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When Does History Happen?
Barbara Tuchman

Barbara Tuchman (1912–1989) was a self-trained author of American History
most famous for her history of the month leading up to the First World War. She
focused her career on publishing popular history.
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“When Does History Happen?” from her book Practicing History (1981), was
originally published in the New York Times Book Review in 1964 under the title
“Can History Be Served Up Hot?”

Has there been a time when you have written a history of something or
someone?

2.

Have you ever doubted someone’s account of history? If so, why?

3.

Is it possible to write an objective history?

Section 3

Within three months of the Conservative party crisis in Britain last October
a book by Randolph Churchill on the day-to-day history of the affair had
been written and published. To rush in upon an event before its significance
has had time to separate from the surrounding circumstances may be enterprising, but is it useful? An embarrassed author may find, when the excitement has died down, that his subject had little significance at all. The recent prevalence of these hot histories on publishers’ lists raises the question:
Should—or perhaps can—history be written while it is still smoking?
Before taking that further, one must first answer the question: What is history? Professional historians have been exercising themselves vehemently over
this query for some time. A distinguished exponent, E. H. Carr of Cambridge
University, made it the subject of his Trevelyan Lectures and the title of a
book in 1962.

479

Richards_book.indb 479

Section
Section13

1.

Section 4

Anticipation Questions

6/18/10 2:53 PM

Is history, he asked, the examination of past events or is it the past events
themselves? By good luck I did not read the book until after I had finished
an effort of my own at historical narrative, otherwise I should never dared to
begin. In my innocence I had not been aware that the question posed by Mr.
Carr had ever come up. I had simply assumed that history was past events
existing independently, whether we examined them or not.
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I had thought that we who comment on the past were extraneous to it; helpful, perhaps, to its understanding but not integral to its existence. I had supposed that the Greeks’ defeat of the Persians would have given the same
direction to Western history whether Herodotus chronicled it or not. But
that is not Mr. Carr’s position. “The belief in a hard core of historical facts
existing independently of the interpretation of the historian,” he says, “is a
preposterous fallacy but one that is very hard to eradicate.”
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On first reading, this seemed to me to be preposterous nonsense. Was it
some sort of recondite joke? But a thinker of such eminence must be taken
seriously, and after prolonged silent arguments with Mr. Carr of which he
remained happily unaware, I began to see what he was driving at. What he
means, I suppose, is that past events cannot exist independently of the historian because without the historian we would know nothing about them; in
short, that the unrecorded past is none other than our old friend, the tree in
the primeval forest which fell where there was no one to hear the sound of
the crash. If there was no ear, was there a sound?
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I refuse to be frightened by that conundrum because it asks the wrong question. The point is not whether the fall of the tree made a noise but whether
it left a mark on the forest. If it left a space that let in the sun on a hitherto
shade-grown species, or if it killed a dominant animal and shifted rule of the
pack to one of different characteristics, or if it fell across a path of animals
and caused some small change in their habitual course from which larger
changes followed, then the fall made history whether anyone heard it or not.
I therefore declare myself a firm believer in the “preposterous fallacy” of historical facts existing independently of the historian. I think that if Domesday
Book and all other records of the time had been burned, the transfer of land
ownership from the Saxons to the Normans would be no less a fact of British
history. Of course Domesday Book was a record, not an interpretation, and
what Mr. Carr says is that historical facts do not exist independently of the
interpretation of historians. I find this untenable. He might just as well say the
Grecian Urn would not exist without Keats.
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As I see it, evidence is more important than interpretation, and facts are history whether interpreted or not. I think the influence of the receding frontier on American expansion was a phenomenon independent of Frederick
Jackson Turner, who noticed it, and the role of the leisure class independent
of Thorstein Veblen, and the influence of sea power upon history independent of Admiral Mahan. In the last case lurks a possible argument for the
opposition, because Admiral Mahan’s book The Inﬂuence of Sea Power upon
History so galvanized the naval policy of Imperial Germany and Great Britain
in the years before 1914 that in isolating and describing a great historical fact
he himself made history. Mr Carr might make something of that.
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Meanwhile I think his main theme unnecessarily metaphysical. I am content
to define history as the past events of which we have knowledge and refrain
from worrying about those of which we have none—until, that is, some archeologist digs them up.
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I come next to historians Who are they: contemporaries of the event or those
who come after? The answer is obviously both. Among contemporaries, first
and indispensable are the more-or-less unconscious sources: letters, diaries,
memoirs, autobiographies, newspapers and periodicals, business and government documents. These are historical raw material, not history. Their authors may be writing with one eye or possibly both on posterity, but that does
not make them historians. To perform that function requires a view from the
