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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY (HISTORY: THEORY & METHODS) 

Unit I, (d): Whig Notions of Change and Progress 

1. Meaning and Background of Whig Historiography 

• The term ‘Whig history’ refers to a particular way of writing history in which the past is 

interpreted as a gradual movement towards the political, social, intellectual and 

institutional values of the historian’s own present. 

• The word ‘Whig’ originally referred to a British political group that opposed royal 

absolutism and supported Parliament, constitutional government and certain civil and 

political liberties. 

• During the nineteenth century, several British historians presented English history as a 

long struggle in which liberty, constitutionalism, parliamentary government and religious 

toleration progressively defeated older forms of arbitrary authority. 

• Whig history therefore tends to organise the past around a story of improvement, 

development and achievement. 

• It is closely associated with the belief that history has a meaningful direction and that later 

institutions or ideas can be understood as the culmination of earlier developments. 

2. The Central Idea: Change as Progress 

• The basic Whig assumption is that historical change is not merely change; it is often 

interpreted as movement from a lower or less developed condition to a higher or more 

advanced one. 

• Political and social developments are consequently arranged in a hierarchy—for example, 

from absolutism to constitutionalism, from religious intolerance to toleration, and from 

restricted political participation to wider representation. 

• The present is frequently treated as evidence of historical progress because the historian 

already knows the eventual outcome. 

• Earlier events are selected and connected according to their contribution to the emergence 

of later institutions or values. 

• This produces a strong sense of continuity between past struggles and present 

achievements. 

3. Key Features of Whig Notions of Change and Progress 

• Linear conception of history: History is often represented as a relatively continuous 

movement in one broad direction—from backwardness or limitation towards 

advancement. 

• Idea of progress: Change is evaluated in positive terms when it appears to produce 

institutions or values regarded as desirable in the present. 

• Teleology: Past events are interpreted in terms of an assumed end-point or destination, 

such as modern constitutional government or liberal democracy. 
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• Present-centred interpretation: The historian’s present-day values strongly influence the 

selection and interpretation of past events. 

• Retrospective inevitability: Once an outcome is known, earlier events may be portrayed as 

if they naturally or inevitably led to that outcome. 

• Heroic treatment of historical actors: Individuals who appear to have promoted later 

‘progressive’ developments may receive special attention and praise. 

• Conflict between progress and reaction: Historical actors are sometimes divided into 

‘progressive’ forces and ‘reactionary’ forces according to their relationship to later 

developments. 

• Emphasis on political institutions: Traditional Whig history often gives particular 

importance to Parliament, constitutional government, civil liberties and political reform. 

• Selective use of evidence: Events that fit the story of progress may receive greater 

attention than developments that do not fit it. 

4. Whig Interpretation of Historical Change 

• Whig history generally treats change as a cumulative process in which important 

achievements are preserved and expanded by succeeding generations. 

• A later institution is often explained by tracing a chain of earlier events that appear to 

have prepared the way for it. 

• Periods of conflict, crisis or political reaction may be interpreted as temporary 

interruptions in an otherwise progressive historical movement. 

• The process is often presented as a struggle between liberty and authority, reform and 

reaction, or rationality and superstition. 

• The historian’s knowledge of the eventual outcome can make the historical path appear 

more orderly and predictable than it actually was to people living at the time. 

5. Francis Bacon, Enlightenment Thought and the Idea of Progress 

• The Whig conception of progress did not emerge in isolation; it developed within a 

broader European intellectual environment in which ideas of reason, improvement and 

human advancement became increasingly influential. 

• Enlightenment thinkers promoted reason, criticism of inherited authority, scientific 

inquiry and the possibility of improving society. 

• The growth of scientific knowledge encouraged the belief that human beings could 

understand nature and use knowledge to improve human life. 

• These intellectual developments helped create a wider historical language of 

improvement, development and progress. 

