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ABSTRACT

Historicism is an intellectual movement emphasizing the contextualization of historical texts and data. The term
‘Historicism’ has interacted with philosophical concepts such as naturalism, relativism, universalism, metaphysics, and
hermeneutics. This term is closely linked to historiographical concepts such as the historian's role, contextualization, narrative,
and historical representation. Though debates over the intersections of Historicism and history writing have continued since the
age of Vico and Herder. However, during the last quarter of the twentieth century, two philosophers, Hayden White and Frank
Ankersmit, deliberated a lot on the various issues and intricacies of Historicism. This paper will discuss the ideas of the two
philosophers and delve into their intellectual pursuit of Historicism, linking history to philosophy and, in turn, to philosophical
history. This work will also critically analyze the thoughts of White and Ankersmit on topics such as the use of narratives and the
past, Historicism and Postmodernism, and the role of the historian, among others, to establish the eternal relationship between

Historicism and the philosophy of history.
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INTRODUCTION

Tracing the History of the ‘Historicism,” one has to go
back to the eighteenth century when it emerged as the reaction
to various system-building approaches in Philosophy. Some
Philosophers trace its origin to a response to ‘rationalism’.
Some historians trace the origin of ‘Historicism’ to a reaction
against metaphysics and positivism. Some accredited the rise of
Historicism as the counterpart of naturalism. A few of them
placed Historicism in opposition to the concepts of universalism
and generalization. Initially, the concept of Historicism
questioned the contemporary general theoretical approaches to
History and Philosophy.

The design of history depends upon three major
factors: a historian’s subjective being (ontological position),
methodology or process for knowing the past (epistemological
tradition), and how the historian represents the past (historical
explanation).

In its early phase, Historicism emphasized the social

conditions surrounding historical events. It advocates
explaining historical events without imposing present-day
theories or concepts. This epistemological tradition, known as
Contextualism, was advanced by reconstructionist historians
such as Dilthey and Collingwood. The contextual approach of
Historicism was challenged in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries by positivists, constructionists, and structuralist

theorists.
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Postmodernist theorists refuted the notions of
empiricism and objectivity. Metaphysical relativists argued that
reality cannot be known independently of the human mind. In
other words, all the realities are the mental constructs of
historians. Epistemological relativism points to certain
constraints on historians' mental constructs that lie beyond their
control, such as their social position.

The concept of Historicism is very complex. There
have been emerging debates about the aspects of Historicism
mentioned above since the second half of the nineteenth
century. The juxtaposes two  great
deconstructionist theorists, White and Ankersmit, on various

present  article
aspects of Historicism. Both of them prescribed content
(evidence), theory, and literary form in the design of history.
But the intent and extent have been different.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Although the basic theoretical frameworks of these
two theorists are the same, their underlying structures
differ. Hayden White was later included among the narrativists,
but his approach to narration was different. “He was concerned
neither with the explanatory character of narration nor with
debates between advocates of the covering-law model and
narrativists, who disagreed about the status of historical
explanation”. (Domanska: 2009, pp.176)
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Ankersmit has been considered the leading representative of the
narrativist philosophy of history, particularly in his later
writings.

“Ankersmit distinguishes between two opposing
trends in contemporary Anglo-American philosophy
of history: critical or epistemological and narrativist.
Critical philosophy of history is concerned with
historical research, while narrativist philosophy of
history studies historical writing. According to
Ankersmit, narrativist philosophy of history is a
philosophy of historical writing which proposes an
aesthetic approach to historiography” (Domanska:
2009, pp.176)

White’s “Metahistory: The
Imagination in Nineteenth-century Europe” (1973), “Tropics of
Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism” (1978) and “Figural
Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect” (1999) are a delicious
treatise on the subject. Researchers usually locate White’s work
“Metahistory”  somewhere between modernism  and
postmodernism. In his second work, “Tropics of discourse,”
White took a poststructuralist stance in discussing discourse
analysis and tropological reconstructions. His third work,
“Figural Realism,” presented his ideas on poststructuralism and
sought to connect literary and historical discourses.

