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- - 
As a historian. I suppose that my audience would expect me to 

speak on a particular topic or event in history. However, I have chosen to 
talk about a specialized aspect of history, the Pl~ilosophy ofHisto~y. This 
is because in the last few years. my interest in tlus area had developed to 
overshadow all the otlier aspects of history*. I have also been teaching 
this aspect of history to both ~nder~gaduate and postgraduate students 
not only in my department but also as a visiting scholar in several other 

1 sister universities across the countiy. The Philosophy of History as a 
subject had introduced several generations of students to the theories 
behind every piece of historical writing. It has also engendered in them the 
capacity to read more critically and reflect on the practices governing their 
own discipline. It is now necessary to speak on this aspect ofhistory to a 
wider academic audience. This is a great opportunity to explore this field 
so as to expand the range of understanding and knowledge about the 
wide-ran,@ng options available to the academic historian and his students. 

Peter ~oewenberg once wrote: "each historian and each age 
redefines categories of evidence in the light of its needs, sensibilities, and 
perceptions. The value of any conceptual framework is what new 
combinations of data or inferences from the data it may contribute to the 
historian's ability to interpret documents and the other raw material of 
history".' This presupposes that every piece of historical work has a 
theoretical basis on which evidence is selected, collated, filtered and 

t understood.' This conviction is no doubt universally applicable. The task 
of the historian has not changed since the time of Herodotus, the father of 
history. Facts must be collected and analyzed in the context of an individual's 
own methodology. It is only a few who still cling to the fading hope of 
writing definitive history."The need to know the wide range of approaches 
to the understanding and writing ofhistory has therefore been able to push 
the aspect ofhistory known as the Philosophy of history to the fiont burner 
of this academic discipline. 





in the wc::d have clamored for a repeat performance of lie two World 
Wan (191 4-1 8; 1939-45); neither urould anyone wish for a re-enacment 
ofthe slave-tmde era in West Africa the apartheid regime in South Africa, 
the Ni2erian Civil War of 1967 to 1 970. or even the very recent experience 
l i e  the last years of military rule in Nizeria before 1999. In the same vein. 
the much advertised famous era of Mai Idris Alooma of the Kanem-Bomu 
empire. the one-time flourishing Oyo empire and even the glorious eraof 
the far-flung British empire -when Britain was 'Great' and 'Britannia 
nded the waves'; will for ever remain the records (the histories) of those 
societies and peoples. 

Of course. it is very obvious that none of such events can be re- 
enacted or re-created in exactly the same form or magnitude however 
much we m. Even professional actors cannot bring back the real pictures 
and scenes of what had actually happened. For instance, it is very doubtful 
whether African countries today or even in the future would want to allow 
another form of colonialism, in form and content, as they were subjected 
to up to the middle of the twentieth country. Similarly, it is inconceivable 
for any Nigerian who missed the Nigerian Civil War (of 1967-70) whether 
because he was not yet born, or was an infant or for any other reasons. to 
induce the actors -all of them- to re-enact the thirty month-old war for any 
reason, whether for purposes of study or film production. Surely many of 
the principal actors on both sides are either already dead or old and 
incapacitated. Even if all of them are still around, it is reasonable to assume 
that most, if not all of them would not allow themselves to be used as 
guinea pigs, and made to go through the honors of blood-bath in the same 
way as had happened to them between 1967 and 1970. 

To the professional historian, history is not just a narration of what 
has happened in the past. It is more than a mere trans-shipment of ready- 
made information from one generation to another. History is a Greek 
word which simply means an investigation or enquiry. It is a science of 
human actions. According to Herodotus, the father and founder of history, 
"history is science in the form of enquiry@'. It is true that history deals with 
past actions - achievements, set-backs or failures and aspirations -of 

human beings. The task of the historian is to dtxribe such actions so that 
they shall not be foqotten by posterity But more than that history assumes 
that man is a rational king who has reasons for his actions. Therefore. 
the function of history is partly to ascertain what men have done in the 
pas& but most importantly to discover why they have done so. In other 
words, history does not confine its attention to bare narmtion ofevents in 
a chronological order derisively referred to in Yoruba language as Obu 
krr. Oba je i.e. when a king dies another one is installed. Historians 
consider these events in a thoroughly humanistic manner as actions of 
human beings who had reasons for acting as they did. 