• However, Enlightenment ideas of progress should not be treated as identical to Whig 

historiography; Whig history was a particular historical and political interpretation that 

became especially influential in nineteenth-century Britain. 
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6. Nineteenth-Century British Historians and Whig History 

• Nineteenth-century Britain provided a favourable environment for Whig interpretations 

because Britain had developed a parliamentary system, constitutional traditions, 

industrialisation and expanding political institutions. 

• Historians could therefore interpret the British past as a long process culminating in the 

political institutions of their own age. 

• Thomas Babington Macaulay is one of the best-known historians associated with the 

Whig tradition. 

• Macaulay presented English history as a broad movement towards greater political 

liberty, constitutional government, prosperity and civilisation. 

• His narrative style was highly influential because he combined political history with vivid 

prose and a strong sense of historical development. 

• Other nineteenth-century writers also contributed to narratives that celebrated 

constitutional progress, though their approaches were not identical. 

7. Thomas Babington Macaulay and the Whig View of Progress 

• Macaulay’s historical writing strongly reflected confidence in the possibility of progress. 

• He often contrasted earlier conditions with the achievements of modern Britain and 

emphasised the expansion of liberty, political institutions, commerce and national 

prosperity. 

• The past was frequently interpreted from the standpoint of later achievements. 

• His narrative suggested that although historical development involved conflict and 

setbacks, Britain had generally moved towards a more advanced political and social 

order. 

• Macaulay’s work became a major example for later discussions of the strengths and 

weaknesses of Whig historiography. 

8. Herbert Butterfield and the Critique of Whig History 

• The modern academic criticism of Whig historiography is particularly associated with the 

British historian Herbert Butterfield. 

• Butterfield’s book The Whig Interpretation of History (1931) became a landmark critique 

of present-centred historical writing. 

• Butterfield argued that historians should avoid judging the past mainly according to 

present-day standards and should seek to understand historical actors within their own 

historical circumstances. 

• He objected to the tendency to divide historical actors into ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ 

groups according to whether they contributed to developments later regarded as 

desirable. 
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• Butterfield warned against treating history as a story whose destination was already 

known. 

• His criticism encouraged historians to pay greater attention to contingency, complexity, 

unintended consequences and the historical context of past beliefs. 

9. Presentism: A Major Problem in Whig History 

• Presentism means interpreting the past primarily through the assumptions, values and 

categories of the present. 

• A presentist historian may assume that modern political or social values were already the 

natural goals of earlier societies. 

• For example, a historian may praise a seventeenth-century political actor mainly because 

that person appears to support principles that resemble modern democracy. 

• Such an approach can obscure the fact that historical actors often had different concepts of 

liberty, authority, religion, citizenship and political participation. 

• Historical understanding requires distinguishing between what people at the time 

believed and what later generations came to believe about those events. 

10. Teleology and the Whig Interpretation 

• Teleology is the interpretation of a process in terms of a predetermined or assumed end-

point. 

• In Whig history, later institutions can appear to be the destination towards which earlier 

history was moving. 

• For example, constitutional democracy may be presented as the inevitable outcome of 

earlier political conflicts. 

• The danger is that alternative possibilities become invisible because historians already 

know which outcome actually occurred. 

• Historical events usually had multiple possible outcomes, and contemporaries could not 

know which one would eventually prevail. 

• A non-teleological approach therefore asks what possibilities were open at a particular 

historical moment rather than assuming the final outcome from the beginning. 

11. Anachronism in Whig History 

• Anachronism occurs when ideas, institutions, identities or values belonging to one 

historical period are incorrectly projected backwards onto another. 

• Whig history can become anachronistic when modern concepts are used without 

modification to describe societies that did not possess those concepts in the same form. 

• For example, calling every opponent of a monarch a ‘democrat’ may be misleading if that 

person did not support popular sovereignty or universal political participation. 

• Historians should therefore examine the vocabulary, institutions and assumptions of the 

period being studied. 
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12. The Role of Contingency 

• Contingency refers to the importance of chance, circumstance, unexpected decisions and 

alternative possibilities in historical development. 

• Whig history tends to reduce contingency because it emphasises the successful path 

leading to the present. 

