selected  in  such  a w ay th a t they  re p re se n t as defin ite ly  as 
po ssib le  the d ifferences am ong  the  cases  and  th a t the 
in fluence of com m on fea tu res  w hich  p o in t to s im ila ritie s  
of coherence are e lim inated . In o rder to  m ake a rep re sen ­
ta tiv e  selec tion  a f irs t e lem en ta ry  s tudy  of all the cases  is 
necessary . The a v a ila b ility  of m a te ria l on the cases  and 
the  in v e s tig a to r’s  field of know ledge should  a lso  be tak en  
in to  considera tion  w hen m a k in g  the selection. The 
num ber of cases  is no t in itse lf a  p rim ary  factor, but it is  
c lea r th a t the m ore cases  selected , the  be tte r w ill a ll 
po ssib le  v a ria tio n s  be rep resen ted . F rom  recen t 
co m p ara tiv e  s tud ies it ap p e a rs  th a t on ly  a lim ited  
num ber of cases  w hich  are  su ita b le  for com para tive  
s tu d y  can  be found abou t su b jec ts  such  as a g ra r ia n
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reform  and res to ra tio n , and th a t a selection  of ten or 
tw elve cases w ill be quite  sufficient.

d. M ethod o f research  and presen ta tion . The best 
p rocedure for com para tive  study of h is to ry  seem s to be 
the in ten siv e  in v estig a tio n  of a  sm a ll n um ber of cases in  
the con tex t of th e ir  periods. This is  to be p referred  to the 
q u an tita tiv e  study  of a la rg e  n um ber of cases  in  a few 
(quan tifiab le) asp ec ts  w hich  can only  lead  to certain  
k in d s  of g en era liza tio n s  and cannot supp ly  v e ry  definite 
in form ation . It is a lm ost im possib le  to  m ake a  thorough  
study  of o rig in a l docum ents in  a com para tiv e  study, as 
th is  shou ld  m ake  it a life-w ork, bu t an in ten s iv e  study 
should  be m ade of a ll a u th o rita tiv e  secondary  w orks on 
ev ery  case. D uring  th e  re sea rch  p ro cess  the in v estig a to r 
w ill form , te st and rev ise  hypo theses. The study  of the 
sep ara te  cases and the  com p ariso n  should  form  one 
sin g le  process; the in v e stig a to r m u s t co n tinually  p ass  
from  the one case  to the o ther, every  tim e look ing  at new 
aspects, u n til a  theo ry  is form ed w hich  is  su sta in ed  and 
co rroborated  by all the cases. T herefore a  com para tive  
s tu d y  can  h a rd ly  be effectively  done by a  team  of 
resea rch e rs , each  of w hich  stud ies one or two cases  and 
one of them  m ak in g  com parisons.

The re sea rch  p rocess shou ld  be d is tin g u ish ed  from  the 
w ork  connected w ith  the  p resen ta tio n  of the  p ro jec t in  a 
pub lica tion . It is im possib le  (and u n n ecessary ) to 
describe  the w hole re search  p ro cess  and every  case in 
detail. The best w ay of p resen ta tio n  seem s to  be to s ta te  a  
few hyp o th eses  beforehand and  then  to deal w ith  every 
case  in  re la tio n  to the h yp o th eses  sta ted  and on the  b asis  
of background  descrip tion . C are m u st be tak en  th a t the 
hy p o th eses  are  tested  and  corroborated , and not m ere ly  
illu s tra ted , in  every  s ing le  case. This p rocedure is  to be 
p re fe rred  to  a  them ato log ica l ap p ro ach  in  w hich  the  m ain  
p a r t of th e  w ork  co n sis ts  of the d escrip tio n  of theories 
form ed, every  tim e re fe rr in g  to asp ec ts  of the different 
cases. T his m ethod does not a llow  the read e r to judge 
w h eth er every  case as a w hole fits  the  theory  or not.
