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 Introduction                                                         

Before the last quarter of the 20th century, history was a broad based discipline. It 

was universally studied and subject to objective scrutiny and analyses with the 

historian doing his best to reconstruct history from available facts. History at this 

time was percieved as an academic discipline based on empirical knowledge, 

objectivity and facts. As an academic discipline, history is more than 2400 years 

old.1 For most of this period it essentially told the truth about events and tried to be 

as objective as much as possible or say what really happened. This was universal 

history. Over time, many historians have been criticized as mistaken, opinionated 

and even completely wrong. In the 1990s the newly dominant theorists the post-

modernists assert that it is impossible to tell the truth.2 That the facts of history 

never come to us as pure since they come to us indirectly through refracted 

interpretation of the historian which is why they argue that one has to be selective, 
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critical and analytical about what is accepted and what is not3. This paper examines 

the doctrine of modernism, the attack on it by the post-modernist era, the 

methodological and theoretical issues involved, how historical research has 

changed and the nature of this change in the post-modernist era. Can the post-

modernist attack really be considered a threat to the discipline of history? How and 

in what ways has this affected historical research? The paper is articulated under 

the following areas: conceptual clarifications, historical research up to the 

modernist period, the post-modernist era and changes in historical research and a 

critical analysis of the changes in the post-modernist era and an analysis on the 

future of history in Nigeria. 

Conceptual Clarifications 

For a clear understanding of the key issues involved in this discussion and the 

changes up to the post- modernist period, it is imperative to conceptualize the 

pertinent terms in this paper. Firstly, what is history? History for instance has no 

universally accepted definition. History is generally known as the study of mans 

past and how that past relates or is relevant to the present. That past however, is 

mute. It is the duty of the historian using his analytical tool in the reconstruction of 

history, or using the resources and evidence at his disposal to scrutinize that past. 

Arthur Marwick defines history variously as “the entire human past as it actually 

happened” or that secondly it “connotes man’s attempt to describe and interpret the 
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past” and thirdly that “history is a systematic study of the past.”4 In the 1830s 

Ranke wrote that the task of the historian was to simply show things as they were, 

that is, chronicle the facts that were supposed to be free from the ideological biases 

and political leanings of the historian.5 Professor Barraclough defines history as 

“the history we read though based on facts is strictly speaking not factual but a 

series of accepted judgments.”6 E. H. Carr on the other hand defines history as an 

“unending dialogue between the present and the past.”7 History before the 

modernist period was regarded primarily as a special kind of literature that shared 

many techniques and effects with fictional narratives with historians being 

committed to factual materials and personal truthfulness.8 It went through change 

form Greek Historiography in the 5th Century to the early Christian period, up to 

the Middle Ages. From there it went through the Renaissance to the Enlightenment 

period right up to the 19th century Ranke  to the modernist period in the late 19th 

century to the mid 20th century.9 Modernism was a shift from the traditional to the 

modern way where empiricism and induction were used for historical enquiry 

while post-modernism was a critique of modernism. The doctrine of post-

modernism came into prominence towards the end of the 20th century, attacking 

viciously history. The doctrine of post-modernism argued that historians could 

never use the actual past as a standard for historical research. Post-modernists 

believe that all historians’ write is what people said about an event, or what they 

thought happened. In other words, they argued that historical writing is not based 
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on truth and objectively as historians claim. To them fiction, myth and history are 

the same. Post-modernism has also denounced the traditional tools of history such 

as empiricism and induction as fraudulent and defective, thus rendering history 

nihilistic. 

The Modernist period 

The concept of modernism first came into prominence in the 19th century 

especially during the second world war to the last quarter of the century when it 

came under severe attack from the post-modernists. The aim of modernism was to 

adapt the theological and social teachings of the church to changed conditions. 

These included the changing social and political conditions due to urbanization and 

industrialization, the decline of traditional authority and the rise of liberal, 

democratic and socialist ideas including changes in world view due to the 

influence of modern science. Modernism is also used for the idea and assumptions 

often associated with the age of enlightenment.10According to Martin Ivine, 

modernism tends to totalize its diversity to a one dimensional, all encompassing 

logic that serve the power of construction.11 Modern philosophers observe the 

world and historical events form a position of rationality, detachment and 

objectivity. By this the modern historian empirically and scientifically analyses 

events. Historians tried as much as possible to be objective in their writings of 

global or world history during the modernist period. This they did by subjecting 
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the evidence or facts of their disposal to checking, cross checking, examining and 

cross examining. Truth therefore emerges when the historian adopts this technique. 

12 The modernist period also witnessed the period when historians tended to 

totalize historical experience or events by reducing its diversity to a one 

dimensional approach. There was no micro, specific or perspective history as we 

have now. There was a study of universal or world history.  

