
CURRENT RESEARCH JOURNAL OF HISTORY (ISSN: 2767-472X) 

 

  

https://masterjournals.com/index.php/crjh 1 

 

VOLUME: Vol.07 Issue01 2026 
Page: - 01-05 

  

RESEARCH ARTICLE 

 

Reconceptualizing Historical Knowledge: Objectivity, 
Narrative, And Power In Modern Historiography 
 

Dr. Alejandro M. Ríos 

Department of Humanities, National University of La Plata, Argentina 

 

Received: 03 November 2025 Accepted: 02 December 2025 Published: 01 January 2026 

 

 

INTRODUCTION

The discipline of history has long been haunted by a 

deceptively simple question: what is history? Beneath this 

question lies a dense web of philosophical, 

methodological, and ethical concerns that have shaped 

historical scholarship for more than two centuries. 

Historians have debated whether history is a science or an 

art, whether it discovers facts or constructs narratives, 

whether it reveals the past as it actually happened or merely 

represents it through culturally conditioned interpretations. 

These debates have intensified in the twentieth century, 

particularly in response to the rise of social theory, 

linguistic philosophy, and postmodern thought. The works 

listed in the present reference corpus collectively represent 

some of the most influential interventions in these debates, 

offering competing yet intersecting visions of historical 

knowledge. 

At the heart of modern historiography lies the problem of 

objectivity. Leopold von Ranke’s insistence that history 

should show the past “as it actually happened” established 

a powerful ideal that shaped professional historical practice 

for generations (Ranke, 1973). This ideal suggested that 

through rigorous source criticism and methodological 

discipline, historians could access an objective past 

independent of their own values and contexts. Yet, as 

subsequent thinkers have shown, this ideal was never as 

straightforward as it appeared. E. H. Carr famously argued 
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that historical facts do not speak for themselves but are 

selected and interpreted by historians, whose social 

positions and intellectual frameworks shape their work 

(Carr, 1961). Carr’s intervention marked a critical turning 

point by exposing the hidden assumptions underlying 

claims of objectivity. 

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed an even 

more profound challenge to traditional historiography. 

Influenced by structuralism, post-structuralism, and 

literary theory, historians such as Hayden White argued 

that historical writing is fundamentally narrative in nature 

and governed by rhetorical and tropological choices rather 

than purely empirical logic (White, 1973). From this 

perspective, historical narratives resemble literary texts, 

organized according to plots, metaphors, and moral 

frameworks that cannot be derived directly from archival 

evidence. This insight destabilized the boundary between 

history and fiction and raised unsettling questions about the 

status of historical truth. 

At the same time, scholars like Michel de Certeau and 

Michel-Rolph Trouillot introduced a critical awareness of 

power into historiographical analysis. De Certeau 

emphasized the practices through which history is written, 

highlighting the institutional and discursive conditions that 

enable certain narratives while excluding others (de 

Certeau, 1988). Trouillot went further by demonstrating 

how power operates at every stage of historical production, 

from the creation of sources to the retrospective narration 

of events, resulting in systematic silences within the 

historical record (Trouillot, 1995). These interventions 

challenged historians to confront not only epistemological 

issues but also ethical and political responsibilities. 

The resulting historiographical landscape has often been 

portrayed as polarized between naïve empiricism and 

radical relativism. Defenders of traditional historical 

practice, such as Richard J. Evans and Perez Zagorin, have 

argued that postmodern critiques exaggerate the 

constructed nature of history and threaten the possibility of 

rational debate and truthful knowledge (Evans, 1997; 

Zagorin, 1999). Conversely, critics like Keith Jenkins have 

contended that such defenses fail to address the 

fundamentally interpretive and ideological nature of 

historical writing (Jenkins, 1991). Georg G. Iggers has 

offered a more mediating perspective, tracing the evolution 

of historiography from claims of scientific objectivity to a 

more pluralistic and reflexive discipline (Iggers, 1997). 

Despite the richness of these debates, there remains a 

persistent gap in historiographical scholarship: the 

tendency to treat these positions as mutually exclusive 

rather than as components of a broader, dialectical field. 

Too often, discussions of historiography reduce complex 

arguments to caricatures, portraying Ranke as a naïve 

positivist, White as a radical relativist, or Evans as an 

uncritical defender of objectivity. This article seeks to 

move beyond such simplifications by offering an 

integrated and deeply elaborated analysis of modern 

historiographical theory. By reading these works not as 

isolated texts but as participants in an ongoing 

conversation, the study aims to demonstrate that 

historiography is neither the transparent recovery of the 

past nor an arbitrary exercise in storytelling. Instead, it is a 

disciplined yet contested practice that continuously 

negotiates between evidence, interpretation, narrative, and 

power. 