writings, Historical

Similarly, the writings of Ankersmit, “History and
Tropology: The rise and fall of metaphor” (1994) and “Sublime
Historical Experience” (2005), are valuable sources on various
aspects of Historicism. In his early work “History and
Tropology”, he hovered between Historicism and
postmodernism while promoting the idea of narrative
interpretation. Ankersmit owed this work to Hayden White. In
his later work, “Sublime Historical Experience,” Ankersmit
expressed a favorable attitude toward the philosophy of history
and its components, including experience, moods, feelings, and
intentionality.

The next part will present the salient features of
White's and Ankersmit's thoughts in relation to the identified
aspects of Historicism.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Use of Narratives and Past

Both White and Ankersmit gave greater weight to the
historical narration (linguistic form) than to the evidence.White
believed that historical narration (organizing the past as history)
is more affected by the historian’s ontology (i.e., his beliefs,
epistemology, and emplotment choices). Similarly, Ankersmit
argued that historical narration is guided by four major tropes
(metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony). ‘The linguistic
turn’, brought about an emphasis on the role of language in
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creating meanings to historical knowledge. Historians like Carr,
Danto, Dray, and Peter Munz considered historical narration as
a simple extension of historical evidence. Historians such as
White, Ankersmit, Munslow, Foucault, and Derrida placed
greater emphasis on historical narration and regarded it as a
construct of the historian’s mind.

White states that we know the past only through
literary narrative, yet he does not deny the reliability of the
facts. He considered historical narration similar to storytelling,
with a beginning, a middle, and an end. White explained that
using narrative comprehensively within a particular mode
becomes an ineluctable agenda for a historian. White gave
examples of historians using different modes in their narratives.

“A given historian is forced to emplot the whole set of
stories making up his narrative in one comprehensive
or archetypal story form. For example, Michelet cast
all of his histories in the Romantic mode, Ranke cast
his in the Comic mode, Tocqueville used the Tragic
mode, and Burckhardt used Satire”.(White:1973, p.8)

White further elaborated that there is always an
element of philosophy in history, regardless of its hermeneutical
nature.

On the other hand, Ankersmit perceived history as the
combination of facts and narration (precisely as an adjunct of
language and theoretical perspective). The categories of
historical accounts are constructs of a historian’s mind,
expressed through language, with their concepts and
prepositions. He explained the profound meaning of the nature
of historical narrative that

“A historical narrative is a historical narrative only
insofar as the (metaphorical) meaning of the historical
narrative in its totality transcends the (literal) meaning
of the sum of its individual statements. Being a
historical narrative, therefore, is a matter of
degree”.(Ankersmit:1994, p.41)

Historicism and Postmodernism

White ruefully depicted the state of history in the
postmodern era. According to White, History is written before it
is read; therefore, history is not only an object but also a sort of
its relationship to the past, which is mediated by a peculiar kind
of written discourse. White was one of the recent historians who
have advocated an essential role for literary theory in
historiographic theory and practice.

Ankersmit initially oscillated between the literary and scientific
approaches to history. He finally firmed up his stand and put
himself comfortably on the middle path, avoiding the two
extremes.

Indian J Soc & Pol 13 (02):107-112:2026



PANDEY: RECONSTRUCTING HISTORICISM: THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL INTERVENTIONS OF WHITE AND ANKERSMIT

“Historicism is the juste milieu between the two:
Historicism retains what is right in both the scientistic
and the literary approaches to history and avoids what
is hyperbolic in both”. (Ankersmit:1994, p.34)

He expressed that

“The time has come that we should think about the
past, rather than investigate it. It is a new phase in
historiography in which meaning is more important
than reconstruction and genesis.” (Ankersmit:1994,
p.179)

Ankersmit defined Historicism and Postmodernism
with nuance and argued that the various precincts are familiar in
both, though there is also a slight difference. According to him,
“The postmodernist's aim, therefore, is to pull the carpet out
from under the feet of science and modernism”.
(Ankersmit:1989, p.142) He admits the underlying sameness
between Historicism and Postmodernism. However, he also
identifies specific differences.