The Post-modernist Period 

The post-modernist doctrine started towards the end of the 20th century. The 

proponents of the post-modernist doctrine assert that it is impossible to tell the 

truth about the past or use history to produce knowledge in any objective sense at 

all.13 It is maintained that whereas modernism assumes that there is a hidden 

meaning or truth to history and is engaged in the search for it, the post-modernists 

view this as absurd and a waste of time. To them historical objectivity and truth  

was an oxymoron, and  that history was more of an entertainment than an academic 

study. Scholars used to view history as an investigation into what actually 

happened in the past and why. Today post-modern historians view history more as 

a study of people’s images and thoughts about their society and their past. What 

actually happened is no longer known; instead history is what people thought 

happened. A post-modernist philosopher Nietzsche remarked, “there are no facts 

only interpretations.”14 Since truth and objectivity was impossible, the post-
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modernists believe that historical recording was what the historian thought 

happened. In other words, history was a product of the historian’s mind 

independent of any other influence. The modernist period meant the historian had 

to check and recheck his facts to arrive at conclusions but the post-modernist 

historians believed this was a waste of time. That all people had to say about an 

event meant one account was as good as the other. To them history and fiction 

were the same. 15 As David Cannadine maintains: 

Today most historians are no longer impressed by the efforts of their professional 

forebears back in the 1960s and 1970s to enumerate the causes of historical change 

and to offer convincing explanations as to how, why and when things happened .. 

in moving from explanation to meaning from causes to understanding, we have 

become much more sophisticated in  our comprehension of the past. 16  

The rise to power of Margaret Thatcher of the United Kingdom and Ronald 

Reagan of the United States of America saw a return to essentials as those decades 

also witnessed a profound array of developments which changed the mature of 

historical inquiry. This is evident as Richard Evans wrote:  

Social history is no longer the confident all encompassing subject it seemed to be 

during the 1960s and 1970s. Instead it has settled down to a more modest, more 

realistic and thus a more helpful agenda, not the history of society as a whole, but 

the history of various aspects of the society. 17  
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Post-modernism thus legitimizes the idea of multiplicity of relations of powers 

rather than that of a single dominant totality as modernization does. Post-

modernism rejects holistic theories and the idea of totality in favour of theories of 

multiplicity. Gender history, communication technology, culture, conflicts, 

transport and other disciplines can now be studied separately. There is also the 

rejection of unitary subject in favour or theories of heterogeneity and the rejection 

of a holistic approach to life. 

A Critical Analysis of Changes in the Post-Modernist Era 

The specifications in the post-modernist era, since the end of the 20th century, have 

made history more interesting and easier. This means history can be broken down 

into specific areas like gender studies, electricity, sports, conflicts, historiography, 

economic history, e-banking, communication etc. The old method of joining all 

aspects of history into political, economic and social aspects, which was 

cumbersome, becomes unnecessary. 

              The post-modernists view that the historian cannot be objective is 

controversial and needs to be closely examined. That past history is mute and 

subject to interpretations and can only be analyzed on the basis of the records and 

evidence that have been preserved. This is where the elements of controversy creep 

in. The analyses made by historians and the conclusions that they come to could be 

subject to their individual interpretations and ideologies. The historian could be 



 8 

objective or subjective, sometimes distorting the facts, though post-modernist 

historians claim there are no facts, only interpretations. There are certain events, or 

facts which can be reported objectively, that such facts exist is in itself quite 

enough to dispel any attempt to impose blanket skeptism on the whole discipline of 

history. Historians know and have written widely on issues in the past that cannot 

be questioned. Tom Dixon, speaks of the slaughter of six million Jews by the Nazis 

and a glaring historical evidence left behind which can still be seen fifty years 

latter. “we can still inspect the camps, the gas chambers and the warehouses full of 

documentation, and many who were directly involved in the gruesome events 

remain to tell of it.” 18 Can it also be disputed that as a British colony, Nigeria was 

granted independence in 1960?On the other hand, certain events are subject to 

distortions and interpretations depending on the historian involved.19 Although it is 

undisputable that the Nigerian civil war took place from 1967- 1970, different 

accounts can be recorded.   

                      The belief by post-modernists historians that there are no historical 

facts or truth contradicts historical writing, despite the attempts by some historian 

to change certain truths. 20 It is a fact that certain historical truths cannot be 

changed or doubted. 

 

 



 9 

The Future of History in Nigeria 

The attack on history by the post-modernist doctrine should not weaken historians. 

Despite the post-modernist claims and arguments on the plausibility of historical 

enquiry and objectivity, history can be studied in an objective way using its 

traditional tools of analysis. Historians need to re-examine the trajectories of 

historical writing and embrace the new challenges offered by post-modernism such 

as micro history in order to add to historical knowledge and generally improve on 

the subject. Historians should also endeavor to guard against personal sentiments 

trying as much as possible to be objective. This will make history remain a credible 

discipline. 

             A general overview and assessment of the prospect of the future of history 

in Nigeria remains a source of worry. While the study of history in Francophone 

African countries is compulsory, (the study of history and geography are 

compulsory subjects) the reverse is the case in Anglophone African countries, 

Nigeria inclusive. Many secondary school students are not encouraged. There is 

however a renewed interest in the study of history in our universities, where the 

subject is studied with International Studies, Diplomacy or Strategic Studies. The 

compulsory teaching of elementary history (General Studies) in the universities 

needs to be commended and encouraged. In addition, seminars and workshops be 

organized for political office holders and policy makers in Nigeria on the basic 
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rudiments of Nigeria history. This will prepare them well for the art of democratic 

governance. 

Conclusion 

This paper is an attempted analysis of historical transformation through the modern 

to the post-modernist period, and the changes in historical research. Historians in 

the modernist period took the pains to examine, re-examine and cross check their 

facts before coming to conclusions. They also tried as much as possible to tell the 

truth or to be objective in their historical findings in a history, which was broad 

based. The post-modernist historians refuted the view of objectivity or truth, and 

advocating the study of micro history. It is the opinion of the writer that historical 

truth or objectivity based on empiricism instead of imaginations is imperative to 

historical research. On the other hand the post-modernists should be commended 

for breaking history down to specifics. 
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