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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

UNIT I: (b) Interpretation and History – Problems and Perspectives 

1. Meaning of Interpretation in History 

• Interpretation in history means the process of explaining, analysing and giving meaning 

to past events, developments, institutions and human actions on the basis of available 

evidence. 

• Historical facts do not normally speak for themselves; historians select, organise, compare 

and interpret evidence before constructing an account of the past. 

• Interpretation therefore connects three elements: evidence, the historian’s questions, and 

an explanatory argument. 

• Interpretation is different from mere description. Description tells what happened; 

interpretation seeks to explain why it happened, how it developed, what its consequences 

were, and what significance it had. 

• Interpretation does not mean inventing facts. A responsible interpretation must remain 

grounded in reliable sources and must distinguish evidence from conjecture. 

• Because sources are incomplete and historians ask different questions, more than one 

reasonable interpretation of the same historical phenomenon may exist. 

2. History as Interpretation 

• History is both an investigation of the past and a reasoned reconstruction of that past. 

• The past itself is fixed, but historical knowledge of the past is continually revised when 

new sources, questions, methods or perspectives emerge. 

• Historians make choices about which events, people, institutions and sources deserve 

attention. 

• Selection is unavoidable because the totality of past human experience cannot be 

reproduced in a single historical narrative. 

• Interpretation gives coherence to selected facts by placing them within chronological, 

social, political, economic and cultural contexts. 

• Historical interpretation should therefore be understood as evidence-based explanation 

rather than personal opinion. 

3. Why Interpretation is Necessary 

• Historical sources are fragmentary: many records have been lost, destroyed, never 

created, or have not yet been discovered. 

• Sources often contain bias, omissions, exaggerations and contradictions. 

• The same source can acquire different meanings when examined in different contexts. 

• Historical events usually have multiple causes rather than one simple cause. 
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• Human behaviour involves motives, institutions, interests, beliefs and unintended 

consequences. 

• Historians must establish relationships between events, structures and processes. 

• New questions—such as those concerning gender, environment, labour, caste, ethnicity or 

everyday life—can lead historians to reinterpret familiar evidence. 

4. Historical Facts and Their Interpretation 

• A historical fact is a claim about the past that can be supported by evidence, such as an 

inscription, official record, archaeological object, newspaper, letter or statistical record. 

• The significance of a fact depends partly on the questions asked by the historian. 

• For example, a tax record may be used to study state revenue, agrarian relations, social 

inequality, administrative practice or local economic change. 

• E. H. Carr famously emphasised the interaction between the historian and the facts of 

history. His argument highlights that historians select and organise facts rather than 

simply collecting them. 

• This does not make facts irrelevant. Rather, it means that factual claims and interpretation 

must remain connected. 

• A sound historical argument should allow readers to identify the evidence on which the 

interpretation rests. 

5. Major Problems of Historical Interpretation 

5.1 Selection and Silencing 

• Historians cannot include every event or source; selection is unavoidable. 

• Traditional histories often privileged kings, wars, administrations and elite institutions. 

• Such selection could marginalise peasants, workers, women, tribal communities, artisans 

and other less-documented groups. 

• Modern social and cultural history has attempted to broaden the range of historical actors 

and experiences. 

5.2 Bias and Subjectivity 

• Historians may be influenced by their social background, intellectual training, political 

environment, cultural assumptions and research questions. 

• Complete absence of subjectivity is difficult, but historians can reduce bias through source 

criticism, transparency, comparison and engagement with competing interpretations. 

• Subjectivity should not be confused with arbitrary opinion: historical interpretation must 

be constrained by evidence. 

5.3 Nature and Reliability of Sources 

• Primary sources may be incomplete, partisan, conventional, propagandistic or produced 

for purposes unrelated to historical research. 
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• Official documents may reflect the viewpoint of rulers or institutions rather than ordinary 

people. 

• Memoirs and autobiographies may contain selective memory or self-justification. 

