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Why Does Historical Research Require “Theory”?

——aA talk with young students about academic research

WANG Xuedian

Abstract: In the field of historical research, “theory” has become a sensitive topic in Chinese
academia in the past few decades, and some people even take it as a plague and believe it has no place
in historical study. This is in large part due to the far-reaching influence of the Qianjia school of thought
dating back to the Qing Dynasty and the social changes in the 20" century. Since the era of the Republic
of China, there has been a confrontation between the two paths of “New Sinology” and “New
Historiography”. The tendency to look down on theory is connected with the inability to correctly
understand the attributes and functions of theory in historical research. Historical research has two main
tasks: to discover and clarify facts; to illustrate and explain facts. Yet any illustration and explanation
must rely on theory, and even some discovery and clarification of certain important facts also require
theory. As it cannot be separated from historical material, historical research cannot do without theory
either. Sound historical research must keep a balance between historical material and historiographical
concepts.

Keywords: theory, New Historiography, New Sinology, historical theory, 20" century historiography
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