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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION—THE RIDDLE OF HISTORY                             

_____________________________________ 

 

Those who cannot remember the past 

are condemned to repeat it. 

—George Santayana (1905) 

  

A Debate on History 

Is history really so universalistic (even when similar events happen in 

different contexts) that, as George Santayana (1905) once famously wrote, 

“[t]hose who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it”?   

This more universalistic view of history can be contrasted with an 

opposing view which is more relativistic in orientation, as shown by the 

equally known remark by Winston Churchill that “[h]istory is written by 

the victor,” to the extent that what is regarded as true in history today may 

not be so in another era when a new victor comes into power. (THEX 

2011)   

So, which of the two views is correct here? Contrary to these 

opposing views (and other ideas as will be discussed in the book), history 

(in relation to both universality and relativity) is neither possible (or 

impossible) nor desirable (or undesirable) to the extent that the respective 

ideologues (on different sides) would like us to believe.      

Of course, this challenge to the opposing views about history does not 

suggest that the study of history is controversial at best, or that those fields 

(related to the study of history) like political science, economics, military 

studies, anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, theology, 

literature, ethics, and so on should be rejected too. Needless to say, neither 

of these extreme views is reasonable.   

Rather, this book offers an alternative (better) way to understand the 

future of history, especially in the dialectic context of universality and 

relativity—while learning from different approaches in the literature but 

without favoring any one of them (nor integrating them, since they are not 

necessarily compatible with each other).  
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Instead, this book offers a new theory (that is, the multifold theory of 

history) to go beyond the existing approaches in a novel way.  

If successful, this seminal project is to fundamentally change the way 

that we think about history, from the combined perspectives of the mind, 

nature, society, and culture, with enormous implications for the human 

future and what I originally called its “post-human” fate. 

Universality and Relativity in History 

A good point of departure for the the study of history is by way of a 

definition of the term “history,” which is derived from “Greek ἱστορία–

historia, meaning 'inquiry, knowledge acquired by investigation,'” from 

“ἵστωρ (hístōr) 'judge' (from the Proto-Indo-European agent noun wid-tor: 

'one who knows'),” to mean “the discovery, collection, organization, and 

presentation of information about past events.” (WK 2011; B. Joseph 

2003; OED 2011)  

In fact, “it was still in the Greek sense that Francis Bacon used the 

term in the late 16th century, when he wrote about 'Natural History.' For 

him, historia was 'the knowledge of objects determined by space and 

time,' that sort of knowledge provided by memory (while science was 

provided by reason, and poetry was provided by fantasy).” (WK 2011) 

In any event, the word history “entered the English language in 1390 

with the meaning of 'relation of incidents, story.' In Middle English, the 

meaning was 'story' in general. The restriction to the meaning 'record of 

past events' arises in the late 15th century. In German, French, and most 

Germanic and Romance languages, the same word is still used to mean 

both 'history' and 'story.' The adjective historical is attested from 1661, 

and historic from 1669.” (WK 2011; W. Whitney 1889) 

Nowadays, “in all European languages, the substantive 'history' is still 

used to mean both 'what happened with men' and 'the scholarly study of 

the happened,' the latter sense sometimes distinguished with a capital 

letter, 'History,' or the word historiography.” (WK 2011) 

Those scholars “who write about history are called historians,” and 

“historian in the sense of a 'researcher of history' is attested from 1531.” 

WK 2011) 

Over the centuries, historians have engaged into different debates on 

numerous topics about history, and four major ones of them can be 

summarized below: (WK 2011a) 

 