• Archaeological evidence may reveal material practices that written sources ignore. 

• Oral traditions may preserve valuable memories while also undergoing change through 

retelling. 

• Historians therefore corroborate sources rather than accepting them uncritically. 

5.4 Presentism 

• Presentism means judging the past mainly by present-day values, concepts or 

expectations without adequate attention to historical context. 

• Historians should understand past actors within the institutions, beliefs and knowledge 

available to them at the time. 

• Contextual understanding does not require approval of past actions; explanation and 

moral evaluation are analytically distinct. 

5.5 Causation and the Problem of Explanation 

• Historical events usually have immediate causes, underlying structural conditions, long-

term developments and contingent factors. 

• A good explanation distinguishes necessary conditions, contributing factors and 

triggering events. 

• Historians must avoid monocausal explanations when evidence indicates interaction 

among political, economic, social, environmental and cultural factors. 

• The question 'Why did it happen?' should therefore be followed by 'Why then?', 'Why 

there?', and 'Why in that form?' 

5.6 Generalisation versus Particularity 

• Some historians seek broad patterns such as state formation, capitalism, imperialism or 

social transformation. 

• Others emphasise local differences, contingency and the uniqueness of particular 

historical situations. 

• The challenge is to identify patterns without erasing regional and historical diversity. 

5.7 Periodisation 

• Periodisation divides historical time into units such as ancient, medieval and modern, or 

into more specialised periods. 

• Periods are analytical tools rather than natural boundaries existing independently of 

historians. 

• Different regions may experience major transformations at different times. 
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• Rigid periodisation can impose inappropriate models on societies whose historical 

development followed different trajectories. 

5.8 Language and Concepts 

• Historical concepts such as ‘state', 'class', 'nation', 'tribe', 'religion', 'feudalism' or 

'modernity' may have different meanings in different contexts. 

• Historians should define key terms and avoid projecting modern meanings onto earlier 

societies without qualification. 

• Translation can also create interpretive problems when a historical term has no exact 

equivalent in another language. 

6. Objectivity in History 

• Objectivity refers to the effort to produce historically defensible knowledge through 

evidence, critical reasoning and openness to correction. 

• Absolute neutrality is difficult because historians choose questions, sources and analytical 

frameworks. 

• Objectivity therefore should be treated as a methodological discipline rather than a claim 

that the historian has no perspective. 

• Important safeguards include careful citation, source criticism, comparison of evidence, 

acknowledgement of uncertainty, and consideration of alternative explanations. 

• A historian should revise an argument when stronger evidence contradicts it. 

7. Interpretation and Historiographical Perspectives 

• Historiography means the study of how history has been written, interpreted and debated 

by historians. 

• Different schools of historical interpretation emphasise different kinds of evidence and 

explanations. 

• Understanding historiographical perspectives helps students recognise that historical 

writing develops through debate rather than through a single permanent interpretation. 

7.1 Positivist / Empirical Approach 

• Associated with a strong emphasis on documentary evidence, chronology, verification 

and reconstruction of events. 

• The historian attempts to establish what happened through rigorous examination of 

sources. 

• Strength: encourages factual accuracy and disciplined source criticism. 

• Limitation: excessive confidence in 'facts alone' may understate the role of interpretation 

and theoretical questions. 
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7.2 Marxist Interpretation 

• Focuses on material conditions, modes of production, class relations, property, labour and 

conflicts over economic and political power. 

• Historical change is often explained through relationships between economic structures 

and social classes. 

• Indian Marxist historians have contributed significantly to studies of agrarian relations, 

state formation, class structures, colonialism and economic change. 

• Limitation: a purely economic explanation may overlook culture, ideology, gender, 

identity and individual agency when these are historically significant. 

7.3 Annales School 

• Developed in France and associated with historians such as Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre 

and Fernand Braudel. 