“In fact, no historical theory has guaranteed historical
writing greater and better-deserved triumphs than
histori(ci)sm. The difference, however, lies in their
conception of the historical object. While Historicism
takes ‘a reified past’ as its historical object,
postmodernism’s historical object is ‘one with an
“uncanny” independence and autonomy of its own.
Historicism could not follow the logic of its
conception to its conclusion”. (Ankersmit:1994,
p.238)

In his later phase, Ankersmit became overtly critical of
the excessive postmodernist emphasis on theory and language,
which, according to him, had rendered it utterly incapable of
authentic, immediate contact with the world.

ROLE OF HISTORIAN

Hayden White put forth his ideas on Historicism,
associating it with ‘point of view’, ‘analysis’, and a different
approach. He differentiated the approaches to be undertaken by
a historian and a historicist. He refuted any distinction among
history, historiography, and the philosophy of history, contrary
to the stance taken by reconstructionist historians. According to
him

“The historian is supposed to be interested in

elaborating points of view rather than in constructing

theories, as the historicists wishes to do. Next, the
historian is supposed to favor a narrativist mode,
whereas the historicist favors an analytical mode of
representation. And finally, while the historian studies
the past for its own sake or, as the phrase has it, “for
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itself alone”, the historicist wants to wuse his
knowledge of the past to illuminate the problems of
his present or, worse, to predict the path of history’s
future development”.(White: 1978, p.101)

White made his stance clear to historians,
reprimanding them for failing to conclude and for avoiding a
false claim of neutrality. White further elaborated that,

“I not only deny the authority of ‘professional
historians’ to ‘police’ anything, I also deny that
historians, in their current ‘professional’ capacity,
possess the resources necessary for rendering
‘ethically responsible’ judgments on whatever it is we
mean by ‘history’. ... (The historical profession) has
sold out any claim to relevance to present existential
concerns of the societies in which it is practiced to
purchase a much more dubious claim to ‘objectivity’
(or as Carlo Ginzburg would prefer, ‘neutrality’) in the
study of the past”.(White: 2014, p.21)

White argues that the role of a historian is to process
raw data into a coherent story with a beginning, middle, and
end, using three types of explanations. “Historians use three
types of explanatory strategies in their writings: Explanation by
formal argument, explanation by emplotment and explanation
by ideological implication”.(White: 1973, p. 7)

All three explanations contain “four possible modes of
articulation” based on which the historian gives the specific
explanatory effects. He prescribes a combination of modes to a
historian.

“Within each of these different strategies, I identify
four possible modes of articulation: Formism,
Organicism, Mechanism, and Contextualism; for
emplotments, there are the archetypes of Romance,
Comedy, Tragedy, and Satire; and for ideological
implication, there are the tactics of Anarchism,
Conservatism, Radicalism, and Liberalism. A specific
combination of modes comprises what I call the
historiographical ‘style’ of a particular historian or
philosopher of history”.(White: 1973, p. x)

Ankersmit argues that past reality and texts are linked
through ontological position, epistemological traditions, and
aesthetics. According to Ankersmit, there is always a difference
between historical reality and the historian's representation due
to various factors.

“The historian is the professional ‘outsider’: the gap
between himself and historical reality, which he is
always attempting to bridge, is identical to the gap
between the individual and society, which ethics and
political philosophy attempt to bridge. The ethical
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dimension must therefore be ubiquitous in
historiography. Modern historiography is based on a

political decision”.(Ankersmit: 1994, p.42)

Ankersmit exhorts historians, “to enter into a real,
authentic and ‘experitial’ relationship to the past.... not
contaminated by historiographical tradition, disciplinary
presuppositions, and linguistic structures”. (Ankersmit: 2005,
p4

For him, “historical experience is... where the
historian and the past meet each other”. (Ankersmit: 2005,
p-121) This experience is not confined merely to physical
sensations or sensory perception; it also involves mental and
intellectual engagement. The human mind, like the senses,
serves as a medium through which experience is received and
interpreted. However, this should not be understood as a
transcendental form of experience. Rather, it represents a kind
of “intellectual empiricism” centered on historical experience,
which enables the exploration, rediscovery, and reconstruction
of the past.