It is by doing all these things that the fimctions ofhistory within the 
society can beclearly articulated; that is, to retain, or tell us about the past 
SO that we may learn about or understand the present and possibly prepares 
us for the But it is in accomplishing these goals that the historian is 
heed with the pivotal problems of historical tmderstanding. These include 
the identification and ascertainment ofhistorical fBcts, and the methodology 
ofmllecthg, orgnizing, synthesizing and intqmting evidential data. These 
"YO major problems are further compounded by the obvious fact that all 
these hang on what pre-suppositions the historian himself as an individual, 
has vis-a-vis the kind of history that can be recovered from all kinds of 
data- oral and written-available to him. 

Identification of Historical Facts 

History has been described as a hard core of interpretation 
surrounded by a pulp of disputable facts. According to GR. Elton, such 
historical facts are knowable only by the evidence they leave behind; but 
in many rases, that evidence is not clear-cut7. The difficult question then 
is how and under what conditions can the historian ascertain or know 
'facts' which, being now gone beyond recall or repetition, can no longer 
k for him objects ofperception. Unlike the historian, the scientist can in 
most, if not, in all cases, collect his 'facts' directly by observation. This is 
because in science, facts are empirical, perceived as they occur. But in 
history, the word 'fact' bears a very different meaning; it is anived at 



inferentially I., a process of interpreting data according to a cc .;rplicated 
system ofnlles and assumptions. Because the historian can not manufacture 
or're-create' the materials on which he hopes to construct his image or 
picture ofthe past. he has to rely solely on the evidence supplied to him by 
various other sources. 

One of the major sources of materials available to the historian 
can be grouped under the title Oral Traditions. According to J.A. Vansina, 
Oral Traditions consist of all xzrbal testimonies which are reported 
sratemrilts ofthe activities of 11w11an beings in the past8. Such testimonies 
are rendered in a fonn suitable for oral transmission, and are transmitted 
from one person to another ad f r ~ m  one generation to the other through 
the n d u c  t of language. However, such testimonies do not include rumours 
and 'hear-say' because even though they are also transmitted through the 
medium of larguage, they are not known to have been concerned in any 
meaningtul way u ith cvnts ihat actually happened in the past. In other 
words, tho preservation of Oral Traditions d~pends on the power of 
memory ofsucc&vc generation crf Ilumm beings. 

These testimc~nies constitute :: major source of evidence for 
reconstructing the past activities of pic-1itemte s~cieties especially in AEca. 
This is because of the observ,ib:e f ~ t  tl~at most .4Ecan societies believe 
that, though not in print, their history and traditions had been kept for ages 
in what one commentator aptly described as "the bookless world of the 
ancients9". It is not surprising therefore, that historians, particularly those 
engaged in the history of pre-literate, pre-colonial period of such societies 
often regard Oral Traditions as 'primary source materials' because of the 
assumption that such testimonies must have originated fiom el-e-witnesses, 
who at that time, were not conscious of the social or political importance 
of such materials. But unfortunately in most cases, nothing now is known 
about the first eye-witness from whom the testimonies originated, nor of 
those who subsequently transmitted them. The result is a chain of 
tmnsmissions in which each successive informant forms a link, and in which 
every testimony becomes a 'hear-say ' account. 

. Moreover, there is no doubt that the exclusi :e reliance on human 
memory -which is believed to be inferior to written records- known for its 
unreliability for the preservation and transmission of these accounts, do 
sometimes lead to serious distortions and misrepresentations This is why 
J.A. Vansina had suggested that the fiagile evidence embodied in'them be 
fortified by the super-intelligence of additional evidence and techniques 
provided by such other disciplines like archaeology, social anthropology, 
linguistics, etc. But today, the nature and methods of collection and 
transmission of Oral Traditions are seriously affected by the social and 
political functions they are meant to perform in their specific cultural 
contexts. Therefore, in spite of the 'surgical operations' prescribed by 
J.A. Vansina to salvage Oral Traditions and make them usehi as authentic 
source materials for the historian, their value remains in serious dispute 
because of the deliberate neglect of the critical evaluation and assessment 
which such materials deserve before they are used. It is now common to 
find even the so-called 'traditional custodians' of such accounts being 
tele-guided to bend truth and twist facts in order to achieve desired political 
or socio-economic objectives. Where and when such devices are 
supported by the apparatus of political power, the chances of recovering 
the authentic versions of such traditions are lost perhaps for ever, and the 
unsuspecting historian is thoroughly disarmed in his attempt to obtain an 
objective insight into the past he is studying. 

