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My first answer therefore to the question 'What is history?' is that it is a continuous process of
interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending dialogue between the present and
the past. (3% 1 & The Historian and His Facts X )
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History begins when men begin to think of the passage of time in terms not of natural processes
— the cycle of the seasons, the human life span — but of a series of specific events in which men
are consciously involved and which they can consciously influence. History, says Burckhardt, is
‘the break with nature caused by the awakening of consciousness.” History is the long struggle of
man, by the exercise of his reason, to understand his environment and to act upon it. But the modern
period has broadened the struggle in a revolutionary way. Man now seeks to understand, and to act
on, not only his environment but himself; and this has added, so to speak, a new dimension to
reason, and a new dimension to history. The present age is the most historically-minded of all ages.
Modern man is to an unprecedented degree self-conscious and therefore conscious of history. He
peers eagerly back into the twilight out of which he has come, in the hope that its faint beams will
illuminate the obscurity into which he is going; and, conversely, his aspirations and anxieties about
the path that lies ahead quicken his insight into what lies behind. Past, present, and future are linked

together in the endless chain of history.