The central problem addressed in this article is how 

historical knowledge can claim validity in light of the 

undeniable role of interpretation and power in its 

production. The guiding question is not whether history is 

objective or subjective, but how historians can responsibly 

construct meaningful narratives about the past while 

remaining accountable to evidence and aware of their own 

positionality. By reconstructing and critically engaging 

with the major theoretical contributions in the provided 

references, the article seeks to articulate a reconceptualized 

understanding of historiography that is both 

epistemologically rigorous and ethically self-aware. 

METHODOLOGY 

The present study employs a qualitative, text-based 

historiographical methodology grounded in close reading, 

comparative analysis, and theoretical reconstruction. 

Rather than conducting empirical archival research, the 

article treats canonical historiographical texts as its 

primary sources. This approach is appropriate given the 

study’s objective, which is to analyze the theoretical 

foundations and implications of modern historiography 

rather than to produce new historical data. Each referenced 

work is examined in its intellectual and historical context, 

with attention paid to both explicit arguments and 

underlying assumptions. 

The methodological strategy begins with an interpretive 

reading of each text, focusing on how key concepts such as 

objectivity, narrative, truth, and power are defined and 
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mobilized. This involves analyzing not only what each 

author claims but also how those claims are structured 

rhetorically and philosophically. For example, Ranke’s 

methodological prescriptions are read alongside Carr’s 

critique to illuminate the implicit epistemological 

commitments of nineteenth-century historicism (Ranke, 

1973; Carr, 1961). Similarly, White’s theory of 

emplotment is examined in relation to Evans’s defense of 

empirical constraints to explore the limits and possibilities 

of narrative theory (White, 1973; Evans, 1997). 

Comparative analysis is then used to identify points of 

convergence and divergence among the authors. Rather 

than treating disagreements as binary oppositions, the 

study examines how different positions respond to shared 

problems, such as the relationship between facts and 

interpretation or the ethical implications of historical 

representation. This allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of historiographical debates as dynamic and 

multi-dimensional rather than polarized. 

The methodology also incorporates a reflexive dimension 

inspired by de Certeau and Trouillot, recognizing that 

historiographical analysis itself is a situated practice (de 

Certeau, 1988; Trouillot, 1995). The study acknowledges 

that theoretical frameworks shape interpretation and that 

no reading is entirely neutral. By making its analytical 

assumptions explicit, the article seeks to model the kind of 

methodological transparency it advocates for historical 

practice more broadly. 

Importantly, the study adheres strictly to the provided 

reference list, avoiding the introduction of external sources 

or concepts not grounded in the specified texts. This 

constraint ensures that the analysis remains internally 

coherent and demonstrates how a rich and expansive 

theoretical discussion can emerge from a relatively limited 

corpus when those texts are examined in depth. The result 

is not a synthesis that erases differences, but a dialogical 

reconstruction that highlights the productive tensions at the 

heart of modern historiography. 

RESULTS 

The analysis of the selected historiographical texts reveals 

several interrelated findings that challenge simplistic 

understandings of historical knowledge. First, the notion of 

objectivity emerges not as a fixed or absolute standard but 

as a historically contingent ideal that has been repeatedly 

redefined. Ranke’s call for empirical rigor and source 

criticism established a professional ethos that sought to 

distinguish history from myth and speculation (Ranke, 

1973). However, Carr’s critique demonstrates that this 

ethos always involved interpretive choices, as historians 

inevitably select and contextualize facts according to 

contemporary concerns (Carr, 1961). Objectivity, 

therefore, functions less as a description of actual practice 

than as a regulative ideal guiding methodological 

discipline. 

Second, the results highlight the centrality of narrative in 

historical explanation. White’s argument that historical 

narratives are structured by literary tropes and emplotment 

strategies reveals that meaning in history is not simply 

extracted from evidence but actively constructed (White, 

1973). This insight does not negate the reality of past 

events, but it underscores that their significance is shaped 

through narrative form. Evans and Zagorin acknowledge 

this narrative dimension while insisting that it operates 

within constraints imposed by evidence and rational 

argument (Evans, 1997; Zagorin, 1999). The result is a 

view of historical narrative as both creative and 

constrained. 

Third, the findings emphasize the pervasive role of power 

in the production of historical knowledge. De Certeau’s 

focus on the practices of historical writing reveals how 

institutional norms and discursive frameworks shape what 

can be said about the past (de Certeau, 1988). Trouillot’s 

analysis extends this insight by demonstrating how power 

produces silences at multiple stages, from archival 

preservation to historiographical synthesis (Trouillot, 

1995). History is shown to be not merely a reflection of the 

past but a site of struggle over meaning and representation. 

Fourth, the analysis reveals that the so-called postmodern 

challenge to history is less destructive than often portrayed. 

