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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit I, (c): Chronological, Descriptive and Political History of the Positivists 

1. Introduction: Positivism and Historical Writing 

• Meaning of Positivism: Positivism is an approach to knowledge associated especially 

with Auguste Comte. It holds that reliable knowledge should be grounded in observable 

facts, evidence, systematic investigation and methods comparable to those used in the 

natural sciences. 

• Positivism in History: In nineteenth-century historiography, positivist historians sought 

to make history a rigorous, evidence-based discipline by emphasizing documents, 

chronology, factual accuracy and critical examination of sources. 

• Central principle: The historian should distinguish verifiable evidence from speculation, 

legend, theological explanation and unsupported moral judgement. 

• Historical fact: For positivists, facts preserved in reliable sources were the essential 

building blocks of historical knowledge. 

• Role of the historian: The historian was expected to collect, authenticate, arrange and 

explain evidence rather than freely invent a narrative. 

• Nineteenth-century context: The growth of archives, professional historical scholarship, 

philology, archaeology, source criticism and scientific thinking encouraged the 

development of this approach. 

2. Major Features of Positivist Historiography 

• Empiricism: Priority was given to knowledge derived from observation and evidence. 

• Source-based research: Primary documents, inscriptions, official records, chronicles, 

letters and other contemporary evidence were treated as essential. 

• Source criticism: Historians examined authorship, date, authenticity, provenance, 

transmission and reliability of sources. 

• Objectivity: Positivists aspired to write history without allowing personal ideology, 

religious belief or political preference to distort the evidence. 

• Chronological order: Events were commonly arranged according to time, creating a clear 

sequence of causes, developments and consequences. 

• Descriptive narrative: Historical writing often aimed to reconstruct what happened 

through detailed description of events, institutions and personalities. 

• Political emphasis: State, rulers, wars, diplomacy, administration and constitutional 

developments occupied a central place in much nineteenth-century historical writing. 

• Professionalism: History increasingly became an academic discipline with specialized 

methods, archives, seminars, journals and professional standards. 
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3. Chronological History of the Positivists 

• Meaning of chronological history: Chronological history presents historical events in 

temporal sequence—from earlier events to later ones. 

• Basic assumption: A clear knowledge of when events occurred is necessary for 

understanding their relationship and development. 

• Dating events: Positivist historians paid close attention to dates, reigns, battles, treaties, 

laws, administrative changes and other chronological markers. 

• Continuity of narrative: Events were normally presented in a sequential narrative so that 

readers could follow historical development. 

• Chronology as an organizing device: Chronology provided a framework within which 

evidence could be classified and compared. 

• Verification of dates: Historians compared different records and documentary evidence 

to resolve conflicting dates or sequences. 

• Avoidance of anachronism: The chronological approach encouraged historians to place 

people, ideas and institutions in their appropriate historical context. 

• Limitation: A merely chronological account can become a 'record of events' without 

adequately explaining social, economic, cultural or structural causes. 

4. Descriptive History of the Positivists 

• Meaning: Descriptive history seeks to reconstruct and present past events, institutions, 

personalities and processes in a detailed and evidence-based manner. 

• Emphasis on facts: Descriptions were expected to be supported by documentary or 

otherwise verifiable evidence. 

• Narrative reconstruction: The historian attempted to recreate the historical situation by 

assembling relevant facts and arranging them into a coherent account. 

• Attention to detail: Political events, administrative arrangements, military campaigns, 

treaties, laws and actions of rulers were often described in considerable detail. 

• Documentary foundation: Descriptions were ideally based on contemporary or near-

contemporary sources rather than tradition alone. 

• Historian as investigator: The historian was expected to investigate sources before 

accepting statements as historical facts. 

• Strength: Detailed description can preserve valuable information and provide a strong 

factual foundation for later interpretation. 

• Limitation: Description alone cannot fully explain why events occurred or how ordinary 

people, social structures, economic forces and cultural values shaped historical change. 
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5. Political History of the Positivists 

• Meaning of political history: Political history concentrates on states, governments, rulers, 

political institutions, wars, diplomacy, laws, constitutions and relations among political 

powers. 

• State-centred approach: The state was frequently treated as a principal unit of historical 

analysis. 