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6. COM PARISON FOR RECONSTRUCTION 
The com p ariso n  th a t h as  been used  m ost often by past 
h is to r ia n s  is  no t one of th o se  d iscussed  in  the above, but a 
co m p ariso n  aim ed a t h is to r ic a l reconstruc tion . P a rts  of 
h is to ry  on w hich in fo rm atio n  is  scan t are com pared  w ith 
p a r ts  on w hich m ore in fo rm ation  is  ava ilab le  in  o rder to 
m ake a  better reco n stru c tio n  of the  le sse r  know n parts . 
Two d ifferen t m ethods of reco n s tru c tin g  com parison  can  
be d is tingu ished ; the  f irs t co n s is ts  of th e  reconstruc tion  
of a  p a r t of a  la rg e r  h is to ric a l coherence, and is  therefo re  
connected w ith  sy n th e tiz in g  com parison , and the  second 
co n s is ts  of reco n s tru c tin g  acco rd ing  to a genera l law, 
and is  re la ted  to g en era liz in g  com parison . The f irs t 
m ethod w as form ed in  the  ea rly  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  
d u rin g  the R om an tic is t m ovem ent. The m ethod w as 
taken  o ver from  biology, w here b io log ical species w ere 
com pared  w ith  one an o th e r to  find resem blances w hich  
revealed  re la tio n sh ip s . S ch o la rs  such  as F ried rich  
Schlegel and F ranz  Bopp com pared  a num ber of 
lan g u ag es  and found s im ila r itie s  betw een lan g u ag es  
su c h  as G erm an, G reek and S an sk rit, w hich  show ed them  
to be m em bers of one fam ily  of lan g u ag es . It w as deduced 
th a t these  lan g u ag es  m u st h av e  developed from  a 
com m on o rig in a l Indo-E uropean  language , and by 
m eans of the  com p ariso n  they  w ere able to reco n stru c t 
som e e lem en ts  of th is  p re -h is to ric  language. The 
successes  of co m p ara tiv e  g ra m m a r and com para tive  
p h ilo lo g y  induced o th e r sch o la rs  to com pare  m yths, 
legends, custom s, law s and s ta te fo rm s of different 
n a tio n s  in  o rd er to find co rrespondences of k in sh ip  and 
tra c e s  of a com m on orig in . These co m p ara tiv e  stud ies 
w ere, how ever, not q u ite  a s  successfu l as the 
co m p ara tiv e  study  of languages, p a r tia lly  because too 
m any  s im ila ritie s  w ere found w hich  could not have been 
caused  by a com m on o rig in  and  therefore, perhaps, 
re ferred  to genera l law s.32)

The com para tiv e  m ethod of R om an tic ism  can best be 
seen as  an  ap p lica tio n  of sy n th e tiz in g  com parison : 
th ro u g h  com parison  s im ila r itie s  of coherence are  found 
from  w hich  deductions about unknow n p a r ts  of the 
coherence are  m ade. B ecause G erm an, G reek and
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S a n sk rit a re  lin g u is tic a lly  and  h is to rica lly  connected 
and  form  p a rt of the sam e coherence, nam ely  the fam ily  of 
Indo-E uropean  languages, som e featu res of an unknow n 
p a r t of the  coherence, nam ely  the o rig in a l Indo-E uropean  
language , can be deduced. This k ind of com parison  is 
ac tu a lly  done in all h is to rica l research  and in te rp re ­
ta tion . A s D roysen a lready  pointed ou t,33) h is to rica l 
docum ents are  often inadequate  to g ive a com plete 
p ic tu re  of som e p as t event, bu t in the p rocess of in te rp re ­
ta tio n  deductions are m ade on the b asis  of the know n 
p a r ts  about the  unknow n p a rts  of the event, and a 
coheren t p ic tu re  is  formed. This com parison  is  a m eans 
to supp lem en t the s tudy  of h is to rica l docum ents and not 
to rep lace  it, a lthough  it m ig h t p e rh ap s  be possib le  to use 
th is  m ethod in  som e w ay to b y -p ass  the labo rious study  of 
le ss  s ig n ifican t docum ents. In any case, the m ore th is  
co m parison  is based on the  study of h is to rica l sources, 
the s tro n g er w ill be the v a lid ity  of its  resu lts.