• Emphasised social structures, geography, economy, collective mentalities and the study of 

long-term historical change. 

• Braudel distinguished different temporal rhythms, including long-term structures, 

medium-term conjunctures and short-term events. 

• It expanded historical research beyond political events toward everyday life and broader 

social processes. 

7.4 Social History 

• Examines ordinary people, communities, labour, family, demography, migration, crime, 

popular movements and everyday experiences. 

• It challenged histories focused exclusively on political elites and institutions. 

• Quantitative records, census data, parish registers, court records, wage series and local 

archives can be important sources. 

7.5 Subaltern Studies 

• Subaltern Studies emerged in South Asian historiography as a critique of elite-centred 

narratives. 

• It sought to recover the agency, experiences and political consciousness of groups 

marginalised in conventional histories. 

• Early Subaltern Studies questioned both colonial historiography and some nationalist or 

elite Marxist narratives. 

• It encouraged historians to examine peasant insurgency, local politics, popular 

consciousness and forms of resistance. 

• The approach also generated debates concerning representation, archives and whether 

subaltern voices can be adequately reconstructed from elite-produced records. 



6 

 

7.6 Feminist and Gender History 

• Feminist history questions the marginalisation of women in conventional historical 

narratives. 

• Gender history studies how societies construct ideas of masculinity, femininity, family, 

sexuality, labour and power. 

• It distinguishes biological sex from historically changing gender roles and institutions. 

• This perspective has widened historical research to include domestic labour, education, 

law, political participation, body politics and everyday experiences. 

7.7 Postcolonial Perspectives 

• Postcolonial approaches examine the intellectual and political consequences of colonial 

domination. 

• They question colonial categories, representations and claims of cultural superiority. 

• They draw attention to how colonial knowledge systems classified and represented 

colonised societies. 

• They also examine the continuing effects of colonial institutions, categories and narratives 

after formal colonial rule. 

7.8 Cultural and Linguistic Perspectives 

• Cultural history studies symbols, rituals, beliefs, representations, memory, identities and 

meaning-making. 

• The linguistic or 'linguistic turn' drew attention to language, discourse and the role of 

narrative in shaping historical representation. 

• These approaches ask not only what people did, but also how they described, imagined 

and represented their social world. 

• A limitation can arise if textual representation is treated as completely detached from 

material and institutional realities. 

8. Agency and Structure 

• Agency refers to the capacity of individuals or groups to make choices and act within 

historical circumstances. 

• Structure refers to enduring institutions, social relations, economic systems, political 

arrangements and cultural frameworks that shape possibilities. 

• Historical explanation requires attention to both. 

• For example, a peasant rebellion may involve individual and collective choices while also 

being shaped by land relations, taxation, political authority and ecological conditions. 

• Neither individuals nor structures should automatically be treated as the sole cause of 

historical change. 
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9. Microhistory and History from Below 

• Microhistory studies a small community, locality, individual or specific event in great 

detail. 

• It can reveal broader social processes through close examination of apparently ordinary 

cases. 

• History from below seeks to foreground the experiences and actions of people who are 

often underrepresented in elite political narratives. 

• Both approaches encourage historians to question whether large generalisations 

adequately capture lived historical experience. 

10. Interpretation, Memory and Oral History 

• Historical memory is the way individuals and communities remember and represent the 

past. 

• Memory can preserve experiences that are absent from written archives. 

• However, memory is selective, reconstructed and influenced by later experiences. 

• Oral history uses recorded interviews and testimonies as historical sources. 

• Oral evidence should be critically compared with other evidence and analysed for both 

what it remembers and how that memory has been shaped. 

11. Interpretation and the Archive 

• Archives are not neutral collections of everything that happened; they reflect what 

institutions, governments, families and communities preserved. 

• Archival survival is affected by power, administrative practice, preservation, destruction 

and chance. 

• The historian should ask: Who produced the record? For what purpose? Who was its 

intended audience? What does it include? What does it omit? 

