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he first recorded contact between the
Mughal emperor Akbar and the Por-
tuguese took place in 1573, the year
that the ruler conquered Gujarat.
While at the port city of Surat — a
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the West.

contemporary centre of international trade
-= Akbar was approached by a delegation of
Portuguese from Goa who presented him
with “many of the curiosities and rarities” of

These excited the ruler to the extent that,
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course on history as a discipline. | torical actors will take us a long | Edited by Jorge three Jesuit missions,
Then there are those from the way towards the explanation of | Flores and Nuno each hoping to con-
historians, who are concerned to | why-when. Vassallo e Silva vert the emperor to
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craft”, Past Futures is By Ged Martin was professor of all night discussing questions of religion. In
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Impossible because

causal explanation of what hap-
pened in the past is not possible:
there is too little evidence, too
much complexity, and no means
of conducting experiments to
demonstrate even the simplest of
causal chains. Yet the effort to
reconstruct the past remains
socially and psychologically nec-
essary.

The alternative to causal ex-
planation is reason-giving expla-
nation — the exploration of the
reasons for past action. This
approach typifies much histori-
cal work, but, as Martin points
out, many past decisions were
instantaneous, intuitive and irra-
tional — and hence beyond the
rational reconstructions of histo-
rians.

Thankfully, much human
decision-making is rational and
recoverable on the

Ontario. Much of his

illustrative material is
drawn from Canadian history,
but he also cites imperial history

i and the history of Ireland.

My favourite example is the
case of the Earl of Kildare, who
was asked in 1495 why he set
fire to Cashel cathedral; he
replied that he thought the arch-
bishop was inside. But Martin
does not explain the why-when
of this particular legend.

More contestable is Martin's
attempt to tackle the issue of sig-
nificance in history. He needs to
do this because to locate events
properly in time, the past needs
signposting - and one way of
doing this is to assess the signifi-
cance of events.

Martin’s solution to this
thorny issue is counterfactual:
events are significant if we can

i reasonably argue that the past

would have been radi-

in ivory, gold, etc”. To what extent

tianity and understood the similarities and
differences between that faith and Islam. He
also showed an affinity for Christian
imagery. In an account from 1580, Akbar is
described as visiting the Jesuit chapel at
court and being “'so enthusiastic about the
pictures that he continues to order replicas
of the crucifixes and the other pictures made
such com-
missions reflected Akbar’s curiosity about
Western art, rather than his leaning towards
Christianity, was clearly difficult for the mis-
sionaries at the imperial court to ascertain.
The dialogue between the Mughal emper-
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participants saw their futures.

These “past futures” come in
many different shapes and sizes.
For some, the future is inevit-
able: for others, it is determin-
able. Some people are pes-

one: the past must be under-
stood in its own terms as well as
our own. We cannot talk to the
past but we can have a dialogue
with it, one that moves back and
forth and through time.

sonal rivalry and feelings of fail-
ure that would drive Shackleton
hack to the Antarctic. Chapters
two to ten narrate Shackleton’s
| carly life, interspersed with dis-
cussions of the history of explo-
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