Written or printed materials in general constitute the other major 
source of information at the disposal ofthe historian. They include archival 
materials, private papers of outstanding individuals in the society, official 
government papers, diaries, etc. --all of which have come to be regarded 
as primary source materials for the same reasons for which oral traditions 
are so classified. Other materials in this category include journal articles, 
published texts, magazines and even contemporary government papers. 
But these are regarded not as primary, but secondary source materials 
because they represent the synthesis, evaiuations and sometimes re- 
interpretations of existing primary source materials which now include oral 
traditions. 



Even t h o ~ ~ i  they are written and their authenticity do not th- xfore 
depend on the power of the memory. this cate3ory of source materials 
also share the same limitations with oral traditions and oral source materials 
in general. Some of them have been deliberately compiled by individuals 
and institutions to perform specific functions in the society. Experience 
has shorn that such functions include the propagation of the view-points 
and achievements of particular political re@nes and their leaders to the 
exclusion of others. or merely to vilify its opponents, and the creation of a 
sense of solidarity and oneness among members of a community. The 
result is that such source materials often distort historical facts. 

Newspaper publications stand out as a separate class of its own. 
Particularly since independence, Nigerian newspapers have become the 
'mouth-piece' of their proprietors and stake-holders. It is not uncommon 
to find that many of them publish sensational stories, sometimes deliberate 
false-hoods, carried conspicuously and in bold prints on their fmnt or 
back pages to entice potential customers. Sometimes. some of them pre- 
empt the outcome of events by publishing im@q stories either to confke 
their readers or to prejudge the outcome of unfolding events. Such 'histoq 
written in a hurry' creates problems for the competent historian because in 
the event of any retraction such are usually published in an obscure 
unexpected and unnoticed corner inside a later issue of the newspaper. 

History and Science 

Given the problems associated with the identification and collection 4 

of s o ~ m a t e r i d s ,  the central problem in historical understanding can be 
tied to the traditional argument of whether the study of histoly can, and 
should be pursued in the same way as the scientists study such subjects 
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like biology, chemistry, physics, etc. This is a fairly recent w e n t  which 
has divided philosophers into various conflicting camps. The kemel of this 
argument arose from the suggestion that the methods by which science 
studies the world of nature could also be applied in the study of human 
afbirs. Thus, throughout the nineteenth century, ~e&an scholars frequently 

referred to 'historical science' when they meant no rnc e than the idea of 
a systematic intellectual discipline. They believed that one was being 
scientific ifone aspired to the highest degree ofobjectivity that the solution 
to a problem required and permitted. This, of course, involves making 
enquiries before arriving at conclusions. There is no doubt that the social 
scientist including the historians has made fitfd use ofthe ideas of scientific 
hypotl~eses, educated guess, etc. as to the alternatives or possibilities 
involved in a study. This was why J. Bury in 1933 could confidently assert 
that 'History is science, no more no less'0'. 

Ifhistory were science. that is, amenable to the equations, fomulae, 
theorems, etc. of the science then the p b l e m  ofhistorical undastanding 
would probably not have existed, or at best, they would not have been as 
intimidating and insoluble as we have them today. However, there is no 
harm in using the tenn 'social science or 'behavioral science for social 
studies - including history- as long as this is not confUsed with a I11-blown 
idea of the natural sciences. According to Bertrand Russell, 'the 
mathematics ofhuman behaviour cannot be as precise as the mathematics 
of machine" .' It is incontestable that neither history, nor any of the social 
sciences, can feel confident in showing the same resounding results that 
chemistry or nuclear physics can do, and none of them can compete with 
the natural sciences in predictability except in very limited and specialjzed 
areas of inquiq- In fact, the historian does not pretend forecasting what 
will happen in the hhlre. For instance, the historian can not emulate the 
natural scientist by experimenting with the available historical 
ma~erials and drawing demonstrabIe conclusions fiom them. If he has 
tons of archival records papers and other relics of the combatants of the 
two World Wars or even those of the recent Nigerian Civil War (1 967- 
1970), the fact remains that he cannot reatate or resurrect those events 
for on-the-spot asasmmt and study. This is because the past is t h o m ~ y  
dad. and the fUture is always yet unborn. 