• Reading archives 'against the grain' means examining records for evidence about people 

and experiences that the document's author did not necessarily intend to represent. 

12. Steps in Responsible Historical Interpretation 

1. Define a clear historical question. 

2. Identify relevant primary and secondary sources. 

3. Establish the provenance, date, authorship and context of each source. 

4. Assess the reliability, purpose, audience and limitations of the source. 

5. Compare evidence from different types of sources. 

6. Identify patterns, contradictions and gaps in the evidence. 

7. Consider alternative explanations and historiographical debates. 

8. Distinguish established evidence from inference and speculation. 

9. Develop a clear thesis or interpretation. 

10. Support each major claim with appropriate evidence. 
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11. Acknowledge uncertainty and competing interpretations where necessary. 

12. Revise the argument if new or stronger evidence requires it. 

13. Difference Between Fact, Interpretation and Opinion 

• Fact: a claim about the past supported by adequate evidence. 

• Interpretation: an argued explanation of the meaning, causes, significance or relationships 

of historical facts. 

• Opinion: a personal belief that may or may not be supported by systematic evidence. 

• Historical writing becomes scholarly when interpretations are supported by evidence, 

reasoning and engagement with existing scholarship. 

• A historian may reach a conclusion different from another historian without either 

account being merely a personal opinion, provided the competing arguments are 

evidence-based. 

14. Examples for Classroom Understanding 

Example 1: The Revolt of 1857 

• One interpretation may emphasise sepoy grievances and military causes. 

• Another may stress land revenue policies, dispossession and rural discontent. 

• A nationalist interpretation may present the revolt as an important anti-colonial struggle. 

• Some historians emphasise regional variation and the different motivations of princes, 

soldiers, peasants, landlords and urban groups. 

• The example demonstrates how different questions and source bases can produce 

different interpretations of the same event. 

Example 2: Industrial Revolution 

• An economic interpretation may focus on technology, capital, markets and productivity. 

• A social interpretation may emphasise urbanisation, working conditions, family life and 

class formation. 

• An environmental interpretation may study coal, pollution, landscapes and resource use. 

• A global interpretation may connect British industrialisation with colonial trade, slavery, 

global markets and imperial networks. 

• Thus, interpretation changes when the scale and analytical perspective change. 

15. Common Errors in Historical Interpretation 

• Treating one source as complete and unquestionably true. 

• Ignoring contradictory evidence. 

• Confusing chronological sequence with causation. 

• Assuming that later outcomes were inevitable. 

• Judging historical actors without understanding their context. 

• Using modern categories without defining or historicising them. 
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• Making sweeping generalisations from a very small sample. 

• Reducing complex developments to a single cause. 

• Mistaking the historian's interpretation for the historical event itself. 

• Using present-day political or moral assumptions as the sole basis for explaining the past. 

• Failing to distinguish primary evidence from later historical interpretation. 

16. Key Perspectives: A Quick Comparative View 

Perspective Main Emphasis Typical Questions 

Empirical/Positivist 
Documentary evidence and 
events 

What happened? When? 
Can it be verified? 

Marxist 
Class, economy, production 
and power 

Who controlled resources? 
How did class relations 
change? 

Annales 
Structures and long-term 
change 

How did society, economy 
and environment change 
over time? 

Social History 
Ordinary people and social 
relations 

How did people live, work 
and organise? 

Subaltern Studies 
Marginalised groups and 
popular agency 

How did non-elite groups 
act and resist? 

Feminist/Gender Women, gender and power 
How were gender roles 
constructed and contested? 

Postcolonial 
Colonial power and 
representation 

How did colonial categories 
shape historical knowledge? 

Cultural/Linguistic 
Meaning, discourse and 
representation 

How did people represent 
and understand their world? 

17. Important Historians and Ideas for Students 

• E. H. Carr — stressed the relationship between historians and historical facts and the 

interpretive character of historical knowledge. 