According to White, if a historian must bestow
meaning on a series of historical events, he must select a
dominant figurative mode of language before composing a
narrative. He argued that the relationships among the events are
formed in historians' minds. And these relationships depend on
the historian's ontological being.

Ankersmit contended that historical narratives, which
create meaning, are the representation of the past. This
knowledge about the past is created in a certain fashion.
Ankersmit’s views on representations are explained in terms of
language, consciousness, and experience, which are mutually
interdependent. While analyzing the works of philosophers of
mind, Ankersmit placed great emphasis on the historian's
intentionality. Ankersmit laid more emphasis on consciousness
and experience. He claims that consciousness could not be
generated without experience.

Ankersmit considered a historian as a portrait painter.

Many historical theorists have become aware of the
figurative dimension of the historian's narrative
language. They considered the tropes, especially
metaphor, to be the most prominent and effective
organizing principles in the historical text. Strong and
imaginative metaphors typically support strong and
convincing historical narratives or interpretations”.
(Ankersmit: 2005, p.36)

HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY

Here, White and Ankersmit differ significantly in their
views. White put forth his ideas on history and philosophy-
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“That every philosophy of history contains within it
the elements of a proper history, just as every proper
history contains within it the elements of a full-blown
philosophy of history”.(White: 1973, pp. 427-428)

White advocated similarity between the historiography
and philosophy of history. It is worth noting that White also
held that Historicism and the philosophy of history are
essentially the same.

Initially, Ankersmit situated Historicism on the middle ground
between speculative philosophies and postmodernism.
Ankersmit postulated that

“Historicism is a kind of halfway house between the
essentialism of speculative philosophies on the one
hand and postmodernism on the other- a state of
affairs we might characterize by saying that
postmodernism is a consistent and radical historism
that is no longer content to stop halfway”.(Ankersmit:
1994, p.1940)

He also made a distinction between historical research
and historical writing. He considered historical research a
matter of facts and historical writing a matter of interpretation.
“The distinction is similar, though by no means identical, to the
distinction in philosophy of science between observation
statement and theory”.(Ankersmit: 1994, p.34)

He asserted that epistemology is not crucial to the
philosophy of historical writing, but it is of prime importance in
the philosophy of historical research. But later in his career, he
placed greater emphasis on the philosophy.

His later work, “Sublime Historical Experience”
(2005), presents clear-cut evidence of his firm leaning towards
the philosophical trend in history writing. Ankersmit accepted
that the philosophy of language has clearly overshadowed the
philosophy of history. He proclaimed his recent work as an
effort to resurrect the glory of the philosophy of history, using
the abstract concepts of moods and feelings.

CONCLUSIONS

Historicism is a dynamic, hybrid concept or set of
concepts that embraces several dimensions and objectives. It
prescribes ways for historians in historical writing, historical
methods, and historical research. It intersects with other
disciplines in the humanities and sciences. It represents the
symbiosis among the philosophies of history, science, and
language. The key elements of Historicism have been
Contextualism, relativism, narrativism, the rejection of covering
laws, and a greater role for language. Together, these elements
emphasize that historical knowledge is contingent upon
temporal and cultural contexts rather than universal or timeless
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principles. Consequently, Historicism encourages historians to
interpret the past through historically situated meanings,
recognizing that historical understanding is shaped by evolving
intellectual frameworks, methodological approaches, and
interpretative  practices. The earlier debates regarding
Historicism were between the philosophies of science and
history. With recent deconstructionist historians coming to the
fore, discussions have turned to the philosophy of history and
the philosophy of language. Hayden White and Frank
Ankersmit are two deconstructionist historians who have given
new dimensions to the field of historical methods.