• Rulers and great personalities: Kings, emperors, ministers, generals and statesmen 

received substantial attention because their decisions were considered important 

historical forces. 

• Wars and diplomacy: Military conflicts, treaties, alliances, diplomatic negotiations and 

territorial changes formed major themes. 

• Administrative history: Government departments, taxation, law, bureaucracy, 

centralization and systems of administration were examined through official records. 

• Constitutional development: Changes in political institutions and legal arrangements 

were studied as important stages in historical development. 

• National history: Many nineteenth-century historians wrote histories of nations, 

emphasizing political unity, state formation and national development. 

• Source base: Official correspondence, royal orders, government reports, treaties, legal 

documents, diplomatic records and chronicles were especially valuable. 

• Major limitation: Political history could neglect peasants, workers, women, tribes, 

marginalized groups, family life, everyday experience, environment and long-term 

economic or social structures. 

6. Leopold von Ranke and the Positivist Tradition 

• Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886): German historian widely associated with the 

professionalization of modern historical scholarship and the nineteenth-century source-

critical tradition. 

• Famous methodological ideal: Ranke emphasized reconstructing the past on the basis of 

critical evidence and is commonly associated with the ideal of presenting the past 'as it 

actually happened.' 

• Primary sources: He made extensive use of archival documents, diplomatic 

correspondence and other contemporary records. 

• Source criticism: He compared sources rather than accepting chronicles or memoirs 

uncritically. 

• Political focus: His works often concentrated on states, diplomacy, rulers and 

international relations. 

• Importance: Ranke helped establish rigorous archival research and source criticism as 

central practices in professional historical scholarship. 



4 

 

• Qualification: Ranke should not be treated as a simple philosopher of positivism in the 

strict Comtean sense; his historical method had distinctive foundations. He is better 

understood as an important figure in the broader nineteenth-century empirical and 

source-critical tradition. 

7. Other Important Nineteenth-Century Positivist/Empirical Tendencies 

• German historical scholarship: Emphasis on archival research, philological criticism, 

source authenticity and careful reconstruction strongly influenced modern historical 

method. 

• British empirical tradition: Historians such as Thomas Babington Macaulay and many 

political historians valued documentary evidence and narrative reconstruction, though 

their philosophies and styles were not identical to strict positivism. 

• French positivist influence: Auguste Comte's broader philosophy encouraged confidence 

in scientific methods and the search for regularities in human development. 

• Methodological manuals: The nineteenth century saw growing concern with systematic 

rules for collecting, testing and interpreting historical evidence. 

8. Method Used by Positivist Historians 

• Step 1—Collection of evidence: Gather relevant primary and secondary sources. 

• Step 2—Authentication: Determine whether a document or source is genuine. 

• Step 3—External criticism: Examine date, authorship, provenance, physical form and 

transmission. 

• Step 4—Internal criticism: Assess the meaning, credibility, intention, bias and 

consistency of the source. 

• Step 5—Comparison: Compare independent sources to identify agreement, contradiction 

and corroboration. 

• Step 6—Chronological arrangement: Place verified events and evidence in proper 

temporal sequence. 

• Step 7—Narrative reconstruction: Construct a coherent account based on the available 

evidence. 

• Step 8—Cautious conclusion: Avoid claims that cannot be reasonably supported by 

evidence. 

9. Relationship among Chronological, Descriptive and Political History 

• Chronological history answers mainly 'when?': It establishes the sequence and timing of 

events. 

• Descriptive history answers mainly 'what happened?': It reconstructs events, institutions 

and actions in detail. 

• Political history asks mainly 'who governed, how and with what consequences?': It 

focuses on states, rulers, institutions, conflicts, diplomacy and political power. 
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• Interdependence: These three approaches frequently overlap. A political history may be 

chronological in structure and descriptive in presentation. 

• Shared foundation: All three were strongly influenced by the nineteenth-century 

emphasis on documentary evidence and factual reconstruction. 

• Main weakness of the combination: When used narrowly, they may produce an event-

centred history that underrepresents social, economic, cultural, gender and environmental 

dimensions. 

10. Merits of Positivist Historical Writing 

• Established rigorous source criticism: It made verification and critical examination of 

sources fundamental to historical research. 

• Strengthened professional history: It contributed to the emergence of history as a 

specialized academic discipline. 

