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The role of the individual in history has always 

been a concern for historians and biographers. Do 

individuals shape events or do events shape 

individuals?   

This workshop examines this old problem through 

the ideas of Thomas Carlyle and Georgi Plekhanov, 

the two historians who probably have most 

influenced our understanding of the role of the 

individual in history. Carlyle developed, effectively, 

the best modern example of the ‘Great Man 

theory of history’ – in Heroes and Hero Worship 

(1840). Plekhanov developed, effectively, the best 

Marxist thinking on the role of the individual in 

history – in On the Role of the Individual in History 

(1898). These two thinkers, in their opposing 

stances, continue to shape the way historians 

understand and deal with the issue. 

Key questions explored in this workshop include: What is the relationship between the individual and 

history? What is the relationship between the individual and society? Can the individual change the course 

of history? Can the individual break from history? Is history really the "biography of Great Men"? 

 

RHYS WILLIAMS is a graduate of the Australian National University and the London School of Economics and Political 

Science. He is a PhD candidate in the School of History, ANU, working towards a thesis on British Socialism and 

Australia: 1880-1914. 

* NOTE: In 2019 the workshop start time is 11:00 am 
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