GR Elton. unlike J. Bury is not interested in the philosophical 
w e n t  but in the pmcticrabili~y ofbistory. Ampding to him, '. . . whether 
histoq is an art or science, is a dead issue, it is both.. . ' However, he has 

9 



not been able to thro,: any new light on this problem. and especiall) Jn 
the relationship between scientific explanation and histoty. For instance. 
he has neglected the core issues - the absence of universal acceptance for 
historical explanation, and the whole complex of factors responsible for 
different historians interpreting the same historical event, or complex of 
them in mdically different fashions. These are the real issues of the problems 
of historical understanding. It is true that history can easily be intelligible to 
persons without any professiollal training in the subject. On the other 
hand, the sciences are full of technicalities, equations, etc. which can be 
understood only by the scientists. But the fact that history is written in 
everyday language, and has not developed any special vocabularj of its 
own does not mean anybody can produce meaningful and intelligent 
historical accounts. According to W.H. Walsh, history can be described 
as scientific in some ways because it is a study with its own recognized 
methods which must be mastered by any one who hopes to be proficient 
in it. 

However. historians do not have among themselves a uniform, - - - .  

mutually recognizable set of explanatory tools like the scientists. Even the 
vocabulary which they use, and the very hypotheses and presuppositions 
they make - which fotm the basis of their explanations -very often vary 
from one historian to the other. On the contrary, apart from the universally 
acceptable language of the natural sciences, which cut across national 
borders, the assumptions, hypotheses and pre-suppositions which form 
the basis of scientific explanation are, and have to be mutually intelligible 
to the community of scientists world-wide, for then1 to be considered as 
vital tools of explanations. 

Because of all these, the problems of disagreement among 
scientists are not as insoluble as these same problems among historians. 
In deed, it is far easier in science for a superior theory which provides a 
more comprehensive explanation to supercede an earlier. or even a 
contemporary one with less explanatory capability. In other words, 
whereas the author of a scientific theory that has been superceded by a 
new one can be persuaded by sheer force of arguments based on unive=iiy 

acceptabli scientific laws and procedru-e of inquiry, it is a l ~  ~ y s  extremely 
difficult for one school of historical interpretation to persuade the other 
about the falsity of its position. 

Moreover, the historian deals with past human actions - actions 
that have ceased to exist, while the scientist can study human actions and 
other objects of their study as they are being enacted. This, of course, 
affects the material evidence the two ofthem can obtain. While the scientist 
can re-create the phenomenon he is studying, the historian cannot. In 
fact, the scientist can make his observations repeatedly in most cases, to 
collect-new data if the previous observations had not satisfied him, or 
merely in order to acquire sufficient facts as the basis of his explanation. 
On the other hand, the historian having missed a social event, or any event 
at all, cannot re-create such in order to bring it under fresh observation. 
Moreover, in collecting his data, the historian invariably deals not only 
with living objects. but also with reasoning objects whose actions and or 
reactions are conditioned by a complex of factors which are not very 
easily amenable to observations and study. These objects are more difficult 
to predict than the operative factors in the naturai world, in which natural 
objects form the core of scientific explanation. Th~s is because such objects, 
even when they have life, e.g. trees, animals etc. do not have self- 
consciousness. and are therefore much easier to observe and study. 

The scientist studies in typology to arrive at generally acceptable 
theories or facts. But most, if not all, historians do not hope that their 
studies would result in general laws that can be used to explain similar 
types of historical events. The futility of the historian's ability to predict 
the future can also be linked with the same reason that historical events do 
not occur in a unileneal fashion, and that, for example, the reasons for a 
revolution in a particular society or country do not necessarily give the 
same revolution in another one. Therefore, for the professional historian, 
the debate whether history is arts or science is basically irrelevant. The 
ultimate a h  ofscientific enquiry is th- acquisition ofknowledge; and this 
is also the primary purpose olhistorical scholarship. ?,is is why the 
historian avails himselfor henelfd:he iilteilechral processes employed by 



the scientist. But in his-:oly, unlike most of the sciences, controlled 
experiment under controlled conditions are definitely impossible. The 
course ofhistoq is not only unforeseen but also unforeseeable. According 
to Arthur Marwick, "the human affairs which the historian studies, is more 
complex, less easily analyzable, less accessible to quantitative and pecise 
presentation than the physical state of &airsl2." Consequently, historical 
rsearch cannot be expected to present theories that can be demonstrated 
and used as bases for invoking general and immutable laws7 or for full- 
pf predictions. 

