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This paper makes a case for a non-Lukácsian reading of the nineteenth-century historical novel, 
arguing that the genre is concerned with the way that history gets recorded (or misrecorded) 
rather than with the accuracy or truth of historical events themselves. Taking Dickens’ A Tale of 
Two Cities as a case study, I argue that the novel explores the accidental and contingent process 
of history making, rather than the specific events of the French Revolution. In the scenes of 
Charles Darnay’s trial, the novel pits two attempts to define the past—Dr. Manette’s and the 
Revolutionary Tribunal’s—against each other, and shows that the way we write history often 
depends on the information that chance and accident provide us with. This anxiety about the 
impersonal force of history is itself a historical phenomenon, linked to what Ann Rigney calls 
“the historical sublime” and to nineteenth-century debates about history and free will. 

This interpretation of A Tale of Two Cities offers a redemptive reading of an enormously 
popular historical novel which has been lambasted by Lukács and many subsequent critics as an 
apolitical or quietist novel that exploits the Revolution rather than attempting to understand it. 
More broadly, my reading also suggests a new context in which to read the historical novel: if we 
take this genre to be concerned with way that history is recorded, comprehended, falsified, and 
obscured, then we can see the historical novel as a real contribution to debates about the nature 
of history. Rather than dismissing novels whose history is somehow incorrect, by reading 
historical fiction alongside philosopher like Wilhelm Dilthey and Arthur Danto we can see these 
novels as posing questions about how we can know the past, and as an homage to all the 
unrecorded lives that are forever beyond our grasp. 