The reco n s tru c tin g  com parison  on the b as is  of a genera l 
law  is  a  very  old m ethod, and elem en ts of it can  be found 
in  the w orks of the ancien t G reeks. They found 
resem blances betw een the custom s of p rim itiv e  peoples 
and  those  of th e ir  own ancesto rs, and the idea o rig inated  
am ong them  to lea rn  m ore about th e ir  ow n p as t by 
s tu d y in g  p rim itiv e  peop les.34) T heir com parisons w ere 
therefo re  based on the genera l a ssu m p tio n  tha t all 
n a tio n s  p ass  th ro u g h  a s im ila r  s tage  of p rim itiv e  
developm ent. D uring  the e igh teen th  cen tu ry  the idea of 
p ro g re ss  becam e g en era lly  accepted, and it w as th rough  
th a t the na tions  of the ir own tim e rep resen ted  various 
s tag es  of hum an  developm ent. By com paring  and p u tting  
to g e th er in fo rm ation  about these  peoples the w hole 
h is to ry  of m ank ind  could  be reconstruc ted  as one p rocess 
of g rad u a l developm ent from  b a rb a rism  tow ards perfect- 
ab ility . Ideal, theo re tica l h is to rie s  w ere w ritten  to 
rep lace  the o rd in ary  h is to rie s  w hich  w ere based on 
o rig in a l docum ents and w hich  contained  m any lacunes. 
The law  of the g rad u a l p ro g ress  of m ank ind  w as taken  to 
be a log ica l deduction from  know ledge about hum an  
natu re , and no a ttem p t w as m ade to te st it th ro u g h  study 
of h is to rica l facts.35) E ssen tia lly  the sam e k ind  of
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reco n stru c tin g  co m p ariso n  w as done by ea rly  p o s itiv is t 
sch o la rs  such as Comte, M ill and  Spencer. S pencer tried  
to reco n stru c t th e  evo lu tion  of h u m an ity  by co llecting  
m an y  and d ifferen t k in d s  of facts about v a rio u s  societies 
of p as t and p re sen t tim es  and th en  a rran g ed  th em  in  order 
from  the low est to th e  h ig h e st and from  the m o st sim ple  to 
the m ore com plicated. T h is k ind of p rocedure w as also 
follow ed by som e p ro fess io n a l h is to ria n s  such as K arl 
L am prech t and K urt B reysig . L am prech t tried  to recon­
s tru c t G erm an h is to ry  w ith in  ce rta in  s tag es  of 
p sy ch o lo g ica l developm ent and B reysig  w rote a 
u n iv e rsa l h is to ry  on the  b as is  of d ifferen t s tag es  of 
h u m an  developm ent, in  w hich  he used  some p rim itiv e  
peop les of con tem porary  tim es to describe the ea rlie s t 
stage.

T his m ethod of reco n stru c tin g  com parison  h as  received 
m uqh c ritic ism  from  h is to ria n s . T h is c ritic ism , how ever, 
w as esp ec ia lly  d irected  a t the  un d erly in g  assu m p tio n  of 
h u m an  p ro g ress  acco rd in g  to c e rta in  stages; w rite rs  
such  as L am prech t and  B reysig  ac tu a lly  reconstruc ted  
h is to ry  on the  basis  of th e ir  ow n ph ilo soph ies. F u rth e r­
m ore som e of th ese  h is to rian s , and, especia lly , 
socio log ists , did not base th e ir  w ork  on a th o ro u g h  study 
of h is to rica l facts, bu t in s tead  they  did th e ir recon ­
s tru c tio n s  by u s in g  all k inds of fac ts  outside th e ir  context 
and  w ithou t co rro b o ra tin g  them  th ro u g h  the p rocedu re  of 
h is to ric a l c ritic ism ; they  u sed  com para tive  m ethods as a 
su b stitu te  for docum ental study. If m ore ca re fu lly  done 
and on ly  in case of lack  of m a te ria l, and if done on the 
b as is  of less  c o n tro v e rs ia l and em p irica lly  tested  
g en era liza tio n s , reco n s tru c tin g  com pariso n  could 
p e rh a p s  becom e a v a lu ab le  aid  to h is to rica l study. This 
k ind  of h is to ric a l reco n s tru c tio n  shou ld  e ssen tia lly  
consis t of a p p ly in g  th e  re su lts  of g en e ra liz in g  
co m p ariso n  to ind iv idual cases  on w hich  docum ental 
in fo rm ation  is not sufficient.