Hiitori.ca1 Evidence 

The historian is also compelled to grapple with a series of other 
problems arising from this central one. Perhaps the most important of 
fhese Q t k  d a l  question of what historical 'fsa' or 'mdls' or evidence 
ae made of. To the laymn historical fkts are c o n M  in public 
private papers of outstanding individuals in the society, ancient relics, 
archaeological remains, government etc. But to the professional 
historian, tkse are merely the raw (source) materials from which he is 
expected ta produce historical accounts. The problem of the historian in 
this respect is not whether these materials are Radily available or not, but 
that of what should be the historian's proper relation to them. Again, 
different philosophers and schools of thought have taken conflicting 
mitions on this issue. 

According to W.H. Walsh, there is the Correspondence School 
of t h o u  c h  l i e  in the independent and objective existence of 
each historical fist. In other words, members of this school believe that 
historical facts are fixed and determined, and cannot be affeaed in any 
way by what historians think about them. The Cuhemce School, on tk 
other hand, hdds that everything the historian believes about the past is a 
fim&onof&eevi-atpsent dableto~andof%isownskillsm 
interpreting them. In other words, ' facti which do not bear relatiom to 
present evidence must be UnknowabIe. and should therefore have no 
significance wbemer forthe historian or for any one else. Athhd theory 

held the Perspective School, represents a compr~mise between the 
Correspondence and Coherence theories. According to it, every historian 
contemplates the past from his own stand-point, but nevertheless has a 
chance of attaining some understandiig of what actually happened in the 
past. This is because, according to the Perspective theory, finished history 
is the product of two factors: the evidence fiom which the historian starts, 
which he ought to accept whether he believes it or not; and the subjective 
element, i.e. the point of view of the historian made up largely of his own 
moral and metaphysical presuppositions. This perspective theory further 
argues that in spite ofvarying points ofview, each historian has some valid 
insight into what happened in the past. In other words, the Perspective 
theory believes that there is no 'absolute truth' but that 'truth' or 'fact' is 
essentially a relative concept. 

This philosophical discourse was carried a little forward by E.H. 
CarrI3. His view on 'historical fact' is a kind of synthesis of the 
Correspondence and Perspective theories. He adopts the view-point that 
there can be no historical fact until the historian evokes it, and brings it to 
light. According to him, an event is not a historical fact merely because it 
has happened, but becomes one only when the historian decides to make 
it so and also when it is fixed into a larger complex of events. It is only 
then that it is of interest and significance to the historian. For instance, 
E.H. Carr had observed that Caesar's crossing of that petty little stream 
known as River Rubicon - which has entered into the list of English 
provehs -had become history mainly because of the events that followed 
for Caffar; whereas thousands ofother human beings had similarly crossed 
the same swam before and after him without the notice of the historian. 
In the same way, British colonial records had reported that Mungo Park 
'discovered' the River Niger in 1796. It ha.. became a great historical 
land-mark because of its importance for the British during the era of 
European colonization ofAfrica. Yet, Africans at Segu had been living 
around, and seeing the river on a daily basis perhaps for thousands of 
pars before Mungo Park's visit. True history is the study of the things that 
human beings have done in the past for which there are rec~rds, and 



pxticularly why thq did them and what the doing caused. But when-1s it 
can be said that in the sciences, the 'facts' speak forthemselves, in histoly 
the facts, according to E.H. Can: 'speak only when the historian calls on 
ihern; it is he (thchictorirn.) wile decides to which fact to give the floor, 
md in what order or cont:xt'. 

Objectivity and Histon 

If the 'facts' are not al lo~,ed to speak for themselves, then the 
nmblem a~-'ses wMher historical ;~ccounts can be the 'objective' or 'true 
picture. of what actually havpened in the 'past. Objectivity in this context 
, C I S  the presentation of 'prfect idstory'; that is. historical accounts free 
of all personal biases or devoid oiinxpartialiq in which the historian himself 
is neutral or detached. I.od P.cior states that detachment, neutrality and 
imoartialiiy are needed in pmdlicirg an objective historical account. 