outside and a conscious craft.
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At a slightly different level are the I-was-there recorders, usually journalists, whose accounts often contain golden nuggets of information buried in
a mass of daily travelogue which the passage of time has reduced to trivia.
Some of the most vivid details that went into my book The Guns of August
came from the working press: the rag doll crushed under the wheel of a
German gun carriage from Irvin Cobb, the smell of half a million unwashed
bodies that hung over the invaded villages of Belgium from Will Irwin, the
incident of Colonel Max Hoffmann yelling insults at the Japanese general
from Frederick Palmer, who reported the Russo-Japanese War. Daily journalism, however, even when collected in book form, is, like letters and the
rest, essentially source material rather than history.
Still contemporary but dispensable are the Compilers who hurriedly assemble
a book from clippings and interviews in order to capitalize on public interest
when it is high. A favorite form of these hasty puddings is the overnight biography, like The Lyndon Johnson Story, which was in the bookstores within a few
weeks of the incident that gave rise to it. The Compilers, in their treatment,
supply no extra understanding and as historians are negligible.
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All these varieties being disposed of, there remains a pure vein of conscious
historians of whom, among contemporaries, there are two kinds. First, the
Onlookers, who deliberately set out to chronicle an episode of their own
age—a war or depression or strike or social revolution or whatever it may
be—and shape it into a historical narrative with character and validity of its
own. Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War, on a major scale, and Theodore White’s
The Making of a President, undertaken in the same spirit though on a tiny
scale in comparison, are examples.
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Second are the Active Participants or Axe-Grinders, who attempt a genuine history of events they have known, but whose accounts are inevitably
weighted, sometimes subtly and imperceptibly, sometimes crudely, by the
requirements of the role in which they wish themselves to appear. Josephus’
The Jewish War, the Earl of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion, and Winston
Churchill’s World Crisis and Second World War are classics of this category.
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For the latter-day historian, these too become source material. Are we now
in possession of history when we have these accounts in hand? Yes, in the
sense that we are in possession of wine when the first pressing of the grapes
is in hand. But it has not fermented, and it has not aged. The great advantage
of the latter-day historian is the distance conferred by the passage of time.
At a distance from the events he describes and with a wider area of vision,
he can see more of what was going on at the time and distinguish what was
significant from what was not.
The contemporary has no perspective; everything is in the foreground and
appears the same size. Little matters loom big, and great matters are sometimes missed because their outlines cannot be seen. Vietnam and Panama
are given four-column headlines today, but the historian fifty or a hundred
years hence will put them in a chapter under a general heading we have not
yet thought of.
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The contemporary, especially if he is a participant, is inside his events, which
is not an entirely unmixed advantage. What he gains in intimacy through personal acquaintance—which we can never achieve—he sacrifices in detachment.
He cannot see or judge fairly both sides in a quarrel, for example the quarrel as to who deserves chief credit for the French victory at the Battle of the
Marne in 1914. All contemporary chroniclers were extreme partisans of either
Joffre or Gallieni. So violent was the partisanship that no one (except President
Poincaré) noticed what is so clearly visible when viewed from a distance, that
both generals had played an essential role. Gallieni saw the opportunity and
gave the impetus; Joffre brought the Army and the reinforcements into place
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to fight, but it took fifty years before this simple and just apportionment could
be made.
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Distance does not always confer objectivity; one can hardly say Gibbon
wrote objectively of the Roman Empire or Carlyle of the French Revolution.
Objectivity is a question of degree. It is possible for the latter-day historian
to be at least relatively objective, which is not the same thing as being neutral
or taking no sides. There is no such thing as a neutral or purely objective
historian. Without an opinion a historian would be simply a ticking clock,
and unreadable besides.
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Nevertheless, distance does confer a kind of removal that cools the judgment and permits a juster appraisal than is possible to a contemporary. Once
long ago as a freshman journalist I covered a campaign swing by Franklin
D. Roosevelt during which he was scheduled to make a major speech at
Pittsburgh or Harrisburg, I forget which. As we were leaving the train, one
of the newspapermen remained comfortably behind in the club car with his
feet up, explaining that as a New Dealer writing for a Republican paper he
had to remain “objective” and he could “be a lot more objective right here
than within ten feet of that fellow.” He was using distance in space if not in
time to acquire objectivity.
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I found out from personal experience that I could not write contemporary
history if I tried. Some people can, William Shirer, for one; they are not affected by involvement. But I am, as I discovered when working on my first
book, Bible and Sword. It dealt with the historical relations between Britain
and Palestine from the time of the Phoenicians to the present. Originally
I had intended to bring the story down through the years of the British
Mandate to the Arab-Israeli War and the re-establishment of the state of
Israel in 1948.