R econ stru c tin g  co m p ariso n  shou ld  therefore not be 
considered  a  sep a ra te  fo rm  of com parison , bu t should  be 
seen as the  ap p lica tio n  of th e  re su lts  of sy n th e tiz in g  and 
g en e ra liz in g  com p ariso n  to in d iv id u a l h is to rica l events.
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7. CONCLUSION
From  th is  d iscussion  of the different k inds of h is to rica l 
com parison  it ap p ea rs  th a t each k ind  can be of consider­
able im portance for h is to rica l study.
In d iv idualiz ing  and syn the tiz ing  com parison  should 
p lay  a la rg e  p a rt in all h is to rica l re sea rch  and in ter­
p reta tion , w hile analog ies w ill a lw ays be he lp fu l to form  
hypo theses  of study. These com parisons should  form  an 
in teg ra l p a r t of the h is to rica l m ethod and need not be 
done very  system atica lly ; the ac tiv ity  of com parison  is 
a lm ost as im p o rtan t as the re su lt in  g iv ing  the h isto rian  
m ore p e rsp ec tiv e  on h is  sub ject.36) The h is to rian  m ust 
have a capacity  for p erce iv ing  q u a lita tiv e  s im ila ritie s  
and  differences; the a r t of the h is to rian  should  essen tia lly  
be the a r t of com parison .37) U nfortunate ly  too m any 
h is to ria n s  s till do not rea lize  the  im portance of 
com parison  in h is to rica l study. S yn thetiz ing  
com parison  should  not be used in o rd in ary  h isto rica l 
study  only, but also in the  spec ia l ta sk  of b rin g in g  g rea ter 
sy n th es is  in  h is to ry , on th e  basis  of h is to rica l w orks on 
sm alle r subjects. A lthough h is to ria n s  are today m ore 
conscious of the needfor h is to rica l sy n th es is  than  m any 
of th e ir  p redecesso rs were, there  has not been done very  
m uch in th is  d irection  yet. One of the reasons for th is  
un sa tisfac to ry  s itu a tio n  seem s to be the lack  of special 
m ethods and techn iques for th is  k ind  of study; syn the­
tiz in g  com parison  is m ost p robab ly  an im p o rtan t m ethod 
for h is to rian s  who are fu lfilling  th is  essen tia l task. 
Like syn the tiz ing  com parison , g en era liz in g  com parison  
can  only  be effectively  done w hen enough  special 
h is to rica l s tud ies are  availab le, and it is  a lso  essen tia lly  
a m ethod for the fu r th er  in te rp re ta tio n  of h is to rica l 
p rocesses, and of h is to ry  as such. The advancem ent of 
theo re tica l know ledge of h is to ry  is  of the utm ost 
im portance  for a ll h is to rica l study, because, for instance, 
a specific revo lu tion  in  h is to ry  can be so m uch better 
studied w hen one h as  a c lea r idea of w hat a revo lu tion  
rea lly  is. But, m ost im p o rtan t of all, th is  com parison  can 
b rin g  m ore perspective  on the w hole course  of hum an 
h is to ry , and therefore on the p resen t and on the fu tu re as 
well. P de K lerk
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