• A more critical historical method recognises that events could have developed differently. 

• Wars, deaths, economic crises, personal decisions, technological changes and political 

accidents can redirect historical development. 

• Recognising contingency prevents historians from treating historical outcomes as 

inevitable. 

13. Whig History and the ‘Winners’ of History 

• Whig narratives often privilege groups, institutions and ideas that eventually became 

successful or dominant. 

• Those who lost political struggles may receive less attention or may be portrayed simply 

as obstacles to progress. 

• This can create a ‘history written from the viewpoint of the winners’. 

• A critical historian should investigate both successful and unsuccessful alternatives. 

• Studying defeated movements is important because they reveal the range of possibilities 

that existed at the time. 

14. Strengths of the Whig Approach 

• It highlights the importance of long-term historical change. 

• It draws attention to the development of political institutions, constitutional practices and 

civil liberties. 

• It can make complex political history accessible through a clear narrative. 

• It encourages historians to examine connections between different historical periods. 

• Its emphasis on progress has influenced debates about modernity, reform and social 

transformation. 

• The study of Whig historiography helps students understand how historians construct 

narratives rather than merely collect facts. 

15. Major Limitations and Criticisms 

• It can make historical development appear inevitable when it was actually uncertain. 

• It may impose present-day values on historical actors. 

• It can ignore alternative historical possibilities and unsuccessful movements. 

• It may divide people too simply into ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ camps. 

• It can overlook contradictions within supposedly progressive institutions. 
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• It may celebrate the achievements of the present while underestimating their costs and 

exclusions. 

• It can encourage selective use of evidence. 

• It may reduce complex social, economic, cultural and intellectual changes to a single 

political narrative. 

• It can encourage anachronistic use of modern concepts. 

• It may privilege the experiences of political elites and institutional actors over ordinary 

people. 

16. Whig History and the Problem of Judging the Past 

• Historians inevitably make evaluations, but historical evaluation should not replace 

historical explanation. 

• A historian should distinguish between explaining why a historical actor behaved in a 

particular way and deciding whether that behaviour is morally or politically desirable by 

modern standards. 

• The past should be understood in its own context before it is compared with the present. 

• This does not mean that historians must abandon all moral judgement; rather, it requires 

awareness of the difference between contextual explanation and retrospective judgement. 

17. Whig History, Causation and Historical Explanation 

• Whig narratives can simplify causation by presenting earlier events mainly as causes of 

later achievements. 

• Historical causation is usually more complex: economic, social, political, cultural, 

environmental and individual factors interact. 

• An event may have consequences that were not intended by the people involved. 

• Historians should therefore avoid explaining an event solely because it produced a later 

development. 

• The fact that event A was followed by event B does not automatically mean that A was 

intended to produce B or that B was the inevitable result of A. 

18. Example: The English Constitutional Development 

• A classic Whig narrative may describe English history as a long struggle from royal 

absolutism towards parliamentary government. 

• The Magna Carta, the English Civil War, the Glorious Revolution and later parliamentary 

reforms may be arranged as stages in a continuous march towards modern 

constitutionalism. 

• This narrative can identify genuine institutional developments, but it may become 

Whiggish if every earlier event is treated as consciously preparing the way for modern 

democracy. 
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• The motives of historical actors were often different: religion, dynastic interests, property, 

local privilege, political power and constitutional arguments could overlap. 

• A critical historian therefore studies the meanings these events had for contemporaries as 

well as their later consequences. 

19. Example: The French Revolution and the Idea of Progress 

• A Whig-style interpretation might present the French Revolution as a decisive step 

towards liberty, citizenship and modern political democracy. 

• Such an interpretation can recognise important transformations, but it may overlook 

competing revolutionary visions, violence, political exclusion and the possibility of 

alternative outcomes. 

• The historian should examine what ‘liberty’, ‘equality’ and ‘citizenship’ meant to different 

groups at the time. 

• The Revolution should be studied as an uncertain historical process rather than simply as 

a successful step towards the political order of the present. 