When I tried to write this as history, I could not do it. Anger, disgust, and
a sense of injustice can make some writers eloquent and evoke brilliant polemic, but these emotions stunted and twisted my pen. I found the tone of my
concluding chapter totally different from the seventeen chapters that went
before. I had suddenly walked over the line into contemporary history; I had
483
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I spent six months of research on the bitter history of those last thirty years:
the Arab assaults and uprisings, the Round Tables, the White Papers, the
cutting off of Jewish immigration, the Commissions of Inquiry, the ultimate
historical irony when the British, who had issued the Balfour Declaration,
rammed the ship Exodus, the whole ignominious tale of one or more chapters
of appeasement.
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become involved, and it showed. Although the publisher wanted the narrative brought up to date, I knew my final chapter as written would destroy
the credibility of all the preceding, and I could not change it. I tore it up,
discarded six months’ work, and brought the book to a close in 1918.
I am not saying that emotion should have no place in history. On the contrary, I think it is an essential element of history, as it is of poetry, whose
origin Wordsworth defined as “emotion recollected in tranquillity.” History,
one might say, is emotion plus action recollected or, in the case of latter-day
historians, reflected on in tranquillity after a close and honest examination of
the records. The primary duty of the historian is to stay within the evidence.
Yet it is a curious fact that poets, limited by no such rule, have done very well
with history, both of their own times and of times long gone before.
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Tennyson wrote the “Charge of the Light Brigade” within three months of
the event at Balaclava in the Crimea. “Cannon in front of them volleyed
and thundered…Flashed all their sabres bare…Plunged in the batterysmoke…Stormed at with shot and shell…When can their glory fade? O the
wild charge they made!” His version, even including the Victorian couplet
“Theirs not to reason why/ Theirs but to do and die,” as poetry may lack the
modern virtue of incomprehensibility, but as history it captures that combination of the glorious and the ridiculous which was a nineteenth-century
cavalry charge against cannon. As an onlooker said, “C’est magniﬁque, mais ce
n’est pas la guerre” (“It is magnificent, but it is not war”), which is exactly what
Tennyson conveyed better than any historian.
To me who grew up before Bruce Catton began writing, the Civil War will
always appear in terms of
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Up from the meadows rich with corn,
Clear in the cool September morn,
The clustered spires of Frederick stand.
Whittier, too, was dealing in contemporary history. Macaulay, on the other hand, wrote “Horatius at the Bridge” some 2,500 years after the event.
Although he was a major historian and only secondarily a poet, would any
of us remember anything about Tarquin the Tyrant or Roman history before
Caesar if it were not for “Lars Porsena of Clusium/By the Nine Gods he
swore,” and the rest of the seventy stanzas? We know how the American
Revolution began from Longfellow’s signal lights in the old North Church.
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“One, if by land, and two, if by sea,
And I on the opposite shore will be,
Ready to ride and spread the alarm
Through every Middlesex village and farm.”
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The poets have familiarized more people with history than have the historians, and sometimes they have given history a push. Kipling did it in 1899
with his bidding “Take up the White Man’s Burden,” addressed to Americans,
who, being plunged into involuntary imperialism by Admiral Dewey’s adventure at Manila, were sorely perplexed over what to do about the Philippines.
“Send forth the best ye breed,” Kipling told them firmly,
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To wait in heavy harness,
On ﬂuttered folk and wild—
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
Half-devil and half-child.
Take up the White Man’s burden,
The savage wars of peace—
Fill full the mouth of Famine
And bid the sickness cease;

Section 4

Take up the White Man’s burden—
Ye dare not stoop to less.
The advice, published in a two-page spread by McClure’s Magazine, was quoted across the country within a week and quickly reconciled most Americans
to the expenditure of bullets, brutality, and trickery that soon proved necessary to implement it.

Lo, all our pomp of yesterday
Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!
Judge of the Nations, spare us yet,
Lest we forget—lest we forget!
—it created a profound impression. Sir Edward Clark, the distinguished barrister who defended Oscar Wilde, was so affected by the message that he
pronounced “Recessional” “the greatest poem written by any living man.”
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Kipling had a peculiar gift for recognizing history at close quarters. He wrote
“Recessional” in 1897 at the time of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee when
he sensed a self-glorification, a kind of hubris, in the national mood that
frightened him. In The Times on the morning after, when people read his
reminder—
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What the poets did was to convey the feeling of an episode or a moment of
history as they sensed it. The historian’s task is rather to tell what happened
within the discipline of the facts.
What his imagination is to the poet, facts are to the historian. His exercise of
judgment comes in their selection, his art in their arrangement. His subject
is the story of man’s past. His function is to make it known.
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1.

What is Tuchman’s main idea?

2.

What types of contemporary historians does Tuchman outline?

3.

Which types of historians does she find most reliable, which least reliable?

4.

Why does she say the contemporary historian has “no perspective”?
Would you agree? How would Tuchman claim that “those who come
after” have more perspective on historical events? Would you agree?

5.

Tuchman says that people who write letters, diaries, memoirs, and autobiographies are not “conscious” that they are writing history. If you had
to argue that they, indeed, were conscious of that fact, how could you
do so? Could you think of any examples that would refute or complicate
Tuchman’s claim?
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Reflection Questions
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