Jenkins’s insistence on the ideological nature of historical 

narratives exposes the political stakes of historiography 

without necessarily denying the existence of the past 

(Jenkins, 1991). Iggers’s broader historiographical survey 

shows that the discipline has responded to these challenges 

not by abandoning empirical standards but by 

incorporating greater reflexivity and pluralism (Iggers, 

1997). The result is a more complex and self-aware 

historiography rather than a collapse into relativism. 

Collectively, these findings indicate that modern 

historiography operates within a field of tension rather than 

along a linear trajectory. Objectivity and interpretation, 
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fact and narrative, evidence and power are not mutually 

exclusive categories but interdependent dimensions of 

historical practice. Recognizing this interdependence 

allows for a more robust understanding of how historical 

knowledge is produced, evaluated, and contested. 

DISCUSSION 

The implications of these findings are far-reaching for both 

the theory and practice of history. One of the most 

significant contributions of modern historiographical 

debate is the dismantling of the illusion that historical 

writing can ever be entirely neutral. As Carr argued, the 

historian is always embedded in a social context that 

shapes the questions asked and the answers deemed 

meaningful (Carr, 1961). This insight does not invalidate 

historical scholarship; rather, it calls for a more explicit 

acknowledgment of the historian’s standpoint. Reflexivity 

becomes a methodological virtue, enabling historians to 

critically examine their own assumptions and values. 

At the same time, the narrative turn associated with White 

has often been misunderstood as implying that history is 

indistinguishable from fiction. Such interpretations 

overlook White’s insistence that historical narratives are 

constrained by the factual record even as they are shaped 

by literary forms (White, 1973). Evans’s critique usefully 

reminds us that not all narratives are equally valid and that 

historians can and do adjudicate between competing 

interpretations based on evidence and logic (Evans, 1997). 

The challenge, therefore, is not to abandon narrative 

analysis but to integrate it with empirical rigor. 

The role of power, as articulated by de Certeau and 

Trouillot, introduces an ethical dimension that cannot be 

ignored. If historical narratives systematically silence 

certain voices, then historiography becomes complicit in 

the reproduction of inequality (de Certeau, 1988; Trouillot, 

1995). This realization places a responsibility on historians 

to interrogate the conditions under which sources are 

produced and preserved, as well as the implications of their 

own narrative choices. Ethical historiography requires 

attentiveness not only to what is said but also to what is left 

unsaid. 

Critics of postmodernism often warn that emphasizing 

construction and power leads to epistemological nihilism. 

However, Zagorin’s measured response demonstrates that 

one can acknowledge the interpretive nature of history 

without relinquishing the possibility of referential truth 

(Zagorin, 1999). The past exists independently of our 

representations, even if our access to it is always mediated. 

This distinction allows historians to maintain a 

commitment to truth while recognizing the provisional and 

contested nature of their knowledge. 

One limitation of the present analysis lies in its exclusive 

focus on theoretical texts, which may understate the 

diversity of actual historical practice. Future research could 

extend this framework by examining how these 

historiographical debates manifest in concrete historical 

works across different regions and themes. Additionally, 

while the study highlights power and silence, it does not 

fully explore the implications of digital archives and new 

media, which are reshaping historical production in ways 

that de Certeau and Trouillot could only partially 

anticipate. 

Nevertheless, the discussion underscores that the strength 

of modern historiography lies precisely in its capacity for 

self-critique. By confronting its own assumptions and 

limitations, the discipline demonstrates its vitality and 

relevance. The debates examined here do not signal a crisis 

of history but rather an ongoing process of renewal through 

critical reflection. 

CONCLUSION 

The examination of modern historiography through the 

works of Carr, Ranke, White, de Certeau, Trouillot, and 

others reveals a discipline characterized by productive 

tension rather than epistemological collapse. History 

emerges not as a transparent window onto the past nor as 

an arbitrary narrative invention, but as a complex practice 

that balances evidence, interpretation, narrative, and 

power. The ideal of objectivity, while unattainable in an 

absolute sense, continues to function as a guiding principle 

that disciplines historical inquiry and anchors it in 

empirical reality. 

Recognizing the narrative and constructed dimensions of 

history does not undermine its truth claims; instead, it 

enriches our understanding of how meaning is generated 

from the past. Similarly, acknowledging the role of power 

in historical production does not render history illegitimate 

but calls for greater ethical awareness and inclusivity. 

Modern historiography, when practiced reflexively, is 

capable of addressing these challenges without abandoning 

its commitment to rigorous scholarship. 
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Ultimately, the significance of these debates extends 

beyond the academy. Historical narratives shape collective 

memory, inform political identities, and influence social 

action. A historiography that is self-aware, 

methodologically rigorous, and ethically responsible is 

therefore essential not only for scholarly integrity but also 

for public life. By reconceptualizing historical knowledge 

as a negotiated and accountable practice, historians can 

continue to engage meaningfully with the past while 

contributing critically to the present. 
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