HISTORY 388 EARLY READINGS

ENDY

Note to Students: Please print a copy of these readings and bring them to class.  As you read, mark in the margins any passages that strike you as particularly interesting or puzzling.  In our class discussion, we will focus on two big questions for each of these short examples. 

1. What is the STYLE of history on display in each document?  For instance, does the document reveal a secular or a religious sense of time?  How does the document try to convince readers of its objectivity or sense of authority?  How does it try to make its account of the past believable?

2. What was the FUNCTION that this history might have played for the people who first read or heard these documents?  For instance, were these documents meant to reinforce or challenge the status quo?  Were they meant to entertain, to instill pride, or to provide sober lessons?  Be sure to mark specific passages that reveal the agenda (whether explicit or hidden) 

of the history-teller.

As you read, pay particular attention to these two main issues, but feel free to mark notes on other themes as well.  Although there is no written assignment to turn in, be sure to come to class with notes that will help you contribute to class discussion.

Lastly, don't worry if you are not familiar with the details of ancient or 19th century history.  Since this is a historiography class, we are more concerned with the styles and functions of history than with specific names and places.  Just read for an overall sense of how different people have told stories about the past, and of how those stories might have reflected the present-day concerns of their authors.

EXAMPLE #1: 
The Epic of Gilgamesh 

Note: First written around 2000 B.C.E., the epic tells about a Mesopotamian king who lived around seven hundred years earlier.

-http://www.aina.org/books/eog/eog.htm (accessed 22 September 2004)


Excerpts from the Prologue:

I will proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man to whom all things were known; this was the king who knew the countries of the world. He was wise, he saw mysteries and knew secret things, he brought us a tale of the days before the flood. He went on a long journey, was weary, worn-out with labour, returning he rested, he engraved on a stone the whole story. 

When the gods created Gilgamesh they gave him a perfect body. Shamash the glorious sun endowed him with beauty, Adad the god of the storm endowed him with courage, the great gods made his beauty perfect, surpassing all others, terrifying like a great wild bull. Two thirds they made him god and one third man. 

In Uruk he built walls, a great rampart, and the temple of blessed Eanna for the god of the firmament Anu, and for Ishtar the goddess of love. Look at it still today: the outer wall where the cornice runs, it shines with the brilliance of copper; and the inner wall, it has no equal. Touch the threshold, it is ancient. Approach Eanna the dwelling of Ishtar, our lady of love and war, the like of which no latter-day king, no man alive can equal. Climb upon the wall of Uruk; walk along it, I say; regard the foundation terrace and examine the masonry: is it not burnt brick and good? The seven sages laid the foundations. 

Excerpts from the Death of Gilgamesh:

The destiny was fulfilled which the father of the gods, Enlil of the mountain, had decreed for Gilgamesh: 'In nether-earth the darkness will show him a light: of mankind, all that are known, none will leave a monument for generations to come to compare with his. The heroes, the wise men, like the new moon have their waxing and waning. Men will say, "Who has ever ruled with might and with power like him?" As in the dark month, the month of shadows, so without him there is no light. O Gilgamesh, this was the meaning of your dream. You were given the kingship, such was your destiny, everlasting life was not your destiny. Because of this do not be sad at heart, do not be grieved or oppressed; he has given you power to bind and to loose, to be the darkness and the light of mankind. He has given unexampled supremacy over the people, victory in battle from which no fugitive returns, in forays and assaults from which there is no going back. But do not abuse this power, deal justly with your servants in the palace, deal justly before the face of the Sun.' 


EXAMPLE #2

Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War

Note: Thucydides lived from about 471 B.C.E. to about 400 B.C.E.  Known today as the “father” of modern history, he was also an Athenian general who fought in the Peloponnesian War, a clash between Athens and Sparta (also known as Lacedaemon). 