• Leopold von Ranke — associated with the ideal of rigorous documentary history and 

reconstruction of the past through sources. 

• Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre — broadened historical enquiry through the Annales 

tradition. 

• Fernand Braudel — developed influential ideas about multiple temporalities and long-

term structures. 

• Karl Marx — provided concepts concerning class, material conditions, production and 

historical change that strongly influenced historical interpretation. 



10 

 

• R. G. Collingwood — emphasised historical understanding and the historian's 

reconstruction of past thought. 

• E. P. Thompson — highlighted class as a historical relationship and emphasised 

experience and agency in social history. 

• Ranajit Guha and Subaltern Studies scholars — challenged elite-centred accounts of South 

Asian history and foregrounded subaltern agency. 

• Joan W. Scott — influential in theorising gender as a category of historical analysis. 

18. Key Principles to Remember 

• The past and our knowledge of the past are not the same thing. 

• Historical interpretation must be based on evidence. 

• Sources require criticism and contextualisation. 

• Multiple interpretations may coexist when they are supported by evidence and sound 

reasoning. 

• The historian's questions influence selection and interpretation. 

• Objectivity is best approached through methodological discipline, transparency and 

openness to revision. 

• Historical actors should be studied within their contexts. 

• Cause and consequence should not be confused with simple chronological sequence. 

• Alternative perspectives can reveal aspects overlooked by earlier histories. 

• Interpretation is strongest when it explains evidence rather than merely asserting 

conclusions. 

19. Important Terms / Glossary 

Term Meaning 

Interpretation 
Evidence-based explanation or meaning 
assigned to historical evidence. 

Historiography 
Study of the writing and interpretation of 
history. 

Objectivity 
Methodological effort to produce evidence-
based and critically defensible historical 
knowledge. 

Subjectivity 
Influence of the historian's perspective, 
assumptions or standpoint on historical 
enquiry. 

Causation 
Analysis of factors and processes that 
contribute to historical change. 

Context The surrounding political, social, economic, 
cultural and temporal circumstances of an 
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event or source. 

Periodisation 
Division of historical time into analytical 
periods. 

Agency 
Capacity of individuals or groups to act and 
make choices. 

Structure 
Institutions and enduring social, economic 
and political relationships shaping human 
action. 

Presentism 
Interpreting the past primarily through 
present-day assumptions. 

Subaltern 
Groups positioned outside or at the margins 
of dominant social and political power 
structures. 

Discourse 
Structured ways of producing and 
organising meaning through language and 
representation. 

20. Suggested Examination Questions 

• What is historical interpretation? Explain why interpretation is necessary in the writing of 

history. 

• Discuss the major problems involved in interpreting historical sources. 

• Explain the relationship between historical facts and interpretation with reference to E. H. 

Carr. 

• What is objectivity in history? Can a historian ever be completely objective? 

• Discuss the problem of causation in historical interpretation. 

• Explain how periodisation can influence historical interpretation. 

• Discuss the contribution of Marxist interpretation to the study of history. 

• What is the significance of the Annales School for historical interpretation? 

• Explain the major features of Subaltern Studies as a perspective in Indian historiography. 

• How have feminist and gender perspectives changed historical writing? 

• Discuss the relationship between agency and structure in historical explanation. 

• What is presentism? Why should historians avoid it? 

• Distinguish between fact, interpretation and opinion in historical writing. 

• How can historians minimise bias while interpreting the past? 

• Discuss the importance of considering multiple perspectives in historical interpretation. 

21. Suggested Readings 

• E. H. Carr, What Is History? 

• R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History. 
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• Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft. 

• Fernand Braudel, On History. 

• E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class. 

• Ranajit Guha (ed.), Subaltern Studies: Writings on South Asian History and Society. 

• Joan W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History. 

• John Tosh, The Pursuit of History. 

• Peter Burke, What is Cultural History? 


