
Understanding History: A Tentative Definition


1. Sources of History:


◦ History relies on various sources, which are primarily material in nature.

◦ Historians must interpret these sources, acknowledging their subjectivity.

◦ The questions that historians seek to answer significantly influence their 

interpretations.


2. Chronological Boundaries: History is typically divided into distinct periods, each 
with its own characteristics


- Antiquity: The earliest period, encompassing ancient civilizations.

- Middle Ages: The period following antiquity, marked by feudalism and the rise of 

kingdoms.

- Early Modern Period: A transitional phase that includes the Renaissance and the 

beginning of significant global exploration.

- Modern Period: This period is characterized by the birth of modern nation-states 

and industrialization.


Note on Transitions: The transition between the Early Modern and Modern periods lacks 
universally accepted dates, as these can vary depending on the specific historical context 
of each state.


3. Revolutionary Historical Perspectives:


◦ Some historians have begun to write influential works that focus on broader 
themes rather than traditional political events.


◦ For example, works centered on the Mediterranean Sea explore not only dynasties 
and wars but also the cultural, social, and economic interactions that shape history.


◦ This shift represents a broader understanding of history, moving beyond a narrow 
focus on political events to include diverse human experiences.


Framing Colonialism


Definition of Colonialism:


◦ Colonialism is a practice of domination that involves the subjugation of another 
people.


◦ It deprives entire societies of their historical development, governing them 
according to the interests and needs of foreign powers.


◦ There exists a significant distance between the colonizer and the colonized, often 
justified by the belief in a universal mission to civilize.




Key Concepts:


◦ Colonialism: Refers to the transfer of population and settlement (from the Latin 
colonus, meaning farmer).


◦ Imperialism: Describes the exercise of power of one country over another (from 
the Latin imperium, meaning exercise of power).


Regions and Periods of Colonialism:


- 16th-18th Century: European colonization of the Americas marked by the 
establishment of significant colonies. In Africa and Asia, Europeans primarily 
controlled cities rather than large regions.


- Continental Imperialism: Refers to the internal expansion of states like Russia and 
the USA, which expanded from their original territories.


- 18th-20th Century: Focus on overseas imperialism, particularly in Asia.

- 19th Century: British colonization of South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand.

- 1880-1914: Intense imperialism in Africa, often referred to as the "Scramble for 

Africa."

- Late Imperialism: Addressing the Middle Eastern question post-Ottoman Empire 

and Japan’s expansion between the two world wars.


Religion and Natural Law:


- Spanish conquistadores justified their activities in the Americas as a religious mission 
to spread Christianity to native peoples.


- They used perceived behaviors of Native Americans (e.g., nakedness, cannibalism) to 
argue that these individuals were incapable of recognizing natural law, thereby 
legitimizing their enslavement.


Nationalism and Imperialism (Hobson):


- Hobson argued that imperialism represents a degeneration of nationalism and has a 
distinct political dimension.


- He critiqued Western, particularly British, imperialism while promoting the idea that 
capitalist nations could thrive without expanding into foreign markets, as "home 
markets are capable of indefinite expansion.”


Moral and Political Map of the World (1836):


- This map categorized populations into groups such as savages, barbarians, half-
civilized, and civilized, reflecting a hierarchy based on civilization and religion.


- It established a knowledge system that influenced European actions toward the rest 
of the world, granting them a perceived authority to "civilize" those deemed lesser.


Stages of History




Historical Progression:


- Prehistory: Societies without written culture, often referred to as "savages."

- Barbarous Societies: Characterized by elementary organization.

- Half-Civilized: Societies that have begun to develop but are not fully civilized.

- Civilized: Advanced societies, with Europe often considered the pinnacle of civilization.

- The idea is that history progresses in a linear direction toward development, 

suggesting it is justifiable to "help" other countries advance by exporting progress.


Postcolonial Studies:


- Focuses on questioning the linear progression of history and the implications of 
viewing history through this lens.


- Emphasizes understanding colonization—not just military dominance, but also the 
creation of hegemonic knowledge and culture imposed on colonized societies.


- Recognizes that influence is mutual; colonization involved not only European imposition 
but also exchanges that shaped both colonized and colonizer.


Orientalism (1978)


• Edward Said's "Orientalism" critiques the Western construction of the Orient as a 
mysterious and exotic place.


• Explores how Orientalism in literature, academia, and politics perpetuated 
colonialism and imperialism.


• Discusses how European culture defined itself against the "Other" of the East, 
rooted in a sense of superiority.


Metaphor of the Harem


• Harems were a significant theme in Western depictions of the East, characterized 
by mystery and exoticism.


• Europeans were fascinated with harems, often portrayed in art and literature 
through imaginative interpretations.


• This fascination illustrates a geographical and cultural expansion towards diverse 
realities, though always framed through a lens of Western imagination.