-http://etext.library.adelaide.edu.au/t/t6/chap1.html (accessed 22 September 2004)

So little pains do the vulgar take in the investigation of truth, accepting readily the first story that comes to hand. On the whole, however, the conclusions I have drawn from the proofs quoted may, I believe, safely be relied on. Assuredly they will not be disturbed either by the lays [song-poems] of a poet displaying the exaggeration of his craft, or by the compositions of the chroniclers that are attractive at truth’s expense; the subjects they treat of being out of the reach of evidence, and time having robbed most of them of historical value by enthroning them in the region of legend. Turning from these, we can rest satisfied with having proceeded upon the clearest data, and having arrived at conclusions as exact as can be expected in matters of such antiquity. To come to this war: despite the known disposition of the actors in a struggle to overrate its importance, and when it is over to return to their admiration of earlier events, yet an examination of the facts will show that it was much greater than the wars which preceded it.

With reference to the speeches in this history, some were delivered before the war began, others while it was going on; some I heard myself, others I got from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry them word for word in one’s memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say what was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of course adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what they really said. And with reference to the narrative of events, far from permitting myself to derive it from the first source that came to hand, I did not even trust my own impressions, but it rests partly on what I saw myself, partly on what others saw for me, the accuracy of the report being always tried by the most severe and detailed tests possible. My conclusions have cost me some labour from the want of coincidence between accounts of the same occurrences by different eye-witnesses, arising sometimes from imperfect memory, sometimes from undue partiality for one side or the other. The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its interest; but if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the interpretation of the future, which in the course of human things must resemble if it does not reflect it, I shall be content. In fine, I have written my work, not as an essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time.

The Median [Persian] War, the greatest achievement of past times, yet found a speedy decision in two actions by sea and two by land. The Peloponnesian War was prolonged to an immense length, and, long as it was, it was short without parallel for the misfortunes that it brought upon Hellas [Greece]. Never had so many cities been taken and laid desolate, here by the barbarians, here by the parties contending (the old inhabitants being sometimes removed to make room for others); never was there so much banishing and blood-shedding, now on the field of battle, now in the strife of faction. Old stories of occurrences handed down by tradition, but scantily confirmed by experience, suddenly ceased to be incredible; there were earthquakes of unparalleled extent and violence; eclipses of the sun occurred with a frequency unrecorded in previous history; there were great droughts in sundry places and consequent famines, and that most calamitous and awfully fatal visitation, the plague. All this came upon them with the late war, which was begun by the Athenians and Peloponnesians by the dissolution of the thirty years’ truce made after the conquest of Euboea. To the question why they broke the treaty, I answer by placing first an account of their grounds of complaint and points of difference, that no one may ever have to ask the immediate cause which plunged the Hellenes into a war of such magnitude. The real cause I consider to be the one which was formally most kept out of sight. The growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon, made war inevitable. Still it is well to give the grounds alleged by either side which led to the dissolution of the treaty and the breaking out of the war.


EXAMPLE #3

Georg Hegel, The Philosophy of History
Note: Hegel’s book originally appeared in print in 1837 in German, roughly a decade after he presented these ideas in a series of lectures at the University of Berlin.

-http://books.google.com/books?id=GLMq4zWW1vQC


The Orientals have not attained the knowledge that Spirit—Man as such—is free; and because they do not know this, they are not free…  The consciousness of Freedom first arose among the Greeks, and therefore they were free; but they, and the Romans, likewise, knew only that some are free—not man as such.  Even Plato and Aristotle did not know this.  The Greeks, therefore, had slaves…


The German nations, under the influence of Christianity, were the first to attain the consciousness, that man, as man, is free: that it is the freedom of Spirit which constitutes its essence..  This consciousness arose first in religion, the inmost region of Spirit; but to introduce the principle into the various relations of the actual world, involves a more extensive problem than its simple implantation…  In proof of this, we may note that slavery did not cease immediately on the reception of Christianity.  Still less did liberty predominate in States….  That application of the principal to political relations; the thorough molding and interpenetration of the constitution of society by it, is a process identical with history itself….