ObJecl,ivi~ in Saoq is a -easonable professional requirement; 
but so far, it hn.: m i n e i .  a hnci ofl\isbrui i i l i i8 iz .  Whereas the scientist 
can be neum], l m p ~ i $  and det;lc\~t.i f r ~ m  his euprinlents whils procwing 
cmw for his tc.s..eerr!l ~ ~ r k ;  the 11ist~)riw l i ~ ~ d s  it difficult to be SO 

detached. even thc,~lgi liizt,oriar).s t.I~r:t'i~seIves o h 1  make a distinction 
bemeen what is 'gcoc!' or 'b,?d' bisi:ory. hetween ordinary propaganda 

and what is not, yet they do not have. in the same wa). as the scientists, 
genemlly accepted principles or criteria for ascertaining historical objectivity. 
The interpretations of one historia arc often indignantly rzpudiated by 
another, and even the reconciliatioll among these divergent accounts on 
the same subject is hardly achievable because tle sources of disagreement 
may not be technical i.e. over the correct interpretation of evidence, but 
rather over the ultimate preconception of the different iistorians, which in 
this case are not universally shared. This is because, in most cases. every 
historical account is invariably written from a certain view-point, and can 
only make sense fiom that particular point of view. 

This lack of consensus (among historians) arises from the lxge 
element of subjectivity in the relationship between the historian and his 

material:, most noticeable in the inevitably selective pro. ess underlying 
the historian's dealings with his materials. For instance, the historian can 
only study a limited aspect of the past; and even within this chosen field, 
he cannot ascertain all the facts, nor can he explain all the events. 
Consequently, he has to limit himselfto what is important in the past. But 
it is in his judgement ofwhat is important and what is not, what is relevant 
and what is not, that the historian falls short ofthe kind of objective reality 
which obtains in the natural sciences. Very often, the historian's selection 
ofwhat is important and relevant is dictated largely by his own world- 
view, or by other considerations which can hardly be described as 
objective. Even the so-called primary sources which the historian regards 
as near-authentic materials from which he selects what is important or 
relevant from what is unimportant and irrelevant, is not, as already 
mentioned, derived by him directly fiom the past. Such materials come to 
him, at best as second hand, and they amount to apre-selection fiom a 
larger body of evidence. In turn, this selection must have been done on 
the basis of the selector's own criteria of relevance and irrelevance, and 
of importance and unimportance. Therefore in processing the materials to 
write history, the historian is already saddled with a multiple dose of 
subjectivity in trying to interprete and understand the past. 

History and Religion: Problems of Relation 

The discussion about ihe relationship between history and religion - 
particularly the Christian faith- is not meant to be a deliberate provocation 
of any sort. Rzthrr, it is an attempt to demonstrate the influence that 
contempomry religious beliefs and practices had imposed on the course 
of histor): past and present, aild probably will continue to impose in the 
future if the present trend continues unabated. Specifically, it is meant to 
show how the frivolous use ofthe name of God continues to have negative 
impact on historical understanding, especially in the identification and 
ascerhhxnent of lustorical facts. Ths discussion is limited to the influence 
of the Christian ref igion alone because when Islam began in the 7" century 
A.D., it was evident that the study ofhistory was going to serve as the 







today is bound to ask is whether God personally intervened in the-; 
cases. If it were nowadays, the historian would be more interested in the 
concrete and objective causal factors like the advantages in men and arms, 
combat strategy, mastery of terrain and other logistic problems, which 
Joshua possessed vis-&-vis his Amalekite enemies. In the same way today, 
it, might be difficult for the historian to believe or understand how God 
.. - - - -  "tlew a passenger from London to Lagos without the knowledge of the 
passenger himself until he had landed safely in Lagos. The historian is also 

-.a 

not J~kely to be at ease blaming God (or destiny)and /or other unknown 
forces, whether spiritual or otherwise, for societal and national woes like 
air disasters, motor accidents on our roads, collapsed buildings, etc. 