20. Whig History versus Contextual History 

Aspect Whig Approach Contextual Approach 

Direction of history Often linear and progressive Open-ended and contingent 

View of the present Often treated as culmination 
One historical moment 
among others 

Historical actors 
Judged partly by later 
outcomes 

Understood in their own 
context 

Causation 
Often arranged as a chain 
towards the present 

Multiple and complex 
causes 

Alternative possibilities May receive less attention Actively investigated 

Evaluation Present values can dominate 
Contextual understanding 
comes first 

Risk Teleology and presentism 
Relativism can be a possible 
concern if context is 
overemphasised 

21. Important Terms to Remember 

• Whig historiography: A form of historical interpretation that presents the past as a 

progressive development towards institutions or values associated with the present. 

• Progress: The idea that historical change can produce improvement or advancement. 

• Teleology: Explaining historical processes by reference to an assumed end-point. 

• Presentism: Interpreting the past primarily through present-day values or assumptions. 
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• Anachronism: Projecting concepts, institutions or values from one period into another 

period where they do not properly belong. 

• Contingency: The role of uncertainty, circumstance and alternative possibilities in 

historical development. 

• Historical context: The political, social, economic, cultural and intellectual circumstances 

within which an event or idea developed. 

• Retrospective inevitability: The tendency to make past events appear inevitable because 

their eventual outcome is already known. 

22. Methodological Lessons for History Students 

• Do not assume that the present was the inevitable result of the past. 

• Ask what alternative outcomes were possible at the time. 

• Study historical actors according to the concepts and vocabulary available to them. 

• Distinguish between an event’s immediate meaning and its later consequences. 

• Avoid judging an entire historical period simply by whether it resembles modern society. 

• Use evidence from different social groups rather than concentrating only on successful 

political leaders. 

• Consider unintended consequences as well as intended results. 

• Be alert to the historian’s own assumptions and values. 

• Recognise that ‘progress’ is itself a historical concept whose meaning changes across 

societies and periods. 

• Treat historical narratives as interpretations constructed from evidence, not as neutral 

mirrors of the past. 

23. Short Summary 

• Whig historiography interprets history as a broad movement towards progress and 

modernity. 

• It is especially associated with nineteenth-century British historical writing and the 

celebration of constitutional and political development. 

• Its characteristic tendencies include linearity, teleology, presentism, retrospective 

inevitability and selective emphasis on successful developments. 

• Herbert Butterfield’s The Whig Interpretation of History provided a major twentieth-

century critique of this approach. 

• The principal methodological lesson is that historians should understand the past in its 

own context and should not treat later developments as inevitable. 

• A balanced historical method recognises both long-term change and the uncertainty, 

conflict, contingency and alternative possibilities involved in historical processes. 

24. Possible Examination Questions 

1. What is Whig historiography? Discuss its principal features. 
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2. Explain the Whig notion of historical change and progress. 

3. Critically examine the concept of progress in Whig historiography. 

4. Discuss Herbert Butterfield’s criticism of the Whig interpretation of history. 

5. What are presentism and teleology? Explain their relationship with Whig history. 

6. How does Whig history make historical outcomes appear inevitable? 

7. Discuss the strengths and limitations of Whig historiography. 

8. How does the Whig approach differ from a contextual approach to history? 

9. Explain the importance of contingency in the study of historical change. 

10. Why should historians avoid judging the past solely from the standpoint of the present? 

11. Discuss Thomas Babington Macaulay’s contribution to Whig historical writing. 

12. ‘Whig history is history written backwards.’ Discuss. 

25. Suggested Readings 

• Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (1931). 

• Thomas Babington Macaulay, The History of England from the Accession of James the 

Second. 

• E. H. Carr, What Is History? (for broader discussion of historical interpretation and the 

relationship between historian and evidence). 

• John Tosh, The Pursuit of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of 

Modern History. 

• Georg G. Iggers and Q. Edward Wang, A Global History of Modern Historiography. 