• Encouraged archival research: Historians increasingly searched archives instead of 

relying only on published narratives. 

• Improved factual accuracy: Careful attention to dates, documents and corroboration 

reduced dependence on legend and unsupported claims. 

• Provided a foundation for later research: Reliable collections of facts and critically edited 

sources remain essential to historians. 

• Promoted methodological discipline: Researchers were encouraged to distinguish 

evidence from conjecture. 

11. Limitations and Criticisms 

• Excessive faith in facts: Facts do not automatically speak for themselves; historians select, 

organize and interpret evidence. 

• Objectivity is difficult: Complete neutrality is hard because historians work within 

intellectual, cultural and social contexts. 

• Event-centred approach: Concentration on events can obscure long-term structures and 

gradual processes. 

• Political elitism: Focus on rulers and governments can marginalize ordinary people and 

subordinate groups. 

• Neglect of social and economic history: Class relations, labour, production, family, 

consumption and everyday life may receive inadequate attention. 

• Limited attention to culture and ideas: Religion, memory, language, mentalities and 

cultural practices may be underexplored. 

• Underrepresentation of women and marginalized communities: Traditional political 

archives often reflect the activities of elites more than those of ordinary people. 

• Narrative neutrality can be misleading: The choice of sources, topics, chronology and 

vocabulary itself involves interpretation. 
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• Search for scientific certainty: Human societies are complex, and historical causation 

cannot always be reduced to laws comparable to those of physics or chemistry. 

12. Positivism and the Development of Modern Historical Method 

• Lasting contribution: Modern historians continue to authenticate sources, establish 

chronology, compare evidence and use archives. 

• Changed role of evidence: Historical arguments increasingly require demonstrable 

evidence rather than authority alone. 

• Foundation for later schools: Later approaches—including Marxist, Annales, social, 

cultural, feminist, subaltern and postmodern historiographies—often retained source 

criticism while challenging positivist assumptions. 

• From facts to interpretation: Twentieth-century historiography increasingly emphasized 

that historians interpret evidence and that historical writing is not a simple mirror of the 

past. 

• Balanced approach today: A strong historical study combines factual accuracy and source 

criticism with interpretation, context, comparison and attention to diverse historical 

actors. 

13. Key Terms for Examination 

• Positivism: A philosophy emphasizing empirical, observable and systematically verified 

knowledge. 

• Empiricism: The view that knowledge is grounded substantially in experience and 

observation. 

• Source criticism: Critical examination of the authenticity, reliability, meaning and context 

of historical sources. 

• Chronology: Arrangement of events according to time. 

• Descriptive history: Evidence-based reconstruction and detailed presentation of past 

events and institutions. 

• Political history: Study of states, governments, rulers, political institutions, wars, 

diplomacy and political power. 

• Objectivity: The ideal of minimizing personal bias in historical research and 

interpretation. 

• Corroboration: Testing a claim by comparing it with independent or additional evidence. 

• Archive: A repository of historical records and documents preserved for research. 

14. Suggested 10-Mark Examination Questions 

• Discuss the major characteristics of positivist historiography. 

• Explain the nature and significance of chronological history among the positivists. 

• Discuss the meaning, features and limitations of descriptive history. 

• Examine the main characteristics of political history in the positivist tradition. 
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• Assess the contribution of Leopold von Ranke to modern historical scholarship. 

• Explain the methods of source criticism followed by nineteenth-century empirical 

historians. 

• Discuss the merits and limitations of positivist historiography. 

• How did positivism contribute to the professionalization of history as an academic 

discipline? 

• Distinguish between chronological, descriptive and political approaches to historical 

writing. 

• Critically examine the claim that positivist historians merely collected facts without 

interpretation. 

15. Quick Revision Summary 

• Core idea: Positivists sought a rigorous, evidence-based history. 

• Chronological: Emphasizes when events happened and their sequence. 

• Descriptive: Emphasizes what happened and reconstructs events from evidence. 

• Political: Emphasizes states, rulers, institutions, wars and diplomacy. 

• Method: Collect → authenticate → criticize → corroborate → arrange → reconstruct → 

conclude. 

• Major contribution: Professional source-based historical scholarship. 

• Major criticism: Overemphasis on facts, chronology, elites and political events, with 

insufficient attention to interpretation and broader social history. 