because in history, even accidents have ascertainable According 
to M.C. D'Arcy, it would not do for a student to answer every question in 
history by saying that it was 'the finger of G o d o .  History teaches that 
wherever it is possible to find the cause or causes of what has happened in 
the past, one should resist having recoluse always to the 'gods'. Afier all, 
the Bible says "Give unto Ceasar what is Ceasar's.. . ." 
Conclusion 

The prob!en!s highlighted so far are not new to the study ofhistory. 
Practicing historians have had to grapple and struggle with them in order 
to make their accounts intelligible to their rezders. Of course, one 
recognizes that there is hardly any discipline 

without its own special conceptual and methodological problems, many 
of  which invariably involve some form ofhistory. $or ineance, the medical 
doctor who seeks to find out from his patient the nahlre of his ailment 
before reaching a decision as to what medication to apply, must like the 
historian, ask questions about the history. i.e. the origin and nature ofthe 
ailment. The student of International Relations will definitely do much 
better if he knows some history of the nations tu~der study. The Law 
student will perform better if he familiarizes himself with the historical 
background that gave birth to the legal issues being andysed. And in the 
purely political sphere, without some knowledge ofthe past the present 

beccmes incomprehensible and unintelligible. Hist :. ry is the one subject 
that can expand our world-view and at the same time, distinguish us as a 
people and fhcilitate our proper cultural orientation. In short, the study of 
the past makes the world we live in today more intelligible because we 
can discover through it, how things have come to be what they are at 

These advantages of knowing the past have been repeatedly 
mentioned on several occasions by many scholars. Even a large number 
of non-historians equally recognize the crucial importance of knowing the 
past for the benefit of the present and the future. These functions may not 
be as 'magical' as science and technology in accelerating the pace of 
socio-eco~~)mic developments of a society or a nation; but neither will the 
knowledge of history retard them. Even the more developed nations of 
the world have not neglected the study of their past; and in some, a 
knowledge of their history is voluntarily compulsory for all their students 
up to University level irrespective of their course of study. 

But inNigeria, it is a sad commentary that government itself had 
through its action and inaction virtually killed History as a subject, or at 
lest had whittled it down as 'one of those useless disciplines' by moving 
it h m  the curriculum of secondary schools and merging it loosely with 
Social Studies. The same government not only allows. but sometimes 
insists on the celebration of cultural festivals with these young minds in 
attendance, &essed in traditional costume$ to add colour by dancing, 
singing and Me presentation of drama sketch- even though they hardly 
~ t b e ~ ~ o r d K h i s t o t y o f ~ d K y a r e c e l e ~ g . S o ~  
~ m m & t o v i s i t a n c i e n t ~ m ~ a n d o ~ p 1 a c e ~ o ~ r i c a l  
im~,ora~shownp&tsofpasth~asif~effigies~~uld 
open their moutas and speak'. 

Historians haw in the last few years been calling on government 
to reverse itself and allow the study of History as a separate and 
mphay subject in our se~~w schools because the denial ofhistory's 



rightful place in thi uducation of its citizens is one of the gravest d;.igen 
that can befall any people or any culhre. It is believed that at this stage of 
the educational ladder. students are already well prepared to appreciate 
our past, our culture and our orientation. According to C.H.K. Marten, 
History gives the young mind a vast store-house in which to wander at 
will. It is designed to open the mind to higher ideals, concepts and values. 
I[ is a vehicle for the tmining ofthe memory, the cultivation ofthe imagination 
and the development of balanced judgement. The biographies ,,f great 
men furnish an inspiration and a model for others. Through history, a 
sense of solidarity is promoted, a feeling of oneness, of partnership with 
one's country. and an attitude of fellowship towards other nations and 
peoples2'. In shon. history interpretes for tile child, the whole ofhuman 
life because according to Cicero, not to know what took place before 
you1 were born is to remain for ever a child. Professor Levi-Strauss also 
says: 

. . .those who ignore history condemn themselves to not 
knowingthe present because historical developments alone 
permits us toweigh and to evaluate in their respective 
relations, the elements ofthe present2. 

Thank you for your attention. 

*I wish to express my profound gratitude to my teacher. Dr. S .0  Osoba 
who first enlisted my interest in the Philosophy of History, and to the 
Department of History ofthis University for allowing me to teach the course 
over a long period of time to both undergraduate and post-graduate 
students. 
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