At this point [after a discussion of slavery] we leave Africa, not to mention it again.  For it is no historical part of the World; it has no movement of development to exhibit.  Historical movements in it—that is in its northern part—belongs to the Asiatic or European world….  Egypt will be considered in reference to the passage of the human mind from its Eastern to its Western phase, but it does not belong to the African Spirit.  What we properly understand by Africa, is the Unhistorical, Undeveloped Spirit, still involved in the conditions of mere nature and which had to be presented here only as on the threshold of the World’s History…. 


The History of the World travels from East to West, for Europe is absolutely the end of History, Asia the beginning.


EXAMPLE #4

John O’Sullivan, “The Great Nation of Futurity,” The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, vol. 6 (November 1839): 426-30.  

Note: O'Sullivan was a journalist who supported U.S. expansion into Mexican and Native American territories.  He also coined the phrase "Manifest Destiny."

-http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/osulliva.htm (accessed 22 September 2004)


America is destined for better deeds. It is our unparalleled glory that we have no reminiscences of battle fields, but in defence of humanity, of the oppressed of all nations, of the rights of conscience, the rights of personal enfranchisement.  Our annals describe no scenes of horrid carnage, where men were led on by hundreds of thousands to slay one another, dupes and victims to emperors, kings, nobles, demons in the human form called heroes.  We have had patriots to defend our homes, our liberties, but no aspirants to crowns or thrones; nor have the American people ever suffered themselves to be led on by wicked ambition to depopulate the land, to spread desolation far and wide, that a human being might be placed on a seat of supremacy.


We have no interest in the scenes of antiquity, only as lessons of avoidance of nearly all their examples.  The expansive future is our arena, and for our history.  We are entering on its untrodden space, with the truths of God in our minds, beneficent objects in our hearts, and with a clear conscience unsullied by the past.  We are the nation of human progress, and who will, what can, set limits to our onward march?  Providence is with us, and no earthly power can.  We point to the everlasting truth on the first page of our national declaration, and we proclaim to the millions of other lands, that “the gates of hell”—the powers of aristocracy and monarchy—“shall not prevail against it.”



EXAMPLE #5

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, excerpts from the “Manifesto of the Communist Party” (1848) 

-The Portable Karl Marx (New York: Penguin, 1983), 203-17.

Note: In this document, the “bourgeoisie” refers to industrial elites such as factory owners while “proletarians” refers to industrial workers.

Chapter I. Bourgeois and Proletarians


(1) The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. 


(2) Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.


(3) In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank.  In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.


(4) The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms.  It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones. 


(5) Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct feature: it has simplified class antagonisms.  Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: bourgeoisie and proletariat. 


(6) From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the chartered burghers of the earliest towns. From these burgesses the first elements of the bourgeoisie were developed. . . .


(7) The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production and thereby the relations of production and with them the whole relations of society…


(8) The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe.  It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere. . . .


(9) But with the development of industry, the proletariat not only increases in number; it becomes concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels that strength more. . . .  The growing competition among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial crises, make the wages of the workers ever more fluctuating.  The increasing improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood more and more precarious; the collisions between individual workmen and individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions between two classes.  Thereupon, the workers begin to form combinations (trade unions) against the bourgeois; they club together in order to keep up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make provision beforehand for these occasional revolts.  Here and there, the contest breaks out into riots. . . . 


(10) Of all the classes that stand face to face with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat alone is a genuinely revolutionary class.  The other classes decay and finally disappear in the face of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its special and essential product. 


(11) The lower middle class, the small manufacturer, the shopkeeper, the artisan, the peasant, all these fight against the bourgeoisie, to save from extinction their existence as fractions of the middle class.  They are therefore not revolutionary, but conservative.  Nay, more, they are reactionary, for they try to roll back the wheel of history. . . .


(12) All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the interest of minorities.  The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority. . . .


(13) The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products.  What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave-diggers.  Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.
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