It is further argued that the philosophical inquiries of
both philosophers added new dimensions and opened up the
discussion. The German idealist Hegel gave the concept of ‘the
dialectic’, the design of a philosophical concept starts with a
‘thesis. Then there is a contradictory argument known as
‘antithesis. Finally comes out an embracing statement known as
‘synthesis. Though this synthesis may not be the ultimate truth
for the subject concept, and it may be set as the ‘thesis’ for a
new antithesis and synthesis. The cycle goes on. The concept of
Historicism can be said to be originated in the eighteenth
century in the works of Vico and Herder. This doctrine has
interacted with various concepts in the philosophy of history,
such as Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Existentialism,
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the
latter part of the twentieth century, starting with Popper,
historians and philosophers have sought to redefine and expand
the concept of Historicism.

Tocqueville, Michelet, and Burckhardt had a
considerable influence on White's philosophy. Philosophers of
History such as Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and Croce have
significantly influenced White. Ankersmit invokes the works of
J. G. Herder, Johan Huizinga, Lodewijk van de Vijver, Dennett,
and Searle. White credited the philosophers for nurturing ideas
in literary theory and metahistory/narrativism. Whereas
Ankersmit drew on the philosophers mentioned above to
develop ideas about memory, experience, and mood.

According to White, historians use three types of
explanatory strategies in their writings—formal argument,
emplotment, and ideological implication. A historian is forced
to emplot the whole set of stories making up his narrative in one
comprehensive or archetypal story form. He even gave
examples: Michelet for the Romantic mode, Ranke for the
Comic mode, Tocqueville for the Tragic mode, and Burckhardt
for Satire. These modes demonstrate that historical writing is
not merely a neutral presentation of facts but is shaped by
literary structures that influence how events are interpreted and
understood. The selection of a particular narrative form
determines the meaning assigned to historical events and affects
the reader’s perception of the past. Whereas Ankersmit
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described that historians created categories such as ‘antiquity’,
‘the Middle Ages’, ‘Renaissance’, ‘Enlightenment’, ‘Industrial
Age’, and so on to make a coherent picture, the historian had to
combine the empirical and the analytical, with the extensive use
of language and theory. In this way, historical representation
becomes an interpretative process in which conceptual
frameworks and linguistic choices play a central role in
constructing meaningful accounts of the past.

White observed that the historian is not particularly
interested in formulating general theories; rather, the primary
objective is to describe a particular point of view for its own
sake, thereby adopting a narrativist approach to historical
representation. In White’s conception, historical narratives are
not simply objective reconstructions of past events but are
literary artifacts shaped by the historian’s choices of structure,
language, and interpretation. Similarly, Ankersmit maintained
that Historicism seeks to understand the quintessence of the past
through an inquisitive synthesis of empirical evidence and
conceptual ideas. Although widely regarded as one of the
foremost postmodernist philosophers of history, Ankersmit later
revised his position, adopting a mediating stance between
Historicism and postmodernism and attempting to reconcile the
strengths of both traditions. His later philosophical writings
increasingly emphasized historical representation,
interpretation, and the epistemological limits of historical
knowledge, moving beyond the earlier postmodern critique of
historical objectivity. This intellectual shift reflects his effort to
preserve the explanatory potential of historical inquiry without
abandoning the insights of linguistic and representational
theories. A comparative analysis of White and Ankersmit,
therefore, provides a useful framework for understanding the
complexities of Historicism and for examining how historical
narratives negotiate the relationship between evidence,
interpretation, and representation in the pursuit of historical
truth. No matter how complex the doctrine of Historicism may
appear, it established its own distinctive principles, standards,
and methodological conventions for the writing of history.
These principles establish the importance of contextual
understanding,  historical  consciousness, and  careful
interpretation of human actions within their specific temporal
and cultural contexts. Consequently, Historicism continues to
contend the indispensable role of history in deepening our
understanding of human life, values, institutions, and the
processes of social and intellectual change across time.
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